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The American Small Town and the Reconstruction of Space

Sarah Palin, former vice-presidential candidate, built most of the argument of her speech at the National Republican Convention on her growing up in a small town, and although she kept mentionning her being a new Alaskan, a hockey mum, and an exorcised evangelist, the small town motif dominated. Her choice, or rather that of the Republican party spin doctors and speech writers, was obviously not biographical. It was clearly designed to help a John McCain whose origins are urban and upper middle-class and, and was aimed at the Obama-Biden team whose connection to “heartland America” was tangential at best. The fact that it was engineered at all in the 21st century tells us something about the power of the small town as a locus in American ideology, or even psyche. Palin made things even clearer when addressing a fund raiser rally on North Carolina on October 16, 2008 she declared: “We believe that the best of America is not all in Washington, D.C. We believe...that the best of America is in these small towns that we get to visit, and in these wonderful little pockets of what I call the real America, being here with all of you hard working very patriotic, very pro-America areas of this great nation.” (my italics) With this new statement she re-established the old connection between “small towns” and “real America”, a logical equivalence which is all the more powerful that both sides of the equation remain undefined as self-explanatory (self-evident) “values.”

American novelists also give a very good indication—albeit more critical—of the power of the small town in American imagination. Sherwood Anderson is often quoted in that respect as the initiator of the theme, although one finds earlier examples
. Closer to us, Richard Russo and Richard Ford show how alive the field is for novelists. They restage the central conundrum of those who live there: you can’t stay but you can’t leave either. Next to Russo and Ford, both sentimental describers of small-town America in a documentarian mood, John Updike is a much drier, much more conceptual writer of philosophical tales. Where Russo and Ford chronicle small-town America, Updike synthetizes the American Small Town, a theme I suggest lies at the bottom of his chronicling American morals through the looking glass of couples.

I will argue in this article that the American Small Town is a concept and as such transcends the actuality of place (the small towns).
 It constructs a mental, emotional, memorial space, called “America” and forms an American ethos — some would say habitus — which in turn generates an American-ness.
 It seems to me that this process of (stereo)typification accompanied a movement of nationalization of the American experience which began after the Civil War and went on until well into the 1970s.

This process is at work in many of Updike’s novels, and in particular in Couples (1968), set in a New England small town and Villages (2004), where Updike compares two small towns, one in Pennsylvania, that of his hero’s youth, and one in New England, his hero’s “last village most likely save for the Bide-a-Wee Terminal Care Complex.”
 Updike’s choice is meaningful as the New England or Mid-Atlantic small town has come to embody the generic American small town, as evidenced for instance by the fact that the most famous play on the topic, Our Town (1938) was set in New Hampshire (apparently after the town of Peterborough) and not in rural Wisconsin where its author, Thornton Wilder, was born in and which had its fair share of “real” small towns. It is as though those were not real enough to become the archetype required by the movement of cultural nationalization that swept American society in the aftermath of the Civil War, and the true power of the locus could only establish itself by transcending documentary evidence.

I use the term transcend specifically to explicitate a relationship between the “object” (itself moving, unstable and constructed by language) and the concept. The “real” small town gave way to the “idea” of the small town, without losing a part of its actuality, and rather gaining strength from it. It became an hybrid space combining real and imaginary dimensions, while remaining a purely domestic object, one very little shared by the rest of the world, far from the “international” image of the United States like the famed “American dream” which on the contrary is almost completely international. It was also the source of other models, and countermodels, most specifically those of community.
 In short, it functions as a lieu de mémoire
. The term cannot be satisfactorily translated into French, Italian or German. If Heimat, terroir or paese are versions of a similar concept, each remains deeply intimately anchored by a localized culture (in fact generated by it) and thus offers a view on how every culture negotiates its roots and thus its values. 

I will not follow the avenue of comparative ethnology in an attempt to characterize the nuances between the above terms, and—following—the societies that have produced them. The pursuit is legitimate but it is the focus of other studies. Here my intention is rather to identify other types of continuities which are more psycho-political than properly ethnological or geographical, leading me to define what I call the nostalgic space of America.

