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Now that you are in the real world  

you realise  

– not that you were misled, but –  

you realise what is important. 

Noise Activist N3,  

on my fieldwork 

 

I begin with a conversation that worked, and an interview that did not. It is March 2016. It is 

cold, it is wet, I am wearing thermosocks on top of my jeans and a rain coat that is not as water-

proof as it claimed to be. I am standing in a community project and protest camp against airport 

expansion close to Heathrow, and this is – emphatically – not where I had planned to be on the 

last day of my fieldwork. The inhabitants of the camp who meet me are welcoming and 

articulate; my intention had been to interview them about their cause, but I am obviously out 

of my depth. And then, we meet another inhabitant of the camp and I am no longer asking the 

questions:  

Peter: What’s your studies?  

Yvonne: Aviation. 

Peter: Aviation, oh ok. What aspect of aviation?  

Yvonne: See, I started off being fairly uncritical and then I realised that everybody 

assumed it’s growing and I thought that maybe that should be questioned. I started 

looking at airports and how they are built and how they grow, and then I turned around 

half way through…  

Peter: And what excites you? What draws you to live your life studying that?  

Yvonne: Well, it started off the other way round. I am guilty of flying a lot because I 

am German, I live in Wales, and I just spend a lot of times at airports and felt I should 

start questioning that. I mean, they are fascinating spaces but I think that there is a lot 

of damage being done and that is not really being studied at all. So, really, I am just 

angry at a lot of other scholars at the moment.  

Peter: And are you reading about some of that damage that is being done to name it, or 

to record it?  

Yvonne: I think, at the moment, it’s just about pointing out that it’s happening because 

airports are these really fascinating, supermodern spaces for a lot of scholars and they 

only focus on a very narrow part of it which is about “Oh, well, we can fly, and it’s 

exciting and we can move!”; but there is a lot of other things that are really quite 

problematic. So, I spend a lot of time looking at noise and at the situation of people 

working at airports. So, I think it’s about broadening the scholarship a little bit.  

Peter: And is this for you like a career path? Is it something you are passionate about 

or exploring an arena that really fascinates you, or will it take you to a comfortable life 
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style later on down the road? What motivates you to study a PhD? And obviously, you 

don’t have to answer.  

Although this conversation still makes me cringe, I am citing it here because it shows an 

interviewee, Peter, subverting the traditional question-and-answer format of interviews which 

I had been following thus far, and thereby changing the power relations implicit in such a 

format. While the intention behind my interviews had been to get at some part of the worlds 

inhabited by the interviewees – more on this later – Peter turns the interview into a not-too-

gentle interrogation of myself, of the formation of my subjectivity as a researcher through the 

writing of this project. He draws attention to studying and the learning processes that 

accompany the production of my research,1 and the incompleteness of these processes. He 

requires me to speak of the project and myself in a language that is more direct and more 

personal than the carefully crafted academic points I am more used to producing. I am, clearly, 

not very good at speaking his language. Even after I safely return to the comfort of my office, 

I remember the visceral discomfort of being not able to speak this language better, lying on my 

shoulders like the supposedly water-proof but actually rain-soaked coat.  

And yet, I say that my encounter with Peter worked as a conversation, despite not working as 

an interview, because Peter gets at a few central points concerning the evolution of this thesis, 

its relation to existing literature, its motivation and the politics at stake in it through his quick 

fire questions. I want to revisit these points here by way of introducing the thesis, before making 

a second, retrospective, attempt at answering Peter’s questions. I begin with a review of the 

existing literature and my challenge to it, before discussing the Lefebvrian framework I am 

intending to build throughout the thesis. I then move on to discuss my encounters with my 

interviewees, and I conclude with a discussion of the politics at stake.  

 

I. Airport literatures 

The criticism of the literature I mention to Peter, though crude, stands. The thesis is most 

closely related to a field of study – dubbed ‘airport studies’ or ‘aeromobilities’ – which 

approaches the airport as a particular social environment. This literature has been emerging 

slowly for some time. Adey noted in 2005 that the airport is ‘a space broadly sidelined in 

                                                           
1 Steffano Harney and Fred Moten, The Undercommons: Fugitive Planning and Black Study (Wivenhoe: Minor 

Compositions: 2013), 62. 
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academic study’.2 In 2008, Cwerner wrote that ‘aviation and air travel still receive scant 

attention in the social sciences’.3 In the same year, Salter observed that ‘there is no 

institutionalization of “airport studies” in the social sciences or humanities’. Regardless, he also 

stated optimistically that there is ‘a growing community of scholars [who are] concerned with 

the subject of airports’.4 Adey was similarly optimistic in Aerial Life in 2010, and pointed 

towards ‘numerous studies of airports and aircraft’ which take them to be ‘signifiers of our 

contemporary world’.5 My own academic consideration of airports began in a Master’s thesis 

in 2012, and then as a PhD project in 2013.  

As I explained to Peter, I began with my experiences as a passenger and then – importantly – 

the inadequacy of such a perspective. A similar criticism can be made against the existing 

literature. I focus here on book-length contributions. I am interested primarily in the ambitions 

of their authors, and therefore I focus on authors’ own conceptualisations of their work. I make 

two points about the existing literature on airports here, in order to elaborate on my caricatured 

assessment to Peter. My first point relates to the claim that the airport is a social environment. 

This claim is made in various ways, and it is central to the literature. My second point is a 

critique of that claim. I suggest that the literature argues from a particular subject position and 

with a particular subject in mind, which leads scholars to forget about the possibility of other 

subject positions in the social environments they describe. This impoverishes the politics of 

their accounts.  

First, the claim that airports should be understood as social environments, and that they are 

representative of the human condition at present, is central to the literature. I would like to 

illustrate various ways in which this point has been made. Perhaps the most prominent, and 

contested, conceptualisation of this social dimension of airports, or more accurately the lack 

thereof, is Marc Augé’s work on non-places.6 Augé explains that ‘if a place can be defined as 

                                                           
2 Peter Adey, “Spaces of Flow: Mobility and Identity in Airport Space”. (Thesis (Ph.D.), University of Wales, 

2005), Thesis summary.  
3 Saulo Cwerner, “Introducing aeromobilities,” in Aeromobilities, ed. Saulo Cwerner, Sven Kesselring and John 

Urry (London: Routledge, 2009), 2. 
4 Mark B. Salter, “Introduction: Airport Assemblage,” in Politics at the Airport, ed. Mark Salter (Minnesota: 

University of Minnesota, 2008), x. 
5 Peter Adey, Aerial Life: Spaces, Mobilities, Affects (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 13.  

Adey cites Augé, Gottdiener and Pascoe whose work is discussed here, as well as Manuel Castells, The Rise of 

the Network Society, 2nd ed. (Chichester: Blackwell, 2010) and Kevin Hannam, Mimi Sheller and John Urry, 

“Editorial: Mobilities, Immobilities and Moorings,” in Mobilities 1, no. 1 (2006).  
6 Cf. Peter Adey, Lucy Budd and Phil Hubbard, “Flying lessons: exploring the social and cultural geographies of 

global air travel”. In Progress in Human Geography 31, no. 6 (2007): 779. 
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relational, historical and concerned with identity, then a space which cannot be defined as 

relational, historical or concerned with identity will be a non-place’.7 Augé explains that place 

and non-place should not be regarded as distinct entities, but rather as opposed tendencies on 

the same spectrum. Linking the discussion to the notion of modernity, he continues:  

Non-places are the real measure of our time; one that could be quantified … by totalling 

all the air, rail and motorway routes, the mobile cabins called ‘means of transport’ 

(aircraft, trains and road vehicles), the airports and railway stations, hotel chains, leisure 

parks, large retail outlets, and finally the complex skein of cable and wireless networks 

that mobilize extraterrestrial space for the purposes of communication so peculiar that 

it often puts the individual in contact only with another image of himself.8 

In this account, non-places such as airports are not relational, historical or concerned with 

identity. The division of place and non-place is never complete, but non-places are taken to be 

indicative of ‘our time’, supermodernity.9  

The idea that airports specifically are indicative of a particular, global present is a key feature 

of discussions of the literature, although the idea that airports are non-places is actually 

countered in various texts. Alastair Gordon’s Naked Airport, which describes itself as ‘A 

Cultural History of the World’s Most Revolutionary Structure’,10 treats the airport as a human 

habitat that affects passengers, and also as an active force in the globalised world. It is a 

historical account of the development of airports, beginning in the 1920s and ending with an 

account of the September 11 attacks in 2001. Gordon goes beyond a mere historical account 

and aims at ‘showing how the airport was gradually shaped into a new kind of human 

environment, while, in turn, shaping the rest of the modern world’.11 He writes that ‘the airport 

is at once a place, a system, a cultural artefact that brings us face-to-face with the advantages 

as well as the frustrations of modernity’.12 In his analysis, then, the airport is ‘a place where 

the underlying forces (and anxieties) of modern living are unveiled’.13 Gottdiener’s Life in the 

Air, which is concerned with airports in the present day particularly after liberalisation of the 

                                                           
7 Marc Augé, Non-Places: An Introduction to Supermodernity. Second English Language Translation (London: 

Verso, 2008), 63.  
8 Augé, Non-Places, 64. 
9 There is a question here regarding the qualitative and quantitative character of Auge’s definition. Cf. Peter 

Merriman, “Driving Places: Marc Auge, Non-places and the Geographies of England’s M1 Motorway,” in 

Theory, Culture and Society 21.4/5 (2004), 151.  
10 Alastair Gordon, Naked Airport: A Cultural History of the World’s Most Revolutionary Structure. With a new 

Epilogue. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2008), 218. 
11 Gordon, Naked Airport: A Cultural History of the World’s Most Revolutionary Structure, 5.  
12 Gordon, Naked Airport: A Cultural History of the World’s Most Revolutionary Structure, 5.  
13 Gordon, Naked Airport: A Cultural History of the World’s Most Revolutionary Structure, 264.  
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aviation industry, presents the airport as a ‘new air realm where people now live’.14 Gottdiener 

begins with a certain degree of nostalgia, stating that ‘flying in an airplane was once a special 

event’. While ‘only the affluent could afford seats in an airplane’ in the past, he suggests that 

in the present day ‘most travelers are frequent fliers, using air transport the way people in the 

past used automobiles and trains’.15 He treats airports as an ‘emergent social world of flying’.16 

In an effort to conceptualise this further, he reviews several ways of thinking about airports in 

addition to non-places,17 such as transition spaces,18 gateways,19 shopping malls,20 cities,21 and 

temporary communities.22 This illustrates well the many ways in which airport space, and the 

ways of inhabiting it, can be conceptualised. Fuller and Harley’s Aviopolis similarly suggests 

that it is concerned with the condition of contemporary life, from the perspective of a passenger. 

