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Abstract: This essay examines J.G. Ballard's 1975 short tale Low-Flying Aircraft from the perspectives of
memory, societal disintegration, surrealism, and chronopolitics. It examines how Ballard depicts an entropy-
filled society where conventional indicators of stability and advancement have collapsed. Perceptions of
normalcy are challenged and a deep sensation of alienation is created by the bizarre imagery, which includes
mutant children, deteriorating landscapes, and aimless low-flying aircraft. The characters' fruitless attempts
to uphold routines in a chaotic setting demonstrate the psychological effects of this dislocation and
emphasize the disintegration of identity. Ballard's emphasis on mutation and infertility reflects his mistrust
of progress, implying that the breakdown of society could result in a disturbing new humanity. The article
views Low-Flying Aircraft as a critique of technological advancement and places it within Ballard's larger
body of work.
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Introduction

J.G. Ballard’s short story Low-Flying Aircraft (1975) is a quintessential example of his distinctive
approach to speculative fiction, characterized by its intense focus on human psychology amidst
environmental and societal collapse. In a world ravaged by infertility and mutation, the remnants of
humanity grapple with the uncertainty of their future. Ballard weaves together the thematic strands of
chronopolitics, surrealism, societal decay, and memory to present a profound exploration of time, space, and
the boundaries of humanity. The story embodies Ballard's fascination with entropy, the collapse of
conventional social structures, and the emergence of new forms of life. In this article, I argue that Ballard
uses the intertwining of chronopolitics, surrealist imagery, societal decay, and memory to critique societal
stagnation and the human impulse to find meaning in an otherwise collapsing world.

Ballard’s Context and Themes

James Graham Ballard, often classified as a writer of the "new wave" of science fiction, built a
career by delving into psychological landscapes set against dystopian backdrops. His works reflect a
profound skepticism toward modernity and progress. Following the traumas of his early life—including
internment in a Japanese camp during World War II—Ballard became preoccupied with the fragility of
civilization and the thin veneer separating order from chaos (Luckhurst, 1997). Ballard's stories, like Low-
Flying Aircraft, explore these anxieties through narratives where environmental catastrophes or strange
events act as catalysts for a deeper exploration of human nature.
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Low-Flying Aircraft fits within Ballard's broader oeuvre by depicting a future that seems to be
simultaneously devolving and evolving, where conventional markers of societal progress no longer hold any
relevance. Ballard’s characters are often alienated, struggling to adapt to the unpredictable and, at times,
surreal transformations that occur in their environments. The story’s exploration of chronopolitics, surrealist
aesthetics, societal decay, and memory fits seamlessly into Ballard’s vision of humanity on the brink of an
unsettling transformation (Brigg, 1985).

Chronopolitics: The Theme of Time and Space in Low-Flying Aircraft

Chronopolitics—the analysis of time and its organization as it pertains to political and social
structures—forms a key thematic core in Low-Flying Aircraft. Ballard uses time as a fluid construct that
mirrors the instability of the society in which the characters live. In a world grappling with infertility, the
natural progression of human existence—rooted in birth, growth, and reproduction—has been disrupted.
Instead of moving forward, time feels as though it is stagnating, caught in an unsettling limbo that denies
both progress and finality.

The temporal setting of Ballard's story is ambiguous; the exact timeline is unclear, but we
understand that we are in a future defined by technological regression and social collapse. This ambiguity
adds to the chronopolitical tension: without a clear sense of time, characters find it increasingly difficult to
engage with the world around them or maintain any sense of purpose. According to Kilgore (2012),
dystopian narratives like Ballard's often utilize ambiguous timelines to emphasize the sense of hopelessness
and inevitability that defines a disintegrating society. In Low-Flying Aircraft, this temporal uncertainty
serves to disempower the characters, reinforcing their inability to plan, act, or change their circumstances
meaningfully.

