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In her 1969 book, The Economy of Cities, Jane Jacobs confronted conventional wisdom by

suggesting that early humans built cities before they cultivated farms. In her introductory

chapter, “Cities First – Rural Development Later,” Jacobs wrote that the growth, diversity and

economic activity of prehistoric cities actually created the conditions necessary for the

introduction of rural agriculture. The book received far less attention than Jacobs’ paradigm-

busting first book, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, and her theory of urban

precedence barely made a ripple in the public discourse.

Undoubtedly one reason for the tepid response was that Jacobs’ idea seemed absurd to many

of her American readers. Although she supported it with evidence from recent archeological

discoveries, her denunciation of “the dogma of agricultural primacy” flew in the face of

America’s most powerful and enduring myth – that the American Dream stood on the legs of

frontiersmen who swept westward into the wilderness and the backs of farmers who followed

close behind to clear and settle the continent.

That is what they had learned in history class. “The United States was born in the country and

has moved to the city,” wrote historian Richard Hofstadter in his Pulitzer Prize-winning book,

The Age of Reform. He certainly had a point. In 1790 the new country’s first census reported

that 95 percent of all Americans lived outside of cities. A century later, when the census

pronounced the end of the frontier, two-thirds of the population still lived in the country.

Today, less than half of one percent of Americans are farmers. Yet the myth of the enduring

importance of the small farm, the virtues of agrarian life and the unique influence of the

American frontier continues to have enormous consequences for the way Americans regard

their cities, cultivate their land, exploit their natural resources and treat each other.

The agrarian/frontier myth is the foundation of the American identity. At its core is the belief

in “American exceptionalism,” the idea – now a staple of presidential debates – that America

is a special nation, forged on the crucible of the frontier, whose mission is to be a beacon to

the world (and the accompanying belief that we therefore don’t have to play by anybody

else’s rules). This idea has had wide influence. Until the U.S. Supreme Court ruled otherwise

in Reynolds v Sims, for example, it assured rural majorities in state legislatures and Congress

long after America had ceased to be a rural country. It anchors current demands for English-

only legislation, despite the fact that four of our ten largest cities are Los Angeles, San

Antonio, San Diego and San Jose – or that we have state capitals named Montpelier, Baton

Rouge, Santa Fe, Sacramento and Pierre. Perhaps most importantly, it has led to a view of

cities as parasites on the land, as places inhabited by the foreign, the effete, minorities and the

poor – everyone, in short, but the vast majority of the white, native-born middle class.

While America has become the most powerful and affluent nation in the history of the world,



it has never adequately accounted for the real costs: the damage to the environment and the

neglect of the poor. Nowhere has this accounting failure been clearer than in the ubiquitous

American development pattern known as suburban sprawl, which can no longer be dismissed

as an aesthetic blemish on the landscape or the triumph of bad taste. It is the culmination of a

national obsession with growth and progress that relies on environmental exploitation and

economic inequality.

It is important to understand that there can be no solution to either problem without a

recognition of the intimate connection between them. We have not always recognized that.

For more than a century, the environmental and social justice movements developed

separately, and often they came into conflict with each other. The former concentrated on the

preservation of the wilderness and the protection of habitats and natural resources. The latter

focused on eradicating poverty, creating jobs, and gaining access to social and economic

institutions. They worked at cross-purposes: one sought to promote growth, the other to limit

it; one focused on economic distribution, the other on values change. By the beginning of this

millennium, the two movements had grown so far apart – and their identities so different –

that Van Jones coined the term “eco-apartheid” to describe the divide. Perhaps nowhere is that

divide more starkly on display than in their views of suburbia. Social justice advocates fought

for years to open up the suburbs to make the American Dream available to all. Disaffected

environmentalists wanted to escape back to the land from to them had become the American

Nightmare.

The origins of the agrarian myth are usually traced to Thomas Jefferson, whose dictum –

“Those who labor in the earth are the chosen people of God” – was part of a broader political

campaign against the urban and industrial interests that were mobilizing behind Alexander

Hamilton and his quite different view of America’s future. The myth’s frontier component got

its ultimate formulation in Frederick Jackson Turner’s 1893 essay, “The Significance of the

Frontier in American History,” in which he wrote, “The existence of an area of free land, its

continuous recession, and the advance of American settlement westward, explain American

development.”

The myth, however, did not begin with Jefferson’s yeoman farmer, nor did it end with

Turner’s frontiersman. It arrived with the earliest English settlers, who, unlike their French

and Spanish counterparts, came to settle the land as well as to exploit its resources. “The land

was ours before we were the land’s,” wrote Robert Frost of those early immigrants, who

recorded their ownership claims even before their boats set sail. They saw the continent as

theirs for the taking, the subduing, the taming. Religious people, they found their instructions

in the second chapter of Genesis when God told Adam to “be fruitful and multiply, and

replenish the earth and subdue it, and have dominion over . . . every living thing that moveth

upon the earth.” God had once given them a garden, and humans have been trying to get back

into that garden ever since.

