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Dedication

After attending the Portland Adult Soap Box Derby,

I went for a hike in the foothills of Mount Hood. I stepped off

the trail for a bit, and a moment later heard voices approaching.

But they weren’t talking, and they weren’t really singing.

After a few more seconds of listening, I realized they were trying

to mimic the sound of a two-stroke motorcycle. Peering around the edge

of a boulder, I saw a man and a woman running down the trail

with their hands in front of them, as though grasping handlebars.

When their voices raised in pitch, they would twist their right wrists.

Hopping off little jumps, they would stick their butts out to the side,

as though kicking the rear wheel of a bike out to add a flourish,

motocross style. (This was a moment to rev the throttle too.)

Here was a middle-aged couple in their own secret world,

abandoning themselves to the motor equivalent of air-guitar.

Clearly, they were enjoying themselves more than anyone over

the age of twelve has a right to. This book is dedicated to them.
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Prelude

Without a Road

It is forty-eight degrees Fahrenheit and sweat is dripping down my back. My goggles are steamed up and it is hard to see. I am on a tract of land owned by the railroad, a wooded area in Richmond, Virginia, with discarded beer cans and the occasional homeless encampment commonly referred to as “behind the Martin’s.” Riding a dirt bike on a narrow, meandering trail that is rocky and muddy, with protruding roots and fallen limbs, creek crossings, steep descents, and tight switchbacks, at a mere fifteen miles per hour, I might be taxed to the very limit of my mental ability. Picking lines, making imperceptible decisions of throttle, clutch, steering, braking, and body English, revising them on the fly as surprises arrive at my front wheel—all this demands total concentration. When I push the pace beyond my current level of confidence in response to some challenge of the terrain, it is a leap of faith.

Or perhaps it is a query. I can’t say to what entity this question is addressed—myself? the obscurities of the trail? a loving providence? It is a position of utter exposure to contingency: let’s see how things go. If it goes well over the following seconds (meaning without mishap, maybe even with a glimmer of some new finesse), this faith redeemed is the sweetest vindication I know of. For a moment, I feel existentially justified. In pursuit of that feeling, I once took four trips to the ER over the course of twelve months: two broken ribs, a broken heel, what I feared was a separated tendon (it was a muscle strain), and a case of heat exhaustion.

To ride a motorcycle off-road is in no way typical of the driving that we do most of the time, and therefore perhaps an odd choice of anecdote to open a book that ranges widely over the driving experience. But the heightened feeling of exposure one has on a dirt bike recalls one to a basic truth: we are fragile, embodied beings. There is a certain risk that is inherent in moving around, by whatever means. A responsible person does everything he can to minimize this risk. Yet is risk somehow bound up with humanizing possibilities?

In his exquisite essay about walking the hostile streets of Kingston, Jamaica, as a boy, and then New Orleans as a young man, Garnette Cadogan writes, “When we first learn to walk, the world around us threatens to crash into us. Every step is risky. We train ourselves to walk without crashing by being attentive to our movements, and extra-attentive to the world around us.” As adults, we sometimes walk simply because the street beckons with serendipity; you never know who or what you are going to find when you step out onto an urban sidewalk. “Serendipity, a mentor once told me, is a secular way of speaking of grace; it’s unearned favor. Seen theologically, then, walking is an act of faith. Walking is, after all, interrupted falling.”

The heightened contingency of driving off-road resembles walking in the faith it enacts—that of throwing oneself into the world with hope. The ancient Greeks had a single word to express the condition of being “without a road,” when the way forward is not clear: aporia. It represents a moment pregnant with the arrival of something unlooked for.

These experiences of serendipity and faith feel a bit scarce in contemporary culture, and the language for articulating them seems to be fading from common use. We have a vision of the future in which there would be little scope for such moments; the most authoritative voices in commerce and technology express a determination to eliminate contingency from life as much as possible, and replace it with machine-generated certainty. That’s what automation does, whatever else it may accomplish. Suddenly it is in the realm of mobility that this vision is being expressed. Suddenly driving is a topic that cries out for critical, humanistic inquiry.




Introduction

Driving as a Humanism

On September 19, 2016, the National Economic Council and the U.S. Department of Transportation held a joint press conference. “We envision in the future, you can take your hands off the wheel, and your commute becomes restful or productive instead of frustrating and exhausting,” said Jeffrey Zients, director of the National Economic Council. President Barack Obama himself wrote an op-ed on behalf of driverless cars in the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette the same day. President Donald Trump affirmed these priorities early in his administration.1

Driverless cars will finally solve the problem of moving people around with maximum efficiency, by ceding human control to impersonal algorithms. They promise to bring a messy, dangerous domain of life under control at last. Traffic jams will likely become a thing of the past, and accidents will be greatly reduced. So we are told, at any rate.

In this we can detect a familiar pattern. Driverless cars are one instance of a wider shift in our relationship to the physical world, in which the demands of competence give way to a promise of safety and convenience. The skilled practitioner becomes a passive beneficiary of something more systemic, rendering his skill obsolete. Human beings are terrible drivers—that is the refrain.

It’s hard to disagree. We are so distracted behind the wheel, we are already driving as if our cars were self-driving. But they are not, and the result can be deadly for anyone not encased in the ever-growing mass and air-bagged bloat of contemporary cars. Motorcycle deaths have shot up, and highway deaths overall rose at their fastest rate in fifty years from 2013 to 2015, despite a proliferation of new safety features.2 The causal sequence that led us to this point is not hard to identify. Arguably, the first and fatal development was that cars became boring to drive, starting in the 1990s. I mean really boring.3 The problem is that they got very heavy, and pursued a goal of maximum insulation from the road by damping out all mechanical “transients”—a design ideal that previously informed only luxury cars but trickled down to car makers’ entire model lines.4 With no shifter and no clutch, you don’t really feel that you are doing anything. This lack of involvement is exacerbated by features that partially automate the driving task, such as cruise control.5 Nor, with GPS navigation, are you much required to notice your surroundings, and to actively convert what you see into an evolving mental picture of your route. Between the quiet smoothness, the passivity, and the sense of being cared for by some surrounding entity you can’t quite identify, driving a modern car is a bit like returning to the womb.

