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This study is an attempt to understand community participation in an American 

suburb.  The research topic was stimulated by a lack of consensus on the issue.  Some 

authors see substantial civic participation in U.S. suburban areas, while others see the 

suburbs as civically dead. Based on over 16 months of participant observation in a 

suburban community outside of San Diego, California, I seek to move the analysis 

forward by focusing on suburban notions of citizenship. 



 

xiii 

 I begin the dissertation with a discussion of how a suburban form of 

subjectivity developed over the 19th and 20th centuries.  I then turn specifically to the 

suburban neighborhood of Rancho Peñasquitos and investigate the ways in which the 

space is given meaning as an ideal suburban place.  Drawing on Holston’s (2001) 

conception of local citizenship, I argue that residents of this suburb have developed 

their own form of citizenship that is separate from surrounding conceptions of 

citizenships.  I investigate what this suburban form of citizenship is based on, how it is 

given legitimacy, and what effect it has on suburban behavior.  Finally, I attempt to 

contextualize the development of suburban citizenship.  I argue that the emergence of 

suburban citizenship is in part based on neoliberal governmental policies that have led 

to the withdrawal of the state from numerous aspects of suburban life.  This leaves 

suburban residents exposed and unprotected.  Suburban citizenships develop to fill the 

gaps left by neoliberal state. 

 Throughout the dissertation, I pay particular attention to how suburban space is 

created and defined.  An important part of suburban citizenship is based on the 

exclusion of various groups.  These exclusions are hidden behind a discourse that 

makes the suburbs seem natural.  The masking of these exclusions is, however, 

imperfect.  Despite best efforts, the people and things obscured by the suburban 

discourses break through from time to time.  The tensions between ideologies and 

realities haunt life in the suburbs.  I interrogate these contradictions and use them to 

pry open the suburban discourse, thereby illustrating the ways in which the suburban 

landscape is created and maintained as a cultural project. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 Many ethnographies start with a story of separation.  The distance between 

“modern,” “Western,” and “civilized” life is emphasized as one reads of the long and 

hazardous travel undertaken by the anthropologist to study the “natives” in their 

“natural” habitat.  These stories serve to make the study seem more legitimate by 

providing a sense of danger, hardship, and the exotic – not to mention set the stage for 

the brave, courageous and cunning anthropologist to overcome these difficulties.  

This study is different.  It cannot start with a story of separation.  Were it to do so, it 

would seem at best contrived and at worse condescending.  This study is not of a far 

away people living in a far away land.  This is a study of Rancho Peñasquitos, a 

suburban community approximately 15 miles north of downtown San Diego.  

Although I may have faced life threatening situations every day on my travels to and 

from Rancho Peñasquitos, it was no more dangerous than what most Americans face 

on a daily basis – freeway driving.   

 In the fall of 2005 San Diego Gas and Electric (SDG&E) announced plans to 

construct a 150 mile long transmission line, which if built, would run right through 

the middle of Rancho Peñasquitos.  Residents of the suburban neighborhood were not 

pleased with the plan, and a group was formed within the community to oppose 

SDG&E’s proposed project.  At the time, I was looking for a community to study.  I 

was interested in suburban civic participation and was having trouble finding a site to 
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focus on.  I knew I wanted to do a study of suburban civic activity based on 

participant observation, but choosing a location had proven to be difficult.  I had 

surveyed much of the San Diego metropolitan area for a community to study, but had 

not been able to narrow down my choices.  Every area I considered seemed to be both 

a good choice and a bad choice at once.  Civic participation could theoretically be 

studied in any place.  But yet, each place has it’s own individual characteristics that 

make civic participation unique to that location and I wanted to have a somewhat 

representative study.  A local news story alerted me to the opposition in Rancho 

Peñasquitos to SDG&E’s proposed transmission lines, which I found very interesting.  

As I began to look into the issue I found Rancho Peñasquitos to be an ideal location 

to study civic participation, and I decided to use it as a case study for my research.  

Rancho Peñasquitos is in many ways a typical suburban community
1
.  Compared to 

the surrounding areas, residents of Rancho Peñasquitos are squarely middle class.  

Families with children make up the bulk of residents in the neighborhood, and most 

live in and own single-family houses.   Once I had a place chosen, I could get down to 

the work of investigating what people in Rancho Peñasquitos were up to civically.  

 SDG&E’s proposed project, the Sunrise Powerlink, would run from the 

Imperial Valley west to San Diego, connecting the city with additional power stations 

to the east and serve the growing demand for energy in the area.  The initial route for 

the high-tension power lines would have them connect to an existing electrical 

                                                 
1
 There are many types of suburbs, and there is probably no such thing as a “typical” suburban place.  

Each specific example of a suburb has unique characteristics that make it different from all others.  

Furthermore, suburbs have changed drastically over time.  What may have been considered typical of 

suburbs in one time period my not hold true for another.  This issue is dealt with more in fully in 

Chapters Two and Three. 
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substation just west of Rancho Peñasquitos.  In order to get to the substation, the lines 

would need to run through the middle of the neighborhood.  Many separate groups 

and organizations have raised substantial opposition to the Sunrise Powerlink 

proposal, and the project has been challenged on numerous fronts.  Questions abound 

concerning the project’s need, cost, route, environmental impact, safety and 

underlying motivations. 

 The Alarmed Citizens of Peñasquitos (ACP) was formed shortly after 

SDG&E’s announcement of the proposed Sunrise Powerlink project.  The ACP has 

two goals.  Primarily the group works to prevent the project from running through 

Rancho Peñasquitos.  The secondary goal of the group is to educate members of the 

community to SDG&E’s plans and to mobilize community members in opposition to 

the project.  The ACP opposes the Powerlink project for a number of reasons.  Of 

chief importance, the group feels that project seriously threatens the suburban 

character of the neighborhood and would lower property values and cause a potential 

health risk to the families in the community.  The ACP also argues that the additional 

power lines are not necessary and the benefits do not outweigh the substantial costs 

and risks – both monetary and otherwise.  The ACP has proven to be extremely 

successful in raising opposition to the Powerlink project.  A public meeting was held 

in the Rancho Peñasquitos branch of the San Diego Public Library as part of the 

approval process for the project.  The ACP organized and mobilized the community 

and over 500 community members attended the meeting to express their concerns and 

opposition.  Over the period of numerous months the ACP continued its pressure and 
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won significant concessions from SDG&E, which was force to substantially alter its 

plans in regard to the lines running through Rancho Peñasquitos. 

 The example provided by the ACP and its opposition to SDG&E’s proposed 

Sunrise Powerlink raise a number of issues concerning civic participation in suburban 

neighborhoods.  By focusing on such issues this study hopes to shed light on how 

suburban residents respond to and identify political and civic issues.  This is an 

important, but often overlooked, component of the political landscape in the United 

States.  I argue that residents of suburban areas often develop an untheorized and 

unrecognized notion of their own citizenship that directly affects how they conceive 

of and react to issues that concern them.  Many authors have previously addressed 

aspects of this topic, and this introduction will present a broad review of the various 

positions concerning civic participation in American suburbs.  Numerous arguments 

have been made about the scope and nature of suburban civic participation.  Quite 

often these points of view are contradictory.  As the chapter progresses, I attempt to 

explain some of the seeming inconsistencies.  In the process, I argue that a new 

approach to civic participation needs to be taken and applied to the suburbs.  Instead 

of trying to measure how civically active suburban residents may, or may not, be we 

should instead develop an understanding of how suburbanites understand their roles 

as citizens.  In other words, how do suburban residents understand what it means to 

be a citizen?  By asking the question in this way we are able to understand how 

suburban residents understand their roles as participants in a civic sphere, and can 
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begin to understand suburban civic participation from their perspective.  This will 

shed a new and important light on the issue of civic participation.   

 

Suburban Civic Participation 

 This study is an attempt to understand community participation and civic 

involvement in an American suburb.  The research topic was stimulated in large part 

by a seeming lack of consensus on the issue.  Numerous scholars have written on the 

topic, but few seem to agree on the nature of civic participation in U.S. suburbs.  Take 

for example, two excerpts written during the massive American suburban 

construction boom of the 1950s: 

 

There is no evidence that participation in formal associations has 

increased since our respondents have moved to the suburbs. Indeed, 

we find very little formal participation at all. (Berger 1960: 59) 

 

He [the new suburban resident] has plunged into a hotbed of 

Participation. With sixty-six adult organizations and a population 

turnover that makes each one of them insatiable for new members, 

Park Forest probably swallows up more civic energy per hundred 

people than any other community in the country. (Whyte 1956: 317) 

 

 

Berger and Whyte present two very different views concerning community 

involvement in the new American suburbs of the 1950s, yet they were only published 

four years apart.  Berger depicts a suburban community with little civic involvement 

or sociability.  Whyte, however, finds what he calls, in other places, a “hyper-active” 

participation, and claims that community participation is an essential condition of 

suburban living.  More recently, Robert Putnam (2000) has argued that civic 
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participation in the United States, and particularly in the U.S. suburbs, is on a steady 

decline from a previous high point in the 1950s.  As these authors illustrate, 

community participation in American suburbs has long been a topic of concern and 

there is little agreement on the topic.    

 The literature concerning civic participation in U.S. suburbs can be broken 

down into three broad groupings based on the conclusions drawn.  Some authors have 

found active participation in the suburbs.  Others have found little or no participation, 

while a third group of authors are ambiguous and uncertain about the level of civic 

involvement in suburban areas.  The issue is complicated by the diversity of suburban 

areas.  In many ways, the suburbs of the 1950s are very different places than suburbs 

at the beginning of the 21
st
 century.  In addition, working class suburbs are likely to be 

very dissimilar to middle class or upper class suburbs.  I begin the discussion in the 

1950s with the post-World War II suburban explosion in the United States.  This is by 

no means the beginning or origin of suburbs in the United States.  Suburbs were being 

built long before 1950 in the United States and elsewhere
2
.  Furthermore, the suburbs 

of the 1950s were not the first to stimulate questions of civic engagement.  In the 

1920s Robert Park and other members of the Chicago School of urban sociology 

investigated suburban civic participation in the suburban areas surrounding Chicago. 

Suburbanization in the United States, however, entered a new phase after WWII.  

                                                 
2
 Robert Fishman (1987) traces the origin of the suburban ideal and the first suburban residence to early 

English industrialists.  They created what may have been the first suburban expansions in their attempt 

to escape the cramped and filthy industrializing cities.  Alternatively, Kenneth Jackson (1985) argues 

the suburban form of residence was first expressed in the 19
th

 century United States.  It is clear that 

regardless of where or when a suburban lifestyle was first expressed, the trend was well established 

before the end of WWII.  
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Post-war suburban growth was marked by increased numbers of middle class 

suburbanites.  Previously, suburbs in the United States were mainly enclaves of the 

wealthy and slums of the poor (Jackson 1985; Fishman 1987).  Extension of rail and 

trolley lines to the peripheries of major U.S. cities in the 1800s allowed for limited 

middles class suburbanization before WWII (Warner 1978; Jackson 1985).  After the 

war, however, suburbs in the United States became overwhelmingly middle class.  The 

automobile, combined with federal road building projects and home loan guarantees 

helped to ensure a suburbia dominated by the middle class in the United States 

(Jackson 1985).  These post-war suburbs tend to be understood as the traditional form 

of suburban community in the United States.  In many ways they serve as the model 

upon which contemporary suburbs are based.  Although any cut-off is somewhat 

arbitrary, we begin with a review of the literature from the 1950s on.  This seems to be 

the period when the suburban literature is reasonably applicable to contemporary 

suburban life. 

 

Civically Active Suburbanites 

 The massive post-war middle class suburbanization raised many issues 

concerning the effects this new type of built environment would have upon its 

residents.  William H. Whyte was quite possibly the first author to investigate the U.S. 

suburb through ethnographic inquiry.  In The Organization Man, Whyte (1956) 

presents his analysis of civic activity in the suburbs based upon approximately six 

months of investigation.  According to Whyte, individuals moving to the new suburbs 
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are, what he calls, “rootless” (1956:296).  These new suburbanites had left behind 

their old neighborhoods, friends, and families upon moving to new suburban 

developments.  According to Whyte, the fact that suburbanites are “rootless” together 

creates bonds between fellow suburban residents.  Individuals living in the suburbs 

have the same problems and concerns.  This draws them together and Whyte 

documents high participation in clubs, frequent sharing between neighbors, high 

church attendance, and regular neighborhood parties.  Civically, Whyte’s suburbanites 

are shown to be involved in a host of issues concerning practical community needs 

including school curriculum decisions and what churches would be allowed into the 

community.  In all, Whyte shows us a very civically active suburban community. 

 Whyte is not the only one to document a significant level of civic participation 

in suburban communities.  In Levittowners, Herbert Gans (1967) substantiates many of 

Whyte’s observations concerning civic participation in the suburbs.  However, the 

underlying conditions Gans identifies are very distinct from those of Whyte.  Based on 

two years of participant observation of a suburban community, Gans gives us an 

image of a highly connected and active suburban neighborhood – much like Whyte 

described.  Nearby neighbors routinely engage in friendly chit-chat, visiting, lending, 

borrowing, and other forms of socializing.  The connections suburban residents 

develop create a sense of community among the residents, and Gans’ informants 

regularly report that their suburban development is, “the best possible place to live” 

(1967:144).  For Gans, this identification with place is fundamentally based on the 

connections people build with each other, and furthermore leads to intense interest and 
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activity in civic issues.  The suburban residents Gans observes are involved in many 

civic issues ranging from establishing a school system and community infrastructure, 

to deciding what churches should be invited to the community.   

 In many ways Gans’ observations correspond extremely well with Whyte’s.  

Both authors depict strong civic engagement in their respective communities.  Gans, 

however, contradicts Whyte almost point for point in the interpretation of this 

engagement.  Whereas Whyte saw the suburban residents as hyper-active conformists, 

Gans questions this supposed homogeneity.  Gans also questions what Whyte calls the 

“rootlessness” of suburban residents.  He argues that there is no reason to assume 

“rootlessness,” loneliness, and certainly not and unhealthy hyper-activity in the 

suburbs.  Rather than judge suburban behavior, as Whyte seems to do, Gans bases his 

claims on how his respondents say they feel.   

 Interestingly, both Whyte and Gans found much of the same behavior 

occurring in largely middle class post-WWII suburbs.  It is clear that during this 

period middle class suburbs were not lacking in civic involvement.  This civic 

participation was not just a middle class suburban phenomenon.  Historian Becky 

Nicolaides (2002) finds significant community involvement in a working class suburb 

of the 1950s and 60s.  In My Blue Heaven, Nicolaides (2002) details the history of the 

politics of a suburban neighborhood near Los Angeles.  In her analysis we see that 

civic participation was a very significant part of this working class suburban 

community.  The suburban residents studied by Nicolaides become involved in issues 

concerning taxes, public infrastructure, commercial and industrial development, and 
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even who would be allowed to live in the neighborhood.  Suburban residents were 

very concerned with these issues, because these issues might negatively affect the 

livelihood of the neighborhood.  Nicolides argues that the suburban home was a safety 

net for the working class families trying to make a living in an often tenuous job 

market.  Anything that might threaten one’s home or property was therefore 

considered highly important and would lead to civic involvement by suburban 

homeowners.  In a similar vein, Sylvie Murray (2003) documents significant levels of 

community activism in post-war suburban Queens.  The women of Queens became 

active civic participants from the late 1940s through the 1960s, as they regularly 

organized around issues that concerned them and their neighborhoods, including fair 

housing, standards of living, local government, school integration, and many other 

issues. 

 The suburban lifestyle in these accounts is something to be invested in, 

maintained, and protected.  The communal work done to maintain the suburban 

lifestyle takes on a social nature and becomes a matter of civic concern.  John Dorst 

(1989) supports this in his description of suburban residents outside of Philadelphia 

actively involved in the creation of a sense of community in their neighborhood.  

According to Dorst, there is a “general sociability among development residents” 

(1989:1).  Residents are shown to be actively involved both civically and socially in 

their attempt to create a sense of local history, tradition, and community.  Public 

gatherings are often both social and civic at once.  Sewing groups get together to make 

a “community friendship quilt” which is meant to display what it means to be a proper 
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member of the community.  Participation is very high in this suburb.  Community 

events and political institutions are well attended, and there is a strong sense of 

common history and future goals.  Dorst argues that much of the involvement in this 

suburb is an effort to recreate a feeling of rural tradition.  The attempt to create a 

connection to a shared past is a community building project that ties residents together 

in a common goal and belief system.  The suburban residents studied by Dorst are 

very active in this project and it connects them in a significant way.   

Common images of community are far from the only elements leading to civic 

participation in suburban neighborhoods.  John Horton (1995) investigates political 

participation and civic involvement in an ethnically diverse suburb.  Ethnic conflict 

over access to resources and political power causes deep divides in this suburb.  This 

conflict, however, leads to large political mobilization as various groups contend 

against one another for political power.  Civic organizations, city council meetings, 

political campaigns, and voting all show a high level of participation.  As ethnic 

factions fought it out in the political realm, a sense of shared values developed both 

within ethnic/political groups and between them.  Mutual suspicions helped lead to a 

high level of civic involvement as neither group trusted the other.  Eventually, 

however, this suspicion began to subside.  Horton describes the process whereby 

through participation in the political process each group begins to realize that they 

fundamentally desire the same thing – the betterment of the neighborhood and 

community.  Common interests concerning the betterment of the suburban community 

trump other interests.  Suburban residents work together to maintain their community.  
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They also work to keep unwanted and threatening elements out.  Clayton Hurd (2003) 

illustrates this phenomenon in a suburban community south of San Francisco.  Hurd 

documents a case of political mobilization over minority access to schools.  In the 

specific case, Latino families struggled to gain the right to use white dominated public 

schools.  In response, white families attempted to create their own school district 

which would have borders drawn so as to keep a significant proportion of Latino 

children out.  Hurd shows the effort suburban residents go through to defining not only 

where they live, but who else should be considered a member of the community.    

 Suburban civic participation is more than getting involved in community 

groups and political campaigns.  Though an investigation into African American 

suburbanization, Andrew Wiese (2004) reminds us that the act of living in the suburbs 

can sometimes be a civic act in itself.  The black suburban experience has been largely 

overlooked due to the assumption that the suburbs were by definition white.  Wiese 

shows us, however, that African Americans have a long and important history in the 

suburbs.  He documents two important aspects of black suburbanization.  During the 

civil rights movement, which happened to correspond to the massive growth of the 

suburbs, blacks seeking suburban residence were routinely discriminated against 

through race-restrictive covenants, redlining, and steering practices of realtors.  For 

many blacks, living in the suburbs was a civic act in itself.  Just as blacks had to fight 

their way into the suburbs, many white suburban residents fought to keep blacks out of 

their neighborhoods.  As Wiese describes it, “in the era of the civil rights movement, 

African American suburbanization reflected an ongoing contest over access to 
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metropolitan space and the privileges of race and class that went with it… African 

Americans elbowed their way into the suburbs, yet whites on the whole met every 

advance with fierce opposition” (Wiese 2004:211-213).  Just as it is important to 

recognize the history of African American suburbanization, it is also imperative to 

understand how people on both sides of the issue responded.  Wiese reminds us that 

creating, maintaining, and living in a suburban space can be an inherently civic act. 

 From the preceding discussion it may seem as if suburban area in the United 

States display widespread civic involvement.  Interestingly, both conflict and 

conformity can and have produced civic participation.  Conflict can create the desire 

to become involved in order to ensure one’s desires are not impinged upon.  While 

conformity seems to make the act of participation easier due to the common bonds 

shared by those involved.  Not all authors, however, see active participation in the 

suburbs.  I turn now to the literature suggesting that there is little to no civic 

participation in the suburbs. 

 

Civically Non-Active Suburbanites 

In Working-Class Suburb, Bennett Berger (1960) investigates a largely 

working class suburb outside of San Francisco in which the residents were fairly 

recent arrivals.  According to Burger’s analysis, working class suburbanites behave 

much as they did before their move to the suburb.  Relying on interviews with 

suburban families for his data Berger concludes that suburbanites are not necessarily 

politically active, have not increased religious participation, and are inclined to spend 



 14

their leisure time watching television rather than interacting with neighbors.  All of 

these claims are in direct opposition to an image of civically active suburban residents.  

Constance Perin (1977) supports this image in her study on urban planners and 

developers.  She argues that the ways in which the suburbs are planned and built 

affects the civic participation of those that live within them.  Of prime importance for 

Perin are the low density and privatization of the suburbs.  As Perin states, “under 

conditions of sprawl [spread-out, single-family-detached housing], social relations are 

framed by the structure of spaces, with distance built in to avoid social conflict” 

(1977:86).  Although conflict avoidance may be desirable, the private nature of the 

suburbs may reflect a fundamental lack of social interaction.  Without social 

connections conflicts are much less likely to occur.  Perin argues that the private 

property of suburban development creates social avoidance, which lead to, “atrophied 

tactics of social negotiation, mediation, and other adjunctive mechanisms” (1977:106).  

The physical and built environment creates an atmosphere of withdrawal and privacy 

in the suburbs that is in direct opposition to the creation and functioning of a healthy 

civic sphere. 

 In his history of suburbanization in the United States, Kenneth Jackson (1985) 

asserts that the suburbs have led to a weakened sense of metropolitan community and 

a privatization of social life (1985:272).  According to Jackson, suburban residents 

feel less concern and responsibility towards both their suburban neighbors and the 

larger metropolitan community as a whole.  Suburban residence in single-family 

houses has created an environment in which individuals can retreat away from 
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common problems and withdraw from any larger community involvement.  Jackson 

supports these claims with a number of observations.  He suggests that suburban 

residents no longer consider themselves connected to, or part of, the larger central city.  

Suburban areas tend to form their own self-incorporated municipal units.  They no 

longer share street names, zoning policies, public services, or anything else that would 

conceptually tie them to the larger central city.  Jackson sees this as an example of the 

withdrawal of suburban residents from the civic community of the larger metropolitan 

area.  At a more individual level, Jackson sees increasing levels of privatization.  

Increased use of private automobiles has secluded suburban commuters from 

interacting with others.  Additionally, private home-based leisure activities allow 

suburbanites to withdraw from civic concerns and social interaction with others.  

Jackson acknowledges that suburbanites do join clubs, organizations, and churches in 

greater numbers that their urban-dwelling counterparts, but he maintains that since 

their focus is largely on the private enjoyment of these activities, it is not true civic 

participation (1985:279).  Jackson also notes the rise of the “do-it-yourself” home 

improvement trend.  He sees this development as a further instance of the turn toward 

private enjoyment of one’s own home.  The private suburban home becomes the 

subject of and location for leisure activities, which in Jackson’s understanding leads to 

a decrease in civic participation.  The privatization argument is shared by numerous 

scholars.  Robert Fishman (1987) also sees the suburbs as an environment that 

promotes social isolation, which leads to civic withdrawal.  Fishman equates private 

space with a loss of public interaction.  He states, “a single house, a single street, even 
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a cluster of streets and houses can and frequently are well designed.  But true public 

space is lacking or totally commercialized” (Fishman 1987:203).  Fishman equates a 

lack of suburban public places and therefore a lack of time spent in public places to a 

lack of civic interaction among suburban residents.   

In The Moral Order of a Suburb, M.P. Baumgartner (1988) provides an 

understanding of how suburban residents behave in their communities.  Baumgartner 

finds a significant lack of interaction and conflict in the suburb she investigates.  She 

concludes that there is a surprising lack of conflict in the suburbs due to a social 

practice of avoidance.  People in the neighborhood do not fight because they have no 

significant connections with their neighbors, and therefore have no significant issues 

to fight about.  As Baumgartner explains, “such a peaceable way of life arises from 

fluidity in social relations, a lack of social integration, and relative indifference among 

people” (1988:3).  This indifference is due to what is seen as “atomization, transiency, 

and fragmentation of social ties” (Baumgartner 1988:73).  Baumgartner’s suburb is a 

place where individuals tend to go out of their way not only to avoid conflict, but to 

avoid interaction altogether.  Baumgartner attributes this civic and social withdrawal 

to the lack of public spaces and seclusion in private homes (1988:101).   

 Much of the suburban civic participation documented in the previous section 

centered around the maintenance of an ideal type of suburban community.  This job in 

recent years has been increasingly transferred to local community governing boards 

known as Homeowners Associations (HOAs).  In Privatopia, Evan McKenzie (1994) 

takes local civic participation as one of his main topics as he details the history of the 



 17

Homeowners’ Association.  HOAs are local forms of private government that manage 

suburban neighborhood developments and condominium complexes.  HOAs are often 

given authority over certain land use practices, maintenance standards, local 

infrastructure improvements, standards of behavior for residents, fees for violation of 

rules, and membership dues.  With such a large mandate on a very local level, one 

might think HOAs would lead to increased local civic participation in the majority of 

suburbs to which they apply.  McKenzie argues, however, this is completely the 

opposite of what usually happens.  Focusing on standard Homeowners’ Association 

bylaws, the Codes, Covenants, and Restrictions which HOAs establish for their 

residents, and the state and federal laws under which HOAs operate, McKenzie argues 

that the nature of HOAs decrease the amount of involvement members have in civic 

activity.  McKenzie contends that HOAs tend to be both oligarchic (1994:135) and 

undemocratic (1994:140).  Both of these attributes tend to make homeowner 

participation in the associations low.  HOAs are undemocratic because only property 

owners can vote on HOA issues.  Any renters living in the community are forced to 

live by the HOA rules are therefore left out of the decision making process.  HOAs are 

oligarchic due to the fact that board members are usually unpaid.  The large time 

investment of serving on the board without compensation puts it out of reach of many 

homeowners, thus creating a privileged class of leaders with little interest among the 

larger home owning population to challenge their leadership.  According to McKenzie, 

the homogeneity of most areas run by HOAs also leads to less civic participation.  

Since everyone considers their neighbors to be like them, no one feels the need to get 
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involved because someone else will take care of it.  If that “someone else” were 

significantly different in some way participation would be expected to increase, rather 

than decrease.  Finally, McKenzie argues, the rules imposed by the HOA tend to 

decrease social interaction as well.  The HOA’s primary concern according to 

McKenzie is to preserve and strengthen property values.  When one fails to obey the 

rules set out by the HOA, one is threatening the property values of others.  According 

to McKenzie, the suburban community is therefore more interested in obeying the 

rules than it is about a real social connection (1994:147).  Accordingly, social 

responsibility is reduced to following the rules and paying the HOA dues (McKenzie 

1994:148-9).  Homeowners’ Associations, which on the surface could vitalize social 

and civic engagement, are argued by McKenzie to retard any “real” community 

involvement. 

In what may be the most extensive argument for the lack of social and civic 

participation in U.S. suburbs, Robert Putnam (2000) argues that over the past quarter 

century civic involvement has significantly declined in the United States in general, 

and in the suburbs specifically.  According to Putnam, participation in public life has 

decreased in areas ranging from political participation to religious participation and 

even workplace involvement.  In activities such as social clubs, interest groups, and 

informal meetings among friends in coffee shops, Putnam finds decreasing 

participation and commitment.  Putnam investigates numerous potential causes to 

explain this apparent decline in civic involvement.  Putnam attributes most of the 

decline to “generational differences.”  This explanation fails to address exactly what 
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caused the differences between generations and why such decline occurs when and 

where it does.  Putnam does, however, identify private entertainment such as 

television, video games, and personal computers as partially responsible.  These forms 

of entertainment have allegedly been the main factors contributing to the decline of 

civic participation in the United States suburbs by keeping suburbanites busy and 

isolated.  Additionally, Putnam suggests urban sprawl and pressures of time and 

money as possible causal factors.  People are supposedly working longer hours and 

spending more time getting to and from work.  The private nature of suburban life 

combined with the seclusion a suburban lifestyle allows for a setting in which civic 

participation is minimized and difficult.   

Putnam’s view is in contrast to the understanding of suburbs as places that 

spawn civic participation due to residents’ desire to create and maintain their sense of 

community.  It is somewhat odd that two viewpoints so diametrically opposed could 

emerge.  There is, however, a middle ground.  In the next section I review the 

literature that is somewhere in between these two extreme perspectives. 

 

Ambivalence Concerning Civic Participation in U.S. Suburbs 

 In City of Quartz, Mike Davis (1990) documents strong civic and political 

activity in numerous suburban neighborhoods surrounding Los Angeles.  During the 

1970s and 80s numerous suburban civic and community groups rallied around various 

issues having primarily to do with property values and taxes.  For example, many 

suburban neighborhoods became self-incorporated cities in their own right in order to 
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have more local control over taxes and zoning procedures.  Zoning laws in particular 

are often used to preserve property values by keeping unwanted elements out of a 

community.  Groups also formed to stop development in the name of environmental 

protection, but again, Davis argues, this was fundamentally an attempt to preserve 

property value by keeping perceived overcrowding to a minimum.  By looking at the 

membership, goals, and activities of political organizations along with voting results 

and hot political issues, Davis seems to document a hotbed of civic participation in 

suburban L.A.  

 Although civic participation may be relatively high, Davis is hesitant to see it 

as such.  For Davis, the type of civic behavior he is documenting is not “true” civic 

participation because, in his opinion, it is not based on a concern for the wider 

metropolitan region as a whole.  This involvement is attributed rather to individual 

desire to maintain property value and investments, and is therefore lacking in Davis’ 

eyes.  As he states, suburbanites form “temporary coalitions and then, inevitably, [end 

up] remolecularizing around their own back yards” (Davis 1990:210).  According to 

Davis, civic activity that is performed in one’s own self-interest and is not directed 

toward the betterment of the region as a whole should not be counted.  He uses the 

phrase “façade of populism” (Davis 1990:211) to describe what he sees as a deficient 

form of civic engagement.  For Davis, civic activity that does not benefit the entire 

community and is carried out for the profit of the individual is not truly civic activity 

at all.  At the very least this argument is a bit ambiguous.  Davis documents high 

levels of participation, and yet tries to redefine this participation as somehow not 



 21

significant.  He is unsure how to categorize what he sees.  Civic and political activity 

is certainly occurring, but it seems discordant with the sense that such activity is being 

used as a means to protect selfish, individual, and private goals.  Davis claims that this 

is not therefore authentic civic participation to begin with.  This is a misreading of 

civic participation.  Davis defines civic participation as those types of activities that 

support policy goals that he is in favor of.  Many of the proposition movements in 

California, for example, have been based on significant suburban organization and 

civic involvement
3
.  To Davis these activities, when directed in opposition to his 

personal views, would be considered not civic.  

 Teaford (1997) and Schrag (1998) both give clear accounts for how political 

behavior is influenced by ideals concerning the proper suburban lifestyle.  In Post-

Suburbia, Teaford illustrates how the suburban ideal of small-scale, local government 

leads to the trend for suburban neighborhoods to become incorporated cites across the 

U.S. While in Paradise Lost, Schrag shows how the same ideal of local government 

coupled with concerns over property value and taxes lead to the massive initiative 

movement in Californian politics.  Both of these authors illustrate some type of civic 

involvement coming out of suburban areas.  The suburban ideal
4
 is the motivating 

factor for many of these political movements.  Both Teaford and Shrag seem to imply 

that suburbanites are quite involved in these issues.  Neither of these authors, however, 

document how much involvement is actually going on in support of these issues.  The 

                                                 
3
 California Proposition 13, passed in 1978, capped property taxes in the state and reduced the average 

tax burden on residential properties by 57%.  It was supported largely by suburban homeowners who 

saw a significant tax decrease from its passing.  
4
 I discuss the suburban ideal in more detail in Chapters Two and Three.  It will reoccur as an important 

theme throughout the dissertation. 
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trends documented are certainly real, but it does not mean that they are concerns that 

provoke the majority of people to become actively involved.  For example, 70% of 

voters may support some issue, but that says nothing about the number of voters that 

turned up to voice their opinion in the first place.  We are left with a sense that suburbs 

create civic issues that need to be resolved, but we don’t have a good sense for how 

involved suburbanites actually are in trying to address these issues and what role 

suburban residents play in the process.   

 Lisa McGirr (2001) attempts to address suburban civic involvement in her 

study of a suburban grassroots movement in Orange County, California to support the 

Republican party.  By looking at political clubs and organizations and their 

membership numbers along with publications and personal interviews, McGirr 

illustrates a very civically active group of suburbanites.  In order to build a strong 

movement, the conservative activists use their strong social networks to recruit new 

members.  As McGirr explains, “Bridge clubs, coffee klatches, and barbecues – all 

popular in the new suburban communities – provided some of the opportunities for 

right-wing ideas to spread literally from home to home throughout the county” 

(2001:97).  The middle-class homogeneity and strong social interaction provided the 

perfect setting for a conservative revolution of sorts.  It seems that the Orange County 

suburbs of the 1970s and 1980s were very active both socially and civically.  In many 

ways the two compliment and reinforce one another.  Social networks provide the 

framework for civic organization, and civic participation reinforces and promotes 

suburban social networks.  This is not, however, the whole story.  According to 
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McGirr, there was something particular about the suburbs that set the stage for such a 

popular conservative groundswell.  The conservative movement offered “the sense of 

coherence, community, and commitment” (McGirr 2001:9) that was otherwise missing 

from the suburbs.  McGirr asserts that the built environment of the Orange County 

suburbs reinforced privacy, individualism and isolation, while it weakened a sense of 

solid community.  This lack of community involvement created a longing for 

connections among individuals, and the conservative moment filled the void.  As 

McGirr states, “the physical landscape, therefore, contributed to creating a hospitable 

terrain for the Right by reinforcing a search for alternative forms of community” 

(McGirr 2001:39).  In the end McGirr is ambivalent concerning social and civic 

participation in the suburbs.  Originally, she claims that there is no social participation, 

which gives rise to the grassroots conservative movement.  At the same time, 

however, she argues that the success of this grassroots movement was due to the pre-

existing social networks.  McGirr is caught in a “chicken and the egg” paradox.  Of 

course, the two could have gone hand in hand, one reinforcing the other.  This is not, 

however, what McGirr states.  I believe McGirr’s inability to consistently deal with 

social participation stems from a desire to see social participation as lacking, and 

nonetheless finding it wherever she looks.  McGirr is caught between two extremes.  

She finds her way out by ignoring the problem altogether and supporting both at the 

same time, wherever it bests fits her argument. 

 Rather than simplify or ignore the tension between seeing civic participation as 

either present or lacking, Lizabeth Cohen (2003) presents a more nuanced view.  In A 
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Consumers’ Republic, Cohen (2003) documents the rise of mass consumption in the 

post-war United States.  As she points out, mass-suburbanization was a central part of 

the growth in consumption.  As new suburban houses were being constructed and 

families moved in, they felt the need to fill their empty houses with lots of stuff.  

Cohen illustrates how consumption is both a political weapon that can be used against 

powerful companies, and also a tool that can be used to create specific subjects.  The 

nature of consumption is thus two-fold.  It creates the possibility of civic involvement, 

while at the same time allowing for consumers’ opinions to be shaped, thereby 

limiting individual action.  It can do both at once, and its very nature is ambiguous.  At 

certain times consumption leads to political action, and at others it leads to inaction.  

Either way, citizenship and consumption remain inherently intertwined.   

Overall, Cohen argues that ever since a seeming height of civic consumer 

action in the pre-WWII years, civic participation in terms of consumer action has 

declined.  In its place a growing consumerism has segmented the population and led to 

a decrease in the amount and availability of public space which has led to an overall 

decrease in civic participation.  Additionally, voters have become increasingly 

targeted as consumers, rather than rational decision makers.  This also reduces true 

civic participation as far as Cohen is concerned, as even when individuals do vote, 

they are not doing so as members of an engaged debating public, but rather as 

members of a target market who have been spoon-fed exactly what they want to hear 

to influence their vote.  The trend towards civic disengagement is not, however, 

absolute.  In general, Cohen argues for a decline in civic participation, but that does 
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not mean an end.  Instances of heightened civic participation crop up throughout the 

downward trend.  Cohen maintains that we are currently seeing one side of the 

citizen/consumer relationship.  The other side is always present, and can pop up at any 

given moment. 

It seems that civic participation in the suburbs as both present and lacking at 

the same time.  Davis takes a popular track as he tries to work around this problem by 

redefining civic participation.  For him civic participation cannot be authentic if its 

goals are fundamentally individual.  The other common argument is that public space 

is an integral aspect of civic participation.  Privatization and self-interest preclude 

action from being counted as truly civic.  One could revisit much of the literature 

concerning civic participation in the suburbs and discount it as inauthentic based on 

such criteria.  We are left with a dilemma.  How do we judge what is truly civic?  It is 

clear that suburban residents are far from apathetic.  Their actions, however, are often 

quite motivated by selfish and private desires.  Does this mean they are un-civic?  I am 

no so quick to make that judgment.  Before we do so it would seem appropriate to 

investigate how suburban residents think of themselves as citizens.  Civic participation 

relies on a sense of shared commitment.  Understanding the sense of commitment felt 

by suburbanites will show that they tend to see themselves strongly connected to their 

community and fellow community members.  Their sense of civic responsibility 

follows the same line and influences both how and when suburban residents become 

civically involved. 
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Shift to Citizenship 

 The focus on civic participation is important, as it is often thought to be 

fundamental to a healthy American democracy.  By making the claim that civic 

participation is on the decline, authors such as Robert Putnam, implicitly argue that 

democracy itself is in jeopardy.  As noted above, responsibility for the decline of civic 

participation is often directed toward suburban places.  Generally speaking, suburban 

spaces are understood to be private and suburban residents are often perceived to be 

primarily self-interested
5
.  The suburban emphasis on privacy is directly opposed to a 

common understanding of civic participation, in which civic behavior is assumed to be 

inherently public.  According to Putnam, the decline in activities that create social 

bonds is a threat to the fundamental nature of democracy and proper civic behavior.  I 

wonder, however, if this is in fact the case?  To accept these conclusions we must also 

accept three assumptions.  First, that the public sphere is the domain of civic activity.  

Second, that the private sphere made possible by private property is inherently non-

civic.  Third, that these two spheres are by definition well defined and incompatible 

with one another.  All three of these implications are questionable.   

Feminist scholars, such as Carol Pateman (1989) and Susan Moller Okin 

(1992), have convincingly argued that the spheres of public and private are not well 

defined in practice.  Furthermore, I have observed many issues in Rancho Peñasquitos 

that do not fit nicely into a strictly “public” or “private” designation.  For example, 

how should one classify a homeowner complaining to the Rancho Peñasquitos Town 

                                                 
5
 See Jackson (1985), Fishman (1987), and Baumgartner (1988) for examples of authors portraying 

suburban spaces as largely private places.  See Davis (1990), Oliver (2001), and Schrag (1998) for 

examples of suburban residents presented as primarily self-interested. 
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Council about the landscaping of his neighbor?  In this instance, the homeowner is 

raising a concern in the public sphere over someone else’s private property.  If 

landscaping is an issue that leads to public discourse, is landscaping (or lack thereof) 

therefore a civic activity?  I argue that the sole focus on civic participation is 

misguided, and obscures much of what is happening in the suburbs.  The assumption 

many authors have made concerning the inherently un-civic nature of private space is 

very problematic.  The categories of public/private and civic/un-civic are blurry and 

fundamentally not useful for sophisticated analysis. 

Furthermore, when suburban residents are involved in civic issues it is often 

seen as serving selfish or private goals.  Authors, such as Mike Davis, argue that civic 

participation for self-interested motives is not “true” civic participation.  I find this 

argument a bit shortsighted.  All civic participation at some level is self-interested.  

The difference is in what “self-interest” means.  There is an assumption being made in 

such arguments that civic behavior should put the good of the many above the good of 

the individual.  In other words, correct civic participation should be characterized by 

the setting aside of one’s own desires for the benefit of the whole.  This is the ideal of 

all democratic systems, and it is a fine ideal to have.  The ideal, however, is 

exceptionally hard to judge.  Additionally, how is the group defined?  A homeowner 

voting for a decrease in property taxes, for example, is probably voting out of self-

interest.  That does not, however, make her vote somehow un-civic.  She has a right to 

voice her opinion and attempt to shape public policy how she desires.  She may gain 

personal benefit from her action, but it is still a civic act.  She has made a decision to 
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put her interest above that of her fellow constituents, which is a perfectly valid civic 

choice.  But was this entirely a self-interested act?   

We cannot assume that it was.  If we accept what suburban residents tell us at 

face value (and there is no compelling reason to think they are deceiving us) then we 

have to take into account the fact that a large majority of the people I have spoken to 

truly feel that taxes are too high.  A vote to reduce taxes, therefore, is a vote to help 

everyone in the community struggling to pay a high tax burden.  As I was told by one 

suburban resident, “They [the government] try to squeeze every nickel out of us, and 

it’s killing us.”  Many suburban residents think the government is wasteful and 

inefficient, and that their hard-earned tax dollars are being spent on unnecessary 

programs. By voting to cut its revenue, they hope government will be forced to 

streamline and become less wasteful.  Any of these reasons are potential motivations 

for a citizen to vote in a seemingly self-interested way.  The fact that such behavior 

may be based on self-interest does not, however, exclude it from the realm of civic 

activity.  Trying to measure what is and is not civic activity based on whether or not it 

is based on self-interest is a faulty and limited definition of civic behavior.  Rather 

than objectively measuring civic participation, such an activity only serves in 

measuring the observer’s political leanings by discounting those opinions and actions 

that the observer considers to be incorrect.  

Attempting to measure civic participation objectively has numerous problems.  

What gets counted as civic activity is fundamentally subjective based on the 

observer’s definition of what does and does not count as “civic.”  Additionally, the 
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assumption that only public behaviors can be civic skews the measurements.  To 

reduce these concerns it is important to refocus the analysis of civic activity in the 

suburbs.  I do not scrap the idea of civic participation altogether, but at the same time I 

am careful not to prejudge what is and is not classified as civic.  To do so, I look 

through the lens of citizenship in order to view how civic activity is defined by the 

suburban residents I study.  My research demonstrates that suburban residents practice 

and produce a specific form of citizenship that is based on the protection of an 

idealized lifestyle, which in turn is based around maintaining a safe middle-class 

residential environment to raise a family.  To do so, I evaluate underlying principles, 

practices, meanings and institutions of suburban citizenship to examine how it draws 

from and conflicts with other understandings of citizenship.  Since the suburban 

lifestyle has in many ways become a model for a national lifestyle, suburban behavior 

has broader implications for the nation as a whole.  This suburban form of citizenship, 

although often seen as negative and inauthentic, is nonetheless an important aspect of 

the American political landscape.  

Jean L. Cohen (1999) illustrates that modern concepts of citizenship are caught 

in a tension between two separate notions about the relationship between the citizen 

and the state.  The basic outlines of these differing formulations of citizenship have 

been suggested by numerous scholars, including: Waltzer (1989), Pocock (1992), and 

Cohen (1999), among others.  My analysis draws heavily from their frameworks.  The 

first model of citizenship, which I refer to as “republican” (others have referred to it as 

“Greek”), is based on the Ancient Athenian polis.  As Pocock (1992) points out, in 
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Politics, Aristotle defines the citizen as a “political animal” who is able to transcend 

the private realm of household economics in order to participate in a public domain.  

Virtuous citizens meet in the public realm to discuss and resolve common issues and 

concerns.  Citizens in this model are both the ruled and rulers.  The state comes into 

creation through this public process of civic participation, and citizenship is largely a 

matter of virtuous commitment to society.  This model, as many critics have pointed 

out, is based on inherent exclusions (primarily of women, slaves, and children) and 

citizenship was only available to adult male property owners who were able to 

participate in the public demands of citizenship.  Alternatively, the second model of 

citizenship, which I refer to as “liberal” (others have referred to it as “Roman”), 

understands citizenship as a legal status in which individuals are recognized as the 

bearers of rights and duties.  Citizenship in this model is a status and set of associated 

rights that is passively received, such as the right to own property, the right to trial 

before a jury of peers, and so on.  Unlike the republican model, there is no obligation 

to political or civic participation in the liberal model of citizenship.  The differences 

between these two conceptions of citizenship create inherent tensions that carry over 

into other spheres.   

Citizenship in the suburbs carries with it the tensions surrounding the two 

modes of citizenship, and is in many ways an attempt to reconcile them.  As I will 

demonstrate, citizenship as practiced locally in Rancho Peñasquitos displays elements 

of both republican and liberal models of citizenship.  Suburban citizenships cling to a 

partially community-based conception of citizenship based on a republican model.  At 
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the same time, however, suburban citizens rely on a strong conception of individual 

rights, based on the liberal model.  Republican citizenship gives suburban citizenship a 

sense of shared community values, while liberal citizenship allows suburban citizens 

to express those shared values as individual rights.  When the two models work in 

concert, suburban citizenship is strong and effective.  Other times, however, individual 

rights of liberal citizenship come into conflict with the suburban community values of 

republican citizenship.  When conflict occurs suburban citizenship falters and loses 

much of its cohesive strength.  These inherent tensions within suburban citizenship 

play a constructive role in suburban identity.  Often suburban residents feel conlicted 

over how to behave.  This conflict is due to the tensions surrounding the republican 

and liberal models of citizenship that suburban residents attempt to reconcile through 

expression of suburban forms of citizenship.  To bridge the gap between the two 

conceptions of citizenship suburban residents rely on a discourse of correct suburban 

behavior.  This suburban discourse structures and informs suburban identity and helps 

to unify otherwise conflicting strategies of citizenship, thus making them seem 

unproblematic and natural.   

A second tension structures suburban citizenship.  Suburban citizenship is by 

definition locally focused around specific neighborhoods and communities.  Suburban 

residents have a tendency to organize themselves around local community issues and 

desires.  Often times these local concerns are in conflict with outside interests and 

leads to suburban citizens being labeled as “selfish.”  From an outside viewpoint, such 

as Mike Davis’ argument, suburban citizenship can appear to be an illegitimate form 
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of civic action based around protection of individual self-interest rather than 

participation in a recognized political community.  Suburban citizenship, then, is often 

times also in conflict with outside conceptions of citizenship, which shape how 

suburban civic activity is viewed.  By understanding this inherent tension going in we 

will be able to recognize it, and be able to avoid any preconceptions that it might 

produce in the analysis of suburban citizenship.  I will then be able to demonstrate 

how citizenship functions in the suburb of Rancho Peñasquitos and how this 

citizenship is related to larger structural forces. 

 

Liberalism and Citizenship   

My project is situated firmly in the liberal tradition.  This is not to say that I 

accept the liberal model of citizenship over the republican model.  In fact, I see the 

two models as both necessary to understand citizenship in the suburban context.  It is 

to say rather, that in my analysis of suburban citizenship I attempt to illustrate the 

ways in which suburban residents express their perceived rights and in so doing come 

to tension with the rights-claims of others.  A thorough discussion of liberalism is well 

beyond the scope of this introduction and dissertation.  Put briefly, however, I see 

liberalism as a set of philosophic principles that originated in the Enlightenment 

period valuing individual freedom and equality in opportunity.   

Following Brown (2003) and Postero (2008), we see that liberalism has taken 

on many strands and variations over its history.  One strand of classic liberalism, for 

example, focuses on freedom from coercion as its essential value.  Another variant, 
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social liberalism, argues that freedom from coercion is not enough to ensure equality, 

and individuals must be guaranteed basic rights such as education, health, 

employment, and so on.  A third vein of economic liberals argue for freedom of 

markets, freedom to access markets, and lack of government regulation in markets.  

The numerous strands of liberal thought exist in a strong tension with one another.  

Embedded in the same philosophical domain, no single version of liberalism has been 

able to gain sole acceptance, as the various alternatives were able to hold each other in 

check.  The suburban discourse reflects many of these tensions between the various 

strands of liberal thought.  This dissertation seeks out the role liberalism plays in the 

creation of suburban subjects and citizens. 

In recent years scholars have began to focus on a new strand of liberalism, 

dubbed “neoliberalism.”  Neoliberalism is in many ways a reconfiguration of various 

aspects of previous incarnations of liberal thought.  Neoliberalism is characterized by 

an emphasis on free markets, a small state, and few governmental regulations.  Wendy 

Brown (2003) points out that this formulation of liberalism tends to lead to a subject 

that places emphasis on individual responsibility and applies market-based 

calculations to all aspects of life.  What makes neoliberalism “neo” is its relation to the 

other strands of liberalism.  Previous variants of liberal thought remained in strong 

tension with one another.  This led to a type of stability, as no one philosophy could 

gain too much purchase.  Neoliberalism, in contrast, attempts to disentangle itself from 

the other variations of liberal philosophies.  Unencumbered from the philosophical 

baggage of other liberalisms, neoliberalism and the policies it inspires run unchecked.  
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I argue that a significant aspect of contemporary suburban subjectivity in Rancho 

Peñasquitos is based around a neoliberal inspired discourse, which has significant 

implications for how suburban residents behave as citizens. 

 Uday Mehta (1997) reminds us that liberal philosophies of all sorts, and the 

policies based upon them, despite their promises of freedom and equality are based on 

inherent exclusions and inequalities.  Certain types of people are systematically 

excluded from the assurances of liberalism, which allow for the fulfillments of those 

promises for others.  Excluded groups have at different times and contexts included 

women, the poor, minorities of various sorts, and the colonized.  These exclusions are 

quite often masked by the liberal discourse of equality, and are thereby made invisible 

to those in power who claim universal freedom and equality.  The promised freedom 

and equality is only granted in practice to those individuals who happen to benefit 

from the exclusion of other groups.  A citizenship based on liberal and neoliberal 

principles shares the inherent exclusions of liberalism.  The rights granted through a 

liberal citizenship are never universal in scope.  Populations granted a citizenship 

based on liberalism rely on exclusions of certain groups.  Interestingly, the republican 

model of citizenship is also based on inherent inequalities and exclusions.  Both 

conceptions of citizenship, although different in many important ways, share this 

important aspect.  Citizenship then, seems to be universally exclusive of some groups.  

The exclusions, however, are hidden behind a discourse of universal equality and 

access.  Suburban citizenship is not immune to these exclusions and is formed through 
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a set of important restrictions.  These exclusions are a necessary part of suburban 

subjectivity and the citizenship upon which it is based.   

 

The Haunting of Suburbia 

  The suburban subjectivity of Rancho Peñasquitos is based around numerous 

important exclusions.  Despite the existence of working and lower class suburbs, those 

of a different class, both higher and lower, are kept out of the imagined suburban 

communities of the middle-class.  Most significantly, those of lower class are 

considered inherently non-suburban by the residents of Rancho Peñasquitos.  Families 

without children and non-homeowners are also conceptually excluded from full 

inclusion in the community.  The lack of a natural environment is a final object 

obscured through the suburban discourse.  These exclusions are hidden behind a 

discourse that makes the suburbs seem natural, virtuous, and welcoming.  These 

exclusions are masked, though imperfectly, by numerous ideologies including 

suburban and neoliberal discourses.  Despite best efforts, the people and things 

obscured by these discourses break through from time to time.  Rancho Peñasquitos 

includes all of the supposedly excluded groups.  Renters and families without children, 

although a significant minority, live throughout the community.  A working class 

community living in government subsidized housing lives just on the edge of Rancho 

Peñasquitos and undocumented migrant workers live in the nearby canyons and work 

in neighborhood yards.  The natural environment, supposedly clean and unspoilt, is in 

fact undeniably altered by the very fact of suburbanization. 
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 The tensions between ideologies and realities haunt life in Rancho Peñasquitos.  

Present, but at the same time absent, these denied realities serve both to undermine 

and simultaneously reinforce the very discourses that create them.  Obviously, the 

presence of factors that call attention to the contradictions and exclusions of the 

suburbs would also call into question the discourses that support the contemporary 

suburban enterprise.  Concurrently, however, those same discourses are strengthened 

by the very factors that seem to call them into contradiction.  As the discourses 

surrounding the suburbs are challenged, suburbanites cling to them even stronger in 

response to the threat.  This creates an inherent unresolved tension in the underlying 

suburban discourses that trouble suburban life and often serves as the basis for civic 

activity.  These troubling elements haunt Rancho Peñasquitos and are often covered up 

and actively denied in an effort to shore up the foundational suburban discourses and 

subjectivities. 

 I make an effort throughout this dissertation to point out the places of 

contradiction between discourse and experience.  The tensions these contradictions 

generate often prove to be especially valuable as places to peel back suburban 

subjectivities and interrogate the discourses that inform their existence.  In so doing, I 

expose the “ghosts” that haunt Rancho Peñasquitos.  I use the trope of ghost in order 

to highlight numerous important elements.  Ghosts are at once hidden and present, as 

are the realities obscured by the discourses at work in Rancho Peñasquitos.  Just as 

ghosts haunt a place or person and often highlight a sense of unresolved guilt, so to do 

the exclusions that make the suburbs possible.  The ghost, therefore, serves as a useful 
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metaphor to think through the workings of and exclusions inherent to suburban 

subjectivity and citizenship throughout the dissertation. 

 

Methodology 

This study is an anthropological investigation of one aspect of US culture.  My 

focus on US suburbanites challenges a longstanding norm within the discipline of 

anthropology.  Traditionally, cultural anthropology has focused on non-Western 

cultures and societies.  Although my study is far from the first anthropological 

exploration of a Western group, it is in some ways unique.  Many previous 

anthropological projects in European or North American societies have tended to 

focus on marginal, excluded, or non-normative groups
6
.  While my study centers 

around a mainstream aspect of American culture, previous investigations of the West 

were largely focused on groups considered to be outside of the main.  The separation 

between Western observer and non-Western subject was implicitly (and sometimes 

explicitly) used as a key methodological tool for cultural anthropologists.  The 

separation between self and other was thought necessary in order to achieve an 

objective study of cultural systems.  It was important that the anthropologist have an 

outsider’s view that was not influenced by elements of the culture being observed.  In 

recent decades, however, this methodological assumption has been seriously 

                                                 
6
 There are recent exceptions to this as an increasing number of cultural anthropologists are beginning 

to turn their attention toward Western societies with greater acceptance.  Davis (1990), Baumgartner 

(1988), Dorst (1989), Hurd (2003), Low (2004), Merry (1981), Ong (1996; 1999; 2003), Ortner (2003), 

Perin (1977; 1998), and Stewart (1996; 2007) represent a few examples of the recent anthropological 

interests in mainstream Western and/or American culture. In addition there is a growing literature on 

Science Studies with a focus on US culture. See Downey & Dumit (1997), Helmreich (1998), Martin 

(1994), Masco (2006), and Nader (1996). 
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challenged.  Building on Clifford’s and others (1986) insights, recent anthropological 

literature has recognized that the relationship(s) between anthropologist and subject, 

far from being objective and unproblematic, is in fact a relational positioning that 

involves significant power relations between parties.  The objectivity that was 

supposedly gained through a cultural distancing and separation is in fact a fictional 

claim of neutrality that masked an underlying power differential between the 

anthropologist and his or her subjects.  The “objective anthropologist” is engaged in a 

positioned relationship and can make no more or less “objective” observations than 

anyone else.  The recognition that all positions are situated, relative, relational, and 

imbued with power differentials makes it imperative to recognize who is doing the 

observing no matter who it is or where it is occurring.   

These key methodological insights have led over the past few decades to a 

growing anthropological interest in mainstream elements of Western societies.  This 

study is one such effort and was undertaken by an “indigenous anthropologist” 

studying a mainstream element of his own culture
7
.  Many of the power differentials 

implicit in other anthropological studies are not present (at least to the same degree) as 

in many other studies.  Even so, problems still exist.  As a member of the culture being 

studied, I am naturally less conscious and critical of many of the cultural elements I 

observe.  At the same time, however, by being fully versed in the culture, I have 

certain advantages unavailable to the “foreign anthropologist.”  Gaining acceptance 

and building rapport was rarely an issue for me.  Additionally I did not have a 

                                                 
7
 The “indigenous anthropologist” or “native anthropologist” has a theoretical history stretching back to 

Kirin Narayan’s (1993) article, “How Native is a ‘Native’ Anthropologist?” Since that time, a body of 

work has been produced by “indigenous anthropologists” across the globe.  
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language barrier that many anthropologists must deal with.  I inhabit a specific 

position in relation to my subjects, just as all anthropologists do.  It just so happens my 

positioning is different.  That does not, however, invalidate it.  What we should strive 

for is not an impossible “objective” truth, but rather recognition of multiple truths 

depending on where one looks from. 

 In my attempt to study my own culture I often found myself accepting my 

informant’s actions and behaviors uncritically.  It was difficult to analyze aspects of 

my own culture that seem to be natural and unproblematic.  To help get beyond this 

dilemma I draw on Lila Abu-Lughod’s (1991) suggested methodology to “write 

against culture.”  Abu-Lughod argues that culture is not a hegemonic or universal 

system, but is rather fluid and relational.  This recognition allows the anthropologist to 

focus on specific interactions between individuals in order to investigate how cultural 

formulations influence and are recreated by interactions and behaviors.  This allows 

me to focus on the minute specific interactions of everyday life, rather than on the 

cultural constructs that seem so naturalized.  Abu-Lughod suggests three 

methodologies: a focus on discourse and practice, emphasis on connections, and 

ethnographies of the particular.  The emphasis on discourse and practice draws on the 

theoretical insights of Michel Foucault and Pierre Bourdieu.  By focusing on the 

relationships between ideas and practices one becomes increasingly receptive of the 

possibility of recognizing fluid, shifting, and competing arrangements rather than 

assuming a cultural coherence that does not exist.  Questioning the concept of 

coherent “cultures” rather than assuming its natural existence changes the analytical 
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field.  This leads to Abu-Lughod’s second methodology – to reorient questions toward 

connections and interconnections by turning to history.  This conceptual move allows 

us to understand how identities emerge, shift, and are maintained.  By studying minute 

social practices and interactions through Abu-Lughod’s third method, ethnographies 

of the particular, the anthropologist is better able to recognize the situated nature of the 

observation while at the same time recognize the small-scale processes through which 

cultural logics are produced and recreated.  The focus on the particular also forces the 

anthropologist to resist reification and abstraction.  The focus on micro processes does 

not, however, limit the scope of the analysis.  Through small-scale micro 

manifestations we are able to see how large-scale macro processes influence actual 

individuals. 

 To achieve the methodological goals suggested by Abu-Lughod I employed 

numerous strategies.  Primarily, I spent 16 months in and around the neighborhood of 

Rancho Peñasquitos engaged in participant observation.  During these observations I 

paid particular attention to the specific ways in which residents behaved and interacted 

with one another and myself.  I also spent 2 months living with a family in the 

neighborhood.  This allowed me to gain an insider’s perspective to otherwise private 

behavior that would have been unobservable.  Throughout my fieldwork I was a 

regular attendee at community meetings and events.  These experiences in particular 

helped illustrate the discourses and ideologies community residents hold in relation to 

themselves and outsiders.  An additional aspect of my fieldwork consisted of 

conversations and interviews with community residents.  My discussions with 
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residents allow me to understand their experiences and opinions in their own words.  

