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Green, Constance McLaughlin, THE RISE OF URBAN AMERICA, 
(New York: Harper & Row, 1965). 

A Book Review 

By: James Reteneller 

The fact of urbanization in the twentieth-century United 
States is of the utmost importance in any serious study of con
temporary American character. As the author herself deftly 
observes, "Only one fact was clear by 1960: all American social 
history had become in essence urban history." 

Mrs. Green is well qualified to sketch the interaction of 
urban growth and other forces of history in this country. The 
author of several volumes on the background of American cities, 
she was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for History in 1963 for 
Washinston: Village and Capital, 1800-1878. Starting with the 
five "major" Atlantic port cities of the seventeenth century, 
Mrs. Green sets out to demonstrate not only the comparatively 
dizzy growth of the early American urban centers, but also the 
manner in which these first cities contributed to theever-increas
ing centralization of our population. 

The author is careful to concentrate on the importance of roles 
played by the cities in such turning points as the Revolutionary War, 
the opening of the frontier, the Civil War, both World Wars and the 
great depression; and the reciprocal roles played by these events or 
periods in the growth of population centers. This presentation of 
an "urban thesis" in American history is unquestionably the backbone 
of her work in this volume, and yet the author's talent is put to 
perhaps its best use in other aspects of the book. A fine example 
of this is the chapter-by-chapter attention Mrs. Green devotes to 
the position of artists in the urban community, and the importance 
of their contributions to struggle of city life to "recapture its 
lost dignity" in the face of increaSing pressures brought on by 
overpopulation and the ugliness surrounding most concentrations of 
industry. Needless to say, this is a vital point in any serious 
treatment of the urban phenomenon, and Mrs. Green adds luster to her 
book by allowing the problem of urban beauty "room to breathe." 

As it sweeps from the colonial period to the early years of 
this decade, The Rise of Urban America reflects the fast pace of 
events in all areas of urban life in the United States. Ironically, 
this same acceleration of city growth and importance has refuted a 
significant portion of Mrs. Green's argument. For the swift recog
nition of the crucial role that cities play in our national life by 
the Johnson· Administration has invalidated the author's contention 
that the American people in the 1960's were not yet seeing the city 
"as a national concern." 
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