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Chapter 3: Where your bag goes: Airport Workers’ Production of Mobility1  

Do you really want to see where your bag goes?  

I mean, some people may find it fascinating  

but all they really want is the outcomes. 

Architect A1.  

 

That slows down the production immediately.  

That entire chain creaks up. … 

  That is informal resistance 

Former Union representative W4 

 

The last chapter ended with the realisation that in addition to volunteers’ performances as 

passengers, the trials also tested the organisational and technical performances of airport staff 

and equipment. The discussion of ‘real boarding cards for fake flights’ illustrated that the 

objects introduced in the chapter served not merely as props to support my performance but 

also as means of connecting the disparate parts of the prosthetic passenger as they move 

through the airport. In this chapter, my intention is to elaborate more on these other aspects of 

a terminal’s performance by discussing those people who work at the airport.  

This constitutes a shift in perspective. Having discussed the production of airport spaces and 

passengers in the first two chapters, I use this third chapter to focus on the work of those who 

produce passengers' movement and the impact of this work on their bodies.  As in the previous 

chapter, I build on Urry’s observation that there are five ‘interdependent mobilities’ – the 

corporeal travel of people, the physical movement of objects, the imaginative travels of 

people, virtual travel and communicative travel through communications technology. The 

purpose of the mobilities turn, Urry argues, should be to elaborate on the connections of these 

different mobilities.2 I am here primarily interested in the first two kinds of mobilities of 

objects and people, and I discuss them by investigating the relations of passengers, bags, 

workers and airport space. My focus here lies on airport terminal cleaners, aircraft cleaners 

and baggage handlers.  

The chapter builds on interviews with a representative of a union in the US (W1), a former 

representative of a union in the UK (W4), two union representative based in the UK but 

working internationally (W2 and W3), a Health and Safety expert based in the UK (HS1) and 

a Ground Handling expert (GH1) also based in the UK and working internationally. It also 

                                                           
1 Earlier versions of this chapter were presented at the Gregynog Ideas Lab IV and at the International Politics 

Research Seminar in Aberystwyth. I thank all participants for their comments, and particularly Dr. Ruzicka who 

acted as my discussant.  
2 John Urry, Mobilities (Cambridge: Polity, 2007), 47 – 48.  
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refers back to the architects and OR experts cited in the previous chapters. The first half of the 

chapter is concerned with the work of airport terminal cleaners in maintaining airport space 

for passengers, and the second half concerns itself with baggage handlers’ work to produce 

passengers’ mobility.  

The aim of the chapter is to offer a critical take on those actors which enable passengers’ 

movement through the airport as illustrated in the first and second chapters. I point out that 

passengers’ movement through the airport is facilitated by airport workers and that at the same 

time the traces of such movement are also erased by airport workers. In making these points, 

I reengage the notion of the prosthetic subject already encountered in the previous chapters, I 

complicate Urry’s discussion of the relation of mobility and mooring, and I conclude with a 

new take on the politics of mobility at the airport. 

As we will see, airport workers are absolutely central to the workings of an airport. Schaberg 

notes that identical processes are performed at airports in different locations, where 

‘everything is the same, yet different’.3 This is possible because the processes are ‘centrally 

scripted’.4 Schaberg suggests that this experience is not unique to the airport, but rather 

indicates a common feature of ‘contemporary postindustrial life’.5 Similarly, Cowen 

emphasises in the context of logistics, that the movement of global cargo is made possible by 

the movement of workers’ bodies, which also bear the costs of such movement. She writes 

that ‘workers’ bodies are integrated directly in techniques of managerial discipline and control 

both historically and at present, in part because of fears of the unruly, undisciplined working 

class body’.6 Making similar observations in the context of airports adds another dimension 

because the disciplining of workers’ bodies coincides with the movement of passengers 

examined in the second chapter, allowing me to draw out more clearly the relation between 

passengers’ movement and that of workers. I suggest that a recognition of workers’ 

contribution to the movement of passengers and bags allows for a different politics of mobility 

of such a mobile subject. This alternative politics of mobility are concerned with workers’ 

bodies, their interactions with airport space, passengers and various machines which emerge 

out of this relation. It draws attention to the intersection of these aspects in particular. 

                                                           
3 Christopher Schaberg, The End of Airports (New York: Bloomsbury, 2016), 71. 
4 Schaberg, The End of Airports, 71.  
5 Schaberg, The End of Airports, 71.  
6 Deborah Cowen, The Deadly Life of Logistics: Mapping Violence in Global Trade (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2014), 126.  
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Part I: ‘Do you really want to see where your bag goes?’  

Having discussed in the first chapter how airport space aims to guide passenger flows and 

how its surfaces resist such flows, I want to investigate how the space of the terminal is 

prepared for passengers’ performance on a daily basis. To begin with, the union representative 

W1 explains:  

I think airports are not for workers, they are for the traveller. Almost every airport 

redesign, or update, or whenever they put money into renovating an airport, it includes 

things like reducing sound inside the building, reducing exhaust inside the building, 

rather than reducing those things in general. If you are reducing them inside the 

building, you are reducing them just for passengers while the people that are actually 

working in other spaces still have those problems. 

In this description, the airport is divided between inside and outside, and airport improvements 

are only concerned with the inside of the building. As a consequence, the interviewee suggests, 

workers are unlikely to benefit from modifications such as the ones discussed in the previous 

chapters. Architect A1, on the other hand, insisted that they consider airport workers, in 

particular how workers’ flows through the building before and after their shift adds to or is 

separated from passenger flows and how security control should be organised. Moreover, 

Architect A1 suggests that ‘we also recognise that we have an obligation to make the space 

not some harsh environment’. They are concerned, in particular, with ‘the day to day existence 

and what workers need to do at the airport’.  

Questions about workers’ spaces panned out in two ways in the interviews with architects: 

First, echoing concerns about surfaces discussed in the first chapter, several interviewees 

emphasised the division of airport space into a front stage and a back of house, and second, 

other interviewees pointed towards the industrial character of the latter spaces. There is a 

particular theatrical logic to the organisation of the airport which separates spaces inhabited 

by passengers and workers, and moreover renders the latter invisible to the former. Architect 

A8’s account of moving between these spaces helps illustrate the contrast. They explain: ‘It 

is fun that we have the badge and you go behind and you see the big trolleys of food or 

deliveries of things for duty free or trash going out. And then you go through the door and it 

is all beautiful. It is funny’. This description points towards both the contrast between 

passenger spaces and worker spaces, and moreover the different status of objects depending 

on their location in these spaces. What might be products to be sold to passengers in the 

‘beautiful’ duty free area is perceived as ‘delivery’ or even ‘trash’ behind the scenes. What an 

object is considered to be, in other words, depends on where in the airport it is located. This 
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contrast might be taken as a compressed form of Picon’s argument that contemporary urban 

spaces are organised between the poles of the shopping centre and the garbage dump 

respectively, thus giving form to the ‘elementary cycle’ of ‘buy and throw away’.7  

Architect A1 emphasised that there was no need for passengers to know what happens 

‘behind’, in space not inhabited by passengers. They explain:  

There are many different things happening simultaneously, most of which most of the 

travelling public should not necessarily be aware of – maybe subliminally, but most 

of time … they happen behind the curtain. … Because I think it is irrelevant to most 

of the travelling public [to know what is happening “behind the curtain”]. Do you 

really want to see where your bag goes? I mean, some people may find it fascinating 

but all they really want is the outcomes. They want to be able to get rid of their bag 

and want to be able to pick it up at the other end and know that it is there. They want 

to simplify their lives in a building that is remarkably complex.  

This explanation, then, can tell us much about architects’ intentions for passengers’ perception 

of the airport. It reminds us of passengers’ performances in the second chapter, and the 

technical and organisation performances in whose testing I participated unknowingly. In this 

architect’s understanding, the priority is to ensure that passengers can drop off and pick up 

their bags at some point. How the bag is transported from one point to the other is largely 

irrelevant to the passenger, apart from the curiosity value such ‘fascinating’ knowledge might 

have. Tellingly, workers’ spaces are described as lying “behind the curtain”, pointing towards 

the performative aspects of passengers’ experiences already described in the second chapter.  

Writing about casinos, Klingman observes a similar theatrical logic. She argues that such a 

‘deliberate severance of the connection between public and private realms’ enables the 

construction of a particular experience for users of a ‘brandscape’,8 such as corporate 

franchises, signature buildings, and so on.9 Klingmann writes that ‘the serving spaces and the 

served space, become separate projects, one dealing with the choreography of drama, the other 

being the hidden infrastructure that makes the performance plausible’.10 Their divided 

spatiality allows them to function as ‘a staged drama’ for the benefit of the passenger, by 

                                                           
7 Antoine Picon, “Anxious Landscapes: From the Ruin to Rust,” trans. Karen Bates, Grey Room 1, September 

(2000), 75. Cf. Stephen Cairns and Jane M. Jacobs, Buildings Must Die: A Perverse view of Architecture 

(Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2014), 38 – 39.  
8 Anna Klingmann, Brandscapes: Architecture in the Experience Economy (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 

2007), 215.   
9 Klingmann, Brandscapes: Architecture in the Experience Economy, 3.   
10 Klingmann, Brandscapes: Architecture in the Experience Economy, 213.   
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hiding the components that go into the production of this performance.11 With the 

choreography already having been discussed in the second chapter, this chapter then is 

concerned exactly with focussing on the infrastructure of their performance. As was pointed 

out in the second chapter, this constitutes a switch of registers of ‘performance’, from a 

cultural performance to organisation and technological performance. 

In this chapter, I draw attention to a second way in which interviewees described the “back 

stage” of the airport. Revealing the gap between the two areas, Architect A8 explained:  

The back of house? Very down and dirty. It is hard concrete walls and exposed ceilings 

and very robust metal doors and metal jambs at the doors. You really try to be smart 

about how little you spend on beauty and more on functionality. It is really back of 

house, it is like being behind stage in a way at the airport. 

In contrast to the front space, the back of house lacks the surfaces that have proven so 

important thus far for the functioning of the airport as a representational space which enables 

and supports the performance of passengers. Behind the scenes, ‘beauty’ is replaced with 

‘functionality’, literally exposing the materiality of airport space behind its surfaces. In 

addition to drawing on theatrical imaginaries to describe the division between front space and 

backstage, then, descriptions of spaces of airport workers draw on industrial imageries. 

Building on workers’ descriptions rather than her own experience, union representative W1 

explains:  

 The way they [the workers] describe it to me is: There are plastic slats that form a 

wall, like the fourth wall of the room they are in but those just open, you can walk 

through them. And so they are in those rooms, they have conveyor belts, they have 

carts to move the bags and then drive the bags to the planes … It is just like a 

warehouse room. 

The space inhabited by workers is only nominally a closed room, with plastic slats instead of 

one wall. Moreover, the room contains machinery used to move baggage, leading the 

interviewee to liken the area to a warehouse. Architect A10 makes a similar observation. 

Having emphasised the vastness of the area, they hypothesise that ‘most passengers would be 

amazed at how much space [there is] and what a baggage area looks like. They are often 

rightly called the baggage factory, because of the amount of equipment’. The description as 

‘factory’ and ‘warehouses’ contrasts starkly with notions of the airport as a space of the post-

                                                           
11 Klingmann, Brandscapes: Architecture in the Experience Economy, 213. Cf. Philip Crang, “It's showtime; on 

the workplace geographies of display in a restaurant in southeast England,” Environment and Planning D: Society 

and Space 12 (1994), 694 – 696.  
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industrial service economy, making clear that the theatrical division of front stage and 

backstage taps into larger processes.  

Doganis points out that the management of labour costs has become central to airline’s control 

of their costs,12 and outsourcing of some operational functions has become one means of doing 

so, particularly in Europe.13 Airlines traditionally provided in-house all the services and 

functions they required in order to be able to operate independently. This meant that most 

airport workers were employed either by the airport or by airlines.14 Their unions in the 

Americas and Europe had strong bargaining powers and airline management thus understood 

its role to be the control of the increase of the cost of wages.15 In Asia and Africa, where 

unions had less influence, workers were instead protected by social and governmental 

pressures on the airlines.16 This understanding of labour costs began to change in the late 

1970s.17 In 1978, the US introduced the Airline Deregulation Act which decreased 

governmental control over the fares, market access and route selection of domestic airlines,18 

making the airline industry one of the first deregulated sectors of the US economy and leading 

to a surge in competition between airlines in subsequent years.19 At the same time, the second 

oil crisis led to a spike in fuel prices.20 In the early 1980s and the early 1990s, the aviation 

industry experienced two subsequent crises,21 after which the European Union introduced a 

series of deregulative measures to remove individual governments’ control over their aviation 

markets between 1993 and 1997.22 Ground handling in particular began to be deregulated in 

the EU in 1995.23 This confluence of deregulative policies and economic pressures changed 

how airlines view labour costs. While labour had traditionally been seen as an external cost 

                                                           
12 Rigas Doganis, The Airline Business in the Twenty-first Century. (London: Routledge, 2001), 101, 124. 
13 Doganis, The Airline Business in the Twenty-first Century, 109. 
14  Rigas Doganis, The Airline Business, 2nd ed. (Abingdon: Routledge, 2006), 280 – 283.   
15 Doganis, The Airline Business, 130. 
16 Doganis, The Airline Business, 130. 
17 Doganis, The Airline Business, 130. 
18 International Labour Organization, Sectoral Activities Department, Civil Aviation and its changing world of 

work. Issues paper for discussion at the Global Dialogue Forum on the Effects of the Global Economic Crisis on 

the Civil Aviation Industry (Geneva, 20–22 February 2013), 

http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@ed_dialogue/@sector/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_201282.

pdf, (accessed 02/03/16), 19. 
19 Mark Gottdiener, Life in the Air: Surviving the New Culture of Air Travel (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield, 

2001), 163.  
20 Doganis, The Airline Business, 118 – 120. There continues to be a connection between fuel costs and labour 

costs; so when fuel costs rose in 2004/5 airlines reacted by trying to decrease labour costs. 
21 Doganis, The Airline Business, 130.  
22 International Labour Organization, Civil Aviation and its changing world of work, 19. 
23 International Labour Organization, Civil Aviation and its changing world of work, 14; Doganis The Airline 

Business, 131. 

http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@ed_dialogue/@sector/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_201282.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@ed_dialogue/@sector/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_201282.pdf
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factor over which airlines had little influence, the control and reduction of labour costs became 

‘the key to survival for most airlines’,24 particularly after the events of 11 September, the Iraq 

War and the SARS epidemic had pushed the global aviation industry to its ‘longest and 

deepest-ever period of losses’.25 Airlines can use several measures to reduce their labour costs: 

They can reduce staff numbers and renegotiate working conditions, they can shift some of 

their flying operations to smaller airlines with lower costs, and they can outsource some of 

their activities to other service providers. While airlines use a combination of different 

measures, various groups of workers will be affected differently. For example, while the 

reduction of staff numbers and the renegotiation of working conditions are generally 

associated with pilots and cabin crew,26 outsourcing and subcontracting affects those 

employed in airport terminals, such as airport cleaners and baggage handlers.27 IATA 

estimates that by 2005, 60 per cent of ground handling globally was still undertaken by 

airlines, 24 per cent by independent handlers and 16 per cent by airports. The percentages of 

outsourced ground handling by independent handlers are expected to rise globally. The US 

and Europe, who had deregulated their markets first, already have significantly higher shares 

of subcontracted handling.28  

It is important to consider the working conditions of the workers, because they have 

deteriorated since the 2000s. The International Transport Workers Federation warns of ‘a 

                                                           
24 Doganis, The Airline Business, 132.  
25 Doganis, The Airline Business, 132.  
26 Doganis mentions pilots as the example for renegotiation of working conditions (Doganis, The Airline Business, 

137 – 8) 
27 Doganis, The Airline Business, 140. As a result, two alternative business models have emerged since the 1990s.27 

