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 The sleek, shiny exterior blinds my eyes as the sun hits it perfectly, and as I 

gaze in awe, the rev of the engine ignites excitement in me. I quickly enter the vehicle 

and the comfy interior relaxes me. There is a different comfort that I feel as I fasten 

my seatbelt and once I hit the open road, a sense of freedom is felt. A freedom like no 

other, successfully enabling me to escape reality for a little while. The paved roads and 

streets become mine and I am freeÉ  

 One of the best inventions ever made is the automobile or car. Cars have 

revolutionized and further shaped the lives of people. With every detail and finishing 

touch, a car was designed for the open roads and streets. The automobile was 

AmericaÕs glamour product for much of the twentieth century, essentially changing 

the lives of Americans. The modern car became the main source of transportation for 
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everyone, thus changing how people interact with one another as well. Today, the 

modern car has a profound impact economically and socially. 

 The dependency of the human population on this advanced mode of 

transportation has in turn created a dependency on gasoline. The source of power for 

a car is gasoline as well as other fuels. With this said, however, cars are actually a 

technological advancement that has come a long way and there are cars that have 

been developed more efficiently, using other sources of fuels that are less harmful to 

the environment.  

 The economic and social impact of the car is important to understand because 

it gives insight to the future. As of today, cars provide mobility and personal freedom 

while trucks carry the goods that keep our economy humming (Sperling). But all these 

vehicles and our near total dependency on gasoline to fuel them contribute to global 

warming, deplete our natural resources and undermine our national security 

(Sperling). Although cars serve as our gateway to freedom, gas to fuel them is costly 

and they also harm the environment, causing pollution and affecting people and 

animals. 

 The role of the car or automobile is clear today, but the big question isÉHow 

did the car come to be? And essentially, where did it come from? The origin of the car 

can be explained through the study of Big History. Big History ties all aspects of 

sciences together aiming to investigate the origin of how life came to be. Specifically, 
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Big History is made up of eight thresholds, each explaining a time period of the 

emergence of the modern world, agriculture, humans, life, the solar system, chemical 

complexity, the galaxies and stars, and the universe. The eighth threshold, or 

emergence of the modern world, has been analyzed and although it is important, we 

must go further in time and analyze the seven other thresholds for greater 

understanding of the Òlittle big historyÓ of cars. 

 Going back in time a little bit to the emergence of agriculture, we find that we 

function as an agrarian society. By definition, agriculture is concerned with the 

cultivation of land, raising crops and feeding, breeding and raising livestock. This is an 

important aspect of our lives because without it, what fruits and vegetables would we 

eat to nourish our growing bodies? More importantly, the early stages of the car 

actually play a pivotal role in growing vital crops. Around this time, the car did not 

exist. People were dependent on animals to cultivate the lands and the earliest form of 

a car was a tractor. The tractor is a Ôcar-likeÕ machine that can be maneuvered around 

the lands to cultivate them more quickly and efficiently. Of course the tractor was a 

specialized vehicle predated by carts, wagons, and even war chariots, and various tools 

and the tractor helped to influence changes in agricultural practices, however, the 

most important aspect of the tractor is the wheel. 

 As we hit threshold six, the emergence of our species is further explained. 

Going even further back to about 8 million to 10,000 years ago, the invention of the 



SHARMAINE BAUTISTA The Little Big History of Cars 
  page 40 

 
 

 

 
© 2013 Authors reserve all copyright to this material. 

wheel transformed human life forever. With the emergence of Homo sapiens or 

humans, also came the emergence of stone tools. Homo sapiens was the first species to 

frequently produce tools made from bone and developed new technologies, acquiring 

raw materials for making stone tools (Hughes). With this said, the emergence of the 

wheel is important to note. The key components of any car are its wheels! Without 

the wheels to help the car move forward the car would never have come to be known. 

Furthermore, the emergence of stone tools not only influenced the invention of the 

wheel, but also influenced different energy sources.  

 Think about it. A car needs gas to be used properly, but different forms of 

gases also power our stoves and our ability to cook food. Cars are not only related to 

various gases, but also numerous elements and the emergence of life. 

