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Abstract

In this essay, | aim to trace connections between aspiration and
mobility to argue how aspirations are mobilised through their
connection to elsewhere(s). Taking root from Latin ad spirare (to
breathe towards), aspirations not only call for an inward drawing of
breath, but also a pause before the inevitable expiration. This paper
considers both the metaphor and physical act of breathing in the
context of mobilities of flight, amongst others. | invoke the metaphor
through ethnographic vignettes of both flying and terrestrial
mobilities in African and North American contexts, drawing a parallel
between the breath which sustains us and the aspirations that drive
us, providing a generative lesson for our affective futures. Through
these vignettes, | argue that mobilities driven by the presence of
elsewhere(s) are key to understanding how aspiration is mobilised.
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Breathing towards Aeromobility

Breathing towards: An Opening

In this essay, | aim to trace connections between aspiration and mobility to argue how
aspirations are mobilised through the connection to elsewhere(s). | begin by interrogating
the word aspiration itself, relating it to the act of breathing and the relationship to place.
Taking root from Latin ad spirare (to breathe towards), aspirations call for an inward drawing
of breath (inspiration) as a precursor. In this sense, breathing is itself mobility, enacted
through movement and articulation of the body and its organs. | took inspiration for this
essay, and the keynote address on which it is based, from a recent talk by the influential
South African political analyst and academic Somadoda Fikeni at the 2024 International
Higher Education Teaching and Learning Association Conference, held in in Ggeberha,
South Africa. In his talk, Fikeni promised not to deliver a keynote, but rather a keyhole
speech. The metaphor of a keyhole is apt. As Fikeni explained, you can peer through a
keyhole with the hopes of seeing something on the other side. A keyhole articulates a
lock. It makes possible something on the other side that was not accessible before. It is
aspirational. Often, it takes many attempts with different keys to unlock what the keyhole
promises on the other side. So, it can also be somewhat experimental. In this essay, | share
ethnographic vignettes that experiment with analytical keys, animated through stories of
movement. Together, the vignettes demonstrate the relationship between aspiration and
mobility, in an effort to argue how aspirations are mobilised through the connection to
elsewhere(s). While the vignettes manifest aspiration-driven mobilities, they do so through
shifting perspectives from the Global North to the Global South.

Inspiration requires the capacity to draw a breath. In physiological terms, this requires
muscle and neural function, as well as the presence of air; its parallel in mobilities terms
would equate to agency, motility, power, and material resources. Aspiration also implies
agency in seeking a target, and mobilities for its fulfilment. To put this in geographical terms,
there are nodes and vectors involved: somewhere to start; an elsewhere toward which we
aspire; and a vector of mobilities that bring aspiration to fruition. My aim is to trace parallels
between aspiration, breathing, mobility, and place. Aspirations signal the hope or ambition
of achieving something, moving elsewhere, or being otherwise. Aspirations shape our
individual, societal, and planetary futures.

In my role as an academic, | use storytelling in my teaching and research to explore both
mundane and extraordinary mobilities in African cities. Part of my daily ritual involves
keeping a reflective diary of my mobility experiences, composed most days en route to
work on a public bus. Doing this allows me to explore the relational geographies that |
negotiate with each step. | ask the same of my students who relate extraordinary tales
of their daily journeys. As a result of my own reflections and those of my students, | find
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value in telling stories from first-person perspectives to weave narratives and draw broader
conclusions. Building on these ethnographic methods that underpin my research and
teaching, | shape this essay around four vignettes that allow me to articulate the relationship
between aspiration and mobilities. My goal is to link the four vignettes conceptually by
means of Appadurai’s notion of aspiration as navigational capacity. This capacity is defined
by the ability to “explore the future more frequently and more realistically, and to share this
knowledge with one another,” while access to this capacity is mediated by “power, dignity,
and material resources” (Appadurai 68-69). Recognising navigational capacities across the
vignettes, | intend to link aspirations to mobility. If we are to understand a basic tenet of
mobility as movement between “A” and “B,’ then our capacity to aspire—and to navigate
that journey—is critical to its fulfilment.

