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A
jL JkMERiCA is an urban nation. It may sound, thus, quite paradoxical to talk about 
anti-urbanism in a country where the massive part of its population live in an urban area; 
and where even the smallest localities dotted along highways, exhibit characteristics of 
urban settings, rather than rural/agricultural ones. Moreover, big cities such as New York, 
Chicago or Los Angeles have, since their foundation, thoroughly defined and epitomized 
the American ideals, society, economy and lifestyles, and have continued to attract 
newcomers putting hopes on the America cities, or visitors simply fascinated with 
them. Nevertheless anti-urbanism has been a persistent theme in the American thought 
and anti-urban ideas have continuously influenced and shaped the American cities and 
the way Americans perceived their lives in cities and society.1

I attempt to systematize in this essay some prominent anti-urban positions in America, 
from early republic to the beginning of the twenty-first century, in various disciplines 
(from literature to architecture) and contexts of urban imagery and living in order to 
explore the more or less evident effects of the pervading anti-urban ideologies on the 
American city. I analyze how various forms of anti-urbanism influenced not only the 
American thought, but also determined options, preferences, ideals, attitudes and reac­
tions in people, that can be further recognized in the forms, images and social charac­
teristics of the city till today.

The ultimate objective is to characterize the American city by commenting on the 
evolution of intellectual anti-urbanism and how it was gradually replaced by what I 
call practical anti-urbanism, with its negative impact on the contemporary lifestyles 
and livability in the city.

Anti-urbanism in America

I
T HAS passed more than half a century since Lucia and Morton White wrote their 
book on Intellectual versus the City (1962).2 This book not only typified the intel­
lectual history of the American city3 but also exposed the critical aspects of urban 
living as perceived by (mostly) the 19th century authors (philosophers, writers); that is, 
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before the 20th century urban sociologists and professional urbanists conceptualized 
and discussed these same aspects. This book, despite its limitations and sketchy demon­
stration4 is a useful starting reference for both introducing anti-urbanism and further dis­
cussing about the roots and consequences of anti-urbanism in America.

The two authors introduce, chronologically, some key representatives of anti-urban- 
ism, famous men of letters, philosophers, “ideologues,” historians and architects, and 
propose a real tour de force of history of ideas, from the “irenic” positions of Benjamin 
Franklin and Thomas Jefferson to the “organicist” approach on the city of Lewis Mumford 
and Frank Lloyd Wright. From early claims of agricultural virtues and values of rural exis­
tence proffered by Franklin and Jefferson and some Romantic writers, continuing with 
the more diffuse disgruntlement against the city, expressed by Henry Adams, Henry 
James or William Dean Howells, and culminating with such theorists in search of the 
traditional community as John Dewey or Robert Park, this is a compelling presenta­
tion of anti-urbanism as fundamental element of American way of thinking, at least as 
intellectual history.

Lucia and Morton White not only conceptualized anti-urbanism as a constant of 
the American thought but also attempted to typologize anti-urbanism in two varieties, 
one related to the romanticized naturalist/rural nostalgia, and the other one, more sub­
tle, to the critical understanding of modem/contemporary urban life, both considered 
highly influential for the evolutions of urban America and the way American cities, inner- 
city and suburbs, look like today.5

The Whites’ work proved to be seminal, since during the next decades many authors, 
historians, sociologists or urban theorists analyzed the anti-urbanist impact on the American 
society in evaluations initiated by The Intellectual versus the City. For example, Joseph 
Harry comments on the evolution of this anti-urban paradigm in his article written fif­
teen years later, “American Anti-urbanism and Its Evolution,”6 by naming it “a cultural 
phenomenon in American history.” Harry approves Lucia and Morton White’s analysis 
when he points out that, historically speaking, there have been several criteria invoked 
by anti-urbanists in assessing the negative aspects of the cities: moral, aesthetic, and health 
criteria being most common. Harry evaluates two alternative hypotheses of: whether 
anti-urbanism was a passing phase of early industrialization; or has persisted and became 
institutionalized within American society. This approach enriches Whites’ typology of 
two varieties of anti-urbanism and suggests an analytical scheme wherein both roots 
and consequences of anti-urbanism could be reasonably assessed.

