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Giles K Bailey asks: Why should an autonomous car still be a ‘car’?

The shape of 
things to come

 There has been so much recent talk about the autono-
mous car, or vehicle, and how it could revolutionise 
the driving experience. Imagine sitting, for example, 

in your favourite Jaguar XF Saloon and enjoying the coun-
tryside as the car takes control of the routing and driving 
experience and you only need concern yourself with con-
versation with your passengers, selecting the most soothing 
music and enjoying the view. 

As this technology revolution gathers the interest of 
political leaders, designers, engineers, investors and analysts 
around the world new concepts and user cases are being 

developed and the hard thinking is progressing on a range 
of issues such as how to mix existing technology and autono-
mous vehicles; the safety of pedestrians and cyclists in urban 
environments – as well as likely in the countryside; should 
‘autonomous’ mean fully self-driving or is a partial solution 
more realistic, affordable and would offer most of the key 
societal benefits; which type of roads are most appropri-
ate for these new vehicles – local streets, controlled driving 
environments such as office parks, or access controlled high 
speed motorways. 

Meanwhile, Google launched and promoted its version 

The interior of the Mercedes F 015 Luxury In Motion concept vehicle 
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“Driving is not just about the vehicle, we 
as a society have invested significantly 
over the last century in developing 
structures, landscapes, 
services and lifestyles for 
the ‘driven’ vehicle”

of the new autonomous vehicle – which doesn’t particularly 
look like a classic and alluring car at all. Google has promoted 
a vehicle that seems more like a super compact city car or a 
golf buggy. Apple has similarly recently announced its inten-
tion to enter the autonomous car market by 2020 with the 
entire product and marketing savvy that this business is well 
known for.1

These initiatives are leading the OEMs to reconsider 
and redesign their businesses and the role of their vehicles. 
For example, BMW have launched a series of electric and 
hybrid vehicles of quite different designs under the ‘i’ brand 

NOTES
1 “Apple wants to start producing cars as soon as 2020”, 

Bloomberg, February 19 2015
2 “Detroit dinosaurs hit the road to Silicon Valley”, Financial 

Times, February 6 2015

as well as a range of car-sharing services. Renault-Nissan 
have progressed industry-leading electric vehicles. As a 
convergence of industries it is interesting to see that many 
of the OEMs are setting up innovation centres in the Silicon 
Valley in California to progress new models and to be close 
to potential disrupters.2

THE CAR AS THE DRIVER
But, have we missed a key issue in the ultimate impact of 
the autonomous vehicle? If we start the debate from the 
viewpoint of the non-autonomous vehicle with a driver and 
which is the history of this industry for the last 100 years, we 
would naturally assume that the next evolution would be to 
assist and then perhaps remove the role of the driver – while 
keeping much of the rest of the design and associated driving 
infrastructure in place. This seems to be a great opportunity 
for the driver as outlined at the start of this article – in terms 

structures, landscapes, 
services and lifestyles for 
the ‘driven’ vehicle”

...100 years ago our streets 
were car-free

We shouldn’t assume our 
present structure of cars on 
every street and for almost 
any personal movement is a 
basic requirement...
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