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Abstract

The link between urban transport and freedom has long been recognised in academic litera-
ture and is drawing renewed attention in controversies over initiatives to reduce car use
within urban areas and flying between cities. This paper analyses how multiple conceptualisa-
tions of freedom from across the humanities and social sciences are, and can be, implicated in
public contestations over urban transport. It suggests that individualised notions of freedom
are commonly invoked by adversaries of car- and flight-curbing initiatives, a dominance that
reflects prevailing histories of systems of automobility and aeromobility across the Global
North. It also proposes that those initiatives can be understood as applications of Mill’s harm
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unfreedoms. Yet, the harm principle is ultimately inadequate as legitimation for interventions
in urban transport on a climate-constrained planet given its grounding in individualised free-
doms. The paper therefore elaborates a collective, dynamic and non-sovereign conceptualisa-
tion of mobility freedoms as a framework for changes to urban mobility systems from above
and below. The paper concludes that harnessing freedom’s descriptive and performative cap-
abilities can enrich analysis of urban mobility contestations and facilitate practical action to
transform urban mobilities at times of climate emergency.
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To raise the question, what is freedom? seems to
be a hopeless enterprise ... depending which
horn of the dilemma you are holding on to, it
becomes as impossible to conceive of freedom or
its opposite as it is to realize the notion of a
square circle.

Arendt (1961: 147)

Introduction

Reciprocal linkages of transport and mobili-
ties with freedom have long been recognised
in academic literature. Yet, with notable
exceptions  (Freudendal-Pedersen, 2009;
Moore and Kay, 2025; Sheller, 2008), trans-
port and mobilities scholars rarely discuss
freedom in much depth. Rather, freedom
functions as an underlying concept (as in
scholarship on mobility capabilities (Shin,
2011)); as an affective experience (as in
research on concessionary bus fares (Jones
et al., 2013) and visually impaired individu-
als’ mobility (Low et al., 2020)); or as an
explanation for observed relations and pat-
terns (as in studies of automobility (Rajan,
2007; Tuvikene, 2018)). Research on
Toronto’s ‘war on cars’ (Walks, 2015) and

on 15-minute city initiatives (Loader, 2023;
Marquet et al., 2025) shows that car use-
discouraging policies are often framed as
crippling individual freedoms. Similarly, air
travel-reducing actions are characterised as
attacks on individuals’ summer holidays
(Randles and Mander, 2009). At least in the
UK, urban mobility freedom has become
sharply contested and embraced as a cause
célébre by populist movements. Politicians
have become anxious about their electoral
fate being affected by urban visions like the
15-minute city (15MC) and transport poli-
cies like low-traffic neighbourhoods (LTNs),
clean air zones (CAZs), reductions in car
parking, and expansion of cycling or bus
lanes.

This is where Arendt’s wry observation
comes into play. For the understanding of
freedom in those contestations is often
unduly narrow and simplistic, only one of
many possibilities. Trying to realise a square
circle is precisely the task at hand, given
what is at stake. The fossil fuel-powered
mobilities of people and goods within
and between cities are today clashing with
the climate emergency, and globally the
transport sector is far from minimising its
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contributions to that emergency (SLOCAT,
2023). New technology alone will not suffice;
policy must also reduce travel within and
between cities (SLOCAT, 2023). The back-
lash triggered by policies to discourage car
use in cities may well intensify as the urgency
of the climate crisis increases. Urban trans-
port will remain a fraught and high-stakes
policy domain.

In this paper we discuss how different
conceptualisations of freedom from across
the humanities and social sciences are, and
can be, implicated in public contestations
over urban transport. We argue that mobi-
lising a plurality of notions of freedom is
analytically and practically useful in unset-
tling prevailing conceptions of individual lib-
erty. This is because freedom as a concept
can play, following Austin (1962), both con-
stative, or descriptive, and performative
roles in academics’ engagements with urban
mobility conflicts. Freedom offers many
analytical possibilities to characterise the
politics of urban transport on a climate-
constrained planet. Thinking with freedom
also empowers more radical ways of achiev-
ing deep change in urban transport systems
if attention is shifted from individualised
freedoms to freedom as collective, dynamic
and non-sovereign world-making.

Rather than reporting empirical research,
we introduce a set of ideas and a research
agenda. Throughout, our focus is on intra-
urban and inter-urban transport. The former
is the site of most car use (SLOCAT, 2023)
and where backlash against transport poli-
cies is concentrated. The latter is considered
because of aviation’s rapidly increasing con-
tribution to global CO,e emissions (Lee
et al., 2021). Scholars have identified an
‘aviation exceptionalism’ (Ellis, 2020), with
prevailing discourses legitimising both
much weaker climate policy regulation than
for other sectors (Huwe et al., 2025) and
growing public concern and contestation of
aeromobility’s environmental harm (Griggs

and Howarth, 2023). Evidently, not all avia-
tion is ‘between’ cities as spatial concentra-
tions of people, activity and infrastructure.
However, under a planetary urbanisation
lens (Brenner and Schmid, 2015) aviation
helps to enact ‘extended urbanisation” — the
network of sites and territories that enable
the functioning of cities as agglomerations
of people, activity and infrastructure.

Conceptualising freedom

Freedom is a deeply contested concept in the
history of Western philosophy, and Arendt
is certainly not alone in emphasising the
challenges of grappling with the term. Below
we selectively review key conceptualisations
using four dualities — negative/positive,
given/generated, individual/collective, and
before/since the climate emergency — to
which we return in subsequent discussions
of auto- and aeromobility. By working with
freedom’s dualities, we can keep the discus-
sion succinct and avoid delving into related
but complex notions like rights or the law.

Negative or positive

A convenient inroad into the literature on
freedom is the distinction between negative
and positive liberty that Isaiah Berlin offered
in a 1958 lecture (Berlin, 2002). In simple
terms, negative liberty is about ‘freedom-
from’ while positive liberty amounts to ‘free-
dom-to’. The ‘from’ in negative freedom is a
topic of debate. Like Hobbes, Locke,
Bentham and Mill before him, Berlin
emphasised interference: ‘1 am normally said
to be free to the degree to which no human
being interferes with my activity’ and nega-
tive liberty ‘is simply the area within which a
man [sic] can act unobstructed by others’,
including the state (Berlin, 2002: 169).
Critics of liberal philosophy like Arendt
(1961) and Patterson (1991) recognised that
freedom from interference is one aspect of
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freedom but also held that freedom can
never be reduced to it.

