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A New View of Sprawl

“LITTLE BOXES on the hill-
e, Hitthe bevoes made ol ticky-
tacky. Little boxes on the hill-
gide, little boses all the same”
Millions of words have
been 1!|ull-]i.¢.||!-1.‘| {ip ] I!hr p..lAI
half-century dessouncng sub-
usrban sprawd, butit's doubtful
that any have had the impact
al those written by Malvina
Beynolds in 1962 about troct
housing in Daly City, Califor-
nia, and made Famous by a
Pete Seeger reconding three
years later. Toa vast cohort of
baby boomers, that song
summed up evervthing
wrong with suburban life:
ugly hitthe houses. robotic con-
formity, intellsctual sterility.
s WAS Py social isclation
Reymioids died inng7S, but
its Fair fo g3y that she would be
surprised by e altered image
al the tevan shae loved 1o hate
Daly Citys residential population is now &
pastiche, with Asizn restauriats and a Fil-
iping music scene, Some ol the work of
William Deelger, the commnnity's archi-
tect and developer, is being considered for
histonc kindmark stats, Muld-color re-
pﬂ.ll.‘lllr.m:lll.': of ]:h'u:]p_'r':-; hidflssdee I,:{lxl;"ﬁl
petreied by the San Francisco artist Warner
Williarns, an: on display in some of the Bay
Area's prestigious galleries and museums.,
Of course, some people still find Daly
City clull, bast that isn’t the point. The point
t= that the conventional wisdom about
suburks and sprawl can change drmmati-
cally aver time, The row houses that
sproattid up in South Lopdon in the late
Victorian perind and then agaln in the
19208 were routinely derided by social
critics. ax vulgar and demeaning. Today,
they are valued as prime sxamples of
graceful. sensible urban design.
Diady City aned South London are among
the dogens of real-world examiples cited by
Riobert Brsepmann, the University of 11

THE CONVENTIONAL
WISDOM ABOUT SUBURBS
AND SPRAWL CAN
CHANGE DRAMATICALLY
OVERTIME.

nais ant historian, in his almost compul-
fively contrarian new boolk Spraud,

Brusgmann shows that while we talk
aboust sprawl all the time, we almast never
define what we mean by it, and we revise
our notions about it from cese decsde to the
next. "Mosturban change,” e writes, “no
matter how wrenching for one genera-
tsan, tends to be the accepted norm of the
nientand the cherished heritage of the one
after that”

But while the icong that stand for
sprawl may be subject to change, Brieg-
mann believes that the phenamenan itself

derives from a fixed elemend
I:I’!-I'Il.l:ll'lil.'ll In:lln';:mdrﬂml!}
spread out and seitle one’s
family in larger spaces a5 soon
s this beoommes feasible, In
other words, the low-density
residential development that
meost ol ws curmenily Tecog:
nize a5 sprawl wasnt creabed
by greedy developers. or in-
competenturban planners, or
misguided federal policy, or
even by the emergence of an
automobile culure, it reflects
an ey documented historic
tendency for people, given the
Iinancial and peographical
chance, b0 choose lower den-
sities over higher anes.

5|!d'.'.|'|.'rE. Hn:ll."i,!:lﬂil:l'll! S3VE,
“is the preferred setthement
pattern everywhere in the
world where there (s certain
measure of affluence and
where citizens have some
choice in how they live” The row houses of
South London offered more living spacea
cenfury ago thar the tenements of the
East End; the boxes of Daly City were
roomier than the apadments of inner-city
san Francisco. And that’s the sarme reason
people are currently Buying fve-bedroom
McMansions in the exurbs of Houston,
Las Viegas and Phoenix

Having declared spraw] 1o be all bu
universal, Brusgmann seems to beonhy a
sfep away from defending it as & good
thing. And by and large, he does. Heis con-
vinced that the Amercan exodus o the
suburbs in the late 2oth century afforded
millions of people a life that was unavail-
able to them in citics—and that was in no
serise ruined by socil condormiity, archil-
tectural ugliness or too many hours spent
comirehng in cars.

Even if you despise sprawl, Brueg:
marnn insists, i's .rqr f:rnru clear that the
problem is currently getting worse. In
fact, if you look at metropolitan areas a5 5
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whaobe, they became denser in the past
decade, not more sprawling. For most of
thiem, the mite of decentralizationwas much
highes during the first big wave of subur.
banization, in the 19508 and "6os. A quar-
ter of the houses currently being built in
Chicago are row houses. Loz Angeles,
which is America’s most densely populated

has been good for downtowns and inner
citie=. When tmditional dovniown funchons
redocated bo the suburbes (not just housing bt
manufacturing, warehousing and even
sormie refail business), the opportunity arose
o rebuild the wurban center around a new
fussctional core—ae 2 lih of enfertainment
and betsure and a residential magnet for sin-

BRUEGMANN ARGUES THAT SPRAWL IS LARGELY

A FORCE OF HISTORY AND GEOGRAPHY AND NOT
PRIMARILY A CONSEQUENCE OF ANY POLICY OF
GOVERNMENT OR ANY CONSPIRACY BY DEVELOPERS.

area, contimues io fll in and get denser.

