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Chapter 4: Attuning Homes and Flight Paths: Noise Activists’ Geographies1  

 

They did something to her.  

Her home was quiet and now it is not. 

Interviewee from the Port Authority PA3, 

 on the motives of a Noise Activist 

 

I cannot sleep all night.  

  I cannot fall asleep at night.  

I have basically attuned my lifestyle to the flight paths.  

Noise Activist N1, 

on being affected by airport noise 

 

This chapter investigates the geographies of aircraft noise in the neighbourhoods close to, and 

increasingly also at a distance from, airports. While all previous chapters have been confined 

to the site of the airport, aircraft noise necessitates a move beyond this site in order to illustrate 

how the rhythms of airports’ operations transgress the boundaries of their sites. Architect A1, 

who introduced the concept of the airport as a ‘compromised place’ in the first chapter, advises:   

While you will be paying attention to the land, and the airport, and the physical 

elements, do not ignore what will eventually be the big deal, which is airspace and 

airspace capacity. … That, in a nutshell, is what I think is going to be interesting, 

whatever happens in Heathrow, whatever happens at Charles de Gaulle and whatever 

happens in Frankfurt. Because all of them are so constrained [and] nobody is going to 

want to move to the middle of noplace. … But then think about how much airspace is 

going to be filled up and how you reallocate. Go to Berlin, go to rethinking how Berlin 

will work in airspace with existing facilities and new [ones]. How will they be 

controlled? What is the value of airspace?  

The interviewee argues, in other words, that discussions surrounding the growth of aviation 

will concern not only the physical land of an airport’s footprint but rather with the congestion 

of the airspace surrounding it.  

In order to illustrate the challenges of an increasingly congested airspace, the chapter points 

towards the effects of airports on the places in their environs, effects which are often 

unpredictable to those living in those areas. These discussions oscillate between airspace and 

the ground beneath, and between varying scales, from interviewees’ private bedrooms to US 

national airspace. Such oscillations are necessary to emphasise the connection between these 

scales, the production of some scales in accordance with the requirements of others, and the 

position of inhabitants who find their private lives and homes impacted by global processes.2 

                                                           
1 An earlier version of this chapter was presented at the Gregynog Ideas Lab V. I thank all participants for their 

comments.  
2 Cf. Sallie A. Marston, “The social construction of scale,” Progress in Human Geography 24, no. 2 (2000).  
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Building on this, the contention in this last chapter is that the neighbourhoods observed here, 

despite being located a varying distances from airports, should also be thought of as airport 

space.  

At the time of the interviews in New York City, public consultations with the aim of 

establishing one or several roundtables with representatives of concerned citizens had been 

ongoing in five meetings over the course of a year. There was disagreement about the number 

of roundtables required to address the problem adequately, as well as about the representation 

of individual neighbourhoods at the roundtables. These discussions may be taken to be 

reflections of the diverse and divided geographies of aircraft noise in New York City reviewed 

below. It was eventually agreed, in a public meeting which I attended, that there would be one 

roundtable and that the exact structure of that roundtable would be set up by a committee which 

was nominated in the meeting. Whereas some interviewees perceived this as a significant step 

forward at the time, others were sceptical and pointed towards potential further difficulties in 

the future. Although it is hard to assess the current situation from afar, the latter view appears 

to have been accurate; at the time of writing, no clear structure is apparent. Coinciding with the 

discussion about the roundtables, the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey3 was in the 

process of undertaking two ‘Part 150’ studies,4 which are ongoing at the time of writing. The 

aim of the studies is to assess the exposure of neighbourhoods to aircraft noise at present and 

in the future, to investigate how noise exposure could be reduced and how affected areas could 

be protected. The interviewee from the Port Authority PA3 states that ‘the [Part] 150 is very 

specific – you must do this, you must do that, and at the end of it, if the only result is that to 

get people quiet is to soundproof homes, there is funding that is associated with the 150 study’. 

In contrast, the interview calls the discussions surrounding the roundtable ‘lipservice’; they add 

that ‘there is no guarantee of anything other than that you are going to get to see me’.  In other 

words, from the perspective of the Port Authority, the roundtable is not expected to have much 

effect whereas the Part 150 study offers more certainty for results.  

Identified as ‘lip service’, however, the roundtable also provides a forum for a dramatization 

of aircraft noise in New York City. Bijsterveld suggested that noise activists may draw on 

various ‘repertoires for the dramatization of sounds’, in order to render the sounds to which 

                                                           
3 Subsequently referred to as the ‘Port Authority’ 
4 Formally, this is known as: Title 14 Code of Federal Regulations Part 150 (14 CFR Part 150) Aircraft noise and 

Land Use Compatibility Study 



Chapter 4: Attuning Homes and Flight Paths 

189 
 

they are exposed as ‘noise problems to be discussed in the public arena’.5  In fact, the 

interviewee from the Port Authority PA3 discussed the roundtables in terms of ‘performances’. 

Another interviewee from the Port Authority PA2 pointed out that ‘New York City politics’ in 

general is ‘very Shakespearean’. They observe that ‘the personalities [involved in the 

roundtable] that have been arguing and fighting this have been creating their own myths and 

persona, so that the followers have drank the cool-aid. They are now accolades, adherents to 

all of this’. Noise Activist N1 expressed the need for a ‘charismatic leader’ for the noise 

activists; they explain that ‘in these kinds of groups you need someone who has a lot of 

charisma and drive and sort of a fire in their stomach about this’. When I mentioned that 

suggestion in another interview, Noise Activist N3 concurs, and explains rather that ‘this kind 

of problem needs a dictator’. Against this, a number of interviewees disavowed their intention 

to play a role in these performances or at least voiced their reluctance to participate in them. 

Noise Activist N7 states that ‘I walked in there, saying “Do not nominate me, because I do not 

want to be chair of this group” and really did not’. Another interviewee, Noise Activist N6, 

mentions that ‘I was actually nominated by three elected officials to be on it [the roundtable], 

but I guess I am not on it now. I do not know where to go. I do not know what my role is going 

forward’.  

Considering this situation, I am interested not so much in the formation of the roundtable or in 

the Part 150 studies themselves, as in the contending spatial and temporal orders they reveal. I 

see the discussions of the roundtable in particular as a forum in which contesting orders are 

dramatized, as Bijsterveld has it.6 They reveal different conceptualisations of noise, its spatial 

and temporal distributions, and different ideas about who is and should be affected by it in 

which way. Therefore, this research builds on interviews undertaken in New York City in 2015 

and London in 2016, with 12 Noise Activists and 3 interviewees from the Port Authority of 

New York and New Jersey.7 The emphasis will be on the experience of New York City based 

activists.  Most of them live in areas affected by aircraft noise. This makes the topic personal, 

highlighting the import of its politics for their everyday lives. I also refer to the Study Protocol 

                                                           
5 Karin Bijsterveld, Mechanical Sound: Technology, Culture and the Public Problems of Noise in the Twentieth 

Century (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2008), 26.  
6 These is a productive tension here in that I do not identify the places which interviewee’s represent to maintain 

the anonymity. Cf. Jeffrey Masuda and Sonia Bookman, “Neighbourhood branding and the right to the city,” 

Progress in Human Geography (2016), 5 – 7 for a discussion of the importance of toponymy in the context of the 

right to the city.  
7 Cf. Appendix 2. 



Chapter 4: Attuning Homes and Flight Paths 

190 
 

of the Part 150 study, which was published in 2016; and I return again to my interviews with 

architects.  

The chapter is divided into two parts. The first part discusses various ways in which we might 

think about the changing spatio-temporalities of aircraft noise. While much has been written 

on the view down from above8 and up from below,9 little work has been undertaken on the 

sounds audible below.10 The second part discusses inhabitants’ experiences of aircraft noise.  

 

Part I: ‘They did something to her. Her home was quiet and now it is not’  

Several of the architects I interviewed suggest that airports serve as markers of the identity of 

a given location or airline.11 Architect A8 suggests that this function of airports plays out 

differently across time and space:  

American airports in the fifties were very “Oh, Dulles”. It was all about “Look, who we 

are”, “Look who PanAm is”, “Look who TWA is”, “Who the capital Washington, DC, 

is”. And then in the 70s, it became more about process and less about wild shapes, more 

about how can we efficiently move people through and the energy crisis made windows 

small, and dark tinted glass. Airports that are still like that are Dallas, Fort Worth, the 

old one. Rio, oh my god, that is a seventies’ airport like nobody’s business. There is 

very little retail, little tiny windows. It is all about Point A to point B and get 

everywhere, very kind of “people as machines”. And then it came back to certain 

countries like Singapore wanting to express the grandeur of their country and where 

they are in the world. Mumbai definitely. So, there are certain airports which became 

expressions of their country. So you got the grand airport again. 

In this understanding, airports are seen as markers of the identity – “Look, who we are” – of a 

city (Dulles, Washington, D.C.) or an airline (PanAm, which stands for Pan American (World) 

airlines and TWA, which stands for Trans World Airlines). They are also a means of locating 

a particular city or airline in the global context – ‘to express the grandeur of their country and 

                                                           
8 Cf. Airport Landscape: Urban Ecologies in the Aerial Age, ed. Sonja Dümpelmann, Charles Waldheim, 9 

(Cambridge, Harvard Graduate School of Design, 2016).  
9 Peter Adey, “Architectural Geographies of the Airport Balcony: Mobility, Sensation and the Theatre of Flight,” 

in Geografiska Annaler Series B Human Geography 90, no. 1 (2008); From Above: War, Violence and Verticality, 

ed. Peter Adey, Mark Whitehead, Alison J. Williams: (London: Hurst  & Company, 2013); Denis Cosgrove, 

Apollo's Eye:  A Cartographic Genealogy of the Earth in the Western Imagination (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 2001) 
10 One notable exception here is Guillaume Faburel and Lisa Levy, “Science, expertise, and local knowledge in 

airport conflicts: towards a cosmopolitan approach,” in Aeromobilities, ed. Saulo Cwerner, Sven Kesselring and 

John Urry (London: Routledge, 2009) 
11 I focus here on the relation of airports and cities; the branding of airlines between the national and the local has 

been discussed elsewhere. (Crispin Thurlow and Georgia Aiello, “National pride, global capital: a social semiotic 

analysis of transnational visual branding in the airline industry,” in Visual Communication 6, no. (2007): 3305-

344). Airline’s branding all extends to its employees, and as such it links back to the discussion in the second 

chapter. Cf. Sandra Jeanquart Miles and W. Glynn Mangold, “Positioning Southwest Airlines through employee 

branding,” Business Horizons 48, no. 6 (2005).  
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where they are in the world’. Lastly, they reflect trends in architecture – ‘process’ or ‘wild 

shapes’ – as well as economic factors – ‘the energy crisis made windows small’. While this use 

of airports as markers of place had begun in the US in the 1950s, it has been replaced by more 

functionalist considerations there since the 1970s. Instead, the interviewee suggests that this 

understanding of airports as ‘expressions of their country’ is now prevalent elsewhere, in 

countries such as Singapore and India, who use them to mark their position in the world.  

Architect A1 gives a different historical account of airports in the US specifically, which plays 

on traditions of urbanisation. Asked if they were familiar with Augé’s concept of the non-

place,12 the interviewee argues that ‘if anything airports and terminals are the quintessential 

local place’. Arguing against Augé, the architect also suggests an association of airports as 

markers of place. They tie their account of the development of airports into a larger history of 

urban development, and explain:  

You know, we used to make the statement that in the 1880s in the United States, you 

knew you were in the mid-West, in the far-West, you knew you had arrived in a town 

if it had a courthouse. In the 1930s, in the midst of the Depression, you knew you were 

in a location because you would find a government building there. In the 1980s and 

1990s, [in] most cities you knew you were at this given city because you would have a 

baseball or sport arena and that would be the defining moment. And we have said all 

along that in the last twenty or thirty years, airports have become that identity moment 

for a lot of communities. And so therefore, rather than it becoming a non-place, it 

becomes the inverse of that. I think it becomes a remarkable locally defined place. 