Pettit (2021) has argued that the ‘from’ in
negative freedom should be domination
rather than interference. His argument is
that perfectly free reflective choices are only
possible if ‘there’s no one who’s got the
power of interference with you at will’
(Pettit, 2021: 106). Freedom as condition
also demands that there is no mastery, how-
ever benevolent or hidden, in one’s private
or public life, as a master can always (re)
assert their control at a whim. The uncer-
tainty this creates can be enough to disci-
pline individuals in ways that norms and
expectations stipulate. Pettit raises the bar,
from non-interference as the absence of
actual action and associated harm or vio-
lence, to non-domination in terms of poten-
tial action, harm and violence. This has due
consequences for the role of the law and
regulation. If freedom is understood as non-
interference, the relationship of freedom to
the law is close to a zero-sum game in which
more of one equates to less of the other:
‘[law] is the enemy of freedom, except in a
minimal manner’ that ensures the most basic
of rights and non-violence (Pettit, 2021:
116). If freedom equates to non-domination,
‘you must recognize that freedom depends
on the law” (Pettit, 2021) as this supplies
people with the institutional constraints on
arbitrary intrusion into people’s choices and,
more generally, the positive liberty to live on
their own terms (Krause, 2023).

Positive liberty, for Berlin (2002: 178),
‘derives from the wish on the part of the
individual to be his [sic] own master’. This
view goes back to the ancient Greek idea
that people desire, and are expected, to
develop themselves and realise their full
potential, and is aligned with the thinking of
psychologists like Maslow who consider self-
actualisation the ultimate purpose in human
life (Erne and Birk, 2024). Yet, Maslow and
many others see negative and positive

liberties as intimately connected. Over the
1960s Berlin also came to recognise that a
strict distinction between negative and posi-
tive freedom was hard to maintain, arguing
that true freedom lay in conscious intentions
and motivations as ‘the true explanation of
his [sic] activity’ and ‘not in in some hidden
psychological or physiological condition
that would have produced the same effect’
(Berlin, 2002: 254).

Negative and positive liberties are not
simply amalgamated for any one individual.
They are also imbricated and co-evolving
across individuals: enhancing the negative
freedom of individual x can diminish the
negative and positive freedom of y. This idea
undergirds John Stuart Mill’s harm principle.
A staunch advocate of negative freedom,
Mill argued in 1859 that ‘the only purpose
for which power can be rightfully exercised
over any member of a civilised community
against his [sic] will, is to prevent harm to
others’ (Mill, 1910: 73). If individuals’ free
acts are hurtful to others and violate ‘consti-
tuted rights’, punishment through the force
of the law is appropriate; in less grave
instances of hurtfulness, naming and sham-
ing will suffice (Mill, 1910: 132). Mill’s ver-
sion of the harm principle focuses on
interference and thus actual harm and vio-
lence; the principle can also be applied more
expansively to domination and potential
harm and violence (see ‘Before or after the
climate emergency’).

Given or generated

The idea of freedom as given and inhering in
human beings goes back to Epictetus, Kant
and others in the history in Western philoso-
phy (Arendt, 1961). Yet recent social theory,
and Black critical thought especially, argue
that freedom is historic-geographically con-
tingent, an outcome of practices in particular
times and places. Orlando Patterson (1991),
for instance, has located its emergence in
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ancient Athens and Rome as heavily slavery-
dependent societies. He conceptualises
Athenian freedom as a ‘chordal triad’
(Roberts, 2015: 18) comprising personal,
sovereignal and civic freedoms. These are
associated with respectively (former) slaves,
slave-owning patricians and peasants and
others who have never been enslaved.
Patterson’s personal freedom refers to the
ability to not be coerced or do as one pleases
without compromising others’ ability to do
the same. It resembles the imbrication of
Berlin’s negative and positive conceptions of
freedom with a built-in version of the harm
principle. It is this latter element that sepa-
rates personal from slave owners’ sover-
eignal freedom, which is the capacity to do
as one pleases irrespective of the wishes of
others. Civic freedom relates to the capacity
to participate in the life and governance of a
community. It shifts the balance of positive
and negative freedoms further to the former
when compared with personal freedom.

Patterson usefully suggests that sover-
eignal freedom has dominated thinking
and practice in the Western world since
European Antiquity and Sheller (2008)
has used his triad effectively to think about
the freedom/mobility nexus. Yet, Roberts
(2015) contends that Patterson’s framework
remains eurocentric and conceives of the
chordal freedoms as steady (end)states rather
than as processes or agentic movements
away from slavery. This is why he concep-
tualises freedom as marronage — the flight
from enslavement and other conditions that
negate people’s agency. He reconceptualises
freedom as becoming rather than being, as a
dynamic, agentic and open-ended process of
physical and imaginary movement.

Where Paterson traces the historical ori-
gins of contemporary conceptions of
Western freedom, Rose (1999, 2017) analy-
ses the practice and experience of freedom
under neoliberalism. Freedom, he suggests,
has become a central ‘technology of

government’ since the 1970s (Rose, 1999).
Public and private sector actors have obliged
individuals to be free — ‘to imagine [their] life
as a kind of enterprise created by acts of free
choice’ (Rose, 2017: 306) and to narrate
their everyday practices to self and others as
resulting from negative and positive liberties
embedded in do-it-yourself biographies.
Rose (2017) also argues that freedom prac-
tice and experience have changed with the
rise of authoritarian populism and politi-
cians like Trump, Le Pen and Wilders.
Populists increasingly frame ‘hard-won’ free-
doms — especially negative, sovereignal ones
— as precarious, at risk, and in need of safe-
guarding from the threats of immigration,
wokeism and climate doomerism. Driving
and flying for ‘well-deserved holidays’ exem-
plify these freedoms under threat.

