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Chapter 5 -- Auto and Postmodern Landscapes 

 

 So far in this book we have been talking about  

persistent historical utopian and religious landscapes, which represent 

divergence -- how cultural landscapes are different from one another. Now, 

we consider convergence -- how contemporary cultural landscapes are 

similar regardless of where they are found in most of North America. In 

many ways, these placeless places are the landscapes that all the diverse 

peoples of the North America share in common: Amish shop at Menards (a 

mega building supply chain) in western Wisconsin; Norwegians go to the 

movies about outer space; Black teenagers hang around the Mall of 

America in Minneapolis; and Quebecers and Mexicans shop at Wal-Mart. 

From the various diverse and distinctive cultures and places, people come 

together in the auto and postmodern landscapes of downtowns, highways, 

malls, suburbs, and amusement parks.  

 With the industrialization of North American economies, the size 

of cities grew rapidly. As urbanization impacted more people and places, 

rural landscapes became significantly less important and relevant in 

industrial economies but, of course, they did not vanish. As an expression of 

both industrialization and urbanization, car ownership rose and transformed 

the density, extent, and appearance of cities, ushering in suburbanization. 

Suburbanization was particularly pronounced in the wealthier countries of 

Canada and the United States after World War II and, thus, resulted in 

extensive new auto-based landscapes (Figure 5-graph). Indeed, 80 percent 

of everything ever built in the United States and Canada was built after 

World War II (Kunstler 1994). 

 

 
Figure 5- . The U.S. median population growth in cities and suburbs by 

decade shows that suburbanization increased rapidly in the 1940s and 

1950s; by the 1980s, increasing city and suburban growth rates reflected 

gentrification and edge cities. Source: Rappaport 2005. 

 

 As suburbs grew and spread into the surrounding countrysides and 

downtowns were remade to accommodate cars, critics reacted negatively to 

these ñmachine spacesò by calling them placeless places. The term 

ñplacelessnessò was born. 

 

 Go into a Protestant church in a Swiss village, a mosque in 

Damascus, the cathedral at Reims, a Buddhist temple in Bangkok, and 

though in every case you are visiting a place of worship with a common 

aura of piety, you know from one pious site to the next that you are in a 

 

http://www.uwec.edu/Geography/Ivogeler/vogeler.htm
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distinctive culture. The site of a multiplex movie theater -- or a 

spectator sports arena, or a mall, or a modern hotel, or fast-food 

establishment in any city around the world -- and try to figure out 

where you are. You are nowhere. You are chasing pixels on a 

Nintendo: the world surrounding you vanishes. You are in front of or in 

or on MTV: universal images assault the eyes and global dissonances 

assault the ears in a heart-pounding tumult that tells you everything 

except which country you are in. Where are you? You are in McWorld 

(Barber 1995, 98-99). 

 

 McWorld is another way of saying placelessness. For E. Relph 

(1976), placeless landscapes ñboth look and feel alikeò and are 

ñexperienced only through superficial and stereotyped images.ò When 

cultural landscapes begin to look alike, terms like placelessness, flatscapes, 

thin places, generica, or, even kitsch are used. Placeless places may be 

shallow in meaning and experience, but they also represent freedom from 

the social norms associated with particular places. Placelessness invariably 

captures the dialectical tension between traditional and modern values: 

community and individualism; tradition and newness; and social norms and 

freedom. 

 Even as places have meaning to one group, they are at the same 

time meaningless to other groups. For example, the "cold, heartless" 

placelessness of downtowns are home to the homeless, whose knowledge 

and attachment to these places allows them to survive -- to find food, 

money, shelter, safety, and friends. Another example: rural Wisconsin 

might all look alike to urbanites -- a kind of placelessness -- but for the 

Amish, the rolling hills of pasture, hay, corn fields, and large vegetable 

gardens and woodlots are their intimate homes. 

 

Part I. Auto Landscapes  
 What some call placelessness, John Brinckerhoff Jackson (1997) 

calls ñauto-vernacular landscapesò with its suburban tract homes with 

garages and commercial suburban strips. The auto landscapes of 

placelessness express the life styles (values and behaviors) of the middle-

classes -- endlessly similar looking and placed houses in subdivisions with 

only minimum, if any, personal, rather than ethnic, characteristics. 

Historical ethnic and utopian landscapes have been replaced by class-based 

landscapes which create a deceptive sense of placelessness though. The 

overt and striking differences of ethnic and religious landscapes in specific 

places have been superseded by subtle landscape variations of class over 

very large areas of North America. Mexicoôs landscape forms express the 

differences between Indian, Mestizo, and Spanish heritage people and the 

sharp class differences that they reflect. While Mestizos account for 60 

percent of Mexicoôs population, most of the wealth is retained by European 

descendents (by one estimate, the richest 40 people own nearly 30 per cent 

of Mexicoôs national wealth).  