First, airline can operate as ‘virtual airlines’ which focus exclusively on operating a network of air services while 

outsourcing as many of their secondary services as possible. This model tends to be particularly popular with 

European low cost carriers.  Second, airline can adopt an ‘aviation business model’ in which airline recognise the 

ancillary services as potential business revenues in their own right. In consequence, the internal departments which 

would have handled them previously are transformed into separate ‘specialist companies’. This model is popular 

in Europe and Asia, with Lufthansa being its primary example.  Beyond this, it is also notable that airlines have 

begun moving some activities to countries which provide conditions for lower working costs. As a consequence, 

India, and Mumbai specifically, has become a centre for airline accounting (Swissair, Austrian Airlines, and 

others) and IT development (British Airways), whereas Shannon in Ireland has become a centre of aircraft 

overhaul and maintenance (Swissair and Lufthansa) (Doganis, The Airline Business, 282  - 283). 
28 International Air Transport Association, Vision 2050: Singapore, 12 February 2011, 

https://www.iata.org/pressroom/facts_figures/Documents/vision-2050.pdf (accessed 02/03/16), 51. A US 

publication distinguishes between 26% outsources ‘support activity for air transportation’ and 74 % of directly 

employments, mostly by airlines. The report warns that subcontacted worker will be undercounted because some 

workers, such as cleaners, will be counter in industries other than the aviation industry. (Miranda Dietz, Peter 

Hall, Ken Jacobs. Course Correction: Reversing Wage Erosion to Restore Good Jobs at American Airports (UC 

Berkeley Centre for Labor Research and Education, 2013), 

http://laborcenter.berkeley.edu/pdf/2013/restore_good_jobs_american_airports.pdf  (accessed 12/08/15), 4 – 5.) 

https://www.iata.org/pressroom/facts_figures/Documents/vision-2050.pdf
http://laborcenter.berkeley.edu/pdf/2013/restore_good_jobs_american_airports.pdf
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serious and noticeable increase in stress and fatigue among [its] members’.29 Their subsequent 

report found that ‘long/odd hours, physical work and lack of rest’ were the most common 

contributing factors to fatigue.30 Considering various types of ground staff, the report states 

that representatives of numerous unions worldwide almost unanimously agreed that ground 

staff had to work ‘hard and fast’. Out of 105 union representatives surveyed, ‘the vast majority 

(79 per cent) ‘strongly agreed’ or ‘agreed’ with the assertion that ground staff workers were 

routinely asked to perform an excessive amount of work. In addition, just over half of union 

affiliates (55 per cent) reported their members as having an inadequate time frame to perform 

their assigned work’.31  

Mendoza, Greenwich, Brown and Levkovitz write in the context of Sea Tac airport that 

subcontracting at the airport had created ‘a subclass of poverty wage workers’,32 which is 

notably distinct from better paid workers such as pilots, flight attendants and mechanics.33 

Observing the case of subcontracted airport workers in NYC, Mason states that they are 

affected by ‘historic patterns of discrimination in the labor market’.34 Newman, Obernauer 

and Straka, also writing in the case of NYC, suggest that ‘airport workers are the proverbial 

“canaries in the coal mine” for travelers and airport visitors. In general, any hazards that 

airport passengers may be exposed to, from infectious disease to slips, trips and falls, airport 

                                                           
29 Ellen Rosskam, Birgit Greiner, Marina Mateski, Vera McCarthy,  Johannes Siegrist, Steven L. Smith, Natalia 

Wege, László Zsoldos. Stressed and Fatigued on the Ground and in the Sky: Changes from 2000 – 2007 in civil 

aviation workers’ condition of work. A global study of 116 countries in Africa, Asia/Pacific, Middle East, North 

America, Latin/South America, and Europe in the post-9/11 era. (London: Civil Aviation Section, International 

Transport Workers Federation, 2009), http://unhealthywork.org/wp-

content/uploads/Published_ITF_Stress_and_Fatigue_Study_Report-1.pdf, (accessed 03/04/16), 7.  
30 Rosskam, Greiner, Mateski, McCarthy, Siegrist, Smith, Wege, Zsoldos. Stressed and Fatigued on the Ground 

and in the Sky, 8.  
31 Rosskam, Greiner, Mateski, McCarthy, Siegrist, Smith, Wege, Zsoldos. Stressed and Fatigued on the Ground 

and in the Sky, 86. There are, however, important regional differences as the report also notes that ‘in the emerging 

markets of Asia/Pacific and in the Middle East …. aviation workers reported less fatigue, less exhaustion, less 

burnout, lower effort-reward imbalance, more positive emotional abour, and fewer reports of dimished social and 

economic security.’ (Rosskam, Greiner, Mateski, McCarthy, Siegrist, Smith, Wege, Zsoldos. Stressed and 

Fatigued on the Ground and in the Sky, 107.) 
32 David Mendoza, Howard Greenwich, Megan Brown, Thea Levkovitz. First-class Airport, Poverty-class Jobs: 

How the Port of Seattle and Alaska Airlines create prosperity for some and economic hardship for others, report 

from Puget Sound Sage, OneAmerica, Faith Action Network and Working Washington (2012), 

http://www.pugetsoundsage.org/downloads/First-class%20Airport,%20Poverty-class%20Jobs.pdf (accessed 

11/08/15), 5.  
33 Mendoza, Greenwich, Brown, Levkovitz. First-class Airport, Poverty-class Jobs, 9.  
34 Nicola Mason and Lisette Garcia. Above Board: Raising the Standards for Passenger Service Workers at the 

Nation's Busiest Airports (Women of Color Policy Network, New York University, 2012), http://cr2pi.org/wp-

content/uploads/2015/11/Above-Board.pdf (accessed 11/08/15), 10. 

http://unhealthywork.org/wp-content/uploads/Published_ITF_Stress_and_Fatigue_Study_Report-1.pdf
http://unhealthywork.org/wp-content/uploads/Published_ITF_Stress_and_Fatigue_Study_Report-1.pdf
http://www.pugetsoundsage.org/downloads/First-class%20Airport,%20Poverty-class%20Jobs.pdf
http://cr2pi.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Above-Board.pdf
http://cr2pi.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Above-Board.pdf


Chapter 3: ‘Where your bag goes’ 

143 

 

workers are likely to be exposed first’.35 There are obvious tendencies in the demographics of 

typical subcontracted airport workers, that reinforce that perception. Jobs such as baggage 

handling and cleaning tend to be worked by racial and ethnic minorities. What kind of 

minority will be prevalent at an airport varies from context to context, and even between 

airports in the same airport city system, but subcontracted airport jobs are almost all worked 

by disproportionately high numbers of non-white workers.  

Writing about the airports of New York City, Mason states that ‘the vast majority of these 

workers identifies as a member of a racial or ethnic minority group, and lives in impoverished 

neighbourhoods surrounding the airports’.36 The latter point is important to keep in mind, 

since the fourth chapter will be concerned with the neighbourhoods close to these airports in 

particular. Out of the surveyed 300 subcontracted airport workers in the study, 54 per cent 

identified as ‘African-American or African’, 32 per cent identified as ‘Latino or Hispanic’, 12 

per cent identified as ‘Asia and Pacific Islander’ and only 2 per cent identified as ‘non-

Hispanic White’.37 Out of the 200 subcontracted workers surveyed in 2013 at Philadelphia 

International Airport, 86 per cent identified as ‘Black or African American’, 8 per cent as 

‘Latino/Latina or Hispanic’ and 7 per cent as ‘Other’. About a quarter (26 per cent) of all 

surveyed workers were not born in the US.38 Airport workers surveyed in Philadelphia lived 

in poor neighbourhoods surrounding the airport, which have disproportionally high numbers 

of black and African American residents compared with the rest of the city and nationally.39 

The same number of workers were surveyed in 2011 at airports in Chicago. A quarter of 

participants identified as ‘Latino/Latina’ (25.7 per cent), 36.8 per cent identified as ‘Black’, 

4.9 per cent as ‘Asian/other’ and 32.8 per cent identified as ‘White’. Furthermore, 40 per cent 

of the respondents were not born in the US. 62 per cent of those born outside the US identified 

                                                           
35 David M. Newman, Charlene Obernauer and Tony Straka. Airport Safety Starts with Safer Working Conditions, 

report for the New York Committee for Occupational Safety and Health (NYCOSH) (New York: New York 

Committee for Occupational Safety and Health, n.d./research undertaken in 2014),  

http://nycosh.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Airport-Safety-Starts-with-Safer-Working-Conditions.pdf 

(accessed 11/08/15), 21.  
36 Mason and Garcia. Above Board: Raising the Standards for Passenger Service Workers at the Nation's Busiest 

Airports, 5.  
37 Mason and Garcia. Above Board: Raising the Standards for Passenger Service Workers at the Nation's Busiest 

Airports, figure 1.  
38 National Employment Law Project (n.d./data collected January – March 2013), Soaring Poverty at the 

Philadelphia International Airport: How Low Wage Airport Jobs Keep Philadelphia #1 For Poverty, 

http://www.nelp.org/content/uploads/2015/03/NELP-Soaring-Poverty-Philadelphia-International-Airport.pdf, 

(accessed 11/08/15), 22.  
39 National Employment Law Project, Soaring Poverty at the Philadelphia International Airport, 22.  

http://nycosh.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Airport-Safety-Starts-with-Safer-Working-Conditions.pdf
http://www.nelp.org/content/uploads/2015/03/NELP-Soaring-Poverty-Philadelphia-International-Airport.pdf
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as ‘White’, most of whom were born in Eastern Europe.40 This implies that a significant 

portion of those worked who identify as ‘White’ will have recent immigrant background. The 

report also observes that workers of colour generally earn lower wages and are more likely to 

suffer from wage and hour violations than their white coworkers.41 In 2014, 386 subcontracted 

workers were surveyed at Fort Lauderdale Hollywood International Airport and Miami 

International Airport, both of which service the Miami Metropolitan area. At the former, 74 

per cent identified as ‘Black or African American’, 25 per cent identified as ‘Latino or 

Hispanic’ and 1 per cent identified as ‘White’; 91 per cent of the surveyed workers had been 

born outside of the US. At MIA, 72 per cent identified as ‘Latino or Hispanic’ and 28 per cent 

identified as ‘Black or African American’, with 85 per cent of surveyed workers having been 

born outside of the US.42 A 2014 study of 148 workers at Portland International Airport found 

55.1 per cent identifying as ‘White’, 12.3 per cent as ‘African America/Black’, 8.7 per cent 

as ‘Hispanic/Latino’, 4.4. per cent as ‘Asian’, 0.7 per cent as ‘Native American/Alaskan 

Native’ and 20 per cent as ‘Pacific Islander’. The latter number is remarkable since it is 

disproportionally high in the context of Portland residents.43  

In the UK, Heathrow’s 2008/2009 employment survey stated that 57.3 per cent of the survey 

participants identified as ‘white’, 14.4 per cent as ‘Indian’, 12.2 per cent as ‘other European’. 

The remaining workers identified as ‘Pakistani’, ‘African’, ‘Irish’, ‘Caribbean’, ‘Sri Lankan’, 

‘White and Asian’, ‘White and Black Caribbean’ and ‘Other’.44 The survey suggests that ‘the 

ethnicity of Heathrow’s workforce broadly reflects that of the surrounding area’.45 That is 

little surprising, since the study also shows that this is where Heathrow’s workers live. When 

compared to other UK-wide statistics, however, it becomes apparent that Heathrow’s 

percentages of ‘Indian’ and ‘other European’ workers are significantly higher than national 

                                                           
40 Robert Bruno, Frank Manzo IV, Alison Dickson Quesada. Tough Times in the Terminals: Broken Laws and 

Substandard Working Conditions in Chicago’s Airports (Labor Education Program, School of Labor and 

Employment Relations, University of Illinois at Urbana-Campaign, 2012), accessed 11/08/15, 

https://ler.illinois.edu/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/ToughTimesInTheTerminals.pdf (accessed 11/08/15), 4.  
41 Bruno, Manzo, Dickson Quesada. Tough Times in the Terminals, 13.  
42 SEIU 32BJ, A Tale of Two Airports: The contrasting realities of working as a passenger service workers at 

MIA and at FLL and why low standards hurt the airport and our communities. (Miami, 2015), accessed 15/08/15, 

http://205.166.161.204/docs/2015/CCCM/20150505_441/19350_SEIU%20Airport%20Workers%20Report%20

2015%2004_02%20SM.pdf (accessed 15/08/15), 8 – 9.  
43 SEIU Local 49 (n.d.) “Airport Worker Survey Reveals Problems behind the scenes at PDX”. Available online 

at: http://www.seiu49.org/wp-content/blogs.dir/60/files/2014/08/L49_OurAirport_SurveyResults_v5_public.pdf 

(accessed 06/10/15), 2.  
44 Heathrow Airport Ltd. (2010) “Heathrow: On-airport Employment Survey, 2008/09. Summary report”.  

http://www.heathrow.com/file_source/Company/Static/PDF/Communityandenvironment/Employment-

survey.pdf (accessed 02/02/16), 13.  
45 Heathrow Airport Ltd, “Heathrow: On-airport Employment Survey, 2008/09. Summary report,” 13. 
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averages.46 Conversely, fewer workers identified as ‘white’ in Heathrow than in the national 

employment survey.47 Despite the regional differences, it is apparent that subcontracted 

airport jobs are tend to be worked by disproportionately high numbers of non-white workers. 

These demographics are an important reality that cannot be left out of discussion of social 

relations in airport buildings. In the subsequent sections, I investigate the work of airport 

cleaners in the airport terminal, and of baggage handlers and aircraft cleaners on the tarmac.  

 

I.1. In the terminal 

As we have seen in the first chapter, airport buildings are subject to high rates of footfall on a 

daily basis. Airport architects try to accommodate the consequential wear and tear by selecting 

resistant materials, making sure damaged materials can easily be replaced and ensuring that 

spare parts are always available. These considerations, then, are a variation of architects’ need 

to plan for the future discussed in the first chapter. They are ways of trying to prevent 

passenger mobility from impacting terminal time-space, as it inevitably does.48 Here, I want 

to suggest that in the day-to-day operations of an airport, a similar task is given to airport 

cleaners whose work is the care of the physical space of the terminal.  

It is important here to reiterate that passengers’ movement through airport space affects this 

space in various ways. It is worth thinking back to Adey and Chen’s observations about the 

mutual impact of the movement of bodies and space and my observation in the first chapter, 

that surfaces in airport space are built to withstand such movements, as well as the argument 

that passengers as prosthetic subjects are edited and reedited as they move through the 

terminal. Scanlan explains:  

It is not too difficult to think that just as we might ‘pick up’ the bits of the world we 

like and ‘integrate’ them to become as one with ourselves, we must undoubtedly 

discard other bits of ourselves, which are left all over the place. These ‘leavings’ may 

be difficult to grasp as substantial ‘things’ (in the way we can grasp the reality of the 

physical objects we discard), and indeed may even be insubstantial things … 49 

While the second chapter stressed the integration of body and objects in a prosthetic subject, 

particularly through the work of check-in workers, Scanlan’s observation allows us to realise 

                                                           
46 Assuming that ‘other’ in the national statistics can be compared to ‘other European’ in Heathrow’s statistics.  
47 Office of National Statistics, “A09: Labour Market status by ethnicity,” 

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/search/index.html?newquery=ETHNICITY+LABOUR (accessed 12.06.15).  
48 Peter Adey, Mobility (London: Routledge: 2010), 19 - 20.  
49 John Scanlan, On Garbage (London: Reaktion, 2004), 143.  
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that some objects might be falling out of such an assemblage as prosthetic passengers move 

through terminal space. I suggest that the erasure of these traces is a central element of the 

maintenance of airport space, as well as the representations of airport space and the passengers 

within.  

