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Warmer1

Find the information3

Key words2
Fill the gaps in the sentences using these key words from the text.

1. ___________________________ is a feeling of slight pain, embarrassment or annoyance, especially if you 
feel uncomfortable.

2. If something happens ___________________________, it continues for a long time without stopping in a way 
that is annoying.

3. A ___________________________ is someone who does stupid or annoying things.

4. ___________________________ is a situation when too many people are put into a space that is too small.

5. If you ___________________________ someone, you push against them because you are trying to move 
past them in a crowd.

6. If people ___________________________, they either use offensive or impolite words or think them about 
someone or something.

7. ___________________________ is a series of actions taken to reduce the costs of a business.

8. ___________________________ is the ability to understand how someone feels because you can imagine 
what it is like to be them.

9. An ___________________________ is something that helps to improve the effect of something bad or negative.

10. A ___________________________ is something that has been said so often that it is no longer interesting 
and shows a lack of imagination.

Which of these situations do you dislike the most? Rank them in order from 1 (most disliked) to 6  
(least disliked).

1. _____________________________  a.    being on a crowded bus

2. _____________________________	 	 b.				waiting	in	a	queue	at	a	post	office	or	bank

3. _____________________________  c.    sitting in the middle seat on a plane

4. _____________________________  d.    waiting to cross a busy road

5. _____________________________	 	 e.				being	stuck	in	a	traffic	jam

6. _____________________________  f.     waiting at home for a delivery to arrive

Find the following information in the text as quickly as possible.
1. What three things about air travel does the author of the article describe as ‘hell’?

2. Why, according to the author, is air travel getting more uncomfortable?

3. Where is the author from?

4. How	long	was	the	flight	from	the	US	to	Australia?

5. According to the CEO of Delta airlines, what should people do before they recline their seat?

6. What problem has the author encountered when shopping for clothes?

 incessantly cramming discomfort jostle curse
cost-cutting empathy antidote platitude jerk
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Space austerity: plane seats and 
changing rooms needn’t bring out  
our worst  
Hell is other people in confined spaces – but 
remembering each other’s humanity is the best 
antidote to late capitalism’s callousness
Josephine Tovey   
19 February, 2020

1 If you don’t normally believe that hell is other 
people, you might start doing so after a long-haul 
flight	in	economy	class.	Seats	reclined	up	against	
your face, legs spread into your tiny space and – 
my personal hate – a stranger’s bare feet poking 
in between the seats.

2 Thanks to the internet and the number of air-
rage videos on social media, you don’t even 
have	to	be	flying	to	be	drawn	into	this	infuriating	
combination of deep discomfort and pure 
intimacy with strangers. In the latest one, a 
woman sits with her seat reclined on an American 
Airlines	flight,	filming	over	her	shoulder.	Behind	
her, a man slouches in his chair, with one hand 
up, punching the back of her seat incessantly. 

3 The video reignited the never-ending debate 
about reclining your seat. As with most things, I 
was on the writer’s side: “Reclining is impolite, 
but punching someone’s seat over and over 
and over … That is even more wrong.” Every 
time one of these videos surfaces, it’s hard not 
to think we should save plenty of anger for the 
airlines themselves. I make no excuses for the 
seat-punching	jerk,	but	it’s	absurd	to	debate	the	
etiquette here without pointing out – maybe it’s 
also	the	seats,	and	the	companies	who	profit	
from selling them so close together, that are  
the problem.

4 Air travel is getting more uncomfortable: people 
are getting bigger, but seats are generally getting 
smaller	and	closer	together.	The	flight	attendants’	
union	in	the	US	has	warned	this	cramming	is	a	
safety	issue,	increasing	conflict	while	also	running	
the risk of making emergency evacuations slower. 
The trade-off for cheaper air travel over the past 
few decades has been a non-stop pursuit of 
efficiency	of	space.	But	it’s	not	just	air	travel.	So	
many spaces where we interact with each other 
in the era of late capitalism bring out the absolute 
worst in us and threaten to make us all go crazy.