In other words, in order to illustrate their argument that airports are ‘quintessential local 

place[s]’, the interviewee associates particular decades with particular building types which 

function as markers of localities in those periods. The interviewee identifies such locales first 

as ‘a town’, ‘a location’, and then ‘this given city’ and speaks of a timespan from 1880 to the 

present day, thus illustrating the scope of their arguments across spatial and temporal scales. 

                                                           
12 Augé, of course, also wrote in a locally and specific context. The prologue specifically mention Roissy airport, 

otherwise known as Charles de Gaulle Airport. (Marc Augé, Non-Places: An Introduction to Supermodernity. 

Second English Language Translation (London: Verso, 2008), 1) although the concepts has since been applied 

without much attention to location.   For a discussion of the significance of ‘non-place’ in the context of French 

theory in the 1960s, i.e. before the publication of Non-places, see Bruno Bosteels, “Nonplaces: An Anecdoted 

Topography of Contemporary French Theory,” diacritics 33, no. 3/4. (2003): 117 – 139.  For a discussions by 

Augé  of Paris, Marc Augé, “Paris and the Ethnography of the Contemporary World,” in Parisian Fields, ed. 

Michael Sheringham,175 – 179  (London: Reaktion Books, 1996) For a North American equivalent, see Edward 

Relph, Place and Placelessness (London: Pion, 1976). Seamon and Sowers point out that this book as its origins 

in a dissatisfaction with ‘the lack of philosophical sophistication given to the definition of place’ in Relph’s 

doctoral work on the landscape of the Canadian Shield. (David Seamon and Jacob Sowers, “Place and 

Placelessness (1976): Edward Relph,” in Key Texts in Human Geography, ed. Phil Hubbard, Rob Kitchin and Gill 

Valentine (Los Angeles: Sage, 2008), 43) Relph’s work allows for a consideration of branding (Jennifer Rowley, 

Frances Slack, “The retail experience in airport departure lounges: reaching for timelessness and placelessness,” 

International Marketing Review 16, no. 4/5 (1999).  
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In the present day, they suggest, airports function as markers of a particular place and its 

community. It is notable here that the function of airports as markers of identity is attributed to 

the past three decades and it is implied that this function persists; this is then a different timeline 

from the one implied by the first interviewee.13 It is also significant to note that the interviewee 

begins the explanation with the perspective of someone arriving from elsewhere – ‘you knew 

you had arrived in a town’ – before adopting the perspective of someone being in a place – 

‘you knew you were in a location’ and ‘you knew you were at this given city’. They then later 

speak of airports as an ‘identity moment for a lot of communities’. The marking of place, then, 

addresses various groups, and this will be an important observation later.  

This description of the connection between US cities and airports at present is echoed by the 

former airport operator OR2. Seeing a connection between airports and cities on an institutional 

level, the former airport operator OR2 observes that ‘there is a sense of pride and civic feeling’. 

They add that this is the case because ‘most of the airports in the United States are actually run 

by the cities. There are some [port] authorities and some counties, [but] most of them are cities: 

“This is the city of Atlanta’s airport”, “This is the city of Chicago’s airport.”’ In other words, 

the interviewee suggests that the fact that US airports tend to be run by local authorities 

contributes to the ‘pride’ and ‘civic feeling’ associated with them, making them markers of 

particular cities, here Atlanta and Chicago.  

The interviewees diverge in their opinions about the decades in which they see the association 

of airports as markers of place in the US, and in whether or not this association still persists. In 

the case of the New York City airports, such a connection is also apparent. Architect A1 

explains for example how New York City is represented in a terminal at JFK International:  

See these platforms which are actually sometimes used for concerts … These were 

intended to let people use this like – as they describe it – the steps from the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, which go up an allow you to simply sit there, have some food, watch 

everything that is going on. [Points to the image] Brooklyn bridge, this is what was 

intended behind these cable stays. The [installation] intended to at least get a reference 

back to the Brooklyn Bridge. 

Particular areas in this terminal are, in other words, designed to resemble landmarks in 

Manhattan, and this resonates well with the ‘urban branding’ of New York City since the 1970s. 

This branding, according to Greenberg, builds both on intensive ‘place marketing’ and 

                                                           
13 For a discussion of Lefebvre’s work on urbanisation, cf. Christian Schmid, Łukasz Stanek, and Ákos 

Moravánszky, “Introduction: Theory, not Method – Thinking with Lefebvre,” in Urban Revolution Now: Henri 

Lefebvre in Urban Research and Architecture, ed. Christian Schmid, Łukasz Stanek, and Ákos Moravánszky 

(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2014), 1 – 4.  
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‘neoliberal political and economic restructuring’.14 The aim of these strategies was to facilitate 

economic growth and good publicity for the city, which were expected to benefit the city as a 

whole.15 While some may have benefited from such strategies, they also led to the shrinking 

middle class, to a rise of poverty and a rise of living costs in the city. They failed to benefit 

New York City as a whole, Greenberg argues, and rather intensified existing class tensions, 

which came to be expressed as a rift between ‘residents’ and ‘out-of-towners’.16 In short, 

Greenberg explains, ‘the branding of New York constituted a process of both the real and 

symbolic commodification of the city, and of the simultaneous production and marketing of a 

hegemonic, consumer- and investor-oriented vision of New York’.17 Angotti similarly argues 

that segregated neighbourhoods are pulled into a marketing strategy which presents New York 

City as ‘a world city of many harmonious ethnicities’.18 However, he continues to point out 

‘the real focus of the city promoters and the destination of most tourists are the monuments to 

global capital in the Manhattan central business districts – the Stock Exchange, Empire State 

Building, and Times Square’.19 Masuda and Bookman point to ‘neighbourhood branding’ as ‘a 

form of urban branding which takes place at a more local geographical scale’.20 While the area 

in question here is a borough not a neighbourhood, this nevertheless points towards the 

realisation that it is not the city as a whole which is branded but rather a particular part of it. In 

the case of New York City, the focus lies on Manhattan, as illustrated in an interview with 

Architect A3 and Architect A4 who has designed two lounges in JFK and Newark. Architect 

A3 explains:  

In the JFK Lounge, the concept was more about uptown, and then in Newark it was 

more about downtown. It was very interesting when we started to analyse what 

downtown means for us as New Yorkers. We are downtown New Yorkers and we feel 

very comfortable in this milieu, but we do not stop and think about what makes it 

downtown. Part of what we did for Newark was this analysis of downtown Manhattan 

and also we did it in relation to uptown. One of the things we identified is that 

downtown is all about much more of a granular city with small shops, small streets. 

There is more of a sense of discovery in downtown, whereas in midtown you have 

Central Park which is this giant park, you have Bloomingdale’s, Saks Fifth Avenue, big 

                                                           
14 Miriam Greenberg, Branding New York: How a City in Crisis was Sold to the World (New York: Routledge, 

2008), 10. emphasis removed.  
15 Greenberg, Branding New York, 248 
16 Greenberg, Branding New York, 248 - 249. Cf. Joseph P. Viteritti, “Is New York forsaking the poor?,” Urban 

Affairs Review 45, no. 5 (2010): 694.  
17 Greenberg, Branding New York, 11 
18 Tom Angotti, New York for Sale: Community Planning Confronts Global Real Estate, foreword by Peter Marcus 

(Cambridge, Mass: The MIT Press, 2008), 51.  
19 Angotti, New York for Sale, 52.   
20 Masuda and Bookman, “Neighbourhood branding and the right to the city,” 3.  
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stores that you go to. That is how we articulated that difference in the lounge, but it was 

not specifically referring to our projects it was more in the context of the city.  

The architects designed two New York City-themed lounges, one in at JFK airport where the 

previous interviewee’s reference to MoMA and Brooklyn Bridge were located, and one in 

Newark. The lounge in JFK International, commissioned first and without a connection to the 

second lounge, represents uptown Manhattan whereas the later commissioned lounge in 

Newark represents downtown Manhattan. It is interesting here also that the interviewee, 

speaking for both architects, identifies them themselves as Downtown New Yorkers, adding 

another layer to the identification of architects as global travellers made in the first chapter. 

This identification is based on the fact that the architects ‘feel very comfortable in this milieu’, 

without requiring analysis – ‘we do not stop and think about what makes it downtown’. The 

project, however, required ‘an analysis of downtown Manhattan’, thus shifting the architects’ 

sense of downtown to a conscious analysis. Architect A4 explains that users of the lounge will 

likely be able to build on ‘a shared experience of these urban cities that they go to’. Architect 

A3 adds that the lounges address ‘travellers who are not from New York because of the 

references to New York. … It is sort of celebrating the city that it is in’. Nevertheless, the 

lounges are designed with the particular, diverging characteristics of the areas of Manhattan in 

mind. Later in the interview, Architect A4 elaborates:  

Uptown culture is kind of big and it is very accessible. You know, the institutions, the 

MoMA, the Metropolitan, Saks Fifth Avenue, Bloomingdale’s, Tiffany’s. They are all 

kind of well known, they are all very much exposed. Whereas downtown is more about 

knowing where that hip club is, the little secret store, where the designer is selling his 

own stuff. Both have an exclusivity but there is a different approach to them.  

While both are associated with exclusivity, the planners describe a marked difference between 

the uptown and downtown Manhattan, and therefore the lounges. Uptown Manhattan, and 

therefore the lounge in JFK International, is ‘big’ and ‘accessible’ and associated with 

institutions such MoMA, the Museum of Modern Arts, and the Metropolitan Museum of 

Modern Art. Downtown Manhattan carries ‘more mystery’ and rather than being associated 

with brand names and institutions, it is associated with ‘knowing’ where to find particular 

places.  This is captured, for example, in the entrance areas of the two lounges, as Architect A4 

explains that ‘the JFK lounge was a little bit more like the uptown model. You can immediately 

see the glamour, you can peek in and see the bar and what is going on in there in this one, 

whereas in Newark you just have this long tunnel that turns and you cannot see what is in 

there’.  
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Another notable feature of the uptown lounge in JFK International is its reference to the TWA 

terminal, the terminal for Trans World Airlines by “starchitect” Eero Saarinen.21 This is the 

terminal described by Gordon in the introduction; and it was also described by Architect A8 in 

the context of the airport as a marker of identity in this chapter.22 Architect A4, who worked 

on the lounges, explains:  

We have window that we can look at it [the TWA Terminal], but then they put in an 

acoustical barrier which partially obscures the view. I guess they need it because of the 

jets, but we could have had a better view.  The TWA terminal refers very specifically 

to that time period when airflight was glamorous and very chic, and it has become less 

so. It has become much more this utilitarian thing that we almost commodify, even how 

they treat you on the plane. We wanted to refer back to that, so it was convenient to 

have that iconic thing there. And part of the way this lounge was articulated is to 

articulate that idea of glamorous travel, James Bond-y, 1960s, fabulous flying.  

Rather than just referring to a particular area of New York City, this sight of the TWA terminal 

also refers to a particular time period and a particular understanding of air travel associated 

with it. Ringli points out that the TWA terminal had designed the terminal with the expressed 

intent to make travel desirable. He writes that ‘Saarinen promises the flight audience – beyond 

the base value of a smoothly functioning transfer – that emotional added value which 

distinguishes a brand from a mass product’.23 This understanding of travel is, of course, not 

representative of travel in the present day, but rather harks back to ideas about air travel in the 

past.  According to the architect, their lounge harks back to such an understanding of aviation 

as ‘glamorous and very chic’ and ‘James Bond-y’ and ‘fabulous’. 

 

I.1. Out of place  

Approaching the relation of airport and city from a different angle, Architect A6 suggests that 

the association of airports and cities becomes increasingly problematic because there is little 

                                                           
21 There is an interesting point to be made here about the lack of functionality of the TWA terminal. Amongst 

other difficulties, the terminal struggled to accommodate jets and ran above its capacity soon after its opening. 

