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During the twentieth century, road-traffic authorities’ loss reduction
policies have relied on three essential elements to reduce road deaths:
human behaviour, the road and the vehicle.2 Within the triumvirate
of traffic safety there have been huge investments to improve roads and
vehicles, and to the third aspect a significant portion of the resources have
attempted to influence driver behaviour. Despite this focus on the driver,
motoring attitudes have changed little in the course of three motoring
generations. By examining the changing traffic death reduction policies of
Australia, Britain, Canada, New Zealand and the United States over the
last two centuries, this paper will argue that reduction in traffic deaths has
been a direct result of improved roads, vehicles and safety restrainis, which
have accommodated higher road speeds, rather than encouraging ‘safer’
driving practices.’?




“Two in a month—it’s not in the manual anywhere because it’s not
meant to happen this way. It’s a huge tragedy’, said Glyn Milner
thf: principal of Maffra Secondary College in Victoria, Australia )
Milner had responded to the media after the tragic ca’r crash an.d
subsequent death of thirteen-year-old Jake Helem. At the same
_school only a month prior, seventeen-year-old Sam Kaska was killed
in a‘similar crash while riding in the back of a utility truck (ute).5 In
the mt'erim between the two deaths, school officials had condu.cted
education programmes that alerted students to the dangers of ridin
ucrllrest.rained in the rear trays of utes. Despite the school’s concerteg
fn :t(e:zflon programme, Jake Helem still died when joyriding with his
. Buried in the back pages of the same issue of the Herald Sun artist
Brlan' Tanti attempted another tack in an effort to put ‘road tr;mma’
back into the limelight. On 30 September 1955, ‘speed demon’ actor
James Dean died in a head-on car smash. On the fiftieth anniversar
of D'ean’s death, Tanti launched t-shirts and caps scripted with Dean’z
Cghfornia speeding ticket, which he received only two hours before
his death. Tanti ‘wanted Dean’s memory to be a reminder to youn
people’ that speed kills.6 By using the depiction of Dean’s ticketyTantgi
]})mped that motorists would both alter their driving behavigur to
’ fggff;:i Z.nd realise that no one is immune from the devastation
'T}.le historical writing of the motor-car’s impact in Australia
Brlta.m, 'Canada, New Zealand (NZ) and the United States (US),
remains in its infancy. The majority of the texts that do exist concern
themselves with the changes that the motor-car has brought to space
and place, particularly in cities. Although some of the work toufhe
on traffic safety, a few of the texts have looked at one aspect or ano’cheS
of traf‘fic safety policy and the controls used to reduce traffic smashesr
In -Brlt.?lin, William Plowden examined politics and the changin .
legislation in response to the problems created by the motor—vehicleg7 ‘
In ’chet US, Alan Irwin, Joel Eastman and Jameson Wetmore hav.e
examined traffic safety in the past four decades.? Irwin provides
a comparison between the automotive catastrophes in the United
.St.at'es and Britain, the often ensuing court battles and the safet
Initiatives that eventuated. Traffic safety histories in Britain Canadz
and New Zealand have yet to be written, although graduate ;tudents
are beginning to make inroads.? In Australia, the writings of John

Knott, Jennifer Clark and to a certain extent Graeme Davison have
contributed to this seminal work.10

Before the mid-nineteenth century, few road rules governing

the movement of traffic existed; those that did exist remained
discretionary. The first tangible laws and regulations divided the
roadway and required traffic to drive on the left or right; today,
however, the laws, regulations and requirements of driving are so
complex that new drivers can invest several years before becoming
a competent driver. Despite this plethora of driving requirements
that keeps most people safe, most of the time, many sedate, serene
and skilled people become selfish, snarling and snapping ‘road hogs’
when they sit behind the wheel of a vehicle.

This transformation is best personified by Disney’s short {ilm
Motor Mania. In the film, the cartoon character Goofy plays a ‘Jekyll
and Hyde’ role as Mr Walker and Mr Wheeler. It is this transformation
from that of law-abiding, walking citizen to risk-taking, dangerous
motorist, as portrayed in the film, which continues to stultify traffic
safety initiatives. By examining the changing loss reduction policies
in the five above-mentioned countries over the last two centuries,
this paper will argue that reduction in traffic deaths has been a direct
result of improved roads, vehicles, safety restraints and medical
practices, which have accommodated higher road speeds, rather than
encouraging ‘safer’ driving practices.

During the twentieth century, traffic smashes have maimed,
injured and killed more people than soldiers killed in battle—in every
“motorised country in the world.!" Over the course of mechanised
transport’s history, authorities have worked to balance mobility, on the
one hand, and acceptable traffic deaths, on the other. Throughout the
history of the motor-car, and the century leading up to its appearance,
loss-reduction policies ostensibly moved to curb the number of traffic
deaths, but in doing so authorities appeased the prevailing ideas of
the time. Consequently, road speeds increased because wealthy car
owners who had pioneered motoring successfully swayed the political

~ system; during the succeeding decades the majority of voters took to

motoring and continued to sway the political process in motorists’
favour."?