Nostalgic space may sound oxymoronic in the American context. Regret and loss seem to be rather far from the psyche of a people and a nation which, since the beginning, have defined themselves as grown on a tabula rasa and moved by an ideology of progress made into a principle of governement. The United States as a willed construction has built itself on the transformation of the past from the impedimenta of legacy into the promise of a future, as evidenced by the famous Shakespeare quote from The Tempest, “What is past is prologue”, carved in marble at the entrance of that temple of the nation’s memory, the National Archives on the Washington Mall.
 Closer to us, a recent immigrant, Janet Wolf, Professor of English at the University of Rochester and author of Resident Alien, speaks of the US as “a site for a potential self”, and Bharati Mukherjee said (in 1997), somewhat emphatically but tellingly, that America was, for him, “the stage for the drama of self-transformation”.
 These contemporary statements are to be seen in a long line of attempts at defining American-ness and whose first best known attempt is probably Letters from an American Farmer.
 All are characterized by the program of individual transformation made possible by the potential offered by the continent.
 This potential, however, will be played out (or not) on a stage, that of the space of the nation (embracing both its mental and physical territory) as this other great exegete of American history, F.J. Turner stated in his «Significance of the Frontier in American History”.

The word “reconstruction” in the title of this paper describes exactly that double movement, for it evokes both a cataclysm (usually a war or a natural disaster) — here the severing of the ties
 — and the act of reaching into the past. It is difficult to identify with any great precision when the inversion took place, but it is safe to assume the Civil War—as American cataclysm—played a major part in it and that it permeated the whole formidable post-war expansion.
 The spectre of the decline has always been present, however, but it waxed and waned as so many cycles of growing anxieties about the present. Towards the 1920s, it gave birth to a feeling of nostalgia, for nostalgia is a promise of return—if only an imaginary one—, a manner of organic link with the past, and as such a way of controlling change. Not surprinsingly, the small town as a central motif of and vehicule for nostalgia appeared in the 1920s and 1930s at the moment when on the one hand the United States was undergoing one of its greatest crisis of self-definition and on the other the real small towns were fast declining, two reasons to make them apt at functionning as lieux de mémoire. As Pierre Nora, the French historian of memory and inventor of the concept of lieux de mémoire, remarked, social “conscience” of the existence of memory—ie of a memorial process—surges as memory ceases to be “natural”, and needs to be recovered and passed on. 
 As the object of a conscious negotiation, the small town thus memoralized can become a currency in this exchange.

Those are the basic features of the issue, its problems and limits. I will now address the nature of the small town, and then hypothesize its function in American culture.

The Invention of the small town

Although there have been historically defined and geographically located urban structures that can be identified as small towns, we are not dealing here with a scientific construct but with imagination. Those small towns definitely played a part as models for the small-town but what we must be after is the Ur Small Town.

The real small towns have been studied quite thoroughly by geographers.
 Small towns are and were different in different parts of the country. Geography and sectional culture matter. But what appears clearly is that the model is very early the New-England Village, itself being idealized in a sort of clean, ordered and quiet version of the small town, invented and disseminated as early as the mid 19th c. by artists and writers often using it as a foil against the growing metropolis and its industrial/commercial economy.
 Francaviglia showed how, by the late 19th c., growing middle-class income allowing for travel and leisure, the villages entered into the realm of active “touristic” promotion, and later in the 20th c. tourist economy (in particular the economy of preservation or, to be more precise, of recreation/reconstruction.)