Partly because the germs they carried preceded them into the interior and decimated the native

peoples, the early settlers came to think of the new world as an empty space, its land as virgin

land. And because those who survived the initial contact with Europeans had no notion of



private property – a right the newcomers deemed the bedrock of their civilization – the settlers

simply claimed the land for themselves and paid a nominal price to abide by the letter of their

own laws. They called the limit of their settlements the frontier, which was less a line on a

map than a challenge to push ever westward, clearing the land and clearing out the people

who lived on it. Over the next nearly four centuries millions of people came to this country.

Most of them were neither English-speaking nor farmers – and many of them crowded into

the overcrowded slums of urban America. But the myth lived on. It was still our “manifest

destiny” to spread our values westward across the continent and beyond, and these values

remained rooted in the consecrated soil of the family farm.

When the 1890 census announced that the country no longer had a “frontier line,” Turner

proclaimed the end of the formative era of American history: “America has been another

name for opportunity, and the people of the United States have taken their tone from the

incessant expansion which has not only been open but has even been forced upon them. . .

.But never again will such gifts of free land offer themselves.” The pioneers had moved

westward, drawn by “the demand for land and the love of wilderness freedom,” until there

was almost no wilderness left.

The combination of the belief in private-property rights, the Biblical exhortation to subdue the

earth, the yearning to turn the wilderness into a garden, the need to survive in a land that often

proved unexpectedly inhospitable, and the seemingly boundless quantities of land, water and

natural resources provided the foundation for America’s rapid development and exceptional

affluence. Both were fueled by a fervent commitment to limitless growth in a land where no

resource must be left unplowed, undammed, unfelled or unextracted.

Human activity, in fact, could enhance nature and make it more productive. When settlers

pushed beyond the 100
th

 Meridian after the Civil War, for example, they encountered a land

far drier than anything they had seen before. There were large tracts in the West that averaged

fewer than eight inches of rainfall a year. Such desert conditions didn’t faze speculators and

boosters such as William Gilpin, Colorado’s first territorial governor, who proclaimed often

and loudly the widely accepted theory that “rain follows the plow.”

Yet as Turner was chronicling the closing of the frontier, he overlooked another and equally

formative story. The country was exploding with growth – population, immigration, urban

and industrial growth. Between 1870 and 1910, the population of the United States grew two-

and-a-half times – to almost 92 million people. The percentage of those living in urban areas

grew at more than twice that rate, and by 1910 almost half of all Americans were either

immigrants or the children of immigrants.

Moreover, the new immigrants were no longer coming primarily from the western countries

of Europe, but from Italy, Eastern Europe and Russia (and in the West from China) – foreign-

looking and sounding people who inhabited the slums of big cities and provided cheap labor

for American industrial growth. Now that it no longer existed in fact, the frontier became the

imaginary “safety valve” for American cities – an escape route from the filthy air and water,

overcrowding and poverty, ghettoes of the foreign-born and the non-white, places of labor



exploitation, class divisions, crime and violence – none of which were part of America’s

popular image of itself. (Even agriculture, the backbone of the American Dream, was not

immune from the changes. The invention of huge machines transformed farming from a

collection of small operations to industrial conglomerates, which in turn transformed the work

force from family members to wage laborers and share croppers.)

The myth of the frontier, with its code of individual triumph and rural virtue, lived on not only

in the characters of pulp novels, but in our literary and historical heroes. Walt Whitman and

Huck Finn set off alone, heading west to experience the sense of freedom that comes on the

open road and in the new territories. Abraham Lincoln learned his simple candor and bedrock

principles on the frontier, while Charles Lindberg, the “Lone Eagle” who became America’s

greatest hero, gave the country a new frontier about which to dream.

The last part of the 19
th

 century witnessed a third trend that, while less noted than the city and

the frontier, was no less significant for the country’s future: suburbanization and white flight.

The introduction of the streetcar provided the urban middle class affordable escape routes to

outlying areas. The American Dream might no longer be a farm, but it could be your own

home on a small plot of land in a tree-lined community. As middle-class – and later working-

class – whites moved out of the inner cities in growing numbers, the new immigrants poured

in. Early in the 20
th

 century they were joined by Blacks, determined to escape the increasingly

“Jim Crow” South and lured north by agents of industrial companies in search of cheap and

non-unionized labor.

Although Blacks came in even greater numbers during World War II, almost every northern

city experienced enormous declines in population almost as soon as the war was over. The

reason was the accelerated exodus of whites made possible by a massive federal highway

program, subsidized home mortgages, and record construction of single-family houses on

cheap farmland. In the five decades after 1950, the cities of Boston, Cleveland, Detroit,

Philadelphia and Washington, D.C. all lost between one quarter and one half of their total

populations. Those left behind were increasingly Black and increasingly poor.