In the century before the motor-car made an appearance,
mechanised transport received a terse and unwelcome reception.
After centuries of wood, wind and water as power sources, public fear
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surrounding modernity prevented steam engines from travelling on
Europe’s roadways; as a result, entrepreneurs built their own.’ Owing
to this political decision that reflected public concerns regarding
modernity, railways began to appear on the landscape. Yet even these
met with their detractors. ‘Rail travel at high speed is not possible
because passengers, unable to breathe, would die of asphyxia,’ claimed
Dr Dionysus Lardner (1793-1859) of University College, London.'*
As political, cultural and social changes in Britain during the
first half of the nineteenth century made way for the full impact of
the Industrial Revolution, people began to grasp the tremendous
benefits of both high-speed travel and machiné—powered industrial
and agricultural processes. After a gestation period of steam-powered
transport, authorities cautiously allowed steam locomotives to travel
on roadways,'s although in the last half of the nineteenth century
officials subjected traction engines to draconian laws that became
known as the ‘Red Flag Law’. Importantly, those who operated the

FIGURE 1 ~ TRACTION ENGINES USED FOR CARTAGE AND POWERING
- AGRICULTURAL PROCESSES. ABOVE: POWERED BY TRACTION ENGINE. WYLLIE'S
THRESHER TEAM (N OPERATION, WHITFIELD DISTRICT, VICTORIA. SOURCE: STATE
LIBRARY OF NSW — 012428, BELOW: DONALDSON'S STEAM TRACTION ENGINE
AT ‘PINE VALE' [‘PINEVALE'] WITH WHEAT WAGONS, TEMORA, NSW, CIRCA 1910.
SOURCE: PICTURE AUSTRALIA BCp 02980,

machinery remained skilled working-class men.

The Act required that several workers attended the machine
while in transit. The first carried a red flag to warn other traffic, a
second assisted other horse-drawn vehicles if the animal(s) became
agitated, and a third monitored the wagons and the load; also, driving
speeds were limited to less than five miles per hour (mph) (Figure
1).76 For working-class drivers, traffic infractions sometimes brought
stiff penalties. In April 1903, Mr Curtis Bennett, magistrate of
Marylebone, UK, convicted Henry Allendale of furiously driving an
omnibus. At the trial, the police constable testified that Allendale had
attained speeds of ‘at least ten mph’. The magistrate sentenced him to
one month of hard labour. It had been Allendale’s second offence.!”
Few, if any, wealthy motorists ever received a similar penalty.

In 1896, British politicians amended the legislation, which
recognised that wealthy motorists now used steam locomotives for
personal transportation. Motorists rejoiced because light locomotives
could now travel at maximum speeds of fourteen mph—almost three
times previous limits.'8 No doubt, trains, trams and bicycles had
paved the way for acceptance of higher road speeds.

Before the appearance of the motor-car in the years between
the 1880s and the turn of the century, two-wheeled ‘velocipedes’
flourished as a form of personal transport.}® The bicycle, combined
with the pneumatic tyre (1888), introduced high speeds on to
roadways; for the first time the speed of travel rested with the
individual.20 Unlike horses, trains or trams, the speed was not limited
by biology, governing bodies that imposed strict regulations or
limiting mechanisms. Still, the bike’s interlude between the train and
motor-vehicle proved short. The aggressive speeds often exemplified
in the behaviour of young males agitated fears of modernity as the
twentieth century approached. The bicycle failed to prepare societies
for the 500 per cent increase in urban road speeds that occurred in
the forty years between 1890 and 1930.2' Despite its short time as the
fastest road vehicle, the bicycle appeared to only erode any favourable
public attitude toward high speed. Some media representations cast it
as the harbinger of death. The following image appeared in an early-
1894 edition of Melbourne Punch.

The image suggests two public beliefs that late-twentieth century
road-traffic either lacks or has shed: the belief that ‘speed merchant’
behaviour was that of a demonic criminal outside of ‘normal’ society;
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DEATH ON THE WHEEL, (Febiary 1. 1834
THE TERROR OF OUR STREETS.

Net with noise and roat

But silent and switt on pn tic i
The Demon on you steals. Dentis on Wheers.

Comes this dread Death on Wheels.

FIGURE 2 — DEATH ON THE WHEEL. THE TERROR OF OUR STREETS. NOT WITH
NOISE AND ROAR / THE DEMON ON YOU STEALS, / BUT SILENT AND SWIFT
ON PNEUMATIC TIRES / COMES THIS DREAD DEATH ON WHEELS. SOURCE:

MELBOURNE PUNCH, 1 FEBRUARY 1894, iN SUE FABIAN, MR. PUNCH DOWN

UNDER: A SOCIAL HISTORY OF THE COLONY FROM 1856 TO 1900 VIA CARTOONS
AND EXTRACTS FROM MELBOURNE PUNCH, GREENHOUSE PUBLICATIONS,
RICHMOND, vIC., 1982, 110.

and that women and the elderly were at greatest risk from this new
menace—even the heroic behaviour of men could not save vulnerable
road users. According to academic Jennifer Clark, this idea persisted
well into the third quarter of the twentieth century.?? Other road users
were not the only ones at risk from cyclists’ speeding. In 1896, Joseph
Bishop warned that moving against the wind at high rates of speed
could result in the physical deformation known as ‘bicycle face’.23
By the first decade of the twentieth century, attention on motor-
vehicles increased significantly and the public demanded regulation
to control the fast driving behaviour of motorists. In 1903, Britain
again revisited its working-class ‘locomotives on highways’ legislation
due to ‘motorphobia’—the fear of motor-cars.24 Britain enacted
specific motor-car legislation that imposed a speed limit of twenty
mph, required drivers to be licensed and obliged motorists to display

prominent number plates on their vehicles.?> Other countries, states
and provinces followed Britain’s lead, but legislation was either stalled
or ineffectual because wealthy motorists were drawn from the same
social class as politicians; moreover, motorists’ intricate knowledge
of the power structure allowed them to create a formidable lobby
group.2

