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  Advance praise for The KunstlerCast


  James Howard Kunstler plainly has a lot to say about the state of the world. And while much of it is bad, bad news — aggressively, congenitally, perhaps even fatally bad — he speaks with such vim and vigor that you find yourself nodding in agreement rather than looking for a noose. Duncan Crary wrangles these free-wheeling conversations masterfully. A bracing dose of reality for an unreal world.


  — Stephen J. Dubner, co-author, Freakonomics and SuperFreakonomics


  James Howard Kunstler is one of the great thinkers of our time. Duncan Crary has compiled a collection of interviews with him that are so enlightening yet casual that the reader feels like they’re eavesdropping into the den of Kunstler’s prodigious mind.


  — Andrew D. Blechman, author, Leisureville


  Kunstler is the most authoritative, audacious and prescient writer of urbanism in America today. His analysis of the converging factors closing in on cities in the 21st Century is critical to understand the future of America, and its options moving forward. Kunstler understands cities, and the failures of suburban sprawl, like no other. Prepare to be enlightened, infuriated and amused.


  — Gregory Greene, Director, The End of Suburbia


  Jim and Duncan: erudite, eloquent, with the good sense to be living the way they want right now. Here they converse at length and with good humor about the hilariously grotesque North American nightmare of car-addicted suburban sprawl. Make use of their wit and wisdom to plan your escape from it, or sit back and laugh with them if you already have.


  — Dmitry Orlov, author, Reinventing Collapse
 dmitry.orlov@gmail.com


  Earlier praise for the KunstlerCast podcast, which this book is based on:


  ...some of the smartest, most honest urban commentary around—online or off.


  — Columbia Journalism Review


  ...the KunstlerCast delivers the goods, with inspired rants on a variety of subjects related to American places (and non-places) and the coming peak oil reality.


  — Treehugger.com
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  I lived in lies all my life,

  And I’ve been living here for a long, long time,

  I know it’s been coming down a while now.


  — John J McCauley III, Deer Tick

  “Art Isn’t Real (City of Sin)”


  THERE’S A PASSAGE in Moby-Dick where Herman Melville compares two lone whaling ships crossing the Pacific to strangers crossing the “illimitable Pine Barrens of New York State.” If these travelers were to encounter each other in such inhospitable wilds, he explains, it would be natural for them to give “mutual salutation” and stop for a while to interchange their news of the world. In whaling argot, this is called a “gam.”


  More than a century and a half has passed since Melville wrote those words, and little remains of the illimitable Pine Barrens he described on the outskirts of Albany. But the place has become a new kind of wilderness that is equally inhospitable to this traveler. It is a terrain of parking lots, shopping malls, subdivisions and highways. It is a geography of nowhere that stretches from the edge of my town to yours. But we will not be adrift here alone forever.


  Kunstler will be here soon. And when he arrives, we’ll have ourselves a gam.


  Intro


  JAMES HOWARD KUNSTLER has been called a lot of things. The world’s most outspoken critic of suburban sprawl. A caustic hero of New Urbanism. A peak oil provocateur. Curmudgeon. Jeremiah. Doomer. Dystopian. Generalist. Social critic. Crank.


  He usually just goes by Jim.


  My first encounter with Jim was through The Geography of Nowhere, a highly acclaimed, landmark polemic about the failures of suburbia. I was nineteen when I discovered that book, just a few years after its 1993 publication. And I’ve been amusing, enlightening and pissing people off with what I found between its covers ever since.


  Like so many of my Generation X, I was hatched on a cul-de-sac in the American suburbs. As an adolescent, I grew deeply dissatisfied with that mode of living. It was monotonous, ugly and isolating, and I was acting out along with my peers in strange and bad ways. But it wasn’t until –Geography that I acquired the tools to be able to articulate the things I found profoundly wrong about the non-place of suburbia. Kunstler’s acid wit was a laxative to my constipated feelings about our everyday surroundings. He seemed to put across, in a wickedly funny manner, all of the complaints and disappointments and frustrations that had been a lump in my throat for years. I knew suburbia sucked. What I lacked until I saw it in print was the vocabulary and framework that JHK used to back up the sentiment. I was never the same again.


  Kunstler wrote other books addressing the subject, and I read them, too. In Home From Nowhere he introduced me to the New Urbanism, a reformist movement of architects and planners working to create spaces you could actually give a damn about. In The City in Mind, he dissected the urban organism with eight portraits of major world cities — some wonderful, some utterly unsustainable. These follow-up titles never garnered the same attention as the first, but they helped secure his place on the totem pole of urban thinkers. He was clearly doing for a new generation what Jane Jacobs had done for hers. People across the nation were taking notice.


  By the time City hit the shelves in 2002, I was no longer a passive reader of Kunstler’s work. I was actually following in his footsteps. I had landed a dreary gig as a reporter covering the municipal meetings and so-called quality of life issues in a suburb of Albany, New York. This happened to be in the same town where Jim himself had toiled as a reporter thirty years earlier, when his lens on suburbia had its first real grinding. He left the area after that for a stint at Rolling Stone and a few other bohemian adventures, but ultimately returned to settle in nearby Saratoga Springs, where he’s lived ever since. Lucky for me, that made JHK a local source that I could call upon for an occasional quote about various sprawl-building efforts in my beat. And I took whatever chance I got to insert his voice into my reporting, planting little Kunstler bombs to be delivered to the doorsteps of suburbia by way of a newsprint Trojan horse. (That’s how I imagined it at the time. . . . I was twenty-three.)


  I graduated to other papers, magazines and projects. But I kept returning to Kunstler. I felt compelled to bring his ideas to new audiences, whether they wanted to hear them or not. There were other contrarians out there challenging the suburban dogmas of the day, but in my mind JHK was the best in the genre. His rhetoric was meme-spreading, widely repeated and often imitated. Sure, he cussed and used hyperbole and had a malicious sense of humor. He was funny as hell. But he was not just arming the populace with zingers to hurl at defective planners, brain-dead architects and evil developers. He was shifting the public consensus by getting us regular folks to think about the places where we spend our lives. That’s how you reclaim the public realm. And it’s that empowering aspect of his thought-sharing that I still find most appealing.


  In recent years, Kunstler’s gaze has turned to a new chapter in the suburban saga: its future. He believes it will soon become self-evident that our zeal to suburbanize this nation — in a seemingly endless cycle of revolving debt — was “the greatest misallocation of resources in the history of the world.” The choices we made during the past half-century in how we would inhabit the landscape, conduct commerce and even feed ourselves will prove to be tragic. We made these tragic choices during a “fiesta” of cheap fossil fuel, which is now ending. A permanent energy crisis is upon us, and it is coinciding with a financial collapse that will leave our civilization functionally broke. Our failures in leadership at all levels may bring about political instability. Throw in the unknown effects of climate change and we begin to see a picture of the converging catastrophes of the twenty-first century. Welcome to what Kunstler has dubbed “The Long Emergency,” which is also the title of his latest and most provocative nonfiction book.


  The worst of car-dependent suburbia is “toast,” in Kunstler’s prognosis. We won’t have the will or the finances to retrofit it. And so it is destined to be “a living arrangement with no future,” he says. Fortunately, the New Urbanists accomplished something very important during the fiasco of suburban build-out that will prove invaluable in the times to come. They retrieved from cultural oblivion the important principles and practices of tradition-rooted architecture and urban design. Soon, Kunstler predicts, this body of pre-automobile place-making skills will be applied once again to our smaller cities and villages as we rediscover and reinhabit them. Agriculture, commerce, daily life will be conducted locally again in a more organic arrangement. There will be resistance and pushback to these inevitable changes. But eventually, JHK is serenely convinced, we will find ourselves a much happier people, living in a more rewarding setting.


  There’s a lot more to Kunstler’s worldview, which is often misunderstood or digested only in bits and pieces through brief media appearances. Even his followers tend to compartmentalize him. Many of those who know him through his earlier critiques of suburbia are somewhat put off by his more recent preoccupation with peak oil, financial collapse and crystal ball-gazing. On the other hand, a lot of the “collapsniks” who found him through The Long Emergency and his Clusterfuck Nation blog are somewhat bored by and dismissive of his urbanist thoughts. Neither camp seems to appreciate the full spectrum of “Kunstler’s Unified Field Theory of Modern Civilization,” as another reporter once described it to me. To be honest, I didn’t get the whole picture myself. Which is why I felt it was time to sit Jim in front of a microphone and start from the beginning.


  By 2007 I had gotten into a new media form called podcasting, which is really just a means of delivering old-fashioned talk radio through the Internet. I was producing a monthly podcast for a think tank promoting the philosophy of humanism, which I took as another chance to speak with Kunstler about the need for a more credible “human habitat.” His appearance on that program was well received and we seemed to have a good “on-air” chemistry. So we decided to keep meeting —in his house in Saratoga, in my apartment in Troy, sometimes in the field —to record more conversations for an independent side project we called “The KunstlerCast,” for lack of a better name. It was a weekly discussion about “the tragic comedy of suburban sprawl,” an endless source of material for Kunstler’s dyspeptic commentary.


  For many, it was an addictive little program. Jim had the gift of gab, which is not always the case with writers. He feared no topic, needed little to get him going, and everything he said was off the top of his head. My most important contribution was probably showing up to press “record,” though I did help to keep him on track. I assumed the role of host, and sometimes foil, to his magnificent rants. My intention was to be a proxy for the audience who could enjoy Jim’s snark from the safety of their earbuds. I was always more interested in learning from Jim rather than interviewing him, and our listeners seemed to enjoy that dynamic. It’s a very traditional thing to do, to sit with an “elder” and receive the transfer of knowledge from one generation to the next. We just happened to have ten thousand iPods sitting alongside us.


  Kunstler is a lightning rod, though, and if you stand close to a lightning rod you’ll eventually get zapped. Over the years I received my share of criticism for my performance, in a way that only the Internet would allow. I was called “kind of a dork,” “a doting young host” and “a satirical, smirking sidekick.” One fan of the show accused me of lobbing softball questions.


  At times, even Jim could be a little imperious in his tone with me, especially early on. It is no secret among those who have interviewed him that Kunstler can be a challenging subject; the adjective I hear most often is “prickly.” He has little patience for combative questioning or lines that attempt to lead him to a conclusion he hasn’t drawn. He doesn’t take kindly to being chastised for not being hopeful enough or for not proffering enough “solutions.” But overall he was patient, kind and generous with me and I quickly found that he is more than willing to assess his own ideas and limitations. All I needed to do was simply nudge him toward those topics and get out of the way.


  For four years, I talked with a very interesting man named James Howard Kunstler. This is a record of what he told me.


  — DC


  
    A Technical Note


    When I first conceived of the idea to produce a book based on a podcast, I thought I had invented the world’s laziest way to write a book. My idea was: stick a microphone in front of a well-known author, record, transcribe and publish. What follows was not so easy to produce. And it is not a verbatim transcript of my conversations with Jim.


    This is an edited reconstruction of a dialogue that spanned many years. It is based on transcripts of our weekly dispatches, which unfolded in no particular order, so I have selected, reordered and edited for length and clarity the exchanges I felt were most important. With a few slight exceptions, I have left Jim’s words as they were spoken, cutting only for length, redundancy and to splice related thoughts together. I have taken more liberty with my own words, mostly to provide smoother transitions.


    It is a strange thing to be credited as the author of a book based on a long conversation in which another person does most of the talking. I am more like the host of this book, which eventually wrote itself.
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  Chapter 1: The Geography of Nowhere


  The Glossary of Nowhere


  
    Scary Places


    Eighty percent of everything ever built in America has been built in the last fifty years, and most of it is depressing, brutal, ugly, unhealthy, and spiritually degrading — the jive plastic computer tract home wastelands, the Potemkin village shopping plazas with their vast parking lagoons, the Lego-block hotel complexes, the “gourmet mansardic” junk-food joints, the Orwellian office “parks” featuring buildings sheathed in the same reflective glass as the sunglasses worn by chain-gang guards, the particle board garden apartments rising up in every meadow and cornfield, the freeway loops around every big and little city with their clusters of discount merchandise marts, the whole destructive, wasteful, toxic, agoraphobia-inducing spectacle that politicians proudly call “growth.”


    The newspaper headlines may shout about global warming, extinctions of living species, the devastations of rain forests, and other worldwide catastrophes, but Americans evince a striking complacency when it comes to their everyday environment and the growing calamity that it represents.


    I had a hunch that many other people find their surroundings as distressing as I do my own, yet I sense too that they lack the vocabulary to understand what’s wrong with the places they ought to know best. And that is why I wrote this book.


    — James Howard Kunstler

    The Geography of Nowhere1

  


  Duncan Crary: I was rereading the opening to The Geography of Nowhere recently. Not much has changed since you wrote that eighteen years ago.


  James Howard Kunstler: I’ve changed though. My brain has shrunk from too many off-gassing carpets.


  DC: You said you wrote that book to give people a vocabulary to talk about their unhappiness with suburbia, because it’s so hard to articulate some of these feelings.


  JHK: I was struggling with it myself. I went through a period — ten, fifteen years before I wrote that book— of trying to formulate a vocabulary for myself to understand it. I made several attempts to produce written essays on the subject. And I found myself repeatedly defeated, largely because, like a lot of other normal people who are affected by this, I kept defaulting to these style issues.


