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Abstract
This paper examines the controversy over urban sprawl in the United States.
Because there is abundant descriptive literature about urban sprawl as well as
numerous prescriptive “strategies” and “toolkits” to “tame” and “fight” sprawl,
this paper instead examines urban sprawl as a social construction and specif-
ically focuses on its non-problematization, the phenomenon of social groups
which do not or refuse to acknowledge sprawl as a legitimate problem.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 Personal motivation

What comes to mind when you think of Silicon Valley?

Of course, there is the sunny weather and the irreverent T-shirt-and-jeans

culture associated with California. But you probably also think of gleaming

high-tech office buildings and bands of coffee-fueled nerds toiling away to create

the Next Great Thing.

That’s the image of Silicon Valley I had in mind before I moved there several

years ago. And of course, as most stereotypes go, there is some truth in it. The

weather is sunny when it’s not raining, and yes, there are plenty of corporate

offices, although most of them sit in not-so-inspiring clusters of squat beige

buildings.

All told, Silicon Valley is not a bad place to be. But increasingly, somehow,

I felt a sense of placelessness and restlessness as I continued to live and work

in the vast sea of suburban tract houses, parking lots, chain restaurants, and

strip malls that comprise much of Silicon Valley. I also felt a sense of gloom
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2 Introduction

and doom as started to gain awareness about our perilous addiction to oil and

our insidious dependence on automobiles.

It wasn’t until I read the book Suburban nation: The rise of sprawl and the

decline of the American dream (Duany, Plater-Zyberk, & Speck, 2001) that I

was able to put a name to the affliction. While Silicon Valley is recognized as the

epicenter of the global information technology revolution, it is also an exemplar

of urban sprawl. It is an area that changed very rapidly from quiet fruit orchards

to a tangle of freeways, office parks, and subdivisions during the semiconductor

boom of the 1960s—and further during the subsequent personal computer and

Internet “dot-com” booms. Now, the scarcity of vibrant pedestrian-friendly

areas (aside from shopping malls) and the overwhelmingly dominant role of the

automobile detract from the livability of the area to the extreme that many

younger Silicon Valley employees choose to live in San Francisco and commute

2–3 hours per day.

But urban sprawl, I realized, is also complex beast with not only physical

and environmental considerations but also cultural, historical, psychological,

political, and economic components. It was in the pursuit of understanding the

latter, “human” components—a new challenge for someone formally trained as

a computer scientist—that led me to take a break from my professional career

and study abroad in Europe.

1.2 Overview

This paper is divided into three parts.

In the next two chapters, I set the direction for the paper and discuss the

methodological and theoretical frameworks that will be used.
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In the middle part, I discuss urban sprawl as a social construction. First

I survey a number of literal definitions of “urban sprawl”. Then I investigate

early usage of the term in print media as well as situate the concept in historical

context.

In the final part, I examine the ongoing debate over urban sprawl in the

United States by means of three different methods of discourse analysis. I

investigate the counter-claims given by main actors of the opposition movement.

I examine urban sprawl as the concept is used in context as well as show how

the meaning changes relative to who is using the term. Finally, I explore the

recurring storylines and ideological disputes that underlie the debate.
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Chapter 2

Aims and objectives

2.1 The problem of sprawl

Urban sprawl, or simply “sprawl” for short, is the term commonly attached to

rapid, low-density, automobile-oriented urban expansion. Growing like weeds

on the edges of cities and along motorways throughout the world, urban sprawl

has been increasingly associated with a range of social and environmental prob-

lems, including inefficient land and energy use, traffic congestion, environmen-

tal degradation, social segregation and isolation, and even obesity. Recently,

sprawl has become a pressing problem due to global concerns about energy

costs and oil supplies.

However, it turns out that urban sprawl is also a highly controversial issue,

with the debate often split along political lines. Social and environmental

activists call for regulation, taxes, and other mechanisms to “curb”, “tame”,

and “fight” urban sprawl, while economic conservatives and libertarians flatly

refute that urban sprawl is a problem at all. They argue that any sprawl-like

development patterns are simply the manifestation of economic growth and

5



6 Aims and objectives

individual choice. As the saying goes, one person’s weed is another person’s

flower. It is this argument that poses a particularly vexing problem for the

anti-sprawl camp.

2.2 Problem statement

I started with a simple initial question: If urban sprawl is so undesirable, why

is there more of it now than ever?

In the process of trying to answer this question, I quickly realized two things:

1) although there has been much popular attention in the past few years about

urban sprawl, the concept is hardly new, having existed for more than half a

century, and 2) although urbanists, planners, architects, and environmental-

ists have collectively decried sprawl for decades, not everyone agrees with the

position that sprawl actually is undesirable.

Not unlike global warming, urban sprawl is a controversial and highly politi-

cized topic. The mountains of anti-sprawl research and data generated by the

urban planning community is contested at best, or otherwise quite simply ig-

nored. For those of us who believe sprawl is a real problem, the latter is the

most infuriating reaction of all.

Perhaps, then, urban sprawl could be investigated and understood as a

social controversy. In other words, what can be learned about urban sprawl using

analytical tools from science and technology studies? And specifically, why is

the relevant scientific knowledge (in this case, urban planning knowledge) so

blatantly disregarded by so many people?

The point of departure taken in this paper is that it is just as important,

if not more so in the present context, to study the non-problematization of
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urban sprawl than merely the opposite. Many urban planners working in the

field do consider sprawl to be a problem, but it is not clear how the general

public relates to the concept. It is evident that many American taxpayers and

policy-makers do not recognize urban sprawl as a substantial problem, and even

those who do so must confront embedded practices and interest groups which

favor urban sprawl, inadvertently or not.

However tempting it may be for planners and planning researchers to dis-

miss political battles, the sprawl controversy makes it difficult or impossible in

practice to achieve specific planning goals. Here it is argued that a sociological

perspective can be a useful approach in uncovering why anti-sprawl efforts have

not been more effective.

2.3 Method

In order to investigate sprawl as a social construction, it was necessary to eval-

uate a wide range of material representing different interests and viewpoints.

Because there exists an abundance of literature on the topic, both popular and

academic, and due to resource and time constraints, it was decided to conduct

a literature review rather than to collect empirical data in the field. The intent

was not to review every single relevant paper, which would hardly be feasible

for such a vast body of literature, but rather to identify and describe some ma-

jor features of the controversy and provide references to key sources for further

investigation.

Three different types of discourse analysis methods—content analysis, frame

analysis, and storyline analysis—were chosen as specific methods to study the

controversy. Each of these methods will be explained in more detail in the
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following chapters, and the theoretical considerations involved in such a multi-

methodological approach are discussed in the next chapter.

Because the topic of this paper is the controversy of sprawl, I decided to

focus on the United States, since the social controversy (as well as the physical

phenomenon itself) is much more pronounced in the United States than it is

here in Europe. Since the United States is my native country, I also have a

higher degree of familiarity with the situation there. The fact that this work is

being conducted in Europe grants me a wonderful opportunity to reflect upon

my native context from an external vantage point, and perhaps the fact that

I am a technologist by training further affords me somewhat of an uncommon

perspective in this sociological work.

Even though the United States is an extreme case, both in the strength

of social controversy and the prevalence of physical sprawl that exists, urban

sprawl is not solely an American phenomenon. Developed countries in other

parts of the world have been experiencing trends of increased suburbanization

and automobile ownership, a number of developing countries are industrializ-

ing and growing rapidly, and problems such as global warming and oil crises

are ones that transcend cultural and political boundaries. As the constituent

components of urban sprawl exist throughout the world, it is possible that the

findings may be applicable to other contexts.



Chapter 3

Theoretical considerations

3.1 A sociological perspective

Urban sprawl has obvious physical and environmental components: at the most

basic level, sprawl refers to a spatial phenomenon, fostered by the availability

of usable land and natural resources and tempered by the presence of natural

obstacles such as water and hills. But sprawl is also shaped by social factors,

such as economic costs, cultural considerations, and the desirability and avail-

ability of housing, retail, and employment. The combination of physical and

social factors strongly suggests, therefore, the use of a balanced approach.

In this case, because so much of the existing literature on urban sprawl

emphasizes the physical and spatial characteristics (there are notable excep-

tions, see Næss, 2005, 2006), the use of sociological methods becomes justified.

But one limitation of any sociological study, such as this one, is the tendency

for a sort of social determinism. By determinism, it is meant that there is a

tendency to look for a certain class of causation, favoring explanation in terms

of physical/environmental factors, for example, over other kinds (MacKenzie

9
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& Wajcman, 1999, p. 141). This is not unexpected, since it is inherent in the

nature of specialization to work from the perspective and expertise of one’s

own discipline. Sociologists naturally tend to think in terms of social factors,

engineers in terms of technological artifacts, and so on.

Determinism becomes specifically troublesome in the study of urban sprawl

because sprawl is a complex, multi-causal situation. To privilege one kind of

causation at the exclusion of others would be to commit reductionism. One

misses the forest for the trees.

Furthermore, much of the literature about urban sprawl to date focuses on

the social, environmental, and economic “costs” of sprawl. It is argued that a

thorough examination of the social causes of sprawl, in contrast to the social

effects of sprawl, can provide a useful counterbalance to the standard discourse.

3.2 Studying controversies

Martin and Richards (2001) identify and discuss four distinct approaches to

studying controversies: 1) the positivist approach, 2) the group politics ap-

proach, 3) the constructivist approach, and 4) the social structural approach.

In the positivist approach, those who disagree with the “orthodox scientific

view” are scrutinized to find out why; it is assumed that their behavior can

be explained in terms of social processes. In the group politics approach, the

controversy is understood in terms of contending groups participating in the

normal democratic process of political debate, with the focus being on the

“politicization of expertise”. In the constructivist approach, all parties to the

debate and their beliefs are to be treated in an equivalent or “symmetrical”

way, in contrast to the positivist approach which favors scientific truth. In
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the social structural approach, the debate is analyzed in terms of traditional

sociological frameworks such as class, power, patriarchy, and the state.

3.3 An integral approach

Even though they are presented as four distinct approaches, Martin and Richards

point out that these approaches are idealized types and are not necessarily mu-

tually exclusive. They in fact argue in favor for such integration of approaches.

In this paper I use do exactly this, integrating approaches in order to obtain a

broader understanding of the sprawl controversy.