Ringli writes: ‘With dwindling functional capacity, media attention thus increasingly constituted the true value of 

the terminal, while the operational importance shifted into the background, until ultimately becoming irrelevant 

upon its closure.’ This may be seen as an echo of McKenzie’s discussion of the multiple meanings of performance 

discussed in the previous chapters Kornel Ringli, Designing TWA: Eero Saarinen’s Airport Terminal in New York  

(Zurich: Park Books, 2015), 123, 124. 
22 Dan Meehan had pointed me towards the particular association that come with New York City’s airports.  This 

is the building described in the beginning of Gordon’s work, as discussed in the introduction (Alastair Gordon, 

Naked Airport: A Cultural History of the World’s Most Revolutionary Structure. With a new Epilogue. (Chicago: 

The University of Chicago Press, 2008)) 
23 Kornel Ringli, Designing TWA: Eero Saarinen’s Airport Terminal in New York (Zurich: Park Books, 2015), 

88.  
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space left for airports to expand.  For example, Architect A5 explains about New York City’s 

airports:  

LaGuardia was an amusement park. They were able to clear that out. Kennedy, which 

was really planned late thirties but only got built after World War Two was a big golf 

course and some industrial plants. Floyd Bennett Field, because it was so early and so 

remote, was probably just not developed … And Newark Airport also was a swamp, so 

that was available. 

It is important to remember this. All airports will have started as sites that were something else 

before.24 As discussed a length in the first chapter, the interviewee points out the history of 

various airport sites before they became airports. Unlike the cases discussed thus far, however, 

these developments happened decades ago,25 and the airports have since inseparably connected 

to New York City. Architect A6 similarly explains that ‘big urban environments which are 

mostly the hosts to the older airports are at a big disadvantage now given the change in airport 

design and airport evolution of the last 50 years, and the reason again is that they are physically 

limited in terms of where they can expand’. Airport buildings, we remember from the first 

chapter, are designed to expand and they tend to grow in length rather than in height. This poses 

problems with the physical availability of space, according to Architect A6.  

Beyond these physical aspects, however, the reasons for airports’ inability to grow are political 

in nature. The former airport operator OR2 summarises the challenge to airport growth as a 

question of both the availability of space and political will. They explain that ‘there is very 

little political will because people hate airports, except when they want a cheap flight. Then 

they love airports. But otherwise, they do not want to see planes over their house, they do not 

want to have airports, they do not want the noise, they do not want the congestion, they do not 

want the environmental damage’. Continuing to expand this argument, Architect A6 explains:  

Western cities, especially cities like New York and London, cannot afford to build new 

airports frankly as much because of political pressures as anything else. Because you 

got residents and residents do not want airplanes overhead, they do not want the 

disruptions that it causes. They [airports] take massive amounts of physical 

infrastructure and there is a political process that is not willing to go there with voters, 

constituents ... There is an expression “NIMBY”, not in my back yard, which means 

that everyone is for everything until it touches their own back yard. 

                                                           
24 For a short historical overview, cf. John Urry, “Aeromobilities and the global,” in Aeromobilities, ed. Saulo 

Cwerner, Sven Kesselring and John Urry (London: Routledge, 2009), 26 – 28. 
25 For a discussion of the production of New York City as a whole, or Gandy’s words, ‘the different ways in which 

the raw materials of nature have been reworked in New York City to produce a metropolitan nature quite distinct 

from the premodern forms encountered by early settlers’, cf. Matthew Gandy, Concrete and Clay: Reworking 

Nature in New York City (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2002), 2. 
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This is then not so much a question of the availability of physical space as of the will to make 

this space available. Interviewees are, of course, aware of this but often conflate the two. 

Residents in cities are opposed to airport growth because they fear ‘disruption’ from airplanes 

overhead, the architect explains and decisions makers seem unwilling to go against their 

wishes.  

This is confirmed in the case of New York City by the interviewee from the Port Authority 

PA1. The interviewee actually points towards their potential for growth, and insists that there 

is a physical possibility for growth at JFK in particular, before pointing out the political 

challenges that expansion into these spaces would constitute:  

Space is definitely an issue in places like New York City and London, obviously, but 

there are places to grow. The bigger problems we have with growing in our airports, 

which is why we acquired Steward and Atlantic City, we have the same issues that 

[London’s airports] have, we have noise issues, we have environmental issues.  

So, for instance, at Kennedy: Kennedy is right on Jamaica Bay. We could easily build 

a runway in the bay, but we have environmental issues there. We would also have 

people who would see this as: “Boy, you are going to build a new runway there, that 

means you are going to have more planes, that means you are going to have a noise 

issue”. So, they use the environmental issues as a cover for why they do not want the 

runway and additional planes, but it is really because they do not want any more noise. 

The interviewee suggests that in cities such as New York City, physical space for airport growth 

would be available, but these airports’ growth is limited by concerns about noise and the 

environment. While the development of new runways would be physically possible, it is 

opposed politically by residents who fear that they would be exposed to more aircraft noise. In 

short, while airports are associated with urban development and are taken to be the marker of 

cities, and while they are designed with the assumption of growth already inbuilt as we saw in 

the first chapter, the city has now become the source of political pressure which makes it 

difficult for the airports to grow further. Inhabitants on the ground are said to fear airplanes 

overhead, and the ‘political process’ is unwilling to risk their opposition.  While we have thus 

far seen the airport as a ‘compromised space’ as per one interviewee’s suggestion cited in first 

chapter, we are now concerned with the difficult-to-contain effects of the airport on its environs 

which require a second compromise between the airport and its environs. 

 

I.2. Contours 

As we have seen, there are various concerns about airport operations, particularly close to the 

airport.  In addition to noise, Ryley points towards concerns about water pollution, air quality, 
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solid waste from oil, tyres and old aircraft, and the local wildlife close to the airport.26 My 

argument here is largely confined to noise.  It is unsurprising that areas in different locations 

in relation to the airport will be affected differently by aircraft noise. Areas closer to an airport 

are of course likely to be affected more strongly but exposure will also depend on where they 

are located in relation to runways and flight patterns. I begin my discussions with the 

conceptualisation of aircraft noise and aircraft noise exposure in the Study Protocol of the Part 

150 studies, because these conceptualisations both guide and are contested by the discussions 

of aircraft noise in New York City.  

The Study Protocol states: 

Aircraft noise originates from both the engines and the airframe of an aircraft, but the 

engines are the more significant source of noise. Meteorological conditions affect the 

transmission of sound through the air. Wind speed and direction, and the temperature 

immediately above ground level, cause diffraction and displacement of sound waves. 

Humidity and temperature materially affect the transmission of air-to-ground sound 

through absorption associated with the instability and viscosity of the air.27 

This is important both because it echoes the destabilisation of the aircraft as a pristine mobile 

machine seen in the third chapter and because it points towards the multiple variables impacting 

aircraft noise. Measuring noise is notoriously difficult,28 and this is acknowledged by 

interviewees both in London and in New York City. In the US, the metric used to measure 

aircraft noise is DNL, which stands for Day Night Average Sound Level. According to the 

study protocol, DNL is defined as follows:  

Day-Night Average Sound Level (DNL): DNL, formerly referred to as Ldn, is the FAA 

required metric used to describe existing and predicted noise exposure in communities 

in an airport environs. DNL is expressed in dBA and represents the average noise level 

over a 24-hour period. DNL includes the cumulative effects of a number of noise events 

rather than a single event. It also accounts for increased human sensitivity to noise 

during the night.29  

DNL, crudely speaking, measures the noise exposure of a given community over 24 hours, 

measured in decibels.30 It averages the measures of individual instances of noise, and it also 

                                                           
26 Tim Ryley, “Environmental Externalities of Air Transport,” in The Geographies of Air Transport, ed. Andrew 

R. Goetz and Lucy Budd, 73 – 80 (Farnham: Ashgate, 2014), 76. 
27 ESA (Environmental Science Associates), Port Authority of New York and New Jersey:  Study Protocol for JFK 

and LGA 14 CFR Part 150 Studies, prepared for Port Authority of New York and New Jersey (2015),  

http://panynjpart150.com/JFK_SP.asp, 6.2. (accessed 25/11/16).  
28 Bijsterveld, Mechanical Sound, 199 – 200.  
29 ESA (Environmental Science Associates), Port Authority of New York and New Jersey:  Study Protocol for JFK 

and LGA 14 CFR Part 150 Studies, 6.2.  
30 dBA is an A-weighted dB value. It is weighted so as to account for sensitivities of the human ear, which is less 

sensitive to sounds at low frequencies.  

http://panynjpart150.com/JFK_SP.asp
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penalises noise at night, that is between 10pm and 7 am, by increasing its decibel values by 10 

dBA to account for that fact that noise is considered more disturbing at night.  These 

measurements are then used to draw up noise exposure maps, NEMs, which are simply referred 

to as noise contours by interviewees. The study protocol defines noise contours as follows:  

DNL contours, when depicted on a land use base map, form the NEM. An NEM is a 

scaled, geographic depiction of an airport, its noise contours, and existing land uses in 

surrounding areas. The ESA Team will develop existing (2016) conditions and future 

(2021) conditions NEMs for JFK and LGA (four NEMs total).31  

A noise contour map, in other words, shows the average noise exposure measured in DNL as 

a contour surrounding the airport site, and moving further away from the site itself in areas 

extending away from the runways where arriving and departing planes fly lower. The study 

protocol states that noise contours for DNL 55, DNL 60, DNL 65, DNL 70, and DNL 75 will 

be developed. It makes clear that the values used to compute DNL and create noise contours 

are based on models of predicted data rather on actual noise measurements. While some 

measurements will be taken from the noise monitors described below, these are not to be used 

to adapt these models.32  Only three specific ranges – DNL 75 dB and higher, DNL 75 dB to 

70 dB, and DNL 70 dB to 65 dB – will be shown on the noise exposure map. Measures below 

65 DNL will not be shown on the map, because the Part 150 study does not require the 

consideration of contours at DNL 60 or DNL 55.33  

Noise contours on the whole have been shrinking for some time, as a result of various 

internationally coordinated efforts which tackle the problem from a variety of angles, such as 

technological improvements, pilot training, operational restrictions on airports, etc.34 However, 

some interviewees also observe that noise has intensified for some areas. Noise Activist N3 

explains that ‘in the 1970s, there were many more people affected by it. The planes were 

noisier, they flew much wider paths’. In contrast, in the present day, the interviewee continues, 

‘tracks are getting narrow, fewer people are being impacted but they are being impacted worse’. 

In other words, while fewer people might be affected by aircraft noise overall, some people 

                                                           
31 ESA (Environmental Science Associates), Port Authority of New York and New Jersey:  Study Protocol for JFK 

and LGA 14 CFR Part 150 Studies, 6.8. 
32 ESA (Environmental Science Associates), Port Authority of New York and New Jersey:  Study Protocol for JFK 

and LGA 14 CFR Part 150 Studies, 6.6.  
33 ESA (Environmental Science Associates), Port Authority of New York and New Jersey:  Study Protocol for JFK 

and LGA 14 CFR Part 150 Studies, 6.8.  
34 Paul Goldschagg, “Airport Noise and Environmental Justice in South Africa,” International Research in 

Geographical and Environmental Education 11, no. 1 (2002): 72. Goldschagg makes an interesting point here in 

pointing out that these improvements are concentrated in ‘developed countries’, whereas other countries – such 

as his example of South Africa – might see an increase of aircraft noise as a result of aircraft which can no longer 

be used in these countries now being shifted towards them.  
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will be affected to a much more intense degree. We will see below that this reflects changes in 

the organisation of airspace and flight paths. Faburel and Levy might identify DNL and NEMs 

as a means of ‘technological legitimation’ which they describe in their discussion of different 

models of the ‘production and implementation of knowledge’ about the impact of aviation.35 

They write that this understanding of the impact of aircraft noise is based on ‘techno-scientific 

discourse’; favoured by the air travel industry and central authorities, such a model of 

knowledge production operates as an ‘objectivization through technology’.36 Thus understood, 

the measurement of aircraft noise promotes ‘a single epistemology (technical) and one single 

political objective (reasoning with emotions)’.37 It implies a division of ‘reality’, with 

‘scientific facts on the one side, and its socio-political values on the other’.38  

It is interesting then to note that this technological legitimation has been largely discredited in 

New York City. In fact, Sobotta, Campbell and Owens cite studies from the General 