Terminal cleaners’ presence in and interaction with the terminal is ubiquitous and covers 

various parts of its space. Newman, Obernauer and Straka summarise that ‘Airport Terminal 

Cleaners clean public and employee bathrooms, terminal floors, elevators, and stairs, 

sidewalks outside the terminal, and outdoor cigarette bins’;50 that is to say that cleaners work 

in multiple places in the geometry of the terminal described in the first chapter. They work in 

areas used by passengers and by employees, and work inside and outside the terminal. In the 

terminal space in particular, cleaners have to cover large expanses of floor in the day and at 

night,51 which is both ‘time consuming and labour intensive’.52 Writing about cleaners in 

general, a report of the Health and Safety Executive points out that these tasks put significant 

strain on cleaners; their work ‘requires a cleaner to exert substantial forces to squeeze the 

mop … and to adopted poor postures (eg flexed backs when squeezing the mob, forward 

reaches of over 40cm, high frequency of awkward shoulder postures) for long periods of 

time’.53 Beyond this, cleaning work includes a variety of additional tasks – lifting and moving 

heavy weights, lack of time, the need to bend, twist, reach or crouch, and to repetitive 

movement, to mention but a few54 – which exposes cleaners to the risk of musculoskeletal 

injury.55 

Moreover, there is also a tension between the intersecting mobilities of airport workers and 

passengers.56 While passengers may hamper cleaners’ access to spaces which need to be 

                                                           
50 Newman, Obernauer and Straka, Airport Safety Starts with Safer Working Conditions, 7. Emphasis removed.  
51 Health and Safety Executive, Caring for cleaners: Guidance and case studies on how to prevent musculoskeletal 

disorders (Health and Safety Executive, 2003),   

https://www.google.co.uk/search?q=Caring+for+cleaners%3A+Guidance+and+case+studies+on+how+to+preve

nt+musculoskeletal+disorders&oq=Caring+for+cleaners%3A+Guidance+and+case+studies+on+how+to+preve

nt+musculoskeletal+disorders&aqs=chrome..69i57.568j0j4&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8 (accessed 05/02/16), 

32.  
52 Health and Safety Executive, Caring for cleaners, 32. 
53 Health and Safety Executive, Caring for cleaners, 32. 
54 Health and Safety Executive, Caring for cleaners, 8.  
55 Health and Safety Executive, Caring for cleaners, 8. Cf. Newman, Obernauer and Straka, Airport Safety Starts 

with Safer Working Conditions, 14.  

Health and Safety Executive, Caring for cleaners, 8. Cf. Newman, Obernauer and Straka, Airport Safety Starts 

with Safer Working Conditions, 14.  
56 Health and Safety Executive, Caring for cleaners, 32. New York City cleaners also were exposed to ‘harsh and 

potentially dangerous cleaning and disinfecting products’ without having received proper training in how to use 

these products. They allege not being provided with enough cleaning materials such as towels and buckets, leading 

https://www.google.co.uk/search?q=Caring+for+cleaners%3A+Guidance+and+case+studies+on+how+to+prevent+musculoskeletal+disorders&oq=Caring+for+cleaners%3A+Guidance+and+case+studies+on+how+to+prevent+musculoskeletal+disorders&aqs=chrome..69i57.568j0j4&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
https://www.google.co.uk/search?q=Caring+for+cleaners%3A+Guidance+and+case+studies+on+how+to+prevent+musculoskeletal+disorders&oq=Caring+for+cleaners%3A+Guidance+and+case+studies+on+how+to+prevent+musculoskeletal+disorders&aqs=chrome..69i57.568j0j4&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
https://www.google.co.uk/search?q=Caring+for+cleaners%3A+Guidance+and+case+studies+on+how+to+prevent+musculoskeletal+disorders&oq=Caring+for+cleaners%3A+Guidance+and+case+studies+on+how+to+prevent+musculoskeletal+disorders&aqs=chrome..69i57.568j0j4&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
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cleaned, passengers may slip or trip in areas that are wet after they have been cleaned.57 This 

tension between passengers, cleaners and space becomes particularly apparent where so called 

‘robotic floor cleaning equipment’ is introduced since the introduction of these machines 

fundamentally changes the routines of the cleaners’ work and in particular how cleaners relate 

to space. A Health and Safety Executive report describes the interaction of cleaner and 

cleaning robot as follows: ‘The cleaner sets up these machines, which then clean the floors, 

automatically stopping when approaching an obstacle (eg person, wall)’.58 The cleaners’ task 

has then been transformed into one of minding the robot. Indeed, the introduction of the robot 

and the cleaners’ new task leads to a new relation of space in which the cleaner is required to 

“familiarise” the robot with space. The report observes that ‘to set the robot up to clean the 

floor, it is walked through the area to be cleaned so that it can scan and memorise the layout’.59 

This also means that any change to the terminal will impact the robot’s ability to move through 

the space as intended. Since the first chapter illustrated that airport terminals are indeed subject 

to frequent change, this can be a significant problem. Added to this comes the difficulty of 

passengers hindering the work of the robot by walking in front of it and thus stopping its 

progress. As a result, robots tend to be used at night when airport terminals are less crowded 

whereas human cleaners will continue to fulfil the task during the day. 60 It is apparent then 

that this mechanisation of cleaning work has significantly complicated the relation between 

passengers, workers and the terminal space, and it also shows the limits of mechanisation to 

date.  

With customer service requirements being pushed ‘beyond the “built environment”’, as a 

report of the US Transportation Research Board puts it, cleanliness has become an important 

feature of terminal space. ‘Cleanliness and ambiance’ of passenger space within the airport 

has become one of the five most common factors of the evaluation of airport customer service, 

and similar points can be made about aircraft cleanliness of particular airlines.61 Cleanliness 

                                                           
to a danger of cross-contamination (Newman, Obernauer and Straka, Airport Safety Starts with Safer Working 

Conditions, 8). 
57 Health and Safety Executive, Caring for cleaners, 32. 
58 Health and Safety Executive, Caring for cleaners, 32. 
59 Health and Safety Executive, Caring for cleaners, 34.  
60 Health and Safety Executive, Caring for cleaners, 34.  
61 Lois S. Kramer, Aaron Bothner and Max Spiro. ACRP Synthesis 48: How Airports Measure Customer Service 

Performance. A Synthesis of Airport Practice. (Washington: Transportation Research Board of the National 

Academies, 2013), 2. The other factors are speed through the airport, selection of concessions, gate experience, 

service and staff. Some of these factors, notable speed through the airport and service and staff have also been 

discussed in this chapter 
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is a challenge because the use of a building will always ‘contaminate’ the building;62 the 

insertion of spatial practice into representations of space compromises both. I propose that dirt 

poses a perceptual problem to the representations of airport space and passengers discussed 

thus far. Architect A8 explained that, in addition to durable materials, architects should use:  

Things that are easily cleaned, there is this wonderful plastic wall material that holds 

up “dings” to it, but it is like gym shoes. You can get a scuff on it and you can never 

scrub it away. It seems like a good idea, but then just any kind of scruffs like this just 

do not come off with windex or anything like that. It just does not come off. It is weird, 

it just stays there. You have to be kind of cognisant of those things. 

This passage continues the consideration of surface materialities of the first chapter, which 

emphasised the need to use materials which are both durable and easily replaceable. The 

architect here adds that it is an imperative for materials used on airport surfaces to be easily 

cleaned. The interviewee’s frustration at the stains in the plastic material – ‘any kind of scruffs 

like this just do not come off with windex or anything like that. It just does not come off. It is 

weird, it just stays there’ – is apparent. That it should be ‘weird’ that stains remain on a surface 

as signs of wear and tear is notable here, because it – by implication – sets up the pristine 

condition of these surfaces as their “normal” state. Douglas explains in Purity and Danger63 

that:  

In the chaos of shifting impressions, each of us constructs a stable world in which 

objects have recognizable shapes, are located in depth, and have permanence. The 

most acceptable cues are those which fit most easily into a pattern that is being built 

up. Ambiguous ones tend to be treated as if they were harmonised with the rest of the 

pattern. Discordant ones tend to be rejected.64  

Like the scuff, dirt is matter which cannot be categorised along conventional lines; it is matter 

that cannot be perceived adequately because it does not fit a ‘stable world’ constructed by 

architects and OR experts. It serves as an ‘omnibus compendium which includes all the 

rejected elements of orders’.65 Similarly, Scanlan puns that garbage is what is ‘refuse-d’.66 

                                                           
62 Cf. Fat, “Contaminating Contemplation,” in Occupying Architecture: Between the Architect and the User, ed. 

Jonathan Hill (London: Routledge, 1998).  
63 I am citing Douglas not so much for ‘correctness – in fact, there were significant empirical problems with the 

first publication of that book – but for the book’s influence on subsequent discussions. Cf. Ben Campkin, 

“Degradation and Regeneration: Theories of Dirt and the Contemporary City,” in Dirt: New Geographies of 

Cleanliness and Contamination, ed. Ben Campkin and Rosie Cox (London: I. B. Tauris, 2007). Thank you to 

Andreja Zevnik for reminding me of Douglas’s work. 
64 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo, with a new preface by the 

author (London: Routledge, 2002), 44.  
65 Douglas, Purity and Danger, 44. 
66 Scanlan, On Garbage, 14. Emphasis removed.  
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Dirt is that which is rejected because it does not fit into a particular order. Moreover, the 

emphasis that the stain ‘just stays there’ indicates the particular temporality of the damage 

done. The stain defies the tendency to replace compromised materials on ceilings and carpets, 

discussed in the first chapter, and as such it also stands against what Smith describes as ‘the 

March of Hygiene’. Smith writes that ‘the March of Hygiene was traditionally thought of as 

an undifferentiated, linear flow of Time – as known as ‘true’ time, or as Marx called it, 

‘absolute’ time’.67 

While notions of cleanliness might seem to be ‘inevitable, universal, and timeless’, Ashenbury 

points out that they are in fact a ‘complicated cultural creation and a constant work in 

progress’.68 Shove points out that different ideas of personal cleanliness translated into 

different routines of cleanliness, which in turn are part of a larger system of ‘sociotemporal 

order’.69 For example, writing about British public baths, washhouses and laundries between 

1750 and 1850, Markus argues that they functioned as ‘instruments of control’ of the poor and 

‘metaphors for regeneration and ratification of superior status’ for the elite.70 In nineteenth 

century, the British poor were assumed to be dirtier that the rich. According to Ashenbury, 

‘the threat of disease made this particular chasm not just disagreeable but frightening’.71 

Describing a public bath in the 1850s, Markus takes the building as a ‘metaphor’ of social 

relations and cleanliness: ‘since dirt was equated with crime, a place that cleanses is a place 

of morality and decency’.72 Such social orders were exported through colonialism and 

imperialism. Shove suggests that the imposition of cleanliness becomes ‘a means of imposing 

social order and discipline’ onto colonial subjects.73 Hoy traces the emergence of cleanliness 

as a specifically American value to the civil war era and the recognition of cleanliness as a 

necessity to the urbanisation following the civil war.74 At the turn of the twentieth century, 

cleanliness had become a ‘national expectation’, juxtaposed with the ‘disturbing possibility 

                                                           
67 Virginia Smith, Clean: A History of Personal Hygiene and Purity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 5.  
68 Katherine Ashenburg, Clean: An Unsanitized History of Washing (London: Profile Books, 2009), 4). 

Ashenburg’s account is also interesting in that it includes a story of the migration of the author’s family from 

Germany to the UD. As such, it also reinforces Suellen Hoy, Chasing Dirt: The American Pursuit of Cleanliness 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1997).  
69 Elizabeth Shove, Comfort, Cleanliness and Convenience: The Social Organization of Normality (Oxford: Berg, 

2003), 161. 
70 Thomas A. Markus, Buildings and Power: Freedom and Control in the Origin of Modern Building Types 

(London: Routledge, 1993), 146.   
71 Ashenburg, Clean: An Unsanitized History of Washing, 4. 
72 Markus, Buildings and Power, 155.    
73 Shove, Comfort, Cleanliness and Convenience, 88. 
74 Suellen Hoy, Chasing Dirt: The American Pursuit of Cleanliness (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 

59 – 62. 
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that not everyone would share or practice it’. Those suspected of ‘uncleanliness’ were those 

considered outsiders, primarily African Americans, and newcomers, primarily Asian and 

European immigrants.75 Cox adds that immigrants arriving at Ellis Island were ‘washed and 

disinfected’ upon arrival in the United States, and ‘cleanliness instruction’ was taken to be a 

crucial means of integrating them in US society.76 Similar associations persist in the present 

day. Reviewing associations of modernity and cleanliness in Chile, Tomic, Trumper and 

Dattwyler write that ‘the cholera epidemic which hit Latin America in the early 1990s was 

important in focussing public discourse around the notion that the modernization of Chilean 

society was overdue and that this would be represented by greater cleanliness in both the 

public and private spheres’.77 Writing about Thailand, Brody observes that ‘hygiene carries 

enormous symbolic significance and is taken to be marking an important difference between 

‘developed’, ‘civilized’ places and ‘backward’, ‘uncivilized’ places.78 Cleanliness, in short, is 

associated with notions of civilization, modernity and progress; dirt consequently poses a 

disruption these notions. The stain described by Architect A8, which ‘just stays there’ thus 

poses an obstacle to such a linear flow of time. These points, then, allow us to specify Douglas’ 

original statement: Dirt is indistinct matter which is not only out of space but also out of time.  

At the same time, however, it seems that dirt is a sign that the rejection of ‘matter out of place’ 

is never fully successful, precisely because dirt is also in place. Campkin observes, for 

example, that dirt is threatening and causes anxiety, because it disrupts ‘the normal ordered 

relations through which we understand the world’.79 Building on this, Scanlan associates 

garbage with the uncanny and consequently ascribes it with a haunting presence which needs 

to be suppressed.80 Dirt returns to haunt the order in which it failed to be integrated. In this 

regard dirt itself is a return, a repetition. It is a diversion from repetition, albeit in form of a 

‘decaying’ rather than a ‘becoming’ as discussed above.  

                                                           
75 Hoy, Chasing Dirt, 86, 113 – 121. 
76 Rosie Cox, “Dishing the Dirt: Dirt in the home,” in Dirt: The Filthy Reality of Everyday Life, ed. Rosie Cox, 

Rose George, R. H. Horne, Robin Nagle, Elizabeth Pisani, Brian Ralph, Virginia Smith (London: Profile Books, 

in association with the Wellcome Collection, 2011), 61. 
77 Patricia Tomic, Ricardo Trumper, Rodrigo Hidalgo Dattwyler, “Manufacturing Modernity: Cleaning, Dirt and 

Neoliberalism in Chile,” in The Dirty work of Neoliberalism: Cleaners in the Global Economy, ed. Luis L. M. 

Aguiar and Andrew Herod (Malden: Blackwell, 2006), 87.  
78 Alyson Brody, “The Cleaners you aren’t meant to see,” in The Dirty work of Neoliberalism: Cleaners in the 

Global Economy, ed. Luis L. M. Aguiar and Andrew Herod (Malden: Blackwell, 2006), 111.  
79 Ben Campkin, “Degradation and Regeneration: Theories of Dirt and the Contemporary City,” in Dirt: New 

Geographies of Cleanliness and Contamination, ed. Ben Campkin and Rosie Cox (London: I. B. Tauris, 2007), 
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80 Scanlan, On Garbage, 166 – 167. 
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By removing dirt from airport terminal space, cleaners play a vital role in maintaining the 

airport as a ‘stable world’, to borrow Douglas’s terminology, for the passengers. Such a 

maintenance of the temporality of airport space is possible only because of the materiality of 

cleaning products and workers’ bodies. Barthes proposes a distinction between various means 

by which such indistinct matter may be countered, varying in ‘the relations between the evil 

and the cure, between dirt and a given product’.81 Differentiating between chlorinated fluids, 

powders and detergents, Barthes explains that:  

Chlorinated fluids, for instance, have always been experienced as a sort of liquid fire, 

the action of which must be carefully estimated, otherwise the object itself would be 

affected, 'burnt'. The implicit legend of this type of product rests on the idea of a 

violent, abrasive modification of matter: the connotations are of a chemical or 

mutilating type: the product 'kills' the dirt. Powders, on the contrary, are separating 

agents: their ideal role is to liberate the object from its circumstantial imperfection: 

dirt is 'forced out' and no longer killed; in the Omo [a detergent] imagery, dirt is a 

diminutive enemy, stunted and black, which takes to its heels from the fine immaculate 

linen at the sole threat of the judgment of Omo.82 

A classification along the lines of Barthes’ thinking is guesswork in the case of airport 

workers, because Newman, Obernauer and Straka write that workers reported that they had 

not received any training in handling the products or did not know the ingredients of the 

products.83 As a result, both dirt and the products used to counter it remain undifferentiated. 

