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Rethinking the American City  offers a fascinating survey of contemporary thinking
about cities in a transnational context. Each chapter opens with an iconic image and
includes a brief and provocative essay on a single topic followed by an extended
dialogue among all the essayists. Topics range from energy use, design, and digital
media to transportation systems and housing to public art, urban ruins, and futurist
visions. Zachary Spicer is impressed by the experimental format, and recommends
this read to students of urban studies.

Rethinking the American City: An International Dialogue. Miles Orvell and
Klaus Benesch. University of Pennsylvania Press.
November 2013.

Find this book: 

Miles Orvell and Klaus Benesch give us Rethinking the American City: An International Dialogue .
The emphasis in this book truly is “dialogue”. The topics covered in the book are interesting and
thought-provoking, but the unique aspect of  this book is its f ormat. At the end of  each chapter is
a dialogue between the author and discussants, questioning and expanding upon the work
presented.

Orvell and Benesch tell us in the opening chapter that the book is the product of  a small
conf erence. As the editors describe, they decided to engage a small group of  internationally-
renowned cultural studies scholars, urban historians, and architects in a conversation on
American cit ies. The purpose was to conduct a “conceptual inventory” and create “an examination
of  some of  the leading concepts and tools that govern our thinking about space, with an eye to
their genealogy and their usef ulness to the f uture.” At the conf erence, each speaker was
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North Camden New Jersey. Credit: Blake Bolinger CC BY 2.0

assigned a broad topic – energy, sustainability, the multicultural city, ruins, aesthetic space,
designing the city, mobility, the digital city, the f uture city – and wrote a paper that would begin an
extended dialogue. Each paper would be discussed in detail and at considerable length (a rarity
f or academic conf erences). The conversations would be recorded. Rethinking the American City is
based upon these conversations. Each chapter includes both the paper written by a conf erence
participant and the recorded dialogue between the author and discussants, which is presented
(largely) at verbatim (with the exception of  being edited f or redundancy).

At f irst, the reader is unsure what to make of  the dialogue at the end of  each chapter. Many
books are based upon conf erence proceedings, but generally authors take the comments they
receive f rom discussants and revise their work accordingly prior to inclusion in an edited volume.
This is not the case in Rethinking the American City. The dialogue is included and the reader is
able to take into account the init ial reaction of  the discussants. Of ten, discussants hold dif f ering
views than the author, providing a nice contrast to the broader issue under discussion.

Two main chapters are particularly thought-provoking and pertinent in a contemporary discussion
of  city-building in America. The f irst, by Miles Orvell, discusses ruins and decaying urban
inf rastructure. Everything within a city, Orvell tells us, can f all into ruins. From f actories, to homes,
to entire cit ies, nothing is immune f rom decay. Nowhere is this issue more prevalent than in
Detroit, a city routinely in news headlines as it goes through bankruptcy.

How should we view this decay, however? How can we make sense of  it? Orvell provides us with
an overview of  theoretical and conceptual thinking about ruins and provides multiple lenses
through which to view urban decline. The f irst is that ruins are a necessary part of  our history in
that they remind us of  our past (and in some cases our mistakes). The second is that ruins stand
as a rebuke to capitalist notions of  endless progress. The third is that ruins are a natural, and
theref ore inevitable, part of  the organic f orces of  urban growth and decay. In this, decaying
places can be key places of  exploration, largely as symbols of  f olly and unsustainable
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growth. Overall, Orvell’s work is important in broadening our view of  decay. We can see ruins as
f unctional and having a place within the larger urban landscape. A number of  contemporary
American cit ies – f rom Detroit, to Camden in New Jersey, to Gary in Indiana – have suf f ered
decline in recent years. As employers have closed their doors and lef t town, populations have
dwindled and urban inf rastructure has suf f ered. What to do with these cit ies has become a
national conversation. Within this context Orvell’s chapter is topical, t imely and helpf ul.

McCullough’s chapter on the “digital city” is similarly topical and timely. By this point it is evident
that technology has changed our lives, but how much has it changed the way that we interact with
our surroundings? McCullough argues that the change has been prof ound. The largest change,
McCullough tells us, is that the addition of  ambient inf ormation media transf orms the usability of
the city. In this, McCullough provides some pertinent examples: Velib and Zipcar in transportation;
Foursquare and Layer in social navigation; and Pachube and Senaris in environmental monitoring.
In f act, even the way social media users “check in” to new locations around a city builds a social
map of  usage. McCullough argues that accumulations of  tags, links, displays, and guest logs at
particular locations around town soon become something to curate and be among. In this sense,
technology adds another layer of  urban inf rastructure to our present system.