Accounting Office and the Environmental Protection Agency, from 2001 and 1974 

respectively, which are critical of the 65 DNL standard.39 While several interviewees went to 

great lengths in explaining the intricacies of measuring sound in particular, it becomes apparent 

that none of my interviewees in New York City seemed to see DNL as an appropriate means 

to assess the impact of aircraft noise on neighbourhoods.40 Noise Activist N6 explains that 

‘[DNL] does not accurately measure anything, because they are averaging quiet periods and 

the technology has changed since [the time the metric was established in the 1980s]’. Noise 

Activist N5 explains that ‘noise contours are based on the averages and the average – all you 

need [to be disturbed] is one plane at 7 o’clock in the morning, but that is washed out in the 

averages. Two planes at 7 o’clock – washed out in the averages. And they set the average too 

high’. In short, they conclude, ‘contours do not work’. Noise Activist N3 argues that ‘the 

government may be right, that it is the best measure they have for measuring annoyance, [but] 

it totally misleads the public in terms of peak values’. A fourth interviewee, Noise Activist N7, 

summarises the accusations by saying that ‘it is basically a whitewash, the DNL method is a 

whitewash of how noise impacts people on the ground’. In short, the noise activists make two 

criticism of DNL; their first criticism is directed against the averaging of aircraft noise which 

                                                           
35 Faburel and Levy, “Science, expertise, and local knowledge in airport conflicts,” 214. Emphasis removed 
36 Faburel and Levy, “Science, expertise, and local knowledge in airport conflicts,” 214.  
37 Faburel and Levy, “Science, expertise, and local knowledge in airport conflicts,” 215. 
38 Faburel and Levy, “Science, expertise, and local knowledge in airport conflicts,” 216 – 217.  
39 Robin R. Sobotta, Heather E. Campbell, Beverly J. Owens, “Aviation Noise and Environmental Justice: The 

Barrio Barrier,” Journal of Regional Science. 47, no. 1 (2007): 129.  
40 They do not make a distinction between YDNL and DNL in the interviews.  
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cannot account of individual instances of noise and their second criticism is that such measures 

are misleading because they fail to represent the situation as it is perceived by affected 

inhabitants.  

While it is perhaps not very surprising that noise activists criticise DNL as a metric, it is 

significant that these criticisms seems to be shared by all interviewees in these discussions 

including the representatives from the Port Authority. Explaining the problem with averaging 

in DNL, the interviewee from the Port Authority PA3 explains:  

Does it really measure noise when you do an annual average? For instance, when winds 

come this way for a certain part of the year, you might be everyday on that, but then the 

other half of the year, you are not on it. So, it is almost like they have no noise. But for 

half a year, they have a lot of noise but when you average it out, it is nothing. I think 

everybody understands that DNL is not the right metric, but it is the metric that the 

Federal government [has chosen]. 

DNL, through averaging noise, poses the danger that uneven noise exposures cannot be 

accounted for and of making the exposure of particular areas seem ‘like they have no noise’. 

This has to do, in part, with the impact of wind directions of flight paths; this is a concern we 

will encounter in more detail below. Later in the interview, the interviewee from the Port 

Authority PA3 reiterates their criticism and state: ‘I do not think that DNL is a good metric. I 

do not think that if you lower it to 55, that works either. DNL is not good. It is an annual 

average, it makes no sense for what we are trying to accomplish … The DNL is, to me, what 

is wrong’. In other words, DNL averages out times in which areas are strongly affected by 

noise with those in which they are not affected, thus diminishing the issue.41 Based on such 

inappropriate measurements, NEMs do not reflect the experiences of inhabitants of 

neighbourhoods underneath the flight paths because they do not account for individual 

instances of noise. Crucially, the interviewee from the Port Authority PA1 suggests that 

‘everybody understands that DNL is not the right metric’ and that ‘it makes no sense for what 

we are trying to accomplish’, but it continues to be used because it is a federally determined 

measure.  

I suggest that such attempts at mapping aircraft noise through NEMs should be thought of as 

attempts at ordering noise in a particular way. Attali suggests that ‘it is sounds and their 

arrangement that fashion societies’.42 Juxtaposing noise understood as something akin to “raw 

                                                           
41 Bijsterveld, Mechanical Sound, 195. 
42 Jacques Attali, Noise: The Political Economy of Music, trans. Brian Massumi, foreword by Frederic Jameson, 

afterword by Susan McClary. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1985), 6. 
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material” and music as a particularly produced sound – or, as McClary has it the ‘channelling 

of noise and violence’ through the ‘social significance’ of music43 – Attali’s arguments are 

concerned with music specifically and its relation to social production and reproduction. Noise 

here appears as unordered violence, which requires channelling into order.44 The ordering of 

noise is therefore central to power, and Attali indeed insists that ‘any theory of power today 

must include a theory of the localization of noise and its endowment with form’.45  

Therefore, I propose to regard noise exposure maps as an attempt at localizing noise in a 

particular way. They are a means of making a claim for the presence or absence of noise as per 

its definition discussed above. Wood observes that maps make two propositions – ‘this is there’ 

and ‘this is’. By stating the location of something, maps imply a claim that something exists in 

the first place. Wood argues that ‘the locative proposition, this is there, nestles within it the 

ontological proposition, this is.46 This second, ontological, quality of maps is described as ‘the 

map’s ability—and propensity—to bring a world into being’.47 Following this thinking, noise 

exposure maps imply the claims that noise is there and noise is, but the later ontological claim 

is dependent on the federally determined DNL measure. It is here that the Faburel and Levy’s 

‘technological legitimation’ reappears. Despite all the interviewees’ agreement that DNL is not 

an appropriate measure of inhabitants’ experiences underneath the changing flight paths, the 

DNL measure and the Noise Exposure maps based on it, is upheld on the grounds of the 

authority of federal legislation. A second representative from the Port Authority PA2 makes 

clear that DNL and NEMs serve to impose limits and distinctions on what can and what cannot 

be considered noise. They explain about the 65 DNL threshold of the Part 150 studies:  

If the Federal government is defining [noise] through their sciences, through all of these 

bureaucratic science committees that the government loves to form, the blue ribbon 

panels and all these other discussions, [then] that is the only yardstick that you have to 

say that there is a problem. If you think that there is a problem, then you have to start 

using that as a bench mark. Am I close to it? Am I far away?’ 

The interviewee from the Port Authority PA2 points towards the intersection of governmental 

decisions and scientific standards, and they suggest that a scientific measure – here the 65 DNL 

threshold – derives its authority from a governmental decision, here bureaucratic science 

                                                           
43 Susan McClary, afterword in Jacques Attali, Noise: The Political Economy of Music, trans. Brian Massumi, 

foreword by Frederic Jameson, afterword by Susan McClary, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1985), 

152.  
44 Attali, Noise: The Political Economy of Music, 26. 
45 Attali, Noise: The Political Economy of Music, 6.  
46 Denis Wood, Rethinking the Power of Maps, with John Fels and John Krygier (New York: The Guilford Press, 

2010), 56. 
47 Wood, Rethinking the Power of Maps, 56. 
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committees and blue ribbon panels. This intersection of science and government renders 65 

DNL ‘the only yardstick that you have to say that there is a problem’. Noise, the representative 

from the Port Authority PA2 explains, is only considered ‘a problem’ when it meets this 

threshold.  

The term ‘problem’ is significant here since the interviewee makes a distinction between ‘a 

problem’, ‘an issue’ and ‘a fact’. Asked who makes such a distinction, the interviewee from 

the Port Authority PA2 explains that ‘everything is based upon what the regulations say; if 

scientists say “65 DNL and above is a problem”, that is a fact’. In other words, the interviewee 

states that a noise problem has to be understood along the lines of pre-existing definitions, such 

as 65 DNL, to be ‘a fact’; it is merely ‘an issue’ if it cannot be understood following these 

definitions. A similar means of policing a definition of noise is described by Noise Activist N3. 

The interviewee states that ‘people use words, but they do not want to accept – or are not smart 

enough to accept – that certain words in certain industries had certain meanings’. Illustrating 

this observation, they explain: ‘They will say: “It’s too much noise” and I have to say “Based 

on what?” You have to understand that to the FAA, to the courts, the threshold is 65 [DNL]. It 

you do not have 65, you do not have anything’. In other words, for the purposes of the 

discussions in New York City, noise exposure is only considered ‘a fact’ if it occurs in an area 

within the 65 DNL threshold. This is not a unique problem to New York City or even the US. 

London-based Noise Activist N12 observes that ‘it annoys people, particularly if they live 

outside the map and authorities will say: “What are you on about? Our map shows noise is not 

a problem in your area.” And people will say: “Of course, there is a problem in our area”.’ 

Again, we see here that the map serves as a means to determine whether or not neighbourhoods 

are exposed to noise, and also as a means of denying that neighbourhoods ‘outside of the map’ 

are exposed to noise.  

Building on the contested nature of noise measures, Noise Activist N12 in London suggests 

that the current ways of measuring noise are not ‘meaningful’ to people, and need to better 

reflect the impact of noise on their lives. The interviewee explains that those airports which 

have had to confront protests about aircraft noise in the past are beginning to understand that 

they need to provide better ways of measuring noise. In the interviewee’s words, ‘they got to 

have a suit of metrics to measure noise in a more meaningful way’. The interviewee has various 

suggestions as to how noise measurements could be improved so as to be more meaningful:  

One of the things [to improve measurements] is to have, rather than just one metric to 

measure noise, to have a suit of metrics, so you get a clearer picture of how people are 
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affected. For example: Yes, average out noise if you want to but also have 

measurements like, for example, N60, which is the number of planes which go over a 

particular house on a particular day over 60 decibels. So, that is more meaningful to 

people. So, what people want to know … is how many planes are going over my house 

and how loud they are.   

The interviewee suggests that various metrics should be used to measure noise. The example 

of N60 is notable here because it counts noise events rather than averaging them and as such it 

would account for the repetition of noise. The interviewee takes this to be a more meaningful 

measure. Speaking about contours specifically, Noise Activist N12 speculates that airports will 

eventually have to provide ‘a range of contours’:  

Rather than just the one contour map that New York has produced, or Heathrow has 

traditionally produced, or Frankfurt has produced, I think we are going to see a range. 

I think we are going to see a range and I think we are going to see the contours broken 

down in a more meaningful way. 

So, for example, the European one begins to do this: day, evening, night. I think we 

would also argue they should be drilled down a little bit further. For example, at 

Heathrow, there are some communities who are just overflown by take offs with an east 

wind. Now, that is 30 per cent of the year. If you average this out over the whole year, 

they are outside the contours but in that 30 per cent of the time, they can get a huge 

amount of noise. So, what we would argue is that there needs to be not just contours 

averaging out over the year but those contours should be averaging out over the days 

when they get noise.  

Contours which are divided between days, evenings and nights would account better for 

everyday life under the flight patterns, hope Noise Activist N12. Moreover, they propose that 

contours which average the days when noise is present would allow neighbourhoods whose 

exposure is dependent on wind directions to be taken into account.  These maps, Noise Activist 

N12 suggests, would come closer to establishing inhabitants’ experiences by reducing the 

averages to smaller time scales. 

Building on Wood, such maps could enable a more differentiated account of the presence or 

absence of noise. We may return here to Wood’s thinking of maps’ ontological declaration that 

‘this is’ which is contained in their location declaration that ‘this is there’. In the case of noise 

exposure maps, the linkage of the ontological and locative functions work slightly differently. 

The ontological is not so much contained in the locative, but rather conditioned by it. That is 

to say, ‘this is’ only when ‘this is there’. The presence of aircraft noise is only acknowledged 

if it occurs within the 65 DNL contour. Lefebvre asks: 

How many maps, in the descriptive or geographical sense, might be needed to deal 

exhaustively with a given space, to code and decode all its meanings and contents? It 

is doubtful whether a finite number can ever be given to this sort of question. What we 
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are most likely confronted with here is a sort of instant infinity, a situation reminiscent 

of a Mondrian painting. It is not only the codes – the map’s legend, the conventional 

signs of map-making and map-reading – that are liable to change, but also the objects 

represented, the lens through which they are viewed, and the scale used.48 

In other words, Lefebvre adds that any number of maps may not ‘exhaustively’ represent a 

space. This is the case because a map may vary both in the classification of the phenomena 

shown, as is the case of DNL values, but also in the very objects it shows, as was the case with 

noise itself. The foregoing discussion has shown that these two aspects, the classification and 

mapping of something and the epistemological claim to its presence, are indeed connected. We 

are then confronted with a situation in which seemingly all people involved in the discussions 

surrounding aircraft noise in New York City agree that the federally determined measure for 

communities’ noise exposure – DNL – cannot adequately capture noise, and that the contours 

drawn on the basis of these measures are not appropriate. We are left with a geography which 

is considered to be inappropriate by all interviewees, and it is therefore perhaps little surprising 

that the discussions about the set-up of the roundtables in New York City involved 

representatives from neighbourhoods presumed to be on both sides of the threshold.  