Finally, I employ historical archival research to explore the connections current 

residents have with the area’s past and how the current identity as a resident of Rancho 

Peñasquitos has developed. 

 

Outline of the Chapters 

 This introduction has served to establish the scope, relevance, and issues to be 

dealt with in this dissertation.  I have outlined the research objective and provided a 

review of the literature relevant to suburban civic participation.  In addition, I have 

situated the study within relevant theoretical frameworks of citizenship, liberalism, 

and neoliberalism.  These themes will be fleshed out more fully as the dissertation 

proceeds.  In what remains of the introduction, I outline the rest of the study chapter 

by chapter. 

 In Chapter Two I ask the question: what is a suburbanite?  In attempting to 

answer the question I argue that one must first understand the definition of a suburb.  

As it turns out, defining a suburb is harder than it might seem.  I consider numerous 

alternative definitions and point out flaws in each.  Drawing from historical research 

on suburbanization I illustrate that the definition of a suburb has often changed 

depending on the historical, social, economic, and cultural context in which it is being 

used.  I argue, therefore, that any definition of the suburb must take into account these 

shifting meanings.  I draw from Foucault’s theory of subjectivity and suggest that a 

suburbanite is not a fixed category, but rather an identity that is informed by a larger 
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suburban discourse that is able to adapt itself to particular contexts and environments.  

Although malleable, I suggest that the suburban discourse has many underlying 

themes such as desire for homeownership, to live in a clean and safe environment, and 

to maintain separation from the city.  These core elements of the suburban discourse 

provide a sense of continuity and familiarity between one suburban context and 

another, even though they may be articulated in very different ways and lead to 

differing suburban subjectivities. 

 Chapter Three introduces the community of Rancho Peñasquitos, picks up the 

ideas developed in Chapter Two, and applies them specifically to this suburban 

community.  I investigate how the suburban discourse was used to create the 

neighborhood and the role it plays in maintaining a sense of shared communal values.  

I begin with a discussion of the common identification people feel within the 

community.  I then turn to a historical analysis of where the common identity came 

from and what it is based on.  I then illustrate how the suburban discourse operates in 

Rancho Peñasquitos in the present day.  Throughout the chapter, I focus on both large-

scale structures such as developers and government agencies, as well as the role 

individuals play in creating, maintaining, and reproducing the suburban discourse as 

manifested in Rancho Peñasquitos.  In so doing, I show how one becomes subjected to 

the ideologies of the community and becomes a “normal” community member who 

comes to share the same values and concerns as other members of the community.  

Renters serve as ghosts that haunt this chapter.  A central aspect of the suburban 

discourse focuses on homeownership and in order to be fully recognized member of 
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the Rancho Peñasquitos community one must own the home they are living in.  

Renters, therefore, are both present and hidden in Rancho Peñasquitos.  The fact of 

their presence, however, serves to strengthen the commitment homeowners have to 

maintaining their suburban ideal.  

 Chapter Four introduces a number of individuals living in Rancho Peñasquitos.  

I provide as much background detail as possible to illustrate who lives in Rancho 

Peñasquitos, their motivations for doing so, and how they feel about the community.  

These mini-biographies illustrate numerous subject positions within Rancho 

Peñasquitos in a personable and intimate way.  I present a variety of different “types” 

of people in order to get a sense for the level of diversity that exists within the 

neighborhood.  We will meet a couple homeschooling their son, a lawyer involved in 

what he sees as saving the community, a political consultant who recently moved to 

the community to raise his son, and a few other residents.  These “characters” will pop 

up throughout the remainder of the dissertation in order to provide a sense for how 

residents feel and act toward the issues I discuss. 

 Chapter Five serves as an overview for the level of civic involvement in 

Rancho Peñasquitos.  I survey the community and discuss how people are involved in 

their neighborhood and what they are doing.  I discuss numerous civic groups, 

community service groups, the lack of public space, and neighborly behavior in 

Rancho Peñasquitos.  In each case, I ask how valid a measure it is of “civic 

participation.”  I argue that the category of “civic participation” by itself is not useful 

as an intellectual apparatus as it can be measured in any number of ways depending on 
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one’s definition of the term.  For example, I discuss a seeming paradox – that keeping 

to one’s self is understood in Rancho Peñasquitos to be a valued sign of good 

neighborly behavior.  Therefore, what could be seen as non-civically minded behavior, 

in this context is actually quite valued and understood to be inherently civic.  To 

sidestep this problem, I suggest we turn to citizenship as a means to investigate civic 

activity in the suburbs.  This chapter is haunted by the ghosts of the childless.  

Children play a significant role in the amount of participation suburban residents are 

involved with.  Children in many ways provide the glue that holds the community 

together.  Those without children – the elderly, homosexual couples, and those that 

choose not to have children – are largely cut off from this main avenue of community 

involvement.  Furthermore, they tend not to share the same concerns or values as 

families with children.  Cut off, and ignored, those without young children 

nevertheless persist throughout the community and draw attention to the normative 

family structure around which so much of suburban life in Rancho Peñasquitos is 

based. 

 Chapter Six begins with a discussion of what citizenship means to residents of 

Rancho Peñasquitos.  Through a series of ethnographic encounters I illustrate that a 

folk-concept of citizenship revolves primarily around levels of civic participation.  In 

many ways this folk-understanding mirrors precisely the model that I critique in 

Chapter Five.  I then turn to a theoretical discussion of what suburban citizenship 

might be and how we would know it if we saw it.  I draw from Hohfeld’s (1964) 

insights on citizenship as a system of rights and duties, and from Holston’s (2001) 
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depiction of local citizenship.  I suggest that formal governments need not be in place 

for citizenships to emerge, and that suburban residents in many places are expressing 

themselves in ways that should be understood as claims to a specific kind of local 

citizenship.  Haunting this chapter, ghosts of the poor emerge.  The poor are 

considered to be conceptually outside of Rancho Peñasquitos, even though a 

neighborhood of subsidized housing lines the same street as houses understood to be 

inside the community.  In addition, the canyons that surround Rancho Peñasquitos 

serve as shelter for many undocumented migrant workers.  These lower-class 

individuals are present, but not recognized as insiders and therefore not able to 

participate in the local form of Rancho Peñasquitos suburban citizenship.  Their 

exclusion haunts the very discourse that serves to legitimize suburban subjectivity and 

citizenship. 

 In Chapter Seven I apply the theoretical model of suburban citizenship 

developed in Chapter Six specifically to Rancho Peñasquitos.  Drawing from 

numerous ethnographic examples, I demonstrate that residents exhibit a particular set 

of rights-claims that they make specifically around their residence in Rancho 

Peñasquitos.  These claims are largely legitimated by homeownership and are based 

around maintenance of a perceived ideal way of life that is influenced by the suburban 

discourse.  In addition, I discuss the duties that the citizens of Rancho Peñasquitos feel 

bound to uphold.  Residents of the community feel it is their duty to respect the 

perceived rights of others to maintain a safe, clean, and healthy community.  A major 

focus of this suburban citizenship is an attempt to keep perceived threats away from 
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the community.  I address this phenomenon and argue that it springs from a tension 

and uneasy synthesis between two competing conceptions of citizenship.  The 

exclusionary nature of suburban citizenship creates a number of ghosts that haunt this 

chapter, including the poor, undocumented migrant workers, and the natural 

environment.  Ironically, these exclusions are what make the Rancho Peñasquitos 

lifestyle possible. 

 Chapter Eight explores the relationship between neoliberalism, suburban 

subjectivity, and suburban citizenship.  I argue that neoliberal policies and 

philosophies have directly impacted residents of Rancho Peñasquitos and have created 

a neoliberal subjectivity.  The conjunction of neoliberal discourse with the suburban 

discourse creates a situation that is ripe for the development of a suburban citizenship.  

As the state shrinks under neoliberal-inspired policies, individuals assume more 

personal responsibility, which is also a tenet of neoliberalism, and a suburban 

citizenship emerges to fill the gap left by the shrinking state.  The neoliberal-based 

citizenship of Rancho Peñasquitos creates an odd paradox, however.  Neoliberalism 

values privacy and individual responsibility as a moral virtue.  When this privacy-as-

morality is brought into the public realm and made the center of an emerging form of 

citizenship many of the underlying tensions inherent in citizenship are highlighted.  

This is especially true in the competing levels of citizenship working in the suburbs. 

 Chapter Nine summarizes the main arguments and draws a connecting thread 

between the chapters.  I discuss how representative Rancho Peñasquitos may be to 

other suburbs in the United States.  I argue that although Rancho Peñasquitos has 
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particularities that make it unique, many of the trends are much larger and could most 

likely be found in many other places with local variation and flavor.  All suburban 

places are at the same time similar and different from one another.  I suggest that 

although not all suburban neighborhoods will have a sense of citizenship, it is possible 

that any suburban community could, and if present would look in some ways similar 

to that of Rancho Peñasquitos. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 SUBURBAN SUBJECTIVITY 

 

What is a suburbanite? 

 Suburbs have become such a central aspect of American culture that the 

answer to the question above may seem obvious.  Clearly, a suburbanite is someone 

who resides in a suburb.  This definition of a suburbanite may seem apparent.  A 

closer investigation, however, reveals that in order to know what a suburbanite is, we 

must first understand what constitutes a suburb.  The ubiquity of suburban 

development in the contemporary American cityscape makes a definition seem a bit 

academic.  Suburbs are regular enough that we all feel as if we have a commonsense 

definition firmly established, and rarely deem a strict formal definition necessary.  

Such a commonsense definition for a suburb might include such descriptive phrases 

as, “middle-class,” “free-standing homes,” “residential neighborhood,” and “non-

urban.”  If pushed, our commonsense definition might even include racial categories, 

such as “white.”  If asked to locate the origins of the suburb, our commonsense 

definition may very well identify the post-World War II era of the 1950s, or maybe 

even as early as the late 1940s.  To many people, this definition, while crude and 

essentializing, fits our everyday experience close enough so as not to raise much 

contention. 

 When one begins to look at suburbs more closely, however, the commonsense 

definition begins to breakdown.  As it turns out, not all suburbs are middle-class 
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neighborhoods made up of freestanding homes in a residential neighborhood.  Suburbs 

are also impossible to define based on racial or ethnic composition.  Most, if not all, of 

our commonsense measures for a suburban neighborhood breakdown under closer 

scrutiny.  Defining a suburb, then, is not so academic after all.  Unfortunately, 

developing a precise definition of a suburb – and therefore a suburbanite – is much 

more difficult than it might seem at first glance.  Historical research into the origins 

and history of suburban areas have pushed the boundaries of what we think of as 

constituting suburban areas.  Scholars, however, do not necessarily share the same 

definition of a suburb.  Suburbs are classified differently by authors, depending on 

how the subject is approached.  Some see the suburb as primarily defined by the built 

environment, others place importance on lifestyle, while other definitions rely 

primarily on class or even city boundaries.  Often times what we see depends largely 

on where we are looking from and what we are looking for.  It seems how one defines 

a suburb, too, is influenced as much by our perspective and goals as by any objective 

criteria.  In any particular instance individual and disciplinary objectives combine to 

influence how a suburb is defined.  For example, a sociologist interested in 

establishing correlations between large groups of people and various activities might 

define the suburb in a manner altogether different than a historian attempting to 

understand the effects of railroads on residential patterns.  Furthermore, the definition 

for “suburb” becomes increasingly problematic when the one hundred-plus years of 

suburban historical development are taken into account.   
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 This chapter begins with a discussion of how “suburb” has been defined and 

approached by numerous scholars.  I illustrate some of the problems that arise when 

attempting to define what constitutes a suburb, and issues that need to be taken into 

account when attempting to do so.  As we will see, the suburb has been defined in 

many ways and is difficult to specifically pin down.  I argue that the slipperyness of 

the definition is not due to academic sloppyness or inaccuracy.  Rather, the fluidity of 

definition is an inherent part of the process of the suburban experience.  Drawing on 

Foucault’s theoretical insights into subject formation, I conclude the chapter with a 

discussion concerning what it means to be suburban.  The answer, it turns out, is not 

quite so obvious after all. 

 

Differing Definitions 

 A common approach has been to focus on political jurisdictions when 

attempting to delimit a suburb.  In this definition, suburbs are defined as independent 

municipalities outside of, but contiguous to, larger urban areas.  In many ways this 

definition fits our commonsense understanding of a suburb and has been employed by 

a variety of authors
1
.  Jackson (1985) and Fishman (1987) have proposed social 

function as a way to define suburban spaces.  Suburbs in this line of thinking are 

economically and culturally dependant, largely residential communities that rely on a 

larger, more diverse, urban core.  Constance Perin (1977) has described suburbs in 

terms of the built environment.  Here, above all else, the prevalence of freestanding 

                                                 
1
 For examples, see Baldassare (1992), Fava (1975), Fitzpatrick and Logau (1985), Masey and Denton 

(1988), Schneider (1987), Schneider and Phelan (1993), Logan and Schneider (1981; 1984), and 

Baumgartner (1988). 
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single-family homes with large lawns and curvilinear streets determines suburban 

areas.  A number of scholars have suggested that ideology, or lifestyle, might be a way 

to distinguish suburban areas from their surroundings.  Suburbs in this definition are 

seen as bastions for people who place high value on homeownership, nuclear families, 

and class exclusivity, among others.   

 Even with such a litany of ways to define suburban areas, a whole host of 

authors fail to provide a definition of a suburb
2
.  These authors seem to rely on a 

commonsense understanding of suburban areas.  By assuming that the definition of a 

suburb is unproblematic, these authors fail to contextualise their work.  The 

commonsense definition of a suburb has been critiqued often enough that at the very 

least one needs to describe what type of suburb is being described.  Even among the 

scholars who challenge the commonsense definition of a suburb, there is often a lack 

of concrete definition
3
.  Berger (1960), for example, challenges a class-based 

definition.  He investigates a working-class suburban community, which he argues 

defies the definition of suburbs as middle-class.  He fails, however, to offer a clear 

definition of what a suburb is, or even what makes the community he studies distinctly 

suburban.  Studies such as this are useful in that they help illustrate the inadequacy of 

a commonsense definition.  In doing so, however, they fail to provide a useful working 

definition and are caught in a difficult place.  If all commonsense measures are 

lacking, what then serves as a useful measure for defining suburban areas? 

                                                 
2
 For clear examples of suburban scholars failing to clearly define suburbs, see Gans (1967), Horton 

(1995), Warner (1978), Whyte (1956), and Sharpe and Leonard (1994).  
3
 See Berger (1960), Garreau (1991), and Nicolides (2002) for examples of authors who challenge the 

commonsense definition of a suburb, but do not provide a general definition. 
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Some scholars rely on the U.S. Census Bureau’s definition of a suburb for their 

analysis.  The Census Bureau provides a convenient definition from which consistent 

measurements can be made.  Census statistics also provide a ready-made pool from 

which data can be drawn concerning suburban populations.  According to the U.S. 

Census Bureau, a suburb is defined as “the metropolitan population living outside of 

central cities” (Hobbs and Stoops, U.S. Census Bureau 2000).  This definition is a 

start, but it further relies on the definitions of both “metropolitan” and “central city.”  

A metropolitan region, according to the Census Bureau, is “an area containing a 

substantial population nucleus, together with adjacent communities having a high 

degree of economic and social integration” (U.S. Census Bureau, Population Division 

2006).  According to the Census Bureau, a substantial population nucleus is anything 

over 50,000 individuals.  In summary, then, a metropolitan population consists of all 

individuals living in contiguous cities where the population is greater than 50,000.  

Furthermore, a central city is defined as the largest city within a metropolitan region 

based on population.  Suburbs, therefore, are by this definition any locations within a 

metropolitan region but outside the boundaries of the central city.   

The Census Bureau’s definition of a suburb is based entirely on city 

boundaries and it is lacking in many regards.  There are many instances whereby an 

area is classified as non-suburban, yet it may be experienced as suburban in character 

by residents.  For example, residents living within a central city’s borders are not, by 

this definition, residents of a suburb.  Many neighborhoods, like Rancho Peñasquitos, 

however, may be suburban in character and yet located within a central city’s 



 53

boundaries.  Moreover, the Census Bureau’s definition may categorize areas as 

suburban, which are not experienced as suburban.  Residents living outside of the 

central city may not live a suburban lifestyle and yet, according to the Census Bureau, 

they live in a suburb.  The Census Bureau’s definition fails to recognize the 

importance of the built environment and residential lifestyle in its description of what 

it considers a suburb.  

 Even with these failings, many suburban scholars draw upon the Census 

Bureau’s definition of a suburb for their own work
4
.  Sociologists in particular seem to 

employ this definition.  Their work often uses census data in an attempt to find 

statistical correlations between areas defined as suburbs and various social variables.  

Schneider (1987), for example, examines the relationship between income 

homogeneity and the size of suburban governments.  The Census Bureau’s definition 

of a suburb can certainly bring to light some interesting trends, but we need to be 

careful about what conclusions are being drawn.  Defining the suburb by city 

boundary jurisdictions, as a census-based definition does, cannot tell us about 

suburban lifestyle and fails to take into account the cultural meanings that inform a 

suburban way of life.  Lines on a map have their uses, but they cannot usefully 

describe how people live in particular spaces.  My own work in Rancho Peñasquitos 

makes this point painfully clear.  Rancho Peñasquitos is technically within the 

boundaries of the city of San Diego.  San Diego, according to the census definition, is 

                                                 
4
 For clear examples of the Census Bureau’s definition being used, see Baldassare (1992), Fava (1975), 

Fitzpatrick and Logau (1985), Harris (1994), Kane and Bell (1985), Martin (1956), Wiese (2004), 

Masey and Denton (1988), Schneider (1987), Schneider and Phelan (1993), Logan and Schneider 

(1981; 1984), and Baumgartner (1988).  
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a central city within its metropolitan region.  Therefore, Rancho Peñasquitos, a 

neighborhood within a central city, is not considered a suburb based on this definition.  

This classification would certainly come to a shock to almost everyone that lives in the 

community.  In fact, people live in Rancho Peñasquitos precisely because they 

consider it fully suburban.  Studies employing the census definition fail to take into 

account how suburbs are experienced by the people that imagine themselves as 

suburban residents.   

 The problems with the Census Bureau’s definition of a suburb make it clear 

that any definition must take into account more than just city boundaries.  At the very 

least, lifestyle and ideology need to be considered in any definition that hopes to 

reflect the lived experiences of the people that consider themselves suburbanites.  A 

number of authors, such as Perin (1977), Jackson (1985), and Fishman (1987), present 

definitions that attempt to move beyond the Census Bureau’s model.  Perin asserts that 

suburbs are characterized by detached single-family dwellings, homeownership, and 

single use residential zoning.  The residents of a suburb in Perin’s description tend to 

be middle-class, married couples and their children.  This definition has moved 

distinctly away from city boundaries.  Rather, it focuses on the built environment and 

the shared values of suburbanites.  This type of definition does not assume that 

everyone living in a central city is therefore urban, nor does it assume everyone living 

in a non-central city is fundamentally suburban.  Switching to a definition based on 

lifestyle allows for a study of a suburban culture wherever it may occur.  In his 

ground-breaking history of the suburbs, Kenneth Jackson (1985) presents a similar 
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definition.  For Jackson, a suburb is defined by four components: “function (non-farm 

residential), class (middle and upper status), separation (a daily journey-to-work), and 

density (low relative to older sections)” (1985:11).  For Jackson, then, a suburb is any 

community displaying these characteristics, regardless of municipal standing.  Both 

Jackson and Perin emphasize the residential nature of the suburb combined with low 

density and middle-class residence.  Jackson tends to focus on the form and function 

of the suburb, while Perin incorporates some of the values associated with suburban 

residents.  Both definitions seem to be highly complementary.  In addition, historian 

Robert Fishman (1987) provides a clear definition of a suburb, which seeks to 

incorporate all of the aspects addressed by Perin and Jackson.  In Fishman’s definition, 

a suburb is 

a residential community beyond the core of a large city.  Though 

physically separated from the urban core, the suburb nevertheless 

depends on it economically for the jobs that support its residents.  It is 

also culturally dependant on the core for major institutions of urban 

life… The suburb must be large enough and homogenous enough to 

form a distinctive low density environment defined by the primacy of 

the single family house set in the greenery of an open, parklike setting 

(1987: 5). 

 

Fishman’s definition attempts to incorporate some of the built environment and 

cultural values of suburban areas.  These three definitions attempt to move away from 

a municipality-based definition of a suburb.  This shift is useful, because it allows for 

suburbs to be analyzed wherever they occur.   

 The definitions provided by Perin, Jackson, and Fishman share a few basic 

commonalities.  They all emphasize the middle-class and residential nature of the 

suburbs.  The detached, single-family house – which creates relatively low population 
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densities – is a key component of these definitions.  All three also highlight the single 

residential use of suburban areas.  Fishman explicitly excludes industry, as does Perin, 

while Jackson suggests that it occurs elsewhere, which necessitates a commute.  

Combining the definitions suggested by Perin, Jackson, and Fishman would seem to 

create a useful standardized definition.  Such a definition might define the suburb as a 

neighborhood characterized in part by low-density residential use consisting of single-

family, detached houses. Such a built environment is not self-sufficient and requires 

outside connections for work and commerce.  Additionally, suburbs (in this composite 

definition) are occupied by middle-class families consisting of two married adults and 

their children.   

 While this definition seems adequate in many ways, there are a few aspects 

that warrant questioning.  Perin, Jackson, and Fishman all note the middle-class nature 

of the suburb.  This claim fits well with our commonsense notion of a suburb.  It may, 

therefore, be based on preconceived notions of what a suburb should be, rather than on 

objective criteria.  The assumption that suburbs be defined in part by class 

composition needs to be questioned.  Nicolaides (2002), Weise (2004), and others 

have shown that in working-class families often live in neighborhoods that would 

otherwise be considered suburban.  These working-class families strive for the same 

ideals as suburban middle-class families, and are often quite successful in achieving 

homeownership in a neighborhood considered suburban.  It would seem, then, that the 

middle-class aspect should be dropped from a general definition of a suburb. 
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Additionally, Fishman argues that suburbs are dependant on a central city.  

Suburbs are economically and culturally drawn to a common center.  While true of 

suburbs in the past, in the contemporary U.S. cityscape this is an unnecessary 

condition.  In present-day metropolitan regions the central city has lost much of its 

economic and cultural might.  Over the past 30 years industry has been moving out of 

most large cities in order to take advantage of cheap land and new infrastructure.  

Likewise, commerce, once a hallmark of downtown areas, has been relocated to 

suburban mega and strip malls on the outskirt of central urban cores.  Downtown areas 

still often hold cultural magnets such as museums and performance halls.  These forms 

of entertainment, however, have lost much of their pull to other activities.  Many 

professional sports stadiums have also moved to the suburbs in order to capitalize on 

cheap land, better infrastructure, and the suburban sports enthusiast.   

Suburban residents are no longer as dependant on the urban core.  They are 

now drawn to the newer, brighter, and closer economic, commercial, and cultural 

establishments that are dispersed throughout the suburban fringe.  Does this make 

them non-suburban?  According to Fishman and others, yes.  A number of scholars, 

most notably Fishman and Gaurreau (1991), have agued that contemporary 

development on the outskirts of large urban areas is no longer suburban.  They make 

their distinction based on the observation that urban centers no longer serve as a 

common gravitational center around which the outlying areas rely.  I see no reason to 

make this distinction.  When I ask residents of Rancho Peñasquitos what they like 

about living in the neighborhood, an almost universal reply is, “we’re close to 
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everything.”  This response illustrates the decentralization of the functions previously 

monopolized by the downtown area.  Residents of Rancho Peñasquitos feel close to 

everything because there are shopping malls, strip malls, restaurants, movie theaters, 

grocery stores, businesses, and everything else they would need within a five-minute 

drive from their house.  Does this mean they are no longer suburban?  Not if you ask 

them.   

 It seems then, that the reliance on an urban center is not a necessary part of 

being suburban.  The jobs and commerce are no longer centrally located, but suburban 

residents are still dependant on areas outside of their immediate neighborhoods for 

employment and consumer goods.  They may not be downtown, but neither are they 

right next-door.  This is an important distinction.  In an ethnography of a small 

suburban town outside of Philadelphia, John Dorst argues that an essential part of 

being suburban is an orientation toward other places (1989: 23).  This is a key insight 

into the meaning of suburban lifestyle.  Suburbs are places of residence.  For the most 

part residents are dependent on other places for jobs, services, and commodities.  The 

suburb is a place of relaxation, rest, and privacy, but in order to get anything done, one 

must leave the neighborhood.  This emphasis on other places is similar to Jackson’s 

condition of commuting.  Being suburban is, however, more than just commuting.  It 

is a specific orientation towards the “outside,” wherever that outside might be.   

 What then, is a suburb?  Any territorial definition for a suburb will be 

problematic.  Suburbs are more than just lines on a map, and city boundaries ignore 

much of what it means to be suburban.  A suburb can no longer be defined in relation 
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to a central downtown area.  Industry and commerce in contemporary U.S. cities has 

become diffuse.  The draw to a common center is no longer needed, or desired by 

many suburban residents.  This raises an important issue.  The characteristics of 

contemporary suburbs are different than suburbs of the past.  While conducting my 

fieldwork, I visited a friend who happened to live in an area of San Diego developed 

in the 1920s.  In some ways it almost felt suburban.  The area was characterized by 

free-standing houses with yards.  But it certainly didn’t feel like Rancho Peñasquitos – 

the area that I had been spending most of my time observing.  The streets of this 1920s 

neighborhood were straight, the houses were too close together, and we were much too 

close to downtown – we could see the tops of the tallest downtown buildings.  I asked 

my friend if this was a suburban neighborhood.  He responded, “to me yes, but you’re 

used to those new suburbs up north.  So it probably doesn’t feel suburban to you.”  He 

was right, and his response is telling.  The area was built in the 1920s, and at that time 

I have no doubt it was considered a nice new suburban area.  San Diego, in the ‘20s, 

was significantly smaller than it is today, and it probably felt as if this neighborhood 

was a long way from downtown.  I could certainly recognize certain themes in 

common with contemporary suburban developments, but yet, there were significant 

differences.  My friend points out that one’s definition for what constitutes a suburb 

needs to take into consideration historical changes and that one person’s suburb might 

not be another’s.   

 So does this leave us with a completely subjective definition of a suburb?  Is a 

suburbanite reduced to anyone that thinks they live in a suburb?  Yes and no.  My 
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friend’s statement illustrates that there is a subjective aspect to the definition, but yet it 

also points out that there are limits, even if those limits might change over time.  Clear 

in his statement, however, was recognition that there was a common bond between 

both of our expectations of suburban residence.  The definition of a suburb, however, 

is not as easy as tracing down those common threads.  What constitutes a suburb not 

only changes over time, but it also changes depending on one’s position within 

society.  Suburban scholars have so far been unable to come up with an adequate 

definition of their area of study.  Is that because the suburb is indefinable?  If one 

wants to develop a single definition that is applicable to all suburbs for all time, then 

yes.  Suburbanization is a process, and like all processes it changes over time.  As 

people, society, technology, geography, and ideologies change so too does the suburb.  

Any definition, therefore, will need to take into account the fact that the suburb is just 

as much an idea, an ideology, and an imaginary as it is a built environment or lifestyle.  

After all, the things we build and ways we live are based on the ideas we have 

concerning the correct and best way to do so.  But like all ideologies, the suburban 

ideal changes from time to time and from person to person.  Attempting to trace all the 

variations of the suburban ideal could lead to an epistemological mess.  To avoid such 

confusion, I turn to philosopher Michel Foucault.  Foucault provides a model for 

thinking about the relationship between ideas, individuals, and social forces that I find 

helpful in illuminating the nature of the suburb, and what it means to be suburban.  
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Subjectivity 

 Foucault is interested in how particular ways of thinking and knowing have 

developed over time and how those ideologies influence individuals and society.  His 

insights prove especially valuable in exploring what it means to be suburban.  Just as 

the precise definition for the ideal suburb is under constant revision, so to is what it 

means to be a suburban resident.  It is useful, therefore, to consider the ideal suburban 

resident as engaging in a cultural process of self-making and being made.  The 

suburban subject, like all subjects, is involved in a complex interplay with power 

relations and ideologies that produce certain types of subject positions.  Part of this 

process involves power relations using techniques of surveillance, discipline, control, 

and administration to convince individuals that behaving in the correct way is in their 

best interest.  Foucault illustrates how social structures work to create certain types of 

individuals, or subjects.  This, however, is only one side of Foucault’s insights.  

Foucault also shows us that individuals play an important part in accepting and 

creating the very structures that have so much power over them.  Foucault illustrates 

that certain regimes of knowledge come to be taken as truth.  These accepted cultural 

truths carry with them ways of ordering things, people, and society.  As individuals 

accept regimes of truth and knowledge, they give power and legitimacy to social 

structures to create the order assumed correct by the dominant accepted truths.  The 

truth/knowledge/power discourse of any society creates proper ways of behaving and 

the legitimacy to enforce proper behavior.  In so doing, subject positions are created, 

which constrain and regulate behavior, but also create consent concerning the proper 
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ways to behave.  According to Foucault, discourses can and do change.  In fact, they 

are in a constant state of doing so.  The organizing power/knowledge discourses are 

always being challenged, propped up, reworked, and recycled.  In the process new 

formations emerge and old formations fade away.  When the discourses change, so to 

do the subject positions that they make possible.   

 It is worthwhile, therefore, to consider the suburb from the standpoint of a 

discourse on the ideal way to order the lived environment, and the suburbanite as a 

subject position influenced by the truth claims of the suburban discourse.  The process 

of subject formation is useful in this context, because it allows us to work around the 

issues raised when trying to define the suburb and suburbanite.  A single and universal 

definition is not possible because the ideologies and discourses that inform the suburb 

are in a constant state of change.  Therefore, the built environment that we consider 

suburban is also constantly changing as what we consider properly suburban 

transforms.  Moreover, what it means to be a suburbanite – a resident of a suburb – 

must change along with ideas concerning the ideal built environment.  Foucault’s 

insights allow us to trace the threads of discourse over time to see how they effect 

subject positions and the social structures that order existence.   

 The suburban discourse has a long and complex history.  Many instantiations 

of the suburb have come and gone.  Each one has been influenced by a slightly 

different version of the suburban ideal.  Each one was supported and made possible by 

different social structures, which provided the power to make the ideal into reality.  

And each one was occupied by individuals serving as suburban subjects in slightly 
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different ways.  In so doing, these individuals internalized the suburban ideal and 

made it part of their very identity.  Throughout this complex history, certain strands 

have survived.  Even the earliest suburbs have some very recognizable things in 

common with contemporary suburbs.  By tracing the history of the suburban 

discourses and the structures and agents that made them possible, a new way of 

thinking about the suburban subject emerges.  No longer is a strict definition 

necessary.  As the history unfolds in the next section, a coherent suburban subject 

emerges, even if that subject is constantly in the process of making oneself and being 

made by the structures of power.  

 

The First Suburbanites 

 In a brilliant history of suburban development, Robert Fishman (1987) traces 

the origins of the suburb to eighteenth century England.  The Industrial Revolution 

was well underway and English cities were in the process of transforming into modern 

urban centers.  The centers of industry and capital, such as London, Manchester, and 

Liverpool, experienced massive population growth as England industrialized.  The 

English cities of the early industrial revolution set the stage for what would become 

the suburb.  The cities were at once bastions of amazing wealth as the new bourgeois 

class came into its own, and simultaneously the bearers of extreme poverty as the new 

working class was subjected to unrestrained labor conditions.  Transportation in 

English cities during the 1700s was largely limited to walking, or possibly by horse 

for upper-class city dwellers.  This lead to cramped cities, as most residents were 
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forced to live within walking distance of work.  The upper-class had traditionally used 

their power to secure residence in the central core of English cities, so as to be closer 

to where they needed to be.  This forced the poor working-class to the lesser-

developed outskirts of the city.   

 The cities in mid-eighteenth century England were also dirty.  Open sewers 

were not uncommon.  Combined with the cramped population, one can only imagine 

the scene.  A visitor to London in 1765 noted that: 

In the most beautiful part of the Strand [then London’s most 

fashionable street]… I have, during my whole stay in London, seen the 

middle of the street constantly foul with a dirty puddle to the height of 

three or four inches; a puddle whose splashings cover those who walk 

on foot, fill coaches where their windows happen not to be up, and 

bedaub all the lower parts of such houses as are exposed to it. (Grosley 

1772:36) 

 

The streets, however, were not the only filthy areas.  As factories produced at ever 

increasing levels, so too did the pollution they spewed into the city environment.  

Most factories at the time released massive amounts of soot and smoke into the air.  

English cities were, during the emergence of industrialization, cramped and dirty to 

say the least.  It was in this environment that the bourgeois class of merchant elites 

began moving their families out of the cities, past the urban fringe of poverty, to areas 

miles outside of the cities.  The elite class used their money, privilege, and access to 

horse-drawn carriages to break away from traditional residence patterns and create a 

lifestyle of their own, which would reflect their new ideals. 

 These early suburbs were shaped by two underlying themes, both of which 

would form the basis for the suburban discourse.  The new bourgeois developments  
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were a reaction against the conditions of the English cities.  The bourgeois created 

sprawling estates in reaction to the cramped conditions of cities like London.  Fishman 

demonstrates brilliantly that the bourgeois also fashioned a reflection of their values in 

the new spaces they came to inhabit.  The bourgeoisie used their new homes to 

spatialize the social distance between themselves and the rest of society.  The urban 

geography became a measure of one’s social standing.  The further from the city 

center one could live demonstrated one’s wealth, but also one’s separation from lower 

classes.  The suburbs became a safe haven for the bourgeois from the poor in two 

ways.  First, the physical distance shielded the upper class from the imagined 

corruptions of the poor.  The dirt and filth increasingly associated with the poor could 

Figure 2.1 The Ideal of the Villa. Alexander Pope’s villa (1720s) on the 

Thames, ten miles southwest of London. The suburban origins can be 

traced to such estates outside of the large English cities. Copyright 2009 

by Guildhall Library, City of London. Used by permission of Guildhall 

Library, City of London. 
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not touch the bourgeoisie in their distant suburban homes.  And second, the suburbs 

distanced the bourgeoisie from any violence that might be prompted by poverty.  In 

the mind of the bourgeois, the city had become a morally corrupt and soiled space.  

Living outside the city, then, was the answer.   

 The move away from the city brought with it a number of changes.  A new 

conception of gender and family began to develop along with the bourgeois flight.  

The cities were becoming seen as dangerous, and no place for women and children.  

The suburban home became a safe place to raise a family, and simultaneously became 

gendered as the place for women.  During the day, men needed to brave the dangers of 

the city, while women and children remained safe at home, outside of the city.  At the 

end of the day, the men would return to the safety of their non-urban houses and the 

comfort of their families.  The newfound emphasis on the family and its gendered 

connotations developed hand-in-hand with the early suburban residence patterns.   

 The move away from the cities by the bourgeois in eighteenth century England 

was altogether new.  Certainly people had lived outside of cites before the 1700s, but 

there were two main differences in this development.  First, with the advent of the 

industrial revolution cities were becoming more important.  England was urbanizing at 

an amazing pace.  The countryside was emptying out as the cities exploded in 

population.  The bourgeois were going against the flow as they moved back into the 

countryside.  Second, although they lived outside of the city, the bourgeois had 

intimate daily contact with the city.  Summer and vacation homes have probably been 

around for as long as cities, but these new developments were different.  Residents of 



 67

a non-urban summer home do not occupy the house on a continual basis, nor do they 

have contact with the urban area while they are visiting the summer home.  The entire 

purpose of the summer home is to get away from the city in its entirety.  The 

bourgeois suburban home is an attempt to escape the city, but not entirely.  The 

suburban home must allow for ease of access to the city at the same time that it allows 

for separation from the city.  These two fundamental differences make what the 

English bourgeois were doing something altogether different. 

 These “bourgeois utopias,” as Fishman calls them, provide the initial impetus 

for what would become the suburban ideal.  The bourgeois held the wealth and power 

in eighteenth century England.  They used their power to create an environment that 

both reflected and created an ideology concerning the proper way to live.  In so doing, 

they created and became the first suburban subjects.  The ideology of the suburban 

house initially revolved around its cleanliness, distance from the city, and distance 

from other houses.  These aspects were important to highlight the difference from the 

urban environment, which in turn marked the suburb as a safe and upper-class setting.   

The distance and safety of the suburbs created a gendered space.  In order to 

stay safe, women and children were relegated to the home.  This had two 

consequences.  First, the suburban house became a space of the family.  The distance 

of the suburb from the city isolated the family and tied the family to the home in a new 

way.  Secondly, being tied to the house, women took on the responsibility of keeping 

the house clean, while men provided the resources to do so.  By taking on these gender 

roles in their new environment, the bourgeois reinforced their social standing.  Here 
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we see the eighteenth century English bourgeois making themselves into new types of 

subjects in their attempt to distance themselves from dirt and poverty.  At the same 

time they were being unintentionally made into subjects that we can recognize as 

distinctly suburban.  In the process, they also formed and strengthened the underlying 

suburban discourse, which serves as the basis for future suburbanites. 

 

Developing Suburbanites 

 The English suburban ideal was carried over to the United States, where it 

would eventually undergo profound alterations.  A significant change began to occur 

to suburban development by the mid-nineteenth century.  Railroads, electric streetcars, 

cable cars, and other forms of mass transit made transportation cheap enough to be 

affordable to a significant segment of the urban population.  This allowed more people 

to live further from their places of employment, which opened up the suburbs to an 

entirely new class of urban residents.  The increased access led to the first great wave 

of mass suburbanization in the United States, which has been documented by 

numerous authors, including Warner (1978), Jackson (1985), and Fishman (1987).  As 

suburban areas opened up to increasing numbers of people from differing classes, the 

underlying ideology of the suburb began to shift.  No longer was the suburb an 

enclave of the upper-class.  The suburb became distinctly middle-class, while retaining 

much of its bourgeois underpinnings.  This mass-suburbanization was not possible, 

however, without significant social forces at play.  These new suburban discourses  

were created in large part by land speculators, housing developers, and railway 
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companies and led to a new type of suburban subjectivity. 

 As rail lines stretched outward from major cities, so to did suburban 

development.  Nicolaides and Wiese describe this development as resembling “pearls 

on a necklace” (2006: 69).  The necklace, here, being the rail line and the pearls the 

suburban developments strung along its length.  The rail lines provided access to the 

suburban outskirts of the city in new ways.  It would take more than transportation 

technology, however, to transform the newly accessible space into a suburban place 

for the masses.  The middle and working classes now had access to the suburban 

space, but it was still ideologically bourgeois.  Suburban living was no doubt desirable 

to many working and middle class people, but the bourgeois ideology managed to  

 

Figure 2.2 Mass home buildings follow the rail lines outside of New 

York City, ca. 1920. Courtesy of Library of Congress, Prints and 

Photographs division, FSA-OWI Collection, LC-USF344-000877-2B 

DLC (b&w film neg.). 
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keep it out of reach.  Although the distance was no longer an impediment, suburban 

estates would have been unaffordable to most working class families.   

Land speculators, many of whom were railway operators themselves, used rail 

lines as a way to increase land values and spur suburban development.  The 

convenient coupling of land speculation and railway expansion was understood as a 

way to motivate private companies to invest in development.  What may have been 

seen in other countries as an illegal conflict of interests, was in the United States  

Figure 2.3 Suburban houses built for 

the working-class price range along 

expanding rail lines. ca. 1890. 

Reprinted by permission of the 

publisher from STREETCAR 

SUBURBS: THE PROCESS OF 

GROWTH IN BOSTON, 1870-1900, 

SECOND EDITION by Sam Bass 

Warner, Jr., pp. 57, Cambridge, Mass.: 

Harvard University Press, Copyright © 

1962, 1978 by the President and 

Fellows of Harvard College. 

Figure 2.4 Suburban houses built 

for the working-class price range 

along expanding rail lines. ca. 

1890. Reprinted by permission of 

the publisher from STREETCAR 

SUBURBS: THE PROCESS OF 

GROWTH IN BOSTON, 1870-

1900, SECOND EDITION by 

Sam Bass Warner, Jr., pp. 91, 

Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 

University Press, Copyright © 

1962, 1978 by the President and 

Fellows of Harvard College. 
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Figure 2.5 An 1896 advertisement for suburban 

homes appealing to working-class families. Note 

mention of access to train lines and cost and time 

of commute. From The Scientific American 

Building Edition, 26, 1898. 
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allowed, if not promoted, by local and federal governments.  In order to promote sales, 

of both land and train tickets, developers modified the bourgeois suburban ideal to fit a 

middle and working class budget.  The new suburban neighborhoods were outside of 

the city and therefore were seen as possessing the same clean and safe qualities in 

which to raise a family.  However, house sizes and the space between houses 

decreased in order to make the homes more affordable.  As suburban houses became 

smaller, the class connotation of the suburb changed.  The suburb was no longer solely 

a bourgeois construction.  But yet, as far as the new middle and working class 

suburbanites were concerned, they had “moved up.”  The new middle and working 

class suburbanites were certainly not bourgeois, but they were no longer stuck in cities 

that were understood to be dirty, cramped, and dangerous.  Homeownership became 

the new symbol of class.  As the suburbs became less bourgeois and more middle and 

working class, homeownership became primary.  The new suburbanites marked 

themselves as homeowners, which brought with it a host of new responsibilities and 

challenges. 

 The middle and working class suburbanites helped to change what it meant to 

be suburban.  Technology played a part in this development by being able to provide 

cheaper access to areas distant from the central city.  More important, however, was 

the role played by the developers.  Many middle and working class families in the mid 

to late eighteenth century saw the bourgeois suburban ideal as desirable.  Developers 

seized upon this desire, and modified it in order to remake the suburban lifestyle for 

middle and working class families.  Middle and working class families were eager to 
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move to the suburbs.  In so doing they became suburbanites, but not quite the same 

type as their bourgeois predecessors.  The developers and the new suburbanites played 

a role in shaping a new type of mass suburban subject.   

 The new middle and working class suburbanite of the mid-nineteenth century 

inherited much of the bourgeois suburban discourse, but also transformed what it 

meant to be a suburban resident.  The suburban home was smaller and closer to other  

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.6 An 1891 advertisement for a 

Chicago suburban development targeted 

at working-class households. Courtesy of 

the Chicago Historical Society, ICHi-

03656. 
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homes than before.  The suburb was still a place of safety and cleanliness, but that 

took on a different meaning in the new suburb.  One’s house became the symbol of 

one’s suburban status and homeownership became of prime importance.  The house 

was also a way to prove, to one’s self and one’s neighbors, that one belonged in the 

suburbs.  Now that families owned the homes they lived in, they must be kept up in 

ways reflecting the values of suburbia.  Upon becoming suburban residents, the 

middle and working classes took upon themselves new ways of behaving.  They 

changed to meet the demands of the suburbs, just as the suburban discourse changed to 

meet them. 

 

Suburba-n-ation  

 The next systematic change to the suburban discourse occurred in the mid-

twentieth century.  Events beginning in the 1930s and culminating in the 1960s would 

see the United States turn into a nation of suburbanites.  Just as in the 1800s, 

transportation infrastructure would play a role in this next phase of suburban 

development, but this phase is most predominantly marked by the influence of the 

federal government in its attempt to create an ideal nation of suburban residents.  In 

the mid-twentieth century the suburb became a national project.  The federal 

government accepted suburban residence as a national goal, and instituted policies to 

create specific types of suburbs for specific types of people, and thereby create 

specific types of citizens.  
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Figure 2.7 A 1950s advertisement for suburban homes in Tucson, Arizona. The G.I. Bill 

made suburban housing available for a broad range of Americans. Arizona Daily Star, 

June 18, 1950, p. 12A 

Figure 2.8 Mass-suburbanization on a broad scale using assembly-line building. ca. 

1954. Lakewood, California. Pacific Air Industries. 54-2548, Lakewood California, 

area. Long Beach, California: PAI, 1954. 4”x5” negative dated December 15, 1954. 

Image courtesy of the Map and Imagery Library, Davidson Library, University of 

California, Santa Barbara. Copyright 2009 The Regents of the University of 

California. 
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 The Great Depression of the 1930s set the sage for a great suburban boom in 

the second half of the 1900s.  The federal government created the Works Progress 

Administration (WPA) in order to provide people with stable employment.  The WPA 

created streets and highways on a massive scale, just as the automobile was gaining in 

popularity.  Within the course of a few decades, streets that had been shared by 

people, horses, streetcars, and the odd automobile, would be paved over and 

dominated by automobiles.  The Great Depression and the massive unemployment it 

caused also created a demand for housing on a grand scale.  This housing demand was 

exacerbated with the start of World War II.  As the nation’s productive focus turned to 

war, building houses was not a priority.  The situation was aggravated even further 

after WWII, when the returning veterans would help create a huge population growth 

known as the Baby Boom. 

 In response to the housing crisis, the federal government took action that 

promoted suburban development as never before.  Housing development was seen as 

necessary to alleviate the housing shortage that was plaguing the county.  But why the 

government would choose to support suburban-style development, with emphasis on 

the single-family detached home, as opposed to inner city development or some other 

type of housing is very telling.  Influenced heavily by real estate and developer 

lobbyists, the federal government instituted pro-suburban policies for two main 

reasons.  First, the suburb was seen as an ideal way to ensure economic growth.  

Suburban development would create jobs, but it would also create an entire new class 

of homeowners.  Ideally, homeownership would provide stability and spur increased 
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consumer demand.  The government was worried about future economic crisis, and 

saw suburban development as a way to forestall another Great Depression in the 

future.  Second, single-family detached homes owned by their occupants were seen as 

decidedly anti-Communist.  As the United States entered into the Cold War, fear of 

Communism was palpable.  Senator Joseph McCarthy saw any form of collectivized 

housing as inherently socialist, and successfully fought to fund suburban single-family 

freestanding houses with federal monies (Hayden 2006).   

 In order to promote suburban development the federal government funded and 

promoted numerous programs.  The budget of the Federal Housing Administration 

(FHA) was increased substantially.  These budget increases were meant to underwrite 

loans for single-family homes to middle-class families.  This program made a 

suburban home attainable to masses of people who would otherwise have been unable 

to secure a loan.  Due to federal backing, banks were able, and willing, to finance 90% 

of the value of a house.  The federal government increased its development of 

highways and freeways.  The interstate highway system was created, which allowed 

for increased access to the suburban areas for increasing numbers of people.  The 

federal government’s G.I. Bill included an option for an automatic mortgage program 

for returning veterans who whished to purchase a suburban home.  In addition to the 

stimulus provided to potential homeowners, the government also encouraged large-

scale development of suburban neighborhoods.  Production advances were made 

available to developers to help mitigate any economic setbacks, and induce 

development of freestanding single-family homes. 
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 In a very real sense, the nation was suburbanized during the late-1940s, 

through the 1950s, and into the 1960s.  The federal government adopted policies that 

promoted a specific manifestation of the suburban ideal.  In addition to standardizing 

mortgages the Home Owners Loan Corporation (HOLC) implemented a systematic 

nationwide appraisal method.  Home appraisers working by HOLC standards rated 

homes and neighborhoods by “occupation, income and ethnicity of inhabitants and the 

age, type of construction, price range, sales demand and general state of repair of the 

housing stock” (Jackson 1985: 197).  This system thoroughly undervalued 

neighborhoods that were dense, mixed use, populated by minorities or aging.  

Neighborhoods near bus lines were also devalued, as were neighborhoods in which 

zoning and deed restrictions were lax (Nicolaides and Weise 2006: 242-243).  At the 

same time HOLC policies promoted new suburban development of free-standing 

houses populated by white middleclass families.  A normative image of the ideal 

family emerged.  Single-family homes were constructed for the nuclear family, 

making extended family residence difficult.  So-called “traditional” gender roles were 

reinforced as more and more families began living further and further from easy 

access to the city.  Mortgages created responsible participants in the economy, by 

necessitating steady and gainful employment.  The home itself took on a life of its 

own.  Homeowners became mass consumers in a new economy, which came to 

epitomize the American lifestyle.  The new suburbanites subjected themselves to these 

constraints, and, if we can read into their actions, they did so willingly.  In 1944 only 

142,000 housing units were built nationally.  By 1946, over a million homes were 
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being built nation-wide annually.  In 1949 the number had reached almost 2 million 

houses per year (Nicolaides and Wiese 2006).  The suburban lifestyle had been 

successfully presented by developers and the government as the American lifestyle.   

 The new suburban lifestyle was not, however, available for all.  The policies of 

the federal government explicitly targeted white, middle-class nuclear families.  Racial 

and social minorities along with the poor were explicitly excluded.  Loans and other 

funding options were not available for the non-white and non-middle-class citizens.  

This exclusion allowed the suburban ideal to maintain some important links with the 

past, even as the implications of those ideals were changing.  The suburbs had always 

been exclusive.  The railroads opened up the suburbs for some, but the automobile, 

federal loans, and mass produced suburban homes could have potentially opened up 

the suburbs even more.  By restricting access to loans, the federal government 

(through the HOLC, FHA, and related programs) set into motion a system that 

maintained an image of suburbia that reflected the original exclusivity of the suburb 

while at the same time creating an image of the ideal American citizen.  It was an 

image that the white middles-class Americans found very appealing, and subjected 

themselves to in massive numbers.  

 

The Contemporary Suburb 

 The contemporary American suburb is in some ways very similar to the 

suburbs from the 1960s.  Federal policies, such as tax breaks and loan guarantees still 

support ownership of single-family freestanding homes, and this style of living is still 
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highly desirable.  A strong economy is still one of the prime concerns of the federal 

government.  One of the most important measures of the economy is housing starts.  

Federal promotion of suburban development is seen as necessary for maintaining 

economic growth.  Consumption is also still a major part of the suburban lifestyle, if 

not the American lifestyle.  Differences, however, are beginning to appear.  The 

suburbs have opened up to some degree.  No longer are minorities explicitly excluded, 

although they may still be excluded in non-official ways.  Massey and Denton have 

documented numerous ways minorities are excluded from a suburban experience.  

Realtor steering and refusal to sell to minorities play a large role, as does “white 

flight” from mixed neighborhoods (Massey and Denton 1993).  Gender roles have 

shifted as well.  Double income families are much more common, as are single parent 

households.   

 The suburban landscape of the early twenty-first century America is much 

different than that of seventeenth century England.  The suburbanite too, has changed.  

An important part of the suburb, however, is still its separation.  Contemporary 

suburbs may not be a horse and carriage ride from the city, the city might not be as 

important as it once was, and suburban houses might be less than ten feet from one 

another, but the suburbs are still separated in terms of function, class, and space.  

Suburbanites desire this separation, and it has important influences on how they act, 

think, and behave – in other words, it is a significant component in suburban 

subjectivity.  The separation of the suburb lends to a feeling of safety for raising a 

family.  This is an important theme that has run though the suburban discourse since 
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its inception.  Part of maintaining the impression of safety is maintaining the illusion 

of separation.  Whereas the first bourgeois suburbanites had physical separation, most 

contemporary suburbanites do not.  Gated suburban neighborhoods are a bit of an 

exception here, as they have reclaimed part of the exclusivity by means of a gate.  

Overall, however, even contemporary gated communities are far less exclusive than 

the suburban estates of the seventeenth century.   

In order to maintain the appearance of separation most contemporary 

suburbanites rely on class exclusion and behavioral conformity.  Class exclusion is 

maintained through property values of the suburban neighborhood.  In my interviews 

with suburban residents, a major concern for many of them was property value.  The 

suburban house is a major investment.  Therefore, the value of one’s house is of great 

concern to homeowners.  But there is added significance to property value in suburban 

neighborhoods.  Property values limit and regulate the types of people that can, and 

desire to, live in a particular neighborhood.  By maintaining property value, suburban 

residents create a self-regulating system of exclusion based on income level.   

Suburban residents are very aware of property values in their own 

neighborhood as well as surrounding areas.  Rancho Peñasquitos is surrounded by 

three other suburban neighborhoods.  Two have higher average property values, and 

the third has lower property values.  Residents of Rancho Peñasquitos are very 

sensitive to these differences.  They regularly comment on the snobbishness of the 

people from the higher-valued neighborhoods, and are fearful of “invasion” by people 

from the lower-valued area.  Great efforts are employed to maintain the property 
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values of the neighborhood, and thereby maintain some level of separation
5
.  

Conformity is one way to ensure property values, and it is highly valued among 

suburban residents.  Houses that are not kept up, or are painted the “wrong” color 

draw scorn from neighbors.  This scorn is justified in two ways.  First non-conformity 

is seen as a threat to property values.  Second, non-conformity is seen as a sign that 

people do not belong in the neighborhood.  Behavior, therefore, is highly regulated 

and forced to conform to standard suburban norms.  Residents of Rancho Peñasquitos 

have related to me numerous times how they call the police whenever they see 

someone “not acting right.”
6
  When I investigate these stories it turns out that when 

one does not conform to acceptable normative behavior, one is deemed a criminal and 

is seen as a threat to the entire community.  By conforming to the suburban norm, 

residents maintain their separation by being able to easily identify those that do not 

belong.   

 Contemporary suburbanites regulate their own behavior and the behavior of 

others in order to create a way of life they see as ideal.  This suburban ideology has a 

long history, but some of its essential components still remain.  The way they are 

implemented, however, has changed drastically.  The federal government has taken on 

an increased role, as have private for-profit developers, real estate brokers, and other 

companies hoping to cash in on the suburban ideal.  The suburbanites, too, have taken 

to the suburban ideal with zeal.  The discourse of the suburban lifestyle has become a 

central truth in what it means to be an average American.  The shape this discourse 

                                                 
5
 The importance of class in American culture is discussed in length by Ortner (1991; 2003). 

6
 I expand on this topic in Chapter Three. 



 83

takes creates specific types of suburban subjects as individuals mold themselves to fit 

into the suburban ideal.  Large social structures such as class economics, 

governmental policies, and developer profit motive have played an essential part in 

shaping the suburban discourse over time, but so to have the suburbanites themselves.  

Without people desiring to live a lifestyle that has come to be seen as ideally safe, 

clean, and wholesome, the suburbs would not exist as they do today.  

 

The Ghosts of Suburbia 

 The suburban discourse allows for a suburban subjectivity and makes that 

subjectivity legitimate.  In so doing, however, the discourse ignores, silences, and 

makes certain other ways of being illegitimate.  The suburban discourse, for example 

privileges the nuclear family consisting of a married heterosexual couple and their 

unmarried children.  This family structure has a long history of being tied to the 

suburban discourse from its earliest origins in Victorian Englan.  Non-normative 

households such as single adults, homosexual couples, and couples without children 

do not fit into the suburban discourse.  Although members of such households live in 

suburban areas, they do not conform to a standard suburban subjectivity and are 

therefore largely hidden to everyday suburban experience.  They are not, however, 

completely invisible.  Those that challenge the suburban ideal exist in an ambiguous 

and undefined state.  They are at once present in their undefined existence and yet 

absence in the inability to classify them as normal suburbanites.  This ambiguous state 

is unsettling as it highlights the constructed nature of the suburban discourse and the 
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subjectivities that depend upon it.  As I illustrate in the next chapter, when suburban 

residents are faced with a challenge to their accepted discourse they often react 

defensively.  The elements considered non-suburban that do not correspond to the 

suburban discourse are seen as threatening and dangerous.  Such elements, although 

ignored, haunt suburbia and its subjects. 

 Non-normative families are only one of the discursive ghosts that haunt the 

suburbs.  Since the beginnings suburbs have been associated with a rural landscape.  

Suburban living has been an attempt to escape the imagined horrors and dangers of the 

city environment.  Suburbs, in contrast to the city, have been conceived as rural living 

with the comforts of an urban setting.  The rural environment is a central aspect of the 

suburban discourse and yet, in order to create a suburban landscape, the natural 

environment must be significantly altered.  The environment, then, is yet another 

specter in suburbia.  Imagined to be built in an unspoilt natural environment, the 

suburban lifestyle necessarily changes the environment in fundamental ways.  This 

disconnect influences suburban subjectivity in interesting ways as suburbanites place 

great value and effort in creating artificial landscapes that supposedly reflect the 

natural environment, but in effect further distance the suburban environment from 

nature.  I discuss this further in Chapter 6. 

 Homeownership has long been has long been an important aspect of the 

suburban discourse as has the closely related element of middleclass status.  Of course, 

however, renters and non-homeowners live in suburban areas as do the poor.  As 

future chapters illustrate, renters and the poor prove to be problematic for “normal” 
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suburban subjects.  Renters are seen as inherently unstable and threatening to the 

suburban lifestyle and discourse.  The poor are considered so dangerous as to be 

completely excluded from suburbia.  When the presence of poverty and non-

homeownership is felt, action taken, and it is banished from the suburbs.  Even so, the 

threat of the presence of these challenging elements continuously haunt suburban 

subjectivities.  The following chapters expand on these hauntings and illustrate how 

they play a crucial role in structuring a suburban form of citizenship. 

 

Conclusion 

 The suburbs have come a long way in the past 300 years.  The long history of 

suburban development has led to a wide variety of suburban forms and suburban 

residents.  Any single definition of a suburb, therefore, is doomed to failure.  Only by 

considering the suburb, and therefore the suburbanite, as a process that is continuously 

being made and remade in a variety of differing contexts (including geographic, 

social, and temporal) can we hope to understand what it means to be suburban.  A 

suburb is not so much about a physical place, but is rather a cultural and social space 

defined by the subjectivities that inhabit such a space.  I have traced a broad history of 

the suburban discourse and shown how it has, in general, come to shape contemporary 

American suburban subjects.  This outline has been expansive in scope, and much too 

general to serve as a specific description of the contemporary suburban resident.  In 

the next chapter I address this deficiency, and describe in detail what it means to be a 
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resident of Rancho Peñasquitos, a contemporary suburb of a major metropolitan area 

in the United States. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

SUBJECT-MAKING IN RANCHO PEÑASQUITOS  

 

In many ways Rancho Peñasquitos is a nondescript suburban community.  It is 

located approximately 15 miles north of downtown San Diego.  The community wraps 

around the west, south, and east sides of Black Mountain, which rises to an elevation 

over 1,500 feet, and winds around numerous canyons, hillsides, and ridges that cut 

through the area.  The Los Peñasquitos Canyon marks the southern border of the 

community with an elevation of less than 200 feet.  While the community is within the 

sprawling limits of the city of San Diego, and therefore politically and legally part of 

the city, it is highly suburban in character and community members possess a sense of 

identity based on residence in the community.  This chapter describes what it means to 

be a resident of Rancho Peñasquitos and how that identity is formed and maintained.  I 

pay particular attention to the suburban discourse and the central role it takes in 

creating and maintaining a sense of separation from outsiders and belonging within the 

community.  In so doing, I focus on the role of structural forces, such as developers 

and governmental agencies, as well as individual suburban residents.  Before the 

chapter progresses, however, a brief introduction to Rancho Peñasquitos is in order. 

