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Abstract

Cars and the system of infrastructures and urban forms built to support them have many negative impacts
such as pollution, greenhouse gas emissions and a high land use, particularly in cities. In response to this, car-
free housing developments have emerged in different Western European cities. In these real-world laboratories
of a mobility transition, residents commit to living without a private car in the long term. To overcome a car-
centred society, it is important to understand why some households choose to voluntarily live car-free and move
to these developments, and how they are mobile.

This thesis represents the first large-scale study of car-free housing residents. It analysed nine developments,
five in Switzerland (Burgunder in Bern, FAB-A in Biel/Bienne, Giesserei in Winterthur, Oberfeld in Oster-
mundigen and Sihlbogen in Zurich) and four in Germany (Klein Borstel and Saarlandstrafle in Hamburg,
Stellwerk60 in Cologne and Weillenburg in Minster). These sites include a diversity of car-free developments
in terms of different dwelling types (even though six of them represent forms of collaborative housing), sizes,
ages and localisations. A mixed methods approach was adopted to study the residents’ profiles, motivations
and practices as well as their evaluation of the spatial and social context necessary to live car-free. A self-
administered questionnaire survey (n=500) carried out in all nine developments was combined with in-depth
interviews (n=50) conducted in six of them.

The analyses show that the residents have very particular profiles. They have a high level of education and
ethical or altruistic values are very important to them. Nearly half of the households are families. Almost all
of them live deliberately without a private car and this does not represent a sacrifice for them. Their motiva-
tions for living car-free refer mainly to a combination of practical and personal reasons. The first type of moti-
vation includes no need for a car and the availability of alternative transport modes, the second mainly revolves
around ecological motivations. Conversely, the affordability of a car as well as health or age reasons are of very
little importance. The motivations to move to a car-free housing development are similar, practical reasons
such as the accessibility of the location are highlighted, but social aspects such as living in a community are
important, too, particularly in the cooperative housing projects.

The analyses of the residents’ mobility capital and practices revealed four types of strategies how to be mobile
without owning a private car. First, car-free housing residents rely on (augmented) alternative transport
modes, i.e. the bicycle (with a trailer or as an e- or a cargo bike), public transport and walking. Second, they
use mobility and transport services, including taxis and delivery services, but also limited use of (carsharing
or other borrowed) cars. Furthermore, digitalisation facilitates car-free living, especially smartphone apps al-
lowing access to all mobility forms and supporting their use. Third, the inhabitants favour car-less accessibility
and, thus, proximity often influences the localisation of their everyday activities. Fourth, the community of
car-free residents appeared important, too. On a practical level, neighbourly help or common activities in the
development facilitate car-free living, but, beyond that, the community also empowers the residents and “nor-
malises” this way of life.

Despite clear general tendencies for motivations and practices, an important diversity of car-free residents
exists. A typology of lifestyles allowed us to uncover them. Based on their values and motivations to live car-
free as well as on their mobility practices, six lifestyles of car-free residents were found: ecological, pragmatic
and utilitarian cyclists and the same three types of multimodals, ecological, pragmatic and utilitarian.

Finally, a certain spatial and social context is also necessary to live car-free. On the one hand, it consists of
transport and other infrastructures such as local supply or spaces for common activities in the development.
On the other hand, it includes immaterial aspects, particularly social norms allowing to consider car-freeness.

In brief, a system of car-free mobility needs to be set up to overcome automobility. It consists of various indi-
vidual strategies, but also of a spatial and social context allowing car-free living.



Résumé

Les voitures et le systéme d’infrastructures urbaines construit autour d’elles ont de nombreux impacts négatifs
tels que la pollution, les émissions de gaz a effet de serre et une importante consommation d’espace, en parti-
culier dans les villes. En réponse a cette problématique, des habitats sans voitures ont émergé dans différentes
villes d’Europe occidentale. Dans ces laboratoires d’une transition vers une mobilité durable, les habitant-e-s
s’engagent a vivre sans voiture sur le long terme. Pour surmonter une société basée sur la voiture, il est impor-
tant de comprendre pourquoi certains ménages choisissent volontairement de vivre sans voiture et demména-
ger dans ces habitats, ainsi que les caractéristiques de leur mobilité.