Here it is important to distinguish between a cognitive controversy, which

is a controversy over knowledge, and a social controversy, which involves non-

scientific issues (Martin & Richards, 2001). The sprawl debate can be said

to consist of both types of controversies, although the bulk of the existing

literature on urban sprawl has been written within the confines of the cognitive

controversy. It is argued that the social controversy is just as significant. After

all, urban sprawl involves social issues. Indeed, technical matters in the debate

are regularly overshadowed by influences of belief and conviction.

Although I will touch upon the basic issues that comprise the cognitive

controversy, the focus of this paper is the social controversy. For this reason,

I lean initially on the constructivist approach, as it can be a useful tool in

understanding both sides of the debate. However, certain assumptions and

limitations of the constructivist approach apply in this usage, as I explain

below. These are important to understand as they can have severe consequences

for the present study.
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3.4 Social construction

The constructivist approach suggests that urban sprawl is to be considered as a

social construction. As the term has been used by a number of different authors

in different ways, it can be confusing as to what is meant (Sismondo, 1993).

Here I use the social construction term broadly to mean a concept that was

devised at a certain point in time and adopted by certain groups of people

to serve particular needs. In this case, urban sprawl was invented during the

past century to describe undesirable growth patterns associated with the rise

of suburbanization. The intention of this is not to belittle concerns associated

with urban sprawl but rather to deconstruct its meaning, in order to gain a

broader understanding of what urban sprawl is, what it entails, and for whom.

One feature of urban sprawl that a constructionist perspective highlights is

that the concept is particularly amenable to interpretation, change, even de-

nial by different people. In the sociology of technology, the term interpretive

flexibility is used to refer to this, i.e. the way that different groups (the “rele-

vant social groups”) can have different understandings of a technology (Bĳker,

Hughes, & Pinch, 1989). In a way, interpretive flexibility is what happens in

the urban sprawl debate—except urban sprawl is not really a technology, al-

though of course urban sprawl can be said to be in some way a side-effect of

technology. Nonetheless, the concept applies here. Furthermore, Bĳker and

Pinch draw special attention to not only the meaning of a technology, but also

the variation that takes place in the criteria of whether or not a technology

‘works’ (MacKenzie & Wajcman, 1999). A further parallel can be drawn be-

tween this aspect of interpretive flexibility and the debate over urban sprawl, in

which there is variation over whether urban planning ideals such as “compact

cities” and “smart growth” actually ‘work’.
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3.5 Ontological issues

It can be confusing to talk about urban sprawl as the term represents a social

construction at the same time that it refers to real physical construction. I

thus differentiate between sprawl as reality and sprawl as concept. Sprawl as

reality refers to the real, physical stuff of sprawl: the roads, the buildings, the

land, etc. Sprawl as concept, in contrast, refers to the concept as it exists in

the social world, i.e. our identification and association of such real-world ob-

jects with the characterization known as “urban sprawl”. Much of the existing

sprawl discourse is written strictly in terms of sprawl-as-reality. This paper in-

tends to focus on the latter: sprawl-as-concept, or in other words, the “sprawl

construct”.

One of the specific topics of interest in this paper is the phenomenon in

which certain individuals or groups deny the existence of urban sprawl. Here it

is of course not meant that the reality in question are in some way imaginary

or may somehow cease to exist. Instead, it is meant that they do not believe

in the concept of sprawl and therefore reject the validity of any claims about

sprawl as an ontological reality. Our understanding of this controversy stems

in part from this distinction.

But even sprawl-as-concept can take on a certain reality of its own. For

those who work with it, the concept of sprawl provides raw material (so to

speak) for the generation of knowledge, meanings, and ultimately institutions

which support them. And according to Berger and Luckmann, institutions

have reality themselves: “We recognize [them] as having a being independent

of our own volition (we cannot ‘wish them away’)” (quoted in Sismondo, 1993).

Furthermore, this process is self-sustaining: the existence of the institutions,

in turn, reinforces the existence of the concept.
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Here, epistemology and ontology become somewhat blurred: the concept of

sprawl can certainly eventually shape the reality of sprawl. The focus of this

paper, then, can be said to be the ‘reality’ of sprawl in this latter sense—the

‘reality’ as it is understood by the individuals and groups who conceive of it.

3.6 Epistemological issues

The main difference between the positivist approach and the constructivist

approach is that the positivist approach invokes social factors only in the case of

“error”, when it is necessary to explain the persistence of misconceptions which

run counter to scientific consensus. In contrast, the constructivist approach,

also known as the sociology of scientific knowledge [ssk] approach, questions

such a notion of “scientific truth”.

The basis for this aspect of the constructivist approach is a ssk principle

known as symmetry. Symmetry, as originally used in the “strong programme”

tradition of ssk, referred strictly to symmetry of explanation, meaning that

all types of explanations should be given equal status, regardless of if they are

true or false (MacKenzie & Wajcman, 1999, p. 21). It was argued that the

invocation of social factors in all cases, not just in case of false or unorthodox

beliefs, would result in a more proper explanation of knowledge.

In the constructivist approach the symmetry principle is also used, but

somewhat more broadly. Like in the social construction of technology [scot]

school of thought (Bĳker et al., 1989), symmetry is used here in a sense of

neutrality or impartiality, i.e. that all relevant social groups must be given

equal status.

This has two major implications. First, the constructivist approach does
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not favor the knowledge of experts—in our case, urban and environmental

planners. Furthermore, it is said that the principle of symmetry “prohibits

any evaluative or judgmental role for the controversy analyst”, regardless of

the validity or non-validity, real or perceived, of any of the disputed beliefs

(Martin & Richards, 2001)

However, I do not interpret the constructivist approach as necessitating

such a strong form of judgmental relativism. In fact, it seems that the (mis)use

of symmetry in this sense of impartiality actually has much in common with

the notion of value-free objectivity (“weak objectivity” as Harding, 1991, calls

it) so common in positivist science, in which the researcher assumes the role of

a disinterested, rational observer and lacks any sort of personal bias or agenda.

This concept has been heavily criticized in ssk. Rather, I believe it is possible to

situate myself in the debate as being sympathetic to the anti-sprawl movement

(after all, it was my interest in urban sprawl as a problem that led me to write

this paper) while at the same time use the constructivist approach as a sort

of tool to obtain a more integral understanding of the debate as a whole. For

better or worse, urban planners are just one voice in the debate, after all.

There is a second implication. It has been suggested that, in practice, the

equal treatment of all sides gives “more credibility to opponents of orthodoxy

than would otherwise be the case, and thus provides de facto support for the

opponents” (Martin & Richards, 2001). This is the exact equivalent of the

“teach the controversy” argument advanced by advocates of teaching creation-

ism in American public schools. Indeed, as the orthodoxy here refers to the

urban planning community, this particular observation can be particularly dis-

turbing for the anti-sprawl movement. The effect should not be taken lightly

as it can have significant consequences on the meaning of the study.
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Understanding both sides of the debate is one matter, but propping up the

opponents of the anti-sprawl movement is another matter entirely, and it is

certainly not the intention of this paper. This is why I have chosen to pursue a

hybrid strategy, supplementing a constructivist examination of the anti-sprawl

construct with a more directed analysis of sprawl-skeptic counter-claims.



Chapter 4

Defining urban sprawl

I can’t define it, but “I know it when I see it”.

— United States Justice Potter Stewart, on pornography1

4.1 The problem of definition

It is standard practice to begin with a definition. The definition establishes

the boundaries for the subject of discussion and gives the reader a sense of the

mental landscape to be traversed.

But defining urban sprawl is not so easy. One quickly comes to the realiza-

tion that there is no single, universally accepted definition of sprawl. Brueg-

mann (2005) laments this in the very first page of his book, Sprawl: A compact

history: “In some ways, the most difficult obstacle facing anyone trying to dis-

cuss the history of sprawl is defining it.” This “slipperiness” or interpretive

flexibility of urban sprawl becomes much more obvious when one realizes that

our shared conception of sprawl is not found but produced.

But while though there is no “definitive” definition of sprawl, this has not

1Ewing, Pendall, and Chen (2002, p. 3)

17



18 Defining urban sprawl

stopped people from trying to formulate their own definitions. In this chapter, I

will survey some formal definitions of sprawl, both qualitative and quantitative

definitions, in order to get a rough idea of what urban sprawl entails.

4.2 Some definitions of sprawl

4.2.1 Qualitative definitions

Reproduced below are several definitions of the terms “urban sprawl” and

“sprawl” (as used in the context of urban development) from selected sources:

• sprawl (The New Oxford American Dictionary , 2005): the expansion

of an urban or industrial area into the adjoining countryside in a way

perceived to be disorganized and unattractive

• urban sprawl (The New Oxford American Dictionary , 2005): the uncon-

trolled expansion of urban areas

• sprawl (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, n.d.-b): Unplanned de-

velopment of open land

• urban sprawl (European Environment Agency, n.d.) The physical pattern

of low-density expansion of large urban areas under market conditions

into the surrounding agricultural areas. Sprawl lies in advance of the

principal lines of urban growth and implies little planning control of land

subdivision. Development is patchy, scattered and strung out, with a

tendency to discontinuity because it leap-frogs over some areas, leaving

agricultural enclaves.
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• urban sprawl (The Sierra Club, Brown et al., 1998) low-density, automobile-

dependent development beyond the edge of service and employment areas

In addition to the above definitions which come from dictionaries, regulatory

agencies, and non-profit organizations, there have been various attempts in

academic literature to pinpoint the notion of sprawl.

A seminal publication in the field was the 1974 study The costs of sprawl:

Environmental and economic costs of alternative residential development pat-

terns at the urban fringe by the Real Estate Research Corporation (1974).

Ironically, the report itself did not really define sprawl. Rather, it was written

in terms of different neighborhood growth prototypes, including one of “low av-

erage residential density” and “a lack of overall planning at either the regional

or community level” (Burchell et al., 1998). Burchell explains: “Those close to

the study indicate that the term appeared as an afterthought in the title and

summary of findings and was not used explicitly elsewhere in the study” (p.

11).

Burchell’s 1998 study “The costs of sprawl—revisited” was an attempt to

redress the limitations of the 1974 rerc report. In it are among the following

characterizations of sprawl (Burchell et al., 1998, with original emphasis):

• Density, or more specifically, low density, is one of the cardinal defining

characteristics of sprawl. . . .