5 We	jostle	and	squabble	in	queues	at	underfunded	
public services. We grow irritated stuck on buses 

behind streams of slow cyclists in cities that have 
failed	to	build	proper	bike	lanes.	We	find	ourselves	
cursing	into	strangers’	armpits	or	fighting	with	their	
rucksacks on overcrowded public transport.

6 I always feel like I’ve entered a crowd scene 
from	a	horror	film	anytime	I’ve	shopped	at	Zara	
at lunchtime. The ratio of customers to changing 
rooms in their shops always seems to be 7,000:1, 
leading women to try on what they can in the 
aisles – leaving clothes lying around the store 
and	fighting	for	mirror	space.	At	sale	time,	you	
can feel like you need body armour.

7 At the heart of all these issues is usually bad 
design	and	organization,	with	profit,	private	
interests and cost-cutting, not people, in mind. 
In spaces where human needs seem like an 
afterthought, it’s little wonder our empathy 
diminishes. And it’s a burden felt by some more 
than others. These are largely situations some 
pay their way out of – there aren’t too many air-
rage	videos	coming	out	of	first	class	or	fights	over	
mirror space in designer shops. You’re less likely 
to think hell is other people when you don’t have 
to be squeezed up against them constantly as 
you move through the world.

8 In an annoying epilogue to the recent viral video, 
the CEO of Delta Air Lines issued some etiquette 
advice about reclining: “I think that the proper thing 
to do is if you’re going to recline into somebody, 
that	you	ask	if	it’s	OK	first,”	he	said.	Of	course	he	
would – the tolerance of passengers, even under 
increasingly	undignified	circumstances,	is	integral	
to the business model at this point.

9 But	trying	to	hold	on	to	our	humanity	in	these	
situations is more than worth it for us. Firstly, 
obviously, because it makes life more bearable. 
But	secondly,	because	it’s	camaraderie,	and	
seeing people around you as real, whole people, 
not	just	competitors	for	space,	is	the	best	antidote	
to the ideology shaping these experiences in the 
first	place.

10 On	one	trip	home	to	Australia	from	the	US	a	
few years back, I found myself wondering what 
I had done wrong in a past life to be sat next to 
a bodybuilder – a giant of a man with massive 
arms and legs that spilled over the armrests and 
out of his seat. He started chatting to me – loudly 
– as soon as I sat down, in his thick New Jersey 
accent, as he wiped beads of sweat from his brow.

11 I quickly realized the poor guy was overcome 
with nerves. He confessed to me he’d never 
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Comprehension check 4

actually been on a plane before, but he had to, 
because	he’d	fallen	for	an	Australian	girl.	She	
was from Queensland, a dancer on a cruise ship. 
He	showed	me	pictures	of	her	on	his	phone.	She	
wanted him to come and meet her family. He was 
crazy	about	her.	So	he	booked	a	flight.

12 All my irritation melted away, and I found myself 
getting	very	involved	in	this	transpacific	love	
story. I asked him questions about bodybuilding 

to keep him talking, while sharing all the usual 
platitudes about the relative safety of air travel. 
I also gave him permission to squeeze my arm 
if he got scared. For the next 14 hours, I had 
almost no legroom, no armrest and no sleep, 
with a big stranger’s hand gripping my forearm 
intermittently. And I wasn’t the least bit angry.
© Guardian News and Media 2020
First published in The Guardian, 19/02/20

Choose the best answer according to the text.

1. What does the author think about the situation shown in the air-rage video?
a. She	feels	that	the	man	was	right	to	punch	the	back	of	the	woman’s	seat	because	she	had	failed	to	ask	his	

permission before reclining it.
b. She	thinks	that	reclining	a	seat	without	asking	permission	is	as	bad	as	punching	it.
c. She	believes	that	punching	the	back	of	a	seat	incessantly	is	worse	than	reclining	the	seat.