Individual or collective

The discussion so far has skirted around a
third duality. Berlin may have remained pre-
occupied with individual freedoms but Mill’s
harm principle, Patterson’s chordal triad
and Rose’s freedom as obligation hint at the
shared nature and collective constitution of
freedom(s). It is in thinkers like Hannah
Arendt that freedom is explicitly conceptua-
lised as a collective achievement and practice
of non-sovereign worldmaking.

For Arendt (1961, 2017) freedom was the
raison d’ étre of politics and the purpose of
revolutionary change. She, therefore, sought
to understand how people could best live
free within differentiated pluralities (Butler,
2024; Roberts, 2015). Drawing inspiration
from Ancient Athens, she elaborated a con-
ception of freedom with four characteristics.
Hers is, firstly, resolutely action-oriented
and collective: freedom is ‘only experienced
in acting and associating with others’ in pub-
lic spaces where people are freed from the
necessities of life (Arendt, 1961: 163). There
and then they, secondly, generate new worlds
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— genuinely novel and hitherto unforeseeable
modes of collective life grounded in the
human capacity to start anew and disrupt
automatic processes. They do so, thirdly, in
non-sovereign ways — ‘without compulsion,
force, and rule over one another, as equals
among equals ... [and] managing all their
affairs by speaking with and persuading each
other’ (Arendt, 2005: 117). For ‘[i]f men [sic]
wish to be free, it is precisely sovereignty
they have to renounce’ (Arendt, 1961: 165).
Arendt, finally, distinguished freedom from
liberation. The latter entails ‘release from
one’s chains’ (Roberts, 2015: 32), including
poverty and — we suggest below — the sys-
tems of auto- or aeromobility, and may
require forms of violence. Liberation has to
be complemented by the institutionalisation
of freedom, which for Arendt (2017: 60)
requires not so much civil rights or free
enterprise as ‘admission to the public realm
and participation in public affairs.’

Before or dfter the climate emergency

The above conceptions of freedom were
almost all developed before the climate
emergency became manifest, at times when
nature/Earth/Gaia functioned as a passive
background to human action rather than
the active and disturbed agent it has become
and will remain (Stengers, 2015). The rea-
lisation that deep transformations to society
are needed to prevent the harms that are not
already baked into anthropogenic climate
change to date has instigated multiple re-
conceptualisations of freedom, which reject
individualistic conceptions and learn from
Arendt and Black critical thought.

Butler (2020, 2024) combines a relational
and expanded notion of (human) selves in
which others are implicated with Arendtian
freedom as non-sovereign worldmaking, to
offer an understanding of freedom that cen-
tres interdependency, action and agonism.
This avowedly political understanding is

articulated in shared but non-violent action
against the conditions that destroy human
and more-than-human life and against the
actors and forces sustaining those condi-
tions. Debate and contestation among those
enacting freedom and rooted in their partic-
ular biographies, experiences and capabil-
ities is welcomed because ‘the living processes
of which we are part deserve our best thinking
and action, and none of that can happen with-
out one another’ (Butler, 2024: 229-230).
Anker (2022) pursues a different politics
of freedom by foregrounding a dual ugliness
of freedom. On one hand, she chastises
understandings of freedom as negative and
positive liberties grounded in individual
sovereignty, rejection of more-than-human
interdependency, and ownership and expro-
priation of land. She criticises Berlin’s (2002)
privileging of negative liberty for ignoring
the coercion and domination enacted by the
exercise of negative freedom by some indi-
viduals, and for devaluing collective action
as mainly coercive and disciplining. She
advocates for a stronger version of the harm
principle that foregrounds the avoidance of
the capacity to harm — and thus potential
rather than actual harm — yet also moves
beyond this by arguing, like Butler, that free-
dom thought needs to be purged from the
heroic, autonomous and masculine subject.
On the other hand, Anker builds on
Arendt by foregrounding freedom as shared
non-sovereign world-making, which she
defines as ‘the fight for and the activity of
composing and caring for the world along-
side others, in equality and mutuality, across
and in celebration of difference’ (Anker,
2022: 19). Yet, unlike Arendt and Butler
who respectively concentrate on deliberation
and resistance, Anker valorises minor and
marginalised freedoms enacted by unruly,
out-of-place hybrids that many may consider
disorderly, repellent and too insignificant to
trigger progressive change. She examines,
for instance, how what appear to be
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autonomously acting, free individuals are in
fact unevenly interconnected through their
‘rel[iance] on dirt, guts, porous bodies and
toxic systems’ (Anker, 2022: 173) for practi-
cing freedoms. She follows indigenous scho-
larship on land (see also Country et al.,
2016) in arguing that cultivating non-
sovereign freedom demands place-based
rehabilitation. Places, including streets, can
be cultivated as sites of care, nourishment
and interdependence of more-than-human
hybrids without domination.

Krause (2023) advances ‘an Earthly poli-
tics of freedom’, to be realised through eco-
emancipation — a collective transformation
that liberates our climate-constrained planet
from domination by ruthlessly profit-
maximising corporations, resource extracti-
vism, consumerism, environmental pollu-
tion, subjugation of nature and supporting
conceptions of freedom. This transformation
entails institutionalisation of firstly con-
straints on arbitrary power that embed
Pettit’s non-domination, and secondly col-
lective, non-sovereign and more-than-
capitalist practices of world-making. How
eco-emancipation will unfold cannot be fully
specified in advance. It will, however, vary
geographically and involve contestation as
many people will be ‘undone in some
respects, because it means abandoning the
sense of human entitlement and the identi-
ties that go with this sensibility’ (Krause,
2023: 152). It will likely exhibit an always-
unfinished quality, meaning that the free-
doms it generates will be as processual and
variable as Roberts’s (2015) conception of
freedom as marronage. Krause therefore
likens eco-emancipation to more-than-
human marronage.

Towards urban mobilities

The above overview suggests that freedoms
can be understood and imagined in many
ways in relation to urban mobilities. Below

we propose that individualised freedoms —
especially negative, positive and sovereignal
ones — may dominate public, policy and aca-
demic discourses (see ‘Contested freedoms in
urban transport’) and are unevenly config-
ured in historic-geographically contingent
ways (see ‘Mobility freedom as historic-
geographical contingency’). But there is no
prior reason to valorise those conceptions,
and they are not the most useful for reima-
ging intra- and interurban mobilities at
times of climate emergency. We therefore
harness freedom’s performativity and utilise
post-Arendtian conceptions of freedom
as collective, dynamic and non-sovereign
world-making to contribute to the reconfi-
guration of auto- and aeromobilities on a
climate-constrained planet.