• It [sprawl] refers to development that expands in an unlimited and non-

contiguous (leapfrog) way outward from the solidly built-up core of a

metropolitan area. . . .

• Another of sprawl’s distinguishing traits is its consumption of exurban

agricultural and other frail lands in abundance. . .
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• Under sprawl conditions, there is almost total reliance upon the automo-

bile as a means of accessing the individual land uses. . . .

• Some analysts also include the small developer and a lack of integrated

land-use planning as important aspects of suburban sprawl . . .

Another notable publication relevant to defining sprawl is Reid Ewing’s 1997

paper “Is Los Angeles-style sprawl desirable?”. In it, Ewing reviewed various

characterizations of sprawl from 17 different sources written between 1957–

1995, including the 1974 rerc report. He concluded that “the forms of de-

velopment most often characterized as sprawl are: (1) leapfrog or scattered

development, (2) commercial strip development, or (3) large expanses of low-

density or single-use development” (1997, p. 108).

Finally, Robert Bruegmann settled on the following definition in his book

Sprawl: A compact history (2005, p. 18):

sprawl low-density, scattered, urban development without systematic large-

scale or regional public land-use planning

Considering all of the above definitions, a common characterization of urban

sprawl is that it is “low-density” development. Some of the definitions de-

pict sprawl as being “uncontrolled” or “unplanned”. Some definitions further

emphasis how sprawl expands into “countryside”, “agricultural”, or otherwise

“open” land. They furthermore suggest that sprawl development is “scattered”

or “leapfrog”, perhaps even to the point of being “disorganized” and “unattrac-

tive”.

These characterizations of sprawl are summarized in Table 4.1.
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unplanned,
uncon-
trolled

expansion
into open/
farmland

low density scattered,
leapfrog

automobile
dependent

New Oxford
American
Dictionary

X X

U.S. EPA X X
EEA X X X X
Sierra Club X X
RERC (1974) X X
Burchell et al.
(1998)

X X X X X

Ewing (1997) X X
Bruegmann
(2005)

X X X

Table 4.1. Summary of selected definitions of urban sprawl.

While this gives us an idea of how sprawl is commonly understood, many of

the definitions are entirely too vague to be useful in more specific applications.

It begs the question of what exactly is meant by words such as “low-density”,

for example. Furthermore, each of the definitions emphasizes slightly different

aspects of urban sprawl, demonstrating the sheer difficulty in establishing a

universal baseline definition.

4.2.2 Quantitative definitions

Some attempts have been made to formalize and quantify the concept in recent

years. Perhaps the most well-known quantitative definition of sprawl is the USA

TODAY Sprawl Index, introduced in 2001 by the national newspaper of the

same name. This index simply defines sprawl according to two measurements,

both based on residential density.

But there are more sophisticated measurements of sprawl. One such mea-

surement is Smart Growth America’s multi-dimensional sprawl index, described
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in the paper entitled Measuring sprawl and its impact (Ewing et al., 2002). Un-

like earlier attempts to define sprawl, the Smart Growth America sprawl index

is based on 22 separate variables, grouped into four major characteristics that

were determined to be symptomatic of sprawl:

1. low residential density

2. a poor mix of homes, jobs, and services

3. limited activity centers and downtown areas

4. limited options for walking or biking

In addition to measuring sprawl, the researchers used the index to measure

the impact of sprawl, by looking for statistical correlations between sprawl and

quality-of-life outcomes such as commute times, traffic fatalities, and ozone

pollution levels.

The trend toward more concrete, measurable definitions of urban sprawl can

only be seen as a positive development. However, the indices designed to pro-

duce a more tangible grasp on sprawl are themselves becoming more and more

complex, due to the complex nature of the subject matter. More significantly,

since the indices are no less social constructions than what they purport to

formalize, the construction of the indices is indeed subject to debate in and of

itself.

I will consider this, along with the shifting notions of “urban sprawl”, in

the following chapters of this paper.



Chapter 5

Historical context

5.1 A brief history of anti-sprawl

The prevailing understanding of urban sprawl is closely linked with the widespread

usage of the automobile. A number of the definitions reviewed in the previous

chapter explicitly mention “automobile dependence”, but even without those

two words, the notions of “low-density”, “strip”, and ”scattered” development

all strongly imply the presence and prevalence of the automobile as the domi-

nant (and problematic) form of transportation.

However, the demonization of the automobile has not always been the case.

If one considers the context in which the automobile was introduced a cen-

tury ago, the automobile was clearly a superior innovation. Automobiles were

faster and more flexible than railroads and safer and less polluting than horses.

In the 19th century context of horses, bicycles, streetcars, and trains, such a

concept as urban sprawl would be hardly conceivable. In the contemporary con-

text, however, many of those problems mostly strongly associated with urban

sprawl—pollution, traffic, noise, health, safety, accessibility, obesity, poverty,

23
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etc.—are associated with the automobile. Our relationship with the automo-

bile has changed greatly since then, and this change has occurred only within

the span of a single human lifetime.

As Jane Jacobs so eloquently put it (1961/1992, p. 343): “The present

relationship between cities and automobiles represents, in short, one of those

jokes that history sometimes plays on progress. The interval of the automobile’s

development as everyday transportation has corresponded precisely with the

interval during which the ideal of the suburbanized anti-city was developed

architecturally, sociologically, legislatively, and financially. . . But automobiles

are hardly inherent destroyers of cities. If we would stop telling ourselves fair

tales about the suitability and charm of nineteenth-century streets for horse-

and-buggy traffic, we would see that the internal combustion engine, as it

came on the scene, was potentially an excellent instrument for abetting city

intensity, and at the same time for liberating cities from one of the their noxious

liabilities.”

This illustrates the highly context-dependent nature of the automobile, and

by extension, of the concept of urban sprawl. It suggests that urban sprawl is a

product of change across continuous time, and that in order to understand the

problematization of urban sprawl, it would be useful to examine the concept

in historical context. That is the subject of this chapter.

5.2 Emergence of the term

From a cursory investigation on the Internet, one finds that the literal phrase

“urban sprawl” was used in American print media as early as the late 1940s,

if not earlier.
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Using the Google Book Search engine, the oldest result was a 1949 publi-

cation by the National Federation of Settlements of America, entitled City or

community: Patterns of community organization in urban areas, with special

reference to citizen participation (Handasyde, 1949). It was not possible to

obtain a physical copy of this publication, but Google Book Search provided

the following snippets:

. . . most towns and the great local mobility of families, a high per-

centage of which have a car. This is not an exclusively American

condition, for urban sprawl is a disease of almost every country;

but the extremely rapid growth of American towns, under condi-

tions . . .

One can almost see the urban sprawl of Los Angeles devouring

the countryside ; to arrive at a city like San Francisco, where hills

and sea have combined to put limits on the outward growth of the

city and compress it into a form at once more stable and more

shapely gives a genuine sense of pleasure and relief.

A similar database search using the ProQuest Historical Newspapers database

revealed that the first use of the phrase “urban sprawl” in the New York Times

occurs in 1948, within a short article about the suburbanization of New York.

The quote reads as follows (New York Times, 1948):

Paul Windels, president of the Regional Plan Association, said: We

don’t have the answers to the many problems produced by urban

sprawl or middle-aged spread of our large cities, but we shall have

to find them.

In 1950, the New York Times published a longer feature article entitled “The
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Suburbs Are Strangling the City” (Lass, 1950). This article spanned two pages.

The phrase “urban sprawl” was used in the following context:

Granting that green lawns and sunshine are better for children than

asphalt and exhaust fumes, and the unplanned “urban sprawl”

can be as fearsome as a lava flow, the fact remains that the at-

tempt of suburbanites to hold back the normal expansion of the

metropolis simply doesn’t come off. They may temporarily achieve

their private Utopias, but in the long run they cannot escape the

overlying public problems of the region.

To the contemporary reader, it may be striking to hear the term “urban sprawl”

applied to American cities—more than half a century ago. These instances

are particularly interesting if one considers the amount of attention recently

given to urban sprawl in the so-called “news”. Both the book and newspaper

searches reveal that the concept of urban sprawl was already being developed

and problematized in the 1940s, begging the very question why anti-sprawl

efforts have been so ineffective to date.

According to Bruegmann (2005), the solitary word “sprawl” as used in the

English language to describe built environments traces back even further, to

1920s and 1930s Britain. The word “sprawl” became used there to describe the

development patterns associated the rapid growth of modern London and other

British cities during the industrial revolution. Bruegmann points out that the

term was so commonplace in Britain during 1920s and 1930s that the social

historian Lewis Mumford could use the term “sprawl” in several places in his

1938 book The Culture of Cities without definition or explanation.

It is also in Britain where Ebenezer Howard penned the idealistic book To-

morrow: A peaceful path to real reform at the turn of the 20th century, kicking
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off a broad anti-urbanist movement that has proven to be widely influential.

In 1902, Ebenezer Howard’s book was reprinted under the new title Garden

cities of to-morrow. The very next year, Henry Ford founded the Ford Motor

Company, and his legendary Model T soon followed. A host of technological

developments in the fields of not just transportation but also communication

and even building construction occurred during the next few decades, which

made it actually possible to realize the growing anti-urbanist sentiments caused

by quality of life problems in the large industrial cities.

Over the course of the next few decades, anti-urbanism became quickly

institutionalized through public policies in the United States, most notably the

Housing Act of 1934 and the G. I. Bill. Such housing policies were intended to

democratize the American Dream, of which private home ownership (and by

extension, anti-urbanism) is a primary component. Other acts of legislation,

including the National Interstate and Defense Highways Act of 1956, provided

economic incentives and subsidies for the construction of automobile-friendly

roads.

5.3 Legitimization of sprawl as a problem

A search was performed for New York Times newspaper articles containing the

phrases “urban sprawl” or “suburban sprawl”. This was accomplished using

the ProQuest Historical Newspapers database, which contains the full text of

all New York Times articles between 1851–2003. The search was performed

with query strings such as the following:

("urban sprawl" OR "suburban sprawl") AND PDN(>1/1/1960)

AND PDN(<12/31/1960) AND AT(article)
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Figure 5.1. Number of New York Times articles which contain the phrase “urban
sprawl”

This procedure was repeated for each year. The type of document was limited

to article in order to filter out advertisements, book reviews, letters to the

editor, etc.