McCullough’s discussion is high- level and deeply rooted in some of  the f undamental debates in
communication theory. For the most part, the connection with the city is not always apparent. He
does, however, conclude with an intriguing question to the reader: “does this latest layer of  urban
inf rastructure help one tune in or just tune out?” This is where the dialogue section that ends
each chapter comes in very handy. The discussants bring McCullough’s work back into an urban
context and properly situate it within broader literature. For his part, McCullough happily engages
and the topic is drawn to a satisf actory conclusion.

The dialogue f ormat utilized in Orvell and Benesch’s work is unique and may be distracting f or
some readers, but the debates and issues discussed within the book are exactly those that
benef it f rom dialogue: broad, conceptual and theoretically rich. Few books benef it f rom this type
of  f ormatting, but Rethinking the American City certainly does. Orvell and Benesch acknowledge
that this is “something of  an experiment”. They are right, it is, but it ’s certainly one that is
successf ul.

——————————————-

Zachary Spicer is a PhD Candidate at The University of  Western Ontario, where he studies local
government and Canadian polit ics. His research has appeared in Canadian Public Administration ,
theJournal of Canadian Studies, the Journal of Legislative Studies and the Canadian Journal of
Urban Research. You can f ollow him on twitter at @ZacSpicer. Read more reviews by Zachary.

https://twitter.com/ZacSpicer
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has a distinctive style—hence the title of the book—house and no garden.
Over time, this form of housing came to be universalized across India as a
characteristic design for living for the middle class, who wanted it to rep-
resent a distinctive mode and lifestyle; and one can see its new variant in
the Delhi Development Authority colonies. 

Lastly, this book makes significant contributions by, in particular,
bringing together different kinds of sources: government and judicial
records from the archives, oral histories and detailed interviews of officials
and inhabitants of the area, and participant observation in and through
fieldwork. This variety of sources weaves together different kinds of disci-
plinary perspectives available not only in social sciences but also in archi-
tecture, design, and cultural studies. 

This is a book that will be read and re-read by many for the multiple
digressions it makes in contemporary discussions on urbanism in colonial
cities. 

SUJATA PATEL

Sujata Patel is a professor of sociology at the University of Hyderabad.

Rethinking the American City: An International Dialogue.

Edited by Miles Orvell and Klaus Benesch. Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013. Pp. 232. $45.

Rethinking the American City is the product of a “conversation on Amer-
ican cities” held in Munich by a group of interdisciplinary scholars prima-
rily from American studies and architecture, with a strong cultural history
focus. Its motivation, according to the volume editors, was that “cities de-
serve renewed attention because they mirror many of the most important
issues that have dominated cultural and American studies for several dec-
ades.” After a brief foreword by urban scholar Dolores Hayden, the book
presents nine essays dealing with the subjects of energy, sustainability, the
multicultural city, ruins, aesthetic space, designing the city, mobility, the
digital city, and the future city. Each essay is followed by two extended
responses. 

Preparing a review of a book of essays dealing with a multitude of
urban-oriented topics is a daunting assignment. I found the articles to be
largely informative and challenging, as I did the responses. The work
begins with David Nye’s concise discussion of the role of energy in Ameri-
can urban transportation and the spatial transformation of the city. Com-
plementary to it is Klaus Benesch’s presentation on “Mobility,” focusing on
the conflict between place and movement and the linking of the latter to
modernity and progress. Andrew Ross offers a discussion of sustainability,
maintaining that cities are the only locations where “efficient low-carbon
living [could] be achieved on a mass scale,” using Phoenix as the model of
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unsustainable development. He also argues that the “key to sustainability
lies in innovating healthy pathways out of poverty for populations at risk.”
And Miles Orvell, in a pertinent and related comment, agrees that cities are
more ecologically sound than suburbs, but also notes that “greening”
needed to be realized as a growth rather than anti-growth strategy.

The issue of “cycles of creative destruction” produced an especially
stimulating essay by Mabel Wilson, who focuses on the destruction and
redevelopment of Chicago’s Cabrini-Green. Equally insightful, Miles Or-
vell examined the different meanings of “Ruins”: do they represent a “nec-
essary image of our past history;” do they represent a “rebuke to capitalist
notions of endless progress”; or are they part of “a natural, and therefore
inevitable,” cycle that relates to city organic growth and decay? Jeffrey
Meikle complemented these two presentations by tracing visions of the
“Future City.” In a pessimistic conclusion, he notes that while “the mod-
ernist future city is still sometimes invoked as a compelling vision . . . the
metropolis of tomorrow seems more likely to be a product of decay and
sporadic attempts at renewal.” Malcolm McCullough, in his essay on the
“Digital City,” seems equally dismayed by the prospect of a future metrop-
olis in which information superabundance replaces the “read/write” city
with, as Georg Simmel warned a century ago, endless distractions. Other
essays, by Albena Yaneva and David Lubin, stimulating in their own right
but with a scant historical frame, are focused primarily on design and
architectural issues and the different uses of public space.

