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Abstract

We position pleasure travel within Beck’s risk society as a contradictory form of consumption
that simultaneously produces individual pleasure and global environmental risk. We
examine the paradoxical emergence of the ‘anxious traveler’ from this contradiction, arguing
that this social category is necessary to individualize and apportion the global,
environmental risk associated with frequent flying, and hence legitimate the reproduction of
unsustainable travel practices. We identify several future scenarios that may synthesize this
frequent-flying dialectic. On reflection, these scenarios themselves appear as cultural
productions, suggesting that our attempts to imagine the future are crippled by the
hegemonic ahistoricism associated with contemporary capitalism.
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My wing is ready for flight,
I would like to turn back.
If I stayed timeless time,

T would have little luck.

Gerhard Schloem, “Grus vom Angelus”

From Benjamin (1968, p. 257)

Introduction
Contemporary air travel is heavily
implicated in everyday consumption

practices. Globally, over 3.0 billion air
passenger trips were made in 2013, up from
1.1 billion in 1993, and 0.4 billion in 1973
(World Bank, 2014). This increasing aero-
mobility has well-documented
environmental costs (Lee et al., 2009). These
costs need to be somehow justified, or
rationalised, in order for the airline industry
to reproduce itself. One discursive resolution
to the problem posed by the growing
environmental impacts of aero-mobility is to
interpret these as the consequences of
individual consumer choices, rather than of
the structural conditions of production. This
individualization of environmental harm
opens the door to the interpretation of flying
as a form of excessive pleasure consumption,
one that locates the environmental problems
associated with air-travel in the excessive
appetites of individual consumers or, in this
case, ‘binge flyers’ (Cohen, Higham, &
Cavaliere, 2011; Randles & Mander, 2009a).
Casting aero-mobility as ‘binge flying’, a
psychologically  disordered
otherwise rational air travel, invites the sort
of behavioral-pathological analysis routinely
applied to other forms of pleasure
consumption (e.g. alcohol and tobacco).

version of

This approach is problematic in the context
of pleasure travel. Indeed, the ‘addicted
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flyer’ construct has been criticized in terms
of it classification validity, allocation of
negative transfer  of
responsibility, and tendency towards social
control and domination (Young, Higham, &
Reis, 2014). The construct of the addicted
flyer not only represents an analytical cul-
de-sac, but also serves to perpetuate the very
intends to critique. By
responsibility for
environmental damage, the ‘flyers-dilemma’
becomes a discursive device through which
an unsustainable industry can increase
production without shouldering material
responsibility. In this sense, the flying-addict
scapegoat becomes a necessary precondition
the reproduction of aero-mobility
specifically, and the tourism industries more
generally.

consequences,

system it
individualizing

for

The fundamental question we now face is
how to analyze the phenomenon of flying
consumption without resorting to the
categorizations of addiction psychology
(Young, et al., 2014). This necessitates an
analysis of the structural conditions of flying
production, conditions which produce the
flying-addict as an ideological device of
legitimation.  Attempting a
analysis may go some way towards both
resisting the discursive reproduction of the
‘flying addict’, and to re-imagining possible
futures for aero-mobility. As the basis for
our analysis we develop a dialectical chain,
loosely based on the triad of thesis,
antithesis, and synthesis. We examine the
key logic driving a particular configuration

(thesis), the
contained this
formulation (antithesis), then go on to tease

structural

of air travel examine

contradiction within
out the ways these contradictions have been
temporarily resolved (synthesis). We write
‘temporarily resolved’ as we are attempting
to reveal an inherently historical, and hence
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contingent process (Benjamin, 1968). In
what follows we identify three general
moments in a dialectic transition in the way
environmental risk associated with flying is
constructed and apportioned through the
ideological edifice of consumer capitalism.
We constitute the dialectic through the
juxtaposition of two terms: ‘undifferentiated
—differentiated’ and ‘global — local’. The
latter is a simple expression of geographic
scale. The former refers to the
individualized, variated social patterning of
phenomena, one commonly associated with
consumption practices, rather than the ‘de-
differentiation’ employed by some tourism
scholars to describe the blurring of
categories between travel/tourism
everyday life (e.g. Uriely, 2005). To be clear,
we present a structural, dialectical analysis
that is entirely modernist in mode (e.g.
1989; Jameson, 1991), not a
poststructuralist attempt to deconstruct
modernist categories commonly associated
with late capitalism.

and

Harvey,

The Risk Society
Beck's risk society thesis

We commence our dialectical analysis by
locating frequent-flying within the broader
sociological framework of the risk society
(Beck, 1992, 1995). Beck argues that one of
the characteristics of modernity (i.e.
industrialized society) is the desire to
control, and respond to, the increasingly
global and inter-generational risks produced
by the very process of modernization itself
(e.g. global warming, nuclear threats). The
risks
modernity are global in their scale and
undifferentiated in that everyone is affected

associated with Beck’s reflexive
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to some degree regardless of wealth or social
status. For example, climate change has
global ramifications that are unavoidable and
will affect all class positions. The hazards
associated with the risk society are explicitly
global insofar as they are unbounded,
external, intergenerational, systemic (in that
no-one is immediately accountable), and
generalized (they affect the entire planet)
(Beck, 1992). They are undifferentiated in
that their outcomes, while mediated by class,
are not class specific (e.g. the seasonal fires
in and around Los Angeles, see Dauvis,
1995). The individual consumer is relatively
powerless over these risks. This is the first
moment of the risk dialectic.

