
“A powdery layer of lime dust lay 5cm deep on the road
in the Piave valley. George and I raced along it  at full
throttle. A vast plume swelled out behind us. We
terrorised the pedestrians; it was like making a gas
attack; their faces contorted and we left them behind us in
a world without shape and where field and tree for miles
around lost all their colour under a dry carpet of dust.”
This is Rudolf Diesel’s almost euphoric description in his
diary in 1905 of a deliberate abuse of humanity by a car
(see Sachs, 1992, p. 26).

Nowadays the average German motorist has far more
motorpower at his/her disposal than in Rudolf Diesel’s
time, actually more than 80 horsepower. This continues
to increase in an unprecedented process of motorized
rearmament. Taking this horsepower literally, every
person in the world could ride on the horses installed in
German cars alone. Twenty years ago it was only at
motor races that you saw such dangerously close
distances between cars and such high speeds as are now
seen on German motorways. Since 1981 the percentage of
0.5 second gaps between overtaking cars in the fast lanes
has risen by one-third to 6 per cent of all cars (according
to established precedents even gaps of 8 seconds carry a
definite risk).

The term violence should be used carefully. Many people
drive their cars intending no harm. But automobile
driving, in its existing form, is anything but a rational
phenomenon with the purpose of getting from A to B:
cars designed for speeds at which they hardly ever travel,
European cities ripe for good pedestrian development
relinquishing their urban charm to chunks of metal – 
the hallmarks of the car-centred society are all too
conspicuous, and its uses by no means compensate for
them. The negative influences of the car-centred society
are enormous. Indeed car technology resembles no other,
not even the technology of war, in the destructive
influences it has so far inflicted.

Since the Second World War, more than half-a-million
people have been killed on the streets of Germany alone,
and the number of animals killed is even higher. The
thousands of paralysed and severely brain-damaged
represent only the tip of the iceberg of the non-fatal
accidents.

The psychological consequences of this regime of
automated brutality remain completely neglected. There
is a total dearth of analytical studies, apart from some of
a more theoretical nature, about how children suffer as
victims and what the long-term effects on their lives are.
The very fear of an accident is changing children’s lives
dramatically. In the 1950s, I had total freedom to
roam around my home territory without constant
parental supervision and could even go to the shops
unaccompanied before the age of six. By comparison, the
independent domain of children today is limited to their
own house, their garden or the child seat in the back of
the car. Finding friends by yourself, making new
acquaintances – all these are now things organized by
parents. The (quite justified) fear of injury from cars (you
only need to look at some old urban photos) has driven
children away from the streets they once ruled. The
reasons for the denial of this state of affairs, within
societies unwilling to forfeit even the slightest part of the
so-called freedom of the car (which in reality is freedom to
be aggressive), never cease to confound the experts or the
people who witness the daily suffering (such as casualty
doctors). The Verein demokratischer Ärzte und Ärztinnen
(Union of Democratic Physicians) has criticized the
massive “suppression and tabooing” of this subject in
Germany; and in the German Medical Council there is a
growing number of doctors who are demanding that a
determined stance be taken.

Psychology has explanations for aggressive and
suppressive behaviour in individuals. The well-known
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psychoanalyst Arno Gruen associates destructiveness
with the self-hatred arising out of the surrender of the self
to parental and societal demands for obedience and
conformity. The psychoanalyst Hilgers talks about a
dehumanization of the car driver (see Hilgers, 1991) and
he likewise links questions of autonomy and self-
development with aggressive behaviour when driving
cars. It is reasonable to suppose that not all people are
equally aggressive, but that there are certain members of
the population who have a particular predisposition
towards violence.

There are some strikingly obvious characteristics
associated with motorized transport: almost ten times as
many men as women are convicted of dangerous driving
offences and the difference is nowhere near accounted for
by lower levels of car use nor alleged discriminatory
treatment by the police and law courts. Those studying
the psychology of driving have often had to give up in the
search for the “typical” offender: if the probability of
being caught breaking the law is about 1:600 (as
mentioned by Bastian, 1991, p. 543), then the probability
of being caught a second time is 1:360,000. Nevertheless
the latest data on traffic offenders in Germany reveal that
one-third of all previously convicted “speeders” offend
more than once, and that, again, men are repeaters much
more often than women.

