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  Justin Wood 2008 http://civilisationshift.wordpress.com/ 

 

The long road to nowhere 

 

The automobile has come to utterly dominate modern cities. Its prominence grew throughout the 20
th
 

century such that much of our civilisation is now fundamentally reliant on it. Automobile dependence is 

defined by a state ‘where cities assume the use of an automobile in their design, infrastructure, and 

operation’ (emphasis added, Newman and Kenworthy 1999, xiii). By almost every measure, this 

contemporary urban situation is unsustainable. So how did our cities come to this? How and why did we 

collectively embark on this road to nowhere
1
? The answer lies in the evolution of transport technologies 

throughout human history, and the ways in which we designed our cities to use them. 

 

 

 

Transportation modes are a crucial influence in the form of human settlements (Anderson, Kanaroglou, 

and Miller 1996, 7; Liu and Guan 2002, 3, 9; Newman and Kenworthy 1999). And almost axiomatically, 

humans have historically designed their settlements such that average trip times by any mode are limited 

to 30 minutes each way, or 1 hour in total (Ausubel and Marchetti 2001, 20). These two factors have 

combined in largely constituting the determining principles of urban form. 

 

For most of human history, there was essentially only one means of mobility: walking (Ausubel and 

Marchetti 2001, 21; Newman and Kenworthy 1999, 27). Thus, at an average walking pace of around 

5km/hr, pedestrian-based settlements incorporated a range of 2.5km, with an area of roughly 20km
2
 

(Ausubel and Marchetti 2001, 21). Many examples from antiquity demonstrate that cities never exceeded 

5km in diameter (ibid.). 

 

In their famous analyses of transport and the urban form, Newman and Kenworthy have identified three 

archetypal city designs. The first of these — classifying the pre-modernity form outlined above — existed 

everywhere until the middle of the 19
th
 century: the Walking City. Cities of this form are entirely based on 

walking; they have mixed land use throughout, ‘organic’ streets befitting the landscape, and high urban 

densities (100-200people/ha) (27-28). 

                                                      

 

 

 

1 This term is my own… 
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Figure 1 - The Walking City form (after Newman and Kenworthy 1999) 

 

 

The advent of industrial production and mechanised mobility by the 19
th
 century (especially the steam 

train) saw large population migrations from rural to urban areas (Liu and Guan 2002, 10). Yet at first only 

intercity travel was mechanised; intracity mobility remained the realm of walking and the horse-drawn 

carriage. Continued industrialisation led to a concentration of workers in cities, generating ‘tremendous 

demand for housing’, which then developed in largely ad hoc fashion surrounding the industrial core. The 

result was high-density populations and rising congestion from people and horse traffic (Liu and Guan 

2002, 10). 

 

Transport technologies developed in response to this new urban context. The horse-drawn ‘omnibus’, a 

12-person carriage in 1827 New York, was the first instance of a ‘common carrier’ designed to serve the 

general public, and signified the ‘dawn of transit service’ (Liu and Guan 2002, 5, 11). This was the first 

time ordinary people could travel farther than walking distance. Thus began a process of expansion 

outwards from the urban centre — facilitated by evolving mechanised transport technologies
2
 which 

progressively extended the distance travelled — separating the living and working areas of cities 

                                                      

 

 

 

2 First carriages on rails; then motorisation through steam, electrification, and the combustion engine. 
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(Ausubel and Marchetti 2001, 22; Liu and Guan 2002, 11). In so doing, transport technologies 

'revolutionized territorial organization' via a ‘steady increase in mobility', all contained by the 30 minute 

travel limit (Ausubel and Marchetti 2001, 22). 

 

The new urban form that arose was the Transit City (Newman and Kenworthy 1999, 28). Urban 

boundaries were pushed outward by rail’s ability to support 'dispersed development along its corridors' 

(Anderson, Kanaroglou, and Miller 1996, 12), creating new walking-type subcentres at each station 

(Newman and Kenworthy 1999, 29). At the same time, new tram and streetcar systems rose up in the city 

centres, enabling a linear development pattern outward from the core. Both forms generated mixed-use, 

medium-density areas (50-100people/ha overall), spreading 20-30km from the centre (28-30). 