If Lucia and Morton White’s definition of anti-urbanism is implicit (what intellec­
tuals actually wrote against the city), Joseph Harry provides an explicit definition (anti­
urbanism as an attitudinal devaluation of cities). These insights inform about anti-urban- 
ism as notion and ideology, while providing examples and illustrations in the case of how 
Americans (“intellectuals” or not) envisaged their cities, adjusted their ideas about urban 
place, and adopted actual strategies of urban living.

Anti-urbanism is definable as reaction to urbanization (as specific process of urban 
growth and urban industrial-economic development in a distinctive historical period) 
and to urbanism (as “a way of life”7 and particular “human settlement guided by prin­
ciples of diversity, connectivity, mix, equity, and the importance of public space.)”8 It 
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is, thus, inherently anti-city and against urban development and urban lifestyle. This oppo­
sition is nevertheless more complicated than suggested here, and requires a more com­
plex analysis.

For example, the preference for parks in the city (sec, the Park Movement9) or the ten­
dency to find individual anonymity (one of the key characteristics of the flâneur™) in 
the city are not necessary anti-urban. However one may consider that they are under­
pinned by some ideas and aspects that fuel the ideology of anti-urbanism.

In her retrospective book, New Urbanism and American Planning (2005), Emily Talen 
attempted to reassess urbanism in America, including these anti-urban positions11 from 
a necessary broader perspective, beyond the intellectual history, including urban planning 
and the so-called national program on “New Urbanism.”12 According to Talen, anti-urban­
ism is “a tendency toward separation, segregation ..., neglect of equity, place, the pub­
lic realm, historical structure and the human scale of urban form.”13 In this definition 
we recognize less the theoretical positions favoring nature and morality expressed by 
the “intellectual versus the city,” but, particularly, attitudes that define ways of life in 
the city, related to a purposely articulated urban culture, to be considered in the next 
sections.

One has to take, thus, anti-urbanism together with other ideas (in order to concep­
tualize it as an ideology and practice, as I suggested) as well as to explore their cultural 
connections beyond the intellectual tradition (and traditional way of understanding urban 
history) of anti-urbanism.

Significantly however, urban historians writing after the publication of the Whites’ 
analysis, as different as Lewis Mumford with his The City in History (1961), Leo Marx 
with his Machine in the Garden (1964), Thomas Bender with Toward an Urban Vision 
(1975) or Anselm Strauss with Images of the American Cities (1976) constantly returned 
to or reformulated the “intellectual anti-urbanism” and, consequently, constructed it as 
an relevant interpretive paradigm.

The Intellectual versus the City paradigm

T
he Whites argued in their book that “dismay and distrust have been predomi­
nant attitudes of the American intellectual toward the American city.”14 But 
what was the basic argument the American intellectuals had, and why was their 
position so dominant? “We have no tradition of romantic attachment to the city in our 

highbrow literature, nothing that remotely resembles the Greek philosopher’s attachment 
to the polis or the French writer’s affection for Paris” is the argument that the Whites 
insightfully provide.15 The persisting tradition of anti-urbanism in America is thus 
related to the lack of a consistent tradition of urban living. This is, probably, only a 
partial explanation, since 19th and 20th centuries anti-urbanism is not only an American 
ideology, but can be found in Europe, as well.16 A different explanation could be pro­
vided, from a more theoretical perspective, specifically by what Michael A. Weinstein 
named the dialectics of American life-philosophy: the opposition and reciprocity between 
“wilderness” and “city.”17



Europe and the United States: Interferences and Discontinuities • 85

In another essay, “The Philosopher and the Metropolis in America,” written one 
year later (1963), Alorton White attempts to sketch a typology of these philosophical 
anti-urban positions.18 This typology suggests a scheme (that White, actually continues 
with other authors) of “types of anti-urbanism proffered by intellectuals” in which empir­
ical (Th. Jefferson), metaphysical (LW Emerson),pragmatic (W James), idealist (J. Royce), 
or materialist (G. Santayana) kinds of anti-urbanism would explain and describe the 
paradigm. The argument of this “Intellectual versus the City paradigm” is clearly defi­
cient if we were to remain to this list of philosophers and philosopliically minded authors, 
and not only because the sketchiness of White’s analysis.