Threshold five dates back to about 3.8 billion years ago, where the first signs of 

life emerged. The car is a non living thing of course, but plays such a vital role in our 

lives. The affect it has on animals and our biosphere as a whole is a significant relation 

to be noted. TodayÕs one billion vehicles are already pumping extraordinary quantities 

of greenhouse gases into the atmosphere, draining the worldÕs conventional 

petroleum supplies, inciting political skirmishes over oil, and overwhelming the roads 

of todayÕs cities (Sperling). With this in mind, the pollution caused by cars not only 

puts our lives in danger, but also the animals and plants that inhabit the environment 

we are surrounded by. Animals and plants will die off and our biodiversity will 
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decrease immensely. Although a material entity, the automobileÕs first emergence was 

not until later, however, the chemical makeup of a car is where it really all began. 

Without the emergence of various chemical elements, a car would never have been 

invented, along with the invention of the wheel and other tools. 

Threshold four goes back to the emergence of our solar system. When you 

think of the solar system, you automatically think planets and even the sun and the 

moon, but have you ever considered the concepts of motion and speed? ThatÕs where 

the car comes in. Just like the planets orbiting the sun, motion and speed are key to 

the characteristics of a car. A carÕs speed is what entices many people and actually 

labels the car for what it is. Speeding and touringÑ often combinedÑ constituted the 

twin pleasures that sold wealthy Americans on the first automobiles. With this in 

mind, the car was and still is an irresistible source of pleasure as well as adventure 

(McCarthy). The thrill of speed is what captivates people when they are on the open 

roads, making them feel a sense of freedom and control. Furthermore, the motion of 

the planets relates to the motion of the car. So you see, our solar system and 

automobiles have more similarities than you think.  

 Threshold three deals with the emergence of chemical complexity. The car is 

made up of various chemical elements. Elements include aluminum, copper, tin, and 

ore. The aluminum serves as a light metal used for the body of the car, while the 

copper element is used for the wiring throughout the automobile. Then, tin is used as 
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an alloy with the copper while the iron ore is used to make steel for the frame and 

engine of the automobile (McLelland 2-3). Without these various elements, the 

makeup of the modern car would not be possible. 

 Threshold two deals with the emergence of the galaxies and the stars and even 

more profound elements such as carbon, oxygen and nitrogen. These elements were 

the first to emerge with the stars. Carbon is used to make the iron ore into steel and is 

used to add strength to the rubber of the wheels. The wheels, as I have previously 

said, are vital to the running of the car, thus making carbon very important. Oxygen 

and nitrogen elements come into play also, where oxygen is used for the combustion 

in the engine and the nitrogen elements are used for ceramic  

materials for the spark plugs and the battery of the car (McLelland 2-3). Without these 

valuable elements, there is no engine, no wheels to make up the modern automobile. 

The last and final threshold is really where it all began. With the emergence of the 

elements and chemical complexity, threshold one holds all the answers. 

About 13.7 billion years ago, the Big Bang occurred and the world was in an 

extremely hot and dense state, expanding rapidly, and eventually forming the universe. 

The universe was made up of matter and energy as well as various gases. This is 

parallel to the makeup of a car because gases power it also. Furthermore, the 

emergence of hydrogen and helium elements paved the way for other complex 

elements to form, such as carbon, copper and iron which are key components to the 
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making of a car. The gravitational attraction of the car to its surroundings is very basic 

and essential to the proper function of the car itself. Picture a car, being driven 

through spaceÉIt doesnÕt seem promising. That is because the car is made for the 

open roads and on solid grounds, therefore, gravity is a must for a car to be used. Cars 

are all about speed and depending on the current climate, it can affect the running of 

the car. 

 You see? A single, modern automobile is more complex than you think. A car 

is an essential part of our lives and it is important to understand and even appreciate 

where it has come from. The modern car has revolutionized the way we live and has 

influenced the major advancements of other technologies as well. With this said, the 

next time you get into your car and you drive off to wherever you need to go, think 

about all aspects of the car and where it came from. Appreciate that we humans found 

a convenient mode of transportation and how important this material thing is to us.  
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