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1

THE AUTOMOBILE AND ITS ENEMIES

The Making of a Policy Vanguard


In the ways that matter directly to individuals, the automobile transportation system’s performance is superlative. It produces more trips each day, each week, each year than any other mode of transportation. No other mode of transportation attracts as many consumer dollars, employs as many workers, consumes as much steel, glass, and rubber, and has a greater impact on the country’s economy and society. There were 200 million motor vehicles registered in the United States in 1993, some three-quarters of which were cars. This amounted to approximately one car for every 1.8 people.1 The automobile is the solution to most Americans’ transportation problems and has been for at least two generations.

In addition to the automobile’s success as a means of transport, it has succeeded in becoming a powerful social symbol, a cultural icon, and an emotional outlet for millions of people in our society. Journalists and pundits are always writing about the American “love affair with the automobile.” Academic psychologists have written about the “deeper” significance that modern drivers attach to their cars. These subconscious meanings range from the sexual to the religious, from a fashion statement to a tool of aggression.2 As a political scientist writing about transportation policy, I am reluctant to psychoanalyze, deconstruct, or otherwise plunge into a search for the “hidden meanings” of the car. I prefer to stick to observable facts in the political and transportation realms. But before discussing the prospects for changes in public policy toward the automobile, I want to point out three important political-psychological aspects of the auto’s success as a means of transportation.

The first aspect can be expressed by a term that is much in vogue: “empowerment.” Ownership of an automobile empowers an individual to make a vastly wider range of choices relating to personal mobility than he or she would have without a car. Auto drivers are freed from the constraints of the fixed routes and rigid schedules of train or bus riders. They can choose many more destinations; select the companions, if any, traveling in their vehicle; carry much more luggage than they could on a bus; never have to stand because all the seats are taken; stop for refreshment when they want to; listen to their favorite music or news; and not worry (too much) about being mugged while waiting at the bus stop or subway station. That this sense of empowerment really exists is revealed by the fact that the owners of 160 million American autos pay thousands of dollars every year to empower themselves and ensure that they have these choices.

The second politically relevant aspect of the auto’s appeal is “equality.” The auto provides a kind of individualist equality that is particularly well suited to American values. It is true that auto manufacturers and advertising firms devote immense ingenuity to stratifying and segmenting the car-buying market. And it is also true that there is a very large economic gap between the driver of a battered 1980 Chevette and one who owns a brand new Mercedes. But when they both are on the open road, or stuck in a traffic jam, or circling the block searching for a parking spot, there is a fundamental equality in their condition as automobilists that unites them across class, racial, ethnic, and religious lines as few other aspects of our society can. The opportunity, indeed the right, to own an automobile is one of the most important “down payments” on the practical material equality of living that is the most attractive promise of American democratic capitalism.

The third point about the automobile’s success is its very comfortable fit with U.S. political traditions and administrative capabilities. Of course, the automobile could not have flourished as it has without a great deal of public investment and support. The kind of support the automobile needed from the public sector was exactly the kind of support that American public authorities and agencies were best suited to give. Public support for the auto was incremental—that is, it started small and grew over the years. It was based on highway programs that stressed partnership between federal, state, and local authorities and that provided greater mobility choices for individuals and plenty of opportunities for private businesses to profit. Auto-supportive policies were, for the most part, not very controversial or heavy-handed. They did not try to restrict other modes such as trains or transit. Those few policies that involved direct government regulation of individuals’ behavior (such as driver licenses and speed limits) were commonsense requirements aimed at establishing the minimal amount of order needed for the system to function effectively.

The Automobile as a Problem

Given the tremendous success of the automobile, one might expect a virtual consensus that such an achievement should be preserved and enhanced. One might expect the experts to recognize the automobile’s virtues as much as the people and concentrate their efforts on making it even better. But no! In discussions of transportation policy, a growing number of very vocal critics and analysts see the automobile not as a solution but as a problem, and auto policy not as a success but as a failure. If they have their way, future policy toward the auto will reduce its convenience and utility, not preserve it.3 These “enemies” of the automobile choose not see it as the most successful mode of transportation and the most popular means of personal mobility ever created. Instead they view it as a voracious consumer of irreplaceable energy resources, a major source of greenhouse gases, a killer of tens of thousands of accident victims, and a destroyer of calm and cohesive communities. They urge enactment of policies to discourage people from using their cars. They want Americans to take public transit, ride share, pedal bikes, or walk—in other words, to abandon the very same cars that provide such mobility and a sense of empowerment and equality.