  I didn’t quite understand the physical form and design issues. It wasn’t until I encountered Christopher Alexander and Andrés Duany and many other contemporaries in the field that I began to really understand what I was talking about.


  DC: You take these topics seriously. But so much of what you write about suburban sprawl and modern architecture is funny. Your speaking engagements are especially funny when you use images to illustrate your point — like, you’ll describe some modernist building in Schenectady, New York as “Darth Vader’s Helmet” and of course, with the photo of this weird curvy glass building on the screen, the audience goes wild.2


  JHK: Yeah, it’s sort of evolved into a comedy act. But I was a theater student in college —that was my major, believe it or not — and I was exposed to Samuel Beckett at a tender age. Beckett put it very well: “Nothing is funnier than unhappiness.”3 These environments cause us so much unhappiness, so much distress, that they’re a source of comedy.


  When you see a Laurel and Hardy comedy from the 1920s —these two morons hitting each other with two-by-fours and dropping pianos on each other — or even a Tweety Bird cartoon, what we’re seeing is people hurting each other. But we laugh. Getting hit by a two- by-four in reality is not a pleasant thing. In fact, it can kill you. When you see it on stage or in a film, though, it becomes funny because we identify with the pain of it. So the pain of our everyday environments in America is so extreme — they’re so bad, they suck so egregiously — that all that’s left, finally, is humor.


  DC: Let’s go through some of the funnier terms and phrases in your “Glossary of Nowhere” that you use to talk about suburbia. You can explain what they mean and where they came from. What are “parking lagoons?”


  JHK: That one was a little ironic, because the word “lagoon” evokes a lovely kind of tropical place that you’d like to hang around on your yacht. Whereas the parking lot is the opposite— it’s a demoralizing, repellent place. I was just trying to mess with people a little bit.


  DC: You can park your yacht-sized car in the parking lot, though.


  JHK: That was an implication.


  DC: You have a lot of riffs on parking lots. For one of the bits in your spiel you’ll put up a slide of a parking lot that’s so huge you can’t see the Walmart from the Target store on the other side because the curvature of the Earth blocks your view.


  JHK: Right. The scale of the streets and the parking lots is so huge that you end up feeling like you’re in a surrealist painting where you can’t find the horizon. You’re lost in space out there. And to be lost in space is extremely distressing. One of the reasons that urban design depends on defining space well is that people don’t like to be lost in space. They like to know where they are. They like to know where things begin and end.


  DC: Speaking of being lost in space, how about UFOs? You refer to a lot of modern buildings as UFOs.


  JHK: I may have gotten that from somebody else, although I have no recollection of who it might have been. The whole idea was the development as UFO landing strip, and the idea that you’re actually not building anything memorable — you’re just building a place for something out-of-this-world to put down on. The trouble is, once these UFOs land, they don’t fly away.


  DC: You’ve also noticed that these UFOs tend to bring a lot of juniper shrubs with them. In the talk you gave at the TED conference, you showed the audience a photo of a street with a bark mulch bed and three weird-looking juniper shrubs, which you described as the mother ship, R2D2 and C3PO.4


  JHK: Yeah, it was a big juniper shrub and two little junior ones exploring the planet to see if they could colonize it. They were doing a chemical analysis of the bark mulch to see if they could live there.


  That was a comment on the idiocy of our landscaping design, which tends to be used as a Nature Band-Aid to mitigate the failures of our architecture.


  DC: That’s another signature expression of yours: “Nature Band-Aid.”


  JHK: The reason why you see so many stupid landscaping fantasias around American cities and suburbs is because our buildings are so bad we’re constantly trying to hide them behind beds of shrubs and crabapple trees. You have a mutilated town, with terrible buildings that have been built in the last thirty years — the Burger Kings and all that — and we think that if we stick a little bark mulch bed with juniper shrubs in front of them, that it makes it OK. We have no confidence in our ability to create urban places, so “nature” is always the default cure.


  We also do it to make ourselves feel better about being “green.” You know: “I’m green. I’m a good person, with good intentions.” The whole thing has been a complete waste of time and money and effort. If we put up buildings that were worth looking at in the first place, we wouldn’t need the Nature Band-Aids.


  What you’re also seeing is a very deep typological confusion over what is inherently urban and what is rural —between what is in the town, and what is in the country, and what belongs where. Typically, what this involves is people trying to “ruralize” the city. If your city is bad, you try to cure it by bringing the country into the city. And what we’ve demonstrated in about fifty years of doing this is that it’s no cure at all — in fact, it only makes things worse.


  An interesting exercise, for those who still do foreign travel: go to the plaza in front of the Pantheon in Rome. It’s a nicely proportioned outdoor public room, with walls that are composed of the sides of the buildings around it. There’s probably not one green thing within the whole ensemble except maybe one flower box. They understand, in these other countries, that you don’t have to “green” everything up. The architecture itself does the work of being wonderful.


  DC: I used to cover the planning board meetings of a real sprawly suburban town for the newspaper. And these planning board people were obsessed with berms. Everything had to be hidden behind a grassy mound.


  JHK: Sure. You just put a bunch of birch trees on a raised esker that runs between the K-Mart and the Walmart and that’s supposed to make things all right.


  DC: There’s something else we try to hide our buildings behind, and it’s my favorite expression of yours: “patriotic totems.”


  JHK: I usually apply that to flagpoles. The reason we see an ensemble of flags flying over the Denny’s restaurants is not because they really give a damn about the war in whatever country we’re in at the moment. The flags are totems warding off criticism. Because if you put a flag in front of something, that brands it as being something you identify your culture with. You’re not supposed to dis your own culture. So that’s why there are so many flags in front of the corporate box stores — it allows them to put up crappy buildings that can’t be criticized.


  DC: “The Fossil Fuel Fiesta”?


  JHK: That’s what I call the post–World War II era. That was the height of the cheap oil and cheap natural gas fiesta, and it allowed this hypertro-phic growth of our cities and the suburban asteroid belts that grew up around them. And it allowed us to create our Happy Motoring Program.


  DC: What’s the “Happy Motoring Program?”


  JHK: That’s what we’ve got in America for gettin’ around. You know the thing is, it must have started out as a wonderful experience. Imagine being in the United States in 1927 when there were only a few million cars in the country and the open road was really the open road. The countryside had not been screwed up with all of this stuff. Of course, we had our own oil supply in this country then and it was really cheap. It must have been fabulous.


  But that’s not the experience of our generations, yours and mine. We got all of the post–World War II crap that changed everything. Happy Motoring was a system that got totally out of control. And now it’s nearing its end. We can’t imagine living without it and the whole thing is just tragic and awful.


  I think it’s important to make the point that the whole Happy Motoring Program was not a diabolical scheme worked up by the Devil to make the American people unhappy. It really seemed like it would be a great thing in the early decades and people were rightfully enthusiastic about it. They just couldn’t tell how out of control it would get. It’s sad.


  DC: The Happy Motoring Program is what turned America into our “National Automobile Slum.”


  JHK: Exactly.


  DC: Where did you get “Happy Motoring” from? Did you come up with that?


  JHK: No. It was a slogan they used to put on the side of the old Esso gasoline stations — a big thing spelled out in sculpted letters that said “Happy Motoring.”


  DC: And you like to use it ironically?


  JHK: Well, it appeals to me, because it’s such a contradiction from what it really evolved into, which is unhappy motoring. And it’s going to become increasingly unhappy for a lot of people as they become foreclosed from the Happy Motoring Program.


  DC: You refer to a lot of things as “programs” and “projects,” including the “Project of Civilization.” Why do you refer to civilization as a “project”?


  JHK: It is a project in the sense that what we bring to it is purposeful.


  DC: And I suppose projects do tend to have a beginning, a middle and an end.


  JHK: There’s that, too.


  DC: How about “techno-grandiosity” and “techno-triumphalism”?


  JHK: That’s the idea that you can solve absolutely every problem in the world by pushing a computer mouse around — “Dude, we’ve got technology!” It’s a form of self-delusion that we’ll be able to keep running everything the way we have during the last sixty years of the cheap energy era. The companion term I use is “techno-rapture.”


  DC: Anyone who gets an email from you will notice the signature ends with “It’s All Good.” Where did you pick that up?


  JHK: I’ve attracted a certain number of correspondents over the years. There was this one particular guy — a reader, who I still correspond with regularly after ten years. He’s a very interesting cat. He’s a Vietnam veteran, Zen master kind of personality and he introduced me to the saying “It’s All Good.” He meant it ironically. I took it that way, and I thought it was funny. It just seemed to be about the best way to sum up the American experience of our time.


  The Human Habitat


  
    Spiritual Ownership of Place


    Any place you allow the car to dominate, the buildings will invariably end up turning their backs to that corridor. All these things add up to make it a place that nobody really wants to be in. Nobody wants to take spiritual ownership of that corridor. All that’s left are the commercial considerations about getting attention for what product you’re selling —whether it’s pancakes or mufflers. There’s no consideration for anything else, and in fact we cease to care.


    — James Howard Kunstler, May 6, 2010

    KunstlerCast #110: “Human Scale”

  


  Duncan Crary: I know you didn’t coin it, but the first time I came across the phrase “human habitat” was in The Geography of Nowhere. And it struck me. Because we typically only hear the word “habitat” when environmentalists are talking about wildlife habitat — the loss of it, usually. We don’t think about our own built environment as being a “habitat.” We don’t think about the destruction we do to our own habitat. But humans need good habitat, too, in order to be happy and healthy and successful. Just like other animals.


  James Howard Kunstler: You’re making an interesting point. And I think it shows one of the real shortcomings of the environmental movement in our time. Environmentalists haven’t paid enough attention to the human habitat per se or the idea that it’s part of the larger ecology of the planet — that it’s justified in its existence.


  This may reflect their horror at the poor job we’ve done in elaborating the human habitat during our time of industrial technology. We’ve taken the human habitat to a scale that’s terrible and destroyed an awful lot of other habitats along the way. It’s understandably appalling. But the most painful thing for me is that I’m constantly rubbing elbows with real high-toned environmentalists, and to an individual they are absolutely preoccupied with finding some snazzy new way to run their cars. I give lectures at colleges and around the country, and they come up to me afterwards and they tell me that they just got a Prius, you know? They want me to give them a brownie point, or put a medal on them. They don’t seem to have any sense of consequence about what this actually leads to.


  These people want to live at the end of a twenty-mile dirt road connected to their society by the umbilical cord of their car. By the way, this is characteristic of one of the most famous alternative motoring projects in America, which is Amory Lovins’ Hypercar project at his Rocky Mountain Institute. Here you have a guy running this environmental institute— this guy who’s regarded as one of the great geniuses of his generation, Amory Lovins — and he spent fifteen years developing this project to design a car that gets such supernaturally wonderful mileage that it’ll be just the greatest thing ever. He never realizes that the main unintended consequence of all this is that it just promotes the idea that we can continue being cardependent. It shows how cracked we are.


  DC: There’s all this talk about electric cars and hydrogen fuel cell cars and super-efficient cars. But I don’t even care if the fuel you’re running your car on is spewing out some kind of fumes that are good for the environment. Because I don’t want to live in a world where I have to drive my car everywhere — no matter what it runs on. If we do come up with some magic fuel to power everyone’s SUV, then we’re still stuck in this suburban dystopia where you have to drive to get to work, drive to go shopping, drive to go for a hike. . . .


  JHK: The way you’ve defined the problem is actually another layer that’s much more important: if we enabled ourselves to drive our cars for another hundred years we’d completely destroy North America, not to mention the rest of the planet.


  The problem in America is not that we’re driving the wrong kind of cars. The trouble is we’re driving every kind of car incessantly. And we’ve got to find a way out of the incessant motoring —not a punishing way to live without it, but a happy way to live without it. And it means a completely different paradigm for everyday life.


  We would benefit a lot more if environmentalists would put a fraction of their mental energy into thinking about walkable communities or into retrieving really good urban design, or if they put a tenth of their energy into the real important project that we face as far as transportation is concerned, which is restoring the American passenger rail system at all levels — that’s what we need the environmental people to put their energy into instead of spending all their time thinking about how we’re going to run cars differently. It’s totally insane.


  DC: Let the car die.


  JHK: Let the car die. Let the motoring system die, and let’s move on to the next thing — which ought to be good urbanism, walkable neighborhoods, walkable cities that are scaled to the true energy resources of the future, not just wishes and fantasies.


  DC: But even the environmentalists have fallen into the trap of suburban thinking.


  JHK: Absolutely. This gets to another thing that is essential about understanding the problem of suburbia. The great promise of the suburban venture, and one of the reasons that the environmentalist community is suckered into it, is that it promises to allow you to live an urban life in a rural setting. One of the things this represents is the fact that we have absolutely no faith in our ability to create urban environments at all. Our ability to create cities is so bad— our cities suck so badly, they’re so unrewarding, they’re so ugly, they’re so poorly organized, they’re so unintegrated, they’re so psychologically defeating, they generate so much anxiety and depression — that the default remedy for this is “nature.” So now we have to live in some cartoon version of “the country.”


  We don’t even want to think about what a good human construct could be. So we put absolutely no effort into understanding how to do this. That’s one of the reasons the environmental movement has been completely uninterested in urban design per se, because the human habitat doesn’t interest them.


