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BELIEVE IT OR NOT, an 
observer of urban life has written 
an account celebrating North 
America's suburbs. 

Challenging the urbanist school advo
cated by the likes of Peter Calthorpe and 
Andres Duany, Tom Martinson advances a 
compelling and readable assessment of 
suburbia in American Dreamscape. 
Attacking head-on the often personal crit
icism of the place that almost 200 million 
individuals call home, Martinson contends 
that the American suburb is as much a 
state of mind as a physical place. In doing 
so, he asks whether so many residents can 
be wrong to seek a life outside the big 
city. 

Critics contend that conventional suburbs 
are sprawl personified and contribute to 
the rising discontent in society. Martinson 
notes that this discontent doesn't neces
sarily translate to a wholesale embracing 
of urbanist principals - a refocusing on 
downtown, increased density, transit ori
entation and a conviction that architec
tural imagery can change society. Rather, 
Martinson suggests that the public's reac
tion is not against the suburbs per se, but 
is rather a reaction to the disorder and 
chaos that goes hand-in-hand with the 
rapid growth characteristic of the past few 
decade's economic prosperity. 

American Dreamscape strongly supports 
the proposition that rural, suburban and 
urban lifestyles reflect completely dissimi
lar values and personal objectives: " peo
ple choose to live where they do because 
their environment provides what they 
value in life at a given time of their life." 
Suburbs clearly fulfil housing and lifestyle 
needs singularly different from those of a 
big city. Drawing from the history of 
urban America, Martinson chronicles the 
rise of suburbia at the turn of the last cen-

tury as a response to the "cancerous 
growth of big cities." To commentators at 
the time, the "city scene was the back
drop for frightening experiences, personal 
defeat, icy intellectualism, heartless com
mercialism, miserable poverty, crime and 
sin, smoke and noise, dusk and loneli
ness. " 

Life in the pre-World War II suburbs was 
seen as a refuge and escape, and follow
ing the war suburbia hit its stride. Post
war housing met a critical demand pent 
up during the great depression and the 
war. Martinson offers two explanations 
for the suburban land rush of the 1950s 
and '60s. First, there's value: individuals 
could simply get more for their money in 
the suburbs. And second, the move to the 
suburbs was about gaining personal 
space, a psychological and symbolic moti
vation . The public still gravitates to subur
bia because of the place it has become, 
and because of the continuing ills of many 
big cities: high costs, crime, pollution, 
poverty, poor schools and inadequate 
housing and living environments. 
Martinson asks if residents of the suburbs 
can really be criticized for desiring to live 
in a community that is "safe, convenient 
and friendly." 

Martinson bristles at the contention that 
suburbs are desolate places void of 
redemption . The "edge cities" of today 
are often far different from the bedroom 
communities of yesterday. Many subur
ban neighbourhoods have matured to the 
point where they provide a diversity of 
opportunity for all residents. Early suburbs 
have become distinct urban entities 
affording residents the ability to live, 
work, play, shop and be educated within 
their community. These communities may 
not provide the high culture and drama 
desired by the "urban intelligencia," but 
suburbanites do find their communities 
interesting and fulfilling. 

'

In response to the suggestion of urbanists 
that suburbs have no defining style or 
character, American Dreamscape pro
vides a compendium of community and 
architectural designs illustrating just the 
opposite. Moreover, Martinson arrives at 
the conclusion that suburbs are very much 
a work in progress. The author calls for 
planners to set aside their worn, universal 
conventions, and to search for the best 
solution for each situation. "Our suburbs 
should be fresh ... expressions, just right 
for their geography, climate, function and 
local culture." In planning for new com
munities, either urban, suburban or rural, 
decision-makers need to listen to their 
communities (both present and future res
idents) , discover the unique essence of 
their neighbourhoods, substitute vision for 
controls, and focus on the overall setting. 

The author concludes American 
Dreamscape with the following challenge: 
"Postwar American suburbia is the largest 
and most costly undertaking in world his
tory. It is high time we move the suburbs 
to center stage of our national attention." 
The profession must rise to this challenge 
instead of simply dismissing suburbs. 
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