
1. IN T R O D U C T IO N

The post-W orld W ar II Am erica was considered an era o f great progress in 
many aspects. Generally, it mirrored in the betterm ent of living standard that 
suddenly had steeply risen due to a flourishing econom y and prosperity. This era 
beginning at the turn of the late forties and early fifties became also know n as the 
em bodim ent o f the Am erican Dream that for many Americans came true thanks to 
a heyday of revolutionary projects in housing, infrastructure and other 
developm ents that followed later on. Basically, new visions of lifestyle came up 
hand in hand with new opportunities and trends. Since one o f the major 
advancements in this period o f progress represented the phenom enon o f the 
boom ing m otor vehicle transport that went hand in hand with the extensive 
highway building, hardly anybody could have foreseen what merits and impacts 
would come up therewith. Several changes that occurred due to the above­
mentioned advancem ent in econom y can be referred to as yielding and positive.
However among others, this postwar period also brought its side effects as for 
instance: the rise o f suburbia, the deterioration o f city cores, suburban sprawl and 
or the problem  of endless bum per-to-bum per gridlocks. Those last-mentioned 
phenomena together with the highway building and flourishing car industry had 
both at the same tim e certain merits as for the betterm ent of living standard and 
the rising economy. U n d e r s t^ ^  problem s appearing at first sight as —
minor ones subsequently grew bigger and som ehow mirrored in a twist o f a 
lifestyle o f most Am ericans. Later, these previously already apparent side effects 
of postwar boom became known as hardly healable ills, especially stem m ing from 
city and highw ay ill-planning. These negative and uncontrolled effects not only 
changed the face of many Am erican cities, but also dram atically influenced the 
way of life of the Americans.

American mcjdefrf"society in the m id-twentieth century underw ent a L_f~7 
paramount alteration in consequence o f the overdependence upon the car. The 
increasing availability o f private transport became an impetus toward a change in 
people’s transportation preferences and has becom e a sole option to choose from 
to get from one place to another. At the same time, some critics might rightly 
claim  that the autom obile has received a new connotation of a “Sacred Cow “, 
which m etaphorically everybody praises and gives way. There is no doubt that the



autom obile indeed secured one’s freedom  of self-transportation, how ever at the 
same time, it has indirectly also done irreversible harm  to the Am erican society.

The aim o f this thesis will be to understand how and to what shape the ~7 ( 2  f 
Am erican cities have developed since the end o f the W W II, on one hand. On the 
other hand, in this thesis I will endeavor to prove that the increased m otor vehicle 
transport changed both the transportation and living habits o f the American 
society caused by car-dependent city planning.

The subject m atter that will be put in question throughout this thesis could 
be expressed by the words o f W inston Churchill: “W e shape our buildings and 
afterwards our buildings shape us“ 1. In fact, the correlate aspect o f the housing 
boom of the period represented also for exam ple the highway boom, as a result of 
the autom obile production upswing. To understand this chain reaction of the great 
post-war progress and a degree, towards which it altered the Am erican nation 
mainly in architecture, transportation and lifestyle of the Am ericans, I will 
endeavor to make several investigative insights behind the scenes o f the 
developm ent that occurred following the end o f W W II and thus I will deduce 
certain conclusions o f its impact.

The increasing autom obile dom inance over the public transportation 
systems resulted concurrently in numerous transform ations in the shape of 
Am erican cities, which subsequently provoked various reflections and critique 
from renowned architects and urban planners. A long-run debate over the post­
war shape o f Am erican cities and landscape began right in the m idst o f the fifties.
Many arguments were raised for and against the A m erican Sacred car, in order to 
find a sort o f equilibrium  that would match the consensus over all discussed 
aspects. \u(AS U

A real step forward in the U.S. econom y made the 1956 National Interstate iß ' ^ , 
and Defense Highway A ct2 (NIDHA) that was enacted under the adm inistration of 
President Eisenhower. At the time of its enactm ent and during the upcoming 
decades, this m ilestone project provoked many pros and cons. Numerous critical 
voices came from renowned experts and urban planners, who could better imagine 
the two sides o f this mega project. Nevertheless, their critique has been freely 
echoing till nowadays, for there have been written countless publications dealing

?

1 Zucker, P.: New Achitecture and City Planning, F. Hubner and Co., New York 1944, p. 10.
2 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Interstate_and_Defense_Highways_Act_of_1956
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with the m otor vehicles and especially their side effects upon the face of 
American cities. That is why, for exam ple, numerous issues in the context of the 
passage o f the NIDHA were stated, explained and challenged by architects and 
critics o f the period, such as was Lewis M umford, Robert Moses or Frank Lloyd 
Wright. Their views were at least informative, however their warnings that they 
were giving as for the highw ay planning and low-density urban patterns published 
in this time, were certainly influential and contributive towards wide public 
awareness and later revolt.

In chapter two I am going to analyze the post war situation with regard to 
the sub-urbanization prospect and the upswing o f brand new housing 
developm ents that m ushroom ed on the Am erican scene. This investigation o f the 
historical and social context o f suburbanization will set stage for the rest this 
thesis.

In chapter three I am going to deal with the issue of highway developm ent, 
in which I will attempt to shed light upon its pros and cons from the impact-on- 
the-architecture point o f view. I will exam ine this issue by means of numerous 
facts, statistics and interpretations of the renowned figures o f the urban planning 
spectrum. These famed architects have had significant influence upon the 
problem -solving o f this phenom enon and brought worthful aspects to the fore in 
this endless discussion.

In chapter four I will look into a phenom enon o f urban sprawl and its far- 
reaching negative effects upon the cohesion of Am erican cities. I will be also 
partly dealing with a neo-traditional planning trend called the New Urbanism, 
which was coined by a w ell-known architect Andres Duany and his team. I will 
investigate D uany’s idea o f m aking the cities again more pedestrian-friendly, 
beautiful and livable.

Chapter five will be devoted to ji_ j30stw ar growing problem  of 
transportation in America, regarding the struggle between the private and public 
transportation. I will be dealing with the impact of the m otor vehicles on the 
public transport that declined rapidly as fast as the highway boom was spreading 
nationwide. In this context, I will make a com parison of a couple o f the North- 
American cities, m ainly Canadian, by analyzing their Jpm jm ass-transit-oriented 
policy, as opposed to Am erican autom obile-oriented transport, in the post-W W II 
era. A closer attention will be also paid to a situation between these two clashing
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