This process itself has a history, and the waxing and waning of the small town in American discourse is a very good indicator of the evolving definition of the American project as a whole. It helps us follow its tensions and contradictions, those born from the discrepancies of the ideal with the realities of the country. Technically, the small town structure ceased to be prominent after the first decade of the 20th c., and one can safely say that their apex was reached in the last half-decade of the 19th c., not very long after the frontier was declared “closed” by the Bureau of the census. My own work on census data points at the 1910 census as a watershed in terms of number of towns (loosely defined for the time being as having a population of less than 25 000, but this definition will be discussed infra as it is precisely one of the central issues). After that date, and until 1950, statistical data show a continuous decrease of the small town, despite a stabilization between 1930 and 1940 as some city-dwellers back migrated to towns. If you decide on a different, stricter gauge, the 10,000-inhabitant definition, the phenomenon is even clearer with a sharp population loss over the same period, and a fast decrease in number of units. The phenomenon is mirrored by the development of urban centers with a population in cities comprised between 25 and 100,000, growing fast and in similar proportions. The actual reasons for the shift are numerous, some are structural and global, some conjunctural and local (means of transportation, evolving modes of socialization, etc.) but they are not central in this analysis.

Not surprinsingly it is the city which occupies the forefront of American imagination in that transitional period, the three decades ranging from the 1890s to the 1920s. The city, the large urban center, having undergone a complete revitalization through progressist policies, which moralized city governments, and now hosted a new architecture for the metropolis — the skyscraper— became a leading subject for art and painting in particular.
 The size and complexity of endeavors as the famed Columbian Exhibition (1893), associated with the verticality of the city, and expressed the triumph of the American model of finance, as the factory had done for the new industrial society a few decades earlier. One of the aesthetic forms of this model is the industrial sublime, embodying the American model that one sees at work not only domestically but abroad, as for instance in the taking over of the Panama Canal project abandonned by the French.

The major lesson of quantitative data, however, is that the urbanization of American imagination precedes by about a decade actual demographics, just as the resurfacing of small-town imagination follows its actual demographic disappearance. The hypothesis I make is that both the city and the small-town images were maieutic devices — albeit completely opposite in nature — to help society, that is to say individuals within their various social institutions to accept, bear or even defend the actual state of affairs, in other words adapt to a largely incontrolable future transformed, by the power of images, into destiny and will. In that sense it is legitimate to speak of “reconstruction” of landscape: reconstruction as much from a chronological perspective as from a psychological one.

What is a small-town ?

What makes the small town a particularly powerful instrument is that, as an imaginary construct, it does not bear any technical, quantitative definition. The small town is not defined by its size, and no one would quite agree on the population which constitutes a small town, and beyond which population one ceases to speak of small town — within limits of course. At the same time as a “real entity”, it requires a definition. In the tension between these two imperatives lies the imaginary and societal power of the small town.

The safest and probably most central definition is that it constitutes a community, a somewhat self-defined term. A small town is a place where people know one another, and in some way are interconnected, or feel so. It is where identity is built by interpersonal relationships and against indifference to place (a worrying trend that Josiah Royce, one of the great ideologue of Americanness of the early 20th c., expressed repeatedly). Place and people matter and the appearance of the word in the early 19th c. — before small-towns were referred to as “towns” or “cities” and thus did not “exist” — marks their roles as antidotes to transience, uprooting, migration which appeared as signifiers of American dynamism and progress. More generally the small town is a place marked by stillness, a place subtracted to the agitation of the world.

As such it remains sheltered from the tensions of the “greater world”, the world “outside”. The place seems to be largely self sufficient, and protected from many of the vices from “out there”. No war, no racism there, only brotherhood. It is held in the tension between the two paradoxical faces of the word “identity”: same among ourselves, different from others. This canonical representation is still visible today in the stereotyped discourse of those who live in those small towns and try to justify their choice. 
 They speak in terms of well-being, quietness, safety, child protection, exactly the terms used in the 1940s and 1950s to describe suburbia, the space which replaced the Small Town in American imagination.

These criteria of community have become all the more acute with the roughening of city life in the 60s. Some even speak today of the small town as a promising space for social “regeneration”, recycling the very same vocabulary used three quarters of a century earlier. The revival that could not actually take place in the 1960s, despite the right mental frame, may now be possible thanks to the internet, the satellite and cell-phones.
 But the Small Town, despite its numerous virtues, is a place marked by a central contradiction: it is the place where one wants to return in order to escape the suffering of the world, and at the same time that one must leave in order to live.