In response, consumers attempt to minimize
their risk exposure, producing a society
where the organization of risk-management
transcends the traditional  oppositions
associated with class-based politics, a

process Beck describes as reflexive
modernization.  This  involves  social
organization based upon individuals’

attempts to minimize their own risks in
response to generalized, global anxieties. To
this end, risk biographies, the historically-
located and contingent collection of fears and
anxieties that a person is most concerned
about and most likely to respond to, become
integral to an
response to modernity itself. According to
Hacking (2003, p. 33), risk biographies are a
changing basket of risks that comprise, at

any given time, an individual’s specific risk

individual’s  subjective

‘portfolio’, which is ‘... just that set of hopes
and fears that moves you, that concerns you,
that you feel strongly about ... it is the set of
risks that engage you, that you combat.” In
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this view, no grand meta-theory of risk can
explain or predict the contingent and
historical nature of risks. It is under certain
pre-conditions that collective risks are
prioritized, such as the emergence of the
nuclear energy and terrorism in risk
portfolios over the past two decades
(Hacking, 2003).

The risks posed by climate change are indeed
potentially catastrophic, far-reaching and
global. The calamitous consequences of
global warming include sea level rise,
increasingly extreme weather events (in
addition to more frequent inland flooding
and heat waves), decreased food security,
loss of access to water resources and loss of
biodiversity (Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change, 2014). Such is the threat
posed by climate change that the current
Secretary General of the United Nations
recently dubbed it the ‘defining challenge of
our times’ (Ban Ki-Moon, 2010). Yet it can
be argued that climate change is not the only
new global risk, and may be enumerated
among a myriad of other threats such as
global terrorism, land-degradation, universal
alienation (Harvey, 2014, pp. 264-281),
accelerating global inequality (Piketty,
2014), various pandemics (Wolfe, 2011),
and the proliferation of nuclear weapons, to
name but a few. In the context of this
smorgasbord of risks,
assumed a very large presence in discussion
and debate... across the world... it is not
entirely clear why’ (Giddens, 2008, p. 5).

‘...climate change has

The reason for the relative prominence of
climate change risk is something we will
return to later in the essay. For now, we
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simply locate travel and tourism as heavily
implicated in the risk-politics of climate
change (Gossling, Hall, Peeters, & Scott,
2010). The contribution of transportation
(Peeters & Dubois, 2010; Wheeller, 2012),
and particularly aviation (Lee, et al., 2009;
Scott, Hall, & Gossling, 2012) to climate
change is significant. Flying, in particular,
has started to appear in the risk-biographies
of individual tourists (Cohen, et al., 2011;
Higham & Cohen, 2011). Indeed, it is from
growing consumer awareness of the
relationship between pleasure-travel and
environmental damage that the phenomenon
of the ‘flyers’ dilemma’ emerges.

Risk taking for pleasure

If, in the risk-society, individuals do indeed
attempt to minimize their risk-exposure,
then, at a theoretical level, we need to
reconcile  risky-consumption, such as
frequent flying, with the supposed risk-
reduction tendencies of Beck’s risk society.
Here Giddens (1991) offers a more positive
view of risk, agreeing with Beck that people
want to discipline risk (see also Hacking,
1990), but arguing that some risk
engagement is desirable given the centrality
of risk-taking to innovation within capitalist
society. In other words, the risk society
appears to have produced a corollary: risk
taking for pleasure, a demand for individual
risk consumption (Young, 2010). Routine
examples may include smoking, sun tanning,
excessive alcohol or food consumption, or
gambling. Some forms of serious leisure
(Stebbins,  2007), adventure  tourism
(Hudson, 2003), extreme sports (Higham &
Hinch, 2009) and drug tourism (Uriely &
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Belhassen, 2005) may also fit this
classification. It appears that in opposition to
the global, undifferentiated risk of the risk
society, capitalism has commoditized risk,
creating  products and spaces for
consumption, both physical and ideological,
that allow for the production and sale of
differentiated, individually consumed risk on
an industrial scale. This is the second
moment of the risk dialectic.

These oppositional tendencies may be
synthesized insofar that risk, as a conceptual
category, contains within it a dialectic
relation between global undifferentiated risk
(associated with anxiety) and individual
differentiated risk (associated with pleasure)
(Young, 2010). In the context of risk-taking
for pleasure, risk is individual in that it
affects the individual consumer directly. It is
differentiated in that each individual
expresses specific consumption preferences.
Pleasure becomes a consumer choice, the
ability to engage in risk in a way that is
bounded and controllable. Therefore, these
risks are less associated with generalized
societal anxieties.

The Risk Society Thesis and
Pleasure Travel

It is within this dialectic relation between the
risk society and risky consumption that we
may locate pleasure travel, which now
becomes an antidote to the risk-society. In
one sense, the very idea of tourism
encapsulates (at least ideologically) the
opposite of anxiety — a temporary relief from
positioning oneself in relation to the
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avalanche of risk statistics (Hacking, 1982).
While pleasure travel is not without risk as
such, the likely risks are in general covered
by the burgeoning travel insurance industry
that mitigates risks such as illness, loss of
property, emergency evacuation, and
personal injury. Indeed, tourism has
historically been framed as a discretionary
leisure activity, one that celebrates freedom,
choice, pleasure, and lack of constraint (e.g.
Crompton, 1979; Dann, 1977, 1981). In this
sense, international tourism has developed
using the ideology of pleasure discursively
separated from the increasing environmental
risks associated with mass global mobility.
Generalized anxieties are inverted into, or at
least suspended to make room for, individual
pleasures (e.g. freedom, escape, temporary
release, and abandon). In this sense, the
spatio-temporal, material shift out of
everyday life represented by tourism was
accompanied by a simultaneous ideological
shift that interpreted the meaning of tourism
as one of pleasure (Barr, Shaw, Coles, &
Prillwitz, 2010).