This volume, therefore, although somewhat short on history, offers a
stimulating introduction to a number of ideas about the city and its cul-
tural and spatial aspects that historians of the built environment may not
have encountered. 

JOEL TARR

Joel Tarr is professor of history and policy at Carnegie Mellon University.

Historical GIS Research in Canada.

Edited by Jennifer Bonnell and Marcel Fortin. Calgary: 
University of Calgary Press, 2014. Pp. xx+322. $45.95.

This is a collection of thirteen spatial-history projects of places in Canada,
all by Canadian authors. The projects cover a nice range of scales, time
periods, regions, and topics—everything from the membership of a single
church in nineteenth-century Toronto to the development of the national
electrical system over the last hundred years. The collection is split roughly
evenly between urban and non-urban topics, and the authors mix demo-
graphic and environmental analysis in a variety of ways. Despite this diver-
sity, the volume is nevertheless unified by a shared commitment to the
promise of Historical GIS (Geographic Information Systems)—or more
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book’s readability, but some of the choices 
muddy the interpretation of events. Take, for 
instance, the story of Holt Collier, the famed 
African American bear hunter of the Missis-
sippi Delta. During the days of slavery Collier 
worked as a hunter, largely unsupervised by 
whites. When war came he ran away to fight 
alongside his master for the Confederacy. He 
also killed a white man (and lived to tell about 
it) during Reconstruction. Collier’s experience 
is clearly atypical of that faced by most black 
Mississippians during these years. Yet his story 
becomes the salve that helps blur the cruelty 
of white relations with blacks at the time. In 
a chapter on the Mississippi Territory, Mitch-
ell recounts some of the harshness of the slave 
system, including the internal slave migration 
that brought most African Americans to the 
state. Holt’s life story, however, helps Mitch-
ell conclude that, by the end of the Civil War, 
“inevitably blacks and whites recognized one 
another’s humanity and behaved accordingly” 
(p. 184).

Mitchell ends his account on a positive 
note. He believes that most white Mississip-
pians and the state’s leaders have accepted the 
changes wrought by the civil rights movement, 
which ended “an oppressive system that kept 
both races on the bottom of almost every na-
tional yardstick.” Such acknowledgment, the 
author thinks, has “pointed the way to a more 
just and prosperous future” (p. 534). That sto-
ry, however, has yet to unfold.

Charles C. Bolton
University of North Carolina at Greensboro
Greensboro, North Carolina

doi: 10.1093/jahist/jav189

Rethinking the American City: An International 
Dialogue. Ed. by Miles Orvell and Klaus Ben-
esch. (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylva-
nia Press, 2014. xviii, 245 pp. $45.00.)

In Rethinking the American City an interna-
tional group of urbanists observes that “cities 
have once again moved to the center of intel-
lectual and political debates” because they in-
stantiate “the most pressing issues of modern, 
globalized societies in the twenty-first centu-
ry” (p. xi). Approaching “the city as a critical 

social and architectural space,” ten contribu-
tors undertake “an examination of some of 
the leading concepts and tools that govern our 
thinking about space” (pp. xi, xiv). The result 
is an engaging volume comprising nine essays 
on broad themes—energy, sustainability, the 
multicultural city, ruins, aesthetic space, de-
sign, mobility, the digital city, and the future 
city—each followed by a dialogue on the sub-
ject among the authors.

The book displays some important virtues. 
While many edited collections are unfocused, 
this one maintains a unity of purpose by con-
centrating on the leading challenges facing cit-
ies. Rethinking the American City also excels in 
keeping its debates firmly grounded in the ur-
ban environment: its authors build their inqui-
ries out of the raw materials of city life, using 
urban forms and behaviors as points of depar-
ture for revealing excursions. For example, An-
drew Ross uses the Phoenix cityscape to con-
sider the prospects for sustainable energy use 
globally and to speculate about the future ge-
ography of resource hoarding; Malcolm Mc-
Cullough’s analysis of the way city dwellers use 
smartphones sparks a spirited debate about ev-
eryday urbanism in the digital age. Historians 
will appreciate the many ways that an aware-
ness of the past shapes the participants’ think-
ing: through critical periodization of urban en-
ergy regimes; the role of ruins in constructing 
narratives; and the ongoing relevance of early 
urban theorists. Finally, true to its subtitle, the 
book succeeds in situating American cities in 
illuminating geographic contexts by engaging 
in frequent international comparison and oc-
casional transnational framing.