The smartphone arrived in 2007. Now we had something to keep boredom at bay while getting around in the new manner, and it proved irresistible. This irresistibility became the basis of a new business model in Silicon Valley: harvesting and selling our attention. This is not hard to do when the road is a distant and dimly felt thing, as it is when one is serenely cocooned in four thousand pounds of plushness. The windshield begins to seem like one more screen, and it cannot compete with the dopamine candy offered on the other screens. So now Silicon Valley is going to solve the problem of distracted driving that it helped to create, by removing us from the driver’s seat. Perhaps that is a good thing, on balance, given the realities.

But it also represents a quiet coup of some consequence, and we do well to pause and consider the direction we are headed. We catch a glimpse of one possible future in the animated film WALL-E, in which we see grotesquely fat people ferried about a hovering grid in their car-like pods. Finally relieved of the burden of paying attention to their surroundings, they slurp from enormous cup holders and gaze raptly at their screens, untroubled by the overdetermination of their world. Their faces beam, in a slackened sort of way, with the opiate pleasure of novelties piped into their cockpits from afar. These beings are completely safe and content, and somehow less than human.

The scene is powerful because it presents an image in which we already recognize ourselves, with a shock of aesthetic revulsion. Is this revulsion merely aesthetic? Or does it offer us an affective cue that there may be something important at stake, a threat of human degradation that we should try to clarify? And if that is the case, what is the positive possibility that is absent or diminished in this dystopian automotive picture? What is so great about driving?

One way to approach the question is to compare driving to air travel. There was a car commercial airing on television recently that showed a guy being jostled about and casually abused in the course of a long plane ride home. The ad was able to convey the intended mood with just a few deft strokes, as we are all familiar with the helpless feeling of being at the mercy of U.S air travel, that opaque hybrid of corporate and government entities that soothingly repeats its paramount concern for our safety and convenience. Dazed and subtly brutalized, the man finally emerges from the stale air of the terminal to the sunshine of the parking deck. He lays eyes on his car and a glimmer of humanity returns to his face. He takes the wheel, stick shift in hand, and now we see him banking through an undulating series of turns as a canyon road spools out in front of him.

To be sure, an advertisement for a car is going to play up the positive aspects of driving, while downplaying the hassles of traffic, the environmental costs of automobility, and greater risk of accidents (per mile traveled) compared to air travel. But as a swipe against the airlines, the ad is brilliant. And it portrays something real (however partial the portrayal).

What, then, is so special about driving? That is the animating question of this book. In trying to answer it, I will be attempting something like “philosophical anthropology.” For driving is a rich and varied practice. As with any such practice, a full consideration of it can focus light of a particular hue on what it means to be human. It can also shed light on the challenge of remaining human against technologies that tend to enervate, and claim cultural authority in doing so. The boosters of driverless cars are unimpressed with pleasure as an ideal and suspicious of individual judgment.

The proposed book is political in spirit, if we may take that term in its broadest sense. As we become ever more administered and pacified in so many domains of life, I want to explore this one domain of skill, freedom, and individual responsibility—driving—before it is too late, and make a case for defending it. For self-driving cars to realize their full potential to reduce traffic and accidents, we can’t have rogue dissidents bypassing the system of coordination that they make possible.6 Their inherent logic presses toward their becoming mandatory—if not by fiat of the state, then by the prohibitive calculations of insurance companies, who will have to distribute risk among fewer human drivers. Or by the portioning out of scarce road surface, with preference given to driverless cars. At bottom, the all-colonizing character of driverless cars derives from the fact that robots are a very awkward fit with human drivers, and are likely to remain so. The prospects for these two kinds of intelligence to share the road gracefully are quite dim, as we will learn from the literature on “human factors” in automation.

If our fate is to be that of passengers, let us first understand what we are being asked to give up. You’ve filled the tank and checked your tires. Did you let your boss know you’re leaving work early? He’ll figure it out. You inch out of the city with the other refugees and get through a couple of toll booths. If you’re lucky, you might hit the lights just right through the suburbs. Eventually the strip malls give way to farmland, and now a shady country road reels out ahead in rhythmic curves. You stick your hand out the open window and let it undulate on a cushion of pressure. You can breathe.

Nobody is tracking you, directing you, or managing you. You are roaming: an excellent tonic for the confinement of work and family. The gas pedal and the steering wheel are wired directly to your will, via the seat of your pants, and there is no committee involved.

A child’s life is highly scheduled and supervised, a consumer’s preferences captured in an algorithm, an employee’s performance plotted against the average. Life often feels overspecified, fully modeled and determinate, but the road has a dicey quality to it. We usually have a destination in mind, but when we get behind the wheel we expose ourselves to unexpected hazards, as well as unlooked-for moments of discovery. On a road trip, you encounter landscapes and human types beyond the ken of your usual routines, and there is something rejuvenating about this. It reminds you that there are possibilities you hadn’t reckoned with, lives you could have lived—or might yet.

Of course, most of the driving we do is nothing like this. It is routine, and may itself be experienced as a source of confinement. Still, the absence of remote control when we get behind the wheel is significant. On your daily commute, maybe you spot a familiar car or two outside the pub, and stop for a drink (just one!) between work and the second shift that we call home. My bartender Troy relates that a certain regular abruptly left his freshly drawn pint on the bar and could be seen driving slowly around the block several times. He then came back in and resumed a leisurely conversation. His wife had Facetimed him, and he thought it best to conduct the exchange from behind a steering wheel. In this everyday bit of domestic evasion, he could count on his own car not interjecting with error messages. (In the soothing voice of HAL 9000: “Hello Dave. Are you looking for a grocery store? I notice you’re getting low on milk at home.”)

We don’t give much thought to the moments of release that open up when there is some slack in the plan, but I think we would miss them if our movements were more thoroughly coordinated. Sometimes, what you are doing when you drive your car isn’t very well captured by the term “transportation,” which suggests a simple point-to-point goal to be achieved with maximum efficiency. Such simplifications have always been the price paid for bringing new domains under technocratic control.

Ian Bogost offers a convincing thought experiment about the terms on which the public will have access to roads as public infrastructure comes to be financed and planned by partnerships between municipalities and tech companies. “It’s easy to imagine that cross-town transit might soon require acceptance of non-negotiable terms of service that would allow your robocar provider to aggregate and sell where you go, when, with whom, and for what purpose.” One can imagine the removal of street signs, those eyesores that aren’t needed by autonomous vehicles, tipping us further into dependence on the cartel. Bogost writes that “other, stranger realities are possible. Imagine if walking across the street required a microtransaction to insure safe passage. Violations might be subject to tickets or fines—although more likely, your local transit vendor would already know where you are thanks to your smartphone, and just debit your metered service plan accordingly.”7

Something about this picture sits ill with our liberal political traditions, but its wrongness goes deeper still. As creatures who are self-moving, freedom of movement would seem to be the most fundamental freedom there is, a minimal condition for that basic animal pleasure that makes life sweet.