In the first vignette, | go back to my childhood to make an argument for the connections
between aspiration, mobility, and the desire for other places. In the second, | shift to a
vignette focusing on terrestrial mobilities to demonstrate how aspirations are mutable and
contested by means of my autoethnography of bus travel. Remaining on the ground in the
third vignette, | make the case for individuals’ capacity to aspire and shape the future in the
everyday through unconventional methods of breaking through a mobility void. At the
same time, | argue for a “Southern” perspective in mobilities studies. With the final vignette, |
return to stories of flight—through a community of aspirant flyers who have never stepped
on an aeroplane. It is in this final story that the relationships between aeromobility and
elsewhere(s) become acutely localised. After sharing these vignettes, | will close by exploring
their intersections and consider what they might tell us about motility, the capacity to aspire,
and the ability to realise future elsewhere(s). Relating aspiration and mobility provides an
opportunity to consider both the metaphor and physical act of breathing in our mobile lives
and the future of our planet.

Fig. 1. Chicago Sectional Aeronautical Chart (U.S. Coast and Geodetic Survey, et al.)
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Dreaming of Elsewhere(s)

My dreams of elsewhere(s) took shape more than 50 years ago in the rural Midwest, USA.
The backdrop for my aerial ambitions is the early 1970s—the era of the jumbo jet, the
acceleration of globalisation through aeromobility, and the growth of mass-market tourism.
In this setting, the relationship between aspiration, mobility, and faraway places—or
elsewhere(s)—begins for me.

| grew up in a small agricultural town in Henry County, lllinois called Geneseo. It is situated
on the native land of the Sauk and Fox people, with the town established by Christian
settlers in the early 19th century (Hubbard). Those who named the town came from
Geneseo, New York in 1836, and clearly found no reason to give the town another name.
Their inspiration and their aspiration shared the same name, but a different place—an
elsewhere. The founding families of the town sought to establish what they called a“church
in the wilderness”and seemingly closed the circle on their aspirations for elsewhere.

With a population of 5000 people in the 1970s, it was, as my parents told me, “a good
place to grow up! It was a privileged place to spend my formative years: rural and peaceful,
with plentiful fresh air and other resources providing ample opportunities to aspire—
towards elsewhere. Geographically, my hometown is situated in what is often called “flyover
country” (Wilts). These are the places that air travellers pass over at cruising altitude with
little attention to what (or who) lies below. One of my earliest recollections as a child involves
lying in the grass on the farmlands of my family and friends, gazing toward the contrails of
aircraft flying overhead at high altitude.

In these moments of dreaming, | became a geographer, and my desire for elsewhere(s)
was sparked. | was fascinated by contrails as traces of flight that would appear suddenly,
then quickly fade into the stratosphere. | thought that the contrails were magical, and
provided evidence of aircraft breathing, not unlike what | would experience exhaling
outdoors on a cold winter day. Comparing the contrails of aircraft to breathing is not just
poetic analogy; it is also scientifically accurate.

In his paper entitled “Living in a Fly-over World,” Arnold Wilts provides a concise scientific
definition of contrails that helps trace the relationship between breathing, aircraft, and
aspiration. As he notes:

Contrails are the straight lines left behind by aircraft passing over at high altitude, generally over
20,000 ft. As the aircraft is travelling through the sky, its condensation trails are formed when
moisture in the engines exhaust gasses freezes into ice particles in the turbulent air behind it.
These little pieces of ice reflect the light of the sun differently than the water particles around
them and hence become visible as white lines in a blue sky. (Wilts 24)

The contrails are not only traces of aircraft aspirating, but also evidence of their passengers
pursuing their own “aluminium dreams,’ to borrow a phrase from the title of Mimi Sheller’s
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2014 book.

In my childhood memories, | recall a seemingly endless display of aircraft breathing across
the sky. There is a good reason for this, and the answer is revealed in aeronautical charts. The
1970 edition of the Chicago Sectional Aeronautical Chart, published by the Federal Aviation
Administration (FAA), shows Geneseo on the periphery of the map, yet squarely at the centre
of flyover country. The map reveals the place where | took inspiration, and the vector toward
which my aspirations pointed. The place was my hometown, seen here in the middle of a
sparsely settled Henry County, lllinois. The vector is an airway. It is represented on the map as
a 77-degree radial directing eastbound air traffic over my hometown toward Chicago—then,
as today, a city with one of the busiest airports in the world. Discovering this line, | realised that
my childhood was experienced under an invisible aviation super-highway. The 77-degree
vector traces the route that many Boeing 747 jumbo jets, DC-10s, the last of the ageing fleet
of Boeing 707s, and others would follow toward their aspirational elsewheres. Onboard,
their passengers would likely have been unaware of my gaze from below.

