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Kenneth Jackson, the Jacques Barzun Professor of History and Social Sciences at Columbia University, describes Crabgrass Frontier as an attempt to integrate intellectual, urban, architectural, and transportational history with public policy analysis (10). The book synthesizes a large selection of secondary sources on the development of cities and combines them with an array of primary sources, both ancient and modern, to tell the story of the suburb.  From newspapers and other periodicals, diaries, essays by architects, articles by homemakers, and excerpts from Thoreau and other minds, and with comparisons to international residential patterns, Jackson successfully argues for the uniqueness of American suburbanization.  Following the logic that change usually proceeds from the top, his sources focus on the middle and upper classes as sites of agency.  Beyond his central argument, Jackson seeks to understand why the suburban model became the dominant residential pattern in the United States, particularly in the latter half of the twentieth century.  He skillfully follows an initial assertion that the space around us—neighborhoods, dwellings, roads, etc.—constructs patterns of living “that condition our behavior” (3) with the notion that federal policy makers since the 1930s have engineered residential patterns in ways that have controlled, for example, the movement of ethnic and racial minorities.

Metropolitan areas in the United States, explains Jackson, bear four distinguishing characteristics that set them apart from their counterparts elsewhere.  First, they have a low residential density that resulted from the privatization of American life and the patterns of living in fully-detached dwellings.  Second, there is a high rate of home ownership in the United States.  Third, income and status correspond to suburban life: the suburbs are generally the refuge of middle- and upper-class homeowners, while the disadvantaged remain in urban dwellings.  Finally, in the U.S. there is a greater distance between home and work than in cities elsewhere, particularly Europe.  

To answer the question as to how present-day suburbanization came about, Jackson traces the history of cities and suburbs back to ancient texts and argues that the suburb is as old as civilization.  He then follows the story of the city and suburb down to the eighteenth-century walking city.  Here the suburb merely marked the outskirts of the city and gave refuge to squatters and black Americans who lived as far away as possible from their white masters under the “living out” system.  In the nineteenth century, the introduction of the omnibus, steam ferry, commuter rails, the elevated railroad, and the cable car turned cities “inside out” by providing transit from the city center outward into the periphery.  Gradually, the population decreased at urban centers and increased in the suburbs, and the journey to work increased.  This occasioned, for Jackson, the most significant shift in the history of society (20).  

The shift resulted in a more stratified and segregated society.  By 1890, increased urbanization, the growth of government bureaucracies, and the proliferation of factories accompanied the innovations in transportation and forged new ways of conceiving the family, house, yard, and the city.  Increasingly, the isolated, privately-owned household became an expression of the middle-class sense of self, of groundedness in a rootless population.  But it also resulted from business and political leaders’ hopes of tying citizens and workers to mortgages and the middle-class lifestyle as a way of thwarting radical tendencies (51).  Jackson gives accounts of suburban designs that emerged by the mid-nineteenth century.  Catherine Beecher sought to link landscape and architecture design with the domestic ideal.  Andrew Jackson Downing advocated home designs that reflected republicanism and eschewed ostentation.  Both Alexander Jackson Davis’s Llewellyn Park (near Manhattan) and Frederick Law Olmstead’s Riverside (outside Chicago) reflected the romantic vision of a community planned in accordance with its natural surroundings.  Affluent city dwellers, seeking better housing and able to afford the commute on the growing transit routes, moved outward.  Innovations such as balloon-frame housing made suburban life more financially accessible.  Beginning at the turn of the century, automobiles gradually supplanted railroad commuter traffic and opened up the suburbs even further.  

In the 1930s, the Federal Housing Administration hastened the decline of central urban neighborhoods by encouraging suburban development and maintaining white-black separation via restrictive covenants in the new communities.  Increasingly, urban public housing became ghettoized, and the postwar period saw the rise of the subdivision, greater social isolation, and the further breakdown of community accompanied by the continued exclusion of minorities outside urban areas and the decline of public transit.  

Historians agree that Jackson’s strongest area and most important contribution is his discussion of the federal role in the decline of city centers and the development of suburbia.  Margaret Nash writes, for example, that Jackson is the first historian to utilize in a systematic way the Home Owners Loan Corporation’s Residential Security Maps to analyze the federal government’s policies that led to middle-class, white homogeneity outside of cities.
 Jackson thus succeeds with this cultural and policy study.  But one cannot help but wonder how much more revealing and compelling such a study might become with a view from the “bottom up.”           
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