While the trammeling of the pristine
(environmental and social) ‘other’ has been a
longstanding and core theme in tourism
research (Mathieson & Wall, 1982; Wall &
Mathieson, 2006), public awareness of the
aviation industry as one that is highly
profligate and environmentally irresponsible
has been increasing (Barr, et al., 2010;
Becken, 2007; Hares, Dickinson, & Wilkes,
2010; Kroesen, 2012). The problem is that
what used to be small scale and local has
now emerged as large scale and global — the
risks associated with tourism have become
more obviously linked to a broader,
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potentially catastrophic, problem (Gossling,
et al., 2010; Hall, 2013). In May 2013, the
concentration of CO? in the atmosphere as
measured at the world’s oldest continuous
CO? monitoring station, Mauna Loa
Observatory, Hawaii, passed the milestone
level of 400 parts per million (ppm); the
highest level in recent geological history
(Carrington, 2013). The impacts of pleasure
travel are no longer restricted to localized
and repairable environmental damage, but to
global, irreversible climate change. Risk has
migrated from the individual to the global
scale.

At the same time, travel patterns themselves
have been significantly changing. The
contemporary mobilities paradigm (Burns &
Novelli, 2008; Hall, 2005) has identified a
merging of mobilities across the spatial and
temporal scales, and a mobility of
motivations themselves, such that the part of
mobility previous labelled ‘tourism’ has
moved increasingly into the ‘everyday’
(Edensor, 2007). The spatio-temporal
separation of pleasure travel from everyday
life is starting to dissolve, especially for
frequent flyers. The implication is that the
concept of tourism, and its environmental
costs, have moved ‘closer to home’ (Higham
& Cohen, 2011). This means travelers are
less able to bracket their travel behavior and
its environmental impacts from their daily
lives. The environmental costs of travel are
filtering through the range of travel modes
into everyday life, particularly for
hypermobile middle class subgroups (Casey,
2010; Urry, 2012). Both the idea of travel
risk and the notion of travel itself are
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undergoing profound, simultaneous

transformation and expansion.

Thus, the contradictions between the
globalized anxieties of the risk society and
pleasure travel are inevitably becoming more
apparent. We would argue that they are no
longer containable by the pleasure ideology
discourse — at least not for particular groups
of travelers — the environmentally-conscious
bourgeoisie (Barr, et al., 2010). The
emergence of sustainable tourism, alternative
tourism and eco-tourism (Butler, 1990;
Wheeller, 1991, 1992) suggest this
separation is being challenged at the global
level. On one hand, more sustainable
destinations and practices have emerged
(DeLacy, Jiang, Lipman, & Vorster, 2014).
At the same time, a discourse of
sustainability has been used to market and
sell particular experiences (Wheeller, 1992).
Indeed, a burgeoning research literature has
emerged on social sustainability and travel
ethics (Fennell, 2006; Lovelock & Lovelock,
2013), demonstrating that the global
environmental risks associated with the risk
society are increasingly entering and
transforming travel consumption. However,
the seemingly unmodifiable axiom that the
global tourism industry, in the current
historical moment, depends upon high-
volume air travel, and thereby the inevitable
production of greenhouse gases, means that
“sustainable tourism” always remains an
unfinished (or rather an unfinishable)
programme.
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The Emergence of the Anxious
Traveller

The production of travel anxiety

As a consequence, we argue that a new form
of travel has been emerging over the past 20
years — one that is increasingly characterized
by anxiety rather than pleasure. People still
want to travel for the spatio-temporal fix
(interpreted as the temporary escape from the
capitalist working day). However, now the
environmental anxieties of the risk society
also appear within pleasure travel in a
particular way. This is the third moment of
the risk dialectic. Travel anxiety is individual
in that the psychology of particular
consumers is affected (or incorporated into
risk biographies to a greater or lesser degree
depending on class, wealth, and knowledge).

It is undifferentiated in that the
environmental risk effects are expressed
globally (e.g. elevated carbon, global

warming and atmospheric disturbance). The
inherent contradiction between the individual
internalization of climate risk and its global
production and impact, has been discursively
resolved via the production of the ‘flying
addict’ category (Young, et al., 2014). The
environmental costs of production are
presented as the behavioral responsibilities
of individual consumers. This formulation
allows for continued capital accumulation

while simultaneously transferring
responsibility onto the consumer (both
material and psychological). What is

important here is the way in which global
(environmental) risks are now discursively
reproduced as the internal anxieties of the
individual consumer who bears the economic
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and psychological cost of an unsustainable
industry.