Wilts asks what it means to live under the flight paths of so many others en route to
elsewhere(s). Wilts points out that “within minutes the aircraft that have created the lines
and patterns are gone and out of sight, continuing their journey to distant places and
faraway lands. They leave me behind, looking up at their cloudy trails slowly dissolving
in the sky” (23). My breathing and dreaming toward the sky were thus connected to the
exhalation of aircraft and possibilities for future elsewhere(s). Again, Wilts provides insight
into the feelings that | experienced from the ground. He writes:

Seated within the jetliners high above are people that seem to live in a larger, cosmopolitan
world. People may be en-route to other continents, travelling through different time and climate
zones and be at the other side of the world by the same time tomorrow. In contrast, while
looking up we find ourselves in a fixed geographical point, rooted in time and bounded in space’
Although we have the ability to move along and go forward, looking up at aircraft flying over we
can't help but experience a sense of being left behind, of almost standing still. (26)

Lying in the grass, staring toward the sky, | wanted to be part of a larger, cosmopolitan
world—an elsewhere. Yet | understood nothing at the time of the environmental
consequences of such dreams. While Sheller demonstrates the uncomfortable link between
gravity-defying modernity and environmental degradation, my aspirations toward flight
held no hint of the relationship between flight and the climate crisis that would develop
over my lifetime. Rather, my aspirations toward the sky drove me to ask which elsewhere the
planes overhead were destined for, and who | might become if | were aboard. The breathing
of aircraft formed the connection between aspiration, mobility, and other worlds that
marked my childhood. At the same time, my navigational capacity to aspire to pursue an
elsewhere was built upon my motility (Kaufmann et al.) in the form of established networks,
employment opportunities and privileges afforded by my citizenship. The same aspirations
of flight that informed my childhood led me to “breathe toward”a life in South Africa several
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decades later.

The Bus for Us?

There are no contrails in the sky above Cape Town. It lies near the southernmost extent of
scheduled air services on the African continent. With the exception of flights to the Antarctic,
there are no aircraft that journey beyond the 33-degree south parallel of the city, and none
whose vectors of flight and altitude would create contrails. The city at the southern tip of
Africa is a place where aspirations are formed, and, for me, it is where they took root. It is the
place that | now call home, and the place where | exchanged the breathing from contrails
for aspirational mobilities in a more mundane and grounded context. With the second
vignette, | shift to a focus on everyday micropolitics of mobility in a contemporary and
terrestrial context, and trade aspiration toward the sky for a mundane commute to my place
of work.

I have been a passenger on the same Cape Town bus route for the past decade. My choice
of public transportation as a daily mobility strategy is as unremarkable as it is exceptional.
Being a bus passenger is unremarkable in Cape Town, where the vast majority of the
population has no access to a private automobile. According to the most recent South
African Household Survey (Statistics South Africa), more than 60% of South Africans use
public transport or walk for work or education purposes every day. Walking remains the
most common mobility strategy across all age groups, while private car use stands at just
under 32% nationwide. In the Western Cape Province, where Cape Town is located, 10% of
residents use buses as their primary source of daily transport. Despite these figures, the use
of private automobiles appears to be on the increase, according to recent traffic congestion
data, placing Cape Town as the most traffic congested city in Africa and amongst the top
ten most congested in the world (INRIX). The aspiration toward private mobility may soon
impact the very air that we breathe.

While | choose the bus as my daily mobility strategy, my use of it remains unexceptional
in statistical terms. It is rather in my choice of mobility practices on the bus—as a white,
professional, middle-class person—where | stand apart. My social and economic privileges
afford me a navigational capacity that exceeds the typical use of public transport. On the
bus, | am a stranger, leaving me to question if “The Bus for Us"—as the tagline for Golden
Arrow Bus Service notes—is for me.