Rancho Peñasquitos is a fairly average neighborhood for the San Diego region.  

It spans approximately 6,500 acres and as of the 2000 census had a population of 

47,588 individuals.  The average yearly household income was $78,466 and the 
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average house value was $284,889.  A comparison with the nearby neighborhoods of 

Sorrento Hills and Mira Mesa put Rancho Peñasquitos in context.  The average 

household income of Sorrento Hills was $128,395 in 2000 and $62,805 in Mira Mesa.  

Furthermore, the average house value of Sorrento Hills was $535,905 and homes in 

Mira Mesa averaged at $202,908.  In other words, the average income in Rancho 

Peñasquitos is 61% that of nearby Sorrento Hills, and approximately 25% greater than 

neighboring Mira Mesa.  Likewise, the average home value in Rancho Peñasquitos is 

just over half that of Sorrento Hills, and 40% higher than Mira Mesa. In both 

measurements Rancho Peñasquitos is situated perfectly in between neighborhoods on 

either side.  The residents of Rancho Peñasquitos are highly aware of their class 

relationship with neighboring communities, and their middle place forms a central 

aspect of the common Rancho Peñasquitos identity, as we will see later. 

 Demographically, Rancho Peñasquitos fits into the suburban ideal well.  The 

median age for Rancho Peñasquitos is 34.6 and each household averages just over 3 

people.  Ethnically, 59% of residents in Rancho Peñasquitos identify as white, 26% as 

Asian, and 8% as Hispanic.  Of residents over the age of 15, 65% are currently 

married, 23% have never been married, 8% are divorced, and 2% currently separated 

from a spouse.  Of the adult population over the age of 25, 94% percent have 

completed high school.  Additionally, 61% have attained a college degree at some 

level, a Bachelors degree being the most common at 34%.  Approximately 78% of the 

housing units in Rancho Peñasquitos are single-family detached homes (San Diego 

Association of Regional Governments 2006).  In other words, the majority of residents 



 89

in Rancho Peñasquitos are middleclass and live in nuclear families.  This is reflective 

of the suburban discourse, which places emphasis on nuclear families and detached 

houses. 

 

Signs of Common Identification 

 Rancho Peñasquitos is not a city in and of itself.  It is recognized as a 

neighborhood by the City of San Diego, but it does not have an independent status or 

standing.  It is therefore important to ask if there is in fact a sense of common identity 

shared among residents of the community.  We should not assume, based only upon a 

name, that the residents feel some kind of connection with each other and identify with 

the neighborhood in which they live.  In this section I address this question, 

demonstrate the ways in which a Rancho Peñasquitos identity is expressed, and argue 

that many residents feel connected to their fellow residents of Rancho Peñasquitos 

based primarily upon their common residence in the neighborhood and the shared 

values and lifestyle such residence implies.    

 I first approached the question of identity by simply asking people in the area 

where they lived and by observing how they talk about the area.  Upon asking where 

people live, the vast majority respond with, “Peñasquitos,” or, “PQ.”  Every once in a 

while someone will say “Carmel Mountain”, “4S Ranch”, or “Rancho Bernardo”, all 

of which are nearby developments or neighborhoods and a signal that they are 

outsiders.  The fact that such a sharp designation is being made between Rancho 

Peñasquitos and the surrounding areas is significant.  To an outsider, there is no 
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significant or obvious break between Rancho Peñasquitos and the surrounding areas.  

To the residents, however, the borders are clear and significant.  A resident of Rancho 

Bernardo, for example, would never claim to be from Rancho Peñasquitos, and vice 

versa.  This illustrates that suburban residents feel a strong connection to their 

neighborhoods.  Furthermore, I have asked many people to identify the borders of 

Rancho Peñasquitos. Without fail, the same 4 boundary markers are given: the large 

park to the south, Interstate-15 to the east, Camino del Sur to the west, and where the 

houses stop to the north.  The fact that the same four boundary markers are regularly 

given illustrates that residents share a common image of the space they inhabit and 

how it is recognized.  This sense of boundedness, combined with a sense of 

identification with the area signals that residents of Rancho Peñasquitos share a sense 

of belonging to a common community. 

 Furthermore, the names used to refer to the area illustrate a common 

understanding of belonging in the neighborhood.  Rancho Peñasquitos is referred to by 

residents as “PQ” or “Peñasquitos.”  These local designations are important to focus 

on.  They express a sense of intimate connection and belonging to the neighborhood.  

Every once in a while you might hear “RP” as an abbreviation for Rancho 

Peñasquitos.  To me “RP” seems the obvious choice for initials, and I mistakenly used 

it for a long while before learning the proper shortened version. Those from the 

neighborhood express a sense of connection by dropping the “Rancho” and calling the 

area only “Peñasquitos.”  From there, the chosen further shortening is “PQ.”  Those  
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that use “RP” as initials for the area mark themselves as recent transplants or outsiders 

to the community.  It was also explained to me by a long-time “PQ” resident, that 

“RP” is not used because the letters “RP” are too similar to “RB,” which signify the 

nearby community of Rancho Bernardo, and one would not want to confuse the two 

neighborhoods.  It is significant that so much linguistic work goes on to separate and 

mark one’s community, and it points to a shared common identity.  Interestingly, no 

one I have asked from outside of Rancho Peñasquitos could tell me what part of San 

Diego “PQ” stood for.  Conversely, everyone I have asked living in Rancho 

Peñasquitos knows intuitively that “PQ” stands for “Peñasquitos”, which is itself short 

for “Rancho Peñasquitos”. 

 Spoken language is not the only sign that residents of Rancho Peñasquitos 

share a common identity.  Upon entering the neighborhood, one cannot help but 

noticing the amazing number of places the words “Rancho Peñasquitos,” 

“Peñasquitos,” or “PQ” are used.  Many streets, businesses, and other organizations 

Figure 3.1: A bumper sticker 
displaying the symbol “PQ.” 

Figure 3.2: A bumper sticker 
displaying the symbol “PQ.” 



 92

use “Rancho Peñasquitos” or one of the shortened versions in their name.  Three main 

streets running through the community have “Peñasquitos” in their names: Rancho 

Peñasquitos Boulevard, Peñasquitos Drive, and Peñasquitos Court.  When one drives 

through the community, one is literally driving on “Peñasquitos.”  In addition, many 

of the streets in Rancho Peñasquitos are lined with banners hanging from light poles 

(See Figure 3.11).  These banners are labeled with the words, “Rancho Peñasquitos” 

with a large “PQ” dominating the banner.  I will return to the content of these banners 

in a subsequent section.  I would like to point out here, that these signs are displayed 

throughout the community and provide a focal point around which residents can 

develop a sense of shared belonging.  It is also not uncommon to see little round “PQ” 

stickers affixed to cars driving through the neighborhood (See Figures 3.1 and 3.2).  

These bumper stickers are fashioned after the European country stickers one often 

sees.  By displaying such a logo, one is symbolically linking Rancho Peñasquitos (or 

“PQ”) to a nation-state.  Through the display of such symbols residents are clearly 

signifying that they hold a sense of pride from living in Rancho Peñasquitos and that it 

forms a part of their identity which they feel compelled to share with others.  

In addition, there are many other signs in the community which designate the 

location as Rancho Peñasquitos.  As one enters the neighborhood on the major access 

roads, large wooded signs on the sides of the roads welcome motorists to Rancho 

Peñasquitos (See Figures 3.3 and 3.4).  The two of shopping centers that line the 

community are called “Rancho Peñasquitos Plaza” and “Rancho Peñasquitos Towne 

Centre.”  It is worth pointing out that both of these names imply a sense of civic or  
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public space.  “Towne Centre” and “Plaza” signal a type of central space in which 

residents of a town or city can gather in a public sphere.  Furthermore, the large 

homeowners’ association for the area is called the Rancho Peñasquitos Town Council.  

Although the Town Council has no real authority, and Rancho Peñasquitos is not an 

incorporated municipality, the symbolism is clear.  Referring to the community as a 

“town” implies that Rancho Peñasquitos is in some way separate from surrounding 

areas.  It moreover reflects the conception held by many residents.  Rancho 

Peñasquitos is often thought of as a separate community, independent from the larger 

city of San Diego and the surrounding communities.  This conception is reflected in 

both how the neighborhood is displayed though signage and how it is spoken about by 

residents.  

 Common points of concern for the residents of Rancho Peñasquitos are the 

local schools.  I will detail some of the issues surrounding the schools in a later 

Figure 3.3: A sign lining Rancho 
Peñasquitos Boulevard marking the 
boundary of the community. 

Figure 3.4: A sign lining Rancho 
Peñasquitos Boulevard marking the 
boundary of the community 
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chapter.  Relevant here, however, is the way in which the school system plays a part in 

reinforcing a common Rancho Peñasquitos identity.  As mentioned previously, 

Rancho Peñasquitos is part of the City of San Diego.  The schools in Rancho 

Peñasquitos, however, are not under the jurisdiction of the San Diego Unified School 

District.  Rather, the Rancho Peñasquitos schools are members of the Poway Unified 

School District, a nearby incorporated suburb.  When the original developer built the 

first school in Rancho Peñasquitos, he pioneered the link between Peñasquitos schools 

and the Poway school district.  This was done as a promotional draw to potential 

homebuyers.  The Poway school district has been nationally acclaimed for its high 

achievement levels and the developer wanted to use this notoriety to attract potential 

homebuyers to Rancho Peñasquitos.  The disjunction between the city boundaries and 

the school district boundaries facilitates a sense of separateness for the residents of 

Rancho Peñasquitos.  They have distanced themselves from what they see as a poor 

inner-city school system, but at the same time they are not part of the city of Poway.  

Instead, they are something unique and seemingly independent.  This sense of dual 

separation is clear to residents.  They are proud to be in the Poway School District, 

and make sure to point it out when the subject arises.  At the same time, however, 

many feel left out of the decision making process where schools are concerned.  Many 

times I was informed that all of the school board members live in Poway and don’t 

take into account the interests of the parents in Rancho Peñasquitos.  Poway interests 

and Rancho Peñasquitos interests are understood by many to be not only mutually 
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exclusive, but also significantly different from one another.  This further illustrates the 

sense of separate identity felt by residents. 

 

Historical Development 

 Upon asking residents of Rancho Peñasquitos how the community came to 

have its own sense of place, most are unable to form a coherent answer to the 

question.  Most residents moved to the community well after it had been established, 

and have never questioned why it became a place around which a sense of identity has 

emerged.  To most residents, Rancho Peñasquitos is a naturalized category and 

therefore not something that would ever be questioned.  A few residents, however, 

articulated a view that Rancho Peñasquitos has a deep and long history that has given 

it a unique and special sense of identity.  When asked what that history was, however, 

most residents could not articulate a coherent history of the area, and certainly not one 

that may have led to the current sense of community surrounding the area.  The most 

common story describes the current community took its name from a ranch (Rancho 

Peñasquitos) that formerly operated in the area.  While this is somewhat accurate, the 

actual history turns out to be much more complex.  Through extensive archival 

research, I have uncovered a basic history of the area that is now referred to as Rancho 

Peñasquitos.  It is important to understand this history in order to see how it affected 

the current existence of Rancho Peñasquitos, along with some very important ways 

contemporary Rancho Peñasquitos deviates from its historical foundation. 
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The Rancho 

 In 1823 a Mexican land grant was given to Captain Francisco Maria Ruiz for a 

8,486 acre tract of land called “Los Peñasquitos Rancho.”  At the time, much of what 

is today the southwestern United States was controlled by Mexico.  The area would 

not become part of the U.S. until the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo ended the Mexican 

American War in 1848.  Ruiz was awarded the first land grant in the country for his 

service in the Mexican Army.  Captain Ruiz built a large adobe ranch house on the 

land, which no longer stands.  Although a house was built, there are no records of an 

operational ranch at the time.  It seems Ruiz spent most of his time at his retirement 

home in San Diego and only spent limited amounts of time at his ranch.  In 1837 

Captain Ruiz transferred ownership of Los Peñasquitos Rancho to Don Francisco 

Maria Alvarado, a local resident who had cared for Ruiz in his later years.  Don 

Francisco was prominent in the affairs of San Diego.  He served as a city councilman, 

town treasurer, and justice of the peace.  After Ruiz’s death, however, Francisco 

largely withdrew from public life and spent most of his time at the rancho.   

Los Peñasquitos Rancho seemed to make it through the Mexican American 

War unscathed except for one brief episode.  In December of 1846, after the Battle of 

San Pasqual, approximately 20 miles to the northeast, U.S. troops led by General 

Stephen Watts Kearny retreated toward San Diego, after being defeated by the 

Californio forces, which included many local Dons and land owners.  The U.S. 

soldiers stopped over in Los Peñasquitos, where they were welcomed and given food 

and respite.  They stayed for one night, before moving on toward San Diego.  After the 



 97

war, when the land became part of the United States, Don Francisco submitted a map 

to the U.S. Land Commission in order to solidify his claim to the land.   

Over the years the rancho passed through many hands and was expanded 

through additional land purchases.  In 1876, Don Francisco deeded the property to his 

son-in-law, Captain George A. Johnson.  The Rancho was put up for sale a few years 

later, and in 1881 it was purchased for a whopping $35,000 by A. N. Lancaster, who 

turned around and sold it to J. S. Taylor.  Taylor imported high-quality cattle and built 

a new ranch house in addition to other improvements.  The house built by Taylor was 

well-maintained and still stands today in the Los Peñasquitos Canyon Preserve.  Later 

owners of the rancho included Adolph Levi, a San Diego businessman, Charles F. 

Mohnike and Wirt Bowman, and Sawday-Sexon interests.  The rancho was still 

operational as a working cattle ranch well into the 1960s, when it was sold to Irvin J. 

Kahn for suburban, commercial, and recreational development.  Under terms of the 

sale, use of the rancho was leased back to Sawday-Sexon until development 

encroached too far into the area for convenient operation.  

In the late 1960s, development in what had been the Los Peñasquitos Rancho 

began in earnest.  The serene natural hills were transformed by large earthmoving 

machinery as Irvin Kahn, and his Peñasquitos Inc. development company, commenced 

construction of a golf course and resort as the cornerstone for what was designed to be 

a large master-planned community carved out of the old rancho.  Shortly after the golf 

course and recreation center was completed a shopping center was constructed to 

serve the future community.  Waves of residential houses followed in short order.  By 
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1969 the activity in the area was featured on the front page of the “Homes and 

Garden” section of the San Diego Union in an article entitled, “Building Booms in 

Vast Penasquitos.”  Over the next few decades, building continued in what had 

become known as Rancho Peñasquitos, making it the community it is today. 

 The history of Los Peñasquitos Rancho is important to understanding the 

origins of the current community.  The original ranch provided the land for what 

would become Rancho Peñasquitos.  The rancho gave the area a sense of original 

boundedness and place that would carry on through the subsequent manifestations of 

the area.  It was not, however, a necessary or natural transfer.  The name Rancho 

Peñasquitos was specifically used by developers to highlight and promote a specific 

version of history that corresponded well to the suburban discourse.  I detail the ways 

in which the historical connection between the rancho and the new neighborhood was 

maintained and advantageous in a following section.  Before doing so, I have another 

story to tell.   

 

Hidden History of Rancho Peñasquitos  

The historical connection between Los Peñasquitos Rancho and the 

neighborhood of Rancho Peñasquitos seems fairly straightforward – a rancho was sold 

to a developer, who then used the image of a ranch to promote sales of homes.  It is a 

clear enough account, true to fact, and verifiable.  I was able to piece together the 

above history by scouring back issues of the San Diego Union and the official 

publications of the Friends of Los Peñasquitos Canyon Reserve.  For all its accuracy 



 99

and completeness, however, it silences and obscures just as much as it tells.  The 

standard version of how Rancho Peñasquitos came to be is technically correct – a 

rancho was bought and later developed.  But some of the details are missing – 

important details that might change how the standard version of history is interpreted.  

The standard history was advantageous for the developers of the area, as I will discuss 

in the next section.  The details, which have largely gone unnoticed, however, would 

not be as advantageous for promotion of a suburban development and have largely 

been forgotten. 

During a routine interview with a resident of Rancho Peñasquitos, I learned 

that not only was he a resident, but he had also been employed by a developer in the 

area.  John, as I’ll call him, had helped build some of the homes in Rancho 

Peñasquitos.  My standard battery of questions included asking about the history of the 

area, and he proved to be a great resource on the topic.  Whereas most residents have 

only a vague sense of the history, if they have any awareness at all, John was a glut of 

information.  In fact, he had become so interested in part of the history that he had 

written it down for distribution in a local community publication.  John’s story 

illustrates that much of the history of the area was recorded because it fit into the 

suburban discourse that influenced what was important to know, remember, and 

promote.  The history that does not fit the suburban discourse was ignored and 

forgotten because it was considered unimportant, uninteresting, and/or 

disadvantageous.  I summarize his story in the remainder of this section. 
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In late 1996 John was working for a suburban home builder.  One of his duties 

was the acquisition of new land for development.  A tract of land just west of Rancho 

Peñasquitos had been approved for development, and John took interest in acquiring 

the land for development.  He tracked down the owner of the land, and after some 

negotiation an agreement was made to purchase the property.  As part of the due 

diligence process of buying the property John regularly visited the site to oversee soil 

tests, land surveys, and other business.  During his visits, John became friendly with 

the previous owner who was still living on the land until the sale was finalized.  John 

called the previous owner “David” and described him as having “a quiet manner and a 

deep weathered tan from years under the sun.  His hands showed that a hard day’s 

work was not a problem with him.”  On one visit to the property John was invited to 

David’s house.  Apparently David had some information he wanted to impart to John 

before he moved away. 

David lived in a simple one story masonry house with a heavy timber A-frame 

roof.  Several fruit trees surrounded the house for shade, but otherwise the structure 

was remote and isolated.  John describes the scene, “to say he was a bit of a hermit 

was an understatement.  The house had the appearance of a long time bachelor, but he 

was a quietly proud man.”  David was very interested in what John was planning to do 

with the land and how it was to be developed.  After discussing the matter for about an 

hour, David pulled out a large manila envelope.  Before disclosing its contents, David 

proceeded to tell a story.  I quote John’s re-telling at length: 

He [David] explained that sometime in the late 70’s two very large, 
black four-door Lincoln Continentals with tinted windows approached 
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his gate in the middle of a hot summer day.  Back then, since he lived 
out in the middle of nowhere, he didn’t often lock the gate.  The 
Lincolns proceeded up the driveway right to the very front of his 
house.  He describes the scene as if it was straight out of a Hollywood 
movie.  The two cars unloaded a gang of gentlemen in dark suits with 
slicked back hair and dark sunglasses.  David said he became more 
than a bit curious (and I think a tad bit afraid) as the lead gentleman 
introduced himself as Morris Shenker, an attorney representing a client 
looking to buy his land.  David quickly stated that his land was not for 
sale.  As David described, an uncomfortable quiet set in before the 
group decided to retreat back to the cars, where they huddled and 
whispered for several minutes.  The group eventually broke up and 
approached him with a new offer.  Would he be willing to grant an 
easement for sewer and water lines?  The attorney’s client owned land 
on both sides of David’s property and needed the easement for the 
development of the properties.  The offer seemed reasonable enough, 
so David agreed and some days later the documents arrived for him to 
execute.  
 

Upon completion of the story, David produced a back issue of Readers Digest from 

the large manila envelope.  The periodical was dated from the 1980s and was tattered 

and yellowed from age.  The front cover was dedicated to a gentleman by the name of 

Morris Shenker, the reputed “Mob Attorney” for the likes of notorious mobsters and 

Jimmy Hoffa.  This was the same Morris Shenker that had visited David concerning 

the purchase of his land those many years ago.  The Reader’s Digest cover story 

described Shenker’s background and life history.  One of his most notorious 

achievements was to tap the Teamster Union’s Central States Pension Fund in order to 

finance much of the mob’s investment in Las Vegas casinos and other ventures.  One 

of these other ventures was a $130 million investment in 1969 in a Southern 

Californian development company.  That company was Peñasquitos Corporation 

operated by Irvin J. Kahn – the same individual who began development of Rancho 

Peñasquitos.   
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 David had wanted to tell the story of the area that few knew or cared to 

remember.  He was planning on moving to Montana after the land sale was finalized, 

and wanted to make sure the story lived on in some form.  John thanked David for the 

story, for which he was truly grateful.  After the land was developed, John made sure 

to name a street after the old rancher, whose land had been transformed into a 

subdivision of 66 new suburban homes.  David’s story lives on in this limited form, as 

does recognition of his impact on the area.  

 I was amazed when I heard this story retold to me.  No one I had previously 

spoken to had even hinted of such a past.  I verified the facts of the story with national 

newspapers, and found that the story did not end with Morris Shenker’s mob 

investments.  Shenker’s investment in Peñasquitos Corporation backed the 

development of what was planned to be a giant master planned community on the site 

of the old Los Peñasquitos Rancho.  After Kahn died in 1973 the Peñasquitos 

Corporation went bankrupt and could not repay its loans to the Central States Pension 

Fund.  The undeveloped portion of Rancho Peñasquitos was deeded to the pension 

fund in lieu of unpaid debt.  Soon thereafter, the land was sold off piecemeal to the 

highest bidders.  A myriad of different development companies swooped in and 

developed the rest of Rancho Peñasquitos without heed to the original master plan 

envisioned by Irvin Kahn.  

 This history is nearly lost.  If not for a fortunate contact with a developer on 

one hand, and a stubborn old rancher on the other, this story would have been largely 

forgotten.  Other historical facts, however, remain well known.  Why some aspects of  
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Figure 3.5: Advertisement for homes in Rancho Peñasquitos. 
Originally published in The San Diego Union, February 16,1969. 
Note cattle brand image in lower right corner. A portion of the 
text reads, “Just 20 minutes north of downtown San Diego on 
Hwy. 395.” 
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this history are silenced, and others promoted is a question worth exploring.  The 

answer lies with the suburban discourse and developers, and it is the subject of the 

following section. 

 

Suburban Discourse and Developers 

 The suburban discourse had a significant effect on the course of development 

in Rancho Peñasquitos.  The choice to develop residential housing tracts on what had 

previously been a ranch was a decision that seemed possible due to the unquestioned 

acceptance of the suburban ideal.  Through the suburban discourse, the country is seen 

as the most desirable place to live, as long as it is within easy access of the city.  At 

the same time the city is understood to be a less than desirable place to raise children 

and a family as it is imagined as dangerous and dirty.  The Los Peñasquitos Rancho, as 

a rural setting, was an ideal spot for suburban development.  It is twenty miles from 

downtown San Diego, and yet conveniently connected with a freeway running from 

downtown right past the rancho.  The developers of the area based their projects on 

aspects of the suburban discourse favoring rural living, but the convenience of urban 

centers, and used that discourse to market the community to potential homebuyers and 

future residents.  

 We can glimpse how the suburban discourse was used by developers by 

looking at the advertisements that were used to promote the community.  Many of the 

advertisements emphasize certain characteristics of suburban discourse in order to 

appeal to potential homebuyers.  By highlighting specific elements of an accepted  
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Figure 3.6: Advertisement for homes in Rancho 
Peñasquitos. Originally published on February, 
15th 1970 in The San Diego Union. Note the happy 
nuclear family in the photograph in addition to 
other important elements. 
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suburban discourse, the developers were able to make the community appear attractive 

and manipulate the image of the community in a profitable manner.  For example, the 

first advertisements for the new community depict a brand, such as the kind used by a 

rancher to mark his cattle, images of the golf course, and clear mention of the 20-

minute distance from downtown San Diego (See Figure 3.5).  The use of the brand 

symbol ties the newly developing community explicitly to the rancho from which it 

was developed.  This necessarily ties the neighborhood to the country and 

symbolically moves it away from the city.  The image of the golf course reinforces the 

tie to nature and open space, while at the same time emphasizing the relaxed and 

carefree lifestyle that the community is supposed to create.  At the same time, 

however, the advertisement is very careful to point out just how close the community 

is to the city.  Only 20 minutes from downtown, the community is just far enough 

away to be in the country but remain convenient for its residents, many of whom are 

assumed to work in downtown San Diego.  The advertisement also places emphasis on 

the family-centered nature of the community, specifically the entertainment complex 

that is available to residents of the neighborhood.   

These same themes were further emphasized in later advertisements for homes 

in Rancho Peñasquitos.  An advertisement from 1970 displays an image of a free-

standing single-family home with a family standing outside (See Figure 3.6).  

Underneath the picture large bold type reads, “Now: country living… within city 

limits!”  The brand symbol and “Rancho de los Peñasquitos” are positioned at the 

bottom of the ad.  Smaller print in the middle of the advertisement highlights  
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Figure 3.7: Advertisement for homes in a subdivision 
of Rancho Peñasquitos. Originally published on June, 
5th 1972 in The San Diego Union. Note the peaceful 
desolation of the suburban home. 
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additional ways in which a home in Rancho Peñasquitos is family-friendly, 

mentioning recreation, home amenities, and availability of shopping.  The picture 

depicts a nuclear family with a young child.  This reflects the suburban ideal of 

nuclear family households in a detached house.  The bold text once again highlights 

the non-urban nature of the community.  Yet the recognition that the community is 

within San Diego city limits ensures residents that the urban conveniences are within 

reach when the need arises.  Another advertisement for homes in Rancho Peñasquitos 

expresses, “Escape to the country. Within city limits.”  Here “escape” is referring to 

the city and the negative connotations if has assumed under the suburban discourse, 

while “city limits” implies that the neighborhood is relatively close to the worthwhile 

conveniences of the city.  Numerous such ads span the decades during which homes 

were actively being developed in Rancho Peñasquitos.  One additional advertisement 

merits mention here.   

A 1972 ad (See Figure 3.7) consists of a line drawing depicting a model home 

from one of the developers in Rancho Peñasquitos.  The house is positioned on top of 

a very high hill with a single road leading to it.  Lower, rolling hills surround the 

house and no other buildings are to be seen.  Text in the clear, open sky reads, “Room 

at the Top.”  This advertisement plays upon two central themes in the suburban 

discourse.  The first being the rural desire for suburban homes, which has been 

commented upon at length.  The second is the implied class status in the ad.  “At the 

Top” suggests that owning a suburban home in Rancho Peñasquitos has clear class 



 109

significance.  The suburban ideal has often carried with it a connotation of class.  The 

first manifestation was of bourgeoisie escape from industrial cities.  More recent 

expressions, however, have appealed to a middleclass aspiration of homeownership.  

This advertisement is attempting to play on exactly this trait of the suburban ideal.  It 

appeals to middleclass homebuyers by suggesting homeownership in Rancho 

Peñasquitos is an upper-class aspiration, at a middleclass price.  Not mentioned 

explicitly, however, is the implied exclusion of the poor, who would never be able to 

afford such a home and are therefore removed entirely from the frame. 

In addition to advertisements promoting and highlighting the ideal suburban 

space in Rancho Peñasquitos, developers also encouraged the historical connection 

between Rancho Peñasquitos the neighborhood and Los Peñasquitos the rancho.  A 

rancho signifies a rural atmosphere, which is a central part of the suburban discourse.  

Developers could have chosen any name they wanted for their new neighborhoods.  

They chose to maintain a tie to Los Peñasquitos Rancho by naming their community 

Rancho Peñasquitos.  This connection functioned in two ways.  First, it gave the new 

community a sense of uniqueness and separation from surrounding area.  Even though 

the boundaries of the new neighborhood and the old rancho did not correspond 

exactly, in terms of identity it did not matter.  The proximity was close enough that 

simply by naming the community “Rancho Peñasquitos” the developers created a 

sense of bounded space with deep historical ties.  Second, it clearly made the 

community symbolically rural, and therefore desirable.  Maintaining the historical tie 

to the rancho was advantageous in a business sense for the developers.  It also created  
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Figure 3.8: Map of Los 
Peñasquitos Rancho. Note portion 
of Rancho east of Hwy. 395. 
Published in The San Diego 

Union, February 4th 1968. 

Figure 3.9: Map of Rancho 
Peñasquitos neighborhood as of 1969. 
Note neighborhood does not pass east 
of Hwy. 395 and northern section of 
community. Published in The San 

Diego Union, June 29th, 1969. 

Figure 3.10: Map of present day Rancho 
Peñasquitos. Note location of Carmel 
Mountain Road in relation to Figure 9, 
and lack of northern portion. Adapted 
from map used by Rancho Peñasquitos 
Planning Board.  
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a sense of history for the area, which would serve as an additional marketing 

advantage.  Cities symbolically represent progress and modernity.  By linking the 

neighborhood of Rancho Peñasquitos to the old Los Peñasquitos Rancho, developers 

were able to draw on history to further distance the neighborhood from the city.  The 

Rancho was traditional and historical; therefore it was even further removed from the 

city.  This conceptual shift allows for the masking of underlying exclusions based 

primarily on class.  Not able to afford a suburban home or lifestyle, the poor are left in 

the cities, further reinforcing the desire for separation.  The suburban ideal masks 

these inequalities and exclusions by making them seem natural and unproblematic1.  

Furthermore, by tying the new homes directly to the old rancho, developers were able 

to mask their own role in the process.  The fact that the development of Rancho 

Peñasquitos was a business venture (with ties to the mob) was effectively hidden.  

Suburbanization instead appeared to be the natural course of progress.  People wanted 

to live in the country, what better place to do so than on a ranch?  Therefore it would 

seem natural to buy a home on a ranch.  The developer largely disappears, as does the 

surrounding history.  What is left is history through the viewpoint of the suburban 

discourse.  The constructed nature of the history that is left over is made clear by two 

observations.  First, the contemporary Rancho Peñasquitos does not correspond 

exactly to the original land grant Los Peñasquitos (See Figures 3.8, 3.9, and 3.10).  

There are significant overlaps between the two and they are in the same general area, 

but they are not the same.  Second, the brand used in the advertisements and currently 

                                                 
1 Setha Low (2001; 2004) documents the use of the suburban discourse to conceptually distance and 
separate suburban communities from undesired elements and individuals in the context of gated 
communities.  



 112

used as the symbol for the community is not the same brand used by the rancho that 

last occupied the area.   

The cattle brand used on the rancho before development was a “Circle S.”  The 

current symbol (see many of the figures in this chapter) bears absolutely no 

resemblance to a “Circle S” and was an invention by Peñasquitos Corporation to use 

in advertisements promoting their homes in the area.  I have asked numerous residents 

if they can identify what the contemporary brand is supposed to signify.  No one has 

been able to give a convincing answer.  The best idea I have heard so far is that the top 

half of the symbol represents the hills surrounding Rancho Peñasquitos.  The round 

shapes refer to the rolling hills and the triangle represents Black Mountain, which 

Rancho Peñasquitos surrounds.  The bottom half of the symbol might then represent 

the Los Peñasquitos Canyon and Creek, which serves as the southern border for the 

community.  I can find no official documentation to verify this interpretation, and it 

was offered as a “wild guess.”  I find it convincing, however.  It both represents 

aspects of the community, and reflects the supposed rural nature valued by the 

suburban discourse.  If one were planning to invent a symbol reminiscent of a cattle 

brand that also reflected suburban ideals and the geography of Rancho Peñasquitos, 

this would be a perfect symbol to use. 

 Although the meaning of Rancho Peñasquitos’ cattle brand symbol is 

debatable, the meaning behind the names of the sub-developments within Rancho 

Peñasquitos are clear.  Each phase of development in Rancho Peñasquitos was given a 

different name.  The names serve to distinguish one area from another and to highlight 
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Figure 3.11: Banner hung from light 

poles throughout Rancho Peñasquitos.  

a supposed attribute of the area.  There are over twenty-five such community names in 

Rancho Peñasquitos.  A few examples will demonstrate the style of such names: The 

Glens, The Views, Ridgewood, Parkview, Twin Trails, Fairview, The Pines, Mountain 

View, Morningfield, and Foxboro.  These names summon images of open fields and 

scenic vistas, far removed from city traffic, noise, and buildings.  The developers 

choose these names to reference the suburban ideal of homes in the country, 

surrounded by greenery and privacy.  Although there is a mountain in the area and 

picturesque views can be found, for the most part, homes in Rancho Peñasquitos are  
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similar to homes that could be found in many other suburban areas across the country.   

The only thing that sets Rancho Peñasquitos homes apart from others are the 

names, but even those are replicated by developers the U.S. over.  Such use, however, 

does have a purpose.  It serves to reinforce the strength of the suburban discourse.  

From all of the names that could be chosen, certain themes emerge.  These names 

often reference what used to be the rural landscape.  By doing so, it hides the fact that 

once developed, the area is no longer rural and has taken on a new characteristic.  The 

suburban discourse shapes how suburban residents understand what they see around 

them in powerful ways.  It serves to hide the fact that Rancho Peñasquitos is no longer 

an unspoiled natural preserve.  A common response to my question, “why did you 

choose to live in this neighborhood?” was because of the open space the community 

offered.  Although there are two large parks in the area, I fail to see much open space, 

especially in the day-to-day lives of most residents.  Most of what I see when I really 

look at the neighborhood consists of row after row of suburban houses, streets, and 

automobiles.  The reality experienced by residents is understood through the lens of 

the suburban discourse, which makes any space seem open when it is in a suburban 

environment, and masks the aspects of the built environment that would signal 

otherwise. 

 

The Built Environment 

 The built environment is an important aspect of maintaining a Rancho 

Peñasquitos identity.  When one enters Rancho Peñasquitos it is hard to ignore where 
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you are.  The copious amount of signage makes it clear that this place is distinct from 

others.  Some of the most obvious signs are banners attached to light poles throughout 

the neighborhood (See Figure 13.1).  These banners depict an image of Black 

Mountain on the bottom, which Rancho Peñasquitos surrounds on three sides, and a 

blue sky peppered with cottony wisps of clouds on top.  The sky is superimposed with 

the words, “Rancho Peñasquitos” with a large “PQ” dominating the banner.  Below 

the “PQ,” superimposed over the image of the mountain, the phrase, “Jewel of Black 

Mountain” eloquently, if indistinctly, describes the community.  These signs illustrate 

two very important elements of the suburban ideal, which Rancho Peñasquitos is 

supposed to reflect.  The blue sky filled with white, fluffy clouds is a clear signal that 

the community is conceptually fresh, clean, and bright.  Rancho Peñasquitos stands in 

symbolic contrast to the city as depicted by the suburban discourse – dirty, polluted, 

dark, and dangerous.  The mountain represents the physical mountain around which 

Rancho Peñasquitos is built.  It furthermore represents open space and a rural 

environment.  Again, Rancho Peñasquitos is being represented and imagined as an 

antithesis to the city.  This image is directly influenced by the suburban ideal and is 

inscribed onto the built environment through the use of signs and banners. 

In addition to the signs, the built environment itself reinforces the experience 

of a bounded and separate place.  The roads are situated in such a way as to promote 

certain styles of access to and egress from the community.  The only convenient way 

in to or out of Rancho Peñasquitos is by one of the two freeways that run alongside 

and through the area.  As one travels to Rancho Peñasquitos and exits the freeway, the 
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roads are designed to make getting back to the freeway difficult without first going 

into a residential area and turning around.  Even from the shopping centers it is 

difficult to get back to a freeway without first heading away from the freeway toward 

the more residential areas.  The main access roads have center medians which permit 

turns in only one direction – towards the residential areas.  It is almost as if the built 

environment is sucking you in, all the while you are being bombarded by signs noting 

that you are in “Rancho Peñasquitos.”  For residents of the area the built environment 

is convenient and conducive to day-to-day life.  This is because residents would 

normally head toward the residential area where they live after visiting a nearby store, 

or exiting a local freeway.  For non-residents, who would not normally be heading 

toward the residential areas, the built environment seems awkward, frustrating, and 

counter-intuitive.  Upon visiting Rancho Peñasquitos, a fellow graduate student 

commented, “I can’t tell which direction we’re going on these streets. It’s like I have 

vertigo.”  The built environment of the neighborhood promotes a sense of common 

shared experience among residents and a sense that non-residents don’t quite belong 

and are not wanted. 

 

Creating Rancho Peñasquitos Residents 

 Although alternative understandings were available, developers used, were 

influenced by, and reinforced a specific manifestation of the suburban discourse as 

they created a residential community in Rancho Peñasquitos.  The neighborhood they 

created took on the characteristics deemed attractive by the accepted discourse, and 
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that image was sold to homebuyers who bought into the alluring image.  The suburban 

discourse shaped how Rancho Peñasquitos was developed and how it was, and is, 

thought about.  The individuals who live in the area are subjects of the suburban 

discourse as it has become manifest in Rancho Peñasquitos.  On one level this is a 

conscious decision by homeowners in the neighborhood.  To them, the suburban 

lifestyle is virtuous and liberating.  On another level, however, it is an unconscious 

process by which the residents of Rancho Peñasquitos are subjected to the tenets of the 

suburban discourse without their realization.  Just as the process is both willful and 

involuntary, it is also influenced by both individual decisions and overarching 

structural characteristics outside the purview of single individuals.  In this section I 

display ways in which one comes to identify oneself and behave as a resident of 

Rancho Peñasquitos and how that subjectivity is maintained.  

 

Becoming Suburban 

When I first began my fieldwork in Rancho Peñasquitos I would regularly 

walk along the streets of the neighborhood just to get a feeling for the community, and 

familiarize myself with the area.  While walking through the neighborhood, I would 

often see people watching me from behind their windows or from their front yards.  

Even when I couldn’t see anyone physically watching me, I often felt as if I was being 

observed.  On numerous occasions I was approached and questioned by suburban 

residents while walking through their neighborhood. The conversations were friendly 

enough, but they always wanted to know what I was up to.  It is not everyday that 
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someone walks by their house with a notebook making observations.  In other words, I 

looked out of place and I was not conforming to the normal activity of the area.  I was 

therefore drawing attention to my presence as someone that does not belong.  The 

typical resident of Rancho Peñasquitos over the age of 16 does not walk anywhere, 

unless it is done for exercise or walking the dog.  Since I was of legal driving age, was 

not wearing exercise clothes, and did not have a dog, I was marked as an outsider.  As 

an outsider who was carrying a notebook and conspicuously not minding his own 

business, I was conceptualized as a potential threat.  I was violating one of the 

principle values of the suburban ideal – that the suburban home is a refuge of privacy.  

By not subjecting myself to the logic of the suburban discourse, I was clearly violating 

a host of social norms and values. My deviance did not go unnoticed and it was 

quickly brought to my attention by residents in the community.  I was given clear, if 

vague, signals that I should either conform or move along. 

 To rectify this situation, during the middle of my fieldwork I decided to rent a 

room from a family living in Rancho Peñasquitos.  The family had an extra bedroom 

in their house, and was looking to supplement their income by renting it out.  I learned 

of the availability of the room serendipitously while searching online for information 

related to Rancho Peñasquitos.  A listing on www.craigslist.com, a free online 

classifieds website, offered a room for rent by the month.  I called the number and 

made an appointment to see the room.  I met Bill, the homeowner, the next day.  He 

showed me around the house and introduced me to his family.  I would be renting a 

bedroom and sharing a bathroom with his teenage son.  As the tour came to an end, 
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Bill made sure to mention some of the amenities that would be included in renting the 

room.  In addition to utilities and the use of appliances, Bill made sure to mention that 

I could consider myself part of the family.   

Bill’s insistence that I would be considered part of his family is an important 

detail.  After I had settled in and familiarized myself with the family I was granted the 

status of fictive-kin.  As such, I was allowed access not only to the house, but also to 

the social network of the family.  I was invited to the family dinners and get-togethers.  

Initially, I had entered into a commodity exchange with Bill.  I paid rent, and he 

provided me with a room.  In order to fit into the suburban discourse, however, I 

became part of the family.  Ideally, the suburban house is occupied by a single nuclear 

family consisting of a married couple and their children.  By living in a house 

occupied by members of another family, I was violating a social norm and forcing the 

family I lived with to do so also.  In order to rectify the situation, I was given an 

honorary position within the family while I was in residence.  This conceptual shift 

created new relationships between the family I was living with and myself.  I was no 

longer just a renter, but someone who belonged in the family, the home, and the 

suburb.  I took on a new identity, no longer as an outsider but as an insider.  I had 

begun my path to becoming a member of the community by being subjected to the 

ideals of the suburban discourse.  Interestingly enough, while I lived in the 

neighborhood I found myself rarely walking anywhere.  This was not a conscious 

decision on my part, and I only noticed the trend after reflection much later.  

Unbeknownst to me, I was becoming a subject of Rancho Peñasquitos.  The simple act 
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of driving, when I would have otherwise walked was a sign of my subjectification as a 

resident of Rancho Peñasquitos.  

The suburban discourse influences the social norms of the community in 

obvious and not so obvious ways.  Home value is a further example of the suburban 

discourse being used as a social norm by residents of Rancho Peñasquitos.  The value 

of one’s home is one of the primary worries of many homeowners in Rancho 

Peñasquitos and elsewhere, and for good reason.  In most cases homeowners have 

invested a significant amount of money and time into their homes.  Often suburban 

homeownership is seen as a safeguard against future economic uncertainty, or as a 

retirement nest egg.  Home value, however, is influenced by a great many things, one 

of which is the neighborhood in which the house is built.  The surrounding houses, 

neighbors, and other aspects of the community can have serious affects on the value of 

one’s home.  For that reason the residents of Rancho Peñasquitos are very vigilant 

against anything that could be perceived as a threat to their home values.  Just as the 

original developers of the area used the suburban discourse to build and define the 

neighborhood, current homeowners also use the suburban discourse to maintain the 

neighborhood at a certain standard.  The suburban discourse sets social values, these 

values in turn effect home values.  The more a home corresponds to the suburban 

ideal, the higher its monetary value.  Likewise, the more a neighborhood resembles the 

suburban ideal, the higher the values of the homes in the area2. 

 

                                                 
2 There are obviously other factors that effect home value. However, the degree to which one can link a 
home to the suburban ideal is a significant factor. 
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Ghostly Renters in Peñasquitos    

There are a number of apartment complexes on the borders of Rancho 

Peñasquitos near the freeways.  Conceptually, renters in these complexes do not 

belong to the suburban imagined community, and are isolated from it spatially.  There 

are, however, also renters living in the freestanding single-family houses that 

constitute the bulk of the community.  According to 2000 census data, such renters 

constitute approximately 4% of the population in Rancho Peñasquitos (SANDAG 

2006).  Residents perceptions of the number of renters inside the community is, 

however, much greater and carries with it great concern.  During a typical interview I 

often ask residents about things that bothered them in the neighborhood.  One of the 

most common responses was the behavior of individuals renting homes in the 

neighborhood.  Complaints against renters range from being too noisy and not keeping 

up the yard to parking too many cars on the street and multiple families living in the 

same house.  Each one of these complaints is a violation of the suburban discourse.  

Residents take offence to these violations because they simultaneously lower property 

value and violate shared values.  Most homeowners gladly conform their own 

behavior to that of the suburban ideal.  They see it as being in their best interest, both 

monetarily and socially.  Those residents that do not conform to the suburban ideal are 

labeled as “renters.”  This label marks them as outsiders and a threat to the 

community.  Homeowners are understood to be normal members of the community.  

This is a fundamental aspect of the suburban discourse.  Homeownership implies a 

certain class and respect for the other aspects of the suburban ideal.   
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Whether or not the occupants of homes are actually renters is not entirely 

relevant.  Any occupant of a suburban home that does not keep up the property in 

some way or is routinely disruptive of their neighbors is considered a “renter.”  

Homeownership acquires an added level of responsibility in Rancho Peñasquitos.  In 

addition to making mortgage payments, owning a home also means conforming to the 

accepted social norms and maintaining one’s house to community standards.  

“Renter,” as they are called, fail to do so and continuously haunt the neighborhood.  

Any suburban resident could potentially be a “renter.”  The treat is ever-present, 

everywhere, and invisible.  “Renters” can pop up at any moment.  Any time a yard is 

allowed to become overgrown or a party get s a bit out of hand the specter of “renter” 

raises its head.   

While seemingly innocuous, the “renter,” or in other words a non-conforming 

suburban resident, can single-handedly threaten the property values of the entire 

neighborhood.  Furthermore, where one “renter” visibly emerges others are assumed 

to be nearby but not visible.  The “renter” insidiously lowers property values, and 

thereby supposedly attracts more of their kind, which institutes a dangerous cycle of 

decline.  As one resident explained:  

I suspect that there is a higher percentage [of renters] than is 
considered desirable for a good socio-economic mix… I feel that the 
tone of the neighborhood is going down.  This is part of the cycle.  
There is an increasing amount of trash left in the streets and the auto 
break-ins and thefts is not good.  The renters do not seem to respect 
themselves or the neighborhood. 

 
“Renters” are blamed for all of the apparent problems in the neighborhood 

from noise to declining property values – or more likely, property values that 
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are lower than homeowners fantasize they should be.  Regardless of how 

many renters there are, they are always felt as a tangible – if invisible – threat.  

They are rarely seen and even less likely to be identified, but yet the effects of 

the “renters” are clearly sensed and observed. 

When “renters” violate the social norms of the suburb, attempts are made to 

force conformity to the suburban discourse.  On more than one occasion informants 

have expressed pride as they recounted how they called the police over a neighborly 

complaint concerning one minor inconvenience or another.  On one occasion, at a 

Rancho Peñasquitos Town Council meeting, a homeowner asked a police officer in 

attendance what she could do about a bothersome neighbor.  Her neighbor had 

apparently taken to walking aimlessly up and down the street in the middle of the day.  

Walking in the suburb, as mentioned previously, is a highly suspect activity, unless the 

proper conditions are met.  The police officer informed the homeowner that walking 

on a sidewalk was not breaking the law, and there was nothing he could do to help.  

The homeowner was clearly not happy with that response and made her displeasure 

known, to which the officer responded with the suggestion that the homeowner call 

the police and report suspected drug activity.  A month later, at the next meeting, the 

same homeowner reported that her neighbor no longer walked aimlessly up and down 

the street.  She had taken the officer’s advice, and reported her neighbor to the police 

as a suspected drug user.  The police intervened, and although the neighbor was not 

arrested or charged, he no longer walks.  This instance illustrates the force by which 

the suburban discourse operates.  When one does not conform his or her behavior to 
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the ideals of the suburban discourse, measures are taken to force conformity.  A 

similar popular method is to report a violation to the Homeowners Association.  The 

Homeowners Association, has very little power to remedy any conflict.  Instead, the 

Homeowners Association recommends that homeowners with a complaint find a city 

ordinance that is being violated and then contact the city offices or police.  The power 

of the government is an effective tool to maintain compliance with the suburban 

discourse, and it is used regularly.   

 

Peñasquitos and its Neighbors 

The suburban discourse allows residents of Rancho Peñasquitos to identify as a 

common group with common interests and goals.  It also allows residents to 

distinguish those who do not belong.  Those that do not belong are considered 

potential threats to the community, its values, and the underlying suburban discourse.  

To illustrate this mentality I regularly asked my informants to agree or disagree with 

two statements: “most people can be trusted” and “most people in my neighborhood 

can be trusted.3”  Just under 83% of respondents agreed with the general statement 

without reference to location.  This may seem like a fairly high percentage, as 83% of 

residents feel they can trust most people.  However, when compared to the just over 

95% of respondents who feel they can trust their neighbors we see that residents of 

                                                 
3 This set of questions was used by Putman (2000) to measure civic engagement.  He Assumed that the 
more people trusted one another, the more likely they would be involved in their community.  Oliver 
(2001) has convincingly argued that in fact individuals are more likely to become involved when they 
do not trust one another.  Although originally inspired by these studies, I use the question here to 
illustrate a very different point regarding how individuals conceptualize “neighbors” versus “everyone 
else.” 



 125

Rancho Peñasquitos feel much closer connections with their fellow community 

members than they do to others.  This discrepancy illustrates a general feeling that 

residents of Rancho Peñasquitos hold towards non-residents.   

Surrounding areas are viewed in a negative light by the residents of Rancho 

Peñasquitos.  People from neighboring areas to the north, who tend to be of a higher 

economic status, are viewed as uppity and snobbish.  While people from the area south 

of Rancho Peñasquitos, who tend to be of a lower economic status, are viewed as 

criminals and lazy.  In contrast, I have heard Rancho Peñasquitos referred to by 

residents on countless occasions as a “perfect neighborhood.”  It is not too wealthy 

and not too poor, not too hot and not to cold, not too urban and not too rural.  Two 

completely unrelated residents have independently informed me that the weather in 

Rancho Peñasquitos is always perfect.  This is opposed to neighboring areas, which 

tend to be overly hot and dry.  The hills and valleys of Rancho Peñasquitos supposedly 

supply a cool wind on hot days, keeping the community cool.  On chilly days, cold 

weather is blocked and the hills insulate the area, keeping the community warm.  How 

the residents know this is an interesting question.  The fact that it seems to be 

somewhat common knowledge, however, serves to support the point that residents of 

Rancho Peñasquitos identify with their community and understand it to be superior to 

many others.  

When one moves to Rancho Peñasquitos one is subjected to a variety of forces, 

which shape one’s identity, or subjectivity, in the mold of fellow residents.  Much of 

this is voluntary.  People who move to the area do so precisely because they appreciate 
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the values expressed by the community, and wish to become a part of the 

neighborhood.  Much of this subject formation is not even conscious.  It happens just 

by experiencing life day to day in the neighborhood of Rancho Peñasquitos, by talking 

with neighbors, driving down the street, taking kids to school, paying a mortgage, and 

the million other things that make life in Rancho Peñasquitos what it is.  Those that do 

not voluntarily subject themselves to the suburban ideal are excluded or threatened to 

conform, by governmental authority if necessary.  Once created, the Rancho 

Peñasquitos subjectivity needs to be maintained.  A variety of structures exist to do so.  

I turn to some of them in the following section. 

 

Structuring Rancho Peñasquitos 

Currently there are two significant organizations in place that serve as 

structuring agents helping to maintain a Rancho Peñasquitos subjectivity: the Rancho 

Peñasquitos Planning Board and the Rancho Peñasquitos Town Council.  City 

government and police could also be included here.  I have, however, discussed those 

elements previously and they are only present when called upon.  For those reasons, I 

leave them largely out of the current discussion.  The Town Council and Planning 

Board are always present and operate in the community regardless of being called to 

do so.  Furthermore, housing developers would have been included in this list, but 

there is currently no development occurring in the community, so they have been left 

out.  Both the Planning Board and the Town Council work to maintain a sense of 
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community and promote specific values, reflective of a specific manifestation of the 

suburban discourse.   

The Rancho Peñasquitos Planning Board is an advisory group for the city of 

San Diego’s City Council.  The board meets once a month to discuss local issues 

related to land use, development, and related subjects.  Meetings are public, and 

residents are encouraged to attend and speak if there are issues that concern them or 

problems they would like addressed.  The Planning Board is made up of 

representatives from various areas within Rancho Peñasquitos who are elected by the 

community.  The goal of the planning board is to make recommendations to the City 

Council based on local community opinion and the Community Plan.  Originally 

drafted in 1978 by the Rancho Peñasquitos Planning Board at the request of the City 

of San Diego City Council, the Community Plan is a 139 page document, which 

outlines the desired use and nature of the community.  The plan provides general 

guidelines, such as overall community goals, and very specific requirements, such as 

how high trees should be at the tops of hills so as to maintain the illusion of open 

space and block the view of buildings.   

The Rancho Peñasquitos Community Plan provides wide leeway for the 

Planning Board to use its own judgment.  Some of the overall goals of the Community 

Plan include: 

• Provide public parks and recreation facilities as needed, while 

preserving and maintaining landscaped and natural open space areas. 
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• Ensure a pleasant and healthful physical and social environment for 

Rancho Peñasquitos residents by balancing development with the 

preservation of the community’s natural resources and amenities. 

Issues that the Community Plan identifies as problems that should be addressed within 

the community include: 

• Overcrowded schools 

• Lack of adequate park space 

• Development on hillsides and canyons 

• Architecture and color of new development 

In all, the Community Plan reads as a reference guide to the suburban ideal within 

Rancho Peñasquitos.  It was written to ensure issues and concerns of residents are 

taken into account whenever future decisions are made concerning development in the 

neighborhood.  It incorporates elements of the suburban discourse and makes it 

legitimate for use in governance.  By codifying the suburban discourse in a binding 

document, members of the Planning Board can justify their decisions in a way that 

conforms to and perpetuates the underlying discourse which originally shaped the 

area.   

New development cannot occur in Rancho Peñasquitos without first getting the 

approval of the San Diego City Council.  When a development proposal comes up, the 

City Council will ask for a recommendation from the local Planning Board.  The 

Planning Board will then dedicate a meeting to the issue where it will be debated and 

discussed publicly.  At the end of the meeting, the Planning Board will vote and make 
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a recommendation to the City Council.  In almost every past occasion, the City 

Council has gone along with the Rancho Peñasquitos Planning Board’s 

recommendations.  The Planning Board, therefore, has a great deal of influence 

concerning what can and cannot be built within the community.  It actively structures 

the types of development and ensures that development projects conform to 

community standards and values.  The Planning Board both maintains and is 

maintained by the underlying suburban discourse reflected in the Community Plan.  In 

this way the Board helps to ensure the unique Rancho Peñasquitos subjectivity 

persists.  

The Rancho Peñasquitos Town Council is another structuring organization in 

the community.  The Town Council is an organization created through a merger of 

many of the homeowners associations in the area.  It consists of representatives from 

the community, who are voted into their positions.  The primary duty of the Town 

Council is to promote community pride and support the community through grants and 

fund raising.  Once a year the Town Council puts on a large street fair for the benefit 

of the entire community, called Fiesta de Los Peñasquitos.   The Fiesta is specifically 

targeted toward families, and just about everyone in the community attends if possible.  

The event is reminiscent of a small county fair.  Booths line both sides of the street 

with food, games, and wares for sale.  One side of the event is peppered with 

amusement rides, and a number of elevated stages are set up for performances from 

local artists.   
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The Fiesta explicitly promotes family bonding and is targeted towards the 

nuclear families that comprise the bulk of the community.  This is one way the Town 

Council promotes the suburban ideal.  More important, however, is the outcome of the 

Fiesta.  Admittance to the Fiesta is free for residents, but the merchants in the booths 

are charged a rental fee.  The money collected from these fees is used by the Town 

Council to offer grants to organizations and individuals within Rancho Peñasquitos.  

Grants are often given to school clubs, boy scout projects, and the like.  The grants are 

always used, however, to promote the community in ways that serve to reinforce some 

aspect of the suburban discourse.  For example, grants are often given to projects 

aimed at improving local parks.  This reflects the value placed on families and ensures 

the values remains part of the community.  

There are numerous aspects of a Rancho Peñasquitos subjectivity.  History 

plays a part, as do developers, organizing structures, and even the suburbanites 

themselves.  Tying them all together is a specific manifestation of the suburban 

discourse that is influenced itself by the specific history of the area and the type of 

people that came to inhabit the community.  This discourse also serves to mask many 

underlying inequalities and exclusions by making them seem natural, unquestionable, 

and legitimate.  Now that a Rancho Peñasquitos identity has been established, we can 

turn to investigate civic participation in the neighborhood. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

THE CHARACTERS OF RANCHO PEÑASQUITOS  

 

The previous chapter introduced the community of Rancho Peñasquitos and 

some of its residents.  In this chapter I introduce a number of additional residents from 

the community.  In order to illustrate some of the types of people that live in Rancho 

Peñasquitos I describe the people, their situations, backgrounds, and feelings about the 

community.  Through these mini-biographies I illustrate many of the subject positions 

available to the suburban residents of Rancho Peñasquitos.  I present a number of 

different “types” of people in order to provide a sense for the level of variation in the 

community.  In the following sections we will meet a couple homeschooling their son, 

a lawyer involved in what he sees as saving the community, apolitical consultant who 

recently moved to the community to raise his son, and a few other residents.  After 

their introduction here, these characters will pop up throughout the remainder of the 

dissertation in order to provide a sense for how residents feel and act toward the issues 

I discuss. 

 

Bill – A Blue-Collar Suburbanite  

 I met Bill approximately halfway through my fieldwork by means of an online 

classified ads website, CraigsList.com.  I had been wanting to live in the community 

with a family fulltime, but an opportunity had not presented itself.  Bill and his family 
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have two unused rooms in their house that they rent out to lodgers by the month.  

After meeting Bill in person one afternoon, it was agreed that I would spend two 

months living with his family in one of his empty rooms.  During the two-month 

period I spent as Bill’s tenant I was able to observe a suburban family from the inside 

in a way that would not have been otherwise possible.  Bill’s daily routine introduces 

us to this suburban family. 

It’s 5:00pm and Bill has just gotten home from a long day’s work driving truck 

for a local shipping company.  He walks through the front door, picks up the daily 

newspaper that is sitting on the coffee table, and sits down on the couch to peruse the 

happenings of the day.  Before cracking the newspaper, he flips on the television.  

Sometimes he will watch the news, but just as often he will choose a syndicated 

sitcom in rerun.  Over the next hour Bill sits and reads the newspaper with the 

television flickering and humming quietly in the background.  More than likely, Bill 

will nod off for a quick early-evening nap before supper.  In an hour or so, his wife, 

Jane (more on her later), comes to announce dinner.  Bill rouses himself, folds the 

paper into a pile on the arm of the couch, and shuffles into the dining room.  Bill and 

his family spend the next forty-five minutes eating and discussing the happenings of 

the day.  A familiar topic of conversation revolves around their teenage son and his 

schoolwork.  Although this is a common topic in many suburban households, it takes 

on added weight for Bill, as his son is home-schooled.  (More on this in the following 

section.)  With equal probability, however, the family will quickly fall into a familiar 

silence as they finish their meal together.  
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 After the meal Bill and his son retreat into the family room.  The large room is 

set up with three desks and computers – one for each member of the family.  The 

desks line the walls of the room, creating an atmosphere more akin to an office than a 

family room.  Bill spends the remainder of the evening on the computer.  Sometimes 

he pays bills and takes care of other chores and paperwork, but more often he surfs the 

internet and keeps himself amused with the distractions it can provide.  For the next 

few hours Bill, his son, and sometimes his wife sit at their respective computers and 

absorb themselves into the virtual worlds they create for themselves.  There is some 

conversation between the family members, but it is not uncommon for an entire 

evening to pass by without so much as a word being spoken by Bill or his family 

members.  Sometime between 9 and 10 o’clock Bill gets up and makes his way to the 

bedroom.  The daily ritual is well rehearsed, and his wife and son follow shortly 

thereafter if they have not left already.  Bill prepares himself for bed and shortly after 

10 o’clock he is asleep.  The next morning Bill is up at 6:00am.  He prepares himself 

for the day, while Jane prepares breakfast for him.  After showering and eating, Bill is 

out the door before 7:00am for another long day of driving truck.  

