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Chapter 2: Pretending to Fly: Passengers’ Spatial Practices1 

And what people usually require is practice.  

Practice, practice, practice to get used to it.  

OR Expert OR3 

  

Real boarding cards for fake flights. 

OR Expert OR3 

 

Building on my discussion of the production of the space of airport buildings by architects in 

the previous chapter, the aim of this chapter is to investigate the production of passengers as 

particular subjects of that space. In doing so, I discuss various ways of imagining the passenger, 

from storytelling, passenger profiles and computerised batch mixing to embodiment in 

operational readiness trials. I focus on the ways in which the passenger is considered as the 

‘user’ of airport space. The materials used in this chapter were collected in two parts: my 

participation as a volunteer in terminal trials at Heathrow airport between January and 

September 2014,2 and then my interviews with two Operational Readiness Experts, OR1 and 

OR3 in 2015 and 2016. 3 I also use further material from my interviews with the architects in 

the first chapter, which illustrate the continuity of their work and Operational Readiness, which 

I discuss here.  

The chapter centres on a process called OR – Operational Readiness4 – which new airport 

buildings should undergo before opening. As such, it bridges the gap between the design and 

construction of a new airport building observed in the first chapter and its operations, which 

will be discussed in the third chapter. In contrast to the architectural firms working on airports, 

there are very few firms worldwide specialising on operational readiness in airports. 

Operational Readiness Expert OR3, based in the UK, explains that ‘if you think about who the 

operational readiness consultants for airports are, you have probably only five companies doing 

every airport in the world. There is not really the demand like there would be for architects.’ I 

                                                           
1 An earlier version of this chapter were presented as ‘The Border that was not. Or was it?’ Presentation at the 

2015 Political Geography Speciality Group Preconference. DePaul University, April 2015. 'Taking the 

Doppelgänger for a Walk – Challenges of Identity Construction at Modern Airports', Paper presented at The 

Stories We Tell Ourselves – Postgraduate Conference of the Department of English and Creative Writing, 

Aberystwyth University, May 2014. '”Practicing Heathrow” – The Spatial Practice of Globalisation', Paper 

presented at the 12th Annual Aberystwyth-Lancaster Colloquium, Warwick University, June 2014. Many thanks 

go to organisers and discussants at all events.  
2 Cited materials from the trials retain their font; all bold and capital characters are derived from the original 

material. Citations from trial organisers during the trials are derived from my notes. They are written in double 

quotation marks.  
3 Subsequently referred to as ‘expert OR1’ and ‘expert OR3’ 
4 OR is also known as ORAT, which stands for Operational Readiness and Airport Transfer.  
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build on two interviews with two OR experts; expert OR1 whom I met during an interview in 

an architectural firm in New York City and expert OR3, interviewed in London, who works 

for a firm specialised in Operational Readiness processes.  

OR is necessary because the complex operations of airport buildings need to be fully functional 

as soon as a terminal opens. Terminal trials, which are the part of OR process which I observed 

as a volunteer, come relatively late in that process.5 In short, such trials invite volunteers to 

come to an airport building before its opening and test its functionality by pretending to be 

passengers. Terminal trials are now common at major airports throughout the world. For 

example, the trials for Heathrow’s terminal 5 in 2007 involved 15000 people in 72 trials.6 

Singapore’s Changi Airport’s Terminal 3 was trialled in the same year by 5000 volunteers 

recruited from ‘airport staff and volunteers from tertiary institutions and government 

agencies’,7 Dubai Airport tested its new terminal 3 in 60 trials with 3500 public volunteers in 

2008,8  and Perth Airport underwent trials with 250 volunteers from the public in 2013.9  

Calgary Airport trialled its new international terminal in several trials involving 2500 

volunteers from the public in 2016.10 Dubai International trialled its Concourse D in the same 

year with 2000 residents of the UAE.11 Changi Airport is set to trial its new Terminal 4 in 2017, 

apparently also with volunteers from the public.12 

I undertook my research in Terminal 2 at Heathrow Airport in 2014. The first Terminal 2 was 

built in 1955 as international aviation was just seeing the spread of the jet engine; it was then 

                                                           
5 Cf. Appendix 1. 
6 Sharon Doherty, Heathrow’s T5: History in the Making. (Chichester: Wiley, 2008), 157.   
7 Civil Aviation Authority of Singapore, “Media Release: 30 Aug 2007: Integrated Airport System Trials in Full 

Steam at Changi Airport’s Terminal 3”, 

http://appserver1.caas.gov.sg/caasmediaweb2010/opencms/Journalist/Press_Releases/2007/news_0021.html?loc

ale=en&site=caas (accessed 20/05/14) 
8 ARUP, “Emirates Terminal 3, Dubai Airport,” arup.com, 

http://www.arup.com/Projects/Emirates_Terminal_3_Dubai_Airport/Details.aspx (accessed 20/05/14)   
9ARUP, “ORAT success at Perth Airport Terminal 2,” arup.com, published on 15/04/13, 

http://www.arup.com/News/2013_04_April/15_April_ORAT_success_at_Perth_Airport_Terminal_2.aspx 

(accessed 20/05/14).   
10 Amanda Stephenson, “Trials, testing and logistics: YYC readies for opening day of new terminal,” Calgary 

Herald (online), published on 29/10/16, http://calgaryherald.com/business/local-business/trials-testing-and-

logistics-yyc-readies-for-opening-day-of-new-terminal (accessed 29/12/16).  
11 Staff Report, “Dubai airport’s Concourse D: Volunteers approve new Terminal 1 facility,” Gulf News (online), 

published on 09/02/16, http://gulfnews.com/news/uae/tourism/dubai-airport-s-concourse-d-volunteers-approve-

new-terminal-1-facility-1.1669036 (accessed 29/12/16) 
12  Julia Jemangin. “Fast Taking Shape: Changi’s New Terminal 4,” ChangiConnection 29 (2015), 

http://www.changiairport.com/content/dam/cacorp/publications/Changi%20Connections/2015/010915_CAG_29

-low.pdf  (accessed 29/12/16) 

http://appserver1.caas.gov.sg/caasmediaweb2010/opencms/Journalist/Press_Releases/2007/news_0021.html?locale=en&site=caas
http://appserver1.caas.gov.sg/caasmediaweb2010/opencms/Journalist/Press_Releases/2007/news_0021.html?locale=en&site=caas
http://www.arup.com/Projects/Emirates_Terminal_3_Dubai_Airport/Details.aspx
http://www.arup.com/News/2013_04_April/15_April_ORAT_success_at_Perth_Airport_Terminal_2.aspx
http://calgaryherald.com/business/local-business/trials-testing-and-logistics-yyc-readies-for-opening-day-of-new-terminal
http://calgaryherald.com/business/local-business/trials-testing-and-logistics-yyc-readies-for-opening-day-of-new-terminal
http://gulfnews.com/news/uae/tourism/dubai-airport-s-concourse-d-volunteers-approve-new-terminal-1-facility-1.1669036
http://gulfnews.com/news/uae/tourism/dubai-airport-s-concourse-d-volunteers-approve-new-terminal-1-facility-1.1669036
http://www.changiairport.com/content/dam/cacorp/publications/Changi%20Connections/2015/010915_CAG_29-low.pdf
http://www.changiairport.com/content/dam/cacorp/publications/Changi%20Connections/2015/010915_CAG_29-low.pdf
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known as the Europa Terminal.13 The liberalisation of the aviation industry in the 1970s 

brought both greater passenger volumes and a greater pressure for a maximum utilisation of 

terminal space. The terminal was expanded in the mid-1970s and then again in the mid-1990s.14 

The terminal had originally been designed to process 1.2 passengers annually, but it was 

processing up to 8 million passengers per year by the time of its closure.15 It was closed in 2009 

to facilitate the construction of a new terminal. The new terminal was eventually opened in 

June 2014, as Terminal 2 The Queen’s Terminal. Before the opening, there were 200 trials, 

involving about 14000 volunteers.16 I took part in six such trials.  

The chapter begins by considering architects’ understanding of passengers, and the relation of 

their work to that of the operational readiness experts. It then concerns itself with the design of 

the trial process as a whole and of individual trials. The first half of the chapter concludes by 

recounting my own experiences in the trials. The second part of the chapter is concerned with 

the limits of the trials. It investigates how the trials negotiate the relation of the “real” 

operations they simulate and their own make-believe, and how that relation might be disturbed. 

Throughout, I ask how the passengers are produced as particular users of the terminal, and what 

are the politics implied in such a production.  

 

Part I:  ‘Practice, practice, practice to get used to it’  

Wilkie points out that ‘how we travel is intimately connected with the ways in which we both 

understand that travelling and conceive of ourselves – and others – as travellers.’17 Wilkie’s 

observation highlights the connection and indeed inseparability of the physical act of travel, 

‘how we travel’ in her words, and ideas about travelling, in her words ‘the ways in which we 

understand’ both travelling itself and the role of the passenger. 18 

                                                           
13 Alan Gallop, Time Flies: Heathrow at 60 (Thrupp: Sutton Publishing, 2005), 120.  
14 Ian Anderson, Heathrow: From Tents to Terminal 5 (Stroud: Amberley, 2014), 91, 107.  
15 Anderson, Heathrow: From Tents to Terminal 5, 127. In 2015, the new terminal processed 16.7 million 

passengers (LHR Airports Limited, “Facts and Figures”, http://www.heathrow.com/company/company-news-

and-information/company-information/facts-and-figures  (accessed 16/01/16)).  
16 The same can be said for trials of T5 – which involved 15000 people in 72 trials (Doherty, Heathrow’s T5, 157).   
17 Fiona Wilkie, Performance, Transport and Mobility: Making Passage (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 

2015), 1.  
18 Interestingly, Costas makes a similar point in regards to how mobility is theorised. She points out the importance 

of the metaphors – particularly ‘flow, fluidity, liquidity and the nomad’ – in how mobility is theorised. She argues 

that such metaphors ‘overly stress a certain lightness and easiness of floating and moving’, and attempts to counter 

such tendencies by juxtaposing them with the Satrean notion of ‘stickiness’. (Jana Costas, “Problematizing 

Mobility: A Metaphor of Stickiness, Non-Places and the Kinetic Elite,” Organization Studies 34, no. 10 (2013): 

http://www.heathrow.com/company/company-news-and-information/company-information/facts-and-figures
http://www.heathrow.com/company/company-news-and-information/company-information/facts-and-figures
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Some of the architects interviewed in the first chapter engaged in such forms of imagining the 

passengers, albeit to different degrees. Speaking in functional terms, Architect A6 explains:  

There are two basic categories – domestic and international – and then within domestic 

and international, there are two types of main travellers, which are origin-and-

destinations travellers and transfer passengers. And every airport has different metrics, 

different goals that capture that, and also different amounts, or percentages, of each that 

make up their passenger base. 

Here the passengers are distinguished by virtue of their journeys through and from the airport, 

which will impact their movement through the airport: There are domestic passengers on the 

one hand and international passengers on the other hand, who are required to undergo different 

procedures as they move through the airport. Moreover, passengers are either transfer 

passengers who merely change planes in an airport or as ‘origin-and-destination travellers’ who 

will either depart or arrive at the airport. Interestingly, the mix of these kinds of passengers will 

be different from airport to airport. These are exactly the passenger types mentioned in 

Architect A11’s discussion of the variability of airport growth depending on passenger mix in 

the previous chapter.  

For the most part, architects describe a standard set of passenger profiles. Architect A8, for 

example, recounts: ‘There is the business traveller who is light on his feet, he does not have a 

lot of luggage, who knows where he is going. And then you have passengers with families, 

they have a lot of things. You have passengers that need special assistance whether they are 

special needs because they have disabilities or because they are elderly.’ Passengers differ in 

the amount of luggage they carry and the ease with which they move through the terminal. It 

is notable here that the business traveller is the only traveller whose gender is identified 

explicitly; all other travellers are not gendered. Variations of these archetypes were recounted 

in several interviews.19 They illustrate airport architects’ attempts to accommodate different 

passengers’ needs while at the same time abstracting them into stereotypes.  

Architect A1 describes a more creative approach to imagining passengers at the very beginning 

of the design process:  

There is an envisioning session, and it is usually a requirement to be done whenever we 

are involved with an airport upfront to make sure we understand who the prototypical 

passenger is. … I give you an example. Back here on San Jose. There is a San Jose 

                                                           
1470.) Such ‘ways in which we understand’ travel may be taken to be related to what Urry had identified as 

‘imaginative travel’, and points towards the interdependence of Urry’s mobilities (John Urry, Mobilities 

(Cambridge: Polity, 2007), 47. Emphasis removed. Cf. Wilkie, Performance, Transport and Mobility, 17.) 
19 Cf. Brian Edwards, The Modern Airport Terminal: New approaches to airport architecture, 2nd ed. (London: 

Spon Press, 2005), 145.  
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terminal. San Jose is, you know, outside of San Francisco. It is a Silicon Valley kind of 

thing. The whole idea of San Jose was to be able to show – and we did – six or eight 

different prototypical people and we could write up a little story about them: Here is 

Harry. Harry is a salesman and Harry has lots of suitcases and equipment and stuff. He 

is the harried sort of a guy. There is Mary, who is an executive and she wants to spend 

as much time in the office as possible. And there is Joe and Joan who have their three 

children. And we would write stories about them to make sure that we could test them 

against what the local conditions are.  

In short, the architect describes imagining various prototypical passengers who would be 

expected at a particular airport. These are then given names, and their needs are contextualised 

through their stories. In the example cited here, San Jose Airport, these characters are Harry 

the harried guy, Mary the business woman, and Joe and Joan’s family. All of these characters 

will be given stories, which are part of the ‘creative process’ of creating a terminal, thus echoing 

the considerations of the first chapter. Describing the process again later in the interview, 

Architect A1 explains that every envisioning session is different. They observe: ‘We sit down 

with the airport in envisioning session: How many different characters can be come up with 

that we think are unique? And then of course you just winnow it down.’ The actual numbers 

will vary from case to case, Architect A1 explains. The aim is to establish a broad variety which 

will then be reduced again. The architect’s account is unique among my interviews in terms of 

the amount of creative work that seems to be going into imagining the passengers.20  

As we will see below, the various ways of thinking about passengers converge in the roles 

attributed to volunteers in the trials. In fact, drawing a parallel with my attendance of the trials 

I had mentioned in the interview, Architect A1 explains the benefit of the persons created in 

the envisioning session – ‘just as you are doing it in real time [in the trials], when you take 

these people and keep them in your mind and you say: Alright, does this terminal meet the test 

for all, or where does it maybe fall short?’ The envisioning session is an attempt to ensure that 

all needs of different passenger groups are met, and the architect draws a parallel here with the 

trials. Interestingly, however, the distinction between journey types may render the differences 

between passengers’ profiles temporarily obsolete. Architect A1 explains:  

If you are at a hubbing airport, … you usually have at least one hour, as much as three, 

sometimes as much as five or six, waiting for your transfer. In those cases, what is the 

different sort of profile? It almost does not make any difference whether you are the 

business executive woman or the salesman guy that we were talking about before, you 

are all a captive audience for that time. And at that time, that is the great equaliser. 