  DC: Well if we’d paid more attention to our own habitat, if we hadn’t abandoned our cities and villages to suburbanize the continent, then maybe we wouldn’t need an environmental movement to protect nature from us in the first place.


  JHK: Right. But in order to prompt people to make the choice to want to live in the city or the town, those places have to be wonderful. If the “green people” would become really active in urban design and get good at it, then it’s likely that fewer people would take the option of living in suburbia and in the countryside. But they have to reward us hugely. Right now, people in the United States aren’t getting rewards for living in urban settings— that’s one of the great tragedies in all this.


  I’m hammering on the environmentalists here, but I hasten to add: I’m not a neocon. I’m not a Republican. I’m not a reactionary. But one of the things I notice is the environmental community generally tends to view this thing they call the “environment” as having value only for recreation or scenery. They don’t even value it for agricultural production.


  I think that behavior and ideology is deeply out of sync with what we need to do in this country, which is to recreate a meaningful relationship between urban human habitats and a productive rural landscape. We’re going to have to produce our food differently in the future because industrial agriculture is going to fail along with all the other things that are dependent on cheap fossil fuel.


  We’ll get beyond this, though — not because I’m complaining about it, but because circumstances are now developing that are going to compel us to do things differently. And we will. It’s going to change everything about how we live. It’s going to change our ethos, and our aesthetic, our value system, and our concept of who and where we are. We’re going to be a very different people when we exit the cheap energy era.


  I’m convinced that the disorders of the twenty-first century are going to return us to a lot of things that we used to do better, including designing better buildings and better towns.


  America’s Honeymoon with Cities is Over


  Duncan Crary: When did Americans decide that we needed to ditch our cities for suburbia?


  James Howard Kunstler: For about a hundred years, before the end of World War II, the American city was a manifestation of the industrial experience. And it produced cities that weren’t that pleasant to be in.


  It’s not just the noise and the dirt and smells and the horror of all that — the scale of it is what really starts to disturb people. All of a sudden factories are no longer just three-hundred-foot long boxes in the middle of the city. With things like electrification and the assembly line, they’re now the size of a neighborhood. The automobile was imposed on the city, making it more unpleasant than ever. Then came the Great Depression and World War II, adding another layer of neglect and decay to our cities.


  By the time the soldiers come home from World War II, American cities are pretty crummy. What we find is the typical American satanic city of belching smokestacks and smelly factories. You get places like Pittsburgh, which was renowned for having so much smoke in the air it was like twilight all the time.


  The whole idea of the mass industrial man, living in the worker tenements which are half a century old and deteriorating — it’s sort of a dreary panorama. So the one image of the American city that really becomes universal in the early 1950s is Ralph Kramden’s apartment in The Honeymooners TV show — this miserable, dark little hole in a box, looking out on this miserable light well and fire escape. That becomes everybody’s idea of the city, and they reject it completely. They say, “Forget it! We’re moving somewhere else.”


  The Rush to the Suburbs


  JHK: We get this huge demographic shift in the fifties. The cities are being decanted into the suburbs. The process had already begun in the 1920s with the first iterations of suburbia, but the Depression and World War II had stalled us. By the 1950s we were back to it. And we begin to have this land rush into the agricultural hinterlands of the cities, otherwise known as the suburbs.


  This is all coinciding with the further development of the automobile and all of its accessories and infrastructure, which is fueled by the continued growth of the world-dominant American oil industry.


  DC: People often describe the evacuation of American cities after World War II as “white flight.”


  JHK: Yeah, although that was only one feature of it. I would submit that the other features I described were more important in the whole process.


  DC: OK. But how did racial migrations factor into this story of the city and the suburbs?


  JHK: While all these events are unfolding, there are still more things in motion. The invention of the mechanical cotton picker in the South puts an end to sharecropper labor. So you get a lot of southern peasants, many of them black, moving up into the industrial cities looking for opportunities. The opportunities were actually there in the industrial cities in the 1950s and ’60s. The factories were still humming. They were still making cars in Detroit and making all of the parts of the cars in Akron and Dayton, etc.


  But beginning in the 1970s, those manufacturing jobs started to leave. The industries started to incrementally break down and move away. By the 1970s, ’80s, ’90s we’re starting to develop high levels of unemployment, a lack of education and cultural dislocation in the American inner city. That’s pretty much what’s left in a lot of the heartland industrial cities in America today. So we call that “urban” now, because everybody else is living in this cartoon of the country known as suburbia.


  Disassembling the Urban Organism


  DC: What makes suburbia so different from the places we lived in before it?


  JHK: One of the chief characteristics of suburbia is its disaggregation— the disassembly of the organs of civic life and then the consequent isolation of them — so that all the people live in one place, all the shopping occurs in another place, the offices are in a third place, the industrial stuff is in the fourth place, and all of it can only be accessed by cars.


  DC: So how does a healthy city, or village, or town center function?


  JHK: A successful city or town is made up of integral parts. You think of these as the organs of the larger organism of the city or town: the residential organs, where the people live; the commercial organs, where commerce and trade take place; the manufacturing organs; the civic organs, where we have our meeting halls, courthouses and the police station —the cultural organs are the museum and the school, the theater and so forth.


  In a successful city, these organs are deployed so that most people can get to them without prosthetic assistance — namely the car — and in a way that allows them to enjoy the journey from one organ to the other. Anybody who’s been to a European city understands this, because they didn’t throw their cities away the way we did. Rome, Florence, Paris, Munich — you go around these places and the journey from point A to point B is very rewarding. You’re seeing things that were created deliberately to be beautiful, to reward the human spirit. And you don’t have to cross an eight-lane freeway, generally, to get from one to the other.


  The main characteristic of a healthy urban organism is that it is scaled to the energy diet that is available to it. Unfortunately, much of the twentieth century provided America with an energy diet that was abnormal. It was the height of the cheap oil and cheap natural gas fiesta, and it allowed us to create urban organisms that were scaled to dimensions that can’t be sustained after the peak of the oil era, that arc of decline we’re now entering.


  
    Disaggregation and Deadness


    We have choices in the designs that we choose for our habitations. Those designs either invoke an idea of aliveness or invoke an idea of deadness. Mostly we’ve made the choice for deadness in America, and the deadness mostly comes from cutting one thing off from another.


    The aliveness comes from when things have transitions between each other that are graceful, beautiful transitions that allow you to go seamlessly from one activity to another, or from one place to another, or from one room to another.


    But when you start putting up barriers — including one-way streets with no parking that function like freeways so that one block is cut off from the next, or you start putting in berms that supposedly protect one use from another but really just isolate them, or when you create housing pods that only connect to the rest of the world by one entrance to the housing development— then things do not seamlessly connect to each other.


    — James Howard Kunstler, September 16, 2010

    KunstlerCast #125: “Cassandra”

  


  Mandating Suburbia


  Duncan Crary: It’s practically illegal to build a healthy urban organism in suburbia because of the zoning codes, which are almost identical everywhere. Even in a lot of cities, we now have zoning codes that prevent anyone from building in the city the way cities are supposed to be built— buildings that are close together, multiple stories high, with mixed uses and little or no parking. How did we end up doing things this way?


  James Howard Kunstler: It’s also a tortured story that goes back to the early twentieth century when the city was changing very rapidly, becoming an extremely unpleasant place. Again, the scale of industry was getting enormous — an automobile plant in the 1920s was huge! — and it was all mixed in with the other stuff. It was hurting property values.


  So we developed this idea in the early twentieth century that you had to rigorously segregate all the uses in the city. The residential neighborhoods had to be rigorously cordoned off from the places where industry was allowed to do its thing and be dirty, and noisy, and smelly and all that. That became the classic model for zoning.


  DC: One of my favorite stories from Troy, New York, involves a guy who got snubbed by the elitists and so he got revenge by building some horrible-smelling soap factory as close to their homes as he could.5 Before the zoning codes, you could get away with that kind of stuff.


  JHK: That’s the point. How do you regulate the behavior of these industrial activities which are taking our cities and making them unpleasant in a way that we’ve never experienced before? Zoning is supposedly the rational response to a set of circumstances which at the time were pretty difficult.


  It’s after World War II that we really start to get going on the refinements of zoning, and we enter this territory of the absurd— especially–in suburbia where all the construction is happening. Among the things we do is that we decide shopping is now classified as an obnoxious “industrial activity” that nobody should be allowed to live anywhere near.


  Not only does that create huge problems for traffic — by doing that you mandate that everybody has to get in their car eleven times a day to make a trip for every little thing they need — but you’ve also now eliminated the most common kind of affordable housing that is found virtually everywhere else in the world, except the United States after 1950, which is: people living above retail establishments, above stores — normal urban typologies of buildings that are more than one-story high.


  After 1950, we built very few commercial retail buildings that were more than one-story high. That engenders this unanticipated consequence of having an affordable housing crisis. We’re now obliged to provide this artificial commodity called “affordable housing” because we were too stupid to provide it organically by allowing buildings to be more than one-story high.


  DC: In The Geography of Nowhere you mentioned that a lot of towns across America adopted the same set of zoning codes.6


  JHK: There was an engineering company that built a template for zoning for pretty much any municipality. It was like the generic vanilla zoning code.


  DC: Which is why every housing development in America looks almost the same?


  JHK: There was also a very firm consensus among the people who are delivering suburbia about how things should be done— the traffic engineers, the developers, the real estate salespeople all agree that this is the way we should do it. The streets should all be eighty feet wide. The houses should all be on a half-acre lot. The shopping centers should all be far away from this so that people aren’t bothered by grocery shopping.


  And that’s how it becomes normal. The consensus is adopted by all the professional organizations, like the American Society of Highway Engineers and all of their cohorts, and the professional builders, etc. For about sixty years now we’ve had this very firm agreement about how this stuff should all work. The fact that this is all on the verge of collapsing now is another story. But as one of my favorite correspondents never tires of saying, “Shit happens, and shit un-happens.”


  DC: And that’s how, in your assessment, urban planning became all about following and enforcing these codes instead of actually making plans for good urbanism?7


  JHK: Urban planning has no design component anymore. It’s simply about administering the codes and about the minutiae and trivia of measuring the width of the curb cut — making sure that the signage is exactly within a centimeter of the specifications. It has nothing to do with excellence in design or having standards of excellence, or having a consensus for excellence, or least of all any consideration for how the buildings will behave in their relations with the other buildings so that we have some kind of a coherent urban structure. That’s totally absent.


  They threw it in the garbage in about 1950. They decided, “We don’t need this anymore. All we need is the traffic engineering, and the highway geometries and statistical analysis. Nothing else is necessary. So here’s five thousand years of architecture and urban design, and we’re throwing it in the dumpster now along with the old Boston cream pies and the half-eaten tuna fish sandwiches.”


  DC: I’ll never forget when one of the town planners in this big suburban mess of a place told me that he was looking forward to moving to Manhattan when he retired so that he could actually live in a walkable mixed-used community. This was a guy who’d been enforcing the zoning codes that didn’t allow for mixed use in this town for decades.


  JHK: Well these poor bozos, they come out of planning school — because they made some bad choice, or they were deceived into thinking that they were in a design discipline —and then they spend the next forty years just working for a pension plan. They hate their work. They hate themselves for doing it. They realize that the whole thing is a mummery. Finally they gaze at that golden, glowing finish line of retirement, when they can go to a place where it’s exciting, that has mixed uses —a place that, in short, displays all the qualities that they’ve been preventing from occurring in the place they’re in charge of for their whole career. The damage that these municipal officials have done all over America is just out of this world.


  
    Main Street, USA, Disneyland


    At the heart of Disneyland is Main Street, USA. This is the little town of Marceline, Missouri, that Walt Disney spent most of his childhood in. This is the recreation of his memory of what small-town America was like back when small-town America was still pretty good, in the period before the First World War.


    What’s so fascinating about it is that Americans come from all over America to walk in a Main Street environment that is not tyrannized by automobiles, where some attention has been paid to putting some pretty buildings up. To call them beautiful is taking it too far, maybe. By American vernacular standards, they employ conventions that we think of as being decorative. We call it Victorian, although God knows it’s a hodgepodge of stylistic things.


    But they come from their little towns in Michigan and Minnesota and Kansas and Arkansas and Georgia, and they flock to Disneyland to be in a Main Street environment that is spiritually rewarding. Then they go back to their little towns in all these places and destroy their own hometowns.


    These are the same guys who sit on the zoning boards who make the decisions to turn their own Main Street into a six-laner, to knock down all the street trees, to make the sidewalks four inches wide. Then after they do that, they pack up the family and go back to Disneyland so they can feel good about America. This is so perverse.


    — James Howard Kunstler, December 24, 2009

    KunstlerCast #94: “The Disneyfication of America”

  


  Reforming the Codes


  DC: How do you feel about efforts to reform the zoning codes?


  JHK: For twenty years, I’ve been watching the New Urbanists8 go into locality after locality and fight these battles to reform the zoning codes and the planning laws and the regulations. I’ve been in the charrettes and the public meetings many times and watched it happen. It’s often a heartbreaking process. Sometimes you go through two or three stages of these public meetings where you actually form a consensus with the various so-called stakeholders. Then it gets down to the city council actually voting on a new set of codes, and they don’t do it. That happens time and time again. Either that or they actually hire some New Urbanist planner who really has the expertise to do this kind of thing, a guy like Joel Russell in Northampton or Victor Dover in Miami or Andrés Duany’s company, DPZ.


