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Cars, Automobility and Development
in Asia

As the gravity of the world economy shifts east, many Asian countries are
experiencing rapid economic and social transformations. The private automo-
bile is a core driver of many such transformations through strategies of industri-
alisation; but also, crucially, as one of the ultimate individual consumer products
acting as a powerful agent in restructuring social practices and urban spaces.

Cars, Automobility and Development in Asia explores the nexus between auto-
mobility and development in a pan-Asian comparative perspective. The book
seeks to integrate the policies, production forms, consumption preferences and
symbolism implicated in emerging Asian automobilities. Using empirically rich
and grounded analyses of both comparative and single-country case studies, the
authors chart new approaches to studying automobility and development in
emerging Asia.

Cars, Automobility and Development in Asia is a valuable resource for aca-
demics, professionals and researchers working on automobility, cars, industrial
development and development more broadly in Asia. It is also of interest to
sociologists, political scientists, development researchers, urban planners and
economists working on similar questions and challenges in other world regions.

Arve Hansen is Research Fellow at the Centre for Development and the
Environment, University of Oslo, Norway.

Kenneth Bo Nielsen is Postdoctoral Research Fellow at the Department of
Sociology, University of Bergen, Norway.
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1  Wheels of change

Cars, automobility and development
in Asia

Arve Hansen and Kenneth Bo Nielsen

The private car is one of the most powerful commodities to emerge from the
technological progress of the last centuries. The relative freedom, comfort and
convenience associated with owning a car have become central to expectations
of development and modernity worldwide. The private car is, perhaps, the
closest we get to a truly global ‘blueprint of modernity’, and increases in car
ownership ratios are among the most predictable changes in consumption pat-
terns resulting from economic growth and increasing affluence (see Medlock
and Soligo 2002). The automobile industry has, in turn, played a central role in
the history of both capitalism and (albeit to a lesser extent) socialism, and is a
defining part of the regionalising and globalising production processes of con-
temporary capitalism.

After decades of rapid economic growth in the Asian region, the car is enter-
ing Asia at full speed, rapidly displacing or replacing other modes of transporta-
tion, most notably in the large urban conglomerations. While a few East Asian
countries — particularly Japan and South Korea — are long-established leading
players on the global car scene, new Asian countries are joining the race for a
piece of what Drucker (1946) famously labelled ‘the industry of industries’. The
growing number of cars on Asian roads simultaneously indexes a newfound eco-
nomic confidence, altered modes of industrial-technological production and
capacity, new forms of urbanisation, and rapidly changing consumer aspirations
and practices among important social strata, first and foremost the emerging
middle classes. Yet in spite of these visible trends — and barring the several
studies of the emergence and consolidation of the auto industry in key Asian
economies (for example Doner 1991; Gallagher 2006; Wad 2009; Shimokawa
2013; Natsuda et al. 2015) — the role of the car in contemporary ‘emerging’ Asia
has received little academic attention. Cars, Automobility and Development in
Asia is an attempt to give the car the attention we think it deserves in Asian
development, in a context in which Asia is not just home to half the global
population, but also to some of the world’s largest, and fastest growing, eco-
nomies. The chapters in this book, individually and collectively, seek to chart
new ways in the study of automobility and development in emerging Asia
through an integrated perspective that incorporates the policies, production
forms, labour regimes, consumer aspirations and symbolism that are implicated
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in Asian automobilities. The questions we examine are: What role does the car
play in different Asian economies? How does the car industry figure in Asian
economic development? Why are cars so popular, why do people buy them, and
how do they drive them? What potential and actual consumer aspirations and
identities do they tap into, and how do they impinge on the everyday lives of
Asians in different contexts? We address these, and related, questions through a
combination of comparative multi-country and in-depth single-country case
studies covering India, China, South Korea, Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia, the
Philippines, Vietnam and Japan, thereby engaging with both the already mature
capitalist countries, as well as some of the most rapidly growing Asian eco-
nomies. What these countries all have in common is that they, although to very
different degrees (see Table 1.1), produce cars within their national borders.
The chapters that follow take the reader through the dense traffic of Manila
and Hanoi; onto the shared Japanese road; inside the Indian Tata Nano; and to
Chinese auto expos and drag racing; and they analyse the car industry as a site
for policy making, labour organising, industrial evolution, and nationalist aspira-
tions. In the remainder of this introduction we contextualise these overarching
questions and cases, before we present a brief overview of the book’s contents.

Cars: yesterday, today and tomorrow

Although a wide range of innovative horseless carriages predated it — from
Cugnot’s three-wheeled fardier 4 vapour in 1769 to the rather explosive early
British steam cars — the modern motor car as we know it is broadly considered
an invention by Karl Benz and Gottlieb Daimler in Germany towards the end of
the nineteenth century. The ‘age of the car’ properly started when sales ‘soared’
and Benz, in 1894, sold a full 136 vehicles (Parissien 2013). Later, France
became the global centre of car production, with Armand Peugeot as one of the
early pioneers producing bicycles, tricycles and, eventually, automobiles. In the
early twentieth century Peugeot produced over 10,000 vehicles per year, with
strong competition from other pioneers, such as the Renault brothers. But it was
Henry Ford’s assembly lines that paved the way for modern mass production.
His Model T Ford became the first ‘global car’ and the first car that cost less
than the average annual wage (Parissien 2013).

