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ABSTRACT  

In her talk "American Urban Utopias" Aneta Dybska will survey urban planning ideas that have 

captivated the imagination of Americans. Urban planning and utopian visions for America, as they 

evolved since William Penn’s late 17th -century plan for Philadelphia, reveal a tension between the 

city and the space without - the Frontier, the wilderness, or the romantic suburbs. This overview will 

focus on the 19th century attempts to inscribe the ideals of the new republic in built space, and on 

the 20th-century visions of a better city. The planning and design of industrial-era cities and company 

towns reveals the utopian character of those projects: preoccupation with justice and equality, moral 

uplift of im/migrants and industrial workers by a paternalistic brand of capitalism, as well as a strong 

belief in the recuperative forces of nature. By the mid 20th -century, the idealism of urban planning 

found its full expression in the anti-urban automobile-centered visions of regional growth that 

imagined the U.S. as Jeffersonian “yeoman democracy” and anticipated the sprawling metropolis of 

today. Reaction against sprawl, in turn, has lead to the New Urbanists' idealization of "walkable 

cities" and "urban villages." 
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