About the only places in the country
where the density level 1= actually declining
right now are =maller and newer metropoli-
tan areas. But = Bruegmann is guick to
point out, it's not in those citics—the Little
Rocks and Lubbocks—that the issue of
sprawl i being discussed most intensely, [1's
in places such as Chicago, Cleveland and
Kan=as City. And there, he insists, the prob-
kern peaked a long Hme apo. “There i lite o
idence,” he says, “that sprawl is accelerating,
and considerable evidence that the opposite
s oocurmng”

IF THIS WERE AS FAR as Bruegmann
went, there wouldn't be much reason bo
write about his book. He could be dismissed
as another strident anti-urban populist, o
10 defend the culture of gas grills, riding
mowers and SUVs from the insults of anar-
rogant urban elite. There's plenty of that
thetorie floating around—in the blogo-
sphere, oni talk radio and in the pamphlets of
the ibertarian think tanks.

But this ks where Bruegmann theows us
a Fascinating curve, He dossn't hate cities at
all: He's a passionate urbanist. He calls
clties “the grandest and most marvelous
work of mankind.” He dotsn't bive in the
suburbs but in a townhouse on Chicago's
Wear North Side, He just thinks that the pre
valling absession with spravd and suburbia
is a distraction from e important task of
urban revival,

In fact. Brusgmann bedieves that spras

12 OCTOBER 2005 GOVERNING

ples, high-income couples and older people
cager 1o sample a new form of urban life.
“The stape was set.” Bruegpmann writes, "for
a remarkable revival.. While central cities
have traded on their ‘traditional” character,
minch of what is most attractive about them
is thee fact that snomany of the things that once
defined them have disappeared”

This is carrying the concepl of creative de-
struction a bit further than I'm combortable
with. I1's certainly true that deindustrializa-
tion of any downtown presents some op-
portunities. 1t frecs uploft living space, forex-
ample, which has been the salvation of much
of Lower Manhattan and a whole swath of
neighbarhoods surrounding the Loop in
Chicago. But for every inner-city district that
has emptied out and refooled, many more
have ermptied out and are waiting desperately
fir the revival to begin, Abandonment isan
awfully high price to pay for the chance to
startover. [ wouldn tespect the leadershipiaf
Detroit or St Lol to find Bruegmann's
long view of urban history very consoling.

But in a larger sense, he

rmakes a valid point. So much of

1oy the principles of civilized commumity life.
IF people had any sense, they wouldn' e
that way. Il povernments had any sense,
they'd use their zoning pawer to make those
mionstrosities harder (o build,

| harve bo confess tosome emotional sym-
pathy with that paint of view. I find big Mc-
Mansions on undersizsd plots of exurban
land to be pretty appalking myself. | don't like
it wien a major employer keaves downtown,
even though | understand the Brisgming
doctrine that something vahumable mayeven-
tually come abong to take its place. [ don‘tsup-
port spending large amounts of public
money on new subtrban freeways., (Brieg-
mann doubts that the freeways themselves
creabe Corggestiomn.

And yet. | think that on the mest impor-
tant issues, he's right. Malvina Reynolds
and Pete Seeger notwithstanding, we can't
get rid of the worst of modern suburbi by
insulting the people wha live there. In fact,
we cam't et rid of it no matter what we do
It's there, it will rermain, and more of B will
be built. Bruegmann is correct: Sprawd is
largely a force of history and geograplyand
not primarily a consequence of any policyol
gevernment or any conspiracy by develop-
ers. Different palicies might have albered the
suburban landscape in modest ways over
the past 5o years, bul they couldn’t have re-
versed them.

What we can do, many decades afier the
[act, ks work 1o ensure that real choices exist
for those who want 1o faghion a new form of
urhan life in the new centory, That means
public suppornt for central-city residential
living, investment in modern puldic tans-
portation, and sensible 2oning that allows
experiments and supports developers will-
ing to take risks. IF we do those things, U'm
reasonably sure that the' new
generation of urban-dwellers

the debate about urbanism and will show up. They are already
sprawl starts from the assump- showing up, Brsegmannis right
tion that development is a zero- aboutthat. And we don't needio
sum game and that decisions expend as much energy as we
about where tolive or where o lo- currently expend denouncing
cate a business are moral sprawl and wishing it didn’t
chioices. To many self-described exist. In his words, “there i
urbanists, each McMansion on room for both Houston and
the fringes of any metropolitin — orieg Portland in 2 country as lirge as
area represenits one more insult  governing.com the United States.”
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