In direct reference to the work of Augé, they describe the airport as a ‘sublime ‘non-place’ that 

connects us to large-scale anonymous processes’.23 As the contribution most grounded in 

theory,24 Fuller and Harley’s discussions of the airport are shaped by an awareness of the 

ambivalence of the airport between security and banality. They see the airport as ‘a mobile 

polis of invasive security procedures and hyper-surveillance mixed in with the comfy banality 

of global franchising’.25 However, revealing their perspective as passengers, they add that, 

‘with boarding pass in hand, we are on our way to elsewhere, seemingly given unlimited access 

                                                           
14 Mark Gottdiener, Life in the Air: Surviving the New Culture of Air Travel (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield, 

2001), 2.  
15 Gottdiener, Life in the Air: Surviving the New Culture of Air Travel, 1.  
16 Gottdiener, Life in the Air: Surviving the New Culture of Air Travel, 4.  
17 This, too, is a recurrent trope within airport studies; cf. Marc Augé, Non-Places: An Introduction to 

Supermodernity. Second English Language Translation (London: Verso, 2008). Adey criticises it because it 

‘conceptually and sociologically render[s] the airport a node, devoid of local connections’ (Adey, “Spaces of 

Flow”, 14. ) 
18 Gottdiener uses this term in distinction from ‘liminal spaces‘, to emphasise that transitional spaces have the 

specific economic purpose to encourage consumption. (Gottdiener, Life in the Air: Surviving the New Culture of 

Air Travel, 10.) 
19 Gottdiener, Life in the Air: Surviving the New Culture of Air Travel, 11. 
20 Gottdiener, Life in the Air: Surviving the New Culture of Air Travel, 15 – 19. 
21 Gottdiener, Life in the Air: Surviving the New Culture of Air Travel, 21 – 31. This is a comparison, which is 

made particularly often. See for example: John D. Kasarda and Greg Lindsay, Aerotropolis: The Way we Live 

Next. (Harmondsworth: Allen Lane/Penguin Books, 2011); Christopher J. Blow, Airport Terminals, 2nd ed. 

(Oxford: Architectural Press, 1998), 260 – 264; Norman J. Ashford, Saleh Mumayiz, Paul H. Wright, Airport 

Engineering: Planning, Design, and Development of 21st-Century Airports. (Hoboken: Wiley, 2001), 659 – 

703. Gottdiener is notable in questioning the analogy by pointing out that people have a more permanent 

residency in cities than in airports. (Gottdiener, Life in the Air: Surviving the New Culture of Air Travel, 27.) 
22 Gottdiener, Life in the Air: Surviving the New Culture of Air Travel, 30. 
23 Fuller and Harley, Aviopolis: A Book about Airports, 11.  
24 The book makes used of Agamben’s Bare Life, Foucault’s Heterotopia, Virilio’s Chronopolitics, to mention 

but a few (Gillian Fuller and Ross Harley, Aviopolis: A Book about Airports (London: Black Dog, 2004), 152.) 
25 Fuller and Harley, Aviopolis: A Book about Airports, 11.  
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to any destination we can imagine. But, of course, this access is highly conditional’.26 Similarly 

to Gordon and Gottdiener, Fuller and Harley are interested in ‘how this new type of life in the 

air is changing everything on the ground’.27 Reversing that statement, Adey writes in Aerial 

Life that ‘life on the ground surely changes that in the air’.28 Drawing on a range of historical 

case studies, Adey is concerned with the social impact of flight more than with airports 

specifically, but he nevertheless offers insights into the latter.29 He investigates ‘how space has 

been produced, transfigured and shaped through the technology of the aeroplane, and, as this 

has happened, how people have been changed too’.30 He describes aeromobilities as ‘a key 

component of contemporary mobile life’,31 and he adds that they are ‘conveniently sought as 

the barometer of the day’.32 His aim is to establish ‘a theoretically informed research that 

explores what the development and transformation of air travel has meant for societies and the 

human subject’.33 

In a different vein, Pascoe’s Airspaces illustrates the representational aspects of airports in 

particular. He is concerned with the ‘cultural identification’ and ‘aesthetic properties’ of 

airports in art.34 Art is ‘almost unduly overlooked when set against the overall mechanism of 

the airport’,35 suggests Pascoe, despite the prevalence of art in these spaces revealed in his 

work. Pascoe continues his work with Aircraft, a book which is primarily concerned with the 

historical development of aircraft themselves.36 De Botton’s A Week at the Airport: A 

Heathrow Diary chronicles the author’s experiences as a ‘writer-in-residence’ in Heathrow’s 

Terminal 5 in which he was to create ‘an impressionistic survey of the premises’.37 He was 

then asked ‘in full view of passengers and staff, [to] draw together material for a book at a 

specially positioned desk in the departures hall’.38 The book is the result of this residency. As 

such, it is interesting in showing a production of literature in and through the airport itself. In 

                                                           
26 Fuller and Harley, Aviopolis: A Book about Airports, 11.  
27 Fuller and Harley, Aviopolis: A Book about Airports, 9.   
28 Adey, Aerial Life, 5.  
29 In particular: Adey, Aerial Life, 122 – 124.  
30 Adey, Aerial Life, 6.  
31 Adey, Aerial Life, 8.  
32 Adey, Aerial Life, 7.  
33 Adey, Aerial Life, 8. 
34 David Pascoe, Airspaces (London: Reaktion Books, 2001), 11. 
35 Pascoe, Airspaces, 11.  
36 David Pascoe, Aircraft (London: Reaktion Books, 2003) 
37 Alain de Botton, A Week at the Airport: A Heathrow Diary (London: Profile Books, 2009), 10.  
38 de Botton. A Week at the Airport, 10. 
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the book, de Botton takes the airport to be ‘the imaginative centre of contemporary culture’.39 

He was succeeded as a writer in residence by Tony Parson, who published Departures: Seven 

Stories from Heathrow as a result of his residency. While de Botton’s account is non-fiction, 

Departures provides short stories of encounters between passengers and airport staff, such as 

an airfield fireman, an employee of the animal reception centre, a pilot, an immigration officer, 

an air traffic controller, and a trainee airside operator.40 While of little use for this study, it does 

highlight the connection between passengers and airport workers which I wish to draw attention 

to in this thesis as well. In a similar vein, Schaberg’s The Textual Life of Airports: Reading the 

Culture of Flight investigates ‘how airports encapsulate certain ideas about modern life in the 

United States’.41 Examining various textual materials, the book actually follows Augé’s 

thinking about non-places in examining their particular textual quality.42 In particular, 

Schaberg is interested in ‘how airports read, or how they are interpreted, in a range of 

contexts’.43 As such, Schaberg’s work, as Pascoe’s previously, serves to highlight the 

representational aspects of airports and aeromobility. What makes Schaberg’s account 

exceptional is that he also writes from the perspective of someone who has worked at an 

airport.44 This becomes even more apparent in Schaberg’s 2016 publication on The End of 

Airports, discussed below.  

There is also an increasing number of edited collections on the subject which combine a 

multitude of approaches and perspectives. Salter’s edited volume Politics at the Airport begins 

with the observation that ‘few sites are more iconographic of both opportunities and the 

vulnerabilities of contemporary globalization than the international airport’.45 As the previous 

authors, Salter suggests that airports are ‘both an exception to and paradigmatic of present-day 

life’.46 He points towards ‘the incomplete, fragmented and dispersed nature of airport 

politics’,47 and later defines the politics as ‘how movement, architectural spaces, discourses 

and technologies are deployed to shape and structure the social sorting of safe and dangerous 

                                                           
39 de Botton, A Week at the Airport, 13.  
40 Tony Parsons, Departures: Seven Stories from Heathrow (London: Harper, 2011). 
41 Christopher Schaberg, The Textual Life of Airports: Reading the Culture of Flight (New York: Bloomsbury, 

2011), 1. 
42 Schaberg, The Textual Life of Airports, 1 – 2. 
43 Schaberg, The Textual Life of Airports, 1. 
44 Schaberg, The Textual Life of Airports, 25. Cf. Christopher Schaberg, The End of Airports (New York: 

Bloomsbury, 2016), 9.  
45 Salter, “Introduction: Airport Assemblage,” ix.   
46 Salter, “Introduction: Airport Assemblage,” ix.   
47 Salter, “Introduction: Airport Assemblage,” xiii. 
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travellers’.48 Goetz and Budd’s edited volume The Geographies of Air Transport illustrates the 

breadth of possible engagements with the subject. It is divided into ‘thematic approaches’ and 

‘regional approaches’, and as such provides a missing global perspective on aviation.49 Lastly, 

Urry, Kesselring and Cwerner’s Aeromobilities is divided in four parts which are concerned 

with the connection of ‘aeromobilities, globalization and social theory’, ‘the production of 

airspace’, ‘the social life of air travel’ and ‘governing air travel’ respectively. In the 

introduction, Cwerner writes about airports and aviation that ‘not only are they central to this 

world but also a key component of both the material processes and debates that are shaping the 

future of society and the environment’.50 The aim of the book is, in Cwerner’s words, not only 

to collect existing work but also ‘to make a case for the establishment of aeromobilities as both 

a distinct field of research and a key issue in the future development of social theory in an 

increasingly complex world’.51 The book is useful in particular in diversifying perspectives on 

aeromobility, by accounting for some instances of its production52 and its effects on the 

ground.53 The benefit of all edited volumes is that they diversify the possible perspectives on 

the airport. The accompanying challenge to this is, however, to be clear about the relations 

between these perspectives. 