Cette theése représente la premiére étude a grande échelle de résident-e-s d’habitats sans voitures. Elle a ana-
lysé neuf quartiers, cinq en Suisse (Burgunder a Berne, FAB-A a Bienne, Giesserei a Winterthour, Oberfeld a
Ostermundigen et Sihlbogen a Zurich) et quatre en Allemagne (Klein Borstel et Saarlandstralle a Hambourg,
Stellwerk60 a Cologne et Weillenburg a Minster). Ils couvrent la diversité des habitats sans voitures en termes
de types de logements (six d’entre eux représentent des formes d’habitat collaboratif), de taille, d’age et
d’emplacements. Une approche basée sur des méthodes mixtes a été adoptée afin d’étudier le profil des
ménages, leurs motivations, leurs pratiques, ainsi que leur évaluation du contexte spatial et social nécessaire
pour vivre sans voiture. Une enquéte par questionnaire auto-administré (n=500) réalisée dans les neuf
quartiers considérés a été combinée avec des entretiens approfondis (n=50) menés dans six d’entre eux.

Les résultats des analyses démontrent que les habitant-e-s ont des profils particuliers a plusieurs égards. Ils
et elles ont souvent un haut niveau de formation et accordent une grande importance a des valeurs éthiques
ou altruistes. Presque la moitié des ménages sont des familles. Quasiment tous les ménages vivent volontai-
rement sans voiture sans que cela ne représente un sacrifice pour eux. Leurs motivations a vivre sans voiture
se référent surtout a une combinaison de raisons pratiques et personnelles. Le premier type de motivations
inclut le fait de ne pas avoir besoin d’une voiture ainsi que la disponibilité de modes de transports alternatifs
tandis que le deuxiéme type représente principalement des motivations écologiques. Au contraire, les raisons
financiéres ainsi que de santé ou d’age n’ont qu'une tres faible importance. Les motivations pour emménager
dans un habitat sans voitures sont similaires. Les raisons pratiques telles que I'accessibilité de la localisation,
mais aussi des aspects sociaux tel que le fait de vivre en communauté, en particulier dans les coopératives,
sont mis en évidence.

L’analyse du capital de mobilité et des pratiques des résident-e-s a révélé quatre types de stratégies permettant
d’étre mobile sans posséder une voiture. Premiérement, les habitant-e's s’appuient sur des moyens de trans-
ports alternatifs (améliorés), en particulier le vélo (avec remorque, en tant que vélo-cargo ou avec assistance
électrique), les transports publics et 1a marche. Deuxiémement, ils et elles recourent a des services de mobilité,
comme des taxis et des services de livraisons, mais aussi a I'utilisation ponctuelle d’'une voiture partagée. De
plus, la numérisation facilite la vie sans voitures, particuliérement les applications pour smartphones qui per-
mettent I'accés a de nombreuses formes de mobilité et facilitent leur usage. Troisiemement, les habitant-e-s
favorisent 'accessibilité sans voiture, et donc souvent la proximité pour leurs activités quotidiennes. Quatrie-
mement, la communauté d’habitant-e-s apparait également comme un facteur important. Au niveau pratique,
laide de voisinage et les activités communes dans ’habitat facilitent le fait de vivre sans voiture. De plus,
Pesprit de communauté encourage aussi les habitant-e-s et « normalise » cette maniére de vivre.

Malgré des tendances générales clairement définies concernant les motivations et les pratiques, une diversité
d’habitant-e-s existe. Une typologie des modes de vie permet de les mettre en lumiére. Sur la base des valeurs
et des motivations des habitant-e-s a vivre sans voiture ainsi que de leurs pratiques de mobilité, six modes de
vie ressortent de I'analyse : les cyclistes écologiques, pragmatiques ou utilitaristes ainsi que les mémes trois
types de multimodaux, écologiques, pragmatiques et utilitaristes.