This resolution appears to be a powerful,

albeit ~ damaging  one. Even  for
environmentally aware consumers, frequent
flying is a recalcitrant site because

environmental attitudes do not directly
translate into behavioral change (Barr, et al.,
2010; Walmsley & Lewis, 1993). Guilt is not
easily relieved by changed practices; hence,
we have its production, acceptance, and
internalization. This provides industry with a
ready-made group to bear the responsibility
for the environmental impacts of flying. In
this way, the travel-anxiety synthesis
resolves the contradiction between the global
impacts of risk and the individualization of
responsibility. The environmental
responsibility for frequent flying, when
located at the feet of individual consumers,
becomes a necessary condition for the
reproduction of frequent flying (Young, et
al., 2014). This is the nub of the issue with
an industry that is clearly unsustainable
(Butler, 1990; Wheeller, 1991). Inevitably,
this means global risks will remain
systemically unaddressed while individual
consumers continue to increase their guilt
and anxiety levels (Cohen, et al., 2011,
Higham, Cohen, & Cavaliere, 2014).

The ideological transference of
environmental costs into consumption

The discursive transference of moral
responsibility for environmental damage
from the collective to the individual is
mirrored in the resolution of the flyers’
dilemma. According to airlines, the problem

doi: 10.1016/j.annals.2015.05.015
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of excessive flying is not to be solved by
collective action, but by consumers
purchasing another commodity, that is,
voluntary carbon offsets that promise to
empty air travel of its damaging
consequences (Becken, 2007). While the
effectiveness of these schemes has been
challenged (Gossling et al., 2007), it is not
their efficacy that is important. Voluntary
carbon-offsets play a crucial ideological role.
By offering offsets as a consumable option,
airlines perform an ingenious two-step
abrogation of responsibility: they first
remind consumers that global warming is
their own fault and then invite the anxious
flyer to manage their guilt through a further
purchase, effectively individualizing what
are, in reality, societally-produced risks.

This is part of a broader trend that Zizek
(2010) terms ‘charity capitalism’. Starbucks
coffee, for example, perversely resolve the
problems of production (i.e. social and
environmental damage) within the purchase
of that commodity, in this case through the
donation of a proportion of the purchase
price to charity. In charity capitalism, the
commodity presents itself ideologically as
providing the solution to the very problems it
creates (Zizek, 2010). In our example from
an inflight magazine (Figure 1), buying a
luxury pen helps “...children pave their way
to a successful, self-determined, and happy
life.” In this way, egotistical consumption
includes the token price of its opposite,
namely capitalism with a socially-generous
(even ethical) face.
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Figure 1 Advertisement for Mont Blanc pens from
QANTAS inflight magazine. Source: The Australian
Way, QANTAS inflight-magazine, August 2013, p.36
(image provided by QANTAS 12th December 2013).

This
consequence’ is, of course, entirely
fetishistic (Fletcher & Neves, 2012). Not
only are the social relations behind
commodity production hidden (Marx, 1976),
so are the processes that bring together
ethical offsets, be those social or
environmental (Carrier, 2010). If we de-
fetishize the production of market-based
offset schemes for example, violent
accumulation by dispossession is revealed
(Cavanagh & Benjaminsen, 2014). In the
case of carbon offsets, the environmental
instantiation of ‘ethical capitalism’ amounts

3

fantasy of ‘consumption without

to no more than the
environmentalism to a political economy
with growth for growth’s sake, or, in Marx’s

‘...tethering of

terms, accumulation for accumulation’s

sake” (Prudham, 2009: 1594).
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Fatally, there is, as yet, no way to modify
flying to make it substantially less damaging
(Monbiot, 2006; Peeters & Dubois, 2010).
Carbon offsets aside, flying is associated
with a circumscribed materiality. Other
commodities can be fetishized to allow
heavy, guilt-free, even binge consumption,
such as decaffeinated coffee, low-alcohol
beer, fat-free milk, and sugar-free cola. To
borrow again from Zizek, there is no
‘decaffeinated’ form of flying that allows for
guilt-free consumption. The air-travel system
is likely to produce ongoing flying, more
guilt, more capital accumulation, and more
environmental damage. How then can we, if
at all, resynthesize the flyers’ dilemma, and
what political action would be required to
initiate this sort of transformation?

Flights of Fantasy: Beyond the
‘Flyers’ Dilemma’?

The third moment of the flying risk dialectic
leads us towards a flying addict construct
that encourages differentiated (i.e. individual
and variated) behavior while global
environmental risks accumulate. If we are to
imagine an alternative future for air travel,
we need to attempt a re-synthesis of the
contradiction between differentiated pleasure
travel and responsibility for global climate
risks contained within the flyer’s dilemma.
As a parallel starting point, Dennis and
Urry’s (2009) book After the Car seeks to
chart the future of auto-mobility. These
authors describe three possible ‘post-car’
which ‘regional
warlordism’, ‘digital networks of control’

scenarios, they entitle

and ‘local sustainability’. In what follows,
we draw on the logic of these scenarios in
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the context of aero mobility to examine the
ways in which it may be possible to re-
synthesize the tension between global
climate risks and the demand for individual
air travel.