 Bill spends most weekdays in the same manner.  The only variation happens 

about once a month when the family has visitors over for dinner.  Usually the visitors 

are family members from Los Angeles, but every once in a while Bill will invite 

friends from work over for the evening.  These irregular parties happen most often on 

a Friday night, but it is not unheard of to have people over on a Saturday as well.  

Nights with people over could not be more different than normal evenings.  On party 
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nights conversation and laughter fills the air and background music masks any 

awkward silences that might emerge.  On these nights the computers remain in sleep 

mode and the virtual interactions they provide are exchanged for real ones. 

 Weekends for Bill can vary, but he rarely spends a weekend at home.  

Weekends are time for Bill and his family to get chores done out of the house, or visit 

friends and family.  A family trip to COSTCO is a common weekend activity.  The 

entire family loads into the big blue full-sized van, and Bill drives off to the local 

wholesale warehouse.  Hours later, after a day spent among the aisles lined with over-

sized bulk packaging, Bill and his family return home with a van loaded full of a 

variety of wares.  Bill spends the rest of the afternoon unloading the van, and storing 

the COSTCO bounty in the proper locations throughout the house.  Weekend nights 

tend to be spent in the same way as every other night – recreating on his personal 

computer until bed. 

 Bill moved to Rancho Peñasquitos about ten years ago when he took a job in 

the San Diego area.  Before moving to the neighborhood he lived in a suburban 

community outside of Los Angeles.  Bill chose Rancho Peñasquitos because of its 

quiet, safe, and laidback atmosphere.  He feels safe in the neighborhood and respects 

his neighbors because they leave him alone, and likewise he leaves them alone.  Bill 

wants to come home from work and relax.  The last thing he wants to do is worry 

about his neighbors.  A factor that drew him to Rancho Peñasquitos was what he 

perceived to be a good atmosphere to raise his son.  He had heard good things about 

the local school district, and thought his son would prosper.  After a few years, his son 
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was floundering in his classes and getting into trouble at school.  Bill and Jane decided 

to pull their son out of the public school system and home-school him through a 

program designed to guide parents and students through a series of grade-equivalent 

curriculums.  The situation is not idea, but it works and his son seems to be doing 

much better.  Overall, Bill is happy with his choice to live in Rancho Peñasquitos, and 

the sense of safety he feels in his home.  

 

Jane – A Housewife and Home-Schooler 

 I met Jane through her husband, Bill.  Bill initially handles the screening of 

potential renters and the rent transaction.  I was originally introduced to Jane on the 

day I moved in, but she remained rather distant for a week or so.  She was apparently 

uneasy about strangers sharing her house.  Over the course of a few days, however, as 

she became more comfortable with my presence she began to open up to me.  Once we 

were on at comfortable terms, she would often invite me to eat dinner with the family 

– an invitation I quite often accepted, for research purposes of course.  Jane’s daily 

circle interweaves with Bill’s in a well-rehearsed routine. 

 6:00am and Jane is up with her husband Bill.  She has a busy day ahead of her.  

While Bill showers, she heads to the kitchen to prepare breakfast and Bill’s lunch.  

The coffee comes first, and then a few slices of toast.  Fruit and maybe an egg or 

sausage link round out the morning meal.  As breakfast is cooking and before Bill 

finishes his morning routine, Jane throws together his lunch – usually a sandwich, an 

apple, and a cookie or two.  When Bill is ready, the two eat a quiet breakfast together 
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at the kitchen bar and then Bill heads off to work.  After Bill leaves, Jane wakes up her 

stepson and makes sure he is up and getting ready for the day.  She retreats to the 

bedroom where she watches morning TV as her stepson showers and eats breakfast.  

When he is ready, she sets him up with his first school assignment, which consists of a 

self-directed set of readings, activities, and worksheets.  As her stepson works on his 

schoolwork, Jane again retreats to the bedroom and finishes whatever show she might 

be watching. After her show, she takes a shower and gets herself ready. 

 Jane spends the rest of the day checking on her stepson’s progress with his 

schoolwork, performing various types of housework, watching TV in the bedroom, 

and talking to her sisters on the phone.  The major break from these activities comes 

during lunch.  Around noon Jane allows her stepson to take a break from his lessons.  

He routinely goes to his computer to play games while Jane prepares lunch.  They eat 

lunch separately, and afterwards Jane cleans up while her stepson goes back to his 

schoolwork.  Jane’s major household task throughout the week tends to be laundry.  

Once a week she sorts the family’s dirty clothes and washes, dries, and folds them 

before putting the clothes away.  Between loads Jane sits in her bedroom watching TV 

and folding the clean laundry.  Around 3:00 her stepson finishes his lessons for the 

day.  When he finishes, Jane gives him a chore to do for the day.  These usually 

revolve around house or yard work.  Once a week Jane and her stepson leave the 

house to go to the center, which supplies them with the coursework for his home 

schooling.  This is an afternoon long trip in which Jane’s stepson turns in his work for 
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the past week and is evaluated in terms of his progress.  They are then given an 

overview of the curriculum for the upcoming week and the work associated with it. 

 About 5:00pm every day Jane starts preparing dinner for the family.  The meal 

varies from day to day, but common fare might be tacos, spaghetti, some type of 

casserole, and the like.  Her goal is to have dinner ready every evening around 

6:00pm, which gives Bill just enough time to relax a bit after he gets home.  Once 

dinner is ready, Jane rounds up the family and they eat together as described 

previously.  After dinner Bill and his son move to the family/computer room to begin 

their night of virtual entertainment.  Jane, however, cleans up the table and begins the 

process of cleaning the dishes and whatever pots and pans were used to cook dinner.  

A half an hour later Jane joins the rest of the family and logs on to her own computer.  

She usually is much less inclined to spend the entire evening on the computer.  Quite 

often she will retire into the bedroom to watch television or talk to her sister on the 

telephone.  Around 10:00pm, she gets ready for bed and turns in for the night along 

with Bill. 

 Jane spends her weekends with Bill and her stepson as described above.  Any 

supplies that she needs for the upcoming week are acquired over the weekend in a 

family grocery trip.  When the list is small they go to the local grocery store, but when 

the list is more extensive, a trip to COSTCO is in order.  Jane moved to Rancho 

Peñasquitos with Bill ten years ago.  She shares Bill’s opinion of the neighborhood.  

She feels very safe staying home during the day, and she rarely locks the doors during 

the daytime.  She enjoys the quiet peacefulness of the community, and cites it as one 
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of the most attractive aspects of living in the neighborhood.  Jane is disappointed by 

the school system and feels that it let her stepson down.  She is more than happy, 

however, to help him with his home schooling and feels he is receiving a better 

education than he would have if he had remained in a public school.  Despite this 

criticism, however, Jane feels at home in Rancho Peñasquitos and can’t imagine living 

anywhere else. 

 

Barry – An Improbable Community Activist  

 One of the initial elements that drew me to Rancho Peñasquitos was the local 

opposition to San Diego Gas & Electric’s (SDG&E) Sunrise Powerlink project.  After 

reading a local news story about the opposition in Peñasquitos I learned about the 

Alarmed Citizens of Peñasquitos (ACP).  The ACP was a community action group 

based in Rancho Peñasquitos organized to protest SDG&E’s proposal.  I found the 

group’s website and contacted Barry, the chairperson tasked with leading the group.  

After a series of email exchanges, I met with Barry for an interview.  As the project 

progressed Barry and I crossed paths many times as we often attended the same public 

meetings.  Over the course of my fieldwork I spent many hours talking with Barry 

about his activities and motivations. 

 After a long day at work at his downtown law office the last place Barry wants 

to be is stuck in a public meeting arguing over SDG&E’s proposed power line project.  

And yet, at 8:00pm that is precisely where he finds himself at least once a month for 

the past year and a half.  The meetings themselves don’t bother him so much as the 
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tireless groundwork that goes in to preparing for the meetings and organizing the 

community opposition.  It could be a full-time job, and it really isn’t one Barry wants.  

He would much rather spend his time off work at home with his family.  He feels 

obligated, however, to take action and use his expertise as a lawyer to protect his 

family, his neighborhood, and his investment.  It is a commitment he feels compelled 

to make, despite the personal sacrifice. 

 Barry moved to Rancho Peñasquitos over twelve years ago.  He and his wife 

chose the neighborhood because of its relative proximity to downtown in addition to 

the open space of the canyon and hillsides.  They were planning on starting a family at 

the time and were attracted to the good school district and family-friendly 

neighborhood.  He was looking for a single-family house in an affordable “bedroom 

community” that was surrounded by what he refers to as “families like me.”  Barry 

elaborates that families like his include middle-class households that own their own 

homes and have school-aged children.  Barry enjoys living in the neighborhood and 

describes it as a very desirable place to live.  He cites the open space, parks, and quiet 

neighbors and relishes the ability the community gives him to “get away from it all.”  

Now that he has four children of his own, Barry appreciates the neighborhood even 

more.  He feels increasingly connected with his neighbor as they share common 

interests in raising their children.  For example, Barry regularly volunteers for the 

“Dads Group” at his children’s schools, where he helps around the school with 

maintenance, installing audio-visual equipment, and hosting the annual family movie 

night under the stars.  
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 The sense of commitment Barry has to his neighbors and community was put 

to the test just over two years ago when he received a phone call from his neighbor.  

Barry was informed that SDG&E’s proposed Powerlink project would run 

transmission lines right across the canyon behind his house.  Barry considers the 

canyon to be part of his extended backyard, and was quite concerned about the project.  

His neighbor shared the concern and took it upon himself to alert all of the 

homeowners along the canyon rim.  Barry had heard about the Powerlink project in 

the local news, but had never considered that the proposed route would affect him or 

his community so directly.  He decided to get more information, and began 

investigating the details of SDG&E’s plan.  Part of his investigation led him to the 

process that SDG&E must go through before any new transmission lines have be built.  

He realized that his skills as a lawyer would be useful, as there are numerous 

community and evidentiary hearings that must be passed before any public utility 

project is authorized.  Over the next few weeks Barry’s neighbors organized 

themselves into an informal oppositional group with the goal to stop the Powerlink 

project.  Barry knew he could help the group with legal matters, and volunteered to 

serve as chair of the group.  It was not a position he wanted or sought, but he was 

convinced by his neighbors and friends that he could guide the group in the most 

effective way and reluctantly agreed to take on the responsibility. 

 After a few weeks the group of concerned neighbors started to grow.  Barry 

realized that the issue mattered to more than just his immediate neighbors, and they 

decided to organize as an incorporated group.  As time went on the group grew to well 
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over 500 neighbors from all over Rancho Peñasquitos.  Most of the growth occurred 

through pre-established social networks such as church groups and Parent Teacher 

Organizations.  As the chairperson for the group, Barry spoke out against the project at 

community hearings, conducted research into the need of the project, presented his 

findings publicly, and instigated challenges to the project to the California Public 

Utilities Commission.  Although he was not the only dedicated volunteer, Barry was 

heavily involved in all aspects of the group’s activities.  He estimates that he has 

dedicated “hundreds, if not thousands of hours” working on opposition to the 

Powerlink project.  In addition, he has made a “decent financial commitment,” 

although he is unwilling to discuss exactly how large that commitment is.  His goal 

through all of his work is to protect his community and its interests along with his 

family and their investment. 

  

James – A Suburban Politician  

 One of my initial entrées into the community was through the Rancho 

Peñasquitos Town Council.  The Town Council serves as the neighborhood’s 

homeowners association and public face.  Every month the Town Council holds a 

public meeting open to residents of the community.  I began attending these meetings 

early in my fieldwork and I became a regular fixture in the small audience.  Many of 

the Town Council members took an interest in my study and served as key informants.  

James, the president of the council, took a special interest in my project and over the 

months we sat down for numerous conversations and interviews.  
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 James has lived in Rancho Peñasquitos for the past eight years.  He moved to 

the San Diego region from the East Coast ten years ago to take a political consulting 

position at a local firm.  As part of his job, he was tasked with working on a state 

assembly district campaign.  Part of his campaigning efforts were directed at the 

community of Rancho Peñasquitos, and he fell in love with the area.  Shortly 

thereafter he and his wife moved to the neighborhood and have never regretted the 

decision.  James describes Rancho Peñasquitos as “perfect.”  He claims that the 

weather is always better in Rancho Peñasquitos than in the surrounding areas.  There 

is always a nice breeze, which keeps the area cool in the summer and pushes the 

marine layer back in the winter preventing the neighborhood from becoming too cold.  

As a political consultant James is also very keen on the “high political propensity” of 

the area and the strong “engagement” of the community.  He also cites the family 

oriented community, the non-grid aligned streets, and the open spaces as aspects that 

drew him to the community.  He could not cite a single irritant in the community.  

There were few things that bother James about living in Rancho Peñasquitos, such as 

local migrant workers and freeway traffic, but he classifies those as “outside” 

problems not directly connected to Rancho Peñasquitos in any way.  As a political 

consultant, James is very active in the community.  He serves on the Board of 

Management for the local neighborhood YMCA, is involved with his church, and 

most significantly is in his 4th term as president of the Rancho Peñasquitos Town 

Council - the local Homeowners’ Association for the community.  James is also 

running for a position on the local school board.  Although motivated by a true desire 



 143

to help the community, part of his activity level is a conscious choice to allow him 

access to resources that he would not otherwise be able to access. 

 James’ profession as a political consultant helps direct him toward engagement 

in his community.  He believes that he can make a difference in his community and 

has a vision for how he imagines the future of Rancho Peñasquitos.  During his tenure 

as president of the Town Council numerous local ballot measures and state 

propositions have come up that would directly affect the community in one way or 

another.  James has used his position on the Town Council to influence the group and 

make political statements that endorse his own individual political views.  For 

example, in 2006 the County of San Diego voted on a proposition that would endorse 

the possibility of moving the San Diego International Airport to five miles outside of 

the community.  James was working on the campaign to oppose the ballot measure.  

At the same time he brought a motion to the Rancho Peñasquitos Town Council to 

oppose the measure, even though the organization is prohibited from explicit political 

activity by its bylaws.  This issue was raised by numerous Town Council members, 

but despite the bylaw forbiddance, the Town Council voted to endorse opposition to 

the ballot measure with James’ urging.   

In the name of the Town Council James drafted a letter to the editor expressing 

opposition to the airport measure and sent it to all of the county’s newspapers.  James 

justifies this undeniably political act as serving the best interest of the residents of 

Rancho Peñasquitos.  According to his thinking, no one in the community would want 

an international airport so close.  Therefore, opposing the ballot measure is in the 



 144

community’s best interest, and the goal of the Town Council is to promote the 

interests of the community.  The fact that this is still a political act is covered over.  

When I pointed it out, he claimed that in fact it was not political because there was no 

opposition from within the community and therefore it wasn’t political at all because 

there was not an alternative.  I discuss the inconsistencies of James’ viewpoint 

elsewhere, for now I let them stand in this brief character profile.  As an addition 

example, James has used his role as Town Council president to promote his candidacy 

in the race for the local school board.  He justifies this by pointing out that he is the 

only candidate from Rancho Peñasquitos, and as such represents the best interests of 

residents from Rancho Peñasquitos.  This echoes his previous logic, through claiming 

community best interest trumps outside political debate.  It doesn’t hurt that he sees 

his role as Rancho Peñasquitos Town Council President and school board candidate as 

both serving the community’s best interest. 

 

John - The Suburban Developer  

Towards the end of my fieldwork a reporter for a local community newspaper 

contacted me.  He had heard about my project through his contacts on the Town 

Council and wanted to write a story about my research.  A week later, after having the 

interview tables turned, an article was written in the local newspaper describing 

myself, my research, and some preliminary findings.  Contact information was 

included in my article as well as an invitation for interested residents to contact me.  

The community response was quite large.  Many people were willing and eager to 
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spend time with me discussing their daily lives, opinions, and viewpoints.  One such 

person was John.  Initially his wife contacted me and we scheduled time for an 

interview.  During the interview I met John who also agreed to a later interview.  His 

insights as a developer turned out to be fundamental for many parts of this 

dissertation.  

We met John briefly in the last chapter.  John was the developer that 

introduced me to the hidden history of Rancho Peñasquitos and its ties to the Mob.  

Before becoming a developer, John grew up in Rancho Peñasquitos as a child.  He has 

fond memories growing up in the neighborhood and it remains the model upon which 

he bases his ideas for the type of neighborhood in which he would like to live.  After 

college he moved away, but still stayed in the San Diego area.  Nothing ever quite 

lived up to his memories growing up in Rancho Peñasquitos.  When the opportunity 

presented itself to build houses in the community he jumped at it, as described in the 

previous chapter.  John moved into one of the houses he built and has lived in the 

community with his wife and two daughters for the past 2 years. 

John likes the fact that he feels secure in the neighborhood.  His daughters can 

play outside without much worry and he feels connected with his neighbors.  He talks 

to his neighbors a few times a week and knows most of them on a first name basis.  He 

considers most of them his friends and likes the fact that he lives in and among people 

he feels he knows and trusts.  He feels safe due to a sense of shared values and 

concern between himself and his close neighbors.  He describes his feeling as a “sense 

of community, its not just a neighborhood of people living next door to each other, but 
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a real community where we are all connected and share the same problems and 

desires.”  John is especially fond of the activities available for children in the 

neighborhood.  Community-based sports teams provide a common focal point for 

many members of the neighborhood to come together outside of their normal day-to-

day lives.  His daughters, for example, play on youth basketball teams.  Participating 

in and supporting their girls’ sports teams allow John and his wife remain linked to the 

community as a whole and not just the neighbors on their street. 

 John is also a member of a local chapter of a national community service 

organization.  Although committed to his volunteer work, he feels pressure from his 

family to spend more time at home.  He admits that he spends too much time at work 

and out of the house.  He puts in long hours in the office, and when he is off work 

regularly spends time volunteering for church activities and helping to organize efforts 

in his community group.  When he is home, he tries to make his children a priority.  

Interestingly, he identifies his children as both a hindrance to his community 

involvement and an impetus for it.  Raising his daughters keeps John extremely busy 

and takes time away from being as involved in the community as he would like.  He 

feels that Rancho Peñasquitos is such a great place and volunteering for community 

service is the least he can do to give back to such a great community.  Alternatively, 

his daughters allow John certain avenues for involvement that revolve around their 

participation in various groups, such as team sports and girl scouts.  John admits that 

part of the reason he is interested in community service is to meet potential business 

and professional contacts.  He points out, however, that this is only one aspect of his 
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community service.  He also enjoys the camaraderie and friendships gained through 

working in the community, and believes that his work sets a good example for his 

daughters.   

 Although John sincerely believes Rancho Peñasquitos is the perfect place to 

live, there are a few issues that he thinks could make it a better place.  He would like 

to see more areas dedicated to shopping in the community and more connection with 

areas outside of the neighborhood.  He feels that Rancho Peñasquitos is very insular 

and cut off from the surrounding areas.  Sometimes this is a good thing, as it promotes 

a sense of safety and privacy, but at the same time John recognizes the value in 

connecting with a larger metropolitan community, which Rancho Peñasquitos feels cut 

off from in his opinion.  John also dislikes the fact that there is not a community center 

in the community.  There is no one central place that serves as a communal focus, 

where people can come together.  There are a few scattered centers, such as schools, 

parks, and the library, but there is not one single place around which the community 

can identify and unite.  This lack annoys John, and he would like to see it addressed.  

Overall, however, this is a minor annoyance and John cannot think of a better place to 

live or raise a family. 

 

Cindy – A PTA President  

 An important aspect of my fieldwork occurred in Parent Teacher Association 

(PTA) meetings.  These meetings are a central component of the practice of 

citizenship in Rancho Peñasquitos.  Although I observed many different PTA groups 
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in my time in Rancho Peñasquitos, I focused on two in particular that were most 

accepting of my presence during their meetings and other business.  Cindy was the 

president of one of the PTAs open to my study.  We regularly chatted after PTA 

meetings about my project and the role of PTAs and schools in the community.  Over 

time Cindy became a great resource and we sat down for multiple interviews where 

she discussed much more than just community schools. 

 It has been a hectic evening for Cindy.  She left work early to rush home to 

pick up her kids.  Usually she would work from home, but her home office is being 

remodeled so for the past few weeks she has been commuting to the office for her job 

with a telecommunications firm.  Making matters worse is the fact that her husband is 

out of town on a business trip.  He works for a bio-tech company and quite often 

travels for conferences or business meetings.  After leaving work, Cindy rushes to her 

children’s school.  Luckily, this year they are both attending the same middle school, 

so she need only make one stop.  Even so it is a hassle.  The school driveway is 

packed with other parents picking up their children.  Even the roads leading to the 

school are backed up.  If she can make it in and out with both of her children in under 

an hour, it is considered a success.  The school bus system has been cut back, which 

forces children to walk to or be picked up from school.  Cindy lives a few miles from 

her children’s school, a distance she considers to be too far for her children to walk.  

Moreover, she does not feel safe with them walking due to all the traffic from parents 

picking up or dropping off their own children.  Finally, safe and sound at home, the 

family unloads and begins a rushed evening ritual.   
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Unfortunately, home isn’t the endpoint this evening, at least not yet.  Cindy has 

a PTA meeting to get to by 7:00pm, and she has not yet prepared.  She sets her two 

children down to their homework, as she throws together a dinner.  As dinner is 

cooking, Cindy organizes things for her meeting tonight, which she hopes will be a 

quick one.  A few hours later, after dinner and homework, the family is once again in 

the car headed back to school.  Cindy likes to arrive at least a half an hour ahead in 

order to prepare for the meeting and talk to other members that arrive early.  Over the 

next thirty minutes other PTA board members file in and begin chatting about recent 

events and their children.  Just after 7:00 Cindy calls the meeting to order, and moves 

through the regular agenda items as quickly as possible.  As the meeting progresses, 

her children and the children of some of the other parents sit quietly in the back of the 

room and entertain themselves with games, books, or other activities.  An hour and a 

half later, the business of the night is wrapped up and the meeting is called to a close.  

As PTA members file out, Cindy and a few of her closer friends hang around and talk 

for another half an hour about school issues and PTA projects.  In fact, most of the 

PTA activity and decisions are made in these unofficial gatherings after the official 

meeting has ended.  Around 9:00pm, Cindy and her children pile back into the car, 

and head for home.  Once there, it is just about time for bed for Cindy and both of her 

children.  After getting ready for bed, the family retires for the night, only to face 

another busy day tomorrow. 

Thankfully not every day has a PTA board meeting.  Cindy, however, seems to 

always have something going on.  In addition to her regular PTA duties she is also a 
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member of a local gardening club and runs numerous sub-committees of the PTA.  

Despite her busy schedule, she is committed to staying involved, especially where her 

children are concerned.  She tries to include her children in as many of her activities as 

possible, and her son is apparently becoming quite the green thumb.  Her daughter has 

also become involved in helping some of the PTA sub-committees, which is fun for 

her, and a great help to Cindy.  When her husband is home, things calm down 

significantly, as taking care of the children can be split among the two of them.  

 Cindy and her husband moved to Rancho Peñasquitos about 15 years ago.  

Like many others, they were planning to have children and liked the family friendly 

feel of the neighborhood.  They had also heard good things about the school district, 

and planning children in the future they were attracted by the reputation for high 

quality schools.  Now that her children are in school, Cindy cites the school system as 

the thing she likes most about living in the neighborhood.  She feels that her children 

are receiving a good education in a healthy environment and are being prepared well 

for the future.  She would like to see more community activities in the neighborhood, 

but is overall very satisfied with the “family environment” maintained in the 

neighborhood and has no serious complaints.   

 

Joan – The Activist Suburbanite  

 It took quite an effort to break through Joan’s defenses.  As my fieldwork 

progressed I learned about the formation of a community group organized to oppose 

new development in the community.  I contacted Joan, the chairperson of the group, 
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and asked for an interview.  Up to this point everyone I had met had been eager to sit 

for an interview or conversation.  Joan, however, was different.  She was untrusting 

from the start.  She was convinced that I was a spy for the developers that her group 

was fighting against.  After about three weeks and significant promises of anonymity I 

was able to convince Joan of my scholarly intentions and we were able to schedule an 

interview.  Even so, she remained skeptical.  By the end of our meeting she realized I 

had no interest in her group’s oppositional strategy but was more interested in why she 

was involved in the first place.  Over the course of my fieldwork I bumped into Joan 

regularly at the local Planning Board meetings.  Each time I saw Joan we talked and 

eventually she lost all reservations concerning my research and we sat down to many 

more discussions. 

 Joan is a relatively recent arrival to Rancho Peñasquitos.  She and her family 

moved to the area just over 4 years ago.  She was first made aware of the community 

through friends that lived in the area and their recommendation of the excellent school 

district.  She has three school-aged children and considers education one of the most 

important criteria for where to live.  She also likes the family orientation of the 

neighborhood and the local parks and children’s sports teams.  Joan feels comfortable 

in the community surrounded by middle class families like her own.  She describes 

Rancho Peñasquitos as “a smaller community within a larger community.”  Here she 

is referring to the neighborhood of Rancho Peñasquitos as part of, yet separated from, 

the larger municipality of San Diego.  After moving to the neighborhood Joan quickly 

joined her children’s PTA and became an active member in the organization.  Through 
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contacts made through her PTA membership, Joan was made aware of a potential 

redevelopment project of the golf course near her home.  The suggestion that the 

nearby golf course be transformed into a housing development alarmed her greatly.  

She had come to think of the golf course as a community asset.  She was also 

concerned about the increased traffic more houses would bring and the stress new 

families would put on local schools.   

 Joan decided to take action against the development project and began to 

organize her neighbors in opposition.  Originally she used her PTA contacts and 

network to spread the news of her budding organization.  Using email lists and word 

of mouth, Joan compiled a list of concerned community members and formed an 

incorporated group.  The protesters would eventually file for and receive 501(c)(3) 

tax-exempt status, construct their own website publishing news of community 

concern, and lobby at the local planning board meetings.  The specific activities of this 

group are addressed in a future chapter.  Here, I am primarily concerned with 

presenting Joan and her motivations.  Joan saw a problem that threatened what she 

understood to be a community value, and took it upon herself to get involved and 

spread the word in order to get other people engaged as well.  If enough people speak 

up, she feels that the developers will be forced to listen and stop their plans to 

transform the golf course into another subdivision full of houses.  At first she only 

wanted to get other people involved, but it became clear to her early on that without 

leadership nothing would get done.  She was the only one willing to step up to move 
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things forward, and so she took a leadership role and began motivating people and 

pushing things forward.  

 In a bit of irony, Joan works in a real estate office.  She is happy selling homes 

to people day in and day out.  Quite often she has clients buy a home in Rancho 

Peñasquitos.  She has no problem selling home, even in her own neighborhood, but 

the construction of new homes is a different issue altogether for Joan.  New 

development in Rancho Peñasquitos, in Joan’s opinion, would destroy the character of 

the community and lead to more traffic on streets that she considers to be already over 

crowded and unsafe.  Development in Rancho Peñasquitos would also destroy the golf 

course, which she sees as a type of scenic open space to be enjoyed by residents living 

within its view.  Joan is not anti-development in general.  In fact she is in favor of 

development when it is done in the correct place, which is defined for her by 

community plans and community member feedback.  In her view the proposed golf 

course development fits neither of these criteria, and is therefore unacceptable.   

 

Carrie – She Loves Her PQ  

 I first saw Carrie at a Planning Board meeting.  The meeting was dedicated to a 

proposed redevelopment project in the community.  Many community members were 

in attendance to speak out against the development.  Carrie was one such resident.  

She spoke passionately about her love for the community and stirred the other 

community members into rousing support of claps and whistles.  After the meeting I 
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introduced myself and my project to Carrie.  She was enthusiastic to participate and 

we scheduled an interview for a few days later. 

 Carrie is a young homeowner in Rancho Peñasquitos.  Although she has only 

owned a home in the community for a little over a year, she has lived in Rancho 

Peñasquitos her entire life.  She was born and raised by a family living in Rancho 

Peñasquitos, and except for her time in college has never lived anywhere else.  After 

college, Carrie moved back in with her parents in the community.  Her plan was to 

move in with her fiancé after they were married.  As the couple was house hunting, 

Carrie kept being drawn back to homes for sale in Rancho Peñasquitos.  “Nowhere 

else felt like home,” she said. “I can’t even imagine living anywhere else for an 

extended period of time.”  The couple eventually found and bought a house in Rancho 

Peñasquitos and moved in together shortly thereafter.  At twenty-three years old, 

Carrie has lived her entire life in Rancho Peñasquitos and does not regret a single 

moment of it.  Her childhood was a happy one, and although not currently a parent, 

she has plans to have children and wants them to grow up in the same environment she 

experienced.  She adores the quiet and family-centered focus of the community, and 

knows from experience that the schools are first rate.  

 Carrie works in a nearby suburb for a software development company.  She is 

active outdoors, which is one of the reasons she is so attracted to Rancho Peñasquitos.  

She and her husband regularly jog or bike the trails that wind their way through the 

canyons cutting across the community.  For Carrie, the canyons, hills, and other open 

spaces provide a little piece of nature right in her backyard.  This is an invaluable 
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aspect of the neighborhood, and it is one she wants her future children to be able to 

experience when the time comes.  Carrie doesn’t consider herself to be politically 

active.  In fact she tends to shy away from that type of thing as much as possible.  

However, when she heard that the golf course was planning to be developed, she felt 

compelled to speak out.  She did not join Joan’s organized effort, but she did attend 

the planning board meeting dedicated to the redevelopment project.  She stood up in 

front of hundreds of audience members and described her love for Rancho Peñasquitos 

and how removing the gold course would leave a permanent scar on the community 

and natural environment.  Although normally quiet and reserved, Carrie felt 

emboldened by the serious threat she perceived encroaching on her community and 

lifestyle.  Like many other community members, when the time came, she stood up to 

protect her family and community. 

 

Mike – A Haunted Ghost 

 I initially met Mike at a meeting for one of Rancho Peñasquitos’ local 

community service organizations.  Mike is a long-time member of the club and attends 

the meetings regularly.  He took an interest in my project and we had numerous 

conversations over the course of my fieldwork.  Mike has lived in the community for 

over thirty years in the same house.  He moved to the community soon after being 

married to start a family with his wife.  He felt that the neighborhood was a nice place 

to raise children and supportive of young families.  He remembers when he first 

moved in that his street was full of new young families just like his.  This made him 
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feel welcome and comfortable.  He raised two children in Rancho Peñasquitos, both of 

which have moved out and started families of their own.  

Mike fondly reminisces about raising his children in the community.  He 

remembers attending all sorts of school activities and holiday festivities spent with his 

children.  He recalls the feelings of connection and belonging he used to feel to the 

community.  Now that his children are gone, however, he feels a sense of loss and a 

disconnect from community in which he has spent a significant portion of his life and 

watch grow and mature around him.  Without children Mike feels cut off from the 

community at large.  He has no reason to attend children’s sporting events or activities 

put on by the local schools.  During a conversation he told me, “I’ve lived here for 

over thirty years and now I feel like I’m a stranger in my own neighborhood.  Ever 

since the kids left things have been different.  I try to stay involved… but even that 

doesn’t help much.”  Mike feels as if his membership in the community is hollow 

without children to connect him to other families.  He is present in the community and 

yet is largely ignored.  Mike is haunted by his memories of engagement with the 

community that continually surrounds him, yet he is presently unable to reconnect 

with it.  Mike and others without young children haunt the community as a symbol of 

its uninclusiveness.  Mike and his wife take time every day to walk their dog.  This 

elderly couple strolling down the street is a silent and haunting reminder that not 

everyone shares the same concerns as those raising children.  Without children to bond 

him to the larger community, Mike drifts restlessly, both haunted by and haunting the 

child-based participation of others. 
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Conclusion 

 The brief personality sketches in this chapter have given an overview of some 

of the subjects of Rancho Peñasquitos.  Although there are certainly other types of 

people living in the neighborhood, the eight profiles presented above touch on 

characteristics from the vast majority of residents in the community.  These eight 

characters will pop up throughout the rest of the chapters to illustrate how residents 

respond to and think about various issues that concern them and their community.  

They stand in for the different subjectivities available in the community and help tie 

the various chapters together.  Throughout this chapter numerous issues have been 

raised.  As I presented each of the “characters” I tried to let them speak for themselves 

as much as possible.  In so doing, I purposefully held any analysis or critique in check 

in order to let the personalities develop uncritically.  As later chapters develop, I bring 

these characters back as they fit into the arguments being made.  At that time, I 

analyze their behaviors and opinions in a more critical way.   
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CHAPTER 5 
 

CIVIC PARTICIPATION IN RANCHO PEÑASQUITOS 

 

On one hand Rancho Peñasquitos could be described as a community that is 

lacking in civic participation.  Public spaces in the neighborhood are limited to a small 

public library, local schools, and parks.  Residents like John see the lack of public 

space as a drawback to living in the community.  He feels as if a stronger sense of 

community pride and identification would emerge if public spaces were larger and 

more centralized.  Echoing this sentiment, suburban scholars such as Baumgartner 

(1988) and Jackson (1985), argue that a lack of public space limits the places where 

civic activity might take place.  Furthermore, most residents work outside of the 

community during the day and retreat into their homes at night to relax and tend to 

family matters.  This limits the time, energy, and desire of residents to become 

involved in matters outside of their homes and families.  The issues that concern many 

residents like Bill, Barry, and Joan center on private interests, such as property values, 

safety, and their children’s education.  Mike Davis (1990) has suggested that focus on 

such private interests is inherently uncivic.  An additional sign of the lack of civic 

interest can be seen in the membership in local community service organizations.  The 

community service clubs in Rancho Peñasquitos have trouble finding new members, 

and maintaining existing members has become increasingly difficult.  One club in 

particular recently cut its regular meetings from once a week to once every other 

week.  This decision was made to make the duties of membership easier on existing 
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members, and act as an incentive to attract potential new members.  In many ways, 

suburban life Rancho Peñasquitos could be interpreted as lacking in a strong 

commitment to civic participation.   

On the other hand, however, Rancho Peñasquitos could also be described as 

very civically active.  The local planning board is made up of community volunteers, 

and meetings are regularly attended by an audience of ten to twenty community 

members.  On nights where the most important topic of discussion might be accepting 

the minutes from last month’s meeting, ten audience members is quite a turn out.  

Meetings in which more exciting and controversial topics are dealt with can draw a 

significantly higher attendance.  Crowds of approximately fifty are not unheard of, and 

a meeting dedicated to redevelopment of a local golf course into new housing drew an 

estimated three hundred community members in attendance.  The planning board is far 

from the only area of involvement.  The twelve local schools all have active Parent 

Teacher Associations, a Town Council and numerous service clubs work throughout 

the community, a Parks and Recreation Board consisting of volunteers oversees local 

parks, and at least two community interest groups operate to protect the community 

from outside threats.  In addition, youth sports teams and boy and girl scout troupes 

are made possible through the countless volunteer hours of local community members.  

Rancho Peñasquitos is full of people who play an active role in maintaining their 

community.  How then, can this view be reconciled with the previous observations 

that Rancho Peñasquitos is lacking in civic participation?  The problem of measuring 

civic participation, as is turns out, is not unique to Rancho Peñasquitos.   
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The impact of the suburban lifestyle on civic participation has been a topic of 

interest since at least the great national suburbanization of the 1950s.  The new 

suburban model for American living brought with it a series of concerns, one of which 

happened to be: what happened to civic engagement in the suburban setting?  Many 

scholars have proposed numerous arguments concerning the scope and nature of 

suburban civic participation.  Quite often these points of view are contradictory.  Some 

claim that suburban residents are extremely involved in civic life, while others assert 

that suburbanites are inherently non-involved publicly.  Regardless of the opinion, 

however, the fact remains that civic participation in the suburbs remains a topic of 

great interest.  This chapter presents a broad review of the various positions 

concerning civic participation in American suburbs.  I present numerous illustrations 

of civic and social life in Rancho Peñasquitos and discuss how such behavior might be 

interpreted.  As we will see, it is not a simple matter of observation and accounting.  

Seemingly obvious civic acts can be interpreted as un-civic, and vice versa.  

Seemingly non-civic behaviors, if approached in the right way, can be understood as 

inherently civic. 

As the chapter progresses, I attempt to explain some of these seeming 

inconsistencies.  In the process, I argue that a new approach to civic participation 

needs to be taken.  Rather than attempting to measure how civically active suburban 

residents may – or may not – be, we should instead develop an understanding of how 

suburbanites understand their roles as citizens.  By investigating how suburban 

residents think about and practice a specific manifestation of citizenship, we are able 
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to see how suburban residents understand their roles as members of a political 

community, and can begin to investigate suburban civic participation from their 

perspective.  This will shed a new and important light on the issue of civic 

participation.   

 

Neighborly Behavior 

Contact with one’s neighbors has been used by many authors as a measure of 

suburban civic activity.  In this approach, the amount of time suburban residents spend 

with their neighbors serves as a proxy for how much time suburban residents spend 

civically engaged.  Contact with one’s neighbors is seen as a sign for being 

incorporated with one’s larger community.  Furthermore, connections with other 

people in one’s community is considered by some, such as Robert Putnam (2000), to 

be a factor that draw people into increased civic engagement.   

William H. Whyte (1956) draws a strong connection between neighborly 

contact and civic activity.  According to Whyte, individuals moving to the new 

suburbs of the 1950s were, what he calls, “rootless” (1956:296).  These new 

suburbanites had left behind their old neighborhoods, friends, and families upon 

moving to new suburban developments.  While this might seem to lead to an extreme 

disconnect between suburban residents and their new communities, according to 

Whyte, exactly the opposite is true.  The fact that the new suburbanites were 

“rootless” together created bonds between fellow suburban residents.  Individuals 

living in the suburbs had the same problems, the same concerns, and the same 
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experience of moving and suburban living.  This drew them together, in Whyte’s 

understanding, and he documents high participation in clubs, frequent sharing between 

neighbors, significant church attendance, and regular neighborhood parties.  This high 

interaction between neighbors carries over to the public sphere as well.  Civically, 

Whyte’s suburbanites are shown to be involved in a host of issues concerning practical 

community needs including school curriculum decisions, and what churches would be 

allowed into the community.   

Herbert Gans (1967) substantiates many of Whyte’s observations concerning 

civic participation in the suburbs.  Based on two years of participant observation of a 

suburban community, Gans gives us an image of a highly connected and active 

suburban neighborhood.  Nearby neighbors routinely engage in friendly chitchat, 

visiting, lending, borrowing, and other forms of socializing.  The connections 

suburban residents develop create a sense of community among the residents, and 

Gans’ informants regularly report that their suburban development is, “the best 

possible place to live” (1967:144).  For Gans, this identification with place is 

fundamentally based on the connections people build with each other, and furthermore 

leads to intense interest and activity in civic issues.  The suburban residents Gans 

observes are involved in many civic issues ranging from establishing a school system 

and community infrastructure, to deciding what churches should be invited to the 

community.   

While Whyte and Gans argue neighborly connections lead to civic 

involvement, many have argued that lack of neighborly contact leads to a withdrawal 
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from the civic sphere.  In his study of a working-class neighborhood, Bennett Berger 

(1960) does not find the pervasive social and civic involvement as presented by Whyte 

and Gans.  Moreover, Burger fails to find any significant social interaction or civic 

participation at all.  The suburbanites described by Berger are not politically active, 

have no increased religious participation, and are inclined to spend their leisure time 

watching television rather than interacting with neighbors.  Kenneth Jackson (1985) 

presents a similar argument.  He sees increasing levels of privatization in many areas 

of suburban life, marked by an increasing use of private automobiles, which has 

secluded suburban commuters from interacting with others.  Additionally, Jackson 

argues, private home-based leisure activities allow suburbanites to withdraw from 

social interaction with others and therefore civic concerns.  He also suggests that the 

“do-it-yourself” home improvement trend is a further instance of the turn toward 

private enjoyment of one’s own home, leading to a decrease in connections with 

others and ultimately a decrease in civic participation.  After a yearlong participant 

observation of a small suburban community, Baumgartner (1988) finds a significant 

lack of interaction in the suburb she studied.  She concludes that conflict is avoided in 

the suburbs is due to the social practice of avoidance.  People in the neighborhood 

studied by Baumgartner do not fight because they have no significant connections 

with their neighbors, and therefore have no significant issues to fight about.  As 

Baumgartner explains, “such a peaceable way of life arises from fluidity in social 

relations, a lack of social integration, and relative indifference among people” 

(1988:3).  This indifference is due to what is seen as “atomization, transiency, [sic] 
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and fragmentation of social ties” (Baumgartner 1988:73).  Baumgartner’s suburb is a 

place where individuals tend to go out of their way not only to avoid conflict, but to 

avoid interaction altogether and this would seem to preclude them from taking any 

interest at all in civic issues. 

In perhaps one of the most prominent analyses of civic participation in the 

United States, Robert Putnam (2000) argues that over the past quarter century civic 

involvement has significantly declined in the United States in general, and in the 

suburbs specifically.  According to Putnam, participation in public life has decreased 

in areas ranging from political participation to religious participation and even 

workplace involvement.  To document this decline in participation, Putnam 

investigates historic average attendance in groups of all kinds for the second half of 

the twentieth century.  These include groups such as clubs, interest groups, and 

informal meetings among friends in coffee shops.  In most of the areas investigated, 

Putnam finds decreasing participation and commitment.  Putnam investigates 

numerous potential causes to explain this apparent decline in civic involvement.  

Although he attributes most of the decline to the vacuous “generational differences”, 

Putnam also identifies private entertainment as a significant factor.  Private forms of 

entertainment, such as television, video games, and personal computers have been, 

according to Putnam, responsible for declining connections between neighbors.  He 

further suggests that the lack of personal connection has directly led to the decline of 

civic participation in the United States suburbs.  Additionally, Putnam suggests urban 

sprawl and pressures of time and money as possible causal factors.  People are 
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supposedly working longer hours and spending more time getting to and from work.  

They therefore have lest time, energy, and motivation to spend connecting with 

neighbors.  According to Putnam, people are spending increasing amounts of time 

either at work, and enjoying private entertainment in their private homes, to the 

detriment of social and civic engagement. 

 

Neighbors in Rancho Peñasquitos  

 As I described in the previous chapter, during the middle of my fieldwork I 

spent two months renting a room from Bill, a homeowner in Rancho Peñasquitos.  

During our initial meeting Bill made sure to mention how quiet the neighbors were.  

He was trying to promote some of the qualities of the neighborhood in an attempt to 

convince me to rent the room.  I did not need much convincing, but I found Bill’s 

descriptions to be quite illuminating.  Bill was attempting to highlight what he saw to 

be the good qualities of the neighborhood.  By paying attention to how Bill described 

the community we can get a good sense for how Bill, and other suburbanites, think 

about where they live and their relation with the larger community.  I asked Bill what 

he meant by “quiet.”  He responded, “well, the neighbors don’t make much noise and 

they won’t bother you much. And there isn’t a problem with crime around here 

either.” 

 Bill’s linkage of neighborly noise and nuisance with crime is quite interesting.  

Bill understands anything that interrupts his private enjoyment of his home as a 

violation of his perceived rights as a suburban homeowner, equivalent to breaking the 
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law.  I also asked Bill how he knew that crime wasn’t a problem.  He explained, “In 

the five years that we’ve lived here we’ve never had a problem, and like I said, it’s 

really quiet.”  Here Bill explicitly linked crime and neighborly behavior.  The 

neighborhood is quiet and the neighbors don’t bother each other, therefore crime is not 

an issue.  This perception is inspired by the suburban discourse, which values privacy 

of the nuclear family and the separation of the family from outside influences.  Noise 

is conceptually linked to the urban environment and is therefore equated to the 

imagined danger and crime of the city.  Additionally, the violation of the suburban 

ideal is understood as a violation of a perceived right – a right to live according to the 

suburban ideal.  I will pick up on the connection between the suburban discourse and 

rights in Chapter Seven.   

Bill was right – the neighborhood was quiet.  I rented the room for two 

months.  During that time I lived in Rancho Peñasquitos fulltime and experienced the 

neighborhood as a resident would.  Only rarely during my two-month stay did I ever 

hear the next-door neighbors.  The only time I noticed neighborly activity was on a 

Sunday afternoon when the homeowner across the street mowed his lawn.  In fact, 

there was no significant interaction between any of the neighbors on the street.  A few 

times I might see a neighbor going to or from her car as I was going to or from my car.  

We might exchange glances or even simple greetings, but more often than not we 

would ignore each other as we went on with our busy lives.   

My experiences with the neighbors were not unique.  I never once saw Bill or 

his family talking or interacting with neighbors.  Every evening Bill would come 
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home from work, and aside from eating dinner, he would spend most of the evening 

watching television or surfing the internet.  Jane, Bill’s wife, and Alex, Bill’s son, both 

followed the same pattern.  Alex was home-schooled during the day, and rarely left 

the house.  Jane took care of the house and Alex’s schooling.  Neither one left the 

house much during the day, and at night they joined Bill watching television or using 

the computer.  Each family member had their own computer and desk, which were 

situated in a common room.  Computer-use for the family was a type of social bond of 

collective individualism.  Sometimes a small television was turned on while the family 

collectively used their individual computers, often however, each family member 

would open up a window on their computer and watch television on their individual 

computer screen.  Twice during my stay Bill had people over for dinner.  Neither 

group, however, included neighbors.  The first dinner party was relatives from Los 

Angeles, and the second was people Bill worked with.  I asked Bill one evening if he 

knew his neighbors, and how often he talked to them.  He said of course he knew 

them, but he only ever really talked to them if there was some kind of problem, such 

as noise or some other inconvenience.  

 It would be very easy to describe Bill’s lack of interaction with his neighbors 

as unneighborly.  On the surface he appears to have very little connection with his 

neighbors.  Throughout the community one rarely, if ever, sees neighbors chatting or 

visiting with one another.  Despite this seeming lack of connection, however, many 

community members feel close to their fellow PQ residents.  Over 70% of the 

residents I spoke to during my fieldwork report having had dinner with neighbors at 
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least twice in the past month.  John, Joan, and Carrie are good examples.  They all 

have dinner with neighbors somewhat regularly.  John even commented, “I like having 

neighbors over.  I look forward to it every month.”  Furthermore, when asked what 

they liked about the community, over 45% of respondents made specific reference to 

their friendly neighbors.  An additional 8% commented on the quietness of the 

neighborhood as one of their likes.  This quietness is, as Bill reminds us, part of the 

neighborliness of the community.  Looking from the outside it might be hard to see 

interaction between neighbors in Rancho Peñasquitos and it would be easy to see 

people living in the community as self-enclosed private individuals.  Neighborly 

contact rarely comes in the form of people talking over the hedge or sitting out on the 

front porch, and it is therefore hard to see from the outside.  Contact between 

neighbors is oftentimes spawned through connections parents make through their 

children and children’s school.  Residents may not have a daily connection with their 

neighbors, but they feel a connection to them nonetheless, and this connection is an 

important part of their identity as residents of Rancho Peñasquitos.  

 

Is neighborly contact a real measure of civic participation? 

 The scholarly literature does not present a unified view concerning neighborly 

behavior in the suburbs.  Suburbanites of the 1950s are described by Gans and Whyte 

to be very neighborly.  Suburbanites of the same era are described by Berger to be 

unneighborly.  Similarly, suburbs of the 1980s and 90s are presented by many authors 

to be unneighborly.  The differences can be explained largely by time period and class 
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being studied.  As Putnam shows clearly, there has been a decline over the past 60 

years in the amount of contact suburbanites have with their neighbors.  All of the 

authors, however, share a common assumption.  Neighborly activity is assumed to be 

directly connected to, if not responsible for, civic activity.  Is this assumption valid?  If 

so, how would we judge neighborly behavior and civic activity in Rancho 

Peñasquitos?   

As we have seen through Bill and others, interaction between neighbors in 

Rancho Peñasquitos is often an attempt to avoid each other as much as possible, at the 

same time, however, residents feel closely connected to one another.  My initial 

discussion with Bill illustrates the lack of neighborly interaction is in his mind an 

attractive aspect of living in the suburbs.  Residents of Rancho Peñasquitos may not 

interact with their neighbors on a regular or intimate basis, but that does not mean they 

are unneighborly.  Being a good neighbor in Rancho Peñasquitos is not about chatting 

over a fence or loaning each other lawn equipment.  Rather, it is about leaving each 

other alone, and not bothering each other unless there is a special occasion.  Many 

authors have documented the desire to be left alone, and have classified it as 

unneighborly and un-civic. But is this really unneighborly?  Is it really un-civic?   

If the residents of a neighborhood want to be left alone and all the neighbors 

respect that desire to be left alone, is it unneighborly behavior?  By respecting each 

other’s privacy, the residents of Rancho Peñasquitos are working to reinforce and 

recreate a certain understanding of the suburban ideal.  The original suburbs were 

places of escape for nuclear families.  So too are contemporary suburbs.  Escape, 
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however, is impossible for most suburbanites in the way it was originally envisioned.  

The middle-class suburbanites of Rancho Peñasquitos, therefore, have created their 

own type of suburban escape through a neighborliness of non-disturbance.  

Contemporary middle-class suburbanites are surrounded by others just like 

themselves.  Living in such close proximity to one another, the separation and escape 

desired by suburban residents is impossible.  In order to create a sense of privacy, 

however, suburbanites work collectively to uphold each other’s sense of distance and 

separation.  

The car, privatized entertainment, and focus on home-based activities is less a 

cause of social isolation, and more a reflection of the underlying suburban ideal, which 

permeates the lifestyle of contemporary suburban residents and places a high social 

value on privacy.  Connection with one’s neighbors in this context becomes an 

inherently un-civic, rather than civic, activity.  In my conversation with Bill, he 

explicitly links neighborly noise and disturbance with crime.  Nothing could be less 

civic than breaking the law, which in the eyes of contemporary suburbanites is 

equivalent to interrupting one’s sense of privacy.  We have an interesting inversion.  

As contact with neighbors becomes seen as un-civic, maintenance of privacy becomes 

understood as behaving in a civically appropriate manner.  How then, is one to 

measure civic activity?  If civic activity, in this way of thinking, is the lack of public 

interaction, it not only calls into question the assumption that neighborly activity is 

inherently related to civic activity, it also becomes problematic to measure.  By 

understanding how suburban residents conceptualize their neighbors it becomes 
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apparent that using neighborly contact as a measure for civic activity is not 

appropriate.  Instead, we need to investigate how suburban residents respond when 

their imagined suburban ideal is violated.  By focusing on how suburbanites interact 

with their neighbors, we miss how the suburbanites experience and imagine their 

reality. 

I do not want to give the impression that people in Rancho Peñasquitos are not 

sociable or civically involved.  There are many ways in which people meet each other 

and become involved in the community.  The residents of Rancho Peñasquitos are 

very much involved with children’s activities, clubs, and various community groups.  

That being said, however, neighborly connection is not as prevalent in Rancho 

Peñasquitos as described by Gans and Whyte.  This does not mean that it is entirely 

lacking.  There are members of the community that go out of their way to engage with 

their neighbors.  They happen to be a minority, and those whom I have met live in the 

newer-developed section of the community.  Connecting with one’s next-door 

neighbors, is not however, the only way to be involved in the community, and is not, 

as I have argued here necessarily a valid measure for civic involvement. 

 

Public Space 

 Suburbs have often been criticized as places lacking in public space.  The 

development of private property largely void of public space has raised the concern of 

many authors and has been blamed for a lack of civic involvement in the suburbs.  It is 

argued in order to have an active civil society, a place must exit outside of the home 



 172

where people can meet, discuss events, and resolve issues as free citizens neither 

bound by private interests nor governmental authority.  The lack of such places in the 

suburbs, therefore, has been criticized as creating an environment where civic activity 

is impossible.  Since there are few public spaces, the suburbs are seen as inherently 

lacking in any level of significant civic activity.  Robert Fishman (1987) presents this 

view clearly.  He sees the suburbs of the 1980s as an environment that promotes social 

isolation, which leads to civic withdrawal and a loss of public interaction.  He states, 

“a single house, a single street, even a cluster of streets and houses can and frequently 

are well designed.  But true public space is lacking or totally commercialized” 

(Fishman 1987:203).   

Fishman’s description could have been written to describe Rancho 

Peñasquitos.  The most obvious public spaces are the two shopping centers, but those 

are not fully public spaces.  They are private properties held by the owners of the 

shopping centers.  The public schools are a publicly owned space, but they are strictly 

monitored by 24-hour security, surrounded by chain-link fence and steal-barred gates, 

and are not accessible to the general public.  They are only public for students, 

teachers, and the right type of parents who have passed a background check and are 

therefore hardly public at all.  Baumgartner also raises the issue of suburban 

privatization.  She argues that lack of public spaces and increasing seclusion in private 

homes leads to a decrease in interpersonal connections and likelihood to become 

involved in community concerns (1988: 101).  Baumgartner also suggests that people 

in the suburbs do not want to get involved in the affairs of others, and tend to avoid 
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each other as much as possible (Baumgartner 1988:52).  Let us look closer, then, at 

public space in Rancho Peñasquitos. 

 

Public Space in Rancho Peñasquitos 

 Rancho Peñasquitos lacks significant amounts of public space.  As mentioned 

previously, the only large areas of public spaces are not fully public.  Two shopping 

centers flank the neighborhood.  Each contains a large supermarket and many other 

smaller specialty stores.  They resemble any of the other innumerable strip malls 

throughout the country.  The majority of the day these shopping centers see little 

activity.  Day laborers, stay-at-home moms, and the odd retired couple make their way 

through the parking lots during the early afternoon.  It isn’t until the late afternoon 

when the shopping centers pick up in activity.  Residents stop in on their way home 

from work to pick up dinner, groceries, or whatever else they may need for the 

evening.  Most people make their way from their car to the store and back to their car 

as quickly as possible.  The only people that tend to use the shopping centers as a 

public place are the teenagers that are too young to drive.  The shops and parking lot 

serve as a meeting place for young teenagers, who have no other convenient place to 

hangout with their friends.  Signs posted throughout the shopping centers warn that 

loitering is not permitted, and inevitably these teenagers will be chased from the 

premises, thereby destroying any hope of a truly public sphere.  Cohen (2003) points 

out that the owners of shopping centers tend to promote their malls as open and public 
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places, but only to a certain type of consuming public.  Individuals that threaten a 

peaceful (and profitable) shopping experience are removed without hesitation. 

 Rancho Peñasquitos is full of neighborhood parks.  These would also seem to 

be ideal public spaces in which to mount civic activity.  The parks, however, are not as 

public as they would seem to be.  Neighbors are very protective of their parks, and to 

some degree view them as an extension of their private property.  During a fieldwork 

observation, I sat for a few hours in a public park making observations concerning 

how the park was used and by whom.  For the most part young mothers and their 

young children use the parks during the day, while older children on sports teams use 

the parks during the late afternoons and evenings.  In fact during the evenings the 

parks are quite lively, as parents watch their children play whatever sport is in season.   

During my daytime observations my presence did not go unnoticed.  Many 

times I was looked at questionably by the mothers watching their children.  

Apparently they did not appreciate someone making observations and taking notes in 

their park, especially when their children were concerned.  A few times I was 

approached and asked if everything was okay, as if for some reason something was 

not.  The underlying message being expressed was that I was violating an unspoken 

social norm, and that the suburban mothers were uncomfortable with me in the park.  

Upon explanation of my presence some of the parents’ concerns were relieved, but 

others asked if I would leave.  They felt as if the park was theirs, and that I had no 

right to be there.  I clearly made some feel uncomfortable with my presence.  I brought 

this issue to Cindy’s attention during one of our conversations.  She knew right away 
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how these mothers felt.  “No offence or anything,” she said, “but I wouldn’t want 

some strange guy that I don’t know sitting in my park.  You’re lucky you haven’t had 

the police called.”  Cindy’s statement illustrates that neighborhood parks are seen as 

places where children can go to play in peace and safety.  For parents and their 

children the parks provide a place to relax and socialize.  Other types of people and 

behaviors, however, are excluded.  Any other types of people or activity that might 

threaten the safety of the parks is deemed inappropriate for the park setting.  The park, 

therefore is not a place where civic activity could occur with any level of social 

acceptance.  It is, rather, a publicly funded space that is understood to be an extension 

of the private sphere, where children and families can enjoy themselves. 

 Schools might also be places where civic activity could occur.  To some extent 

this is true.  Parent Teacher Associations regularly meet at all of the local schools.  At 

these meetings neighborhood parents meet to discuss issues concerning the school, it’s 

curriculum, and activities.  This is certainly a local form of civic organization, and I 

will take it up in more detail in the next section.  It is, however, an extremely limited 

form of civic activity and a very limited form of public space.  Only parents of current 

students and teachers who have paid to be members of the PTA are allowed to 

participate in these meetings1.  The school is closed to all other adults.  In fact, most 

neighborhood schools have a steel gate that closes across the front and are surrounded 

by chain link fences.  In order to be on campus, an adult must check in at the main 

                                                 
1 PTA dues in Rancho Peñasquitos range between $9.00 per parent to $50.00 per student.  Amounts 
vary between schools, type of membership, and expected level of yearly fundraising done by the 
children.  In some schools, parents can opt their children out of fundraising by paying higher PTA 
membership fees up-front. 
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office and have a verified reason for being there.  The extreme access restrictions 

make schools an extremely limited public space, which allows for an extremely 

limited type of civic activity.  

 The local public library seems to be the most active public space in Rancho 

Peñasquitos for what could be called civic participation.  Public notices are posted at 

the library and any development plans for the community are open for review.  The 

library tends to be fairly busy, which could potentially lend itself well to a place of 

public meeting.  From my observations, however, this does not seem to occur.  

Visitors at the library tend to do quiet individual reading, research, or other work.  

While the library potentially serves as a place for individuals to learn about local civic 

issues, it lacks a place for those individuals to gather and meet in a productive manner.  

In fact, the library staff actively discourages discussion and debate, which would be a 

central component of a civic sphere.   

 The Rancho Peñasquitos Town Council, Rancho Peñasquitos Planning Board, 

and numerous community volunteer groups gather in meeting rooms in the nearby 

Doubletree Golf Resort and Hotel.  These meeting rooms serve, among other 

functions, as a form of public space.  Meetings are held at the Doubletree and residents 

of Rancho Peñasquitos can come and discuss their issues, debate the problems, and 

attempt to come to resolutions.  In many ways these meeting rooms are the true public 

spaces in Rancho Peñasquitos.  And people do use the space; at one point over three 

hundred local residents came to speak on a proposed development project during a 

Planning Board meeting, I address this in more detail in a following section.  In certain 
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circumstances, the Doubletree meeting rooms are public spaces, but the majority of 

the time they are not.  They are only public spaces when the Doubletree management 

gives the approval.  Only certain groups are allowed to meet in the meeting rooms, 

other groups are asked to pay for use.  Only when the Doubletree allows the public in 

are the spaces truly public and available for civic activity. 