Barthes had also suggested that chlorinated fluids, powders and detergents may each relate to 

differently to those using them. Chlorinated fluids, for example, he takes to be ‘an extension 

of the washerwoman's movements when she beats the clothes’.84 Such a prosthetic 

relationship, however, turns against the cleaners’ body in New York City. Even though some 

of the cleaning products are not identified, Newman, Obernauer and Straka note that ‘airport 

workers, including wheelchair attendants, cabin cleaners, and terminal cleaners are exposed 

to harsh and potentially dangerous cleaning and disinfecting products in the course of their 

work’.85 As such, they will align closest with the chlorinated fluids in Barthes’ distinction. 

Newman, Obernauer and Straka also note reports of airport workers suffering irritation of their 

eyes, skin and respiratory system. They point out that ‘one worker noted that the chemical 

was so strong that if she got it on her skin, she would immediately get a rash. If it got on her 

                                                           
81 Roland Barthes, Mythologies (London: Vintage Books, 2009), 31. 
82 Barthes, Mythologies, 31.  
83 Newman, Obernauer and Straka, Airport Safety Starts with Safer Working Conditions, 8. 
84 Newman, Obernauer and Straka, Airport Safety Starts with Safer Working Conditions, 8. 
85 Newman, Obernauer and Straka, Airport Safety Starts with Safer Working Conditions, 8.  
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nail, her nail would break’.86 So, rather than serving as a prosthesis as suggested in Barthes’ 

discussion, the cleaning materials described in the New York City report are probably closest 

to Barthes’ ‘liquid fire’ of chlorinated fluids. Crucially, while Barthes had suggested that this 

product is associated with ‘the idea of a violent, abrasive modification of matter’ and carries 

connotations ‘of a chemical or mutilating type’, these characteristics may turn against airport 

workers’ bodies, causing rash on skin and broken nails.87  

Campkin and Herod point out ‘the ability of dirt to act as a means of socio-spatial 

classification’, and perhaps a similar point may be made about the various cleaning 

materials.88 Who does and who does not deal with dirt ‘is divided along lines of class, ethnicity 

and gender’, they write,89 and I add to this that the manner in which dirt is dealt with is equally 

differentiated. The irony in this is of course that those previously suspected of “uncleanness” 

will now be performing most of the cleaning work. Writing in broad terms, Herod and Aguiar 

suggest that ‘in the global North, it is frequently immigrants from the global South who are 

fill such positions, whereas in the global South processes of rapid urbanization and projects 

of modernization often suck in rural migrants (many of whom are ethnic or linguistic 

minorities in their own countries) to work cleaning jobs’.90 Beyond that, similar hierarchies 

also play within the individual workforces. Herod and Aguiar suggests that in the global 

North, white workers are taken to be the ‘“core” cleaning workforce’ whereas non-white 

cleaners are attributed peripheral positions which are less necessary for the cleaning process.91  

Moreover, Herod and Aguira suggest, cleaners in a neoliberal context are required ‘make 

themselves imperceptible in the work environment’.92 By remaining imperceptible cleaners 

are able to maintain what Herod and Aguira identify as middle class fantasies.93 The very 

                                                           
86 Newman, Obernauer and Straka, Airport Safety Starts with Safer Working Conditions, 8. 
87 Barthes, Mythologies, 31.  
88 Ben Campkin and Rosie Cox, “Introduction: Materialities and Metaphors of Dirt and Cleanliness,” in Dirt: New 
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imperceptibility of airport cleaners then allows for a perception of the airport not only as a 

distinctively modern and civilized space as suggested above, but also as a space which is 

seemingly untroubled by social hierarchies and a space which remains permanently unaffected 

by passengers’ movement through it.94 The absence of a role, then, also needs to be considered 

as part of their function in the staged performance of the airport. When cleaners are erased 

from the airport, it is not only their spatial practice that is render but also all traces of their 

work on passengers’ spatial practice. As a result, all spatial practice is erased from abstract 

airport space. As in the case of modular surfaces which need to be maintained without that 

maintenance itself being obvious in the first chapter, airport spaces have to be cleaned without 

the cleaners themselves being visible. To the passengers, this space appears as forever new, 

the passengers are forever the first to encounter it. This implies a denial of repetition and by 

implication of difference. If passengers always seem to be first, there is nothing to be repeated 

and nothing to change.  

To conclude this section, I suggest that airport cleaners can be described in analogy to 

Bauman’s observations about rubbish collectors. He writes:  

Rubbish collectors are the unsung heroes of modernity. Day in day out, they refresh 

and make salient again the borderline between normality and pathology, health and 

illness, the desirable and the repulsive, the accepted and the rejected, the comme il faut 

and comme il ne faut pas, the inside and the outside of the human universe. That 

borderline needs their constant vigilance and diligence because it is anything but a 

‘natural frontier’: No sky-high mountain range, bottomless seas or impossible gorges 

separate the inside from the outside. And it is not the difference between useful 

products and waste that begs and plies the boundary. Quite the contrary, it is the 

boundaries that divines, literally conjures up, the difference between them – the 

difference between the admitted and the rejected, the included and the excluded.95 

 

Like Bauman’s rubbish collectors, terminal cleaners engage in an act of policing and in fact 

(re)producing the border between the clean and the dirty, between products and garbage, and 

as such constantly maintaining the social order of the terminal. Barthes similarly makes this 

clear in his discussion of cleaning cars as an attempt ‘to remake the virginity of the object over 

                                                           
observations Urry makes in his description of the prosthetic subject. Building on Heideggerian terms, he suggests 

that objects which function as prosthesis for the subject are ready-at-hand; they are use as extensions of the 

subject’s body without theorisation. Only if an object breaks is it perceived as ‘present-at-hand’, present but not 

useable. Similarly, cleaners’ presence is assumed but not perceived if they do their job, and their presence is only 

acknowledged if they fail to do so. In other words, cleaners’ failure to clean would hampered the mobility machine 

of the airport by revealing the fantasy it produces. (Carol Wolkowitz, Bodies at Work (London: Sage, 2006), 15.) 
94 Herod and Aguiar, “Introduction: Geographies of Neoliberalism,” 12. 
95 Zygmunt Bauman, Wasted Lives: Modernity and its Outcasts (Oxford: Polity Press, 2004), 28 
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and over again, to give it the immobility of a material on which time has no effect’.96 He adds 

that ‘the obsession with cleanliness is certainly a practice of immobilizing time’.97 This links 

terminal cleaners’ work directly to the considerations of surfaces in the first chapter. That 

chapter argued that surfaces facilitate a division of visibility and invisibility, and cover up the 

terminals’ temporal instabilities. Cleaners work on these surfaces themselves, to ensure their 

pristine condition.  

We will return to the question of cleanliness below in the context of aircraft cleaners, but for 

now, it is interesting how these observations allow us to link back into a Lefebvrian 

framework. In an early discussion of repetition, Lefebvre suggests that repetition denies itself 

and rather presents itself as a ‘false “new”’.98 Repetition is concealed by what is repeated 

being presented as new while it is actually a repetition of what came before. Every plane ride 

and every movement through terminal space appears to be the first, obscuring the rapid 

transformation of the plane within turnaround. Lefebvre writes argues that ‘underneath its 

pretended and pretentious newness, modernity conceals the tedium of the repetitive, its self-

satisfied cud-chewing and regurgitation, the redundancy which would have us believe in the 

intelligibility of this world’.99 Airport cleaners, by confronting dirt, are thus key to maintaining 

the ordered relations of the airport. This is not a negative act of an undoing, but rather ‘a 

positive effort to organise the environment’.100 In other words, by keeping the aircraft and 

terminals clean, cleaners enforce the airport as a new – or modern, civilized, atemporal, 

abstract – space.101  

 

Part II: ‘That entire chain creaks up’ 

Moving on from cleaners’ work on the surfaces of the terminal, I want to break the surface to 

consider again the work of baggage handlers. As in the case of cleaners, baggage handlers’ 

presence at the airport can be ubiquitous depending on the degree of mechanisation of the 

                                                           
96 Roland Barthes, “La Voiture, projection de l’égo,” Réalités 213 (1963) cited in Kristin Ross, “Starting Afresh: 

Hygiene and Modernization in Postwar France,” October 67 (1994), 45.  
97 Barthes, “La Voiture, projection de l’égo,” cited in Ross, “Starting Afresh: Hygiene and Modernization in 

Postwar France,” 45. 
98 Henri Lefebvre, The Survival of Capitalism: Reproduction of the Relations of Production, trans. Frank Bryant 

(London: Alison and Busby, 1976), 33.  
99 Lefebvre, The Survival of Capitalism, 34. Emphasis removed.  
100 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger, 2.  
101 For a similar argument about repair rather than cleaning, see Christopher R Henke, “The Mechanics of 

Workplace Order: Toward a Sociology of Repair,” Berkeley Journal of Sociology 44 (2000), 55.   
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baggage handling system. In the US, the union representative W1 explains that baggage 

handlers may work in two locations at the airport. Some may work at check-in to help process 

baggage, while others will be working on the tarmac, ‘transferring bags from the actual airport 

to the airplanes’. Apart from the baggage handlers assisting at check-in, most baggage 

handlers will be working in areas not accessible to passengers. I am concerned here with 

baggage handlers on the tarmac, since my intention is to investigate their work in mediating 

the connection between the airport building and the plane. While the extent of the duties of 

baggage handlers varies, the Health and Safety Expert HS1 explains about workers on the 

ramp:  

The people we might refer to as baggage handlers should be called ground handling 

team, or something. So, one of the people who could be doing baggage handling might 

marshal the aircraft onto the stand, they might be putting out marker cones at the ends 

of the wings and other things like that. They might be moving passenger steps into 

place. … So, the team of three to five will all have different job to do in that, and then 

of course you have the reversal of that process when they need to go for pushback and 

the aircraft moves away from the stand to take off. So, they will be moving the steps 

out of the way, removing the cones and then they may have some involvement in 

marshalling the plane off the stand.102 

Baggage handlers, then, may be in charge of a whole variety of functions beyond the actual 

handling of baggage. What becomes particularly apparent here is that baggage handlers are 

essential in connecting and de-connecting the functional linkages between aircraft and airport. 

They contribute to mooring the aircraft to the airport building, though chocks, and cones, and 

then enable the movements between plane and building through connecting power cables, 

moving baggage carts and passenger steps. Such movements, particularly of passenger steps, 

were a concern to the Health and Safety expert HS1. They explain that ‘you could have three 

people who would clearly be exerting a lot of force, each individually exerting a lot of force, 

in order to move those steps onto the aircraft’. In other words, the establishing of some 

connections between aircraft and airport may require great physical force. Adding to this, the 

                                                           
102 A HSE report provides an extensive list of possible other duties: Marshalling the aircraft to stand, placing 

aircraft and GSE wheel chocks, places marker cones, deploying and connecting power cables, manually moving 

passenger steps, baggage carts and towable belt-loaders between tugs and close to the aircraft, manual movement 

of baggage carts in the make-up area, manual movement of baggage carts in the baggage arrivals area, providing 

assistance to non-ambulant passengers, manually moving passenger steps, baggage carts and towable belt loaders 

away from the aircraft to connect to tugs, manually connecting the pushback tow-bar, collection of marker cones, 

removal of chocks, disconnection and stowing power cables, marshalling off stand. The report adds that this list 

is not exhaustive.  (Laraine Oxley, David Riley, Sarah Tapley, Musculoskeletal ill-health risks for airport baggage 

handlers: Report on a stakeholder project at East Midlands Airport, report for the Health and Safety Laboratory 

for the Health and Safety Executive (2009), http://www.hse.gov.uk/research/rrpdf/rr675.pdf (accessed 15/12/16), 

4).  
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Ground Handling expert GH1 illustrates the precarity of the links by pointing towards the 

careful coordination needed to establish the connection between belt loader and plane. They 

explain:  

There is a lot of need to be careful and yet you have got to be quick at the same time. 

So, if you have got a belt loader and you are loading the luggage from the belt loader, 

you have to advance that right up to the edge of the holddoor and you can just about 

touch the fuselage, but that is it. So, it is quite a fine judgement. You have got to know 

exactly what you are doing, and if you are behind schedule or for any reason there is 

a problem, or you get distracted – you can imagine what happens. Damage occurs. 

And it is a fact of life. … It is the man-machine interface. Where you have got human 

beings working with machinery, it is always going to be that margin for error. Until 

the whole process is automated, it is always going to be there.  

Right from the start then, it is apparent that workers’ negotiation of mobile machine and 

mooring is not unproblematic, because such a connection between large but fragile machines 

requires precision and because it has to be made under time pressure.103 At the same time, 

while a large part of baggage handlers’ work may be mechanised, particularly at larger 

airports, the transfer of baggage to planes nevertheless requires a human body. The union 

representative W3 explains, for example: 

It is very difficult to mechanise completely the loading of an Embraer 190104 because 

the places where you load luggage is so small that it is impossible to put equipment up 

to that point. You need a human being up there in a very awkward position, because 

there is no other way to ensure that the load is organised in a way. Because you know 

that the load, it is not just putting packages into a hold, you need to ensure that the 

balance is kept because if not, there is a problem with safety. If you put all the luggage 

in the front and the pilot does not know, it is a problem. You put more on one side than 

the other, that could be a problem as well. So, there are several issues that need to be 

taken into account. With so many differences, there is no formula that could fit all.  

A human worker is needed, in other words, because the holdroom of the plane is too small to 

be loaded mechanically. This makes clear that workers are required specifically because they 

are able to fit into ‘very awkward’ spaces. Rather than merely establishing a connection 

between aircraft and airport, the baggage handlers themselves become part of that connection. 

It is worth reading this in the context of Urry’s distinction between mobility and the immobile, 

material systems which enable it  by functioning as its mooring.105 The ground handling team 

                                                           
103 Crucially, while the possibility of error is here attributed to the workers, the former union representative W4 

argues against that and points towards workers have to compensate for failures of machines.  
104 Embraer 190s are narrow bodied, medium range aircraft. 
105 Kevin Hannam, Mimi Sheller, John Urry, “Editorial: Mobilities, Immobilities and Moorings,” Mobilities 1, 

no.1 (2006): 3. 
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establishes the connection between the aircraft as a mobile machine and the airport as its 

mooring, and could even be argued to be themselves part of that connection. As such, workers’ 

presence complicates Urry’s relatively simplistic binary scheme between mobility and 

mooring, and leads us to investigate the relation between mobility and mooring in more 

detail.106 

In order to address the conception of the aircraft as a mobile machine, it is instructive here to 

turn to the work of cabin cleaners. As in the case of the terminal cleaners, aircraft cleaners set 

the stage for a particular perception of the aircraft while at the same time facing the challenges 

of confronting the aircraft in a different form. Newman, Obernauer and Straka point out that 

cabin cleaners in New York City may face some dangers as they are accessing the aircraft. 