Enfin, un contexte spatial et social spécifique est également nécessaire pour vivre sans voiture. Il consiste d'une
part en des infrastructures liées a la fois aux transports mais aussi a 'approvisionnement local ou aux activités
communes dans ’habitat. D’autre part, le contexte inclut des aspects immatériels, en particulier des normes
sociales qui permettent d’envisager une vie sans voiture.

En résumé, un systéme de mobilité sans voiture doit étre mis en place pour surmonter 'automobilité. Il consiste
a la fois en des stratégies individuelles variées et en un contexte spatial et social permettant de vivre sans
voiture.
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Zusammenfassung

Autos und das fir sie aufgebaute System an Infrastrukturen haben viele negative Auswirkungen, wie Schad-
stoff- und Treibhausgasemissionen und einen hohen Bodenverbrauch, insbesondere in Stadten. Als Antwort
darauf sind in verschiedenen westeuropiischen Stadten autofreie Wohnsiedlungen entstanden. In diesen Re-
allaboren einer Mobilitdts-Transformation verpflichten sich die Bewohner*innen dazu, langfristig ohne eige-
nes Auto zu leben. Um eine autodominierte Gesellschaft zu tiberwinden ist es wichtig zu verstehen, weshalb
Haushalte sich freiwillig dazu entscheiden autofrei zu leben und in diese Siedlungen zu ziehen, und wie sie
mobil sind.

Diese Doktorarbeit beinhaltet die erste gross angelegte Studie von Bewohner*innen autofreier Siedlungen. Sie
hat neun davon analysiert, fiinf in der Schweiz (Burgunder in Bern, FAB-A in Biel, Giesserei in Winterthur,
Oberfeld in Ostermundigen und Sihlbogen in Zirich) und vier in Deutschland (Klein Borstel und Saarland-
stralle in Hamburg, Stellwerk60 in Kéln und Weillenburg in Miinster). Diese beinhalten die unterschiedlichen
Arten von autofreien Wohnsiedlungen beziliglich Wohnform (auch wenn sechs davon Genossenschaften oder
Wohnprojekte sind), Grosse, Alter und Lage. Ein Mixed-Methods-Ansatz wurde angewandt um die Profile,
Motivationen und Praktiken der Bewohner*innen zu erforschen, sowie deren Einschitzung des notwendigen
raumlichen und sozialen Kontexts um autofrei zu leben. Eine Befragung mit einem selbst auszufillenden Fra-
gebogen (n=500) in allen neuen Siedlungen wurde kombiniert mit ausfithrlichen Interviews (n=50), die in sechs
Siedlungen gefiihrt wurden.

Die Resultate zeigen, dass die Bewohner*innen sich durch sehr spezifische Profile auszeichnen. Sie verfiigen
uber ein hohes Ausbildungsniveau und ethische oder altruistische Werte sind ihnen am wichtigsten. Beinahe
die Halfte der Haushalte sind Familien. Fast alle von ihnen leben freiwillig ohne eigenes Auto und dies bedeu-
tet kein Verzicht fiir sie. Ihre Motivationen autofrei zu leben beziehen sich hauptséchlich auf eine Kombination
aus praktischen und personlichen Griinden. Erstere beinhalten keinen Bedarf fiir ein Auto und die Verfugbar-
keit von alternativen Transportmitteln, letztere vorwiegend 6kologische Motivationen. Finanzielle sowie Ge-
sundheits- und Altersgriinde spielen hingegen nur fir sehr wenige Haushalte eine Rolle. Die Motivationen, in
eine autofreie Wohnsiedlung zu ziehen, sind dhnlich. Praktische Griinde wie die Erreichbarkeit der Lage der
Siedlung werden hervorgehoben, aber auch soziale Aspekte wie das Gemeinschaftsleben, insbesondere in den
Genossenschaften.