Thus functional and sociological criteria are not as helpful as they seem. Robert and M. Lynd’s Middletown, still a key study in the field despite its age, may offer us a key to the problem. R. and M. Lynd use the principle of “double constraint” to define the small town; they start with its preconceived image and check it against descriptions made through qualitative interviews, as the most important criteria defining the small appears to be self definition.
 A small town is a town which defines itself as a small town. In other words it is a projective space, both internal and shared. Not surprisingly then, in the play Our Town, the set is only made of a few non descript pieces of furniture, a few chairs, a bench and a white wall. Each spectator must be able (and free) to invest the set for themselves. Little is needed to do so as they already possess this space within them, and any realistic rendering would hinder the projection.

Consequently, one should turn to cultural artefacts in order to seize the true content of the concept. It would be fastidiuous and probably useless to list all the manifestations of the small town in mass media, especially Hollywood movies.
 Two canonical examples such as It’s a Wonderful Life (Capra, 1946) and Ruggles of Red Gap (Leo McCarey, 1935), will suffice to see the stable, transgeneric character of the Small-Town expressed with great clarity.

The demotic promise for one runs throughout Leo McCarey’s movie, in which an English butler, played by Charles Laughton, is lost by his master, an English Lord, to Americans at a poker game and has to follow them to America. There he undergoes a rebirth, literally a new birth of freedom, “a birth as a new man” as he himself formulates it. One of the pivotal scenes of the movie is when Ruggles displays his better knowledge of Lincoln’s Address at Gettysburg, he the Englishman who can recite it by heart when the “true” Americans cannot. Genuine vs artificial, true vs false, surface vs deep-seated qualities, and, beyond, genetically inherited ones vs those build through education and character, or to put it simpler heredity vs deeds.
 All these are dialectical couples that permeate and structure the movie, and that replace the traditional good vs evil dichotomy precisely because they are at the core of the small town message. In America, as it were, blood does not run thicker than water.

The message is a little less straightforward but similar in a late avatar of small-town nostalgia, Capra’s It’s A Wonderful Life (1946), or in the play Our Town already quoted. What characterizes the story in these two works is that the dead — who have died too young — retrospectively tell their own story, thus producing an effect of “future of the past” — a manner of “that-will-have-been” to paraphrase Roland Barthes’ famous “that has been”.
 This narrative device operates a separation between two time-spaces, on the one hand that of death — the common and timeless lot of humanity —, and on the other hand that of these moments of intense “small town mania”, a present made of uncertainty if not clear depression. But solace can be brought by a “space in between”, that of the small-town, or rather its mere evocation as the issue is not so much to recover it as to cherish it as a melancoly nostalgic memory.

The fact that this happens through images is not insignificant. The scopic pulsion (or the gaze) carries the present self into the otherness of the past. These images blur the limits between viewer and image without ever erasing it completely (or it would become an hallucination), and propose a dream which combines itself to the actuality of the present. The process, however, remains conscious, as nostalgia results from the advent of the conscience of the past object, of the end of its “naturalness” and its transformation into a “monument”. The verism of photographs is an obvious powerful incentive towards nostalgia (the already quoted longing for Barthes’ “that has been”), but it happens in other visual images as well. For instance in trompe l’oeils whose critical and public success was never higher than in times of major social and economic changes (as in the last two decades of the 19th c. in the US), or in Norman Rockwell’s paintings (and magazine covers), characterized by their extreme figuration harnessed in the service of the construction of a stabilized eternal Americanness in times of upheaval, creating a continuity from bad times to good times.

The Farm Security Administration (1935-c.1942) also produced photographs that are laden with this nostalgic effect. It is famous for images of displaced farmers and poor tenants, but a large part of its collection is actually of small-town images.
 Roy Stryker, its initiator and director, even kept the Small Town as an on-going sub-project which he cared particularly about. Representing the Small Town in photographs, however, is a serious challenge. For how does one represent concepts, ways of life, social relations in photographs?