In summary, I see three different ways of approaching airports as a research subject, and as a 

human environment: Single authored books concerned with the past and present of airports, 

single authored books concerned with the representational features of airports, and edited 

collections which cover a variety of approaches. The scholars undertaking this research come 

to it from a variety of disciplinary backgrounds, such as Anthropology (Augé), Sociology 

(Gottdiener, Urry), Political Studies (Salter), Human Geography (Adey, Goetz), Urban 

Planning and Mobility (Kesselring), English Literature and Culture (Pascoe and Schaberg), 

Digital Cultures (Fuller and Harley), and Air Transport (Budd). They bring a broad variety of 

concepts and approaches, as becomes particularly apparent in the edited collections, and they 

                                                           
48 Salter, “Introduction: Airport Assemblage,” xiv. 
49 Andrew R. Goetz and Lucy Budd (eds), The Geographies of Air Transport (Farnham, Ashgate: 2014). 
50 Cwerner, “Introducing aeromobilities,” 2.  
51 Cwerner, “Introducing aeromobilities,” 2.  
52 Lucy Budd, “Air craft: producing UK airspace,” in Aeromobilities, ed. Saulo Cwerner, Sven Kesselring and 

John Urry (London: Routledge, 2009), and Peter Peters, “Airborne on time,” in Aeromobilities, ed. Saulo 

Cwerner, Sven Kesselring and John Urry (London: Routledge, 2009).  
53 Guillaume Faburel and Lisa Levy, “Science, expertise, and local knowledge in airport conflicts: towards a 

cosmopolitan approach,” in Aeromobilities, ed. Saulo Cwerner, Sven Kesselring and John Urry (London: 

Routledge, 2009). 
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share the view that there is a connection between airports, modernity, and globalisation, and an 

assumption that airports should be considered a particular kind of human environment.  

Moving on to my second point, the primary criticism I wish to raise here is that these accounts, 

with the exception of Schaberg’s, build on the particular subject position of the researcher in 

the social world they describe and, as a corollary, limit the subjectivities they discuss in these 

social worlds. Merriman points out that mobilities research in particular has fostered a new 

interest in a host of ‘mobile methods’, which put emphasis on the movement with mobile 

subjects and are said to enable new forms of knowing. In such methods, ‘participation, 

performance and movement with others is seen to foster forms of knowing and understanding 

which are either obscured or erased by traditional methodological techniques’.54 Generally 

speaking, such approaches appear to be useful in highlighting the many ways in which mobility 

may be experienced; they are similar to the participant observations I discuss in the second 

chapter. However, such methods also opens the danger of the researchers (exclusively) 

becoming the mobile subject of their research. I push Merriman’s point further and observe 

that researchers who write about airports not only ‘move with’ but indeed ‘move as’ 

passengers, and this is true even for research which does not explicitly concern itself with 

mobility.  

I want to discuss some examples of this here, before pointing towards the implications of such 

a perspective. Perhaps the most prominent example is Marc Augé’s preface for Non-places, 

which begins with a description of a passenger’s journey to and through the airport. He writes:   

He parked in row J of underground level 2, slid his parking ticket into his wallet and 

hurried to the Air France check-in desks. With some relief he deposited his suitcase 

(exactly 20 kilos) and handed his flight ticket to the hostess … Silent and smiling, she 

assented with an inclination of her head, after first consulting her computer, then gave 

him his ticket along with his boarding pass. ‘Boarding from Satellite B at eighteen 

hundred,’ she told him.  

He went early through passport control to do a little duty-free shopping. He bought a 

bottle of cognac (something French for his Asian clients) and a box of cigars (for 

himself). Meticulously, he put the receipt away next to his blue card.  

He strolled past the window displays of luxury goods, glancing briefly at their 

jewellery, clothing and scent bottles, then called at the bookshop where he leafed 

through a couple of magazines before choosing an undemanding book: travel, 

adventure, spy fiction. Then he resumed his unhurried progress.  

                                                           
54 Peter Merriman, “Rethinking mobile methods”. In Mobilities 9, no. 2 (2014): 175. Emphasis removed.  
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He was enjoying the feeling of freedom imparted by having got rid of his luggage and 

at the same time, more intimately, by the certainty that, now that he was ‘sorted out’, 

his identity registered, his boarding pass in his pocket, he had nothing to do but wait 

for the sequence of events.55 

The passenger described here, elsewhere identified as Pierre Dupont, is a long distance business 

traveller. He can afford to buy luxury goods such as cognac and cigars. He seems to be familiar 

with the airport environment and it is fair to assume that he is likely to be a frequent flier. In 

his discussion of the scholarly treatments of Augé’s discussion of non-places, Merriman points 

out that scholars mostly fail to consider its author’s ‘semi-fictional, semi-autobiographical 

style’.56 Non-places, then, is not only the theoretical manifesto scholars seem to regard it as, 

but also a description of ‘a particular kind of generic traveller’s experience of a series of 

spaces’.57 This traveller is ‘the privileged and successful professor’, a persona which is close 

to not only Augé himself but also to many scholars who have contributed to the literature of 

“airport studies” since. 

Narratives similar to Dupont’s are indeed ubiquitous in the literature. Gordon, for example, 

begins Naked Airport with an account of his first experience of the TWA terminal at JFK 

International as a meeter-and-greeter. He recounts:  

I had seen photographs of the birdlike structure, but none had done it justice. The 

interior was a continuously flowing surface of cast concrete. There were no sharp 

corners, no right angles, no dull flat ceilings. The building was topsy-curvy – in some 

cases, the walls swooped down to become floor, while other parts curved above our 

heads like ocean waves that were about to break yet were somehow frozen in place. 

Between the walls were gaping ellipses of glass through which you might see a tail fin 

or a passing cloud. .. This wasn’t pretending to be the future; this was the future.58 

He then moves on to describe his subsequent disillusionment with the terminal upon his return 

as a traveller years later due to a flight cancellation:  

I pushed my way through a mob of angry German tourists – their flight had been 

canceled as well – and noticed how some of the openings had been boarded over with 

ugly sheets of plywood. The glacial panes of glass were grimy. The too-bright lighting 

cast garnish shadows on the concrete walls that now looked cracked and dry – the 

texture of old chewing gum. The bright red carpeting was now faded and curling at the 

edges. The stewardesses looked haggard.59  

                                                           
55 Augé, Non-Places, 1 – 2.  
56 Peter Merriman, Mobility, Space and Culture (London: Routledge, 2012), 55.  
57 Merriman, Mobility, Space and Culture, 55. 
58 Gordon, Naked Airport: A Cultural History of the World’s Most Revolutionary Structure, 2.  
59 Gordon, Naked Airport: A Cultural History of the World’s Most Revolutionary Structure, 4. 
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The two episodes amount to a personal encounter with the historical developments Gordon 

describes in his work, one pointing towards the glamorous futurity associated with air travel 

and the other illustrating the disappointment of such expectations. This sense is heightened 

because the episode is set in the TWA terminal, which Blacklock calls ‘probably the best-

known airport building in the world’.60 In fact, this is a terminal to which we will return later 

in the thesis, in the fourth chapter.  

A similar overlap of author and passenger is apparent in Gottdiener’s work. Writing about the 

present conditions of air travel, Gottdiener writes about time spent commuting between Los 

Angeles and New York. He writes:  

I was a professor at a university. I was expected to teach and conduct research that 

would get published. I had the normal teaching load, two courses a semester. …. When 

conditions at work allowed, I travelled back to the West Coast after classes on Thursday 

and visited my family until the following Monday evening. … I went home an average 

of twice every month during each semester.61 

Moreover, Gottdiener’s book as a whole is filled with anecdotes about the author’s time at 

various airports. ‘On May 10, 1992, I experienced being stranded at an airport’, he writes about 

Newark.62 ‘In March of 1996, I was invited to an urban planning conference in Brazil … The 

São Paulo terminal is always crowded,’ he remarks.63 ‘My plane was 15 minutes late coming 

in from Chicago’, he writes about LAX in 1994.64 ‘I entered the terminal at 3:00PM for a 

4:30PM flight, only to be greeted by a scene of chaos’, he explains about disruptions due to 

snow he experience at Logan airport in 1999.65 ‘In March 1999, I had been visiting Greece and 

I returned on a flight from Athens to the United States with a connection at Heathrow in 

England’, he adds.66 The author’s position as a frequent flier, therefore, is clear. In fact, 

identifies as such when he recalls: ‘In May 2000, I travelled to Athens, Greece, from Buffalo, 