 Wilbur Zelinsky (1979) gets it right when he says that since the 

late-nineteenth century in the Unites States and Canada almost all middle-

class and affluent ñethnicò groups, except for the newest and poorest 

immigrants, have lived in similar kinds of places, even though they might 

still retain a few ethnic ceremonies, languages, foods, and musical 

preferences. Middle-class Afro-American, Chinese-American, Jewish, and 

Latino suburbs, for example, look alike. Despite the seeming uniformity of 

placelessness, slight regional differences persist. For example, newer 

suburban houses in Southern California are predominately stuccoed with 

tiled roofs; in the South and New England, brick is most popular; and in the 

Midwest, vinyl siding predominates. Nevertheless, as distinctive historical 

landscapes disappear, the few real places, that have maintained ethnic 

cultural landscapes and the partially or completely fabricated ethnic 

festivals and places like make-believe Chinatowns, Wild West ghost towns, 

Cherokee Indian villages in western North Carolina, movie sets of Mexican 

plazas or Western frontier towns on the back lots of Hollywood movie 

studios, are increasing more popular and wide-spread. These places deserve 

to be studied as landscapes of fantasy and entertainment, which we will do 

in Chapter 7. 

 Ada Louise Huxtable (1998) makes a common critique of 

placelessness, which he calls "invented environments," such as fantasy 

theme-parks, fake-old new towns, and even heritage preservation. Henri 

Lefebvre (1971, 38) says that ñthe rational, absurd, confused present-day 

landscape . . . had no equivalent prior to the nineteenth century.ò But as this 

book contends, all cultural landscapes are invented -- human ideas and 

ideals underlie the creation and maintenance of all cultural places. Still, 

placeless landscapes, particularly auto-based ones, are distinctive in form 

and scale from historically earlier rural cultural landscapes. 

http://www.uwec.edu/Geography/Ivogeler/vogeler.htm
http://www.uwec.edu/Geography/Ivogeler/w188/less13.htm
http://www.uwec.edu/Geography/Ivogeler/w188/less2.htm
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  The two geographical concepts of space and place are critical to 

understanding the cultural landscapes of placelessness. Space refers to 

abstract geometry devoid of environmental and human characteristics. 

Space is the stage upon which human actions take place. Space is located by 

longitude and latitude and represents ñfrictionò to be overcome, like gravity 

but on a horizontal plain. Places, on the other hand, are created by specific 

individuals as they express and experience cultural (group) values, and thus, 

places are full of human meanings. Both environmental and cultural 

characteristics are associated with places, such as the U.S. Midwestern 

Dairy Belt, Cajun Louisiana, and Northeastern Megalopolis. In another 

example, the term ñhouseò represents space; the term ñhomeò stands for 

place. 

  Explanations for placelessness in North America are numerous:  

*  mass communication and consumption; 

*  homogeneous economic systems of multi-national  corporations;  

*  centralized governments and their agencies;  

*  standardization of products and land use codes; and 

 Underlying all of these forces are the particular and peculiar 

ñmodernò interpretations of ñtechniqueò and ñefficiencyò based on scientific 

principles from food preparation to highway construction. The capitalist 

principles of profit maximization in the short-run, regardless of the 

consequences to local people and places, also contribute to placelessness in 

particular ways.. Placelessness reflects the individualistic and collective 

alienating forces of powerlessness and dehumanization, especially in post-

industrial societies. The former World Trade Center in New York City, for 

example, illustrates placelessness because it had no reference to places, 

whether to Manhattan or anywhere else, because world trade, as now 

practiced, is nearly ubiquitously global. Globalization exploits indifferently 

the peoples and places of the world and concentrates profits 

disproportionally among the world's wealthiest corporations and 

individuals. Ironically, while the forces that create placelessness destroy 

distinctive places and diminish the significance of real places, placelessness 

in turn engenders cravings for distinctive places. Packaged foreign travel is 

one response, of which the cruise ship phenomenon is a prime example. 

Another is newly-created distinctive cultural landscapes that are mere 

fabrications or fakes of the originals which they copied; all the while trying 

to be and being experienced by people as real. For without knowing what is 

real and valuing it, pseudo-places are experienced as real! Placelessness has 

become distinctively real. 

 Placelessness results when places with their complex 

environmental and cultural attributes are transformed into simple spaces, 

devoid of the rich fabric and meaning of cultural landscapes. Placeless 

places lack or have reduced diversity, significance, and a sense of place for 

people. Placelessness dehumanizes the world and because dehumanized 

places have little or no human attachments, the people in these placeless 

places become even more vulnerable to more dehumanization.  