 

I.3. Noise Activists’ Geographies 

Given that noise contours are regarded as inappropriate by all interviewees, there is a need to 

investigate alternative ways of thinking about the geographies of aircraft noise in New York 

City. These discussions are important because the geographies in question are used to 

determine which neighbourhoods should be represented in which manner in the noise 

roundtables.  

Noise activist N7 draws a distinction between what they refer to as ‘the airspace part’ and the 

‘airport part’:  

The way I see it … is that there is a difference between the aviation part – the airspace 

part – and the airport part. Their concerns all seem to be geographical on the airport, 

they live around the airport, they are worried about the trucks, they are worried about 

the trees being cut down, and they do not want anybody else to have any say over that 

… Our idea is basically that the roundtable ought to be concerned with the shared 

airspace together and my idea is that purely local stuff really should be dealt with by 

the local groups, by local people … And then we should be making shared decisions 

about our airspace, because the airspace cannot be divided. 
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In other words, the interviewee here makes a distinction between supposedly local issues 

surrounding particular airports, such as trees and trucks, and issues concerned with the airspace 

as a whole. Local issues should be addressed by local groups, they suggest, and there should 

be only one roundtable because the airspace is indivisible. As the interviewee points out later, 

others involved in the discussions surrounding the roundtable disagree that the roundtable 

should represent geographies in this manner. Although the formal structure agreed in 2015 is 

that of a single roundtable, its exact structure and the ways in which various interest groups 

and neighbourhoods will be represented continues to be unclear and contested.49 

The division of ‘airspace part’ and ‘airport parts’ highlights the importance of airspace as per 

Architect A1’s advice cited in the beginning of this chapter while also pointing towards the 

connection of airspace and the neighbourhoods below. Budd has pointed out that airspace is 

both ‘under-researched and under-theorized’. She criticises the way that airspace is taken to be 

‘a mere ‘conduit’ or ‘space of flows’’, and suggests that such a view fails to take into account 

‘how it is socially produced, maintained, and contested through ongoing practices of 

management, negotiation, and opposition’.50 NextGen can be taken as one instance of such 

practices.51 The representative from the Port Authority PA1 explains that NextGen is a ‘suit of 

technologies’ which will transform navigation from a land-based system to a satellite-based 

system. This will allow for more precise navigation of aircraft in the airspace above, and a 

change in flight paths. The interviewee explains:  

The idea is that you could have more precise awareness of where a specific aircraft is. 

Right now we have long in-trail separation, so aircraft travel maybe five miles behind 

another. If you knew exactly where that plane was, maybe it could be three miles. If 

you had two runways and they are not too close together, maybe you could have two 

arriving at the same time. Even though they are too close for today’s standards, if you 

knew exactly where they were. The idea of NextGen is that it enhances your awareness 

of where exactly every aircraft is and it increases capacity. 

NextGen, an assemblage of technologies, changes how planes navigate and can decrease the 

distances needed between them, allowing for a better usage of congested airspace and hence 
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an increase in capacity. In this regard, NextGen responds to the concerns about congested 

airspace cited in the beginning. It is a long term project, which is only partially implemented 

to date.52 It may serve as an illustration of the social production of airspace mentioned by Budd. 

In fact, one interviewee, the former airport operator OR2, described NextGen’s impact on 

airspace by elaborating on NextGen’s ability to ‘create space’:  

If you think of the system we use now which takes plane from fix to fix to fix and it is 

as though there were giant tubes in the sky and airplanes flying through the centre of 

the tubes. But to make it safe, you have to have this huge protective shield around it, 

and so you cannot vary off that. You kind of stay in that tube, and that big tube is miles 

and miles and miles. So, if you use GPS, you can much more precisely move that 

aircraft and you can use that space, safely. You can use all that space that is in the tube, 

and you can fit several aircraft in there, each on a different trajectory. In that way, you 

actually create more space because each airplane needs so much less space to be safely 

transported through the sky. So, in that regard, you get to create space. 

It is interesting to note that the interviewee speaks of ‘creating airspace’. NextGen is thus 

perceived as not merely as a reorganisation of existing space, but as the creation of new space. 

This echoes considerations of airports as ‘terraformers’ discussed in the first chapter and 

extends the argument into the air above. Another interviewee, the representative from the Port 

Authority PA1, points out the connection between the reorganisation of flight paths in airspace 

and the city below. A complete reorganisation of airspace ‘would do more than just improve 

what you have today. If you are willing to start with a blank piece of paper and redraw how 

planes get in and out of cities, you could make major progress’. In this hypothetical scenario, 

airspace is metaphorically rendered blank, in order to allow for the complete reorganisation of 

flight paths. In this way, new, more linear flight paths could be created above cities, which are 

conflated here with airports. The interviewee from the Port Authority PA1 explains that ‘right 

now a lot of routes in and out of airports are very circuitous. With NextGen, there is hope that 

with that better navigation you can have more direct arrival and departure patterns’. The 

interviewee adds, however, that such a redrawing the flight patterns might reduce the impact 

of aircraft noise by moving flight paths above rivers or highways.53  

                                                           
52 Federal Aviation Authority, NextGen Implementation Plan 2016. (Federal Aviation Authority, 2016), 

https://www.faa.gov/nextgen/media/NGPriorities-2015.pdf  (accessed 10/12/16). 
53 The interviewee mentioned having some doubt regarding the availability of funding for NextGen in the future. 

The interviewee explains: ‘We were very hopeful about NextGen five years ago, that it would make big 

improvements for us, we are less hopeful today because of delays in the funding to keep it going.’ NextGen is 

therefore in progress, but its future is unclear. Nevertheless, the programme has already had a significant impact 

on the distribution of aircraft noise amongst New York City’s neighbourhoods.  

https://www.faa.gov/nextgen/media/NGPriorities-2015.pdf
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Such changes in airspace obviously have an impact on the neighbourhoods underneath the new 

flight paths, and it appears that these impacts were not well communicated in the case of New 

York City. The interviewee from the Port Authority PA1 explains about the change of flight 

paths in 2012:  

About three years ago, the FAA made some changes in airspace in terms of routing, 

where the planes go. They did that without telling people. They did not admit that they 

had made changes, they did not tell us as the operator. We were getting calls saying: 

“Hey, people are complaining from this area. Did you do something?” “No, we didn’t 

do anything”. We found subsequently that they did make changes.  

The change was made without telling inhabitants underneath the flight paths, or even the Port 

Authority. This created tensions not only between the Port Authority and the FAA, but also 

antagonised the inhabitants. Noise Activist N3  makes clear that this denial of change does not 

have to do with whether or not actual modifications have been made to airspace but rather with 

how ‘change’ is defined. The modifications fall outside of that definition, and therefore no 

change can be said to have occurred. Noise Activist N3 explains:  

They [the FAA] use the expression: Nothing has changed. “Why are you complaining 

about the noise? Nothing has changed.” I think they do that with their fingers and their 

toes crossed because they know very well something has changed. But by their 

definition of change, moving a plane from two-thousand feet to a thousand feet is not a 

change to them, because they could always have flown at a thousand [feet], they just 

did not. So, they did not change anything, it is just changing. 

In other words, the question of whether or not a change has taken place amounts to a 

definitional problem. The same refusal to acknowledge change is also pointed out in the UK. 

Noise Activist N9 explains that ‘it is a matter of semantics. Flight paths are not legal entities. 

You have not got to fly in exactly this narrow space. It is a kind of agreement that they will if 

they can’. Echoing the former airport operator OR2’s description of creating space through 

tubes in the sky, Noise Activist N9 explains:   

And so as far as they [the Civil Aviation Authority, CAA, the UK’s equivalent of the 

FAA] are concerned, their flight path is three miles wide, that what they agree amongst 

themselves. Any planes flying anywhere within these three miles is within that NPR 

[Noise Preferential Routes], that is fine. But in practice, they may decide to fly all the 

planes down this little 500 meter width of the three miles. And they say: “Nothing has 

changed” because for them it is still within this three miles space. How they are using 

this space has changed, but they will say: “Nothing has changed”. People underneath 

know it has changed, but in the CAA’s description, it is still within space, nothing is 

altered. And they argue black and white – nothing is altered. They are trying to deceive 

the people. They know there has been a change in the way the flight path has been used, 

[but] technically, nothing is altered. And that has caused so much anger.  
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There is, then, a definitional question as to what constitutes change. While it is clear to 

inhabitants underneath flight paths that a change has occurred in their experience of aircraft 

noise, this change does not fall into the definition of change employed by the FAA, and 

seemingly also the CAA. The former airport operator’s ‘tubes’ are here thought of as paths 

with a width of 3 miles. While Noise Activist N3’s concern had been the height of flight paths, 

this interviewee explains that the CAA may choose to concentrate flights on a narrow strip of 

the path. Since they are still within the original flight path, they are able to argue that “Nothing 

has changed”. Crucially, however, Noise Activist N9 points out that ‘how they are using the 

space has changed’. The use of airspace, in addition its reconceptualization through airspace 

reorganisation, is crucial for its production, and the consequences of such a production for the 

people underneath.  

As a result of these changes to airspace, there are changes in the noise exposure of the 

neighbourhoods and communities underneath the changing flight paths – the ‘airport parts’, in 

Noise Activist N7’s words. Several interviewees described how the noise exposure shifted from 

neighbourhoods which have been traditionally exposed to include areas where exposure is a 

new phenomenon. Noise Activist N1 explains about the inhabitants in areas who have 

traditionally been affected by aircraft noise that ‘they decided to live right next to the airport. 

You cannot expect to have no noise when you live a block or two away, or even a mile. It is 

going to happen, you know it is going to happen. You know it is there’. In contrast, they explain 

that ‘all cross the United States and the world, now what it is happening is that people who are 

eight, ten, twenty miles out are getting a lot of aircraft noise. It has changed’. In other words, 

while the impact of aircraft noise was contained in neighbourhoods close to the airport in the 

past, these geographies are now changing.  Noise Activist N7 explains:   

Traditionally, the people who live close to airports are people of color and people who 

are economically disadvantaged because the real estate is cheaper there. One of the 

interesting things that that NextGen technology has accomplished is to change that. It 

used to be that you would just get noise if you lived next to the airport, but now you get 

the noise if you live in very expensive areas of Nassau county, and the reaction of the 

people who live there is: “Hell, no, I won’t tolerate this!”. 

The shifting flight pattern, in other words, has led to neighbourhoods being impacted by noise 

which had not been affected previously and whose inhabitants tend to have a different class 

and race than traditionally affected neighbourhoods. This changing geography, by virtue of 

bringing together neighbourhoods of different social groups causes tension, especially when 

various groups’ representation in the roundtable is discussed. This tension between 
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traditionally affected areas and newly affected areas is best articulated by Noise Activist N6, 

who explains:  

The problem is that we have an ever shifting scenario here. We have people who have 

traditionally lived around the airport and think that they are the only people who are 

affected, and for a long time that may have been true …. You lived with it or you 

moved, it was very well defined. But now, all this geography of noise is changing 

because the flight procedures are changing and the technology is changing and the 

capacity is changing. … So, you have people who have been traditionally living around 

the airports, and particularly around JFK, who have been used to dealing with this 

themselves and want to continue to deal with it themselves and do not really accept – 

they are really in denial – that fact that other people are suffering. 