Die Analysen des Mobilitatskapitals und der Mobilitatspraktiken der Bewohner*innen zeigen vier Arten von
Strategien, die ihnen ermdéglichen, ohne eigenes Auto mobil zu sein. Erstens bauen die Bewohner*innen auf
die Nutzung von (erweiterten) alternativen Transportformen, d.h. das Velo (mit Anhénger oder in Form eines
E- oder Cargo-Bikes), 6ffentliche Verkehrsmittel und zu Fuss gehen. Zweitens nutzen sie Mobilitatsdienstleis-
tungen wie Taxis und Lieferdienste, aber auch punktuell Carsharing- oder andere Leih-Autos. Ausserdem ver-
einfacht die Digitalisierung autofrei leben, insbesondere Smartphone-Apps, welche Zugang zu allen Mobili-
tatsformen ermoglichen und deren Nutzung unterstiitzen. Drittens favorisieren die Bewohner*innen autofreie
Erreichbarkeit und daher fiir ihre Alltagsaktivitaten oft Ziele in der Nahe. Viertens erschien die Gemeinschaft
der Bewohner*innen auch als wichtig. Auf der praktischen Ebene erleichtern Nachbarschaftshilfe oder Ge-
meinschaftsaktivititen in der Siedlung autofreies Leben, dartiiber hinaus stiarkt die Gemeinschaft die Bewoh-
ner*innen auch und ,normalisiert” diese Lebensform.

Obschon fiir Motivationen und Praktiken klare Tendenzen bestehen, existiert eine grosse Vielfalt an Bewoh-
ner*innen. Eine Lebensstil-Typologie ermdéglicht es, diese hervorzuheben. Basierend auf den Wertvorstellun-
gen und Motivationen der Bewohner*innen, autofrei zu leben, wie auch auf deren Mobilitatspraktiken, wurden
sechs Lebensstile gefunden: 6kologische, pragmatische und nutzenorientierte Velofahrende sowie die selben
drei Typen von Multimodalen, 6kologische, pragmatische und nutzenorientierte.

Schliesslich braucht es auch einen raumlichen und sozialen Kontext, um autofrei zu leben. Einerseits besteht
dieser aus Verkehrs- und anderen Infrastrukturen wie Nahversorgung oder Raumen fiir Gemeinschaftsakti-
vitdten in der Siedlung. Andererseits beinhaltet dieser aber auch immaterielle Aspekte, insbesondere soziale
Normen welche ermoéglichen, Autofreiheit in Betracht zu ziehen.

Zusammengefasst muss ein System von autofreier Mobilitat aufgebaut werden, um die Automobilitat zu tiber-
winden. Es besteht aus vielfaltigen individuellen Strategien, aber auch aus einem raumlichen und sozialen
Kontext, der autofreies Leben ermdoglicht.

Vil
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1. Introduction

While the car still dominates transport and space in most urban areas, a new form of sustainable
urbanism has emerged in some Western European cities: car-free housing—new-build housing
developments where the residents commit to living without a private car. The aim of this thesis
is to shed light on car-free housing developments and the households living there, their profiles,
motivations and (mobility) practices living without a private car, as well as the context necessary
to do so. To start, this part presents the interest of car-free housing and the motivations to study
it. Then, the objectives, methods and case studies are summarised. Finally, the structure of this
thesis is outlined.

1.1. The interest of car-free housing

The mobility system and, thus, also urban areas in Western Europe are dominated by privately
owned cars. The car remains the major transport mode for everyday trips, except in most metrop-
olises where public transport and active mobility modes are predominant (Newman & Kenworthy,
1999). However, in some European cities, there are “Gallic villages” where the residents have
chosen to live without private automobiles: car-free housing developments. Their choice is re-
markable in the context of a still very car-centred society, structured by the “system of automo-
bility” (Urry, 2004) or “regime of automobility” (B6hm, Jones, Land, & Paterson, 2006). These
concepts highlight that a car is more than just a vehicle—a socio-technical system has been built
around it, including most forms of spatial organisation depending on it (this will be further ex-
plained in chapter 2.1). Starting from North America and spreading all over the world (Urry,
2004, p. 26), the car was initially a symbol of freedom, movement, autonomy, privacy, develop-
ment and progress (Bohm et al., 2006). There is a “social ideology” (Gorz, 1973) behind the car,
trying to maintain the illusion that it remains this symbol despite a completely different context
nowadays. In fact, the car is more than just a technical element with its infrastructure, it is the
core of a “hegemonic car culture” (Sattlegger & Rau, 2016).