Firstly, because, besides philosophers or traditionalist/romanticist writers, many 
sociologists, urban planners or policymakers could be characterized, as well, anti­
urbanists, with no lesser impact on cities than philosophers, for sure. But, since these dis­
ciplines and specializations were rare if no absent in the 19th century, we recognize the 
tradition of anti-urbanism mostly in writers and philosophers. Nevertheless, with these 
new disciplines, emerging in the 20th century (most noticeable the urban sociology of the 
so-called Chicago School of sociology, with its major scientific production spanning from 
1910s to 1940s, but also the rising field of urban history, with its major works of the 
1960s and 1970s), the anti-urban views enters in a new era, and the reasons of anti-urban­
ism appear more diverse and different. As Morton White concluded: “The urbaniza­
tion of the nation after the Civil War brought about a decline of romantic ideology in the 
highest reaches of our intellectual life, and therefore the city was criticized for reasons 
that were very different from those advanced by metaphysical Transcendental roman­
tics.”19 Moreover, in many cases this new criticism is addressed by professionals of the study 
of the city and urban growth.

For example, Robert E. Park, regarded as one of the major figures of the study of 
the city in the 20th century and founder of urban sociology as particular sub-discipline, 
can be considered “anti-urban” not only because, as the Whites argue, he had “deep reser­
vations and feelings of uneasiness” about the 20th century city (i.e. like any other 
abovementioned intellectual), but also because of his ecological paradigm of understanding 
the city, for which community is in the center of an urban order, and for which urban char­
acteristics like anonymity are signs of urban pathology and disorganization (i.e. adopting 
a terminology of a “science of cities”).

Secondly, we have to recognize that these positions are not simply theoretical; they 
are imbedded in historical, cultural and political contexts. Thus, besides, these philoso­
phies and theories that grounded anti-urban sentiments, we have to consider specific pro­
jections and attitudes Americans developed in relation with their cities.

For example, utopianism. an overarching characteristic of the American dream, already 
established from the age of exploration and colonization, in connection with pastoral 
ideals and visions of the new life in a promise land, frequently generated visions of American 
settings as new Edens. Surely, these projections, depictions and expectations were denied 
by the realities of the American city, particularly in the era of industrialism, with its 
rapid urban growth and increased worker immigration. Industrialism and urban growth 
rapidly generated, besides mechanization of work and social relations and the decreas­
ing importance of the close-knit Gemeinschaft-xypç, of community, such urban prob­
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lems as overcrowding, pollution, unemployment, crime and harsh social disparities, 
visible on the streets. Consequently, one of the most plausible roots of anti-urbanism, 
especially among the emergent American middle-class of the early 20th century was less 
the theoretical assumptions circulating among writers and philosophers, but rather the 
actual images and situations they were experiencing in the real American cities. Robert 
Park, as journalist and ethnographer, was surely influenced by these contradictory images, 
as well, when he turned his sociological interest on social disorganization in the city 
and the lives of immigrants, marginal people and the urban slum.20

Thirdly, a series of other defining characteristics or attitudes developed by Americans 
in the context of formation of the new nation and its rapid urbanization, such as indi­
vidualism (of religious tradition as in the case of Puritanism or of utilitarian strand as 
in the case of capitalism) or racism (as imposed by the segregational laws, applied by 
urban policies and experimented in the regular urban interactions of the crowded 
industrial cities, with their ethnic ghettos and gangs) to name only two, fueled, as 
well, the anti-urban sentiment. These connections (between Puritanism, capitalism or 
racism and anti-urbanism) are not only historically recorded but also experienced by peo­
ple in the cities, respectively illustrated by urban development strategies. For example, 
from the very beginning, the Puritans who settled the first localities weren’t fond of 
big cities but rather willing in exercising a form of growth management designed to keep 
their villages small; but, as many of the “intellectuals versus the city” put clear, the 
presence “of a considerable number of not yet assimilated newcomers”21 created ten­
sions and race conflicts in the cities, that incited an already existing interracial tension 
and racism. The inner-cities were perceived as unnaturally diverse and impure, and 
scene of too many contrasts and conflicts. As a consequence, developers, building 
companies and real estate agencies started to built and promote new residential areas 
placed at the margin of cities (i.e. in “nature”) as rural-like (i.e. anti-urban) communi­
ties.