Spatial dislocation parallels this temporal stagnation. The landscape that Ballard describes is largely
depopulated; its emptiness acts as a metaphor for the erasure of human influence and, consequently, the
erasure of historical continuity. The countryside is littered with relics of the past—abandoned farms, empty
cities, and forgotten technologies—creating a tension between what once was and what remains. The
juxtaposition of abandoned human endeavors with the pervasive silence of a depopulated earth serves as a
reminder of humanity's fleeting presence in the face of natural entropy. Ballard's use of vast, empty spaces
filled with decaying infrastructure evokes what Wylie (2008) terms the "geography of absence,” which
captures the spatial manifestation of loss and the breakdown of societal structures.

Surrealism: A Window into Psychological and Societal Disintegration

Ballard's narrative techniques in Low-Flying Aircraft are infused with surrealist imagery,
emphasizing the psychological disorientation of his characters. Surrealism, with its roots in early 20th-
century avant-garde art, sought to disrupt the conventional boundaries of perception and reality. In Ballard's
hands, surrealism becomes a narrative tool that allows him to depict a world that has lost its coherence. This
approach highlights the alienation felt by his characters, who are trying to navigate an existence where the
rules that once governed human behavior no longer apply.

The surreal elements in the story serve to blur the boundary between reality and dream, offering a
window into the protagonist's psyche. The low-flying aircraft itself, for instance, is a powerful symbol that
embodies both surveillance and futility. It suggests an attempt to maintain control and order, yet the
aircraft's presence is largely impotent—a relic of a once-powerful state apparatus that has lost its purpose.
The absurdity of its continuous patrols over an empty, meaningless landscape resonates with the surrealist
tradition of exploring dissonant imagery to evoke an emotional rather than logical response (Baker, 2000).

Another instance of surrealism is the depiction of mutated children, whose grotesque features and
behaviors seem to place them outside the bounds of humanity while simultaneously hinting at some
potential for evolution beyond the current impasse. In surrealist fashion, these children evoke both hope and
dread; they are symbols of transformation, but their ultimate significance is ambiguous. The grotesque
becomes a site of potential, reflecting Ballard's preoccupation with the idea that the collapse of old forms
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may be a necessary precursor to new forms of life. Sontag (1966) argues that surrealism often reveals the
underlying horror of transformation, and in Ballard’s story, this horror is evident in both the physical and
psychological domains. The protagonist's ambivalence towards these children underscores the uncertainty
about whether they represent salvation or a further slide into degeneration.

Impact on Characters: Living Amidst Temporal and Surreal Dislocation

The chronopolitical and surrealist themes in Low-Flying Aircraft deeply affect the story's characters,
particularly in their sense of purpose and psychological resilience. The protagonist and his partner live in a
small outpost, attempting to retain some semblance of normality in a world where conventional notions of
family, society, and future have been upended. Their daily routines—checking equipment, patrolling fields,
and caring for their dog—are both survivalist and futile, underscoring their inability to truly alter their
circumstances or exert meaningful agency. The characters' repetitive behaviors reflect what Lefebvre (2004)
describes as the "time of despair,” a state of suspended temporality where individuals are caught in an
endless cycle without forward progression or purpose.

Their interaction with the mutated children further highlights the psychological toll of living in a
dislocated temporal space. The children represent the collapse of biological certainty and the emergence of
an uncertain new order. They are at once an affront to the protagonists' sense of what is natural and an
indication of the direction in which humanity might evolve. The protagonist's attempts to relate to these
children are fraught with both fear and curiosity; their presence forces him to confront the limitations of his
understanding of humanity and normality. In this regard, Ballard portrays the characters as emblematic of
broader societal anxieties regarding mutation, change, and the possibility of a future that bears no
resemblance to the present.

The protagonist’s partner, similarly, struggles with the psychological dissonance of living in a world
that has ceased to provide meaning. Her reaction to the children is more visceral, reflecting an instinctual
revulsion that underscores the degree to which mutation—and by extension, transformation—challenges
deeply ingrained human instincts. This dynamic mirrors Kristeva’s (1982) concept of the "abject," which
refers to that which disturbs identity, order, and system. The mutated children embody the abject, forcing
the protagonists to reckon with the breakdown of traditional boundaries between self and other, familiar and
unfamiliar, which deepens their isolation and disorientation.