 All cultural landscapes share sameness or similarities; otherwise no 

spatial and cultural patterns would be discernable. Placelessness is yet 

another type of cultural landscape, but reflecting different social processes. 

The hegemony of the capitalist market and of governmental agencies have 

created placelessness on a scale and appearance that were not known in 

North America until after World War II, when the federal government in 

particular supported, indeed subsidized, large national and multi-national 

corporations and a middle-class standard of living and lifestyles.  

 E. C. Relph (1976) uses the concept of placelessness to refer to the 

unique mass auto-based cultures of Canada and the USA. He identifies five 

specific manifestations of placelessness:  

 

1) other-directedness in places (parking lots, suburban commercial 

strips, amusement theme parks such as Disneyland, Universal Studios, 

and Sea World; entertainment districts in downtowns of major 

metropolitan areas);  

2) uniformity and standardization  in places (highways, tract houses, 

airports);  

3) formlessness and lack of human scale in places (factories, 

skyscrapers); 

4) place destruction (in wars, urban renewal, open-pit mining, 

quarries); and 

5) impermanence and instability of places (seemingly continual 

remodeling of shopping centers, abandonment of industrial areas and 

inner-city residential neighborhoods). 

 

 The processes that created placeless landscapes long predated the 

emergence of these landscapes. For example, the industrial revolution 

http://www.uwec.edu/Geography/Ivogeler/vogeler.htm
http://themeparks.universalstudios.com/orlando/website/index.html
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already established uniformity, standardization, and lack of human scale. 

Placelessness, then, is the wide-spread, indeed pervasive, applications and 

manifestations of scientific and engineering processes across North 

America, particularly in urban and metropolitan areas.  

 The placelessness of auto-landscapes consists of distinctive 

features:  skyscrapers; downtown streets and parking lots; urban renewal 

public housing projects; highways, highway signs and billboards; suburban 

housing; car garages; shopping malls; and franchise food chains. In reaction 

to the auto placelessness, economic forces created postmodern landscapes 

expressed inner cities: counterculture neighborhoods, gentrification, urban 

entertainment, and festival places. Postmodern suburban versions also 

emerged as edge cities and gated communities. 

 

Skyscrapers 

 Formlessness and lack of human scale are illustrated by many 

types of landscape features in industrial societies. Because all large cities in 

North America became major industrial centers, ñdirtyò smoke-stack 

factories and railroads were divorced from human scale. With the rise of 

commercial skyscrapers, the vertical scale of downtowns was also 

transformed into another dimension of placelessness. Technically, the first 

skyscraper was erected in 1885 in Chicago. Having steel frames support the 

entire weight of walls, instead of walls carrying the weight of buildings, 

was a revolutionary construction technique. This load-carrying structural 

frame was called the "Chicago skeleton." Although the original skyscraper 

was only nine stories high, this technique allowed buildings to be built 

higher and higher in subsequent years. The combination of several other 

innovations -- elevators, central heating, electrical plumbing pumps, and 

telephones -- allowed skyscrapers to be built in larger and taller versions. In 

1913, the Woolworth Building in New York City had 57 stories and a 

height of 792 feet, which is still one of the tallest 101 buildings in the world 

today. By 1931, the Empire State Building in New York City had 102 

stories and was 1,250 feet high. By the 1930s, skyscrapers had become 

prominent features on U.S. urban skylines. As placelessness spread across 

the globe, particularly to the ñemergingò economies of East and Southeast 

Asia, taller and taller skyscrapers were built. The number of skyscrapers 

world-wide doubled from the 1960s to the 1970s, and almost doubled again 

by the 1980s, and more than doubled in the 1990s (Table 5- ). In the United 

States, tall skyscrapers were built earlier than other countries and peaked in 

the 1980s and 1990s. Of the worldôs 101 tallest skyscrapers in 2003, the 

USA had 42 percent and Canada had three percent. 

 

Table 5- .  

The Tallest Skyscrapers in the World, by Place and Decade Built 

Places # %  Decades # % 

Canada 3 3  1910s 1 1 

USA 43 43  1930s 5 5 

Germany 2 2  1960s 4 4 

Japan 5 5  1970s 9 9 

Australia 1 1  1980s 17 17 

China 21 21  1990s 40 40 

East Asia 7 7  2000s 25 25 

Southeast Asia 11 11  Total 101 100 

West Asia 8 8     

Total 101 100     

Source: Ingolf Vogeler calculated from data from Tallest Building in the 

World 2005. 