  They’ll go in there and they’ll actually meticulously write a whole new so-called “smart code,” a term that I’m not all that happy with, because it tends to alienate that portion of the population that knows they’re dumb —they tend to be the pro-sprawlers— so they don’t like to hear somebody brandishing a “smart code” because it implies that there’s another side that’s not smart. But it was within the cultural trends of our locutions of the moment, when everything was “smart”-this and “smart”-that —smartphones, smart-etc. They’ve had quite a bit of success when you consider what they’re up against.


  But my own feeling is that rather than reform all of these codes, I think they’re simply going to be ignored as we move into this more difficult future, this “Long Emergency” as I call it. I don’t think we’re going to have the mental energy, or even the administrative resources, to accomplish the reform of our zoning codes. I think that in the future people will just ignore them. It will be obvious that we can’t require nine parking spaces for every commercial place that opens. Rather than legislatively try to change that in our city codes, we’ll simply say, “Look, this is obviously ridiculous. Forget about it. Don’t bother.” Because we won’t be driving as much. There will be fewer cars and less of a need to deal with it. That’s what I see. So they’ll be ignored, and then, after a passage of time, when we can kick back a little bit and we have a little bit of mental leisure recovering from these hardships and blows and discontinuities, we’ll create a new set of norms and standards for how we do things.


  Children of the Burbs


  Duncan Crary: One of the first things I hear people say when they choose the suburbs over living in an urban place is, “I have children. I’ve got to raise children.”


  James Howard Kunstler: When people say that, generally what it means is that they’re afraid to send their kids to schools in a city — and behind that are racial issues that are too toxic for Americans to have a public discussion about. But then there are the other aspects of living in suburbia for a child that go beyond school, that have to do with giving them a supposed “normal” life. But what happens is they end up having a pretty abnormal life in the burbs.


  DC: Is raising children in suburbia good for them?


  JHK: Raising children in the suburbs has a lot of drawbacks. Apart from the school issues, kids over seven years old have a tough time in the suburbs. Under seven, they don’t really have to go anywhere. They’re happy in their little cul-de-sac, playing cops and robbers or flies up. That was my experience the three years I lived in the suburbs between the age of five and eight. That was OK.


  The trouble starts a little bit later when they have to become socialized. And by that I don’t mean becoming socialists, I mean learning how to use their daily environment themselves and developing their own sense of sovereignty— that tends not to occur in the suburbs, because it’s too hard for kids to get places. They can’t get to their soccer match by themselves. They can’t get to their clarinet lesson. So the family “chauffeur,” which is usually Mom, ends up taking them to all of these places. A kid doesn’t develop any sense of moving through space under his or her own power.


  Now I happen to live in a classic Main Street town that is set up so that kids really can get to things on their own. They do come to downtown Saratoga Springs, and they do go to the coffee shop. They go to the stores. They buy things. They learn how to do things that will eventually lead them into being fully functioning adults. Kids in the suburbs don’t learn how to do that — Mommy does everything for them.


  When I was a kid in 1957, my parents divorced and I moved from the suburbs of Long Island into Manhattan at the age of eight. Previously, my whole life was centered around throwing baseballs on the cul-de-sac and riding my little bike. Then I got into Manhattan, and I didn’t even have a bike anymore — that was over with. My whole life, all of a sudden, was about learning how to get on a Madison Avenue bus, to go from point A to point B —learning how to take the cross-town bus from 86th Street to the planetarium at the Museum of Natural History.


  That was kind of a scary thing for an eight-year-old to learn how to do, but I did it. Then I got over it and I wasn’t scared anymore. I was just a normal person using the city.


  DC: I grew up in the burbs. It was great until I hit this sort of dead zone between the age of like thirteen and sixteen, where you can’t drive.


  JHK: Yeah, and your needs at that point are greater than they were when you were seven years old. You need to be connected to stuff, and you’re frustrated continually by not being able to do it.


  DC: So you start doing drugs in the rumpus room in the basement and listening to gangsta rap instead.


  JHK: Playing with Dad’s guns.


  DC: It’s true. I suppose that behavior goes along with how we send our kids to suburban schools that look like penitentiaries.


  JHK: I don’t understand why the schools look so terrible and scary — why it’s necessary to do that. Obviously we didn’t do that in an earlier period. If you go up to Glens Falls, New York, there’s the old high school, which was converted into apartments. It’s a wonderful, dignified building. It fits in with the city. It sends a message that what goes on here is all about the eternal verities. The school building is a neoclassical building, so it sort of speaks in the language of the classical verities. Then you go see the new junior high school on Route 9 in Saratoga, it looks like an insecticide factory, as Tom Wolfe put it.9


  DC: The public high school in the suburban town where I lived looked like that. But I went to private school in a city— the Albany Academy, which is a beautiful neoclassical building that looks like an institution of learning.


  JHK: By saying this, I don’t think that either one of us is necessarily pimping for neoclassicism as the only way to decorate a building, or the only way to design something. It happens to be an architectural language that’s suited to our democratic society, our republic. It takes the idea from Greece of being a democracy, and the idea from Rome of being a republic, and combines them.


  We express that in a lot of our civic buildings: schools, libraries, museums, courthouses. But there are plenty of other wonderful styles of architecture. It’s not about style. It’s about making a statement to the user of the building that this is a dignified place. That it’s an honor to be here — a privileged activity goes on in here, it’s not punishment. But with our mentality of just creating “facilities” rather than actual typological buildings like schools, churches, etc When everything is a facility, it’s really nothing. A “facility” is also a prison. In fact, most of our prisons are now officially called “facilities.”


  We’ve gotten into a lot of trouble by sort of technologizing these things. And we manage to take all of the artistry and humanity out of them.


  An Environment that Teaches Hyper-individualism


  DC: There’s something else about the suburban environment that seems to give children disturbing ideas about ownership and private property and the concept of sharing. When I was a kid in the burbs one of the most common disputes, at least, among the boys— when we got mad at each other, we would say, “Get off my property.” We would have these arguments over property lines. Eight-, nine-, ten-year-old kids! Did you experience any of that when you were a kid out there?


  JHK: It’s funny that you mention it. I seem to dimly remember exactly those kinds of things. I guess what it shows is that the exaggerated sense of hyper-individualism out in the suburbs is even communicated to eight-year-old kids.


  The Impoverishment of Public Places


  DC: It’s very hard as a teenager in the suburbs to find good public places where you can hang out with your friends and not get chased off for loitering. I remember hanging out in a storm sewer culvert with my teenage friends. That was our idea of a good spot.


  JHK: The whole key to understanding the suburbs has to do with the impoverishment of the public places and the glorification of the private realm. We have more bathrooms per inhabitant in our houses than any other nation in the world, but we have extremely poor public places in most of suburban America, which is most of America. Most of the public places for kids are the leftover scraps — the berms, the parking lots, the places that nobody really cares about.


  We have very few places that demand respectful behavior from the kids, and so you put them in a place like that and they are going to tend to be as wild as possible. You put them in a berm between the Walmart and the K-Mart and they’re going to torture kitty cats and make homemade tattoos and smoke bongs and drink aftershave. That’s how they behave in the public place of the berm in suburbia.


  You get incredible volumes of terrible behavior. And they’re usually unsupervised. There are no adults around to regulate torturing the kitty cats and stuff like that. If there were sensitive adults around, that wouldn’t happen. It ends up being an environment that does not prepare kids to be successful, caring adults.


  DC: Teenagers in the burbs don’t seem to have a lot of adults around. But the younger kids can’t seem to get away from their parents —parents tend to micromanage their lives.


  JHK: You know, one of the things that’s so different about the way young children have been living in recent decades is that there’s almost no unplanned casual time. What kids really need is unscripted roaming around their environment— beyond just the playgrounds that have been designed for them. They need to be around buildings and shopping and places where adults are doing things and where policemen are, and where ordinary citizens are doing their business, and where people are making things and doing things that are useful.


  They also need to be able to cross the boundary from the urban environment into nature. That boundary was everywhere until about 1950. It was one of the great things about the way life was. There really were no big broad suburban areas, except in maybe London, England, or New York City, etc. But until then, in most small towns in the USA, you’d walk to the edge of town, and you were out of town. It’s important for kids to be able to make that journey and then go about their unplanned play and imaginative construction of their world.


  DC: I was very active outside as a young kid growing up in the suburbs in the eighties. But the developments hadn’t overtaken all of the old abandoned farm fields yet, so I still had access to the woods nearby. The kids growing up there today don’t have as many places to run around in the wild. But you know, the parents today seem to be more afraid to let their young children out alone anyway. . . .


  JHK: When I was five or six, we moved out to a development in Roslyn, Long Island, that was right behind the remnants of an old derelict estate that belonged to a guy named Clarence Mackay, who was a telegraph magnate of some kind.10 The mansion was abandoned and half ruined and the grounds had these marvelous carriage drives lined with azalea bushes and stuff. It was really quite grand.


  My backyard ran right up against that, so we could ramble around in this three-hundred-acre estate. Then it underwent a very severe change. Another developer came in and plotted out a new addition to the suburban development that we were in and devastated the forest and brought in the bulldozers and created the new streets — all within a couple of years from the time that we moved in.


  At the same time, there was a character on the loose named “The Mad Bomber.” He was like one of the first great serial bombers of the modern age, at least the post-war age. His name was George Metesky— he was just some crank from Connecticut who was leaving bombs here and there. I don’t even remember whether he actually killed someone. But he was some joker in a raincoat or something who terrorized the New York metropolitan area. I remember my friends and I saw a car parked on this carriage drive in the forsaken estate behind my house. And we got it in our heads that this was the Mad Bomber who was hanging out in this car.


  The only reason I’m telling you this dumb story is because it has to do with walking to school. I went to a little grammar school about a half a mile from our suburban development, in one of the residue villages of the north shore of Long Island. It was called Greenvale. And it had been there a couple of hundred years. It had a little grid of streets. It had the pre–World War II houses, and it had a grammar school that had been built in the 1920s — a little red brick building. And we walked there from the suburban development, through quite an obstacle course of things.


  First you left the development and crossed a major street. Then we went through a woody kind of wilderness that must have been about a four-acre woods — not yet developed into a supermarket, which it later became. Then we had to cross Route 25-A, which was a major four- or six-laner, even back then. Finally, from there, we went into the little grid of Greenvale, which was fairly safe —it had some sidewalks, etc. But we did this when we were five and six years old, going to the first grade!


  DC: Yeah. Sure.


  JHK: Nobody bothered to escort us or drive us to school. We were programmed fairly efficiently to find the place. We knew how to get there. We even knew how to find the path across the four-acre wilderness of woods to get to Route 25-A, Northern Boulevard. We were five and six years old, going to Miss Schneider’s class in the first grade of the Greenvale school. No problem. Nobody worried. And I don’t know where we got this idea about the Mad Bomber, probably from our parents, because we didn’t read The New York Times.


  DC: They still let you go out, even though they knew the Mad Bomber was out there. I had a lot of unsupervised experiences like that, too — running around through the woods and riding my bike all over the place. I had a pretty good childhood in the burbs until those early teen years. But one of the lingering psychological effects I have from the experience is that I feel anxiety whenever I find a nice, open, “undeveloped,” natural place. Because when I was growing up in suburbia the landscape got gobbled up so fast as I grew older. Now I don’t want to get attached to any patch of woods or field or anything because I figure it’ll just get destroyed eventually. Do you experience that kind of anxiety?


  JHK: Oh yeah. Tony Hiss wrote a wonderful book back in the late eighties called The Experience of Place in which he said pretty much that nobody in America anymore feels that they are entitled to go back home and find it being the same thing that it was when they left a few years earlier.


  The rate of change has been terrible. It’s not just the rate of change. It’s the quality of the changes that have taken place, because almost everything we’ve built in the last fifty years has made people uncomfortable or made their lives worse. In fact, that’s what’s really behind so much of the NIMBY activity today, when the demonstrators come out.


  DC: “Not in my backyard” that stands for.


  JHK: Right. First, the bulldozers show up. Guys in the yellow hard hats. And then the NIMBY protesters come out. They don’t want anything new built next to them because all these things have made their lives worse. The old expression is they don’t want a house just like their house next to their house.


  DC: It’s funny because the word “development” has been so hijacked that I’ve come to dread it. “Development” should be a positive word, shouldn’t it?


  JHK: Yeah. But to us it just means a new parking lot will appear next to your house.


  DC: Would you go as far as to say that raising children in suburbia is a form of child abuse?


  JHK: Well, I don’t think it’s that far off the mark. But I would hasten to say that we overdo the whole abuse angle a lot. We’ve become hysterical puritans in that sense in our time. But it may be a response to the fact that we are inflicting a lot of damage on ourselves and find that we can’t stop doing it.


  We can’t stop inhabiting our suburban environments, because we’ve invested so much of our national wealth in them. They’re there! The vast housing tracts, etc.— they’re there. And they are indeed very punishing for the development of children, who require certain things growing up in a human habitat that they don’t get in suburbia. But, obviously, this is mostly unintentional. Most people move to these places because that’s what we’ve got in America. We don’t have a whole lot of choice, especially when it comes to the schools.