Figure 5.1 shows the results of this search. Based on the simple assumption

that a literal phrase used more often is a more significant concern in a certain

corpus of text, the figure illustrates the frequency of term “urban sprawl” over

time—and therefore can be said to illustrate the growing strength of the sprawl

construction in the social world.

Even though “urban sprawl” was mentioned in the New York Times as early

as 1948, it wasn’t until the late 1950s when the concept gradually began to rise

in popularity. Soon thereafter, Jane Jacobs published her famous treatise in

1961 The death and life of great American cities . And in 1973, George Dantzig

and Thomas Saaty published the influential book Compact city: A plan for a
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livable urban environment.

In 1974, a monumental report was issued by Real Estate Research Corpo-

ration for the U.S. Council on Environmental Quality, Department of Housing

and Urban Development, and other agencies. The report was titled “The costs

of sprawl: Environmental and economic costs of alternative residential develop-

ment patterns at the urban fringe”, and it consisted of three volumes, weighing

in at more than one thousand pages. According to Burchell, Lowenstein, Dol-

phin, and Galley (2002), it has been “one of the most significant critiques of

sprawl and among the most influential studies ever undertaken”.

In a way, “The costs of sprawl” set the tone for the modern sprawl debate.

Since its publication, the focus of the debate has shifted from aesthetics and

other such factors to measurable, quantitative factors, with an objective style

of analysis. An example is a report from Bank of America, which discusses

sprawl in terms of all the different actors that must bear the costs, ranging

from the environment (land, air, water) to taxpayers, businesses, residents of

new suburbs, residents of central cities and older suburbs, and farmers (Bank of

America, 1996). A number of follow-up studies, inspired by the original “The

costs of sprawl” report, have also been conducted in an attempt to address flaws

of the original study and even more comprehensively document the “true” costs

of sprawl (Burchell et al., 1998, 2002). In a study entitled “tcrp Report 39:

The costs of sprawl—revisited”, for example, Burchell et al. (1998) report on

their work of synthesizing around five hundred different prior studies!

Much of the literature of course focuses on the sprawl problematic, but some

studies acknowledge some positive effects of sprawl. A prominent example is

lower housing costs, which is a general feature (and a primary driving factor)

of low-density suburban development. The positive effects are generally taken
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and weighed against the negative effects of sprawl in a straightforward cost-

benefit method of analysis. Burchell et al. identified “more than 40” distinct

effects of sprawl, finding “two-thirds negative and one-third positive” (1998,

p. ii).

A well-known problem with cost-benefit analyses is the difficulty (and sub-

jectivity) involved in quantifying the inputs. Some of the costs, such as “ugli-

ness”, are intangible and therefore not directly or reliably quantifiable. Also, so-

cial and environmental costs and benefits are not always known or predictable,

especially in the long-term. Furthermore, urban sprawl involves countless hid-

den costs or “externalities”.1 For example, out-of-town shopping centers that

are often associated with urban sprawl offer (or are perceived to offer) con-

sumers lower prices, a greater selection of inventory, and the convenience of

“one-stop shopping”. But at the same time, such shopping centers threaten

central business cores, pose undue burdens on the public infrastructure, and

generate social and environmental harm. Here the sprawl debate centers around

the question whether the costs and benefits of sprawl are theoretical or real,

and if sprawl development merely offers short-term gains or if it represents true,

long-term economic growth.

In any case, not only did these publications serve as catalysts in raising

the status of the urban sprawl problematic and communicating it to larger

audiences, they can also be considered to reflect the growing consciousness of

social and environmental concerns during the 1960s–1970s (O’Toole, 2001).

It wasn’t until the late 1990s when the use of the term “urban sprawl” took

off. In the year 2000, the New York Times published 96 articles containing the

phrases “urban sprawl” or “suburban sprawl”—in other words, the equivalent

1Perhaps a better definition of sprawl would be in terms of actors and externalities.
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of more than once every 4 days. This can be most likely attributed to the fact

that former Vice President Al Gore made sprawl a top environmental issue in

his year 2000 presidential campaign, spurring widespread public debate about

the issue.
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Chapter 6

Qualitative content analysis

6.1 Social construction of non-problematicity

As discussed in the previous chapters, the concept of urban sprawl as a problem

is a social construction, built up over the last few decades by interested groups.

In recent years, however, a number of special interest groups have taken a

concerted effort in purposefully trying to break down this construction and ac-

tively (re-)defining the condition as nonproblematic. In this chapter I thus shift

focus from examining ‘the social construction of urban sprawl as a problem’

to examining ‘the social construction of urban sprawl as a non-problem’, or

what Freudenburg calls “the social construction of non-problematicity” (2000,

p. 106)

6.2 Qualitative content analysis

Qualitative content analysis is a method used in the social sciences to distill the

“essence” of a text. The methodology is an extension of quantitative content

analysis, which in turn is based on the assumption that the more often a literal
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word or phrase is used in a text, the more significant of a communication it

represents (Neuman, 2005).

In this chapter, I perform a qualitative content analysis in order to identify

the major counter-claims being advanced against the anti-sprawl movement,

reflecting the social construction of urban sprawl as a non-problem.

6.3 Identification of actors

In this paper, those actors which recognize urban sprawl as a legitimate problem

will be termed anti-sprawl (collectively the anti-sprawl movement), while

those actors who deny or are skeptical of urban sprawl as a problem will be

termed sprawl-skeptic (collectively the counter-movement).

With this in mind, the following question is posed: who are the primary

actors in the counter-movement and what is their motivation in challenging the

legitimacy of urban sprawl as a problem?

As it turns out, a small number of sprawl-skeptic researchers have written

a large number of documents, published by non-profit public policy institu-

tions known as think tanks. Although these institutions mostly claim to be

non-partisan, they are typically ideologically aligned. Actors in the counter-

movement are most often aligned with conservative or libertarian interests.

The Heritage Foundation, for example, proudly claims on their website that

their mission is “to formulate and promote conservative public policies based

on the principles of free enterprise, limited government, individual freedom,

traditional American values, and a strong national defense”. Consequently,

these institutions are remarkably well-funded. According to their latest annual

report, The Heritage Foundation received nearly $40 million in revenues and
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holds $159 million in assets (The Heritage Foundation, 2005).

These so-called “free-market think tanks” effectively form a discourse coali-

tion which opposes the anti-sprawl movement. This represents a strong starting

point for the purposes of this study.

6.4 Sampling

This study initially utilized the results of two previous studies in order to iden-

tify the core sprawl-skeptic institutions. First, McCright and Dunlap (2000,

p. 506) reviewed a number of prior studies to build a list of “all those conserva-

tive think tanks that received the largest amount of funding from conservative

foundations, garnered the most media citations in recent years, and have the

strongest affiliations with past Republican administrations.” Second, Conte

(2000) identified a list of 12 different free-market think tanks as “speaking out

for sprawl”. By merging the results of these two studies, a total of 22 organi-

zations were identified.

A cursory Internet search was performed to determine which of these orga-

nizations have published the most material relevant to urban sprawl on their

web sites. This search was performed with Google Web Search using queries

of the form "urban sprawl" site:cato.org.

The results of this Internet search are shown in Table 6.1. From the large

number of publications, it is evident that many free-market think tanks consider

urban sprawl to be an important policy topic.

The initial plan was to use all of the documents published on the official

websites of the think tanks as the sampling frame. During the collection of the

Internet search data, however, it was noticed that the Heartland Institute has a
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Free-Market Think Tank # of Hits
Heritage Foundation 573
Mackinac Center for Public Policy 432
Heartland Institute 347
National Center for Policy Analysis 139
Reason Foundation 137
Cato Institute 107
Competitive Enterprise Institute 93
Pacific Research Institute 85
American Enterprise Institute 68
Buckeye Institute 59
National Center for Public Policy Research 48
Claremont Institute 45
Political Economy Research Center 40
John Locke Foundation 27
Citizens for a Sound Economy Foundation 22
Thoreau Institute 17
Cascade Policy Institute 13
James Madison Institute 12
Foundation for Research on Economics and the Environment 6
Hoover Institution 5
Marshall Institute 2
Henry Hazlitt Foundation 0

Table 6.1. Number of documents on urban sprawl available on each think tank’s
web site.
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feature on their website named PolicyBot. The website states that “PolicyBot

is the Internet’s most extensive clearinghouse for the work of free-market think

tanks, with more than 17,000 studies and commentaries from over 350 think

tanks and advocacy groups.” Selecting the “sprawl” topic resulted in 50 doc-

uments. However, two of the documents were later recognized as duplicates,

three entries resulted in broken links, and seven of the documents were rec-

ognized to be parts of multi-part documents. The final number of documents

became 41.

Since the results of the PolicyBot search engine represent a meta-search of

many of the organizations listed in Table 6.1 as well as a number of others,

and due to time and resource constraints, it was decided at this point that for

the purpose of this limited study, these 41 documents would be used as sort

of an opportunity sample. It seems reasonable to assume that this selection

can be used as a first approximation of the aggregate sprawl-skeptic discourse,

as there does not appear to be a large variation in argumentation across the

different free-market think tanks. Of course, a more extensive content analysis

using a broader sampling of material or using material from the popular press

would be a fruitful area for future research.

A list of source references for the 41 documents used in the sampling pro-

cedure is provided in Appendix A.

6.5 Coding

A preliminary review of the literature provided enough information to formulate

an initial coding scheme for this study. The work of McCright and Dunlap

(2000, p. 509–510), who leaned on social countermovement theory in their
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content analysis of the global warming controversy, was also used to inform

the initial coding scheme. The coding scheme was further developed iteratively

through inductive analysis of the first 10 documents of the sample data. Further

work could be done to refine and validate this coding scheme.

The final coding scheme is summarized in Table 6.2. A total of 42 content

categories of “counter-claims” were identified.

