The Yellow Light

Securitizing the Commute

Bigger cars may be the cause of the security dilemma, but they are
the symptom of how the securitization process robs us of security.
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Think of the last time a company unveiled a whole new lifestyle
truck. Bulletproof doors seemed to impart extra safety—maybe
even coolness. In actuality, such features threaten everyone, in-
cluding the people in the driver’s seat. Some critics may jump to
the security dilemma related to the bigger car, but this essay ad-
dresses how the promotion of such a vehicle plays into something
called “securitization.”

The Cybertrucks inflated the size of yet another category of au-
tomobile, the sports car of the apocalypse. Ride in style and safety,
right? When everyone seeks refuge in bigger cars that can “beat” the
neighbors’ cars, life gets worse for everybody. Heavier vehicles re-
lease exponentially more energy in crashes. With stiffer trucks, the
vehicle crumples less. When the vehicle crumples less, more energy
goes to breaking your bones.

The increased danger may be real, but we fee/ more secure. Be-
hind every consumer truck or car lies the marketing. The advertise-
ments reflect the dominant beliefs of what it means to be secure,
and the ads reinforce those understandings. For example, take the

notion thata car could “own the road” and thus protect your family.
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This idea only became possible after we forgot to think of security
as a public good, after it became a commodity that an individual
could purchase and possess. And it fits a larger pattern of the rejec-
tion of pooling our efforts to solve collective problems.

“Securitization” seems to ward off some external threat. We
may not always see the problems with a sedentary lifestyle, but we
fear the odd pedestrian who may carry a concealed weapon or the
other motorist who may drive recklessly, and it only takes one in
a thousand to be bad in order to ruin your day. Naturally, people
look out for themselves and pack their loved ones into fortified au-
tomobiles (which would be safer than a small sedan or a bike trailer,
right?). The country that caters to this will be car-dependent and
have more parking lots, highways, and strip malls. This imprisons
entire groups of people in their homes, however. If we so willingly
trade away the freedom of movement for the young, the old, the
poor, or the sight-impaired, then what does that say about us?

The new world normalizes other antisocial attitudes too. In
many suburbs, immense lawns buffer each house from the street
and from neighbors. Those acres of grass are to look good and
provide space. Your kids can play there too—and maybe their pre-
approved friends as well. The homeowners who can provide big
backyards for their own families may ask why they should have to
contribute to a public park, and vote accordingly.

All kids need to leave the house at certain times for one reason
or another, which turns parents into full-time chauffeurs. Many live

1. Ronald Aronson, “The Privatization of Hope,” Boston Review, April 26, 2016.
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this reality multiple times every day. For example, since 2022, the
majority of American students reach school and return home by
private car.*

At the same time that the yellow school bus has been disappear-
ing, so too has the corner store. We stripped shopping of its pub-
lic character. Every year, more goods arrive through online retailers
while cobwebs haunt the buildings downtown. Hulking delivery
trucks ply the streets. Potholes multiply, but the local government
cannot afford to fix them. To avoid the discomfort of driving over
them, some rugged consumers may consider a flying car, perhaps
from trailblazers such as ASKA or Alef Aeronautics.

We became accustomed to these sights bit by bit. Every car that
gets extravagant press coverage at launch, every truck ad that taunts
us at the bus stop, every movie that equates commuting by bike
with being a loser, every news program that inverts the ratio of crash
fatalities to back-alley murders—every “speech act” influences our
perceptions. Eventually, we nod along.

In the early 1900s, everyone knew that the people on foot
needed protection from the new-fangled metal behemoths that
roared by. But after well-funded campaigns and key political en-
dorsements, the opposite paradigm prevailed. Now, we feel a duty
to save beleaguered motorists from the scourge of “jaywalkers.”