There is plenty of evidence that there is a particular
type of person who indulges in this motorized violence.
It is not empirically proven, but there are cogent reasons
to suppose that these are people who are also more
inclined to behave violently in other areas of their lives.
The development of a political car-activist group in
Switzerland demonstrates this very clearly. This group,
which campaigned aggressively against any restriction
on speed and whose members were noted for their
similarly aggressive driving, turned quite imperceptibly
into an organization which campaigned against
foreigners. Evidence of this nature reinforces the close
connection between fascist and authoritarian movements
and the car. One of Hitler’s first political acts as chancellor
was to abolish all speed limits – he had a passion for car
racing.

But caution is necessary: not all speeders are radical
rightwingers and certainly their personality development
patterns are varied. But a good proportion of speeders

seems composed of conformists who either want to
compensate for their lack of authority in other areas by
asserting themselves on the street, or who wish to stand
out from the crowd because they lack power elsewhere.
It is therefore a fallacy to think that if you deprive
the potentially aggressive individual of the car
with which these compulsions are “worked out”, 
then he/she will simply resort to another “form of
aggression”. The possibility of “working out” his/her
aggression is intimately linked to his/her access to cars.
The implications of this are often ignored, for there
is hardly anything more dangerous than racing
through a neighbourhood with a one to two-ton motorcar.
In effect we have made the automobile into a camouflaged
means of expression of violence for potentially violent
people.

In this article I will consider whether the expression of
violent inclinations by means of the car reduces
aggression or actually increases it.

Motorization as a system – or how aggression
is increasing
It is hardly a matter of dispute any more that motorized
transport is a field in which people, especially men,
release their aggression. It is a form of aggression that
generates destruction in great measure for the simple
reason that, although human strength is used, it is
enormously amplified by a machine. The hypothesis that
this process eliminates or “works off”, as it were, this
aggression, proves to be scarcely tenable on closer
inspection. The fact is, as mentioned above, that a greater
part of the speeders keep on speeding even after being
caught. This demonstrates that the perpetrators do not
“burn it out” of their systems but rather continue to
“burn”. Indeed there is every reason to believe that for
such people it becomes necessary to increase risk-taking
in order to suppress the feelings of guilt that each act of
violence generates.

A simple look at the facts shows – and here the car
industry is making a decided, though unacknowledged
contribution to the problem – that the amount of
aggression on the streets has increased enormously in
the last 20 years. Today’s model of an Opel Astra achieves
a road performance which, 25 years ago, only a Porsche
could manage, and there is little doubt that many drivers
take advantage of it. Above all, the car industry
collaborates in the psychological denial of this by
justifying such performance in advertising campaigns as
“sporty” or “sensational”.

Closer consideration indicates that fast drivers do not
dispel their aggression by means of this behaviour at all.
Rather it turns out that an even further increase in
aggressive behaviour results from competition with other
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drivers. There has been far too little attention paid to a
study in this context by TÜV Rheinland for the German
Traffic Safety Advisory Body (DVR) (both the “Technical
Monitoring Association (TÜV)” and the “Traffic Safety
Service” are institutions in Germany which usually work
closely with the car industry); the study is given out only
reluctantly and with severe restrictions. They say among
other things, that the sample population is too small and
that therefore the investigation allows no conclusions to
be drawn. The analysis of TÜV Rheinland, entitled
“Survey of Motives for Choice of Speed with Special
Consideration of the Competitive Aspect” clearly shows,
however, that we are here witnessing a process of
constant build up of aggression on German highways.
The fast drivers, the TÜV analysis clearly shows, arouse
very strong feelings of fear and hatred, particularly in
those people who cannot or will not drive as fast in their
own car. Anyone who observes motorway traffic can see
that these people do show aggressive reactions even
though they themselves actually only wanted to drive
slowly. Given that these reactions are primarily directed
against fast drivers, we must consider, that these people
at the same time suffer from a generalized intensification
of their aggressive feelings as well.

The whole motorway system will eventually lead not to
less, but more stress and potentially more violence for all
concerned. This process is harmful to the whole of
society. Yet it still gains support because German
highways in particular, represent a legal free-for-all in
many people’s minds. It is repeatedly emphasized, in
accordance with the current legal situation, that high
speeds are permitted (and this is by no means wrong).
Many drivers interpret this as a licence to drive as fast as
possible. According to the TÜV study, the fast drivers
simply see the slow ones as a hindrance and a limitation
to their rights. The TÜV study, comes to the undeniable
conclusion that “in the heads of many road users a
combative spirit evolves which manifests itself in
appropriately aggressive modes of behaviour”.