New York. I booked myself on American Airlines, because I am a frequent flier of that 

airline’.67 

                                                           
60 Mark Blacklock, Recapturing the Dream: Design History of New York’s JFK Airport (London: Mark 
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63 Gottdiener, Life in the Air: Surviving the New Culture of Air Travel, 35. 
64 Gottdiener, Life in the Air: Surviving the New Culture of Air Travel, 42. 
65 Gottdiener, Life in the Air: Surviving the New Culture of Air Travel, 54. 
66 Gottdiener, Life in the Air: Surviving the New Culture of Air Travel, 152. 
67 Gottdiener, Life in the Air: Surviving the New Culture of Air Travel, 191. 
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Even those examples of the literature which do not make direct reference to the author’s 

experiences as a passenger, generally assume the perspective of a passenger and a particular 

passenger at that.68 Adey observes that academic work on airports is written from the position 

of ‘an academic enjoying a very specific mobile experience of the process and site of the 

terminal’.69 While this would not necessarily preclude discussion of other perspectives, Adey 

observes that it does – in practice – create ‘accounts that are dependent on the business 

traveller’s ‘frequent experiences of traversing and dwelling in these spaces’ that may be 

interpreted as ‘familiar’, ‘expected’ and particularly ‘routinized’.70 Cresswell more pointedly 

writes that academic engagements with airports have been showing ‘more than a touch of “boys 

and their toys”’.71 Bissell observes that ‘the passenger’ has become ‘the dominant unit of 

analysis for social scientific thought which has attended to the embodied experience of being 

on the move’.72 This is problematic because the reliance on such a figure ‘implies the existence 

of a bounded, autonomous, reflexive, self-determined ‘individual’.73 In other words, a concern 

with the passenger posits mobile subjects as perhaps more coherent and individual than they 

may be, and such understanding of the passenger will be discussed in the second chapter in 

particular.  

While such a limited perspective of existing research is in itself not desirable, I would like to 

push this point further. We will see in the first half of this thesis that the position of the 

passenger from which the literature speaks is itself carefully produced in the airport. Airports 

are designed, we will see, to shape perspectives of passengers, rendering some aspects more 

visible than others, and a great deal of work is undertaken before their opening to ensure that 

passengers’ experiences of the airport function as they have been designed.74 By adopting the 

                                                           
68 Cf. Fuller and Harley, Aviopolis: A Book about Airports, 11. Pascoe, Airspaces, 7; Peter Adey, “Airports: 

Terminal/Vector,” in Geographies of Mobilities: Practices, Spaces, Subjects, ed. Tim Cresswell and Peter 

Merriman, 137 - 165 (Farnham: Ashgate, 2011); David Bissell, “Animating Suspension: Waiting for 

Mobilities,” Mobilities 2, no. 2 (2007); Peter Adey, “Getting into the flow,” in Aeromobilities, ed. Saulo 

Cwerner, Sven Kesselring and John Urry, 194 – 207. (London: Routledge, 2009) 
69 Peter Adey, Mobility (London: Routledge, 2010), 93 – 94. 
70 Adey, Mobility, 93 – 94. 
71 Tim Cresswell, On the Move: Mobility in the Modern Western World (New York: Routledge, 2006), 221. One 

notable exception to this Elliot and Urry’s account of the experiences of ‘Simone’ in the introduction to their 

work on Mobile Lives. Simone is identified as a ‘British-based academic, originally from Brazil, who travels a 

great deal for her work’. She is said to face greater scrutiny because due to her ‘ambiguous racial characteristics 

and her husband’s Iranian’s background. (Anthony Elliott and John Urry, Mobile Lives (Abingdon: Routledge, 

2010), 1.) 
72 David Bissell, “Passenger Mobilities: Affective Atmospheres and the sociality of public transport”. In 

Environment and Planning D. 28, no. 2 (2010): 284.   
73 Bissell, “Passenger Mobilities: Affective Atmospheres and the sociality of public transport,” 284.   
74 Cf. Gillian Fuller, “Welcome to Windows 2.1.: Motion Aesthetics at the Airport,” Politics at the Airport, ed. 

Mark Salter (Minnesota: University of Minnesota, 2008).  
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position of a passenger, researchers accept a particular perspective on the airport which – 

crucially – renders other aspects of the airport invisible to them. The challenge I pose to the 

literature is, in short, that the authors’ perspective of the airport may lead them to disregard 

other perspectives. As we will see, airports are designed to divide into a front stage for 

passengers and a backstage for workers, and the literature seems to be concerned primarily 

with the former. This sits particularly uncomfortably with the claim to be representing the 

modern world. The literature should not take airports to be indicative of the modern world, but 

merely as one perspective on that world and in fact a result of this world.  

As understanding the airport in reference to passengers risks silencing those who relate to the 

airport in ways other than processing through it, I resist the idea that the only way of being in 

the airport is as a passenger, and I aim to discover subjectivities which relate to the airport 

differently. The existing literature is only beginning to account for people who encounter the 

airport in a position other than that of a passenger. Cresswell, for example, discusses a homeless 

man living at the airport and airport taxi drivers.75 He observes that ‘the globally mobile kinetic 

elite inhabit a world in which space is less and less a constraint, while the kinetic underclass 

are often thrown into a mobile world they did not choose’.76 Peters, in Time, Innovation and 

Mobilities: Travel in Technological Cultures, discusses the work of KLM employees in relation 

to time.77 Budd discusses the air space in the UK from a historical and contemporary 

perspective, and points towards the largely unseen production and maintenance of UK airspace 

by Air Traffic Controllers.78 Faburel and Levy discuss conflicts surrounding the impact of 

airport noise on local communities.79 These are useful interventions, but the literature is – as 

of yet – lacking a sustained consideration of airport workers other than Schaberg’s personal 

account in The End of Airports. Schaberg moves from a discussion of representations of the 

airport in his first book to a more personal account.80 He writes about a regional airport near 

Bozeman, Montana, that ‘[he] worked there to supplement [his] income as a graduate student 

                                                           
75 Sarah Sharma, In the Meantime: Temporality and Cultural Politics (Durham, Duke University Press, 2014), 

55 – 80.  
76 Cresswell, On the Move, 256.  
77 Peter Frank Peters, Time, Innovation and Mobilities: Travel in Technological Cultures (London: Routledge, 

2006).  
78 Lucy Budd, “Air craft: producing UK airspace,” in Aeromobilities, ed. Saulo Cwerner, Sven Kesselring and 

John Urry (London: Routledge, 2009).  
79 Guillaume Faburel and Lisa Levy, “Science, expertise, and local knowledge in airport conflicts: towards a 
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Routledge, 2009).  
80 Christopher Schaberg, The End of Airports (New York: Bloomsbury, 2016), 3.  
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English instructor at Montana State University’.81 He explains: ‘At the time, I wasn’t thinking 

of the airport as a site of rich philosophical inquiry. I was just working there’.82 This changes, 

Schaberg recalls, in the aftermath of September 11 when he slowly becomes aware of the 

political dimensions of his workspace. He concludes: ‘I could no longer treat Bozeman airport 

as a simple workspace; I saw it emeshed in politics and power, territory and populations’.83 

In summary, I see two interrelated problems in the literature: First, the majority of the literature, 

with the exception of Schaberg’s second book, engages with airports from the perspective of 

passengers. More often than not, researchers build on their own experiences in airports and as 

a result – this is my second point of criticism – much of the literature speaks from the 

perspective of well-travelled academics. As we will see, such a position is deliberately and 

carefully produced, and speaking from such a position puts scholars at risk of merely echoing 

positions and perspectives curated for them. My intention in this thesis, rather, is to show how 

such perspectives are produced and then to diversify them.84 The first half of the thesis therefore 

considers the production of the airport as a particular spatio-temporal structure and the 

production of the passenger as a particular subject within it. The second half of thesis considers 

the contribution to and impacts of this production on other subjects. My aim is to arrive at a 

qualitatively different account of the social relations at play at the airport. My hope is that by 

shifting the framework so as to account not only for those who move, but also those who make 

movement possible and those who are exposed to movement’s consequences, we arrive at a 

more diverse account of the politics at play at the airport.  

For this purpose, the thesis is divided into four chapters: The first chapter concerns itself with 

architects’ contribution to the production of airport space, in order to get at notions of the non-

place, and its spatial and temporal characteristics in particular. The second chapter discusses 

the production of the passenger as a particular subject in that space by focusing on processes 

of operational readiness. The third chapter investigates the work of baggage handlers and 

cleaners in producing and maintaining the airport space and the passengers’ journey in order 

to illustrate ways of being and moving at the airport by people other than passengers. The fourth 

chapter is concerned with residents affected by airport noise, and its impact on their everyday 

life.  
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The thesis has a symmetrical structure: The introduction speaks most closely to the conclusion, 

the first chapter to the fourth, the second to the third. While all chapters are building on material 

collected in fieldwork, chapters two and three are concerned with the particularly detailed and 

precise micro-observations, whereas the first and fourth chapter gradually move towards 

broader observation allowing for the more speculative considerations in the introduction and 

conclusion. What will be important here in particular are the relations between the chapters. 

The production of the site of the airport through architects’ representations of space provides 

the conditions for the performances of passengers during the operational readiness trials. Their 

performances will, in turn, be facilitated by airport workers, who will be discussed in the third 

chapter, and their movement will be shown to resonate beyond the space of the airport site in 

the neighbourhoods underneath the flight paths in the fourth chapter. These factors come 

together in the production of the airport as a particular social space, which can tell us much 

about the politics implied in the relations of the spaces, times and bodies of international 

aviation.  