Adolf Hitler was inspired by Henry Ford when setting things in place for the
production of the German ‘people’s car’, the Volkswagen. But it would never-
theless take a long time before Europe would catch up with the US again, even
if European countries remained important automobile producing countries
throughout the twentieth century. In 1960 the largest shares globally of the
automobile industry were represented by the US (with more than 50 per cent of
total production), followed by Germany, the UK, France, Italy and Canada
(Dicken 2011). Since then, the gravity of the world economy has been shifting
eastwards and so has automobile production, even if that development seemed
very unlikely around 1960. Just as there was a time when no one expected that
the US would emerge as the leading car manufacturer in the world (Parissien
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2013), certainly no one expected Japan to later do the same. As Ha-Joon Chang
(2008) writes, when Toyota — originally a manufacturer of textile machinery —
in the late 1950s tried to sell its ‘Toyopet’ cars in the US, it was a major failure
and had to be withdrawn from the market. Producing cars was at the time
largely seen as something that should be left to the already developed countries,
with little room for new actors.

Yet a few East Asian countries were to prove these predictions wrong. The
automobile industry played a central role in the successful industrialisation of
Japan and South Korea in particular, the early forerunners in Asian car produc-
tion. Toyota and Nissan were both established in the early 1930s, and even if
World War 1I delivered a serious blow to the Japanese car industry, the role
played by Japan as an emergency supplier for the US Army after the outbreak of
the Korean War in 1950 facilitated a quick recovery (see for example Flink
1988). In the decades that followed, protective industrial policies provided
fertile ground for the Japanese car industry to expand, both at home and abroad.
Today, Toyota, Nissan, Honda and Suzuki all figure in the top ten of the world’s
largest producers of passenger cars (see Table 1.2) and are well-known car
brands the world over.

South Korea joined the league of leading car nations later, following the
implementation of the country’s first automotive industrial policy in the 1960s.
In the 1970s Korean companies such as Hyundai and Daewoo successfully
linked up with leading multinational producers, and in 1976 the first Korean-
designed vehicle was manufactured (Auty 1994). Again, while no one could
have predicted that the small Hyundai auto repair shop would later evolve into
a leading auto producer (Chang 2008), South Korea had in fact been producing
trucks and cars for 20 years before it started exporting them (Amsden 2001).
Hyundai is today the world’s third largest manufacturer of passenger cars.

Asia now accounts for more than half the total manufactures of cars globally.
As is to be expected, the growth has been most spectacular in China, where
23.5 million new cars hit the road in 2014 alone (OICA 2015a), a number that
is expected to climb to more than 30 million within the next few years. This
corresponds roughly to every adult citizen of a large European country acquiring
a new car every year, a number that is truly staggering in both relative and abso-
lute terms. In fact, Chinese car production alone represented approximately a
quarter of the total global production in 2014 (OICA 2015b). But, as Table 1.1
shows, a range of other Asian countries are also emerging as car producers — par-
ticularly India, Indonesia and Thailand, but also Malaysia, the Philippines and
Vietnam. And, as Table 1.2 illustrates, we find a full 16 Asian motor vehicle
manufacturers in the global top 25.

Car manufacturing plays a central role in the economic development aspira-
tions of Asia’s late-industrialisers, but the significance and impact of cars extend
far beyond the spheres of industrial production and policy. Millions of new cars
are registered every year all across Asia and, in a region otherwise known for its
diverse streetscapes of motorised and non-motorised vehicles on two, three or
four wheels, the private car is rapidly taking the driver's seat in the fields of
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Table 1.1 Production, sales and motorisation rates in South, East and Southeast Asian
car producing countries

Country Automobile production  Total new vehicle sales ~ Cars per 1,000
(2014) (2014) inhabitants (2013)
China 23,722,890 23,491,893 91
Japan 9,774,665 5,562,887 603
South Korea 4,524,932 1,661,868 394
India 3,840,160%* 3,176,763 20
Thailand 1,880,007 881,832 208
Indonesia 1,298,523 1,208,019 77
Malaysia 596,600%* 666,465 397
Taiwan 379,223 282,130 312
Pakistan 146,130%* 146,882 15
Philippines 71,628 269,492 35
Vietnam 48,871 133,588 21
Bangladesh 536 51,900%* 4

Source: compiled by authors based on OICA statistics (2014, 2015a, 2015b).

Notes

Total new vehicle sales includes all four-wheeled vehicles.
*  Missing numbers for BMW, Mercedes, Audi and JLR.
*#* OICA estimate.

Table 1.2 The leading Asian motor vehicle manufacturers and their global ranking in

2014
Global rank Group Country Total production™
1 Toyota Japan 10,475,338
4 Hyundai South Korea 8,008,987
6 Nissan Japan 5,097,772
8 Honda Japan 4,512,769
9 Suzuki Japan 3,016,710
13 SAIC China 2,087,949
15 Changan China 1,447,017
16 Mazda Japan 1,328,426
17 Dongfeng China 1,301,695
18 Mitsubishi Japan 1,262,342
19 BAIC China 1,115,847
20 Tata India 945,113
21 Geely China 890,652
22 Fuji Japan 888,812
23 Great Wall China 730,570
24 FAW China 623,708

Source: compiled by authors based on OICA statistics.

Note
* The number includes LCV, HCV and heavy buses.