In connection with this I am grateful to Arno Gruen for
the reference to an American study which shows that
aggressive people drive faster and take more risks when
they feel they have a justification for doing so. In the case
of this study their “justifications” were placebos which
allegedly contained alcohol – that is, driving behaviour
was monitored after drivers had been given what they
were told was alcohol but was actually a placebo with no
alcohol at all. Believing that they had drunk alcohol gave
them “permission” to drive recklessly, since now they
could not be considered responsible for their actions (De
Angelis, 1991).

The advertisements put out by the car industry support
just such self justifications; they speak of an extremely
high degree of safety and of cars which feel “like they’re
running on rails”. They persuade the driver, by a barrage

of technical details, that fast driving is not dangerous at
all. Likewise some politicians contribute to this
vindication when they themselves drive very fast and
ignore the speed limits. A little-noted study was made by
the journal Tempo in which its editors drove along behind
the cars of selected politicians. They were able to show
that these politicians drove at speeds considerably above
the limit – behaviour which could have cost any ordinary
person their driving licence. It is quite obvious that such
politicians are not likely to support a proposal limiting
speed and curtailing aggressive driving behaviour.

Against this background, the atmosphere of violence is
increasing and not just among car drivers but between
drivers, pedestrians and cyclists too. Newspapers carry
mounting reports of fights escalating to stabbing and
other acts of brutality. In this sort of trouble the car driver
clearly has the advantage over other more vulnerable
road users – at least as long as he/she is sitting behind the
steering wheel.

How a technological system can generate
violence
The general climate of aggression is also a function of
among other things, the visual ugliness associated
elements with the whole complex of driving. Urban
motorways, acres of asphalt, urban development on an
inhuman scale – perhaps these were once welcomed at the
beginning of the 1930s, indeed some people considered the
stretches of asphalt as fantastic works of art; nowadays
however, we know that an environment like this feels
threatening to human beings and thus generates feelings
of danger. The Berlin planner, Petra Rau highlights the
very real dangers to women in this context, and attempts to
address the so-called “spaces of fear” of today’s urban
planning. Of course the brutality of modern town planning
is not only the result of accommodating the car, but that
accomodation does contribute considerably to the way in
which a city is structured. Other effects of the car, such as
the grossly intrusive noise of traffic, are to blame for the
dwindling opportunities for interaction on the streets and
likewise for the lack of empathy between human beings.
Several research projects have individually concluded that
people exposed to high levels of noise are less prepared to
help one another and that the human values become
submerged. The impact of our town planners’ work, and
especially that of our traffic planners, has long remained
unscrutinized, or at least relegated to a position of
peripheral importance. Bearing this in mind, it is
extremely interesting to note, that the vast majority of
people who plan our cities, and especially our roads, are
men (as shown by Reutter, 1987).

Despite all protestations to the contrary, the automobile-
based society is spreading further and further; along with
the ever-growing number of cars is an increase in the
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hunks of metal standing around the towns. This further
promotes a general ugliness and inhumanity.

Car traffic makes a not insignificant contribution to the
aggregation, as it were, of aggression within the built-up
structures of our cities, and in this manner pervades
human life (Petra Rau (1991) calls it structural violence).
Little research has been done as to the implications of this
for bringing up children, as mentioned earlier. We have
already observed that, because of the car, children seldom
range the full extent of their home territory, and especially
not alone. Having said that, the question arises of whether
they can feel comfortable at all in these surroundings.
Reclaiming diversity, more space for adventure are in fact
slogans bandied about by planners these days. But such
endeavour frequently flounder because of the car. The kind
of town one could enjoy for its human dimensions will
never exist until cars are banned.

Conclusion
Everything points to an increase in violence brought
about by the car. Indeed there are clear signs of a
self-perpetuating process operating, which fuels itself.
Even quite against their will, people are affected by this
process and drawn into it. The only way out of this
situation is first, a simple admission of the situation and
the misery it is spreading. Admittedly it goes against the
grain: a gleaming car in an advertisement is a far more
attractive proposition than facing the hospitals where

brain-damaged children from traffic accidents try to
make sense of the world. By recognizing misery such as
this, a process must emerge whereby people can be
empowered to make the ultimate sacrifice and to live with
fewer cars.
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