The good news is that the conceptual frame we need for critiquing this trajectory is available in the liberal tradition, though it is found in strands of liberal thought that have fallen into disuse. I mean pluralism: the Tocquevillian awareness that when people come together around some particular interest that they share, such associations become a rival to the central power. They provide a check on its tendency to gather ever more power to itself. That central power needn’t be the state; it may be an apparatus of techno-capitalism devoted to our comfort and convenience, and to keeping us entertained. The rival sites of association I want to consider in this Tocquevillian light are the cells of car enthusiasts that we will encounter in this book.

The book proceeds in part by an examination of various automotive subcultures—a demolition derby in the American South, a desert race in southern Nevada, the professional drifting circuit, a hare scramble in Virginia, an adult soap box derby in Portland, Oregon. Though they may appear a bit exotic, the heightened enthusiasms of these groups are not simply alien. They will bring into relief different aspects of the appeal that driving has for all of us. And because they are subcultures, they help to clarify what is precarious in the freedom to drive against the backdrop of a certain vision of progress. What is at stake is not simply a legal right, but a disposition to find one’s way through the world by the exercise of one’s own powers.

These are powers of a particular sort. They are not simply those of a pedestrian, as they involve us intimately with machines. Accordingly, this book is not a cry for “the human” versus technology, if we take the former as a term reserved for man at his most naked and innocent. My motive is not such a distant and hypothetical ideal, but a lifelong affection for something utterly familiar—the experience of using a car or a motorcycle as a kind of prosthetic that amplifies our embodied capacities.

HOMO MOTO

When we have learned to walk, we have only just begun our journey toward full mobility in the world of artifacts, as there remain to be mastered all those modes of movement that extend and transform our native powers, from bicycles to skateboards. With each of these comes some new competence—and the peculiar pleasures of that hybrid creature homo moto.

When a person is depressed, he lets himself be carried along by life, indifferently. Like a passenger. And conversely there seems to be an inherent connection between movement and joy. My young dog goes tearing around the yard gratuitously, making sharp cuts and great looping circles for no apparent reason. She is blisteringly fast, she knows it, and these eruptions seem both to express her joy and to cause it. Lucy has a definite need for speed.

Elsewhere in the front yard, my daughter J spends hours on a thirty-foot rope swing, having hit upon a technique that requires no adult to push her. She pushes off from the massive oak tree with her feet and does an arcing circle that brings her back to the tree at a tangent. In the course of her arcs she spins, languidly or furiously according to the extension of her legs. She has learned the conservation of angular momentum and always meets the tree feet-first, ready to push off once again. Children have a knack for finding affordances in their environment that give them new avenues of movement and joy. When we get a little older, we begin to notice how a new avenue might be opened up if we alter the environment—for example, by stringing a rope up on a tree. (That’s what dads are for.)

Or by adding wheels. Now we’re talking. J’s first wheeled conveyance was a scooter. Because my own skateboard is so much faster (it is designed for carving long arcs down hills), I used a bicycle to accompany her on her first excursions beyond the driveway so I could use the brakes to stay near her. With the graveness that only children are capable of, she pushed off onto the gentle slope that runs away from my house while muttering warnings to herself about various hazards in the broken pavement, and occasional yelps of fright. By the third or fourth such excursion, she had it wired. Wind in her hair, she must have sensed my own joy alongside her and reckoned it worth breaking her concentration on the pavement, just long enough to shoot me a glance of grinning pride. A pogo stick followed, and soon enough came mastery of that ultimate childhood conveyance, a bicycle. Her need for speed has developed apace with each breakthrough of her expanding mobility. As Nietzsche said, joy is the feeling of one’s powers increasing.

Combine that thought with another: Aristotle said that what distinguishes animals from the rest of nature is that we are “self-moving” (unlike a rock); we get up and go. Often for no good reason. Aristotle might have been on to something, as we are now learning that self-locomotion, as distinct from being carried passively, is tied to the development of our higher capacities. Navigating space and exploring our environment influence how the hippocampus develops, and this structure at the center of the brain is where we develop our cognitive maps of the world. We have specialized cells dedicated to place, others that specialize in head direction, and “grid cells” that are activated by movement as we roam through an environment, allowing us to build a coordinate system for navigating.

But it gets more interesting still. Self-mobility appears to be deeply implicated in the development of “episodic memory.” As M. R. O’Connor writes, “Our cognitive maps of space . . . are the locus of . . . our memories of the past.” This makes sense; events always happen in some place. Time and space are connected in experience, and therefore also in memory. And it is only after the brain becomes capable of place learning, through the slow development of the hippocampus (via roaming self-locomotion), that we begin to retain episodic memories. The psychologists A. M. Glenberg and J. Hayes hypothesize that this mutual dependence of self-movement and memory may explain why we don’t remember our earliest childhood. They note that “infantile amnesia starts to dissipate when children begin crawling and walking. Once babies begin moving through space rather than being carried passively . . . the brain’s place cells and grid cells start firing and aligning themselves to the environment, encoding the spaces being explored and ultimately building the scaffolding of episodic memory.”8

Let us draw the implications of this out just a bit further. Our memories of particular events provide the dots that we connect to tell stories about ourselves. With such storytelling, we are getting into the territory of the distinctly human. We don’t simply exist, like an animal that lives entirely in the present. We interpret our existence. We do so by composing a narrative that makes sense of our past episodes, and this narrative template provides a basis for imagining ourselves into the future. There is a striking implication here. The subjective coherence of a life—our persistent identity through time—seems to be built up from some basic motor capacities.

It is therefore not surprising that some of our best stories retell episodes from the road, and often convey the contingency and adventure of exploration. I will offer one of my own shortly, a story of breaking down on the highway in a 1972 Jeepster Commando.

To the extent we are disburdening ourselves, via technology, of being mentally involved in our own navigation and locomotion, we would seem to be embarking on quite a significant social experiment. The merits of such an experiment can be debated, but in any case it should be undertaken in full awareness that our mobility as self-directed, embodied beings is fundamental to our nature as it has evolved over millions of years, and to the distinctly human experience of identity.