The trucks used to transport cleaners, also transport their supplies as well as waste to and from 

the aircraft, and help lift items between the truck and the cabin. Cleaners face risks due to ‘the 

improper use of or improper conditions on the trucks and lifts, including lack of seats, lack of 

seat belts, open truck rears, lifts that do not mate with aircraft openings; and lifts that are not 

equipped with railings’.107 As in the case of the baggage handlers, cabin cleaners thus have to 

negotiate the gap between the mobile machine and its mooring at the airport terminal.  

Newman, Obernauer and Straka write that cabin cleaners’ work includes the cleaning of an 

aircraft’s galleys, bathrooms, cubbies and seats, as well as the removal of garbage. They may 

also empty toilet waste and refill water storage tanks of the aircraft.108 Their work may take 

between 7 minutes and 4 hours.109  This work comes with particular challenges. As the union 

representatives in New York City W1 recounts:  

Cabin cleaners went on strike mid last year [2014] in summer. A couple of their issues 

were that when they cleaned the lavatories of the lanes, the pipes malfunction and they 

got sprayed in faeces or when they are cleaning out the seatback pockets, they get sting 

with hypodermic needles that are left in those pockets and they do not have proper 

gloves or sanitary baskets or something to pot those hypodermic needles away in a 

safer way. 

                                                           
106 For a similar discussion, albeit in a different context, cf. Tim Cresswell, On the Move: Mobility in the 

Modern Western World (New York: Routledge, 2006), 9.  
107 Newman, Obernauer and Straka, Airport Safety Starts with Safer Working Conditions, 12. 
108 Newman, Obernauer and Straka, Airport Safety Starts with Safer Working Conditions, 7. Emphasis removed. 
109 Newman, Obernauer and Straka, Airport Safety Starts with Safer Working Conditions, 7. Emphasis removed. 
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Here, it is the very encounter with waste which causes danger to the cleaners to which they 

are, in the case recounted here, exposed due to a lack of adequate protective equipment.110 

Attention to cleaners’ work might change our perspective on aircraft as mobile machines 

themselves.111 For example, while Pascoe’s Aircraft traces aircraft development ‘from flimsy 

contraptions of wood, wire and canvas that took to the air exactly a century ago, up to the 

aircraft of today, sleek machines compounded of exotic materials whose wings might touch 

the very edges of space’.112 The aircraft, here, is taken to be ‘a miracle of engineering’, ‘a 

device driven by military ambition’, ‘a product of the desire for speed’, and ‘an inspiration for 

artists, architects and writers’.113 Similarly, Adey and Lin, in reviewing the existing literature 

on social and cultural geographies of air transport, point toward discussions of the 

‘entubulation’ of passengers’ in the airplane, in which passengers are protect from the physical 

effects of flight in the ‘sheltering care’ of the plane’s cabin.114 This sheltering function is not 

given in a parked aircraft when aircraft cleaners work. Newman, Obernauer and Straka’s 

report states that during the times when cleaners are working in the aircraft, the aircraft’s 

heating, air conditioning and ventilation systems are not consistently operating and that, as a 

result, temperatures inside the aircraft ‘may approach or be worse than outdoor 

temperatures’.115 Contrary to the isolation from the surrounding environment as ascribed to 

modern aircraft, a parked aircraft may expose cleaners inside to harsh conditions similar to or 

even worse than the outside. Cabin cleaners’ work in the parked aircraft, then, draws into 

doubt the integrity of the aircraft as a self-contained space experienced by passengers in flight. 

The challenges of working with Ground Handling equipment – that is, the machines which 

interface with the aircraft – have already been mentioned above. Equipment might lack safety 

features or be poorly maintained. Sometimes, the sheer weight of the equipment poses a 

                                                           
110 Such problems became particularly apparent during the 2014 Ebola outbreak in West Africa. The union 

representative W1 recounts:  One of the planes that flew into Newark, that did actually have someone who had 

Ebola on it. In the news what it said was: “The plane has been decommissioned and no one will be riding on it. 

Don’t worry, you are not going to get on a plane that just had Ebola.” But what ended up happening is that they 

actually cleaned those planes before they knew the person had Ebola and so the workers did not know if they had 

taken the right precautions because they were not told that there was a possibility that they were cleaning 

something with Ebola.  Of course, there are all these standards – you put on this whole Hazmat suit to clean – but 

if you do not know that’s what you are cleaning beforehand then you do not have a choice.’ And while there were 

no cases resulting from such incidents, the union representative concludes that they nevertheless ‘reinforced that 

passenger versus workers thing at the airport, where passengers are more important’.   
111 Schaberg, The End of Airports, 112 – 116. 
112 David Pascoe, Aircraft (London: Reaktion Books, 2003), 7.  
113 David Pascoe, Aircraft (London: Reaktion Books, 2003), 8.  
114 Peter Adey, Weiqiang Lin, “Social and Cultural Geographies of Air Transport,” The Geographies of Air 

Transport, ed. Andrew R. Goetz and Lucy Budd (Farnham, Ashgate: 2014), 66.  
115 Newman, Obernauer and Straka, Airport Safety Starts with Safer Working Conditions, 16. Emphasis removed. 
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problem. Ground handling equipment is produced and traded globally. The Ground Handling 

expert GH1 explains that ‘you get situations where you get English equipment that might be 

bought in the States and stuff made in the States that could be purchased in China’. The 

production of GSE equipment is ‘scattered around the world’, they add. They explain that 

there are manufacturers in the US, the UK, France, Spain, Germany, Belgium, the Netherlands 

and Australia. There is a small number of manufacturers in the Far East, and airports in the 

region tend to buy from European or US manufacturers. China provides an interesting talking 

point because foreign companies use the country as a base and because there is one particularly 

large Chinese-owned company. The interviewee hypothesises that this firm is ‘probably going 

to be the biggest GSE manufacturer before long’. Similar to some features of the airport itself 

which we had seen in the first chapter, there is a global market for ground handling equipment.  

The importance of aircraft and ground handling equipment, and their impact on the work of 

baggage handlers, is also central to the work of baggage handlers. The Ground Handling 

expert GH1 suggests that there is homogeneity in the processes that baggage handling 

machinery facilitates. They explain:  

When it comes to baggage handling, I do not think that there are any great differences. 

I mean, they still make use of baggage conveyer systems and they are still manhandled 

onto the aeroplanes, they are still taken off the same way. There is not anything really 

different about moving bags around because nobody has come up with a solution and 

it is cheap.  

Since baggage handling equipment is traded globally, the processes it facilitates are similar, 

the interviewee suggests. In more detail, the former union representative W4 explains that 

baggage handlers’ work on the tarmac is divided between workers who load and unload 

baggage at the planes and transport it to the airport terminal on the one hand and workers who 

sort the baggage onto the conveyor belts of the baggage handling system. In order to illustrate 

this in more detail, I would like to focus my discussion on a 2009 report of East Midlands 

Airport, UK. The report states that baggage can be moved in several ways which make use of 

different machines to aid baggage handlers’ work. Baggage can either be moved entirely 

manually, or with the help of moving components of the hold room floor,116 of flatbed trucks, 

by belt loaders (an inclined powered conveyor belt), Mallaghan systems (a flatbed truck that 

can be raised) and extending belt loader technology (where the conveyor belt can be extended 

                                                           
116 This technology is relatively rare in the UK, according to Oxley, Riley, Tapley, Musculoskeletal ill-health risks 

for airport baggage handlers, 7.  
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into the aircraft). While external workers would have to lift baggage above their heads when 

no machines are used and to their shoulder height on a flatbed truck, belt loaders and the 

Mallaghan significantly reduced that height and the extending belt loader even more so.117 

The challenges facing workers within the aircraft are harder to improve. No machines other 

than movable hold room floors and extending belt loaders, which can move baggage inside 

the holdroom mechanically, improve their working conditions.118 It is clear from the report 

that the presence of different kinds of machines influences how workers will work. In the 

words of the Health and Safety expert HS1: ‘without the ability to change anything more 

radically and more fundamentally than that, you are stuck with an aircraft and it is this shape 

and size and it is what sort of equipment will be best suited for dealing with that’. This 

resonates with Berner’s observation that the working of machines themselves are scripted by 

their design, operation manuals and standard procedures.119  

It is worth turning here to ‘dressage’, a concept Lefebvre shares with Foucault. Introducing 

the term, Jackson and Carter point out that the term has similar connotations in French and 

English, and means both discipline and tame. It is also associated with ‘to dress’ which 

connotes ‘to make straight, bring into proper order, manage and to direct’.120 Elden points out, 

however, that the French ‘dresser’ tends to be used to describe the training of animals, whereas 

there would have been alternative verbs to describe the training of humans.121 Dressage may 

allow us to think about the disciplining of baggage handlers’ bodies by their integration in a 

particular spatio-temporality of assemblage of various machines. In Foucault’s words, this is 

an investigation into disciplinary methods which aim at ‘the meticulous control of the 

operations of the body, which assured the constant subjection of its forces and imposed upon 

them a relation of docility-utility’.122 The emergence of discipline led, crucially, to the 

relocation of individuals in space and time.  

                                                           
117 Oxley, Riley, Tapley. Musculoskeletal ill-health risks for airport baggage handlers, 61.  
118 Oxley, Riley, Tapley. Musculoskeletal ill-health risks for airport baggage handlers, 62 – 63.  
119 Boel Berner, “Working knowledge as performance: on the practical understanding of machines,” Work, 
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120 Norman Jackson and Pippa Carter, “Labour as Dressage,” in Foucault, Management and Organization Theory: 

From Panopticon to Technologies of Self, ed. Alan McKinlay and Ken Starkey (London: Sage, 1998), 54. 
121 Stuart, Elden. “Beyond Discipline and Punish: Is it time for a new translation of Foucault’s Surveiller et 

punir?,” published on 22/01/14 on Progressive Geographies (blog), 

https://progressivegeographies.com/2014/01/22/beyond-discipline-and-punish-is-it-time-for-a-new-translation-

of-foucaults-surveiller-et-punir/ (accessed 22/11/16) It also follows, Elden points out, that the chapter ‘The mans 
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122 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (London: Allen Lane, 

1977), 137.  
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My discussion here focusses on the temporal characteristics, to account for OTPs, or On Time 

Performances, which are mentioned by the union representatives W2 and W3, as well as the 

Ground Handling expert GH1. The union representative W2 explains that ‘for some 

turnarounds, time was very limited. So, there was pressure on the individuals or the team to 

do what they needed to do, otherwise I believe there were financial penalties’. Ground 

Handling expert GH1 explains the connection between the time pressure of turnaround 

processes and financial penalties in more detail:  

Failure in terms of handling would be like when you cannot get the aircraft turned on 

time. This is OTP, on time performance. So, all these are logged. So, as soon as the 

aircraft goes off stand, somebody has made a note of the time that was because all of 

this gets fed back to the airlines. They want to know how their stations at the airport 

and the handling teams are doing.  

And of course, somebody sits down at the end of the month and goes through the 

numbers, and they can identify if that station at the airport is not doing so well: “Five 

times you did not get us out in time”. It is irrelevant that the aircraft might have been 

sitting at queue for taxi out for half an hour which invariably happens, but the main 

thing is to get off stand and once it is off stand, that is it.  

So yes, because then if an airlines finds that you are not achieving the desired 

performance targets – because they have performance targets in this part of the world, 

and if you are not achieving that – then they would have a word with you, and in 

extreme cases they could terminate the contracts and give it to somebody else’. 

In this description, again, McKenzie’s observations of the intersections of performance are 

useful since the quote points towards organisation performance. This performance, OTP, is 

moreover linked explicitly to a temporal ‘performance target’. This performance, already 

linked with time, is then also linked with financial rewards or punishment.  

For my purposes, I am going to focus on the temporal dimension of Foucault’s discussion. 

Individuals’ time was initially organised in time-tables, which, having their origins in 

monasteries, retain ‘a religious air’ as they spread. Time-tables, according to Foucault, impose 

‘three great methods’ to the regulation of time: they ‘establish rhythms, impose particular 

occupations and regulate cycles of repetition’.123 From this external regulation of the body 

through time, Foucault moves on to discuss how time comes to penetrate the body. He explains 

that through such operations ‘the act is broken down in its elements; the position of the body, 

limbs, articulations is defined; their order of succession is prescribed. Time penetrates the 

body and with it all the meticulous controls of power’.124 Beyond merely imposing gestures, 

                                                           
123 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 149. 
124 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 152.  



Chapter 3: ‘Where your bag goes’ 

162 

 

however, discipline imposes an ideal type of the relation of a gesture and the body as a whole, 

and as a result grasps the entire body and draws it into a pursuit of the best possible efficiency. 

Discipline rearranges the relation of gestures to the entire body in the pursuit of efficiency and 

speed. It establishes ‘the correct use of the body’ which corresponds to ‘a correct use of 

time’.125  

In the case of baggage handlers, ‘the correct use of the body’ is not so much the result of 

disciplinary prescriptions, as of the need to find safe procedures for the lifting of baggage to 

prevent damage to their bodies. The Health and Safety, HS1, expert explains:  

This kind of information is what we were wanting to get incorporated into training, so 

that it is thought about to an extent where each step is dealing with something like a 

suitcase. You can think about: “What is the best way of dealing with it in terms of risk 

for the person?” in each separate process and trying to minimise the risk wherever you 

can. Having identified that, you want to pass that on to the baggage handlers in the 

training. 

In other words, the Health and Safety expert HS1 divides up the baggage handling process 

into individual segments in order to then pass on this knowledge about ‘the correct use of the 

body’ to baggage handlers. This ‘best way of dealing with it’ was then supposed to become 

part of baggage handlers training. Foucault explains that the evolution of the methods of 

disciplining workers’ bodies continues to face new demands, most recently in relation in 

stricter time constraints and the need for greater efficiency. This leads to a transformation of 

discipline which is ‘no longer an art of distributing bodies, of extracting time from them and 

accumulating it, but of composing forces in order to obtain an efficient machine’.126 Workers’ 

bodies come to be defined by their placement in the complex disciplinary arrangements, and 

Foucault observes that ‘this is a functional reduction of the body. But it is also an insertion of 

this body-segment in a whole ensemble over which it is articulated ... The body is constituted 

as part of a multi-segmentary machine’.127 Such an integration of bodies in machinery can be 

seen easily in the case of baggage handlers. Asked about the relation of men and machines, a 

Ground Handling expert GH1 explains that ‘you rely on the human being to basically do what 

they are supposed to be doing. And most of the time, they do’. This is an important point to 
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keep in mind here, since we will explore below how there may be the opportunity for baggage 

handlers to subvert ‘what they are supposed to do’.  

Foucault also points towards the disciplinary regulation of the body and ‘the object that it 

manipulates’, leading to a ‘meticulous meshing’ of the two.128 The result is an ‘instrumental 

coding of the body’, which Foucault describes as follows:  

It consists of a breakdown of the total gesture into two parallel series: that of the parts 

of the body to be used (right hand, left hand, different fingers of the hand, knee, eye, 

elbow, etc.) and that of the parts of the object to be manipulated (barrel, notch, 

hammer, screw, etc.); then the two sets of part are correlated together according to a 

number of simple gestures (rest, bend); lastly, it fixes the canonical succession in 

which each of the correlation occupies a particular space.129  

This, then, is not simply the imposition of external constrains onto a bodily gesture. Rather, 

the multi-levelled manipulation of the body constitutes the gesture in relation to an object. I 

suggest that it is such a manipulation that can be observed the relation of baggage handlers, 

bags and machines. The Ground Handling expert GH1 explains that ‘all bags can be 

accommodated’ and that ‘the only problem you get with bags tend to be the ones that have a 

lot of straps. They can catch in the machinery’. Adding to this, the HSE report identifies the 

‘load’ as one of the four factors impacting baggage handlers’ work. The central concern here 

is obviously weight. While IATA recommends a maximum weight of 23 kilos and this is 

followed by many airlines, the union representative W3 stresses that this is not a regulation 

and that maximum weights are effectively set through national legislation. Unions have 

campaigned for passengers to be more conscious of the weight of their baggage or, in any 

case, the distribution of the weight but their campaigns tend to be misunderstood or unpopular 

with passengers. ‘We were not asking for the airlines to charge more or to leave some kilos 

free or less or more, but just to ensure that luggage is divided into smaller pieces that are easier 

to handle for the ground handler’, the union representative W3 explains. Beyond weight alone, 

the Health and Safety expert HS1 explains in an interview that it is important to consider ‘what 

are the characteristics of the load in terms of the size and shape, and its fragility and whether 

there are any handles and the means of getting hold of it, and how easily it can interface with 

the baggage handling system’.  