The chasm between the critics’ view of the auto and the way the average motorist (which is almost the same as saying the average citizen) sees her car is puzzling and troubling to both sides. The situation has been labeled by one auto critic “the enigma of automobility.”4 The adversaries point to the actual and potential negative consequences of mass automobility, which are felt overwhelmingly as long-term collective problems. “Don’t those short-sighted motorists see that they are driving the planet toward its doom?” they exclaim. The motorists fire back: “Increase gas taxes by a dollar a gallon to discourage driving—over my Congressman’s (politically) dead body!” It would be foolish to deny that the automobile has had negative effects, along with its positive ones. Yet many of the critics’ policy recommendations are worse than useless because they are politically unpalatable to the majority of Americans. By making it appear that solutions to auto-related problems will require millions of Americans to give up their cars and their suburban lifestyles, they make it seem that nothing at all can be done to deal with the auto’s negative side effects.

This gulf in perceptions and prescriptions between the auto’s enemies and the motoring masses is disturbing. There are real problems created by mass automobility that need to be addressed. But the shrill rhetoric and doomsday predictions of the auto’s critics are surely exaggerated. Their policy proposals ask millions of individuals to make major tangible sacrifices in personal mobility in order to achieve nebulous planetary benefits at some time in the future. These proposals must be held to very strict standards of scrutiny for their impact on mobility and for their political sustainability. Poorly thought out and ideologically driven policies are not what is needed. In World War II the gas rationing program asked American motorists, “Is this trip really necessary?” In the 1990s the federal government’s employer trip reduction program came perilously close to telling employers they had to develop a plan to discourage their employees from driving to work alone or face stiff fines.5 This ride-sharing boondoggle proved politically unacceptable, but only after wasting millions of dollars and uncounted thousands of hours of planning time in private businesses and public institutions. It is folly to expect millions of Americans to give up their cars without a wrenching social and political backlash. Yet, as we will see, that is the ultimate goal of the anti-auto forces that are taking on an increasingly prominent role in the discussions about future transportation policy.

This book explores the political process by which the auto’s adversaries have risen to prominence in the transportation debate. It attempts to assess how far they have moved the debate over the past thirty years and how much farther they are likely to move it in the next thirty. The auto’s enemies have done a necessary and valuable job by calling attention to a range of collective problems related to the automobile. But in their zeal to spread the word about the automobile’s problems, they end up downplaying the real advantages of the automobile and ignoring its importance for tens of millions of American citizens. Their most prominent anti-auto policies all too often take the form of elitist social engineering schemes that minimize the practical and political difficulties of replacing the auto as the centerpiece of our surface transportation system.

Thus this book takes a skeptical look at the major policy initiatives undertaken to tax, to regulate, and to provide alternatives to the automobile. What were the rationale and the specific goals of these policies? How much were they influenced by the adversarial sensibility? How well have they achieved their goals? What kinds of policies could address the negative aspects of the automobile while preserving its benefits?

The remainder of this chapter fleshes out the story of the enemies of the automobile—their origins, values, hopes, and strategies. What makes them think that they can successfully push adoption of anti-auto policies in the most auto-dependent nation in the world? Chapter 2 examines the political and institutional factors that made promotion of highways such a successful program in America. It also looks at efforts to modify the rules that have linked highway taxes to highway spending, and the responses of highway supporters to preserve this regime. Chapter 3 describes the political dynamics between Washington and Detroit over regulating the automobile’s safety, emissions, and energy characteristics, and it explores the directions this important relationship might take in the future. Chapter 4 explains efforts to revive public transit as an alternative means of mobility and shows how limited the possibilities for transit really are. Chapter 5 does the same thing for intercity passenger trains. It analyzes the political weaknesses of Amtrak and the serious administrative-financial hurdles to revival of the rail mode by means of high-speed rail technology. Chapter 6 describes how the auto’s enemies have rethought the meaning of mobility and developed a holistic approach to transportation as an alternative to automobility. It also assesses the substantial problems that will face attempts to fit their new vision of holistic transportation into America’s institutional and intergovernmental structures. The last chapter presents a politically realistic politics of mobility—one that preserves the real benefits of the automobile while building public support for policies that can improve its social utility and reduce its negative effects on the environment.

The Rise of the Adversarial Temperament

The decade of the 1960s transformed values, changed social relations, challenged established authority in institutions and politics, and fostered experimentation in public policy.6 The civil rights crusade, the opposition to the war in Vietnam, women’s liberation, environmentalism, and other social movements proclaimed the need to bring down old hierarchies and established ideas.7 This period of extreme cultural ferment provided fertile soil for the growth of an anti-automobile sensibility that has been surprisingly influential in shaping transportation policy. The revisionist view of the automobile springs from what has been called the “green tradition” in American thought and literature.8 This line of thought, exemplified by Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, and Walt Whitman in the nineteenth century, seeks an alternative to the prevalent antisocial individualism of American culture and finds its inspiration in a reconnection with the natural world.