  

When compared to the percentage of the worldôs total income, measured by 

Gross National Income in 2003, the United States represented 33 percent, 

and Canada and Mexico accounted for two percent each. By way of 

contrast, Japan accounted for 13 percent of the worldôs income, yet had 

only five percent of the tallest skyscrapers. Compared with each countryôs 

share of the worldôs population, United Statesô 296.5 million represent 4.6 

percent; Canadaôs 22.8 million is 0.5 percent; and Mexicoôs 106.5 million is 

1.6 percent (GeoHive 2005). Clearly, the United States has a 

disproportionally larger number of the worldôs tallest buildings than its 

wealth and population would suggest. U.S. culture in general values 

ñextremesò unlike other cultures: the first, the tallest, the longest, the 

biggest, and the largest of anything are considered virtuous in their own 

right.  

 

http://www.uwec.edu/Geography/Ivogeler/vogeler.htm
http://inventors.about.com/library/inventors/blelevator.htm
http://inventors.about.com/library/inventors/bltelephone.htm
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Figure 5- . Where are we? 

Downtown but in which 

city? The snow drifting off 

the roof of the lower 

building indicates a 

northern location. This 

skyscraper happens to be in 

Toronto! Photo: Ingolf 

Vogeler. 

 

In contrast to the United States, the wealthy countries of Western Europe 

have noticeably not embraced very tall skyscrapers, just as they have not 

embraced many of the other aspects of placelessness, such as freeways, 

suburbs, and larger shopping centers. 

 In inner cities, earlier or recent versions of skyscrapers are highly 

visible forms of placelessness. The increasing height of buildings in general 

and skyscrapers in particular, and the number of commercial and residential 

buildings in major metropolitan areas in Canada and the United States in the 

last 50 years has ñheightenedò aspects of urban placelessness. 

   
Figure 5- . These glass-box skyscrapers in Manhattan clearly express 

placelessness by their scale and height, particularly in the context of 

earlier brick buildings (left). Since the 1990s, architectural details 

and new building materials have created a new generation of more 

decorative skyscrapers (right). Public photos: flickr.com 2005. 

 

Downtown Streets and Parking Lots 
 The landscape of transportation, or what Victor Gruen (1964) calls 

ñtransportationscape,ò accounts for 38 million acres of roads, streets, and 

parking lots in the United States alone. Auto landscapes emerged in the late 

1920s when Henry Ford had sold over 15 million Model T cars. The 

application of ñscience,ò ñengineering principles,ò ñmass production,ò and 

ñsafetyò to manufacturing products and to large areas resulted in 

placelessness, devoid of the particular cultural attributes of specific groups. 

There are after all no Jewish or Roman Catholic highways or parking lots!  

 

http://www.uwec.edu/Geography/Ivogeler/vogeler.htm
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Figure 5- . Where are we? Skyscrapers, parking lots, and cars 

define inner-city placelessness. 

 

 Parking lots illustrate the other-directedness, standardization, 

uniformity, and formlessness of auto landscapes. The downtowns of 

Canadian and U.S. cities, small or large, were profoundly transformed by 

the increase of cars after World War II. First, cars took over the traditional 

downtowns, or Central Business Districts (CBDs). By 1972, 74 percent of 

Detroitôs downtown land areas were devoted to the movement and storage 

of cars (Jakle and Sculle 2004A, 10). Local governments began to enact 

ordinances to regulate the flow and parking of cars. To accommodate more 

cars and reduce congestion, downtown streets were widened, invariably at 

the expense of sidewalk space. Streets in San Antonio were widened from 

36 to 50 feet. By the end of the 1920s, 112 street-widening projects had 

been completed in U.S. cities -- transforming the horizontal scale of the 

downtowns from pedestrians to machines. Even in smaller towns, technical 

transportation and ñsafetyò concerns superseded issues of human-scale. In 

Eau Claire, Wisconsin, side streets in residential neighborhoods were 

widened to accommodate the size of snow removal equipment, rather than 

buying equipment that fit the existing streets. Because major city streets in 

Canada and the United States are wide enough for parking on both sides of 

streets, placelessness cuts through tree-lined residential areas, turning 

human-scaled places into machine-designed spaces.   

 In addition, first, private and public parking-lots and then, multi-

story parking garages aided in the transformation of pedestrian-scaled 

downtowns into increasingly auto and truck (machines) spaces. In 

downtown Indianapolis, everybody is now within a city block from a 

parking lot, parking garage and deck, or underground parking plaza, 

whereas in 1914, the Sanborn Insurance Maps for the city showed that the 

same area had only 23 garages and 20 livery stables (Jakle and Sculle 

2004A, 132 and 117). 

 

 
Figure 5- . Downtown placelessness: empty lots, parking lots, and 

skyscrapers in Los Angeles. Photo: Ingolf Vogeler. 