Counter-claim N %
A: Sprawl is a natural phenomenon. 5 12
1. Sprawl is the same thing as growth. 2 5
2. Sprawl is a natural result of demographic & economic forces. 2 5
3. Sprawl is a natural result of technological innovation. 1 2
B: Suburbia is good. 15 37
1. Suburbs offer better housing and retail options. 8 20
2. Suburbs are better for families and children. 4 10
3. Home ownership gives access to economic opportunity. 4 10
4. The suburban life reflects the American dream. 3 7
5. People prefer the privacy of their own homes. 3 7
6. People prefer the mobility of driving. 2 5
7. People prefer a choice of where to live. 2 5
8. The dispersion of homes and jobs reduces commuting. 2 5
C: The basis for sprawl as a problem is unfounded. 18 44
1. Sprawl is not a threat to farmland or open space. 8 20
2. Sprawl is not limited to the U.S. and occurs in Europe, etc. 5 12
3. People are happy with the way they live. 4 10
4. Sprawl does not cause longer commute distances or times. 3 7
5. Sprawl does not cause obesity. 3 7
6. Sprawl does not impose higher costs for urban services. 3 7
7. Downtowns can flourish alongside suburbs. 2 5
8. Sprawl is not a new phenomenon. 2 5
9. Sprawl is not accelerating. 2 5
D: Proposed remedies are useless. 13 32
1. Proposed remedies have no or insignificant effects or have failed
elsewhere.

13 32

2. Proposed remedies are a fad. 3 7
E: Proposed remedies do more harm than good. 27 66
1. Proposed remedies make housing less affordable. 11 27
2. Proposed remedies increase traffic congestion. 10 24
3. Proposed remedies exclude low-income and minority groups and
young families.

10 24
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Counter-claim N %
4. Proposed remedies serve only elite interests. 9 22
5. Mass transit is a waste of taxpayer money. 9 22
6. Proposed remedies result in pollution due to density or congestion. 7 17
7. People do not want to live in high-density areas. 6 15
8. Land use restrictions can devalue property. 2 5
F: Urban planning is inherently bad. 9 22
1. Urban planning is the imposition of utopian ideals. 6 15
2. Urban planning is telling people where and how to live. 5 12
3. Urban planning is a threat to personal liberty and freedom. 4 10
G: Sprawl should be treated with free-market solutions. 14 34
2. Market-oriented solutions should be used. 10 24
3. Taxes, subsidies, etc. that encourage sprawl should be eliminated. 6 15
4. Development and preservation projects should be privately imple-
mented.

6 15

5. The key is not to reject suburbs but make them work better. 3 7
6. The role of urban planners should be to help us fulfill our choices. 2 5

Table 6.2: Counter-claims regarding urban sprawl.

6.6 Results

The qualitative content analysis performed here identifies 42 distinct counter-

claims given by the sprawl-skeptic actors. As shown in Table 6.2, these counter-

claims can be grouped into 7 major categories or themes, which I will discuss

below. Note that this interpretation is one of potentially many, but the themes

revealed here can be useful for understanding the counter-movement.

Within the first three categories, A–C, the problematization of sprawl is

effectively denied, either directly or indirectly.

Category A The counter-claims express an implication that sprawl is a “natu-

ral” phenomenon and therefore non-problematic. Example: “Its [sprawl’s]

history goes back hundreds of years and perhaps even to the first cities”

(O’Toole, 2006, p. 64).
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Category B The counter-claims additionally imply that sprawl is non-problematic

by talking in terms of “suburbs”, a more neutral word, and making

explicit pronouncements about its desirable characteristics. Example:

“Much of their [non-urban areas] growth is due to the continuing out-

ward migration of young families in search of affordable housing and an

environment in which to raise their children” (Orski & Shaw, 2005).

Category C The counter-claims explicitly react to or refute claims of prob-

lematization made by the anti-sprawl movement. They make direct chal-

lenges to the empirical basis of sprawl as a problem. Example: “Our new

evidence supports the argument that, on average, decentralized employ-

ment reduces commute distance” (Crane & Chatman, 2000).

In the next three categories, D–F, the attention shifts to the proposed anti-

sprawl remedies, which generally fall under the labels of “compact develop-

ment” (“urban densification”), “new urbanism”, and “smart growth”. Without

making specific claims about the validity of the sprawl problematization, these

counter-claims attack the proposed solutions of the urban planning community

and other anti-sprawl actors.

Category D The counter-claims suggest that it would be a waste of resources

to pursue the proposed remedies. Examples: “While many foreign coun-

tries have adopted strict anti-sprawl policies, such policies have been nei-

ther successful nor popular” (Goldschmidt, 2003). “Perhaps most impor-

tantly, plans to increase densities in smart growth areas ran into deter-

mined grass roots opposition” (Orski & Shaw, 2005).

Category E The counter-claims directly argue that the proposed remedies in

fact can be detrimental if pursued, often using empirical data and claims
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of scientific validity. Examples: “Environmentalists and other advocates

of ‘smart growth’ overlook the negative impact of their recommenda-

tions on blacks and other minorities and on all income groups seeking to

find affordable housing and access to better quality schools and shopping

amenities” (Conner, 2005). “Studies by Harvard University and Tufts

University professors and researchers at The Heritage Foundation have

found that many common smart-growth strategies raise home prices by

increasing the cost of land and/or by adding impact fees” (Cox & Ronald

D. Utt, 2003).

Category F The counter-claims are more extreme ideological attacks at the

principle of central or governmental urban planning, without any refer-

ence to any specific remedies. Example: “There seems to be no extreme

to which planners will not go to try to impose their idea of utopia on

Americans who prefer the mobility of driving and the privacy of their

own homes” (O’Toole, 2006, p. 64).

In all of the above mentioned categories, A–F, representing 100% of the docu-

ments in the sample set, there is a denial, whether implicit or explicit, of the

problematization of sprawl. In contrast to this, sprawl is acknowledged to be

partially or fully problematic in the last category, G. The difference is that here,

traditional urban planning is pushed aside in favor of privatization schemes or

other market-oriented solutions.

Category G The counter-claims recommend free-market solutions as the best

course of action. Example: “By eliminating subsidies, policy-makers will

eliminate some of the incentives that have encouraged irresponsible de-

velopment practices” (GPPF, 2005).
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6.7 Disarming anti-sprawl action

The results show that it is difficult to generalize the counter-movement as a

single, monolithic movement, as there is considerable variation (even contradic-

tion) among the counter-claims. However, at least two immediate observations

come to mind.

First, there is evidence that both sides of the debate attempt to claim the

mantle of scientific validity. Randall (2000), for example, invokes the nega-

tive effects on traffic congestion, air quality, and housing prices of anti-sprawl

policies in Portland, Oregon: “The important thing for those of us who sup-

port sound science and common-sense approaches to environment issues, be

it sprawl or global warming or anything else, is to keep publicizing the facts.

When a community is considering anti-sprawl policies, we need to make sure

they’re aware of Portland”. The same sentiment can be found in Newman and

Kenworthy (1999, p. 53), who writes that “the acceptance of the myth of eco-

nomic progress based on the Auto City has not come about from analysis or

evaluation but merely from assertions, often dressed up in scientific form in the

guise of a model”.

The implication is from each side is that the opposing side is advancing

so-called “junk science”, i.e. biased research which is published to advance

political interests, based on questionable analysis and the selective use of data.

The question of which side offers the more credible scientific knowledge is the

realm of the cognitive controversy, which is arguably irrelevant given the out-

standing social controversy. The cognitive controversy, after all, is based on the

principle of classical liberalism, born out of the Enlightenment, that “the truth

shall set you free”. But even the world’s best scientific knowledge is effectively

useless when it is not believed.
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A second observation is that the counter-movement makes the use of rhetor-

ical strategies which serve to disarm the anti-sprawl movement. According to

Hirschman’s research on social countermovements, common rhetorical strate-

gies that support inaction involve an emphasis on “jeopardy (we risk losing

achievements already gained), futility (any action is a waste of time and re-

sources), and perverse effects (our actions will only make matters worse)”

(quoted in McCright & Dunlap, 2000, p. 509). There is evidence of each

of these counter-rhetorical strategies in the results of the content analysis.

First, the counter-claims in categories A–C emphasize the ‘good life” that

sprawl/suburbanization affords us, such that any anti-sprawl actions place this

way of life in jeopardy. Second, the counter-claims in category D refute the

efficacy of the proposed remedies, strongly suggesting a sense of futility. And

third, the counter-claims in at least category E attempt to link anti-sprawl

remedies with perverse effects.

In short, all of the counter-claims mentioned here directly favor a course

of inaction. But it is important to notice that the counter-claims themselves

can also have an indirect effect in that they produce uncertainty, which further

serves to disrupt the anti-sprawl movement. This is exemplified in the following

comments made in turn by each side of the sprawl controversy, which reflect

on the claims set forth by the opposing side. The anti-sprawl advocate says

(Sprawl Watch - communications , n.d.):

Anti-smart growth sentiment is endlessly repeated and flooded over

media outlets to give it the aura of credibility.

The sprawl-skeptic similarly says (Bruegmann, 2005, p. 137–138):

The complaints against sprawl, no matter how unlikely, have been

repeated so often, and in so many forms, that they form a kind of
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mantra. . . When hundreds of these reports are collected, they create

an edifice that can look quite solid.

Here again, each side is accusing the other side for generating vast amounts

of argumentation, with the implication that much of it is junk. One may

easily believe that has a neutralizing effect on the debate. But in fact, the

existence of doubt and uncertainty grants an advantage to the status quo. A

public relations expert discloses this strategy in an article entitled “Coping

with Opposition Groups” (quoted in Beder, 1999):

People generally do not favor action on a non-alarming situation

when arguments seem to be balanced on both sides and there is a

clear doubt.

The weight of impressions on the public must be balanced so people

will have doubts and lack motivation to take action. Accordingly,

means are needed to get balancing information into the stream from

sources that the public will find credible.

There is no need for a clear-cut ‘victory’ . . . Nurturing public doubts

by demonstrating that this is not a clear-cut situation in support

of the opponents usually is all that is necessary.

In other words, it isn’t just the content of the counter-claims that favor inac-

tion. In such a situation, the mere existence of these directed counter-claims

creates a sort of cognitive incongruity that can also favor inaction. The two

factors combined here ultimately places the advantage in favor of the counter-

movement.



Chapter 7

Cognitive frame analysis

Even the look and sound of the word suggest something unpleasant.

Asymmetrical, with the p thrusting below the baseline on one end and

the l sticking up above the rest of the letters on the other and with that

long, yawning diphthong in the middle, it is ungainly and unrefined.1

Perhaps the most essential feature of the sprawl debate is the dispute over the

meaning of the sprawl construction itself. As we have seen, different social

groups readily adapt and change the meaning of urban sprawl for their own

purposes. In this chapter, I examine this process directly.