Societal Decay: A Mirror to Human Futility

The theme of societal decay in Low-Flying Aircraft serves as both a setting and a mirror to the
characters' internal struggles. Ballard’s description of crumbling infrastructure, depopulated cities, and the
haunting presence of low-flying aircraft conveys a world in decline. This decay is not just physical; it
symbolizes the erosion of social bonds, identity, and purpose. The landscape is littered with reminders of
humanity's once-thriving existence, serving as a backdrop for the characters' existential reflections.

In this environment of decay, Ballard presents a poignant critique of technological progress and the
societal structures that have failed to sustain human life. The aircraft, a symbol of surveillance and control,
serves as a constant reminder of an authority that has become irrelevant. Its presence highlights the failure
of societal institutions to adapt to the new realities of a world characterized by infertility and mutation. As
such, the aircraft embodies a paradox: it represents the remnants of a past order while simultaneously
signifying the futility of control in a disintegrating society (Heath, 2010).

Moreover, Ballard's depiction of societal decay reflects broader anxieties about the future of
humanity in the wake of rapid technological advancements. The story suggests that while technology has the
potential to reshape human experience, it also risks alienating individuals from their environment and each
other. The fragmented, decaying landscape serves as a warning against the unchecked pursuit of progress—
a theme resonant with contemporary concerns regarding environmental degradation and social
fragmentation. In this sense, Low-Flying Aircraft becomes not only a reflection on the consequences of
societal decay but also a call to confront the realities of a changing world.
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Memory: The Ties That Bind and Separate

Memory serves as a crucial theme in Low-Flying Aircraft, functioning as a means through which
characters navigate their dislocated reality. In a world where the future feels uncertain and the past is
marked by loss, memory becomes a tenuous thread that connects the characters to their humanity. Ballard
portrays memory as both a source of comfort and a burden, illuminating how recollections can shape
identity even amidst chaos.

The protagonist's memories of a time when life was more stable offer fleeting moments of solace,
yet they also underscore the painful contrast with the present. These memories become a double-edged
sword, as they anchor him in a reality that no longer exists while simultaneously highlighting the dissonance
between past and present. This theme resonates with Bakhtin's (1981) concept of “chronotope,” which
emphasizes how time and space are interwoven in narrative. In Low-Flying Aircraft, the chronotope
manifests as a fractured landscape of memory, where the past intrudes upon the present, complicating the
characters' efforts to forge a new identity in a rapidly changing world.

The act of remembering, then, becomes an essential mechanism for survival. As the protagonist and
his partner grapple with the uncertainties of their existence, their memories serve as touchstones of hope and
identity. Yet, the weight of these memories can also lead to despair, as they confront the reality that the
world they remember is slipping further from reach. Ballard captures this ambivalence, suggesting that
while memory can provide a sense of continuity, it can also exacerbate feelings of loss and alienation.

Conclusion

J.G. Ballard's Low-Flying Aircraft masterfully interweaves the themes of chronopolitics, surrealism,
societal decay, and memory to create a narrative that challenges conventional notions of progress and
identity. Through the lens of a disintegrating world, Ballard prompts readers to confront the implications of
a society grappling with the consequences of its technological advancements. The surreal imagery and the
psychological dislocation of the characters serve to evoke the complex interplay between time, space, and
identity in a landscape marked by loss and mutation.

Ultimately, Low-Flying Aircraft stands as a powerful critique of societal stagnation, urging readers
to reflect on the consequences of humanity's relentless pursuit of progress. Ballard's vision of a decaying
future serves as both a warning and an invitation to reconsider the potential for transformation that may
arise from the ashes of societal collapse. As we navigate an increasingly uncertain world, Ballard's
exploration of memory and the fragility of human identity remains deeply resonant, challenging us to
confront the complexities of existence in a time of profound change.
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