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THE CITY IN AMERICAN LITERATURE
AND CULTURE

The city’s “Americanness” has been disputed throughout US history.
Pronounced dead in the late twentieth century, cities have enjoyed
a renaissance in the twenty-first. Engaging the history of urban
promise and struggle as represented in literature, film, and visual
arts, and drawing on work in the social sciences, The City in
American Literature and Culture examines the large and local forces
that shape urban space and city life and the street-level activity that
remakes culture and identities as it contests injustice and separation.
The first two sections examine a range of city spaces and lives; the final
section brings the city into conversation with Marxist geography,
critical race studies, trauma theory, slow/systemic violence, security
theory, posthumanism, and critical regionalism, with a coda on city
literature and democracy.

kevin r. mcnamara, Professor of Literature at the University of
Houston–Clear Lake, is editor ofThe Cambridge Companion to the City
in Literature (2014) and The Cambridge Companion to the Literature of
Los Angeles (2010) and author of Urban Verbs: Arts and Discourses of
American Cities (1996).
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cambridge themes in american literature

and culture

Twenty-first-century America puzzles many citizens and observers. A frequently
cited phrase to describe current partisan divisions is Lincoln’s “A house divided
against itself cannot stand,” a warning of the perils to the Union from divisions
generated by slavery. America seems divided in almost every way, on almost every
attitude. Civic dialogue on issues often seems extremely difficult. America is an
experiment always in process, a remarkable union of 300 million diverse people
covering all races and faiths. As a forum in which ideologies and interpretations
abound, Literary Studies has a role to play in explanation and analysis. The series
Cambridge Themes in American Literature and Culture addresses the key
cultural themes that have brought America to its current moment. It offers
a summation of critical knowledge on key cultural themes as well as an
intervention in the present moment. This series provides a distinctive,
authoritative treatment of the key literary and cultural strains in American life
while also pointing in new critical directions.
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