                                                           
20  It is, however, not unlike the ‘long biographical histories’ used to assess the potential risk of particular 

passengers. (Peter Adey, Aerial Life: Spaces, Mobilities, Affects (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 123).  
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While some airports may use transfer time to offer particular entertainment to passengers, this 

architect suggests that once they have become a captive audience, passengers’ characteristics 

are no longer important for a period of time.  

I want to take these points, both Architect A1’s imaginative storytelling and the not-so-

imaginative discussion of passenger types, as illustrations of architects’ thinking about 

passengers. Cresswell and Merriman observe that mobilities often presuppose ‘distinct subject 

positions’, which go beyond the scale of any one mobile subject.21 They point towards a tension 

between such representations, similar to the ones just described by the architects, on the one 

hand and any individual’s inhabitation of their role on the other hand. Cresswell and Merriman 

write that ‘representations of particular subject positions frequently caricature such figures, 

stereotyping the manner in which people of different gender, class, ethnicity, wealth, age, 

sexuality and nationality are expected to occupy particular subject positions.’ Individual 

difference cannot be accounted for by such caricatures and stereotypes.22  However, they 

continue to argue that they also offer the possibility for resistance to the individuals inhabiting 

them.23 In this chapter, I am interested in how these processes play out at the airport. Unlike 

Wilkie,24 I do not only see performance as a means to resist the abstract qualities of airport 

space, but also as a symptom of them. Since airport spaces always require passengers to act in 

particular ways, their performance may be both a sign of resistance and a sign of their inclusion 

in the airport space. We will see below how such considerations feature in operational readiness 

processes. 

                                                           
21  Tim Cresswell and Peter Merriman, “Introduction: Geographies of Mobilities – Practices, Spaces, Subjects,” 

in Geographies of Mobilities: Practices, Spaces, Subjects, ed. Tim Cresswell and Peter Merriman (Farnham: 

Ashgate, 2011), 10. 
22 Cresswell and Merriman, “Introduction: Geographies of Mobilities – Practices, Spaces, Subjects,” 10.  
23 Cresswell and Merriman, “Introduction: Geographies of Mobilities – Practices, Spaces, Subjects,” 10. It is 

interesting in that context that Maria Abranches, in her ethnographic study of two airports in Guinea-Bissau and 

Portugal and the relations between them, chooses to introduce her fieldwork participants as ‘actors’ in the script 

of the airports and the airport spaces themselves as the ‘settings’ in which they perform. (507)  Framed in this 

way, her research stands ‘the idea of airports as ephemeral and transitional spaces where waiting and stillness, as 

manifestations of time, as suspended emptiness’ as derived from, amongst others, conceptions of airports as non-

places, (524, 508) she highlights how the ‘embodied time-based social practices’ at both airports helps to ‘promote 

transnational links between families in both countries, fulfilling exchange, gift and reciprocity purposes’. (524)  

(Maria, Abranches, “When People Stay and Things make Their Way Airports, Mobilities and Materialities of a 

Transnational Landscape,” Mobilities 8, no. 4 (2013)) I take a different route here. Rather than arguing entirely 

against the concept as discussed by Augé, I suggest that the concept of the non-place – when examined in more 

detail – may be able to offer some useful insights as to how we should approach the airport as a space inhabited 

by passengers. 
24 Wilkie, Performance, Transport and Mobility, 17. Cf. Maria, Abranches, “When People Stay and Things make 

Their Way Airports, Mobilities and Materialities of a Transnational Landscape,” Mobilities 8, no. 4 (2013). 
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Asked why they consider operational readiness testing, and terminal trials in particular, to be 

important, expert OR3 characterised operational readiness as a testing of physical design and 

process design:  

When you are designing a new facility, to be able to make sure that that facility 

functions in the way you designed it, we need to have first a design, and that includes 

not only the physical design, but includes [also] the process design. That design is 

usually done to the best of people’s ability or best of their knowledge at the time. And 

we believe that you need to be able to test that those processes will work when you 

open that facility. 

In other words, expert OR3 is concerned primarily with the function of airports, such as the 

flows of passengers and baggage already mentioned in the first chapter. While airports are 

designed to accommodate these functions as well as possible, their functionality needs to be 

tested. In addition to the ‘physical design’ discussed in the first chapter, expert OR3 draws 

attention to the design of processes, emphasising that this design needs to be tested to ensure 

that all processes work when the facility opens. A similar point is, in fact, made by Architect 

A9; after discussing the modelling of passenger flows in BIM, they explain that ‘there is 

nothing like real data. We can simulate all we want but being able to see what is really 

happening in real time would be tremendously helpful to us in analysing what is needed.’ 

Without prompting, expert OR3 returns to the question of the relation between space and 

operations later in the interview. Their interest here lies in how the relation between operational 

readiness experts such as themselves and architects should be organised:  

It was interesting your point about architects, because we have had a lot to do with 

architects over the years. They do a brilliant job generally but I think sometimes, in our 

experience of terminal design, they think too much about the aesthetics and possibly do 

not involve the process engineers early enough in their design. So, what this means is 

you end up with an area that perhaps is not fit for purpose, and you are having to think 

then of all of the clever ways to make that area work. 

Despite the functionalism of the architects’ definition of airports noted in the first chapter, the 

OR expert points out a clash between the aesthetics of a terminal and its functionality. The 

interviewee attributes this clash to the late involvement of process engineers, such as the OR 

experts, with a project, which leaves them to adapt a space which has already been designed. 

Since such adaptions often require the modification of physical space, they can come at high 

financial costs, explains expert OR3. When they elaborate on this point, the importance of 

timing becomes more apparent. Expert OR3 explains: 

The problem is, once they [the architects] designed the shell and core and it goes for 

construction, it is almost too late after that. So, when they design the shell and core of 
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the building, we should probably be involved at that point, when they have finalised the 

design. We have not gone to construction yet, but we got the design just about there. 

Let us just test it now from a process perspective. Will that work well from a passenger 

perspective? Is the environment right? But also, does the process work well for 

passengers? And if so, great. If not, what do we need to change now and correct?  

So, while the first chapter was concerned with the relation of architect and contractor, that is 

the representation of airport space and its construction, expert OR3 argues that considerations 

of process should be inserted between these two.25 Pushing this point further, they even suggest 

that process design should not only be inserted between terminal design and construction, but 

that it should – ideally – have priority. They explain that ‘in an ideal world, we would design 

the security area and the correct number of lanes, we would design the check-in area and the 

correct number of lanes, we would design the immigration area and the correct number of 

desks, and then we would say: “Right, now put your box over the top of that and that becomes 

your terminal”. Rather than situating the terminal’s operations within an already constructed 

space, the OR expert proposes building the space around the operations. Rather than creating 

a stacked building through which flows will then have to wind, as we saw in the first chapter, 

they would like to see the building being designed around the flows. 26  This reversal is 

interesting because it negotiates the relations between representations of space on the one hand 

and spatial practices on the other hand. The tension between building and operations, 

representations of space and spatial practice, is apparent in the organisation of the trials, where 

it is subject to a constant negotiation. Expert OR3 explains: 

Always difficult, this. Usually with operational readiness programmes they will have a 

window of time where the building usually gets handed over to operations, maybe six 

months before go-live. Invariably, the building works always go late. So what happens 

is that time becomes compressed on the operational readiness. And really, it now 

becomes a negotiation between the operations [team] and the building team and what 

ends up happening is there are usually some quite regular meetings between the two to 

start saying: “Right, we know we are not going to have security or check-in ready, but 

can you give us part of it? Let’s concentrate and try to get lanes 1 to 4 ready first, so we 

can at least at least test using those ones. We may not have all ten but at least we can 

have four.” So, the build team will then rearrange their build schedule to make sure that 

those four are priority, get those working, and probably cordon off the area with some 

building materials. And then they will continue working on the other side of the cordon 

to finish off. 

                                                           
25 OR expert OR1, themselves employed in an architectural firm, did not make this point for obvious reasons.  
26 Interestingly, this is exactly what Yaneva sees as the potential of computational design. (Albena Yaneva, 

“Mapping Networks: Leaning from the Epistemology of the “Natives”,” in Visualization in the Age of 

Computerization, ed. Annamaria Carusi, Aud Sissel Hoel, Timothy Webmoor and Steve Woolgar (New York: 

Routledge, 2015), 234).  
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This observation illustrates the negotiation between the build team, responsible for the physical 

space of the terminal, and operations, concerned with the process within that space. The ideal 

sequence of events sees a handover of the terminal space from the ‘build team’ to the 

‘operations team’, that is a shift of focus from the space itself to the operations it contains, 

several months before the opening of a facility. In practice, however, the construction of the 

space tends to run late and thus compresses the time available for operational testing. Rather 

than being two consecutive phrases of the production of airport space, the construction and 

operational testing overlap. The interviewee describes how the relation between the 

construction of the physical space and the testing of its operations are renegotiated, and adapted 

to form a compromise between both teams.27 As a result, the completion of the construction of 

the terminal and the establishment of its operation may coincide, separated by an improvised 

cordon. The cordon maintains a distinction between areas which are considered built-enough 

to be used and areas which have yet to be built. In this regard, it illustrates well that in the 

months before the opening of a new terminal, in other words, the establishment of the physical 

space and the practices it contains go hand in hand and are subject to constant negotiation. 

 

I.1. Trial Design  

Trials come in a variety of forms and sizes, and their design begins with a review of the 

conditions which need to be tested. It is here that the considerations of the passenger described 

above recur. OR expert OR3 explains:  

We are a process engineering company, essentially. So we have data which tells us 

what the typical profile of a passenger through a search area will be, for example. What 

is the male to female split? How many are PRMs [passengers with reduced mobility]? 

That is people in wheelchairs, all that type of thing. What percentage are families? What 

percentage of people bring laptops? Bring liquids? So, we have all of that data which 

tells us what a typical day might look like.  

Like the architects, the OR expert considers passenger profiles. Passenger types are here 

established based on the objects they are likely to carry and the people they are likely to travel 

with; they are thought of in percentages. This composition of the passenger as not only a person, 

                                                           
27 For a similar view on struggle and compromise – here between operational and commercial features in an 

operational airport, cf. Anna Nikolaeva, “Designing Public Space for Mobility: Contestation, Negotiations and 

Experiment in Amsterdam Schiphol Airport,” Tijdschrift voor economiche en sociale geografie 103, no. 5 (2012): 

546. 
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but also as various persons and objects they may travel with, will become relevant below, since 

it is simulated in the trials.28  

The purpose of the trials, as expert OR3 makes clear, is to train airport staff to work in the 

terminal. Expert OR3 describes the people who work within a terminal as averse to change. 

They explain that ‘the people working in the terminal are used to the ways that they have 

worked for many years very often because terminals do not come and go that often and the 

processes within them largely stay the same.’ When terminals eventually do change, such 

change is perceived as a challenge. The interviewee explains that resistance to change can only 

be overcome by reiterative training. They explain:  

People, by their very nature, often do not like change and often there is resistance to 

certain things. So, the implementation part is the hard bit; the training, the coaching, 

the education and then the testing to see how well that has been embedded. And what 

people usually require is practice. Practice, practice, practice to get used to it. Which is 

why we often run proving trials that are repeated, and repeated, and repeated.  

The interviewee emphatically points towards the need for repeated practice as a means to 

overcome resistance and to manage change, in addition to education and testing. Speaking in 

terms of training and orientation in the building, the expert OR1 makes a similar point:  

Training and orientation is very important. When we had terminal 5, we ran pretty much 

every day orientation sessions for airline crew members but also ground operators, 

basically anyone who would be coming into the building to use the building. We even 

did that while it was a construction site basically, so that people got an idea where the 

building is, roughly where things are going to be, even if it is like: “Imagine your office 

is here”. Later one, we would bring them in to show them “Here is your office”. 

Staff need to know how to navigate new airport buildings, and the emphasis on orientation 

allows for the spatial component of repeated practice to become apparent. Staff are familiarised 

with the space of the airport even as this space is still incomplete. Bardram and Bossen identify 

‘workers’ movement through space to achieve the right configuration of people, resources, 

knowledge and place’ as ‘mobility work’. 29  The particular challenge of mobility work, 

according to Bardram and Bossen, lies in the fact that this work occurs not in abstract space, 

but in a particular space whose challenges need to be navigated.30 A variation of such a spatial 

challenge is apparent here, because it is clear that such sessions run while the relation of 

building and operations is still being negotiated. As a result, the orientation gains an 

                                                           
28 Peter Adey, “Mobilities and Modulations: The Airport as a Difference Machine,” in Politics at the Airport, ed. 

Mark Salter (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2008), 145.  
29 Jakob E. Bardram and Claus Bossen, “Mobility Work: The Spatial Dimension of Collaboration at a Hospital,” 

Computer Supported Cooperative Work 14, no. 2 (2005): 137.   
30 Bardram and Bossen, “Mobility Work: The Spatial Dimension of Collaboration at a Hospital,” 137.   
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imaginative component, with employees imagining a space which they will only encounter 

later. 

It is worth citing at length here the OR expert’s description of the sequential order of the trials. 

Tracing the development from ‘unit trials’ to ‘basic trials’ to ‘modular or component trials’ to 

‘one big trial’, expert OR3 explains:  

We will start off with something small, often referred to as a unit trial. That will be a 

small area, maybe an aircraft stand and a gate to that stand, or we might just test that 

stand and make sure that the boarding gates and everything will work properly. That is 

often known as unit trial, so we are testing a very small element, a small component. 

… Those unit trials might be going on all the way across, you might test a security lane, 

you might test some lifts, you might test some ticket presentation gates, you might test 

some check-in desks. And then what we do then is, we start joining them up. So, the 

next trial might be a basic trial and what we will do is we will join up a check-in desk, 

with a ticket presentation and a security lane. So, we might test then the outbound 

journey for a passenger. And we will test how well that process works through those 

potentially three or four process stages. Those are basic trials and we usually have quite 

a lot of those. And then we run into the advanced tests. And the advanced tests, they 

are assuming to a certain extent that the unit tests have been somewhat successful and 

the basic tests have been somewhat successful. And then what we are doing is we are 

joining up the end to end of the entire passenger journey. And this is where we want to 

simulate as closely as possible real life. So we start running large volumes of passengers 

through, to simulate what it looks like for those processes when they are under pressure 

and there is heavy demands on them.  

Expert OR3 distinguishes, in other words, between three different kinds of trials: unit trials 

which test a single component of the passenger journey, basic trials which test a passenger 

journey through the airport in one direction and ‘advanced tests’ which ‘join up end to end’ 

two passenger journeys. A passenger’s journey is here conceived of as a series of steps which 

are strung together as the trial sequence progresses. Just as terminal space is fragmented, 

passengers’ movement through these spaces is initially fragmented during the trials. It is worth 

remembering Architect A10’s remark that the aim for architects is to cover up these 

fragmentation and ‘make it seem as if the terminal is a coherent architectural piece’. OR experts 

appear to be making a similar effort regarding the passengers’ movement through the airport.  