7.1 The negative interpretation

By itself, the word “sprawl” is generally perceived to be laden with undesirable

connotations. According to The New Oxford American Dictionary (2005), the

noun “sprawl” means “an ungainly or carelessly relaxed position in which one’s

1Bruegmann (2005, p. 137)

45
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arms and legs are spread out” and “a group or mass of something that has

spread out in an untidy or irregular way”.

It should come as no surprise, then, that the term urban sprawl is commonly

used as a pejorative. Earlier in this paper, I reviewed examples of definitions

in which sprawl is associated with negative words such as “uncontrolled”, “un-

planned”, even “unattractive”, “disorganized”, and “dysfunctional”. Staley

(1999) offers a number of further examples of the term as used in context. Ur-

ban sprawl is frequently equated to disease or illness: “a cancer that doesn’t

respect city and county boundaries”, “a disease eating away at the heart of

America”, “a plague on the land”. Urban sprawl is figuratively referred to as a

monster, as in the phrase “tame the monster”. And urban sprawl is otherwise

described as a negative presence, as in “a devastating effect on our quality of

life”.

It is interesting that all of these examples refer to sprawl as an object, a thing

with ontological presence in the world, rather than merely being a descriptor of

a condition. In our everyday conception, urban sprawl has become the disease

itself, not merely the symptom of a disease.

7.2 The neutral interpretation

Furthermore, urban sprawl is not always viewed so negatively, especially by

some sprawl-skeptics. These actors understand “sprawl” and “suburbaniza-

tion” to be synonymous. This particular interpretation of sprawl is emphati-

cally neutral, not negative. Three such definitions are reproduced below:

• “Sprawl simply refers to the low-density, residential development beyond

a city’s limits.” (The Heritage Foundation, quoted in Haines, 2003)
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• “Many people think sprawl is synonymous with suburbanization: the pro-

cess of moving out of congested central cities into outlying areas. . . Sprawl

is defined in this study as the continued suburbanization of a region’s pop-

ulation. Another way of characterizing this process is thinking of sprawl

as the ‘transitional period between rural and urban land use’.” (Reason

Public Policy Institute, quoted in Staley, 1999)

• “An alternative classification is to distinguish among low-density, strip,

scattered, and leapfrog development as forms of ‘sprawl,’ sometimes used

as an antonym for ‘compactness’ (Ewing 1995).” (quoted in Gordon &

Richardson, 1997)

The first two definitions equate sprawl to suburbanization, which is commonly

perceived to be a normal, “natural” process of urban growth. Bruegmann

describes suburbanization in terms of a push-pull relationship between the dual

tendencies of centralization and decentralization (Bruegmann, 2005, p. 220):

It appears that sprawl has been a feature of urban life since time

immemorial. In the past when cities reached a certain level of eco-

nomic maturity and affluence, densities began to decline at the cen-

ter as many people who had a choice moved farther out to escape

the congestion and pollution of the city, reduce costs, or gain more

space. This results in a corresponding rise in density at the edge as

rural land became exurban or suburban. . .

This reframing of “cancerous” sprawl as “natural” suburbanization poses a

challenge for the anti-sprawl movement, who find it difficult even among them-

selves to achieve consensus on a definition for sprawl. Even anti-sprawl cham-

pions such as Andres Duany and Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk, founders of the New
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Urbanist architectural movement, seem to use the words “sprawl” and “sub-

urb” interchangeably. This is in fact evident in the title of their book: Suburban

nation: The rise of sprawl and the decline of the American dream (Duany et

al., 2001).

Staley summarizes the objection: “Many definitions [of sprawl] are so gen-

eral and value laden that their usefulness for policy discussions are limited. . . In

other cases, definitions serve narrowly focused interests or concerns” (1999). It

is for this reason that some urban planners shy away from the highly malleable

terms “urban sprawl” and “smart growth”, preferring more specific concepts

such as “compact city” and “automobile dependence”. But even those terms

can be value-laden, especially when used in context.

7.3 Reframing urban sprawl

How are the alterations of the meaning of “sprawl” significant?

In communication theory, framing refers to the conscious packaging or posi-

tioning of a concept such that it conveys certain connotations over others. The

linguist George Lakoff uses the phrase “tax relief” as an example of a cognitive

frame. By itself, the word “relief” suggests that there exists some sort of pain

or harm from which one can be relieved. The phrase “tax relief”, then, carries

the implication that taxes are a kind of pain or harm, a burden. Lakoff ex-

plains: “Every time the phrase tax relief is used and heard or read by millions

of people, the more this view of taxation as an affliction and conservatives as

heroes gets reinforced” (Lakoff, 2003).

Similarly, “urban sprawl” is a phrase that inherently supports the view of

the anti-sprawl environmentalist, architect, or planner. By uttering the phrase
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“urban sprawl”, one effectively evokes the imagery of urban development that

is untidy, unplanned, and wasteful. The phrase “urban sprawl”, in other words,

single-handedly defines the debate.

Such a choice of language is generally troublesome to opposing interests.

After all, no one wants to call themselves “pro-sprawl”, just as no one wants to

call themselves “pro-abortion” or “pro-death penalty”. Likewise, for obvious

reasons, no one wants to use the terms “anti-smart growth” or “stupid growth”

in opposition to smart growth. Those critical of the anti-sprawl movement

will often call themselves “skeptics”, at the same time referring to anti-sprawl

advocates as “alarmists”.

Clearly, the introduction of the neutral definitions of sprawl is a ploy by the

opponent coalition to temper the power of the “urban sprawl” construct. Much

of the recent discourse can be conceptualized in terms of this kind of framing.

Whether this has any effect remains to be seen, but sprawl-skeptics would

probably be better off avoiding usage of the term instead, since the anti-sprawl

coalition has already staked a cognitive claim to the word “sprawl”.

Particularly within the American context, the anti-sprawl movement may

well consider framing the debate in terms of “freedom of choice”, as a reac-

tion against the automobile dependence and oil dependence. This frame easily

appeals to American sensibilities. Even U.S. President George W. Bush has

admitted in a State of the Union address that “America is addicted to oil,

which is often imported from unstable parts of the world” ((Bush, 2006)). The

notion of “transportation choice” would imply that walking, biking, and mass

transportation should all be promoted as alternatives to the dominance of the

automobile, and “freedom from oil” would imply that municipalities should

focus on developing communities that minimize the need for public or private
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transportation altogether.

There is a further conflict between “freedom to move around” by means

of driving versus “freedom from automobiles”, referring to both the hassles of

automobile ownership and maintenance as well as the hegemony of the car and

oil industries. This highlights the difference between “freedom to do X” and

“freedom from X”, where the former is a positive sense of freedom and the

latter is negative. By re-framing both connotations of freedom, the anti-sprawl

movement could gain a distinct advantage.



Chapter 8

Storyline analysis

8.1 Identification of storylines

On the surface, it appears that much of the urban sprawl controversy has to

do with such concrete matters as traffic congestion, air pollution, energy usage,

loss of farmland, cost of living, etc. Such measures can be openly compiled,

discussed, and disputed, and indeed such activity is readily found in academic

literature.

But with the content analysis performed in a previous chapter, a number of

specific counter-claims made by anti-sprawl opponents were identified. Some of

the counter-claims hint that more abstract principles underlie the controversy

(e.g. “People prefer the privacy of their own homes”, “Urban planning is a

threat to personal liberty and freedom”). These principles include aesthetics,

nature, health, privacy, freedom, equality, wealth, and other such ideals.

Thus understood, it is possible to identify a few specific disputes at play

through a closer reading of the literature. These disputes are based on dualities

of specific storylines that recur within the sprawl debate. The following is a

51
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list of such disputes:

1. Is it necessary to develop on open land? (Development vs. Conservation

storylines)

2. What kind of development is appropriate? (Growth vs. Smart Growth

storylines)

3. Who should make the decisions? (Free Choice vs. Planning storylines)

While this identification is of course subjective, it is used here as a small part

of a larger, multimodal effort to investigate the urban sprawl controversy.

Each of the disputes will be discussed in turn below.

8.2 Conservation vs. Development

In the popular press, the sprawl debate is commonly portrayed as a classic

battle between Conservation versus Development. The dispute centers around

the question: Is it necessary to develop on open land? Conservation says no;

Development says yes.

Consider this recent article (Rogers, 2006) published in the San Jose Mer-

cury News, the major newspaper of Silicon Valley. The article takes the anti-

sprawl view of Conservation as its primary storyline, with quotes representing

two different people, both from local non-profit organizations interested in land

preservation:

1. “When I was a kid, I used to pick cherries in orchards here. I never

thought about what might happen to them. Now almost all of those

areas are gone,” said Patrick Congdon, general manager of the Santa

Clara County Open Space Authority.
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“We’ve learned from our mistakes,” he said. “We are doing a lot now

to protect agriculture and to protect our natural resources and set aside

land for new parks. But there are still a lot of development pressures.”

2. “The good news is that we’re seeing the region work hard to try and

reduce sprawl development pressure,” said Tom Steinbach, executive di-

rector of Greenbelt Alliance. “The bad news is that we still have a tremen-

dous amount of land at risk for sprawl.”

This view is counter-balanced by a paragraph representing Development, which

clearly is not in agreement:

“They are trying to manufacture a crisis here,” said Joseph Perkins,

chief executive of the Home Builders Association of Northern Cal-

ifornia, based in San Ramon. “The Bay Area is not about to be

paved over. You would think they would be celebrating that only

16 percent of the Bay Area is urban development and the greenbelt

is growing.”

This verbal tug-of-war occurs again at the end of the article, beginning with a

statement in support for Conservation:

Steinbach said that as population continues to grow, the region will

need more high-density development near existing towns and cities

to preserve open space for wildlife, agriculture, water quality and

recreation.

Predictably, this statement is countered by Development :

“We should have more infill development,” Perkins said. “But that

won’t do it by itself. We have got to continue to build in suburbia,
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not to mention the fact that consumers still prefer the single-family

lifestyle.”

This kind of coverage is fairly standard for a newspaper article. It references

multiple sources and different points of view, in accordance with journalistic

fairness and balance. But it also raises questions about symmetry (as un-

derstood in terms of the social constructivist approach; see the theoretical

considerations chapter of this paper) with respect to the actors of the sprawl

controversy.