Regional warlordism

The enormous amount of tourism capital
invested in the global landscape produces an
inevitable spatio-temporal momentum that is
not easily diverted (Britton, 1991; Fletcher,
2011; Harvey, 2011a). Indeed, the number of
flights is forecast to increase, with the
number of domestic journeys in the UK
alone predicted to grow from 200 million
journeys in 2003 to 400 million in 2020,
reaching 500 million journeys by 2030
(Ryley, Davison, Bristow, & Pridmore,
2010). The opposition by emitting industries
to any meaningful climate change reform
(Duval, 2012) demonstrates that capitalism
itself is hardly capable of refashioning itself
in response to climate change (Storm, 2009).
If the future means, therefore, not a reform of
capitalism by social democracy but a
libertarian atrophication of the
redistributive capacities and, indeed, the
dissolution of the state itself, the most likely
outcome is accelerated physical, social,
economic, and environmental separation
between the rich and the poor.

state’s

This structural tendency towards increasing
inequality of capitalism, first highlighted by
Marx (1976), has been empirically verified
via Piketty’s (2014) influential book Capital
in the Twenty-First Century. Piketty’s
detailed empirical analysis of income and
wealth data, dating back to the sixteenth
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century, demonstrated that the historical tide
of rising inequality has been punctured only
by war and depression. Moreover, the
potential remedies of state intervention to
affect structural change appear politically
unviable. Piketty himself only recommends a
fairly banal progressive wealth and income
taxes on the global rich. One cynical
conclusion is that the book “... allows us all
to acknowledge the problem of inequality
without the danger that we might be
endorsing or licensing any effective
solution” (Engelen & Williams, 2014, p.
1776). In other words, business as usual will
reign in spite of overwhelming evidence of
the inexorable, structural threats to the
liberal-democratic order itself.

The geography of this nigh capitalist social
order will be characterized by segregation,
where the super-rich wall themselves off
from an otherwise stricken planet in highly-
secured, affluent and comfortable ‘evil
paradises’ (Davis & Monk, 2007) This is the
scenario described by Dennis and Urry as

‘regional warlordism’:

“In this ‘barbaric’ climate change future,
oil, gas and water shortages and intermittent
wars lead to the substantial breakdown of
many of the mobility, energy and
communication connections that straddle the
world and which were the ambivalent legacy
of the twentieth century. There would be a
standard of

plummeting living, a re-

localization of mobility patterns, an
increasing emphasis upon local ‘warlords’

controlling recycled forms of mobility and
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weaponry, and relatively weak national or
global forms of governance. There would be
no monopoly of physical coercion in the

hands of national states. Infrastructure

systems would collapse...” (Dennis & Urry,
2009, p. 152).

This vision, frightening though it is, is hardly
new. Two decades ago Kaplan (1994) wrote
his hugely influential The Coming Anarchy.
Extrapolating from trends in contemporary
Africa, which Kaplan views as archetypal, he
forecast a world where wealthy states would
wall themselves off in luxury while “outside
the stretch limo [of the West] would be a
rundown, crowded planet of skinhead
Cossacks and juju warriors, influenced by
the worst refuse of Western pop culture and
ancient tribal hatreds, and battling over
scraps of overused earth in guerrilla conflicts
that ripple across continents and intersect in
no discernible pattern” (Kaplan, 1994, p. 10).
Already capital does not flow, but rather
hops, across contemporary Africa, flying
over a neglected continent to connect
enclaves of affluence and security (Ferguson,
2005). We may well draw a parallel with the
act of air travel itself: the consumer supplied
with air-conditioning, inflight entertainment,
and food and beverage services, while below
are disappearing islands, flood/drought
stricken landscapes, famine and disease.
Indeed, Kaplan’s Anarchy may have been
better served by changing transport mode
from limousine to private jet. Air travel for
the rich between highly secured zones of
affluence is the future for aero-mobility in
these visions. In the regional warlord
scenario, systems of secure long-range
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terrestrial mobility would simply disappear;
only the rich would travel long distance, and
then only by armed helicopters or light
aircraft (Dennis & Urry, 2009).

Such flights of fantasy articulate well with
climate change apocalypticism. James
Lovelock, the scientist who first detected
chlorofluorocarbons in the atmosphere and
proposed the Gaia hypothesis, claims that in
the West we should give up on the hopeless
ideological project of saving the planet.
Instead, Lovelock advocates a retreat to
‘climate-controlled cities’ while the world
outside burns (Knapton, 2014). In this vision
of a world ending in fire, the logic of the
flyer’s dilemma is not so much resynthesized
as entrenched. The choice to fly remains,
although now more heavily restricted along
class and geographical lines. Global risks are
accelerated and manifest, although become
increasingly differentiated (that is, felt by the
global poor, while those who fly shelter in
their highly-secured ‘evil paradises’). This is
the flyers’ dilemma writ large.

Digital networks of control

A second set of visions for the future involve
the radical, transformative possibilities
offered by technology. Certainly the idea
that we can make flying less environmentally
damaging has been proposed as a resolution
to the flyers’ dilemma, one that would reduce
the environmental consequences of physical
travel. Yet with increasing travel demand,
decreasing efficiency-gains, and ineffective
carbon offsetting, the prospects for clean air
travel are bleak (Gossling, Scott, Hall,
Ceron, & Dubois, 2012; Peeters & Dubois,
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2010). The gap between the ideological and
the material is still too wide for the anxious
frequent flyer to bridge. Perhaps the solution
to insufficient technological change is not
business as usual (a world that ends in fire)
but much more radical technological
change. Could we have tourism, for
example, without the need for physical
travel?