While in many parts of the world, it still fulfils its role of a vehicle allowing to move independently
and reach any place at any time, in urban areas, the car system became more and more inefficient
with mass motorisation. Moreover, and everywhere, a set of negative effects appeared, including
high energy consumption, pollution, greenhouse gas emissions, high land use and externalities
as well as inequality, health and security issues (details see chapter 2.2.2). The negative impacts
of the car touch particularly urban areas. In Western Europe, they have reached a level where an
ecological transition to more sustainable forms of mobility and urbanism has become necessary.
Actually, different elements of a “post-car world” (Rigal, Rudler, & Ourednik, 2015) or a “new
post-car system” (Dennis & Urry, 2009) appear in big cities: they become attractive places of res-
idence again and cycling is increasing while car use and ownership are declining and the car
losing its role of a status symbol, not least in the context of digitalisation which facilitates car-
free mobility (details see chapter 2.2.3).

Finally, broader societal changes such as growing individualisation observed for a couple of dec-
ades in Western societies (Beck, 1986) also influence and challenge the housing sector (Glaser &
Hagn, 2018). Housing is mainly still based on traditional models such as nuclear family house-
holds even if these structures are changing, lifestyles diversifying and mobility increasing. A par-
ticularly interesting trend in the context of car-free housing is the re-emergence of “co-housing”
(Tummers, 2016) or “collaborative housing” (R. Lang, Carriou, & Czischke, 2018)—i.e. collective
self-managed or self-organised housing—observed in Europe since the beginning of the 21st cen-
tury (R. Lang et al., 2018; Tummers, 2016). This “third way of housing” is a pragmatic or idealist
response to different challenges characterising life in contemporary Europe. Empirical studies of
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co-housing research demonstrate its success for social and environmental sustainability
(Tummers, 2016). A broader review of collaborative housing research confirms that most studies
insist on strong ideological dimensions of this type of housing. People are often driven by the
intention to invent new ways of living (R. Lang et al., 2018). Therefore, similarly to car-free hous-
ing, even if it rarely accounts for more than 5% or even 1% of the housing stock (Tummers, 2015),
“Co-housing is promoted as an opportunity for sustainable urban development” (Tummers, 2016,
p. 2036). Furthermore, “Co-housing initiatives present microlaboratories for new urban models for
social interaction” (Tummers, 2016, p. 2037). Car-free housing can also be considered as real-
world laboratories, or “living labs” (“Reallabore” in German) (Defila & Di Giulio, 2018), represent-
ing an element of a transdisciplinary research approach by which this thesis was inspired (see
chapter 4.2).

1.2. Motivations to study car-free housing

In this context, studying car-free housing residents is particularly interesting because of their
long-term commitment to live car-free, not only moral in most cases but confirmed by signing an
annex to their rental contract. Unlike other car-free households, their decision to live without a
private car is not easily reversible, it needs a change of residence. Hence, for sustainability poli-
cies as well as transition initiatives, it is important to understand why households choose to live
car-free and what their profiles and practices are. Very little is known about voluntary car-free
households, their mobility practices and car-free housing developments. There is only a small
number of studies from the 1990s or early 2000s even if, recently, a certain renewal of interest in
car-free households or car-free urban developments is observed (see next chapter). Thus, when I
started my thesis in 2014, there was an important research gap in the field of car-free housing,
confirmed in personal e-mails by Professor Ulrike Reutter and Dr. Steve Melia, two of the few
scholars having worked on the subject.!

