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"Sprawl" has always been a pejorative, and as
its title suggests,  Owen D. Gutfreund's history of
American highways  and  suburban development
is  highly  critical.  It  opens  with  an  interpretive
overview of federal highway policy,  followed by
three case studies that examine in detail  how it
plays out on the ground in greater Denver,  Col‐
orado, Middlebury, Vermont, and Smyrna, Tennes‐
see.  Gutfreund's  analysis  is  distinguished  by  its
top-down orientation and its attention to the insti‐
tutionalization of policy. According to Gutfreund,
"a dizzying array of interested lobbying groups in‐
sinuated their economic interests into the fabric
of  American political  and popular  cultures,  and
into the state and federal legal codes" (p. 8). Gut‐
freund  makes  the  case  that  business  interests,
closely allied with government officials (especially
engineers),  were  primarily  responsible  for  road
and highway policies that led to decentralized de‐
velopment and urban decline throughout the na‐
tion. 

Gutfreund  begins  by  pointing  out  that  the
Good  Roads  movement  had  corporate  support
from the beginning, its earliest publications spon‐

sored by a leading bicycle manufacturer. He de‐
scribes  how  populist  farmers,  who  agitated  for
public  road  building  in  the  hope  of  weakening
monopolistic,  price-gouging  railroads,  were  ma‐
nipulated by propaganda (written by engineers)
aimed at exploiting their concerns. The state road
subsidies  that  resulted,  dedicated  to  connecting
towns  and  villages  (rather  than  developing  the
roads within them), first codified the "rural slant"
of  public  transportation  policy  (p.  11).  Building
upon these observations about the earliest public
road policy--that corporate interests were its ma‐
jor proponents and that it  heavily favored rural
areas--Gutfreund  paints  a  portrait  of  consistent
decision-making at the state and federal level. He
ties together a century of policy by pointing to its
institutionalization through legal precedent, polit‐
ical culture, and enduring public and private or‐
ganizations.  For  example,  the  Federal-Aid  High‐
way Act of 1916 established an influential formula
for appropriations relying more on geographical
area than population, and the Hayden-Cartwright
Act  of  1934,  which  required  that  gas  taxes  be
spent  exclusively  on  highways,  inspired  twenty



states to adopt similar constitutional amendments
(pp. 32-33). 

Gutfreund stresses that policy was also per‐
petuated  by  the  enduring  and powerful  private
sector organizations comprising the "highway lob‐
by." He notes that the nineteenth- century League
of  American  Wheelmen  and  its  successor,  the
American  Automobile  Association,  were  both
"bankrolled"  by  manufacturers.  Other  long-last‐
ing,  corporate-dominated  private  organizations
include the "strategically misnamed" Automobile
Safety Foundation (supported by the Automobile
Manufacturers  Association), and  the  National
Highway  Users'  Conference  "clothed  as  a  con‐
sumer advocacy group"  but  led by General  Mo‐
tors'  Alfred P.  Sloan and other top industrialists
invested in automobiles. Gutfreund also points an
accusatory finger at the American Association of
State Highway Officials and the civil engineers it
represented  (including  Bureau  of  Public  Roads
chief Thomas H. MacDonald) for consistently op‐
posing user fees and for colluding with corporate
interests in pushing for ever-greater subsidies to
achieve ever more ambitious road-building goals
(pp. 16, 31-32). 

For  Gutfreund,  the  New  Deal  was  the  one
hopeful  moment  in  national  roads  policy,  when
turnpikes momentarily won federal support and
urban  roads  received  some  overdue  attention
thanks to relief programs. For the first time on a
significant scale, user fees (other than gas taxes)
paid for transportation infrastructure and the ru‐
ral bias of federal spending was ameliorated. But,
this situation did not last long; the corporate- and
engineer-dominated  "highway  lobby"  responded
by  launching  an intensive  campaign  to  sanctify
"free"  public  highways  through  political  action
and propaganda aimed at the general public, in‐
cluding the famous Futurama exhibit at the 1939
World's Fair.  Congress went along with the pro‐
gram, reasserting its  traditional,  structural rural
favoritism in the post-World War II period. Presi‐
dent  Eisenhower  appointed new automobile  in‐

dustry  lackeys  to  head  up  federal  highway and
transportation programs, and to "reconstruct the
prewar public-private highway lobbying partner‐
ship" (p. 54). According to Gutfreund, these factors
combined to ensure that auto-dominated, subur‐
ban development continued. 

The dynamics that Gutfreund describes in his
overview  of  federal  highway  policy  are  neither
surprising  nor  controversial.  Gutfreund success‐
fully synthesizes two major themes in transporta‐
tion history,  the influence of  corporate interests
and the persuasive power of technical expertise,
drawing  upon  the  work  of  scholars  including
Mark Rose,  Stephen Goddard,  Mark Foster,  Paul
Barrett,  and particularly Bruce Seely.[1]  But  un‐
like these scholars, Gutfreund discounts the grass‐
roots component of transportation policy-making
and the broad popular support for highways, au‐
tomobiles,  and  the  suburbs  that  depended  on
them. 