 

Does public space determine civic participation?   

 Rancho Peñasquitos, would seem then to have a very limited public space.  

The spaces that are public are not truly public, only public to a limited degree, or not 

used toward civic activity.  This is precisely how the residents want it.  As Bill 

illustrates, after a long hard day’s work, getting involved in local issues is the last 

thing many suburban residents want to do.  Even those that do get involved, such as 

Barry and Cindy, often do so only reluctantly.  Eric J. Oliver (2001) has made a 

convincing argument that as homogeneity of class and ideology increases in suburban 

areas, civic activity decreases.  When residents feel like their neighbors believe and act 

in the same ways that they do, they are much less likely to become involved in civic 

activity because there is no reason to become personally involved.  When one trusts 

one’s neighbors to uphold shared values, issues do not raise massive concern because 

residents trust each other to handle things in the same way they would handle it 

themselves.  It is only when residents lack a feeling of trust that they become 

personally involved, because they feel that their personal opinions and viewpoints are 

not being expressed.  Among the residents of Rancho Peñasquitos that I spoke to, over 
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95% said that they felt they could trust their neighbors.  This supports the observation 

that residents of Rancho Peñasquitos do not use public space, and do not desire public 

space for civic activity.  The lack of public space does not limit participation; rather, it 

is lack of interest that forgoes the use of the space that is available for civil society.  

We cannot, therefore, use public space as a measure of potential civic participation.   

  

Community Groups 

 Community groups have also been seen as a marker of civic activity.  Often 

times community groups perform community service and in many instances joining a 

community group can be seen as a civic activity in itself.  Community groups are 

collections of individuals gathered outside of the private sphere in some capacity for 

the well being of the community.  Rancho Peñasquitos has quite a number of 

community groups of different kinds.  In 2007, the California Secretary of State 

recognized over 35 organized groups within Rancho Peñasquitos.  These include 

churches, sports leagues, homeowners associations (HOAs), parent teacher 

associations (PTAs), and community volunteer groups.  There are, however, many 

other groups that are not officially recognized.  From my count, there are at least an 

additional 15 smaller clubs and groups in Rancho Peñasquitos that are not formally 

recognized by the state.  These include special interest clubs, the photography club and 

the Irish dancing club, for example, as well as groups to support the local schools, 

such as a local high school’s Grad Night Committee.  All-in-all the community is not 

lacking in the availability of community groups.     



 179

 

Community Service Organizations 

Rancho Peñasquitos, boasts many clubs within the community, which exist to 

better the community through community service.  These clubs are often local 

chapters of larger organizations, or are sponsored by local churches.  Throughout 

Rancho Peñasquitos there are approximately five such clubs, which range in size from 

15 to 30 members.  One such group meets every week for dinner at a local restaurant.  

Meeting attendance ranges from 8 to 20 depending on the week and the meal being 

served.  The meetings tend to last about two hours and serve three general purposes.  

First, club members have a chance to catch up and socialize with each other over a 

meal.  Of the two-hour meeting, at least half of the time is spent in general 

conversation.  Topics range across a wide spectrum, but tend to focus on family-

related issues, current events, or local professional sports teams.  Second, the meeting 

is often used as a way to raise money for the club.  Throughout the meetings a variety 

of “games” are played at the cost of a few dollars each.  In addition, it is not 

uncommon for collections to be taken directly for various causes.  The collected 

money is later used to perform community service or pay national club dues.  Finally, 

the meeting is used to plan and discuss future club activities.  This tends to be the 

shortest segment of the meetings.  Very little decision-making happens during the 

meetings themselves.  Most decisions are made after the official meeting is over by 

individuals interested in various projects.  The meeting itself tends to serve more as a 

forum to announce previously made decisions.  
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Club service activities include both small-scale activities and larger 

community-wide activities. A common small activity, for example, is to volunteer at a 

local park to perform landscaping and maintenance.  These types of activates take 

place on a weekly to bi-weekly schedule.  Other such activities include organizing and 

volunteering for community blood drives, collecting food for the San Diego Food 

Bank, and volunteering to help maintain the local public library.  A larger annual 

activity planned by such groups includes a community-wide “Fun Run” for elementary 

school and junior high students.  Elementary schools and junior highs in the area do 

not have an athletic track program for their students.  Once a year, a community group 

in Rancho Peñasquitos organizes a free event at a local high school in which hundreds 

of children come to compete in running events.  Children are divided by age and sex, 

and spend all afternoon competing with each other at a local high school track.  Every 

child is given an award for participation, and the event has been growing in popularity 

for the past few years.  By the end of the day the entire track and football field is 

covered with exhausted children and their parents.  A lot of organization, coordination, 

work, and favor asking are involved in putting together an event of this magnitude.  

The group spends all year planning and fundraising in order to put together an 

effective “Fun Run” for the community.  After the event, the group takes a few weeks 

off of planning, but shortly thereafter, planning begins for the next year.  Three weeks 

after the event the president of the group announced at the weekly meeting, “I know it 

seems like we just finished, but we need to start planning for next year’s Fun Run.  

Would anyone like to volunteer to chair the committee?”  His comment was met with 
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general groans.  Everyone knew how much work was involved, and they had just 

gotten a chance to rest.  Despite the effort, a volunteer was found without much 

prodding, and the work planning the next years Fun Run began anew. 

Fundraising and recruitment is always an issue for these groups.  Often times 

the events are used to help draw attention and funds toward the group.  Keeping 

people involved in community service seems to be a loosing battle for some groups, 

and finding money to pay for expenses increasingly seems to be coming out of 

members’ own pockets.  One member told me in confidence, “I’m not sure how much 

longer I can afford to come to these meetings.  Every time its five dollars here, five 

dollars there, and twenty dollars for something else.  I don’t mind volunteering.  I 

actually enjoy it, but just handing out all this money is different.  It’s not what I signed 

up for.”  During my fieldwork one community service group decided to reduce 

meeting times from once a week to once every other week.  This decision was made to 

lessen the demands placed on current members and to potentially attract future 

members.  The large service activities put on by these clubs are undertaken for 

community service, publicity for the group, and a potential source of fundraising.  At 

the “Fun Run,” for example, concessions were sold in an attempt to raise money for 

the group and pay for future events. 

Most of the residents of Rancho Peñasquitos do not belong to one of these 

clubs.  In fact, only a small minority of the community participates in such groups.  

These groups, however, are readily available for those wishing to become involved.  

The major issue for larger involvement is the level of commitment required.  Members 
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of these community groups dedicate significant amounts of time, labor, and money.  

Although most community members appreciate the work these groups do, the majority 

of residents in Rancho Peñasquitos lack the time and commitment membership 

requires.  There are many other types of groups, however, some of which do draw 

significant participation. 

 

Rancho Peñasquitos Town Council 

 Although not an independent city, the neighborhood of Rancho Peñasquitos 

has a group called the Rancho Peñasquitos Town Council.  The Town Council is a 

group of community members that meet on a monthly basis to address issues that 

concern the neighborhood of Rancho Peñasquitos.  The Town Council was formed 

when a number of separate homeowners associations in the community merged 

together to form a single large organization.  The Town Council is, in other words, a 

large homeowners association for Rancho Peñasquitos.  For example, the Town 

Council is in charge of enforcing the Codes, Covenants, and Restrictions (CC&Rs) of 

the neighborhood.  These codes were written by the developers of the neighborhood 

and are part of the deed attached to every house in the neighborhood.  By purchasing a 

house in Rancho Peñasquitos, homeowners are also agreeing to abide by the 

stipulations set forth in the CC&Rs.  These rules usually refer to things such as what 

improvements can and must be made to a property, what types of landscaping can be 
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done, and in some cases what race a house can be sold to2.  This is dealt with in more 

detail in chapter 7.  In the past decade CC&Rs have been successfully challenged in 

numerous courts, and have been stripped of much of their regulatory power.  The 

Town Council was originally tasked with enforcing the CC&Rs, but has downplayed 

that role as of late.  As the chairperson of the Town Council CC&R Committee 

explains, “We can’t really do much in the way of enforcement.  If there is a violation 

we will send a letter, and if there is a city ordinance being broken we might call the 

cops, but other than that, there’s not much we can realistically do.”  That doesn’t mean 

people don’t complain, however.  Not a month goes by that the Town Council doesn’t 

get a letter or phone call from a local resident complaining about a neighbor’s 

violation of some aspect of the CC&Rs.  When such a case arises, the Town Council 

contacts both parties and attempts to resolve the situation, but if the offending party 

fails to respond, the Town Council takes no further action.  They do not feel it is in 

their capability to take the offender to court for a case they feel they would probably 

loose.  The best solution they have come up with is to recommend to the complainant 

that he or she look for a city ordinance or state law that is being violated and complain 

to the police.   

 Although no longer an enforcer of CC&Rs, the Town Council does provide 

two basic services to the community of Rancho Peñasquitos.  Representatives of local 

political officials and public service agencies attend every Town Council meeting.  At 

the meetings these officials give reports on the current happenings in the elected 

                                                 
2 Enforcement of deed restrictions based on race has been declared illegal by the US Supreme Court 
(Shelly v. Kraemer, 1948; Arlington Heights v. Metropolitan Housing Development Corp., 1977). On 
paper, however, many remnants of the historical process remain. 
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representative’s offices, and take feedback from the Town Council and community 

members.  This is an active link between local communities and their elected 

representatives, and the Town Council helps to ensure that residents of Rancho 

Peñasquitos have their opinions heard.  The Town Council also sponsors numerous 

local activities and events.  Every month the Council awards grants to local programs 

that have a positive impact on the local community.  Grants range from a hundred 

dollars, up to as much as one thousand dollars.  Recipients often include local school 

clubs and programs, local boy and girl scouts working on community projects, and 

other projects that benefit the community, such as a historical re-enactment in a local 

park.  The Council takes great pride in being able to aid community events and 

projects, and their grants have had a significant impact in the community.  The Town 

Council also sponsors and organizes an annual community-wide street fair called the 

“Fiesta de los Rancho Peñasquitos.”  One Sunday a year in late spring, a major arterial 

road in the middle of Rancho Peñasquitos is shut down for this large street fair.  

Vendors, booths, amusement rides, and stages line both sides of the street for over a 

half-mile.  Families come out by the hundreds to partake in the daylong fun and 

events.  The street is packed full of people from eleven in the morning to five at night.  

It would be impossible to estimate the number of local residents that attend the event, 

as people are coming and going throughout the day.  At any one time, however, there 

are well over a thousand people present.  The event raises enough money for the Town 

Council to put on the event the following year and give out grants to local community 

projects throughout the year.   
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 At any given Town Council meeting there are usually one or two community 

members present, along with a boy scout or two working towards their citizenship 

badge3.  The audience members usually come to present an issue to the Town Council 

or to ask for a grant. Often times the Town Council sponsors informational 

presentations.  For example, one meeting was dedicated to a presentation by 

representatives from the local ambulance company concerning their operation and 

volunteer possibilities.  On another occasion the Town Council played host to a debate 

among people running for the local school board.  On occasions such as these, the 

attendance numbers at the meetings tends to go up dramatically.  The school board 

debate, for example, had to be held in a larger room because of the crowd of 

approximately 75 audience members.  The Town Council sponsors many civic events, 

and serves as a resource for people looking to become civically involved.  Most 

residents of the community are aware that the Town Council exists, although most are 

only vaguely aware of its function, and many confuse the Town Council with the 

Planning Board.  The Town Council is a potential for civic participation for residents, 

and it encourages people to get involved in their community, but it only works for 

those who take interest have the focus and desire to become involved. 

 

Rancho Peñasquitos Community Planning Board 

 The Rancho Peñasquitos Community Planning Board is an advisory committee 

to the San Diego City Council.  When development issues come up in the community, 

they must go before the Planning Board where a public hearing is held.  After the 

                                                 
3 The citizenship badge will be taken up again in the next chapter. 
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hearing the Planning Board submits a recommendation to the City Council, which will 

then approve or deny the proposal.  The Planning Board consists of volunteer 

homeowners in the community of Rancho Peñasquitos and is tasked with upholding 

the Community Plan for the area.  The decisions made by the planning board are not 

binding and are only advisory to the City Council.  The Planning Committee meets 

one evening a month at the Doubletree Hotel.  

 Sitting through a Planning Board meeting, can be a trying experience.  

Meetings typically begin with an approval of minutes from previous meetings and a 

public comment period.  Rarely do community members speak, but about once every 

three months someone has a complaint to voice.  These usually have to do with traffic 

or neighbors.  The planning board usually diverts these comments by pointing out that 

they do not deal with complaints about neighbors, and directs traffic complaints to the 

office of the city traffic engineer.  The meeting then turns to reports from 

representatives of local elected officials.  These tend to be some of the same 

representatives that present at the Town Council, but limited to the city offices.  The 

representatives are also much less open to questions at the Planning Board meetings, 

and typically only report on issues directly related to the planning board, planning, and 

development.  The meeting then turns to various action items dealing with whatever 

issues or proposals have come up in the previous month.  These can range from 

proposals to update a city water pumping station in the neighborhood to a request for a 

liquor license from a local business, or a proposal to install cell phone transmission 

towers in the community.  The issues are presented on and discussed.  After the 
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presentations, the board has a comment period and will take a vote on the issues if one 

is deemed appropriate.  The meeting is the adjourned, usually three to four hours after 

it began.  

 Attendance at the planning board meetings depends entirely upon the issues 

being dealt with that month.  In months where little of controversy is dealt with 

community attendance can be as few as two to three.  In months where a controversial 

issue is dealt with, attendance can be as high as three hundred.  One meeting in 

particular dealt with proposed re-development project in the community.  The 

Doubletree Hotel owns an expansive property, which is currently used as a golf course 

and hotel campus.  The hotel management company that owns the Doubletree would 

like to sell the hotel and golf course to housing developers.  This proposal has met 

with significant levels of community outrage.  When the Panning Board addressed the 

issue, there were well over three hundred community members present to voice 

concern over the plan.  The meeting took well over four hours to finish as debate and 

discussion carried on well into the evening.  This was the most extreme example, but it 

is not unique.  Other controversial subjects, such as the proposal to run high tension 

power lines through the community and a proposal to move the San Diego 

International Airport a few miles away from Rancho Peñasquitos drew over a hundred 

audience members each. 

 The Rancho Peñasquitos Planning Board serves as a popular outlet for 

community involvement.  When issues arise, the planning board is a place for 

community members to rally around, where their voices can be heard, and feel as if 
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they are listened to.  More often than not, the Planning Board acts in ways that 

correspond to how the majority of the community feels.  In fact, I have not observed 

one decision that was made in opposition to the general community sentiment.  This 

course of action is justified by the bylaws of the Planning Board, which dictate that the 

board is tasked with providing recommendations to the City Council in accordance 

with the Rancho Peñasquitos Community Plan.  The Rancho Peñasquitos Community 

Plan states one of its goals is to, “ensure a pleasant and healthful physical and social  

environment for Rancho Peñasquitos residents by balancing development with the 

preservation of the community’s natural resources and amenities.”  This goal provides 

the justification and wide leeway for the Planning Board to reject any proposal that 

residents feel threatened by.  It also gives the residents a feeling that they are being 

protected, and they come out in large numbers when they feel threatened.  Residents 

do not become involved, however, if they do not feel threatened by some issue.  This 

emphasis on threat will be dealt with more fully in chapter 7. 

 

Rancho Peñasquitos Parks & Recreation 

 Rancho Peñasquitos also has a Parks and Recreation Board.  This organization 

is responsible for the maintenance and operation of the parks throughout the 

community.  The board consists of numerous members of the community, most of 

which serve as representatives from the various children’s sporting leagues that use 

the parks.  For example, one board member represents Little League Baseball, another 

Pop Warner Football, and yet another youth soccer, and so on.  The meetings of the 
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Parks and Rec. Board are not well attended.  In fact, for over a year I was the single 

person to attend a meeting who was not a member of the board.  The business of the 

Parks and Rec. Board is quite boring.  Most often the business has to do with field 

scheduling for the various teams, hours the field lights should remain on, sprinkler 

schedules, and the like.  

 It may be boring at the meetings, but it is important work for the community.  

The work the Parks and Rec. Board completes makes it possible for the youth sports 

teams to use the parks in the community.  On an average weekday evening, aside from 

the grocery stores, one rarely sees very many other people outside of their cars in 

Rancho Peñasquitos – except in the parks.  The parks are routinely full of community 

residents as they watch and support their children’s athletic teams.  In the spring and 

summer it is baseball and softball.  In the fall and winter it is football, soccer, and 

cheerleading.  Year-round, the parks are full of children and their cheering parents.  I 

routinely asked residents of Rancho Peñasquitos why they liked living where they do.  

One of the common responses is that Rancho Peñasquitos is a children-centered 

community.  This is certainly visible in the nightly crowds at the neighborhood parks.  

None of this would be possible, however, if it were not for the Rancho Peñasquitos 

Parks and Recreation Board and their mundane monthly meetings.  I sense that they 

are so sparsely attended due to the fact that things run smoothly.  I am convinced, 

based on my observations of other groups, that if the Parks and Rec. Board failed to 

provide usable fields for the children of Rancho Peñasquitos, their meetings would 

draw much higher attendance.  
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Parent Teacher Associations in Rancho Peñasquitos 

 Each of the 12 schools in the community of Rancho Peñasquitos has a Parent 

Teacher Association.  These are local chapters of the larger national organization, and 

serve to provide a connection between the parents of children and their teachers and 

school administrators.  Each PTA tends to have a handful of ten to fifteen parents who 

are very committed to the group such as Cindy and parents like her.  Members are 

largely women, but a few men are sprinkled here and there.  Membership in the PTA 

is based on payment of dues and being a teacher or parent of a child enrolled in the 

school to which the group is attached.  The majority of active members within the 

PTA are parents, with teachers playing a minor role.  PTA meetings are scheduled 

once a month during the evening.  Meetings generally last an hour and a half to two 

hours.  The majority of PTA meeting time is spent identifying issues that the PTA can 

address and planning fundraising activities to raise money that can then be spent on 

school activities, events, and equipment.  PTAs link what is usually considered the 

private sphere with that of the state.  Parents can have input with the schools they send 

their children too, and even more importantly, when the school isn’t providing some 

service that is deemed important, the PTA often steps up to make it a reality by raising 

the required funds.  The importance and significance of PTA activities is picked up in 

much more detail in chapter 8. 
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Rancho Peñasquitos Public Action Groups 

 Rancho Peñasquitos has two major grassroots organizations that have 

developed to address certain controversial political issues.  One of these organizations, 

the Alarmed Citizens of Peñasquitos, boasts over five hundred members and was 

formed to contest the proposal by San Diego Gas and Electric to run high tension 

power lines through the neighborhood.  This group was originally organized by Barry 

and his neighbors, largely through pre-existing social networks within the community.  

It started by members of a PTA getting organized.  From there it spread to other PTAs 

and through email.  The group has presented arguments in front of the Planning Board 

on a local level, and a state planning commission on a state level.  They have a website 

to attract members, and do most of their organizing through the use of email.  

 The second group, PQ Response Group, was organized to oppose the re-

development of the Doubletree Hotel.  This group is much newer and much smaller 

than the Alarmed Citizens of Peñasquitos.  It was, however, organized in much the 

same fashion, though the use of pre-existing contacts made through the PTAs and 

email lists.  The group had only been in existence for a few months before the 

Doubletree presented its plans before the Planning Board, and yet the group was able 

to mobilize a few hundred people to show up at the meeting to oppose the 

development.  In addition, the group was able to get two of its members elected to the 

Planning Board in order to increase the chances that the development does not 

progress.  These two grassroots organizations illustrate that when the community feels 

its interests are being threatened, that individuals will mobilize and become involved 
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civically.  Although only briefly introduced here, both groups play a significant role in 

Chapter Seven. 

 

Churches in Rancho Peñasquitos 

 There are five churches in the community of Rancho Peñasquitos.  All of the 

five have large congregations and seem to be functioning rather well.  As a center for 

group activity and shared interests, one might think that churches play a central role in 

promoting community values and sponsoring civic activity.  I had assumed as much 

when I began my fieldwork, and used the churches as one of the entree points into the 

neighborhood.  I soon found out, however, that the church “community” was defined 

very different than the surrounding suburban community.  What appear to be local 

community churches are in fact not local at all in terms of their congregations.  

Approximately 50% of residents in Rancho Peñasquitos claim to attend church 

services regularly at least once a month.  Out of the church-going population, 

however, less than 50% attend a church inside Rancho Peñasquitos.  Most church 

attendees travel to neighboring communities for religious services.  Additionally, the 

congregations of churches within Rancho Peñasquitos are comprised largely of 

community outsiders.  One minister told me, “Over 75% of our congregation lives in 

Mira Mesa [a neighboring community]. There was a split a few years ago and a 

popular minister went to another church.  Most of the locals went with him. I came 

here from Mira Mesa, and a lot of them [his previous congregation] followed me 

here.”   



 193

 Church attendance in Rancho Peñasquitos seems to be more about finding the 

right minister or priest than worshiping with one’s local community and neighbors.  

One resident put it bluntly, “I tried the churches around here, but I didn’t like any I 

could find. So I drive up to Rancho Bernardo every weekend. I have a friend that lives 

there and we go together.  I like it up there much better. The services are great, and I 

like the people.”  The community created through the churches has little connection 

with the surrounding area and the people living in it.  Therefore congregations have 

little motivation to become involved in “community” issues in the neighborhood in 

which their church happens to be located.  In my time in Rancho Peñasquitos, not once 

did I observe a church-sponsored community project.  That is not to say the churches 

are not involved in other activities, but they are not involved in neighborhood issues.  

One of the local ministers has grown so frustrated with his congregation’s lack of local 

involvement that he has joined one of the previously mentioned community service 

groups.  He felt like he should give back to the community in some way, but was 

unable to motivate the members of his church.  Instead he joined a service club, and 

performs service through his membership in the club.  He regularly urges others in the 

congregation to become involved and join the group as well.  Only one individual has 

taken him up on the offer to date. 

 

Critique of Suburban Community Groups 

 Although community groups are often seen as the ideal form of civil society, 

and therefore the perfect means for suburban residents to become civically involved, 
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there are a number of scholars who question this assumption when it come to the 

suburbs.  In City of Quartz, Mike Davis (1990) documents strong civic and political 

activity in numerous suburban neighborhoods surrounding Los Angeles.  Davis shows 

that during the 1970s and 80s numerous suburban civic and community groups rallied 

around various issues having primarily to do with property values and taxes.  For 

example, many suburban neighborhoods became self-incorporated cities in order to 

have more local control over taxes and zoning procedures, both of which, in these 

cases, had to do with property values.  Groups also formed to stop development in the 

name of environmental protection, but again, fundamentally this was an attempt to 

preserve property value by keeping perceived overcrowding to a minimum.  By 

looking at the membership, goals, and activities of political organizations along with 

voting results and hot political issues, Davis seems to document a hotbed of civic 

participation in suburban L.A.  

 Although civic participation may be relatively high, Davis is hesitant to see it 

as such.  For Davis, the type of civic behavior he is documenting is not “true” civic 

participation because in his opinion it is not based on a concern for the wider 

metropolitan region as a whole.  According to Davis, civic activity that is performed in 

one’s own self-interest and is not directed toward the betterment of the metropolitan 

region as a whole should not be counted as civic activity at all.  This seems to me a 

very slippery slope to stand on.  Who is to judge whether or not participation in a 

political process is or is not truly “civic”?  Attempting to distinguish between 

authentic and inauthentic levels of civic behavior seems to me problematic at best.  
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Why should we assume that the metropolitan region is the proper scope upon which to 

form political decisions?  It seems no more justifiable than any other jurisdiction.  

How would we judge Barry and his Alarmed Citizens group?  They are most certainly 

civically involved.  They are organized and have petitioned the courts and various 

agencies to stop the proposed power line project.  They should certainly not be 

discounted as inauthentic social actors because it is possible to label their motivations 

as self-interested.  Barry is first to recognize his self-interested inspiration for 

involving himself in the opposition.  At the same time, however, he feels compelled by 

a larger community interest.  Barry defines his community as Rancho Peñasquitos, and 

feels as if he is acting not only in his individual interests, but also the common 

community interests.  Instead of labeling this as inauthentic, we should investigate 

why the suburban community has become a primary site of political imagination, 

motivation, and organization. 

 Another critique of civic participation in suburbia challenges the homeowners 

association.  In Privatopia, Evan McKenzie (1994) takes local civic participation as 

one of his main topics as he details the history of the Homeowners’ Association.  

Homeowner’s Associations (HOAs) are local forms of “private” government that 

manage suburban neighborhood developments and condominium complexes.  HOAs 

are often given authority over certain land use practices, maintenance standards, local 

infrastructure improvements, standards of behavior for residents, fees for violation of 

rules, and membership dues.  With such a large mandate on a very local level, one 

might think HOAs would lead to increased local civic participation in the majority of 
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suburbs to which they apply.  In fact it seems to be the case in Rancho Peñasquitos as 

well, with the Town Council.  McKenzie argues, however, this is completely the 

opposite of what usually happens.  Focusing on standard Homeowners’ Association 

bylaws, the Codes, Covenants, and Restrictions which HOAs establish for their 

residents, and the state and federal laws under which HOAs operate, McKenzie argues 

that the nature of HOAs decrease the amount of involvement members have in civic 

activity.  McKenzie contends that HOAs tend to be both oligarchic (1994:135) and 

undemocratic (1994:140).  Both of these attributes tend to make homeowner 

participation in the associations low.  HOAs are undemocratic because only property 

owners can vote on HOA issues.  Any renters living in the community are forced to 

live by the HOA rules are therefore left out of the decision making process.  HOAs are 

oligarchic due to the fact that board members are usually unpaid.  The large time 

investment of serving on the board without compensation puts it out of reach of many 

homeowners, thus creating a privileged class of leaders with little interest among the 

larger home owning population to challenge their leadership.  This also tends to be the 

case in Rancho Peñasquitos.  Often times seats on the Town Council are left unfilled 

due to lack of interest, and those that are filled are usually in unopposed elections.  

McKenzie further argues, the homogeneity of most areas run by HOAs leads to less 

civic participation.  Since everyone considers their neighbors to be like them, no one 

feels the need to get involved because someone else will take care of it.  James 

illustrates this point nicely.  He does not consider any of his commitments to be in 

conflict of interest because he doesn’t see them as political.  They are not political 
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because in his words, “everyone wants the same things [in Rancho Peñasquitos] and 

I’m just representing my neighbors.”  Finally, McKenzie argues, the rules imposed by 

the HOA tend to decrease social interaction as well.  The HOA’s primary concern 

according to McKenzie is to preserve and strengthen property values.  When one fails 

to obey the rules set out by the HOA, one is threatening the property values of others.  

According to McKenzie, the suburban community is therefore more interested in 

obeying the rules than it is about a real social connection (1994:147).  Accordingly, 

social responsibility is reduced to following the rules and paying the HOA dues 

(McKenzie 1994:148-9).  While the ability of HOAs to enforce CC&Rs has been 

reduced to non-existent in Rancho Peñasquitos, the importance of property value 

cannot be overstated.  Barry identifies it as one of his primary motivations to oppose 

the Powerlink project, and numerous residents identify property value as a major 

reason for moving into the community.  The topic of property value will resurface in 

Chapter Seven.  Returning to the point here, Homeowners’ Associations, which on the 

surface could revitalize social and civic engagement, are argued by McKenzie to 

retard any “real” community involvement. 

 

Is participation in community groups a measure of civic participation? 

 The civil sphere, as represented by community groups poses many problems 

when attempting to measure levels of participation.  It is not entirely clear what 

activities belong in the civil sphere, much less whether or not those same activities 

count when they are performed in ways that one might call self-interested.  Putnam 
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would call interaction with neighbors a measurement.  But when, as is the case in 

Rancho Peñasquitos, neighborly friendliness turns out to be avoidance of one’s 

neighbors, the entire concept becomes muddied.  It is difficult, if not impossible to 

measure avoidance as a sign of civic participation.  This chapter has attempted to point 

out that civic participation is difficult to measure, because most definitions are based 

on subjective criteria and therefore lead to different measures for every measurer.  

Even if we were to take a suburban view of civic participation in the suburbs, we 

would still face the same problem.  When I asked residents of Rancho Peñasquitos to 

judge civic activity in the neighborhood, my responses varied from Bill, who said, “no 

one here is involved,” to James, who commented, “this community has great 

involvement, that’s why I moved here.”  My sense is that when people are involved 

they tend to think higher of community involvement in the neighborhood, and when 

people are not personally involved, they fail to see any significant activity.  In other 

words, one’s preconceived conceptions greatly skews how one measures civic activity.   

 To illustrate this point I turn to the ghosts of those without children.  Children 

serve as a central focus in Rancho Peñasquitos and often draw parents into civic 

participation.  Membership in the PTA, for example is predicated on having children 

and motivated by a desire to support their development and education.  One of the 

primary reasons Barry cites for his involvement in fighting the proposed power line 

project is the protection of his children.  Additionally, every evening local schools and 

parks are full of parents supporting their children’s sports teams or other extra-

curricular activities.  In a very real way, children tie the residents of Rancho 
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Peñasquitos together.  Children serve as both the motivation and justification for much 

of the civic activity that happens in the community.  What, then, about the households 

without children? 

 Mike and his wife have lived in the same house in Rancho Peñasquitos for 

over thirty years.  They raised two children who have grown, started families of their 

own, and moved out of the house and neighborhood.  As mentioned in the previous 

chapter, Mike fondly reminisces about raising his children in the community.  He 

remembers attending football games, school plays, and Halloween romps through the 

neighborhood with his children.  He once felt strongly connected to the community 

and had a sense of belonging.  Now that his children are gone, however, he no longer 

feels connected.  Instead, Mike feels a sense of loss and a disconnect from community 

he feels has left him behind.  Mike feels cut off from the community larger community 

without children to connect him to other families.  He has no reason to attend 

children’s sporting events or activities put on by the local schools.  During one of our 

conversations he expressed his feelings, “I’ve lived here for over thirty years and now 

I feel like I’m a stranger in my own neighborhood.  Ever since the kids left things have 

been different.  I try to stay involved.  That’s why I joined [a local service club], but 

even that doesn’t help much.  Everyone there is in the same boat as I am.”  Mike raises 

an interesting point.  Most of the members of the local community service groups tend 

to be older or without children.  They join these groups to support the community, but 

they also join to find a connection that they are missing.  In doing so, however, they 

find little connection with the community as a whole.  Instead, they connect with 
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others like themselves – those that have been cut off without children.  They are 

present in the community and yet are largely ignored.  Mike is haunted by his 

memories of engagement with the community that continually surrounds him, yet he is 

presently unable to reconnect with it.  Concurrently, Mike and others without young 

children haunt the community as a symbol of its uninclusiveness.  Mike and his wife 

take time every day to walk their dog.  This elderly couple strolling down the street is 

a silent and haunting reminder that not everyone shares the same concerns as those 

raising children.  

 Mike’s disconnect with the community is reflected in his attitude toward civic 

participation in the area.  He explained one day, “no one seems to be involved 

anymore.  It never used to be like this.  I used to know everyone on my street and now 

I don’t know anyone.  That’s why I joined [the community service club], to get 

involved, but it’s just not the same.  The entire community has changed.   No one 

seems to care anymore.”  Mike draws a distinction between the way things used to be 

when he had children in the house and how they are now that his children are gone.  

Without children to draw Mike into community participation he feels isolated and is 

unable to recognize the activities of his neighbors that do have young children.  Even 

though Mike is an active member of a local community service club, he does not see 

his own activities as civically active.  Without children to bond him to the larger 

community, Mike drifts restlessly, both haunted by and haunting the child-based 

participation of others. 
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Mike’s example illustrates that our gauge of civic involvement is influenced by 

our own preconceived notions and experiences.  I believe the same forces are at work 

in the scholarly measurements as well.  When one wants to find civic activity, one 

tends to find it.  When one wants to find a lack of civic activity, it becomes 

conveniently easy to explain away what one sees.  Instead of trying to measure how 

civically active suburban residents may, or may not, be we should develop an 

understanding of how suburbanites understand their roles as citizens.  Once we 

understand how suburban residents conceptualize their roles as political subjects, we 

can begin to understand suburban civic participation from their perspective.  This will 

shed a new and important light on the issue of civic participation.  The concept of 

civic participation need not be completely forgotten, but at the same time it should not 

be predefined.  I use citizenship as a lens through which to view how practices are 

defined by the people performing them.  I pick up on the trail of citizenship in the 

subsequent chapter. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 

THEORIZING SUBURBAN CITIZENSHIP 

 

 As the previous chapters have shown, the residents of Rancho Peñasquitos 

share a common identity, which is based around shared experiences, values, concerns 

and lifestyle.  The largest concern shared by residents is the safety and well being of 

their families, along with the upkeep of the neighborhood itself and maintenance of a 

suburban lifestyle.  Due to the local focus of their concerns, residents of Rancho 

Peñasquitos could be criticized as being selfish individuals who care only about their 

individual private interests.  This understanding, however, fundamentally misses how 

residents understand their own behavior and pre-judges certain actions negatively.  

Rather than classify the suburbs as private and therefore non-civically involved, this 

chapter develops a theory of suburban citizenship, which will allow for a more 

nuanced understanding of suburban civic behavior by focusing on suburbanite 

understandings of rights and obligations as citizens.  

 

A Suburban Folk Concept of Citizenship 

 Midway through my fieldwork I was invited to give a talk about my project at 

a local service club meeting.  I had been attending their meetings on a regular basis as 

part of my observation.  Although most of the members knew generally what I was up 

to, I decided it would be a good opportunity to explain my research in greater detail.  

The club meets in a private room at a local sit-down chain restaurant.  As the members 
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ate their dinners I spoke on the topic of citizenship.  I began the discussion with an 

explanation of the shortcomings and problems associated with measuring civic 

participation.  The focus of my presentation centered on citizenship and how it could 

be used to explain suburban civic activity.  I defined citizenship as a status which 

grants members certain rights and obligations, and offered examples from my own 

research to illustrate the concept at work. 

 After my thirty-minute talk, I asked for questions from the group.  The next 

twenty minutes were spent fielding a number of questions.  Despite the number and 

variety of questions, most centered on a common theme – civic participation.  A few 

examples of questions will illustrate the general trend.  “So is Peñasquitos more or less 

active in the community than other places?”  “Have you ever noticed any trends over 

time in how involved people are?”  “It seems like we are having trouble recruiting 

members, do you have any thoughts on that?  I mean, what can we do to find people to 

join?”  “Have you found that younger people today are more involved than those 

slightly older, say in their twenties?”  And so on.  After each question I attempted to 

redirect the discussion away from “civic participation” or “involvement” and back to 

“citizenship.”  To my growing frustration, however, with every question, the topic 

came back to “civic participation” or some variant of that idea.   

I left the meeting feeling dejected.  I had just given a lecture explaining why I 

was not focusing on “civic participation” and yet the only thing my audience took 

away from my talk was a fascination with “civic participation” – precisely the 

opposite reaction than I had been hoping for.  Having been my first attempt to 
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articulate many of these ideas, I concluded that I must have been unclear on numerous 

points.  At the same time my audience was a group of people dedicated to community 

service.  They were undoubtedly interpreting what I was saying through the filter of 

their own interests.  After finishing my fieldwork and reflecting on the incident, it is 

clear that there was much more going on.  It was not only my poor explanatory skills 

that led to the misunderstanding.  Nor was it their focus on community service.  

Fundamentally, the miscommunication centered on two different understandings of 

“citizenship.”  While I was employing a definition based on a common membership 

and recognition of rights and duties, my audience was using a definition that equated 

“citizenship” with “civic participation.”  In their folk concept, citizenship has nothing 

to do with rights, duties, or membership in a political community.  Rather, 

“citizenship” to them is synonymous with being a “good citizen,” which in turn means 

participating in civic activities.  So, when my questioners kept asking about levels of 

civic participation, they were in fact asking about how well they were behaving as 

citizens and seeking my “professional” opinion.  It was I who had misinterpreted what 

they were saying.  The linkage between civic participation and citizenship is a central 

aspect of the republican model of citizenship, which I will return to in a subsequent 

section in this chapter. 

The Boy Scout merit badge of citizenship further demonstrates the suburban 

folk conception of citizenship.  Every so often during my observations young scouts 

would attend a local community meeting.  The Town Council is the most popular 

venue, but sometimes a scout might also attend the local Planning Board.  When they 
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are noticed by a member of the Council or Board the scouts are asked to introduce 

themselves and announce which badge they are working on.  Otherwise, the scouts sit 

quietly through the meetings and may take notes.  By the end of the meetings the 

scouts are quite bored and usually hurry out the door.   

The citizenship merit badge is a required prerequisite before a Boy Scout can 

earn the rank of Eagle Scout.  There are many requirements to earn the badge, but a 

number of them stick out as telling in regard to how suburban residents conceptualize 

citizenship.  One requirement is to attend a city council session, a school board 

meeting, or a court session.  This obligation is met by many scouts in Rancho 

Peñasquitos through attendance at a Town Council meeting.  While I can understand 

the confusion, the Rancho Peñasquitos Town Council is not the same as the City 

Council of San Diego.  The Peñasquitos Town Council is a homeowners association, 

and while they serve an important function, they do not make laws, manage taxpayer 

monies, run a municipality, or any of the other essential roles carried out by a true city 

council.  I brought this point up to a scout leader and he dismissed my concern, “The 

San Diego City Council doesn’t matter to us.  We’re trying to teach our kids about 

getting involved in local issues that really matter.  What they do downtown isn’t going 

to teach them anything about being citizens in their own community.”  The focus here 

on local, close to home, concerns is enlightening.  It illustrates that suburban residents 

define their communities in extremely circumscribed ways.  Also telling is the focus 

on involvement.  This mirrors the conflation between involvement and citizenship 

made by the members of the community service group.  A further requirement of the 
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citizenship badge is to find a charitable organization in the community and volunteer 

at least eight hours for the organization working for the good of the community.  This 

requirement further enforces the linkage between citizenship and civic participation.   

I suspect that residents in Rancho Peñasquitos are not the only people to think 

about citizenship in terms of civic involvement.  The Boy Scouts are a national group, 

and their citizenship merit badge is awarded to young boys throughout the United 

States.  Although civic participation might be an element of acting as a good citizen, it 

is not necessarily a part of the definition of citizenship.  The merging of citizenship 

and civic participation is a linkage that needs to be disentangled in order to investigate 

citizenship in a productive manner.  The remainder of this chapter develops a theory of 

citizenship outside and apart from civic participation, and suggests how citizenship 

might be applied to the suburban context. 

 

Why citizenship? 

 The suburban discourse strongly emphasizes privacy for the nuclear family.  

The ideal suburban residence is a single-family, freestanding house constructed on a 

plot of land owned by the resident.  This pattern is apparent in Rancho Peñasquitos, 

where almost 80% of residents are homeowners, and approximately 85% of 

households are based on familial connections (SANDAG 2003).  As chapters two and 

three demonstrated, homeownership creates a sense of privacy and self-sufficiency 

that is at the heart of the suburban identity.  Homeownership marks proper 

membership in the suburban community, and proper membership in the community 
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implies that residents respect the community values.  Private property not only ensures 

membership in the suburban community, it also creates a sense of authority and 

discretion over how suburban space is to be used.  Homeowners and their families can 

retreat into their private dwellings and live their lives as they please.  Enjoying one’s 

privacy while respecting the privacy of one’s neighbors is not only expected of 

suburban residents, it is also highly valued.  Private property and the privacy it 

supposedly allows for are central cultural values for U.S. suburbanites.   

As explored in the previous chapter, the private nature of the suburbs has 

raised concerns among scholars of the suburbs.  Jackson (1985) and Fishman (1987) 

both see the primacy of private property in the suburbs as a hindrance to civic 

engagement.  Private property allows individuals to live in close proximity to one 

another and yet pretend as if no one else exists.  Putnam (2000), however, may present 

the strongest argument on this point.  According to Putnam, civic participation in the 

United States is at a significant low point.  To document what he sees as a decline in 

civic participation, Putnam investigates historic average attendance in groups of many 

kinds.  He documents declines in the percentage of voters participating in national 

elections, the percentage of voters participating in campaign activities or working for a 

political party, and the percentage of voters attending political rallies or speeches.  In 

addition, Putnam finds a decrease in the percentage of people running for political 

office, writing their elected representatives, or participating in a petition campaign.  

Public meeting attendance and membership in organizations concerned with better 

government are also shown to be down percentage-wise in comparison with the 
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number of registered voters.  In addition to explicit political participation, Putnam 

finds a marked decline in more general civic issues.  Average membership in national 

chapter-based associations of all kinds is on the decline.   

 Civic participation is often thought to be fundamental to a healthy American 

democracy.  By making the claim that civic participation is on the decline, authors 

such as Robert Putnam, implicitly argue that democracy itself is in jeopardy.  As noted 

above, responsibility for the decline of civic participation is often directed toward 

suburban places.  Generally speaking, suburban spaces are understood to be private 

and suburban residents are often perceived to be primarily self-interested
1
.  The 

suburban emphasis on privacy is directly opposed to a common understanding of civic 

participation, in which civic behavior is assumed to be a marker of proper citizenship.  

To accept this conclusion we must also accept three assumptions.  First, that the public 

sphere is the domain of civic activity.  Second, that the private sphere made possible 

by private property is inherently non-civic.  Third, that these two spheres are by 

definition well defined and incompatible with one another.  All three of these 

implications are questionable.  Feminist scholars, such as Carol Pateman (1989) and 

Susan Moller Okin (1992), have convincingly argued that the spheres of public and 

private are not well defined in practice.  Furthermore, I have observed many issues in 

Rancho Peñasquitos that do not fit nicely into a strictly “public” or “private” 

designation.  For example, how should one classify a homeowner complaining to the 

Rancho Peñasquitos Town Council about the landscaping of his neighbor?  In this 

                                                 
1
 See Jackson (1985), Fishman (1987), and Baumgartner (1988) for examples of authors portraying 

suburban spaces as largely private places.  See Davis (1990), Oliver (2001), and Schrag (1998) for 

examples of suburban residents presented as primarily self-interested. 
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instance, the homeowner is raising a concern in the public sphere over someone else’s 

private property.  If landscaping is an issue that leads to public discourse, is 

landscaping (or lack thereof) therefore a civic activity?  I argue that the sole focus on 

civic participation is misguided, and obscures much of what is happening in the 

suburbs.  The assumption many authors have made concerning the inherently un-civic 

nature of private space is problematic.  The categories of public/private and civic/un-

civic are blurry and fundamentally not useful for sophisticated analysis. 

Furthermore, when suburban residents are involved in civic issues it is often 

seen as serving selfish or private goals.  Davis (1990) argues that civic participation 

for self-interested motives is not “true” civic participation.  I find this argument a bit 

shortsighted.  All civic participation at some level is self-interested.  The difference is 

in what “self-interest” means.  There is an assumption being made in such arguments 

that civic behavior should put the good of the many above the good of the individual.  

In other words, correct civic participation should be characterized by the setting aside 

of one’s own desires for the benefit of the whole.  This is the ideal of many democratic 

systems, and it is a fine ideal to have.  This ideal, however, is exceptionally hard to 

judge.  Additionally, how is the group defined?  A homeowner voting for a decrease in 

property taxes, for example, is probably voting out of self-interest.  That does not, 

however, make her vote somehow un-civic.  She has a right to voice her opinion and 

attempt to shape public policy how she desires.  She may gain personal benefit from 

her action, but it is still a civic act.  She has made a decision to put her interest above 
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that of her fellow constituents, which is a perfectly valid civic choice.  But was this 

entirely a self-interested act?   

We cannot assume that it was.  If we accept what suburban residents tell us at 

face value (and there is no compelling reason to think they are deceiving us) then we 

have to take into account the fact that a large majority of the people I have spoken to 

truly feel that taxes are too high.  A vote to reduce taxes, therefore, is a vote to help 

everyone in the community struggling to pay a high tax burden.  My conversations 

with Bill, for example, regularly turned to the topic of taxes.  He would often say 

things like, “They [the government] try to squeeze every nickel out of us, and it’s 

killing us.
2
”  Many suburban residents think the government is wasteful and 

inefficient, and that their hard-earned tax dollars are being spent on unnecessary 

programs. By voting to cut its revenue, they hope government will be forced to 

streamline and become less wasteful.  Any of these reasons are potential motivations 

for a citizen to vote in a seemingly self-interested way.  None of these reasons, 

however, necessarily have self-interest as primary motivation.  Trying to measure 

what is and is not civic activity based on whether or not it is based on self-interest is a 

subjective enterprise at best.  Rather than objectively measuring civic participation, 

such an activity only serves in measuring the observer’s political leanings by 

discounting those opinions and actions that are considered incorrect.  

Attempting to measure civic participation objectively has numerous problems.  

What gets counted as civic activity is often times subjective.  Additionally, the 

                                                 
2
 Similar comments are often made concerning large corporations.  The connections between the two 

are discussed in Chapter Eight. 
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assumption that only public behaviors can be civic skews the measurements.  To 

reduce these concerns it is important to move away from attempting to measure civic 

activity in the suburbs.  Rather than focus on withdrawal from civic participation, my 

research demonstrates that suburban residents practice and produce a specific form of 

citizenship that is based on the protection of an idealized lifestyle, which in turn is 

based around maintaining a safe middle-class residential environment in which to raise 

a family.  I evaluate underlying principles, practices, meanings and institutions of 

suburban citizenship to examine how it draws from and conflicts with other 

understandings of citizenship.  Since the suburban lifestyle has become a model for a 

national lifestyle, suburban behavior has broader implications for the nation as a 

whole.  This suburban citizenship, although often seen as negative and inauthentic, is 

nonetheless an important aspect of the American political landscape.  

 In the following section, I outline a theory of citizenship.  In the process, I 

investigate what it means to be a citizen and the differing ways in which citizenship is 

experienced.  In the subsequent sections, I discuss the ways in which citizenship has 

been thought about, and outline a theory of suburban citizenship based on the idea of 

local formulations of citizenship.   

 

Citizenship 

 My research focuses specifically on a suburban form of citizenship.  

Citizenship is a system of association among individuals in relation to the state and to 

each other.  It is one of the fundamental units of membership in modern societies 
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(Holston and Appadurai 1999).  In the U.S. citizenship is usually thought of in relation 

to the federal and state governments.  We are, however, also citizens of a county and 

in some cases a city.  Citizenship is important in our contemporary society because it 

is a system of insuring rights and benefits to a select population.  Walzer defines a 

citizen as, “a member of a political community, entitled to whatever prerogatives and 

encumbered with whatever responsibilities are attached to membership” (1989: 211).  

A crucial aspect of citizenship is its ability to define who is and who is not considered 

a member.  This formal aspect of citizenship is necessary for determining who will be 

able to take advantage of the benefits offered by citizenship.  It also determines who is 

responsible to and for their fellow citizens.  Additionally, a substantive aspect of 

citizenship consists of rights, duties, privileges and benefits.  Citizens, or those 

acknowledged as possessing citizenship, receive both rights and duties as part of their 

membership. 

 Rights and duties are central for any theoretical understanding of citizenship.  

Wesley Hohfeld’s (1964) important work on the subject laid the foundation for a 

robust understanding of how rights and duties function as correlates of one another.  

Hohfeld argues that an individual holding a right has the ability to make a legitimate 

claim against another individual in order to express that right.  For example, the right 

of way granted by a green light is a claim being made by drivers that it is their time to 

use the roadway and not be interfered with by oncoming traffic.  A duty, in Hohfeld’s 

conception, is the opposite of a right.  A duty is the recognition of the rights of others.  

In the above example, the individuals that do not have the green light have the duty to 
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wait and let others go before them.  Wherever there is a right, there is also a duty.  

When one makes a claim that is considered to be “right”, it is the duty of others to 

allow the claim to be fulfilled.  It becomes important then, using this understanding of 

rights to pay particular attention to the claims people are making, and how those 

claims are responded to.  When people make a claim, they are expressing a perceived 

right.  Not all rights, however, are fulfilled.  Sometimes claims go unheeded.  In the 

above example, imagine a person running a red light.  In this situation the individual 

would not be respecting the claims of others, and would be expressing a privilege.  

The privilege here being that one does not need to respect the rights-claims of others, 

and need not stop to wait their turn.  The relationship between rights and duties lies at 

the center of a theoretical understanding of citizenship. 

 Citizenship, however, has taken many forms over time, and so to have the 

basic conception of rights granted by citizenship.  Walzer (1989) has suggested that 

notions of citizenship have taken two forms.  I refer to these as “republican” and 

“liberal” citizenships
3
.  Drawing from Walzer we see that in the republican model, the 

citizen is one who is both ruler and rules, one whom makes the law and is bound by it.  

The liberal conception of citizenship differs from the republican in its basic 

conception of rights.  The liberal citizen is one who is protected by law and recognized 

as bearing a set of rights.  These two different understandings of citizenship create 

very different expectations concerning the proper role of citizens.  In the republican 

                                                 
3
 Other authors have referred to these models of citizenship as “Greek” and “Roman” respectively 

(Walzer 1989; Pocock 1992).  These designations refer to the antecedent forms of citizenship found in 

the Classical Athenian city-state and the Roman Empire.  I have chosen to use the labels “republican” 

and “liberal” for their descriptive value and their ties to contemporary manifestations of citizenship. 
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model, citizenship is an office of responsibility to be proudly assumed and actively 

employed.  Here, citizenship might be measured by active participation in civic 

activities.  The “folk” concept of citizenship held by residents of Rancho Peñasquitos 

falls squarely into this category.  In the liberal version, citizenship is a status, or set of 

rights, to be passively enjoyed.  Citizenship in the liberal model does not require 

active participation in any form of community no matter how conceived.  Instead, 

citizenship and the rights that go along with it are largely a private matter.  These 

differing conceptions of citizenship tend to exist in tension with each other in many 

modern societies (Cohen 1999).  Dissimilar as they may be, however, both of these 

understandings play a central role in contemporary suburban citizenship.  Throughout 

the remainder of this dissertation, I illustrate how elements of the republican and 

liberal models of citizenship exist in tension with one another.  Sometimes this tension 

is productive, while other times it is obstructive. 

 

The Republican Model of Citizenship 

 Pocock (1992) reminds us that the republican model of citizenship was most 

famously described by Aristotle in his Politics.  The Classical Greek citizen was one 

who both rules and is ruled.  A citizen, in this sense, plays an integral role in creating 

laws, ensuring they are carried out, and following them himself.  The Athenian 

citizenship created an equality among lawmakers, which was quite innovative for the 

time.  This equality, however, depended on exclusion, dominance, and separation 

between public and private spheres.  The Athenian citizen was expected to play an 
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active role in governing the city, and as such was expected to leave private interests 

behind.  Private interests were deemed inappropriate for the public sphere, and a strict 

separation was created between the two domains.  In order for this separation to work 

effectively the citizen relied upon slaves and women to maintain the private 

household, or oikos.  With the private sphere looked after by those excluded from 

citizenship, wealthy males could interact as equals in the public sphere.  

 Pocock describes Classic Athenian, or republican, citizenship as a type of 

social event of those able to rely upon the wealth created by the labor of others: 

[T]he polis was a kind of ongoing potlatch in which citizens 

emancipated themselves from their possessions in order to meet face to 

face in a political life that was an end in itself. (1992: 36) 

 

The parameters for who is considered a citizen in republican formulations of 

citizenship create a class of individuals who would likely tend to share many of the 

same values, interests, and motivations.  As Michael Walzer describes, a republican 

model of citizenship, “assumes a closely knit body of citizens, its members committed 

to one another” (Walzer 1989: 216).  The limitations placed on membership in this 

model of citizenship create a situation in which the individuals eligible for 

membership tend to all share the same ideals.  By claiming a separation between 

public and private spheres, these shared ideals, which are in the best interest of the 

ruling class of citizens, are labeled as public ideals.  As public ideals they become 

morally justified as a public good.  All the while, they are in actuality serving the 

interests of the wealthy elite who are able to claim the status as citizen. 
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 In many ways, the republican model of citizenship may seem far removed from 

our own.  There are aspects, however, that remain firmly entrenched in more 

contemporary manifestations of citizenship.  The ideal that all citizens should be 

actively involved in political decisions is a strong belief among many.  As is the 

conviction that citizens should put public good before private interest.  Additionally, 

the republican model is based on the exclusion of certain classes of people.  All three 

of these aspects are reflected clearly in the conception of citizenship among residents 

in Rancho Peñasquitos.  The republican model has both direct and indirect influence 

on how we think about citizenship.  As the chapter progresses I demonstrate the 

special role the republican model plays in the suburbs especially in regards to 

measuring “good citizens”, but now I turn to a discussion of the liberal model of 

citizenship. 

 

The Liberal Model of Citizenship 

 Following Walzer (1989) and Pocock (1992), the liberal model of citizenship 

is based on the method of citizenship practiced by the Roman Empire and reproduced 

during the liberal revolutionary period in Europe.  The Roman/liberal citizen was not 

necessarily an active member in making and upholding the laws, as was the citizen in 

Ancient Athens.  The liberal citizen, rather, is one who is subject to laws.  Citizenship 

in the liberal model, therefore, is based upon membership in a community of shared 

laws.  Citizens are those people who are bound and protected by common laws.  The 

laws confer upon citizens special rights, but also restrain citizens with obligations.  In 
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the liberal model, citizenship is a legal status, conferred upon all who meet the 

requirements.  The requirement for liberal citizenship centered on the possession of 

things.  Possession of property created a relationship between individuals and the law.  

The law protected property, which gave individuals rights and made them citizens. 

 Pocock describes the liberal, or Roman, focus on property and how it drew 

individuals together in a relationship of citizenship: 

[F]or the Roman jurist it was altogether different; persons acted upon 

things, and most of their actions were directed at taking or maintaining 

possession; it was through these actions, and through things or 

possessions which were the subjects of the actions, that they 

encountered one another and entered into relationships which might 

require regulation (1992: 36). 

 

The liberal model’s focus on property rights creates a different type of citizen.  

Whereas citizens in the republican model are a tightly knit group of individuals with 

common interests and goals, citizens in the liberal model do not have to share much 

with one another save the protection citizenship grants them of their property.  Liberal 

style citizenship provides a set of rights which allow individuals to trust one another, 

while going about private business.  While the republican style assumes that a citizen 

is by definition free from private interests, the liberal style assumes, and promotes, 

individuals to pursue their own interests.  This leads to a citizenry composed of a, as 

Walzer calls it, “diverse and loosely connected body, its members (mostly) committed 

elsewhere” (Walzer 1989: 216).  Under the liberal model of citizenship, law making is 

not the citizen’s responsibility.  The administration and law-making necessary for 
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society to function are left to professional politicians, while the citizen is left to pursue 

private ends (Walzer 1989). 

 In many ways the liberal model of citizenship is familiar to a contemporary 

reader.  Citizenship in many modern countries, including the United States, is based 

around a set of rights and duties orchestrated to protect our safety and possessions.  

Furthermore, most citizens have little to do with the day-to-day operation of 

government and civic life.  And although voting is seen as a civic good, more often 

than not the average citizen is not even involved enough to care to vote.  Citizenship 

has also been extended more fully than the republican model would allow for, thereby 

creating, over time, a society full of rights-bearing citizens.  The extension of 

citizenship to the majority of society and the rights those citizens posses are both 

essential aspects of the Roman model.  Both bear further elaboration. 

 

Criteria for Membership in the Liberal Model 

 The original criteria for membership as a liberal, or Roman, citizen was birth 

within the Roman Empire as a male.  Although the specific criteria changed over time, 

generally, males born within the Empire were considered citizens.  This notion has 

served as the basis for citizenship in the United States since its inception.  One gains 

U.S. citizenship by being born to current citizens of the United States.  Additionally, a 

non-citizen may apply for naturalization and become recognized a citizen after many 

years of living in the country.  Citizens are therefore considered to be somehow 

naturally connected to the territory, nation, and state, whether by birth or by some later 



 219

process of “naturalization.”  Citizenship has been opened up, over the course of 

history, to an increasing variety of individuals.  Women, the poor, blacks, and other 

minority groups are all eligible for full citizenship status in the United States.  To an 

increasing degree, citizenship in the contemporary period is nearly synonymous with 

residence in a nation-state. Citizenship, of the liberal variety, has become a basic fact 

of political and social organization (Brubaker 1989). 

 An interesting extension of citizenship has developed over the past few 

decades.  In the modern period citizenship was slowly extended to include all 

members of nation-states.  Currently, citizenship is undergoing another expansion, 

which pushes at the boundaries of the nation-state and begins to question the 

legitimacy of the state to limit and recognize its own citizens.  Transnational labor 

flows, international refugees, and world tourism among other forces have begun to 

breakdown the connection between nation-sate and citizenship.  As Soysal points out, 

“to an increasing extent, rights and privileges once reserved for citizens of a nation are 

codified and expanded as personal rights, undermining the national order of 

citizenship” (1994: 1).  As an example, Soysal discusses guest workers that do not 

have formal citizenship in their host country, but yet are offered some of the benefits 

and rights of citizenship.  Thus, Soysal argues that national citizenship is giving way 

to a deterritorialized conception of citizenship based around universal notions of 

individual personal rights.  This “postnational citizenship,” as Soysal calls it, extends 

rights to individuals present within a nation’s borders regardless of one’s formal 

nationality. 
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 As formal membership expands the individuals to whom citizenship rights are 

granted, a related process deters the amount of involvement citizens have in their own 

governing.  The republican model of citizenship was based on a close-knit group of 

citizens who shared common values and played an active role in government.  The 

liberal model, in contrast, is based on a large collection of individuals who do not 

necessarily share the same goals or values and who do not partake in the day-to-day 

aspects of government.  As the social distance between citizens grows, the likelihood 

that citizens will be actively involved in government decreases.  It would seem to 

reason, then, that as the rights associated with citizenship are expanded to more types 

of people, some even outside of the nation, the participation levels of the citizenry as a 

whole will diminish.  Walzer makes this point very clearly: 

Citizenship is unlikely to be the primary identity or the consuming 

passion of men and women living in complex and highly differentiated 

societies, where politics competes for time and attention with class, 

ethnicity, religion, and family, and where these later four do not draw 

people together but rather separate and divide them.  Separation and 

division make for the primacy of the private realm. (Walzer 1989: 218) 

 

As the nation and the nation-state become de-centered as the primary focus of formal 

membership in citizenship, it allows for other sites to open up as legitimate sources of 

rights.  Furthermore, as citizens become less concerned with citizenship in the large-

scale type offered by states, it may be that they begin to turn to smaller-scale and 

increasingly local sites for acknowledgement of their rights-claims.  I turn now to a 

discussion of rights, before tying things together in a model of local, and then 

suburban, citizenship. 
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Rights in the Liberal Model 

 The liberal model of citizenship centers on a notion of rights.  The work of 

T.H. Marshall (1992[1949]) provides additional material to consider the historical 

workings of the rights granted through modern citizenships.  Marshall identifies three 

sets of rights necessary for full and equal citizenship.  Civil rights protect a citizen’s 

individual freedom.  These were granted throughout Europe in the 18
th

 century and 

include the right to own property, freedom of speech, freedom of religion, and the 

right to equality before the law.  Political rights protect a citizen’s ability to participate 

in government.  These were extended throughout the 19
th

 and 20
th

 centuries and ensure 

citizens have authority to choose their leaders and representatives.  Finally, social 

rights ensure that all citizens have the resources to live at a healthy economic standard.  

