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 Grand Theft Auto 
These pig-headed, obstructive villagers 

fail to appreciate that I represent 
Progress and Universal Happiness!

French motorist Octave Mirbeau, 1908

THE IRASCIBLE ENGLISH 
philosopher, pacifist, and gadfly C.E.M.
Joad would likely have been familiar with 
Kenneth Grahame’s classic 1908 children’s 
story, The Wind In the Willows, having 
helped raise three young children before 
separating from his wife in 1921.
   Any resemblance between Joad and the 
story’s eccentric poseur, Mr. Toad, how-
ever, ends at the similarity of their names. 
Toad, like Colonel Francis Cecil Ricardo, 
the first car owner in Cookham, Berkshire 
(whom the amphibian character is believed 
to have been based on) is an enthusiastic 
convert to motoring, while Joad couldn’t 
possibly have held it in greater contempt.

Automobile Graveyard, Chatillon, Belgium

   Suspicious of the pernicious influence of 
all things American, Joad left no doubt  
about his opinion of the burgeoning new 
pastime of car travel, calling it “one of the 
most contemptible, soul-destroying and 
devitalizing pursuits misguided humanity 
has ever imposed upon its credulity.” 
   Joad viewed the motoring enthusiast as a 
little more than an obnoxious showoff, 
“advertising to the world at large that he has 

amassed enough money to hurl himself over 
its surface as often and as fast as he pleases.”
   Ironically, the equally disparaging social 
critic Ivan Illych would have taken issue 
with Joad’s ‘fast and furious’ description. 
In the mid-1970s, Illych calculated that—
taking into account all of the direct and 
indirect time and costs involved in car 
ownership—the typical American devoted 
about 1600 hours a year in order travel a 
grand total of 7500 miles, a rather toadish 
average speed of under 5 miles per hour. 



In the few remaining places deprived of 
automobile culture, people manage to 
achieve almost the same speed—by walking.
   Alas, the automobile has largely pushed 
the art of walking—mankind’s primary 
mode of both transport and exercise for 
most of the species’ existence—to the side 
of the road, along with, successively, the 
bicycle, the streetcar, the bus, and the train.
   This was in no small part due to deliberate 
public policy, and cars continue to enjoy 
generous subsidies from the public sector in 
the form of taxes and the vast infrastructure 
of roads, bridges, traffic management, 
parking, and a multitude of other facilities 
required to maintain an automobile culture.
   By the prosperous postwar period of the 
1950s, the car, greatly assisted by the oil 
industry, was virtually dictating the design 
of our cities and towns. (An alien species 
viewing our civilization from a remote 
vantage point would likely conclude that 
cars are the dominant life form on Earth, 
with humans demoted to some sort of fuel, 
or perhaps, a slavish guidance mechanism.)
   Leaving aside Joad’s quaint snobbery and 
Illych’s cold cost-benefit analysis, there are 
many compelling reasons to question modern 
society’s love affair with the automobile.   
   Like any technology, cars are not neutral. 
They carry with them trunkfuls of accom-
panying baggage, from the personal: the 
time and expense of purchase, licensing, 
insurance, storage, and maintenance, to the 
collective: roads, fuel, noise, air pollution, 
traffic congestion and suburban sprawl, as 
well as the decline of small businesses, 
sedentary lifestyles, the destruction of the 
environment, energy dependency, and so on.
   Not to mention car accidents, which have 
caused the death of an estimated 60 million 
people during the 20th century. (All of these 
downsides are, of course,  trivialized by 
most economists as ‘negative externalities.’)

   But the most significant drawback of mass 
car ownership may be it’s contribution to 
the disintegration of the social fabric, and the 
curtailment of random, everyday civility and 
social interaction—something long taken for 
granted before the advent of the automobile. 
   On the contrary, the callousness with 
which early car enthusiasts regarded non-
drivers lives on today, not only in periodic 
incidents of ‘road rage’ against hapless 
bicyclists and pedestrians, but in video 
games like Carmageddon, in which virtual 
drivers earn points for running over people.
   Ironically, the term ‘roadkill’—once 
reserved for the hundreds of millions of 
animals that fall victim to automobiles 
every year—has become a label for anyone 
who dares stand in the way of the relentless 
march of progress, no matter how retro-
grade that ‘progress’ might actually be.
   Despite the emergence of a dedicated 
‘Car-free’ movement, ride-sharing, self-
driving cars and other innovations, about 
1-1/2 billion cars now jam the roads, with a 
hundred million more added annually. 
   Later on in The Wind In the Willows, we 
find that Toad’s obsession with motor cars 
has led him to crash eight times, pay a fortune 
in fines, wind up in the hospital, and finally, 
land him in prison—from which, of course, 
our resourceful anti-hero ultimately escapes.
   Whether we humans will ever similarly 
escape from our own slavish dependence on 
the automobile remains to be seen. But the 
real tragedy of the automobile may lie not 
so much in its existence as in its over-
whelming dominance over everyday life.
   Maybe all that is really needed is simply 
to think twice before reflexively jumping in 
the car just to go to the corner convenience 
store—or for that matter, virtually anywhere 
apart from out to check the mailbox. 
   Unless, of course, one is a filthy rich Mr. 
Toad, with a mile-long driveway.◾