My daily bus journeys started in 2015 when | took up my present academic post at UWC.
| began using autoethnography to reflect on my experiences as a bus passenger, sharing
reflections as a member of the bus-travelling public to illustrate the complex and embodied
dimensions of bus travel in a deeply unequal society grappling with the “apartheid present”
(Rink, “Race and the Micropolitics”). With my new role at a historically Black university (HBU),
far removed from my home in a leafy suburb, | opted for what was considered by friends
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and colleagues to be an unexpected, radical (and to some, dangerous) strategy: travelling
by bus. | was warned in subtle and often less than subtle ways that | should not take the bus.
| was repeatedly cautioned against my aspirations toward bus travel for my daily commute.
My commuting strategy provoked repeated concerns, including comments from fellow
passengers and bus company employees.

My unusual and perhaps unexpected presence on the bus elicited reactions, comments
and questions that follow three typical lines of inquiry: 1) The “lost traveller” scenario: These
included concerns about being on the wrong bus, often with reference to Cape Town's
MydCiti bus rapid transit system that services more upscale, touristic parts of the city. 2) The “car
repair” scenario: This involves the assumption that | have and use a car for my daily needs,
but do not have access to it for that day. Thus, | am seen as someone in the unfortunate
position of relying on the bus, a modal choice to which | am captive for the day. 3) The
stranger with misguided aspirations: the line of inquiry that greets me most frequently on
the bus.

An example from a recent journey illustrates the scepticism that others read in my
mobility aspirations:

I'm on the 07:30 service to Bellville and nearing my destination at UWC. One stop prior to UWC
an inspector boards the bus. We had just been inspected two stops earlier, after which the official
alighted at Belhar. As the second inspector boarded, | presented my ticket while informing him
that we had just been inspected. Then he said to me I trust you,” to which | replied with a smile,
“Maybe you shouldn't”

“Are you a lecturer?” he asked.

“A professor, actually”

To which he responded, “l didn’t expect to see you here”’

“But | take this bus every day, and more people like me should

What exactly he meant by his surprise is uncertain, but it’s clear that my dress, my race, and my
presumed class were not what he typically encounters on the bus. (Rink, Mobility Diary)

The reflection demonstrates that my mobility practices and aspirations were misaligned;
out of sync with the expectations of a professional, middle-class person of my race. The
inspector’s words, along with those of many others, are bound in a complex relationship
between race, gender, class, safety, and convenience, which together complicate the South
African transportation landscape. Such comments bring to the surface normative discourses
of mobility that privilege some practices while restricting others. The normative discourses
of mobility do not align with my aspirations. At the same time, there is a presumed
aspiration toward private car use as one progresses into the middle and upper classes and
thus accumulates greater navigational capacity to own a car. In a city that suffers from
persistent traffic jams, aspiring toward private automobility has consequences for social,
economic and environmental sustainability.

By consciously choosing the bus as my daily mobility strategy, | continue to abrade a
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set of expected norms based on my identity as a white, middle-class professional man.
In abrading normative practice and underutilising my navigational capacity through
bus travel, | expose the embeddedness of the political in everyday mobility, revealing
connections between identity, aspiration, mobility, and belonging. The practices we engage
in to achieve our elsewhere(s) thus remain embedded in questions of agency, identity, and
power.

Amaphela and Everyday Mobility Desires

With the third vignette, | remain on the ground yet move further to the periphery of the city,
both in geographical and economic terms to draw upon a “people-centred” ethnographic
study of amaphela taxis—the so-called “cockroach” taxis (see Rink, “Capturing Amaphela”).
Amaphela are a form of informal shared paratransit that provide township dwellers in Cape
Town and other peri-urban areas in South Africa with flexible and inexpensive localised
transportation. These small, sedan-type shared taxis operate with smaller vehicles than their
mini-bus taxi counterparts. They provide demand-driven and flexible “last mile services”
that help travellers link up with other modes of transport, such as mini-bus taxis, trains and
buses. Although amaphela are found elsewhere in South Africa, in the context of Cape Town
their typical operational areas are located at the geographic and economic periphery of the
city on the Cape Flats, in township areas of Gugulethu, Nyanga, Crossroads, Luzuko, Philippi,
and Samora Machel.

Amaphela (singular: iphela), take their name from isiXhosa, meaning “cockroach.” IsiXhosa
is one of South Africa’s 12 official languages and is spoken predominantly by Black African
individuals in the Western and Eastern Cape provinces of South Africa. While Bahre explains
the reference to cockroaches through the way such taxis scavenge the streets in search of
passengers, caution must be exercised in extending the metaphor due to its dehumanising
impact on users and operators of the service.