  People are making these decisions because they feel like they are compelled to make them. It’s just unfortunate. The suburbs are not good places for kids. The cities are not really adequate either, the way most of them are in America.


  You know, New York City has a lot of wonderful amenities and attractions and opportunities, but it’s really an overwhelming place. I don’t think that kids necessarily feel comfortable in it. The scale of the streets and the buildings is huge. The traffic is overwhelming and frightening. There are very few places in Manhattan or Brooklyn that are scaled well for kids, and that’s one of the better environments in the US. You go outside of New York, and you start talking about Akron, Ohio, and Kansas City. It’s really hard. For me, the default solution would be small-town America, but a lot of people don’t have the ability to get there, and there isn’t that much of small-town America left that’s still OK. A lot of it is really struggling.


  Around here, where we are, the town of Saratoga Springs is doing fairly OK. It’s healthy. But most of the other towns around here are in a post–Soviet backwater haze of desolation and dereliction. Their school systems are suffering. Physically, the places are deteriorating.


  It’s a really tough one — where are you going to live in America? You can count on your hands the places that are really wonderful —there are very few places that are even adequate beyond that.


  
    The Family Room


    The man’s den went through a double transition. It mutated from being a male space to the place where the TV is watched. But now it’s become something else again. It’s become the place where all the plastic children’s crap is strewn all over — the “family room,” where you can’t even walk without tripping over a three-foot-long plastic turtle. And so now, not only have the males had their space taken from them, but the adults generally have been banished from the family room. In many ways the word “family” in American lingo is a hidden synonym for “This is something for children.”


    —James Howard Kunstler, August 20, 2009

    KunstlerCast #76: “Man Caves”

  


  Sprawling to Obesity


  
    Land Whales


    The most common species seen at a mall typically in the United States is the animal called the land whale, and we just saw several of them pass. The sidewalk was quaking under their tread. . . . They’re headed off to graze at the fried food buffet.


    — James Howard Kunstler, September 8, 2008

    KunstlerCast #30: “Twilight of the Mall Era”

    Recorded at Colonie Center, Albany, New York

  


  Duncan Crary: The other day I was reading Planning magazine, which is published by the American Planning Association. There was a viewpoint piece at the end titled “We Knew It All Along.”11 It was about the link between the obesity rate and the suburbanization of America. Apparently the American Academy of Pediatrics estimates that 32 percent of American children are overweight due in large part to inactivity. And this group of pediatricians has gone on the record linking the child obesity rate in America to the way we’ve designed our built environment to be so car-dependent . . . in other words, so suburban. So the author of this op-ed piece in Planning magazine–was essentially making the point that — Duh! We knew this all along as urban planners, but now we have medical proof that we can no longer afford to ignore this issue.


  James Howard Kunstler: It is amazing that this comes from the professional magazine of the people who actually bring suburbia to you — or at least the officialdom that presides over its construction and design. Yeah, it’s a big duh.


  They’re about forty years behind in admitting it and reporting it, though. Because the damage that’s been done to a few generations of Americans now is out of sight. I just saw a statistic that the percentage of obese Americans now is much higher even than it was in 1990. So we’re heading off the charts. It’s also interesting that this coincides with this cultural and economic crackup that’s underway. It couldn’t happen at a worse time: the physical condition of our citizens is so bad at the very time when they probably need to be in much better shape just to succeed in life and be successful organisms under new rather stringent terms.


  DC: Obesity has overtaken smoking as the number one cause of death in the US.


  JHK: It’s not surprising. The amazing thing is that we went through this half-century project of constructing the suburban living arrangement and we didn’t notice what was going on —especially when you get into this transition between how children use their environment in a traditional human habitat, and the way that we’ve now started working around the fact that everything is disconnected.


  DC: A lot of people in the US don’t even walk for twenty minutes a day. That’s scary.


  JHK: You see a quite different way of life, especially for adults, in European cities. You go to Paris and people walk all over Paris. It’s very well designed for that. They also have the cultural component of being used to not eating huge portions of things. You go into a restaurant and you get a reasonable amount of food on your plate.


  In America, food is sort of an entertainment, so you’re trying to stimulate people’s frontal lobes the way you would with a movie. You go into a chain restaurant like Ruby Tuesday or Friday’s— it’s all about stimulating your brain visually and not really about nutrition, or even about good eating. So that’s one of the side effects of being such an ultra entertainment-oriented society, that food is much more about tickling your brain cells than it is about nutrition.


  But it’s not just kids, it’s everybody. I was trapped in a chain motel overnight at the Denver airport and there was only one place to eat within walking distance. It was a Ruby Tuesday chain restaurant. So I went there, and it was really startling. I just hadn’t been in one of these places for years. It was full of people who were supersized human beings, all eating something that was twice as big as their head, with a side of French fries and dessert. After these people consumed these immense plates of nachos and blooming onions, or giant French fry concoctions, they would bring these barges of ice cream and chocolate and stuff.


  It’s just no wonder that Americans are so huge, and no doubt it’s part of this massive infusion of corn products that we hear about that get into everything— meat, and crunchy things, and cookies, and chips, and virtually everything that is now part of the American diet. That’s all happening because we’re pouring oil on the croplands to produce all this stuff. So there’s a whole chain of circumstances out there that are really pretty tragic.


  DC: If I were to take this pediatrics study about obesity and the built environment to a suburban planning board to argue against another car-dependent development, what do you think the reaction would be?


  JHK: Knowing what I know about the permitting and approvals process, I don’t think that it would make much of an impression on them. There have been plenty of arguments, even before this one, that building suburbia was not a good idea. But that didn’t affect anybody’s project. So it’s just another argument among many that have been used to try to break a set of very bad habits. The bad habits have been so profitable that they simply can’t be overcome. I don’t think they will be. I think that what will overcome them will be events that mandate changed behavior.


  DC: Just to concede the counterargument here, it is possible to live a sedentary life in an urban environment. You don’t have to walk everywhere in the city. You can ride the bus. You can take the subway. You can sit on your couch and just watch TV and surf the Internet. If you’re a kid, there are certain city neighborhoods that aren’t conducive to playing in. I mean it is still possible to become sedentary and obese even in a great urban neighborhood.


  JHK: Sure. Especially if you’re still living in a culture that’s producing a lot of corn syrup, and sugary treats, and Rice Krispie bars and hamburgers. That certainly would play a huge role.


  DC: And still driving everywhere. You can still drive everywhere in cities — you almost need to in some of the smaller cities that don’t have good transit. I live in a very urban neighborhood in a small city. But even people who live in this neighborhood will drive to get to other places in the same neighborhood that they could easily walk to.


  JHK: The condition that these places are in now is also anomalous. It seems like they’ve been that way forever, and that they’ll continue to be that way forever. But I don’t think so. I think that we’re heading for big changes fairly rapidly.


  DC: I guess the trick is that we need to have an environment that you can walk through without paying attention to the fact that you’re walking. In suburbia, if you walk anywhere, it’s like you’re solely going for a walk —


  JHK: It’s an ordeal.


  DC: There’s no other purpose to walking in suburbia other than the activity of walking — unless you’re walking the dog. There are no destinations to walk to.


  JHK: This is precisely the difference between being in one of those really wonderful, old-world cities and being in the US. When you’re in Europe, if you go to Paris for a week’s vacation, you go out every day at eight o’clock in the morning, and by the time you get back to your hotel room at five, you’ve gone fourteen miles on foot. But you didn’t notice it, because it was so interesting, because your mind was diverted for 90 percent of the time. There was something to catch your attention. There was something beautiful to look at, something interesting in a shop window, a beautiful street that you were on. It’s just such a diverting and rewarding experience, you simply don’t notice.


  In the best places, that’s how it is for the people who actually live there day in and day out. It’s one of the reasons that when you go to Paris, you just don’t see that many fat people on the street. Because walking around a place like that is tremendously rewarding and it makes you want to do it more.


  The Architecture of Suburbia


  
    Where the Sidewalk Ends


    In America we should change our national motto from “In God We Trust” to “It’s The Thought That Counts,” or “We Meant To.” American life is so full of empty gestures and we see so many empty gestures in the built environment, including the sidewalks that end after sixty feet.


    —James Howard Kunstler, June 12, 2008

    KunstlerCast #18: “Pavement”

  


  Duncan Crary: Before we get into specifics, what can you say in general about the buildings that make up suburbia?


  James Howard Kunstler: Most of them aren’t really architecture — they’re just manufactured boxes. They’re depressing. They give us the message that we don’t care about ourselves or our surroundings. They give us the message that we’re incompetent. And these are all unhealthy things to believe about yourself, especially collectively as a culture.


  DC: What are the defining characteristics of the suburban home?


  JHK: The whole idea of suburbia is that it started out being country living. It was the counterpoint to city life, which for many decades in America was considered a really unpleasant, undesirable thing, to get away from if you could possibly manage to do it. So the whole idea of the suburban house is that it’s going to be a country house. But it goes through this mutation, especially after the Second World War, where the whole orientation of everyday life is no longer a counterpoint between the city and the country — it’s simply a place in the service of the car. So increasingly, the suburban house becomes not a country house, but a cartoon of a country house in a cartoon of the country. It’s especially interesting that this occurs just at the time in American history where we’re becoming a cartoon society ourselves, where television is starting to impose its ethos on us and everything is becoming some kind of a televised image cartoon for us. So we naturally morph from a people who care about the way we build our things into people who just start using gestures and suggestions when we build things.


  DC: There are shutters that don’t actually function, for example.


  JHK: They’re stick-on appliqués on a box that might as well be a packing crate. Nothing functions. The porch doesn’t function, unless you’re a leprechaun and you’re eighteen inches high —there’s not enough room to put a chair on it. It’s all a gesture.


  For years we’ve been building these suburban ranch houses with picture windows, and the whole supposition was that you have a picture window so you can see the picture outside your window. But who wants to look outside the window in Levittown at a bunch of houses that look exactly like your house across a boring street full of Chevrolets? Nobody wants to do that. You end up having to put on window dressings and treatments to prevent you from not only looking out, but to prevent other people from looking in through this vast wall of glass to see you walking around in your pajamas at ten o’clock at night.


  DC: In the newer suburban developments, I’ve been in houses that have these very large entrances. No one actually enters through the front door, though, because you enter through the garage. But the ceilings in the front entrances to these houses are incredibly tall. I like tall ceilings in old buildings. But that’s not what we have here. It’s not quality space. It’s just big.


  JHK: They’re attempts to proclaim your status as a new kind of royalty. There are various names for them. Sometimes the builders in the Sunbelt call it “The North Dallas Special.” The other name for this is the “lawyer foyer,” which is supposed to be the impressive entrance of an upper-middle-class squire with a twenty-foot entrance and a gigantic Plexiglas chandelier that looks like a spacecraft hanging down. In suburbia you have more space in your house than even the kings of medieval Europe experienced.


  DC: I’ve been to some medieval castles, and you’re not exaggerating by that much.


  JHK: People today are living in levels of opulence and luxury in terms of private space that are unheard of in the history of the human race.


  Vinyl Siding


  DC: Of course one of the symbols of suburbia is the vinyl siding on the outside of houses. Vinyl siding sucks, Jim, but I’ve been meaning to ask you: why does vinyl siding suck so much?


  JHK: Well, I would attribute it partly to the diminishing returns of technology, a much overlooked and underappreciated phenomenon in our time. What that means is that you create some wonderful tool or device or manufactured substance, and it seems to be a wonder material. And you don’t discover, until you’ve used it for a while, that it has all these weird side effects and unintended consequences that you never thought of. Like we’ve created this whole industry for vinyl siding. Fine. People call up the company: “I’ve got a house that’s energy inefficient. We need to put this envelope around it of plastic stuff that looks like wooden clapboards, and wooden soffits — it’s all going to be plastic now.”


  You go put it up, and within five years the ultraviolet light has started to attack the vinyl and made it look splotchy or started to warp it. And the soffits start to fall apart and hang off, and the window surrounds start to warp and tweak and twist. It looks terrible. It stops working the way it was designed to work, because now it leaks again. We just sell ourselves a bill of goods that some technological wonderful wonder material is going to solve all our problems.


  There’s another thing to it, too, that we don’t take into account. This actually started earlier with the aluminum siding people and all that crap — the pressed stone and all the applied surface stuff. The salesmen would come around and they would tell you, “Here’s this wonderful stuff. It’s virtually no maintenance.” In the old days it was assumed that you had to maintain the exterior of your house. This is just part of the human condition. But now you have the salesman telling people, “Oh, it’s no longer part of the human condition. You don’t have to take care of your house.”


  Now we have these houses all over America that have been acquiring a patina of auto emissions for decades. You start to see this gray soot accumulating under the eaves and at the edges and on the porch roof. The house gets dingier and dingier. But the guys who own it won’t clean it, because they were told as part of the contract for sale that “It’s no-maintenance — you never have to do anything to it.” So even though they see that it’s starting to look crappy and grubby, “By golly, I’m not going to maintain it!” And that’s one of the reasons that the houses covered with these materials look so crappy.