MOTOR SPORTS

Driving is a practice that can be developed to an astonishing level of skill, in the exercise of which some of the most impressive (and troubling) human qualities shine forth: daring, finesse, and aggression. Accordingly, motor sports occupy a prominent role in the anthropology I wish to develop. Sport is a realm of play, free of all utility. It shows us the peaks of human performance, and such peaks are good to have in view as we sketch the broader plane of experience. Further, motor sports can serve as a tonic for the creeping enervation that comes with peace and prosperity. In their warlike energies, motor sports offer a window into a part of our nature that is subject to atrophy, for better or worse. To bring out this parallel, we will take a historical detour into the practice of aerial combat by fighter pilots in the First World War, a literal case of motor sport to the death.

It has been said, “Every man dies. Not every man lives.” I suppose the idea is that merely breathing doesn’t count as living. Such a motto is at odds with the mentality of health and safety. But if we take a wider view of “health,” we can’t overlook the simmering discontent, even self-loathing, that men (especially) often suffer in bourgeois society, where the threat of physical harm is almost entirely absent. The question goes unasked and unanswered.

Put simply, there is a certain tonic effect in being scared shitless and trusting in your skills to see you through. It focuses the mind. It clears away the nonessential. And when it is over, you feel elated to be alive. For a brief spell, you feel justified in taking up space on the earth.

A few years ago, I was loaned a brand-new Ducati by the good people at Popular Mechanics (they had hired me to write a story). I took it on the canyon road that leads up to the Mount Wilson Observatory outside Los Angeles. At one point, my front tire hit a patch of sand just as I was apexing a blind curve, with my head about three feet from the rock face on my inside. The front tire slid maybe a foot, my inside boot dragged. Then the bike gripped, sorted itself, and kept going, finishing the turn upright. It was one of those episodes—a little glimpse of mayhem—where, if you come through it, you feel like you stand a little taller afterward. “To dare, to take risks, to bear uncertainty, to endure tension—these are the essence of the play spirit,” Johan Huizinga writes. We will learn much more from Huizinga in the chapter titled “The Motor Equivalent of War.”

FOLK ENGINEERING: ROLLING YOUR OWN

A fundamental fact about human beings is that we are homo faber, as Hannah Arendt said. We make stuff. Doing so seems to express a deep necessity we have to point to something visible in the world and say, “I did that.” When you combine this aspect of the human with the homo moto aspect, what you get is the passionate involvement of the gearhead.

We are living through a period that I expect will come to be viewed as the second golden age of hot-rodding. The first began after World War Two and continued until the advent of electronic engine management in the 1980s. At that point things became a little opaque under the hood, and all but the most intrepid were deterred from monkeying with recent-model cars. They sought out older models, and that was a thriving scene for a while, but eventually investors decided that old cars are objets d’art and their prices went through the roof, out of reach of the typical shade-tree mechanic.

But then a couple of things happened. Computer geeks discovered cars, or gearheads learned how to code; in any case people figured out how to hack the software that makes contemporary cars run, and turn it to illicit purposes. Even more important, the internet happened. Technical forums have sprouted up devoted to the minutiae of many makes of car. Especially well represented are makes favored by various cells of enthusiasts, not least for being affordable and therefore providing suitable platforms for experimentation. What I find most appealing about these communities is that they cultivate a deep cognitive ownership over one’s car that stands in stark contrast to the passivity and dependence of consumer culture. Further, the sustained, searchable conversations among people grappling with the same set of technical challenges have greatly accelerated the progress of knowledge.

Nobody in the year 2000 would have believed that after a century of development the two-valve-per-cylinder, pushrod internal combustion engine still held so much untapped potential, or that hobbyists would soon be building air-cooled Volkswagens for daily driving with up to ten times the horsepower that Ferdinand Porsche had in mind when he designed the engine in the 1930s.

I am one such hobbyist; I am currently restoring and radically modifying a 1975 VW Bug. The building of the car is itself an argument to explore what driving can be. In engineering the car, I am seeking to realize at the highest level I can the qualities that make driving fun. In this I am not adopting the purist mentality of the “period correct” restoration; wherever current technology can make a tangible contribution to the driving experience, I am using it. I will give an account of building the car in the chapter “Folk Engineering.”

The idea of rolling your own is a bit extreme; few of us will ever dive so deep into our cars. But those who do venture down into the nuts and bolts bring back from the experience a useful perspective. Rolling your own is about the pleasure of truly making a car your own by mixing your own thought and labor into it. Doing so alters the driving experience; the car becomes more thoroughly an extension of oneself. This brings heightened anxiety as well as satisfaction—it becomes impossible to drive without vicariously suffering all the little metallurgical traumas endured by the car in the normal course of operation. Cold starts produce a shudder of physical discomfort as one visualizes crankshaft bearings devoid of oil pressure, in minute detail. On hot days one squirms a bit, wondering just how appalling the intake air temperatures are getting as the engine becomes heat soaked. Should I listen for that elusive, flitting rattle of detonation (barely audible but possibly catastrophic), or turn up the radio and try to enjoy life while I can? Better check the data log when I get home. And so on. If ignorance is bliss, this level of involvement would be something close to the opposite of bliss. Especially if you have four months’ salary and more than a hundred hours of careful assembly invested in your motor. (Meanwhile the car’s body may be a motley palette of gray primer, Bondo, and rust.)

The bliss that does come is fleeting. It arrives when you hit the apex of a broad left-hand turn at speed, at an rpm that you know your motor likes because you spent weeks poring over dyno charts, compressor maps, and camshaft profiles to make it so. You feel the responsive tautness of the chassis that you stiffened and tuned with just such maneuvers in mind, and it spurs you to indulge in a little throttle-induced oversteer. The rear end breaks loose, tightening your line through the corner and depositing a few mils of rubber into the atmosphere as a wisp of white smoke. This is not mayhem, Officer, this is control.

As you sit on the shoulder of the road, blue lights flashing, you notice somebody in a new BMW looking on, appalled. (Or at least, you like to imagine he is appalled. More likely he is amused, or looking at something else entirely.) Class war is one of the minor pleasures of rolling your own, a reverse snobbery that adds to the relish of those who are initiated. In the perverse logic of the gearhead, to be persecuted by an uncomprehending state acting on behalf of an uncomprehending bourgeoisie is . . . to win. Such are the pleasures of the dissident.