Even at  the local  level,  Gutfreund's  analysis
remains essentially top-down. While he chooses a
few local boosters and entrepreneurs to profile in
each of  his  three case studies,  he ignores grass‐
roots politics. Gutfreund's discussion of Denver is
the most compelling, and the only one that pro‐
vides  a  truly  regional  perspective.  He  describes
the decentralization of a major western metropo‐
lis  and demonstrates the links between regional
development patterns, transportation policy, and
the fate  of  a  central  city.  Gutfreund emphasizes
the early culpability of Denver city planners, who
encouraged policies to support automobility even
while  they  claimed  to  oppose  sprawl.  As  com‐
muters  multiplied,  Denver's  property  owners
were  forced  to  pay  for  improvements  to  city
streets  with  special  assessments,  even  though
most of the daily traffic originated outside of city
limits. In contrast, landowners outside of city lim‐
its  enjoyed  state  and  federal  road-building
largesse as well  as a variety of  other incentives
and  subsidies  for  suburban  developments  that
eventually threatened to eclipse Denver in sheer
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size. Denver leaders managed to maintain its vi‐
tality and regional centrality through aggressive
planning and because of the absence of compet‐
ing coherent downtowns.  The result  was a rela‐
tively weak and small Denver anchoring an enor‐
mous,  virtually  anarchic  metropolitan  region
plagued  by  congestion  and  a  persistent  brown
cloud of pollution. 

In his study of Middlebury, Vermont, Gutfre‐
und  highlights  the  disastrous  financial  conse‐
quences  of  overambitious  road-building  policies
for  a  small  town  in  a  sparsely  populated  state.
Federal  requirements  for  matching  highway
funds virtually forced states to overextend their
budgets, especially after railroad service came to
a halt and there was no other alternative but to
cater  to  automobiles.  In  Vermont,  the  greatest
burden fell on municipalities, but the state budget
also  suffered  tremendously  because  of  the  de‐
mands of road and highway building. The results
included  underfunded  social  programs,  massive
public debt, and a crippled economy. Despite Ver‐
mont voters' concern about open space preserva‐
tion, persistent transportation policies that subsi‐
dized automobile use undermined efforts to con‐
trol  or  limit  decentralized  development.  Gutfre‐
und emphasizes the rural favoritism of highway
policy elsewhere in the book; regarding Middle‐
bury he suggests that even though rural areas got
more funding per capita for roads and highways,
small communities felt the negative consequences
of federal policy almost as keenly as big cities. For
Gutfreund, there is no silver lining in the cloud of
twentieth-century highway policy. 

The story of Smyrna, Tennessee, the final case
study representing the Sunbelt industrial boom, is
a classic tale of edge city development. Smyrna's
basic infrastructure was initially the result of two
federally  funded  projects,  the  Tennessee  Valley
Authority and the Stewart Air Force base. When
the base closed in 1970, local boosters used "ex‐
cess" infrastructure, housing, and abandoned Air
Force facilities as an "arsenal" in the battle to at‐

tract another major employer (p. 203). Their most
important weapon,  according to Gutfreund,  was
the Interstate highway system linking the town to
the rest of the country, which was critical in se‐
curing a  Nissan factory in 1980.  Gutfreund also
speculates  that  what  Smyrna lacked was  as  im‐
portant as what it offered: "property taxes did not
have to support debt burdens attributable to an
aging infrastructure â?¦ prospective corporate cit‐
izens could be confident that their property taxes
would support relatively new infrastructure" (p.
210).  Nissan  executives  were  able  to  shape  the
area to their liking, reaping a bountiful harvest of
tax  breaks  and  other  incentives  in  the  process.
Smyrna's  aggressive  boosters  highlighted  these
advantages and ensured that every available sub‐
sidy was exploited. According to Gutfreund, their
access to government resources virtually ensured
that  a  large  corporation  would  have  located  in
Smyrna, as others did in similar Sunbelt suburbs.
He observes that even as Smyrna boomed thanks
to  government  and  corporate  investment,  else‐
where  (presumably  in  urban  areas)  industrial
plants were closing. Gutfreund deduces that a "de
facto industrial  relocation  policy  was  at  work,
driven by the complex web of subsidies that sup‐
ported some types of privileged infrastructure, in
certain types of locales, while neglecting others"
(p. 215). 

Twentieth-Century  Sprawl concludes  with  a
wholesale condemnation of highway building in
America: "culture and technology were channeled
and focused by the cumulative effect of subsidies
that  skewed  personal  and  corporate  decision
making, underwriting sprawl while undermining
urban density â?¦ unmitigated by considerations
of equity,  efficiency, or affordability" (p.  231).  In
the  end,  two  elements  of Gutfreund's  analysis
stand out as important contributions to American
transportation history. He shows that policy often
has lasting feedback effects both as precedent and
through structural changes in government, a dy‐
namic that is too often underestimated. Pro-auto‐
mobile  measures  favoring  rural  areas  became
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part of the political culture, bureaucracy, and law
of the United States. It became harder to change
the orientation of policy as time went on, regard‐
less of political or ideological shifts. Secondly, tax
structures are a central subject of this study, and
Gutfreund does  a good job of  highlighting their
importance,  pointing  out  that  that  they  redis‐
tribute wealth "from urbanized areas to rural re‐
gions, and from all taxpayers to those who drove
automobiles" (p. 27). 