There are some grounds for criticism. The 
essays tend toward elite concerns rather than 
the needs of most urbanites, though this is 
remedied somewhat by Mabel O. Wilson’s 
evocative piece on low-income housing and by 
other authors’ attention to immigrants and to 
homeless people. The volume’s recurrent but 
brief engagements with issues of labor and pol-
itics should have been expanded to full essays 
and dialogues on these subjects, especially in 
this age of stagnant wages and legislative grid-
lock. And the collection needs more illustra-
tions: the authors make regular reference to 
visual materials that were important parts of 
their original presentations, and it is frustrat-
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ing for readers to be able to see only a few of 
them.

On the whole, though, Rethinking the Amer-
ican City is stimulating and useful. The book 
raises vital questions about the urban present 
and future and interprets them in a consis-
tently historical framework; and its essay-plus- 
dialogue format is highly effective and merits 
wider use—it keeps each chapter concise, al-
lows the authors to challenge each others’ ideas, 
and provides models of intellectual exchange. 
For advanced undergraduates and beginning 
graduate students, this book could serve as a 
quick introduction to some of the basics of 
scholarly inquiry in urban studies. For special-
ists already familiar with many of the ideas, the 
creativity and enthusiasm of the participants 
offer an enjoyable reminder of why cities have 
been essential to producing and addressing so 
many of humanity’s most crucial challenges.

A. K. Sandoval-Strausz
University of New Mexico
Albuquerque, New Mexico

doi: 10.1093/jahist/jav276

Second Nature: An Environmental History of 
New England. By Richard W. Judd. (Amherst: 
University of Massachusetts Press, 2014. xiv, 
327 pp. Cloth, $80.00. Paper, $24.95.)

Richard W. Judd’s eminently useful synthesis 
argues that New England tells a different sto-
ry than the standard clash between industrial 
capitalism and pristine nature that emerged 
from the American West. “The distinguish-
ing feature of New England . . . is the length, 
continuity, and intensity of Euro-American 
settlement,” says Judd (p. 11). 

Measured by a people’s attachment to the 
land, New England environmental history 
is a qualified success story: an unfolding 
dialectic of culture and nature that pro-
duced an environment by no means wild 
or pristine, but no less compelling to those 
who inhabited it. (p. 13)

Second Nature is structured by the tension 
between environmental degradation and cul-
tural restraint that arose not only in roman-
tic and conservation responses but that also 

grew in New England society from the start. 
The book features Judd’s characteristic thor-
oughness and accessible prose, producing a 
well-structured telling of New England envi-
ronmental history with a complete historio-
graphical review woven through it. The first 
section covers the long occupancy of Native 
Americans and the development of colonial 
agrarian culture to 1800. Judd finds the In-
dians to have been environmentally dynamic 
but largely harmonious. He also finds that the 
English colonists forged a remarkably prosper-
ous “half-wild, half-domestic” second nature, 
in which commercial exploitation was effec-
tively constrained (compared to other colo-
nies) by diverse mixed husbandry, the duty of 
stewardship, and a sense of responsibility to 
the common good. The next section looks at 
the more destructive nineteenth-century ex-
traction of resources from New England’s fish-
eries and northern forests, and at the dual ex-
pansion of commercializing agriculture and 
water-powered industry. This era of acceler-
ated environmental degradation sparked a ro-
mantic reaction—which Judd situates less as a 
novel, elite imposition and more as growing 
organically from a broadly shared heritage.

This sets the stage for the final section, on 
the rise of a vigorous conservation movement 
from 1850 to the present. The effort to stem 
the depletion of fisheries has been woefully in-
adequate, the drive to conserve forests more 
successful. Judd also looks at the development 
of New England’s cities and at efforts to make 
them more livable, focusing on water and 
parks and touching on issues of environmental 
justice. Finally, Judd portrays the rise of envi-
ronmentalism in New England—particularly 
cleaning waters and protecting open space—
as not just a new concern of affluent, post-
war America but again as the continuation of 
a grassroots tradition of land stewardship and 
attachment to a beloved cultural landscape.