The article quoted above, for example, grants 129 words to Conservation

and 75 words to Development. The question is whether this asymmetric cov-

erage of a roughly 3:2 ratio is justified in relation to the balance of power. On

one hand, it does not do justice to the notion of balance, for example, to grant

equal voices to both sides, if one side represents the view of an overwhelming

majority of the population, or if one side represents expert knowledge. On the

other hand, it is possible that the dominance of once side is in fact due to me-

dia or otherwise historical bias, and that minority voices should be given equal

treatment. With the case of urban sprawl, as with in other cases of environ-

mental controversies, it is specifically interesting as the sprawl-skeptic actors

represent political-economic dominance, while the anti-sprawl actors represent

scientific dominance. Given this, invocation of journalistic ethic of “balance”

must not be done blindly, without consideration for the balance of power and

privilege among the subjects.

The tension between the political-economic dominant and the scientific

dominant sides of the sprawl controversy is further explored in the following

two sections.
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8.3 Growth vs. Smart Growth

In contrast to so-called “no growth” and “slow growth” schemes which comprise

the Conservation storyline, Smart Growth is supportive of growth. But as the

name implies, Smart Growth is heavily skeptical toward unconditional growth,

i.e. growth at any cost. It calls attention to the environmental and social

costs associated with growth and advocates a long-term perspective to urban

development. It specifically emphasizes development that is compact, transit-

oriented, mixed-use, walkable, bicycle-friendly—in a word, accessible. Duany

et al. explain: “No-growth movements, when successful, last for only one

or two political generations, and often serve as an excuse to avoid planning

entirely. When they are eventually reversed, as they inevitably are, growth

quickly resumes in its worst form” (2001, p. 142).

The development of Smart Growth actually reaches back to the late 1980s

and 1990s, when the concept of sustainable development emerged to describe

development that is socially and environmentally benign. The standard defi-

nition of sustainable development comes from the U.N. World Commission on

Environment and Development wced Brundtland and al. (1987):

Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of

the present without compromising the ability of future generations

to meet their own needs.

While the Brundtland report formally established a conceptual relationship

between the environment and economic development, the concept of sustain-

ability continued to develop over the next few years, culminating in the release

of “Agenda 21” at the 1992 U.N. Conference on Environment and Development

(Engfeldt, 2002). This document introduced the three “dimensions” or “pil-
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lars” of sustainable development—economic, environmental, and social—which

must be integrated in a balanced way.

It wasn’t long before the urban planning community worldwide began to

adopt the principles of sustainable development (for example Næss, 1989; Camp-

bell, 1996; Newman & Kenworthy, 1999). By the late 1990s, the term “smart

growth” emerged as the umbrella term for a reenergized urban planning move-

ment in the United States, based largely on this concept of sustainable de-

velopment. Indeed, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency defines “smart

growth” as “development that serves the economy, the community, and the

environment” (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, n.d.-a). The parallel

between this three-component definition of “smart growth” and the three-

dimensional model of sustainable development seems hardly coincidental.

The emergence of Smart Growth signifies a major shift in the debate about

urban sprawl, as growth and sprawl are not unrelated. The U.S. Environmental

Protection Agency writes on their website: “It changes the terms of the devel-

opment debate away from the traditional growth/no growth question to ‘how

and where should new development be accommodated.” Indeed, this connec-

tion is made explicit in a report published by Smart Growth America. Ewing

et al. state that “sprawl is not just growth, but is a specific, and dysfunctional,

style of growth” (2002, p. 7).

The shift from quantitative toward qualitative assessment actually reveals

the limitations of the popular portrayal of the sprawl debate in the simplistic

terms of Conservation versus Development. It demonstrates the very ambigu-

ity of constructs such as “development” and “growth”, calling into question

“development of what kind” and “growth for whom”, for example.

In practice, the shift also inverts the terms of the debate from the negative
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imagery of “fighting sprawl” to the more positive, constructive tone of “en-

couraging smart growth”, although the end goal remains the same. What is

true for sprawl is true for smart growth: both are social constructions subject

to interpretation and debate. Taking the article named “The folly of ‘smart

growth”’ (2001) as an example, O’Toole could just as well have titled it “The

folly of ‘sprawl”’ to the same effect.

8.4 Planning vs. Free Choice

A third dispute regarding urban sprawl involves the question: Who should

make the decisions? Planning says some representation of the public interest;

Free Choice says the individual.

Compared to the above disputes, this one takes on a markedly more ide-

ological tone, as it reflects the schism between the left and right sides of the

political spectrum. The anti-sprawl storyline of Planning generally focuses on

solving social and environmental problems through the various means avail-

able, which includes public policy mechanisms such as land use planning and

taxation. The Free Choice storyline, on the other hand, sees government in-

tervention as inherently destructive. Virginia Postrel wrote in Reason, “The

anti-sprawl campaign is about telling Americans how they should live and work,

about sacrificing individuals’ values to the values of their politically powerful

betters” (quoted in Lewyn, 2002). Sprawl, if such a thing in fact exists, is

clearly deemed to be the lesser of the two evils.

Just by a quick glance at the titles of some publications, one gets a sense

for the vitriol exhibited by some of the Free Choice proponents:

• “How overregulation creates sprawl (even in a city without zoning)”
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(Lewyn, 2005)

• “False dreams and broken promises: The wasteful federal investment in

urban mass transit” (Love & Cox, 1991)

• “Is urban planning ‘creeping socialism’?” (O’Toole, 2000)

• “The ‘vanishing farmland’ myth and the smart-growth agenda” (Staley,

2000)

In general, both sides of Planning vs. Free Choice seem to agree on the quality

of life issues that are problematic: pollution, traffic, crime, poverty, health,

and so forth. It is the means with which to solve the problems—i.e. individual

choice or some form of planning—that is the subject of dispute.

To demonstrate this debate, I will review a few examples from the literature

below.

8.4.1 Conte

A key piece of literature that summarizes the Planning vs. Free Choice debate

is Christopher Conte’s article “The Boys of Sprawl” (2000).

Conte profiles a number of Free Choice proponents from various conservative

and libertarian think tanks, which identify themselves as promoting free-market

solutions based on, for example, “the twin values of rationality and freedom as

the basic underpinnings of a good society” (Staley, 2000). One prominent actor

is Sam Staley, the director of urban and land use policy at Reason Foundation.

Of sprawl, Staley says: “The people who live here have choices, and this is what

they prefer.” Similarly, Conte quotes Wendell Cox, who has been published

by the Heritage Foundation, another free-market think tank. Cox maintains



8.4 Planning vs. Free Choice 59

that he is not “pro-sprawl” but “pro-choice”. “People should be permitted to

live and work where they like,” he insists. Such comments exhibit a staunch

libertarian belief in the sanctity of individual choice and freedom.

Earlier in this paper, I surveyed a number of definitions of sprawl and

identified four key characterizations: 1) unplanned, uncontrolled, 2) expansion

into open/farmland, 3) low-density, and 4) scattered, leapfrog. All of these

characterizations are variously contested by Free Choice proponents.

For example, Staley refutes the characterization of sprawl as “unplanned”,

remarking that “If you fly over this [sprawl], you see it’s completely planned”

(Conte, 2000). Staley also disagrees with the problem of sprawl expanding into

open space and farmland. He points out that only around 5% of the land in

the United States is developed, so “there is plenty to spare” (Conte, 2000; see

also Staley, 2000).

Free Choice advocates also widely contest the Planning assertion that “low-

density” or “scattered, leapfrog” development is necessarily bad. It is argued

instead that low-density development offers desirable benefits such as lower

property costs, private yards, and green space.

Ironically, Randall Holcombe of the James Madison Institute, yet another

free-market think tank, even argues that leapfrog development results in higher

density development and less sprawl. “Leapfrog development”, he explains,

“helps produce tracts of centrally located, undeveloped land. Once leapfrogged,

that land has an improved location because it is centrally located, encourag-

ing higher density development. . . Discouraging leapfrog development results

in lower-density development in the long run, and increases the type of sprawl

that the policy was intended to reduce” (Conte, 2000).

Actually, in the past few years a handful of right-leaning academics have
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curiously jumped onto the sprawl bandwagon. They maintain, however, that

urban sprawl is caused in fact by excessive government regulation (for example

Lewyn, 2005). While this sentiment in itself is nothing new—Jane Jacobs had

long attributed problems to “repressive zoning” (Jacobs, 1961/1992, p. 186)—

it is interesting that conservatives are recognizing urban sprawl as a problem

but at the same time insisting that top-down planning policies are to blame

for causing it. This runs contrary to the generally accepted belief within the

urban planning community that sprawl, commonly understood as “uncontrolled

growth”, is the result of a lack of appropriate growth management and urban

planning policies.

8.4.2 Gordon & Richardson vs. Ewing

In a famous debate, Peter Gordon and Harry W. Richardson wrote an article

entitled “Are compact cities a desirable planning goal?” (1997). As a coun-

terpoint, Reid Ewing wrote a response entitled “Is Los Angeles-style sprawl

desirable?” Both articles were published together in Journal of the American

Planning Association in 1997.

In their article, Gordon and Richardson identify eleven major issues pertain-

ing to sprawl. For several of the named issues, Gordon and Richardson reprise

the theme of the Conservation vs. Development debate earlier mentioned,

expressing typical Development skepticism that they are actually problematic.

They assert, for example, that “the equity case for compact cities is weak”,

that “the economic and resource ‘efficiency’ of compact development has never

been adequately demonstrated”, that “the traffic consequences of suburbaniza-

tion are benign”, and that “America is not running out of open space, or in

any danger of having cities encroach on reserves of ‘prime’ agricultural land”.



8.4 Planning vs. Free Choice 61

The use of scare quotes to modify certain words in the phrases ‘efficiency’ of

compact development and ‘prime’ agricultural land adds voice to their profound

skepticism.

On top of this Development-style skepticism, their support for Free Choice

is unmistakable. They flatly state that “low-density settlement is the over-

whelming choice for residential living”. They further argue that “employment

data analysis show that the decentralization and dispersion of most activities

continues, and that downtown renewal efforts have failed”, drawing the im-

plication that it is futile to oppose the will of the people. Their disdain for

Planning is thinly veiled in such arguments as “energy is one of many scarce

resources; markets are required to husband scarce resources; government inter-

ventions are the real sources of energy ‘crises’ ”, again with the use of scare

quotes to express disdain for the idea of energy ‘crises’.