Contested freedoms in urban
transport

It is difficult to pinpoint when, precisely,
urban transport emerged as a site of con-
testation over freedoms, perhaps as early
as Ancient Greece’s poleis where freedom
was invented (Patterson, 1991). Mobility has
long since been understood as enhancing
freedom and as freedom itself (Freudendal-
Pedersen, 2009), but as suggested above, this
relationship is today contested sharply as
public authorities worldwide grapple with
congestion, air pollution and transport-
fuelled CO, emissions. Below we use some
of the conceptions of freedom summarised
above to interpret contestations in intra-
and inter-urban mobilities.

Intra-urban mobilities

The controversies over efforts to reduce pri-
vate car use such as LTNs, CAZs and the
reordering of road space, can be understood
as clashes of, on the one hand, attempts by
the (local) state to maximise Patterson’s
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(1991) personal freedom and experiment
with sensible applications of the harm prin-
ciple and, on the other, a pre-existing combi-
nation of negative and sovereignal freedoms
for car users.

Aware that car-dominated urban trans-
port is a major source of harm manifested in
‘violence, ill health, social injustice, and
environmental damage’ (Miner et al., 2024:
1) and generates unfreedoms for users of
alternative transport modes (Sheller and
Urry, 2000), local governments are particu-
larly keen to achieve modal shifts away from
privately owned vehicle use. Planned or
implemented measures differ across localities
but primarily consider the potential harm
that cars can do; they thus go beyond Mill
(1910) and are closer to Anker (2022).
Blanket bans on car use are the exception
and usually only implemented on specific
street segments. Schemes like LTNs and
CAZs filter out the car traffic that is under-
stood as potentially harmful locally —
through-traffic on residential streets in the
former, and vehicles that transgress maxi-
mum emission levels in the latter. Hence,
and because reduced car traffic volumes
enhance the freedom to cycle, walk, wheel
and play on streets, most car use-reducing
schemes seek to optimise Patterson’s per-
sonal freedoms. If interpreted generously,
these schemes begin to recognise streets as
more than sites of unevenly structured com-
petition for space and rather, per Anker
(2022), as places of care, nourishment and
mutuality. Arguably, they do not nearly go
far enough in this regard.

These reflections immediately foreground
the relational imbrication and co-evolution
of mobility freedoms and unfreedoms on
urban streets. As the carrying capacity of
streets is limited, and financial resource and
political will for road widening are rarely
available (at least in Europe), the freedoms
available to and exercised by individual car
(and van) users compete with those of other

vehicles and human beings. This competition
has been intensified by ‘mobesity’ — the long-
term growth in the size, width and height of
passenger cars (Brand, 2024). SUV-ification
and vehicle electrification have reinforced
mobesity as car manufacturers have
increased the share of SUVs within their
market offerings and promote SUVs because
they carry large batteries and so diminish
range anxiety among prospective customers.
It remains unclear whether SUV drivers are
aware of the unfreedoms their vehicles
impose on other road users, and especially
cyclists and pedestrians. Experience gained
from our participation in public events and
mini-publics suggests that most are unaware
of such effects. Ignorance rather than selfish-
ness and malintent seems to underpin the
co-evolution of mobility freedoms and unfree-
doms within the mobesity transformation.
Adversaries and proponents of car use-
discouraging schemes support their respec-
tive case in public debate, social media echo
chambers and everyday conversations by
relying on multiple but different conceptions
of freedom. Firstly, while both groups sense
that specific freedoms are under threat,
opponents tend to understand negative free-
dom in terms of interference (Berlin, 2002)
by the (local) state while protagonists seem
to focus on domination (Pettit, 2021) by
cars, vans and the drivers of both. For the
former, objects and measures such as bol-
lards, planters, automatic number plate rec-
ognition or reduced parking seem to cause
actual harm, interfering into the positive
freedoms of people from all walks of life
going about daily life and local businesses
seeking to attract customers. The interven-
tions are sometimes even framed as a ‘cap’
on aspiration. In contrast, scheme support-
ers tend to call for non-domination rather
than non-interference. It is the potential of
cars jeopardising their and their loved ones’
safety and freedoms on the street they chal-
lenge. This is why, following Pettit, their
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position vis-a-vis law and policy differs fun-
damentally from that of opponents. Unlike
opponents calling for fewer restrictions on
their sovereignal freedom (Patterson, 1991)
to drive and park as they please, protago-
nists call on the (local) state to adequately
protect and support the personal freedoms
to use streetscapes in other ways than as a
car driver.

Secondly, and relatedly, implied in these
respective calls for non-interference and
non-domination are different understandings
of the character of streets and who streets
are for. The opponents’ position amounts to
disregard for streets as places of care, nour-
ishment and interdependence without domi-
nation (Anker, 2022) for all users, whether
on an e-scooter, with a walking stick, or in a
car. It would be naive to suggest that prota-
gonists think of streets as places in the man-
ner Anker suggests, given that they too may
demonise some cyclists and micro-mobility
users on residential streets as risky and ‘irre-
sponsible, dangerous and criminal’ (Spinney,
2008). Yet they still come closer to Anker’s
position than scheme opponents.

The negative and sovereignal conceptions
of freedom mobilised by opponents disre-
gard the numerous ways in which the exer-
cise of agency as car drivers depends on
infrastructures, rules, permissions and cus-
toms. Measures to achieve modal shift entail
adjustments to the infrastructures and coor-
dination rules that enable the freedom to
drive rather than the imposition of novel
constraints onto a landscape of previously
unrestricted agency. They alter a social
practice that is already hyper-regulated,
prescribed and monitored through digital
surveillance technologies (Loader, 2023).
Moreover, Freudendal-Pedersen  (2009)
shows that people seek to strike a balance of
freedoms and unfreedoms that (auto)mobi-
lity enables. Too much freedom is not neces-
sarily desirable and raises questions about
security and belongingness. The freedoms of

automobility are also compromised the
moment others begin taking advantage of
those same freedoms, as the daily reality of
urban traffic congestion attests.