The risk of dehumanising language notwithstanding, many of our respondents use
other-than-human language to characterise amaphela operations. Such language illustrates
their sudden and unpredictable movements; their adaptive capabilities, and especially
their capacity to survive (and even thrive) under challenging circumstances. While it is
problematic to overextend the cockroach metaphor, cautious parallels may nonetheless
be useful in understanding the conditions under which amaphela pursue their mobility
aspirations amidst a terrain of informality, precarity and conflict. Aspirations are embedded
in the naming convention of amaphela taxis. Present-day amaphela taxis fall into two
categories: The “Carvela” and the “Mshengu!’ They are differentiated by their vehicle make,
passenger experience, and—most significantly—the aspirations associated with them.

A Carvela is the latest model of amaphela that takes the form of a Toyota Avanza, a
mid-size seven-seater vehicle. The Carvela gets its name from a luxury shoe brand that
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is popular with young, stylish, Black men. Carvela shoes describe their brand as “Modern
Luxury ... Equal part effortless and luxurious ... [offering] modern sophistication and a
trendy update on the oh-so-now styles of summer” (“Carvela”). Faster, more comfortable
and able to generate more income for the driver, the Carvela is a sought-after vehicle for
both passengers and aspiring drivers. Riding in a Carvela is a question of style and status,
because to ride in the alternative, a mshengu, is not a choice, but most likely the only
affordable alternative.

A mshengu, on the other hand, is an older version of amaphela. It is the original “township
taxi” that takes the form of a 1980s-era Toyota Cressida. Mshengu are named after a portable
toilet hire company that provides chemical latrines in many of Cape Town's township areas.
Thus, the name is synonymous with a toilet. It is not aspirational, but functional. You do not
want to be seen emerging from the mshengu. Slower than the Carvela, they do not roam
township streets. Instead, they can be found standing near busy commercial hubs to serve
passengers laden with shopping bags. In our ethnographic (ride-along) study of amaphela
(Rink, “Capturing Amaphela”) my research assistant Bulelani Maskiti and | employed a
grounded approach toward understanding the everyday movements and circulations
of these much-derided taxis and their users and operators, who reside in what we call
a “mobility void.” That void was established in the 1980s under South Africa’s apartheid
government, leaving residents of the burgeoning townships of Gugulethu and Nyanga
without viable access to public transportation. Adding to this, the operational area of
amaphela overlays a region of the city where private car ownership and access are among
the lowest in Cape Town. Abandoned by the State, residents of this void were offered few
possibilities for physical and social mobility. State-monopolised public transport, in the
form of buses and trains, was provided only on the outskirts of the sprawling townships.
This meant that residents of these areas were left with no option but to walk long distances
to access transportation nodes. The resulting limitations on access to economic, social
and cultural opportunities continue to impact these communities today. Amaphela thus
provided an opportunity for the affected township residents to seek opportunities beyond
the mobility void that would otherwise have left them stuck.

Amaphela taxis have received little attention from mobilities or transport scholars, and
in the popular press they are frequently described in relation to crime and lawlessness.
They operate in unconventional ways, have low barriers to entry (no special permits, often
not even a driver’s license) for their operators and are known to drive in ways that reduce
waiting time for passengers while circumventing typical road rules. As one operator told us:
“We stop anywhere anytime, no matter there are cars that are coming [from] behind we will
try to stop. It is the reason why some of our cars have big dents at the back because we stop
anywhere for passengers that are hailing iphela” (Rink, “Capturing Amaphela”239).

Amaphela services complicate the formal/informal binary that has—until recently—
defined much of the research related to shared mobility services, despite the highly
formalised registration and regulatory processes that amaphela (and other paratransit) are
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subject to. Rather than dwelling on either extreme of this binary, amaphela services thrive in
an intermediate zone of adaptive infrastructure and governance. This adaptive situatedness
is neither fully formal nor fully informal. It exemplifies an “institutional bricolage” (Schwanen),
characterised by dynamic ways of understanding and responding to rules that are, in this
sense, open-ended and constantly negotiated. Amaphela operations exceed state control,
yet are influenced by it. They are embedded in relational geographies within the township
setting, but they are not constrained by them. The emergence and tenacity of amaphela
demonstrate communities’ aspirations and possibilities for mobility. At the same time, they
exhibit a departure from Appadurai’s conception of navigational capacity for subaltern
populations. Appadurai argues that subaltern populations face “experiential limitations ...
on the capacity to aspire ... [creating] a binary relationship to core cultural values, negative
and skeptical at one pole, overattached at the other” (69). However, the case of amaphela
demonstrates navigational capacity that exceeds such binaries and the constraints imposed
by poverty, the state, and cultural regimes (Appadurai 69). The motility (Kaufmann et al.)
of amaphela is evidenced in their capacity to breathe toward new and imagined futures,
demonstrating agency in transforming their skills and potential into actual movement.