In response, Ewing counters with a 20-page critique which dismisses Gordon

and Richardson’s claims while reiterating the Planning position. He claims to

speak on behalf of urban planners as a single unified social group, starting the

article with the wry remark that “Gordon and Richardson have made a cottage

industry out of challenging planners’ steadfast belief in compact development”.

Ewing readily admits that “like most planners, I remain convinced that sprawl

is undesirable”.

The specifics of Ewing’s response, written in terms of sprawl’s “character-

istics, causes, costs, and cures”, will not be repeated here. Rather, we are

interested in the Planning perspective that he takes in the sprawl debate. This

can be found neatly packaged in the following quotation (1997, p. 118):

My answer to sprawl is active planning of the type practiced al-

most everywhere except the United States (and beginning to appear
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here out of necessity). What g & r refer to as “command-and-

control” policies, or less charitably in an earlier point-counterpoint

as “Maoist planning methods” (Gordon and Richardson 1989), is

really just planning.

This quotation is somewhat misleading, however, as planners working within

a capitalist economy do not necessarily ignore the laws of market economics.

But while Planning believes that the market can have certain imperfections

that result in urban sprawl growth patterns, Free Choice believes that the free

market works fine as it is. Ewing writes: “Unlike g & r, I view land markets

as fraught with imperfections, imperfections that induce sprawl. Recall from

Economics 101 that perfectly functioning markets require many buyers and

sellers, good information about prices and quality, homogeneous products in

each market, no external costs or benefits, and so forth. Land markets meet

none of these requirements.”

The problem with this storyline is that it plays straight into the hands

of the counter-movement. Ewing states that “the market can have certain

imperfections”, implying that the ideal condition is in fact a perfect market.

This reinforces the very notion of a “free market” that is being espoused by the

sprawl-skeptic side. In fact, much of the discourse on the “subsidized costs” of

automobile usage hinges on this belief. The dispute becomes whether or not

the current situation is a “free market”, and how to compensate or correct the

imperfections or “market failures” that may exist.

But as Lakoff points out (2003): “The ‘free market’ doesn’t exist. There

is no such thing. All markets are constructed.” A free market may be ‘free’

within its own rules, he explains, but the rules still exist as constructions.

It is true that market imperfections can contribute to urban sprawl, and
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this is one point on which both the anti-sprawl and sprawl-skeptic sides can find

agreement. For example, the Sierra Club’s Deron Lovaas believes that “a lot of

sprawling development would come to a halt if all the costs were internalized”

(quoted in Conte, 2000). Progress should of course be made to correct these

aberrations as appropriate. But the anti-sprawl movement should take caution

in not fixating too much on the imperfections of the market, at the very expense

of their own argument. It is far more important to bring attention to the

fact that these markets are socially constructed and how their construction

serves particular political-economic interests over others, and begin to frame

the debate around the market rules and the resulting emergent properties that

we as a society would rather see.
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Chapter 9

Conclusion

In looking at the urban sprawl debate, it has been evident that urban sprawl,

as a social construction, has a high degree of interpretive flexibility. Skeptics

to the problematization of sprawl have turned this conceptual looseness into a

compelling argument. ‘Sprawl’, they say, is not so much an objective reality

as it is a made-up concept whose definition changes depending on whatever is

convenient to fit the argument. O’Toole (2000) even goes as far as saying that

“the history of urban planning is the story of a series of fads, most of which

have turned into disasters. Urban renewal and public housing are two obvious

examples”. But to those of us who see it as a problem, urban sprawl is indeed

a very real phenomenon. No amount of verbal gesticulation can erase the kind

of physical development that urban sprawl refers to, nor relieve the concrete

social, environmental, and economic consequences associated with it.

To date the existing research about urban sprawl has mostly focused on

the cognitive controversy, evaluating such matters as commute times and pop-

ulation density. Much of the debate has been in terms of strictly measurable

physical and environmental attributes, used as input in a cost-benefit style of
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analysis. While these are important areas of research, there has been a relative

lack of attention given to qualitative, socioeconomic factors and, in general, a

lack of attention given to the social construction of urban sprawl as a problem.

Even more importantly, there is a genuine lack of attention regarding the so-

cial construction of urban sprawl as a non-problem—which turns out to be an

active process undertaken by a number of well-funded opponent groups. It is

argued that this represents a serious limitation in our understanding of urban

sprawl and how to approach it.

By analyzing urban sprawl as a social controversy, I set out to examine the

claims and the counter-claims set forth by both sides of the debate. One of the

issues uncovered through this process was the ethics of the social constructionist

emphasis on symmetry. This kind of impartiality raises the visibility of voices

outside of the urban planning consensus, but at the same time, it can devalue

the legitimacy of expert knowledge. Those who write about such scientific

controversies as urban sprawl should make themselves cognizant of the “weak

objectivity” effects of such a perspective and ask if this is the intended effect.

I have further shown how powerful interest groups have attempted to re-

frame the concept of urban sprawl in more neutral terms and co-opt its presence

in the social world, posing a real challenge to the legitimacy of urban sprawl

as a problem. Here it is evident that a better understanding of the ideological

context of the debate can be necessary for the successful application of any

proposed anti-sprawl solutions in the real world.

I believe there is room for reconciliation in the sprawl debate. After all, no-

body likes traffic congestion, air pollution, or high costs of living. But it is clear

that there is much more to the debate than the cognitive controversy. Some

people reject the urbanist ideal due to social reasons, ranging from economic
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utility to political ideology. For urban planners particularly in the context of

the United States, a concerted effort should be made to examine the deep-

seated social roots of anti-urbanism, in order to win the hearts and minds of

sprawl-skeptics (e.g. Weyrich, 1992). Ultimately, reconciliation requires that

the social causes of urban sprawl, not just the physical causes or the social ef-

fects, are well understood. By examining the problematization of urban sprawl,

this study is one step in this direction.
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Appendix A

Content analysis sample

The following documents can be accessed at Internet address http://www.
heartland.org/ → PolicyBot → Sprawl.

Sources

Conner, R. (2005, December). Letter to the editor: Sprawl.
Cox, W. (2000). Flawed federal land use report (Backgrounder No. 1368). The

Heritage Foundation.
Cox, W. (2001, July). ‘smart growth’ a major cause of traffic congestion.

Environment & Climate News.
Cox, W. (2003a, October). The anti-sprawl movement: Anti-minority and

anti-immigrant. The Heartlander.
Cox, W. (2003b). Ceaucescu: Father of smart growth (News Release). The

Heartland Institute.
Cox, W. (2003c). Debunking Friday the 13th: 13 myths of urban sprawl (News

Release). The Heartland Institute.
Cox, W. (2003d). Planning is a tool, not a goal. Environment & Climate News.
Cox, W. (2003e). Sprawl and obesity in Chicago: Why all the fuss? (News

Release). The Heartland Institute.
Cox, W. (2005, February). Smart growth: Surrendering the American dream.

Environment & Climate News.
Cox, W., & Ronald D. Utt, P. (2003, November). New report confirms smart

growth raises housing prices. Heartland Perspective.
Cox, W., Utt, R., & Husock, H. (2000, May). Anti-sprawl efforts take aim at

dream of home ownership. Intellectual Ammunition.
Crane, R., & Chatman, D. G. (2000, November). As jobs sprawl, whither the

commute? Access.
Edgens, J. G. (1999, October). Michigan’s loss in farmland is slowing. Michigan

Forward.
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Evans, G. C. (1999). Preserving Virginia’s heritage: Approaches for open
space (Campaign ‘99 Issue Paper). Thomas Jefferson Institute for Public
Policy.

Goldschmidt, L. (2003, October). Urban sprawl: A fresh perspective. Illinois
Municipal Review.

GPPF, S. of. (2005, January). Agenda 2005: A guide to the issues - land use.
Hartgen, D. T. (2003). Highway and sprawl in North Carolina (Tech. Rep.).

John Locke Foundation.
Hoare, J. (2005, July). Texas House passes takings compensation bill. Envi-

ronment & Climate News.
Katz, D. (2003). Michigan’s farmland preservation program: An assessment

(Report). Mackinac Center for Public Policy.
Kopits, E., McConnell, V., & Walls, M. (2003, Spring). A market approach to

land preservation. Resources For the Future.
Orski, C. K., & Shaw, J. S. (2005). What ever happened to smart growth?

(PERC Report). Property and Environment Research Center.
O’Toole, R. (1999). The vanishing automobile and other urban myths. Different

Drummer, 3 (2).
O’Toole, R. (2000a, January). The case against Portland-style smart growth.

Environment & Climate News.
O’Toole, R. (2000b, September). The suburbs are still misunderstood. Envi-

ronment & Climate News.
O’Toole, R. (2001a, November). Central planning dooms ’smart growth’. In-

tellectual Ammunition.
O’Toole, R. (2001b, July). Increased congestion and proposed solutions. En-

vironment & Climate News.
O’Toole, R. (2001c, January). Referendum update: State and local sprawl-

related initiatives. Environment & Climate News.
O’Toole, R. (2001d, July). Study: All growth but “smart growth” pays for

itself. Environment & Climate News.
O’Toole, R. (2002, November). Land-use regulation makes housing less afford-

able, Harvard study finds. Environment & Climate News.
O’Toole, R. (2003a, August). Census bureau: 94.6 percent of U.S. is rural open

space. Environment & Climate News.
O’Toole, R. (2003b). Don’t abandon one-way streets! Environment & Climate

News(February).
O’Toole, R. (2006, April). The perils of planning. Regulation Magazine.
Polhill, D. (2003, April). Transportation choice: Politics versus mobility.

Intellectual Ammunition.
Randall, T. (2000, October). A call to arms: an interview with John Carlisle.

Environment & Climate News.
Simon, J. (2006). Hoodwinking the nation. Transaction Publishers.
Staley, S. R. (2000). The “vanishing farmland” myth and the smart-growth
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agenda (Policy Brief No. 12). Los Angeles, CA: Reason Public Policy
Institute.

Swope, C. (2003, May). McGreevey’s magic map. Governing Magazine.
Taylor, J., & VanDoren, P. (2001, January). Sprawl for me, but not for thee.

Environment & Climate News.
Taylor, J. M. (2003, June). A bridge too far? Environment & Climate News.
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Foundation.
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