 

 The most personalized places in placeless spaces are peopleôs 

houses and their yards. House colors, plantings, flowers, yard ornaments, 

colored stones, wire or wood fences and hedges, and outdoor lights reflect 

individual and broadly national merchandise preferences. Yet, peopleôs 

homes are connected to other places by the impersonal, standardized spaces 

devoted to automobiles: garages, driveways, streets, and highways. 

Urban renewal: public housing projects 

http://www.uwec.edu/Geography/Ivogeler/vogeler.htm
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 Urban planners and politicians 

succeeded in creating placelessness with 

public housing projects. The Canadian and 

U.S. governments spent billions of dollars to 

build huge public-housing projects for the 

poor, first in the 1930s and later again in the 

1960s and 1970s. Planners and policy 

makers thought that new housing would cure 

the social problems of the urban ghettos: 

sub-standard housing, unemployment, 

dysfunctional families, and drug addiction. 

Typical of placelessness, ñtechnique,ò in the 

form of architecture in this instance, ruled 

over social concerns.  

 In response to housing deficiencies 

and high unemployment rates during the 

Great Depression (from 1929 with the Stock 

Market crash until 1941), the U.S. federal 

government built public housing. The first 

housing project, Techwood Homes in 

Atlanta , Georgia, was constructed in 1936. 

At first, public housing was primarily for 

White working-classes. By the 1960s, this 

was no longer true. Large, multi-story towers 

are associated with public housing, but 

earlier projects, like the Ida B. Wells projects 

in Chicago, were actually low-rises.  

 Public housing projects serve 1.3 

million people in the United States.  The 

U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

Development (HUD) reported that in 1997 

the five largest number of public housing 

units were in New York City, 160,000; 

Detroit, 57,000; Chicago, 40,000; 

Philadelphia, 22,000; and Baltimore, 18,000 

-- massively impacting the inner-city 

landscapes of these cities. 

 The Robert Taylor Homes, known as ñThe Hole,ò on the Southside 

of Chicago was the largest public housing development in the world -- 28 

buildings with 16-stories each, housing 20,000 people. Inhabitants had 

unemployment rates of 95 percent, high rates of drug addictions, and 

suffered from gang warfare. By 1999, 21 of Chicagoôs high-rise buildings 

with 16,000 units of public housing had been demolished, among them the 

notorious Cabrini-Green on the Near Northside, just west of the Gold Coast, 

and the Henry Horner public housing project in the Westside ghetto, yet 

fewer than 1,500 replacement units have being built 

(Economichumanrights.org 2005). Demolition of public housing projects is 

occurring across the United States, including the first public housing project 

of Techwood Homes in Atlanta. By the 1990s, the very public housing 

projects which were to solve the problems of the 1960s and 1970s were 

being demolished in the United States because the placelessness of housing 

projects had become the problem! 

 Canada has 205,000 public housing units; the largest proportion 

was constructed in the 1970s, although ñslum housingò was being 

demolished shortly after World War II. Torontoôs Regent Park was 

Canadaôs first and largest low-income housing project. 

 

 

Figure 5- . The demolition of 

Cabrini-Green, the infamous 

housing project on the Near 

Northside started in 1995 to 

make space for postmodern 

institutions such as Starbucks 

Coffee. Photo: Voices of 

Cabrini, Ronit Bezalel 

Productions 

(http://www.voicesofcabrini.co

m/redevelopment_pics.html 

2005). 

 

Highways 

 Highways are the quintessential placeless landscapes because 

standardized engineering principles were and continue to be applied across 

the United States and Canada and throughout much of the wealthy world. 

 
Figure 5- . Public housing 

projects (large, black 

symbols on white 

background) along 

Interstate 90/91(far left) 

from Pershing to 50th 

Street on Chicagoôs 

Southside. Source: 

Englewood Quad, 

1:50,000. 

http://www.uwec.edu/Geography/Ivogeler/vogeler.htm
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Atlanta
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Georgia_%28state%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1936
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Working-class
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Department_of_Housing_and_Urban_Development
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Department_of_Housing_and_Urban_Development
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York_City
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Detroit%2C_Michigan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chicago%2C_Illinois
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philadelphia%2C_Pennsylvania
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baltimore%2C_Maryland
http://flickr.com/photos/fueledbycoffee/tags/henryhorner/
http://www.voicesofcabrini.com/redevelopment_pics.html
http://www.voicesofcabrini.com/redevelopment_pics.html


      Critical Cultural Landscapes     Copyright  2010 Ingolf Vogeler Chapter 5 -- Auto and Postmodern Landscapes  

 

8 

Except for the topography, vegetation, and language and markings on signs, 

highways in all specific places are the same. Roads in the open countryside 

and urban streets are the arteries in industrial and post-industrial societies. 