In the years immediately before World War One (WWI), in
response to a deteriorating relationship between motorists and
the wider community, many governments were successful in
implementing motor-car legislation. Like the madman in ‘Death on
the wheel’, the deviant motorist became an outsider and was labelled
as a ‘speed merchant’, ‘scorcher’ or ‘road hog’ (Figure 2).27 The former
two were borrowed from the bicycle and reflected peoples’ inability
to produce new terminology or cope effectively with the motor-car.
Once people labelled the deviant motorist as the outsider, police
and motoring groups came together in the fight against a common
enemy.?8

As a ‘play toy’ of the wealthy, the motor-car received considerable
media coverage. Even before the nineteenth century rolled into the
twentieth, the motor-car claimed New Yorker Henry Bliss as its first
victim.29 Consequently, in the years before WWI motor-vehicles
outraged the public, not because of crashes, but in response to the
noise which sometimes frightened horses, and the audacious
speeds that exacerbated cities’ perennial dust problems. The public
demanded controls.

In 1902, Mr Flatman, member for Geraldine, New Zealand, stated:
‘I consider that every local body should be allowed to pass by-laws
regulating the speed of motor-cars travelling through their district.%
Two years later, PROTECTION, in a letter to the editor of Australia’s
Argus newspaper, stated that country roads should be closed to motor-
vehicles, arguing: ‘Even the quietest of farm horses fail to grow
accustomed to the puffing and trumpet-blasting road monster that
now claims full right of the road.’¥! ‘

By the mid-part of the first decade, public outrage flared when on
the rare occasion a pedestrian became a traffic fatality. This public
backlash arose despite the fact that horses, trams and bicycles killed
on average one or two people a day in most large cities. In 1906, a
Melbourne motorist struck and seriously injured cyclist, Mr Robert
Adams. The motorist fled, and a letter to the editor of The Age
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newspaper labelled the culpability of the driver’s uncaring behaviour
as the villain. RED C. stated that ‘the particular car swooped through
Elizabeth-street on Tuesday night like a devastating war chariot aﬁd
left an unoffending citizen crippled in its wake.’”32 Overwhelr,nin
p‘ubhc anger insisted on regulation to control these new terrors th ;
vied for public road space. 33 )
Motor-car Acts, in tandem with expanded police powers, resulted
asa cost‘-effective first step in assuaging the growing ‘mot(;rphobia’
The_se first tools, however, quickly proved inadequate to controi
deviant motoring behaviour. First, most police organisations did
not begin to motorise until the end of WWI; even then, most beat
constables remained on foot until after World War Tvs,/o (\)VWI;I1 -
Secondly, motorists challenged most traffic prosecutions in court an)ci
possessed the resources to hire legal counsel. For the officialdom, th
expert legal defence hired by motorists made pursuing a convic’t' .
t};or 1 traffic offence both financially expensive and tinrle-consumif;l
t;; t’sﬁs lcit:e:;%ios, consequently, the lower courts became clogged with
.Last and most importantly, by the outset of the 192.0s the public
attitude that a traffic offence was nothing more than a ‘tec}Iznical
offf:nce’ once again became the norm amongst road users.3 Thi
behef had existed when horses predominated as a form of tra;ns orltS
Ir? mid-1912, for example, Constable Horace Wrigglesworth o? the.
Victoria Police stopped Harry Caddy for racing with another horse-
and-cart on St Kilda Road in South Melbourne; Wrigglesworth
aske.d Caddy why he was racing with the other driver, to which Cadd
replied: ‘it’s the first time I have raced along here f(;r a long time ’3?5,
A.s a result of the attitude that speeding remained—more or less;a
v1’ct1mless crime, driving behaviour often deteriorated particularly at
night, on good roads and when little other traffic was I;resent Sen);o
Australian police officials reported in a 1910 memo ‘that all .seriou:
Motor car accidents have occurred where the Streets are broad, and
apparently clear of traffic.’3 ’
Thﬁroughout the first decades of the twentieth century, motorin
organisations such as the Automobile Club of Australia’ Britain’g
Roya.I Automobile Club, Canada’s Automobile Association a;nd others
lobbied state, provincial and federal governments to build better
roads.3® Most motoring fraternities purported that poor roads caused
traffic crashes. With legal, regulatory and policing procedures well