The construction of the terminal and the first terminal trials happen when the entire site of the 

new building is considered ‘landside’, that is an area before security control. Part of the OR 

process therefore consists in the introduction of a division between landside and airside, which 

is characteristic of functional terminals and which was briefly mentioned in the previous 

chapter. Expert OR3 states, ‘you need to actively install that boundary’. They explain that this 

division is initially a ‘physical boundary with doors and walls’ until some areas, such as 
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security control, become a ‘virtual boundary’.  The introduction of the boundary marks a 

significant moment because it comes with extensive security measures, and complicates 

subsequent OR processes. It is marked by a lengthy police search, designed to ensure the safety 

of the airside area in particular. Expert OR3 explains:  

You also have to have usually a police check. So, a police search goes on. They will 

bring in a team of police and dogs and they go and search the whole building in that 

airside area, and they are trying to sniff out if any of the build or construction team have 

hidden a bomb or have hidden something airside which could be picked up and used as 

a device. So, they will spend maybe two weeks searching every nook and cranny in that 

building on the airside area and down in the airfield as well, to see if they buried 

something underground, and all the fencing. That is all searched before the operation 

goes live. 

The introduction of the boundary is interesting because it shows how parts of airport space are 

rendered “secure”; it marks the beginning of those security measures which are characteristic 

of contemporary airports. Once the boundary is established, those who want to cross from 

landside to airside, including the interviewee and volunteers in the trials, are required to have 

a pass. This renders the OR expert’s work both more realistic and complicated. They explain:  

It [the introduction of the boundary] often happens in the middle of the proving trials 

which makes it particularly difficult and awkward. So, you can test and you can do all 

the unit trials and all those lower level tests in an environment where you do not have 

to turn up with a security badge. But as soon as that boundary goes in, it becomes a 

proper security area and I have to go through and if I walk through a security lane, I am 

properly screened or x-rayed. I have to have a security badge, which is my badge. It 

becomes like a normal airport then, so to run trials becomes a lot more difficult.  

In other words, the introduction of the boundary occurs as the trials are progressing from unit 

trials and advanced trials to end to end trials. While making the trialling process more 

complicated, they also make the terminal increasingly become ‘like a normal’ airport, in the 

words of expert OR3. That is to say, the introduction of the boundary brings the airport closer 

to the geometries described in the first chapter. It blurs the lines between the simulated 

processes of the trials and the normal operations of the terminal.  

Expert OR3’s reflections highlight the relations between the design of airport space and the use 

of that space, or – in Lefebvrian terms – between representations of space and spatial practice.31 

The building was again described as a box by expert OR3, reflecting the language observed in 

the first chapter, and suggesting that the interviewee sees the terminal as a ‘container’ for the 

operations within. While the first chapter was concerned with the changing configurations of 

                                                           
31 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991), 33.  
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these “boxes” and their accommodation of space and time, this chapter takes a different 

approach. Arguing against thinking of space as a container, Lefebvre emphasises that ‘space is 

a social morphology’. He writes that ‘to picture space as a frame or a container into which 

nothing can be put unless it is smaller than the recipient and to imagine that this container has 

no other purpose than to preserve what has been put in it – this is probably the initial error’.32 

Space should not be taken as merely a container for a particular volume of passengers or 

processes within. Rather, this chapter, and the next one concerned with airport workers, 

emphasises space as such a ‘social morphology’. I am interested in the production of the people 

of airport space, and their relations. I investigate how they are represented and how they 

practice that representation, as they emerge between the design of an airport building and its 

operations.  In contrast to the vectors of passenger movement from A to B to C observed in the 

previous chapter,33 passengers’ movement in the trial is embodied and therefore made concrete 

and particular. 

In my fieldwork, I attended six such trials between January and May 2014.34 The number of 

volunteers increased as the trials progressed from 600 people in Trial 1 to 3500 people, 

equivalent to 30 flights, in Trial 5. In the trials three different kinds of passenger flows were 

tested: Departures (Trials 1, 3, 4, and 5), Connections (Trial 2) and Arrivals (Trial 5).  As 

should be expected following expert OR3’s explanation above, the processes which were being 

tested became longer as the trials progressed, and the areas accessible to volunteers grew. The 

movement of volunteers became less controlled and they were expected to cover increasing 

distances. In sum, the terminal trials were increasingly realistic and their structure became less 

obviously staged.  

Each trial is designed in a ‘trial design document’ on the basis of the information about trial 

needs described above. Expert OR3 explains:  

We will design trials initially and we create a trial design document which specifies 

very clearly how that trial will run and what it is we are trying to simulate. Then, what 

we will do is, we will create a brief for all of the people involved in that trial, the people 

managing the trial, and it goes through all of that different data in a certain level of 

detail. We will also have in there, stuff like critical success factors for that trial – so, 

what are the things that would make that trial successful or not successful? And we also 

include in there what kind of data we need to capture when the trial is running, and we 

usually have data gathers around. So, people will be standing there … and they will be 

                                                           
32 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 94.  
33 Peter Adey, “Airports: Terminal/Vector,” in Geographies of Mobilities: Practices, Spaces, Subjects, ed. Tim 

Cresswell and Peter Merriman (Farnham: Ashgate, 2011), 140.  
34 Cf. Appendix 1.  
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watching and taking notes on what worked well and what did not work well, and they 

will be gathering data as well.  

The trial design document sets the criteria of the trial, its aims and how they should be assessed. 

It allows for the management of the trial and for the capture of data as the trials are running. 

As such, the document functions similarly to some of the plans discussed in the first chapter, 

in that it coordinates the work of various groups of people involved in each trial. Crucially, it 

also indicates when a trial should, or should not, be considered successful.   

Several days before each trial, volunteers were sent ‘Joining Instructions’ via email. The email 

includes information about how and where they should arrive on the day. While early trials 

began in hotels close to the airport, passengers were later asked to come directly to the new 

terminal. In this regard they may be taken to be illustrative of Vannini’s discussion of the 

gathering phase which precedes mobility.35 Volunteers in the trials were nevertheless subject 

to security regulations. Volunteers in proving trials are selected according to ‘a heavy screening 

process’, according to expert OR3, to ensure that they reflect passenger profiles and to exclude 

members of the press. Beyond that, they recall that some volunteers in a project in the UK were 

also checked against watchlists by the Department of Transport and by UK Visas and 

Immigration. Lastly, volunteers who are selected to participate in a trial will be security 

screened on the trial day as they would be in an operational terminal. Two paragraphs from an 

email for the trial on 9 April illustrate this particularly well. Under the heading ‘Identification 

and Registration’, the letter states: ‘In order to register for the trial you must bring a valid 

passport or national EU identity card. If you cannot produce a valid passport or national EU 

Identity Card, you will not be able to join the trial.’ And indeed, once arrived, volunteers 

register with their name and proof of their identity.36 They are given plastic tags identifying 

them as volunteers, which they are told they should not remove during the trial. They are 

assembled for a briefing of Health and Safety instructions as well as an introduction to the trial 

process.  

Moreover, under the heading ‘What to bring’ for the trial on 9 April, the letter states that ‘as 

part of the trial you will go through a full airport security process’. Therefore, the letter asks 

volunteers to ensure that they are not carrying any ‘non-compliant items’, which they would 

not be able to carry in a functional terminal. The letter adds, however, that ‘this trial will involve 

                                                           
35 Phillip Vannini, “The techne of making a ferry: a non-representational approach to passengers’ gathering 

taskscapes,” Journal of Transport Geography 19, no. 5 (2011): 1031.  
36 Interestingly for the arguments below, I had difficulty registering with my German National Identity Card in 

the first trial and as a result chose to register with my passport in the subsequent trials. 
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waiting time in the Departures Lounge and at the Gates’, and it therefore suggests volunteers 

bring ‘a book, music, tablet or newspaper’. Speaking about normally functioning airports, 

Bissell points out that even waiting at the airport can be understood as anticipation of an ‘event-

to-come’.37 Bissell suggests reconsidering waiting as an activity and action,38 and thus as a 

‘wholly performative social event’.39 Passengers’ time in a terminal, for example, is filled with 

activities other than the bodily immobility and stillness conventionally associated with 

waiting, 40  and as such passengers’ time in airport terminals usefully illustrates Bissell’s 

argument for a consideration of the ‘active doing of waiting’.41  

While Bissell talks about waiting as sitting at the gate waiting for the plane to depart, it is worth 

expanding that notion to considerations of passengers’ time spent elsewhere in the terminal 

since airside retail has become an increasingly important aspect of airport operations which 

illustrates the ‘active’ aspects of waiting here. Linking notions of functionality discussed in the 

previous chapter with consumption, Architect A6, who had suggested regarding the airport as 

a processor in the previous chapter, explains:  

And airports are business, so they are processors but they then also have to make 

money, and since the airlines make most of the money and they pay fees: contact gates, 

the amount of time a plane is at a gate, the rents to rent out ticketing counters and this 

stuff. The only other way they make money is by becoming landlords, landlords to 

retailers, capturing money through conference and retail and restaurants, food and 

beverage, as well as the airlines. So, it is a processor that needs to make money by 

parting not just airlines with their money but individual passengers with their money, 

so that is why they are all scrambling to get high end retails. That is why you now see 

Prada, and Gucci, and all of these high-end retailers in airports, because people are 

stuck there with nothing to do. Often they forget to pack their cuff-links, or their belts, 

or their slacks, or they are on their way back or they had a meeting and they realise they 

can take advantage of duty-free shopping, they won't pay import duty because 

sometimes in an airport in certain places you are between countries. All these 

international tax treaties, all these things come play in creating the modern business of 

an airport, and none of that existed forty years ago.  

In addition to processing passenger flows, airports are now increasingly required to create 

income through the use of their space for retail and food and beverage outlets where individual 

passengers are expected to spend money. In particular, the interviewee points towards high end 

retailers and explains that these would allow passengers to buy forgotten items.  Such outlets 

                                                           
37 David Bissell, “Animating Suspension: Waiting for Mobilities,” Mobilities 2, no. 2 (2007): 282. 
38 Bissell, “Animating Suspension,” 284. 
39 Bissell, “Animating Suspension,” 285.  
40 Bissell, “Animating Suspension,” 287.  
41 Bissell, “Animating Suspension,” 285. Note however that while Bissell’s argument is a conceptual rethinking 

of acts conventionally conceived as passive and still, my argument here broadens the notion of waiting so as to 

include acts conventionally perceived as ‘active’.  
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were not provided during the trials and it is for this reason that passengers were instructed to 

bring their own entertainment. During the trials, the atmosphere was jovial; passengers chatted, 

compared roles and itineraries. The expert OR3 speculates that volunteers are proud to be 

involved in the trials, and to gain access to the terminal before the general public. Moreover, 

in the larger trials (Trials 4, 5), entertainment was provided for volunteers as they wait in the 

central concourse area. Volunteers are provided with drinks, snacks and cake, pop music plays 

over speakers, speeches are made by several representatives of the airport. There are jugglers, 

a man on a unicycle and a woman on stilts, there is an arts and craft area for children; and the 

presentation of passengers’ time in the terminal as a spectacle is readily apparent.  

 

I.2. Scripts 

I want to focus here on the instructions volunteers receive in their scripts. Expert OR3 explains 

that ‘each volunteer will be given a boarding card, and will be given a briefing card and that 

will tell them how to behave’. In other words, volunteers are given instructions to help them 

model their behaviour in accordance with the understandings of the passenger discussed above. 

Expert OR1 explains the origins of the scripts as follows:  

 Basically, we create them. We had to come up with scripts for a mix of passengers. So: 

international arriving US citizens, international arriving LPRs, [that is] Legal 

Permanent Residents, or second tier ESTA, or visitor. They were the kind of groups or 

types of passengers who come off the aircraft. And we had weekly meetings with [the 

airline] and then the question was: “What kind of additional mixes do we want in? So: 

how many disabled passengers do we want, who need assistance? Do we want to trial 

anybody with any kind of issue? What do we want to see?” 

So, having established those key indicators as to the mix of it, we would write half a 

dozen scripts or the sections of the scripts that apply to those people. We would then 

get a full list of the flights they want to process. So we decide for example that we 

would process three flights on Embraer 190s, so 120 passengers a flight. So, we would 

build a manifest, so the full 120 passengers. We would then decide how many of each 

of these typically go into the flight.  

We have a batch mixing programme, that basically says: “This passenger has A, B, and 

C.” It sucks them together and prints you a trial script. So, I create the mix that I want 

based on the passenger manifest and then you hit go, and suddenly you have a whole 

batch of scripts. The mix is basically built up from discussions with the operations as 

to what kind of scenario the want to see. 

The creation of the scripts happens in a series of steps in which passengers are configured in 

various ways. It begins with an assessment of the categories of passengers which are to be 

processed in a given terminal, which is reminiscent of architects’ thinking about passengers 
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and also of expert OR3’s description of designing a trial. Expert OR1 is speaking here about 

an airport in the US and the passenger categories reflect that. Different categories will apply in 

different cases depending on the passenger mixes of any terminal. In the example here, six 

typical passenger categories were used. In a second step, this mix of passenger profiles is then 

transformed into a small number of fractional scripts. The ‘typical’ passenger scripted in this 

way is an instantiation of an indistinct mass of passengers described in the passenger mix. In a 

third step, the expert OR1 calculates the numbers of passenger which should be processed in a 

given trial. In the example mentioned here, three flights of approximately 120 passengers each 

were to be trialled. In other words, the six typical passengers then became 360 passengers. The 

fractional scripts were fed into a ‘batch mixing programme’ which assembled them into the 

total number of scripts. In this way, the individual scripts are electronically crafted out of pool 

of typical traits. The 360 passengers created were re-combinations of the instantiations of the 

‘typical’ passenger. described in the second step. The roles played by me in the trials are 

computer generated re-combinations of typical passenger traits based on a particular passenger 

mix expected to move through a given terminal. They are not singular, unitary individuals but 

rather assembled fragments of individuals; they are instantiations of the stereotypes and also 

partial repetitions of each other.  

The individual roles created here are perhaps extreme illustrations of what Amoore, in the 

context of biometric borders, describes as an emergent subject. These subjects consists not 

merely of ‘”traces” or “electronic footprints” left by a known subject’, but rather are 

‘incomplete forms [of life in emergence] that do not map one-to-one onto an individual’.42 

These subjects are ‘emergent subjects’ because they are determined not on the basis of the 

traces they leave in the past, but rather on the possibility of ‘a future event yet to take place’.43 

The creation of passenger profiles follows a similar logic, by creating passengers-to-be out of 

fragments of anticipated characteristics. Moreover, the roles and scripts may be subject to 

subsequent editing after they are created. In that, they reflect the ongoing negotiations between 

build team and operations team. Expert OR3 explains:  

It is always a negotiation and believe me, it can be up till 10 o’clock, 11 o’clock the 

night before a trial that the build team and the designers are still working through the 

trial design. I have been at terminals till midnight the night before, revising the design 

                                                           
42 Louise Amoore, The Politics of Possibility: Risk and Security Beyond Probability (Durham: Duke University 

Press, 2013), 87.  
43 Amoore, The Politics of Possibility, 94. 
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of a trial and revising all of the cards [scripts] everybody gets, ready for a trial starting 

at 7 o’clock the next morning.  

Here, then, the scripts are open to hasty, last minute revisions. In these cases the scripts can be 

configured in accordance with the needs of the terminal. This is important to keep in mind 

because we will see below more such processes illustrative of the reediting of passengers’ 

scripts. We observe here the production of a stereotypical subject of airport space, in 

anticipation of the actual persons who are to move through the airport in the future. 