At the same time, even if it remains a niche, there was an important increase in car-free housing
developments, especially in Switzerland2. Thus, a detailed scientific study comparing different
housing developments, looking at recent and older ones and different contexts, seemed of great
interest. It also responds to some of the research gaps Ulrike Reutter (2011) identified: the lack
of evidence on the sustainability of car-free housing regarding mobility practices of its residents,
taking into account subjective as well as objective aspects, and comparing different developments.

Finally, the choice of this topic is explained by personal experiences and motivations, too. Before
starting this thesis, I worked at a Swiss environmental organisation (VCS/ATE) where I was,
among other tasks, co-director of a platform on car-free and car-reduced housing3. In this project,
we noticed, too, the research gaps mentioned above and the many open questions relevant not
only in a scientific perspective, but also for practice and policy. Therefore, I quickyly choose to
make use of the five years I could (partly) spend on my thesis at the University of Lausanne to
study car-free housing, also in order to contribute at least a little piece of understanding to
achieve the more-than-ever necessary mobility transition. Similarly to what Gibson-Graham
(2008) described for economic geography, I understand knowledge as performative and thus the

1 Similar research gaps are found for collaborative housing, the organisational form of many car-free housing
developments: there is a lack of evidence on their contribution to social cohesion or healthy cities or socio-
demographic characteristics of inhabitants (R. Lang, Carriou, & Czischke, 2018; Tummers, 2016).

2 In Switzerland, they increased from one in 2011 to eight car-free housing developments with 19 and more
dwellings in 2014 (Plattform autofrei/autoarm Wohnen, 2019a).

3 It is called “Plattform autofrei/autoarm Wohnen” in German (see www.wohnbau-mobilitaet.ch) and “Plateforme
habitat & mobilité durable” in French (see www.habitat-mobilitedurable.ch).
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aim to study this “other world” that car-free housing developments represent also contributes to
“making them visible as potential objects of policy and politics”. (2008, p. 620). Actually, in our
car-centred societies, even if car-free households represent the majority in many big cities, urban
transport policies often do not reflect this, also because car-free households do not have the same
strong lobby as car drivers.

1.3. Objectives, case studies and methods

The aim of this thesis is to shed light on why and how people live in car-free housing develop-
ments. In other words, it aims to understand why some people voluntarily stay out of or even quit
the “automobile system” and how they are mobile.

The main objectives are to know and better understand these households, especially their profiles,
motivations and (mobility) practices. Even if their number and share is growing (see 2.4.1), very
little is known about car-free households, especially about people living deliberately without a
private car. What is interesting in the particular population of car-free housing residents is their
commitment, much stronger than simply not owning a car when living in an urban area, because
other households can buy a car whenever they would want to. Residents of car-free housing de-
velopments are probably not representative of car-free households in general, but they made an
innovative choice. The interest in studying them is to understand why and how this type of urban
housing works as well as if and how it contributes to a more sustainable society.

A secondary objective of this thesis is to understand the social and spatial context necessary to
live without a private car. We know that in historic, dense, mixed-use urban areas, many house-
holds live car-free, not least because of the absence of parking for every dwelling in older buildings
dating from before the diffusion of cars. But we know less about how new-build projects need to
be designed—and where they should be located—to attract and enable car-free living.

Nine case studies were chosen, five in Switzerland and four in Germany. They represent the
diversity of car-free housing. There are pioneer developments existing since the beginning of the
millennium as well as more recent ones. They include a very small development of 20 dwellings
and one of the biggest with over 400 units. Some developments are located in the city centre while
others are at the outskirts of an urban agglomeration. Finally, there is social housing as well as
rental and owner-occupied dwellings, developed by cooperatives, public housing societies or pri-
vate companies.

To gain at the same time an overview about a rather unknown population group as well as to
better understand the residents’ motivations and practices to live differently than the majority of
the population in Germany and Switzerland, one research method is not sufficient. Therefore, a
mixed methods approach was adopted. A mainly quantitative survey was used to get an overview
over the 1,200 households living in the nine developments while interviews conducted with 50 of
them in six developments added qualitative data to illustrate and understand car-free housing
residents more in detail. Visits, factual interviews with representatives of the housing develop-
ments and other complementary methods were mainly used to analyse the context.