Taken together, these observations allow for a significantly more complex understanding of 

baggage not only as an object in itself (size and shape), but also as an object in relation to the 
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baggage handler (handles) and the baggage handling system (the ability to interface). The type 

of baggage depends on the nature of the flight, and the kind of passengers it is likely to have, 

and as such it reflects discussions of passenger profiles in the first and second chapters. 

According to the Ground Handling expert GH1, the greatest challenge lies with long haul 

flights because their passengers may bring ‘multiple bags and all shapes and sizes’. On shorter 

flights, business travellers are likely to travel light with little or no holdroom baggage, the 

Ground Handling expert explains, and holiday makers tend to travel with one or two bags to 

avoid extra cost. Moreover, the baggage on flights to holiday destinations in particular may 

reflect seasonal differences. The Health and Safety expert HS1 points out that baggage 

handlers may have to handle ‘a mixture with unusual shapes’ – that could be bikebags, musical 

equipment, other sports equipment bags, depending on the time of the year and the destination. 

There is a pattern and the baggage handlers become quite aware and familiar with that’. We 

find, then, a curious resurfacing of nature and seasonal rhythms in the very work of baggage 

handlers. At the same time, however, the Health and Safety expert points out that ‘the workers 

have to get on with doing the job no matter what the weather was’, thus pointing towards the 

limited extent of the impact of such natural factors. Lastly, the Ground Handling expert GH1 

also mentions the increasing numbers of PRMs, passengers with reduced mobility, and the 

challenges in transporting their wheelchairs: 

And this is a bit topic in itself because the wheelchair has to be carefully loaded, the 

batteries have to be taken out. There is also … problems with carriage of batteries on 

aircraft. Wheelchairs get damaged if they are not secured properly in the plane, and 

there is more and more of these things being loaded and being taken around the world, 

because the PRMs need their wheelchairs.  

There is, in other words, a complex choreography which is governed by the relation of bag, 

machine and worker which determines the relation of one towards the others. This 

interconnection of bags, baggage handlers and baggage handling machinery, and particularly 

workers’ negotiation of this connection, becomes apparent when the Health and Safety expert 

HS1 describes the handling of a standard suitcase. They explain that ‘people now know how 

to orientate it or place it on a belt loader, or how to orientate and stack them on the baggage 

trolley and also within the aircraft’. In a similar vein, the Health and Safety expert HS1 

explains:  

There can be a set way of dealing with it, in how people will move it to try and avoid 

having to lift it, and how they deal with it in relation to the different kinds of handling 

equipment they have. So, they try to make the cases all stood up and some of them 

will have wheels, they can be rolled or dragged quite easily whilst they are upright, 
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and if they are being placed onto a belt loader, they will generally have to be laid flat 

again. But the orientation how they will be laid onto the belt loader to go up in the 

aircraft will have an impact on what it is like for the person in the aircraft taking that 

item off the belt loader at the top, having to orientate [it] to then pass it down the hold 

to a colleague who is then going to stack it. 

In other words, baggage handlers know how to arrange baggage to minimise the pressure on 

their bodies. The interviewee explains that there appear to be informal agreement between 

baggage handlers as to how baggage should be orientated on the machines. The Health and 

Safety expert HS1’s aim was to collect ‘this kind of information’ for handling training. Taking 

this as a lead, and going over the descriptions of baggage handlers’ work thus far, there may 

some clues as well towards their corporeal knowledge of these processes. According to the 

Ground Handling Expert GH1, they show ‘quite a fine judgement’ when moving belt loaders 

and ‘know exactly what you are doing’. In the words of the Health and Safety expert HS1, 

they are ‘quite aware and familiar with’ seasonal patterns of baggage types and they ‘know’ 

how to orientate luggage. Typically, 4 or 5 baggage handlers, almost exclusively men, work 

together to unload an aircraft. One or two workers will be working inside the holdroom, while 

the others will be working outside the aircraft.130 Based on observations at three British 

airports, Tapley and Riley write that ‘team make up, shift and task rotation is variable but 

typically there will be a team leader directing, with all the team members trained and able to 

carry out each part of the operation’.131  

At the UK airports observed by Tapley and Riley, bags are lifted inside the aircraft and stacked 

inside the hold room at a rate of about 1 bag in 6 seconds regardless of whether or not machines 

were used to assist. When unloading, workers inside the aircraft unstack at a rate of 1 bag in 

4 seconds, while the rate for offloading is 1 bag in 6 or 7 seconds depending on how much the 

process is mechanised.132 Such a choreography, although in part designed to minimise the 

strain on workers’ bodies, nevertheless involves hard physical labour on their part. 

Accumulated over the length of a shift, a baggage handlers in Copenhagen, for example, move 
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between 4 and 5 tonnes.133 A motion in the UK parliament suggests that UK baggage handlers 

may be moving as much as 9 tonnes per shift.134  

It is unsurprising that baggage handling can come at a physical cost to the workers. The 

Ground Handling expert GH1 explains:  

 They [baggage handlers] are lifting up to maybe 50 kilos, they are twisting their torso 

and they are moving it from belt to truck or truck to belt … They lift an enormous 

quantity in a day, several tonnes per person and it is that constant repetition, that 

constant straining and lifting, and it does not necessarily immediately have an effect 

but it stores it up and then later in life, yes, they do have a lot of health issues. It is a 

fact of life.  

A report on baggage handlers in Copenhagen, similarly states that ‘baggage handling is 

characterised by repetitions of the same relatively few work tasks throughout the whole 

working day’.135 The former union representative W4 describes the effect on baggage 

handlers’ bodies in drastic words:  

By the time you are forty, your back is effed as in most manual handling jobs. That is 

the truth of it. … Lifting, pulling, pushing, pulling, by the time you’re forty, your back 

is gone and then they are looking to get rid of you through some workplace capability 

assessment and that is it. … So, all your options are limited once your back is gone. 

You are forty years old. 

In the UK, MSDs, musculoskeletal diseases, account for 40 per cent of injuries at airports 

reported to the Health and Safety Executive, the majority of which are reported by baggage 

handlers. MSDs are also the most prevalent form of physical harm suffered by baggage 

handlers.136 Investigating current and former baggage handlers from Copenhagen airport, 

Bern et al. found that baggage handlers were more likely to report ‘musculoskeletal symptoms 

in the neck and upper back, lower back, shoulders, elbows, wrists, hips and knees’ than a 

comparable control group in a different occupation. They attributed the difference to the 

amount of time workers had been employed as a baggage handlers.137 What becomes apparent 
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here is a transposition of the effects if carrying luggage from the passengers’ bodies onto 

workers’ bodies. I propose that baggage handlers facilitate the service of the movement of 

baggage for the passengers; and MSDs mark the inscription of passengers’ baggage, and the 

particular spatio-temporal conditions under which that baggage has to be moved, into workers’ 

bodies.  

Moreover, we need to be mindful here of the importance of the spatio-temporal constraints of 

baggage handers’ work. The EU OSHA (European Agency for Health and Safety at Work) 

explains the occurrence of musculoskeletal injuries is caused by movements such as bending, 

straightening, gripping, holding, twisting, clenching, squatting, kneeling and reaching.138 

Importantly, these are common movements which do are not particularly harmful in everyday 

life. Rather, as the EU OSHA definition has it ‘what makes them hazardous in work situations 

is the continued repetition, often in a forceful manner, and most of all the speed of the 

movements and the lack of time for recovery between them’.139 The harm done to baggage 

handlers’ bodies thus lies not in the work itself but in its temporal characteristics. It is not their 

movement of passengers’ baggage per se that is of interest here, but rather the temporal 

structures of their work. The reference to ‘continued repetition’ and ‘speed of movements’ 

and ‘lack of time’ in the report are particularly pertinent, because it makes apparent the role 

of dressage and allow us to integrate the observations made here more fully into Lefebvre’s 

work on rhythmanalysis as we will see below.140  

According to the Health and Safety expert, the tight spatio-temporal choreography of the turn-

around process is often taken as a limit to any possible improvements for baggage handlers. 

This is well illustrated in the comment of a Health and Safety expert HS1 when talking about 

manual handling training for baggage handlers. They explain:  

Given the constraints in the design of the environment and the loads which people are 

having to handle, we cannot modify those or are unable to modify them very much at 

that point. It is about dealing with the residual risks. Coping strategies is a good term 

to describe it, and there is a need to make the most of every opportunity to modify 

anything to the advantage to reduce the risk. It is a case of … the aggregation of 

marginal gains… It is about adding up as many small improvements as you possibly 
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can to make the best of the situation because you are unable to deal with the big things 

which we would normally try to modify in any kind of work environment. 

The expert is explicit in identifying training as a coping strategy in the absence of their ability 

to effect change to the environment itself. Such training, the Health and Safety expert stresses, 

should be ‘specific to the task’ and ‘take into account the characteristics of the load’ as well 

as taking account of the variability of aircraft and handling equipment. Training would have 

to make use of baggage handlers’ informal knowledge about the orientation of bags towards 

machinery discussed above. It is here that discussions surrounding the materiality of the bags 

as well as its contextual relations, this time particularly the holdroom, become relevant. ‘It is 

no use’, the Health and Safety expert HS1 explains, ‘having them handling something like a 

box in a standing posture because it is not realistic at all’. Training, in this sense, may be 

accused of tapping into pastoral power and as such would act as yet another means of dressage, 

of allowing workers’ bodies to transform to better fit the requirements of their work. This 

makes apparent the multifaceted nature of Foucault’s conceptualisation of disciplinary power. 

For Foucault, it is worth reiterating, ‘disciplinary power appears to have the function not so 

much of deduction as of synthesis, not such of exploitation of the product as of coercive link 

with the apparatus of production’.141 So, rather than simply oppressing a body, power 

produces this body in the first place allowing for a much greater, totalizing, scope of control 

which makes resistance difficult.  

It is also significant that at least some of the problems described in the context of baggage 

handling have technically already been resolved through the introduction of extending-belt 

loading technology. The Ground Handling expert GH1 explains the short career of that 

technology:  

That was a break-through. Amazing engineering, quite complicated at the start, but it 

did the job. I went over, I saw the prototype, came back thinking: “Wow, this is what 

the industry needs because it took away that problem [of twisting in the baggage 

hold]”. You could get into the hold of the aircraft. … With this thing, you could get 

the luggage in, right where you want it on the belt. The other end of the belt loader 

was a very simple device, it was just taking it off the dolleys and the trailers. That was 

wonderful. 

Extending belt loading technology, in other words, has the capacity of extending inside the 

aircraft hold which aids the bridging of the gap between baggage handling machinery and the 

airplane. As such, it improves the work of the baggage handler inside the plane, who is no 
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longer required to twist. However, while mechanically promising, the machine was not 

adopted. The former union representative W4, also aware of the technology, comments 

similarly that ‘there was talk about that some time ago’ but then immediately concludes that 

‘it costs money’. In a similar vein, Ground Handling expert GH1 continues in more detail:  

One or two companies bought them. They were expensive initially, of course. In fact, 

two or three time the prize of an ordinary loader and it was seen as a real asset. 

However, they were complicated and initially, there were lots of problems, they 

always broke down and of course, as soon as they had broken down, they were put 

back into the hangar and an ordinary belt loader was used. They got forgotten about. 

So, all the excitement has died down and people actually went back to using their old, 

traditional GSE [Ground Handling Equipment]. So, the problem was still there.  

In other words, the machine proved too expensive and not robust enough. In consequence, 

they were again replaced by traditional ground handling equipment. The Ground Handling 

expert GH1 explains that the machine has since been bought by another company and 

simplified:  

The actual rampsnake was subsequently bought from the consortium by an American 

company, JBT, and they reengineered it, made it simpler. However, they do not push 

it. They still have it in their portfolio but they do not push it, and if you talk to them, 

it is there but there is no active marketing that I know of for this which is a pity because 

it would actually solve the problem.  

The machine thus continues to exist, possibly in an improved form, but it is not marketed. The 

episode makes clear that much of baggage handling is not a mechanical problem alone, but it 

is also impacted by economic forces and crucially companies willingness to invest in 

machinery in order to improve workers’ position in the complex man-machinery relation. 

Some of its problems have already been solved mechanically, but the solution lacks 

investment.  

It is important to remember here that baggage handling work constitutes only one part of the 

aircraft turnaround process, which involves a multiplicity of actors working in a relatively 

limited temporal and spatial frame surrounding the plane. Schaberg describe this as a ‘cog in 

the machine feel’ in reference to his own experience of working various roles at the smaller 

airport. 142 He suggests that this might have been the case because he saw himself ‘working 

within concentric circles of machines’. He added, moreover, that ‘work at the airport felt 

highly cyclical, as well, because the same patterns were repeated multiple times a day: 
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emplane, deplane, unload baggage, load baggage, empty lavatory, fill lavatory’.143 Such 

operations require close coordination between various groups of people involved in a 

turnaround process. The Ground Handling expert GH1 explains:  

Where you got a process like a turnaround, it is repetitive because there is clearly a 

path you have to follow and there are regulations what you should be doing, when you 

should be doing that, how you should be doing it and in the main, people do adhere to 

that path.  

The spatio-temporal constraints of turnaround processes prescribe what should be done when 

and how under normal circumstances. As a result, the Ground Handling expert explains, 

operations are both tightly choreographed and vulnerable to change. They explain:  

One of the analogies given to us was around a Formula 1 pit stop scenario where you 

got a number of people all doing a slightly different job in a very short period of time. 

They are working as a team to do that, they will all be members of the same team, 

whereas at the airport you have got probably you got the catering people who will be 

one contractor, the refuellers will be another contractor and then baggage handlers will 

be another, and there might be somebody else involved who is then taking disabled 

passengers on and off the plane as well. That will be another vehicle that needs to get 

access. There is a set amount of time, there is a limited amount of space and the 

equipment that they use where they need to move in and out of the plane. It needs 

thinking about to try to optimise that from everybody’s perspective.  

In order to facilitate the function of such a process, the turnaround as a whole is tightly 

governed by a choreography in order to fit various types of workers into the tight spatio-

temporal confines of the turnaround process. The interviewee mentions various types of 

workers – caters, refuellers, and baggage handlers – all of whom will require particular 

vehicles to access the plane. Moreover, as an additional step in the turnaround process in 

winter, airplanes need to be de-iced. Again, the complicated balance of natural forces and the 

plane become apparent in the Ground Handling expert GH1’s explanation:  

Now, these guys are not the average ramp handlers. The ones that do de-icing are 

above that because they got an enormous responsibility. If you have sat in a de-icer … 

they are frightening things and of course these guys are working in the dark, early in 

the morning. It is a really unpleasant thing. … Yes, the weather can affect it because 

you clearly have to have the aircraft done properly and that can slow the whole process 

down, de-icing. You do not get that in summer. 

Workers in charge of de-icing airplanes stand apart from ‘average ramp handlers’ because of 

the responsibility of their work. Moreover, snow and the need to de-ice can ‘slow the whole 
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process down’, thus again illustrating the resurgence of seasonal rhythms in the running of 

airports.  

