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Introduction

Driving the Anthropocene


It’s Not Looking Good . . .

In May of 2021, the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) wrote a press release announcing that the odds were increasing that average annual temperatures for the globe will reach 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels in the next five years.1 That number is a threshold that most countries of the world have been working to stay below as it would keep the damage of a warming planet as minimal as possible at this point. Sea levels will continue to rise due to melting glaciers, for example, but staying under 1.5°C means that they would rise at least ten centimeters less than if we only met our previous goal of staying between 1.5–2°C.2 In effect, keeping our global emissions down won’t reverse or even stop climate change from happening, but our lives won’t be as terrible as they could be if we were to do nothing.

What makes this news all the more depressing is that despite the global impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on travel, transportation, and industry, from a climate change perspective we are no better off than we were before the lockdowns. Yes, deadly air pollutants like nitrogen dioxide (NO2) dropped during this moment in time, improving the air in cities and saving thousands of lives, but, stressed the WMO, we are still hurtling toward crossing that 1.5°C threshold.3

I am not interested in simply rehashing the depressing data and predictions though. The last thing we need at this moment is more existential dread. Rather, my goal is to question how some countries, primarily the United States, have responded to the knowledge of climate change and what could be done to limit its effects. Despite the seemingly newness of climate change and global warming as a focus of study in the twenty-first century, humans have long been aware of their ability to alter the weather through the consequences of industry.4 Even the concept of the greenhouse effect, the mechanism through which a layer of gasses in the atmosphere helps regulate temperatures on Earth, was worked out in the early nineteenth century.5 The first hypothesizing on global warming took place in 1896 by Swedish scientist Svante Arrhenius, though he dramatically underestimated how long it would take for humans to significantly increase the amount of carbon dioxide (CO2) in the atmosphere.6

So if we have known about the possibilities of environmental degradation, global warming, and climate change for well over a century now, why have we humans been so reluctant to do anything about it? Ecomobilities is an effort to get at the ideology at work, especially in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries that has been at odds with the climate crisis. Specifically, I want to explore the ideological connections between automobiles, the environment, and the end of the world. I am not so much interested in the harmful emissions of the cars themselves, but instead in what I see as a modern inability to envision traveling through ecosystems, including urban ones, without the aid of an automobile. What is it about the car that makes it inseparable from modern life despite the evidence that it is so damaging for environmental health? The answer, I will argue, is inherently ideological, and something we must begin to grasp if we are to actually do anything about our future environmental health. The automobile is not the only contributor to climate change, and clearly a part of a larger capitalist system, but it is a commodity that reveals much about how we got into this crisis. To get at this ideology, I have chosen to work in popular film. This is not a work of film theory but rather an effort to use film to reflect on ideologies affecting our response to climate change. Specifically, I contend that an ideology of American automobility has influenced how we believe we ought to respond to warming temperatures and shifting ecosystems. The stories we tell reveal the lens through which we see the world.



What’s in a Name? Troubling the Anthropocene

I want to use what follows to discuss the automobile within the context of the Anthropocene, a proposed new geological epoch that marks the new atmospheric composition since the Industrial Revolution. The term itself was coined in the year 2000 by scientists Paul J. Crutzen and Eugene F. Stoermer in response to the obvious human effects on the natural systems of the Earth:


Considering these and many other major and still growing impacts of human activities on earth and atmosphere, and at all, including global, scales, it seems to us more than appropriate to emphasize the
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