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Automobility has long been a notable feature of American society in the twentieth century, but this phenomenon has not been disaggregated by sex. Traditionally historians have assumed that the motorcar was a masculine vehicle, both in terms of its technology and its usage. Recent research, however, has largely discredited this simplistic view. Some women always drove automobiles. However, since the rapid suburbanisation of the United States after the Second World War more women got behind the wheel because of new living patterns and the paucity of public transit. The proportion of women who held driving licences increased steadily, but most still drove the family car when and, as it was available.

More women became drivers in the years of the modern feminist movement and the push for equal rights such that the automobile was becoming as much a feminine as a masculine vehicle. Young women unceasingly treated passing their driving test as a rite of passage and more households felt the pressure to own two vehicles. But it was primarily women’s increased participation in the labour force and the changing location of the feminised service sector occupations that was responsible for the rapid increase in vehicles on the road in the United States in the 1970s and early 1980s. Women now needed access to automobiles to facilitate their journey to their paid work preferably in locations that were convenient both to their homes and their domestic responsibilities. As more mothers of school age and pre-school children as well as married women were gainfully employed, they needed to juggle child-centred tasks, household activities and paid work commitments. They thus required a method of transport that was flexible enough for multi-purposes so that they could link their different tasks into one long interrupted trip, rather than several shorter journeys. Their preferred mode of transport became the automobile, partly because of the time and location constraints of using public transport and partly because as Americans they wanted, if not demanded, individualised travel.

Not all, women, however, were the same. Though most suburban women were using the car as frequently as men, albeit their gender patterns of usage remained different, inner city and poor women might remain auto-less or remain passengers of both public transit and cars. Government policy makers increasingly became concerned about these differences and turned their attention to distinguishing between female users of transport rather between female and male drivers. These planners and officials were apprehensive about road congestion and ways of solving that congestion, but they also were anxious about gender equity in transport. Women who lived in inner cities or who needed to commute from suburb to suburb rather than in the more traditional way from suburb to the central business district were at a major disadvantage if they did not have access to a car. In analysing this female diversity income appears to have been the dominant influence in shaping what might be called the modern female car culture. Age and race-ethnicity have provided the main challenges to the dominant model by revealing alternative commuting to work patterns and less auto-dependency, though issues of health and poverty might substitute for these characteristics. Certainly by the end of the twentieth century women on their way to work had considerably increased American automobility, consolidating that nation’s position as the world’s leading traveller and energy consumer.