Second Nature will be most useful to those 
who teach New England environmental his-
tory, as Judd gives every topic and interpre-
tation fair play. But Judd also suggests that 
New England might provide a new model for 
how American environmental history could 
be written, or beyond that, how conservation 
could be practiced, moving away from a stark 
nature-culture dualism. I agree, and would add 
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Miles Orvell and Klaus Benesch, eds.
Rethinking the American City. An
International Dialogue

1 Rarely does one encounter a book that is as thought-provoking as it is fascinating to the reader.
The nine diverse essays that comprise this volume, all seek to “rethink” and “reevaluate” the
narratives that have come to shape American urban space. But while there have been several
recent publications that attempt to “redefine” the American city, no volume to my knowledge
has addressed the topic in such a multifaceted and comprehensive manner as Rethinking the
American City.

2As the editors explain in their “Introduction,” the essays in the volume originated at
a conference in Munich, in 2011. Miles Orvell and Klaus Benesch invited a group
of internationally renowned cultural studies scholars, urban historians, and architects to
participate in conversation on American cities. Each speaker was assigned a topic connected
with the complex and seemingly insoluble problems pertaining to contemporary American
cities.  The focal points for analysis were energy, sustainability, the multicultural city, ruins,
aesthetic space, designing the city, mobility, the digital city, the future city. The conversation
that was held after each essay between the author and the discussants was recorded and is
here presented as part of an integral chapter, along with the original paper. This innovative
format of thematically and methodologically diverse essays followed by extended dialogues
makes the reading of Rethinking the American City an extremely lively and richly rewarding
experience, as well as it opens up new and exciting paths of enquiry. 

3The essay collection begins with David E. Nye’s discussion of the histories of energy and of
transportation in the United States, focusing on cases such as the Los Angeles vast freeway
system or Portland’s Aerial Tram. Nye, who is the author of a number of books on the social
history of American energy systems, argues that, while each energy transition has profound
implications for the form and texture of urban life and it remains unclear what urban patterns
might emerge using new energy forms (13), the United States need to urgently seek a more
efficient energy future in order to face resource scarcity and global warming. With regard
to sustainability, Andrew Ross talks of the transition from a “creative city,” a development
model that flourished in the 2000s, to a “green city” model, to a thriving “sustainable cities”
movement in almost all of the world’s developed countries and in many developing nations.
While scholarship has focused on environmental showpieces (and Portland is one of them),
the author directs his attention to the challenges of Phoenix, Arizona to become a “resilient
metropolis” (32). As an outspoken opponent of social and environmental inequalities,1 Ross
does not see enclaves of green new urbanism and other green innovations as a solution to
sustainability; rather, he, recommends ways to correct   injustices, such as the poverty of
populations at risk, “toxic” race relations (37), and the thousands of “climate migrants” (36)
that cross the border with Mexico. In the long run, the author concludes that there can be
no ecological sustainability without social and economic sustainability because they are all
an integral part of sustainable development. In her essay titled “The Multicultural City,”
Mabel O. Wilson traces the history of the Cabrini-Green housing project in the Near North
Side neighborhood in Chicago from its inception (1950s) to its tearing down half a century
later, after it had become a neglected, underfunded and dangerous urban ghetto.   Wilson
examines the artwork that was produced before and during the demotion of Cabrini-Green (art
installations, videos, workshops, poetry, etc.), which made visible to nonresidents the violent
transformation of urban/architectural space and the possibilities of its redevelopment.

4“Ruins” is the next essay by Miles Orvell, professor of English and American Studies at
Temple University and author of many books in American culture, including The Death and
Life of Main Street (2012). Taking for granted the late twentieth century “strange obsession
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with ruins,” to quote Andreas Huyssen,2 Orvell proceeds to examine the nuances of the present
fascination with industrial ruins and the implications of such proliferation of waste, litter and
rubble in urban space.  He discerns three different, yet (questionably) all positiveapproaches
to view urban decline. The first is that, since cities can be read as a kind of palimpsest, ruins
are the material embodiment of communal and national memory.3 The second is that ruins
stand as a rebuke to “capitalist notions of endless progress and that the exploration of ruins
constitutes an essential resistance to the official aesthetic order” (73). The third view sees ruins
as natural, a part of a cycle that relates the process of urban growth and decay “to the organic
process in a natural habitat” (79).4 Orvell finds these attitudes that aestheticize and naturalize
ruins rather problematic, and focuses on the issue of “the nature of agency and responsibility
in the built environment” (80). In his essay, David M. Lubin, on the other hand, takes a closer
look at the “Aesthetic Space” of the American City.  His examples are two sets of pairings:
Richard Serra’s site-specific sculpture Tilted Arc and Christo and Jeanne-Claude’s The Gates,
and the Seagram Building and the artwork installed in the adjoining plaza. Lubin considers
the Tilted Arc and the Seagram Building “a greater, more sustainable work of art” because it
is “more provocative and engaging” (96).  Other buildings, like the Woolworth Tower or the
demolished Pennsylvania Station are also discussed in relation to their use, symbolic value
and beauty, but the author concludes that the decisions made about them can never be of
lasting consensus because modern cities “contain” “diversity, competition, and conflict” (103).
Following the same line of thought, Albena Yaneva, in her essay “Designing the City,” focuses
on the controversies surrounding the failed Whitney extension which Rem Koolhaas was
commissioned to design. Yaneva offers a brief history of the building’s construction and failed
plans to expand it, claiming that a building must be seen not as an autonomous object but
as “a complex ecology, a network of connections” (125) that always involves society. Only
an understanding of the public interactions of a building can bring awareness of the ways in
which architecture and design participate in “the making of the urban social fabric” (126).