Here the trajectory of postmodernity may
hold some hopeful opportunities. As the core
of tourism is consumption of alterity, the
trick will be to provide this consumption of
the ‘other’ (i.e. places, people, experiences)
technologically without the need to fly. If we
accept the startling ontological provocation
by Baudrillard (2001) that the real itself is
now only that which can be reproduced in
the virtual, then the future of mobility itself
may be entirely immaterial. In this scenario,
we would expect tourism to exist as a
simulation of real places, doing away
entirely with need to fly. In a future
dominated by digital networks “...virtual
access will need to have been much
developed so that they effectively simulate
many of the features of physical co-presence
with other people. The development of tele-
immersion environments may be the start of
a set of technologies that do indeed begin to
simulate the pleasures and especially the
complexities of face-to-face interactions”
(Dennis & Urry, 2009, pp. 156-159).

13

The full virtualization of tourism has been so
far stymied Dby the mismatch between
technology and experiential demands. We
have been able to create fantastic, hyperreal
attractions such as Las Vegas (Ritzer &

doi: 10.1016/j.annals.2015.05.015



Young, Markham, Reis & Higham

Stillman, 2001) and Disneyland (Baudrillard,
2001; Eco, 1986), but as built environments,
not purely virtual phenomena. But
technology is catching up with the virtual
imaginary. In terms of simulation,
technology giant Google has spent the last
decade developing a virtual model of the
streets in one quarter of the globe and clearly
have ambitions to go global (Fisher, 2013).
The Borgesian fantasy of a map covering the
earth’s surface, so compelling to Baudrillard
(2001), is fast becoming a virtual reality.
Already such technologies are being
deployed in schools, facilitating virtual field
trips that would otherwise have required
significant physical travel (Connelly, 2012).
Our technology for simulation has perhaps
been outdone by the proliferation of
simulacra, simulations of environments that
have never existed. Such fantastic
landscapes, already consumed routinely via
computer games, are fast coming to resemble
travel destinations. Witness, for example, the
rise of “videogame tourism” whereby the
most spectacular views in a simulacrum
landscape are captured and consumed like
tourist photographs (Walker, 2014).

However, the phenomenology of readily
reproducible simulations and simulacra does
not yet rival the physical tourist experience.
Consequently, much of the virtual activity

relating to tourism is designed to
complement  material  production,  for
example, by providing visualisation of

destinations and for digital heritage
preservation (Arnold, 2005; Guttentag,
2010). Yet despite the limitations of current
phenomenological experience, virtual
tourism is already preferable to corporeal
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travel for some. Virtual reality offers the
promise of new identities and an
unsurveilled escape from the limitations of
social norms, where, for example, taboos like
those against premarital sex may be evaded
(Tavakoli & Mura, 2015). And the
technological  underpinning  of  these
simulacra is rapidly improving. As Facebook
founder Mark Zuckerberg (2014) described
the (still-in-development) virtual reality
headset “Oculus Rift”:

When you put it on, you enter a completely
immersive computer-generated environment,
like a game or a movie scene or a place far
away. The incredible thing about the
technology is that you feel like you're
actually present in another place with other
people... By feeling truly present, you can
share unbounded spaces and experiences
with the people in your life.

It is clear that new technologies do have the
potential to make air-travel obsolete - the
flyers” dilemma resolved through the
abolition of flight. The risk term of the
dialectic would be eliminated, leaving
consumers free to purchase any number of
virtual travel products.

Of course such technologies are by no means
politically neutral; a digital future may be
entirely dystopian. As Dennis and Urry
(2009, p. 159) point out, technologies,
“CCTV cameras, data mining software,
biometric  security, integrated digital
databases [and on it goes]” will inevitably
be used to surveil, monitor, record, classify
and govern. We might add that global
surveillance infrastructure has been in formal
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operation since 1971 (Nabbali & Perry,
2004). Indeed, in a world where ‘face-to-
face’ meetings are electronically mediated,
no conversation will be off the surveillance
grid (Schneier, 2014). Such ubiquitous
surveillance, required to maintain an
artificial scarcity of infinitely replicable
goods in a digital economy, has great
totalitarian potential (Foucault, 1979).

In addition, any enthusiasm about the
possibilities of virtual travel ought to be
tempered by a caution as to its political
economy. This anticipated further round of
space-through-time compression (Harvey,
1989), based on the virtualization of
production and consumption, will not
transform global capitalist relations, and will
inevitably be grounded in exploitative
material conditions. On the side of
production, we may expect the supply of
tourist places to be outsourced to locations
where their computer generation can be
performed most efficiently, produced by
underpaid workers who create virtual
landscapes for access by the world’s elite.
On the side of consumption, past experience
in virtualized gambling products  and
computer games (Livingstone, 2005; Schiill,
2012) give us reason to be wary of the
potentially addictive nature of on-tap,
virtually consumable experiences. The
addicted flyer construct may well give way
to addictive virtualization technologies.

Local sustainability

A final, but unlikely, scenario is a serious,
concerted effort to globally position
environmental risk as an absolute priority: a
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worldwide reconfiguration of economy and
society around ‘local sustainability’. This
would imagine a dialectical synthesis that
localized the global environmental costs of
air travel production while simultaneously
restricting consumer travel behavior. In the
words of Dennis & Urry (2009, p. 149):

This envisions a network of self-reliant (and
probably also semi-isolated) communities in
which people live, work, and most recreate...
This would involve dramatic global shifts
towards lifestyle that are much more
intensely local and smaller in scale. Friends
would have to be chosen from neighboring
streets, families would not move away at
times of new household composition, work
would be found nearby, education would be
sought only in local schools and colleges, the
seasons would determine which and when
foodstuffs were consumed, and most goods
and services would be simpler and produced

nearby.