With regard to the equipment which is currently in use, the Health and Safety expert HS1 

points out that maintenance is an important issue with all handling equipment, in addition to 

the plain issue of availability. Although they suggest that ground handling equipment is 

relatively robust, they nevertheless explain that ‘it is a common issue with handling 

equipment, that is does need to have maintenance from time to time and there need to be 

systems in place’. A former union representative argues for example that the reliance on 

machinery makes workers dependent on their employers’ willingness to maintain the 

machines. The former union representative W4 explains:  

With baggage handlers, they are using a lot more machinery, unreliable machinery. If 

[it is not working], they have to do it all manually, all the moving, and that creates 

back problems, that sort of thing. When you [employers] are doing a cost saving 

exercise, you are not going to replace a lot of the broken machinery. They are relying 

on the workers to cover the gap. 

When machinery breaks down, workers have to replace it manually and this puts extra strain 

on their bodies. In an effort to save costs, employers fail to replace machinery and expect 

workers to ‘cover the gap’, again emphasising the workers’ role in establishing the now 

increasing distance between mooring and mobile machine. Moreover, W4 explains:  

[This situation is] supposedly temporary. Those things that are automated, if that 

breaks down, obviously it is going to have to be done manually. The problem is saying 

that “It’s going to be fixed soon. It’s going to be fixed soon”. Whereas two or three 

years before a cost-saving exercise, someone would have been there on Monday to fix 

the machine, whereas now the problem just keeps going. “Oh yeah, they are definitely 

coming” , but it has been a month since the thing has broken. So, it becomes part of 

the norm of the daily working routine rather than an exception. 

In failing to replace broken machinery, the interviewee alleges, employers are establishing a 

supposedly temporary, broken turnaround process as the new norm of ‘the daily working 

routine’. This is, effectively, then a change in the rhythm of workers’ work, in which workers 

are expected to compensate for poorly maintained machinery.  

  

II.1. Going slow 

Lefebvre’s definition of dressage, by contrast to that of Foucault used thus far, is more 

ambiguous and allows for gaps in disciplinary control. Lefebvre writes: 
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Dressage puts into place an automatism of repetitions. But the circumstances are 

never exactly and absolutely the same, identical. There are changes, be they only by 

the hour or the season, the climate, light, etc. Dressage fills the place of the unforeseen, 

of the initiative of living beings. Thus function the ways of breaking-in humans: 

military knowledge, the rites of politeness, business. Space and time thus laid out make 

room for humans, for education and initiative: for liberty. A little room. More of an 

illusion: dressage does not disappear.144 

Dressage, for Lefebvre, is a means of integrating the individual into a social group. It consists 

of the determination of individual rhythms according to societal standards and functions as a 

means of managing change by containing the ‘unforeseen’ and ‘initiative’. It allows for some 

liberty with the space and time, but this is only the case because the “now trained” human has 

been made to fit into their rhythms. This, again, would be the argument which allows for the 

training of baggage handlers to appear as dressage.  

However, by enabling some room, I propose that Lefebvre nevertheless leaves a gap in his 

scheme of dressage. Dressage in Lefebvre’s understanding is never complete, because the 

body retains its ability to resist. In order to illustrate this, I would like explore how it might be 

possible for workers to resist dressage. In reference to his ‘cog-in-the-machine feel’, Schaberg 

also notes the ‘fact of sheer, relatively smooth repetition’.145 I am interested here in instances 

in which workers may choose to disrupt the smoothness of this repetition, or manipulate it for 

their own purposes. Based on the considerations above, I propose that such a possibility might 

open exactly in the temporal disciplining of their bodies and their integration into the tight 

choreography of OTP. Building on chain reactions by making use of the tight organisation, 

the effects of such resistance filter beyond the workers’ space towards the passenger. 

First, we have seen the integration of baggage and work, and the particular inscription of the 

baggage onto the workers’ body. Having stated that ‘workers do a hell of a lot under capitalism 

to make up for the inefficiencies within a workplace process’, such as compensating for 

broken machinery, the former union representative W4 explains:  

It is a sophisticated production chain, the whole airport. Because once you get off you 

expect the check-in staff to be very quick and efficient checking you out and you want 

to go to the baggage area to get your luggage. You expect it to be there, correct? What 

if somebody decides: “Right, you know what, that bag is going to go to the other side 

of Heathrow”? It is a very easy thing to do. “Oh, it was a genuine mistake, boss.” What 

are you going to do? Sack the worker for making a mistake of that nature?  
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In other words, airport workers’ integration in the airport machine allows them to manipulate 

some of its functions. While they will often do so for the sake of making the machine more 

efficient, this integration can also be used to hinder its function and introduce mistakes.  

Moreover, if we recall, Foucault argued that time – where it turns from an external to an 

internal imposition – penetrates the body and then subsequently establishes ‘the correct use of 

the body’ which is equivalent to ‘the correct use of time’. I suggest that if time is contained in 

workers’ bodies, this opens possibilities for resistance and for a manipulation of what is 

considered its ‘correct use’. Describing workers’ informal means of resistance, for example, 

one former union representative W4 explains that ‘You go slow. You do a go slow, where you 

do not meet the production targets. Everybody intentionally goes slow. So, you regulate it and 

you make sure that it does not go as fast as possible’. A go slow, in other words, targets exactly 

the imperative toward the disciplined body to move as efficiently as possible. As workers are 

so well integrated into the airport machinery, not only within the turnaround process but within 

passenger processing as a whole, such a go slow can have immediate effects. The interviewee 

continues:  

That slows down the production immediately. That entire chain creaks up. That means, 

the baggage handlers have slowed down, this means the customers are going to blame 

it at the check-in staff, the check-in staff slows down, that slows down the entire 

process. The check-in staff are not resentful because they know what is happening 

because they have all been talking to each other. That is informal resistance. 

What we find here, then, is that workers may be able to make use of the time now deposited 

in their bodies through disciplinary mechanisms in order to manipulate the larger repetitive 

operations beyond their work itself. Moreover, it is worth remembering here that the 

movements of bags are still tied to that of passengers. Therefore, as the interviewee indicates, 

such a deceleration of the movement of baggage ripples beyond workers’ space. If the 

movement of baggage is perceived as a service, as argued in the beginning, then a go slow 

serves as a means of making apparent the connection between workers and passengers. It can 

affect the movement of passengers and bags to great effect; rendering their connection more 

apparent.  
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II.2. Bag Tags 

Writing ‘towards a politics of mobility’, Cresswell outlines the basic terms as follows:  

By politics I mean social relations that involve the production and distribution of 

power. By a politics of mobility I mean the ways in which mobilities are both 

productive of such social relations and produced by them. Social relations are of course 

complicated and diverse. They include relations between classes, genders, ethnicities, 

nationalities, and religious groups as well as a host of other forms of group identity. 

Mobility, as with other geographical phenomena, lies at the heart of all of these.146 

What is of interest in such a conception of the politics of mobility is the relation between 

mobility and social relations. Mobilities are produced by and are productive of social relations, 

and the production and distribution of the power such relations imply. Adey similarly argues 

that the concern of the politics of mobility ‘is much more than a recognition of differences; it 

is rather how those differences are reflected and come to reinforce societal inequalities and 

differences’.147 So, the concern then lies not only with inequality of mobility per se but also 

with the origins and consequences of those inequalities in a social context beyond mobility 

per se. If mobilities are conceptualised relationally, Adey concludes, this creates an image of 

‘an already differentiated society that re-maps itself over mobility. In this case previously 

unequal social relations reproduce themselves through mobility and thus reinforce their 

differences’.148 Power, crucially, is located in the social relations rather than in mobility. The 

politics of mobility is arrived at in reference to something beyond mobility. Moreover, such a 

politics of mobility are thus reproductive of societal relations, in that they reinforce already 

existing social inequalities.  

While I take these to be important arguments, I believe that the mobilities turn has a greater 

political potential which I wish to explore. Adey also emphasises the central role of 

relationality in the politics of mobility, albeit on a different level. He writes:  

The politics of mobility revolve around two main ideas. First, that movement is 

differentiated – that there is a politics to these differentials. In other words, that power 

is enacted in very different ways. And second, that it relates in different ways, it means 

different things to different people, in differential social circumstances. In other words, 

mobility and immobility are profoundly relational and experiential.149 
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Different people experience mobility differently, and their mobilities are related. While 

mobility is, as in the case of Cresswell’s politics, taken to be an expression of social relations, 

Adey’s conception nevertheless foregrounds the relation between different mobilities as the 

central concern. Power, here, is directly enacted through mobility and its relation to 

immobility. As such, Adey’s conception of the politics of mobility has the potential to allow 

for a conception of politics as it is contained within mobilities themselves as opposed to a 

politics that merely stands in reference to something beyond it.  

Taking the relationality at its most literal, I want to examine the linkage between baggage and 

passenger. Edwards explains that ‘baggage movement is … a central ordering system as 

important as passenger flows’.150 A passenger’s bags travel through the airport in parallel with 

their owner, but their routes have nevertheless a different character. Edwards explains that 

‘whereas passengers are encouraged to loiter, shop and stop at bars en route to the plane, speed 

is the essence of the baggage handling system’.151 Different rationales govern the movement 

of bags and bodies respectively, but they are nevertheless interdependent. The movements of 

passengers and bags need to be coordinated, and the challenges of such a coordination had 

already been illustrated in OR expert’s discussion of the DCS, Departure Control Systems, 

and particular bag tagging arrangements, respectively.  

While most prostheses, such as passports, visas and tickets, are generally understood to enable 

movement, luggage specifically is often taken to be an ‘encumbrance’ which restricts 

movement.152 In the case of train travel, Watts usefully distinguishes between ‘the packed 

passenger’ and the ‘unpacked passenger’. Whereas unpacked passengers are ‘a 

reconfiguration of person and property into a shape well equipped for [train] travelling’, with 

their unpack property being spread on tables and seats, are relatively immobile, packed 

passengers are ‘configured for movement’.153 Moving from passengers in trains to those in 

train stations, Bissell discusses baggage an ‘encumbrance’. 154 Bissell writes that pieces of 
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luggage ‘inscribe themselves on to and into the body’ as they are carried by the passengers.155 

In consequence, rail passengers perceive the station not only visually but also ‘through the 

muscular tensions and strains felt through straps on shoulders or handles gripped by hands’.156 

In the case of the airport, in contrast, passengers may carry carry-on luggage, but they will 

check-in larger pieces as holdroom baggage and navigate the airport without them. Airport 

passengers’ luggage is carried for them, and in parallel to them, by an assemblage of airport 

workers and machines.  

Like the OR experts, then, the Ground Handling expert GH1 explains that passenger and bag 

are connected either through bar codes on traditional bag tags or increasingly through radio-

frequency identification, RFID. The Ground Handling expert, GH1, expert explains:  

No airline wants to lose luggage or mislay luggage, but it does happen and it can be 

for automated reasons where so much of the baggage got barcodes on. Barcodes are 

not infallible. They work very well if you got clear sight of the camera and the code. 

If the code gets dirty or it gets defaced or it is not quite in the right position to be read, 

that is where the problem occurs and it gets diverted. ... It does not follow the rest of 

the bags, the computer thinks it is going somewhere else. So, it goes down another 

chute or it gets put in a [baggage] bin or something else. It is not the handler that does 

it, it is the computer. That is the only drawback. I mean, barcodes have been used for 

such a long time, and generally they are fine but you occasionally get a problem. 

Whereas with RFID, which are the little tags, because they are not reliant on the line 

of sight, they send out a signal, so it does not actually even need to see the bag as long 

as it got a tag. …. Eventually, it will go that way [RFID tagging], because they are 

pretty much a 100 per cent fool proof.  

There are, in other words, two technologies to match bags and passengers. Barcodes are a tried 

and tested technology which is, however, reliant on clear sight lines to ensure the bag is not 

misdirected. RFID, in contrast is seen as fool proof. Eventually, the Ground Handling expert 

GH1 hopes, that RFID technology will lead to an even further integration in what they 

describe as ‘intelligent baggage’:  

You can get one that you can actually attach to the case. It comes in a little frame and 

you can attach it to your case and it is a permanent one. And the beauty of this one is 

that it had got a digital display on it, so everybody knows where you are going. So, 

you are going to two or three airports before your final destinations, and at any one 

point in the trip, it will show the handler, whoever looks at it, where it is. So, it knows 

where you are going and where it actually is now. It updates itself as it goes along. 

                                                           
155 Bissell, “Conceptualising differently-mobile passengers,” 177.  
156 Bissell, “Conceptualising differently-mobile passengers,” 178.  



Chapter 3: ‘Where your bag goes’ 

177 

 

The RFID tag, then, constitutes another modification similar to the ‘edits’ described in the 

second chapter. The bag tag, with a changeable display, is presented as active. Bags with RFID 

tags ‘know’ the journey and ‘show’ that information to the handler. Described as ‘intelligent, 

the baggage is here shown to ‘interact’ with the baggage handlers moving it.  

However, despite the bag tags’ connection between passenger and bags, a union 

representative’s statement makes apparent that workers and bags are in a state of partial 

visibility from the perspective of the passenger. The union representative W1 explains:  

People [passengers] do not know that they [workers] are there. You go into the airport, 

you drop your bag off and then you get to your destination and you pick it up, and you 

do not realise that there is all these groups of people that have like touched it and 

handled it, made sure that it is safe. … These are things that call truly that we do not 

tend to acknowledge. 

What is relevant to passengers then is the fact that they can deposit and recollect their baggage 

at particular points in the journey. This draws attention away from the workers who facilitate 

the movement of this object and from the bag as a material object, and reduces the physical 

labour of workers who move that object to a service provided to the unquestioning passenger. 

What is produced in the interaction described by the union representative is a service: the 

movement of the baggage without the passenger having to move the luggage themselves. I 

suggest that if baggage handling is reduced to the expectation ‘you drop your bag off and 

then … you pick it up’, as the union representative W1 phrases it, this denies the contribution 

of workers and machines that goes into moving the bag. In fact, this description erases workers 

altogether by presenting the ‘you’, the passenger, as the sole agent.157 It is the ‘you’, moreover, 

which physically moves baggage at designated points on the journey, while unaware of 

workers touch to the baggage in between. Even that movement of baggage, however, 

disappears if the presence of the bag is reduced to the moments of ‘dropping off’ and ‘picking 

up’, without the time between these moments being considered. Describing this movement in 

more detail, the former union representative W4 makes a similar observation:  

Most people just want to get on the plane, get there in one piece, get their luggage out 

and that is it. They block off the entire process. That is not something they consciously 

think about. They know the workers are there. Whether they care about the terms and 

conditions is another thing altogether. 
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In following the routes the establishment of which we observed in the second chapter, 

according to the interviewee, passengers ‘block off’ and ‘do not consciously think about’ the 

processes of that movement itself. Unlike the union representative cited previously, this 

interviewee emphasises that passengers know about the presence of the workers, but appears 

doubtful that passengers would care about the conditions of their work. It is worth thinking 

here about the phrasing. While getting there ‘in one piece’ is a turn of phrase, it nevertheless 

contrasts remarkably with the observations already made in the second chapter about the 

constitution of the passenger through a multitude of variably arrange parts. The two parts 

concerned here are the body of the passenger and the bags which travel the airport in parallel 

but, precisely, not ‘in one piece’.  

Lefebvre, whose discussion oscillates between the terms ‘objects’, ‘products’ and 

‘commodities’, insists that ‘the thing lies’158 in order to conceal its origin in relations of social 

labour;159 they ‘at once obscure and dissimulate’ social relations.160 He points out that ‘in the 

Marxist analysis, it is clear that things qua commodities become ‘ideological objects’ which 

are at once material things which are ‘overburdened with meaning’ and commodities which 

‘[resolve] into relations’.161 Baggage itself, as neither product nor commodity, does not 

‘contain’ social labour performed at the airport,162 but its movement through the airport does. 

Baggage as an object is not made of social relations at the airport (because it is not produced 

at the airport in the first place) but its movement requires it to be moved by, ‘touched by and 

handled by’ in the union representative’s words, social labour. Paradoxically, once the 

baggage is handed back to passenger, all evidence of that service disappears again.  