While Amoore goes on to observe that these subjectivities are entwined with and inscribed into 

passengers’ bodies,44 the challenge for OR experts is to bring together the fragmentary subjects 

of the roles and the volunteers in the scripts. In the trials I attended, the exact form and content 

of the scripts varied from trial to trial. All scripts were distributed on A4 sheets of paper or 

cardboard on the trial day. They were branded, using variations of Heathrow’s purple colour 

scheme. The first scripts, in Trial 1, show Heathrow’s logo – the word ‘Heathrow’ in purple 

behind a white curved line, meant to symbolise the horizon – and the slogan ‘Making every 

journey better’. Subsequent scripts in the following Trials read ‘Our new Terminal 2’ in grey 

and ‘Be part of it’ in purple, next to the number ‘2’ made out of a cut out of what appears to be 

a rendering of the terminal. A young boy is hiding behind the numbers with two adults carrying 

a box, seemingly helping the move.  The first side of the script identifies the kind of flight the 

role described in the script was travelling on – ‘Arrivals Flight’, ‘Departures Flight’ or 

‘Connecting Flight’ – and illustrate this with the respective icon.  

In early trials, the first page was used to give volunteers information about the proving trials in 

general. They contained information about the passenger a volunteer was to act as, their flight 

and how they should be moving through the terminal. The other side of the page contained 

information about the role to be played, sometimes labelled ‘Your Trial Details’, and the ‘Flight 

Details’ of the flight the role is expected to arrive in, depart from or transfer to. The ‘Trial 

Details’ included a name, age and nationality. The ‘Flight Details’ included an airline, a flight 

number, a travelling class, and a departure or arrival time. Little effort is made to match 

volunteers and their roles. In the briefings preceding the trials, the relation between volunteers 

and their roles was repeatedly remarked upon.45   

In some trials, the organisers juxtaposed the volunteers’ “real” identities and their roles in the 

trials, commenting in particular on differences of gender. The organisers made statements such 
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as “You got a new personality today. You may be a man or a woman, it may not match. 

Embrace it and have some fun.’ (Trial 3) and “We might have mixed your sexes up. We 

apologise but we want you to embrace it” (Trial 4). Moreover, volunteers were encouraged to 

perform in accordance with their role. At various points, they were told: “Try to get into that 

passenger, into that role” (Trial 2), “Imagine you are an arriving passenger, hopefully from 

somewhere interesting” (Trial 2), “If you are an older person, move slower” (Trial 2), “Go with 

it and have some fun” (Trial 4), “You got a new name and a new birthday. Embrace it” (Trial 

4), and “Embrace your new character” (Trial 4). In Trial 3, when some volunteers were asked 

to check-in at the self-service check-in machines, we were told: “We don’t want you to put in 

the person you are. We want you to be the person you are pretending to be” (Trial 3). Similar 

observations extended to volunteers’ luggage. In Trial 4, when some volunteers had been asked 

to check-in luggage, we were warned: “Do not put your own baggage through. You will not 

get it back” (Trial 4).  Such distinctions between volunteers and their roles were complicated 

further, when volunteers were given more than one script and organisers of the trial had to 

distinguish not only between volunteers and roles, but also between different roles. Such 

distinctions were verbalised in terms such as: “A new airline, a new script, a new personality 

– forget the old one” (trial 4), and “Don’t think about what you have done before” (Trial 4).  

In this manner, I was given a large variety of roles in the trials I attended.46 In the first trial, on 

16 January, I was given the identity of ‘Mr Sufiye ACIK’, his nationality was given as ‘TUR’, 

Turkish, and his date of birth was ’03 Jan 1950’. He was flying with Turkish Airlines on flight 

number TK 9300 to ‘Istanbul’, his travel class was ‘Business’.  On the same date, my second 

identity was ‘Ms Leona CROOKSTON’. Her nationality was given as ‘GBR’, and her date of 

birth was ‘14 Feb 1985’. She was flying on Aegean Airlines flight number A3 9001 to 

‘Heraklion – Crete’, and her travel class was ‘Economy’. In the second trial, on 2 April, a text 

box labelled ‘My Connection Flight Details’ identified my role as ‘Angela Bockstead’, flying 

‘ECONOMY’ class on Lufthansa flight ‘LH8002’ from London to ‘Seeheim’. A second text 

box, labelled ‘My nationality’, stated that the role carries a ‘United Kingdom Chip Enabled 

Passport’. On 9 April, in the third trial, a text box labelled ‘Your Trial Details’ gave my role as 

‘Carlo Billingslea’, a Canadian national born on ‘16 July 1950’. Billingslea was flying on an 

Economy class United Airlines flight from London to ‘Cleveland’ with the number UA1305. 

In the fourth trial I attended on 30 April, my role was that of ‘Salma Salzberg’. A text box 

                                                           
46 Volunteers were not always allowed to keep their scripts, and I was not always able to record my identities. 

Information is therefore fragmentary. I retain the formatting of the scripts here as much as possible.  



Chapter 2: Pretending to Fly 

103 
 

labelled ‘Your Trial Flight’ lists Heathrow’s name, slogan and the words ‘Test Flight’ in lieu 

of an airline. The flight number is TST130, which is not an IATA code. The destination is 

‘Prague’, and the travel class is ‘Economy’. On the same day, I was ‘James Bronte’, flying 

from London to ‘Denver’, born on the ‘2 March 1950’. On 17 May, the fifth trial, I was given 

the role of Cheryl Bevan, a British national born on ‘02/04/1930’. The role was a transfer 

passenger on an ‘economy class’ ticket on Asiana Airlines flight OZ921 from Seoul. In that 

trial, I was also given the role of ‘Ines Sidney’, a Polish citizen born on ‘17 May 1947’. On 8 

September, the sixth and last trial I attended, I was first ‘Brian Borenstein’, travelling on an 

‘Economy’ class ticket on Swiss International Air Lines Flight Number LX 9998 to Bern at 

11pm. On the same day, I was also performing the role of ‘Franklyn Brookes’, departing on a 

Business class ticket on Brussels Airlines Flight Number SN9657 to Bilbao. One organiser’s 

prediction during the fourth trial to the volunteers that “you will all leave here – really confused 

about who you are” is a good summary of the situation. Throughout the trials, then, I was asked 

to perform a variety of both male and female roles of a variety of ages, the “youngest” role 

being 30 years old and the oldest 85 years.  

To illustrate these roles, various false documents were stapled onto the script, such as false 

passports or tickets in the name of the role. In some cases, the airline tickets were to the 

untrained eye indistinguishable from “real” tickets. In another case in the fourth trial, only a 

barcode was attached which could act in lieu of a ticket. False passports took the form of a light 

blue paper rectangle the size of a real passport stating the passenger’s first and last name, their 

nationality as well as their passport number. Adey suggests that the passenger at the airport is 

a ‘prosthetic subject’.47 Such a passengers consists of both their body and various objects – 

such as the props and documents – which travel through the airport on parallel vectors.  

Trial volunteers might also be given a variety of props throughout the trial to help simulate a 

passenger journey. According to the expert OR3, these may include wheelchairs, false laptops, 

false guns and false luggage, although my trial experience was limited to false baggage. The 

interviewee explains:  

You actually run people through in the percentages that we have already outlined in the 

design. So, five percent of people are families, we will run five percent of people 

through as family groups. If a certain amount of them carry laptops, we will issue fake 

laptops to that percentage. We also give them bags. So, we will have a whole load of 

cabin bags that have been obtained and we ask them to take those cabin bags and that 

luggage through with them as a normal travelling passenger and that will also be in the 
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ratios that we would expect on day one of opening of that terminal. So, if somebody 

normally uses two or three trays to divest all their items into, we will make sure they 

have enough stuff to divest into two or three trays. So, we recreate the real environment 

probably within 90 to 95 percent accuracy of what real life is like. 

These props, in other words, reflect back to the passenger profiles created earlier. They are 

used to create a scenario which is as realistic as possible. In some cases, the props were then 

directly related to how passengers move through the terminal. Expert OR3 explains that if a 

volunteer were to embody a person of reduced mobility, ‘we might ask them to sit in a 

wheelchair and go through in a wheelchair, and have a card telling them how to behave and 

what to do’. I remember also my own surprise at the weight of the false luggage I was asked to 

carry through the terminal. 

In trials, the relation of passenger and objects could be particularly uncanny because the 

luggage transported by the volunteers was not their own, and because some trials were designed 

to include items which should not be transported through an operational airport. Expert OR1 

explains:  

We were going to have contraband somehow. We were trying to figure out how we 

could have contraband somehow but – having discussed that with CBP [Customs and 

Border Protection] – … we did not have actual contraband. We had a piece of paper 

which we put on the bags which said what it was. They [the volunteers] would go 

through the process and then get escorted off by the CBP officer, depending on the 

particular tag that was on the bag that they picked up from baggage reclaim. You did 

not know as a passenger what you were going to get until the guy opened your bag. 

You try to have a bit of fun. We were going to put grass in bags, but the CBP told us 

that was not a good idea. We set the trials up like that.   

The quotation illustrates the particular uncanniness of the trial, in which passengers are asked 

to move luggage other than their own. This, then, illustrates the inclusion of non-compliant 

items in the trial, which volunteers had been warned not to bring. The original idea had been 

to test the smuggling of drugs by hiding grass in volunteers’ luggage but the material object 

was later replaced by a sign indicating the presence of such an item instead. Expert OR3 

recounts a similar story, and explains:  

We might also simulate what would happen if somebody came through with an item of 

threat, for example, if someone came through with a gun. We might even give them a 

bag with a gun in it or give them a gun just to hide on their body, and we will give them 

a card that they can then declare when they go through security to say: “Actually, I have 

not just brought this. This was given to me, and here is my proof of that.” So, that will 

usually happen. 
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Again, there is a relation between a suspicious object and a piece of paper explaining, and 

legitimising, its presence. In the trial I attended, some volunteers were asked to hide scissors, 

marked with a tag to identify them as part of the trial, in their luggage.  

Vannini draws attention to the need to consider what he identifies as ‘the gathering phase of 

travel’, that is ‘the activities preceding the principal component of a passage’ which are often 

ignored by mobility scholars.48 The chapter observes, in a similar vein, passengers’ preparation 

– both active and passive – for their journeys in the aircraft. Vannini’s aim is to recover ferry 

passengers’ gathering as an artful, performative practice which showcases passengers as ‘active 

social agents’.49 He explains that, ‘these phases – the “gathering” phases of spatial mobilities 

– tend to be those that are the least structured by formal arrangements and official 

organizations’ rules and plans’.50 In Vannini’s case of ferry passengers, this allows him to draw 

an image of passengers who are ‘like artists as they seek to accomplish their purposes and 

interact with instrumental tools in reflexive and creative ways’.51 He observes that passengers’ 

interactions with time and space, and thus render them meaningful,52 and he concludes that 

‘viewing interaction with transport technologies as an emergent and agentic unfolding of 

skilfulness highlights how passengers can be creative and artful’.53 This is a useful point in 

highlighting passengers’ contribution to their movement. While the airport is built to guide 

passenger flows and it may sometimes move passengers directly as in the case of the moving 

walkways discussed in the previous chapter, it is nevertheless dependent on the movement of 

passengers themselves. The direction of this movement will be examined below, in the context 

of airport signage. Nevertheless, we will see below, the gathering of passengers at the airport 

takes place under different conditions. Airport passengers’ gathering is tightly choreographed 

by a plenitude of formal arrangements which leave little room for divergence from the 

passenger profiles and stereotypes discussed above. While Vannini assumes passengers to be 

‘informed, capable, perfectly strategic, rational, inspired actors’, 54  I suggest that airport 

passengers are produced as such actors as they move through the airport and within its 

limitations.  

                                                           
48 Vannini, “The techne of making a ferry,” 1031.  
49 Vannini, “The techne of making a ferry,” 1035 – 1036.  
50 Vannini, “The techne of making a ferry,” 1035.  
51 Vannini, “The techne of making a ferry,” 1032.  
52 Vannini, “The techne of making a ferry,” 1032.  
53 Vannini, “The techne of making a ferry,” 1032.  
54 Vannini, “The techne of making a ferry,” 1032.  



Chapter 2: Pretending to Fly 

106 
 

In the trials, passengers’ movement through the airport is scripted. The script in my first trial 

offered a narrative account of the journey I was to take. Under the headline ‘1. What is my role 

today?’, my script as Sufiye Acik, reads:  

Today, you are playing the role of a passenger departing from Terminal 2. You are 

flying Business Class on Turkish Airlines flight TK 9300 departing to Istanbul at 11:00 

AM. You have already checked in and have been given a boarding card for the flight 

which should be attached to this script.  

Please make your way to the departure gate indicated on the airport display screen for 

your flight. You should present the attached card as your boarding pass when required.  

Please review the Special Instructions below for any additional information about your 

journey.  

You are asked to make a mental note of your experience from a passenger’s perspective 

and will be asked to give feedback at the end of the trial. Once you have successfully 

completed the boarding process a trial marshal will advise you on the next steps. 

This account repeats information about my identity while also instructing me how to behave. 

The references to my false boarding pass attached to the script illustrates the use of props, while 

the instruction that passengers should follow ‘the airport display screens’ in the terminal and 

‘review the Special Instructions’ on the script illustrates the interlink between the script and 

the terminal, in facilitating volunteers’ movements through the terminal. There is a section 

below ‘2. Special Instructions’, which however states ‘None’ and ‘You have no special 

instructions. Please continue with the Departures process’.55 It is interesting to note here that 

the script informs me that I have already checked in, since this is beginning to produce me as 

a subject in line with Vannini’s description.  

In the subsequent scripts, the journeys are divided into a series of steps whose distinction is 

made apparent in their layout. On 2 April, in the second trial, the text cited above had been 

divided into a series of unnumbered steps. As a connecting passenger, I followed the steps of 

‘Disembarkation’, ‘Connection’, ‘Departures Lounge’, ‘Boarding’ and ‘Finishing the Trial 

Day’. On 17 May, as an arriving passenger in the fifth trial, I was instructed to ‘1. Disembark 

from the plane’, ‘2. Proceed to Immigration’, ‘3. Proceed to Baggage Reclaim’, ‘4. Proceed 

through Customs’, before ‘5. Finishing the trial day’. In later trials, when I was following 

scripts of departing passengers, I was instructed to ‘1. Collect baggage from baggage 

distribution (Trial 3)/departures forecourt (Trial 4)/the collection point (Trial 6)’ and ‘2. Check 

                                                           
55 On Leona Crookston’s script in the same trial, the sections reads ‘Oversized Hand Baggage’ and ‘You are to 

carry a piece of oversized hand luggage. Please proceed to departure gate A17 and pick up a piece of over size 

hand baggage before going to your departure gate,’ thus again illustrating the importance of props. 
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in inside the terminal (Trial 3)/Checking in (Trials 4, 6). Sometimes, volunteers were given ‘3. 

Additional Instructions’ (Trial 6), or I then found myself ‘3. After security in the Departure 

Lounge’ (Trial 4) or just ‘3. In the Departures Lounge’ (Trial 4). Volunteers were then 

instructed to ‘4. Board your flight’ (Trial 3) and ‘5. Finishing the Trial Day’ (Trial 3), or simply 

‘4. Boarding’ (Trial 4).  Like the previous, full-text script, some later scripts contained 

additional instructions relating to particular requirements a passenger may have or particular 

places in the terminal once they have reached the concourse beyond security they need to visit. 