In other words, the reorganization of airspace through NextGen changes which communities 

are affected by aircraft noise to what degree, and this shows the connection between ‘airport 

parts’ and ‘airspace parts’. The result is a less defined, more contested, geography of airspace 

and aircraft noise, and the discussions surrounding the roundtables in New York City exemplify 

the racial and economic tensions contained in them.   

A further particularity becomes apparent when several interviewees discuss Flushing, a 

neighbourhood in Queens with a large Asian immigrant population which is perceived to 

contribute little to the debates surrounding aircraft noise. Noise Activist N6 speculates that the 

fact that the neighbourhood is inhabited by immigrants, who were not expected to complain, 

has led to the neighbourhood being exposed to greater noise.  The interviewee suggests that 

‘the FAA, they will never admit to this but it sure factors in, think: “Oh well, we can send the 

planes over there, people won’t complain”. Noise Activist N7 similarly speculates that ‘this 

neighbourhood is different. They do nothing because they come from different countries, they 

are just beginning to have political representation’. Noise Activist N3 recalls similar theories 

about the same area – ‘I have heard one theory that they come from China and you do not 

complain in China. You do not complain there, it is not an Asian thing to complain, you 

conform. Others say that they are so happy to be here and be with relatives that they are not 

going to make waves’. What is at stake here is not only a division along racial lines, but also 

between immigrant populations and those who have familial roots in Queens. Flushing 

inhabitants’ Asian immigrant backgrounds is said to make them unfamiliar with political 

representation, and to make them more likely to conform rather than complain. In the context 

of this particular neighbourhood, then, activism against aircraft noise becomes an expression 

of the activist’s understanding of US national identity. Having stated explicitly ‘I am an 
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American citizen, I grew up here’, Noise Activist N6 explains that the noise exposure of some 

neighbourhoods in New York City is ‘not what America is about’.  

It is possible to tap here into questions about environmental racism.54 In Sze’s definition, 

‘environmental racism describes the disproportionate effects of environmental pollution on 

racial minorities’.55 She adds that New York City is an ideal case study for such questions,56  

and moves on to demonstrate ‘how debates over culture, identity, and place frame the allocation 

of social, health, and environmental benefits and burdens in a society deeply stratified by race 

and class’.57 A similar point, it seems, could be made about the distribution of aircraft noise.  

While it is dangerous to generalise, the interviewee from the Port Authority PA3 explains the 

various groups involved in discussions about roundtables as follows:  

You get a lot of people from Queens but then there were people from Nassau country 

which is the suburbs. So you have that dynamic of more affluent, more likely Caucasian 

people, who have less noise because they are further away and you have some minority 

people who are closer to the airport who have higher levels of noise …. So, there is 

definitely a lot of tension on racial issues, but then there is also Northern Queens and 

Southern Queens. [The representative of Northern Queens’ residents, name redacted], 

as an example, come from an area up in Northern Queens where the planes go. … The 

other lady, [name redacted], lives right next to Kennedy. [The representative of 

Southern Queens’ residents, name redacted] did not want [the representative of 

Northern Queens’ residents, name redacted] – who is not even at LaGuardia, who is not 

even near LaGuardia – to have a hand at what she felt was her airport at JFK. So, you 

had a Northern Queens element, you had a Southern Queens element, you had a Nassau, 

more affluent section. There was quite a dynamic. 

The interviewee divides the residents taken to be affected by aircraft noise into three groups: 

Suburban Nassau County, which is more affluent and less exposed to noise and Queens, home 

to more racial minorities and exposed to higher levels of noise. With Nassau’s residents more 

likely to be Caucasian and Queens’ residents likely to be of a minority ethnicity, the interviewee 

sees tension on the grounds of race between these groups. They also remark that Queens itself 

is split between Southern Queens and Northern Queens, with the former being more strongly 

affected by JFK International and the latter by LaGuardia. The interviewee seems to suggest 

that the tension between the two areas in Queens has to do with the degrees to which they are 

affected by their respective airports; some interviewees might point towards the socio-

                                                           
54 Sobotta, Campbell and Owens point towards a relation of ethnicity, rather than race,  in their quantitative case 

study of the relation of an airport and its inhabitants (Sobotta, Campbell, and Owens, “Aviation Noise and 

Environmental Justice: The Barrio Barrier,” 128).  
55 Julie Sze, Noxious New York: The Racial Politics of Urban Health and Environmental Justice (Cambridge, 

Mass.: The MIT Press, 2011), 13. Emphasis removed.  
56 Sze, Noxious New York: The Racial Politics of Urban Health and Environmental Justice, 8.  
57 Sze, Noxious New York: The Racial Politics of Urban Health and Environmental Justice, 15.  



Chapter 4: Attuning Homes and Flight Paths 

212 
 

economic and racial divides between these areas as well. These tensions are amplified by the 

attempts to set up one or more roundtables, since they opened questions about which 

neighbourhoods should be included and how they should be represented. 

Going back to Faburel and Levy’s discussion of models of the production of knowledge about 

aircraft noise, it is possible to think of these geographies of airport parts in terms of a 

‘territorial’ model which is concerned with ‘shared values and interests of people who inhabit 

the local scale of airports and their surroundings’.58 While measurements such as DNL and 

NEMs do not generally account for local specificities of noise, Faburel and Levy explain that 

territorial models of knowledge production about aircraft noise consider ‘the lived experiences 

of local residents’.59 They suggest that such a territorial knowledge about aircraft noise faces a 

number of obstacles, such as the persistence of techno-scientific measurements as illustrated 

by the on-going use of DNL in New York City, and the requirements of local acts to work 

within legal constraints as illustrated in the persistence of the 65 DNL threshold in particular. 

They also add that territorial models may be met with accusations of NIMBYism, which was, 

in fact, made by Architect A6 when the tense relation of airports and their environs was first 

discussed at the beginning of this chapter. I add to these challenges of the territorial model the 

sheer diversity of the neighbourhoods, or ‘airport parts’ in Noise Activist N7’s words, involved 

in the discussions of aircraft noise in New York City. It is clear that the neighbourhoods 

affected by aircraft noise are conceptualised through multiple, overlapping imaginaries about 

the race and social class of their inhabitants, and these imaginaries make it difficult to arrive at 

singular understanding of noise. Angotti describes New York City as ‘one of the most 

segregated and unequal metropolises in the world’.60 This is intensified in a conflict which 

juxtaposes Northern Queens, Southern Queens and Nassau County in particular, and with 

Flushing being perceived as an exception because of its immigrant population. While this 

impact of race is openly acknowledged by some interviewees in New York City, it is denied 

by others. Noise Activist N7 recounts a conversation about race with another activist:  

[Another noise activist, name reacted] said to me: “This is an issue of race. We are 

black, so we need to get rewards”. And I said: “You know, I have never made a race-

based decision in my life and I am not starting to do that now”. And she said: “You 

should, because this is an important issue. Black people need to get more votes because 

we are underrepresented. And I said: “You know what, I can’t even talk to you” and I 

walked out. 

                                                           
58 Faburel and Levy, “Science, expertise, and local knowledge in airport conflicts,”), 216. Emphasis removed. 
59 Faburel and Levy, “Science, expertise, and local knowledge in airport conflicts,” 217.  
60 Angotti, New York for Sale, 48 – 49.   
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This failed conversation about race and its impact or lack thereof on discussions about aircraft 

noise is an underlying factor in the distribution of noise in New York City.  

In summary, then, the geographies of aircraft noise in New York City are in flux. They can be 

divided between airspace and the land underneath. The land itself is said to be divided between 

Northern and Southern Queens. Added to these difficulties come disagreements about the 

definition of change. This is complicated even further because – although interviewees often 

discussed noise contours in much detail – it later became apparent, to me at least, that no current 

noise exposure maps existed at the time. These maps were only beginning to become available 

in 2016 through the Part 150 studies. In 2015, the interviewee from the Port Authority PA2 

explains:  

I think everyone is curious to see a map. Now, when is the first 65 DNL map going to 

be produced? I do not know, and that goes back to how you define the problem. And 

the 65 DNL that the consultants are going to be producing is probably going to be a 

starting point for a reality check. How the roundtable personalities deal with that, how 

they are going to accept the fact if they are on the approach pattern for Kennedy and 

they are not in the sixty-five [contour] but they have those occurrences going through, 

I really do not have an answer for that. 

The ‘reality’, here, is of course one defined in accordance with DNL models and noise exposure 

contours as reviewed at the beginning of this section. The discussions in New York City are, 

therefore, circular and seemingly unable to escape a particular definition of ‘reality’ despite its 

faults being known. The problem with mapping, as Graham points out, is that it is part of a ‘flat 

tradition’ which imagine the world primarily on horizontal plane and the globe as a surface 

which was fully explored and distributed amongst nation states.61 Graham points that such a 

flat tradition of mapping fails to adapt to the present. ‘As the world’s surface becomes more 

and more congested and urbanisation girds more of our planet’, he writes, ‘political and social 

struggle takes on an increasingly three dimensional character’.62 I think this argument is useful, 

but not enough. The discussion of verticality allows us to take some steps in the right direction, 

by beginning to imagine the neighbourhoods underneath flight paths as three dimensional 

space. However, the conundrum faced by residents in these areas is an even more complex one, 

accounting not only for the three-dimensional spatiality of their neighbourhoods, but also for 

the temporal character of the noise invading their everyday lives. My intention in the second 

                                                           
61 Stephen Graham, Vertical: The City from Satellites to Bunkers (London: Verso, 2016), 3. 
62 Graham, Vertical: The City from Satellites to Bunkers, 4.  
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part is to offer an alternative account of some of the themes mentioned here from inhabitants 

and their particular realities.  

 

Part II: ‘I have basically attuned my lifestyle to the flight paths’  

I now focus on the impact of aircraft noise on everyday life.63 Bijsterveld observes that noise 

refers to ‘deeply rooted cultural hierarchies’ which can play out in various ways.64 She writes:  

The right to make noise as well as the right to decide which sounds are allowed or 

forbidden has long been the privilege of the powerful, whereas those of lower ranks 

(women, children, servants) were supposed to keep silence, or were under suspicion of 

intentionally disturbing societal order by making noise. Positively evaluated loud and 

rhythmic sounds have had connotations of strength, significance, and being in control, 

whereas noise as unwanted sound has often been associated with social disruption.65  

Two points become readily apparent here: First, noise is associated with power and second, the 

exact character of the relation between noise and power plays out differently in different 

situations. Noise can be a sign of power, but so can the suppression of noise. Noise can be a 

sign of resistance to power or, indeed, a sign of power’s opposition to resistance. These 

hierarchies, we have seen, can be mapped onto New York City’s neighbourhoods which 

diverge in their racial and economic make-up, and clash over questions as to how they should 

be represented politically in the discussions surrounding noise.  I am interested in how noise 

activists in the neighbourhoods mapped above understand and experience noise and its 

complex geographies.   

The noise activists interviewed in New York City were for the most part from areas which had 

been newly exposed to aircraft noise. Describing the moment of first encountering aircraft 

noise, Noise Activist N7 explains: 

One morning at 6am in 2012 we suddenly had the Luftwaffe overhead, right over our 

roofs every twenty seconds until midnight and then it repeated itself the next day and it 

repeated itself the day after. And it is horrible. I do not know how to say it. It is like 

being bombed continually. 

This account of one noise activist’s first encounter with aircraft noise in their home in New 

York City is the starkest account given in the interviews, and it sets the scene for several points 

which will become important in this section. Notable here is the sudden early morning 

                                                           
63 There is no space here to situate Lefebvre’s thinking about everyday life in its own historical context. For an 

overview, cf. Alice Kaplan, Kirsten Ross, introduction to Yale French Studies 73, Everyday Life (1987), 1-4.  
64 Bijsterveld, Mechanical Sound, 40.  
65 Bijsterveld, Mechanical Sound, 40.  
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onslaught of noise for the first time, which is illustrative of the impact of a single encounter 

with noise which would disappear amongst the averaged DNL contours discussed in part I. 