Gearheads typically rely on parts cars stashed on or around their property—slowly cannibalized stores of oxidizing treasure, the presence of which may offend local sensibilities. We will consider the politics of this in a chapter titled “Old Cars: A Thorn in the Side of the Future.” “Cash for clunkers” programs claim the mantle of environmental responsibility, yet such initiatives enforce the obsolescence of perfectly serviceable cars, with unrecognized environmental costs. In a related vein, antijunk ordinances directed against old cars are sometimes little more than municipal piracy undertaken on behalf of real estate interests. A suburban aesthetic of tidiness is dressed up as “green” moralism and used not only against enthusiasts, but against frugal and resourceful people who may rely on a parts car or two parked out back.

TRUST AND SOLIDARITY ON THE ROAD

Researchers have found that many traffic jams result from episodes of slight braking that propagate backward and become full stoppages, initiated by somebody’s failure to drive smoothly.9 “Smoothness” could be defined as a driver keeping constant the time gap that separates her from the car in front of her, which she does by attending to the cars yet farther ahead. It is small lapses of anticipation that cause most traffic jams, not crashes. The more we treat the road—the whole situation—as an object of joint attention, the better the experience.

Long haul truckers are fairly solitary creatures, but in his autobiographical book The Long Haul, Finn Murphy describes a community of attention that sometimes coalesces when a group of trucks fall into formation.


It was wonderful sitting in the cradle of the convoy. If the front door [lead truck] saw a gator in the road (gators are big pieces of tire tread on the roadway) he’d drawl “Gator” on his radio and pull into the hammer lane. I’d pull out after the Armellinis. We all fell into a groove. Everybody was driving well, everybody was professional, everybody was going fast but not crazy fast, and there was a plane of consciousness that we had together. It’s the closest thing to a Zen experience I know, except when I’m in my loading trance. Both of those things are what keeps me out there. The rest is just hassle.



I was once riding in a car through the rolling horse farms outside Charlottesville with my friends Joe Davis and Elizabeth Lasch-Quinn. Joe was driving; I was in the backseat. Betsy related a time when she was driving from New Jersey to Virginia and found herself behind the same truck for many miles. Sometimes she would need to pass the truck to maneuver around another vehicle, and then she would drop in behind it again. It said “SHOE” on the back. She and SHOE went on like this for some time. SHOE would discreetly flash his taillights at her, she believed, to signal an imminent move. She imagined SHOE noticing her tact on the road, and she certainly appreciated his crisp lane changes. It was a whole relationship. Finally, SHOE pulled off at a rest stop, and Betsy felt a little bit betrayed. She considered pulling over as well. But she didn’t want to seem like a stalker.

What sort of place is the road? We are both together and very separate in our cars, so it has an interesting hybrid quality to it, unlike any other shared space I can think of. It used to have a more straightforwardly public character. Before the arrival of automobiles in significant numbers in the 1920s, the urban street was a place dominated by pedestrians, horses, and streetcars that ran on tracks. It was the place where children played—and why not? When automobiles first came on the scene, they were generally viewed as intruders. “They obstructed and endangered street uses of long-standing legitimacy,” as Peter D. Norton writes in Fighting Traffic. “Before the city could be physically reconstructed for the sake of motorists, its streets had to be socially reconstructed as places where motorists unquestionably belonged.” To view the street as a motor thoroughfare seems self-evident to us now, but it had to be redefined as such. This was a hard sell, given the carnage automobiles had lately caused. Norton writes of a “violent revolution in street use circa 1915–1930” that has been all but forgotten; “the full scale of the wave of blood, grief, and anger in American city streets in the 1920s has eluded notice.”

The street had been a public good, a shared amenity for uses that themselves had a public character to them. To ride in a streetcar is to share a conveyance with others, obviously. What about walking? In a sense, it is a solitary activity, but in another it is public: one is exposed while walking, and the presence of others has a different quality than when one is driving. In a car, one is encased in one’s private property, and significantly shielded from others by it. We feel free to yell curses at others while driving that we never would on a sidewalk. And of course, there is more reason for cursing on a motorway, as others in their private cars are very much in one’s way. Where previously the street had the character of a commons, it is now a place of competition for something scarce: street capacity.

But on the street as thus transformed, there remains a kind of social grace (on a good day). We will explore the competitive-yet-cooperative space of the urban intersection in the chapter “Managing Traffic: Three Rival Versions of Rationality.” The first version of rationality that can be invoked for managing traffic is, simply, rule following. Taken too far, this becomes a highly inefficient way to manage traffic, as you have no doubt noticed while sitting for minutes at an empty intersection, waiting to turn left. Rule following also becomes a pretext for the transformation of law enforcement into a for-profit enterprise. And in fact, we have permitted ourselves to slide into an illiberal traffic regime of photo radar speed traps and red-light cameras. This regime claims for itself the unassailable high ground of safety. But as I will show, this claim is highly dubious.

We are told that this mess is soon to be replaced with a system of algorithmic control that has no room for human agency whatever: the “autonomous intersection.” The claim made on behalf of this second version of traffic rationality needs to be taken more seriously: at its most supple and sophisticated, machine learning would permit a fuzzier logic of right-of-way to be enacted. Rather than strict turn taking or rule following, the trajectories of cars would mutually adapt to maximize flow. This would happen without human involvement; the cars would communicate with one another and work things out on the fly. Ironically, from an overhead view, this might look remarkably like the highly improvisational flow of an unregulated third world intersection, where traffic often flows beautifully. If all goes according to plan, such a computer-controlled intersection might achieve a third world level of efficiency! But this achievement would require massive expenditures, both private and public.

The third form of traffic rationality is one that comes into view as soon as one recognizes the oddly gratuitous nature of such a project and permits oneself a curious glance backward, as it were, to “less developed” parts of world. Rather than try to duplicate the efficiency of their driving practices with computers, we might instead look to such practices to remind ourselves what human beings are capable of, when left to their own devices. This becomes a meditation on the meaning of self-government.