These were extended in many nations throughout the 20
th

 century.  Social rights 

guarantee citizens access to education, health care, unemployment insurance, and 

other social services (Marshall 1992[1949]: 78).  Civil and political rights form the 

basis of modern citizenship, but according to Marshall, were unable to create truly 

equal citizens.  The establishment of social rights as part of a larger set of citizenship 

claims was a major step in the attempt to create a truly universal form of equal 

citizenship.   

 Marshall’s work has greatly influenced our understanding of citizenship.  

Ideally, rights-bearing citizens participate as equals in an attempt to govern 

themselves.  Habermas (1989) makes use of this model as he describes the 
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development of the public sphere in European liberal democracies.  Habermas depicts 

a setting in which free and equal citizens utilize their rights of speech, assembly, and 

governing to participate in a rational debate concerning the governance of society.  In 

a perfectly equal world a model of citizenship based on equal access to resources and 

rights may very well work as described by Habermas and others.  A growing body of 

literature, however, argues that the ideal of equal citizenship is seldom, if ever, 

realized. 

 The history of liberal democratic governments is clearly marred with the 

exclusion of various groups.  Originally, one had to be white, male, educated, and land 

owning to be granted the rights of a liberal citizen in the United States.  This is hardly 

inclusive.  Over time the liberal concept of citizenship has been extended to more 

diverse groups of people, yet many authors argue that even liberal citizenship is 

fundamentally exclusionary of certain groups.  Charles Taylor (1994) provides a 

general critique of liberal democracies, arguing that the supposedly neutral set of 

universal principles and values in a liberal public sphere is inherently culturally 

influenced.  Therefore any liberal system will tend to exclude those individuals that do 

not exhibit or conform to the dominant culture’s understanding of compotency.  

Furthermore, Pateman (1989), Landes (1998), and Fraser (1998) argue that a liberal 

conception of citizenship focuses primarily on the public sphere and therefore 

excludes any significant contribution from women who are traditionally seen as 

members of the private sphere.  Even when citizenship is extended to include 

previously excluded groups, it does not necessarily lead to equal benefits as described 



 223

by Marshall.  The rights guaranteed by citizenship are not always distributed evenly.  

Caldeira and Holston (1999) illustrate in the case of Brazil, the poor receive full 

political rights, but are lacking in civil rights.  The poor in Brazil are targets of police 

mistreatment, corruption, and crime.  Holston (2001) argues that an uneven 

distribution of citizenship is the norm, rather than the exception.  This uneven 

distribution of citizenship rights, combined with a growing sense of individual rights 

creates conditions under which legitimate rights-claims can be made outside of the 

authority of the nation-state and its authorized agents.  No longer bound to the state 

and nation, new local citizenships express the same claims to rights, but with different 

criteria for membership and claims of legitimacy. 

 

Local Citizenship 

Recent scholarship has pointed out that legitimate rights-claims are often made 

without formal citizenship.  Scholars such as Holston (2001; 2008) and Dagnino 

(2003) have begun to focus on how rights are formulated, often outside of a formal 

definition of citizenship.  Holston (2001) bases his understanding of citizenship 

around the exclusions and inequalities.  The inherent inequalities produced by a liberal 

citizenship lead to a continual renegotiation of membership and rights.  Holston 

suggests that a new form of citizenship based on urban residence may be emerging in 

many places around the world.  This is not to suggest that the standard citizenship 

granted by territorial nation-states is on the decline.  Rather, that an urban citizenship 



 224

is appearing alongside a national citizenship, and that this urban citizenship can have 

transformative effects. 

Cities, for Holston, are places where the inequities of modern life are often 

most visible.  As such, cities are also key sites for the negotiation of rights and 

citizenship.  The spread of democracy as a global discourse is significant to 

understanding emerging urban citizenships.  Holston demonstrates the recent 

expansion of democracy as a global value.  Democracy, for Holston, is not, however, 

evenly applied.  The promises and processes of democracy are usually unevenly and 

unequally applied.  Although electoral rights may be granted to all, other rights are not 

necessarily realized even if officially granted.  It is precisely this inequality, which can 

lead to an emergent urban citizenship.  A discourse surrounding basic human rights 

has promised fundamental rights universal to all individuals, regardless of citizenship 

and has gained purchase, thereby empowering previously unempowered individuals to 

make legitimate rights-claims.   

Holston illustrates residents of two urban areas in Brazil mobilizing around 

rights-claims to address the inequalities they perceive around them.  He identifies this 

as an urban form of citizenship.  It is fundamentally not national.  Rather, it is based 

on a city as the political community.  Residence in the city is necessary for 

membership and the rights-claims are substantive in nature concerning the experience 

of urban residence.  Therefore, an urban citizenship draws upon a democratic 

discourse of universal rights to claim substantive rights surrounding the inequalities of 

the urban experience.  There is no formal aspect to an urban citizenship.  Urban 
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citizens are not recognized as official right-bearing individuals, and yet many of their 

claims are taken as legitimate.  Membership in an urban citizenship is based upon a 

common urban experience, not a formal membership in the recognized nation-state.  

Holston’s description of an urban citizenship illustrates that the rights-claims 

traditionally associated with national membership can be legitimately made through 

other channels and in so doing these new rights may alter the national model of 

citizenship.   

Is this new formulation of citizenship only an urban development for those 

members of society excluded from full inclusion in national citizenship?  Urban 

spaces may, as Holston points out, may be exceptional settings for the development of 

a new formulation of citizenship, but I do not believe they are the only places 

citizenship is being transformed.  I propose a slight shift in Holston’s framework.  

Urban areas provide a local point of identification.  This allows for a shared identity to 

develop based around a city.  Cities are not, however, the only place where shared 

identities can coalesce.  One could imagine the same processes described by Holston 

occurring at a level larger than a city, or even within areas smaller than a city.  I 

propose Holston’s concept of urban citizenship can be fruitfully applied to any group 

of people sharing a common identity and basing rights-claims around this collective 

identification.  Thus, a non-formal type of citizenship need not be solely urban, but 

rather local.  Local citizenships would be understood much like Holston’s depiction of 

an urban citizenship, but would not necessarily be identified with a city or large urban 

area. 
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Based on my fieldwork in the community of Rancho Peñasquitos, I propose 

that local citizenships are being developed in many suburban neighborhoods 

throughout the United States.  These local citizenships coalesce around small 

neighborhoods below the levels associated with formal citizenships.  In some cases 

suburban neighborhoods have had the resources and leadership to become 

incorporated cities (for example see Davis’ (1990) description of the Lakewood Plan) 

and this local citizenship may correspond to cities.  In most cases, however, suburban 

neighborhoods exist within larger cities and within even larger urban areas.  Within 

this larger context, however, individual suburban neighborhoods often have an identity 

of their own, which is based around shared experiences, values, and concerns.  The 

largest concern shared by neighbors is the neighborhood itself and the safety of their 

children.  Most suburban residents do not much care about the urban and suburban 

spaces surrounding their community.  Suburban civic behavior is oriented inward and 

is often criticized as being un-civic in terms of the larger good
4
.  Suburbanites are 

characterized as being selfish individuals who only care about their own interests.  The 

term “NIMBY” (Not In My Back Yard) has come to be used pejoratively in 

description of suburban behavior.  In essence, NIMBY refers to the opposition offered 

to any development that might lower property values no matter how necessary or 

desirable that development might be for the greater metropolitan area.  When, 

however, does self-interested behavior become selfish? 

I do not see NIMBYism, or any other suburban value, as positive or negative.  

Rather, I see it as an attempt to protect a perceived ideal way of life and investment.  I 

                                                 
4
 For example, see Davis (1990), Jackson (1985), Fishman (1987), and Oliver (2001).  
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argue that just as a city can be used as a site around which people can express a form 

of citizenship, so too can a suburban neighborhood.  Whereas the urban citizenships 

described by Holston were formed by individuals lacking access to full citizenship 

rights in an effort to gain access to those rights, a suburban form of local citizenship is 

formed by individuals in full possession of rights in an attempt to protect their 

perceived right to an ideal middle-class, safe, suburban lifestyle from the rights-claims 

of others.  This is an interesting conjunction of the republican and liberal models of 

citizenship.  Suburban residents in the United States tend to be neither poor nor 

unrepresented.  They possess a full set of rights under the liberal model of citizenship, 

and yet they tend to organize around local neighborhood-level issues, much like the 

republican model.  Suburban citizenship is concerned with protecting a suburban 

lifestyle from perceived threats that might disrupt the idealized suburban way of life.  

Suburban residents make claim to rights, but do so for the protection of local shared 

interests.   

 

Suburban Citizenship 

Suburban residents share a common set of beliefs and values, much like the 

citizens in the republican model of citizenship.  I refer to this as the suburban ideal.  In 

the 1950s and 60s the suburban ideal was deployed as a national project.  Americans 

as a whole identify with a suburban lifestyle, and although many poor and minorities 

were excluded, for the most part middle-class America became suburban.  The 

suburbanization of the United States has created a situation in which capital and 
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energy is no longer regularly reinvested in old areas of cities, but is rather used to 

create new developments on the outskirts of urban areas (Jackson 1985).  Older cities 

tend to be seen as excessively expensive to maintain and are left to crumble.  Newer 

developments, which also happen to be more suburban in character, are seen as much 

more attractive places to invest.  They are a blank canvas without old antiquated 

infrastructure and undesirable – the poor, minorities, and non-suburban – groups of 

people.  Suburban areas, therefore, are often ideologically split from surrounding 

urban areas.  This process of separating oneself from the rest of society is reminiscent 

of the liberal model of citizenship whereby individuals use their rights to protect their 

individual interests and property.  The two models of citizenship are both at work in 

the suburban context and they are in a constant tension with each other.  Yet at the 

same time they are both necessary for a suburban formulation of citizenship to 

materialize as meaningful.  The republican model revolves around maintenance of 

shared values and concerns, while the liberal model is used to protect individual 

liberties and rights.  When individual values match up with community values, both 

models of citizenship work in concert to create a strong and legitimate suburban 

citizenship.  When, however, the two interests work at cross-purposes the resulting 

suburban citizenship fails to gain full legitimacy as one conception of citizenship is 

working against it. 

The concerns of suburban residents focus largely on the local level.  

Suburbanites often identify more with their neighbors who share common concerns 

over property value, taxes, and schools, than they do with anyone else.  These shared 



 229

private concerns made public, should remind us of a republican style of citizenship, 

where local elites met to govern themselves based around a shared value system.  

Shared values are very apparent in Rancho Peñasquitos.  When I began my fieldwork 

in the community I was unable to determine exactly where Rancho Peñasquitos began 

and ended.  To me it seemed as if the community merged seamlessly into the 

surrounding communities.  Upon asking residents, however, I learned that the 

boundaries are very clear.  Every person I asked reported the exact same boundaries 

between Rancho Peñasquitos and the surrounding neighborhoods.  It took a little 

digging to figure out what determined these commonly held boundaries.  Most people 

reported that the boundaries had always been there and they were based on the original 

boundaries of the cattle ranch that would later become Rancho Peñasquitos.  Although 

historically, there had been a cattle ranch in the area, the borders did not line up 

exactly to the contemporary borders of Rancho Peñasquitos.  Something else is going 

on to create a shared sense of community.  As I spent more time in the neighborhood I 

began to pay attention to how people talked about the surrounding areas.  The 

boundary separating Rancho Peñasquitos from the surrounding areas is less about 

physical location, and more about class.  The residents of Rancho Peñasquitos often 

speak about the surrounding areas as if they are threatening Rancho Peñasquitos.  

Neighborhoods to the north of Rancho Peñasquitos are perceived to be wealthier.  

Residents of these neighborhoods are often seen as snobs who use the resources of 

Rancho Peñasquitos, specifically roads, without paying for the use.  Alternatively, the 

neighborhood to the south of Rancho Peñasquitos is seen as lower class.  Residents 
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from this area associated with higher crime rates and lower property values, so they 

are excluded from the Rancho Peñasquitos community.  In the eyes of many residents 

in Rancho Peñasquitos their neighborhood represents the ideal middle-class 

environment, and the surrounding neighborhoods do not quite match the same set of 

ideal suburban values. 

The suburban ideal creates a common set of values that focus individual 

concern to a very local level.  Fundamentally, the suburb is supposed to be a safe and 

healthy place to raise a family.  This includes good schools, safe neighborhoods, and a 

stable family income and property value.  These concerns are primarily local, and 

create a local sense of identity based around the neighborhood.  This neighborhood-

based identity is crucial in the formulation of a local citizenship, and is similar to a 

republican model of citizenship yet there are also liberal elements, such as the primacy 

of individual rights.  When suburban residents feel as if their ideal way of life is 

threatened or challenged they come together in a local and communal way to protect 

what they see as their inherent rights.  Local citizenships such as these are not 

necessarily formally recognized, therefore a common connection between people must 

exist in order for a local suburban citizenship to form.  The suburban ideal provides a 

foundation for commonalities, and residence in a suburban neighborhood provides the 

criteria for membership.  Additionally, inclusion in bodies such as school districts and 

homeowners associations can provide the base around which a shared suburban 

community can develop. 
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In the examples provided by Holston, groups of underprivileged individuals 

use a specific discourse of democracy to legitimate their rights-claims.  These are 

people on the losing side of how national citizenships distribute rights and benefits.  In 

order to secure rights a new form of citizenship was articulated.  Suburban residents in 

the United States, however, are not members of an excluded class.  They are, for the 

most part, full participants and beneficiaries of U.S. national citizenship.  It would 

seem any claims based on democracy and unequal access to fundamental rights would 

fall on deaf ears.  A suburban form of local citizenship has emerged, however, and has 

become a powerful force in shaping the contemporary political landscape.  The 

difference is in the underlying basis upon which suburban residence make their claims 

legitimate. 

The suburban ideal forms the foundation of a shared suburban identity.  It also 

largely determines the issues important for suburban citizenship.  Anything that may 

potentially threaten the ideal of suburban residence is a threat to the community in 

terms of both lifestyle and property value.  The suburban ideal is more than just an 

abstract notion – it is the means by which suburban residents orient themselves to their 

surroundings.  It helps to create a sense of security and prosperity.  Property value is in 

part linked closely to how well a specific community mirrors a version of the ideal 

suburb.  Quite often, suburban civic behavior is based on preservation of property 

value.  Davis (1990) in particular, documents substantial efforts by suburban residents 

to protect and increase the property value of their homes.  A primary concern of 

suburban citizenship, then, is property value.  Property value is maintained through 
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making the neighborhood a better place and keeping unwanted elements out.  In the 

case of Rancho Peñasquitos, for example, a proposal was put forward to construct a 

high-tension power line through the neighborhood.  This met with great opposition 

from the community.  In one meeting over 500 residents packed the local library to 

voice their concern over what they perceived to be a threat to their health and their 

property values.  To date, the issue has not been resolved, but many residents of 

Rancho Peñasquitos are still very active in fighting the proposal.  As this case 

illustrates, a suburban form of local citizenship is not primarily about securing 

additional rights for its members.  Rather it is about securing a perceived right to a 

certain lifestyle, and suppressing rights of those considered threatening to that 

lifestyle. 

Citizenship is about membership, rights, and duties.  One way to understand 

citizens are as potential makers of claims (Dagger 1989: 306).  Fundamentally, a 

suburban citizenship is no different.  To find a suburban form of local citizenship we 

need to look for places where suburban residents make claims concerning their 

(perceived) rights, perform duties they consider necessary, and discuss who is and is 

not eligible for membership.  These aspects of citizenship will be displayed in part 

through the institutions of suburban life, such as homeowners’ association meetings, 

school board meetings, high school performances, community meetings, church 

sermons, and so on.  Suburban citizenship is also practiced in what may be considered 

“private” behaviors.  For example, maintaining property value is both a right and a 

duty in many suburban neighborhoods.  Property value, however, is not an individual 



 233

matter.  Property value in suburban neighborhoods is based in large part on one’s 

surrounding neighbors.  It is one’s duty in the suburbs as a responsible citizen to keep 

up the value of one’s own property.  To do so is not only a good investment, but also 

to be a good citizen.  Property value is in part a reflection of how closely a particular 

neighborhood conforms to the suburban ideal.  Once achieved, a suburban lifestyle is 

transformed from an ideal to a right, which can be expressed in part through the 

monetary value placed on property. 

Suburban citizenship draws from both the republican and liberal models of 

citizenship.  The liberal-based model of citizenship grants individuals rights and the 

authority to have their rights-claims upheld.  The republican conception of local 

citizenship provides a sense of common values within a community that serve as the 

basis for suburban rights.  Suburban citizenship contains elements of both republican 

and liberal models of citizenship.  These two elements exist in an uneasy tension.  

When their goals correspond with each other, suburban citizenship is strong and 

effective.  When they clash, however, suburban citizenship loses its legitimacy and 

crumbles.  

A suburban form of local citizenship is significant, not because it is somehow 

outside of the larger formal state and federal citizenships, but rather because in many 

ways it informs these other modes of citizenship.  When suburban homeowners 

purchase a home, they are purchasing much more than just a house and a piece of 

land.  They are purchasing a lifestyle.  A quick survey of real estate advertisements 

(see Chapter Three) highlights the belief that suburban residence is equivalent to a 
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certain style of life.  For example, some recent real estate listings for Rancho 

Peñasquitos highlight the peaceful and quiet neighborhood, the good schools, and the 

tree-lined streets.  When people purchase a house in the neighborhood, they are 

purchasing the perceived lifestyle as much as the house itself.  The community and 

associated lifestyle become perceived as a right.  The homeowners have purchased a 

certain lifestyle and expect to be able to live a certain way.  These suburban values – 

turned perceived rights – are not, however, officially protected under membership in 

formal citizenships, such as national and state.  In order to protect their perceived 

rights, suburban residents organize around a local identity based on their suburban 

community.    A local citizenship based on suburban lifestyle has important influences 

on national and state citizenships.  Suburban residents place demands upon local, state, 

and national governing bodies to protect their perceived rights to an ideal suburban 

landscape, and quite often their claims are seen as justified. Understanding suburban 

citizenship, therefore, will shed important light on our understanding of citizenship on 

a wider scale. 

 

Ghosts of the Poor 

 Both the republican and liberal formulations of citizenship exclude certain 

classes of individuals from membership.  Suburban citizenship is also built around 

exclusions.  To be classified as a full member of the suburban community one must 

own a home in the neighborhood.  Suburban residents assume that homeownership 

brings with it a set of values and concerns that link them together as a community.  
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We have seen previously the anxiety caused by renters.  Home owning suburbanites 

assume that renters, or non-homeowners, do not share their ideals even though they 

live in the same community as neighbors.  Renters, however, are hard to identify.  

They live in and among the community, and unless their actions betray their 

ownership status, there is no obvious way to identify a renter from a homeowner.  

Renters, therefore are not necessarily excluded from participating in a suburban form 

of citizenship (although they do haunt the suburban subjectivity).  Renters can pass as 

full suburbanites as long as they accept the surrounding suburban home owning norms 

and values.  The truly poor, however, – those that cannot afford to rent or own a home 

– are fully excluded from claiming membership in suburban citizenship.  Setha Low 

(2001; 2004) documents the ways in which class-based suburban discourses create a 

systematic exclusion of the poor in many suburban neighborhoods. 

 A subsidized housing development will provide an example of the exclusion of 

the poor.  Interstate 15 runs along the eastern border of Rancho Peñasquitos.  

According to local conceptions of the community’s boundary, the freeway marks the 

end of the neighborhood.  A low-income, subsidized housing development stretches 

beside the freeway’s western edge.  This places the development squarely within the 

proposed boundaries of Rancho Peñasquitos.  When asked to define the boundaries of 

the community, however, residents routinely make a special point to differentiate the 

subsidized housing from the “true” Rancho Peñasquitos.  While describing the borders 

of the community, James, the president of the Town Council, expressed a 

representative view when he said, “and I guess to the east would be the [Interstate] 15.  
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Oh, and you should probably include the welfare people too.”  By “welfare people” 

James was referring, somewhat derogatorily, to the families living in the subsidized 

housing.  Not only does James consider these families to be below himself and his 

fellow suburban residents based on their economic class, he also conceptualizes then 

as being separate from the “real” Rancho Peñasquitos.  His original identification of 

the community’s borders included the subsidized housing.  Yet James made a special 

point to mention these “others” as if they were not included.  Almost everyone I spoke 

to lumped these families in after the fact, even though they would have been 

technically included otherwise. 

 The existence of subsidized housing expresses a contradiction in how the 

community sees itself.  On the surface, the community is defined by geography.  

Everyone that lives in a predefined area is supposedly a member of the community.  In 

reality, however, the geography masks a strong economic structuring of the 

community.  In order to live in the geographic area of Rancho Peñasquitos one must 

be able to afford a house in the area – ideally through a mortgage payment, but renters 

are tolerated.  The subsidized housing peels back the mask and exposes the economic 

underpins.  Conceptually, the subsidized families are not members of the community 

because they are not of the same class.  This realization is troubling to home owning 

community members, because it exposes the class-based inequalities upon which 

residence in the community is founded.  It is therefore covered up by the insistence, 

based on geography, that the low-income families are in fact members of the 

community – even if they are imperfect members.  Fundamentally, these poor 
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residents are excluded from full membership in suburban citizenship.  They do not 

own their own homes, which (as we will see in Chapter Seven) serves as the primary 

justification for the claims made by suburban citizens.  The presence of these 

underprivileged residents serves as a haunting reminder to the home owning 

suburbanites of their own position of privilege.  To reconcile the contradictions, they 

attempt to hide their own position by granting a type of honorary geography-based 

membership to the low-income residents. 

 The families living in subsidized housing are but one example of exclusion to 

suburban citizenship based on class.  A similar type of exclusion can be found in the 

canyon that runs through the western end of Rancho Peñasquitos.  As the canyon 

winds its way westward away from Peñasquitos, it passes through as of yet 

undeveloped farmland.  The steep slopes of the canyon do not allow for development 

or agriculture, and are left as open spaces.  Undisturbed and in close proximity to 

farms, the canyons are ideal places for migrant workers to live in and find shelter.  

During the day these migrants make their way out of the canyons to look for work.  

The nearby fields drew the workers to the area, but there is usually not enough work to 

go around (Chavez 1992).  The eastern end of the canyon slopes up to a main road in 

the center of Rancho Peñasquitos.  Migrants that were not lucky enough to find 

employment in the fields often congregate along this suburban road and sit under an 

overpass to stay out of the sun.  The migrants confine themselves to a very 

circumscribed area when they venture into the suburban community.  They tend to 

stay near the overpass, as that is the recognized pick-up spot for work.  Sometimes, 
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however, they venture along the main road about three-quarters of a mile to a nearby 

strip mall.  Other than these limited entrées, the migrants’ only path into Rancho 

Peñasquitos is through a home owning resident.  Every so often a passing driver will 

pull over and call one of the migrants to the car.  After a brief negotiation, the worker 

will more often than not hop in the car and be driven to a nearby house.  These 

migrant workers are picked up by Peñasquitos residents to do yard work and 

landscaping for low wages.  After the work is complete, the worker is dropped back 

off at the overpass and is expected to retreat back into the canyon, outside of the 

community. 

 According to home owning residents in Rancho Peñasquitos, the migrant 

workers are not part of the community.  Despite the fact that the workers live in a 

canyon that cuts through the heart of Peñasquitos, they sit on a major street in the 

middle of the neighborhood, and they work for local residents, migrant workers are 

not recognized as community members.  The entire canyon, in fact, is understood to be 

outside of the community, even though it bisects the entire western half of 

Peñasquitos.  Mike, the long-time resident, explained, “the migrants in the canyon 

don’t really bother me.  Some people think they cause crime, but I haven’t seen that.  

They don’t bother me, and I don’t bother them.  That’s my take.  I really don’t think 

about it too much.”  Joan, the suburban activist, has a slightly different opinion, “I 

wish we could just clear them out of there.  They come into our community and it just 

looks trashy.  They sit there on the side of the street like bums all day and it makes the 

entire neighborhood look run-down.  I know they are just trying to make a living, but 
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can’t they do it somewhere else?  It just reflects poorly on the whole community.”  

These sentiments are common.  The migrant workers are present in the community, 

but are excluded from it.  They are not homeowners, they are poor, and even worse 

they are transient.  From the perspective of a suburban homeowner, migrant workers 

cannot possibly have the same values and concerns as themselves.  Therefore migrants 

are excluded from the community and suburban citizenship.   

Despite the exclusion, the ghostly presence of the migrants haunts Rancho 

Peñasquitos.  The very act of exclusion makes the migrants seem dangerous.  They are 

not like home owning suburbanites, and the threat of crime and invasion is in the back 

of homeowners’ minds.  Even Mike, who claims not to be bothered by the migrant 

presence brought up the topic of crime when migrants were mentioned.  Although 

excluded, the poor are undeniably present.  This presence highlights the contradictions 

within suburban subjectivity and troubles suburban residents, who feel threatened.  In 

response, the poor are cut off from the suburban community conceptually by using the 

cover of geography to mask the class exclusion inherent in suburban living. 

It is tempting to find a racial motivation behind many of the exclusions 

intrinsic in suburban citizenship.  I have no doubt that in some contexts race and 

ethnicity play a significant role in suburban exclusions.  I would also be remiss to 

suggest there is no racial or ethnic exclusion occurring in Rancho Peñasquitos.  From 

my observations, however, racial and ethnic exclusions are less important in 

Peñasquitos than class-based exclusions.  This follows Ortner’s (1991; 2003) 

argument that class plays a fundamental structuring role in many aspects of American 
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culture.  Race and class are conceptually interlinked in the American consciousness, 

and teasing the two apart is difficult in any context.  A few examples, however, will 

illustrate the underlying class component of inclusion and exclusion in Rancho 

Peñasquitos.  The families living in the subsidized housing development are largely 

Caucasian.  There are a few African-American families, but by and large the residents 

are white.  Despite their racial similarities, the families living in subsidized housing 

are largely excluded.  This is based on their lack of homeownership, not their skin 

color.  The migrant workers are Hispanic and are excluded.  I believe, however, this 

exclusion is again based more on class than on ethnicity.  There are a number of 

minority groups living and accepted in the community.  Individuals of Hispanic and 

Asian decent are common, and there are sizable populations of both Filipinos and 

Persians in Rancho Peñasquitos.  I have seen no evidence for exclusion of any of their 

groups.  The local Peñasquitos library has one entire section dedicated to Tagalog 

speakers and another for speakers of Farsi.  Regardless of ethnic and racial 

differences, these sub-communities are accepted and accommodated into the larger 

community of Rancho Peñasquitos.  The main difference between these included 

groups and those that are excluded seems to revolve around class-standing – 

homeownership being the central criteria. 

 

Suburban Citizenship in Rancho Peñasquitos 

 In previous chapters I have shown that residents of Rancho Peñasquitos share a 

common sense of identity with one another, even though their community is 
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technically a neighborhood within the city of San Diego.  This common sense of 

shared identity is an important factor in the development of a local for of citizenship.  

Without a shared identity, there is nothing around which rights-claims can be based 

and a local form of citizenship emerge.  The following chapter continues the 

description of suburban citizenship.  By analyzing how residents of Rancho 

Peñasquitos make claims to rights and duties I illustrate the ways in which suburban 

citizenship is practiced and produced in the day-to-day lives of the residents of Rancho 

Peñasquitos.   
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CHAPTER 7 
 

CITIZENSHIP IN PEÑASQUITOS 

 

 This chapter picks up on the theme of suburban citizenship.  I apply the 

theories developed in the previous chapter specifically to Rancho Peñasquitos and 

show how citizenship operates in this suburban neighborhood.  I consider how 

membership is defined, what rights are claimed, how those rights are justified, what 

duties are performed, and what privileges citizens of Rancho Peñasquitos assert.  The 

suburban discourse informs the foundation of this citizenship, just as it played a role in 

the identity of the residents of Rancho Peñasquitos.  The suburban discourse 

naturalizes a lifestyle of safety, exclusion, and separation in the suburbs.  In so doing, 

it also makes certain rights-claims possible, and allows those claims to seem legitimate 

as unalienable suburban rights.  The suburban ideal also creates a sense of duty.  

Residents feel obligated to protect the suburban ideal for both themselves and their 

suburban neighbors.  This sense of obligation and duty makes the rights-claims by 

fellow residents possible and legitimate.  As Hohfeld reminds us, the relationship 

between rights and duties is reciprocal.  Rights-claims are only legitimate when they 

are recognized as valid by others, who thereby assume a duty to protect those rights.  

The suburban discourse allows this relationship to work in the Rancho Peñasquitos.  

The Peñasquitos version of the suburban ideal is shared by most residents.  The 

acceptance of the ideal is, in fact, what defines one as a legitimate member of the 

community.  Due to the universal nature of the ideals, they become seen as rights that 
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residents feel justified in claiming.  They also become duties that residents feel 

required to protect.  Throughout the chapter numerous examples will detail this 

relationship. 

  

Lines of Power 

In the early months of 2006, San Diego Gas and Electric Company (SDG&E) 

proposed construction of the Sunrise Powerlink, a 150-mile electric transmission line 

running from the Imperial Valley, west to San Diego.  This transmission line would 

connect San Diego with additional power stations to the east and serve the growing 

demand for electricity in the area.  SDG&E’s projected route for the high-tension 

power lines runs right through the heart of Rancho Peñasquitos, and would connect to 

an electrical substation just west of the community.   Numerous groups have raised 

substantial opposition to the Sunrise Powerlink for a variety of reasons.  Questions 

abound concerning the proposed project’s need, cost, route, environmental impact, and 

safety.  The motivations of SDG&E have also been called into question.  Some of the 

groups opposing SDG&E’s plan have formed specifically to challenge the proposed 

power lines.  One such group is the Alarmed Citizens of Peñasquitos.   

The Alarmed Citizens of Peñasquitos (ACP) was formed in January of 2006, 

shortly after the announcement of the planned Sunrise Powerlink project.  The goal of 

the Alarmed Citizens is twofold.  Primarily, the group works to prevent the Sunrise 

Powerlink from running through Rancho Peñasquitos.  The group’s secondary mission 

is to educate the Rancho Peñasquitos community about the SDG&E proposal to run 
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230,000-volt power lines through the residential neighborhood.  Barry, the chairperson 

of the group, described their mission as, “we’re just trying to protect our neighbors. 

SDG&E is corrupt and they don’t care about our community in the slightest.  The 

Powerlink is unnecessary.  Its dangerous and it will destroy the natural beauty of the 

community.  It’s downright ugly.  We’re doing all we can to stop it.”  Officially, the 

ACP opposes the Powerlink project for a variety of reasons.  Primarily, the ACP feels 

that the proposed power line would destroy the residential character of Rancho 

Peñasquitos, harm property values, and cause a health risk to the surrounding 

community.  The ACP argues that the Powerlink project would destroy the natural 

scenic beauty of the un-spoilt environment in the canyons of Rancho Peñasquitos.  

The ACP also fears that high voltage power lines may potentially cause health 

problems in young children.  Barry elaborates on the health concerns, “honestly, I 

don’t know what the health concerns are. I haven’t done the research, and from what I 

can tell no one else has done it either.  I don’t want to put our children at risk of 

something that may or may not be dangerous.  It’s just not worth it.”  Since the 

community sees itself as family and children oriented, high-tension power lines in the 

area are understood by some as an inappropriate and severe safety risk.  Both of these 

effects would harm property values by making Rancho Peñasquitos a less desirable 

place to live.  Additionally, the ACP opposes SDG&E’s proposal for a variety of 

secondary reasons.  They feel that the lines are not actually needed, and that the cost 

of building the lines would not outweigh the benefits.  Barry expresses his mistrust of 

SDG&E quite clearly, “all they want is a profit and they don’t care who they harm in 
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the process.  It’s all corrupt.  What gives them the right to destroy our community for 

their personal gain?”  In all, the ACP feels that the Powerlink project, if completed, 

will damage “our families, our property values, and our community,” as suggested by 

the group’s website. 

The Alarmed Citizens of Peñasquitos was started by a group of neighbors who 

learned that SDG&E’s proposed project would run large high tension power lines 

along a canyon immediately behind their houses.  One neighbor contacted others on 

the street, many of whom grew concerned.  They decided to form a group to oppose 

the project and increase awareness about the Sunrise Powerlink.  One neighbor, Barry, 

took great interest in the cause, and assumed leadership of the group.  He used his 

legal background to form an incorporated group and had the ACP recognized by the 

California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC) as an intervener in the Sunrise 

Powerlink project.  The CPUC has the authority to permit or deny SDG&E’s proposal 

to build the power lines. The intervener status gave the ACP official recognition to 

submit arguments to the CPUC opposing the Powerlink proposal.  Barry explains why 

he became involved, “I was involved from the very beginning.  Ever since I got a call 

from my neighbor bringing the issue to my attention.  I knew right away that it would 

be a battle that my experience as an attorney could help.”  The ACP, under Barry’s 

guidance, has used its official recognition to protest the need of the project in the first 

place and to suggest alternative line routes that would take the power lines out of 

Rancho Peñasquitos.  As of this writing, in mid-2008, the CPUC is considering many 
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of the proposed alternative routes suggested by the ACP and has officially called into 

question the need for the project.   

 Barry informed me that he originally joined the group and took such a strong 

interest because he felt personally threatened by the proposed power lines.  As he 

explains, “They [SDG&E] originally planned to run the lines right behind my house.  I 

don’t want to look out my back window and see high-tension power lines and towers.  

Look, right now I have a nice view of an open canyon.  I don’t want that to change.”  

It was Barry’s neighbor that first notified the residents on the street about the proposed 

project.  Once the group had formed Barry took a leadership role, because he had the 

legal expertise and the personal motivation.  Once he got involved, he realized that the 

SDG&E proposal would affect more than just his family and nearby neighbors.  “Once 

we had a group set up we started getting a huge response from throughout the 

community.  We realized this affected more than just our street,” he explained.  After 

he recognized the threat as a community-wide issue, Barry used pre-established social 

networks to spread word about the ACP and the Sunrise Powerlink around Rancho 

Peñasquitos.  Email lists were the most popular means of contact.  The ACP tapped 

into email lists of the local PTAs and other groups, to contact as many people as they 

could.  In addition, a number of local presentations were given at PTA meetings and 

Planning Board meetings to increase awareness in the community.  ACP members also 

had articles written in the local newspaper to draw attention to their group.   

 In a few short months, the ACP had accumulated well over 500 registered 

members.  Most of their organizing was done over email.  The board meets when 
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needed, but most of the members stay in contact electronically.  Any time a new 

development arises concerning the Sunrise Powerlink an email is sent out to keep the 

members informed and up to date.  This method has worked particularly well, and led 

to significant involvement.  On one occasion over 500 individuals packed the Rancho 

Peñasquitos Public Library to attend a public meeting held by SDG&E to discuss the 

proposed project’s impact on the area.  Most of the 500 attendees were members of the 

ACP and were in vocal opposition to the Powerlink project.  This level of organized 

opposition seems to have taken SDG&E quite by surprise. 

 The Alarmed Citizens of Peñasquitos have been quite successful in a number 

of their goals.  Aside from successfully petitioning the CPUC to consider alternative 

line routes, the ACP has convinced SDG&E to change its planned route through the 

neighborhood.  The original plan for the Sunrise Powerlink involved overhead lines to 

be strung from one end of Rancho Peñasquitos to the other.  Through public meetings 

and debates with SDG&E officials, the ACP was able to gain two concessions.  At 

first, SDG&E agreed to revise its planned route and would run the lines underground 

through a portion of Rancho Peñasquitos.  As Barry describes, “This option was better 

than nothing.  It would have kept the ugly towers and lines out of view, but it was only 

part of a solution.”  A second concession agreed to later by SDG&E would have all of 

the lines buried throughout the length of Rancho Peñasquitos.  These two revisions by 

SDG&E were seen as victories by many of the members of ACP.  After the first 

revision, Barry informed me that activity in the group dropped a bit.  He said, “The 

undergrounding of a portion of the lines meant that less people were directly affected.  
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A lot of people simply lost interest.”  Once the second concession was made, however, 

activity in the group fell dramatically.  Opposition to the proposal dropped to almost 

nothing after SDG&E agreed to run the entire length of line through Rancho 

Peñasquitos underground.  As long as the community would not be affected with 

unsightly and noisy power lines, it appeared that most people would be content.   

 A diehard contingent of the Alarmed Citizens of Peñasquitos continues to 

protest the Sunrise Powerlink.  There are a number of reasons for their continued 

opposition to the proposed project.  Some feel that the underground lines will actually 

be more dangerous to the health of children than the planned overhead lines would 

have been.  They argue that the underground lines would be at a much closer 

proximity to anyone nearby, and therefore the electromagnetic radiation produced by 

the power lines would be exponentially more intense.  Although no concrete evidence 

has been established that electromagnetic radiation causes health effects, those that 

espouse this position don’t want to take the chance.  They correctly argue that no long-

term studies have been done with such high levels of exposure over a sustained period 

of time.  One woman spoke determinedly at a Planning Board meeting, “I’ve lived 

here for over ten years now, and I do not want these lines in my neighborhood.  They 

affect community values, and worst of all they will affect our children.  The EMF 

radiation from those lines causes brain tumors and we can’t have that in our 

neighborhood.  The health effects are real and we can’t ignore them.”  Her statements 

were met by a round of applause from the audience.  An additional oppositional stance 

argues that that Sunrise Powerlink is not needed at all.  This argument maintains that 
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demand for energy in the area had been overestimated and supply underestimated by 

SDG&E in order to justify the project.  Barry is quite convinced by this argument and 

presented it during one of his presentations, “Studies by the US Department of Energy 

have suggested that current transmission lines have more than enough capacity to 

serve the San Diego region and that no new lines are necessary in the foreseeable 

future.”  Recent findings by the CPUC seem to suggest that this may be a valid 

concern, and is being actively investigated.  Barry tells me that although the proposed 

power lines no longer directly affect him, “I’m going to see the opposition through to 

the end.”  He has become interested in the larger issues, and feels that SDG&E is 

motivated by greed, rather than the public interest.  Therefore, he feels compelled to 

fight what he sees as an unnecessary and unwise project.  Although active membership 

in the ACP has dropped dramatically, there are still about 25 residents that are actively 

involved in opposing the Sunrise Powerlink, and will continue to do so until the 

CUPC makes a final ruling on the matter. 

 

Membership in Rancho Peñasquitos Citizenship 

 The example of the Alarmed Citizens of Peñasquitos illustrates that residents 

of Rancho Peñasquitos act as citizens of their local community and often do so ahead 

of their status as city, state, or country citizens.  The ACP fights to protect what it sees 

as the rights of every resident of Rancho Peñasquitos.  These perceived rights include 

making claims regarding being able to live in a safe, healthy, and clean environment in 

which to raise their children, maintain property value through preservation of the 
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suburban ideal, and not being dictated to by outside forces.  The ACP and its members 

focus their attention on Rancho Peñasquitos specifically.  The group started by 

focusing only on those individuals directly affected by the power lines.  They quickly 

realized, however, that the Powerlink project threatened the entire community of 

Rancho Peñasquitos, and that their individual concerns were also community-wide 

concerns shared by others.  Residents from all parts of the community saw the 

overhead high tension power lines as a threat to their rights as suburban residents and 

they organized as suburban citizens.   

The fact that organization of the ACP focused around the neighborhood as a 

whole is significant.  The group quickly recognized Rancho Peñasquitos as the natural 

space to turn to, and the community responded.  The group could have remained small 

and tied to their individual street, or they could have attempted to gain support from 

the entire city or county.  Neither of these options were chosen, however, and this 

signifies that Rancho Peñasquitos residents feel as if they have something in common 

that is worth protecting, and feel as if their collective rights are being violated when it 

is not.  The shared values are based around the suburban discourse, which ties the 

residents together as a community, and serves as a justification to make claims 

concerning the proper course of action within the community.  I expand on the 

connection between the suburban ideal and rights-claims in an upcoming section.  

Now, I turn to the question of how membership in the citizenship of Rancho 

Peñasquitos is determined. 
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Criteria for Membership 

 Citizenship in Rancho Peñasquitos is not officially recognized.  No level of 

government recognizes or acknowledges citizenship based on residence in the 

community.  Furthermore, Rancho Peñasquitos is not organized or governed as a 

community by any institutional body, nor is it recognized on the outside as anything 

other than a neighborhood within the City of San Diego.  And yet, despite a lack of 

recognition and institutional support, a sense of citizenship based around rights-claims 

and related duties exists within residents of the community.  Upon what, then, is this 

sense of citizenship based?  How does one become a member able to make legitimate 

claims upon others within and outside of the community?  How does one recognize 

others as citizens of Rancho Peñasquitos, and how does one recognize one’s self as a 

citizen of the neighborhood? 

 There is no single answer to these questions and there is not a clear and 

obvious method, therefore, to determine membership.  A number of characteristics 

combine, however, to create a sense of citizenship, which can be then be legitimately 

expressed within and outside of the community.  Citizens of Rancho Peñasquitos do 

not recognize themselves as having a sense of suburban citizenship.  They do, 

however, recognize that they all share a common set of values, which they perceive as 

rights, and a common duty to protect those rights/values.  Although they may not refer 

to it as such, this is in effect, suburban citizenship.  The shared sentiment comes 

through two similar, although not identical, experiences: residence in the community, 

and homeownership. 
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 Living in the community is the first necessary step towards becoming a citizen 

of Rancho Peñasquitos.  For example, before one can vote on a candidate for the 

Planning Board or Town Council, one must demonstrate residence within the 

community.  Living in Rancho Peñasquitos provides a sense of belonging among 

residents and a sense of assurance that one’s neighbors have the community’s best 

interest in mind.  As demonstrated in chapter three, residents of Rancho Peñasquitos 

share a common identity.  One of the main components of this identity is a recognition 

of shared values and beliefs that are gained largely by living in the community.  For 

example, the members of the ACP based their opposition on the effect the power lines 

would have on the community.  By framing the issue as a community concern, it 

became a matter of great importance for many residents of the community.  There are 

many other reasons why one might choose to oppose SDG&E’s Sunrise Powerlink 

project, but its threat to Rancho Peñasquitos would not be a significant reason to resist 

the project for anyone other than a resident of the neighborhood.  Barry has lived in 

Rancho Peñasquitos for over twelve years.  In that time he has become enculturated 

into the lifestyle of the community and has been subjected to the specific 

manifestation of the suburban discourse maintained in the community.  For example, 

his list of things he likes about the community mirrors the opinions of the majority of 

community members, “I like the location, close to downtown, but not too close.  I like 

the open space and the great school district.  It’s not overly crowded, and the kids have 

a lot of opportunities to get involved.”  In a separate conversation he told me, “I feel 

safe here.  I know all the people are like me, and I certainly wouldn’t want anything to 
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change.”  As one recognizes oneself as a member of the Rancho Peñasquitos 

community, one begins to feel as if the features of the suburban ideal as expressed in 

Rancho Peñasquitos are natural elements of the community, rather than ideals.  Seen 

as a natural condition, the suburban ideal becomes understood as a right exercised by 

members of the community in relation to each other and outsiders. 

 Homeownership expands on the effects living in the community produces.  

Owning a home in Rancho Peñasquitos is a significant investment, just as it is 

anywhere.  Homeowners want to keep their investment as safe as possible.  In terms of 

Rancho Peñasquitos, that means protecting the home and community from perceived 

damage and threat.  Most often these perceived threats come in the form of challenges 

to the suburban ideal.  Barry and others in the ACP were initially dawn into action in 

response to what they saw as a threat to their property value, lifestyle, health, and 

community.  All of these reasons are perceived as threats to the ideal suburban 

lifestyle, and are heightened through homeownership and the risk they place on home 

value.  Other perceived threats come in the form of excluded groups that haunt 

suburban subjectivities.  These hauntings provide a sense of danger and further 

reinforce the sense that the suburban lifestyle is under attack and must therefore be 

protected.  

 As I demonstrated in chapter three, the subjectivity of Ranch Peñasquitos 

draws very distinct boundaries between itself and outsiders.  This sense of 

boundedness allows residents to feel connected to each other through a shared set of 

values.  These shared values are influenced by the suburban discourse, and serve as 



 254

the basis for a sense of citizenship in Rancho Peñasquitos.  In addition to possessing a 

sense of shared identity, residents of Rancho Peñasquitos strongly differentiate 

themselves from the surrounding communities.  The rights-claims made possible 

through the acceptance of the suburban ideal of Rancho Peñasquitos, is therefore only 

available and valid to residents of the community.  The brand of local suburban 

citizenship offered in Rancho Peñasquitos is exclusive to residents of the community 

that share the same values and concerns directed at the same community.  This style of 

citizenship of exclusive membership based on shared ideals is a contemporary 

manifestation of a republican style of citizenship, which was discussed in the previous 

chapter.   

Additional aspects of the republican model require a strict separation between 

public and private, an equality between citizens but an underlying inequality between 

those included and excluded, and a focus on self-governance.  The separation of public 

and private spheres should be clear.  Privacy is at the heart of the suburban ideal.  The 

republican model works well in the suburbs.  An example of this is the reliance on 

email the ACP used to organize its members.  Email as a form of communication 

seems to fit perfectly into the suburban logic.  Email can be readily ignored and does 

not cause a distraction for the recipient.  It thereby maintains the suburban value on 

privacy.  Email can be read and responded to when the recipient wants, or it can be 

disregarded altogether.  Many groups similar to the ACP have turned to email and the 

internet in general as a means of communication.  The shift to email illustrates that 

suburban citizenship is about maintaining a shared suburban ideal, but only if the cost 



 255

of doing so does not violate those same ideals.  It also maintains a separation between 

the public and private spheres, as individuals can check their emails only when they so 

desire.  A phone call, in contrast, would be much more invasive to a family’s privacy 

than an email – hence the prevalence of caller ID and voice mail in suburban homes.  

Email, however, circumvents this sense of invasion and allows individuals to become 

involved in public issues on their own terms. 

Following the republican model, suburban citizenship is informed by a sense 

of common identity, separation from outsiders, and unequal access to membership.  

The brand of suburban citizenship in Rancho Peñasquitos is only available to residents 

and furthermore is only available to those that share the common ideals of the suburb.  

Suburbs are in essence a flight from perceived evils: dirt, crime, poverty, among 

others.  The rights suburbanites claim for themselves are about maintaining the 

separation between those acknowledged to be suburban residents and outsiders.  There 

is an inherent inequality here that allows suburban residents to live in a lifestyle of 

their choosing, while denying that same lifestyle to those that do not fit.  This is 

exemplified by the individual discussed in chapter 3, who had the police called on him 

for suspicion of drug use because he was walking up and down the street in violation 

of suburban norms.  His case was only a minor infraction.  More serious challenges to 

the ideal suburban lifestyle are excluded altogether.  Throughout the dissertation I 

have identified numerous such excluded groups: the poor, families without children, 

and renters.  I have argued that these exclusion and inequalities are at the heart of a 

suburban citizenship and routinely haunt the suburban sense of innocence and 
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isolation.  The suburban sense of citizenship in not, however, a singularly “republican” 

style of citizenship, which requires that citizens rule each other and themselves.  While 

aspects of the republican model are clearly evident, so to are elements of the liberal 

model of citizenship.  Liberal citizenship focuses on individual rights, which are also 

clearly manifest in suburban performances of citizenship.  These two models of 

citizenship exist in constant tension with one another and continually inform the 

practice of citizenship within the suburbs.  I now turn to discuss the specific aspects of 

suburban citizenship in Rancho Peñasquitos. 

 

Rights of Ownership 

 Since before Rancho Peñasquitos was a suburban neighborhood, a golf course 

has been a central component of the community.  The original developer of the area 

built the golf course and recreation center first and then built the suburban community 

around it.  The course was used as a selling point to draw potential homebuyers to the 

neighborhood (See Figure 3.5).  It was a successful marketing strategy, as the golf 

course reflects various aspects of the suburban ideal: the separation from the city, open 

space, cleanliness, a connection to nature, and a safe environment, among others.  The 

golf course, therefore, is more than just a golf course.  It is a symbol of the values of 

the community, and a feature that residents feel helps to define Rancho Peñasquitos.  

It was both literally and figuratively the foundation upon which the community was 

built.  In 2005, however, plans were made to sell the golf course to developers and 

turn the acreage into additional suburban homes.  
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 The current owners of the golf course have concluded that future operation of 

the course will produce limited economic returns, and eventually cause the company 

to lose money.  As the golf course ages, it requires increasing maintenance and labor 

to keep it operational.  Additionally, newer courses in the area have drawn customers 

away and provided a level of competition that cannot be matched without a substantial 

capital investment into the aging facility.  In sum, the owners of the course see it as 

requiring large investments with little chance of return.  They have therefore decided 

to sell the course to developers for construction of suburban homes.  A prospective 

buyer was soon found, but before finalizing the purchase the buyer wanted to ensure 

houses could be built on the land.   

 As mentioned in chapter three, any proposed building in Rancho Peñasquitos, 

must first be approved by the San Diego City Council, which usually follows the 

recommendations of the Rancho Peñasquitos Planning Board.  In early 2006 the 

proposed developers met in private with members of the Planning Board to discuss the 

likelihood that development of the golf course into a few hundred homes would be 

allowed.  As the president of the board recounts, the meeting ended with the members 

of the Planning Board informing the developers that the plan, “would not fly.”  The 

development company was told that the plan would most likely be opposed by the 

community, and that the proposal would be a direct violation of the Rancho 

Peñasquitos Community Plan.  The Community Plan specifically mentions the golf 

course as a valuable feature of the community.  As such, the Planning Board would act 

in accordance of the Community Plan, and oppose any proposal that sought to remove 
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the golf course.  The developers were told that in order for the Planning Board to 

approve the project, at the bare minimum, the Community Plan would need to be 

changed.  To do so would require significant community support and approval by both 

the Planning Board and the San Diego City Council. 

 The developers were not daunted.  In late 2006 representatives of the 

developers met with local community members in small informal sessions.  These 

meetings were designed as informational conferences in which residents could learn 

about the proposed development and the developers could learn about the concerns of 

residents living in the area.  These meetings stretched over a number of months, and 

prompted concern among many community members.  For many local homeowners 

this was the first they had heard about development plans and potential sale of the golf 

course, and it caught them off guard.  Joan, who would soon become very involved in 

fighting the development, told me, “One day we got these fliers on the door 

announcing a ‘workshop’ to discuss redevelopment of the golf course.  I couldn’t 

believe what I was reading.  I was shocked.  I asked some neighbors and they were 

just as clueless as I was.”  Talk began to circulate through the neighborhood, largely 

through local PTAs, and soon thereafter a group was officially formed to oppose the 

proposed development plans.  

 The PQ Response Group (PQRG) was formed by neighborhood residents to 

organize opposition to the development of the local golf course and other potential 

development “threats” to the area.  They oppose development for a variety of reasons.  

First, the increased traffic of any new residents would arguably create an 
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unmanageable amount of congestion on streets that are already crowded.  Second, 

additional houses in the area would create a safety issue if, for some reason, the area 

needed to be evacuated.  There is currently only one road into or out of the area, and 

added housing would place more demand on the single exit point.  Additionally, more 

housing would create further stress on police, fire, and paramedic resources that are 

already stretched thin.  And finally, the planned development is a violation of the 

Community Plan.  Joan, the group’s leader may have summarized it best when she 

told me, “Basically it comes down to a quality of life issue.  We moved here because 

we had friends in the area and knew beforehand what the neighborhood was like.  If 

they build more houses it will completely destroy everything we moved here to 

escape.” 

The PQRG was founded after local residents learned of each other’s concern 

through common membership in a local PTA.  The group started small, with just over 

ten members, and remained small on purpose.  At first the group wanted to remain 

unknown to the developers.  They feared if the developers knew of their opposition 

that a large campaign would occur to rally support for the golf course development.  If 

such a campaign were to occur, the small PQRG would not be able to counter with its 

limited resources.  I first learned of the group through attendance at the monthly 

Planning Board meetings.  I approached the chairwoman, introduced myself, and 

asked if I could interview her and attend the group meetings.  At first I was flatly 

denied.  She assumed that I was a spy for the developer and wanted to learn what 

strategies the group was planning to use to fight the development proposal.  After a 
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few weeks of discussion, I was eventually able to convince her that I was in fact 

actually a graduate student conducting research on citizenship in Rancho Peñasquitos.  

She agreed to an interview, but I have still not been allowed to attend a group meeting.  

It is feared, even though anonymity was promised, that if I were to attend a meeting, 

this dissertation might contain strategic information vital to the success of the 

opposition.  

 Eventually, however, the PQRG gained confidence in itself and began to grow.  

Fliers were posted in public places to inform community members about the proposed 

development and the group itself.  An informational website was set up, and the group 

manned a booth at the Fiesta de Los Peñasquitos to distribute information and attract 

support.  The PQRG grew to have a significant impact.  The group made it a goal to 

ensure its voice was heard by the Planning Board, and has attended every meeting 

since its inception.  Often members of the group will speak at the meetings, presenting 

themselves as protectors and representatives of the entire community.  For example, 

one member publicly stated, “I just want to make sure you guys [the planning board 

members] are thinking about us.  Sometimes it seems like you just make decisions 

without thinking how it will affect everyone else.”  To increase its voice on the 

Planning Board, a member of the PQRG was able to win an election and now sits on 

the board.  Support by the PQRG was influential in the election.  The group publicized 

the election and made sure residents knew its candidate was against development of 

the golf course.  The election drew more votes than have ever been cast in any 

previous Planning Board election, and the candidate run by the PQRG won with more 
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votes than any other candidate had ever received in the history of the Rancho 

Peñasquitos Planning Board.   

 After a member of the PQ Response Group won a seat on the Planning Board, 

the proposed developer of the golf course petitioned the Planning Board to consider its 

development plan.  An entire meeting was dedicated to the topic, and community 

turnout was massive.  Well over 300 local residents turned out to listen to the 

proposal, and of those 300 over 50 took time to speak out vocally against the 

development of the golf course.  Many residents made eloquent speeches and 

presented numerous arguments opposing development.  Arguments mirrored those of 

the PQRG.  Concerns were raised over traffic and safety issues.  One resident 

complained, “I just moved here from Mira Mesa [a nearby community to the south of 

Rancho Peñasquitos] because Mira Mesa got really bad with traffic.  I don’t want to 

see the same thing here.  My house is actually worth something now.  If you put more 

traffic on these roads it means the value of my house will go down.”  Most speakers 

made specific reference to the golf course being a central aspect of the community and 

that the community would not be the same without the course.  For example, a 

fourteen-year community resident argued, “People here care about their 

neighborhoods and property values.  We moved here specifically because of the golf 

course. [significant applause] We bought the house because of the golf course and the 

open space, and we don’t want to see it developed.  It is a community asset.”  Many 

residents made direct appeals to the suburban ideal, and cited the golf course as an 

open and natural space, that was an invaluable resource to the community.  Other 
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residents made angry accusations concerning the motives of the developers.  These 

usually focused on “outside interests” who were only motivated by the possibility of 

making money.  It is feared that these outsiders will come into the neighborhood, 

disregard its wants, desires, and rights, and tear up what was considered a community 

asset without a care in the world about those who lived next door.  This is exemplified 

by a resident who said, “We can’t trust these guys [the developers].  They just want to 

make money and leave.  They are not part of our community and don’t respect it.  

They are not interested in our community, just the size of their own pocketbooks.” 

 The Planning Board meeting dedicated to the proposed development of the 

golf course lasted over four hours.  The 300 residents in attendance were largely 

present because of the organizing and informational efforts of the PQRG.  The group 

was able to secure a significant amount of community support and activism on the 

issue and, for the time being, has managed to stop the plans for development.  As of 

this writing, the proposal to develop the golf course seems to have faltered.  No further 

activity has materialized and plans have not moved forward.  The recent downturn in 

the housing market is probably largely to blame, but the efforts of the PQRG have had 

some effect.  Their efforts have made pursuing the development plans more costly and 

time-consuming, and with the economy in its current state the costs probably do not 

currently outweigh the potential profits.  The PQRG is ever vigilant, however.  Joan, 

the chairperson, told me, “We haven’t stopped fighting.  We know they’ll be back, and 

we’ll be ready.”  They still have monthly meetings, attend the Planning Board 
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meetings, and have a member sitting on the Planning Board.  When the threat of 

development arises again, they will be ready to do all they can to stop it. 

 

Claiming Rights in Rancho Peñasquitos 

 The opposition raised by the PQ Response Group and others to the proposed 

development of the golf course in Rancho Peñasquitos illustrates a sense of rights that 

residents of the community feel entitled to.  Rights are claims made against others that 

are recognized as legitimate and enforceable.  They are central to a functioning system 

of citizenship, as they provide the basis around which the benefits of citizenship 

function.  The proposed development of the golf course threatened to violate a central 

aspect to the suburban ideal as it has been developed in Rancho Peñasquitos.  The golf 

course symbolizes to residents a rural and open space and a peaceful and safe distance 

from the city.  Destruction of the golf course would not only remove a central 

component of the community, it would also flagrantly violate the suburban ideal as it 

has become known in the neighborhood.  The PQRG and ACP share much in 

common.  Both groups make claims to the suburban ideal as a right.  In this section I 

investigate how the claims made by residents concerning the suburban ideal are made 

legitimate and thereby turned into rights.  This manifestation of citizenship follows the 

liberal model in its conception of individual rights, but at the same time also draws on 

the republican model in its focus on community values and ideals. 
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Buyers Rights 

 Residents of Rancho Peñasquitos, and especially home-owning residents, have 

bought into a way of life.  When they purchased a home, they were being sold more 

than a piece of land with a house built on it.  They were also buying a suburban 

lifestyle, based upon the tenets of the suburban ideal.  As I demonstrated in chapter 

three, developers of the area consciously exploited the suburban discourse to draw 

potential homebuyers to the community.  In many of the advertisements for homes in 

Rancho Peñasquitos less focus is given to the house itself and more to the atmosphere, 

lifestyle, and conveniences of the surrounding neighborhood.  Rancho Peñasquitos 

was sold and purchased as a suburban dream.  The suburban ideal, therefore, was not 

just an abstract concept.  Rather, it was a concrete selling and buying point for the 

neighborhood.  Residents of the area bought not just a house, but also the ability to 

live life according to the suburban discourse.  Residents, therefore, feel as if they own 

the aspects of the community that allow it to harmonize with the suburban ideal.  The 

purchase of a home in a suburban community, therefore, establishes the basis for both 

republican and liberal citizenships.  The purchase creates a sense of liberal rights-

bearing consumers.  Among the items purchased is the ability to live in a certain 

community according to a specific set of values and ideals.  This sense of shared 

community values and concerns provides the basis for the republican aspect of 

suburban citizenship. 