on their way to being in place, road building constituted the second
aspect in accommodating drivers’ desire for faster road speeds.
Introducing motor-transport into a centuries-old road network
designed for much slower modes of transport had never worked.
In some parts of the world centuries-old roads remain and fail
to accommodate motor-traffic because buildings have remained
located right on the edge of the road. ‘No one can doubt that the
roads were never made for motor-cars,’ retorted Mr Soares, member
for Devonshire, Barnstaple, during England’s Motor-car Bill debates
in 1903.3% Over the course of the twentieth century, the physical
infrastructure of the roadway changed dramatically to facilitate motor-
cars. The introduction of traffic regulations aimed to prevent different
road users from clashing, and to improve road conditions;* the use
of physical barriers, signs, road markings and traffic lights physically
represented these traffic regulations. These mechanisms moved to
reduce traffic deaths by separating different road users in time and
space. Raised kerbs and footpaths, for example, separated wheeled-
and foot-traffic by relegating pedestrians to the footpath.#! Pedestrian
behaviour, however, stubbornly and staunchly opposed the abolition
of their perceived right to travel along the roadway, as they had done
for centuries. Yet, as roads improved, so too did the speed of traffic.#?
Not surprisingly, pedestrians remained the hardest hit during the
first half of the twentieth century.
In the early-1920s, the world’s motoring cities implemented by-
laws that required pedestrians to walk along the footpath, cross at
street corners, and if not, cross at right angles to the kerb.”* Canadian
F C Biggs, the Minister of Public Works for Ontario, epitomised the
reasons for confining pedestrians to the footpath when he stated
that ‘cities [must] wake up and ask pedestrians to cross the street at
street intersections and not anywhere they have a mind to hop off the
sidewalk.’ If city officials did so, traffic ‘accidents’ would be reduced
by ninety per cent.* Indeed, the status quo two decades earlier had
changed significantly. The idea that, ‘a pedestrian [had] just as much
right to walk in the middle of the road as he [did] to walk on the
footpath’ as stated by Sir Samuel Gillott, Victoria, Australia’s Chief
Secretary, no longer applied.#s Political moves to confine pedestrians
to the footpath met with resolute opposition.
The change in road traffic policy provided ample fuel for a political
battle that would last well into the third quarter of the twentieth
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century. In the US, grass-roots political movements aimed at changing
pedestrians’ behaviour launched intensive media campaigns. They
labelled those who did not follow the new road rules as simpletons.
In predictable fashion those lobbying for the pedestrians countered,
asserting that, in fact, it was motorists’ behaviour that led to traffic
smashes. From the campaign to reduce pedestrian deaths, the term
‘jaywalker’ originated. In the state of Kansas, the word ‘jay’ ridiculed a
dull-witted person, unable to grasp the rules that were put in place for
their own protection. Almost immediately, world motoring authorities
adopted the term in an attempt to stem the rising body count as
motor-cars literally cleared streets of ambling pedestrians. In another
attempt at protecting pedestrians, American cities employed the good
will of Boy Scouts to agsist people to safely cross the street.46
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FIGURE 3 — SAFETY FIRST—FIRST LESSON — SOURCE: MELBOURNE PUNCH, 1
MARCH 1923, 6.

Changing pedestrian behaviour required several decades. The
acquisition of hazard perception skills remained a learned skill. Like
children, the pedestrians that witnessed the revolutionary transition
from horse-drawn vehicles to the monopolisation of roadways by
motor-cars also acquired these skills over time, and often by trial and

error. Alerting pedestrians to the fact that the roadways had changed

and were now a dangerous place became authorities’ first challenge.
Like children, certain cognitive skills remained undeveloped in our
ancestors and only through education did they learn these skills.
Several reasons exist for children being more susceptible to traffic
collisions. First, children’s peripheral vision is only 120 degrees as
opposed to an adult’s 180 degrees. Second, they cannot accurately
judge the speed of a vehicle in the same way they can judge the speed
of a moving animal, for example. Third, once in motion, children
tend to remain in motion—thus the child following the ball out into
the roadway as in “Taking care of Bobby’ (Figure 4). Finally, even if

FIGURE 4 — TAKING CARE OF BOBBY:
OLD LADY—"WHAT ARE YOU DOING HERE, LITTLE GIRL?'
LITTLE GIRL—'TAKIN CARE O' ME LITTLE BRUVVER, MUM® —PASSING SHOW,
LONDON. SOURCE: THE LONDON JONTARIO] FREE PRESS, 15 JANUARY 1920, 1.

children are hidden from view of the motorist but can see the vehicle,
they tend to believe it will stop.#

At the outset of the twenty-first century, pedestrian deaths
comprised fifteen percent of the traffic death toll.#3 Of that percentage,
a significant majority remained children under fourteen years old and
seniors.4? Concerted education programmes, like the Ontario Safety
League’s Elmer the Safety Elephant, taught school children about the
dangers of roadways.50 Britain’s Road Research Laboratory conducted
studies in the mid-1960s, which indicated that pedestrians often
misjudged the distance between themselves and a vehicle if it travelled
at higher speeds or if it was a smaller vehicle such as a motor-cycle.’!
Like children, pedestrians in the years between 1920 and 1960 were
forced to learn new hazard perception skills consisting primarily of
judging motion relationships.5? With a 500 percent increase in road
speeds in only a few decades, many failed to learn the necessary skills
in time.

After WWII, mass-motorisation arrived en bloc. Two world wars
had utilised transportation technology and subsequently improved its
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FIGURE 5 — WALK SAFE, RIDE SAFE, PLAY SAFE! A SAFETY MESSAGE FROM ELMER
AND YOUR FRIENDS AT ONTARIO SAFETY LEAGUE, SOURCE: THE ONTARIO SAFETY
LEAGUE, ELMER THE SAFETY ELEPHANT, 2006, WWW.OSL.ORG

reliability. Despite an increase in traffic regulation, improved roads
and education programmes, crash rates soared.5? In Britain during
WWII, war casualties amounted to 370,000 persons; but road-traffic
carnage, primarily attributed to the blackouts during bombing raids,
amounted to 588,000 casualties.54 Lord Snel during parliamentary
debates stated: ‘I sometimes think that the animals, and especially
dogs, are acquiring a traffic sense almost more quickly than some
human beings.”ss Governments had recognised the high cost of
motorised transport two decades earlier, when authorities began to
amass crash statistics (Figure 6). .