Freedom Farm: Finding Elsewhere

Relational geographies are as apparent in the case of amaphela as they are in the fourth and
final vignette. Here, | return to flying in order to share an example of imagining alternative
futures, and finding the elusive elsewhere in a place called Freedom Farm in Cape Town.
Freedom Farm is an informal settlement originally established near Delft on the Cape
Flats in 1993. The original inhabitants relocated the settlement to its present site under
the departure/approach path of runway 01/19 at Cape Town International Airport (CTIA)
in 1994. Freedom Farm is situated on the verge of CTIA's outer perimeter with self-built
dwellings made of salvaged wood, sheets of tin and plastic that extend from the airport’s
heavily fortified and monitored barrier fence toward the busy intersection of Robert
Sobukwe Road and Stellenbosch Arterial.

The settlement began with four residents who fled political violence in Nyanga in 1993
and has since grown to 5000 residents, according to a study conducted by myself and a
postgraduate student, Lwando Klaas (see Rink and Klaas). The original residents, and many
who came later, arrived at Freedom Farm to seek an elsewhere: to find safe haven, a place
to call home. An aspiration of life beyond their previous circumstances. The land upon
which they have settled and call home is full of contradictions. It is dangerous due to its
proximity to airport operations, with low-flying aircraft, attendant noise, jet exhaust, and
fear of accidents. Yet it is in a precinct that is highly invigilated and securitised—a point
that some residents raised as a positive aspect of their settlement in a city with high rates
of crime. Aspiration is what brought residents to Freedom Farm. Their aspirations for a
new place to call home and their connections to aeromobility are in sharp contrast to my
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earlier reflections in the first vignette. In spite of the constant presence of aircraft around
them, none of our respondents in the community had experienced flying as a passenger
or a member of crew. Aeromobility is understood by residents of Freedom Farm as an
aspirational, exclusive and privileged mobility practice. While residents of Freedom Farm
live in close proximity to flying aircraft every day, they are excluded from the experience of
aeromobility in material ways due to the lack of relevant skills and thus limited employment
opportunities within the aviation sector. They are also excluded due to the high cost of flying
that prevents them from enjoying air travel as a passenger. However, the inaccessibility of air
travel is countered by the everyday sensation of flying as aircraft pass overhead. Perceptions
of the sonic, vibrational, and visual dimensions of flying were exceptionally rich amongst our
respondents. They have harnessed the navigational capacity of flight—not to be passengers
themselves, as | did so many years before—but to benefit from aeromobility in complex
ways.

Through our study, we found that residents of Freedom Farm both understood and used
the temporalities of arriving and departing aircraft to help them to wake up and prepare
for their days. Despite the health risks of aircraft proximity, including toxic fumes and heavy
airborne chemical particles, many of our respondents found ways to harness keynote
and signal sounds to organise and make sense of their daily routines. Many were able to
distinguish aircraft types and places of origin by their sonic, temporal, and visual cues.
Residents’knowledge of aeromobility is detailed, technologically sophisticated, and situated
in an understanding of flight's ability to connect elsewhere(s). The seemingly unrelated
spaces of aeromobility and urban informality are, nonetheless, allied in Freedom Farm. Such
relational spaces demonstrate connections and relationships between seemingly unrelated
bodies, objects, and materialities. Elsewhere(s) coalesce in this otherwise unremarkable
informal settlement in Cape Town. The case of Freedom Farm exempilifies flying’s reach
beyond the atmospherics of the airport terminal (Urry et al.) and thus symbolises the
relationships with elsewhere(s) that aeromobility makes possible. Through the aspirations of
Freedom Farm residents, we achieve an understanding of the immediate local relationships
between flying and elsewhere(s).