This is followed by the repetition of noise at intervals of twenty seconds between 6am and 

midnight and a repetition of that pattern during the next day and the day after. The noise is, of 

course, not the actual Luftwaffe but rather aircraft taking off from LaGuardia airport, but the 

allusion to Nazi-Germany’s air force during the Second World War indicates the scale of the 

impact of noise on the interviewee’s experience. Despite this description, the interviewee 

points towards the difficulty of adequately articulating the experience – ‘I do not know how to 

say it’. This difficult-to-articulate moment of intensely hearing a plane for the first time, and 

then the repetition of this experience over and over again, marks this interviewee’s first 

encounter with the changing geographies of New York City’s flight paths described in part I. 

Noise Activist N7’s account illustrates the impact of changes to flight paths in the air on their 

everyday life in the privacy of their bedroom. It points towards the importance of accounting 

both for the singularity of each individual occurrence of that noise and its repetitions, a 

perspective which averaged DNL values cannot provide. As such it serves as a good starting 

point for this section’s discussion of the impact of airports on the inhabitants of the city 

underneath their flight paths. 

This is complicated further because the presence or absence of noise at any one time may be 

dependent on wind directions, amongst other factors. It is worth thinking back here to the 

discussion of wind in the first chapter. I observed architects’ consideration of wind directions 

to establish the layout of runways, and I suggested that this may be taken as a sign of the 

ongoing negotiation of the natural and abstract features of space. Vannini et al. point towards 

the intersection of place and weather, and argue that ‘weather constantly makes and remakes 

place’,66 and indeed in the context of airport noise, we find that wind directions continue to be 

important beyond the airport site.  Noise Activist N1 explains:  

It depends on the weather. The weather is a big determinant as to which way the planes 

land. These annoying planes are flying from south to north because planes have to land 

and take off into the wind, and they are landing at runway 4 or runway 3.1 at LaGuardia. 

So when the wind is blowing from those three compass headings, anywhere into that 

area, they are going to be flying over this part of Brooklyn. In the warmer weather 

months, in summer, parts of fall, when the wind is generally moving from the South to 

the North, they bypass Brooklyn. 

                                                           
66 Phillip Vannini, Dennis D. Waskul, Simon Gottschalk, Toby Ellis-Newstead, “Making Sense of the Weather: 

Dwelling and Weathering on Canada’s Rain Coast,” Space and Culture 15, no. 4 (2011): 364.  
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The weather, and particularly wind directions, thus continue to have a direct impact on 

residents’ life, albeit in a technologically mediated form. While weather patterns were 

mentioned just now as a reason for a community being exposed, they may also offer temporary 

relief to other neighbourhoods. Noise Activist N1 explains that ‘there is a time in summer time, 

six or seven weeks with no aircraft noise, depending on the weather which is really nice. People 

think: “Oh, they finally figured it out. It’s fixed” but then it comes right back again’. Rather 

than an end to noise, the absence of planes merely indicates a temporary respite due to 

particular weather patterns. Furthermore, this making and remaking of place by the weather, 

and inhabitants’ navigation of the shifting spatio-temporalities of aircraft noise on the basis of 

the weather, is illustrated well when Noise Activist N1 takes out a smartphone to access the 

weather forecast and explains: 

This is the seven-day forecast for LaGuardia and it shows the wind, where the wind 

will be coming from. Today is almost over but today the wind is coming from the North, 

so we have noise and then tomorrow, you can see that the winds again come from the 

North. The arrow is pointing down. That means we are going to have noise tomorrow. 

And then, Sunday it is starting to shift to the South at four o’clock in the afternoon. So, 

on Sunday we can see this starting go away and then maybe Monday, it looks like the 

weather is changing. See, the wind is coming from the South, at which point it will go 

away. 

An arrow on a smart phone’s weather forecast has become indicative of wind directions, and 

hence aircraft noise. The interview was recorded on a Friday, and Noise Activist N3 predicts 

that the neighbourhood will be exposed to noise until the winds start shifting on Sunday 

afternoon, and the noise ‘will go away’ on a Monday, when the winds change.67 This illustrates 

both the impact of wind directions on neighbourhoods affected by aircraft noise, and 

inhabitants’ prediction of noise on the basis of the weather.  However, the interviewee from 

the Port Authority PA1 points out that NextGen could be a means of reducing an airport’s 

dependency on the weather. The interviewee states that their hope is that ‘NextGen products 

will allow us to operate pretty much the way we can in good weather’. The aims is, they 

continue, ‘[to] improve navigation to the point where it does not matter what the weather 

conditions are’. NextGen, the interviewee hopes, will reduce New York City’s airports’ 

dependency on the weather and allow them to operate regardless of the weather conditions, 

thus further influencing the flight patterns.  

                                                           
67 In some sense, the observations here may be similar to Jones’ discussion of the hybrid temporalities of tidal 

places as the UK coast which combine diurnal rhythms of day and night and the twenty-four hour day with tidal 

rhythms. Owain Jones, “’The Breath of the Moon’: The Rhythmic and Affective Time-spaces of UK Tides,” in 

Geographies of Rhythms: Nature, Place and Bodies, ed. Tim Edensor (Farnham: Ashgate, 2010), 189 – 190.  
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To some extent, tolerance towards or disturbance by noise is a matter of individual perceptions. 

The interviewee from the Port Authority PA3 explains, for example, that ‘people have different 

tolerances’. An individual’s perception of noise may depend on their lifestyle, they say and 

explain: ‘If you work all day and you have a difficult job, you might work really hard and when 

you come home nothing can keep you up. Other people work from home, maybe they are a 

writer, or they are home most of the day, or they have retired. Everybody factors differently’. 

Here, individuals’ tolerance to noise is attributed to different schedules and particularly the 

question whether or not they spend the day in the home. In other words, one’s tolerance to 

noise is said to depend on one’s everyday life. Noise Activist N1, also elaborating on everyday 

life, speaks in terms of family: ‘I do not think people notice [the noise] when they have kids 

and family around. They are very busy when they have kids … I have a less hectic schedule 

than a parenting person would, so I hear it more’. The more residents seem immersed in 

everyday life – be that through work or through family – the less noise seems to be noticed. 

Noise Activist N3 speculates similarly that ‘a lot of people go to work during the day, they are 

not home, they hear [the noise] at night, they are in their house anyway’. In a similar vein, 

Noise Activist N6 recounts that they only noticed the noise after becoming unemployed which 

coincided with a change in winds: ‘In 2013, I lost my job in spring and I was home more often 

and that is when the weather started getting warmer. This flight path is used all the time, but 

especially in the warmer months and I said: “Oh my God, what the hell is this? This goes on 

all day long.”’ In both accounts, the perception of noise in everyday life is associated with 

divisions of home and work, and in the former case also with a divisions of day and night, work 

and sleep.  

And yet, Noise Activist N12 explains that change, and particularly the degree of change, ‘may 

be the key factor’ in people’s reaction to noise. The interviewee suggests that there may be a 

tipping point when the degree of change becomes noticeable:  

I think a small change probably people do not notice. There is almost a trigger point, 

and it may be slightly different for each person, but there is almost a trigger point where 

people say: “The planes are annoying me”. A lot of planes might have been there before, 

but the trigger point is: “Something has changed”. It seems to me, it is the change which 

could be the biggest factor. I think people are not used to the planes. 

Change, and particularly the degree of change, is important for the perception of aircraft noise 

as an annoyance. While some numbers of planes and a certain amount of change can be 

tolerated, they become an annoyance once a threshold has been reached. This is complicated, 

of course, in a situation in which change is not acknowledged as such, as seen in part I. The 
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challenge of aircraft noise is not only the loudness of individual planes, but also of the number 

of times a plane passes. As in the account of Noise Activist N7’s first encounter with aircraft 

noise, this means that the problem lies not in the first encounter with the noise alone, but rather 

in the fact that this noise repeated itself over days. The first encounter is only a problem because 

it marks the beginning of noise exposure.  

Notably, Noise Activist N12 speculates that the threshold when noise becomes an annoyance 

may be different from person to person. Elaborating on this thinking, the interviewee speculates 

that different people’s tolerances may be dependent on how used they are to the noise, and 

whether or not they have grown up with it. Noise Activist N12 explains:  

I think it is quite interesting that one of the big factors is if people are brought up under 

a flight path. If you have grown up with the airport, with the aircraft, from the moment 

you appeared into the world, it is part of life. When I speak to youngsters in West 

London, they say: “Look, it’s just part of it; it’s part of our growing up”. So, there are 

people who simply do not hear the aeroplane. There are others who will hear the 

aeroplanes, but say: “They don’t really bother me.” There is another group which will 

say: “Yeah, I’d prefer if they weren’t there, but they are not ruining my life”. And then 

there is a fourth group who are saying: “I am just devastated by this noise and I would 

do anything to get rid of it.” 

According to the interviewee, whether or not residents are disturbed by noise may depend on 

whether they have grown up with the noise or not. In areas which have always been affected 

by noise, noise becomes ‘part of life’ and ‘part of … growing up’ and residents therefore ‘do 

not hear’ the planes. Other people, however, may react to noise in various degrees of intensity, 

possibly to the point of devastation. Aircraft noise, then, in part has to do with the idea of 

‘getting use to’ or ‘being used’ to noise.  

Approaching questions about the variability of aircraft noise from a different angle, Noise 

Activist N12 also argues for the importance of respite, that is, times in which areas will not be 

affected by noise.68 The interviewee explains:  

In my view, it [respite] is critical.... The biggest call we have had over the twenty years 

I have been involved is for predictable periods of relief from the noise, which essentially 

is respite. The more predictable periods, the better. People are saying they would accept 

a period of the intensification of the noise, all the planes coming over, if they could get 

[respite], ideally for a quarter of the day to divide it into four. 

In other words, respite here appears as a key interest of the communities affected by aircraft 

noise. In the interviewee’s explanation, this means that residents would accept more noise, if 

                                                           
68 N12 is based in London. Respite had not been featured in discussions in NYC.  
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this would afford them with relief from the noise for parts of the day. Unlike the changes in 

accordance with wind directions, respite is a more easily predictable, regular variation in 

aircraft noise exposure. Asked about the importance of predictability in particular, the noise 

activist explains ‘it is very important that it is predictable and that it is meaningful respite’. 

They explain, that a day may be divided between a loud period between 9am and 2pm and a 

quiet period between 2pm and 9pm, and they hypothesise that such a division might be 

supported by many of the residents. Noise Activist N12 also points out that ‘respite’ needs to 

be ‘meaningful’, thus stressing that respite from noise is just as hard to define as noise itself. 

So, while the argument on the whole has been made that aircraft noise is an exceptional kind 

of noise due to its temporal organisation rather than its disruption of order, it should also be 

clear that there is a variability of noise within these patterns. These variations may be ‘natural’ 

as those caused by the wind patterns or purposely imposed as in the case of respite.  

The confluence of rhythms in everyday life – here flight paths, weather patterns and possibly 

respite – is a key feature of Lefebvre and Regulier’s exposition of The Rhythmanalytical 

Project.69 They argue that ‘the everyday is simultaneously the site of, the theatre for, and what 

is at stake in the conflict between the great indestructible rhythms and the processes imposed 

by the socio-economic organisation of production, consumption circulation and habitat’.70 In 

other words, everyday time is structured by cyclical rhythms on the one hand and linear 

repetitions on the other hand.71 Cyclical rhythms are clearly positively invested here whereas 

linear repetition comes with negative implications. I am interested in the conflictive 

confluences of these different kinds of rhythms and repetition, and their complex relation to 

everyday life. Such rhythms, and their relations, are apparent when Noise Activist N3 explains 

the specificity of airplane noise:  

[It is alright] if once a day an airplane goes over, twice a day an airplane goes over. In 

summer time, we have that practically every other day with lawn care people coming 

out with the lawn blowers and the lawn mowers. The trucks go by, picking up garbage. 

But somehow you know it is going to end, so you deal with it. A dog barking, you deal 

with, you know it goes away. But with the airplanes – you know as long as the wind is 

in a certain way, or the pattern is a certain way, or delays are too big, you are going to 

get it consistently. And that is very very disturbing. 