Still, traffic deaths increased in the post-WWII years. Few seemed
concerned as mobility, moving to the suburbs and having a family
took precedence. In 1949—*the worst year in the history of the
Province’—George H Doucett, the Minister of Highways in Ontario,
issued a personal plea for Canadians ‘to take this problem of highway
safety seriously to heart’.56 A year earlier, Victorian politician Clive
Stoneham pondered aloud what place traffic carnage held in the
scourge hierarchy of war, disease and poverty.5” Road traffic deaths
had become unacceptable. Pedestrian behaviour had been altered
and they now more or less remained on the footpath, although this

FIGURE 6 — YOU'RE A BETTER MAN THAN | AM, HUNKA TiN. THE FIGURES ONRE
THE NEWSPAPER HELD BY THE FIGURE OF WAR STATE THAT 19,000 PECPLE w:—:OF
KILLED, AND 450,000 WERE INJURED BY MOTOR-CARS IN THE UNITED STA.ngnzzs5 ’
AMERICA IN 1924. SOURCE: THE LONDON [ONTARIO] FREE PRESS, 14 MAY , 6.

required substantial enforcement. Tra}ffic officials’ ¥oss reduction
policy once again targeted driving behaviour. ‘
As a result of traffic crashes, driver education became the panacea
to correct the ailing attitudes of motoring behaviour durmg.the
middle decades of the twentieth century. No longer was the d§v1ant
motorist simply the outsider; now the behaviour of many .contnbuted
to the problem. In Britain, a 1945 Road Safety Committee report
indicated that ninety percent of traffic smashes resulted fl’OH.l driver
error.5® Although not an outsider, the proverbial ‘nut’ behind the
wheel remained an easy scapegoat. During the secpnd qu.artc.er_ of the
twentieth century, the idea that traffic crashes cou?d be s1gmf1ca;ntly
reduced through improved driver behaviour persisted.®0 Ameru‘:an
and Canadian governments spent huge amounts of money on high
school driver education programmes in the i.mrr‘ledlate decades
following WWII. Officials and motoring organisations wrote l.:arge
theoretical tomes that directed courses;! governments provided
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huge sums of money for the production of instructional films. At
many high schools, obstacle courses simulated the demands of
urban driving, without the risk. In 1968, the state of Michigan,
USA informed the public that it had enrolled almost every novice in
driver education programmes. Yet the following year traffic crashes
among young drivers increased almost ten percent. Subsequent
studies substantiated the report and even suggested that some driver
education programmes produced negative effects.52 Driver education,
it seemed, changed neither the attitudes nor the behaviours of new
drivers in their quest for speed.

In the second half of the twentieth century, with pedestrian
behaviour controlled and greater numbers of vehicles, occupants
became the road group most susceptible to death.63 As driver education
programmes mounted in numbers, so too did fatalities. Authorities
lost faith in this avenue of loss reduction policy; they turned their
attention to the vehicle. Now the vehicle became a liability in the
bid to reduce road carnage. In the late-1940s Dr WH Haddon, Jr, an
epidemiologist, applied the methods of his discipline to the problem
of car crashes. He deduced that there were in fact three collisions
that occurred upon impact, not just one: the crash of the vehicle; the
crash of the occupants with the interior of the vehicle; and finally, the
internal organs crashing against the chest cavity. Borrowing from the
work done in aviation by H DeHaven, Haddon proposed that safety
restraints be installed and used in motor-vehicles; however, he was
decades ahead of his time.5* The use of safety restraints required a
change in the attitude of the motoring industry and a modification of
driving behaviour; disregarding Haddon’s advice, professionals and
lobby groups turned their criticism toward the vehicle and behaviour
of auto manufacturers.

Automotive companies, well into the third quarter of the twentieth

_century, experienced little government intervention in the building
of their vehicles. Upon analysis, however, it appeared that thousands
of vehicle occupants sustained injuries, maiming and deaths owing
to the minefield of protruding buttons and knobs that littered the
inside of motor-cars. Children lost eyes during hard braking when
their faces slammed into radio dials. Drivers became impaled on the
steering column during minor crashes. Passengers sustained fatal
lacerations and smashed bones when thrown into the windscreen or
the vehicle’s unforgiving hard interior. Ralph Nader’s Unsafé at any

Speed (1965) took particular issue with General Motor’s Chevrolet
Corvair, manufactured in the United States.65 The release of Nader’s
book garnered public support, which forced governments to begin
regulating the automotive giants. Interestingly, auto manufacturers
in the quarter century after the mid-1960s continually insisted that
vehicle safety features were both expensive and unwanted by the
motoring public. Big business resisted change.5¢
Two primary factors led to the enormous traffic carnage
experienced by motorised countries at the end of the 1960s and both
had a negative impact on driving behaviour. Between the 1940s,
when automatic transmissions were introduced, and the 1980s,
when electronic fuel injections revolutionised fuel economy, auto
manufacturers repackaged the same product again and again.’
Consequently, speed and, to a lesser extent, styling became the selling
features. The culture of drinking or ‘one for the road’ sat firmly in
the fast machine of mobility’s passenger seat; together, speed and the
unrestrained inebriated driver pushed road-traffic’s body count to
alarming and unacceptable levels.®8 Dr Seymour Charles, President
of Physicians for Automotive Safety, argued in the late-1960s that the
behaviour of the industry remained irresponsible.® Its advertising
displayed a derisory attitude toward the United States’ road-traffic
slaughter, and consequently it forfeited any right to claim expertise on
the topic of traffic safety:

[T]he auto industry is sick and, for all the humor, when a
manufacturer has a product that kills 50,000 people a year
and injures 5,000,000 more, [then] has the arrogance to name
those products Wildcat and Fury and Marauder, and to boast
with untold millions in advertising that his product has an
almost neurotic urge to get going, that manufacturer cannot
possibly be trusted in matters of safety, and surely, surely, they
are foreclosed from blaming the nut behind the wheel.”

Authorities began to shift their focus from that of influencing driver
behaviour to that of the manufacturer. Influencing the decision-
making processes of manufacturers appeared a less daunting
task than altering the driving behaviours of millions of drivers, at
any given time, in any given situation and in any given emotional
or psychological state.”! In 1970, Australia’s alarming road toll
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peaked at 3,798 deaths and 100,000 injuries, with a third of those
admitted to hospital. Numbers in other motorised countries also
reached unacceptable levels in the closing decades of the twentieth
century. British, Canadian, American, Australian and New Zealand
governments and their authorities went into damage control.”

At the outset of the 1970s, the Organisation of the Petroleum
Exporting Countries (OPEC) oil crisis signalled the end of economic
prosperity. North America’s domestic automotive industry struggled
to build smaller, fuel-efficient vehicles now demanded by the
motoring public—foreign manufacturers, hitherto shunned, profited
from America’s glut of big ‘gas guzzlers’ that would ‘pass everything
except a gas station’. In other words, North America’s muscle cars
possessed the capability of triple digit speeds, but in exchange for high
speeds the vehicles sacrificed fuel economy. Many claimed that these
smaller cars were unsafe, a trend the industry would later capitalise
on with the sale of four-wheel drive vehicles.”? Despite the economic
recession, which stalled implementation of vehicle safety features,
these ideas now existed in the public realm. Over the next three
decades consumer behaviour changed and hitherto shunned vehicle
safety features became a selling feature. Despite an awareness of
driving risks owing to the creation of automotive safety features now
available, a high number of motorists’ driving behaviour deteriorated
because they believed a safer vehicle minimised the risk of death.?

At the outset of the 19770s, Canada and Australia took the initiative
and implemented both compulsory use of safety restraints and
tougher anti-drink driving laws. By the outset of the 198o0s, public
education programmes together with concerted police enforcement
effected a positive change in motoring behaviour. The downward
trend of traffic deaths continued into the early-19gos and then levelled
out. In Victoria, Australia, traffic deaths moved from an all-time
high in 1970 of 1,061 and dropped to a low of between 400 and 450
between the 1990s and continued into 2000. Once again, however,
in exchange for ‘buckling up’ and tougher anti-drink driving laws,

‘motorists received a continued improvement in roads and travel
times. For most, this convenience translated to faster speeds. .

By the end of the 1980s and early-gos, in combination with
safety restraints, late-model vehicles became substantially more
crashworthy. Automotive manufacturers produced safer cars with
collapsible steering columns, padded dashboards, head restraints and
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energy absorbent crumple zones. Further, anti-lock brakes, airbags
and good crash testing results became selling features; Volvo and
Rover set the standard.” Despite these advances in traffic safety,
between the early-1990s and 2005 the number of traffic deaths
remained somewhat static. Authorities labelled this phenomenon the
‘Rebound Effect’; in essence, people with safer vehicles sped, failed
to maintain an adequate following distance, and often refused to give
the right of way.?¢ Again, human behaviour eroded the full benefits
of vehicle safety features. In the 1990s Dr Evans, the president of the
International Traffic Medicine Association, sarcastically announced
that the airbag now killed fewer people. Drivers now realised that this
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SOURCE: VICTORIAN YEARBOOKS, VICROADS CRASHSTATS, VICTORIA POLICE
STATISTICAL UNIT.”8

added safety device sometimes failed to prevent death in the event of a
traffic crash.”’

At the outset of the 199os—using Victoria as a case study—deaths
dropped significantly. The number of crashes and injuries, however,
remained relatively. unchanged (Figure 7). Better enforcement,
intensive road safety advertising campaigns and grass roots
movements all paid dividends.” The major contribution, however, was
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safety restraints. At the outset of the 199os, the Monash University
Accident Research Centre (MUARC) reported that approximately
ninety percent of Victorian motorists now wore their seatbelt.80 Other
countries that implemented seatbelt laws twenty years previous also
reported high seatbelt use.8! After a generation of growing up with
seatbelt laws, children, it seemed, influenced the behaviour of older
generations—some who had vehemently and resolutely opposed
the laws at the outset of the 1970s.82 Those who resisted the use of
seatbelts often stated that they would be unable to escape from the
vehicle during fire or submersion in water.