The scripts used various techniques for aligning volunteers with the roles they are performing. 

In some cases, the scripts served the purpose of ‘catching up’ the passenger to what their role 

had already done in the past, thus projecting backwards from the present into the past. For 

example, my script as Sufiye Acik in the first trial informed me: ‘You have already checked in 

and have been given a boarding card for the flight, which should be attached to the script’. In 

a variation on this information, my script as Salma Salzberg in the fourth trial states: ‘You are 

already checked in, and can use the bar code above to access security.’ While most of the scripts 

directs my physical movement of my body, some instructions go further and inscribe 

intention.56 Some scripts ascribe plans or preferences to the volunteer. In the role of Billingslea 

in the third trial, for example, I was instructed: ‘You would like to visit the multi-faith prayer 

room before boarding the aircraft. Try to find it before heading to your boarding gate’. When 

I arrived at the designated room, I merely found a sign stating that I had found the room instead 

of the room itself. Similarly, in the second trial on the 2 April, I was told: ‘You’d like to change 

your seat on the flight. Try to do this before reaching your boarding gate’.57 In other cases, 

volunteers were informed about the amount of luggage they should be carrying. In the first 

trial, my script as Leona Crookston, states: ‘You are to carry a piece of over-sized hand 

luggage. Please proceed to departure gate A17 and pick up a piece of oversized hand luggage 

before going to your departure gate’. Crucially, this shows not only the instructions given to 

the volunteer about their role as a passenger, but also instructions that the volunteer needs to 

follow (‘pick up a piece of oversized luggage’) in order to “become” the passenger.  

It is interesting here to think back briefly to the description of the modelling of passenger flows 

in the BIM model described by Architect A9 in the previous chapter. Architect A9 had 

explained that for the purposes of the simulation each passenger is given a “rule”, that is a list 

                                                           
56 Adey, Aerial Life, 130. 
57 These ascription of intention stands in a curious resonance of the attempts to discover malevolent intent of 

potential high-risk passengers. (Adey, Aerial Life, 130).  
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of tasks they have to accomplish in a given timeframe. The scripts, I propose, function in a 

similar manner by asking passengers to perform a series of steps as they move through the 

terminal.  While the initial script had offered a full-text narrative of my journey, the subsequent 

scripts divided the passengers’ journeys into a series of distinct steps (2 April) which would 

then be numbered and divided by lines across the page subsequently (9 April, 30 April, 17 

May, 8 September). The passengers’ journeys, starting as a continuous narrative, are separated 

into distinct steps. I suggest that such changes in the layout may be taken to be illustrative of 

the assembling of fragmented passenger journeys as the trials progressed.58 The breakdown of 

the script into individual sections, I propose, constitutes a fragmentation of passengers’ journey 

through the airport into individual tasks.  

I want to draw particular attention to the changeable nature of these instructions. The individual 

trials also make apparent that as passengers move through the airport, the scripting of their role 

evolves. Adding to OR expert OR3’s observation of the last minute editing of the scripts before 

the beginning of the trial, further alterations may be made to the script itself and the additional 

documents as volunteers perform various journeys through airport space during the trials 

themselves. When roles, in my case Brian Borenstein in the sixth trial, demand that seats be 

changed, check-in agents will add that change in a hand-written edit to the seat information on 

the ticket. When my role as Leona Crookston required me to check in additional baggage, a 

handwritten note was added to the ticket, reading ‘ONE EXTRA PIECE TO PAY’ and the 

ticket was subsequently stamped ‘EXCESS PAID’. At the back of the ticket, two stubs of 

baggage tags are attached, linking the ticket to the bags which are marked with the rest of the 

bag tag. This created an additional layer of documentation to illustrate the role.  

On several scripts, volunteers are invited to make notes in a section of empty lines at the bottom 

of the script to assist them with giving feedback at the end of the trial. In other cases, they were 

also invited to give further feedback online by following a link printed on the scripts. These 

empty lines and the link, as well as the false passports, tickets and boarding passes stapled to 

the script, illustrate the assemblic nature of scripts as variable combinations of documents.59 

                                                           
58 This is not unlike the ‘pedestrian dressage’ according to Fordist principles in interwar London, discussed by 

Hornsey. Richard Hornsey, “’He Who Thinks, in Modern Traffic, is Lost’: Automation and the Pedestrian 

Rhythms of Interwar London,” in Geographies of Rhythms: Nature, Place and Bodies, ed. Tim Edensor (Farnham: 

Ashgate, 2010), 101. 
59 Salter points out that passports are dependent on so-called breeder documents to identify a passenger. Here, we 

see a similar process of the passport itself ‘breeding’ further documents. Mark Salter, Rights of Passage: The 

Passport in International Relations (Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 2003), 132.  
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Moreover, they also illustrate how the assemblages might be edited and transformed as the 

passenger moves through the airport.  

The scripts help to create and shape passengers’ use of the airport terminal while also shaping 

these passengers themselves. As a volunteer, I am asked to lose my identity, and I am instructed 

as to who I am and how I am to move. Unlike passengers, volunteers are able to map their 

journey through the airport space on the basis of their script. They illustrate how I, as a 

volunteer, was constituted as a passenger – outfitted with an identity, bags and documents, and 

instructions on how to move through the terminal. In other words, they render me as ‘informed, 

capable, perfectly strategic, rational, inspired’ as Vannini imagines the passenger to be.60  

 

I.3. Signage and the user 

Many of the instructions given to volunteers in the trials will not be made in the same way in 

an operational terminal. I propose that the scripts render visible what goes generally unsaid; 

they make apparent the scripting of passengers which would otherwise be directly contained in 

the space of the airport. The role of the scripts in constituting passengers and guiding their 

movement is interesting because it allows us to think about the textuality of space. In particular, 

Augé speaks of a ‘silent dialogue’ between the passenger and the ‘text-landscape’ of a non-

place. 61  Airport signage, or ‘wayfinding’ as it is referred to by some interviewees, is a 

particularly good illustration of such a ‘silent dialogue’. In the interviews, the concern with 

wayfinding is shared by architects, who design it, and OR experts, who test and improve it. It 

allows us to understand more about the funnelling of flows through the geometries of airport 

buildings described in the previous chapter. Expert OR1 recounts:   

That was the biggest feedback from our trial, actually, getting signage set up. It is quite 

amazing, actually. One trials we ran for CBP [US Customs and Border Protection] and 

the signage allowed you to queue on both sides – except everybody went in one 

direction, everybody. It was amazing.  We went: “Why?” It is like wood and trees. You 

are standing there, looking at this thing and it is beautifully signed and signs going 

everywhere, but everyone went into one direction…. So, we had to adjust some things 

to make some breaks and make it a little more available to go in another direction as 

well. So, there were interesting things like that. 

Terminal trials, in other words, can function to test whether the signage of airport enables 

passengers to move as intended by the design. The trial recounted by expert OR1 revealed a 

                                                           
60 Vannini, “The techne of making a ferry,” 1032.  
61 Marc Augé, Non-Places: An Introduction to Supermodernity. Second English Language Translation (London: 

Verso, 2008), 83. 
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problem in how volunteers reacted to signage in the immigration area of a particular airport. In 

the interviewee’s description, the signage has an aesthetic quality; it is ‘beautiful’. The signs 

go ‘everywhere’ and ‘allow’ for queues on both sides of the space, but volunteers in the trial 

rather move all in the same direction. The signage was adjusted in response; the reasons for its 

initial failure – described as ‘amazing’ – remains unknown. In this regard, expert OR1 echoes 

the uncanny aspects of the production of airport space recounted by architects in the conclusion 

of the previous chapter. With the spatial and temporal aspects of airports being multiple and 

complex to architects, it is perhaps little surprising that the production of passengers' movement 

through the airport poses similar challenge to OR experts. 

Architects actually take signs to be a feature which should not be necessary in a well-designed 

airport space. It should only serve to reassure passengers that they are indeed moving correctly. 

Architect A9 states that ‘if I am a passenger, I want to be comfortable about where I am going 

from the minute I walk into the door. So, instead of relying on signs we try to think: “If there 

was no sign in the building, how can we design this in such a way that people will be naturally, 

more intuitively, be able to find their way from the door to the plane?” They emphasise that 

signage is designed by considering the perspective of the passenger, with the aim of enabling 

a natural and intuitive movement through the airport:  

It is thinking like that – what a passenger might be going through and thinking as they 

go through. We try to capture that in our design and in our layout, so that they would 

not necessarily have to rely on signs. And then we go and put in signs too, but most 

people if they are nervous will not even see a sign that is right in front of them. That is 

just human nature.   

Architects, Architect A9 argues, put themselves in the position of a passenger, considering their 

thinking as they move through the airport. This is a position notably different from the one 

architects were shown to assume in the previous chapter. While the previous chapter discussed 

architects’ representations of airport space – drawings and computer models which can be 

observed from multiple angles which contain large amount of information about the space – 

the challenge now is to allow the same space to convey very exact information to the passenger, 

ideally without signage. The point that airport buildings should function without signage is also 

made by Architect A6, who explains:  

I personally feel that if you have to put up a sign, you have not done your job as an 

architect. Wayfinding should be intuitive … You come in and there should be a linear 

progression to your destination, so that you know you are moving forward. Not 

backward, sideways, up, down, around. The more level changes you have to make, the 

more you fail. At least, the level changes are not reverse – down and then up, lefthand 
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and right, backwards and then forwards. … It should be intuitive. Reading signs, you 

get confused. Confusion leads to stress. 

The architect argues, in other words, that the airport should be designed to be able to operate 

without signage simply by providing passengers with a linear journey without forcing them to 

change between building levels. While the OR experts conceptualise the passengers’ 

movements as a series of distinct steps which need to be knitted together as the trials progress, 

these journeys should nevertheless form a coherent, smooth journey from a passenger’s 

perspective. By allowing for easy orientation, wayfinding should prevent ‘confusion’ and 

‘stress’. Architect A1, who describes intuitive wayfinding as the hallmark of airports in the 

past ten years, sees it as a means of putting passengers in control of their journeys:  

Matter of fact, if you want to understand the difference in airports in the last ten years, 

I would say that the more you allow – passenger experience! – the individual to operate 

at their own pace, to make their own decisions, to be able to know when their next 

decision point needs to be – whether [they] need to go to your gate or they are just 

hungry and want to buy a hot dog, as long as they know those things, it reduces the 

stress. And so our terminals work now to accommodate that. 

Wayfinding is said to allow passengers to ‘make their own decisions’ and to know when they 

will be required to do so. This allows them to ‘operate at their own pace’, which reveals the 

temporal dimension of wayfinding. While passengers are given different options of how a set 

amount of time can be spent, it is perhaps an overstatement to assume that the pace is entirely 

their own. Fuller offers a different perspective in her discussion of the arrow at the airport 

specifically. She writes that ‘the arrow pulls us in, and in the same graphical gesture points us 

away from that spatial/temporal moment that we are in’.62 Rather than merely localising the 

views in a particular position, the arrow ‘works to modulate movement’.63 As such, it both 

acknowledges a present position and demands we continue to move.  She proposes that as such, 

the arrow ‘determines specific procedures for movement, for transforming our relationships 

and personal status’,64 and suggests it functions as a ‘tool for movement and a tool for stability’, 

by modulating individual and collective movement. 65  This particular temporal quality of 

signage, and the provision of options, also becomes apparent in Architect A8’s discussion of 

Amsterdam Schiphol’s signage. Architect A8 explains:  

What is brilliant about Schiphol is [that] you are constantly verified that you are getting 

towards the gate. You are constantly told: “That’s a 20 minute walk”, “That’s a five 

                                                           
62 Fuller, “The Arrow – Directional Semiotics,” 241.  
63 Fuller, “The Arrow – Directional Semiotics,” 241.  
64 Fuller, “The Arrow – Directional Semiotics,” 239.  
65 Fuller, “The Arrow – Directional Semiotics,” 239.  
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minute moving sidewalk walk”, “If you need a little cart, that will give you two 

minutes”. You are constantly told “It’s ok” or you can validate, which is really what 

anyone wants when you transfer planes. “Am I still ok? Am I still going to get there? 

Am I going to make what I need to do?” 

Signage works to assure passengers that they are moving in the right direction, and informs 

them how long their journeys will be in different modes of transport. By providing them with 

such information, signage works to reassure passengers. All architects emphasise that signage 

should work to destress the passenger and to give the appearance of putting them in control of 

the temporal dimensions of their journey through the airport. In much simpler terms borrowed 

from Architect A8, the purpose of the ‘silent dialogue’ of airport and passenger in the case of 

wayfinding seems to be to reassure them that “it’s ok”. Such considerations are particularly 

relevant since signage is becoming more similar in different airports. It is often designed 

according to international standards, following examples such as Amsterdam Schiphol, whose 

wayfinding is said to be exceptionally good. 66  Fuller writes that ‘colours, fonts, lighting, 

placement and sizing are moving towards an internationalised stability in wayfinding 

technologies. In other words, the interface of international aviation is becoming a mono-

language. It looks and (tries to) behave the same wherever you go’.67 The dialogue of building 

and passenger is thus becoming increasing homogenous.  

Augé argues that non-places such as airports ‘are defined partly by the words and text they 

offer us’. In other words, the relation of individuals and the non-places they inhabit is mediated 

through words and texts, which determine a particular way in which such a non-place is to be 

used.68 These ‘instructions for use’, he writes, may be prescriptive, prohibitive, or informative, 

and as such they illustrate well the connection between wayfinding and the production of a user 

and their behaviour.69 While the instructions should be subtle in operational airport space and 

serve to reassure passengers of their movement through space, the scripts in the trials may be 

seen as a less subtle version of such instructions.  

This was well illustrated on the sixth trial on 8 September; my script took the form of a bizarre 

internal dialogue. In the case of the Borenstein and Brookes, the first sections of the script take 

a question and answer format.70 Under the instruction: ‘1. Collect baggage from the collection 

point’, the subsection ‘Trolley’ shows the bracketed question: ‘(do I need a trolley?)’ and 

                                                           
66 Fuller, “The Arrow – Directional Semiotics,” 234.  
67 Fuller, “The Arrow – Directional Semiotics,” 234.  
68 Augé, Non-Places, 76.  
69 Augé, Non-Places, 77. 
70 I retain the original format of the script here.  
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answer: ‘Yes – you should use a trolley to take your bags to check-in’. In a second subsection, 

‘Holdbags’, the same pattern in repeated. The question ‘(am I checking-in any bags and how 

many?) is answered: ‘Yes – you are checking in TWO bags’. There is then an additional line 

stating ‘2 Bags’ and the instruction ‘Collect TWO standard bags from the baggage collection 

point’.  

The script stages a dialogue between the volunteer and the trial organisers, and I propose that 

this is illustrative of the ‘silent dialogues’ observed by Augé in his discussion of the ‘text-

landscapes’ of non-places. Through these dialogues, Augé suggests, the users of nonplaces are 

both produced and individualised. 71  The dialogues ‘are addressed simultaneously and 

indiscriminately to each and any of us: they fabricate the ‘average man’, defined as the user [of 

a non-place].72 As we saw above, the fabrication of the average man – or, to be more precise, 

the average passenger – stands at the very beginning of the design of the trial process and the 

scripts.  