In the twentieth century social critics and urbanists like Lewis Mumford and Jane Jacobs drew on the values of this tradition and focused them on the problem of what modern technology, especially the automobile, was doing to America’s cities.9 The 1960s be an with a few irascible anti-auto voices crying in the wilderness and ended with an outpouring of books, articles, and reports that were extremely critical in their assessment of the automobile’s impact on America. Within a few years the private car and the whole industrial and social apparatus that supported it were redefined by the critics in very negative terms. In this “consciousness-raising” exercise the automobile suddenly went from being a proud achievement of American industry to being a relentless oppressor and a menace to civilization.

The adversaries of the auto seemed to feel toward it a kind of Old Testament moral and esthetic aversion. To them the car represented something crass, materialistic, and arrogant. The drive-in society, the high-rolling Big Three automakers, and the disintegration of urban communities in the 1960s seemed to drag the American dream down from its lofty pedestal into a pit of grasping individualism and sleazy commercialism. Their vision was of a fall from grace of a people led astray by their own Insolent Chariots, tempted down The Road to Ruin by the Superhighway-Superhoax. The final battle was approaching. It would be Autokind v. Mankind. Only through repentance could America move Beyond the Automobile.10

These early adversaries did not want to solve specific problems caused by the automobile. They defined the automobile as a problem in and of itself. They were not interested in the details of highway congestion, traffic accidents, air pollution, or urban sprawl as such. It was the whole gestalt of the auto as the central sociocultural icon of our society that they wanted to eliminate. One of the most thoughtful of them, historian James J. Flink, wrote that the country had passed through three stages of automobile consciousness. Stage one was from the pioneering years of motoring until Henry Ford’s tremendous success with mass production of his Model T. In this period attitudes and institutions favorable to the motor car developed rapidly and laid the groundwork for its success. Stage two, from 1911 until the end of the 1950s, saw the “mass idolization of the motor car” and the transformation of America into “the car culture.” The third stage began in the 1960s. It would lead to a popular revulsion against the excesses of the car culture and to an attempt to put the auto back in its proper, much diminished, place in our society.11

In his 1975 book entitled The Car Culture, Flink asserted that the energy and environmental troubles of the 1970s had sounded the “death knells of the automobile culture.” That culture and its values were “no longer tenable.” We were living through the “ending of the age of automobility.” He could foresee the emergence of “an alternative future characterized by true community and expanded democracy, free from the privatism, materialism, escapism, and exploitation that the automobile culture encouraged.” That future was within our grasp. “Achieving it requires only our will, intelligence, and collective effort.”12

A similar optimistic view of the possibilities for change was developed by Emma Rothschild in her 1973 book Paradise Lost: The Decline of the Auto-Industrial Age. Her argument reflected the belief of virtually all the auto’s enemies of the period: the auto’s overwhelming success came about because the system had been rigged in its favor. In her words “the sustenance of social and institutional partiality . . . provided roads, a favorable tax structure, a dispersal of cities and jobs . . . encouraged the decay of alternative modes of transportation, and suspended rational calculations of the costs of auto development and auto waste.” Despite this the tide of history was moving away from Detroit and the automobile. “[I]t is exactly this structure of social support that seems most unreliable in present auto troubles . . . auto power is comprehensible, contingent, reversible.” In the next ten or twenty years the real costs of the auto would become ever more evident. Coalitions that had supported the auto in the past would “disintegrate.” Struggles over government regulation of the industry “are certain to intensify.”13

At about the same time another anti-auto analysis appeared that went beyond Flink’s broad “stages of consciousness” and Rothschild’s “social and institutional partiality” as causal factors in the auto’s dominance. Bradford Snell pointed the finger at specific culprits: giant corporations that had conspired to undercut alternatives to the auto. Snell prepared a report for the U.S. Senate Subcommittee on Anti-Trust and Monopoly, which resurrected the obscure 1949 case of U.S. v. National City Lines. In that case the government charged General Motors, Standard Oil of California, and Firestone Tire and Rubber with forming a holding company, National City Lines, which acquired transit firms in some forty-five cities.14 The holding company then proceeded to dismantle the streetcar lines, replacing them with GM buses on Firestone tires. All three giants—GM, Firestone, and Standard Oil—were found guilty in federal court in Chicago of antitrust violations. GM was fined $5,000, and its treasurer was personally fined $1.

Snell’s report went on to recommend that the government use the anti-trust laws to break up GM (as well as Ford, Chrysler, and American Motors) into separately owned constituent units to enhance competition in the auto industry. GM’s bus and rail divisions would, of course, also be spun off into independent corporations. After the breakup “auto makers’ current power to raise substantial sums for lobbying . . . to fight rail transit by charging higher-than-competitive prices for their motor vehicles” would be eliminated. Snell also recommended that the government encourage entry of new competitors into the bus and rail equipment manufacturing sector by means of “guaranteed Government loans, tax incentives, and other benefits.”15

So many anti-auto and pro-transit
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