Inter-urban mobilities

Connecting cities within and beyond nation-
states has long been a policy priority and
facilitated by large-scale investments in rail,
road and — more recently — aviation infra-
structure. Aviation was responsible for 4%
of human-induced global warming by 2020,
and demand for acromobilities — especially
between urban areas — continues to grow: If
pre-COVID-19 growth continues, then avia-
tion alone will be responsible for 0.1 °C of
heating by 2050 (Klower et al., 2021). Air
travel-reducing actions are, therefore, pro-
posed and (slowly) implemented. Salient
examples include restrictions by national
governments and organisations on short-
haul flights, incentivisation of alternative
modes such as high-speed rail, and removal
of aviation subsidies. Other measures, dis-
cussed primarily by non-governmental orga-
nisations, include frequent flyer taxes and
personal carbon allowances (Gossling and
Lyle, 2021). Yet observed and articulated
resistance to efforts to curb flying is not
comparable in scale or intensity with that for
intra-urban automobility, in part because
only about 11% of the global population
engages in air travel (Gossling and Humpe,
2020). Public support is greater for ‘less coer-
cive’ measures such as high-speed or night
train subsidies and climate performance
labelling than for ‘high coercive’ measures
including air passenger or frequent flyer tax
and personal carbon allowance; the latter
are ‘perceived as both more unfair and more
infringing on personal freedom of choice’
(Larsson et al., 2020: 1308). Emotive and
freedom-based arguments against frequent
flyer levies have been identified (Hodgson,
2024), and resistance to flight-reduction
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policies can also intensify during implemen-
tation (Kantenbacher et al., 2018). UK
right-wing media continue to suggest that
the deservingness of overseas holidays for
hard-working Britons is under threat from
‘woke environmentalists’ (see Randles and
Mander, 2009).

Aeromobilities combine the freedom to
fly and freedom from constraints like taxes
and levies. The positive liberty connotations
are quite strong, although concerns over
interference transpire when the prospect of
curtailing aviation is raised. Resistance to air
travel-reducing measures comes mostly from
industry actor groups including airlines, air-
ports, plane manufacturers and associated
lobby groups plus the right-wing press. In
the European Union, freedom has been a
centre point of industry actors’ complaints
about short-haul air travel bans and evoca-
tions of the EU’s principles of ‘freedom to
provide air services for any European airline’
and ‘freedom of movement’. Many nation-
states also have vested interests in maintain-
ing or increasing air travel as owners, spon-
sors and customers and because of the jobs
and tax income aviation creates (Huwe
et al., 2025). This reduces their motivation to
enact flying-discouraging policies. Public
and civil society resistance to air travel-
reducing actions is likely to be greater in
countries like the US or Aotearoa New
Zealand where

the thought of not being allowed to fly may be
hard to imagine. Flying across the state, across
the country, and even internationally has
become so common that some would argue
the ability to fly is a necessity to function in
today’s society. (Altmeyer, 2015: 720)

The idea of aviation as ‘necessity’ makes fly-
ing akin to driving and risks turning strate-
gies to limit its reach into attacks on
liberties.

As with intra-urban mobilities, framing
attempts to curb flying as reducing negative

freedoms disregard the ways in which the
freedom to fly for the few is enabled by, and
co-evolving with, unfreedoms for many oth-
ers and for more-than-human life across
spatial contexts, now and in future. The
harm principle is clearly violated and the
creation of unfreedoms operates through air
and noise pollution, airport and runway
expansion into greenbelts, and urban redeve-
lopment to cater to airports’ customers.
These effects have also contributed to the
emergence and growth of no- and low-fly
movements (Hendy, 2019), largely decentra-
lised and individualised actions to stop or
limit flying on the grounds of environmental
impacts. Undertaking such actions is often
seen as constrained by employers not
enabling the substitution of flying with more
sustainable modes of travel (e.g. long-
distance rail), and norms and expectations
about regular in-person visits by family and
friends living far away. No-flyers, therefore,
call for greater personal freedom and less
interference by employers, relatives and oth-
ers who normalise flying.

Mobility freedom as historic-
geographical contingency

Mobility freedoms are both historic-
geographically contingent and refracted by
coloniality, race, class, gender and disability.
They represent place-specific histories of
modernity and progress, aspiration and enti-
tlement; affect and desire; and people’s rela-
tion to the state, rules and regulation, and
confinement and liberation. Research on
contemporary contestations over urban
transport should carefully heed the shadows
these histories cast over current contesta-
tions and their immanent possibilities.
Automobility’s history is well documen-
ted (Braun and Randell, 2022; Freudendal-
Pedersen, 2009; Sachs, 1992; Urry, 2007;
Volti, 1996). Since the car transitioned from
being a plaything for early-20th century
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Global North elites to an item of general
and widespread consumption, universalising
discourses have connected cars to social
mobility, prosperity and aspiration (Rajan,
2007; Tuvikene, 2018). As Davison (2004:
114-115) argues:

Since the 1910s ... the ideological affinities
between political liberalism and organised
motoring have been strong. The car was a
freedom machine, a physical expression of the
liberal principles of free movement, free asso-
ciation and free enterprise ... The car cut
human beings free from the conventional lim-
itations of time and space. It was a mechanical
expression of the self, conceived as an autono-
mous, rational, self-actualising individual.

While inscribing a series of negative and
positive liberties onto cities, automobility
has also obliged (Rose, 1999, 2017) individu-
als to participate ‘freely’ in activities across
sprawling cities at any time and helped make
them responsible for do-it-yourself biogra-
phies (Freudendal-Pedersen, 2009; Urry,
2007). The individual freedoms cars offer
have fuelled national modernisation projects
and collective dreams of future prosperity,
registered since the early 20th century in the
cultivation of national car industries and
large investments in road infrastructure to
support automobility and low-density,
monofunctional and sprawling urban devel-
opment (Braun and Randell, 2022; Sachs,
1992; Urry, 2007). The car has been folded
into dominant representations of the good
life and responsible citizenship, become a
symbol of consumer belonging and been
extolled as the means to ‘get on’ in life
(Sheller and Urry, 2000). Many adolescents
still crave acquiring a driving licence and a
first car (Hopkins, 2016) and older adults
often give up their driving licence reluctantly
(Roin et al., 2025), hoping to hang on to the
multiple liberties cars afford. Today, the
associations of car ownership with middle-
class sociality and self-representation also

characterise urban life across Asia and
Africa (Gopakumar, 2020; Hart, 2016;
Zheng, 2019).