I believe it is in this vicinity that we should look if we want to understand why self-driving cars play prominent roles in several dystopian films, including Blade Runner, Total Recall, Minority Report, and WALL-E. In these films, drivers have become passengers and appear as a new class of administrative subjects to be managed. I use the word “subject” to mean both an object of political rule and the type of person—the form of subjectivity—that is assumed or required by such rule, and thereby brought into existence. A passenger is detached, isolated from others, whereas the give-and-take of urban driving is a realm of interaction that demands the skills of cooperation and improvisation. As such, driving is a form of organic civic life, and the disappearance of civic feeling is key to the dystopian mood of these films. Driving is a way of interacting with others while having shared, concrete interests at stake. Alexis de Tocqueville suggested that the habits of collective self-government are cultivated in practical activities like this that demand cooperation, and such habits are indispensable to democratic political culture. But from the perspective of a central power (whether governmental or techno-utopian), what is wanted is an idealized subject of a different sort, an asocial one who permits an atomized account of human beings to be operationalized. This subject resembles the narrator of the Iggy Pop song “The Passenger”: “I am a passenger / I stay under glass.” A society of such isolated subjects will be more efficiently and pliably governable.

At the Caliente 250, a desert race that has been taking place annually for generations, we will meet a tight-knit body of motor-sport families who gather in the small town of Caliente, Nevada, each spring and proceed to enact what looks to this writer like an exemplary case of deliberative democracy and environmental stewardship. Here the competitive passion of motor sport is tempered by a very concrete sense of shared inheritance. The desert is fragile, and so too is the accommodation between the local ranchers and the racers. Together these fragile things make possible an activity that they love, and which binds them together through time. Preserving the social and natural conditions that make the race viable requires a shared sense of stewardship that stands in stark contrast to the popular image of heedless, high-rpm vandals.

DRIVERS AS MORAL TYPES

Something about driving brings out passionate moral judgments of our fellow citizens’ habits. We see a pair of conjoined drivers going down the interstate in the left lane, the one in front clearly intent on preventing others from breaking the law, the one in back furiously tailgating to make a point. One is not supposed to pass on the right. They continue like this for miles in a drama of righteousness, each deserving the other’s company. The most dangerous and obstructive drivers are those who are inflamed with a sense of justice.

By way of contrast, consider the social grace of pulling over on a twisty road for someone to pass. In the car-conscious culture of southern California this usually occurs quite promptly; it is just understood that a canyon road is a public playground, and people get out of one another’s way. The courtesy pull-over does not often occur where I live, in Virginia, because we believe it is an illegitimate pleasure that the faster person behind us is seeking.

Americans noisily claim the idea of liberty as their own, but the more you see of the world, the more comical this becomes. A Harley rider wearing the costume of rebellion swelters in a traffic jam in Virginia while an inviting yard and a half of space goes unused between lanes. The word FREEDOM is spelled out across the wings of the eagle on his vest. Meanwhile, on the other side of the world, a family of four on a 50 cc motorcycle deftly weaves through the congested streets of Mumbai, a garlanded image of Ganesh (Remover of Obstacles) attached to the handlebars.

Lane splitting by motorcycles—called “filtering” in the UK—makes road use more efficient for everybody. It is an accepted norm all over the world; as far as I know the United States is the only nation where it is illegal. Except in California, where it is permitted. The lore among motorcyclists is that the California Highway Patrol lobbied to make it legal, and did so for reasons that show their awareness of the road as a shared attentional space. The CHP motorcycle officers wanted to be able to split lanes themselves when necessary, and they realized that if all motorcyclists were granted the privilege, the effect would be to train drivers in cars to be alert for motorcycles, especially when traffic slows to a crawl. And this is indeed what has happened. In my experience, the drivers of L.A. and the Bay Area more closely resemble European drivers in having some acquaintance with their mirrors, and a modicum of peripheral awareness.

More so than my motorcycling friends and acquaintances, I split lanes when traffic comes to a crawl, regardless of what part of the country I am in. I break the law. Let me preface this by saying that I ride bikes that are quiet, and try to do so courteously; I am not one of those people. I concede that splitting lanes is especially dangerous when done outside California, but given the hyperalert state I enter when doing it, the danger comes mostly from the reactions of drivers who feel I am taking something away from them, as though I were jumping in line. What I am doing, in fact, is reducing my own consumption of street capacity to zero.10

I have had drivers deliberately swerve into me, and plenty of honking and yelling. And I have to admit, all this hostility adds to the relish. There is a scene in Easy Rider where the main characters are sitting around a campfire, complaining that the “straight” people look on them with fear and loathing. Their new acquaintance, played by Jack Nicholson, breaks it down for them: They don’t hate you because you are dirty, or because you have long hair. They hate you because you are free. When you split lanes, you can feel this hatred. At the risk of vanity, I choose to interpret it as the ressentiment of those who are trapped in their cages because they are too risk averse to be free. In Plato’s dialogue Gorgias, a character named Callicles says, “I believe that the people who institute our laws are the weak and the many. So they institute laws and assign praise and blame with themselves and their own advantage in mind.”

In splitting lanes, a motorcyclist is not taking advantage of other drivers; they cannot make use of that space. But he is expressing a view of the prevailing traffic morality, and the police powers that enforce it. He does this not with a verbal taunt but by exposing his body to harm, trusting in his own reflexes. One suspects he loves traffic jams.

In the Monty Python movie Life of Brian, John Cleese plays a typical Roman gentleman of the pagan era. Out for a stroll, he stumbles upon a crowd. Some crazed hippie-like character is giving a speech, and Cleese begins to take interest. Eventually we realize it is the Sermon on the Mount. Standing in the back row in his toga, he leans over to the guy next to him and says, “What Jesus blatantly fails to appreciate is that it’s the meek who are the problem.”

This could be taken as the motto of a counterrevolutionary driver’s utopia, along roughly pagan lines.

A UTOPIAN THOUGHT EXPERIMENT

If we are to remain free to drive our own cars, we will have to give some thought to how to manage this privilege in a culture of distraction. A useful point of comparison is existing law in Germany, where on certain roads you are free to drive as fast as you please. But if you cause a serious accident, you are never allowed to drive again, essentially. The law grants wide discretion and assigns total responsibility. That is, it treats citizens like adults. This is a bracing concept, maybe a little too radical for the United States.