2.		 Why	does	the	US	flight	attendants’	union	think	that	cramming	is	a	safety	issue?
a. because it makes people punch the back of other travellers’ seats
b. because it could make emergency evacuations slower
c. because	it	means	that	flight	attendants	find	it	difficult	to	move	down	the	aisle

3.  What does the author feel lies at the heart of the issues she describes?
a. that	profit,	private	interests	and	cost-cutting	come	before	people’s	comfort
b. that these issues don’t affect wealthy people, so they don’t worry about them
c. that everything from planes to shops is badly designed

4.  How did the author react to the large bodybuilder in the seat next to her?
a. She	was	angry	and	remained	angry	for	the	entire	flight.
b. She	was	angry	at	first	but	then	got	involved	in	his	story	and	her	anger	disappeared.
c. She	realized	that	they	were	both	scared	of	flying	so	she	empathized	with	him.

Find the word5
Find the following words and phrases in the text.
1. an	adjective	meaning	extremely annoying (para 2)

2. a noun meaning a very close personal relationship (para 2)

3. a verb meaning sit with your shoulders bent forward and your head low so that you look lazy (para 2)

4. a verb meaning restart something, such as a fight or an argument (para 3)

5. a verb meaning argue with someone about something that is not important (para 5)

6. a noun meaning something that happens or is done later than something else (para 7)

7. a noun meaning friendship and trust between people in a group (para 9)

8. a two-word phrasal verb meaning be very attracted to someone and start to love them (para 11)

9. a two-word phrasal verb meaning disappear, usually gradually (para 12)

10. an adverb meaning from time to time (para 12)
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Discuss the statements.

• It should not be possible to recline seats on planes.

• Personal	space	is	much	more	important	than	profit.

• Air travel is too cheap, and this is bad for everyone.

Discussion8

Word-building7

Verb + noun collocations6
Match the verbs in the left-hand column with the nouns or noun phrases in the right-hand column to make 
expressions from the text.

1. shape    a.    the risk of doing something

2. make    b.    a debate

3. run     c.    someone permission to do something

4. bring out    d.    your experiences 

5. reignite    e.    the worst in somebody

6. give     f.     excuses

Complete the sentences with the correct form of the word in brackets at the end of each sentence.

1. Cheaper air travel has led to airlines constantly trying to improve ___________________________ of space. 
[EFFICIENT]

2. People	jostle	and	squabble	in	queues	at	___________________________	public	services.	[FUND]

3. The	author	found	herself	fighting	with	strangers’	rucksacks	on	___________________________	public	
transport. [CROWD]

4. Holding	on	to	our	humanity	in	difficult	situations	makes	life	more	___________________________.	[BEAR]

5. Passengers	often	remain	tolerant	even	under	___________________________	undignified	circumstances.	
[INCREASE]

6. The author tries to see people as real, whole people and not as ___________________________ for space. 
[COMPETE]
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KEY

2 Key words

1. discomfort
2. incessantly
3. jerk
4. cramming
5. jostle
6. curse
7. cost-cutting
8. empathy
9. antidote
10. platitude

3 Find the information

1. seats reclining against your face; legs spread 
into your space; a stranger’s bare feet poking in 
between the seats

2. People are getting bigger, but seats are getting 
smaller and closer together.

3. Australia
4. 14 hours
5. ask	if	it’s	OK	first
6. crowds of people and not enough changing rooms

4 Comprehension check

1. c
2. b
3. a
4. b

5 Find the word

1. infuriating
2. intimacy
3. slouch
4. reignite
5. squabble
6. afterthought
7. camaraderie
8. fall for
9. melt away
10. intermittently

6 Verb + noun collocations

1. d
2. f
3. a
4. e
5. b
6. c

7 Word-building

1. efficiency
2. underfunded
3. overcrowded (or crowded)
4. bearable
5. increasingly
6. competitors (or competition)