1.4. Structure of the thesis

This thesis contains three segments. The first one includes a literature review, the theoretical
framework, the research questions and methods as well as the case studies (parts 2 to 5). The
second one presents the results (parts 6-10) and the last one the conclusions (part 11).

To start, part 2 addresses the topic and its broader context, automobility and car-free living, in-
cluding car-free households and car-free housing. In part 3, the theoretical framework is pre-
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sented, including the three main concepts which are mobility, lifestyles and a territory’s hosting
potential. Part 4 explains the five research questions and the methods used to answer them,
mainly a questionnaire survey and interviews. Finally, part 5 presents the nine case studies in
Switzerland and Germany.

The second segment contains the analyses of the results. Part 6 addresses the profiles of the car-
free households and compares some of their characteristics to the overall urban population. Part
7 answers why households live car-free and why they moved to a car-free housing development.
Their different practices are addressed in part 8. First, the mobility capital underlying their mo-
bility practices is presented, followed by the (daily) mobility practices themselves. Then, three
particular types of (mobility) practices are analysed: shopping, leisure activities and holiday trav-
els. Part 9 proposes a synthesis of these results through a typology of lifestyles. Finally, part 10
is about the social and spatial context and presents the territory’s hosting potential needed for
car-free living.

Finally, as usual, the last part (11) includes a synthesis of the results as well as the limits and
future research needs. Furthermore, it presents the main messages in a practice-oriented per-
spective, including recommendations.



2. Automobility and car-free living

The issue of this thesis is embedded in a broader topic that may seem paradoxical at first sight:
automobility. Due to the importance of the car in the contemporary mobility system—it actually
represents the core of its own system—we first need to review this before car-free living can be
addressed. Despite its central importance, not only for transport but for space and society in gen-
eral, and cities in particular, the car got relatively little attention in social sciences (Canzler,
2016; Sheller & Urry, 2000), even if a substantial volume of works on the automobile was pub-
lished (Bohm et al., 2006, p. 3). After the presentation of the frame that automobility represents,
a brief history of cars and cities as well as a chapter on their negative impacts and one on trends
towards a post-car world, show how the ground was prepared for car-free urban areas. Then, a
particular type of them is presented—the issue of this thesis: car-free housing. Finally, car-free
households in general are addressed.

2.1. Automobility as a system or regime

The car i1s considered a “symbol of modernity” (Sachs, 1984, p. 46) and thus, automobility is a
characteristic of modern societies (Bohm et al., 2006; Canzler, 2016), or “civil societies of the West
are societies of ‘automobility’” (Sheller & Urry, 2000, p. 738). It has configured contemporary
economy, culture, politics and society to such an extent that “Currently, a household with one or
more vehicles is considered normal. [...] Few can deny the fact that the possession of an automobile
today is the norm of modern society.” (M. Flamm & Kaufmann, 2006, p. 173). In a Swedish study,
for most of the interviewed families “The very idea of living without private cars was not consid-
ered a valid option” (Thomsen & Lofstrom, 2011, p. 969)—an opinion probably shared by a ma-
jority in Western societies. As different authors note, the car is more than a simple mode of
transport: it represents a cultural symbol embedded in desires (Sachs, 1984), an ideology (Gorz,
1973) or as Canzler (2016, p. 14) puts it: the car is affecting not only individual actions, thinking
and feeling, but also serves the individual’s representation and distinction in the social context4.
As mentioned in the introduction and as this chapter details, the role of the car is changing, but
automobility remains crucial.