 During the Planning Board’s meeting to discuss the proposed development of 

the golf course, numerous residents echoed this sentiment.  One man, after having 
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described the horrible traffic and lamenting the possible loss of the “open space” 

commented, “We moved here for a reason.  We don’t want to see it changed.”  Later 

in the meeting, a middle-aged woman who has lived in the community for over 14 

years summed up the connection between the golf course, open space, the suburban 

ideal, and purchasing a house when she said, “People here care about their 

neighborhood and property value.  We moved here because of the golf course.  We 

bought our house because of the golf course and the open space it provides.  I am 

concerned that our property values will go down if this plan goes forward.”  Her 

comments were met with wild applause from the approximately 300-person audience.  

In a few brief sentences, she had summed up and justified a majority of the concerns 

felt by most of the residents.  In so doing, she made a rights-claim that was recognized 

as legitimate by the audience through an appeal to ownership – liberal citizenship – of 

the ability to live according to the suburban ideal – republican citizenship.  Though an 

appeal to both models of citizenship, residents create a coherent system of community 

and individual rights-claims.  By itself, the liberal model would fall flat.  Under the 

liberal model of citizenship, homeowners do not have a right to tell the owner of the 

golf course what can and cannot be done with the property.  Likewise, the republican 

model also has limited effectiveness on its own.  The golf course is owned by a large 

international corporation with very little ties to the community (which is one of the 

complaints by residents).  Under a republican-style formulation of citizenship the 

owner of the course is not bound by the same community values and concerns that the 

residents are.  Together, however, both forms of citizenship work in concert to create a 
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sense of community-based rights that bind all members of the community to shared 

community values that are expressed as individual rights.  

One final example of the more than 50 that spoke that night illustrates the 

connection between the golf course and the sense of community identity.  Carrie, a 

woman of slight build, approached the microphone, and introduced herself as a 27-

year resident of the community.  She had been raised in Rancho Peñasquitos as a 

child, and when she moved out of her parents’ house, she and her husband had bought 

a house of their own in the community.  She was speaking in opposition to the planned 

development, but her comments seemed oddly misdirected.  Her main comment was, 

“I love my ‘PQ!’ Who doesn’t love our ‘PQ?’”  To me, this statement seemed out of 

place.  I wasn’t exactly sure how it was supposed to be an argument opposing 

development.  The audience, however, interpreted things very differently, as they 

erupted in applause, shouts of approval, and whistles.  I realized later, after hearing 

many other individuals speak, that two unspoken assumptions were being left out 

because they were more than obvious to the residents in the audience.  First, that 

residents love Rancho Peñasquitos just the way it is, and any modification that might 

change it is a dangerous and unacceptable proposition. Second, that the golf course is 

as essential part of the identity of the community, and without the golf course the 

neighborhood would not be the same, and furthermore it would not reflect the 

cherished suburban ideal.  I had a chance to talk to Carrie a few days after the meeting, 

and she confirmed my suspicions.  I asked her why she thought her statement was so 

powerful.  She responded, “We all love living here.  That’s why we live here, because 
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we love it.  We don’t want anything changed.  We love it just the way it is.  Why 

would you want to change something so perfect?  I couldn’t even imagine living here 

if things changed – especially if they took away the golf course.”  I followed up by 

asking if she frequently uses the course.  “Oh no,” she replied, “I don’t golf, but it just 

wouldn’t be PQ without it.  It would just feel different – strange – you know?”    

 Residents of Rancho Peñasquitos bought a house, a way of life, and a 

community all of which correspond to a specific manifestation of the suburban ideal.  

Any change to the community that might alter the relationship between the community 

and the suburban ideal is seen as a threat to a fundamental set of rights – consumer 

rights.  This set of rights is based primarily on a liberal model of citizenship that is 

perceived to be universal in scope.  If the community is changed in such a way as to 

call into question its relationship with its suburban ideal, then the purchases made by 

the homeowners in the community seem fraudulent.  Homeowners see themselves as 

not only having a right to protect their investments, but also a right to possess what 

they paid for.  They feel as if they paid for a suburban home.  When an issue comes up 

that violates the suburban ideals of the community, residents feel as if their purchase is 

being invalidated and they fight to protect what they see as their right.  This 

demonstrates a successful melding of the two models of citizenship.  The right to live 

in a suburban neighborhood was, in homeowners’ minds, clearly purchased from the 

original developers, and when it is challenged residents protest loudly by making 

claims to the suburban ideal.  Often times, as the failed golf course development and 

undergrounding of the proposed power lines illustrate, these claims are validated, and 
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demonstrate the force and effectiveness behind suburban forms of citizenship – not to 

mention the discursive success of combining the liberal and republican models of 

citizenship into a single largely coherent system. 

 

Written “Contracts” 

 In addition to a sense of buyers’ rights, suburban citizens in Rancho 

Peñasquitos often turn to written sources as an additional form of legitimacy for 

making claims upon others.  The Rancho Peñasquitos Community Plan is a document 

that guides the decisions of the Planning Board, and can be used to justify claims 

made against individuals and organizations within the community.  Similarly, Codes, 

Covenants, and Restrictions (CC&Rs) are attached to the deeds homes in the 

community and are often used to make claims against other homeowners.  These 

documents serve as a written justification for residents of the neighborhood to make 

claims against their neighbors and organizations in the community.  Additionally, both 

documents continue the melding of liberal and republican models of citizenship.  The 

documents serve as contracts in the liberal model, and attempt to contractualize the 

community standards of the republican model.  Neither document is fully legally 

binding, and yet citizens of Rancho Peñasquitos often turn to them to provide a sense 

of legitimacy for their claims, and do so with some level of success. 

 As mentioned previously, the Community Plan was drafted in 1978 and is a 

general guide for use by the Planning Board in making decisions.  The plan outlines 

the desired use and nature of the community and is heavily influenced by the suburban 
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discourse.  The Planning Board attempts to follow the guideline set forth in the 

Community Plan, but is not under responsibility to do so.  That does not stop them, 

however, from using the Community Plan to justify their decisions.  In this manner the 

Community Plan functions as a rights-claim resource.  As the golf course development 

example demonstrates, the Community Plan makes the decision to block development 

seem completely justified and supported by a bureaucratic assembly that is unbiased 

and unwavering.  In actuality, however, the Planning Board could vote however it 

would like.  The Community Plan is not binding.  It does, however, provide a 

convenient way to make opinions supporting the suburban ideal seem legitimate, 

unavoidable, and authoritative.  By doing so, the Community Plan adopts a republican 

strategy into a liberal style of citizenship. 

In essence, the Community Plan turns claims made supporting the suburban 

ideal into legitimate rights.  These rights-claims are supported by structural forces 

such as the Planning Board and the San Diego City Council.  Community members, 

such as the PQRG, realize the strength of the Community Plan to support their rights-

claims.  The PQRG’s website refers to the Community Plan as a “contract.”  This 

implies that the Community Plan has a legal standing, which it does not have.  By 

referring to the Community Plan as a contract, the citizens of Rancho Peñasquitos are 

asserting their community values as legitimate liberal-style rights, and are demanding 

that they be respected.  For the most part, they have been very successful, as the lack 

of golf course development illustrates. 
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 Every property in Rancho Peñasquitos has a set of Codes Covenants and 

Restrictions attached to its deed.  CC&Rs are limitations placed on property and 

homeowners concerning what can, cannot, and must be done to the property and 

house.  CC&Rs were originally implemented by developers as a way to protect 

property values of the neighborhoods they were developing.  Without a set of CC&Rs, 

once developers had sold a house they were at the mercy of the new homeowner to 

keep up their property.  If the new homeowners trashed the house, it would reflect 

poorly on the remaining homes yet to be sold in the area and potentially lower the 

value at which they could be sold.  No one would want to buy a home next to a messy 

and disrespectful neighbor.  The solution to the problem was to attach rules, or 

CC&Rs, to the deed.  These codes, covenants, and restrictions would be signed at the 

time of deed transfer, and regulate the behavior of homeowners.  This would protect 

surrounding property values, and ensure the developer would not have to worry about 

who homes were sold to.  Once the homes were sold, the developer had no use for the 

CC&Rs but they still remain attached to the deeds.  They are currently used by 

residents against each other, in order to attempt to force fellow community members 

to conform to the suburban ideal.   

Once again, the strategy of using community standards for liberal-style rights-

claims becomes evident.  A straight liberal formulation of citizenship would seem to 

allow the property owner to whatever he or she wanted with his or her property as 

long as it did not interfere with the rights of others.  The paradox, however, is that 

one’s actions in the suburban context may inadvertently harm another.  The 
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combination of liberal-style and republican-style citizenships is an attempt to 

circumvent this dilemma by creating a common set of values in a binding liberal 

manner.  CC&Rs are an example of just such a strategy.  They are an attempt to 

maintain individual property values by forcing people not to infringe upon others 

through a set of community standards.  They are both liberal and republican 

manifestations of citizenship simultaneously.  This dual nature leads to the success of 

the CC&R strategy as well as the problems inherent in it.  Because they are both 

liberal and republican, the CC&Rs cannot fulfill the goals of either with complete 

success.  This tension runs through current suburban feelings regarding their CC&Rs, 

as we will see. 

 CC&Rs regulate many things about an individual property.  An excerpt from a 

set of CC&Rs written for a Rancho Peñasquitos home built in 1985 will serve as an 

example: 

 

• Each lot shall be used for single-family residential purposes 

only, and no building or buildings shall be erected, 

constructed, altered or maintained on any Lot other than one 

(1) detached single-family dwelling 

 

• No second-hand materials shall be used in the construction of 

any building or other structure… and all buildings shall be 

painted or stained with at least two (2) coats upon completion 

 

• All trees, hedges, and other plant materials shall be trimmed 

by the owner of the Lot… so that the same always have a 

well maintained appearance 

 

• There shall be no outside radio or television dish or antennae 

 

• No outside clothes drying shall be permitted on any Lot 
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• No rubbish, brush, weeds, undergrowth or debris of any kind 

or character shall ever be placed or permitted to accumulate 

upon any Lot, or any portion thereof 

 

• Nothing shall be done on any Lot which is or may become a 

nuisance to the other Lot owners 

 

• No automobile, truck, boat or other equipment may be 

dismantled, repaired or serviced on any Lot 

   

These eight excerpts are a sample of the types of rules to be found in a standard set of 

CC&Rs from Rancho Peñasquitos and many other suburban areas across the country.  

They reflect the deep seated suburban discourse, and illustrate the importance for 

maintaining the suburban ideals on property values.  CC&Rs additionally provide a 

sense that homeowners are buying as much a lifestyle as they are a house.  In theory, 

residents are bound by CC&Rs, as are their neighbors.  Suburban residents rule 

themselves and each other, while attempting to preserve a liberal conception of 

property rights. 

  The CC&Rs contain a stipulation for the creation of a Homeowners 

Association.  Homeowners Associations (HOAs) are made up of members of the 

community who are elected to their positions by fellow homeowners.  One of the main 

purposes of the HOA is to oversee compliance with the CC&Rs.  For many decades 

CC&Rs were enforced unproblematically nationwide.  HOAs regularly placed fines on 

homeowners found to be in violation of the CC&Rs.  In some flagrant cases, HOAs 

were able to put liens on the property until the fines were paid and the violations 

rectified.  Over the course of the last decade, however, CC&Rs have become less well 

received in the courts, and are often overturned.  For example, in 2001 the Colorado 
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Court of Appeals denied an HOA the ability to add new restrictions to its CC&Rs in 

West v. Evergreen Highland Association.  In 1998 the California Court of Appeals in 

Cunningham v. Fountain Valley Chateau Blanc Homeowner’s Association decided 

that an HOA cannot enforce provisions of CC&Rs against private homeowners unless 

those provisions reasonably ensure the safety of other homes in the area.  The 

Supreme Court of North Carolina, in a 2003 decision regarding Wise v. Harrington 

Grove Community Association, decided that the HOA could not fine a homeowner for 

non-approved architectural changes to his home.  The Supreme Court of Virginia 

decided that the HOA cannot enforce parking rules codified in CC&Rs in the 2000 

case Sully Station II Community Association v. Dye, et al.  In the 2005 case Caribay 

Inc. v. Ross, the 6
th

 Circuit Court of Florida rejected to HOA’s claim that a 

homeowner must remove windows that were not approved.  The Florida Court of 

Appeals twice decided that HOAs do not have the power to enforce residency limits 

on a property in Durnbach v. Holley (2002) and Baldwin v. Nature’s Hideaway 

(1993).  The Sacramento 3
rd

 District Court of Appeals decided in 2004 that the HOA 

could not limit the animals acceptable as pets in Elebiaris v. Auburn Woods.  These 

are but a few of the examples in recent years of HOAs and CC&Rs being successfully 

challenged in courts across the United States.  This history demonstrates the tension 

inherent in the dual model of citizenship being employed in the suburbs.  Suburban 

citizens are attempting to do two incompatible things at the same time.  They want to 

preserve their sense of community and make sure their neighbors do too.  This is the 

republican model of citizenship at work.  Simultaneously, however, suburban citizens 
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attempt to preserver their individual investments and liberties.  This is the liberal-style 

of citizenship at play.  When the two models work toward the same goals, suburban 

citizenship forms a coherent and stable framework from which to make legitimate 

claims upon both community insiders and outsiders.  When, however, the two models 

work across one another, the system breaks down and the claims made by suburban 

citizens fall on deaf ears.  In such cases suburban citizens turn to other, non-suburban, 

aspects of citizenship.  HOAs therefore have lost much of their enforcement capacity.  

In response to this shift, the Homeowners Association in Rancho Peñasquitos 

transitioned to the Rancho Peñasquitos Town Council.  Along with this alteration 

came a change in the focus of the group.  CC&Rs were no longer a major concern, as 

the Town Council did not want to be dragged into a court battle that they would 

probably lose.  Rather, the Town Council became an organization dedicated to the 

promotion of community values and spirit.   

 The CC&Rs are still used, however, if not by the Town Council, at least by 

the residents themselves.  Over 77% of my respondents feel that their CC&Rs are 

good and beneficial.  An additional 20% feel that the CC&Rs are largely useless, 

because they are not enforced.  These same 20% would like to see some way for the 

CC&Rs to be implemented, and are frustrated that they are not.  Only 3% of the 

residents I spoke to feel the CC&Rs are negative, and impinge upon personal 

freedoms.  Additionally, approximately 44% of the individuals I have spoken to have 

reported either asking a neighbor to abide by the CC&Rs, or being asked to follow the 
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CC&Rs themselves.  Moreover, 80% of respondents in the community report making 

a significant effort to follow the CC&Rs. 

 For non-effective rules, a significant proportion of suburban residents subject 

themselves and others to the influence of the CC&Rs.  A typical resident’s response 

when speaking about the CC&Rs went: “I think they are good. I don't want to live 

next to a house that someone has painted pink and the yard looks like crap.”  Another 

common sentiment was expressed by a different resident, “The CC&Rs are all well 

and good, but there is no HOA in existence to enforce them.  There needs to be an 

organization to report violations to and that can take action.”  This resident expressed 

a common view.  When violations of the CC&Rs are reported to the Town Council, 

the Council can take no action.  Instead, the Town Council attempts to mediate a 

solution.  If mediation proves hopeless, the Council recommends that the complainant 

find a local law or ordinance that is being violated, and report the situation to the 

police.  This practice is so common that the Town Council has a list of “useful” city 

ordinances listed on its website for quick reference by residents.  This reflects the 

tensions in play between liberal and republican aspects of suburban citizenship.  When 

the CC&Rs are beneficial to both individuals and the community simultaneously, they 

can be powerful tools upon which to base rights-claims.  When, however, the 

individual interests and community interests do not line up, the claims based on 

CC&Rs lose their legitimacy and residents turn to other forms of citizenship. 
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Dog Walking and Lawn Clippings 

 The previous examples of citizenship in Rancho Peñasquitos have focused on 

public and organized groups fighting for preservation of their perceived rights to live 

according to the suburban ideal.  Not all acts of suburban citizenship are as public or 

organized, however.  Many acts of citizenship occur at an individual everyday level, 

as suburban residents live their day-to-day lives.  Suburban citizenship informs much 

of the suburban experience, and is performed on a daily basis as suburban residents go 

about their business.  To demonstrate this point, I turn now to two additional 

illustrations of daily citizenship in Rancho Peñasquitos: dog walking and yard 

maintenance.  I see these two activities as conspicuous performances of citizenship by 

citizens of Rancho Peñasquitos.  This performance both forms individuals as proper 

citizens and simultaneously illustrates to others the legitimacy of the underlying 

suburban discourse. 

 

Dog Walking 

 As mentioned in chapter three, walking a dog is one of the few acceptable 

ways to be a pedestrian in Rancho Peñasquitos.  Two times a day, adult residents 

emerge from their homes trailing after a family dog or two.  The first wave begins in 

the morning before residents leave for work, between 6:00am and 7:00am.  The 

second occurs in the evening, after residents return home from work, between 6:00pm 

and 8:00pm.  Dog walkers are usually adult, and are just as often male as female.  

Most dog walking is done alone, but it is not completely uncommon to see a couple 
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walking their dogs together.  Routes taken by dog walkers vary depending on the 

person.  Some like to stick to the sidewalks around their home, while others head for 

the few small, undeveloped areas in the community where they let their dog off-leash 

– in violation of city ordinance – to run free for a few moments.  This small infraction 

is deemed acceptable since it is done in undeveloped, “natural” land.  In fact one 

popular area has become unofficially known as the “Dog Park.”  Officially, the “Dog 

Park” is an easement owned by the city of San Diego.  In recent years it has become so 

well-known as the “Dog Park” that the local Parks and Recreation Board received 

permission from the city to turn the area into an official park for unleashed dogs.  

 The transformation of the unofficial dog park into an official city owned and 

operated dog park illustrates a suburban citizenship at work.  It was not, however, an 

organized objective.  Rather, the dog park was the result of the suburban discourse at 

work in creating a sense of common values that were then put into practice.  

Unleashed dogs present a threat to the suburban ideal.  Dogs without a leash can be 

unpredictable, might wander into someone else’s property, might attack other people’s 

pets, and so on.  Therefore, in order to conform to the suburban ideal of privacy and 

safety, dogs must be on a leash.  For the most part, residents in Rancho Peñasquitos 

follow the leash rule without issue when they are in the neighborhood.  The few 

undeveloped spaces, however, do not seem like part of the neighborhood.  They seem, 

instead, to be somehow set apart from the rest of the community.  They are places 

where weeds grow unkempt and are not provided irrigation or landscaping.  In many 

ways, the undeveloped areas do not fit the model for the rest of Rancho Peñasquitos.  
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In these places, therefore, it is acceptable for a dog to be off its leash.  The suburban 

ideal does not apply in these places as strictly as it would apply elsewhere in the 

community.   

The unofficial dog park serves a function that some members of the 

community find valuable, and others are willing to put up with.  Eventually, the 

Rancho Peñasquitos Parks and Recreation Board decided to fully integrate the 

unofficial dog park into the community.  Plans were drawn and accepted to landscape 

the undeveloped land into a fully functional park where dogs would be allowed to run 

off-leash.  The park is currently planned for development in 2009.  At that time, the 

community will gain a park, where undeveloped land had been, dog owners will gain 

access to a nice official place to let their dogs run, and the rest of the community can 

feel safe due to the fenced-in nature of the park.  In all, the suburban ideal is being 

upheld for everyone involved.  Certain people had been acting according to the 

suburban ideal, by letting their dogs off leash in a place that did not seem to be 

suburban.  While acceptable, this situation still raised some discomfort, and a solution 

was found through the suburban ideal, by creating a fenced park.  This was achieved 

not by votes or public outcry, but rather through the day-to-day practice of many dog 

owners. The community values of republican citizenship meshed with the liberal-style 

rights of individual home and dog owners led to an effective demonstration of 

suburban citizenship. 
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Lawn Clippings 

 Lawn maintenance and landscaping is important for residents in Rancho 

Peñasquitos.  An attractive outside landscape is an essential part of the suburban ideal.  

Lawns and other vegetation allow for the illusion of open space and highlight the 

opposition suburban residents feel toward urban areas.  Such vegetation, however, 

needs care to keep it from becoming overgrown.  Overgrown lawns signal that the 

homeowners do not care about the neighborhood.  Those residents who fail to keep 

their landscaping are typically labeled as “renters.”  Whether or not that label is 

appropriate or not.  The term “renter” signals that the residents of a property must not 

share the same commitment to the community as homeowners and therefore do not 

care to maintain their lawns.  On occasion, members of the Rancho Peñasquitos Town 

Council will walk or drive through the community looking for unkempt lawns.  They 

will contact the owners of properties they feel are not up to community standards, and 

ask them to improve their landscaping.  Here residents are ruling themselves and each 

other according to the republican-style of citizenship. 

 Most residents do not need to be notified by the Town Council concerning 

their landscaping.  On weekends it is not uncommon to see homeowners out in the 

front of their houses mowing lawns, pruning bushes, or pulling weeds.  Many 

homeowners, however, choose to pay others to maintain their lawns for them.  Lawn 

maintenance workers are a regular sight throughout the community on any week day.  

Large white pickup trucks with metal racks holding rakes, shovels, and other lawn 

tools dot the suburban streets throughout Rancho Peñasquitos every workday during 
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the week.  Just as often, however, residents will pick up a local migrant laborer to 

work in the yard.  These “ghosts,” while excluded from the community nonetheless 

play an active and integral part in its maintenance and re-creation (in both senses of 

the word).  Even when homeowners feel that they do not have the time to maintain 

their own yards, it is a big enough concern that they willingly pay others to do so for 

them.  Additionally, the grass that fronts most houses in the neighborhood is kept 

green with a regular supply of water from sprinklers.  In the warm Southern California 

summers, grass does not stay green long without frequent irrigation.  A significant 

amount of effort and/or finances is spent in maintaining an acceptable suburban 

landscape.  Bill expressed one evening, “I hate having to take care of the damn lawn.  

It’s such a waste of time and money.  I have much better things to be doing, but I need 

to keep the yard up.  If I don’t the whole neighborhood will go to hell.”  Even though 

Bill resents to effort, he routinely does his own landscaping and yard work.  He even 

feels a sense of responsibility to the entire neighborhood.  He feels that if his 

landscaping grows unkempt it will signal others to do the same, and then property 

values will decrease for everyone, including himself.  In terms of yard upkeep, the 

dual model of citizenship made manifest in the suburbs works well.  Residents rule 

themselves and each other, while reaping the individual rewards of home value and 

not feeling imposed on by their neighbors. 
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Performing Duties in Rancho Peñasquitos 

 Properly walking one’s dog and performing lawn maintenance are examples of 

the residents of Rancho Peñasquitos enacting duties towards their fellow citizens.  

These conspicuous displays of citizenship cement a reciprocal relationship between 

members of the Rancho Peñasquitos community.  As Hohfeld points out, rights and 

duties exist in a relationship with each other.  When one individual has a right, other 

people have a duty to protect that right.  As I argued previously in this chapter, the 

citizens of Rancho Peñasquitos feel it is their right to live according to the suburban 

ideal.  Therefore, it is the duty of everyone else in the community to uphold the 

suburban ideal for themselves and their fellow citizens.  These duties come in many 

forms, most of which are not recognized as duties at all.  Rather, they are understood 

to be how “normal” community members behave.  In other words, to be a normal 

member of the community one should feel obligated to uphold the suburban ideal, 

thereby duty-bound to endorse the rights of others.  Landscaping and properly walking 

one’s dog are just two small examples of the performance of the duties of suburban 

citizenship in Rancho Peñasquitos.  When the rights and duties correspond with each 

other, suburban citizenship based on both a liberal and republican model of citizenship 

works effectively. 

 A central aspect of the suburban ideal is living in a clean and safe environment.  

Walking one’s dog is a potential threat to this ideal, as the activity of dog walking has 

many goals, one of which is to allow the canine-companion to relieve itself.  If all of 

the dogs were walked in Rancho Peñasquitos without their owners picking up after 
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them, it would lead to a messy situation.  The environment would be littered with dog 

droppings, and therefore not be considered clean.  Furthermore, one would not be safe 

to walk down the sidewalk without carefully choosing where one stepped.  Dog 

walking, therefore, has the significant potential to violate the suburban ideal.  In order 

to maintain the suburban ideal and homeowners’ rights to live according to the ideal, 

dog owners have taken the duty upon themselves to pick up the messes made by their 

dogs.  When a dog is done with its business, it is customary in Rancho Peñasquitos for 

the owner to pick up the solid waste in a plastic baggie, and deposit it in a garbage 

receptacle – usually back at home.  Although unappealing, this practice is almost 

universal among dog walkers in the community.  On numerous occasions I have seen 

dog owners picking up after their dogs.  Moreover, upon walking the same sidewalks 

and over the “dog park” I have never once seen evidence of dog poop, even after 

specifically looking for it.  It is clear that dog owners take great care to clean up after 

their dogs.  This conspicuous performance of duty protects the rights of the entire 

community, including the dog-walker, to live in a safe and clean environment.  It also 

marks the dog-walker as a valuable member of the community.   

To illustrate one’s dedication to the rights and values of the neighborhood, dog 

walkers have developed a signal to other residents.  Walking one’s dog is a potentially 

right-breaking activity.  If one ignores one’s duty to pick up after one’s dog, it is a 

violation of the rights of the rest of the community.  Dog walkers in Rancho 

Peñasquitos have adopted an interesting sign to alleviate fears and show that they 

intend to dutifully uphold the perceived rights to the suburban ideal.  Every dog 
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walker I have observed displays a plastic baggie in clear sight at all times while 

walking his or her dog.  The baggies are usually held in a hip-pocket with a tail end 

sticking out far enough to be easily visible.  Alternatively, the baggies are held balled 

up in the non-leash hand, but always with a corner sticking out so as to be visible by 

others.  The conspicuous display of baggies is in a large sense unnecessary, but not for 

residents of Rancho Peñasquitos.  Every single dog walker in Rancho Peñasquitos 

makes the same display of baggies.  It serves as a clear signal to other residents that 

the droppings from the dog being walked will be disposed of in a manner that 

conforms to the suburban ideal, and that the dog walker is a responsible citizen who 

will dutifully protect the rights of fellow residents of Rancho Peñasquitos.  

 

The Ghost of Nature 

An important aspect of the suburban ideal is the desire to live in a non-urban 

setting, but with the conveniences allowed for by modern society.  The front lawn is 

often a symbol for the connection between urban and rural settings.  The front yard is 

seen as a link to a rural environment.  Bill told me that, “even though I hate doing it, I 

must say, that once I get done with it the yard sure looks good.  There’s nothing better 

than a fresh cut lawn.  It just reminds me how lucky I am to have a lawn in the first 

place.  We used to live in an apartment, and I hated that.  I’ll take the yard work any 

day.”  The vegetation symbolizes the plants and open space found in the country and 

distances the suburb from the city.  At the same time, however, the carefully 

manicured lawn and bushes symbolize the distance from and domination over 
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untamed nature.  “I hate an unkept [sic] lawn,” Cindy admitted on one of our talks.  “It 

just looks trashy and shows a basic lack of respect.”  The front lawn is therefore an 

important representation of the suburban ideal and its maintenance is an essential 

signal marking both the individual home and the entire community as ideally 

suburban.  By being both an individual and community value, and through its 

potentially negative effects on other residents’ home values, the lawn is a particularly 

important site to understand the dual nature of suburban citizenship. 

 Keeping one’s lawn well maintained is a central duty of any suburban resident.  

Living in a community that corresponds to the suburban ideal requires that all 

residents keep their lawns well maintained to community standards.  Any resident that 

fails to keep his or her yard up to par threatens the suburban ideal for the entire 

community by challenging the symbolic link that positions the suburbs midway 

between the city and the country.  Lawn maintenance is therefore a duty, which 

maintains the residents’ perceived rights to live according to the suburban ideal.  In 

addition, lawn maintenance protects the property value of the individual home and the 

surrounding homes.  Homes that correspond to the suburban ideal have what is called 

“good curb appeal” and are worth more to prospective buyers.  They also help to 

maintain the community image of an ideal suburban place, which increases the 

property value of the entire community.  The duty to maintain one’s lawn, therefore, is 

triply in response to the rights perceived by suburban citizens: the right to live 

according to the suburban ideal, the right to protect one’s investment, and the right not 

to be infringed upon by others. 
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 The link to the natural environment that suburban landscaping supposedly 

provides is, however, problematic at best.  Suburban yards are highly artificial 

constructed environments made possible only though significant labor, resources, and 

cost.  They are orderly, predictable, safe, and clean – much like the idealized image of 

the suburb itself.  The natural environment that many suburban residents claim to 

value is none of these.  The natural environment is, in fact, the exact opposite in many 

regards.  Nature is disorderly, unpredictable, potentially unsafe, and dirty.  

Nonetheless, suburban residents like Carrie and Barry proclaim to love nature and list 

it as one of the primary reasons for living in Rancho Peñasquitos.  Carrie said, “I love 

all the open space.  You can go hiking, or biking, or whatever whenever you want.  

It’s great!”  Barry expressed a similar sentiment, “The canyon behind my house is 

great.  It would be a shame to see it ruined with power lines.  It’s like a big backyard.”  

These residents romanticize the natural environment as an extension of the suburban 

way of life.  Ironically, what they see as “natural” is, much like their front lawns, a 

highly disturbed landscape.  In an added case of irony, it is largely through 

suburbanization that large swaths of “nature” are destroyed. 

 The “open spaces” and “natural environment” that residents applaud is largely 

limited to undevelopable canyons and hillsides.  All other land in the vicinity has been 

developed into suburban houses and infrastructure.  What is left over is a tiny fraction 

of “nature” which itself has been greatly transformed by the presence of large numbers 

of people.  In the mid- to late-1980s a freeway was planned that would link Rancho 

Peñasquitos with communities and additional freeways to the west.  An environmental 
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activist group was in strong opposition to the freeway construction.  They argued it 

would facilitate increasing development and destruction of largely undisturbed 

environments.  Ultimately the freeway was completed, to the joy of current residents 

and the chagrin of environmentalists.  Cindy uses the freeway almost every day, as do 

many residents, and loves the convenience it offers for her and her family, “I can’t 

even imagine trying to get to work before the 56 [freeway] was completed.  It would 

probably have taken me over twice as long and that’s even with the traffic.  And I love 

how easy it makes getting to the beach!  I mean its only fifteen minutes away now.  It 

makes living here so much better.”  Cindy is not alone in her use of the new freeway.  

On a regular workday it is packed, sometimes bumper-to-bumper, during rush hours at 

the beginning and ends of days.  In the long run, however, the protestors were correct 

in their predictions.  The opening of the freeway has led to increased development in 

the area.  The subdivision John helped develop, for example, was only made possible 

due to the access the freeway gave to “undeveloped” land. 

 As suburban development progresses in the area the natural environment is 

replaced by a suburban environment.  The “undeveloped” or “natural” landscapes are 

left to the gullies, ditches, canyons, and hillsides.  The more people that move to 

Rancho Peñasquitos because of its proximity to “nature,” the more that nature is 

destroyed.  While this may seem a paradox for a suburban subjectivity, for the most 

part it remains unproblematic.  Suburban residents do not actually want a proximity to 

an unrestrained nature.  Nature is dirty and dangerous.  When I asked Barry if he ever 

uses his “extended backyard” he replied, “No, I tell my kids to stay up here [in the 
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landscaped yard].  I don’t want them to get hurt or anything.”  He wants to look at 

“nature” and likes the idea that it is close – but not too close.  After all, nature is 

uncontrolled and unpredictable – and it’s where the migrant workers live. 

 Suburban residents do want a reminder of nature, however, and they get such a 

reminder through their yards.  The golf course, too, stands in for an idealized natural 

environment.  The true natural environment, however, continuously attempts to break 

through: grass grows, weeds pop up, trees drop their leaves, flowers die, and in 

Southern California everything needs to be watered.  Even though repressed, nature 

constantly haunts the yards, gardens, and property values of suburban neighborhoods.  

A constant battle is being waged between good suburban citizens and the threat of 

lower property values symbolized by the signs of uncontrolled nature.  Proper 

suburban citizens, like Bill, are constantly vigilant against the invasive ghost of nature.  

For them it is both an individual and community struggle. 

 

Not in My Backyard 

As I have shown, residents in Rancho Peñasquitos share a common identity, 

which is based around shared experiences, values, and concerns.  These shared 

concerns focus around the neighborhood itself, as opposed to the surrounding urban 

and suburban spaces.  The inward oriented focus of suburban citizenship is not unique 

to Rancho Peñasquitos.  Many suburban communities demonstrate this trend, and have 

been criticized for acting in self-interested ways that are opposed to the larger public 
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good
1
.  Suburbanites have often been characterized as being selfish individuals who 

only care about their own interests.  The term “NIMBY” (Not In My Back Yard) has 

come to be used pejoratively in description of suburban behavior.  In essence, NIMBY 

refers to the opposition offered to any development that might lower property values 

no matter how necessary or desirable that development might be for the greater 

metropolitan area.  I do not see NIMBYism, or any other suburban value, as positive 

or negative.  Rather, I see it as an attempt to protect a perceived ideal way of life and 

as a central aspect of suburban citizenship.  In this section I illustrate examples of 

NIMBY behavior in Rancho Peñasquitos and explain how NIMBYism functions in 

relation to a suburban form of citizenship. 

Two of the previous examples discussed in this chapter have been perfect 

illustrations of the NIMBY phenomenon at work: the resistance to the Sunrise 

Powerlink Project and the fight against development of the golf course.  The NIMBY 

behavior of residents of Rancho Peñasquitos is not limited to these two issues, 

however.  During my time in the community a proposal was placed on the countywide 

ballot asking for voter support to move the San Diego International Airport from its 

current location just outside of downtown San Diego to the Marine Corps Air Station 

Miramar (MCAS Miramar) approximately 15 miles north of downtown.  The ballot 

measure proposed moving the civilian airport to MCAS Miramar and combining a 

civilian airport and military airbase.  Numerous groups from around the county 

opposed the ballot measure.  Arguments opposing the ballot measure included 

questioning if the airport in fact needed moving, urging the current airport site could 

                                                 
1
 For example, see Davis (1990), Jackson (1985), Fishman (1987), and Oliver (2001).  
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be better utilized, questioning if a civilian airport and active military base could 

coexist, and suggesting that MCAS Miramar was too far away from downtown to be 

convenient for travelers.   

In Rancho Peñasquitos, however, opposition to the ballot measure took a very 

different tone.  MCAS Miramar is located just a few miles south of Rancho 

Peñasquitos and military aircraft can be heard routinely from the neighborhood.  

Residents spoke up at both the Town Council and Planning Board to protest the ballot 

measure.  Some of the previously mentioned arguments were raised, but three 

additional complaints were introduced and given primary importance.  Moving the 

airport to MCAS Miramar would drastically increase the noise from jet over flights of 

the area.  Residents argued that the current jet noise from military jets was bad 

enough.  Approximately twice a day jets from the marine base can be heard.  If the 

civilian airport were moved to the Marine base it was feared that constant passenger 

jet noise would make the neighborhood unlivable by polluting the suburban 

environment with constant noise irritation.  A second argument picked up on the 

pollution theme and developed it further.  It was also argued that constant airliner 

traffic would put harmful engine exhaust into the air, which would pollute the natural 

environment of the community and become a potential health risk for residents and 

their children.  A third and final argument threatened that if the airport were moved 

freeway traffic surrounding Rancho Peñasquitos would become grid locked more than 

it already is, and greatly inconvenience residents as they travel to and from work on a 

daily basis.  
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The Residents of Rancho Peñasquitos took the threat of airport relocation 

seriously.  In addition to attending public meetings, many residents placed political 

banners in their yards urging neighbors to vote “no” on the proposition.  This was the 

only issue I observed that prompted such ubiquitous political sign display in the 

neighborhood.  Residents were fearful that if the airport were moved into their 

extended “backyard” that it would negatively impact their quality of life and the 

community’s ability to maintain its suburban ideal.  Following the liberal model of 

citizenship, residents did not want their perceived rights violated.  Perceived rights, 

that gain legitimacy through the republican-style of citizenship based on shared 

values.   The Town Council was fearful enough that it blatantly violated one of its 

charter principles.  The Town Council presents itself as a non-political organization, 

and forbids itself from becoming involved in political issues.  The issue of the airport 

relocation was understood to be a community issue, however, and not a “political” 

issue.  James, the president of the Town Council convinced others on the Council that 

everyone in Rancho Peñasquitos opposed the relocation, and therefore it was not 

political but rather in the community’s best interest to become involved.  This 

demonstrates the republican element of suburban citizenship quite clearly.  James 

drafted a “letter to the editor” in the Council’s name opposing the proposition, and 

submitted it to newspapers in the area.  The letter was published in full in at least two 

of the local newspapers serving the San Diego region. 

The Planning Board also took up the issue of airport relocation.  MCAS 

Miramar is well outside the jurisdiction on the Rancho Peñasquitos Planning Board, as 
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is the operation of the San Diego International Airport.  The Planning Board had no 

say in the outcome of any decision that would be made concerning the airport 

relocation.  The Planning Board took it upon itself, however, to dedicate a meeting to 

the issue.  After hearing many residents speak in opposition to the ballot measure, it 

was decided that the Planning Board would also oppose the airport relocation.  This 

decision was based on the fact that the Planning Board sees its primary goal to 

preserve the quality of life in Rancho Peñasquitos and moving the airport to MCAS 

Miramar would potentially threaten that quality of life.  The Planning Board sent its 

opposition to the San Diego City Council, who also had no say in deciding a 

countywide ballot proposition. 

Despite the potential benefits to the larger San Diego community, these three 

proposed projects threatened the suburban ideal in Rancho Peñasquitos.  Community 

residents have stood up in opposition to the projects in order to protect what they see 

as their right to live according to the suburban ideal and not have that right impinged 

upon.  Residents feel that their idealized lifestyle is threatened by various outside 

actors and forces.  The NIMBY response is a defense mechanism that serves to protect 

suburban subjectivity by reinforcing its essential values.  Furthermore, the NIMBYism 

exhibited by the residents is an attempt to preserve what suburban residents have come 

to see as their rights and the rights of fellow residents. 
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Privilege and Rights: Interrogating NIMBYism 

The opposition to anything that may potentially threaten the suburban ideal is a 

strong component of suburban citizenship in Rancho Peñasquitos.  We could label this 

as simple NIMBYism and discount it as selfish homeowners acting to preserve their 

own self-interests.  This criticism recognizes the liberal-style citizenship, which is 

informing suburban behavior, but misses the dual nature of suburban citizenship.  

NIMBYism is not just about selfish political action.  It is also about working to 

maintain the values and goals of a community.  When viewed from the inside, an 

activity that could be labeled as NIMBY can be seen as a fight to preserve what is 

perceived as the rights of the community residents.  In other words, the republican 

aspect of citizenship.  In order to fully elucidate this point we must return to the 

various models of citizenship and understand how they may be at odds with each other 

in Rancho Peñasquitos, and other suburban places.  

In Hohfeld’s analysis of citizenship, duties and rights form a corresponding 

relationship.  Where one has a right, others have the duty to respect that right.  In some 

situations, however, the duty to preserve the rights of others is suspended.  In 

Hohfeld’s conception, this suspension of duty is referred to as a privilege.  In other 

words, one has a privilege when one does not have a duty to uphold the rights of 

others.  For example, a police officer has a privilege to run a red light with her lights 

and siren on.  In this example, the people with the green light have the right to drive 

through the intersection and the people with the red light have a duty to stop, thereby 

preserving the rights of others.  The police officer, however, can ignore her duty and 
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proceed through the intersection even though she has a red light.  The officer would 

have thereby exercised her privilege to ignore the rights of others. 

NIMBYism can be seen as a type of privilege being claimed by the citizens in 

Rancho Peñasquitos.  NIMBY behavior is a claim being made by residents, that their 

right to live according to the suburban ideal supercedes all other claims made against 

them and their community.  When the suburban ideal is threatened, no matter how 

legitimate or worthy the cause, the residents of Rancho Peñasquitos claim a certain 

privilege from tolerating the threat, and respond with great opposition.  In order to see 

NIMBYism as a claim to privilege we need to understand the two models of 

citizenship at work in Rancho Peñasquitos. 

The citizenship I have described throughout this chapter at work in Rancho 

Peñasquitos is based on a dual conception of citizenship, which is an attempt to 

combine both the republican and liberal models.  The republican model focuses 

around a community of citizens that share common values, ideals, and goals.  This 

community is advantaged by the fact that they share power and their primary concern 

is the maintenance of the conditions that create that power.  The republican citizen, 

then, is focused on preserving the “shared” values, goals, and ideals of the community.  

The situation in Rancho Peñasquitos maps onto this model well.  As demonstrated 

previously, the suburban ideal creates as a “shared” system of values and beliefs that 

allow for a common set of goals.  The suburban ideal makes a suburban sense of 

citizenship possible and serves as its legitimizing force.  All the while this discourse 

excludes certain types of people and issues by making them invisible and therefore 
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non-existent as members of the community.  The liberal model of citizenship concerns 

individual rights.  Liberal citizens bear a set of negative rights, which cannot be 

infringed upon.  When they are violated, the liberal citizen feels as if her or his rights 

have been ignored.  In the suburban context, the liberal model is used to justify and 

provide efficacy to the rights being claimed by the community.  Included residents of 

Rancho Peñasquitos employ the suburban ideal to bring themselves together in 

common cause and legitimize their claims as rights.   

Quite often the claims made by the residents of Rancho Peñasquitos to live 

according to the suburban ideal are in opposition to claims being made by those 

outside of the community.  SDG&E’s Sunrise Powerlink proposal is a perfect 

example.  SDG&E has held right-of-way privileges for the proposed power line route 

since before the community of Rancho Peñasquitos was built.  Now that SDG&E is 

attempting to exercise its right-of-way, residents of Rancho Peñasquitos object 

vehemently.  The Powerlink project was seen as a potential threat to the perceived 

right to live according to the suburban ideal.  In this instance, the rights claimed by 

residents of Rancho Peñasquitos come into conflict with the privileges claimed by 

SDG&E.  The residents of Rancho Peñasquitos use the suburban ideal as a counter-

claim to SDG&E’s privileged use of the land.  Suburban residents opposed SDG&E 

from using its right-of-way privilege for the construction of overhead high tension 

power lines, and thereby claimed rights where they previously had none.  In so doing, 

suburban residents turned SDG&E’s privilege on its head.  The relationship as 
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conceived by residents of Rancho Peñasquitos gives SDG&E no right to the suburban 

landscape, and therefore gives privilege to the suburban residents themselves. 

Often times the claims made by individuals and organizations from outside 

Rancho Peñasquitos are interpreted as threats by community members.  Those making 

claims from outside the community do not share the same values or interests as 

residents.  The conflict between suburban residents acting as citizens of their own 

communities and outside interests has come to be called NIMBYism.  Suburban 

residents stand up for the rights they feel entitled to based on their suburban 

citizenship.  In so doing, they uphold the principles of the suburban ideal and oppose 

anything that may threaten their way of life.  During the numerous public meetings I 

have attended a common theme has emerged.  At least once per meeting someone 

begins a statement with something similar to, “I’m not NIMBY, but…”  Other 

variations include, “I don’t mean to sound NIMBY, however…”, “I know how this 

sounds, but…”, “I don’t care if this sounds like a knee-jerk NIMBY response…” After 

these introductory comments, the speakers then routinely continue with what could be 

called a NIMBY statement.  The use of “NIMBY” is most often used in a derogatory 

manner.  The fact that it is commonly used by residents of the community illustrates 

that they are well aware of how their actions are seen from the outside, but yet do not 

care.  Their sense of suburban subjectivity overrides other, more distant concerns or 

identities. 

By making such statements, residents of Rancho Peñasquitos are consciously 

choosing to act according to their sense of suburban citizenship rather than whatever 
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larger, more inclusive citizenships may be in play.  The residents of Rancho 

Peñasquitos routinely side with their sense of local suburban citizenship when the 

differing overlapping layers of citizenship come into conflict.  When they do so, they 

are labeled as NIMBY by non-residents from outside the community, and are seen as 

self-interested, non-civic individuals.  As I have argued in this chapter, however, the 

NIMBY response is not simply a matter of private self-interest.  Neither is NIMBYism 

a non-civic action.  NIMBYism is rather a matter of communal interest and is 

inherently civic-minded when one understands the workings of a suburban citizenship.  

The relationship between the local citizenship of Rancho Peñasquitos and the outside 

world will be picked up on and elucidated in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 8 

 

NEOLIBERALISM & SUBURBAN CITIZENSHIP 

 

Despite what many suburban residents might desire, suburban citizenship does 

not exist in a vacuum.  Suburban areas are intimately connected with their surrounding 

areas economically, politically, and geographically.  Global forces are at work, which 

play out in local suburban neighborhoods, just as they do everywhere.   Suburban 

citizenship, however, is largely an attempt to cut the suburbs off from outside 

influence by creating a legitimate space in which to make rights-claims.  The need for 

such a separate and protected place is, however, directly connected to the situation 

outside of the suburbs.  Cultural forces, governmental policies, and economic 

motivations have played an important role in creating, maintaining, and shaping 

suburban citizenship.  This chapter is an attempt to tease out some of the larger forces 

at work behind the scenes of suburban citizenship.  I address the larger economic, 

political, and cultural trends that have shaped recent manifestations of suburban 

citizenship.  I argue that much of the character of contemporary trends in suburban 

citizenship can be explained through a lens of neoliberalism. 

 

Neoliberalism 

 Neoliberalism is a concept that has received much attention of late.  It has, 

however, often times suffered from a lack of thorough definition and clarity.  A 

discussion concerning the background and definition of the term “neoliberalism” is 
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therefore in order before I continue with the ethnographic examples and explanations.  

In this section I address what I understand neoliberalism to be and how it functions, 

which will allow for a common frame of reference in the remainder of the chapter.  

Following Postero’s (2008) lead, I understand neoliberalism as a multifaceted term.  It 

describes a set of practices, a philosophy, and a discourse.  Each of these aspects must 

be understood separately before a complete image of neoliberalism can be adequately 

pieced together. 

 

Neoliberalism – philosophy and history 

 Much like liberalism, neoliberalism is in part a philosophy concerned with the 

relations between individuals, states, and markets.  Certain aspects, however, make 

neoliberalism inherently different than its predecessor, liberalism.  This section will 

provide an overview of the philosophic principles of neoliberalism as well as 

distinguish it from other lines of liberal thought.  

 David Harvey argues that:  

neoliberalism is in the first instance a theory of political economic 
practices that proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by 
liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an 
institutional framework characterized by strong private property rights, 
free market, and free trade.  The role of the state is to create and 
preserve an institutional framework appropriate to such practices 
(Harvey 2005:2).   
 

The primary function of the state, under such a view, is to ensure access to functioning 

markets and to defend tools necessary for capital accumulation such as the value of 

money, the court system, and private property rights.  The neoliberal state should 
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withdraw from all other concerns and allow a market-based system to operate in all 

other spheres.  Competition – specifically economic competition – in this model, is 

praised as the most efficient means of organizing society due to the fact that it does 

not require the coercive power of the state to intervene.1 

 Political philosopher Wendy Brown (2003) argues that much of the discussion 

concerning neoliberalism treats it as if it were a resurgence of classical liberalism.  

This misses the fact that liberalism itself is not a single coherent philosophy.  

Liberalism has taken many shapes over the past 300 years.  To reduce neoliberalism to 

classic liberalism overlooks the particulars of the philosophy and the very important 

political consequences it may produce (Brown 2003:2).  In order to disentangle 

neoliberalism from other forms of liberalism, and to demonstrate what is “neo” about 

it, I turn to a brief discussion of liberal philosophy. 

 An extensive discussion concerning the specifics of liberalism is beyond the 

scope of the present discussion, and could fill an entire dissertation itself.  The last two 

chapters illustrated one aspect of the complex nature of the liberal-influenced style of 

citizenship.  Generally speaking, liberalism as a philosophy emerged during the 

European Enlightenment and focused on two fundamental principles: individual 

freedom and equality of opportunity.  At the time, these were two fundamentally 

subversive values, as they directly challenged the European aristocracy, nobility, and 

clergy.  Throughout the centuries debates have emerged regarding the correct 

application and meaning behind individual freedom and equality of opportunity.  

                                                 
1 Friedrich Hayek, considered the founder of neoliberal philosophy, expounds this view in his (1945) 
Road to Serfdom.  His ideas were adopted by Milton Friedman, who played an important role at the 
University of Chicago, and trained a generation of economists. 
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Following Brown (2003) and Postero (2008) I recognize four broad trends within 

liberal thought.  Classic liberals define freedom negatively as a freedom from 

coercion.  Each person, in the classic liberal view, is free to act as they please – 

including to make a consensual social contract with the government – insofar as they 

do not infringe upon other individuals.  Social liberals argue that in addition to the 

negative freedoms of classic liberalism, individuals cannot be truly free and equal 

unless they are guaranteed positive rights, such as education, health, living wage, food, 

and the like.  Economic liberals tend to direct attention toward the free market and 

maximization of trade and competition.  In this view state intervention into the market 

is disruptive and unnecessary.  True freedom and equality comes through unrestricted 

access to unfettered markets.  And finally, political liberals urge equal social rights for 

all individuals.  The state, for political liberals, exists to ensure equal individual 

liberties for all citizens regardless of economic policies.  This ties the liberal 

philosophy to the liberal model of citizenship discussed in the last two chapters.  

Liberal citizenship is concerned with rights regardless of economic standing or class. 

 The different variants of liberalism emerged in response to the pressures 

caused with the growth of capitalism.  As capitalism developed three tensions 

emerged.  First, the demands of capital accumulation pushed for open and unrestrained 

markets.  Second, the needs of the state placed regulations on the market and 

economic activity for the welfare of the population.  And finally, individuals 

demanded protection of economic and political rights.  Liberalism was able to be 

adapted to each of these three opposing demands.  In so doing, however, the claims 
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liberalism makes upon society are placed in constant tension with each other.  At 

various points in history these tensions have been resolved in very different ways.  The 

balancing act between the various demands of liberalism has been called “embedded 

liberalism.”  This term highlights the ways in which market processes are encircled 

and constrained by social and political forces.  These constrains serve to both limit and 

generate economic development.   

 The various strands of liberalism maintain a constant tension with each other.  

While opposed in some ways, they also work in concert to preserve a balance between 

various social forces.  Neoliberal theorists, however, seek to privilege market freedom 

above all others, allowing capital unconstrained access and mobility (Harvey 

2005:11).  As Brown points out, neoliberalism “refers to liberalism’s economic 

variant, recuperating selected pre-Keynesian assumptions about the generation of 

wealth and its distribution, rather than to liberalism as a political doctrine, set of 

political institutions, or political practices” (Brown 2003:3).  As a result, she 

continues, neoliberalism cannot present a satisfying resolution of the oppositions 

inherent in contemporary society.   

 

Neoliberalism – policies 

 During the 1980s the philosophy of neoliberalism became influential in the 

Reagan administration.  Since that time Washington politics have been inclined 

toward neoliberal policies to one degree or another.  The focus of these policies has 

been to reduce social spending, deregulate industry, orient the economy toward export, 
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and drop subsidies and trade barriers.  A critical part of the neoliberal policies has 

been the withdrawal of the government from social programs and economic 

regulation.  Free trade was promoted through a variety of agreements including 

NAFTA and the formation of the WTO.  The economic model known as “trickle-

down economics” of the Reagan Era describes one aspect of the neoliberal policy.  It 

was assumed that if the government allowed the market and economy function without 

hindrance, wealth would multiply greatly and naturally flow to all strata of society.  

 David Harvey (2005) argues that neoliberalism emerged out of a crisis faced 

by capitalism at the end of the 1960s.  He claims that capitalists used neoliberalism as 

a way to “re-establish the conditions for capital accumulation and to restore the power 

of the economic elite.”  Neoliberalism, he maintains, has functioned as a justification 

capitalists could use to legitimate whatever needed to be done to maintain their elite 

status (Harvey 2005:19).  Harvey identifies the primary mechanism as “accumulation 

through dispossession,” whereby property, land, capital, wealth, and labor are 

increasingly commodified and flow into the hands of the economic elite.  Jean and 

John Camaroff illustrate an additional aspect of neoliberal economies in their 

ethnography of what they refer to as “millennial” or “casino capitalism” (Comaroff 

and Comaroff 2000).  The Comaroffs argue that speculative and predatory forms of 

investment, such as gambling, the stock market, and venture financing, play a central 

role in the appropriation of wealth by the rich from the poor and take on increasing 

prevalence in the contemporary economic environment.  In addition, cuts to 

government spending on social programs has shifted the burden of education, 
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healthcare, protection, and retirement among others increasingly to the general 

population (Harvey 2005:164).  This shift inherently benefits large corporations, 

which have been deregulated and freed from governmental control and oversight.  Of 

course this shift toward neoliberalism has not been a smooth or total transformation.  

Aihwa Ong argues that neoliberalism need not be implemented as a blanket policy.  

Rather, neoliberalism takes on complex transformations and exceptions as it is 

applied, often unequally, to various situations, places, and conjectures (Ong 2006).  

 

Neoliberalism – discourse   

 Why, then, if neoliberalism is largely negative for the average person, have 

people in general gone along with the shift to neoliberal policies?  State coercion and 

violence, while not the only driving force, does play a significant role.  Although the 

neoliberal rhetoric would suggest a withdrawal of the state, state action has not 

disappeared and has often intensified in ways to forcefully strengthen neoliberal 

policies.  The police response to the Seattle riots of 1999 protesting the WTO, for 

example, illustrate that the state may take violent action against its own citizens to 

protect neoliberal interests.  The persistent threat of state-sanctioned violence compels 

acceptance of neoliberal policies.  Neoliberal states also takes advantage of times of 

crisis and upheaval to implements neoliberal policies while people are preoccupied 

with other concerns (Klein 2007).  The response to Hurricane Katrina might be the 

most obvious example.  Lack of state intervention through public services exacerbated 

the destructive power of the hurricane in an untold amount.  The city of New Orleans 
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is a shadow of what it once was as the poor and dispossessed cannot afford to move 

back to an area unprotected and unsupported by state agencies.  At the same time, 

however, wealthy travelers continue to flock to Bourbon Street to put their disposable 

income to work.  The origins of neoliberal policies in the US are likewise mired in 

crisis.  Neoliberalism found firm footing in the presidency of Ronald Reagan.  His 

election was surrounded by two looming crises: the Iran hostage situation and a fuel 

shortage that seriously threatened the US economy.  Reagan used these crises as a way 

to propel his neoliberal-inspired platform into office. 

 Neoliberal acceptance, however, cannot be fully explained by state physical 

and economic coercion.  Consent is equally important in explaining why neoliberalism 

has become so well ingrained.  Neoliberal policies are quite often linked with the 

promotion of democracy and freedom.  “Freedom” and “democracy” in the case of 

neoliberalism are meant to be applied to the market, which then, in theory, will allow 

for personal and political freedoms as well.  Political policies such as deregulation, 

decentralization, lower taxes, and the like are all predicated on the supposition that 

they will lead to increased freedom and interference from the state.  These are 

powerful and in many cases attractive policies.  In many ways they hearken back to 

the founding philosophies of the nation.  They play upon ones sense of individuality, 

social responsibility, and assume a view of the world that is inherently fair and open 

for all to participate.  Individuals are seen as responsible actors, rather than 

insignificant automatons.  Neoliberalism, then, presents itself in a very appealing light 

– especially to Americans, who often see neoliberal polices as inherently fair and 
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equal.  This masks, however, the inherent inequalities of the capitalist system along 

with the inability for most individuals to fully participate.  Despite its lack of follow-

through, neoliberalism looks appealing and promises great rewards.  That is often 

enough to convince people to follow its policies.  In the remainder of the chapter, I 

illustrate the effect neoliberalism has had on Rancho Peñasquitos and the role it plays 

in the formulation of a Rancho Peñasquitos subjectivity and citizenship. 

 

The Siege of Peñasquitos  

 Rancho Peñasquitos is under siege.  Although the community is not literally 

under military threat, if one listens closely to how residents speak about their situation, 

one might come away with such an opinion.  The perceived threats come from 

surrounding communities, large corporations and developers, and various levels of 

government.  The previous chapter dealt with the threats of corporations and 

developers, so I leave them aside for the time being.  This section documents the 

perceived threats to the community from surrounding communities and government 

agencies and how the community has responded to these threats.  Neoliberalism plays 

a significant role in the origins of these perceived threats, and ironically, the response 

to the threat tends to reinforce a neoliberal discourse. 

 

Government Withdrawal from Peñasquitos    

 Tax cuts and decreased public services are hallmarks of neoliberal policies.  

High taxes arguably limit access to markets, which is to be avoided under 
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neoliberalism.  Decreased state revenue make it impossible to provide services at the 

previous level, which is a benefit to the neoliberal way of thinking, as public 

withdrawal opens up increased market potential for private corporations.  Rancho 

Peñasquitos has seen the effects of these neoloberal-based policies.  Over the course of 

the last few decades, police services have been decreased, local schools have had their 

budgets cut, and the local infrastructure has greatly degraded due to lack of 

maintenance.   

 One might expect a significant police presence in Rancho Peñasquitos.  A San 

Diego Police Station is located right in the middle of the community, which serves as 

the main station for all of northern San Diego.  Police activity for the surrounding 

areas is coordinated and centered in Peñasquitos.  While it might appear Rancho 

Peñasquitos is well-serviced by the police, appearances can sometimes be deceiving.  

Currently there is one patrol officer assigned to the Rancho Peñasquitos police station.  

That one officer also serves the many surrounding communities including: Carmel 

Mountain, Miramar, Miramar Ranch, Mira Mesa, Rancho Bernardo, Torrey 

Highlands, Sabre Springs, and Scripps Ranch.  In all, the single patrol officer covers 

approximately 225,000 individuals and 50 square miles.  A single officer cannot 

adequately cover such a large area, and he regularly splits his time between 

communities.  This, however, is a relatively new situation.   