It has been asserted that if all the traffic injuries, deaths and
maimings were brought together and occurred at the same time, in
one space and place, in any given year, the event would be a national
catastrophe. But the slaughter that plagues our roadways occurs over a
twelve-month period peppering hundreds of thousands of kilometres
of roadway.?? One of motoring societies’ best kept secrets, however,
remains that crash and injury rates have changed little since the mid-
twentieth century.?4 Many believe they have a 1in 70,000 chance of
dying in a traffic smash, when the reality is ten times that number. 5

Psychologist Soames Job labels this ‘won’t happen to me’
phenomenon ‘Optimism Bias’.26 Larry Laudan, on the other hand,
asserts that the disproportionate amount of media coverage that
tornadoes, shark attacks and terrorist attacks receive contributes to
people’s belief that they are more likely to die from these rare events,
as opposed to suicide, terminal disease or a car crash.?’ Motorists’
‘Optimism Bias’ is supported by the fact that both of the opening
newspaper stories of Jake Helem and Sam Kaska, and Brian Tanti’s

traffic safety campaign failed to receive front page newspaper
coverage—rather, the stories of death and carnage were relegated to
the back pages.?® Indeed, both disproportionate media attention and
‘Optimism Bias’ make a contribution to the poor driving practices
that lead to traffic crashes. Yet human behaviour remains much more
complex.

Another factor that negatively affects driver behaviour is biology.
Driving at high speeds is a learned skill; human eyes and perception
are designed for maximum speeds of twenty or thirty mph—a fast
running speed. Unlike the cheetah that is capable of running speeds
of sixty mph, humans possess limited ability to travel at speed. Another
factor affecting driving behaviour is the design of the brain into two

cortices. Psychological studies have concluded that each is responsible
for distinctly different tasks.8 The left side of the brain is responsible
for language, rational thinking and keeps track of time; the right side,
alternatively, is responsible for intuition, perception of overall patterns
and structure, and ‘seeing where things are in relation to other things
and how parts go together to form a whole’.% Unsurprisingly, both
sides of the brain are responsible for safe driving; however, the right
side of the brain—the side which disassociates us from ‘artificial’
time—often takes over when we drive owing to its ability to cope
well with traffic’s spatial patterns. Most have experienced arriving
at a point in their travels and not remembering a significant portion
of their journey. The constant number of traffic crashes in the last
half century supports the hypothesis that human biology remains a
limiting factor in driving behaviour.

Since the advent of mechanised transport, higher rates of speed
have been consistently pursued, on land, on water and in the air.
Like James Dean in the opening story, heroes stand out and are
remembered because they flirt with danger, violence and aggression.?!
Consequently, ‘cool’ triumphs over both ‘good and evil’#2 Therefore,
‘identification with heroic figures occurs early in life. Later, although
we may not remember them, these identifications may still affect our
behavior.%? And in motoring societies people still hold the cultural
ideals of their great-grandparents, where competition and public
aggression against convention have remained the traits of heroes.
Driving then becomes an activity which is competitive and an outlet
for aggression.® It requires little more than ‘opening up’ the throttle
and steering the vehicle.?

The inside of the vehicle becomes their environment and it is this
environment that motorists control. Through the car, drivers ‘suspend
the laws of nature’.9 By driving aggressively, average people gain a
sense of power and overcome their perceived ‘average-ness’; from this
exhilaration of speed and energy average people, for a brief time, step
outside the mediocrity of their life that is often associated with ‘good".
Since their inception motor-cars have represented social status, and
by owning a motor-car and driving fast, a driver exerts power over
another by usurping road space.’ The vehicle becomes an extension
of the self.

In addition to feeding what Freud labels our id, the motor vehicle
exists as an extension of our personal space. It is in our homes where
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we express our deepest and rawest emotions; the home provides a
comfort zone. The vehicle too provides personal space, but one that is
confined and intensified. Car owners further personalise their vehicle
by adding accessories such as fuzzy die, bumper stickers and ‘mag’
tyres. Their car too becomes a safe haven for expressing emotions,
which are often anger, selfishness and frustration.®® Criminologist
T C Willett asserts that drivers become more themselves when they
drive; consequently, people predisposed to anger, aggression and
selfishness display these emotions in their driving.?® More often than
many would like to believe, drivers disregard any measure of road
safety and allow both arrogance and emotion to guide their vehicle.

This hypothesis is supported by the increased number of road
rage cases at the end of the twentieth century. Officials attribute these
acts of motoring, involving aggression, danger and violence, to the
pressures of modern society such as traffic congestion, consumerism,
social demands and perceived lack of time. Road rage evolved from the
long tradition of ‘stepping outside’ to settle a grievance by fist fighting.
‘Optimism Bias’, disproportionate amounts of media attention, our
need to emulate our heroes and feed the id remain human liabilities
that have contributed to the constant number of traffic smashes in the
last half of the twentieth century.

By the mid- to late-199os, people’s complacent attitudes
underscored the fact that traffic deaths had reached levels which
failed to provoke any serious public outcry, suggesting that some
primitive need of the human psyche was fulfilled by accepting the
risks of driving. Traffic safety now fell under the wide umbrella
of ‘risk management’ and ‘loss-reduction policy’. In light of the
disproportionate number of deaths, professionals and authorities
turned their energies to modifying the behaviours of young drivers—
the driver group furthest removed from any sense of mortality and
consequently most at risk. Like Dr Haddon’s idea of safety restraints
that took a quarter of a century before being implemented, two
decades passed before graduated driver licensing (GDL) came to
fruition after first being proposed at the outset of the 1970s.10
Similarly, the first airbag—patented in 1952—appeared on luxury
vehicles at the end of the 1980s.19" New Zealand’s GDL led the way in
1987, and other countries, states and provinces followed its lead.’92 In
1994, the province of Ontario, Canada implemented a bold GDL with
zero blood alcohol content (BAC) during the probationary stage and

two driving tests—the first to obtain a probationary licence and the
second to earn a full licence.