  DC: Even when the stuff’s brand new I don’t like it. To me it’s just not real.


  JHK: Well it isn’t real. It’s pretending to be something else.


  DC: Why do I care that it’s not real? Why does that bug me so much?


  JHK: I think that we are disturbed by the inauthentic. Vinyl siding pretends to be wood, and we know it’s not wood, and it pisses us off that we’re being lied to by a physical object. A lot of these plastic cladding materials for buildings, especially the ones that try to pretend that they’re wooden clapboards — they have wood grain embossed on them. The funny thing is, on real wood you almost never see the grain because it’s been planed and sanded off, and when it’s painted it doesn’t really show. So the way that you know that the siding is phony is if you see the wood grain. So why do they even bother? It looks terrible.


  A Tremendous Hunger for Meaning


  DC: There’s a shopping outlet mall in Lee, Massachusetts, that I call “The Vinyl Acropolis.” It’s an entirely faux New England village on the Mass Pike. The Reebok shoe store might be in a building that looks like a church with a steeple. The Eddie Bauer store looks like it’s the butcher shop or a barbershop. There’s a brick-veneer clock tower in the middle of the parking lot. That kind of in-authenticity is really disturbing. But what’s going on there with the architecture?


  JHK: One thing it tells us is that people have a tremendous hunger for meaning in the things that they build, but they’re not being delivered in a way that has any dignity. So what you end up with is an undignified and inauthentic artifact that just degrades people further.


  DC: Are the people of the future going to be living in houses shaped like Pizza Huts, trying to reconnect with their culture the way nineteenth-century people were building houses that looked like Greek temples?


  JHK: I doubt it. It’s hard to predict what the nostalgic quality of that stuff will be, the little of it that survives. The nostalgia that we know now for that kind of thing has some particular names: “kitsch” is one of them. “Camp” is another term associated with that behavior. What that’s about, really, is celebrating stuff for its vulgarity and awfulness. We consciously decide that it’s wonderful because it’s so bad —it’s so pathetic, it’s so bathetic that we celebrate the bathos in it. That kind of irony is only possible when you’re living in a really luxurious culture, which is what the cheap energy culture has been. That provides us with the luxury to be ironic about this kind of stuff.


  But the main feeling that’s going to separate us in the future from what we’ve been doing in the past is: this shit’s not going to be funny anymore. I think we’re going to have the same attitude to Burger King and Pizza Hut that the people in Germany now have toward the Nazi regime. It’s going to be something that we’re ashamed of. It’s going to be something that’s going to be a deep, dark, forbidding, awful memory about the bad choices we made historically.


  DC: Another thing that faux New England village outlet mall might show us is how we still have a vague hunger for regional differences in our architecture. Because we’ve lost any true regional differences in architecture out in the suburbs, haven’t we?


  JHK: Sure. One of the historical reasons you could tell the difference between being in a New England town and being in a tidewater Virginia town in the mid-Atlantic is because, down there, their vocabulary was brick and they developed a certain set of principles for ornamenting that —putting a certain kind of trim on it that was either black or white, and much of it was made along neoclassical motifs. In New England you got, basically, neoclassical wooden architecture. And in a way, that’s a whole world of skill and methodology that’s been more or less lost, but was recorded in things like Asher Benjamin’s The American Builder’s Companion book of the early nineteenth century.


  Temples of Acquisition


  DC: Do you ever shop in the mall?


  JHK: There’s a small mall in Saratoga near me, and I have to go there to get office supplies. That’s about it.


  DC: I try to avoid the place but sooner or later there’ll be something I just gotta go there for. I always feel embarrassed when I’m at the mall, like I don’t want to get caught there by someone who knows me. Do you feel embarrassed when you have to do that?


  JHK: Oh, I don’t feel embarrassed about it. For me it’s just a mildly depressing experience to see where we’ve come after about thirty-five, forty years of this kind of behavior — to see it now at the dead end. A lot of the malls are full of all kinds of marginal business now, like wig shops, and stores that sell outfits for motorcycle thugs, and semi-pornographic gift stores. The cycle with these places when they enter their phase of dereliction is that all kinds of marginal activities move in.


  DC: One of the things I always notice when I’m in a mall is how much the interior tries to look like a city street. There’s tile instead of pavement, but basically what people are walking on in the center of the mall is the street. Some stores have facades like normal city buildings facing the “street.” There are even trees growing in the middle of the mall.


  JHK: None of these things are particularly surprising or unusual. Because whether you’re on a real street or in a mall, you’re dealing with a corridor of some kind and the best streets, of course, feel like comfortable corridors. The best streets in Europe, for example, are fairly intimate. There’s nothing particularly wrong with that.


  The problem with the mall is that it’s disconnected from all the other activities of life besides shopping. It’s disconnected from the places where people work, unless you work at the mall in retail. It’s disconnected completely from the places where people live. For the most part, even the retail there is not necessarily everyday retail. You wouldn’t go there to get a loaf of bread or the day’s supplies for daily life or hardware. It’s all dedicated to what we’ve come to call the consumer recreational shopping experience.


  Abolish the Word “Consumer”


  JHK: And let me revisit, for a moment, my campaign to abolish the word “consumer” from our discussions about these things. It’s a very un-useful, demeaning, degrading term, because consumers have no obligations or duties or responsibilities to anything other than their desire to eat Cheez Doodles and drink Pepsi.Cola.


  We need to call ourselves something else. Maybe “citizens” or something other than consumers. It’s a very bad word. Because it also suggests that remaining a consumer society is a desirable end. And I think that has caused a huge amount of mischief.


  One of the tragic things going on right now is that the consumer era is over. America is so unbelievably over-retailed. We don’t need a single extra silver souvenir spoon shop in this country. Americans don’t need any more stuff. They have too much stuff. And what we’re going to be seeing in the months and years ahead is less activity both on the part of the customers, who we call “consumers,” and the businesses that sell stuff to them. It’s going to be fading into the background of our lives now. Capital is leaving the system and vanishing into a black hole as we discover that the American economy can’t really run on an endless cycle of debt. So these huge temples of acquisition are now completely obsolete. This is really the end of the mall era. We’re in the twilight of the mall era.


  Retrofitting Malls and Box Stores


  DC: In Home from Nowhere you discussed retrofitting malls. What do you think about these projects now, to break up the main building into smaller parts and integrate living quarters and things like that? Turning them into “Lifestyle Centers” and such?


  JHK: In some places we’ve demonstrated that you can take a dead mall and infill the parking lots and create streets and deck over the one-story buildings. The thing is, most of that was done in the late twentieth century when we still had a lot of capital to invest in this nation.


  We’re in a new situation now. Capital is leaving the party. And we’re going to have a lot less money to invest in anything, including the malls. What we’re going to be doing is going back to the existing towns that were originally built before the Second World War that are really suited to the pedestrian experience — that’s where the action is going to be.


  DC: And how about the retrofit of all the box stores out there?


  JHK: A lot of people have fantasies that they’re going to be reused and turned into dance museums, and chiropractic hospitals and evangelical roller rinks. But my guess is most of them will be disassembled for their materials, for the salvage. All of these things will have value. As we get into more trouble with energy and finance, we’re going to be hard up for a lot of building materials, especially stuff like steel I beams and aluminum trusses. So they’ll have a lot of value for salvage. But eventually what you’re going to see there are empty parking lots with weeds growing in them.


  
    Country Living


    The whole country living deal is kind of a fantasy that does not necessarily work out the way people imagine. The truth is people are social, they want to be around other people, they want to get together with their friends once in a while. In the best of all possible urban worlds you see your friends maybe once a day —not once a season when someone throws a party for spring —and that doesn’t happen unless you’re in some kind of coherent urban organism.


    —James Howard Kunstler, June 30, 2011

    KunstlerCast #162: “Triumph of the City”

  


  Picturing Suburbia


  Duncan Crary: People might be surprised to learn that you spend a lot of time creating paintings of parking lots and McDonald’s and Mobil stations.


  James Howard Kunstler: I’ve painted my whole life. I went to a special school in New York City called the High School of Music and Art where we received a fair amount of decent training. It’s something I’ve carried on in the background of my life forever. I’m what’s called a sur le motif painter. I go out to the motif with my French easel and I’m out there with the subject matter in the field. I’m interested in the landscape of our time, and the landscape of our time is mostly about the highway.


  Van Gogh painted the peasants sleeping next to the haystacks because he was in a landscape that was populated with human beings. I’m in a landscape that’s populated mostly by automobiles, so I paint them. Edward Hopper did something similar. Although we look at Hopper’s paintings today— his paintings from the 1920s and the ’30s when he was doing a lot of his highway stuff — and we recognize that as a landscape that is now bygone because the scale of it is smaller and it all seems kind of quaint. It’s not as overwhelming as what we’ve got.


  Today it’s very hard to see what you’re looking at out there on a commercial highway strip, with all the contesting signage and all the visual clutter. So it becomes a great challenge to be able to make it legible. That’s one of the things that I like about painting the highway strip.


  I’m also interested in the contrast between the natural light and the artificial light, especially at sundown. I’ll set my easel up in the juniper shrub bed of the Burger King to paint the K-Mart a quarter of a mile away, with the sun going down in a certain way so that the lovely kind of violet and purple and pink and orange and salmon-colored clouds will be contrasted to the bright primary colors of the electric signage. Sometimes it’s beautiful, although it shouldn’t be construed as a reason to promote suburban sprawl. It’s out there. It’s what we’re living in. It’s not going to be there the way it is now in fifty years. People will look back on these paintings, if they survive, and will see a landscape that looks different from what they’re living in.


  DC: When I first heard that you were painting these scenes, I assumed your paintings were going to be sarcastic. But they’re not.


  JHK: No, they’re not ironic at all. I’m not trying to make a joke about it. I’m literally trying to be a straightforward reporter of the landscape of our time and its many moods.


  I do like to paint in the evening. I found one particular strip mall nearby where the supermarket had a particular lighting scheme under the soffit. It allowed me to see the colors of my palette and the canvas very clearly while the rest of the stuff around was sort of dark. You could paint the McDonald’s in the dark and still see what you’re doing. That was a great boon to me.


  I also found a lot of satisfaction in the industrial ruins that are all over this area of the Upper Hudson Valley. In fact, in the time that I’ve lived here over the last thirty years, a lot of the factories have been bulldozed, so that I was able to actually witness the process of demolition.


  DC: I just bought an excellent book called Hudson Valley Ruins that goes up and down the Hudson Valley giving you the history of all of these ruins — many of them are industrial. There’s one little nugget in the book that I especially like. The artists who belonged to the Hudson River School of Painters, America’s first formal “school” of painting, were lamenting in their day that they didn’t have any ruins in this country to paint.12


  JHK: Absolutely, and the figures in that period —Thomas Cole, Albert Bierstadt, Frederic Church —would go through this initiation rite of traveling all the way to Italy to paint the ruins there as young men. They’d stay for a year or two or three and they’d make their bones by painting the ruins of Rome. Then they’d come back to America, and what they finally settled on was the idea that, “OK, we don’t have ruins here, but we do have this wonderful romantic natural landscape. Let’s make that our subject matter.” So that became the subject matter of nineteenth-century American landscape painting, in the absence of having ruins. It became a kind of fetish.


  The situation is different today. We have a lot of ruins out there. And when I go out, I feel very privileged, like Thomas Cole might have felt on the Roman Campagna, painting the disintegrating aqueducts of the Roman Empire. I go out to Clarks Mills by the Hudson River and I paint the ruins of the wallpaper factory there. It’s sort of thrilling. It’s also a thrilling place to be physically because it’s a place of nebulous ownership. The Georgia–Pacific company actually owns the site but there’s nobody there guarding it anymore. They’ve given up. The fences have big holes in them now so you can get in there. It’s become a kind of a strange natural park that has no supervision.


  So it’s thrilling to be out there alone with an easel by the river. It’s starting to get populated, too. There are people who are going through the fence and fishing along the river. Finally there are some human figures out there.


  DC: Speaking of Thomas Cole, one of the painting series you referenced in The Geography of Nowhere is “The Course of Empire.”13 How did it influence you?


  JHK: I certainly appreciate it, although I haven’t done anything remotely like it.


  Thomas Cole, the great American landscape painter, was interested in painting series of things. “The Course of Empire” depicts the rise and fall of the Roman Empire in five panels, although it’s never stated, from the pastoral phase to the big buildings going up. Finally the climax is this huge pageant that’s going on in this gigantic kind of amphitheater on the water. It’s like a harbor but there seems to be some great spectacle of empire going on. Somebody has just returned from a remote land with giraffes and elephants and all this stuff. Then we get a little further and there’s nobody there anymore and the buildings are disintegrating. Some kind of war has taken place. It’s left a lot of damage. Finally we see the utter desolation of the ruins hundreds of years later. It’s quite a tour de force of paintings.


  DC: The funny thing is that if I were to come up with a more recent example of the same thing, I would think of Robert Crumb’s “A Short History of America.” Do you know that cartoon series?


  JHK: Oh, it’s fabulous— showing the development of a little country road into a small town, then into the beginning of the automobile age. All of a sudden the small town starts to fall apart. Finally it ends up in the 1980s as a convenience store, surrounded by all this crap of technology: the horrible broken signage and the telephone poles and the condensers and the electric installations and the trucks and just all the crap out there.