Each chapter will be divided into two parts, and each half will be titled with a quotation from 

an interview which proved particularly relevant for its argument. Both parts will then divided 

further into subsections, but the reader will not always be aware of the direction of the 

argument. This is deliberate. As the reader will understand as the thesis progresses, airports are 

designed so as to provide passengers only with the information relevant to them at any point 

of the journey. The thesis aims to reveal, imitate and subvert this structure, by gradually 

revealing the relations it obscures and the politics it implies. This means that the reader will 

only have gained an overview of the relations portrayed in the thesis at the end, where I will 

retrace its steps.  

 

II. Lefebvre’s thinking 

In order to account for and to deepen existing perspectives on the airport as a social space, this 

thesis develops a broadly Lefebvrian framework.85 I am particularly interested here in 

                                                           
85 Previous theoretical engagements were Foucauldian and Deleuzian (cf. Salter, “Introduction: Airport 

Assemblage,” xi – xiii, xiii – xiv). It is interesting to note here that Lefebvre is referenced in the very beginning 
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“Global transfer points: The making of airports in the mobile risk society,” in Aeromobilities, ed. Saulo Cwerner, 

Sven Kesselring and John Urry (London: Routledge, 2009), 39. Just what is meant by social space, and particularly 

(social) space as a (social) product is discussed in detail in the conclusion. Cf. Stuart Elden, Understanding Henri 

Lefebvre: Theory and the Possible (London: Continnum, 2004), 43 – 45.   
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Lefebvre’s work on space, time and the body.86 However, since the intention of the thesis is to 

develop Lefebvre’s concepts as it progresses, I focus here only on some aspects of Lefebvre’s 

work which are central to how I approach the argument.  

The challenges of engaging with Lefebvre's work are well noted in the literature. Schmid, 

Stanek, and Moravánszky conclude from their survey of the literature that ‘Lefebvre’s concepts 

are not technical, well-defined and ready-to-hand tools to be instantly implemented’.87 Indeed, 

books in various languages preface their arguments with comments such as ‘Comment lire 

Lefebvre?’88, or ‘Lefebvre lesen’89 or ‘Coming to Terms with Lefebvre'.90 Remarks about the 

complex style of his writing and theorising, and what Schmid describes as scholars’ 

“Leseerfahrung”, reading experience,91 are a common trope. Merrifield points out the 

‘unexpected twists and turns’ of Lefebvre’s thinking,92 and Soja writes that his work is ‘filled 

with unruly textual practices’.93 Coleman warns that Lefebvre’s work ‘can present a challenge 

to even the most sympathetic reader’.94 Elden states that his writing was ‘not the most fluent 

of styles’,95 whereas Smith calls it ‘a stream of philosophical consciousness’.96 Castells notes 

that his thinking is ‘impossible to grasp as a coherent whole’.97 Perhaps most colourfully, 

Unwin compares reading The Production of Space to ‘walking across quicksand, or trying to 

find the end of a rainbow’.98 

                                                           
86 For a useful discussion of Lefebvre’s thinking about the body, see Kirsten Simonsen, “Bodies, Sensations, 

Space and Time: The Contribution from Henri Lefebvre,” Geografiska Annaler. Series B. Human Geography 87, 

no. 1 (2005).  
87 Christian Schmid, Łukasz Stanek, and Ákos Moravánszky, “Introduction: Theory, not Method – Thinking 

with Lefebvre,” in Urban Revolution Now: Henri Lefebvre in Urban Research and Architecture, ed. Christian 

Schmid, Łukasz Stanek, and Ákos Moravánszky (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2014), 17.  
88 Hugues Lethierry, Penser avec Henri Lefebvre: Sauver la vie et a ville?, avant propos de André Tosel, préface 

de Remi Hess (Lyon: Chronique Sociale, 2009), 40.  
89 Christian Schmid, Stadt, Raum und Gesellschaft: Henri Lefebvre und die Theorie der Produktion des Raumes 

(Stuttgart: Franz Steiner, 2010), 14.  
90 Stuart Elden and Elizabeth Lebas, “Introduction: Coming to Terms with Lefebvre,” in Henri Lefebvre, Key 

Writings, ed. Stuart Elden, Elizabeth Lebas and Eleonore Kofman, xi - xix (New York: Continuum, 2003).  
91 Schmid, Stadt, Raum und Gesellschaft, 16.  
92 Andy Merrifield, Metromarxism: A Marxist Tale of the City (New York: Routledge, 2002), 82.  
93 Edward W. Soja, Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and other Real-and-Imagined Places. (Oxford: 

Blackwell, 1996), 8.  
94 Nathaniel Coleman, Lefebvre for Architects (Abingdon: Routledge, 2015), 55. 
95 Stuart Elden, Understanding Henri Lefebvre: Theory and the Possible (London: Continnum, 2004), 5.  
96 Neil Smith, foreword to Henri Lefebvre, The Urban Revolution, foreword by Neil Smith, trans. Robert 

Bononno. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003), xii.     
97 Manuel Castells, The Urban Question: A Marxist Approach, trans. Alan Sheridan (London: Edward Arnold, 

1977), 82.  He has since reconciled somewhat with Lefebvre's work. 
98 Tim Unwin, “A Waste of Space? Towards a Critique of the Social Production of Space...,” in Transactions of 

the Institute of British Geographers 25, no. 1 (2000): 14.  



Introduction: ‘Now that you are in the real world…’ 

17 
 

This complex work emerges in front of a background of in-depth theoretical engagements and 

empirical studies. On the one hand, Elden makes clear that Lefebvre’s particular understanding 

of Marxism is based on his readings of, amongst others, Marx, Hegel, Nietzsche and 

Heidegger.99 On the other hand, Stanek’s work highlights the grounding of Lefebvre’s thinking 

in ‘concrete’ research, Lefebvre’s term for empirical studies.100 Moreover, Lefebvre’s books 

should be taken to be ‘political documents’ which speak to and from the particular context in 

which they were written.101 Lefebvre’s work should not be dislodged from that space and its 

context thoughtlessly,102 lest decontextualizing or even recontextualizing risks depoliticising 

Lefebvre’s writing.103 For those reading Lefebvre now it is important to take into account what 

he considered his “contemporary situation” to the limited extent to which this is retrospectively 

possible.104 

I want to briefly offer insight into my way of contextualising those aspects of Lefebvre’s work 

which I will be using in this thesis. I am particularly interested in tracing the development of 

his thinking about space and time between 1968 and 1974. L’Irruption, written and published 

in French in 1968, is a good illustration of Lefebvre’s realisation of the importance of urban 

space for social struggles.105 The book is an attempt to take account of and begin to theorise 

the events of May 1968 in France. Even though Loureau and Mouriaux suggest that Lefebvre’s 

contribution could be taken to be a particularly calm and dispassionate assessment of the 

events, 106 L’Irruption nevertheless reflects the influence of May 1968 on Lefebvre’s thinking 

about the urban and space. He writes that ‘it was in the streets that demonstrations took place. 

It was in the streets that spontaneity expressed itself – in an area of society not occupied by 
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institutions. … The streets have become politicized’.107 As a consequence, Lefebvre concludes, 

‘social space has assumed new meaning’.108 Yet, by the end of May, the movement had 

collapsed.  It is worth reiterating here that Lefebvre clearly identified this ending of May 1968 

as a ‘failure’.109 Ross suggests that, seen from the present day, it may be seen as ‘an affirmation 

of the status quo’.110  

This is reflected in La Revolution Urbaine, published in French in 1970, which is ‘remarkably 

sober, politically if not always philosophically’ despite its title.111 While the book makes few 

references to May 1968,112 it continues Lefebvre’s interest in the street as a constituent part of 

urban life.113 Yet, Lefebvre’s assessment of the street is more measured, contained in two 

sections: one, titled ‘for the street’, which touches upon the relation of revolution and streets 

and suggests that ‘the disorder of the street [may engender] another kind of order’,114 and 

another, ‘against the street’, which takes it to be an illustration of ‘the neocapitalist organization 

of consumption’.115 From the recognition that the streets have become politicised in The 

Explosion Lefebvre graduates to the diagnosis of an oppressive ‘politics of space’ which 

renders the urban ‘a monotonous morphology, a kind of stasis for people passing through’.116 

He concludes that ‘one of the most disturbing problems still remains: the extraordinary 

passivity of the people most directly involved, those who are affected by projects, influenced 

by strategies. Why this silence on the part of the “users”?’117 The puzzle of the silence of the 

users of space stands for, according to Kuhn, a change from Lefebvre’s initial hopeful 

enthusiasm for revolution to a more measured consideration of the conditions of the realisation 
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of such a revolution.118 Indeed, the question of the silence of the users of space remained with 

Lefebvre for some time.  