5Klaus Benesch, professor of English and American Studies at Ludwig Maximilians University
Munich and Director of the Bavarian American Academy, is the author of the following essay,
“Mobility.” Benesch brings to the forefront another very important aspect of the contemporary
American city that has to do with the concept of mobility and its relation to the notion
of place. After a brief account of the alleged interdependence of mobility and modernity
that emphasizes fluidity, displacement, movement at the expense of rootedness, stability
and “at-homeness,” Benesch challenges John Kasarda and Greg Lindsay’s celebration of
aerotropolis.5 He argues instead that even airports, considered as transitional or nonplaces par
excellence, evoke the need of “rest zones,” of spaces of grounding, “where we reconnect to the
physical environment to readjust our worn-out, disoriented sense of place” (146). Benesch’s
reservations for a world in constant mobility are not just ecological or socio-economic but also
ontological. His reference to Heidegger’s Gelassenheit, which –among other things– signifies
to “ground the self in ‘place’” (151) in order to recover a new form of meditative thinking
is a mode of resisting universal mobility and perpetual restlessness. In addition to mobility,
Malcolm McCullough underlines another pivotal aspect of our contemporary world, the issue
of distraction and information superabundance. To be sure, in a “Digital City,” as the essay
is titled, information overconsumption has a much more participatory, social infrastructure.
Nevertheless,McCullough questions contemporary information overconsumption and the lost
opportunities for attention restoration, and proposes a “commitment to a focused, thematic,
filtered program of engagement” (180) rather than simply tuning out. In the last essay of the
volume, “Future City,” Jeffrey Meikle analyzes such expressions of the American modernist
future city as Chicago’s 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition, the New York World’s Fair
of 1939, Minoru Yamasaki’s former Pruitt-Igoe housing project, as well as their many
permutations to underline their common perspective suggestive of a “totalizing vision of static
perfection” (197). From the final decades of the twentieth century onward, however, this
master viewpoint and narrative of earlier future cities has been replaced by more piecemeal,
workable projects of possible urban futures, even though the modernist utopian model is
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still invoked as a compelling vision (f. ex. Kinshasa’s La Cité du Fleuve).6 Meikle’s final
observation is very topical and timely and in a way could neatly summarize the main idea
of the volume: “Contemporary urban realities are too multicentered, too culturally diverse,
too fragmented, and too dependent on historical remnants and random permutations to be
encompassed by any unifying future vision” (202).

6As mentioned above, one of the most appealing features of Rethinking the American City lies
in its multifaceted and pluralistic vision; the essays included deal with disparate disciplinary
perspectives, geographical regions and topics, but with common focal points. But the volume
carries even greater rewards in the dialogue that follows each chapter and the questions raised
by the discussants. As Dolores Hayden succinctly notes in her “Foreword,” this is a book
that will appeal equally to the specialists in the history of the American city, as well as to
scholars and students of cultural studies, urban studies, visual studies, technology studies and
environmental studies.
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Miles Orvell and Klaus Benesch, eds., Re-
thinking the American City: An International 
Dialogue (Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P, 
2014), 245 pp.