Yet literature on automobility’s gender-
ing and racialisation shows that automobi-
lity’s history has been more variegated and
ambivalent than dominant notions of mobi-
lity freedom suggest. In the early 20th cen-
tury the freedom to drive was largely
prescribed to men as ‘[tlhe motor car was
perceived to be a piece of masculine machin-
ery which was difficult and dirty to drive
and was beyond the capability and fasti-
diousness of women to operate’ (Walsh,
2008: 380; see also Moore and Kay, 2025).
Only after the mid-century were cars mar-
keted at (middle-class) women and did
women across class backgrounds begin to
enjoy the individual freedoms of driving on
a large scale (Donatelli, 2001). This not only
enabled greater labour force participation
but also helped to reconfigure their sense of
self and social identity (Hanson, 2010).
While women’s experiences vary widely, the
freedoms women enjoy because of car access
and use often remain more limited than
men’s. Many women’s auto-freedoms
remain strongly conditioned by family con-
siderations and care-giving responsibilities
(Macias-Alonso et al., 2023; Siren and
Hakamies-Blomqvist, 2005) and women
tend to be more aware of the interdepen-
dence of their car use with unfreedoms for
human and non-human others (Polk, 2004).

US and Australian studies have high-
lighted the complex imbrications of freedom,
control and cars (Alderman et al., 2022;
Clarsen, 2017; Sorin, 2021). In the mid-20th
century, middle-class Black communities in
the USA were among early auto-freedom
enthusiasts (Sorin, 2021). Car travel was,
however, not without risk for Black motor-
ists as they regularly experienced denial of
food, fuel, repairs or overnight shelter and
encounters with white mobs, inducing
preparedness-cultivating measures like larger
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vehicles and ample provisions. Guidebooks
sprung up listing businesses where Black
drivers would be welcome and served,
including the Negro Motorists Green Book
(Alderman et al., 2022). Cars have remained
prominent in Black American life and cul-
ture, often infused by a ‘strong democratic
and counter-cultural charge’ (Gilroy, 2001:
87). Given memories of slavery and ongoing
injuries of racialised hierarchies, cars pro-
vide Black Americans with visible signs of
(compensatory) belonging, status and partic-
ipation in the ‘allure of speed, autonomy
and privatized transport’ (Gilroy, 2001: 86).
Like fashion, music and bodily comport-
ment, car ownership and use are sites where
‘Black freedom remains elusive and con-
tested’, offering at once creative and heavily
disciplined opportunities for Black subver-
sion and self-fashioning (Walcott, 2021: 89).

The idea of aero-freedom can be traced
back to the early days of civil aviation.
‘Freedoms of the air’ became the founda-
tional pillars for commercial aviation follow-
ing World War II (Fay, 1945). The 1944
Convention on International Civil Aviation
established a framework for cooperative
international commercial aviation, based on
the idea that air transport would preserve
friendship and understanding among the
nations and people of the world. During the
1944 Conference, nation states discussed five
‘freedoms’ to ‘open the skies’ (Fay, 1945).
Yet unlike earlier agreement on the ‘freedom
of the sea’, states could only agree upon the
most rudimentary of freedoms — permissions
to fly through other states’ airspace and to
land for maintenance and fuelling (Debbage,
2014). Consequently, some 2500 nation-to-
nation bilateral aviation agreements were
created post-WWII (Butler and Keller,
1994). From the 1970s, however, liberalisa-
tion sought to overcome the limits to this
approach, particularly in the US and
Europe.

Liberalisation soon developed into a
demand-focused freedom to fly, or aero-
freedom, which established flying for some
people as a necessity, although debate
remains over whether these freedoms have
actually ‘opened the sky’ for all countries
and airlines (Tretheway and Andriulaitis,
2015). Liberalisation cultivated aero-freedoms
through reducing regulation and increasing
competition in the sector, triggering the emer-
gence and growth of low-cost airlines (Lin
and Frétigny, 2022), which, in the UK, have
not made aviation accessible to more people
but rather allowed those already flying to fly
more (Banister, 2018). Nonetheless, while 3.5
million passengers flew on the 176 planes in
service in 1944 (Fay, 1945), 9.5 billion passen-
gers flew globally in 2024 (Airports Council
International (ACI), 2025), surpassing pre-
pandemic volumes.

The ‘freedom’ to fly is also highly
unequal, not least by race. In November
2001, two months after the 9/11 attacks on
the World Trade Centre, Americans’ sup-
port for racial profiling of Black and Latino
air travellers was around 20% whereas sup-
port for the ‘counterterrorism’ profiling of
‘people who are Arab or of Middle Eastern
descent’ totalled 66% (Glaser, 2014). For
Glaser (2014: 134), the greater tolerance for
racial profiling in airport security screening
signalled a ‘pragmatic sense of the need to
trade off freedoms not just for security but
also for personal convenience’. This indi-
cates that aero-freedoms are both relational
and racialised, with the positive freedom of
predominantly white/Euro-American pas-
sengers premised on the profiling and poten-
tial detainment of Arab, Middle Eastern
and/or Muslim passengers (Blackwood
et al., 2015). However, racial profiling on
US airports has been extended to women of
colour, with African American women dis-
proportionately subjected to strip-searches
and such additional screening as being X-
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rayed or forcibly fed laxatives (Sharma,
2003). With the often racialised and xeno-
phobic undercurrents of contemporary
migration politics, aviation is taking new
forms, where migrant deportation flights are
becoming sites of protest (by other passen-
gers on commercial airlines), and show how
aeromobilities can be forced rather than
free.

This schematic historical reconstruction
of intra- and inter-urban mobility freedoms
and unfreedoms confirms that freedoms are
generated within socio-spatial formations
rather than naturally given. Contemporary
variations along lines of gender, race/ethni-
city, class, location and their intersections
are, to a considerable degree, inherited
from place-specific pasts and condition
mobility futures in an increasingly climate-
constrained world.