La Survie du Capitalisme, published in French in 1973, offers a partial but insufficient answer 

to this question.119 Lefebvre elaborates and corrects Marxist understandings of revolutionary 

social change. He writes that ‘[Marx's] prophecies … have not been fulfilled according to the 

book. The collapse of free competitive capitalism has come about, through the concentration 

and centralisation of capital; but this collapse has given capitalism an unexpected elasticity and 

capacity for organisation. It resists crises and revolutionary convulsions’.120 In that book, 

Lefebvre discovers that capitalism’s internal contradictions, which Marx had expected to lead 

to revolution, can be contained within space.121 He recognises space as a central factor in this 

reconstruction of capitalism through the maintenance and reproduction of the social relations 

of production. Foreshadowing his analysis of abstract space in The Production of Space, he 

describes a space which is at once fragmented and increasingly global and suggests that ‘[t]his 

dialectised, conflictive space is where the reproduction of the relations of production is 

achieved. It is this space that produced reproduction…’.122 Lefebvre reiterates his point in 

Towards an Architecture of Enjoyment, which is as of yet not available in French, and 

elaborates on the relation of space and power. He observes that ‘power is exercised on a space 

which it dominates and protects; there, it plants its symbols and its instruments, which are 

inseparable’.123 Within a few years of May 1968, then, Lefebvre’s writing about streets and 

protests grew to encompass considerations of the relations of space, power, capitalism, and the 

reproduction of social relations of production.  
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In 1973, Lefebvre was granted research leave to write The Production of Space, and the French 

edition of the book was published one year later, in 1974. The book builds on Lefebvre’s 

findings in the previous years, while taking them to a more abstract and theoretical level into 

which his previous concerns are dissolved.124 Space, conversely, becomes an ‘embracing, 

framing theoretical concept which forms the connective element in Lefebvre’s later work’.125 

Seeing space in this manner poses some danger, because it risks taking it merely as a 

‘theoretical container’ with little concrete analytical power.126 Countering this thinking, 

Lefebvre emphasises that space is a social product;127 it is political, particularly when it appears 

not to be.128 Furthermore, at several points in the book, Lefebvre rearticulates the question 

about the users of space he had first asked in 1968, and combines it with his thought on abstract 

space. Echoing previous statements, he writes that ‘in connection with abstract space … a 

question arises whose full import will become apparent only later. It concerns the silence of 

the ‘users’ of this space. Why do they allow themselves to be manipulated in ways so damaging 

to their spaces and their daily life without embarking on massive revolts?’129 This 

understanding of space as a product, and the question of the users of space, are important guides 

for this thesis. Combining Lefebvre’s thinking with the literature on airports reviewed above, 

I take airports to be products of a particular, contemporary, modern, globalising world and I 

regard passengers as the users of this space. I investigate the production of such airport space 

and passengers, and I highlight the impact of such a production on people other than the 

passenger.  

Rather than continuing to trace the particularities of Lefebvre’s thinking at any one time, 

however, I am interested here in considering Lefebvre’s approach more generally, as he 

articulates it in Rhythmanalysis. Rhythmanalysis is the last book Lefebvre wrote,130 and it draws 

together several important strands of his thinking. While it is often seen as a continuation of 

Lefebvre’s Critiques of Everyday Life,131 Lefebvre also makes clear that rhythmanalysis may 

complete his analysis of the production of space.132 According to Elden, Lefebvre’s work on 
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rhythmanalysis is ‘an attempt to get us both to think time and space differently, and to think 

them together’.133 Much of this thinking is embodied, and builds on rhythmanalysts’ 

integration in their surroundings.  

In 1973, in The Architecture of Enjoyment, Lefebvre describes his own body as a practico-

sensory totality. He writes that ‘neither [his] lucidity nor [his] thought are foreign to this body; 

it is [his] body that reflects, that tries one thing or another, not an “I”, a “cogito”, a “subject”, 

a cerebrality lodged in [his] brain’.134 In The Production of Space, having criticised the 

resurgence of the Cartesian separation of body and mind, Lefebvre distinguishes between an 

‘abstract body’ and ‘the practical and fleshy body conceived of as a totality complete with 

spatial qualities (symmetries, asymmetries), and energetic properties (discharges, economies, 

waste).135 He argues that ‘the moment the body is envisioned as a practico-sensory totality, a 

decentring and recentring of knowledge occurs’.136 Having broken such binaries, Lefebvre 

finally writes about this new ‘conception of thinking’ in Rhythmanalysis, which was first 

published in French in 1992:  

It is to think that which is not thought: the games and the risk, love, art, violence, in a 

word, the world, or more precisely the diverse relations between human being and the 

universe. Thinking is a part, but it does not claim to be the totality, as many philosophers 

thought. Thought explores, expresses. The exploration can hold in store surprises.137 

This new conception of thinking, which Lefebvre describes, is a thinking of ‘the world’ at 

large. It is explorative and expressive, and it is open to surprises.138 This is the kind of thinking 

that allows for the visceral discomfort of not being able to answer Peter’s questions I described 

above. 

While such a description is inspirational, it is nevertheless useful to be more specific about 

what such a thinking would entail. Lefebvre writes that in order to prepare himself the 

rhythmanalyst needs to condition himself ‘to modify his perception and conception of the 
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world, of time and of the environment.139 The rhythmanalyst must grow attentive to rhythms, 

in order to prepare himself for a multi-sensorial encounter with the world. Lefebvre writes:  

The rhythmanalyst calls on all his senses. He draws on his breathing, the circulation of 

his blood, the beatings of his heart and the delivery of his speech as landmarks. Without 

privileging any one of these sensations, raised by him in the perception of rhythms, to 

the detriment of any other. He thinks with his body, not in the abstract, but in lived 

temporality.140 

So, in other words, the rhythmanalyst becomes attentive to various cyclical rhythms of his own 

body. While this is primarily a temporal concern, it is significant here that these rhythms are 

described as ‘landmarks’; thus bringing back in the spatial dimension metaphorically. Lefebvre 

suggests that the rhythmanalyst’s body serves as his ‘metronome’, against which rhythms 

should be measured.141  

Lefebvre’s take on this is both extremely useful and challenging. On the one hand, his work on 

the body offers a means of thinking about space, time and embodiment. And yet – this 

discussion is undertaken, as we will see, with a particular – white, male, healthy – body in mind 

and this poses challenges for those whose bodies differ. As much as thinking with the body 

appears as a resistance to a Cartesian split of mind and body, the body in question is a very 

particular one. While such particularity is useful in countering abstractions of the body,142 it 

also sets itself apart from other particular bodies. Lefebvre writes: 

For reasons I am unaware of, I have always preserved a very strong sense of my body. 

Stronger than the majority of those I have questioned. It is inspired by a kind of wisdom 

that can only be called instinctive or organic. My body knows what it wants, what it 

needs (even in love, although here the causes of disturbance pile up – which would be 

said to be alienating). I know which boundaries mustn’t be pushed through work or 

fatigue, and the stress from eating and drinking. When I exceed these bounds, it’s 

because something is not right: I want to punish myself, destroy myself. It is to my 

fortunate bodily makeup that I owe my unshakable health and vitality’.143 

The body that forms the basis of Lefebvre’s rhythmanalytical thinking, then, is virile. It is 

strong, healthy and well-understood.144 It seems, on first thought, problematic to accept 

                                                           
139 Lefebvre, Rhythmanalysis, 32.  
140 Lefebvre, Rhythmanalysis, 31. 
141 Lefebvre, Rhythmanalysis, 29. 
142 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 407.  
143 Lefebvre, Rhythmanalysis, 34 – 35.  
144 It is perhaps worth considering here that near twenty years passed between Henri Lefebvre, Toward an 

Architecture of Enjoyment, ed. Łukasz Stanek, trans. Robert Bononno (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 

Press, 2014) which was written in 1973 and and Henri Lefebvre, Rhythmanalysis: Space, Time and Everyday 

Life, trans. Gerald Moore and Stuart Elden (London: Continuum, 2004), written in 1991.  



Introduction: ‘Now that you are in the real world…’ 

23 
 

rhythmanalysis as a tool, because it is based on, and takes as its metronome, an instantiation of 

the able, white, male body so frequently criticised in critical theories. However, in attempting 

to think through this particular body, rhythmanalysis can also be said to render visible such a 

body while it is tacitly assumed otherwise. Lefebvre was not unaware that bodies of different 

genders and races do not conform with such a model and are resistant to it. ‘Through rhythms’, 

Lefebvre writes ‘women would have resisted for centuries the virile model, the veritable code 

of existence promoted and propagated by forces and pressed ideologically’.145 ‘The resistance 

was equal to the pressure’, he writes and then adds in a worrying, oft-made association of 

women and nature, that ‘in femininity the basic rhythms have greater force and reach’.146 

Similarly, in not unproblematic phrasing, he observes that such order ‘could not easily have 

broken-in Orientals and Africans’.147 While these are important observations, they are 

unsatisfying in that these other bodies remain objects of research, and that the rhythmanalytic 

framework is still dependent on Lefebvre’s body.  

Lefebvre’s stance towards such bodies, however, was ambiguous. Shields observes, on the one 

hand, that Lefebvre was ‘a consistent traditionalist, chauvinistically adopting positive 

masculine metaphors and negative feminine ones’.148 While this thinking is said to have 

moderated in the 1980s – that is, after The Production of Space and before Rhythmanalysis –   

‘his stance towards feminism remained negative’.149 As a result, Shields explains that ‘this 

patriarchal ideology undermines his proposals for empowerment and dis-alienation’.150 On the 

other hand, Elden demonstrates Lefebvre’s awareness of second wave feminism151 and Shields 

also suggests that some of his work may been seen as a precursor to 1990s theories of the body 

in feminism and queer theory.152 The challenge for those reading Lefebvre now, then, is ‘the 

recasting of his theoretical frameworks in ways that open up his legacy and these important 

projects to non-European, non-male, none-white actors and agents’.153 In other words, as we 

have seen, Lefebvre’s work is interesting in drawing attention to the body, embodiment and 

embodied thinking, but it is limited both by the particularities of the body in question and also 

by Lefebvre’s attitudes. The task is, in short, to explore how far Lefebvre’s thinking can be 
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untangled from these difficulties and made to accommodate different bodies. This is not so 

much a question of Lefebvre’s personal politics towards women, as one of the possibility of 

appropriating his work in a way that is more sensitive to bodies other than the white, male one, 

which is its starting point.  

I want to consider what it means to read, and use, Lefebvre’s work from the perspective of a 

body that is notably distinct from his own.154 I want to investigate what it means to follow 

Lefebvre’s suggestions to “think with the body” through a body that is distinct from his own. 