Nevertheless, as Lewis Mumford has conceptualized through its social organicism, 
the life in the city is subject to a far more subtle interpretation than rejection or accept­
ance of images, ideas, policies and lifestyles. The immigrants will continue to arrive, 
despite the difficulties they encounter in the city; suburban dwellers will periodically 
return to the city center for entertainment and leisure time... Then, how to explain social 
behavior and cultural preferences through the notion of anti-urbanism?; and how to judge 
anti-urbanism, based solely on this supposedly “unexpected” behaviors?

The answer is that in early anti-urbanists, who founded the concept, lacked a theory 
of society, which in Mumford (and others, in the 20th century) is manifest. This aspect adds 
further subtle nuances. Thus, despite Mumford is regarded, as well, anti-urban by the 
Whites, he is, in fact “only” anti-megalopolitan.22 Mumford did not envision a pastoral 
community to replace the industrial city, but “dreamed of creating a new ‘post-indus­
trial’ community and a democratic culture grounded on an ‘organic ethos of mutuali­
ty5.”23 Considering that the organic society requires cultural unity, he was more inter­
ested in closing the division between high and low culture, “between high-toned moral 
theory and daily practice”24, which is probably the first acceptance, clearly expressed, that 
the intellectual perspective on the city was to be complicated by the “practical” one.
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Echoes of this socially-conscious theory are evident in other urban historians and even 
urban designers or architects in the 1960s and 1970s. Leo Marx’s proposal for the 
“middle landscape”25 is, as well, a reinterpretation of the rural ideal in the 20th century, 
in the sense of “a new, distinctively American, post-romantic, industrial version of the 
pastoral design.”26 This is obviously mirrored in Anselm Strauss’ conceptualization of the 
city as fragmented and symbolic representation,27 especially in his demonstration of the 
possibility for the city to be an urban village. At the practical level, this influence is evi­
dent in urban planning, particularly the massive suburbanization, starting with the 1960s, 
including the construction of planned and “thematic” communities starting with 1970s, 
as well as in the new conceptions of urbanism and urban design, that culminated with 
the New Urbanism movement in the 1980s, that sought to integrate natural elements, 
mixed functionalities, convenient social/public spaces and to express a form of ecologi- 
cally-friendly “smart growth.”28

In reality, suburban development partially emerged from attempts to counteract the 
urban problems, from which many were criticized by the early anti-urbanists, such as 
overcrowding, pollution, crime or the loss of a sense of community in the city. Consequently, 
the utopian proposal for American dwelling, Broadacre City, by the “anti-urbanist” Frank 
Lloyd Wright could be characterized “a twentieth-century iteration of romantic, Jeffersonian 
agrarianism.”29 On the other hand, suburbanization is in itself an expression of anti-urban- 
ism, and not only because of the natural/rural elements it managed to incorporate or 
express, but principally because its (and their residents) refusal to be part of the urban 
core, i.e. to be involved in its culture and to confront the urban problems in the city. 
Suburbanization is a form of isolation from the city, and signals lack of adaptation to and 
rejection of urban life.

As regards the new tendencies in urban design of creating compact, enjoyable and 
participatory communities in the city, illustrated by the “new urbanists,” since they are 
programmatically urban and pro-city they can hardly be considered anti-urban. Nevertheless 
many elements of rural and community nostalgia as well as the re-appropriation of nature 
are elements reconsidered from the anti-urban critique.

As a conclusion, it can be said that the challenges of the “intellectual versus the 
city” paradigm resulted into a critique of the anti-urbanist paradigm in itself. However 
some critical aspects, revealed especially when the discourse against/about the city 
started to be expressed by professionals, are important in understanding the evolution 
of both this discourse and the American city in itself.

Moreover, I would remark that, throughout the 20th century, more and more Americans 
increasingly developed and adopted a form of “practical” (i.e. not intellectual, and ground­
ed on action) anti-urbanism, with probably more negative effects than that proffered 
by Thomas Jefferson or Frank Lloyd Wright, as I suggest in the next section.
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Consequences: the American urban problems 
through the lens of anti-urbanism

W
E CAN ask ourselves, before attempting to involve the anti-urbanist perspec­
tive (be it taken as a paradigm or not) in analyzing the consequences of the 
(intellectual and practical) anti-urbanism in America: what is, in fact, the urban 
problem in America!

