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When the American people, through their Congress, voted last year for a twenty-six 

billion-dollar highway program, the most charitable thing to assume about this action is that 

they hadn’t the faintest notion of what they were doing. Within the next fifteen years they will 

doubtless find out; but by that time it will be too late to correct all the damage to our cities and 

our countryside, to say nothing of the efficient organization of industry and transportation, that 

this ill-conceived and absurdly unbalanced program will have wrought.  

Yet if someone had foretold these consequences before this vast sum of money was 

pushed through Congress, under the specious guise of a national defense measure, it is 

doubtful whether our countrymen would have listened long enough to understand; or would 

even have been able to change their minds if they did understand. For the current American 

way of life is founded not just on motor transportation but on the religion of the motorcar, and 

the sacrifices that people are prepared to make for this religion stand outside the realm of 

rational criticism. Perhaps the only thing that could bring Americans to their senses would be a 

clear demonstration of the fact that their highway program will, eventually, wipe out the very 

area of freedom that the private motorcar promised to retain for them. […] 

In short, the American has sacrificed his life as a whole to the motorcar, like someone 

who, demented with passion, wrecks his home in order to lavish his income on a capricious 

mistress who promises delights he can only occasionally enjoy.  

For most Americans, progress means accepting what is new because it is new, and 

discarding what is old because it is old. This may be good for a rapid turnover in business, but it 

is bad for continuity and stability in life. Progress, in an organic sense, should be cumulative, 

and though a certain amount of rubbish-clearing is always necessary, we lose part of the gain 

offered by a new invention if we automatically discard all the still valuable inventions that 

preceded it. In transportation, unfortunately, the old-fashioned linear notion of progress 

prevails. Now that motorcars are becoming universal, many people take for granted that 

pedestrian movement will disappear and that the railroad system will in time be abandoned; in 

fact, many of the proponents of highway building talk as if that day were already here, or if not, 

they have every intention of making it dawn quickly. The result is that we have actually crippled 



the motorcar, by placing on this single means of transportation the burden for every kind of 

travel. Neither our cars nor our highways can take such a load. This over-concentration, 

moreover, is rapidly destroying our cities, without leaving anything half as good in their place. 

[…] 

Perhaps our age will be known to the future historian as the age of the bulldozer and 

the exterminator; and in many parts of the country the building of a highway has about the 

same result upon vegetation and human structures as the passage of a tornado or the blast of 

an atom bomb. Nowhere is this bulldozing habit of mind so disastrous as in the approach to the 

city. Since the engineer regards his own work as more important than the other human 

functions it serves, he does not hesitate to lay waste to woods, streams, parks, and human 

neighborhoods in order to carry his roads straight to their supposed destination. As a 

consequence the ‘cloverleaf’ has become our national flower and ‘wall-to-wall concrete’ the 

ridiculous symbol of national affluence and technological status. […] 

This is pyramid building with a vengeance: a tomb of concrete roads and ramps covering 

the dead corpse of a city. But before our cities reach this terminal point, they will suffer, as they 

now do, from a continued erosion of their social facilities: an erosion that might have been 

avoided if engineers had understood MacKaye’s point that a motorway, properly planned, is 

another form of railroad for private use. Unfortunately, highway engineers, if one is to judge by 

their usual performance, lack both historic insight and social memory: accordingly, they have 

been repeating, with the audacity of confident ignorance, all the mistakes in urban planning 

committed by their predecessors who designed our railroads. The wide swathes of land 

devoted to cloverleaves and expressways, to parking lots and parking garages, in the very heart 

of the city, butcher up precious urban space in exactly the same way that freight yards and 

marshaling yards did when the railroads dumped their passengers and freight inside the city. 

[…] 

We cannot have an efficient form for our transportation system until we can envisage a 

better permanent structure for our cities. And the first lesson we have to learn is that the city 

exists, not for the facile passage of motorcars, but for the care and culture of men. 
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