What does it mean to read Lefebvre, and use his thinking, with the body of a young woman 

such as myself rather than that of an elderly man? In a sense, this “thinking through the body” 

is a method that will be developed throughout the thesis. In order to begin this discussion, I 

want to make two moves: first, I destabilise the dominance of Lefebvre’s virile body in his own 

writing by pointing towards the role of women in its production. Second, I begin to point 

towards the embodied characteristics of my work here. 

First, it is important to note that Lefebvre’s virile body may not have been the only body that 

informs rhythmanalysis. Two of Lefebvre’s early writings on rhythmanalysis – The 

Rhythmanalytical Project and Attempt at the Rhythmanalysis of Mediterranean Cities – were 

co-authored by Catherine Regulier,155 a central but elusive figure in discussions of Lefebvre’s 

work and life. Regulier is conspicuously – or perhaps inconspicuously, which is more 

problematic – absent from Simonson’s discussion of the ‘inspiration and dialogue’ of his work 

on the body in general156 as well as Elden’s discussion of the ‘influences and influence’ of 

Lefebvre’s work on rhythm.157 These omissions might be indicative of the unclear involvement 

of various women in the development of Lefebvre’s work. Elsewhere, Regulier is lined up in a 

string of wives – ‘his latest love[s]: Evelyn, Nicole, Catherine’.158 Shields adds to this ‘various 

mistresses’ and their children with Lefebvre,159 serving as little more than illustrations of 

Lefebvre’s bon vivant life style.160 And yet, building on Hess, Shields observes that Lefebvre 
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has seen women as ‘mediators between the world and ideas’.161 Various women were actively 

involved with the production of Lefebvre’s work. A number of them helped type Lefebvre’s 

monologues or hand-written notes.162 Shields points out that that relation was ironically 

described as ‘‘the dictator’ and ‘the typewriter’’, 163 and Lefebvre can therefore not have been 

unaware of the power relations at play. This is crucial because it has been suggested that such 

a method of ‘writing’ gave Lefebvre’s work a ‘question-and-answer quality’, therefore also 

impacting the texts themselves.164 It would be interesting to trace the impact of these women 

on Lefebvre’s work, but my point here is the more modest observation of the uncanny role of 

these women in the production of Lefebvre’s work. I argue that is an important point to consider 

in the case of rhythmanalysis because if we are to start ‘thinking through the body’, we need 

to acknowledge the presence of other bodies, notably distinct from the virile body described 

by Lefebvre himself, which have, thus far, remained largely unnoticed.  

 

III. The thesis 

In order to make my second point, I would like to move the discussion towards my own 

research here. Throughout, I encounter the world through a young, female body. By virtue of 

nearly a decade of music lessons, ballet and gymnastics training, this body has been trained in 

the perception and production of rhythms, and particular rhythms at that.165 These ways of 

perceiving rhythms are, of course, also gendered (and incorporated in a particular structure of 

class, nationality, etc). For most of the thesis, the text will be about other people’s bodies – the 

clicking and flicking of architects’ fingers, the modelling of passengers’ flesh to be isomorphic 

with their passport, the twisting and turning of baggage handlers’ backs, the twitching of 

someone’s shoulders under a flight path. These bodies will be the objects of research while my 

body will remain a tool for research, most of the time. I write about this body not to be self-

indulgent, but because this is also the body that was encountered by the interviewees whose 

words form the empirical basis of this thesis. Just as Lefebvre’s wives are largely unseen 

contributors to his texts, this body, as unseen as it is in the text, is a means of undertaking my 
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research and a means of bridging the gap between my interviewees’ words and the text you 

read.   

This thesis builds on my participant observation in terminal trials in Terminal 2, Heathrow 

Airport, and on 32 semi-structured interviews. Between January and September 2014, I 

attended 6 terminal trials.166 The size and complexity of the trials varied; participant numbers 

varied between 300 and 3500 people. I undertook 21 semi-structured interviews in New York 

City in 2015 and 11 semi-structured interviews in London in 2016. Interviewees were 

architects, representatives of the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey, noise activists, 

experts in operational readiness, a former airport operator, a Ground Handling expert and a 

Health and Safety expert.167 The interviews are semi structured, and while they touch upon the 

same themes in each group and across groups, they were also designed to reflect the areas of 

expertise of each interviewee. They were framed in as conversational a way as possible in order 

to accommodate each individual interviewee. Interviewees’ negotiation of the interview format 

often became apparent in the first minutes. Aircraft Noise activist N9 reassures me early on: 

‘Yes. I chat. I am a chatter’, and the interviewee from the Port Authority PA 1 explains: ‘I 

would talk all day. So, you ask the questions that you want answers to’. Noise Activist N3 

states: ‘That is it for that question. I get into the rhythm as we get started’, and the Ground 

Handling expert GH1 asks at one point in the interview: ‘Do you want a few words on that?’ 

Having asked me about my opinion on a particular local issue, the interviewee of the Port 

Authority PA2 says: ‘And then I tell you why I ask that question. Am I allowed to ask you 

questions?’ In each interview, I made a point of following strands of arguments where it was 

apparent that they were of particular interest to the interviewee. Furthermore, interviewees 

were made to talk to each others’ themes, by repeating themes of previous interviewees to new 

ones. In order to illustrate some of the embodied qualities of these interviews, I would like to 

focus on two encounters in particular.  

‘You are a big enough girl, a lady, I tell you this’, Noise Activist N3 told me, reminding me of 

my gender, my age and my social standing in a single sentence. What I am told, or not told, 

depends on who I am, to be more exact, on other people’s perception of me. Others might not 

be told. Someone just a little older than me or a little younger than me might be told a shorter 

or longer version, or maybe something that is altogether different. Someone presenting a 

different, less ‘girl’-ish version of femininity might not be told. Someone appearing more or 
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less ladylike than me might learn more or less. The embodied aspects of these encounters are 

readily apparent.  

It is important here that I am big enough, indicating that the considerations of age operate on a 

scale. I have – unknowingly – passed a threshold of age which qualifies me to be told 

something. Ahmed reminds us that while such acts of ‘passing’ are often taken to be a form of 

transgression, ‘passing is not identifiable as a discrete practice that has discernable political 

effects. On the contrary, passing is intelligible only in relation to a complex set of social 

antagonisms’.168 No political effect can be attributed to passing per se; the meaning of passing, 

and thus the political effects we might ascribe to it, only become apparent when passing is 

contextualised in social relations. The declaration of my being ‘enough’ is only meaningful in 

a context in which ‘age’ is accepted as a category which may determine what someone may or 

may not be told, and possibly also in the context of a particular idea of what a researcher should 

or should not be.  While the interviewee makes the decision –  practices the ‘enunciative power’ 

as Ahmed has it169 – what is and what is not ‘enough’, such a decision reflects broader 

expectations as to what a researcher should be. Far from being transgressive, my passing as ‘an 

big enough girl’ reinforces particular understandings of age and gender and research and the 

correlation of these, and reinforces the power of my interviewee to make a judgement of me 

along those lines. My identity as a ‘big enough girl, a lady’ comes into being, whether I want 

it or not, when I am declared such by my interviewee. According to Ahmed, passing erases, as 

least temporarily, the process by which I become this subject which is ‘enough’ and the 

antagonisms that might have played into answering that question. Once the enough has been 

established, I have passed and the interview proceeds.170 
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And yet, not three weeks earlier another interviewee, Architect A7, exclaimed ‘You can’t be 

that old’, surprised by my familiarity with Windows 95. This time, my ability to pass, to be big 

enough – measured, interestingly enough in my familiarity with technology – had been drawn 

into doubt. This second encounter draws attention to the fragility of the criteria used to assess 

my passing and to what Ahmed calls the ‘fractured history … that is concealed by identity’.171 

Within the span of three weeks, I was placed at the opposite ends of the elusive spectrum ‘age 

of female researcher’; I passed and did not pass the test of ‘not that old’ and ‘big enough’. The 

discussion of age, no doubt confounded by the related categories of interviewees’ perception 

of my gender, my race, my nationality, is important because it allows a glimpse of interviewees’ 

perception of myself as the researcher, and their reaction to me as a researcher. It taps into 

larger, more complicated, social discourses about what a person and a body should be, what a 

woman should be, what a researcher should be, and so on. 

It is important here to realise that encounters such as these are not one-sided. Just as I am 

produced in a particular way, I am producing my interviewees. Some interviewees declare 

themselves to be something – I meet an architect who explains that they are ‘interested in big 

picture thinking’ (A6), a noise activist who observes that they are becoming ‘more of a 

philosopher’ (N3) with age, and a representative of the Port Authority who self-identifies as a 

‘bureaucrat’ (PA2). For the most part, however, as the researcher I decide how they appear. I 

will not disclose some aspects of their identity, such as their gender or their exact positions in 

the institutions they represent, since this would make them identifiable. To protect their 

anonymity, the interviewees here are abstracted to letters and numbers – A for Architects, OR 

for those involved in airport operations, W for those describing working at the airport, PA for 

interviewees from the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey – and a number marking 

the particular interview.172 While I draw attention to the fact of that they are idiosyncratic 

persons here, I will not capture all of their idiosyncrasies in the thesis.  

‘That’s a cute little device’, says one interviewee, Noise Activist N1, referring to my voice 

recorder. The remark draws attention to the objects that accompany my research. In addition 

to myself with my ‘big enough’/‘not that old’ body and my ‘cute little device’, I brought 

business cards and consent forms, one for me and one for the interviewee, that were central to 

negotiating the terms of each interview. I had left a free space for interviewees to add any 

additional conditions if need be – allowing them to edit the conditions of the interview – but 
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none of them made use of that option. Both the forms and the business cards were emboldened 

with logos of my university and my funding body. I wondered whether these forms with their 

logos, with the additional authority derived from my supervisors’ names, might have served as 

unofficial safe conduct documents in addition to my passport.  