However,  the  implications  and "fairness"  of
these tax structures are more subjective than Gut‐
freund suggests. Throughout the book, Gutfreund
asserts that user fees should have paid for trans‐
portation  infrastructure,  and  he  complains  that
gas taxes were protected from general usage like
no other  sales  tax.  He never acknowledges  that
both gas taxes and user fees are deeply regressive,
falling heavily on the poor and middle class, espe‐
cially  after  the  decline  of  mass  transit.  Other
means of funding, including property and income
taxes, can distribute the burden of public works
more equitably. Gutfreund criticizes their use to
pay for public roads as inherently unfair,  based
on the assumption that those who use roads de‐
rive most of their benefits. But, the idea that ade‐
quate roads benefit  everyone is not entirely un‐
reasonable. Subsidizing transportation infrastruc‐
ture was a key strategy for American city boosters
hoping to encourage commerce, growth and prof‐
its with ports, railroads, canals, as well as roads
long before the twentieth century. Moreover, city
economies  are  closely  connected  to  their  rural
hinterlands, and ease of access to urban markets
means both profits for farmers and low prices for
consumers.  Gutfreund also fails to consider that
cities  had  been  financing  road  and  street  im‐
provements  with  property  taxes  since  colonial
times, based on the idea that property values in‐
crease in the vicinity of road and street improve‐
ments.  This holds true even if  more commuters
than  locals  use  city  streets--without  those  com‐
muters  urban  downtowns  would  suffer  even
more,  and  along  with  them  all  urban  property

values. In addition, while Gutfreund points to the
institutionalization of policy in the twentieth cen‐
tury,  he  overlooks  some  of  the  older  structural
and institutional legacies of federalism, including
disproportionate representation for rural areas in
Congress and in state legislatures. While the high‐
way lobby and government  engineers  no  doubt
reinforced  it,  the  tendency  to  favor  rural  areas
was already written into government. Gutfreund
applies  his  contemporary  notion of  justice  and
"fairness" to a century of policy, basing his conclu‐
sions  on  implicit  assumptions  backed  with  un‐
even evidence. In the end, his perspective seems
just as subjective as that of the businessmen, engi‐
neers, and public officials he blames for avoiding
user fees, protecting gas tax revenues, and favor‐
ing rural areas. 

Gutfreund's  dismissal  of  meaningful  or  au‐
thentically grassroots public support for road and
highway  building  is  especially  problematic  in
light of previous scholarship on twentieth-century
transportation policy. For the last thirty years, his‐
torians have sought to counter the idea that roads
and highways, and with them the private automo‐
bile,  were imposed upon a hapless and helpless
public through some grand conspiracy of business
interests and corrupt politicians. Scholars includ‐
ing Clay McShane and Scott  Bottles have shown
that, far from being victims or dupes, voters and
consumers  embraced  automobility  and  road
building  with  enthusiasm,  supporting  subsidies
and rejecting mass transit alternatives.[2] Gutfre‐
und also glosses over the dramatic sea change in
public  opinion  that  occurred  in  the  late  1960s,
manifest  in  upwellings of  public  protest  against
sprawl  and  endless  highway  construction
throughout  the  United  States.  For  example,  he
quotes  one  Denver  resident  who  spent  fifteen
years  attending  "meeting[s]  on  sprawl,"  yet
nowhere  are  these  meetings  discussed  (p.  127).
Nor does Gutfreund represent the views of elites
fairly.  Instead,  he  describes  their  "fanatical"  or
"crisis-laden" rhetoric,  portraying highway advo‐
cates  as  zealots  or  villains (pp.  15,  52,  144,  145,
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152,  155,  230).  Actually,  most of  the people who
fought for free roads and encouraged low-density
residential  development  believed  in  their  cause
and in the benefits of automobiles and suburban‐
ization. They had rational reasons for their views,
even if  they seem selfish,  naÃ¯ve or  even delu‐
sional in hindsight. 

Many historians have linked suburbanization
directly to the decline of cities in the post-World
War  II  period,  but  they  also  recognize  that  the
reasons  for  it  were  complex  and  varied.[3]  Un‐
even road-building subsidies are only a small part
of the picture, and Gutfreund fails to contextual‐
ize them in a larger story of growth, development
and metropolitan area change propelled by social
and economic forces as well as by policy. Conse‐
quently,  Gutfreund's  narrative leaves the reader
with scores of unanswered questions and at least
the suspicion that  much has been omitted from
this  tale.  Despite  its  flaws,  Twentieth-Century
Sprawl is forthright, and Gutfreund's case studies
are  insightful  and  interesting.  The  question  of
who is to "blame" remains central to the history of
transportation  policy  and  development  in  the
twentieth-century  United  States,  and  Gutfreund
provides a brave and thought-provoking answer
in this ambitious book. 
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