I already suggested some problems in relations with distinctive periods of urban 
America, such as industrialism (overcrowding, pollution, racial violence) and subur­
banization (isolation, rejection of typical urban experiences, refusal of involving in urban 
issues). I interpreted them as the causes of some anti-urban positions (especially start­
ing with the 20th century, when the discourse and research of the city became more 
professional), but in the same time as elements reintegrated in attitudes and practical 
responses to the new living conditions and lifestyles in the city. This is a complex 
process and effort of reconsidering, not simply disapproving (as Morton and Lucia 
White did in their Intellectual versus de City) anti-urbanism. Probably more negative influ­
ences on the American city have been the dis-considering attitudes of urban problems 
at all, than any position (be it positive or negative) on an aspect or another of the city.

If in the early period of urban growth, people (old urbanites, newly arrived rural 
folk or foreign immigrants) were both excited and interested in city life, this interest some­
how diminished throughout the 20th century, with moments marked by suburban seclu­
sion, the “white flight,” transit and car-oriented life (passing life) in the city, deindus­
trialization, “mallification,” formation of exclusivist closed groups in the city and the 
commodification of urban images. Critically enough, enthusiasm for the city was attempt­
ed to be revivified by consumerist practices and tourist-oriented activities, which pro­
duced an artificial sense of urbanity (see, for example, the urban renewal projects or 
such invented events as city parades which intended to recreate a sense of history or 
community)30 and “virtual” (i.e. not actual) images of the city.

The American cityscape was forcefully distorted in the process, with plenty of fancy 
images spread over the Internet and the new social media, of high-rise buildings shin­
ing on the background of the sky or the sea, superficially showing an American distant 
urban materiality filled with lights and glamour, with colorful cars and streets, but 
lacking people.

Moreover, if we consider some major urban problems of the American city in the 20th 
and early 21“ century we will be able to understand how these same images reinforced 
some anti-urbanist sentiments (as dominant, influential characteristic of die “American 
thought”) that further aggravated the urban problems Americans face, when this senti­
ment was expressed at the level of urban life, in attitude and action.

My argument here is, thus, based on the suggestion that the anti-urbanist intellec­
tualism did not have significant impact on the “real society” while remaining in the realm 
of ideas, as philosophical standpoint and theoretical justification, but it negatively 
influenced the American cities and citizens when people actually started to manifest anti- 
urban and enjoyed virtual images of artificial cities. Urban projects, from suburban plan- 
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ning to uninviting public spaces and to improbable urban apocalypses continuously con­
firmed and met this sentiment.

By the 1950s about two million new homes were built each year for the 40 million 
Americans who fled the urban areas for the new suburbs. The extension of a highway 
system made it possible for some 90% of workers to drive to their places of employment. 
Yet the growth of the suburbs further segregated society as the white middle class left 
urban centers. The loss of this purchasing power and tax base caused a lessening of 
services and commerce. The overall urban decline in the United States of the late 1960s 
and 1970s continued to accentuate the racial divide and the difference between the 
prosperous groups and the urban poor. This is an especially complex urban problem, with 
many forces at play, in which anti-urban sentiments mingle with particular processes in 
the city. Again, this is an example of how “intellectual” anti-urban sentiments are super­
seded by practical anti-urban attitudes and actions. As suggested, ultimately, the city is 
negatively affected not only because people in the city tend to segregate themselves 
and, thus, to erode an established multiethnic urban culture, but also because the flight 
of the middle class to the suburbs and the continuous loss of industrial jobs (a process 
that continued throughout the 1980s, 1990s and 2000s31) caused a drain on the eco­
nomic base of many large cities and ushered in an era of deteriorated city centers, of 
increased crime and often downward social mobility. These are really alarming conse­
quences and demonstrate how even the difficulty in focusing policy on urban prob­
lems is rooted in the long tradition of anti-urbanism in America.

I finally attempt to show in the last section that the effort to overcome these issues 
through a series of strategies, involving new developments, new urban planning and design 
and new forms/products of consumption were not necessarily successful and in some cases 
they failed particularly because the same anti-urbanist perspective.

This will be concluded, thus (as suggested in the title of the essay), with consider­
ing anti-urbanism not only an intellectual bias or attitude but—having taken them all 
together and having assessed its significant influence—an ideology and a practice that 
generated the American cityscape. This evolution is subject to a second-level critique.