They are the spatial connectors which link people, activities, and places. 

Roads, and the spatial mobility they facilitate, are crucial to the flow of 

people, social interactions, ideas, capital, and raw materials. Culture is 

expressed on roads: for example, social status and wealth by car models and 

sizes (Minis to SUVs); social and political opinions with bumper stickers 

and demonstrations; patriotism in parades; social and sexual prowess by 

cruising; and mourning during funeral processions (all the cars of mourners 

are together with car lights on). 

 Originally, roads in the countryside were built without ñmodernò 

transportation principles and were adjusted to local topographic conditions. 

Today, such roads are commonly designated as ñrusticò because of they 

have maintained their curves and rolling topographic characteristics. With 

the standardization of state highway designs and construction techniques 

and with more and faster cars, roads became standardized across most of the 

United States and Canada, but not so in Mexico. 

 The ñextremeò forms of road design standardization 

are interstate highways, which were authorized by the Federal 

Aid Highway Act of 1956. The U.S. interstate highway 

system, often referred to as the National System of Interstate 

and Defense Highways, is the worldôs largest and most 

grandiose public works project, dwarfing anything authoritarian 

governments ever did, including the famous Nazi-era German Autobahn. 

After World War II, President Dwight Eisenhower convinced Congress that 

an interstate highway system was necessary for the military security of the 

United States. By 2006, 46,876 miles have built. Similarly, in Canada, the 

Trans-Canada highway was initiated after World War II (built from 1948-

1965) with federal cost-sharing agreements and national standards. Most 

interstate highways in the United States cost just over 1 million dollars per 

mile to build. In metropolitan areas, interstates and highways in general are 

much more expensive to build. The most expensive highway to date is 

Bostonôs one billion per mile project, but Los Angeles' Century Freeway is 

more typical, costing 127 million dollars per mile. The Federal Highway 

Administration calculates that the average combined rural and urban 

interstate highway costs are 20.6 million dollars per mile. When he last 

section of I-105 in Los Angeles was completed in 1993, about $425 billion 

(measured in 2006 dollars) had been spent. More than $80 billion a year are 

spent to maintain and upgrade this highway system. 

 Tom Lewis (1997) points out how the Interstate highways 

fundamentally and profoundly transformed communities by subsidizing 

private car travel over public mass transit systems that subsequently 

contributed to low-density, sprawling suburbs and shopping malls. 

Interstate highways are, of course, part of the national highway system, 

funded in part by a gasoline tax on every gallon of gas sold in the United 

States. The more consumers drive, the more roads are built and ñimproved,ò 

resulting in more auto placelessness. 

 

 
Figure 5- . Interstate highways, state highways, and roads in general 

illustrate the standardization of machine space by local, state, and federal 

governments.  Photo: Ingolf Vogeler. 

 

 The abstract notions of religious and political freedom have 

increasingly been replaced by physical freedom in everyday life. Freedom 

in the United States for most people, most of the time, translates into spatial 

mobility: daily commuting, seasonal vacating, and periodic changing of 

employment and residences. Ironically, individual freedom through auto 

mobility was achieved by way of massive centralized governmental road 

construction programs and social isolation as more people spent more time 

commuting. In some U.S. cities, particularly in the New York metropolitan 

http://www.uwec.edu/Geography/Ivogeler/vogeler.htm
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area, average commuting times are now three hours per day. The U.S. 

Census reports that commuting-to-work took an average of over 100 hours 

per year and vacations only 80 hours (two weeks) per year (U.S. Census 

2005)! 

 

 
Figure 5- . The ñnightmareò of commuting and driving in traffic 

congested metropolitan areas is turned into paid fun in Disneyland! 

Photo: Ingolf Vogeler. 

Highway Signs and Billboards 

 Language, as one aspect of culture, is expressed in 

the cultural landscape through highway signs. State and 

provincial highway departments standardized road signs; local 

governments regulated commercial signs; and professional 

highway and auto organizations made recommendations. By 

the 1940s, parking signs were standardized across the United States and 

about 80 percent of all traffic signs were parking related (Jakle and Sculle 

2004A, 31). The standardization of signs extended placelessness across the 

landscapes of the United States and Canada especially, and, to a much 

lesser degree, across Mexico where road systems, regulations, and 

enforcements are less developed. An exclusively Mexican phenomenon is 

ñspeed bumpsò which are widely and frequently used on highways passing 

through towns to slow traffic. Speed bumps or humps are only occasionally 

used, as are round-abouts, in some cities in Canada and the United States. 