In this scenario, leisure travel is restricted to
local destinations, accessible via land-based
forms of mobility. International travel is
increasingly rationed, making long-haul for
well-off citizens of the global North “a once-
in-a-lifetime experience, not an annual
event” (Moriarty & Honnery, 2008, p. 871).

While there is, of course, a large extant
literature on sustainable travel and tourism
(Hall, Gossling, & Scott, 2015), perhaps the
logic of a shift to slower, less carbon
intensive travel modes is best revealed by the

doi: 10.1016/j.annals.2015.05.015



Young, Markham, Reis & Higham

so-called ‘slow travel” movement. Slow
travel has been somewhat eponymously
defined as an “... alternative to air and car
travel where people travel to destinations
more slowly overland and travel less
distance” (Dickinson, Robbins, & Lumsdon,
2010, p. 482). Following the slow food and
slow city movement of the 1980s and 1990s
(Clancy, 2014), which aimed at reverting the
‘McDonaldization’ of food and society more
generally (Petrini, 2001), slow tourism seeks
to refocus on the most fundamental aspects
of travel, making the journey itself an extra-
ordinary experience (Howard, 2012). The
decreased velocity of slow travel results in
space-time decompression: an increased
duration and increased friction of distance.
As such, we would suggest that the
temporality of slow travel is more about a
return to the past than slowness per se. As
Dickinson et al. (2011, p. 282) note,
“...pilgrimage routes, the Grand Tour, and
similar romantic, cultural or religious
journeys were antecedents of what we refer
to now as slow travel.” Indeed, the notion of
the pilgrim links slow travel to previous
modes of travel experience, based around the
mismatch between the present reality and a
Platonic ideal other place. In the words of
Bauman (1996, p. 20): “For pilgrims through
time, the truth is elsewhere; the true place is
always some distance, sometime away.
Wherever the pilgrim may be now, is not
where he ought to be, and not where he
dreams of being. The distance between the
true world and this world here and now is
made of the mismatch between what is
achieved and what has been. The glory and
gravity of the future destination debases the
present and makes light of it.”
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As it involves reduced consumption, this
retrograde slowness is unlikely to be driven
by capitalist enterprises eager to maximize
profit. Slow travel is therefore a necessarily
marginal phenomenon, suitable for features
in newspapers’ ‘lifestyle’ supplements about
eccentric travelers rather than a threat to the
global air travel industries.  More
fundamentally, a transition to slow travel en
masse would require a restructured political
economy, something which leftist and
radical approaches have been attempting for
centuries. In short, there does not appear to
be the momentum for a shift towards
localized risk and more socialized
responsibility of their production. It is a
future which is increasingly difficult to
imagine, particularly since the catastrophic
experiments with communism in the 20"
Century.

On The Origins and Destinations
of Banal Fantasy

The scenarios sketched out above present
logical extensions of some current trends,
made in the spirit of what may be loosely
described as apocalyptic studies (Mitchell,
2004). The scenarios proposed by Dennis
and Urry, and our contextualizations of
flying within them, have a certain familiar
logic; they fit with the syntax of our times
(Zizek, 2011). They are, perhaps, all too
easily imagined. As social theorists, we
should be deeply suspicious of such easy
familiarity (Ricoeur, 1970). These scenarios
are arguably not products of objective
analysis but of cultural habit, the object of
what was once known as ‘ideology’. On a
prosaic level, these exercises in futurism are
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instantly recognizable, drawing as they do
from the genre of science-fiction. Indeed,
well before global warming came to
prominence in the popular imaginary,
automobile-induced apocalypse had formed a
crucial  component of our cultural
vocabulary. For example, in several of the
works of apocalyptic English science-fiction
writer JG Ballard, the car is the harbinger of
the ‘autogeddon’, the symbol of pathological
psyches and relations to nature. In the
present, the ‘regional warlordism’ scenario
could be a description of the recent
Hollywood films Elysium (2013) or Oblivion
(2013). Similarly, in place of our recount of
‘digital networks of control’, we could offer
aspects of the plots from Equilibrium (2002),
Sleep Dealers (2008), Cargo (2009), or
Transcendence (2014). The point is that
these scenarios are not analyses; they are
science fiction scripts.

It is the entire cultural bent in imagining the
future that we are questioning here. In other
words, the scenarios we propose are
themselves a product of bourgeois ideology,
expressed in science fiction. Indeed, the field
of ‘future studies’ is built on a foundation of
science fiction with a disciplinary genealogy
traceable to HG Wells. It seems we have
trouble imagining the future without recourse
to sci-fi (Mitchell, 2004; Tucker & Shelton,
2014). To envision the future in any mode
other than science fiction — with its attendant
capitalism — requires an imagination that we
simply lack. Susan Sontag’s seminal (1965)
diagnosis of science fiction as the inadequate
imagination of destruction must be inverted:
science fiction has come to destroy the
adequacy of our imagination.
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That our critical faculties might be overcome
by our cultural products is not a novel
proposition. As early as 1947, Adorno and
Horkheimer famously argued that the
industries’, notably the
production of film and radio but also the
then-emerging  industry  of  television,
establish the fundamental Kantian categories
through which we understand the world.
According to this radical view, the very
structure of our consciousness has become
shaped by film production teams. When
cultural products of this type saturate our
senses, the result is “the stunting of the mass-
media consumer’s powers of imagination
and spontaneity” (Horkheimer & Adorno,
1997, p. 126).