 

 

Figure 2 - The Transit City form (after Newman and Kenworthy 1999) 

 

 

The automobile would come to change all of this radically. Accelerating in dissemination from the end of 

the second world war, the automobile became the dominant transport technology influence on the city 

(Newman and Kenworthy 1999, 31). With rising population in the denser urban environments came 

reduced liveability and the pressure for further expansion — from the 1950s, the previous trend of 

centralised urbanisation reversed such that people moved progressively farther away from the centre (Liu 

and Guan 2002, 12). With the US leading the charge, conscious government policies around the world 

encouraged and facilitated this, not the least of which being massive road-building projects. The post-war 

US was thereby ‘systematically remodelled’ to accommodate the car (Davison 2004, 78). Urban sprawl 

and the rapid spread of suburbia had arrived — the Automobile City was born. 
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The automobile now facilitated development in any direction. No longer constrained by train or tram 

corridors, suburbia spread outwards, first filling the gaps between train lines, then reaching out as far as 

50km from the centre (Newman and Kenworthy 1999, 31). Decentralisation set in, and the new design 

idiom was low-density, separated-use, dormitory-style suburbs connected by publically-financed road 

infrastructure. Zoning laws and vested-interest influence served to cement the trend. Government was far 

from neutral in overseeing the style of this city expansion; the evolving (sub)urban forms were at least in 

part 'a product of their institutional context and of specific public sector actions (or inactions)' (Bourne 

1992, 510). 

 

 

Figure 3 - The Automobile City form (after Newman and Kenworthy 1999) 

 

 

By the end of the 20
th
 century the Auto City had colonised most of the world and automobile dependence 

is now effectively the norm. Over the course of two centuries, mechanised transport — especially the 

automobile — 'destroyed the village and invented the megalopolis' (Ausubel and Marchetti 2001, 22). 

This postmodern urban form is defined by suburbia; where the lack of facilities, services, and public 

transport alternatives means the automobile is ‘not so much a choice but a necessity’ (Newman and 

Kenworthy 1999, 31). Overarching the city, a metanarrative of hyperindividualism and profligate resource 

consumption now reigns, giving physical expression to the fossil-age notion of infinite growth — and it is 

utterly unsustainable. 
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Automobile dependence and its urban sprawl generate all manner of negative impacts: economic, 

environmental, social. Economically, cars are incredibly inefficient: a double track rail line can move 

30,000 people/hr in each direction, a two-lane road at most 6000 (Landry 2006, 86). Further, increased 

suburbanisation imposes higher costs on households, which are often hidden, and the outcomes are 

‘certainly neither [economically] efficient nor equitable when viewed in the broader context of social 

welfare goals and quality of life considerations' (Bourne 1992, 510). Rapid decentralisation causes 

‘massive inefficiencies in other sectors and locations’ such as land use, infrastructure underutilisation, 

and the ‘diseconomies of overextended social service provision’ (ibid.). Private automobiles are 

subsidised by the state, costing 30-40% more to provide than public transit (Newman and Kenworthy 

1999, 41). Cars generate road congestion; a never-ending cycle of road expansion merely leads to more 

cars driving farther and filling the space. Contemporary suburbs are studded with energy-guzzling 

oversized ‘McMansions’, dramatically ill-suited to their geographies and climates. 

 

Environmentally, automobiles are completely exposed to — and helping to hasten — oil depletion. Their 

suburbs encroach on rural and hinterlands, while large urban areas are given over to roads and parking. 

Landry observes that nearly 50% of the total land area in US cities is devoted to providing space for cars, 

and for every 5 vehicles added, an ‘area the size of a football field is covered with asphalt’ (2006, 87). Car 

traffic generates noise, visual intrusion, and hundreds of thousands of road deaths annually (Newman 

and Kenworthy 1999, 41). Local air pollution from fossil fuel combustion in automobiles causes smog, 

particulate emissions, and the release of carcinogens like benzene, causing tremendous damage to 

human mortality and morbidity (see for example: European Commission 2003). And transport now 

accounts for 13.1% of global greenhouse gas emissions — the largest growth in emissions since 1970 

has been from energy, with transport growing by 120% (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

(IPCC) 2007b, 2; 2007a, 4). 