But what if we took the spirit of the German law and allowed it to inform one pole of a continuum that would have room for all of us? Including those who, quite reasonably, want to be ferried about with minimum involvement? Consider, as a thought experiment, a regime of graduated driver’s licenses, pegged to both the competence and the involvement of the driver. The first thing we do, we put all the old people in self-driving Ubers. They’ll love it. Next we take all those who would rather play Gran Turismo than learn how to drive an actual car, and put them in the trunk. With a game console, of course. And juice boxes.

With these matters settled, we can start making finer distinctions. The restrictions and permissions you enjoy as a driver would be based on certain competencies (perhaps your time through an autocross course; the alacrity with which you can slot your car into a tight parking spot; the prettiness of your bootleg turn), and tied as well to certain characteristics of your car. First among these would be weight. A car that weighs a thousand pounds less than the cars surrounding it accomplishes three things: it is more maneuverable, it poses less threat to the occupants of its more massive neighbors should they collide and, most important, the driver of the lighter vehicle has more skin in the game, for the same Newtonian reasons. He or she is due a certain presumption of attentiveness.

The next consideration, on the vehicle side of my utopian licensing regime, would be the “ecology of attention” the car supports.11 The fewer the distractions, the more permissive the license granted to the driver-car combination. At the upper limit, if you are willing to drive a fully shielded car from which no communication is possible, with no stereo or navigation system, and you are able to put said car into a controlled four-wheel drift at will, and that car is three standard deviations lighter than the median car, then you would enjoy the highest grade of license, and the greatest latitude in doing whatever seems best to you in getting from point A to point B.

Further, let’s make the licensure of any driver-vehicle combination visible to other drivers at a glance, perhaps on license plates of different colors. This would enlist vanity and social comparison, those powerful aids to virtue. It would make visible a rank order of drivers.

Would such hierarchy be compatible with democratic culture? In principle, yes. Anyone with sufficient interest can become a skilled driver; he or she only needs to care about driving. Further, the lighter and simpler cars that would support higher-level licenses would cost less, not more, than their bloated alternatives. The existing competition in automotive luxe, which leads many people of scarce means to take on extra debt in the hope of raising their social position, mainly to the benefit of car dealers, would find a rival domain of competition. It would be one in which one distinguishes oneself not by conspicuous consumption but by skill—and a demonstrated regard for the shared environment that is the road.

SOVEREIGNTY

I once spent a month in Tibet. It is a motley automotive scene, with black Audi A6s (the standard ride of Chinese Party officials) stuck behind yak-drawn carts piloted by toothless matrons, often with a payload of hay that towers and teeters over the road. Motorcycles too are pressed into cargo duty, and weave among the herds of cows that sometimes block the road. I admired one little 125 cc bike that had a rack made out of rebar that had been crudely welded together—using a car battery for the welding arc, if I had to guess. I was intrigued by the fact that most of the bikes I saw had little Tibetan rugs on the seats. A significant portion of people on the Tibetan plateau are still nomads who shepherd their yaks from a winter camp to a summer camp. I learned that traditionally they used rugs as saddles on the horses they used for herding. The small motorcycle has mostly replaced the horse for this purpose. Like motorcycles everywhere, they have upholstered seats. But in Tibet, one puts a rug on one’s mount. Putting one on a motorcycle might have begun as some yak herder’s joke, but they have come to serve a function that is real enough. Mostly ornamental, they express a certain cultural remembrance. This is a matter of concrete, daily concern in Tibet as the country is aggressively assimilated into China, with squads of Chinese troops goose-stepping menacingly through Lhasa and hordes of Chinese tourists overrunning the temples and monasteries as a matter of government policy, to combat the “regressive tendencies” of Tibetan culture. Where once they answered to an ergonomic need in the context of a certain way of life, the saddle rugs now answer to a need to say something about the value of that way of life, in the face of a threat to it. Having a rug on your bike says something, however unobtrusively.

In the Western context, I believe automotive subcultures have a similarly expressive dimension. They are addressed to softer erosions of sovereignty than the Tibetans face, but may be understood in roughly parallel terms. They enact, and implicitly assert the value of, ways of life that are at odds with . . . what? This is harder to answer. Whatever is self-evident, self-confident, well-funded, respectable. Health and safety. Automation. Car nuts tend to view as ideological what more well-adjusted people see as simple rationality.

Do their exaggerated enthusiasms distort their vision? Almost certainly. My premise is that their ornery passion for driving cars that are fully their own also gives them a perspective that we ought to entertain. It equips them to see just how bizarre and tyrannical a vision of progress may become when it seeks to remove the human element from every human activity. Ideals such as benevolence and convenience are always invoked, and just as reliably the progress envisioned requires a reeducation effort, reforming people who put too much faith in their own powers. Don’t fight the inevitable. With passivity and dependence comes the calm of enlightenment.

If such a picture of progress doesn’t creep you out, this book is probably not for you.

The concept of individual agency is clearly key for critiquing this dream, but it is also inadequate to the political nature of the challenge. There is something new and voracious in the world that feeds on individual agency, and is basically imperial in its aspirations. What these aspirations are will become evident in two chapters, “Street View: Seeing Like Google” and “If Google Built Cars.”

The term “sovereignty” comes to us from the history of fights for political self-determination, against imperialism. It is a term coeval with the rise of nationalism in the nineteenth century. On both sides of the Atlantic, the idea of sovereignty has suddenly reemerged as politically salient. If we take the political anger of populist movements at their word, it is a reaction to the imperiousness of political elites and corporate forces in pressing agendas of progress that seek to delegitimize the concerns of those deemed regressive.

Significantly, some of these populist movements began as automotive protests, or have significant automotive manifestations. The Yellow Vests, named for the safety vests all motorists are required to carry in France, brought paralysis to parts of Paris and other cities nearly every weekend from late 2017 through early 2019, precipitating a major crisis for Emmanuel Macron’s government. It was prompted by a slight decrease in speed limits and a fuel tax, which hit the French equivalent of “flyover country” disproportionately. (Macron’s political base is mostly metropolitan, relies on the Paris Metro, and takes its own environmental virtue as one of its titles to rule.) The most significant material damage done by the protesters has been to France’s network of photo radar speed traps. (About 60 percent of them had been disabled as of January 2019.) There have been guerrilla actions against red light cameras and speed cameras in the United States as well, and they seem to express political discontent more than simple vandalism.