Bertoldt Brecht, who was highly concerned with those issues, and lived in a time when the photographic image became ubiquitous, once commented about a picture of the AEG plant, and its incapacity to propose a true understanding of the reality underlying the outside form of the buildings.
 The same problem face those who, like Roy Stryker, are after “the true spirit of America” through images of its small towns. The main motifs of the FSA images of small towns are order, safety, human scale and community. Views are made at eye level, strongly reminiscent of the gaze of the passers-by, the person walking in the street, shots are close enough but not too close. Togetherness is represented by social intercourse in streets, bars, shops, and by gatherings in churches, parties, picnics, etc., mixing simple people of various ages. They form an archetype of the American community, the fountainhead of democracy, and the basis of the body politic. But as commentators have often noted, such community is and remains staunchily white, thus clearly reinforcing the idea that such harmony can either be obtained among whites, or in a racially homogeneous environment.

Notwithstanding the ethnic and racial variable, these small towns are the perfect embodiement of John Dewey’s conception of community.
 For Dewey the local level was where values are constructed within the individual, where public and private good are articulated. Such process requires a specific space: the space of the face-to-face intercourse, of which the small-town was one, together with the company and the school. 

Its loss leaves a gap between the basic unit — the family — and the abstract unit of the nation, creating an existential crisis. The motif of the “new electronic hearth” — the radio and later the television — was a way of imagining the possible recreation of this link. But the global village, however one looks at it, remains an oxymoron. To compensate for its inevitable disappearance, Rexford Tugwell, and several New Deal programs, tried on the one hand to reconstruct it in reality but artificially through feats of social engineering of varying success: restructured neighborhoods, relief camps, and the famous “garden cities”, new model towns forming an intermediate community between the small town and suburbia.

This is probably why the photographers were so excited when they could actually discover an “untouched”, “original” small town, a conservatory — like the national parks — of a sort of prelapsarian, pristine space of the American Pastoral, their own form of Shangri La. Walker Evans saw the same thing in the Civil War monuments he photographed in Vicksburg in 1936: they are literally petrified moments of a glorious past, a golden age of parades affected by neither time nor death, but definitely past. 
 As with the Ur small town, they are scenes frozen in a moment of their history, a moment which did not ignore modernity but kept it at bay. For there is the very secret of the space of the Small Town, a space combining, in the mind, proximity and distance, accepting the benefits of industry while eschewing its ills, a space that Thomas Jefferson described as Virginia in the 18th c., the middle space of the pastoral and measure.

Combining the best of both worlds, however, does not go costless: living without making choices and thus without being accountable for them, benefitting from the world without having to pay for it, is a typical childhood fantasy, the childhood of the American project as much as that of the viewer of photographs.
 Childhood is a powerful locus for (adult) nostalgia if only because it is both irremediably passed and ceaselessly structuring the adult and participating in his psychic life. Focusing on the Small Town and choosing it as a model is a way of freeing oneself from the constraints and responsibility of the present. It is reaching back to a moment of order in an unstable world, it is a dream of simple things in a complex world. In 1935, it was a way of going back to the 1890-1910 period, a period full of promises, despite the closing of the Frontier, a world of new beginnings (“a country of beginnings” wrote Emerson of the US
). Not surprisingly Walt Disney designed and organized Disneyland around a dreamt reconstitution of the Main Streets from his childhood.

In the late 1930s and early 1940s, as perils were building up in Europe, and while the USA, despite its attitude of active repeated denegation, could less and less escape the responsibility that goes with economic adulthood, the imagined Small Town was a perfect way of solving the contradictions and difficulties of the present through nostalgia, a space subtracting the individual from the reality principle — at least temporarily so.

This “childhood fantasy” has a long history in the United States. In the last third of the 19th century, the imaginary conception of American space rapidly shifted, under clear and yet paradoxical demographic factors. While the wilderness had been taken for granted for much of the century — more as a reservoir of “voidness” and a good pretext for expansion — it came back as a very strong motif, culminating, on the beginning of the last decade of the century, first with the preservationist and conservationist movements then in historiography with Turner’s hypothesis.
 In this light, I would suggest that the image of the “plantation” in the post-Reconstruction era, when for all intents and purposes it had disappeared, can be seen as but another version of the same system which constructed the small town.