Intersections: Mobility and the Capacity to Breathe

Occasionally, contrails will meet in the sky, tracing interlocking geometries of flight. In
aviation terms, an intersection is a virtual navigational fix that helps aircraft maintain their
flight plan. Intersections are typically the point at which two radial position lines cross on a
route, usually at an angle suitable for positive indication of position. At an intersection, we
can gain a sense of finding our way, of unlocking ideas. As | make the final turn toward my
tentative conclusions, | will trace the intersections of aspirational vectors from the preceding
vignettes.

Mobility Humanities ¢ Vol. 5, No. 1 « Jan. 2026



Breathing towards Aeromobility

By way of the first vignette, | sought to connect aspiration with elsewhere(s) through
my childhood fascination with contrails; a connection between breathing, mobilities, and
place through both human and technological worlds. Lying in the grass in a small town in
the rural Midwest, | was dreaming of elsewhere(s), drawing a measured breath as jumbo
jets exhale above me, en route to elsewhere(s). The inspiration that | took from flying, like
the jets overhead, was located at a great distance from my perspective on the ground—
unlike the residents of Freedom Farm, who are inspired by flying and have assembled a
great deal of knowledge about its practice without ever having done it themselves. As
a child, my imagination was drawn by the breathing of jets: a symbol of aspiration for
me, and propulsion for them. Unlike my idyllic childhood, the residents of Freedom Farm
breathe the propulsion of jets directly, while they suffer its consequences. Despite this, they
have still found an elsewhere. Both the residents of Freedom Farm and | have drawn upon
navigational capacity to aspire. Motivation and privilege allowed me to benefit from the
transformative capacity of long-haul aviation and the opportunities available on the other
side of the world. On the other hand, Freedom Farm residents capitalised on the benefits
of airport space(s), including open tracts of land and constant surveillance, to find their
elsewhere without ever boarding an aeroplane. The residents of Freedom Farm were drawn
elsewhere to find space to breathe, only to be caught in hazardous proximity to aircraft that
have provided the source of aspiration and fulfilment of elsewhere for others. It is a case of
two vectors of aspiration colliding.

My reflections on bus travel in the second vignette reveal that aspirational mobilities
are contested even in the most mundane settings. Being seen as out-of-place on the bus
demonstrates how mobility aspirations are also mutable and not universally held. At the
same time, my aspiration points toward an imagined future, and hope for belonging. My
desire to move in a particular way through the city was questioned, causing me to consider
if /I’ was part of the “Bus for Us!" Choosing to use public transportation in a society where
race determines how individuals move challenges normative discourses of mobility and
might be seen as an underutilisation of my navigational capacity. My reflections leave me
to wonder: what would be the consequences if | were to retreat to private automobility,
as expected of me by others? While the impact on the environment and the air that we
collectively breathe is clear, so too is the loss of encounter. The aspirational nature of car
ownership has negative consequences in societies such as ours in South Africa, with a
growing middle class. We might rather aspire for a measure of development defined by rich
people using public transport rather than the poor having cars.

Questioning our aspirations and seeking new knowledge from others links my collision
with normative discourses of mobility on the bus to the case of amaphela taxis in the third
vignette. The interrogation of amaphela taxi operations provides an example of a“Southern
mobilities” perspective, building on the ideas put forth by urban scholars such as Edgar
Pieterse and AbdouMalig Simone ("Cities of the Global South"). The mobility practices
and aspirations of amaphela taxis are “Southern” in two senses: firstly, their geographical
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context. The township context within a city of the global South itself provides unique—
although not always exceptional—circumstances that mediate movement in ways different
to the global North. Second, and perhaps more importantly, amaphela advance a Southern
mobilities approach in how they destabilise mobilities theory from its Anglo-American
roots, highlighting alternative routes and practices for fulfilling aspirations. Amaphela
use improvisation as an adaptive strategy, demonstrating their “mutable aspirations” and
navigational capacity that are not constrained by their subaltern position. The aspirations
evidenced by amaphela operations are not limited by infrastructural and institutional
moorings (Hannam et al.) that are a requirement in the dialectic of movement and stillness
and a mediator of mobility practices. The moorings that help to “configure and enable” most
other mobility systems, such as bus stops, ticketing systems, road traffic rules, signalling
systems, and the like, do not apply in the same way to amaphela. Amaphela have very few
moorings that spatially fix the service in either infrastructural or institutional ways. While
amaphela are subject to institutional and infrastructural regulation from both national and
local government spheres, they negotiate these relationships in creative ways, nonetheless
fulfilling their mobility aspirations. Through their unconventional operations, amaphela
demonstrate their capacity to realise alternative futures beyond the here-and-now. The
mobility desires and aspirations of amaphela operations manifest as “techno-poetics”
(Simone, “Ritornello”) of urban circulations, in the form of what seems a chaotic system of
paratransit. The system exceeds the fixity of binary thinking.