Previously, the police station in Rancho Peñasquitos had been staffed by 

multiple patrol officers – enough to staff multiple officers throughout the coverage 

area.  Over the past decade, in the face of declining budgets, the number of officers 
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assigned to the Rancho Peñasquitos station has been steadily reduced.  When I started 

fieldwork in the community, there were two patrol officers stationed out of 

Peñasquitos.  By the end of my time in the field, only one officer remained and he 

complained that in addition to being the sole remaining patrol officer, his duties had 

been increased as well.  Personnel had been cut in other areas, such as administration 

and community outreach, which placed more of a burden on the remaining officer.  In 

addition to his regular patrols, the officer in Rancho Peñasquitos is now responsible 

for regular attendance at community events throughout his jurisdiction.  During his 

appearances, he always takes time to discuss what individuals can do to help 

themselves become less likely to become victims of crime.  He feels this information 

is necessary because he realizes that with a limited police force, the police no longer 

serve as a useful deterrent for crime. 

Government funding has lessened in other areas as well.  Of significant 

concern in Rancho Peñasquitos is the decreasing budgets of local schools.  School 

funding has been a perennial issue since the 1980s, but took on heightened salience 

during my time in Rancho Peñasquitos due to a large budget cut from the state level, 

which prompted the Poway School District to lay off approximately 100 teachers 

along with coaches, librarians, nurses, and other staff.  Art, music, and sport programs 

have been cut along with many academic subjects such as consumer family studies 

(formerly known as “Home Economics”) and clothing and design.  In addition to 

teacher and staff layoffs, the school district terminated 28 of its 140 bus routes.  This 

saves the district money by using less gasoline and by not having to pay for bus 
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drivers and maintenance costs.  The route cuts come at a time when school bus 

funding was already affected by budget shortfalls.  Riding a public school bus in the 

Poway School District, a service that had once been free, costs $399 per student each 

school year.  Alternatively, bus riders can pay $218 per semester or $5 per one-way 

trip.  The largest impact of these bus cutbacks are felt by the families of elementary 

school children, as all but a handful of busses have been eliminated from elementary 

service.  

Maintenance of public infrastructure in the community is also an area that has 

seen decreased funding and attention from government agencies.  Three main roads, 

for example, run through Rancho Peñasquitos.  Of these roads, two have fallen into 

extreme disrepair.  Heavy traffic over the years has caused potholes to form and the 

pavement to crack in many locations.  Some of the potholes are deep enough to 

potentially cause serious damage to vehicles driving over them.  One stretch of 

roadway in particular shows extreme wear.  Potholes have formed along side other 

potholes as motorists altered their driving patterns to avoid the first potholes.  The 

situation is of significant concern to many residents and is a frequent topic of 

discussion at Planning Board and Town Council meetings.  Unfortunately, neither 

group has any authority to repair city streets, and the best such groups can do is to 

advise the complainant to contact the appropriate city department.  As of this writing, 

the streets have yet to be repaired, although city representatives have promised to 

investigate the issue. 
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Taking Responsibility for the Schools 

 The withdrawal of government services from the community has prompted 

residents to take on increased personal responsibility.  Where the government had 

previously provided funding and assistance, residents have taken matters into their 

own hands.  This is especially true concerning neighborhood schools.  Cuts in state 

funding to schools have necessitated reductions in school activities and staff.  Parents 

of school-aged children in Rancho Peñasquitos have developed two basic responses to 

the withdrawal of school services: fundraising and providing the discontinued services 

themselves.  Both of these strategies necessitate parents taking on increased 

responsibility for the adequate schooling of their children.   

 Every school in Rancho Peñasquitos has a connected Parent Teacher 

Association (PTA).  The PTAs provide a link between teachers and administrators and 

the parents of students.  Monthly meetings are held at each school.  During the 

meetings the school principles are able to highlight what is going on at the school and 

parents are able to raise concerns.  The numerous meetings I attended during my 

fieldwork tended to focus on two related subjects: how the PTA could help the 

schools, and how the PTA could raise money for school activities and services that are 

not being provided.  The underlying subtext for all of these discussions was outlined 

succinctly by a PTA member when she said, “our schools don’t have any money. If we 

want our children to get a quality education, we need to step up.”  And step up they 

do.  Every year PTAs in Rancho Peñasquitos raise thousands of dollars for school 

programs and equipment.  One PTA group, for example, budgeted just under $15,000 
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to be spent in support of its school in one year.  Expenditures included money for 

school disaster preparedness, an arts program, a school newsletter, a school directory, 

an emergency lunch fund, a diversity and self-esteem promotion, and backpack 

donation among many others.  Funds for these programs come from a variety of 

sources.   

Throughout the year PTAs from the various schools organize multiple 

fundraisers and fundraising activities.  One of the most popular is a cookie dough 

selling campaign.  Students are given the task of soliciting their families, friends, 

neighbors, and acquaintances to purchase cookie dough.  The pitch always centers 

around helping children and the school, and is rarely turned down.  After a few weeks 

of sales, the cookie dough is delivered, and the school gymnasium is packed with 

frozen cookie dough for distribution later that evening.  After school, about 6:00, PTA 

members open the gymnasium doors and begin distributing cookie dough to students, 

who are then responsible for redistributing it to their customers.  I observed one such 

distribution night.  For three hours a line of cars snaked down the street from the 

school as parents waited to pick up their children’s merchandise.  SUVs and minivans 

packed the school parking lots as the line of people overflowed outside the gymnasium 

doors.  On multiple occasions I observed a parent pull a handtruck out of a vehicle and 

head into the gym, only to return a half hour later with the handtruck fully loaded with 

boxes upon boxes of frozen cookie dough.  A portion of the proceeds from these sales 

go to the sponsoring PTA.  I was never able to get a clear idea concerning what 
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percentage goes to the PTA, and what percentage returns to the cookie dough 

company.  

Other fundraising activities include book fairs, sales of other products, and 

partnerships with local supermarkets.  Book fairs in Rancho Peñasquitos are organized 

in one of two ways.  One common method is to invite a book seller to the school one 

evening or weekend to set out a selection of books that might prove interesting to 

students.  Students are then encouraged to attend the book fair and purchase books.  A 

second method, which seems to be gaining in popularity, is to approach a local book 

seller and arrange a partnership whereby students from a specific school can receive a 

discount on books for a select period of time.  That way the book seller need not move 

hundreds of books and the school does not have to worry about having people on 

campus after hours.  In either case, a portion of the proceeds go to the PTA.   

Wrapping paper, gift cards, stationary, and magazine subscriptions are also 

common products sold though the school system on behalf of the PTA.  These sale-

based fundraisers function primarily in the same way as the cookie dough.  Students 

act as the middleman, and in so doing provide a percentage of profits to the school’s 

PTA.  In return, students get to choose a small prize.  The size of the prize depends on 

how much product was sold.  Larger sales equate to larger prizes.  Numerous PTAs 

have also partnered with local supermarkets.  As customers checkout, they need 

merely mention that they know a student at one of the participating schools, and a 

small portion of the sale proceeds is donated to the PTA associated with the school.  

Many PTAs also put together a school directory, which they sell to parents and 
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teachers.  Each of these fundraisers is also a for-profit opportunity for any number of 

private corporations.  The lack of state funding had opened up the public school 

system as a market for capitalistic exploitation.  Everyone seems to win in this 

neoliberal scenario.  The tax payers pay less; the companies turn a profit by playing on 

the heartstrings of consumers faced with a young child peddling various products; 

schools receive some level of funding; all while school children are turned into a 

cheap sales force and taught how capitalism works through invaluable hands-on 

experience. 

Despite the plethora of fundraising activities, one of the most significant lines 

of income for the PTA occurs through membership dues.  Membership in the PTA 

requires payment of a yearly membership fee.  Almost all teachers joint the PTA and 

approximately half of the parents with children in schools in Rancho Peñasquitos join 

as well.  The membership fee has over the past few years become increasingly 

important.  Many parents have grown frustrated by the types of fundraising that had 

become standard.  Some feel that their children were being turned into a cheap labor 

force and resented the feeling that they were obligated to make purchases they did not 

want to make.  In response, many PTAs in Rancho Peñasquitos switched fundraising 

strategy to what has been called “no hassle.”  Instead of enlisting students to sell 

fundraising merchandise, these “no hassle” PTAs have instead raised their dues 

significantly to as much as $50 per student.  The income lost through lack of 

fundraising is instead being generated through an increased cost of membership.  The 

“no hassle” PTAs also place a strong emphasis on straight donations from members.   
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In addition to fundraising, PTAs coordinate volunteer activities for parents to 

assist at their children’s schools.  Parents volunteer on a daily basis and provide their 

unpaid services as teacher aides, office assistants, recess monitors, and in many other 

roles.  In addition to the untold hours volunteered daily, many working parents donate 

their time on the weekends.  One Saturday a month, many of the local PTAs sponsor a 

“working parents’ day” at the local schools.  This is a chance to parents that work 

during the day to volunteer their time and labor at their children’s schools.  Volunteer 

activities range from painting walls and building bookcases to reorganizing rooms and 

repairing equipment.  Whatever the school needs done, but does not have the time or 

funds to complete, the “working parents” take on as their responsibility to achieve if it 

is within their budget and abilities. 

Parents have also largely taken on the responsibility to transport their children 

to and from school.  Bus routes have been severely reduced as of late, and those 

students that have the option to ride the bus are charged a significant fee to do so.  In 

response, more and more parents are choosing to drive their children to and from 

school.  In the mornings and afternoons on any given school day, vehicles lines the 

streets surrounding the schools in Rancho Peñasquitos as they wait in line to pick up 

children and transport them home.  For the most part, schools are off the beaten path 

and tucked away in suburban neighborhoods, so the traffic doesn’t interfere with other 

motorists.  A few schools, however, are located near the main streets leading into and 

out of the community.  These streets have a special extra-long turn lane built into them 

precisely for parents to line up as they wait to drop off or pick up their children.  Even 
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children within easy walking distance to their schools are often driven by parents.  I 

asked one such parent why she drove her children to school when they lived less than 

a half mile away.  She replied, “with all the other parents driving their children to 

school, I don’t feel safe letting them walk by themselves.  I’m afraid they’d get run 

over by one of the thousand cars speeding out of the school.”  The lack of adequate 

and affordable busing has led to a situation where many parents feel it is their 

individual responsibility to chauffeur their children to and from public schools. 

Many parents in Rancho Peñasquitos have, however, chosen to pull their 

children out of public school altogether.  Private school, home school, or some 

combination of the two are alternatives available to the public schools in the area.  

According to the California Department of Education, during the 2006-07 school year 

there were 32,873 students enrolled in the Poway Unified School District.  During the 

same time frame, there were 1,440 students enrolled in private schools in the Poway 

area.  Although children could potentially attend private schools outside of their home 

district, we have no way of measuring such numbers, and 1,440 will serve as an 

approximation.  Therefore, approximately 4% of students in the area attend a private 

school.  Home schooling is another option available to parents who wish to remove 

their children from public schools.  There are no clear records kept on the numbers of 

children homeschooled in Rancho Peñasquitos or the Poway school district.  In fact, 

very little data has been compiled on the subject at all.  The only numbers I could find 

come from the national level.  According to the U.S. Department of Education’s 

National Center for Education Statistics, in 1999 approximately 1.7% of school-aged 
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children were homeschooled.  Data was collected again in 2003 and the percentage 

had risen to 2.2%, which indicates a rising trend.  Although the data is national and out 

of date, it is the best we currently have to work with.  Over a three year span, the 

national average jumped a half percent.  While that may not seem like much, it 

represents approximately a quarter million students nationwide that are being taught at 

home rather than in the public school system.  The trend toward homeschooling 

illustrates a significant burden parents are taking upon themselves to educate their 

children.  The reasons for homeschooling vary from family to family.  Some, like Bill 

and Jane feel that the state-run system has failed their child.  Others home school for 

religious reasons, to spend more time with their children, or a variety of other 

motivations. 

While living in Rancho Peñasquitos, the family who I rented a room from 

happened to homeschool their son.  Once a week Jane would take her son to a learning 

center where they would pick up materials and assignments to be completed.  In 

addition to tutoring, the learning center provides pre-made homeschooling kits, which 

include assignments, books, lessons, and so forth.  Every weekday morning the 

teenage son would sit in the living room and work on his assignments and lessons.  

After lunch, he would work for an hour or two longer, before stopping for the day.  

When I asked Bill and Jane why they chose to homeschool their son, I received two 

related answers.  Jane responded, “I don’t like the environment of normal schools. He 

wasn’t learning and didn’t feel safe, so we pulled him out.”  Bill replied, “Public 

schools suck.  Poway is supposed to be one of the best districts.  That may have been 
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true in the past, but all I’ve seen since we moved here is class size increasing and less 

focus on quality education.  It got so bad that we figured we could do it better 

ourselves.”  Jane and Bill both reflect the growing feeling that public state-funded 

services are no longer adequate.  In response they have taken responsibility to educate 

their son upon themselves with the aid of a private corporation, ready to provide the 

services the state will no longer support. 

 

The Impending Disaster 

 A hypothetical disaster of unknown type, unknown size, unknown severity, 

and unknown timeframe looms ominously over Rancho Peñasquitos.  Hypothetical 

though it may be, a group of concerned citizens within the community is ready.  The 

Peñasquitos Disaster Reaction Squad (PQ-DRS) is a small group of community 

members dedicated to providing emergency support to Rancho Peñasquitos during any 

future disaster and to disseminating information throughout the community concerning 

how to prepare for and survive natural and other disasters.  The PQ-DRS is a local 

chapter of a national organization dedicated to the education and training of civilians 

in disaster preparedness.  The national organization of DRS is supported by the 

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) and has local organizations in 

almost 200 communities throughout the nation. 

 The PQ-DRS was first organized by a concerned resident, Judy, who felt that 

the community was particularly susceptible to disaster.  Judy was concerned that 

Peñasquitos could easily be threatened by wildfire or earthquake.  Her concern would 
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prove oddly predictive, as only a few months later the community was evacuated 

when the San Diego wildfires of 2007 came within miles of Rancho Peñasquitos.  The 

community was thankfully spared, and the PQ-DRS was not called into service.  (I 

return to this event shortly.)  After learning of the national DRS organization, Judy 

expressed her concerns regarding the community to the congregation at her church, 

where she found a handful of others that shared her concerns.  With a small group of 

dedicated volunteers, Judy applied for DRS training and a few months later, after 

completing training, was able to found PQ-DRS. 

 After its official founding, PQ-DRS began an educational campaign by 

presenting at community meetings throughout Rancho Peñasquitos.  Dressed in her 

official DRS vest, Judy speaks a few times a year at Planning Board, Town Council 

and PTA meetings.  Her talks range in topic, but usually focus on emergency 

preparedness of some sort.  One talk, for example, highlighted the importance of a 

family emergency kit and what should be included in such a kit.  Another speech 

covered how to evacuate one’s house in five minutes or less.  The PQ-DRS also 

submits regular articles to the local community newspaper, and their activities are 

regularly covered by the local press.  Judy and the PQ-DRS have gained popular 

community support.  After the first presentation at the Town Council, the council 

members illustrated their support for PQ-DRS and its activities by offering a 

partnership between the two groups.  This partnership proved to be fruitful for both 

parties.  PQ-DRS was planning to organize a community safety fair, but had no 

experience with such an event.  The Town Council, however, organizes the annual 
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Fiesta de Los Peñasquitos and has significant institutional experience in organizing 

community events.  Partnered, the two groups put on a successful Rancho Peñasquitos 

Community Safety Fair in a community park one fall weekend. 

 The Community Safety Fair was a platform from which the PQ-DRS could 

promote itself, educate the community, and provide a market for safety preparedness 

supplies.  Approximately fifteen informational booths were set up.  The PQ-DRS 

booth, which was by far the most popular, offered child fingerprinting services.  

Parents from throughout the community brought their children to be fingerprinted.  

The information will be kept in police records in case the child is ever lost, missing, or 

kidnapped.  Other booths included representatives from the San Diego Fire 

Department, San Diego Medical Services Enterprises – which is the private, for-profit 

ambulance company servicing San Diego, emergency insurance providers, vendors of 

emergency preparedness equipment, and a local pizza restaurant selling slices of pizza.  

The event drew significant attendance.  Over 500 local children were fingerprinted, 

and although an official count was not taken, during the few hours I was present there 

was an average attendance of 20-30 community members at all times. 

 The members of PQ-DRS are convinced of two things that drive their 

participation.  First, they are certain that at some point in the near future Rancho 

Peñasquitos will be subject to a serious disaster of one sort or another.  Judy once told 

me, “it might not happen to today or tomorrow, but some day we will be in trouble, 

and we need to be ready for it.”  Though unstated, Judy’s comment implies the second 

belief held by PQ-DRS members – that the government cannot be relied on and 
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individuals need to take responsibility for their own safety.  This sentiment is 

strengthened by a number of factors.  The declining police presence in the 

neighborhood is a tangible loss.  Crime rates in Peñasquitos have steadily increased as 

police presence has decreased.  The police officer on patrol of the area always makes a 

point at public meetings to stress the importance of being aware of one’s surroundings 

and not letting oneself become the victim of a crime.  He thereby places responsibility 

for preventing crime on law-abiding individuals.  If the presence of PQ-DRS is any 

indication, private individuals are ready and willing to accept responsibility for the 

services previously offered by the state.  In addition, the presence of the San Diego 

Fire Department at the PQ-DRS safety fair lends credibility to the organization.   

The explicit state approval of DRS on both the local and national levels serves 

to make the organization legitimate while disguising the withdrawal of state services 

that would otherwise be available to provide aid and assistance to communities in 

need.  The withdrawal of state service is therefore depoliticized and taken for granted 

by community members in general and PQ-DRS members in particular.  The 

assumption that the government cannot be counted on is therefore taken as natural, 

rather than understood as a disaster in and of itself.  The naturalization and acceptance 

of state withdrawal makes the first assumption necessary – that a disaster will at some 

point devastate Rancho Peñasquitos.  Without state services to protect the community, 

a disaster is more likely and when it occurs more likely to cause increased damage 

than it would otherwise.  The PQ-DRS members’ worries are in many ways 

misrecognized anxiety over state withdrawal that has been redirected at disasters that 
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seem unavoidable.  By focusing on natural disasters the anxiety is depoliticized to a 

large degree. 

In the fall of 2007 massive wildfires burnt throughout San Diego County, and 

the two assumptions were put to the test.  Rancho Peñasquitos was put under 

mandatory evacuation as the fires burned within a few miles of the community’s 

northern border.  Fortunately, the community was spared from any damage, but the 

severe threat underscored the assumption that it is only a matter of time before a 

similar disaster strikes Peñasquitos.  This would seem to have been a perfect 

opportunity for PQ-DRS to spring into action.  They have been specifically trained to 

aid emergency responders in the case of neighborhood evacuation.  In this case, 

however, PQ-DRS members were informed to evacuate along with the rest of the 

community.  The state response in the form of fire, police, and paramedic services was 

extensive, and the services of PQ-DRS were not needed.  A large part for the extensive 

state and federal response was due to the serious lack of response to similar wildfires a 

few years prior.  In the face of this massive natural disaster, the state responded 

quickly and with more than enough resources.  In fact, after the fire numerous 

community members complained that the emergency response had been too large.  

Mike, a long-time resident commented, “I’m not sure why they had to evacuate so 

many of us for so long.  I could have returned to my house three days earlier, but the 

police had the roads barricaded and wouldn’t let me in.  Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad 

no one was hurt and no damage was done, but c’mon – I think they went a little 

overboard.”  The state in this situation responded adequately, but was criticized for 
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doing so.  This illustrates the deeply ingrained sense of personal responsibility that 

underlies the neoliberal discourse.  Even when the state does respond, it seems as if it 

is intruding into the lives of responsible and virtuous citizens.  So even if the state can 

be trusted, residents remain highly suspicious and would rather trust their fellow 

community members in PQ-DRS. 

 

Siege Mentality 

 Potential natural disasters are not the only threats to Rancho Peñasquitos.  

Surrounding communities are also seen to threaten to destroy the very identity, soul, 

and ideal of the neighborhood.  Many residents of Peñasquitos feel as if their ideal 

suburban lifestyle is put in jeopardy by the actions and existence of their neighbors in 

nearby communities.  I explore this suburban siege mentality in this section, and argue 

that it is a result of underlying neoliberal policies that limit government resource 

spending on suburban infrastructure.  

 As mentioned previously in this chapter, many of the main streets in Rancho 

Peñasquitos are falling apart.  Street maintenance and repaving is badly needed in 

some areas, and yet throughout my time in the community, nothing was done and the 

streets continued to degrade through lack of maintenance.  Lack of public funds for 

suburban infrastructure is not a unique phenomenon.  Suburban infrastructure is often 

initially installed by the original developer, and Rancho Peñasquitos is no different.  In 

fact, during initial development, the infrastructure being installed was used as a 

marketing point (See Figure 8.1).  Developers are required by the City Council to set  
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Figure 8.1: Advertisement for homes in Rancho Peñasquitos. 
Originally published in The San Diego Union, January 19,1969. 
Note the text highlighting the new underground utilities that 
supposedly make living in the community both convenient and 
attractive. 
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aside a predetermined dollar amount before they begin development and agree to 

install adequate infrastructure for the houses they intend to build.  Public infrastructure 

development in the suburbs, therefore, is largely privatized and left to open market 

forces.  Quite often, before new development can occur, the developer must also agree 

to set aside funds to repair any existing infrastructure issues in the surrounding 

neighborhood.  This method of funding has been used regularly in the past to fix roads 

in Rancho Peñasquitos.  Unfortunately, this line of income has run out.  John, a former 

developer in the area explained, “Rancho Peñasquitos is built-out.  There’s no more 

place to build.  Since we can’t build, there’s no money coming into the community for 

infrastructure.  So our roads go to shit.” 

 The city could step in and fix the roads, but so far has failed to do so.  This 

lack of action is despite some significant complaining to city offices by local residents.  

The Peñasquitos Response Group started an email campaign in an effort to urge city 

response.  Through email lists, the group urged recipients to email and call the Office 

of Public Works at city hall and the office of their local City Council representative.  

Shortly after the email campaign a spokesman for the city council representative 

appeared at the Planning Board and acknowledged that his office had received over 

500 emails and phone calls in the span of a few days.  In response to the issue, the 

spokesman reported that his office was “looking into the matter” and had “forwarded 

the concern onto the streets division of public works.”  Although this response seemed 

adequate for the members of PQRG that were present, as of yet nothing has been 

accomplished. 
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 The lack of infrastructure maintenance leads to a situation in which the public 

infrastructure in Rancho Peñasquitos becomes seen as a community asset that should 

be protected.  The roads are reclassified as belonging to the community and therefore 

the only legitimate traffic is from residents of the community.  Since all traffic 

damages the already damaged streets, residents naturally desire to limit traffic and 

thereby act as responsible citizens in preserving their roads as long as possible.  

Traffic from non-residents becomes illegitimate as it causes increased wear on the 

community’s roads.  Outsiders are blamed for the deteriorated streets and scapegoated 

as the cause for the poor condition of the roads.  Midway through my fieldwork, one 

of the main roads running through Rancho Peñasquitos was connected to a new 

community recently developed to the north.  The connection of the road to another 

community was met with widespread disappointment in Rancho Peñasquitos.  

Although to my knowledge there was no organized resistance to the road opening, 

there was a common sentiment against the connection.  One resident may have put it 

best when she told me, “my main complaint is road repair, or lack thereof.  Now with 

the new connection it will just make things so much worse with all the people from 4-

S Ranch [a neighboring community] driving through.”  Another resident echoed many 

of the same concerns, “I can’t believe how bad traffic is aleady and with all the pot 

holes I can barely stand it.  It blows my mind that they opened up that new road.  It 

will only make all our problems worse.”  These two community members express a 

common theme – that many of the problems within Rancho Peñasquitos come from 

the outside and are blamed primarily on outsiders.  
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Outsiders represent a threat to Rancho Peñasquitos because they are not 

perceived by residents to share an interest in maintaining the community.  

Furthermore, outsiders do not share the same specific manifestation of the suburban 

ideal as the residents of Rancho Peñasquitos.  So even if outsiders are concerned about 

the community, their concerns are understood as being invalid and foreign.  This 

sentiment was reflected by a community member during the Planning Board meeting 

dedicated to the proposed golf course development.  After the developer presented his 

plan for the golf course, a spokesman for the San Diego City Council spoke.  After 

introducing himself he assured the crowd that he was at the meeting to listen to what 

the community thought and would make sure the City Council took those feelings into 

account if the proposed development were ever to move forward.  While the 

representative was talking, the woman sitting in front of me leaned over to her 

companion’s ear and loudly whispered, “He’s a shark.”  On the face of things the 

speaker was indicating to the community that it was his job to protect their interests, 

and according to what he said, that is exactly what he appeared to be doing.  There 

was no indication that he was attempting to deceive the community members or had 

any plans to do so.  The couple in front of me, however, did not trust his intentions.  

They labeled him as a “shark,” implying that he was dangerous, cunning, and could 

not be trusted.  This conclusion was based on one observation – that he was not a 

member of the community.  As an outsider it was assumed that there was no way he 

could have the community’s best interests in mind, and the fact that he was interested 

in the community at all indicated that he had some ulterior motive.  Listening to the 
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residents would not be enough to be trusted.  Only by living in Peñasquitos can one 

truly understand what is beneficial to the community.  Outsiders by definition cannot 

know, and therefore all outsiders are a potential threat.  Like any community, Rancho 

Peñasquitos is surrounded by others.  The community is under siege, maybe not 

literally, but certainly in a figurative fashion. 

 

Self-reinforcing Cycle of Neoliberal Governmentality 

 Michel Foucault (1991) referred to governmentality as the “conduct of 

conduct.”  For Foucault, governmentality refers to two forms of conduct.  The first 

type of conduct refers to the ways in which individuals and institutions attempt to 

shape and direct the behavior of others.  The second type of conduct refers to ways in 

which we control our own behaviors.  These two forms of conduct are related, but 

work on two separate levels.  The first refers work done from the outside upon and 

onto individuals.  The second refers to work done on the inside from within 

individuals.  The concept of governmentality draws our attention, then, to the 

workings of neoliberalism in two distinct ways: from outside sources and through 

internal acceptance. 

 First, as many scholars have noted, neoliberalism rationalizes certain types of 

conduct through state institutions and well as through non-state, or private, actors.  

These could include such organizations as corporations, non-governmental 

organizations, and individuals (Rose 1996).  Many of the functions previously held by 

the state, though neoliberal logics, are passed to private institutions through sell-offs, 
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open bidding, out sourcing, or plain state withdrawal (Burchell 1996).  Neoliberal 

driven policy also privileges local initiative and responsibility.  Local community 

groups and individuals become partners in the process of governing by taking 

responsibility of themselves and their communities.   

 Rancho Peñasquitos has been regularly subjected to neoliberal policies of 

government privatization and withdrawal.  It is no wonder residents of Rancho 

Peñasquitos feel as if they are under siege.  As government programs recede, 

individuals are asked to give more to make up for the lack of services.  Alternatively, 

corporations and businesses fill the gap, and individuals are forced to pay for services 

that were previously provided through tax dollars.  Residents of Rancho Peñasquitos 

are under siege, but not from their neighboring communities.  Rather, they are under 

siege from a set of discourses that provide legitimacy for the state to ask increasingly 

more from them as individuals while providing less in return.  Ironically, however, as 

these policies are enacted they create a self-reinforcing cycle whereby residents are 

more likely to support such policies in the future.  As state services shrink under 

neoliberalism, personal accountability and responsibility increases.  Suburban 

residents come to believe that they cannot count on the state and must rely on 

themselves.  The state reinforces this belief by further cutting services and by 

legitimizing local responsibility.  Suburban residents, sensing that the state is not 

providing for their needs support policies that further cut state spending, arguing that 

the state is already pointless so why keep giving it money.  This in turn forces the state 

to cut even more services, and the cycle perpetuates itself, all the while being 
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supported by the very people it is hurting.  Suburban residents fail to realize the true 

source of the siege they feel, and misrecognize outsiders and other non-community 

members as the source of their problems. 

 

Neoliberal Governmentality: PQ Style 

 The second set of practices concerning conduct centers on how neoliberalism 

becomes ingrained in individuals as a particular political rationality.  A number of 

scholars have recently begun to ask what might make up a neoliberal subjectivity.  

Wendy Brown has focused on how, under neoliberalism, “all dimensions of life are 

cast in terms of a market rationality” (2003: 3).  Individuals and institutions become 

motivated by calculations of risk, cost, and benefit.  This manifests in Rancho 

Peñasquitos through an overwhelming concern for property value.  Furthermore, 

children are often understood to be vehicles of investment rather than human beings.  

Cindy, the president of a local PTA informed me, “its all about the children.  We need 

to invest in their futures so they can live a good life, and there’s no better way to do it 

than through a good education that prepares them for college.”  Education, here, is not 

a value in itself.  Rather, education is an investment that needs to be made in children 

so that the child can go to college, which itself is a further investment, which will pay 

off after graduation and mature into a high-paying successful job and a theoretically 

successful life.  Much of suburban life in Rancho Peñasquitos is cast in terms of 

markets.  I do not want, however, to overstate this point.  The decisions parents make 

regarding their children and families are undoubtedly influenced by a multitude of 
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competing factors.  I do not want to claim that neoliberalism is the only, or even most 

important, influence.  Neoliberalism is one factor among many, and as such has 

produced important effects on how parents think about their children’s futures.  As 

discussed in chapter seven, for example, many of the rights claimed through suburban 

citizenship are based around consumption and ownership – two market oriented 

concepts. 

 What kinds of “structures of feelings,” then, accompany this neoliberal 

suburban subjectivity?  Kathleen Stewart (2007) and Lauren Berlant (2007) argue that 

neoliberal subjects hold a deep-seated desire to belong.  This longing for 

belongingness is, Berlant claims, produced by instabilities of the contemporary 

capitalist economy that create a sense of insecurity and doubt.  The extension of 

market rationalities to all aspects of life, a hallmark of the neoliberal discourse, 

heightens a sense of fragmentation and aloneness.  The market is an individualized 

space where all actors act in their own self-interests.  This heightens a sense of 

fragmentation and emptiness.  In such a situation, people are forced to “scavenge 

toward a sense of authentic social belonging” (Berlant 2007: 277) in a search for a 

less-insecure insecure existence.  Social belonging, it is hoped, will restore a sense of 

connection, stability, and security.   

 

Belonging in PQ – The Ghosts of Community 

 I now turn back to Rancho Peñasquitos and investigate how a neoliberal 

suburban subjectivity presents itself within the community.  First, I consider a sense of 
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fragmentation and insecurity present among residents.  This fragmentation turns out to 

be strengthened by a conjunction between neoliberal and suburban discourses.  

Second, I show a strong desire and search for belongingness.  This desire is 

manifested in a longing for community that is expressed through numerous activities.  

In the long run, however, the sense of community in Rancho Peñasquitos turns out to 

be hollow.  The emptiness is unrecognized, however, and leads to a stronger sense of 

lack.  This in turn reinforces the desire to be connected. 

 Every morning Bill and Jane wake up around 6:00am.  While Bill prepares 

himself for his day of work, Jane prepares breakfast.  After eating together and 

drinking a cup of coffee, the two go their separate ways for the day.  Bill walks 

through the garage, gets in his car, and drives to his work outside of the community at 

a local trucking company.  Jane wakes up her son and prepares him for the day of 

homeschooling.  Throughout the day, Jane may leave the house to go grocery 

shopping or pick up new lessons for her son, but she usually remains at home most of 

the day.  Jane spends a normal day watching television, helping her son with his 

school assignments, performing housework, and preparing the family’s evening meal.  

Around 5:00 every night Bill arrives home from work.  Soon thereafter, the family sits 

down for dinner and enjoys a meal together.  After dinner the family breaks apart.  Bill 

and Jane watch television or surf the internet while their son entertains himself by 

playing computer games.  Around 10:00 Bill and Jane prepare for bed and retire for 

the evening. 
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 On an average day, Bill and Jane have no significant contact with their 

neighbors or others in the community.  Once a month or so, Bill and Jane have family 

from Los Angeles over for dinner.  Aside from these family get togethers, they have 

no regular contact with community members.  In this sense Bill and Jane are not 

significantly different from their neighbors.  Bill explained his lack of contact as a 

virtue, “they [his neighbors] don’t bother me, and I don’t bother them.”  Mike, another 

community member reiterated this sentiment, “Nah, I don’t talk much to my 

neighbors. I can’t even remember the last time we invited people over.”  Privacy as a 

social value is widely accepted in Rancho Peñasquitos.  The value on privacy is a clear 

aspect of the suburban ideal.  It is strengthened, however, through a neoliberal 

discourse that makes personal responsibility a social virtue.  The personal 

responsibility urged through neoliberalism turns suburban residents’ concerns inward.  

As they become virtuous neoliberal subjects, suburban residents increasingly turn 

inward to private family responsibilities. 

 To combat the potential fragmentation threatened by the ideal of virtuous 

privacy, many residents strive to create a sense of belonging within the community.  

As chapter three demonstrates, the residents of Rancho Peñasquitos identify strongly 

with their community.  This sense of identification does not mean, however, that there 

is an active sense of interpersonal belonging and connection.  Two brief examples will 

illustrate the point further.  Every year on the weekend after Thanksgiving residents 

living on two parallel streets adorn their houses with an extraordinary number of 

Christmas lights and decorations.  The houses are decked with lights, large homemade 
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plywood cutouts painted with cartoon characters, large train sets, and a variety of other 

holiday-ware.  Over forty houses are decorated each year, and no two homes have the 

same theme.  At night, following the decoration, the lights come on and the people 

come out.  Residents from all over Rancho Peñasquitos come to view the show.  The 

usually deserted neighborhood street teems with cars causing backups on weekend 

nights stretching for over a mile.  The sidewalks, which are otherwise used only by 

people walking their dogs, teem with families as they stroll along viewing the scenes.  

These quiet suburban streets, for two or three weeks a year, turn into congested, 

overcrowded spectacles of community. 

 The homeowners of the decorated houses also come out to enjoy the event.  

Garages are opened up and lawn chairs are brought out into the driveways where 

homeowners meet, greet, and chit chat with their neighbors as they stroll by.  

Numerous homeowners prepare hot drinks and refreshments for the guests.  The 

feeling during these nights is one of great community bonding and belonging.  For 

these brief moments, otherwise strangers interact as if longtime friends.  Once these 

fleeting connections are over, however, residents return directly to their previous way  

of life as fragmented individuals.  The community bonding of the Christmas light 

display is a manifestation of the suburban ideal.  It is, however, in my opinion a 

largely empty sentiment that fades as quickly as the season.  The brevity and intensity 

of these encounters highlights the lack of such connections throughout the remainder 

of the year.  Furthermore, the strong turnout and participations draws attention to how 

desirable the sense of belonging is to residents of Peñasquitos.  The ghost of the  
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Figure 8.2 A home in Rancho Peñasquitos decorated for the annual 
neighborhood Christmas lights display.  Note the painted figurines lit 
in the lawn (right center) and the “No Parking” sings in front of the 
house to ensure unobstructed viewing.   

Figure 8.3 A family in Rancho Peñasquitos has opened their 
driveway and garage to fellow community members during the 
neighborhood Christmas lights display. Tables are set up with hot 
chocolate, cider, and cookies.   
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suburban ideal is revealed to us through the spectacle of belongingness, but it fades as 

quickly as the ghost of Christmas past.  Left in its place is a renewed sense of longing 

for connection. 

 Attendance at children’s sporting events and other extracurricular activities 

provides an additional site for the spectacle of community to unfold.  Throughout the 

year various youth sports organizations provide the opportunity for local children to 

participate in team sports.  Fields at community parks are full on most evenings with 

children participating in whichever sports are in season.  Popular sports include 

baseball, softball, football, cheerleading, basketball, and soccer.  Parents regularly 

attend their children’s games and cheer from the sidelines.  John, who’s two daughters 

Figure 8.4 A home in Rancho Peñasquitos decorated for the 
annual neighborhood Christmas lights display.  The characters 
from Walt Disney’s Alice in Wonderland have been painted on 
plywood cutouts and placed in the front lawn. 
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both play basketball, described his involvement, “I try to get to as many games as I 

can.  With work sometimes it’s hard, but I can usually make it to a game or two a 

week.  I think most parents are like me.  We try to be there as much as we can to 

support our kids.”  Parents are generally very supportive of their own children and the 

children of fellow community members.  Every so often a parent will act negatively, 

but such behavior is met with harsh looks from the majority and usually ceases rather 

quickly.  If a parent takes his or her negativity too far, another parent will undoubtedly 

ask them to calm down for the sake of the children.  For example, after a father called 

a soccer referee an “asshole” the father of another child asked him, “hey can you 

please watch it?  There are children around, and what type of example are you 

setting?”  That was all it took, and there were no further issues.   

The parents in the community are drawn together in these small nightly rituals 

to bond over their children’s shared interests.  The camaraderie of cheering for the 

same sports team provides a moment of belonging and connection that is otherwise 

lacking.  The moment, however, is brief.  After the games individual families go their 

separate ways.  These nightly events are more common than the Christmas lights 

show, but are also more transient.  Once the games are over there is dinner to eat, 

chores to get done, bills to pay, and all of the other minutia of suburban living.  John 

reflected on this one evening, “you know it’s funny.  While we’re there cheering for 

our daughters its like I have fifteen best friends.  But once the game’s over and we’re 

back in our cars, its almost like we’re complete strangers.  Well, maybe not that bad, 

but you know – like something changes.”  The community bond created through the 
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children is desired, and yet it is somehow hollow, just like many of the other 

community bonds formed in Rancho Peñasquitos.  The connections may fade, the 

longing for connection, however, remains to haunt suburban subjectivity another day. 

 

Neoliberal Subjectivity, Suburban Subjectivity, Suburban Citizenship 

 A neoliberal subjectivity signified by a ubiquitous market rationality, a strong 

sense of personal responsibility, and a longing for belongingness maps well onto a 

suburban subjectivity marked by a desire for separation and safety.  The neoliberal 

discourse creates a sense of virtuous responsibility whereby individual private 

interests assume a positive social value.  When private interests correspond with each 

other, we see the creation of a sense of shared values and a sense of community.  

These values and community feeling are structured by both suburban and neoliberal 

discourses.  The suburban discourse allows for a sense of community.  It structures the 

desires for separation, safety, and cleanliness.  The suburban discourse is based on 

exclusions – especially exclusions of the lower classes.  The neoliberal version of a 

liberal discourse justifies these exclusions as natural and virtuous through its emphasis 

on personal responsibility2.  Personal responsibility places blame for failure on 

individuals and thereby masks structural forces that may be functioning to limit 

possibilities of underprivileged groups.  Moreover, personal responsibility turns 

                                                 
2 Matthew Lassiter (2006) has documented how suburban residents in the Southern United States used a 
liberal discourse of equality to justify and maintain exclusionary practices throughout the 1960s and 
70s.  I do not want to claim suburban exclusions are in any way new.  In fact an important part of the 
suburban discourse since its inception has been on exclusion of certain things and people.  The 
contemporary exclusions are a continuation of long-standing trends.  The current exclusions are also 
justified by many of the same discursive strategies inspired by liberalism. 
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selfish behavior into a virtuous social norm.  Suburban residents, then, acting in their 

own self interest, which corresponds to their fellow suburbanite’s self-interests, 

understand themselves as acting in virtuous, good, and responsible ways, in other 

words, as proper suburban citizens.  These two discourses, acting in conjunction with 

each other, mask the exclusions behind a screen of virtuous justification thereby 

making the exclusion invisible to suburban residents and hiding the role they play in 

maintaining these exclusions.  Neoliberalism also plays a significant role in suburban 

citizenship.  Neoliberal policies set the stage for a withdrawal of state resources and 

services.  As individuals take on personal responsibilities to make up for the lack of 

state resources, they begin to develop a sense of suburban citizenship.  Suburban 

citizenship, practiced on a day-to-day basis, fills in the gaps left by the neoliberal state.  

As the state shrinks, a suburban citizenship expands, justified by a conjunction 

between neoliberal and suburban subjectivities. 
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CHAPTER 9 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

This study is an attempt to understand community participation and civic 

involvement in an American suburb.  The research topic was stimulated in large part 

by a seeming lack of consensus on the issue.  Over the past few decades scholars have 

given much attention to the topic, but few seem to agree on the nature of civic 

participation in U.S. suburbs.  Some authors see substantial civic participation in U.S. 

suburban areas, while others see the suburbs as civically dead.  Based on over 16 

months of participant observation in the suburban community of Rancho Peñasquitos, 

located in San Diego, California, I seek to move the analysis forward by focusing not 

on civic participation per se, but rather on suburban notions of citizenship.  I evaluate 

underlying principles, practices, meanings and institutions of suburban citizenship and 

argue than in some cases suburban residents practice their own distinct form of 

citizenship.  This suburban form of citizenship, although often seen as negative and 

inauthentic by outsiders as illustrated by the derogatory “NIMBY” label, is 

nonetheless an important aspect of the American political landscape.  Integral to my 

discussion is an awareness that suburban residents are both subjected to and produce a 

specific form of subjectivity that is historically tied to an ever-changing and adapting 

suburban discourse. 

 Rather than focus on levels and measurement of civic participation, which I 

argue are inherently subjective categories, my research demonstrates that suburban 
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residents practice and produce a specific form of citizenship that is based on the 

protection of an idealized lifestyle and the creation of a specific imagined surrounding.  

The idealized suburban lifestyle is the result of a long process of historical 

development from its origins in Victorian England.  With each new suburban 

environment the suburban ideal takes on a slightly different form.  Over time the 

suburban discourse shifts and morphs as it adapts to new historical and social contexts.  

The specific form of suburban citizenship found in Rancho Peñasquitos centers around 

the maintenance of a “safe” middle-class residential environment and the exclusion of 

“threatening” elements and people.  The perceived threats to a suburban environment 

include the poor, minorities, and households without children, among others.  These 

excluded groups serve three fundamental roles in suburban citizenship.  First, they 

provide a rallying point around which a threatened suburban community can focus and 

voice their fears.  Second, although discursively excluded from the suburbs, these 

elements are undeniably present.  Their presence haunts a suburban subjectivity by 

calling into question the naturalness and innocence of the suburban lifestyle.  This 

haunting presence is felt as a threat and leads to a continued and reinforced fearful 

exclusion.  Finally, the excluded groups serve as convenient scapegoats upon which 

suburban residents can vent their fears and frustrations.  The role large structural 

forces, such as government withdrawal and privatization, play in the lives of suburban 

residents is masked by the blame placed on the excluded groups.  This serves to 

depoliticize certain issues and hyper-politicize others. 
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 Throughout the dissertation, I pay particular attention to how suburban space is 

created and defined.  An important part of suburban citizenship is based on the 

exclusion of various groups.  Those considered to be of lower class status, which often 

has an inherent racial aspect, are considered inherently non-suburban and kept out of 

the community conceptually and physically.  Families without children and non-

homeowners are also conceptually excluded from full inclusion in the community.  

The natural environment is an additional subject obscured through the suburban 

discourse.  These exclusions are hidden behind a discourse that makes the suburbs 

seem natural, virtuous, and welcoming.  The masking of these exclusions is, however, 

imperfect.  Despite best efforts, the people and things obscured by the suburban 

discourses break through from time to time.  The tensions between ideologies and 

realities haunt life in the suburbs.  I interrogate these contradictions and use them to 

pry open the suburban discourse, thereby illustrating the ways in which the suburban 

landscape is created and maintained as a cultural project. 

 I begin the dissertation with a discussion of what it means to be suburban and 

how a suburban form of subjectivity developed over the 19
th

 and 20
th

 centuries.  A 

suburban discourse forms the core of a suburban citizenship.  It is important, therefore, 

to understand the historical origins and development of this discourse.  I illustrate that 

the suburban ideology has changed over time to adapt to differing social and material 

contexts.  Since the suburban discourse is inherently somewhat dynamic it is important 

to study a specific manifestation of the suburban lifestyle and the particular form of 

citizenship it might inform.  I turn specifically to the suburban neighborhood of 
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Rancho Peñasquitos and investigate the ways in which the space is given meaning and 

maintained as an ideal suburban place.  I focus on the history of the neighborhood, the 

built environment, and the experiences and opinions of residents to tease out a 

suburban subjectivity.  I demonstrate how residents of this neighborhood are subjected 

to and become subjects of the community.  In the process, residence in Rancho 

Peñasquitos becomes a central form of identification for these suburbanites, around 

which they feel confident and justified to make claims concerning the behaviors of 

others.  I then investigate ways in which subjects of Rancho Peñasquitos articulate 

rights, duties, and privileges – in other words, citizenship.  Drawing on Holston’s 

(2001) conception of local citizenship, I argue that residents of this suburb have 

developed their own form of citizenship that is directly informed by the suburban 

discourse and separate from surrounding conceptions of citizenships.  I illustrate how 

this form of citizenship is given legitimacy by ownership claims, “contracts,” and in 

some cases local laws and ordinances.  I further argue that much of what is considered 

“un-civic” or “self-interested” behavior by suburban residents is in fact structured by 

an underlying sense of suburban citizenship, and therefore the critique of “un-civic” 

does not directly apply.  Finally, I attempt to place the development of suburban 

citizenship in historical, political, and cultural context.  I argue that the emergence and 

legitimacy of suburban citizenship is in part based on recent neoliberal governmental 

policies that have led to the withdrawal of the state from numerous aspects of 

suburban life.  This leaves suburban residents feeling exposed and unprotected.  
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Suburban local citizenships develop to fill the gaps left by state and local governments 

responding to the pressures of neoliberalism. 

  

Representing Suburbia 

 This study has focused on a single suburb in one city on the southwestern 

corner of a much larger nation.  The questions must be asked: How representative is 

Rancho Peñasquitos of the larger suburban whole?  Is the citizenship articulated in 

Rancho Peñasquitos similar to suburban places across the nation?  To what degree can 

the findings of this study be generalized to other suburbs?  These are all valid 

questions that deserve attention.  Despite my acknowledgement that suburbs come in a 

wide variety in terms of class, race, location, and so on, the suburb of Rancho 

Peñasquitos is only one place, and as such, the conclusions drawn from it can only be 

generalized so far.  Just how far is that? 

 It would be dangerous to generalize too far.  The suburban ideal that I discuss 

throughout the dissertation is a powerful discursive force.  As members of the United 

States we are all subjected to it, and it influences how we understand the world around 

us.  The suburban discourse instructs us that suburban lifestyles are good, natural, and 

normal.  At the same time, it tells us that one suburb should be like any other – in 

other words, that all suburbs are the same.  This is a powerful and deeply ingrained 

discourse, and it is easy to slip into unquestioning acceptance.  The suburbs described 

by the discourse are not necessarily reality, however.  Wunch (1995) and Sies (2001), 

among others, warn that all too often the suburban discourse clouds our observations, 
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analyses, and conclusions surrounding suburbia.  Suburban researchers, therefore, 

need to be aware of this danger and take special efforts to limit its effects.  I have 

attempted to break through my own subjectification to the suburban ideal by paying 

particular attention to contradictions and exclusions in the suburban landscape.  These 

“ghosts,” as I have called them, allow us to peer through the discourse and see how it 

takes effect in contradictory ways.   

A second trap to avoid is the assumption that all suburban places are but 

reflections of one another.  According to the suburban ideal, Rancho Peñasquitos 

should be similar to just about any other suburban area in the country.  Following the 

suggestion of Sies and Wunch, we should question that assumption.  In Chapter Two I 

highlighted how the suburban discourse has changed over time.  This change should 

warn us that not all suburban subjectivities are the same.  In Chapter Three I continued 

on the same track, but investigated the suburban ideal in Rancho Peñasquitos 

specifically.  The community has its own history and its own cultural context that have 

had specific effects on the suburban ideal in operation in the community.  Because 

Rancho Peñasquitos is unique, we should be suspicious of generalizing too far from its 

experience. 

Although sweeping generalizations are uncalled for, it remains true that the 

suburban discourse in Rancho Peñasquitos is in many ways similar to the suburban 

discourses throughout the country.  Every specific suburban neighborhood is 

influenced by its own context and history, but at the same time is being influenced by 

a discourse that shares a genealogy with all other suburban discourses.  Similarities 
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between suburban neighborhoods, in this sense, are like the similarities between 

family members.  All the relatives in one family share certain physical characteristics 

with one another, yet none look exactly the same or share the exact same 

characteristics with other family members.  For example, an uncle might share “his 

mother’s eyes” with his niece and cousin, but yet has his “father’s nose” in common 

with no one else.  Suburbs work in a similar way.  Suburban areas are influenced by a 

discourse that originates from a common derivative, yet the specific discourse that is 

applied to an individual neighborhood is influenced by its own history and context, 

and is therefore slightly different than all others.  Many of the trends found in Rancho 

Peñasquitos, therefore, can most likely be found in many suburban areas throughout 

the country.  Of course each instance will have its own unique variation and style, but 

would still be recognizable as influenced by the suburban discourse.  Elements that we 

might expect to find in common include an emphasis on homeownership, an ideal of 

separation, a perceived sense of middleclass status, and a focus on “safety” and 

childrearing.  

All suburban places are at the same time similar and different from one 

another.  Although not all suburban neighborhoods will have developed a sense of 

citizenship as Rancho Peñasquitos has done, it is possible that any suburban 

community could do so if given the right circumstances.  Any community that has 

developed a strong sense of shared identity around common values has a likelihood of 

developing a form of citizenship.  The suburban ideal is pre-adapted in a way to 

provide both of these factors.  The suburban discourse provides a sense of distance and 
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isolation from surrounding classes and groups.  At the very least the suburban ideal 

creates a separation from the city and the dirt, danger, and poverties that are perceived 

to exist in an urban environment.  This minimum ideology of separation can be easily 

extended to other groups as well.  The suburban discourse also provides a key set of 

values and concerns that are easily shared, legitimized, and normalized.  Taken 

together, both of these elements are ready-made to be articulated into a form of 

suburban-based citizenship.  I have no doubt that other suburban areas around the 

nation have developed their own specific citizenships, and if they have they would 

look in some ways similar to the citizenship displayed in Rancho Peñasquitos. 

 

A Divided Future? 

 Throughout the dissertation I have been careful to approach suburban 

citizenship in an impartial manner.  Suburban forms of civic participation have often 

been criticized as inauthentic, negative, or harmful.  I have attempted to stay above 

these types of critiques in order to understand what suburban residents are doing in 

their own terms.  In the process I discovered that suburban residents are often acting as 

“good” and “responsible” citizens of their community.  Their community, however, is 

defined as the suburban neighborhood rather than the larger metropolitan region in 

which they may be a part.  It is important to recognize the underlying aspects of 

citizenship that inform how suburban residents behave without prejudging them in a 

negative way.  Once that has been done, however, it is also important to understand 

the effects a suburban citizenship might have on areas outside of the suburbs.  
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Suburban citizenship relies on a sense of exclusion and separation.  The isolation 

suburban citizenship strives for distances suburban residents from their larger 

communities.  If taken to its logical extreme conclusion, the implications of suburban 

forms of citizenship turn out to be quite negative in a larger sense.   

 The self-centered and isolated form of citizenship expressed in suburban 

communities cuts large metropolitan areas into innumerable separate communities.  

The suburban citizens see themselves as different from and opposed to all other areas 

in the region, including other suburban neighborhoods.  Due to their sense of 

separation, suburban citizens act in their own interests without much regard for how 

their own concerns might affect the larger metropolitan region.  This trend has serious 

effects for governing large cities and areas.  Due to local interests achieving legitimate 

status as rights-claims, large-scale projects and decisions are often derailed.  

Metropolitan-wide political decisions that might “negatively” affect suburban areas 

have little chance of success where a suburban form of citizenship has developed.  

This situation has serious implications for our larger urban areas, and could lead to 

serious long-term negative effects as local areas seal themselves off to greater and 

greater degrees. 

 I see three hurdles that obstruct suburban residents from engagement with the 

larger metropolitan regions of which they are a part.  First, suburban residents identify 

around their own neighborhoods.  Second, the suburban ideal is based on a sentiment 

of separation and exclusion.  Finally, the city, around which a wide-scale identification 

could be based, is understood through the suburban discourse to be dangerous, dirty, 
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and a place to be avoided.  All three of these obstructions are based on the underlying 

discourse that structures the ideologies of suburban subjectivities.  This foundational 

discourse is powerful, but at the same time can be changed over time.  Many large 

American cities, for example, have recently engaged in “urban revival.”  Often such 

revivals include re-investment in downtown areas, new buildings and architecture, and 

the “cleaning up” of downtown.  In an interesting twist, revitalized downtown areas 

are applying many of the tenets of the suburban ideal and turning into what I call 

“suburbanized downtowns.”  The goal is to turn downtown areas into places that 

suburban residents feel comfortable.  This revitalization might be the beginning of a 

trend to subvert the isolations and separations caused by suburbanization.  In the long 

run revitalization might reconnect suburban areas with each other and with a larger 

metropolitan region.  A short-term effect, however, has been to employ many of the 

exclusions on downtown areas that were previously used in the suburbs.  This 

exclusion makes suburbanites feel safer in urban areas, but only reinforces the 

prohibitions of the poor and other excluded groups and forces them to other ghettoized 

sections of the urban landscape. 

The separations enjoyed by suburban residents are dependant on cheap and 

convenient sources of energy combined with state policies that support a suburban 

lifestyle.  In the past half century these two elements worked in the favor of 

suburbanization and suburban separation.  I feel in the upcoming fifty years both of 

these factors will begin to change.  Cheap and convenient energy, especially oil in the 

form of gasoline, will in the future no longer be available in the quantities and 
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simplicity to which contemporary suburban residents are accustomed.  In addition, as 

state, federal, and local governments face continued budget constraints they will be 

increasingly likely to discontinue support for expensive infrastructure support for a 

suburban lifestyle.  We have already seen both of these processes in their early stages.  

Neoliberal governmental policies have started the state withdrawal from suburban 

support.  Despite fluctuations, the price of oil seems to be a ubiquitous issue which 

indicates to me that we are facing the end to cheap and sustainable supplies.  As these 

material factors force changes on the suburbs the suburban discourse will undoubtedly 

shift to meet the newfound realities.  What forms it takes is impossible to predict, but 

as the suburban lifestyle becomes increasingly unaffordable, we may well see a return 

to a suburban discourse more reminiscent to the original suburban ideal of Victorian 

England where only the most wealthy could afford to live in the suburbs.  The 

majority of people might find it more convenient to live closer to a central locale.  As 

modern cities become increasingly “suburbanized,” however, the city of the future 

may itself conform to many of the original ideals of the suburbs.  Over time, a 

suburban form of citizenship may morph itself into a more inclusive sense of civic 

identity based again around the city and metropolitan area, rather than around 

suburban neighborhoods.  In an interesting inversion, suburban citizenships might be 

the basis around which metropolitan citizenships re-emerge.  Suburban citizenship 

may turn out to be a transient formulation present only in the decades surrounding the 

end of the twentieth century and the specific material and ideological conditions 

present in the United States during that time. 
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Suburban Citizenship Revisited 

 During the final phase of writing the dissertation, after drafts of all the chapters 

had been written and I was making some of the final edits I contacted all of the groups 

and many of the individuals that made this project possible to thank them for their 

participation.  The community service group I had spoken for during my fieldwork 

asked if I would be kind enough to follow up my earlier talk with a discussion of some 

of my findings.  Given my previous experience (described in Chapter Six), I was a bit 

hesitant to accept.  My sense of indebtedness, however, won the day and I agreed to 

speak during the next week’s meeting.  As I began to outline my talk I decided to use 

the experience as a final bit of fieldwork.  Previously the group members and I had 

largely talked right past one another.  I had attempted to describe a liberal mode of 

citizenship while they where using a different conception of citizenship based on the 

republican model.  This time I knew what to expect going into the talk and could use 

their “folk” understanding of citizenship to my advantage. 

 I began the talk with a summary of civic groups and civic participation within 

Rancho Peñasquitos.  I used this discussion as a way to ease into the topic of 

citizenship by using the republican model of participation their folk model is based on.  

I then suggested that in addition to “civic participation” there are other ways to act as 

responsible suburban citizens.  I touched on rights and duties of the liberal model of 

citizenship and gave a few examples including picking up dog poop and mowing the 

lawn (as discussed in Chapter Seven).  I finished the presentation by proposing that 
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aspects of citizenship are happening all around them in everyday activities that they 

might not even realize.  As the talk came to an end I was nervous to face questions.  

The last thing I wanted to do was repeat the undesired outcome of my previous 

presentation.  

 As it turned out, I had little to worry about.  A few members of the audience 

seemed to latch on to the “every day behavior” part of my talk and ran with it.  The 

first question I fielded was, “So let me make sure I understand what you’re saying.  

When I do the things I think are just normal, I’m actually being a good citizen?”  I 

responded, “Well, in some ways, yes.”  To which he replied with a touch of 

skepticism, “So when I take out my garbage, I’m doing my duty as a citizen?”  I 

explained that when he takes out his garbage he does so in a very specific manner.  He 

puts his garbage in plastic bags and places those bags in a specific plastic container.  

Once a week he hauls the container out to a specified place for pickup and then hauls 

the container back inside the house, all in less than 24 hours.  As long as he follows 

this general community standard for proper behavior, then yes he was behaving as a 

good citizen.  While such an activity might seem the only way to do it, there are in fact 

many alternatives.  For example, he could just throw loose and rotting garbage onto 

the sidewalk at any time of day or night without consideration of anyone or anything 

else.  The fact that he refrains from doing so is significant and illustrates an aspect of 

his suburban citizenship.   

 After presenting my case the group had a heyday coming up with additional 

situations in an attempt to stump me.  For the next half an hour I was presented with 
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example after example from the everyday practices of the group members and asked to 

explain how they illustrated the performance of suburban citizenship.  I explained 

activities ranging from walking children to school to watching television at night.  Of 

course not every example fit within the rubric of citizenship, but it was a fun exercise.  

In retrospect I should have given this talk much earlier.  Many of the examples offered 

by the group members were as good, if not better, than the cases I discuss in the 

preceding chapters.  At the end of the meeting the group members and I went away 

happily, having shared in a fun informative evening analyzing life in this small 

suburban neighborhood.  It was satisfying to revisit my discussion with the group with 

a re-formulated understanding of how citizenship was being understood.  Even more 

satisfying, however, was the fact that the group members seemed excited with a sense 

of their own citizenship.  They were seeing, perhaps for the first time, that the small 

everyday behaviors they mindlessly perform day in and day out as they go though the 

motions of their suburban lives actually have significance and connect to much larger 

issues.  The realization that they are citizens and perform their citizenship on a daily 

basis on the suburban stage was empowering.  The fact that an outsider was 

recognizing them as valued citizens might have made the recognition even that much 

sweeter. 
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