World-making

If modern freedom stands in the way of fighting
for the future of the planet, then how can free-
dom not merely be limited, but reimagined to
support that fight?

(Anker, 2022: 153)

Arendt’s understanding of freedom as non-
sovereign world-making is useful in addres-
sing this question, particularly if combined
with the ideas of Patterson, Roberts, Butler,
Anker and Krause. Intra-urban mobility
freedom as collective, dynamic and non-
sovereign world-making rests on the pillars
of non-domination and association. It
demands that automobility be understood as
a system of domination that creates all kinds
of unfreedoms, especially for people who do
not drive or for whom driving appears as
the only option. Automobility is best trans-
formed into intra-urban transport systems
that maximise Pattersonian civic mobility
freedoms for all people and that allow new

associations and open-ended and non-
sovereign collective freedoms to emerge
among people with differently intersecting
identities and non-human forms of life.

The creation of such intra-urban trans-
port systems entails more than modal shift
away from car use as forms of Pettit-like
domination can be associated with other
transport modes. Consider, for instance,
gentrification induced by investment in
urban rail, bus rapid transit or cycling infra-
structure (de Assis et al., 2024) or middle-
aged men in Lycra — MAMILSs — becoming
the prevailing representation of cyclists in
policy processes in a city (Osborne and
Grant-Smith, 2017). This is why multi-
faceted political action from above and from
below (see Roberts, 2015) is needed. What
exactly this entails cannot be explicated fully
in advance (per Krause, 2023), not least
because of historic-geographically specific
inequities in mobility freedoms (see
‘Mobility freedom as historic-geographical
contingency’) and the necessary transforma-
tion will likely be always-unfinished
(Krause, 2023). Action will have to worked
out iteratively, experimentally and agonisti-
cally on an ongoing basis in each city, but
some general suggestions can be offered.

Initiated or orchestrated by (local) public
authorities, collective, dynamic and non-
sovereign world-making from above is irre-
ducibly plural. It includes, but is not limited
to, the creation of 15MCs and physical inter-
ventions like LTNs, CAZs, reduced parking
availability and expansion of cycling or bus
lanes; government-initiated street experi-
ments, including ciclovias (Bertolini, 2020);
and commissioned deliberative mini-publics
(e.g. citizen juries or assemblies) focused on
intra-urban  mobility. Framing LTNs,
CAZs, etc. in this manner makes them
appear less as attempts to recognise the
harm principle and curb sovereignal free-
doms than as modest stepping stones
towards enshrining collective mobility
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freedoms. They (can) work like street experi-
ments such that intra-urban mobilities not
only offer access to destinations as spaces of
association and for the governance of urban
life but themselves become sites of chance
encounter, community-making and govern-
ance (Smeds and Papa, 2023). Interventions
like LTNs or the expansion of cycling infra-
structure and government-led street experi-
ments also raise questions about freedoms in
(democratic) decision-making. These ques-
tions concern the roles of the local state and
different publics in the city in envisioning,
deliberating and deciding how streets and
public spaces can best be turned into
Anker’s (2022) places of care, nourishment
and mutuality. Experimentation and itera-
tion are again required, which is why we
include deliberative mini-publics focused on
re-imagining intra-urban mobility futures
among political actions from above (see
Moseley et al., 2025).

Collective, dynamic and non-sovereign
world-making action from below also
takes different forms. It includes non-violent
grassroots activism that challenges firstly lib-
ertarian resistance against 15MCs, LTNs,
CAZs and other schemes that is premised on
understandings of freedom as individualistic,
negative and sovereignal, and secondly
government-led versions of 15MCs, LTNs,
CAZs that trade automobile domination for
another, like street designs and transit-
oriented developments that predominantly
cater for the needs and wants of certain
classes, racialised groups or age categories.
Beyond resistance and deliberation, action
from below also includes the cultivation of
Anker’s (2022) minor and marginalised free-
doms, for instance the creation of parklets
out of individual parking spaces or the
planting of flowers in potholes and cracks in
road surfaces. The resulting more-than-
human associations foreground and locally
counteract the multiple unfreedoms for

more-than-human life that fossil fuel-
powered mobilities create within urban
areas, among others through air pollution,
soil poisoning and biodiversity reduction.

Foregrounding intra-urban mobility free-
dom as collective, dynamic and non-
sovereign worldmaking does not require
complete abandonment of car use. This
would be unrealistic, especially in low-
density sprawling suburbs and peri-urban
settings, and given cars’ unique suitability
for specific trips (e.g. chauffeuring children
to places beyond reasonable cycling dis-
tances) or people (e.g. with disabilities that
make walking too challenging or painful).
Yet it is a call to cast aside mobese private
cars, including SUVs, that isolate the people
inside from the city as seemingly ‘liberal,
autonomous subject[s]’ bobbing along in
their privatised floating buffer zones
(Mitchell, 2005: 97). Non-dominant forms
of car use with ideally community-owned
small vehicles will (have to) be a part of
intra-urban mobility systems that cultivate
civic freedoms, care and mutuality.

Discussions of aero-freedoms are also
overshadowed by individualised notions of
freedom. To the best of our knowledge, no
study or thinker has elaborated what
a collective, dynamic and non-sovereign
worldmaking perspective might mean for
aeromobility. This partly reflects the ground-
ing of Arendt’s and Patterson’s conceptions
of freedom in democratic governance
models in the Ancient Greek; there are no
straightforward inter-urban  equivalents
that can inspire thinking on collective,
dynamic and non-sovereign worldmaking in
inter-urban mobilities. However, transposi-
tion of the idea of intra-urban mobility free-
dom as world-making to the inter-urban
scale yields two sites for scrutiny and urgent
action.