The small town was obviouly constructed first and foremost against the (very big) city, a new sort of American artefact which was emerging after the mid-19th century.
 In 1830 the largest American city was New York City with a population of 200,000 and the second was Baltimore with only 80,000. In 1840, four cities had a population of around 100,000, in 1850, seven and the larger ones had a population of between 120,000 and 500,000 (New York City). In 1860 nine of them passed the 100,000 mark, with four above 200,000 (and Brooklyn emerged as the second American city). In 1870 there were fifteen and eight above 200,000, and in 1880 there were twenty with ten above 200,000. By 1890, there were 29 above 100,000, three of which passed the million, and all in all twelve above 200,000.

The progression was geometric and what emerged between 1880 and 1910 was a new bipolar system which was in itself a system of differentiation of the political space. On the one hand the return of the plantation culture (still emblematic of an old feudal order based on land and connecting the American South to Latin America and Europe) where the organizing principle was the ubiquity of the master’s eye and hand, and on the other the big city, where dwellers had lost control on space: the city was beyond grasp at a glance and was less and less “walkable”. The body — whether the eye of the foot — cannot master it, urban space is fragmented, piecemeal and would soon become even absurdly meaningless — or be seen so.

In this system the small town occupies this famous middle space, a middle space which possessed its intellectual organizing principle reinterpreted in a fresh way through the idea of the Small Town, the pastoral, as described by Crevecoeur in the Nantucket Letters from an American Farmer, which I would argue constitutes the 18th c. basis for the Small Town concept of the 20th.

One of the central defining characters of the pastoral is that it is not evolutive but cyclical, synchronized on seasonal variations and thus epitomizes balance.
 This could be found in England’s Golden Age, Merry Old England, and formed the model which sustained the North American concept of the small town, especially in its New England embodiement. This is particularly visible in the way the American small town recycles many of the components of this fantasy period, to translate them into the American idiom. The most obvious adaptation to the American soil is the primacy of self expression over social deference, or in other words the replacement of the squire by the demotic character. The reconstruction of the American space by way of the generic small town thus appears as a particular way of acclimatizing a European habitus while making it simultaneously a gauge of the New World successful change (the triumph of democracy construed as the emancipation of the economically dynamic classes and the formation of a new social order) and a conservatory of Old world wisdom (order). The  space so created is subtracted from the actual time and space, from the hic and nunc, in an eternal present and reconfigured into a stable narrative (a museum, as it were). “Merry Old England” just as much as “Happy New America”, are then characterized by harmony replacing social violence and conflict, a necessary condition for a free market to develop,  through the imposition of a cultural order presented as natural.

As such, I would suggest that the small town in American psyche belongs to what Eric Hobsbawm called the invention of tradition or Pierre Nora loci memoriae, “places of memory”.
 Nora describes loci memoriae as objects that combine three qualities — they are material (or actual), functional and symbolic — and that articulate memory and history within a social frame. In the case of the United States in the 1920s and 1930s, the Small Town thus appears as a very timely “invention”, while urbanization and industrialization progressed quickly and ruthlessly as regards earlier modes of life especially in the countryside, displacing thousands of farmers in a huge process of domestic migration almost equivalent in scope to international migration to the United States. The character of the 1920s as a decade which witnessed if not the emergence at least the establishment of modernity is not to be discussed here as it has been widely studied. The problem is essentially that this transformation made the United States into a “nation among others”, a process even furthered by its involvement in the Great War, despite the subsequent pas-de-deux made by the Senate, which might have been less the sign of rabid isolationism per se as of a return of exceptionalism, later manifested by the waves of hundred-percent Americanism in the 1920s. This is why I would like to propose the American Small Town made into a locus memoriae as one of the best candidates for the role of syncretic agent, reconciling development with stasis with a place embodying the values of a democracy based on community and a vivid agrarian project.