The automobile is at the centre of a whole system: “Such a system consists of cars made of steel
and weighing about 1 ton, powered by petrol, each seating at least four people, personally owned,
and each driven independently of others.” (Dennis & Urry, 2009, p. 28). John Urry offers the most
important conceptualisation of what he calls the “system” of automobility: “Automobility can be
conceptualised as a self-organising autopoietic®, non-linear system that spreads world-wide, and
includes cars, car-drivers, roads, petroleum supplies and many novel objects, technologies and
signs. The system generates the preconditions for its own self-expansion.” (Urry, 2004, p. 27). With
Mimi Sheller they propose “that automobility should be examined through six interlocking com-
ponents. It is the unique combination of these components that generates the ‘specific character of
domination’ of automobility across most societies across the globe.” (Sheller & Urry, 2000, p. 738).
These six components of “automobility” are:

4 “Das Automobil ist also ein technisches Artefakt, das sowohl individuelles Handeln, Denken und Fiihlen affiziert
als auch der Reprdsentation und Distinktion des und der Einzelnen im sozialen Kontext dient.” (Canzler, 2016, p.
14).

5 Urry (2004, p. 27) cites Luhmann’s definition of “autopoiesis”: “everything that is used as a unit by the system is
produced as a unit by the system itself. This applies to elements, processes, boundaries, and other structures and,
last but not least, to the unity of the system itself. (1995: 3)”. The Oxford English Dictionary defines autopoietic as
self-maintaining and self-regulating.



1. The car as the “quintessential manufactured object” produced by one of the most powerful
and iconic industries within capitalism of the 20tk century, from which key concepts such as
Fordism have emerged.

2. The second most important “item of individual consumption”, after housing, that provides
status (through associated values of freedom or flexibility) and is an object generating desire,
affection and crime.

3. “An extraordinarily powerful machinic complex” linked technically and socially to other
sectors, including oil and road construction, but also urban design and planning.

4. The major form of “quasi-private” mobility which subordinates other types of mobility and
influences people’s everyday life in determining how, when and where activities can take
place.

5. The dominant culiure at the base of major discourses about the good life, citizenship of
mobility, and which provides a potent source for literature and other arts.

6. One of the most important causes of environmental resource-use and of emissions and pol-
lution with consequences on health and social life.

Urry insists on the “lock-in’¢ this system created since the end of the 19th century, not only for
economies, but also for social life (Urry, 2004, p. 27). Sheller and Urry explain this as a result
“from two interdependent features of automobility: that the car is immensely flexible and wholly
coercive. [...] Automobility (in some respects) is a source of freedom, the ‘freedom of the road’. Its
flexibility enables the car-driver to travel at speed, at any time, in any direction along the complex
road systems of western societies that link together most houses, workplaces and leisure sites. Cars,
therefore, extend where people can go and hence what as humans they are literally able to do. [...]
But, at the same time, this flexibility and these rights are themselves necessitated by automobility.’
(Sheller & Urry, 2000, p. 743). They even state that “Automobility is a Frankenstein-created mon-
ster, extending the individual into realms of freedom and flexibility whereby one’s time in the car
can be positively viewed, but also structuring and constraining the ‘users’ of cars to live their lives
in particular spatially stretched and time-compressed ways.” (Sheller & Urry, 2000, p. 744). More-

3

over, automobility also dominates how non-car users organise their lives in time and space. It
shapes the flows of people and goods, motorways being the iconic example of this aspect (Sheller
& Urry, 2000, p. 745).

Urry’s conceptualisation of automobility has been criticised for different reasons such as its uni-
versalism downplaying variations in automobilities and different geographical contexts. The
power of the automobile lobby but also “landscapes of automobility” including elements such as
architecture of roads, traffic rules or driving styles are not similar in every Western country
(Featherstone, 2004, p. 5; Schwanen, 2015, p. 305).

Bohm et al. (2006) raise another critique: “The notion of system tends to underplay collective
human agency in the production of automobility and to avoid the political questions about the
shaping of the automobile ‘system’.” (Bbhm et al., 2006, p. 5). Even if they agree with automobil-
ity’s structured and systemic patterns, they propose to speak of a “regime of automobility”, as do
other authors (Geels, 2012; Manderscheid, 2014b). This allows not only to emphasise the systemic
aspects of automobility, but to bring out the relations of power making it possible and, thus,
“avoid the sense of closure in the notion of system, where its internal relations, feedback mecha-
nisms, create a closed loop reproducing its logics relentlessly