We have already seen the fabrication of such passengers in the first chapter. Building on Imrie 

and Cresswell, I observed how passengers are abstracted in generic users of the airport, PAX.73 

I argued that such an abstraction is not a decontextualisation as Cresswell has it, but it is indeed 

representative of a particular understanding of space (as abstraction) at the time. I propose that 

the observations made in this chapter allow us to push these arguments further, by offering the 

‘user’ as an alternative concept. Having only been used since the 1950s, the term ‘user’ 

originally gained popularity in architectural discourse in the 1960s and 1970s as ‘a source of 

information from which designers could proceed’.74  In this respect, the emergence of the 

concept of the user can be seen as an ‘expansion of the functionalist paradigm’ which is in line 

with architects’ definition of airports discussed in the first chapter.75 Forty explains that the 

term became necessary to articulate the claim that there was a relation between physical 

                                                           
71 Augé, Non-Places, 81. 
72 Augé, Non-Places, 81. 
73 Tim Cresswell, On the Move: Mobility in the Modern Western World (New York: Routledge, 2006), 238 – 239.  

Rob Imrie, “The Corporealization of Codes, Rules and the Conduct of Architects,” Perspecta 35, Building Codes 

(2004). n.p. 
74 Adrian Forty, Words and Buildings: A Vocabulary of Modern Architecture (London: Thames and Hudson, 

2000), 312 – 313.  
75 Forty, Words and Buildings, 312 – 313. 
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buildings and social behaviour’.76 The trials may be taken to be a test as to whether this action 

of building on the user works as required by the architects.77   

 

Part II: ‘Real boarding cards for fake flights’ – Limits of performance 

In this second half of the chapter, my intention is to consider the limits of the trials as a 

performance of passengers’ movement in airport space. By observing the policing of reality 

and make-believe in the context of the trial, I hope to illustrate the contingencies of the 

production of the passenger in the space of the airport.  I propose that the trials, by asking 

volunteers to inhabit the role of particular and yet generic passengers, opened up the possibility 

of interrogating the passenger, configured as a user.  

The user in the trials, in particular, appears at a crucial point in the development of the terminal: 

between the conception of the terminal and its operation, and thus – theoretically speaking – 

between representations of space and spatial practice. Lefebvre takes the term ‘user’ to be 

unsatisfying. Terms such as ‘user’ and ‘inhabitant’, he writes, are ‘clumsy’ and ‘pejorative’.78  

He writes instead that ‘no well-defined terms with clear connotations have been found to 

designate these groups. Their marginalization by spatial practice thus extends even to language. 

The word ‘user’ (usager), for example, has something vague – and vaguely suspect – about 

it’. 79  This ambiguity, while indicative of the marginalisation of considerations of those 

practices in space, may also have potential as we will see below.  

Lefebvre and Augé both describe such a condition of the users of space in terms of contractual 

and consensual relations. As recounted in the introduction, Lefebvre appears to be puzzled by 

‘the silence of the users of space’.80 He had already remarked upon ‘the extraordinary passivity 

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

strategies’ in The Urban Revolution, and asked: ‘Why this silence on the part of the “users”?’81 

He reiterates the question in The Production of Space where he asks: ‘Why do they allow 

                                                           
76 Forty, Words and Buildings, 314.  
77  For a more negative discussion of the user as ‘contaminating’ abstract space, cf. Fat, “Contaminating 

Contemplation,” in Occupying Architecture: Between the Architect and the User, ed. Jonathan Hill (London: 

Routledge, 1998), 81.  
78 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 362, 414.  
79 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 362. 
80 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 51.  
81  Henri Lefebvre, The Urban Revolution, foreword by Neil Smith, trans. Robert Bononno (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2003), 181. 
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themselves to be manipulated in ways so damaging to their space and their daily life without 

embarking on massive revolts?’82 He adds that contemporary abstract space is particularly 

dependent on such consensus.83  

Augé, whose concept of the ‘silent dialogue’ was discussed above, made a similar observation 

about non-places:  

The user of a non-place is in a contractual relation with it (or with the powers that 

govern it). He is reminded, when necessary, that the contract exists. One element of this 

is the way the non-place is to be used: the ticket he has bought … The contract relates 

to the individual identity of the contracting party. To get into the departure lounge of 

an airport, a ticket – always inscribed with the passenger's name – must first be 

presented at the check-in desk; proof that the contract has been respected comes at the 

immigration desk, with simultaneous presentation of the boarding pass and an identity 

document …. So the passenger accedes to his anonymity when he has given proof of 

his identity; when he has countersigned (so to speak) the contract'.84 

We see here, then, how various objects discussed in this chapter, such as tickets and identity 

documents, contribute in maintaining the consensual relationship between airport terminal and 

passengers. Nevertheless, passengers’ practice in the terminal, by virtue of going beyond the 

ascribed script and its signifying practices, also negates that space and the rules ascribed 

within.85  

Forty observes that although ‘Lefebvre’s remarks were amongst the earliest attacks upon the 

‘user’,86 he also helped to explore the potential for resistance contained in the figure. Rather 

than regarding the figure of the user as an entirely negative concept, Forty suggests that 

Lefebvre’s aim was ultimately ‘to see users regain the means to appropriate space and make it 

their own’.87 That is, apart from merely indicating how use is defined by abstraction, the loose 

definition of the ‘user’ also leaves room for a redefinition of that role. Forty explains that use 

can be seen as ‘positive acts of appropriation’ which subvert functionalist paradigms of 

architecture.88 In this understanding, use comes to be understood as ‘a political act to be 
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directed against architecture’.89 It may be seen as ‘a political matter’, that is ‘an issue of power 

relations between those who create space on their own terms and those who are forced to inhabit 

it’.90   

This goes to show that the concept of the user oscillates between being understood as an 

abstract category created in abstract space by architects on the one hand and being seen as a 

potentially resisting figure when inhabited by passengers. Forty suggests:  

The user was always a person unknown – and so in this respect a fiction, an abstraction 

without phenomenal identity. The ‘user’ does not tolerate attempts to be given 

particularity: as soon as the ‘user’ starts to take on the identity of a person, of specific 

occupation, class or gender, inhabiting a particular piece of historical time, it begins to 

collapse as a category. Deprived of its abstract generality, its value disintegrates; for its 

merit is to allow discussion of people’s inhabitation of a building while suppressing all 

the differences that actually exist between them. Describing them simply as ‘the users’ 

strips them, or any subgroup of them, of the discordant, non-conformist particularities, 

and gives them a homogenous – and fictional – unity.91 

Constituted as abstract, the concept of the user cannot be maintained when attributed with 

particularity. In the context of the trial, in which the user is understood more specifically as a 

generic passenger, or PAX, such an abstraction is itself entangled in political categories. A 

special issue on the Geographies of the Passenger ambitiously sets out to consider the passenger 

as ‘a political-economic, social-methodological-cultural problem and opportunity’.92 Bissell, 

Adey and Laurier speculate that ‘the idea of the passenger invites us to consider forms of 

‘containerised’ subjectivity, that emerge from being ‘cocooned’ not only within tangible spaces 

and infrastructures, but also within sophisticated and bureaucratic systems of governance and 

control that many have no choice but to submit to’.93 It is readily apparent that such systems of 

governance and control are present at airports.  

I suggest that these considerations become apparent in the trials. As soon as the abstract users 

are embodied by volunteers – as is the case in the trial – they are at risk of disintegrating as a 

category. By asking volunteers to embody these stereotypical, average roles, the abstract 

quality of their roles is drawn into question and their political contexts become apparent. Far 

from being mere percentages, the passenger profiles discussed by architects and OR experts 

above imply individuals’ ability and ease of movement through the airport. While architects 
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and OR experts may be thinking of different passenger types as flows which they have to guide 

through the airport, these types also imply political categories. For example, expert OR1 was 

cited above describing a possible passenger mix of US citizens, legal permanent residents, 

travellers with visa waiver programmes such as ESTA, the Electronic System for Travel 

Authorization, and visitors. Through their various travel authorisations, the travellers relate 

differently to the US as a sovereign state, her territory, her borders and their entitlement to 

cross them at some time.  These categories take tangible form as objects and space which we 

encountered in the context of the trials, such as props standing in for passports and boarding 

passes and the spaces of security control, border and customs, some of which were trialled in 

the trials I participated it. In this section, I want to recount one instance in which my relation 

as a user of the airport and one of my props, a passport, became problematic.  

 

II.1. Carlo Billingslea 

In the trials, the volunteers as users of airport space are asked to navigate between “reality” and 

make-believe. Throughout, the distinction between reality and make-believe is demarcated in 

the scripts and by the trial organisers. For example, one script in the third trial, on 9 April, uses 

a graphic to demonstrate the structure of a trial day. The graphic shows a progression of six 

squares on a horizontal line: ‘Collect Baggage’, ‘Check-In’, ‘Security’, ‘Departures’, 

‘Boarding’ and ‘Feedback’. Each square thus labelled is connected to adjacent squares through 

arrows moving from left to right. Crucially, the four steps at the core of the progression – 

‘Check-In’, ‘Security’, ‘Departures’, ‘Boarding’ – are located within a bigger square which is 

labelled as ‘Playing the role of a passenger’, thus clearly demarcating the beginning and end 

of the performance. The other two boxes, ‘Collect Baggage’ and ‘Feedback’ are located outside 

the box.  

Similar attempts at policing the limits of volunteers’ performances could be found in the text 

of the scripts. While the introductory texts had helped situate volunteers in the role of the 

passenger, other passages within the script helped separate them again. My script as Angela 

Bockstead in the second trial explains: ‘Once you have boarded your flight, the trial will finish’. 

In the fifth trial, my script as Cheryl Bevan declares: ‘Once you have reached the Arrivals Hall, 

your arrivals scenario is complete’.  In Billingslea’s script, I am instructed to ‘4. Board your 

flight’. Still addressing the volunteer in their role as passenger, the script instructs: ‘You need 

to observe the relevant boarding information for your flight’. However, in the same step, the 

script then addresses the volunteer as volunteer and explains: ‘Once you have boarded the 
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aircraft, you are no longer playing the role of a passenger. Thank you for taking part, we hope 

you have enjoyed your journey’. A subsequent step then informs me about ‘5. Finishing the 

trial day’. These demarcations of performance and reality are complicated further by the fact 

that no aircraft were involved in any trial I attended; rather “departing” passengers were 

funnelled back into the main concourse as “arriving” passengers. The plane as a marker 

between make-believe and reality, between passenger and volunteer, was itself make-believe.  

It is interesting to hear expert OR3’s view on volunteers’ enactment of their roles, because it 

shows that there are different ways in which they may navigate the relation of reality and make-

believe. The expert OR3 explains from their perspective:  

I think, it is going to vary. Some people are going to behave like conformists, they are 

going to do it to the letter as they are asked to do. Others are going to be probably a bit 

forgetful. So, you are never going to get a trial which is a 100 percent as you designed 

it, but you are aiming to get as close as you can to it. 

In other words, volunteers’ compliance with their roles varied. While some volunteers are keen 

to follow the scripts closely, others have less regard for them. Importantly, this non-compliance 

is not regarded as negative. Rather, the interviewee goes on to explain: 

In many cases, you do not want trials to go perfectly well because you want to learn 

from things that can go wrong which you did not foresee. If you got someone who is a 

bit awkward or someone who has not quite stuck to the brief, sometimes you need that 

because that helps test something which you have not planned for. So, it is sometimes 

good to have something a bit unorthodox.  

In the case of the trials, non-compliance is beneficial because ‘someone who is a bit awkward’, 

failing to comply with the script, tests the limits of the trials and allows them to consider 

situations they had not anticipated.  

I now turn to an instance in the third trial, on 9 April, in which I myself accidentally became 

an ‘awkward’ volunteer, and upset the relation of reality and make-believe. In the trial, I was 

the given the role of Carlo Billingslea. According to my script, Billingslea was a Canadian 

national born on ‘16 July 1950’; he was flying United Airlines from London to Cleveland on 

an Economy Class ticket. Stapled to my script was a false passport, which was to illustrate my 

identity during the check-in process. Such a false passport took the form of a light blue 

cardboard rectangle the size of a real passport, stating the passenger’s first and last name, their 

nationality as well as their passport number. Unlike real passports, this passport did not contain 

the roles’ date or place of birth, a photo, their signature or a date of expiry. It also shows the 

IATA codes for the airline the role is meant to be flying with and the booking reference stated 
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on the script. The back of the passport shows an arrow and reads ‘INSERT THIS WAY’ and 

below ‘PLEASE USE THIS PASSPORT TO CHECK IN’. Outfitted with the false passport, I 

made my way to the check-in desk.  

Traditionally, check-in workers are the first point of contact between passengers and the airport 

or airline they represent.94 They inform the passengers of the next steps in their movement 

through the airport, as well as processing the passengers’ luggage. The exact form of this varies 

from case to case, especially given the increasing mechanisation of the check-in process, but 

check-in staff’s work can roughly be broken down to the following acts: Check-in workers 

welcome the passengers, obtain their security information, receive their air ticket and process 

it electronically to print and issue the boarding pass. They inform the passengers about their 

seat. They check the weight of their baggage, print the baggage tag and attach it before lifting 

and carrying the baggage from the scale to the conveyor belt. They activate the belt, make sure 

that the baggage moves along smoothly and put it back on the belt, should it fall off.95 In doing 

so, check-in workers contribute to the configuration of the passenger as ‘prosthetic subject’.96 

This subject consists, as we saw in the first part, not only of a body, but also of objects such as 

bags, passports, visas etc. in the case of the passenger, which need to traverse the airport in 

parallel.97 Check-in workers play a crucial role in constituting such a prosthetic subject. They 

transform passengers’ air tickets into a boarding pass, a step which is necessary to enable all 

subsequent mobility of the passenger. Their tagging of passengers’ bags allows for the 

processing of bags and bodies in parallel and thus reformulates and formalises their prosthetic 

relations.  

Moreover, check-in workers are expected to produce a particular mood in passengers. Rosskam 

explains that check-in workers are required to do their job ‘no matter what the emotional state 

passengers may display’.98 It is part of check-in workers’ job to be friendly and forthcoming, 

in order to convey a positive image of the airport or airline they are representing. 99 Hochschild 

identifies this kind of behaviour as ‘emotional labour’ in the related case of stewardesses. She 
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states that ‘this labor requires one to induce or suppress feeling in order to sustain the outward 

countenance that produces the proper state of mind in others’.100 Check-in workers have to 

manipulate their own emotion or at least their display thereof, in order to produce emotions in 

the passenger. According to Hochschild, emotional labour is a mutation of physical labour in 

the context of the emergence of service economies in the twentieth century where emotion is 

subsumed as part of the services produced. Wolkowitz elaborates that workers’ bodies’ 

capacity for emotional reactions or the suppression thereof, have come to be seen as part of the 

workers’ use value, in addition to their physical work.101  In other words, check-in workers not 

only have to configure the passenger and their luggage as a particular kind of prosthetic subject 

which will travel in the airport, but they are also tasked with promoting a particular state of 

mind in the passenger as they travel through the airport.  

In the trial, the check-in agent began processing my booking:  

“Where are you flying to?”  

“To Cleveland” 

“Did you pack your bags yourself?”  

“Yes, of course” 

“Do you have any liquids in your baggage?”  

