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 Urban Problems, Rural Solutions 

 The Olmsted reading stands out as an expression of how one of the most influential American 

city-shapers of the 19th century viewed the world and the changes it was going through. For someone as 

prominent in the design of cities as Olmsted was, I was surprised by the less-than-enthusiastic tone he 

took in his discussion of urbanization; indeed, some of his rhetoric displayed some of the attitudes that 

would in the 20th century contribute to the rise of the suburbs. Even more than his argument itself, these 

attitudes make the selection an interesting read.  

 The gist of Olmsted’s argument is straightforward: cities (or “towns” as he almost always refers 

to them) have gained a permanent advantage over the countryside and will continue to grow, and to 

address the health and social problems of this newly urbanizing society, we should build parks and add 

trees.  

 In the first part of Olmsted’s piece, he argues that towns will consistently grow faster than rural 

areas because life is both more convenient and more fun in town. This is because the division of labor that 

is possible in relatively populated areas allows for a range of providers of goods and services to thrive, 

which provides an easier alternative to rural living, which frequently requires residents to either make 

everything themselves or travel long distances to buy goods and services. Increased population density 

also allowed for more cultural institutions to thrive and made social gatherings easier to organize. With 

many goods, services, and potential friends nearby, the attractions of town provided a step up over the 

relative isolation of rural life—especially for women, who, according to Olmsted, were a significant 

driver of this movement to the city.  

 As convenient and entertaining as the city could be, mass urbanization brought the stress of the 

unknown—what would this new urban world be like? Olmsted was making this transition along with 

everybody else, and he saw problems on the horizon. The air quality was worse than anything society had 

yet seen. Urban infrastructure wasn’t keeping up with growth. Crowding was increasing. And as Olmsted 

saw it, social morality was being compromised.  

 At the bottom of page 187, Olmsted paints an instructive picture of how he sees lower class city-

dwellers and the lives they lead. He talks at length of “young men in knots…in lounging attitudes rudely 

obstructing the sidewalk,” carrying on “little conversation” about passersby on the street “for whom they 
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have no respect or sympathy.” He adds that “there is nothing among them or about them which is adapted 

to bring into play a spark of admiration, of delicacy, manliness, or tenderness” and then has his fictional 

young city dwellers descend into a basement where they will assuredly “see, hear, smell, drink, and eat all 

manner of vile things.” He then notes that the people he just denigrated are “under the influence of the 

same impulse which some satisfy about the tea-table, with mothers and wives…and all things clean and 

wholesome, softening and refining.”  

 So rich and poor people both like to hang out. What to my contemporary ears sounds like the 

same thing done two different ways, to Olmsted rang of social disorder and decay. Like the proponents of 

the City Beautiful movement, Olmsted was concerned that new city residents were not living up to the 

traditional values of the upper class, and like the City Beautiful boosters, he believed the way to correct 

this was through urban design. 

 And what design solutions did Olmsted propose? A series of items that look backwards towards 

the rural past while eerily foreshadowing what would happen to American cities in the coming century.  

 The first item on the list is basically an argument for Euclidean zoning several decades before that 

was enacted. On page 182, Olmsted turns his discussion towards the need to clean the air in cities to 

improve public health, and his first proposal to achieve this was to separate residences from commercial 

activities. Since cities no longer needed defensive walls, Olmsted reasoned, they could now stretch their 

legs and undertake the geographic expansion necessary to separate the aforementioned uses. If they did 

that, the argument continued, then they could have more trees near where people live, and the air quality 

would be more similar to that of America’s rural past (which, to be clear, would hardly be a bad thing).  

 Olmsted’s other recommendations flowed from this same belief in the value of trees for 

promoting public health. He proposed making more space for trees on streets, and the health value of 

trees was also one of his two main arguments for building parks. 

 In the park proposal, Olmsted’s concerns about air quality and social disorder came together, and 

his solution for both was to bring a slice of the rural past into the urban present. Olmsted does not simply 

advocate for parks in general—he favors a very specific type of park, one where visitors would “find the 

city put far away from them. (page 189)” In addition to the health benefits obtained from trees cleaning 

the air, the park would also promote “the preservation of good order and neatness” by giving urbanites an 
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escape from the “restraining and confining conditions of the town, those conditions which compel us to 

walk circumspectly…[and] which compel us to look closely upon others without sympathy. (page 189)” 

Essentially, the best way to make the city happy and healthy was to put a piece of the country inside it. 

 All of this has an oddly suburban ring to it. The city is too dirty, so we add greenery and move 

people away from their workplaces. The city is too crowded, so we need to set aside huge spaces in which 

we can be alone or in small groups. And all this excessive density has made the city immoral, so we need 

to have large open spaces where our kids can live a purer childhood. Though Olmsted considers the city 

to be convenient and fun, all these attitudes would later lead to arguments in favor of the suburbs.  This is 

where Olmsted is at his most prescient. On page 177 into 178, Olmsted states that the benefits of the city 

can be obtained without having to live at “unhealthy” densities (whatever that may mean; he never states 

what constitutes an “unhealthy” level of density), and that some of the best neighborhoods are suburbs 

where the houses are at least fifty feet apart from each other. That he found some low-density areas to be 

in great shape is not shocking, but what follows is much bolder: “there is no reason, except in the loss of 

time, the inconvenience, discomfort, and expense of our present arrangements for short travel, why 

suburban advantages should not be almost indefinitely extended. Let us have a cheap and enjoyable 

method of conveyance, and a building law like that of old Rome, and they surely will be. (page 178)”  

 As I reflected on Olmsted’s words, I was surprised to find attitudes associated with the suburbs in 

a piece from 1870. I under appreciated the extent to which these attitudes were around before the 

technology to fully act upon them was invented, and in this area reading the Olmsted selection has added 

a significant piece to my understanding of planning history.