Paradoxes provide great tools for challeng-
ing well-trodden mental paths and for creating 
alertness in slumbering minds. Henry David 
Thoreau’s classic “The light which puts out 
our eyes is darkness to us” awakens readers 
into awareness that seeing may not be di-
rectly translated into insight and that what 
you see may not necessarily be what you get. 
Cities are a paradigmatic case in point. What 
you see in a city need not be of its own urban 
making. In their compelling essay collection 
Rethinking the American City, editors Miles 
Orvell and Klaus Benesch also challenge 
readers promptly with a paradox by urban 
historian Mike Davis. Contradicting conven-
tional assessments of the relationship between 
the current climate crisis and contemporary 
American cities, Davis holds that “the single 
most important cause of global warming—the 
urbanization of humanity—is also potentially 
the principal solution to the problem of hu-
man survival in the later twenty-first century” 
(xii). At first glance it seems inadequate to call 
darkness light, suggesting that the unsustain-
ability evident in cities such as Los Angeles, 
New York, or Phoenix will provide the solu-
tion to our environmental crisis. Since the 
2009 Copenhagen Climate Communiqué, we 
have been aware of the admonition that “the 
future of our globe will be won or lost in cities 
of the world” (30) and that, as a consequence 
of this observation, adjustment, and change 
in cities is inevitable. Davis’s paradoxical so-
lution that cities may provide the means to 
overcome the climate crisis can be addressed 
on two levels. What Davis argues is that the 
horizontal expansion of urban sprawl as one 
of the major causes of climate change is actu-
ally driven by an “anti-urban” or “suburban” 
impulse (xii). What he suggests as a solution 
is to follow the “classically urban” impulse to 
integrate work, recreation, and home life in 
compact dense neighborhoods and thus move 
toward a virtuous urban ecological future.

The Davis paradox can then be understood 
as a question of defining ‘urban’ properly. 
What a city means and how it functions is a 
key question. However, this question still re-
mains unanswered in urban studies even after 
the much promoted ‘spatial turn’ in recent de-
cades. As Dolores Hayden rightly points out 

in her foreword to the volume, “definitions 
of key terms such as space, place […] urban, 
and suburban remain controversial” (viii). It is 
therefore also one of the aims of the volume to 
make sense of the “messiness” in the meaning 
of “space and place” (xv). In particular, it pro-
poses new ways of rethinking and redefining 
narratives that have come to shape American 
urban space.

Rethinking the American City is one of sev-
eral recent publications that document that 
cities have once again moved to the center of 
intellectual and political debates. The essays 
in the volume originated at a conference orga-
nized by Klaus Benesch in Munich at the Ba-
varian American Academy in 2011. Each one 
of them offers significant contributions to the 
ongoing discussion about the seemingly in-
soluble problems connected with the evident 
power and powerlessness of cities. The volume 
advances the debate as it offers a rich inter-
disciplinary tableau of defining what is crucial 
about the various interpretive scales for the 
American city. It suggests nine distinct the-
matic focal points for analysis. The essays are 
dedicated to energy (David E. Nye), sustain-
ability (Andrew Ross), the multicultural city 
(Mabel O. Wilson), ruins (Miles Orvell), aes-
thetic space (David M. Lubin), designing the 
city (Albena Yaneva), mobility (Klaus Ben-
esch), the digital city (Malcolm McCollough), 
and the future city (Jeffrey L. Meikle). Each 
thematic perspective produces a complex grid 
for the explanation and understanding of the 
contemporary American city. This pluralism 
in perspectives is also mirrored by the diversi-
ty of methodologies and theoretical approach-
es—among them are sociological case studies, 
qualitative ethnographic interviews, partici-
pant observation, Clifford Geertz’s thick de-
scription, or Bruno Latour’s network theory. 
The multiplicity of perspectives explores dif-
ferent scales in the city, addressing both issues 
of place and space. It ranges from the com-
plexities involved in thinking about a single 
building (Albena Yaneva’s account of the in-
tricacies involved in Rem Koolhaas’s attempt 
at designing the New Whitney), to addressing 
issues related to a set of neighborhood build-
ings (Mabel Wilson’s deep analysis of the de-
molition of the Cabrini-Green housing proj-
ect in the Near North Side neighborhood in 
Chicago) and to explorations of mobility in 
the accelerated globalized networks of urban 
transportation nodes (Klaus Benesch’s critical 
appraisal of John Kasarda and Greg Lindsay’s 
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concept of ‘aerotropolis’ or David Nye’s com-
plex discussion of change and inertia in urban 
transportation systems).

