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Imagine the country we now inhabit—big, urban, prosperous—with one exception: The 
automobile has not been invented. We have trains and bicycles, and some kind of self-powered 
buses and trucks, but no private cars driven by their owners for business or pleasure. Of late, let 
us suppose, someone has come forward with the idea of creating the personal automobile. 
Consider how we would react to such news. 
 
Libertarians might support the idea, but hardly anyone else. Engineers would point out that 
such cars, if produced in any significant number, would zip along roads just a few feet—
perhaps even a few inches—from one another; the chance of accidents would not simply be 
high, it would be certain. Public-health specialists would estimate that many of these accidents 
would lead to serious injuries and deaths. No one could say in advance how common they 
would be, but the best experts might guess that the number of people killed by cars would 
easily exceed the number killed by murderers. Psychologists would point out that if any young 
person were allowed to operate a car, the death rate would be even higher, as youngsters—
those between the ages of sixteen and twenty-four—are much more likely than older persons to 
be impulsive risk-takers who find pleasure in reckless bravado. Educators would explain that, 
though they might try by training to reduce this youthful death rate, they could not be opti-
mistic they would succeed. 
 
Environmentalists would react in horror to the idea of automobiles powered by the internal 
combustion engine, apparently the most inexpensive method. Such devices, because they burn 
fuel incompletely, would eject large amounts of unpleasant gases into the air, such as carbon 
monoxide, nitrogen oxide, and sulfur dioxide. Other organic compounds, as well as clouds of 
particles, would also enter the atmosphere to produce unknown but probably harmful effects. 
Joining in this objection would be people who would not want their view spoiled by the 
creation of a network of roads. 
 
Big-city mayors would add their own objections, though these would reflect their self-interest 
as much as their wisdom. If people could drive anywhere from anywhere, they would be able to 
live wherever they wished. This would produce a vast exodus from the large cities, led in all 
likelihood by the most prosperous—and thus the most tax-productive—citizens. Behind would 
remain people who, being poorer, were less mobile. Money would depart but problems remain. 
 
Governors, pressed to keep taxes down and still fund costly health, welfare, educational, and 
criminal-justice programs, would wonder who would pay for the vast networks of roads that 
would be needed to carry automobiles. Their skepticism would be reinforced by the worries of 
police officials fearful of motorized thieves evading apprehension and by the opposition of 
railroad executives foreseeing the collapse of their passenger business as people abandoned 
trains for cars. 
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Energy experts would react in horror at the prospect of supplying the gasoline stations and the 
vast quantities of petroleum necessary to fuel automobiles that, unlike buses and trucks, would 
be stored at home and not at a central depot and would burn much more fuel per person carried 
than some of their mass-transit alternatives. 
 
In her recent book, Asphalt Nation: How the Automobile Took Over America and How We Can 
Take It Back, Jane Holtz Kay, the architecture critic for the Nation, assails the car unmercifully. 
It has, she writes, "strangled" our lives and landscape, imposing on us "the costs of sprawl, of 
pollution, of congestion, of commuting." 
 
In Kay’s book, hostility to the car is linked inextricably to hostility to the low-density suburb. 
Her view is by no means one that is confined to the political Left. Thus, Karl Zinsmeister, a 
conservative, has argued in the American Enterprise that we have become "slaves to our cars" 
and that, by using them to live in suburbs, we have created "inhospitable places for in-
dividualism and community life." Suburbs, says Zinsmeister, encourage "rootlessness" and are 
the enemy of the "traditional neighborhood" with its "easy daily interactions." 

 
The same theme has been taken up by Mark Gauvreau Judge in the Weekly Standard. 
Emerging from his home after a heavy snowfall, Judge, realizing that the nearest tavern was 
four miles away, concluded that he had to leave the suburbs. He repeats Zinsmeister's global 
complaint. Suburbanization, he writes, has fed, and sometimes caused,  
 

hurried life, the disappearance of family time, the weakening of generational 
links, our ignorance of history, our lack of local ties, an exaggerated focus 
on money, the anonymity of community life, the rise of radical feminism, 
the decline of civic action, the tyrannical dominance of TV and pop culture 
over leisure time. 
 

In short, the automobile, the device on which most Americans rely for not only transportation 
but mobility, privacy, and fun would not exist if it had to be created today. 
  

 
  
  
Essay Topic:   To what extent does Wilson persuade you that "the automobile . . . would not 
exist if it had to be created today"? In developing your essay, be sure to discuss specific 



examples drawn from things you have read--including, if you choose, "Cars and Their 
Enemies" itself--or from your observations and experience. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