The first concerns the extraordinary,
recent growth of private jet use (Gossling
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et al., 2024). Private jet CO,e emissions
increased by 23% in 2020-2021 alone
(Sobieralski and Mumbower, 2022), and fur-
ther growth will have happened since. As
the SUV of the air, the private jet epitomises
aero-mobesity while, unlike its road-based
cousin, being available to the mere 0.003%
of the global adult population who consti-
tute ‘ultra-high net worth’ individuals
(Go0ssling et al., 2024). The supporting infra-
structures, from first-class lounges to limou-
sine airport connections, symbolise hyper-
consumption and domination, in the air and
on the ground. Here action from above and
below could be twofold (see Krause, 2023).
One leg comprises the institutionalisation of
spaces for awareness-raising (including
through art) and public deliberation about
whether the negative sovereignal freedoms
that private jetting offers to the very few jus-
tify the harms caused to other people, non-
human beings and the wider planet. The
other leg involves challenging and curbing
the arbitrary power of the aviation industry,
business elites and the ultra-rich to interfere
in the lives of other people and non-human
life.

Second, the growth of flying between cit-
ies impacts on ‘extended urbanisation’
(Brenner and Schmid, 2015) encompassing
airports and immediate surroundings plus
all other localities supporting the aeromobi-
lity system, including sites of bauxite and
other minerals’ extraction, forests developed
for emission offsetting, and the tourism
attractions that depend on steady flows of
money-spending visitors. Air, light and noise
pollution from airports affects local popula-
tions of human and non-human beings, with
impacts on birds’ migratory patterns and
proximate flora and fauna well recognised
(Bauer et al., 2025). Perhaps places around
airports are the first and most important to
consider through a mobility freedom as
collective, dynamic and non-sovereign
world-making lens. This is because airport

expansion has become such a politicised
topic in the UK and elsewhere (Griggs and
Howarth, 2023); because car- and van-
dependent mobilities to/from airports by
consumers, workers and logistics firms cre-
ate the same issues as discussed for intra-
urban mobilities, which can be addressed in
the same manner as for those mobilities; and
because of the urban redevelopment that
commonly takes place on or near airports.
Industry experts and consultants have
coined multiple concepts related to that
redevelopment, including aerotropolis and
airport city (Hirsh, 2019). Real estate devel-
opment by airport industry actors sits at the
heart of ‘VIP wurbanism’ — exclusionary
urban (re)development that seeks to capture
kinaesthetic elites and likely displaces poorer
communities (Frétigny et al., 2024), includ-
ing low-income airport workers who may be
facing long coerced commutes as a result.
Here, action from above should institutiona-
lise genuine public deliberation, and action
from below should non-violently challenge
arbitrary interference into the everyday lives
of people in residential areas close to airport
infrastructures and into the air, soils and
water that nourish human and more-than-
human life. Experimentation with the airport-
equivalent of parklets and other out-of-place
hybrid associations is similarly desired.

Conclusion: Towards a research
agenda

The iceberg has emerged as a powerful tool for
communicating the idea of a diverse economy.

(Gibson-Graham and Dombroski, 2020: 9)

Contemporary contestations over the future
of mobilities within and between cities are
pervaded by rhetorics of freedom. Animus
towards measures to reduce driving and fly-
ing is typically grounded in claims to
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negative, sovereignal freedom — for individu-
als to be left alone to move around as they
see fit. This conception of freedom effaces
both the public infrastructures and regula-
tory regimes that constitute mobility free-
doms in the first place and the unfreedoms
the driving and flying impose upon human
and non-human life. Recognition of the co-
evolution of freedoms and unfreedoms
allows initiatives to curb driving and flying
to be re-framed from assaults on personal
freedom as efforts to effectuate Mill’s ‘harm
principle’ in urban transport. Moreover, we
have suggested that harnessing freedom’s
performativity can push thinking about
mobility freedoms in new and generative
directions  that foreground collective,
dynamic and non-sovereign world-making.
Like capitalist businesses, waged labour,
commodity  production and  market
exchange constituting the tip of the iceberg
of the full economy (Gibson-Graham and
Dombroski, 2020), personal liberties, sover-
eignal freedom and even the harm principle
make up only the part of mobility freedom’s
iceberg above water.

Our hermeneutic reconstruction of mobi-
lity freedom opens-up two lines for empirical
investigation and further theorisation. The
first involves paying close attention to what
conceptions of freedom are mobilised and
how these are utilised in contestations over
intra- and inter-urban mobilities in particu-
lar times and places. Based on our analysis
we recommend that analysis offers closely
observed, place-specific genealogies of the
formation and reproductions of modern
auto- and aero-mobile subjects, and the ways
in which these subjectivities are entangled
with projects of economic prosperity,
nation-building and urban development
worldwide. Those genealogies should care-
fully consider dynamics over time and space
in the gendered, racialised, classed and aged
imbrications of mobility freedoms and

unfreedoms. They should also heed the
affective dimensions of mobility freedom,
deciphering both the situated experiences of
freedom that have come to be associated
with driving and flying, and the ways in
which contestations over future urban mobi-
lities transport are also bound up with affec-
tive attachments to, or passionate reactions
against, specific ways of moving and forms
of life. This, in turn, requires close reading of
the ways in which the affective experiences
of mobilities are articulated and utilised in
public ideologies of mobility freedom pro-
duced by national and local authorities,
transport industries, urban developers, and
the interest groups, grassroots campaigners
and other publics assembled by intra- and
inter-urban mobilities as ‘matters of concern’
(Latour, 2004).

The second line concentrates on mobility
freedom as collective, dynamic and non-
sovereign world-making as a particularly gen-
erative mode of thinking about freedom at
times of climate emergency. Part of the task
at hand is to develop the kind of inventories
Gibson-Graham has cultivated as critical
components of the diverse economy research
programme. For mobility freedoms these
should consider the politics, both from above
in a Arendtian-Butlerian vein and from below
as per Anker. Using participatory methods,
research can also instigate and directly facili-
tate mobility freedom as worldmaking in spe-
cific localities. It should rectify historically
emerged uneven distributions of mobility
freedoms, heed the likelihood that any redress
will provoke additional struggle and — in
Krause’s (2023) terms — undo some people,
and embrace both the open-endedness of
mobility freedoms as emergent processes and
the inevitable uncertainties any transforma-
tion entails. Doing all this may not quite
square Arendt’s circle but offer a glimpse of
how to imagine and enact mobility freedoms
suited for a climate-constrained planet.
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