A second-level critique: urban development, planning, 
consumption and control as anti-urban strategies

O
NE OF the defining characteristics of the American city is that it continued to 
develop and expand.32 Eighteenth-century colonial cities that dotted the shores 
of Atlantic expanded from nearly private community and “walking cities”33 to 
dense industrial centers at the end of the 19th century. Then, the process of suburban­

ization that began in the first decades of the next century, acknowledging a peak by 
mid-lO* century and the following decades, was continued by exurban development 
of “edge cities”34 by the end of the same century and the beginning of the 21“ century. 
Even the evolution of terminology testifies this expansionist development: from city, 
to metropolis and metropolitan region, to hypercity and megalopolis... Urban growth
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constantly characterized modern America, and appeared not only as an expression of eco­
nomic development and construction boom, but also as a cause of population movement 
and sprawl.35 Urban planners had to respond primarily to economic demands and only 
secondly to seek to attain a balance between the economic, the environmental and the 
social aspects of development. In many cases the social interactions, the urban com­
munities and the overall livability in the city were affected by developments.

In the same time, more and more developers oriented toward designing exclusivist 
planned communities (such as golf communities or lake communities), completely enclosed, 
with gates at the entrance (the so-called “gated communities,” which became a sort of 
status marker starting with the 1980s), or toward reconstructing the city centers for 
the purpose of tourist consumption and gentrification (within the so-called “urban renew­
al” or “redevelopment” programs), in the same logic of market demand and status for­
mation, that further segregated groups in the city. Since these recent processes and 
evolutions in the American city were accompanied by information campaigns and adver­
torials promoting village homes of rural nostalgia, plantation communities of colonial 
nostalgia, and refurbished facades covering the urban blight backdoor, we can only 
recognize that the anti-urban tradition survived even in the ultimate urban strategies.

The American cityscape was shaped by these processes, whereas both suburban devel­
opment and downtown (re)development conducted to unanticipated urban forms and 
social issues. If anti-urban sentiments pervaded most evidently in the organization of sub­
urban neighborhoods and lifestyles (with their emphasis on “isolated” communities 
and rural-pastoral elements incorporated within the planned developments), these also 
informed the central-city improvements in an increasingly market-oriented lifestyle in the 
city. Ultimately, as a number of urban theorists and critics over the last decades have 
shown, in both downtown and suburban areas, a significant range of social problems 
were generated by the combination of/between projects aimed at generating profit and 
the indifference toward the practices of seclusion and aggressiveness that people adopt­
ed. Alison Isenberg demonstrated in her Downtown America how the projects of down­
town renewal, driven by market and tourism commitments, meant a rebirth of riots 
and racial clashes in the central city.36 Talking about the recent evolutions of the “American 
suburban dream”37 and its symbol, the big isolated single-family home, Brian J. Miller 
suggests how living in these McMansions (as they were labeled) means not only an expres­
sion of excessive consumption, but also a form of anti-urban move away from commu­
nity life and sustainable living.3® On the other hand, Edward Soja indicated how vari­
ous opportunistic actions of “community builders” (private developers as well as public 
entrepreneurs), interested in attracting residents and infrastructural investment, neglected 
the actual needs of potential dwellers and users of urban spaces, while exaggerating the 
“marketing” features of the new developments.39 Significantly, all these meant refer­
ences to anti-urban characteristics of living in the city: rural nostalgia; separation from 
“folks” (such as minority or lower classes) unfitting a community described in nearly 
utopian, if not racist terms; rejection of public/political participation and refusal to involve­
ment in community issues; superficial (i.e. tourist like) understanding of urban history 
and urban culture, expressed as consumerist carnivals and fairs, kid-exhibition muse­
ums and reduction to a souvenir-like symbolism of the city.
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In fact, as many new critics have shown, beginning with Jane Jacobs’s seminal 
book, The Death and Life of Great American Cities ( 1961), in increasingly more cases, sim­
ulacra of “fresh” images of the city actually disguised anti-urban dreams to be sold.40 This 
false (scenic, simulated) urbanism, pompously considered under the label of “new urban­
ism,” generated by superficial and market-driven demands and mixed froms of vernac­
ular traditions and media images, create a stylistic eclecticism that “lacks history and a 
sense of place, which leads conservative architects ... to come up with nostalgic design 
approaches that attempt to reinsert history, even if invented, into urbanism. New anti- 
urban utopian visions ... encourage the creation of public spaces that resemble small town 
squares, but which are highly controlled and hence negate the possibility of public assem­
bly. . . This is the reality of the simulated urbanism that accompanies the beginning of 
the twenty-first century.”41