On the other side of the Channel, the mass protests of the London taxi drivers both expressed and contributed to the Brexit mood. This was a fight for economic sovereignty by highly trained professionals against the threat posed by foreign ride-hailing firms that rely on map software, U.S. military satellites, and the subsistence drivers of the gig economy. Essentially, Uber created a system of labor arbitrage to sidestep and nullify local control. The protests of the Germans against a proposed speed limit on the autobahn explicitly referenced the Yellow Vests, in a rare expression of French-German solidarity, and gave rise to a slogan adopted not just by the car lobby, but by dissident political parties: “Freie Fahrt für freie Bürger!” which means “Freedom to drive for free citizens!”12 The common thread among these discontents is their sense that they have come to be governed by elites whose allegiance is to their own transnational class, rather than to the common good of the particular nation they happen to reside in. Somehow, changes in the driving experience are playing a role in developing these intuitions. Accordingly, the push to reclaim sovereignty is showing up prominently in people’s stance toward driving, which has become a bit prickly. As though we regard the authorities that regulate traffic as lacking political legitimacy.13

The protests of the last few years have generally been regarded as the expression of economic grievances, or else as the eruption of a spirit of pure negation, a “revolt of the public” that is more nihilistic than principled. There is surely truth in these interpretations, but in the pages to follow I will suggest a further possibility: that these movements are partly a response, at once spirited and rational, to a creeping colonization of the space for skilled human activity. This may take the form of automated traffic enforcement, which elides the role of individual judgment (both that of a cop and that of a driver) in determining the appropriate speed, or it may take the form of elected officials holding a press conference to inform us that driving is drudgery, and we’re no good at it anyway. (Jane Jacobs referred to “Utopian minders of other people’s leisure.”) These are examples of a much larger trend. The technocrats and optimizers seek to make everything idiotproof, and pursue this by treating us like idiots. It is a presumption that tends to be self-fulfilling; we really do feel ourselves becoming dumber. Against such a backdrop, to drive is to exercise one’s skill at being free, and I suspect that is why we love to drive.

THIS BOOK WILL appeal to driving enthusiasts. But readers who are indifferent to the pleasures of driving may nonetheless find here a case study that can illuminate broader questions—about the fate of human agency and the prospects for democratic governance, not least. For one theme that has emerged with force in this inquiry is that of self-government broadly understood, both as an individual capacity for self-command and as a political dispensation. Thus, self-government may mean the ability to skillfully control one’s car, the ability to temper one’s impatience with other drivers, and the ability to keep one’s attention directed to the road in the face of multiplying distractions, on one hand. On the other hand, the issue of self-government is present in questions such as, who gets to decide what sort of regime of mobility we will inhabit? These different scales on which we pose the question of self-government are surely interlocked, or imply one another. For example, if we are so distracted behind the wheel that we are already driving as if our cars were self-driving, this suggests we need some benevolent entity to step in and save us from ourselves, by automating a task we are no longer capable of doing for ourselves.

In drawing a straight line from self-command to self-government in the political sense, I mean to claim the problem of driving for the liberal-republican tradition of political reflection. This tradition holds that a people worthy of democracy must be made up of individuals capable of governing their own behavior in the first place, and have therefore earned their fellow citizens’ trust. When you are leaned into a blind curve on a two-lane country road on a motorcycle, it becomes very clear that the road is a place of mutual trust. This is one of the most interesting things about it. Driving is thus ripe for the attention of political theorists who are interested in what a republican social order looks like at the fine grain. Let’s understand this fragile order while it still persists, in such unobtrusive pockets of daily life as driving. Such pockets may hold clues that can guide our hopes for the renewal of social trust more broadly.

HOW TO READ THIS BOOK

“Consistency of tone” is one of those precepts pressed upon writers by writing teachers. Any reader who expects consistency is likely to be bewildered in what follows, as I have found it necessary to offer arguments, stories, interpretations, and observations that are wildly different in kind, according to their place in the whole. Some of these are highly personal. To the extent my method is sociological, it does not rise to the level of proper ethnography, or even serious journalism. I simply relay various scenes of automotive enthusiasts I have come across in the course of my own movements, interpreted through the lens of my own preoccupations. I have tried to understand these scenes sympathetically, but it will be clear that I have succeeded in this with some cases better than with others.

Throughout, the reader will find a persistent complaint about traffic rules and enforcement, and a skeptical view of certain safety mandates. My beef with officialdom comes from a variety of perspectives, and the reader may begin to wonder about the coherence of the argument. An unsympathetic reader may conclude prematurely that it proceeds from libertarian chafing against restraint of any kind, which is easily ridiculed as juvenile. What are these various perspectives?

At some points, my argument puts safety foremost but points to the perverse effects of the existing traffic regime, especially when it becomes a source of traffic-ticket revenue that various jurisdictions depend on. In such cases, safety and revenue are sometimes in direct competition, and I come down on the side of safety. At other points, I criticize “safetyism” itself, and here the argument cuts in quite a different direction, as it includes a more or less “vitalist” critique of our never-satisfied quest for greater safety (think Teddy Roosevelt and William James). Safety is obviously very important. But it is also a principle that, absent countervailing considerations, admits no limit to its expanding dominion. It tends to swallow everything before it. Once you indulge the vitalist perspective with some sympathy, your gaze is shifted and it becomes easier to see the ideological work that “safety” does in our society.

Those who invoke safety enjoy a nearly nonrebuttable presumption of public-spiritedness, so a stated concern for safety becomes a curtain behind which various entities can collect rents from perfectly reasonable behavior. The trick is to formulate rules that are at odds with our natural reasonableness (for example, setting the speed limit below the speed dictated by the features of the road). That way you can guarantee a certain rate of infraction, and therefore revenue. If one cares about safety (and who doesn’t?), one does well to take a skeptical look at the safety-industrial complex, and its reliance on moral intimidation to pursue ends other than safety.

To do this thoroughly, one must venture beyond the mental universe of risk reduction altogether. That universe takes its bearings from the least competent among us. This is an egalitarian principle that is entirely fitting in many settings, a touchstone of humane society that we rightly take pride in. (One of the people closest to me is significantly disabled, and I am often moved with gratitude for the accommodations our society makes for her.) But if left unchallenged, the pursuit of risk reduction tends to create a society based on an unrealistically low view of human capacities. Infantilization slips in, under cover of democratic ideals. I will insist, on the contrary, that democracy remains viable only if we are willing to extend to one another a presumption of individual competence. This is what social trust is built on. Together, they are the minimal endowments for a free, responsible, fully awake people.
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