“No, of course not”  

 

The agent began processing Billingslea’s details. I handed her Carlo Billingslea’s false 

passport, and she begins processing the details.   

Robertson usefully makes a distinction between premodern and modern passports, which may 

help to illustrate the linkage of mobility and identity. Premodern passports enabled their 

holder’s passage without necessarily identifying them. Such a passport implied therefore ‘the 

assumption that the person presenting it was the person named in the document (if indeed they 

were named)’.102 Modern passports, in contrast, stand in the context of both the emergence of 

nation-states and the valuation of objective knowledge. Torpey observes that passports were 

central to nation-states’ successful efforts to gain ‘the monopoly of the legitimate means of 

movement’. 103  In other words, while an individual may have had the right to move freely in 
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the past, this right is now to be administered by the state. Torpey observes that the modern 

passport is therefore a sign that ‘nation states, and the international system of which they are a 

part of, have expropriated from individuals and private entities the legitimate “means of 

movement”’.104 Similarly, Salter suggests that passports should be seen as ‘part of the larger 

discourse of sovereign statehood and the life-world of international relations that the state 

engenders’.105 In such a view, the state determines when mobility is legitimate or illegitimate, 

and Salter suggest that it invests some of this sovereign power into travel documents, such as 

passports. 106  In short, movement is now dependent on a particular identity, endowed to 

passengers by states.107 This required new technologies of such unambiguous identification of 

the holder of a passport. When they were added to the passport, they transformed it into an 

‘identification document’.108  

According to Robertson, the emergence of the modern passport also required ‘a critical 

rethinking of identification and identity’. 109 Modern passports, he suggests, endow their holder 

with:  

An identity that required a person not to resemble him- or herself. Instead of an identity 

drawn from personal knowledge of character, reputation, or general experience, 

bureaucratic or objective identification practices were used to produce identity as a 

specific set of information.110 

In other words, while premodern passports were illustrations of the character of a person, 

modern passports abstract their holder to a set of information about them. Robertson suggests 

that such an abstraction of the holder of the passport means that proof of identity was no longer 

internal to the holder but externally derived from an authority, such as the state, who 

determined the form of such proof.111 With identification thus derived, a new identity emerged. 

Robertson writes, that ‘the documentation of individual identity produced a new identity, one 

distinct from how people usually thought about themselves, an identity that a passport holder 

has to attempt to compare him- or herself to’. 112  In other words, the criteria set for the 

identification of an individual through their passport then become those criteria according to 

                                                           
104 Torpey, The Invention of the Passport, 4.  
105 Salter, Rights of Passage, 6.  
106 Salter, Rights of Passage, 6.  
107 Torpey, The Invention of the Passport, 5.  
108 Robertson, The Passport in America, 4. Emphasis removed. Cf. Stuart Elden, Understanding Henri Lefebvre: 

Theory and the Possible (London: Continnum, 2004), 230.  
109 Robertson, The Passport in America, 7.  
110 Robertson, The Passport in America, 7.  
111 Robertson, The Passport in America, 7.  
112 Robertson, The Passport in America, 10.  



Chapter 2: Pretending to Fly 

122 
 

which the holders of passports have to measure themselves. This divergence between the 

identification through the passport and the identity of the user was apparent when modern 

passports were introduced in the 1920s and 1930s, but the resulting passport regime was 

accepted and thus normalised. Identification and identity were conflated, defining identity as 

‘information that can be collected, classified, and circulated, and when necessary verified 

through the presentation of a document’.113 Contemporary, biometric passports pull the body 

back into this scheme. While Adey observes the fragmentation of the passport holder’s body – 

‘the unity of the body is undone by focussing on the pieces of it’ and ‘these pieces stand in for 

the whole’,114 Salter points out that the end result serves to establish the isomorphy of body 

parts and documents. He writes that ‘the body testified in concert with the government-issued 

documents to assure that identity is isomorphic’.115 The body and the documents are required 

to be identical. Billingslea’s identification – derived through the authority of the trial organisers 

– obviously diverges from my identity as a volunteer, or indeed from my identification which 

I had had to prove to enter the trial. As a result, I suggest, the rift between identification and 

identity and body re-emerges.  

Back in the trial, I interrupt my interaction with the check-in agent.  

“But look, I am a woman!” 

“Should I check you in?”  

“Ummm, I don’t know. Don’t you know?”  

 

My well-intentioned joke causes confusion.116 Multiple possible arrangements of “reality” and 

make-believe clash and I become suspect: Was I a volunteer pretending to be a passenger with 

a legitimate passport? Or was I a volunteer pretending to be a passenger with a fake passport? 

Where is the boundary between make-believe and “reality”? Is this the everyday being trialled, 

or is this an exceptional circumstance? 117 
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Rather than accepting my identity as Carlo Billingslea – to ‘pass’, to draw a connection with 

my discussion of Ahmed’s thinking in the introduction – I point out that my identification 

through Billingslea’s passport and my identity as volunteer do not match.118 I present myself 

as ‘a women dressed as a man’, to paraphrase Butler, and therefore trouble the careful 

distinction between reality and make-believe of the trial. Butler writes:  

If one thinks that one sees a man dressed as a woman or a woman dressed as a man, 

then one takes the first term of each of those perceptions as the “reality” of gender: the 

gender that is introduced through the simile lacks the “reality” of gender, and is taken 

to constitute an illusory appearance. In such perceptions in which an ostensible reality 

is coupled with an unreality, we think we know what the reality is, and take the 

secondary appearance of gender to be mere artifice, play, falsehood, and illusion.119 

Butler’s discussion of the perception of drag hinges on the realisation of the insufficiency of 

the distinction between the “reality” of sex and the “simile”/“unreality” of gender. This 

parallels the distinction drawn between identity and identification in the case of the passport. 

Identity and identification are conventionally conflated, with identity (defined by the state 

through the passport) constituting a “reality” to which identification has to be a simile. As 

passenger, I am expected to resemble my passport.  

In fact, just before the trial started, such a resemblance had been confirmed as I registered. 

However, once I enter the make-believe of the trial and am given the script, Billingslea’s 

passport becomes the referent of an identification/reality to which I am to conform as a 

volunteer, however loosely. In the context of the trial, then, the reality of my body – otherwise 

so crucial for the functioning of biometrics – has to be suspended. Through my joke, I declare 

myself as a woman by drawing attention to my body. Butler has pointed towards the false 

distinction between the ‘performative use of language’ on the one hand and the ‘embodying or 
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performing of gender norms’ on the other’.120  In Butler’s example, the ‘naming of the “girl”’ 

compels ‘the formation of a corporeally enacted femininity that never fully approximates the 

norm’.121 When one is labelled as a woman, one enacts that woman without ever fulfilling it 

entirely. In the trial, however, my performative use of language – “But look, I am a woman!” 

– clashes with my performance as Carlo Billingslea. Having drawn attention to my drag 

between passport and body, I can no longer be identified.  

The poor check-in agent is therefore faced with two irreconcilable sovereign claims to my 

identity – one on the basis of my passport and one on the basis of my body which are pitched 

against each other. This draws attention both to the problem of various ways of identification 

and to the problem of identification as such. The problem is that my body and my passport 

provide mutually exclusive claims to my gender identity (if it is to be perceived as a binary), 

and the position of the trial between “reality” and make-believe renders the decision which 

claim is correct difficult. Unable to clarify the situation on her own and to decide how I should 

be identified, the check-in agent left her desk to find a trial organiser to ask for help. I am left 

standing in the queue, glared at by fellow volunteers who are unimpressed with the disruption. 

My joke broke what Salter has labelled the ‘no-joking rule’, that is the prohibition to joke at 

airports. According to Salter, joking is ‘inherently dialogic’122 and as such it breaks the silence 

of the dialogue described thus far. Jokes are dangerous because ‘they provide a space for 

untruths’.123 This is a particular problem at the airport, Salter suggests, because the expectation 

at the airport is a confession, that is ‘an absolute reckoning of the self that affirms the authority 

of the audience to collect that information and to make a judgement of the character of the 

confessor’.124 Joking is the opposite of this; it ‘undermines both the claim to knowledge and 

the authority to judge’.125 Joking about a passport undermines its sovereign power to determine 

identity and mobility, described by Torpey above. It also subverts my identity as a subject of 

that sovereign power.  

It is notable also that this episode did not take place at the border, which would perhaps be the 

more obvious place for questions regarding identity and sovereignty to become apparent. Glass 
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and Rose-Redwood, reviewing various approaches to performativity, point out that ‘much 

depends on how we come to think about the manner in which spatial practices acquire their 

performative force, or the power to produce the ontological effect of bringing something into 

being’.126 In their overview of the development of theories of the performative, Glass and Rose-

Redwood point towards a useful distinction between ‘sovereign performativity’ and ‘political 

performativity’.127 The conceptualisation of sovereign performance derives from a discussion 

of speech acts. Such an understanding of performance, they explain, builds on ‘the belief that 

the performative force of an utterance is enacted through the performative exercise of sovereign 

authority’. 128  The result, according to Glass and Rose-Redwood, is ‘an extraordinarily 

conservative and traditionalist conception of performativity’ which is invested in the 

maintenance of the status quo. 129  Such a conception was transformed by subsequent 

conceptualisations of performativity, perhaps best illustrated by Butler’s account which I am 

using here. According to Glass and Rose-Redwood, ‘instead of presuming at the outset that 

speech becomes performative when it is “authorized”, this Austinian claim is turned on its head 

by viewing the very process of authorization as a material-discursive performance’.130  In other 

words: If the passport is illustrative of the success of the sovereign in controlling movement, 

does this mean that the passport derives its authority as a document from the nation state/the 

trial organisers, as Austin has it? Or does it, in fact, enable their authority, as Butler would 

claim? And what does my intervention against the passport do here?  

The check-in agent eventually appealed to a higher authority, the trial organisers, to clarify to 

line between reality and make-believe. When I recount the story, expert OR3 explains: ‘She 

would have not let you through, would she, in real life. It is not your passport. In fact, she 

would have called the police probably as well, or would have notified the police’. In both cases, 

then, the divergence between identity and identification, passport and body, requires the 

consultation of a higher authority who lends their performative force to clarify the situation.  

The episode is interesting not because I performed drag as resistance, but rather because my 

joke revealed my adherence to the rules. By joking about the mismatch between my body as a 
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volunteer and my passport as a passenger, I affirm that identification and identity, passport and 

person, gender and sex ought to match. 131 This is in line with Butler’s discussion of drag after 

Gender Trouble in which she distinguishes between performance and performativity. She 

writes that while performance may be thought of as a ‘bounded “act”’, performativity is ‘a 

reiteration of norms which precede, constrain, and exceed the performance’. Therefore, it 

should not be understood as ‘a fabrication of the performer’s “will” or “choice”’.132 Even as a 

performance of drag may be subversive, performativity in this reading serves to reinforce 

norms. My performance as Billingslea is distinct from the performativity implied in the 

reassertion of myself which taps into larger concepts such as gender, identity, nationality, and 

sovereignty associated with a passport.  

Eventually, the check-in agent must have been told to ignore my joke. She processed my 

details, and the normal order of the make-believe of the trial was restored. The episode remains 

interesting in highlighting a number of otherwise unseen aspects of the relation of airport space 

and passengers. Wilkie points out that ‘aeromobilities may seem to undermine the importance 

of identity as tied to nationhood – enabling swift and easy movement across national 

boundaries – but in practice they operate precisely in these terms’. 133 She points out that the 

result is a productive tension between a rhetoric of freedom of movement on the one hand, and 

an increasingly tightly controlled and differentiated mobility on the other hand.134 The episode 

discussed here is a useful illustration of that tension.  

 

II.2. The other performances 

While my participation in the trial allowed me to understand OR from the perspective of a 

volunteer, they also tested processes of which passengers and therefore volunteers would not 

be aware, despite them being linked to their journey. Asked for the reason for giving volunteers 

props to take on their journeys through the terminal. Expert OR3:  

It is to simulate as real as possible the real life environments, for one, and a lot of it is 

function. For example, we give people a fake boarding card. The scanners that are used 

on gates will all respond to those boarding cards. Even though they are fake boarding 

cards, they still work. It is to test the IT. There is a lot of IT in airports, so we are testing 

that the IT is robust and reliable and that boarding card does that. So, again, we are 

simulating the real passenger’s journey, real boarding cards for fake flights, flights that 

                                                           
131 Cf. here Jon McKenzie, Perform or Else: from Discipline to Performance (London: Routledge, 2001), 168.  
132 Butler, “Critically Queer,” 24. Cf. McKenzie, Perform or Else, 169.  
133 Wilkie, Performance, Transport and Mobility, 161. 
134 Wilkie, Performance, Transport and Mobility, 161. 
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are not leaving. And it gives us the ability to test the IT systems which are very 

important because a lot of those front of house IT systems are linking through to 

baggage. So, what this is doing is it is testing not only what you see up in the terminal, 

but it is actually testing all of those back office systems down in the baggage halls as 

well. 

So, more than simply ‘props’ and aids to the volunteers’ performance of these roles, the items 

reveal a dimension of the trials which is largely unseen by the volunteers.  

We had seen that props such the boarding pass serve as a means of illustrating my performance 

as a passenger, as the basis for my interaction with the airport staff who are being trained in 

the trials and also, as expert OR3 points out, as a means of testing the performance of the 

airport’s IT systems.  Building on these three functions, I propose that ‘real boarding cards for 

fake flights’ illustrate well the intersection between ‘organizational performance’, ‘cultural 

performance’ and ‘technological performance’ described by McKenzie. 135  Organisational 

performance is a form of organisational management which seeks to manage the performance 

of work by employees, such as check-in agents. Cultural performance is concerned with the 

embodiment of cultural forces in performances, such as the scripted behaviour of passengers. 

Technological performance, lastly, involves specifications and capabilities of technology, such 

as the IT systems mentioned by the OR expert. McKenzie argues that these three types of 

performance come together in what he identifies as a ‘performance stratum’, which serves the 

production of particular subjects and objects.136 

The interaction of the three kinds of performance becomes apparent in particular when the OR 

experts describe the trialling of systems associated with baggage handling. Expert OR3 

explains that ‘it is much more going on than what you would see on the surface just watching 

those trials. The whole what we call a DCS, Departure Control System, all of that and the 

baggage system, it is all linked and it is all happening live during those trials’.  In other words, 

the props volunteers carry through a terminal might be used to test the Departure Control 

System, DCS, which is essentially a system to ensure the synchrony of the flows of passengers 

and bags through the airport, as described in the previous chapter. The interviewee explains:  

If you go through Terminal 5 at Heathrow, well anywhere in Heathrow now, … when 

you put your boarding card onto the scanner, either it will be green and the gates will 

open and let you through, which means you might be forty minutes from flight which 

means your bags which you might have checked in have time to make it onto the 

aircraft. If you arrived at 30 minutes and you put your boarding card on there, it might 

                                                           
135 Jon McKenzie, Perform or Else: from Discipline to Performance (London: Routledge, 2001).  
136 Note her that McKenzie rather speaks of discipline rather than a dispositive. The introduction of this term is 

my addition 
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go red then which will tell you that you cannot go through because you have not got 

enough time to make it to the aircraft. You missed your flight.  