Within a few decades, we had adapted. If you want to cross a
street, you press a button and wait. After two, four, or six minutes,

2. Andrew Van Dam, “The School Bus Is Disappearing: Welcome to the Era of the School
Pickup Line,” The Washington Post, February 2, 2024.
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you get fifteen seconds to scurry across forty feet of blacktop. If you
want to go diagonally, then you have to repeat the ritual. If you dare
to go in the wrong order or miss hitting the button at the golden
moment, you may have to wait for multiple cycles. A four-way in-
tersection without four crosswalks will require three crossings, even
if you just want to go to the store on the other side of the street, just
forty feet away. When people are able to walk, they need to look to
and fro. Pedestrians must shoulder the blame if they fail to leap out
of the way when a car blows through a red light. We “securitized”
the free flow of motor vehicles—but not humans.

This sense of priorities has especially hurt children. In the quest
to remove students from danger, many districts chose to build
schools far away from the places where strangers walk. That remote
location, however, slows down emergency services. This also forces
students to get to school via the same automobiles that have killed
more of them than any other factor.?

In contrast, the safe community does not gate itself off. It sports
dedicated paths and raised crossings. Public transit gets Grandma to
her medical appointment—even when the car won’t start. Broad

sidewalks and narrow streets calm traffic, which saves lives. The de-

3. Only after 2020 did firearms overtake vehicles as the leading cause of death for minors in
America (Robert Gebeloft et al., “Childhood’s Greatest Danger,” The New York Times Maga-
zine, December 14, 2022). Remember too that the costs of a car rob poorer families of better food
and clothing, without which the quality of life declines. The American Automobile Association
estimates car ownership at $12,182 per year (capital depreciation, maintenance, insurance, fuel).
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sign discourages highway driving within the downtown and pre-
vents crashes.*

Rowhouses, ground-floor shops, upper-floor balconies, and
busy parks deploy “eyes on the street”™ and create “defensible
spaces.”6 These reduce crime by giving local people the power to
exercise “collective efficacy.”” In this neighborhood, the built envi-
ronment facilitates many interactions among neighbors. This yields
high levels of the greatest resource for a society, social capital.®

Imagine this picturesque town. Maria raises her two kids above
the deli she runs. Jae-min built a backyard cottage for his niece. Ev-
ery morning, Alison checks in on the elderly widower, Mr. Rosen,
on her walk to work. Does the way we design our streets and traf-
fic still conjure these scenes? In order to prioritize fast speeds, free
parking, and wider highways, most local governments used zoning
to make it 7//egal to build this kind of place. The shut windows of
a car may secure privacy, but do they secure /zving?

These towns disappeared in service of new goals. In order to
control our climates and lower our pulses, we sought military-grade
protection, but this undermined safe streets and quiet cities for
everyone. Ironically, it raised the blood pressure. Norms changed.
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trol and Prevention).
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It became okay to demand the rest of society cater to your per-
sonal bubble.

In every case, the securitization process destroys “politics as nor-
mal.” In wartime, for example, a securitization mindset leads peo-
ple to support the indefinite detention of the enemy—and the de-
monization doesn’t stop there. Neighbors stop trusting each other.

If we turn roadways into battlefields, we signal that it is okay to
treat vehicles as weapons. When drivers fear that someone is wag-
ing a “war on cars,” everyone outside of a car poses a threat. The
more that people walk, ride bicycles, or take the bus, the less that
cars take up space or cause traffic jams. However, the person in a
car sees the person on a bike as the harbinger of death for a way
of life. Some drivers show their displeasure through the “punish-
ment pass.” Their targets can relate to William Tell’s son, who had
to stand still while an apple was shot oft his head.

We need to examine what we say and do in the name of security,
especially because fear steers us to faulty beliefs, and our reactions
put everybody in danger. To buy an SUV or truck is to pay more
for a more hostile landscape, but shaming the individual is ineftec-
tive. One person can valiantly go against the grain, but every other
individual is free to go with the grain. Without collective action, we
know where the free-for-all is headed. For every house, a garage. For
every garage, one or more armored tanks. The law of the jungle will

reign. Life will be nasty, brutish, and short.
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