  DC: Do you think Crumb was being ironic?


  JHK: Oh, absolutely not, in the sense that it seemed to be remarkably straightforward reportage of what was going on. In fact, in that movie with Crumb14 they show him drawing that kind of scene and he’s sitting there saying, “You can’t make this stuff up. You have to really pay attention to the details.”


  DC: At one point in the film, he says how once you start paying attention to transformers in the air and all the wires it just takes over —that’s all you can focus on. That happened to me for months as soon as I heard him say that in the film, that was all I could pay attention to — how ugly it is. There’s so much up there that you just ignore.


  JHK: There is! When I’m out there painting that stuff, I edit some of it out. But I leave a lot of it in. If you tried to put it all in, two things would happen; it would become as visually illegible as it actually is, and you would drive yourself crazy.


  DC: I was excited to see that you’re quoted in The R. Crumb Handbook, right after “A Short History of America.”15


  JHK: Yeah, I didn’t even know that until you showed it to me. But I’m very honored to be in R. Crumb’s book because he’s a great genius of our time.


  DC: Right next to your quote there’s a picture of this guy sitting on a milk crate in this dumpy abandoned yard and he says, “I just sort of went with the flow, man.” It’s perfect.


  JHK: I know. Crumb’s really got our number.


  DC: So Jim, wasn’t there some incident involving you painting at a Burger King?


  JHK: Yeah, I was doing one of my paintings at a Burger King and the manager guy —this young man with a 23-hair mustache — came out and said, “That ain’t allowed here!” And I wanted to mess with him a little bit so I said, “What? What ain’t?” And he said, “That there!” I said, “What?” He said, “You know! What you’re doing there!” I said, “Painting’s not allowed, huh?”


  We went through this for a while and I thought the situation was so ridiculous that I really wanted to have fun with him so I finally said, “Look. It’s fine with me if you go call the sheriff and he can arrest me for painting at Burger King on their property. I’m sure that’ll be great public relations for your company. Because I’ll make sure that lots of people know about it. And it’ll be real cool.”


  DC: Do you know if that actually did happen, it’d probably make the Associated Press wire?


  JHK: Oh, absolutely.


  DC: And you’d probably sell that painting for three hundred grand.


  JHK: Yeah. I should have encouraged him. I should have actually been more provocative because then I would have made more money on the painting.


  Sprawl Defenders


  
    Private Property


    There’s a relatively new idea in America that Americans have a tradition of being able to do whatever they want with their land, and that any impediments placed against that are somehow un-American. This is a fallacy. It’s really been the result of a propaganda campaign from the promoters of suburban sprawl and the real-estate industry who have been fighting against any kind of regulation. We actually have a long history and a fat body of law for land use and the regulation of things you can do on it and with it. There is a whole corpus of responsibilities, obligations and duties that come with land ownership that simply can’t be ignored. And this all falls under the law — we can indeed tell people what to do with their land.


    —James Howard Kunstler, December 4, 2008

    KunstlerCast #41: “Private Property”

  


  Duncan Crary: There are people out there who actually defend sprawl. What kind of arguments are they making?


  James Howard Kunstler: They have a number of arguments, and they all seem specious to me.


  DC: So what are the three main pillars of the pro-sprawl argument?


  JHK: As I understand it, one pillar is the idea that sprawl is fine because people like it.


  That was the premise of a book about sprawl by Robert Bruegmann, a professor at the University of Illinois, Chicago campus.16 Basically his premise was sprawl is fine because people choose it, therefore it must be the best thing that we’ve got.


  It’s a circular argument, and it’s silly. We did what we did because we could do it. At this certain point in history following the Second World War we had a huge amount of our own oil. We had a lot of cheap land outside of our cities, because this is a big nation geographically. We had a huge income stream from selling our manufactured goods to the nations we defeated in the war. So we were all set up for this, and we were predisposed by this idea that runs through American cultural history that city life ain’t no good and that the way to go is country living for everybody. We liked the idea of country life — it was consistent with the mythology of our national experience in settling the wilderness and fighting bears and bison and saber-toothed tigers. So that in itself was a very strong motivation for people doing what they did, even though it only has relative reality to it.


  The bottom line is that, yeah, it was a choice. But sometimes cultures collectively make tragic choices, and we’ve carried the suburban thing too far. We elaborated it too much, and we ran ourselves up a cul-de-sac in a cement SUV without a fill-up. Now we’re stuck with all this stuff built in the wrong place in the wrong way, and it’s going to be a huge liability for us.


  The second big theme with the pro-sprawl lobby is the idea that sprawl represents liberty —that the suburban mode of living happens because we live in a free country, and it represents the American spirit of liberty to do what you want to do with your land. We’re all free individuals and that’s wonderful.


  What they overlook, of course, is that sprawl is mandated rigorously by government regulation at all levels, which counts every single parking space per square foot of retail, and rigorously defines how far apart the houses have to be, and what the setbacks are, and the square footage of the house, etc. So this idea that the suburban life is free from government regulation is a lie.


  Suburbia is also subsidized by government, by the way. Huge wads of free government money are given to build the infrastructure for suburbia — to lay the sewer lines and the water lines, and build the highways and widen the roads.


  DC: A lot of the mortgages are subsidized, and have been in the past. Now even the values of the houses in suburbia are benefiting from government intervention.


  JHK: Then there’s another final argument, which is the econometric argument, where they haul out these reams of statistics to show how “efficient” suburbia is. I had a father-in-law, a marriage or so ago, who was a scientist for IBM. His favorite book was How to Lie With Statistics.17 That’s what econometrics is all about. Economics is getting to be a line of work that’s totally discredited.


  The experience of any informed citizen just reading the news in the last several years is a history of seeing how you’re being gamed by economists using statistics to prove things that aren’t true — to prove that the banks are solvent, to prove that the housing market is fine, to prove that the US government is not broke, to prove that we can keep dispensing Medicaid forever, and lots of other things. So I regard the econometric arguments as being full of falsehood and trickery, and having very little validity.


  DC: How are the sprawl defenders trying to argue through econometrics that suburbia is efficient?


  JHK: One of the ways they do it is to attack public transit, and to try to demonstrate that car dependency is, in fact, the best thing that we can do in our culture. Randal O’Toole has made a kind of second career of campaigning against public transit, and in particular against restoring railroad service. He’s in favor of building more highways, and widening highways, and doing everything we can to increase motoring volumes. Most of the pro-sprawl econometric arguments are based on the whole highway and driving equation.


  DC: Folks like O’Toole think public transit is inefficient because we have to subsidize it?


  JHK: Exactly.


  DC: It’s unbelievable. President Obama just dropped hundreds of billions of dollars to repair our highway system. But you try to do a fraction of that for public transit and it’s evil socialism. There’s so much public space in America dedicated to the use and storage of cars, which are private property.


  JHK: Right, and I’ll use a little econometric myself: it’s estimated that the average cost of supplying a parking space anywhere is about $8,000. Either the real estate company that owns the strip mall is going to pay for it, or the government’s going to pay for it, or some combination. It’s hugely expensive, not to mention the cost of building highways. And compared to railroads — or even light rail or any other form of public transit — it’s a joke.


  At the same time, we have to understand that a lot of these guys defending suburbia are paid shills for the sprawl-building industry.18 It’s not as though they’re just selfless, misguided citizens. They’re essentially rogues who are in the service of evil enterprises.


  DC: How come you don’t often debate these pro-sprawl figures in public?19


  JHK: Well there are only a few of these guys out there who are shameless enough to get up and take these idiotic positions, maybe because they can’t make a living any other way. I really don’t know.


  There aren’t that many of these guys out there. There’s Randal O’Toole and there’s Robert Brueg-mann. They’re the two main guys. Then of course there’s Joel Kotkin,20 who was featured in a David Brooks’ column in The New York Times, which had the incredible headline “Relax, We’ll Be Fine.”21 The whole idea of Brooks’ op-ed piece was that we don’t have a problem with our economy. We don’t have a problem with the American population. We don’t have a problem with housing. We don’t have a problem with suburbia. We’re just going to stick everybody in suburbs, and they’ll be fine. The suburbs will be retooled and improved and made even better than they are now. And we’ll all just keep on driving around. No problem.


  David Brooks is probably the most fatuous opinion writer that The New York Times has. He’s the guy who wrote Bobos in Paradise,22 about the Bohemian, yuppie generation settling into suburbia, and about how wonderful that was. David Brooks himself has been a champion of suburbia with no awareness at all of its shortcomings or its destiny. These are the kinds of people who are leaders in the media. So when I say that we have a comprehensive failure of leadership in America, I don’t mean just politically. I mean we have a failure of leadership in business, the media, academia and in the profession of economics — everywhere. We’re not doing too well in terms of understanding where history is taking us.


  DC: What are small cities supposed to do when confronted with these pro-sprawl arguments and this pressure to suburbanize their habitat?


  JHK: At this point, I don’t really think we have to worry too much. Because it’s becoming self-evident — and it will be more obvious every week —that we can’t support this suburban lifestyle. That, in many ways, it’s simply failing. People can’t pay their mortgages. People can’t commute long distances to jobs, if they’re lucky enough to have them. The schools cannot continue to operate in the way that they have been. The gradual impoverishment of the suburban governments is going to be another enormous problem. So I think that the trends will reveal themselves and it won’t require a strenuous battle to go out and argue with these pro-suburbia guys.


  DC: Is it even worth arguing about? I constantly find myself getting riled up and arguing with people about suburbia. I’m not a politician. I’m not in any position of authority. Why the hell am I even arguing with people about the suburbs? Should I just laugh and live my life and stay out of it?


  JHK: Well it’s kind of sad and annoying to see people, especially your relatives, clinging to ideas that are just going to get them into trouble. Right now we have a public that is full of delusional ideas that are not helping us get through this period of hardship and difficulty that we face. Personally I think the most important thing that we have to do in this country is form a coherent consensus for action so that we can take ourselves into the future.


  DC: So you think it is worthwhile to have these discussions and mini debates with people then?


  JHK: I think it’s tremendously frustrating, and usually feels like an exercise in futility. It’s very discouraging, and sometimes you’re tempted to lose your temper, or just get so emotional that you can barely articulate or even state your position clearly. And at the same time, you know that they don’t even care. They’re tuned out. They don’t even want to hear it. So it’s a hard thing to do.


  But a public consensus is an odd creature. I think the way this finally resolves is in the way that the philosopher Schopenhauer stated — that new ideas are first ridiculed, then violently opposed, and then they’re accepted as self-evident.23 We’re seeing that now.


  Let’s not forget the huge factor of the practical investments that Americans have in that way of life. They’ve got their suburban house, which for many households represents the place where most of their wealth is imagined to be stored. Even if the value of the house is going down, they’ve put most of their savings into it. So people can’t conceive of letting go of that. It’s terribly difficult for them to entertain any idea that even remotely threatens that.


  Then, secondarily, there are all the investments that we’ve made in the infrastructures for daily life in suburbia, including the schools and the roads and the municipal tennis courts and everything else — we don’t want to lose those investments. We’re also afraid because we have no real legacy of affection for urban places in America. We don’t want to move back into Ralph Kramden’s apartment in The Honeymooners. And it’s true that suburban houses really are pretty luxurious compared to what you get in the city. If you read the real estate ads in The New York Times, for example, or in The New York Observer, you see that a four-bedroom Manhattan apartment with two or three bathrooms and a fireplace goes for eleven million dollars. You don’t even get a basement with that. But in suburbia you can have the same darn thing for $500,000. People naturally view their private space as being very important.


  What you get in New York City these days is a pretty small living space and storage space, but you have access to all the marvels and wonders and amenities of being in this great cosmopolitan city. The same is true, of course, in Paris or London or Rio de Janeiro or really any great metropolitan place.


  The Politics of Place


  
    Places Not Worth Defending


    We have about, you know, 38,000 places that are not worth caring about in the United States today. When we have enough of them, we’re gonna have a nation that’s not worth defending. And I want you to think about that when you think about those young men and women who are over in places like Iraq, spilling their blood in the sand. And ask yourself what is their last thought of home? I hope it’s not the curb cut between the Chuck E. Cheese and the Target store! Because that’s not good enough for Americans to be spilling their blood for. We need better places in this country.


    —James Howard Kunstler, TED 2004

    Filmed February 2004, Ted.com

  


  Duncan Crary: I want to try to sort out the politics of place with you. What I want to know is if suburbia is a conservative place and if cities are liberal places. I’m very confused by political allegiances in America right now. And I think you summed up what’s confusing me, back in 1995, when you were writing for The Planning–Commissioner’s Journal.24


  James Howard Kunstler: Doesn’t everybody get that magazine?


  DC: I only found the article after clicking through links on various blogs. Here’s what you wrote:


  The town where I live, Saratoga Springs, New York, like practically every other town in America, is under assault by forces that want to turn it into another version of Paramus, New Jersey, with all the highway crud, chain store servitude, and loss of community that pattern of development entails.


  Ironically, the forces who are ready to permit the most radical damage to the town’s historic character consider themselves the most conservative; while the groups most concerned with preserving the town’s best features, and even enhancing them, have been branded radical.