‘culture most

Perhaps our present situation is best
diagnosed with a filmic reference to Total
Recall (1990). Like the protagonist of the
film who believes himself a revolutionary
hero but is in fact experiencing an implanted
memory, our scenarios above feel like
analysis but are in fact ideology. Under
circumstances in which, as Baudrillard
argued, we have become so saturated by
media that it has come to take precedence
over reality, it is hardly surprising that we
have lost sight of the idea of utopia. In the
words of Jameson (2003, p. 704), “... few
periods have proved as incapable of framing
immediate alternatives for themselves, let
alone imagining those great utopias that have
occasionally broken on the status quo like a
sunburst”.

Evidence of this is the absence of the ‘locally
scenario  in  popular
imagination. We suggest that where we, like

sustainability’
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Dennis and Urry, do envisage a green
socialized future, it is not via extrapolation
of existing trends into the future, but as a
nostalgically imagined past.

It is the representation of this past in the
present moment that is symptomatic. Under
conditions of late capitalism, space is
annihilated by a tendency towards instant
communication (Bauman, 2009). Everything

is reduced to the temporal present,
paradoxically producing an ‘end of
temporality’” where time ceases to be

produced as a sequence of events (Jameson,
2003). Under these profoundly ahistorical
conditions of production, visions of the
future and the past are themselves cultural
products, systemic expressions of the
absence of space, time and imagination.
Walter Benjamin’s 1940 ninth thesis on the
philosophy of history resonates here:

His eyes are staring, his mouth is open, his
wings are spread. This is how one pictures
the angel of history. His face is turned
towards the past. Where we perceive a chain
of events, he sees one single catastrophe
which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage
and hurls it in front of his feet. The angel
would like to stay, awaken the dead, and
make whole what has been smashed. But a
storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got
caught in his wings with such violence that
the angel can no longer close them. This
storm irresistibly propels him into the future

to which his back is turned, while the pile of
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debris before him grows skyward (Benjamin,
1968, pp. 257-258).

Conclusions

It is unlikely we will achieve fully
decaffeinated, risk-free, flying any time
soon. The immediate future is likely to be
characterized by the reproduction of the
flyers’ dilemma and ongoing ideological
attempts to individualize global
environmental risk through increasingly
sophisticated forms of commaodity fetishism.
If we are to agitate for a global green future,
we clearly need to re-situate travel risk
within broader debates about how to manage
the global commons (Harvey, 2011b;
Ostrom, 1990). However, our attempts to
imagine alternative scenarios for air travel in
the age of climate emergency, mirroring as
they do tropes of popular culture and
contemporary futurism, are less revelatory of
the future than they are diagnostic of the
present. What appear as future scenarios are
simply the cultural symptoms of an
ideologically ~ hegemonic  system  of
production. This, we argue, is why climate
change politics is so visible; it appears in the
risk society discourse precisely to the extent
that it is compatible with the sort of
apocalyptic visions of capitalist ideology,
expressed through cultural forms.

As if in confirmation of this hypothesis,
United Nations Secretary-General, Ban Ki-
Moon, nominated A-list Hollywood actor,
Leonardo DiCaprio, as UN Messenger of
Peace with a special focus on climate
change. DiCaprio was invited to address the
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UN Climate Change Summit in September
2014, where he presented an extraordinary
address:

As an actor | pretend for a living. | play
fictitious characters often solving fictitious
problems. I believe humankind has looked at
climate change in that same way: as if it
were a fiction, happening to someone else’s
planet, as if pretending that climate change

wasn’t real would somehow make it go away

(The Guardian, 2014).

DiCaprio’s statement suggests that, in the
West at least, we imagine environmental
problems as cultural products. What is
perhaps more telling, is the fact that a world
leader in ideological production is trying to
convince the world to act materially, a ploy
that appears itself as ideology. This is
symptomatic of the ideological impasse we
now confront. If frequent flying is the
outcome of structural conditions of
contemporary capitalism rather than dis-
ordered psyches, we need to understand the
interplay, contradictions and historical
momentum of these conditions in order to
imagine alternative futures. Yet our attempts
to imagine the future, including the quasi-
utopian ideal of ‘sustainable’ tourism
(Hayer, 2000; Wheeller, 2012), are foiled by
the ideological apparatus responsible for the
construction of the flying addict we
commenced by critiquing. This acts as a
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double bind — we need imagination to resist
the system, yet our ability to move beyond
the current restrictive configuration of
consumer capitalism is crippled by our
inability to imagine an alternative concrete
utopia that might break us out of hegemonic
ahistoricism.

This is a dilemma recognized by Beck in his
more recent writing on climate change: risk
societies “... find themselves confronted
with the institutionalized contradiction
according to which threats and catastrophes,
at the very historical moment when they are
becoming more dangerous, more present in
the mass media and hence more mundane,
increasingly escape established concepts,
causal norms, assignments of burdens of
proof and ascriptions of accountability”
(Beck, 2010, p. 260). It is a sobering
conclusion: reflexive modernization, despite
its imperative to respond to risks, is not
going to be enough. We are left with the task
of imagining alternative futures free from the
ideological contexts that produce these
futures as their cultural expressions. If late
capitalism truly is ahistoric, then we are
unable even for a moment to step outside its
temporal framework to act in any way
‘historically’ (Jameson, 2003). This is a
logical impossibility, the nostalgia of the
moment. Before we can imagine a politics of
the future we are obliged to philosophically
resolve this dilemma of the present.
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