One sees how different such a concept is from that of the French terroir, a territory with a powerful human identity defining an origin (in particular for produce). Rather than a hic (the terroir), the small town is a nunc (the eternal present of the idea) specific and generic at the same time with its identity-bestowing function. Not surprisingly then the New Deal got very interested in the small towns, or rather in the spirit of the Small Town. For the New Deal was less a political revolution than a moment of cultural strengthening, a manner of adaptation of cultural structures to the economic revolution of the 1920s, with its massification, depersonalization, and acceleration of exchanges. And the small town was thus construed less as a model to be replicated in reality than as the idea to be brandished of an eternal America, fixed in the balance of the ideal moment and yet capable of progress. It can be seen as a space embodying a consciously retrospective and nostalgic glance towards a usable past, as Van Wyck Brooks put it in 1918, or reconciling the two tensions Lawrence Levine saw in American culture when he said that Americans loved progress but were afraid of change.

The moment of the New Deal is not unique in American history, but it is particularly significant in the way it shaped this “reconstruction of the American space” through the Small Town figure. In those years following the explosion of modernity in the 1920s and preceding the urban / suburban reorganization of the post-war era, the New Deal shows us how the Small Town can be seen as a pastoral space construed as therapeutical artefact. Observing its deployment (in representation of course), it appears to function on the principle of nostalgia which constitutes a controled pain to allow the absorption of social change. Such choice was not costless, however. While it eased the transformation of society, it did it at the cost of a blind spot, or of a “fantastic fallacy”, not unlike what the Frontier had been for the previous generation.

� Novels and short stories dealing in one way or another with the small town are too numerous to quote. Let us just mention, for the record, Sarah Orne Jewett, The Country of the Pointed Firs (1896) on a Maine town, accessible at http://www.bartelby.com/125/, Edgar Lee Masters, Spoon River Anthology (1915) on a Midwestern small town; Sherwood Anderson, Winesburg, Ohio (1919); William Faulkner, The Hamlet (1940); Carson McCullers, Member of the Wedding (1946) connecting small town life with the issues of adolescence.


� In this article I will usually refer to “small towns” when I mean the “real” towns and “the Small Town” when I mean the concept. This dichotomy, however, cannot be absolute as the concept is deeply embedded in actuality as I argue infra.


� Habitus is an old term used by sociologists (Mauss, Elias, etc.) and some philosophers before them, that was rejuvenated by Pierre Bourdieu and constitutes one of the central points of his theory. It means a series of dispositions acquired by an individual to navigate among fields.


� John Updike, Couples (New York: Knopf, 1968) and Villages (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2004), p.50.


� For the historiography of the small town see Richard Lingeman, Small Town America. A Narrative History 1620-The Present (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1980) with a rich bibliography; Hans Bertens, Theo D’haen (eds), The Small Town in America: A Multidisciplinary Revisit (Amsterdam: VU University Press, 1995); Alan R.H. Baker and Gideon Biger, Ideology and Landscape in Historical Perspective; Essays on the Meanings of Some Places in the Past (Cambridge; New York, NY, USA: Cambridge University Press, 1992); Richard V. Francaviglia, Main Street Revisited. Time, Space, and Image Building in Small-Town America (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1996); D.W. Meinig (ed.), The Interpretation of Ordinary Landscapes: Geographical Essay (New York: Oxford University Press, 1979), Caroline Rifkind, Main street: The Face of Urban America (New York: Harper & Row, 1977), Page Smith, As a City upon a Hill; the Town in American History (New York, Knopf, 1966), Dell Upton and John M. Valch, Common Places: Readings in American Vernacular Architecture (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1986); Arthur J. Vidich and Joseph Bensman, Small Town in Mass Society: Class, Power, and Religion in a Rural Community (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2000 [1956]).


� For a definition of lieux de mémoire as opposed to lieux de la mémoire, see Pierre Nora (ed.), Les Lieux de mémoire (Paris: Gallimard, Bibliothèque illustrée des histoires, 1984-1992), 7 vols; and their double publication in English: Realms of Memory: Rethinking the French Past. Translated by Arthur Goldhammer (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996-1998); Rethinking France. Les lieux de mémoire. Translation directed by David P. Jordan (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001). See also the English translation of Nora’s introduction to the multi-volume edition in “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de mémoire”, Representations 26 (Spring 1989): 7-25.
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