I find myself, retrospectively, annoyed at the remark about my recorder – ‘an big enough girl, 

a lady’ undertaking research with a ‘cute little device’ – how much less credibility could I have 

been accorded? Would the same comment have been made if I was older, or male? Throughout 

the research, my digital recording device became an appendage. Haraway might describe me a 

as cyborg, a hybrid entity of man and machine.173 Even face to face, my encounters with 

interviewees are technologically mediated. While several of my interviewees worried about the 

strength of my recording device, I am placing significant trust in it, and the only two times 

when it broke down were my fault – I lost the first 20 minutes of an architect’s interview 

because I pressed the wrong button, and I lost the final 5 minutes of an interview with a noise 

activist because I ran out of battery. The latter in particular vexes me, because the interviewee 

had told me that they enjoyed the interview then. They had said they liked that it was 

responsive, thus furthering elaborating on the back-and-forth rhythm of the interviews. The 

compliment is lost, and unintentionally silenced, in the failure of the researcher-technology-

cyborg I have become.  

After the interviews, I carry mp3 files of my interviewees’ voices across the Atlantic as I sat in 

a Boeing and then an ATR 42 aircraft. Back in my office, I sit at my desk, plugged into one 

laptop through in-ear headphones and with my hands transfixed onto the keyboard of a second 

laptop, slowly transforming voice into text while at the same time again rendering myself 

cyborg, or ‘typewriter’ if one was to echo Lefebvre’s language. Prior and Gallaghan point out 

while practices of listening, recording and the transcription are relatively common methods, 

which are often presented as means of ‘enabling the ‘voices’ of respondents to be ‘heard’’.174 

This is a rationale pursued in this thesis. In a weak attempt to include participants in the thesis 

(whether they want it or not), most participants will be quoted in solid block quotes, so as to 

allow for their wording to be conveyed. And yet, Prior and Gallaghan warn that ‘‘voice’ usually 

ends up being reduced to verbally articulated meaning’.175 Voices are recorded for the meaning 
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they convey; and this point is perhaps best illustrated by my – at the time unquestioned – usage 

of the amplifier microphone with the intent of rendering the voices I recorded as clear as 

possible in order to transcribe their meaning as easily as possible.  

I wonder what I lose in this transposition – How to write inflections? Do accents matter? How 

to convey the pitch of a voice? How to capture background noise? Half-finished sentences? I 

think about what I gain – quotation marks, punctuations, [Laughter], paragraphs, [intelligible], 

typefaces. I wonder about the policies of transcribing the noise of steam escaping coffee 

machines, police car sirens, announcements of office-wide speaker systems, crying children, 

and barking dogs.176 What are the words for the sound of someone’s felt-tipped pencil drawing 

for me? How do I capture the sound of someone’s fingers hitting the glass table next to the 

microphone to emphasise the point? How to capture the ironically raised eye brow when a 

waitress loudly drops a tray while an interviewee is trying to define noise? The written record 

of my encounters with interviewees is both woefully inadequate, and it cannot but transform 

the encounters into artefacts in their own right. The transcripts are cited at length throughout 

the thesis as products in their own right, not merely reflections of conversations in the past. 

They serve to produce the interviewees as particular representations of themselves. It is also 

worth pointing out here the particular geographies of my encounters. Ahmed writes that passing 

is ‘by definition, a movement through and across’. 177 She points out that ‘passing as the literal 

act of moving through space (in which there is no moment of departure or arrival), can be 

linked with passing as a set of cultural and embodied practices (passing for others)’.178 In other 

words, there is a relation between passing through a space and passing for a person.  

It is interesting then that the interviewee who had declared me a ‘young lady’ earlier and I later 

bonded over my temporary home in Williamsburg, Brooklyn. They explain – ‘Oh, you live in 

Brooklyn, so you can appreciate that – I grew up in Brooklyn. Brooklyn is a state of mind for 

a lot of people. Brooklyn and the Bronx, people who grew up in Brooklyn and the Bronx are 

just completely different, other than the rest of the city’. Noise Activist N3 might give me more 

credit here for my understanding of Brooklyn than would be justified, but it is nevertheless an 

important point to remember because it shows my involvement with the airport geographies 

we will encounter in more detail in the thesis, particularly in the fourth chapter. Contrary to the 
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interviewee’s assumption, Ahmed points out that ‘in the act of passing through a given place, 

one does not come to a hold and inhabit that place’.179 And so, I hesitate to claim Brooklyn and 

its ‘state of mind’ for myself, and I rather point towards the distinct geography to how 

interviews were undertaken.  

Interviewees were given the opportunity to choose the location for their interviews. All but one 

of the architects, and all union representatives, met me in their offices. Noise activists met me 

in cafes or restaurants in their neighbourhoods. All other interviewees varied in their choice of 

location. This is important because such a choice of location provided insights into 

interviewees’ everyday lives while also enabling them to maintain their position of power by 

being more familiar with the environment than myself.180 In the case of New York City in 

particular, that resultant geography is a masterpiece of the politics of core (Lower Manhattan) 

and periphery (off the subway grid). All architects, Port Authority officials, and airport 

operators were interviewed in Lower Manhattan or Central London respectively. These 

locations were easy to reach by public transport, but accessing the respective buildings, in New 

York City in particular, often required me to show my passport. The union representatives were 

interviewed in similar spaces, albeit in less prime locations in both cities. My discussion with 

activists against airport noise in New York, however, began in a number of late evening 

meetings in places off the subway grid or right on its very ends. I found myself making long 

train and bus journeys to meet them in locations which could not be reached otherwise. 

Curiously, however, there are interconnections between some of the activists New York City 

and London, with the former recommending me to speak to some of the latter.  These locations, 

although not discussed in detail in the thesis,181 matter not only because the fourth chapter will 

be discussing the local geographies of New York City in some detail but also because they can 

be indicative of interviewees’ social and political position.   

My journeys to the interview locations draw attention to the particular spatio-temporalities of 

the interviews. Ahmed writes about the encounter that it ‘can only be thought of as a discrete 

event when the temporal and spatial function of this approach is negated’.182 Rather, she points 

out that these encounters are mediated by other encounters. She points out that ‘the face-to-
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face is hence not simply about two persons facing each other – the face to face cannot be 

thought of as a coupling. This encounter is mediated; it presupposes other faces, other 

encounters of facing, other bodies, other spaces, and other times’.183 Thought of in this way, 

then, interviews are encounters that disintegrate as distinct, self-contained moments in favour 

of unfolding into a multiplicity of moments. For Ahmed, this means that if identity is formed 

in encounters, then ‘subjects are perpetually reconstituted: the work of identity formation is 

never over, but can be understood as the sliding across of subjects in their meetings with 

others’. 184 What I experience in my encounters, in my being ‘big enough’ and ‘not that old’, I 

my being complimented on my ‘cute little device’ and my understanding of Brooklyn’s ‘state 

of mind’, is the production of myself as researcher.  

 

IV. What is at stake?  

It is worth returning to the encounter with Peter cited in the beginning where I had, perhaps, 

the hardest time ‘passing’. The transcript of this particular interview, the reader will notice, is 

slightly different from those cited in the rest of the thesis. Here, someone did not follow the 

script. Here, someone disturbed my otherwise careful balancing act of question and answer 

rhythm. Here, someone refused to follow the script. Here, someone has a name because Peter 

is someone. If I cannot use Peter’s real name, let’s at least acknowledge that Peter has a name. 

Let’s be clear that Peter is a person, rather than hiding him behind the veil of code. Let’s also 

acknowledge that I chose not to give Peter’s real names, and that I made the choice of what his 

fake name should be. As much as Peter shifted the power relations in the interview, in 

recounting that story, I am again practicing ‘narrative power’ myself. As such, this encounter 

is a particular good illustration of the complex, and multiple, relations at play in this research. 

Reiterating the link between the encounter and identity, Ahmed explains:  

The term encounter suggests a meeting, but a meeting which involves surprise and 

conflict: We can ask: how does identity itself become instituted through encounters 

with others that surprise, that shift the boundaries of the familiar, of what we assume 

that we know? Identity itself is constituted in the ‘more than one’ of the encounter: the 

designation of an ‘I’ or ‘we’ requires an encounter with others. These others cannot be 

simply relegated to the outside: given that the subject comes into existence as an entity 

only through encounters with others, then the subject’s existence cannot be separated 

from the others who are encountered.185  
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I, as researcher, am constituted through my encounter with my interviewees. My interviewees, 

as interviewees, are constituted as such through their encounter with me. This thesis is both a 

record and a product of these encounters; of surprise and conflict.  

To conclude, then, here is how I wished I had answered Peter’s questions: My project is about 

those people who produce global mobility and about those who experience its consequences. 

Building on Lefebvre, I am interested in how times and spaces of airports are represented and 

practiced, and how they themselves represent something – modernity if the literature review 

above is to be believed. I am interested in how they are conceived, perceived and lived.186 Since 

I am engaged in “concrete” research, to borrow Lefebvre’s terminology,187 these ways of 

engaging with the airport will need to be adapted to better describe the particularities of my 

interviewees’ experience. What is at stake in this project then are the multiple ways in which 

the spatial and temporal orders of the airport are drawn, modelled, designed, narrated, trialled, 

tested, maintained, navigated, traversed, inhabited, appropriated, subverted and suffered. In 

short, by paying attention to the relation of times, spaces and bodies, I hope to arrive at a 

multifaceted understanding of the production of airport space. By highlighting the multiple 

relations at play, I hope to arrive at a better understanding of the politics at play in its 

production.  
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