These evolutions of the American city are not only explainable through (intellectu­
al) anti-urbanism but are already also “urban forms” and “images of the city” that fur­
ther stimulate (practical) anti-urbanism, from both architectural and social points of views. 
Theoretical aspects, social values and convenient solutions of living in America have been 
fueled by anti-urbanism, and this established itself like an ideology or accepted posi­
tion that eventually suggested social, political, cultural and individual approaches and 
agendas of many Americans, of various backgrounds, throughout the whole 20th cen­
tury and beyond. As Mike Davis, one of the most prominent recent historians of the 
city and influential urban critics42 cynically notes, American cities increasingly tend to 
manifest like business interactions and less like effective urban lives. In Davis’s inter­
pretation, the freeways (an expression of this relational manifestation) allow middle-class 
suburbanites to navigate the city as a whole without encountering the people living in 
the city and without getting any firsthand knowledge of inner-city life conditions.43 
The urban conditions are feared and avoided. A typical, yet exaggerated expression, of 
this attitude is the formation of sentiments of hostility toward otherness, which manifest 
themselves “in outward movement to the edges of the metropolis and inward movement 
to defensible enclaves.”44 This generates “fortress cities”45 dominated by actual or invis­
ible barriers, but especially by technical devices such as surveillance cameras control­
ling over who is accepted in a given area or business of the city. This establishes a per­
manent sentiment of fear, that justifies and reinforces a “neo-military syntax of contemporary 
architecture [that] insinuates violence and conjures imaginary dangers,”46 expressed by 
such structures as “sumptuary malls, office centers, culture acropolises ... full of invisi­
ble signs warning off the underclass ‘Other5.”47 Ultimately, the city appears not only 
like a segregated and fearful space,48 but also as an artificial construct (confirming some­
how those overstated preferences for images and virtualities of the city) and a system of 
signs (that people read and obey, or show fascination with them), metaphorically illus­
trated by the dozens of billboards anticipating the city and the high-rise towers of the 
central business district visible from the distance. This image (and sentiment of non­
involvement and disinterest) is kept in people’s minds, it is suggested, as panoramas 
and car routes that persist even after entering the city, according to the privileged type 
of experiencing the city (from the window of car) as commuter, consumer or tourist. 
In this sense, many of these recent critics, pessimistically talk not only about “the destruc­
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tion of public space,”49 but essentially suggest the destruction of any attachment to urban 
life, which would appear as a last consequence of a long tradition of anti-urbanism, in 
both intellectual and practical senses.

As suggested throughout the essay, traditions, positions, attitudes and policies that 
can be assessed as anti-urbanist, ultimately influenced social behavior, individual, eco­
nomic and administrative strategies, and continuously shaped the American cities. These 
acknowledged forms that ranged from the conservatisi or romanticist anti-urbanisms, 
manifest in the 19th century apprehensions regarding urbanization, to the most recent 21st 
century segregational and tactical anti-urbanisms, expressing indifference and fear to 
the actual living in/of a city which contradict the spectacular images and the vendible sto­
ries people are increasingly accustomed with.
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Abstract
Anti-urban Ideologies and Practices in the Evolution of the American City

The city, as a dominant form of American life, was subject to an anti-urban bias, especially by intel­
lectuals and writers. This helped to shape the values and attitudes of Americans for generations. 
Moreover, I argue, this intellectual tradition was reinforced (and partially replaced) by a “practi­
cal” form of anti-urbanism, manifested in such evolutions as suburbanization, segregation, 
touristification or virtualization of cities. These ultimately explain how the difficulty in focusing 
policy on urban problems is rooted in an anti-urbanist vision, established by convergent traditions, 
practices, strategies and images. The purpose of the article is to explore the sources, forms and evo­
lutions of anti-urbanism in America as particular intellectual tradition and impact on some specific 
processes of contemporary American city. The article mixes historical approach with critical 
analysis, by reviewing and interpreting some positions and practices regarding the city.

Keywords
Urban history, United States, anti-urbanism, intellectual history, urban planning, urban policies, 
social problems.


