
The Rise Of Sprawl And The Decline Of The
American Dream
In recent decades, the American Dream has faced a significant challenge as the
rise of urban sprawl continues to shape the landscape of cities and communities
across the United States. This phenomenon, characterized by the expansion of
low-density, automobile-dependent developments, has created unintended
consequences that have altered the fabric of society and fundamentally changed
the way people live and interact with their environment.

What is Sprawl?

Sprawl refers to the patchy, decentralized growth of cities and towns, often
resulting in the expansion of suburbs and the proliferation of shopping malls,
office parks, and residential communities on the outskirts of urban areas. This
trend has been fueled by factors such as population growth, technological
advancements in transportation, and the desire for more affordable housing
options away from urban centers.

As traditional city centers get abandoned or neglected, a series of problems arise.
The increased reliance on automobiles leads to higher traffic congestion and
longer commutes, contributing to environmental degradation and a sedentary
lifestyle. The lack of accessible public transportation options further exacerbates
the problem, making it difficult for people to connect with job opportunities,
services, and social support systems.
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The Social Impact

The rise of sprawl has also had a profound impact on social dynamics. As
communities become more spread-out, the sense of neighborhood and
community cohesion weakens. The decline of face-to-face interactions and the
loss of common public spaces lead to a decreased sense of belonging, fostering
isolation and loneliness. This social fragmentation affects individuals and families,
hampering their ability to connect with others and build strong support networks.

Moreover, sprawl has contributed to the growing inequality gap. Low-income
individuals and families are disproportionately affected by the lack of affordable
housing options within urban centers, pushing them further away from job
opportunities and essential services. This separation exacerbates disparities and
creates a cycle of poverty that is difficult to break, as socio-economic mobility
becomes increasingly challenging for those living in isolated suburban
neighborhoods.

Environmental Consequences

The environmental impact of urban sprawl is extensive. The conversion of natural
habitats into paved surfaces disrupts ecosystems and reduces biodiversity. This
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loss of green spaces affects air and water quality, contributing to pollution and an
increased risk of heat islands. Additionally, the reliance on personal vehicles for
transportation leads to higher carbon emissions, worsening climate change and
diminishing the quality of life for present and future generations.

Revitalizing the American Dream

To reverse this trend and revitalize the American Dream, a multi-faceted
approach is necessary. It involves rethinking urban planning and design,
prioritizing smart growth that promotes compact, mixed-use developments. This
would mean investing in sustainable transportation options such as public transit,
pedestrian-friendly streets, and bike infrastructure to reduce dependence on cars.

The creation of affordable housing within urban centers is also crucial to ensure
that people of all income levels have access to job opportunities and services.
This can be achieved through a combination of initiatives, including inclusionary
zoning policies, public-private partnerships, and the preservation of existing
affordable housing units.

Furthermore, promoting community engagement and the revitalization of public
spaces is essential in fostering social connections and a sense of place.
Encouraging mixed-income neighborhoods, creating vibrant public squares, and
supporting local businesses can contribute to a stronger sense of community and
a revitalized American Dream.

In

The rise of sprawl has had a significant impact on the American Dream. It has
transformed the way we live, work, and interact with one another, leading to
environmental degradation, social isolation, and increased inequality. However,
by implementing sustainable urban planning strategies and prioritizing inclusive



communities, we can begin to reverse these effects and build a future where the
American Dream is once again within reach for all.
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For a decade, Suburban Nation has given voice to a growing movement in North
America to put an end to suburban sprawl and replace the last century's
automobile-based settlement patterns with a return to more traditional planning.
Founders of the Congress for the New Urbanism, Andres Duany and Elizabeth
Plater-Zyberk are at the forefront of the movement, and even their critics, such as
Fred Barnes in The Weekly Standard, recognized that "Suburban Nation is likely
to become this movement's bible." A lively lament about the failures of postwar
planning, this is also that rare book that offers solutions: "an essential handbook"
(San Francisco Chronicle).

This tenth anniversary edition includes a new preface by the authors.
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