  JHK: Yeah, this was quite an inversion of the assumed roles. It was weird, because the Republicans in a small-town setting like the one I live in had become very much allied with— or they were just part and parcel of — the whole community of builders and bankers, and the highway guys, and the development people. And it became quite a force.


  Also, because financing was so cheap and our technology had reached a certain point, you could make pretty severe changes in a town very quickly just by following the mandates of conventional zoning laws.


  In our case here in town, we replaced some great historic fabric with a bunch of shitty 1950s suburban crap. We tore down the Grand Union Hotel— a huge building— in 1954 and put a strip mall on the site in the middle of the city with parking all around it. That was before my time here. But in my time, the same stuff was going on. We built another strip mall a block away from that in 1982 or something. So you saw this happening time and time again. And yet, these were the people who claimed to be conservatives. What were they conserving? They weren’t conserving anything. They were destroying stuff.


  And the people who were trying to defend the old existing character of the town, they were branded as radicals, communists — people who wanted to turn the social order upside down. Because the people in charge of the social order had become agents of destruction. So it was a very strange thing. But it was interesting that these agents of destruction, who were generally Republicans around here, were able to brainwash the voting public into believing that they were, in fact, the pillars of the community. They were really just a bunch of opportunists who went to rip off whatever opportunity they could.


  DC: I don’t think that’s uncommon throughout the entire country.


  JHK: No, it’s the template for how things worked all over America for fifty years. It’s just been worse in some places than others.


  DC: What exactly do these “conservatives” think they’re conserving?


  JHK: Really, the only thing that they are conserving are their business practices, which enable them to make lots of money and to be the high-status people in their community, the people who make the rules and the decisions. I don’t want to get into a whole kind of academic, politically correct power rant about the oppressors and the victims, because I don’t quite see it that way. But it is really a matter of the leaders in a given culture developing a consensus about what’s OK and having that lead to a pretty undesirable outcome.


  DC: I can see why business leaders would adopt this brand of politics in suburbia. But why do the individual residents?


  JHK: As far as I can tell, the big deal about suburbia politically is that the people who live there have so much of their own personal wealth tied up in the value of the real estate that they own, that the defense of the value of that house becomes the overwhelming political preoccupation — whether it’s reflected in the kind of school that your kid is able to go to, or just the money value of the building itself that you bought. So many of the struggles of suburbia boil down to the preservation of the monetary value of your house.


  DC: I find it interesting that people often assume that I’m a liberal because I’m interested in urban planning, or environmental conservation or historic preservation. But I don’t know what’s actually that liberal about those things. I tend to think of myself as more of a traditionalist. I kind of feel like, “I’m a conservative,” and the people calling themselves conservatives are using the term wrong.


  JHK: We’ve got a lot of sorting out to do about these things, and they’re not going to come out of the wringer the same way that they went in. In fact, we may not even use these kinds of terms anymore to describe the new situation that we find ourselves in.


  DC: Which is?


  JHK: We are facing the wholesale disintegration of the suburban arrangement. It doesn’t have a long horizon. It’s in trouble. Anybody with a little bit of sensitivity can pick that up already and sense it. And it has made people desperate.


  I think the threats that these people feel, at perhaps some subconscious level, may make them very frightened, deep down, and insecure. I think that fear and insecurity is getting so extreme that it’s leading to some really crazy political beliefs. And it accounts for a whole lot of the anger that’s out there and for the anger that’s expressed by people like Rush Limbaugh and Glenn Beck, who — to my mind, what they really stand for is the fact that the America of 1963 doesn’t exist anymore. Maybe it was the America of their childhood when Rush and little Glenn were fourteen years old, and it’s all gone. They’re desperate to either reinstate conditions that are lost, or to save every fragment of anything that’s still around.


  DC: But your own views are a little nostalgic for the way life was before suburbia, aren’t they?


  JHK: The word “nostalgia” itself is interesting because it literally means homesickness. It became evident to me that part of the whole suburban dilemma is that as a culture, as a nation, as a people, we are tremendously homesick — not just for a box that we call “a home,” but for a real dwelling place for our society that is worth caring about.


  The chief characteristic of just about everything we built in suburbia is that it ended up being stuff that wasn’t worth caring about. And that had tremendous cultural implications for us.


  DC: What are your political beliefs, Jim? You have referred to yourself as a being a dissatisfied registered Democrat.


  JHK: Yeah I’m sort of a mainstream sixties Democrat.


  DC: What does that mean?


  JHK: It means I believe in social justice and equality. It means I am not in favor of starting wars frivolously. It means that I have a healthy respect for the depredations of big business and big money. I suppose that’s broad enough.


  DC: I would think you are also a conservative in a way — not in the way the term has recently come to be defined —but you are a conservative as far as resources go and. . .?


  JHK: I’d say I’m a conservative in the sense that I’m an anti-avant-gardist.


  DC: What does that mean?


  JHK: I don’t truck with the cutting edge of my culture. I think that they’re mostly a fallacious cutting edge and that they’re not really taking us anywhere. The cutting edge of architecture and art, I think, is largely nonsense in our time. So yeah, I’m very conservative in that sense.


  Boomers: Back to the Burbs


  
    So-Called Free Thought


    The thing that astonishes me the most about my generation is how this generation that espoused free thinking and free inquiry and freedom of everything ended up becoming the thought police.


    And they ended up being the people at Harvard and Yale who said, “Well, we believe in diversity and multiculturalism as long as your diversity and multiculturalism is just like ours. And if you have a different version of the world, we’re going to actually stomp on you if you express it.”


    —James Howard Kunstler, August 7, 2008

    KunstlerCast #26: “From Hippies to Yuppies”

  


  Duncan Crary: I want to talk with you about your generation, the Baby Boomers. You’re thirty years older than me. You’re sixty-two and I’m thirty-two. So you got a firsthand look at the 1960s scene.


  James Howard Kunstler: I went to college during the absolute heart of the Age of Aquarius. I got there in 1966. I was on the five-year plan for various reasons, so I graduated in 1971 after a protracted senior year, which I did over again. And I sort of saw it all.


  DC: Can you explain to me how your generation went from the hippie-nature-peace-love thing to doing the yuppie-Saab-driving-suburban-stockbroker thing?


  JHK: Yeah. It’s kind of unfortunate. The really best pieces of the Aquarian revolution were the back-to-the land parts, and the idea of living locally and living independently from the great corporate Moloch of America — not being dependent on all that stuff. That was a really healthy part of our culture, and it got an extended life —the Aquarian age segued into the OPEC oil embargo age in 1973. The hippie thing was still sort of going on, and a lot of those young people at that time got into solar energy and things that would have been useful if we had continued them. But unfortunately what we got instead was Reaganism and the idea that you could get everything and have everything and be everything. So a new consensus developed that you could have everything at once right now. And that developed into the yuppie kind of syndrome that I think you’re describing.


  DC: What happened? Why ditch it all for the suburbs?


  JHK: One big element, of course, is that my generation was largely raised in suburbia, so they’re just returning to the mean, returning to normal, which is a very common condition in many of the things of life — that they return to the mean after visiting the margin. It happens to the stock market, it happens to people’s social behavior — returning to the norm.


  The Baby Boomer generation was raised largely in the suburbs and became comfortable and accustomed to the comforts and conveniences of it. So it was easy for them to return to that as a living arrangement, especially when prompted by a number of incentives and disincentives in their practical life. For example, when my generation started reproducing, they were faced with the problem that the schools in the urban environments were bad schools. And that’s a whole other area of discussion —why were they bad schools? We often gloss this over. It’s not just because the kids were being taught badly by bad teachers, it was largely because of the behavior of the kids in the schools — they were out of control. They were being unkind and abusive and violent to their fellow students. This is not a milieu that any thoughtful person wants to subject their child to.


  So, OK, what’s the next step? You have to default to some other living arrangement, and as a practical matter that ends up being the suburbs in the 1970s, ’80s and ’90s in America. So my generation defaulted to that and they went out there. They didn’t pay a whole lot of attention to the shortcomings and downsides of that choice — and the enabling device for that was the fact that the price of oil went down consistently after 1985 and made it more and more affordable to live in that milieu. It removed the imperative for thinking about the alternatives that the hippies were thinking about in the late sixties and early seventies.


  DC: What about the anti-war activities? Was that a heroic moment in your generation’s history?


  JHK: The anti-war movement is not something that I would dismiss cavalierly. It’s hard to understand that, perhaps, without having been there, because it was for real. The war in Vietnam was a terrible thing. I would even go as far to say that it was more of a phony war than the Iraq war. As bad as it seems, you could actually see where our strategic interests lie in the Middle East a lot more easily than you could see where they were in Vietnam in 1967. And then there was the additional level of the draft problem where you had a lot of people my age, in 1968, who didn’t want to get conscripted into the army and sent twelve thousand miles away to get blown up and shot. This made people mad but it also created a lot of social inequity where the people like me, who were enrolled and matriculated in college programs, got a 2-S deferment and were not subject to the draft until they instituted the lottery in 1970.


  When I went to the Democratic Convention in 1968, the draft was still on, the war was ramping up to its absolute height and its greatest level of craziness. Lyndon Johnson was still in the White House, and we were still being told that there was light at the end of the tunnel. And remember, the casualties from the Vietnam War were way beyond what we see in Iraq. Over 50,000 Americans died in the Vietnam War. So far, a little more than 4,000 Americans have died in Iraq and many more have been badly wounded. But Vietnam was a whole other level of death and violence.


  So, yeah, that was the real deal and the protest against it was the realest part of the whole Aquarian revolution. Everything else going on around it — the oriental mysticism, the “Turn on, tune in, drop out” heavy drug scene —all that stuff was just sort of the icing on the cake. A lot of that, to me, was kind of disturbing.


  DC: We’re all by now familiar with Tom Brokaw’s book The Greatest Generation and how he gave that moniker to the World War II generation. Do you think your generation is the “worst generation ever,” which is an accusation floating around out there?


  JHK: Well, I suppose I see them as being somewhere in between but verging more toward the disappointing end of the scale. Because we talked a really good game when we were twenty years old. And then all of a sudden we’re out there buying Mercedes Benzes and McHouses and McMansions. We were queering the stock market, doing all these terrible things and running the United States into the ground. My generation, which climaxed with George W. Bush, has basically destroyed the United States. Yeah, we really did a bad job.


  By the way, apropos of that, I would recommend the wonderful and underrated book The Fourth Turning by William Strauss and Neil Howe. It was a generational theory of history, as well as a discussion about the characteristics of generations within those cycles of history. One of the points they made is that the generation coming up in the early twenty-first century is going to inevitably have to be heroic. They will be faced with such enormous problems just as they come into full adulthood. And they are going to be like those 1940s type generations.


  DC: Even though they were heroic, didn’t the 1940s generation help create a lot of the problems that we’re in now with suburbia and our cities, with the economy, with our oil dependency?


  JHK: I have a very vivid sense of the entitlement of my parents’ generation. For them, all the stuff that we take for granted —things ranging from happy motoring to air-conditioning–on demand to every comfort that modern life has afforded us— for them it was the utmost normality, especially later in life. And part of that entitlement grew out of this World War II experience where “We paid such a price — we spent four of our years in the cane breaks of the Solomon Islands fighting the Japanese. Therefore, whatever these comforts are, we earned them and we’re Number One and we’re exceptional.” They really bought into the Ronald Reagan fantasy of American exceptionalism, and, consequently, I think they set us up — their children — to do all the damaging things that we continue to do. I think both generations are very much at fault.


  DC: That’s a point that Michael Kinsley made in an article in The Atlantic magazine25 — that you can also blame the parents of the Boomers for creating a mirage of prosperity and getting us addicted to debt and so on. But he went on to pose that, even though the Boomers do seem to have failed to live up to their ideals, it’s not too late for them to make some grand gesture of selflessness for future generations.


  JHK: I appreciate the guilt that underlies the wish or the idea. Behind this is obviously a tremendous generational guilt for having screwed up the planet. It’s especially disgraceful considering our idealism of the 1960s, which ironically led to this disgraceful orgy of moneygrubbing of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. It’s been quite a transition for us Boomers and the one thing that I can imagine really happening —making sense— is that the Millennial generation will be so steamed by what we’ve done that they will simply deny us any elder care. “Forget about having operations and having a comfortable hospital bed when you’re eighty years old Mr. Boomer, we’re just gonna put you out on the curb like an old broken television and forget about you.”


  The Millennials will be heroic, but they’ll also be perhaps a lot more hardheaded than we are. They’re not going to have a therapeutic approach to everything in life and try to make everybody feel good. In fact, because we’ve destroyed their country, and perhaps their culture, they’re not going to take care of us in our old age. We’re going to be sitting there hoping to be put on the Medicare dole and be taken care of in nursing homes — having our bedpans changed when we’re eighty-five years old. And the younger generation is going to say: “No. Sorry. You screwed up the world. We’re just going to put you out in the street in a shopping cart. Good luck! And meanwhile, we’re going to attend to all the disasters that you created by your incredible energy profligacy, your wastefulness, and the terrible choices that you made in your lifetime to impoverish the future.”


  DC: . . .Jim, I have a nice little shopping cart over here I’d like you to take a look at.


  JHK: Would you just change my diapers before you put me in it, for God’s sake?




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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