The thematic diversity in Rethinking the 
American City opens up a host of rewarding 
terrains for investigation. As is the nature of 
a succinct review, only a small number of the 
insights, impulses, and research projects sug-
gested at the conference can be highlighted. 
Malcom McCollough, for instance, addresses 
the latest developments in digital media and 
discusses the demand for new approaches to 
deal with the smart grids of the soft city. He 
explains the ways in which traditional urbanist 
models, such as the stimulus overload concept 
established by the German intellectual Georg 
Simmel in the early phases of metropolitan 
modernization processes, have to be reas-
sessed and redefined. As McCollough dem-
onstrates, the old reactions of distance and 
detachment in the face of a fast chaotic urban 
pace (for instance, the blasé attitude that mod-
ern urbanites developed according to Simmel) 
no longer function as adequate responses in 
the contemporary digitized city. Posturban 
subjects, he notes, are not dulled into retreat 
from public life but are socialized in distinct 
fashion. For the more recent ‘read/write’ city 
as opposed to the traditional ‘read-only’ city, 
tuning in and not tuning out appears to be 
the adequate critical response of resistance. 
Countercultural agency may therefore be es-
tablished by a “commitment to a focused, the-
matic, filtered program of engagement” (180). 
With regard to sustainability, Andrew Ross 
shows in his discussion of Phoenix, Arizona 
(to pick one of the worst sustainability scenar-
ios for American cities) that enclaves of green 
new urbanism alone will not do as a solution. 
Ross argues against James Lovelock’s insinu-
ation that democracy should be put on hold 
for a while to implement large-scale ecologi-
cal measures to counter climate change. Ross 
shows instead that environmental justice can 
only work with and through democratic par-
ticipation of the affected urban communities. 
Orvell innovatively discusses the implications 
of the increased presence of dilapidated struc-
tures, dross, and litter in American cities. The 
proliferation of urban ruins, as for instance 
in Detroit, may be interpreted to function as 
rebuke to hollow notions of capitalist prog-
ress. Such ruins may also serve as a starting 
point to critically reconceptualize seemingly 
‘natural’ cycles of destruction and renewal. It 
is important, for Orvell, to raise the question 

of who pays the price for the creative destruc-
tion and who is made responsible to clean up 
after free entrepreneurs leave their urban 
playgrounds behind in ruins.

The multiplicity and openness of thematic 
perspectives creates a particularly rich con-
ceptual inventory in Rethinking the American 
City. Social, political, ecological, economic, 
and aesthetic dimensions in the American city 
are addressed from different angles. In com-
plex fashion, David M. Lubin raises the issues 
connected with the function of architecture 
and art in the American city. Is it to serve dis-
ruption (as in the case of Richard Serra’s 1981 
steel sculpture Tilted Arc in Federal Plaza in 
lower Manhattan) or is it to be playfully affir-
mative (as in the case of Christo and Jeanne-
Claude’s 2005 installation of The Gates in 
New York City’s Central Park)? Lubin sug-
gests that “modern or postmodern art that 
challenges and obstructs viewer-pedestrians 
is ultimately more provocative and engaging 
than modernist and postmodernist circus art 
that flatters and humors them” (96). The es-
say collection also addresses the problematic 
of predictions for urban planning. Jeffrey L. 
Meikle concludes his section on the future 
city with the following admonition: “Contem-
porary urban realities are too multicentered, 
too culturally diverse, too fragmented, and 
too dependent on historical remnants and ran-
dom permutations to be encompassed by any 
unifying vision” (202).

In thinking about novel ways of addressing 
issues in urban space, the volume also offers 
an innovative way of presenting such debates. 
Each short essay is followed by the transcribed 
and edited comments, questions, and answers 
from the Munich conference. This format en-
sures that each participant is enabled to bring 
her or his specific thematic focus to bear on 
the topic addressed. It thus highlights the po-
tential interdisciplinary connections between 
the presentations, particularly for readers 
relatively unfamiliar with the distinct special-
ized disciplinary discourses. The shift from 
the general 2011 conference topic “Thinking 
Architecture Technology Culture: A Con-
versation” to a precise national focus in the 
book titled Rethinking the American City 
also assists in reframing the conference con-
tributions productively within a transnational 
American Studies context. As a result of this 
implicit reconfiguration, one may paradoxi-
cally assert that the American city is and is 
not at the center of attention. The future does 



Reviews ★ Amerikastudien / American Studies 59.3

Amerikastudien / American Studies 59. Jg., ISSN 0340-2827 
© 2015 Universitätsverlag WINTER GmbH, Heidelberg

not “really run through American bones any 
more” (218) and yet the defining narratives 
are still centrally related to globalized pro-
cesses affected by American cities.

By examining the American city from a 
great variety of thematic angles, the present 
essay collection advances the urban studies 
debate about space and place substantially. 
Yet to close with one more paradox: the ac-

count of “so many intractable problems” (216) 
and the evident difficulty of coming to terms 
with them in an appropriate fashion will hope-
fully provide future readers and researchers 
with the necessary impulses to address again 
the very ‘intractable problems’ of the Ameri-
can city.

Trier	 Gerd Hurm
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