Lefebvre’s assertion that ‘the thing lies’, together with Bissell’s suggestion that baggage 

‘inscribes’ itself in the body, is interesting also because they attribute to things at least some 
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capacity to act, to be an ‘actant’ to follow Bennett’s Latourian investigation of the thing in 

Vibrant Matter. Bennett is sceptical of the political usefulness of demystification; she writes:  

What demystification uncovers is always something human, for example, the hidden 

quest for domination the part of some human over others, a human desire to deflect 

responsibility for harms done, or an unjust distribution of (human) power. 

Demystification tends to screen from view the vitality of matter and to reduce political 

agency to human agency.163  

While this uncovering does not seem an appealing move to Bennett, I want to suggest that it 

is what is needed in the case of airports precisely because airport buildings are designed to 

render invisible the human and material relations central to their operations. While we have 

seen that the literature can account for relations between passengers, its failure to account for 

the relations between passengers and airport workers also leads to a denial of the political 

agency of the workers. This is both revealed and concealed through ‘things’ such as baggage. 

The intention of this chapter, in contrast to Bennett’s work, is ultimately to get at a human 

concern. The peculiar status of baggage, I suggest here, as not quite a commodity but 

associated with a service, renders it an interesting anomaly in Lefebvre’s scheme. It remains 

a thing which is literally touched by social relations, but not subsumed by them.  

It is worth reconsidering the notion of prosthetics here. While the previous chapter discussed 

prostheses which enable passengers’ movement, I offer an alternative reading of prosthesis 

here. In her reading of the Grundrisse, Scarry points out the ‘sentinent continuity between 

subject and object’ assumed by Marx in his description of the original relation of people and 

the world. Before the nineteenth century, Scarry notes a continuity between makers and the 

objects they produce. The produced objects serves as a record of the labour – ‘the daily 

projection of his or her body into the artefact has its record in the artifacts themselves, in the 

recreation or rearrangement of the material world’.164 However, the opposite is true in the case 

of the airport worker. While Scarry’s artifacts bear the evidence of the workers’ handling 

them, the union representative cited above noted explicitly that passengers are not aware the 

bags are ‘touched and handled’ by baggage handlers. In this sense, my observations follow 

Scarry’s observation, via Marx, of the relation of workers and product after the introduction 

of alienation, described in the ‘disturbingly graphic’ terms of a ‘severing of the worker from 
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his own extended body’.165 Alienated workers continue to project their body onto the object, 

but this relation is no longer reciprocal. Scarry described this as a ‘counterpoint of object and 

body’, which is expressed in ‘occupational disease’ which has ‘as its cause the extremity of 

projected and unreciprocated labor’.166 Scarry points in particular towards prosthetic objects 

which work by ‘eliminating the limitations of sentience or, as it can with equal accuracy be 

phrased, magnifying its power’.167  This presents us with the flipside of the notion of the 

prosthetic subject. The prostheses here are a problem of alienated labour. Where baggage does 

not bear the traces that it has been touched and handled, the workers’ projection of their work 

fails. This, then, makes for a significantly more problematic account of the passenger as a 

prosthetic subject of the airport, and their movement.  

 

Conclusion 

To summarise, the chapter has investigated the work of terminal cleaners, aircraft cleaners 

and baggage handlers. It was concerned with the interaction with passengers, airport space, 

and machinery. Interestingly, the former union representative W4 takes mechanisation as a 

marker of time and progress.168 They explain:  

 [Automation] is something that ten, fifteen years ago many would talk about and say: 

“Yeah, that is the future” but the future is now. It is here. Ten years from now, I think 

the technique will be reliable enough where certain parts of a job will be eliminated 

altogether. That does not mean you are going to eliminate the worker, it simply means 

that certain tasks can be more reliably replicated by machinery or automation. Baggage 

handling, as long as the tag is clear, the entire process can be automated. That takes 

the worker out of the thing. 

Present-day levels of automation were perceived as the future in the past, and it will continue 

to improve in its reliability. The status of the worker in this scheme is ambiguous; while the 

interviewee first explains that mechanisation ‘does not mean that you are going to eliminate 

the worker’, they later explains that it ‘takes the work out of the thing’. Later in the interview, 

they state emphatically:  

 I can see a lot of jobs will not exist or be massively changed ten years, fifteen years, 

from now. I think “Thank Fuck for that” actually, because they are horrible jobs. It is 
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going to change the relationship, the balance of power, in the workplace between the 

worker, the employer and the workers organisations. 

Ground handling processes themselves have not changed much, apart from the degree of their 

mechanisation. That mechanisation in itself, however, evokes a narrative of “the future.” It is 

important to keep this in mind, because it highlights the changeable nature of work at the 

airport.  

We had seen that airport space is divided into spaces inhabited by passengers, conceptualised 

as front stage, and spaces inhabited by workers, conceptualised as back stage. The first half 

of the chapter illustrated the work of airport terminal cleaners; it suggested that cleaners’ work 

constitutes a continuation of the processes already observed in the architects’ production of 

space which is now conceived of as a maintenance of this space. The second half of the chapter 

was concerned with baggage handlers’ and aircraft cleaners’ work on the tarmac. We saw that 

the former in particular are absolutely central to the production of the movement of the 

passenger through airport space. This is particularly important given the prosthetic nature of 

the passenger, whose production and continual assemblage we had observed in the second 

chapter. We observed that workers are subject to ‘dressage’ in which a particular temporal 

organisation is inscribed on their bodies, which also gives them leverage in resisting through 

a go slow.  

On the basis of the arguments made in this chapter, relational conceptions of mobility can be 

pushed further. My aim was to shed light on airport workers’ contributions to passengers’ 

journeys and to integrate them into considerations of the politics of mobility at airports. 

Almost all existing literature on mobility at the airport were limited to the relations between 

the movements of different passengers. When Augé speaks of ‘the feeling of freedom 

imparted by having got rid of [one’s] luggage169 and de Botton describes ‘something 

irremediably melancholic about the business of being reunited with one’s luggage’,170 then I 

suggest that we need to break the mould of these perspectives by considering just what is 

happening to bags in between these moments, and who might be affected by this in which 

way. I suggested that a consideration of airport workers would open up to consideration a 

qualitatively different relation between passengers and workers. In this regard, this new take 
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on the politics of mobility has resonances with Sharma’s thinking about ‘power chronography, 

which she formulates in response to theories about speed.171 Sharma observes:  

At the airport many labor to support airplane schedules: ground-traffic control, 

security personnel, baggage loaders, taxi drivers, hotel maids, and flight attendants, to 

name a few. These populations undergo related shifts in their own experiences of space 

and time. Further, they have different horizons of political possibility tied to where 

they exist within a larger temporal order. Who they are changes depending on where 

these spaces are and which temporality their own labor works to maintain. Thus, within 

a temporal public the geopolitical and chronopolitical are not dueling characteristics, 

with one being virtuous (space) and the other democratic deleterious (time). Instead, 

there is a complex relationship between the two. And it is an enduring one.172 

By drawing attention to labour at the airport, Sharma can open up a more complex politics of 

temporal order. Although the focus of Sharma’s argument as a whole does not lie on labor at 

the airport, her argument is nevertheless applicable here. Whereas speed theorists see the 

politics of speed in a ‘binary of fast classes and slow classes’, which is not too dissimilar to 

relational considerations of mobility, Sharma suggests that her biopolitical account of power-

chronographies opens ‘a more complex, and politicized, framework for understanding social 

differences as they relate to time’.173 In order to get at this understanding, she examines 

‘temporal labor’, which she describes as ‘the experience of labouring within a temporal 

infrastructure while being cast outside it’.174 Their experience of time is ‘constantly orientated 

toward the temporal needs of other populations of individuals’.175 This is, Sharma writes, ‘the 

experience of a subordinate subject, a piece of the machine’.176 The difference between 

Sharma’s work on taxi drives and the baggage handlers lies in their position. Sharma locates 

taxi drivers at the margins of a dominant temporality of their passengers,177 whereas the 

discussions of baggage handlers’ going slow illustrated their central, albeit unrecognised, 

position at the airport.  

Discussions of passengers’ mobilities compare mobilities which could exist independently 

from each other. Mobility is taken to be a ‘resource’, in Cresswell’s words, and the politics 
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lies in differential access to it.178 The relation between passengers and the airport workers 

examined here is qualitatively different, in that the movement of passengers and workers is 

inextricably linked. Schaberg writes of his own experiences as an airport employee that ‘the 

work is tedious, repetitive, and physically taxing: hefting several tons of awkward sized 

luggage every day; standing in front of a computer screen checking in passengers and 

occasionally being castigated for incompetence over a weather delay somewhere across the 

country; transporting crates of soda cans out to the planes …. these things quickly chipped 

away at the romance of flight’.179 We observed here how airport cleaners erase the traces of 

passengers’ movement through airport buildings, and as such contribute to the production of 

terminal space as a space which is always traversed for the first time by passengers. Baggage 

handlers facilitate the movement of baggage flows which move through the terminal in 

parallel to the passengers, as we had already seen in the previous two chapters. Aircraft 

cleaners produce the aircraft as a particular ‘mobile machine’, which shows no traces of 

previous flights.  

Airport workers’ work, particularly when they are involved in tightly choreographed 

turnaround processes, is subject to a tight temporal governance. While the majority of the 

chapter has investigated how workers’ bodies are shaped by their interaction with machines 

and bags in order to enable passengers’ movement in a given time frame, we had also seen 

that workers have, by means of a go slow, the potential to impact an airport’s operations and 

to slow passengers’ movement. I suggest that the relation in question here is not so much a 

question of ‘being mobile-with’, in Adey’s paraphrasing of Sheller,180 but indeed a question 

of being mobile-because. Mobility, here, is not a resource which only needs to be accessed, 

but it is a capacity for some which is produced by others. Baggage handlers in particular, I 

suggest, produce passengers’ mobility and this is a relation which cannot be ignored, 

especially since it comes at a physical cost for workers whose repetitive movements make 

them likely to suffer from MSDs. A discussion of baggage handlers’ work through a 

rhythmanalytical frame reveals elements of dressage, the disciplining of workers’ bodies into 

a particular spatio-temporality necessitated by the machinistic assemblage in which they are 

integrated and which can nevertheless be subverted. 
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And yet, the Ground Handling expert GH1 also observes that, although the machinery might 

be the same, there can be great contrasts in airport workers’ working conditions. The 

interviewee suggests:  

The trouble is, it is very hard to talk in generalities because you can get on a plane and 

go to somewhere like India and what you will see around the aircraft bears no 

resemblance to what happens at Heathrow or Frankfurt or New York. We say in 

English, “It’s ‘horses for courses’”. It is a very different scenario in some countries 

because the airlines are paying very little to turn the aircraft, the labour is not very 

skilled, the uniforms or clothing, the footwear. You get to Heathrow: Everyone has 

steelcapped boots. Go to India: Flip flops. Not everywhere, but you will find it. It is 

frightening. They are doing the same job. 

In other words, although ‘they are doing the same job’, the work of airport workers in different 

airports ‘bears no resemblance’. There is a great amount of variation, and my arguments have 

been restricted to information collected in the US and in the UK. Adding to this, the union 

representatives W2 and W3 in London point out that there are great differences in terms of 

mechanisation between airports of different sizes. Larger airports will be more mechanised 

than smaller ones. Pointing towards the differential mechanisation, union representative W2 

explains: 

In big airports, there are even machines that help you to do this, to load and unload 

these small distances. In small airports, in other countries, usually there are not. So, 

that was our aim, to [create] awareness amongst the passengers, the media, the 

regulators that even though there is mechanisation in some airports, it is not enough 

because usually the plane goes to another. It does not come back to the same airport, 

and that is why we need to ensure that until mechanisation is something that can be 

assured worldwide, there is a need to reduce the weight of each package or each piece 

of luggage independently of where the cost is put or where the limit cost is put, to look 

after workers that are dealing with them. 

In other words, the working conditions of airport workers will vary from airport to airport 

depending on its location, its size, and the degree of its mechanisation. Often larger airports 

will be more mechanised than smaller ones.  

Yet, it lies in the nature of international aviation to connect airports as diverse as the process 

described here. While I suggested here that bags serve as a connection between passengers’ 

spaces and workers’ spaces, front stage and back stage, in airport buildings, the bags also 

serve as a connection between different airports. A similar point is made by the Health and 

Safety expert HS1 in pointing towards the limits of his expertise in an unprompted comment:  

We did not have any sense of what activities were happening at the other end of the 

journeys that we were looking at. So, in the remote airports where these aircraft were 
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ending up: What were the methods used there? … [This] is something that we were 

probably quite aware – “Ok, we are trying to get things good at this end, but we will 

be entirely reliant on what the contractors, the carriers, and airports are doing at the 

other end of those journeys which were probably far less favourable than what we 

were seeing in the UK for a lot of the destinations anyway”. 

In other words, while they feel that considerations of Health and Safety might improve the 

situation in one airport, it does not necessarily improve the situation elsewhere. Nevertheless, 

they express the hope, finally, that measures such as stacking bags may benefit baggage 

handlers on both ends of the journey:  

I think the cases where we said that was a good method of stacking, that would be 

helpful at either end whether there was any equipment, belt loaders and so on, used or 

not. And there was one which we identified in the research, somebody had investigated 

it, in terms of how to stack suitcases for example, in order to say that we do not really 

have to lift them. That is very marginal gains, but I think that is something that would 

help people at either end. There might be things that the baggage handlers could have 

been doing at the UK end which helps them, but it might not have helped the baggage 

handlers at the opposite end. We are not really aware of that, whether there was any 

issue with that or not.  

Again, the observation of the interviewee returns to the minutiae of the interaction of baggage 

handler and bags, and the arrangement of bags in the hold room. The interviewee hopes that 

such stacking methods may be able to facilitate the improvement of conditions for workers at 

the other ends of the journey, but the interviewee is unable to ascertain whether this is actually 

the case.  

This inability to impact processes beyond the individual airport speaks to the challenges of an 

industry which at once extends on a worldwide scale and is nevertheless localised in particular 

airports and their contexts. This means that the impact of the spatial practices of international 

aviation are at once difficult to trace beyond the individual airport and hard to contain within 

its space. This is a theme which will recur in the subsequent chapter, which is concerned with 

the impact of aircraft noise on neighbourhoods beyond the airport space. Both chapters 

illustrate how passengers' mobility impacts bodies other than those of the passengers 

themselves. It is helpful here to return to Lefebvre’s rhythmanalysis. He distinguishes between 

linear repetitions and cyclical repetitions, which may ensure the status quo or allow for change 

respectively. Lefebvre argues that linear and cyclical repetitions intersect and interrelate. If we 

are to take the movement of passenger flows through the airport as a cyclical repetition, then 

we find that it intersects a variety of linear repetitions on the part of airport workers. Lefebvre 

writes:  
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The relations of the cyclical and the linear – interactions, interferences, the domination 

of one over the other, or the rebellion of one against the other – are not simple: there 

is between them an antagonistic unity. They penetrate one another, but in an 

interminable struggle: sometimes compromise, sometimes disruption. However, there 

is between them an indissoluble unity: the repetitive tick-tock of the clock measures 

the cycle of hours and days, and vice versa. In industrial practice, where the linear 

repetitive tends to predominate, the struggle is intense.181 

I want to suggest that such an awareness of the varied manifestations of the ‘antagonistic 

unity’ of the cyclical and the linear may serve as a model for thinking about the relationality 

which forms the basis of the politics of mobilities. To begin with, we saw that, within a 

turnaround, baggage handlers establish various connections between the mobile plane and the 

airport serving as its mooring. As such, workers stand at the intersection between mobility 

and moorings described by Urry, and allow us to add greater depth to the politics at work in 

this intersection and to further our understanding of the politics of mobility.  
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