Breathing toward Elsewhere(s): Mobilising Aspiration

All the preceding vignettes reach toward elsewhere(s). In considering the analytical
possibilities of elsewhere(s), | am inspired by Julie Ren’s use of the concept (Engaging;
see also “Walking the City”). Ren was inspired by Doreen Massey, who offers new ways
of approaching comparative urban studies through her interrogation of how “ ... cities
are constantly being made and remade in relation to elsewhere” (Ren, Engaging 6). In this
sense, the concept of elsewhere(s) provides both a source of inspiration and a target for
aspiration. Elsewheres are where aspirations are destined; they provide a target for us to
breathe toward. The vectors of aspiration that lead to these elsewheres can be sensed from
a terrestrial view in “flyover country,’ as they can on the bus, in a seemingly chaotic journey
through Nyanga, or at the end of a runway approach in Freedom Farm. The aspirational
mobilities from the preceding vignettes exemplify how the future is embedded in everyday
life. Particularly through examples from Nyanga, Gugulethu and Freedom Farm, we can see
the messy and speculative nature of urban life, and the promise for another future built on
the very instability and fluidity of the present. Through her comparative study of art spaces
in Beijing and Berlin, Ren (Engaging 10) draws upon Arjun Appadurai’s argument that
aspiration is akin to navigational capacity; that it is not synonymous with hope; and that it is
not equally enjoyed by all. As Appadurai argues, the capacity to navigate aspirations—and
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the map that guides such journeys—may be more or less dense with aspirational nodes
and pathways, depending on degrees of privilege and wealth. Yet the vignettes | have
shared evidence the capacity to aspire and to breathe toward elsewheres despite cultural
and economic limitations.

While Ren makes her points within the literatures of comparative urbanism, | can also
make an argument from a mobilities perspective that individuals and their affective futures
are in a continuous “state of becoming” in relation to other places. In other words, “the
presence of elsewhere” (Engaging 134) is key to understanding how aspiration works. Our
ability to recognise the presence of elsewhere(s) (to draw a breath, to be inspired) and
harness aspiration as a navigational capacity to move us toward that place, might be a
lesson for the future.

Here is where the politics of mobility that Tim Cresswell describes, and the politics of
aspiration, as Julie Ren (Engaging) discusses, intersect. As Appadurai reminds us of the
uneven capacities to aspire, Cresswell does so by highlighting the unevenness of mobilities,
arguing that “[m]obility is a resource that is differentially accessed. One person’s speed is
another person’s slowness. Some move in such a way that others get fixed in place” (21).
Despite the distance between dreams on the ground and contrails; the precarities of life in
the mobility void of Nyanga; and the perils of living at the end of the runway in Freedom
Farm, aspirations help to shape “attempts to secure urban presents and carve out spaces
for the immediate future” (Ruszcyk and Price gtd. in Ren, Engaging 131). We must therefore
not question aspirations themselves but challenge the imaginations and hopes that come
at the expense of others. Upon whose backs, and with whose resources, are aluminium
dreams built?

If aspiration comes down to breathing, as | noted at the start, what of our capacity
to breathe? In recognising our aspirations and allowing ourselves to be shaped by the
presence of an elsewhere, we see “the possibility of alternatives, and [the recognition of]
the malleability of [our] positions and present conditions” (Ren, Engaging 10). As Ren further
argues, “aspiration helps to render our imagined futures, in the presence of hopes and fears,
in the exercise of present-day everyday life” (Engaging 10). Ren’s words should remind us of
the messy, uncertain and often speculative nature of everyday life—somewhat like lying in
the grass watching contrails, or peering through a keyhole, hoping to see a bit of sky.
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