 Drivers cannot ponder the particulars of landscapes (smells, 

sounds, micro-weather conditions, topography, and architectural details of 

buildings) as they travel at high speeds in their metal boxes. Only the 

occasional place-name signs tell you where you are (Figure 5- ) -- enormous 

signs in vast spaces at high speeds. 

 
Figure 5- . Along Interstates it is difficult to know where you really are -

- a placeless experience. Photo: Ingolf Vogeler. 

 Billboards were designed as advertisements along roads and 

highways and are a very visible part of auto landscapes. The ubiquitous 

acceptance of autos has even resulted in the suburbanization of older, inner-

city neighborhoods by the placement of billboards. Because billboards are 

designed to be read by drivers in fast-moving cars from a distance, their 

appropriate scale in the suburbs becomes inappropriate in slow-walking 

pedestrian areas. Yet city halls across the United States have allowed 

inappropriate locations of billboards (Figure 5- ). The U.S.ôs dependence on 

cars, minimum land use controls, and the spaciousness of the country have 

resulted in the prevalence of billboards in the United States in particular; 

less so in land-use regulated Canada and much less so in Mexico with its 
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much lower private car ownership rates and consumer consumption patterns 

(Jakle and Sculle 2004B). 

 
Figure 5-. The signôs size to the service station reflects the highway 

perspective, not a pedestrian one. Photo: Ingolf Vogeler. 

 
Figure 5- . Suburbanization affected even nineteenth-century 

commercial streets, as the billboard attests. Photo: Ingolf Vogeler. 

Commercial signs advertising restaurants, hotels, gasoline stations, 

and retail services have also diminished the human scale. Particularly in the 

suburbs, highway-oriented signs visibly dominate the auto landscapes 

(Figure 5- ). 

Suburban Housing 

 
Source: Andy Singer, http://www.andysinger.com. 

Little Boxes 
Little boxes on the hill side, little boxes made of ticky tacky. 

Little boxes, little boxes, little boxes all the same. 

There's a green one and a pink one and a blue one and a yellow 

one, 

And they're all made out of ticky tacky, and they all look just 

the same. 

 

And the people in the houses all went to the university 

Where they were put in boxes, little boxes, all the same. 

And there's doctors and there's lawyers, and there's business 

executives 

And they're all made out of ticky tacky and they all look just 
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the same. 

 

And they all play on the golf course and drink their martini dry 

And they all have pretty children and the children go to school 

And the children go to summer camp and then to the university 

Where they all get put in boxes and they all come out the same. 

 

And the boys go into business and marry and raise a family 

In boxes, little boxes, little boxes all the same. 

There's a green one and a pink one and a blue one and a yellow 

one 

And they're all made out of ticky tacky and they all look just 

the same. . . . 

Source: Song by Malvina Reynolds; made famous by Pete Seeger. 

 The suburbanization of North America is the result of at least four 

major factors: 1) federal transportation policies emphasizing and benefiting 

trucks and private automobiles; 2) federal housing policies that favored 

single-family detached houses in suburban areas over multiple-unit 

dwellings in inner cities; 3) federal tax policies that encouraged new 

commercial and residential developments in less developed suburban 

locations; and 4) federal national defense policies that subsidized the 

movement and restructuring of industry to favor suburban locations over 

central city ones. 

 

Figure 5- . ñLittle boxesò on leveled hills in Los Angeles, the ultimate 

environmentally, architecturally, and socio-economically placeless 

landscape. Photo: Ingolf Vogeler. 

 The explosive growth of suburbs after World War II was the 

dominant new theme in Canada and the United States, allies and victors of 

the war, but not in Mexico. From 1950s to the 1960s, the number of housing 

united increased by 20 percent in the United States, double the previous 

highest rates. The suburbs, as we know them today, were born. William 

Whyte (1956) captured the essence of this newly emerging landscape: 

Suburbia is becoming the most important single market in the country. 

It is the suburbanite who starts the mass fashions -- for children, 

dungarees, vodka martinis, outdoor barbecues, functional furniture, 

[and] picture windows é. All suburbs are not alike, but they are more 

alike than they are different. 

 In the Unites States, the idea of the suburbs is particularly 

associated with Levittown. The first one was started on Long Island in 

1947, but Levittown, Pennsylvania, exemplifies the scale of 

suburbanization. It was the largest privately-planned community 

constructed by a single builder in the United States. When it was completed 

in 1958, the development occupied over 5,500 acres in lower Bucks County 

and included churches, schools, swimming pools, shopping centers, and 

17,311 single-family homes. For the 70,000 residents, Levittown 

represented the ñAmerican Dreamò of homeownership. But by the 1960s, 

Levittown epitomized the worse aspects of postwar suburbia for critics. Yet 

architecturally and socio-economically homogeneous suburbs continued to 

be built. Canadians have never had a ñCanadian Dream,ò yet they too 

embraced suburban living. 