The problem is: you might have checked a bag in and that bag is on its way to the 

aircraft and under Triple A regulations a bag cannot travel without a passenger. So 

when you put your boarding card on there and it has come up red, it is sending a signal 

to the baggage team telling them: “This passenger is not going to make it to this flight, 

you need to offload that bag.” So, they will go and find the bag, and take it off the 

aircraft.  

Due to security regulations, bags can only travel on a plane when it has been ensured that their 

owner is also on the plane. This poses a problem with late passengers who might have checked 

in baggage but will not be able to reach their plane in time. DCS ensure that baggage handlers 

will be informed in time to remove the bag in question from the plane. The trial serves to ensure 

the coordination between the cultural performance of the passenger, the technological 

performance of the scanner and the organisational performance of the baggage team. It 

manages the relation of the disparate parts of the passenger as a prosthetic subject as they move 

through the space of the airport.  

A similar challenge of coordination of passenger and baggage flows is described by expert 

OR1 who recounts:  

We had a decent opportunity to shake things out prior to opening, making sure that 

expectations are being met and really final checks – Are people trained? Do they know 

how to do certain things? We found some interesting things. For example, we had a full 

sortation baggage system there but we were using IATA bag tags, that is a ten digit bar 

code and tag that goes on the bag. What we found doing the trials was that [the airline] 

operate what they call [a priority scheme]. … Not every [airport in the scheme] printed 

an IATA bag tag. The problem that would have caused is that it would not have sorted 

properly through the sortation system. We found that fairly early, which then gave [the 

airline’s] IT team some time to go back and remedy that to try and get to a point where 

all the [airports in the scheme] were actually printing proper IATA bag tags. And we 

actually made it. We didn’t think we were going to make it in time for the opening.  

In other words, the trial here revealed that the baggage system was not able to sort the two 

different baggage tags which link passengers’ tickets and their bags. The question, again, was 

one of coordinating passenger flows and baggage flows through the means of bag tagging. Bag 

tags are one of the documents which are processed in the interaction between check-in agents 

and passengers such as the one whose trial I described above. Expert OR1’s explanation 

illustrates their centrality for the coordination of passengers and bags as they move through the 

airport.  
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Both OR experts insist on the importance of trialling the baggage system in particular,137 often 

without the involvement of volunteers. OR Expert OR1 explains:  

On the baggage system, we ran what we called a ‘Keep it hot’ trial. So we ran eight 

weeks of trials with the bags and the baggage handlers, jam runners, sorters, the guys 

who actually operate the baggage system. We ran a programme with them for eight 

weeks where they were internally approved by [the airline] to actually be bag operators. 

So, in the control room, you were not allowed to be a control room operator until you 

were considered control room ready. Jam runner were not allowed to run jams until 

they had been on the system for a while. Basically, by the time we were opening, the 

guys who ran the baggage system completely knew everything to do with baggage 

system.  

The performance testing of the handling system was used to train and then test the baggage 

handlers’ abilities. As in the previous case, the technological performance of the baggage 

system and the operational performance of the baggage handlers intersect. OR expert OR3 

explains in a similar vein:  

All those baggage systems are going through months and months and months of proving 

and testing because the baggage system is the key to most airports. If the bag system 

goes down, you have had it. … If that fails, everything stops, as we saw when Terminal 

5 opened. So, the baggage systems is absolutely critical and they test that 24/7, for 

months that is on test non-stop. And it is doing failure mode testing, so it is testing the 

life expectancy of components, so it is doing all that type of thing. 

Expert OR3 stresses the centrality of the baggage system for the operation of the terminal; a 

failure of the baggage system may halt its operations. For that reason, it is tested extensively 

and in various ways. It the light of the discussion of the durability of building materials in the 

first chapter, it is notable that the interviewee refers to the testing of the life expectancy of 

materials. The work of baggage handlers will be examined in more detail in the next chapter.  

These observations are a good illustration of expert OR3’s remarks regarding the importance 

of reiterative practice in the implementation of change in an airport’s operations in the first 

part. Moreover, the threefold discussion of performance implies a separation between the 

performances of passengers which I had observed and the performance of baggage handlers, 

which I only became aware of through the interviews with the OR experts. The next chapter 

will elaborate on the separation between these performances, and the spaces in which they 

                                                           
137 This might be the case due to the spectacular failure of Denver International Airport’s baggage handling failure 

(Kirk Johnson, “Denver Airport Saw the Future. It Didn't Work.” The New York Times (online), published 

27/08/05, http://www.nytimes.com/2005/08/27/us/denver-airport-saw-the-future-it-didnt-work.html?_r=0 

(accessed 30/12/16)) and Heathrow Terminal 5’s failure of that system in 2008 (Dan Milmo, “Air travel: Terminal 

5 still losing 900 bags every day,” The Guardian (online), published on 10/07/08, 

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2008/jul/10/britishairwaysbusiness.heathrow (accessed 30/12/16)) 

http://www.nytimes.com/2005/08/27/us/denver-airport-saw-the-future-it-didnt-work.html?_r=0
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2008/jul/10/britishairwaysbusiness.heathrow
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occur, in detail. The OR experts’ discussion of the performance trials of the baggage handlers 

in particular have highlighted the intersection between the training of the workers and the 

machinery, and this relation will also be expanded upon in the third chapter.  

Building on this, it is important to realise that the ‘performance stratum’, to borrow from 

McKenzie, established in the trials will continue to be adapted after the opening of the terminal. 

Expert OR3 explains that at least some of their colleagues remain at the airport for more than 

a year after the official opening. Their work is then concerned with optimising the newly 

established processes. Expert OR3 explains:  

Once an airport terminal goes live, the work does not stop there because you have a 

number of processes then, all throughout those terminals, that are perhaps working but 

not working as well as they should be. Or, processes have been designed ok but the 

people that have been trained to use them, their training has not been quite right or there 

is something just not quite right about the way they work. So, we will then spend some 

time fixing that and doing some continual improvement on it, just to make it that little 

bit better. 

OR experts remain in the airport terminal to improve their functioning after their opening. This 

might be the case either because the design of the processes needs to be improved or because 

staff need to be trained better to follow them. The first chapter made the point that the 

production of airport space cannot be considered to be complete, and this chapter illustrates 

that the same can, to some extent, be said for the spatial practices of airport space. Even after 

the terminal has “gone live” and after the processes have been corrected as described above, 

OR experts are recalled on occasion to maintain or improve existing processes. Expert OR3 

explains:  

And then we will be brought in sometimes to look at business as usual processes that 

work, just do not work that well. “Let’s start trying to make those work a bit better”. 

So, we are doing quite a lot of work at the moment in baggage areas, trying to looking 

at the baggage process and trying to say: “Well, actually, parts of this process work 

very well. They have been like this for twenty years, let’s actually have a go at trying 

to fix them and make them work a bit better”. So, there is business as usual process 

improvement that goes on pretty much all the time actually.  

In other words, while the trial may have served to establish the functionality of the 

processes in principle, OR experts will subsequently return to the terminal to optimise the 

processing of passengers and baggage through the terminal. The new objective now is to 

improve ‘business as usual’, thus illustrating the constant need to adapt the functioning of 

an airport terminal. It is interesting here to note that expert OR3 shows a degree of 

ambivalence towards the scripting of trials. They emphasise:   
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The content of the script is really driven by the operation. What we try and say in 

terms of writing or organising those trials: Me as an outside consultant observing 

your operation, is probably not the right person to write your script really because 

you are not going to get the best outcome. You need to examine your operation. 

What you need to get from it. You need to own the script, write the script. We will 

help you compile it and issue it. 

 

They explain that the design of the trials should ultimately be the responsibility of those 

entities whose operations are being trialled. They will be most familiar with their 

operations; they should be able to examine them and they should be able to ‘own their 

script’. Such an ownership of the trials by the operator, however, was not apparent in the 

interviews where the ‘authorship’ of the trials firmly lay with the OR experts.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter examined the production of the passenger as a particular subject of the airport. 

The processes observed here are liable to constant change. For example, due to an increased 

mechanisation of the check-in process, the relevance of check-in workers for the functioning 

of airports appears to be decreasing. The introduction of self-service machines has been said to 

increase efficiency and productivity of the check-in process, as the Ground Handling expert 

GH1, whom we will encounter in the next chapter again, points out. However, it also renders 

encounters such as the ones I described above more unlikely. In fact, Architect A8 points out 

that self-service check-in reduces the likelihood that passengers will challenge the check-in 

process.  

The Ground Handling Expert GH1 goes even further and observes:  

The whole process has become extremely automated. To the point now, although no 

one has rolled it out yet but you can actually if you wanted, you could invest in 

technology: So, you arrived at an airport, you have your phone in your pocket there is 

something that registers your phone as you walk through the door of the airport. You 

can then check you are there, they know who you are through your phone, they can 

send you messages is there is a special offer going on in the local coffee shop or 

something, your ticket is on your phone. You can go all the way through the airport, 

you can drop off your bag yourself. You do not need to go through a check-in desk, it 

is self bag drop. The only time you would meet someone, assuming you do not want a 

cup of coffee, would be at security. Theoretically, you can do all that now because you 

got an iphone, and they have technology, and they can install cameras and it tells you 

everything that you need. Finished. It will happen. IT has been the big game change. 

So much now has to be done by IT whereas before it has been a very manual process – 

paper, paper, paper. 
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The interviewee illustrates that it is possible to imagine a journey through the airport which 

eliminates many of manual and paper based processes represented through scripts and props in 

the trials. The interviewee elevates the importance of the smart phone as a prosthesis, and 

suggests that this may eliminate the check-in process entirely and make the bag drop-off a self-

service. It would be possible to traverse the airport without interacting with a person. With the 

increasing tendency to use self-service machines, the contribution of check-in workers here 

might be replaced by the passengers constituting themselves as prosthetic subjects through self-

service check-in.  

With concerns such as these, the chapter speaks directly to the existing literature. Urry suggests 

that ‘air travel is a quintessential mode of dwelling within the contemporary globalizing 

world’.138 At the same time, Schaberg points out, that ‘the airport put pressure on the individual 

subject, on the very concept of “the subject”.139 I was interested here in how such a dwelling 

of the passenger, uneasy as it is because of pressures on the subjectivity of the passenger, comes 

to be produced. Aaltola argues for example that passengers’ behaviour at the airport is 

‘overwhelmingly scheduled, regular, well-rehearsed’.140 Even though the volunteers are not 

rehearsing their own journeys, they are helping to practice the terminal’s ability to channel 

such flows. According to Aaltola, passengers’ movement in these flows implies submission to 

the conventions of the airport.141 Gordon goes as far as describing passengers’ movement 

through modern airports as ‘an exercise in obedience training’, in which the ‘good passenger’ 

performs the sequence of acts ascribed to him without protest.142 Writing about border control 

in particular, Salter argues that ‘through the passport, the visa, the customs declaration, our 

testimony before the customs and immigration official, we tell the story of ourselves that 

defines us as docile, obedient sovereign subjects’.143 Airport space, in other words, is liable to 

shape passengers’ behaviour, and their accounting of themselves.144  The trials have given me 

insights into the production of such a subject and its relation to airport space which are more 

                                                           
138 John Urry, “Aeromobilities and the global,” in Aeromobilities, ed. Saulo Cwerner, Sven Kesselring and John 

Urry, 25 – 38  (London: Routledge, 2009), 31.  
139 Christopher Schaberg, The Textual Life of Airports: Reading the Culture of Flight (New York: Bloomsbury, 

2011), 49.  
140 Mika Aaltola, “The international airport: the hub-and-spoke pedagogy of the American Empire,” Global 

Networks 5, no. 3 (2005): 265.   
141  Aaltola describes this submission as a participation in a ‘morality play’.  
142 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), 262.  Augé, Non-Places, 82. 
143  Mark B. Salter, “Governmentalities of an Airport: Heterotopia and Confession,” International Political 

Sociology 1, no. 1 (2007): 59.  
144 This, again, is illustrates that the adoption of the position of the passenger by scholars can be problematic.  
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difficult to perceive in functional airports. They also, importantly, pointed towards the 

difficulties and challenges to these processes.  

In order to conclude and to unpack what is special about the trials, it is worth returning to 

Lefebvre’s discussion of the consensus necessary to uphold abstract space. He writes:  

Every space is already in place before the appearing in it of actors; these actors are 

collective as well as individual subjects inasmuch as individuals are always members 

of groups or classes seeking to appropriate the space in question. The pre-existence of 

space conditions the subject’s presence, action and discourse, his competence and 

performance; yet the subject’s presence, action and discourse, at the same time as they 

presuppose this space, also negate it.145  

Lefebvre writes that space precedes the actors who will inhabit it, and as such it is able to 

condition their being and behaviour within it. At the same time, the actors’ presence is a 

negation of space. Tyler and Cohen combine Butler’s thinking about performativity and 

Lefebvre’s work on representational space in a discussion of organisational space. 146 They 

suggests that Lefebvre’s characterisation of space resonates with Butler’s argument that 

subjectivity is ‘instituted in an exterior space’.147 They conclude that ‘social space literally 

incorporates social actions and power relations – it comes into being by being inhabited, and, 

from a performative perspective, materializes subjectivity as it simultaneously inaugurates it.148 

While we saw in the previous chapter that airport buildings are designed in line with broader 

spatial practices and as such can be perhaps be said to be already ‘in place’ in principle, the 

negotiations of ‘build team’ and ‘operations team’, recalled by expert OR3 in this chapter, 

reveals that airport space and passenger may stand in a more complex relation at each given 

site. Airport space is precisely not in place during operational readiness processes, and as such 

it gives us the opportunity to observe the production of both a space and its actors.  Lefebvre 

writes further that space conditions its actors’ ‘presence, action and discourse’ and this was 

exemplified in the terminal trials, where scripts gave volunteers an identity and instructions for 

their actions in the airport. We have seen how early trials themselves begin as fragments of 

movement, which are connected as the trials progress. Later on, we also saw that scripts are 

divided into individual parts which make up a smooth journey through the airport. In the trial, 

volunteers are given props and false documents. While these help constitute the passenger as a 

                                                           
145 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 57.  
146 Melissa Tyler and Laurie Cohen, “Spaces that Matter: Gender Performativity and Organizational Space,” 

Organization Studies 31, no. 2 (2010).  Tyler and Cohen’s example is women in university spaces, but I suggest 
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prosthetic subject whose composition will change as they move through the terminal, the props 

also constitute a link to an entirely different dimension of the trials which trains and tests staff 

and technology. As such, they illustrate a link between the cultural, organizational and 

technological performance necessary to enable passengers’ movement through the airport. All 

of these processes work towards the production of the passenger as a subject in airport space. 

However, we have also seen how the production of such an identity is fragile, and subject to 

change. Conlon, when thinking about Butler’s work and that of Lefebvre to analyse everyday 

life, suggests that social space offers the possibility of conceiving of identity differently.149 The 

discussion of my embodiment of Billingslea in particular highlighted the way such a subject is 

expected to have a particular identity, and the possibility of disruption that expectation. The 

chapter highlighted the fragile intersections of time, space and identity at the airport, and the 

potential for disruption in the figure of the passenger who navigates these relations.  

 

                                                           
149 Deidre Conlon, “Productive Bodies, Performative Spaces: Everyday Life in Christopher Park,” Sexualities 7, 

no. 4 (2004): 464. Emphases removed.  


