
even exist back in the 1970s: the Internet.
A quarter century ago, futurist Alvin Toff-
ler first predicted that the rise of the “elec-
tronic cottage” would help usher in a more
environmentally sustainable way of life,
with new economic vitality and enhanced
communities and families. 

Although it took many years for Toff-
ler’s vision to be taken seriously, it is now
becoming a reality. Between 1990 and
2000, the number of Americans working
full time at home increased by 23 percent

to more than 4 million. An additional 
20 million also work part time at home.
Overall, according to the Hudson Insti-
tute, telecommuting is growing at about 15
percent per annum, mostly among self-
employed contractors. 

The impact on energy consumption
could be profound. If New York City is tak-
en out of the calculations, telecommuters
already outnumber transit users nation-
wide. By 2005 telecommuters in Los An-
geles and New York alone were saving al-
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T
o many academics, envi-
ronmentalists and urban boost-
ers, the long-term prospect of
high energy prices has stirred
hopes of a mass exodus to the

dense cities of the past. Unable to bear the
cost of filling their tanks, chastened subur-
banites will now abandon their homes,
SUVs and shopping malls, and clamor for
their own piece of the Manhattan dream.

It’s a nice fantasy, but not likely. Rath-
er than spark a wholesale hegira back 
to the central city, big gas and electricity
bills are more likely to produce a bracing
new era of innovation in suburban and
even exurban life. The paradigm shift—oft
trumpeted in the media—between energy-
sucking McMansions and cramped, tran-
sit-oriented apartments will be trumped
by the drive to develop better, and greener,
suburbs.

For evidence, look at the experience 
of the 1970s. In that decade, Americans,
Europeans and Japanese faced an even
steeper price rise than the one we face 
today. Worse, we were hopelessly un-
prepared for it, and far more jobs, particu-
larly high-paying ones, were located in the
urban core.

So what happened? People adapted, 
eschewing the long commutes into the
central city for generally shorter ones to
new office and industrial parks on the pe-
riphery. Worldwide, almost every country
continued to suburbanize, from Orange
County, California, to Grand-Couronne
around Paris. In the United States, the ’70s
proved to be the only decade in the 20th
century in which overall urban population
dropped in actual numbers. 

The 1970s technology ex-
plosion—what Japanese social
theorist Taichi Sakaiya saw as
the harbinger of our transition
out of the “petroleum era”—
played a key role. Microtech-
nology, Sakaiya suggested, cre-
ated a new source of wealth,
one that relied less on fossil fu-
els and more on ingenuity and
knowledge. The new employ-
ment clustered close to the
leafy suburbs where most sci-
entists, engineers and man-
agers chose to live. Silicon Val-
ley, located in the sprawl south
of San Francisco, epitomized
this trend.

There were other signifi-
cant changes as well. American
drivers abandoned gas guz-
zlers for fuel-efficient cars long
favored by commuters in other
countries, where the price of
petrol runs two to three times
higher. The 1970s also saw
builders begin to adapt energy-
saving methods, including a
greater emphasis on better in-
sulation, thicker windows and
more-efficient appliances. Af-
ter decades of mindless hous-
ing-tract construction, there
emerged the first great rise 
in “village”-oriented develop-
ments. Places like Reston 
in Virginia, The Woodlands 
outside Houston and Valen-
cia in the northern suburbs of
Los Angeles all sought to
lessen commutes by placing
jobs, town centers and recre-
ation closer to where suburbanites lived.

A long-term increase in energy prices 
is provoking an acceleration in back-to-the-
’70s-type innovations. Developers in all ad-
vanced countries today talk increasingly of
building “communities,” as opposed to bed-
room communities. Larger new develop-
ments—such as the proposed 30,000-home
New Model Colony in Ontario, California—
emphasize placing jobs, shopping and
recreation along with new houses.

One key appeal of such communities is

a cut in commute time for the average resi-
dent. “Village” developments historically
allow for as many as 40 percent of resi-
dents to work close to home; in conven-
tional suburbs this figure can be less than
20 percent. Commuters based in Reston,
for example, on average take 14 minutes
less time to get to work than people in
neighboring communities, a nearly one-
third reduction.

But the greatest potential for energy
savings lies with a technology that did not

most $6 billion annually in energy costs.
These telecommuters saved some 200 mil-
lion gallons of fuel—at minimal public
cost—with attendant reductions in green-
house gases.

Our new energy realities will have their
most powerful impact on the suburbs, ex-
urbs and beyond, where most people in
advanced countries prefer to live. Ladera
Ranch in Orange County, California, for
one, has integrated the electronic cottage
into its floor plans, with separate en-
trances for business clients. Planned com-
munities like Valencia and Playa Vista,
each skirting Los Angeles, and The Wood-
lands in Houston have also incorporated
expanded broadband coverage. “The big-
gest jolt the Industrial Revolution admin-
istered to the Western family,” suggests
historian Peter Stearns, “was the progres-
sive removal of work from the home.”

The Internet revolution now gives us
the opportunity to reverse this historic
trend, allowing the postindustrial commu-
nity of the future to function something
like its preindustrial counterpart. We can
envision in our postindustrial communi-
ties something akin to—albeit updated by
the sexual revolution—the family life por-
trayed by the master oil painters in their
portraits of 15th-, 16th- and 17th-century
bourgeoisie. Historian Philippe Ariès has
pointed to artwork that expresses how, in
the bustling cities of Europe, the pater-
familias worked at home, often aided by 
his wife and children. In advanced 21st-
century society, the home worker may
more likely be a female professional, no
longer forced to choose between commit-
ment to family and to career.

The imperative to reduce energy usage
is forcing a new focus on locality, which
could bring unintended benefits to city-
dweller and suburbanite alike. The increas-
ingly necessary changes in patterns of work
and community development, compelled
by our looming energy crisis, could usher in
not only a greener, but a better, way of life.

KOTKIN is an Irvine Senior Fellow with the New
America Foundation and author of “The City: 
A Global History,” which has been published 
in the United States, the British Commonwealth,
China and Spain. 
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