 

Automobile dependence engenders a loss of community support and urban vitality; social isolation (from 

urban functions); and the loss of everyday, accidental interaction from walking or cycling (Newman and 

Kenworthy 1999, 32-35). The ideological fixation on providing space for their use has created streets that 

are places for cars, not people. Social equity and access issues arise for those who cannot use or cannot 

afford cars (Newman and Kenworthy 1999, 37-41). And the huge swathes of generic suburbia and their 

freeways destroy visual amenity; a blight that Davison terms a 'kind of visual cancer' (2004, 81). 

 

Looming above all the ills of the unsustainable automobile city are two monumental and intertwined 

threats to human civilisation: climate change and peak oil
3
. The 21

st
 century will be defined by these twin 

crises and our responses to them. 

                                                      

 

 

 

3 In good conscience I must mention climate change in this context; however, I am not afforded the space to delve into the 

subject. 
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Peak oil is the point in time at which the production of conventional oil supplies reaches their maximum 

ever output rate, and thereafter shifts to permanent, inexorable decline. It should also be understood as 

the point where ultimate demand outstrips supply. Importantly and often misunderstood, peak oil is not 

‘running out’ — rather it marks the recovery of roughly half the original resource (Hirsch, Bezdek, and 

Wendling 2005, 11; Kunstler 2005). But what remains is the half that is expensive and difficult to extract, 

existing largely in areas of geopolitical instability (Kunstler 2005); indeed the tumultuous Middle East had 

29.4% of known reserves in 2003, 43% of that in Saudi Arabia (Simmons 2005, 7).  

 

Figure 4 - Peak oil occurs when the maximum rate of production is reached (Wikipedia 2007) 

 

The majority of analysts agree that roughly half of the total oil resource will be depleted — and peak oil 

reached — sometime between 2006 and 2010 (Hirsch, Bezdek, and Wendling 2005, 8). As the widely 

quoted Hirsch report puts it, this is massive global risk management problem, and 'without timely 

mitigation, the economic, social, and political costs will be unprecedented' (2005, 4). Ominously, the 1973 

oil embargo and 1979 Iranian crisis were but glimpses of what is to come (13). 

 

Why is peak oil such a threat? As Droege observes, modern civilisation is almost entirely dependent on 

fossil fuels (emphasis added, 2006, 3). Oil use for transport is only the most obvious manifestation of this 

entwinement; oil is the feedstock for a huge range of industrial goods and processes such as pesticides 

and plastics manufacture. As the realisation of global production peak hits, the price of oil (and its many 
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derivatives) will climb dramatically, quite likely with tremendous volatility. And ‘the long-run impact of 

sustained, significantly increased oil prices … will be severe' (Hirsch, Bezdek, and Wendling 2005, 30). 

Where previous transitions to new energy paradigms
4
 were ‘gradual and evolutionary[,] oil peaking will be 

abrupt and revolutionary’ (64). 

 

These impacts will be felt across all of society, but they may hit hardest in suburbia. Starkly put, if 

suburban life is so fundamentally dependent on the car for mobility, then it becomes near completely 

unviable once the average person cannot afford to fill their tank (assuming any fuel supplies are even 

available). These vast tracts of unsustainable, unserviceable, and ultimately unliveable sprawl will, as 

James Kunstler warns, ‘come to be regarded as the greatest misallocation of resources in the history of 

the world’ (2005). The distribution of basic necessities such as food may become severely constrained.  

Every facet of life will be called into question, and it is by no means assured that our societies will survive 

this forced transition without massive and potentially violent upheaval. 

 

Even food production itself is incredibly exposed. While there are strong arguments (and evidence) for 

radically different approaches such as companion planting, localised urban-integrated plots, the cessation 

of monocropping, and a serious reduction of meat consumption, the fact is that the bulk of today’s food is 

a product of intensive, fossil-fuel based industrial farming. This simply cannot continue once the peak hits 

(Kunstler 2005). 

 

 

There are ways and means of mitigating and adapting to most of these problems of systemic 

unsustainability, automobile dependence, and fossil fuel addiction. A reorganisation of our cities and our 

civilisations to re-integrate ourselves with the natural world, to use renewable energy sources and to 

reduce then ultimately cease our profligate, wasteful lifestyles, can save us from looming catastrophe. 

The knowledge and the technologies exist, or are at least within sight. The all-too-near future could 

become an apocalyptic, dystopian nightmare; or we may seize the opportunity to realise true 

sustainability for all — the outcome will be decided by our collective cultural and political resolve. 

 

                                                      

 

 

 

4 From wood to coal and from coal to oil. 
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