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MONTREAL evokes a number of well-worn negative cliches, 
enthusiastically broadcasted by the media: the economically declining 
metropolitan region trailing ever further behind Toronto; a city beset 
by apparently insoluble and everlasting language and political 
tensions; the highest concentration of poor people in Canada. 

And yet residents 
and visitors alike 
praise Montreal 
for its liveliness, 
rich cultural life, 
and unique iden
tity among North 
American metro
politan regions. 
As its enigmatic 
title suggests, 
Montreal: The 
Quest for a 

Metropolis probes 
beyond superficial representations to 
explore Montreal's paradoxes. It investi
gates the dual North American and 
European nature of the city, the preserva
tion of its quality of life in the face of hard 
economic times, and the generally harmo
nious day-to-day relations between cul
tural communities despite an antagonistic 
political life. 

The book is part of the "World Cities 
Series " published by John Wiley and Sons, 
which already features twenty-two cities 
and has six more titles in preparation . It 
provides a political, social and economic 
history of Montreal , tracing its evolution 
from a tiny French religious settlement to 
a fur-trading capital, the hub of the British 
North American commercial empire, and a 
major industrial centre. As expected , the 
narrative of the recent economic history 
of Montreal emphasizes its replacement 
by Toronto as Canada's financial centre . It 
also profiles the city's efforts to replace a 
declining traditional manufacturing base 
with high-technology and research-inten
sive sectors. Montreal: The Quest for a 
Metropolis raises a number of contempo
rary issues affecting the city, including the 
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problems associated with decentralization 
of its population and economic activities 
within the metropolitan region. The 
authors describe the adverse impact of 
urban sprawl on the inner city, as well as 
successful initiatives by city administra
tions to repopulate core-area neighbour
hoods. They also discuss the governance 
implications of ongoing metropolitan sub
urban growth at the expense of the cen
tral city. Not surprisingly given the tone of 
Montreal, Quebec and Canadian politics, 
due attention is paid to Montreal's ethnic 
and linguistic makeup. The book portrays 
the evolution of Montreal from a city of 
"two solitudes" to a mosaic of cultural 
communities living in a linguistic environ
ment dominated by French, but where 
English retains a considerable power of 
attraction . 

Montreal: The Quest for a Metropolis 
offers a multifaceted depiction of 
Montreal. It is a scholarly work, drawing 
heavily on the rich historical and contem
porary research on the city, including 
numerous articles on socio-economic 
trends by the authors of the book. The 
result is an excellent introduction to 
Montreal, a required text for those who, 
while acquainted with the city, want to 
advance their understanding of its history 
and socio-economic structure. 
Photographs and maps skilfully illustrate 
the text, making it more easily understood 
by those who have not visited the city. 

If a theme runs through the book, it is the 
special character of Montreal among 
North American metropolitan regions . 
There is of course the city 's unique linguis
tic composition, but the authors also 
allude to its European ambiance and its 

generally healthy core area and inner city. 
This theme could have been further 
developed to answer certain interesting 
questions regarding the distinctness of 
Montreal : How different is Montreal's 
urban structure, density, transportation 
and activity distribution from those of 
other, comparably sized North American 
metropolises? Is the recent evolution of 
Montreal taking it closer to, or further 
from, its North American counterparts? 
More effort to set the features of 
Montreal within its North American con
text would have made it easier to draw 
lessons of relevance to other regions. As a 
planner, I was especially disappointed by 
the book 's rather thin discussion of plan
ning policy. More could have been said 
about the major planning decisions, such 
as those pertaining to the construction 
and alignment of the Metro and express
ways, which have structured urban devel
opment in Montreal and either accentu
ated or diminished its unique stature in 
North America. 
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