As 2005 closed, Victoria searched to overhaul its GDL for young
drivers: the difficulty, however, lay in the individual components:
mobile phone restrictions, zero BAC, passenger and night-time
restrictions have been proven to control novice driving behaviour in
combination, but scientific uncertainty about the best combination
remains.'03 For the Victorian government and others, this ambiguity
provided opportunity for them to continue the incumbent political
process of ‘fence sitting’.

- CONCLUSION

In the nineteenth century, the fear of modernity prevented steam
engines from operating on roadways. This fear brought about the
genesis of railways. After a time and under strict control, steam-
engines travelled on roadways; working-class ‘licensed’ drivers
operated both road and railway locomotives, making draconian laws
and regulations possible. During the first decades of the twentieth
century motoring legislation came about owing to ‘motorphobia’, but
despite political battles, middle- and upper-class motorists mostly
benefited from the imposed regulations.1%4

As the number of motorists rose in the second quarter of the
twentieth century, so too did the desire for speed. As roadways
improved, allowing for higher vehicle speeds, authorities targeted
the behaviours of pedestrians. When motorists began running into
each other at alarming rates at the mid-point of the twentieth century,
politicians and lobby groups fruitlessly attempted to modify motorists’
behaviour. Realising their futility, they attacked the behaviour of auto
manufacturers. After decades of political battles motorists drove
crashworthy vehicles in the last years of the twentieth century. These
vehicles, in combination with airbags, safety restraints and improved
medical practices, have reduced traffic deaths; yet, crash and injury
rates have remained constant since the middle of the twentieth
century, indicating that driving behaviour has changed little 105

Despite the inability to change motorists’ behaviour, officials
in the last quarter of the twentieth century have once again turned
their attention to educating the young driver. Teens and seniors
have equally high crash rates on a 100 million kilometres driven
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comparison. What would eventuate, though, if energies were directed
to change the driving behaviours of the ‘Babyboomer Generation’,
who will soon be vintage sexagenarians?'06

Most road safety policy simply accommodated higher road speeds
and maintained the status quo. In other words, loss-reduction policies
worked to maintain traffic deaths at an acceptable public level.
Unquestionably, road-traffic over the course of the last century has
claimed fewer lives. From an approximate high of twelve deaths per
100,000 kilometres driven in the 1920s, to a low of less than two
at the outset of the twenty-first century, more people are surviving
traffic crashes.107 :

Not surprisingly, crash victims consume a huge portion of any
country’s health care resources. I would argue that traffic, in fact,
is more dangerous now that ‘crashworthy’ vehicles spare us from
death. Yet, despite the injuries, the maiming and the deaths caused by
motor-traffic, this tremendous cost, it seems, has become part of our
‘cultural mosaic’.'08

As I finished the re-write on this article, I received a late-night
telephone call from my Mom in Canada. She informed me that three
days earlier, Tara McDonald, my vivacious fifteen-year-old niece,
had received critical life-threatening injuries. She lay in a coma; life
support systems kept her alive. In the early hours of 23 July 2006,
she had been struck by a charter bus while driving a three-wheeled
all-terrain motorcycle. Perhaps the helmet she wore will save her life;
Mitchell Blake, the helmet-less, eighteen-year-old male passenger may
not be so fortunate.0?

On Saturday 30 July 2006, like her grandmother who died thirty-
eight years earlier in a car wreck during Safe-driving week'0 and after
whom she was named, Tara ‘Marilyn’ MacDonald passed away owing
to the injuries she received in the crash.™ %

THIS ARTICLE IS DEDICATED TO TARA (LEFT) AND MARILYN (RIGHT),
GRANDDAUGHTER AND GRANDMOTHER BOTH KILLED IN TRAFFIC SMASHES.

TARA MARILYN MACDONALD—7 JANUARY 199130 juLy 2006. SOURCE:
‘OBITUARY’, WINGHAM ADVANCED TIMES, 2 AUGUST 2006, 18.

MARILYN JEAN CAMPBELL—28 DECEMBER 194311 DECEMBER 1968. SOURCE:
‘FUNERAL HERE FOR ACCIDENT VICTIM', WINGHAM ADVANCED TIMES, 19
DECEMBER 1968, 6.
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‘All beauty
must die”: The
Aesthetics of
Murder, from
Thomas De
Quincey to
Nick Cave

DAVID McINNIS/
ENGLISH WITH CULTURAL STUDIES

Nick Cave’s Murder Ballads album, possibly the most c?ntrover'sic?l piece
of work in his oeuvre, is rarely (if ever) considered as a serious aft.tsttc wc?rllfcl
which significantly engages with any literary or a?sthetl? tradition. Wit
the intention of redressing this erroneous percq')tton, this pagaer develops
a comparison between Cave’s album and a series of essays (‘On murder,
considered as one of the fine aris’) by the Romantic author Thor.nas D'e
Quincey. De Quincey’s essays are used to position Cave’s .ballads in the.tr
historical and intellectual context, taking into consideration the lmlfs ‘(m
relation to the sublime and the aesthetics of murder) between Romanticism
and contemporary culture.
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