Blocks of boarded-up buildings in vacant neighborhoods, the emergence of structural

unemployment, and the growing fear of violence reinforced the public perception that cities

were alien, dangerous, even un-American places. What the country did not notice, however,

was the rage that was boiling below the surface. In the late 1960s it exploded.

American cities had long experienced race riots, most notably New York’s draft riot in 1863,

and deadly disturbances in Chicago, Harlem and Detroit in the first half of the 20
th

 century.

But what happened in the 1960s was a different order of magnitude. The first warning came

out of Watts in 1965. Then, in 1967 and 1968, urban America burst into flames. Detroit.

Newark. Cleveland. Baltimore. Washington, D.C. The government’s response was two-fold.

The first was to send federal troops into the ghettos to restore order. As the television screens

recorded daily, American soldiers were once again in combat. But this time the war was in

American cities and they were shooting at American citizens.



The second was both more sober and more surprising. In its “Report of the National Advisory

Commission on Civil Disorders” to President Lyndon Johnson, the Kerner Commission did

not blame the rioters; it blamed the nation, which it described as “moving toward two

societies, one black, one white – separate and unequal.” This, the commission said, had to

change; and while it offered a series of interim proposals to improve the lives of those living

in the inner cities, its most far-reaching remedy was that America must open up its suburbs.

Only then would minorities and the inner-city poor gain access to the American Dream.

Following the Kerner Report, the NAACP brought suit against Mt. Laurel Township in New

Jersey, arguing that suburban zoning ordinances amounted to systematic discrimination. In its

landmark 1975 decision, the New Jersey Supreme Court agreed, and in a subsequent decision

the court ordered specific tools for integrating suburbia. Other states also required outlying

municipalities to provide their “fair share” of low-income and subsidized housing.

Suburban communities had been using both public ordinances and private covenants to

insulate themselves against racial and economic integration for years. The Kerner

Commission’s demand that they cease doing so was an assertion of simple justice, long

overdue. Yet one of its most far-reaching results was the legal codification of – and the moral

justification for – suburban sprawl. Real estate interests, armed with a new set of legal and

philosophical tools and with their eyes fixed firmly on the bottom line, pushed local

governments to approve huge new plans for residential and commercial development.

Who could object? To own a house on a small plot of land away from the filth and crime of

the city – wasn’t this the 20
th

-century manifestation of the American Dream, the

agrarian/frontier myth made available to millions of people? Unfortunately, it has brought

with it the traditional, if unanticipated, consequences. The departure of even more people

accelerated urban decline; and suburban development has turned out to be the most

environmentally harmful way that people can live on the land.

The agrarian/frontier myth, of course, is not solely responsible for suburban sprawl. But our

myths do matter. They are the stories we create to understand ourselves and make sense of our

world. The American story recounts the subjugation of the wilderness, the exploitation of

resources and the abandonment of cities. This does not do justice to either our complex

history or our diverse people. How can we tell the whole story?

What if we incorporated Jane Jacobs’ narrative of the critical role cities have played in human

development?

What if we remembered that John Winthrop and his Puritan congregants came to

Massachusetts Bay to establish, not a homestead, but a city on a hill?

What if we acknowledged that, while an embattled farmer may have fired “the shot heard

around the world,” the seeds of the American republic were sown in Boston and Philadelphia?

What if we honored our reputation as a “nation of immigrants” by recognizing that most of



those immigrants became Americans in our cities?

What if we saw our cities as places of innovation, creativity and diversity as well as crime,

violence and graffiti?

What if we honored the people who lived on the empty land before we claimed it?

What if we ceased to romanticize an agricultural economy that produced an antebellum South

based on slavery and a corporate agribusiness built on migrant labor, heavy equipment and the

privatization of the commons?

What if we embraced Aldo Leopold’s land ethic that “changes the role of Home sapiens from

conqueror of the land-community to plain member and citizen of it?”

What if we really believed with Thoreau that “in wildness is the preservation of the world?”

Cities are very different places from wilderness, but all places on this earth are sacred places.

We need a mythology that is inclusive not divisive, one that celebrates frontier people and

Native Americans, farmers and urbanites, the city and the country. And we need public

policies that do not make us choose between preserving the wilderness and revitalizing our

cities, between economic well-being and environmental protection, between human rights and

the rights of nature, between a green world and a just one. We must give up the notion that we

are separate from the rest of creation. We must stop destroying the few wild places left on

earth, and we must recognize that cities, the home of most of the world’s people, are perhaps

the most endangered habitats of all.

To choose between the environment and social justice is a false choice, for, in the end, the

way we treat each other is the measure of how we treat the earth.