 For more than a century, suburbs have existed, usually places 

where the well-to-do moved to escape the increasing numbers of 

immigrants in cities during the late-nineteenth century. Earlier, older, well-

to-do suburbs were built around commuter railroad lines and, earlier still, 

street car suburbs. Later, executive men would be met by their wives in 

ñstation wagonsò or by hired help in such vehicles as they stepped off from 
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trains in New Rochelle, Stamford, Garden City, or Highland Park. But the 

new postwar suburbs were accessible only by automobiles and, in most 

cases, accessible only to white buyers. As more and more rural land at the 

peripheries of urban areas was converted to low-density suburban land uses, 

sprawl resulted. Suburbs represented a profound shift from high-density 

land uses in inner cities to ever lower-densities in housing, shopping, and 

employment. In 1980, 18 of the 25 largest U.S. cities declined in 

population, while the suburbs grew by 60 million people, 83 percent of the 

nation's growth. Over 50 percent of the U.S. population now lives in 

suburbia, according to the 2000 Census.  

 
Figure 5- . "Suburbia is where the developer bulldozes out the trees, 

then names the streets after them." -- Bill Vaughn. Photo: Ingolf 

Vogeler. 

 Governmental policies after World War II encouraged the rapid 

growth of suburbs in the U.S. and Canada. In the United States, the GI Bill 

of Rights allowed returning veterans and their families to buy houses, 

because the government guaranteed their home mortgages for banks. In 

Canada, the Central Housing and Mortgage Corporation provided similar 

financial support for veterans to buy houses. Single family suburban houses, 

once the prerogative of the few, now became available to many "honorably 

discharged" veterans who held jobs. With the government's help, five 

million veterans became suburban homeowners and new common suburban 

landscapes emerged. 

 
Figure 5- . Immediately after World War II, developers built in the 

newly emerging suburbs thousands of one-and-half-story Cape Cod 

style houses, often called GI houses because the federal government 

guaranteed the mortgages. Photo: Ingolf Vogeler 
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 Simultaneously, a ñculture of consumerismò was expressed in 

cultural landscape forms, whether as fast-food chains, shopping malls, big-

box retailers, oil company gasoline stations, and motel chains. First came 

the drive-in fast food ñrestaurants,ò motels (which were actually drive-up 

hotels), drive-in banks, drive-in dry cleaners, and drive-in churches; then 

came the supermarkets, super truck stops, and super service centers for cars. 

These landscapes are suburban in scale, design, and location and oriented 

towards private automobiles. Both suburban housing and retailing were 

connected by the homogenous designs, age of construction, and engineering 

specifications for safe driving. Look-alike places or flat, placeless 

landscapes resulted. The absence of visual distinctions and surprises 

became the hallmark of commercial success and personal fulfillment! 

 

 
Figure 5- . The auto-era motels from the late 1940s until the energy 

crisis of the 1970s expressed placelessness. Photo: Ingolf Vogeler. 

 

Car Garages 
 As the numbers of cars increased, their visual impact on the 

cultural landscape became profound not only in public spaces but also in 

private spaces. Private garages reflect the changing importance and role 

of cars in suburban life styles. The private storage of cars in the USA, 

based on an average of 1.7 motor vehicles per family, covers almost 

700,000 acres of land, or about the size of Rhode Island (Jakle and Sculle 

2004A, 1). By the 1910s the wealthy began buying automobiles. In this 

era, free-standing garages were built behind houses along back alleys. 

Although cars were symbols of wealth and status, they were stored ñout-

of-sightò in back alleys with other utilitarian functions, such as garbage 

collection and milk and bread deliveries. Mass automobile ownership 

grew rapidly after World War II, particularly in the United States and 

Canada, and cars and garages took on new images of prestige -- 

conspicuously displayed next to houses and in front of houses on public 

streets.  

 Suburban garages were first detached next to houses; then they 

were attached to houses by breezeways; and later, garages were 

incorporated within houses themselves. Garages had the same styles and 

were built out of the same building materials as houses of the same era. 

Driveways also evolved and became more prominent. First, driveways 

were only two concrete strips separated by grass medians; then, 

driveways became solid narrow one-car concrete slabs, and finally, 

driveways accommodated multiple-cars at one time, sometimes three to 

four cars wide. These developments in garages and driveways were 

particularly characteristic of middle-class neighborhoods. 

 

 
Figure 5- . Suburban house styles in the auto-era suburbs: by the 

1960s and 1970s, horizontal, one-story, hipped-roofed California 

Ranch styles with picture windows and garages enclosed within 

houses predominated. Photo: Ingolf Vogeler. 
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