                                                           
69 Cf. Henri Lefebvre, Rhythmanalysis: Space, Time and Everyday Life, trans. Gerald Moore and Stuart Elden 

(London: Continuum, 2004), 27; Ryan Moore, “The Beat of the City: Lefebvre and Rhythmanalysis,” Situations 

5, no. 1 (2013): 61 – 77. 
70 Lefebvre, Rhythmanalysis, 82.  
71 Henri Lefebvre, Critique of Everyday Life, one-volume ed. (London: Verso, 2014), 343. Henri Lefebvre, 

Critique of Everyday Life, one-volume ed. (London: Verso, 2014), 687.  



Chapter 4: Attuning Homes and Flight Paths 

220 
 

It is useful here to connect these observations with considerations of rhythms, place and 

everyday life. The interviewee points to various kinds of noises such lawn care, garbage trucks 

and barking dogs, which are taken to be less disturbing than aircraft noise. I propose that the 

difference between these noises has to do with their temporal organisation in relation to place. 

Wunderlich defines place-temporality as ‘a sense of time that is place-specific, unique to 

specific locations, and intersubjective, practiced and perceived collectively.72 Connecting this 

idea of everyday rhythms to place, Wunderlich summarises that ‘places are temporal milieus 

within which repetitive everyday activities, spatial patterns and cycles of nature interweave and 

orchestrate into bundles of expressive rhythms’.73 In this argument, place-temporality, which 

is often associated with particular sounds, is positively invested.74 Bennett has made the point 

that rhythm is important to belonging to a neighbourhood, through the ‘synchronisation of 

time-space routines’.75 Atkinson similarly points towards the importance of synchrony in urban 

soundscapes. Whereas sounds conform with ‘common expectations and daily chronologies’, 

they are perceived as noise when they are out of sync and might be the cause of ‘intense social 

friction’.76 Understood in this way, noises can be understood in analogy with Mary Douglas’ 

discussion of dirt as matter out of place, in that they constitute “sound out of place”, which is 

thus reconsidered as ‘noise’.77 Sound is noise when it breaks synchrony and disturbs ‘place-

temporality’. The noise of lawn car, garbage trucks and barking dogs might be examples here, 

since their disturbance is ameliorated by the knowledge that the noise is temporary and order 

will be restored.  

Aircraft noise, however, functions differently. Rather than merely disturbing an existing place-

temporality, I suggest that aircraft noise works to produce its own temporality and to impose it 

on a place. Aircraft noise takes the constant repetition of a noise, as described by N7 above, 

                                                           
72 Filipa Matos Wunderlich, “Walking and Rhythmicity: Sensing Urban Space,” Journal of Urban Design 13, no. 

1 (2007), 31 – 44, cited in Filipa Matos Wunderlich, “The Aesthetics of Place-temporality in Everyday Urban 

Space: The Case of Fitzroy Square,” in Geographies of Rhythms: Nature, Place and Bodies, ed. Tim Edensor 

(Farnham: Ashgate, 2010), 46. 
73 Filipa Matos Wunderlich, “The Aesthetics of Place-temporality in Everyday Urban Space: The Case of Fitzroy 

Square,” in Geographies of Rhythms: Nature, Place and Bodies, ed. Tim Edensor (Farnham: Ashgate, 2010), 45 

- 46. Emphasis removed. For a tentative exploration of rhythmanalysis and the city, and some references to race, 

cf. Moore, “The Beat of the City: Lefebvre and Rhythmanalysis,” 61 – 77. 
74 Matos Wunderlich, “The Aesthetics of Place-temporality in Everyday Urban Space: The Case of Fitzroy 

Square,” 54. 
75 Julia Bennett, “’Snowed in!’ Offbeat Rhythms and Belonging as Everyday Practice,” Sociology 49, no. 5 (2015): 

958.  
76 Rowland Atkinson, “Ecology of Sound: The Sonic Order of Urban Space,” Urban Studies 44, no. 10 (2007): 

1910.    
77 Mike Goldsmith, Discord: The story of noise (Oxford: Oxford University Press,  2012), 1. For an alternative 

discussion of noise and order, and noise as resistance to order, cf. Kirsi Pauliina Kallio, “Political Presence and 

the Politics of Noise,” Space and Polity 16, no. 3 (2012): 292 – 293. 
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and imposes it on the everyday life of a particular place. Combining the notions of repetition 

and timelessness, Sandywell writes that the everyday may be conceived as ‘what happens in 

typical form today as it has done yesterday and will do tomorrow’.78 This perception of the 

everyday, then, is exactly the problem described by the interviewees cited above – ‘as long as 

the wind is in a certain way, or the pattern is a certain way, or delays are too big, you are going 

to get it consistently’. The challenge of aircraft noise is exactly that residents exposed to the 

noise have to expect noise to be the same for days, as the interviewee pointed out. Rather than 

being out of place and time, the challenge of aircraft noise is rather its imposition of a particular 

rhythm on those who live beneath the flight paths.  

It might be useful here to think of residents’ struggles with aircraft noise in terms of the right 

to the city. Tying his discussion of urban change into a larger spatio-temporal trajectory, 

Harvey observes that ‘the quality of urban life has become a commodity, as has the city itself, 

in a world where consumerism, tourism, cultural and knowledge-based industries have become 

major aspects of the urban political economy’.79 In the case of residents in New York City, we 

saw, life in Manhattan in particular is presented and commodified as a particular experience of 

the city for some, while inhabitants’ quality of life beneath the flight paths elsewhere is 

diminished. Harvey concludes that ‘the question of what kind of city we want cannot be 

divorced from that of what kind of social ties, relationship to nature, lifestyles, technologies 

and aesthetic values we desire’,80 and as such the right to the city taps into a number of themes 

discussed in the first half of this chapter and the previous chapters.  

While the discussions surrounding the right to the city are broad, I want to focus on the figure 

of the ‘inhabitant’ here. Purcell argues that ‘Lefebvre’s right to the city offers a much more 

radical, more problematic, and more open-ended vision of urban politics than the vision 

currently offered in the literature’.81 He points out that that one of the key weaknesses of 

Lefebvre’s thinking about the right to the city as it currently understood is his apparent 

conflation of inhabitants with the working class and the limitation of the struggle over city as 

                                                           
78 Barry Sandywell, “The myth of everyday life: Toward a heterology of the ordinary,” Cultural Studies 18, no. 

2-3 (2004): 163. Sandywell is critical of such considerations of the everyday and aims to recover a heterology of 

everyday day, I propose that his thinking may also guide our thinking about some of the struggles of the everyday 

of communities exposed to aircraft noise. Sandywell’s intent is to rediscover the denigrated concept of the 

everyday as a heterologous source for a radical politics of experience. A consideration of aircraft noise, I suggest, 

allows for such a possibility to open up in practice. 
79 David Harvey, “The Right to the City,” New Left Review 53 (2008): 31.  
80 Harvey, “The Right to the City,” 23.  
81 Mark Purcell, “Excavating Lefebvre: The right to the city and its urban politics of the inhabitant,” GeoJournal 

58 (2002): 100.  
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one against capitalism.82 Masuda and Bookman, however, point out that the right to the city 

has transformed from a class-based analysis when Lefebvre was writing, to a ‘more pluralist 

approach’ which aims to account for ‘many forms of marginalization from urban life’.83 Once 

it is broadened, Purcell suggests that, Lefebvre’s thinking opens up the possibility of ‘an urban 

politics of the inhabitant’.84 He proposes:  

It is precisely the analytical and political power of the idea of inhabitance that it opens 

up the definition of the political subject to include a range of different identities and 

political interests. One’s class and race and gender and sexuality are all fundamental to 

inhabiting the city. The struggles of inhabitants against marginalization are struggles 

against an array of social and spatial structures of which capitalism is only one. The 

concept of inhabitance is not limited to a single social category – it can incorporate 

these diverse identities and interests because it is defined by everyday experience in 

lived space.85 

Purcell’s reframing of the right to the city as the right to inhabitance is useful here because the 

discussions of ‘airport parts’ in the previous section illustrated how each of these identities, 

particularly race and class, come into play in discussions about aircraft noise and the 

environmental racism of its distribution. These considerations point towards the need to change 

the power relations of the production of urban space in favour of residents. It hinges on two 

notions in particular: participation as the right of inhabitants to participate directly in decision 

making about the production of any urban space that affects them, and appropriation, the right 

of inhabitants to access already produced urban space and to produce spaces in accordance 

with their needs.86 At the moment, I suggest, the inhabitants of neighbourhoods underneath 

flight paths have little right to their city. The place-temporalities of their neighbourhoods are 

dependent on flight paths mapped without their consultation, and the discussions about the 

roundtables, which could enable their participation, do not seem to be successful. With these 

discussions being ongoing, I focus here on the experience of the inhabitance of airport space 

by three interviewees, Noise Activists N1, N6 and N7, all of whom describe the relation of 

sleep and aircraft noise.  

 

                                                           
82 Purcell, “Excavating Lefebvre: The right to the city and its urban politics of the inhabitant,” 106.  
83 Masuda and Bookman, “Neighbourhood branding and the right to the city,” 3. 
84 Purcell, “Excavating Lefebvre: The right to the city and its urban politics of the inhabitant,” 100. 
85 Purcell, “Excavating Lefebvre: The right to the city and its urban politics of the inhabitant,” 106.  
86 Purcell, “Excavating Lefebvre: The right to the city and its urban politics of the inhabitant,” 102 – 103.  
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II.1. Aircraft noise and sleep 

Steger and Brunt point out that urban studies is biased towards the day. Nevertheless, there 

have been various approaches to sleep in human geography and sociology.87 Lefebvre explains 

that sleep, together with hunger and sex, are ‘bound up with customs and traditions of cyclic 

time’,88 and he takes such rhythms as evidence of the ongoing impact of cyclical time on the 

everyday. It is worth citing at length:  

Cyclic time scales have not disappeared. Subordinated to linear time, broken into pieces 

and scattered, they live on. A very large part of biological and physiological life and a 

very large part of social life remain involved in cyclic time scales. Even if in a few very 

large cities (but not in France) public transport runs for 24 hours a day, even if a few 

very limited groups free themselves from the times conventionally allotted to the 

customs such as resting, sleeping and eating, these customs remain deeply rooted. No 

matter how highly developed an industrial civilization may be, hunger, sleep and sex 

are still bound up with the customs and traditions linked to cyclic time. And it would 

appear that emancipations from cyclic time always follows a difficult path, by way of 

antinature and lived abstraction. It is unnatural not to sleep at night, not to eat at specific 

hours, etc.89 

Lefebvre, in other words, stresses the ongoing influence of cyclical rhythms and the difficulty 

of emancipating oneself from them. While cyclical rhythms, such as sleep, are subordinate to 

linear rhythms, they nevertheless persist. In consequence, their relation is subject to 

negotiation, and this is illustrated well in noise activists’ discussion of sleep. Although 

Lefebvre stresses that ‘it is unnatural not to sleep at night’ this is the experience of some 

interviewees.90 Noise Activist N1 explains:  

I cannot sleep all night. I cannot fall asleep at night. I have basically attuned my lifestyle 

to the flight paths rather than me just wanting to have my own lifestyle and my own 

sleeping patterns. I cannot go the sleep until after 12 o’clock every night when the 

planes are flying because they are flying. And starting again at 6:15 o’clock in the 

morning the first planes flies over head.  

This interviewees’ sleep is confined between 12pm, when the airplane noise subsides, and 

6:15am, when the noise returns. This timeframe is likely a reflection of LaGuardia airports 

                                                           
87 Brigitte Steger and Lodewijk Brunt, “Introduction: into the night and the world of sleep,” in Night-Time and 

Sleep in Asia and the West, ed. Brigitte Steger and Lodewijk Brunt (London: RoutledgeCruzon, 2003), 6 – 7. For 
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The Sociology of Sleep,” International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society 6, no. 3 (1993); and Ben Gallan, 
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88 Henri Lefebvre, Critique of Everyday Life, one-volume ed. (London: Verso, 2014), 343.  
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12pm to 6am voluntary curfew, and the interviewee argues that their ‘lifestyle’ has come to be 

‘attuned’ to the flight pattern. Their description reinforces the idea that aircraft noise 

specifically serves to impose a particular order rather than a disturbance.  

Williams points out that there seems to be an increasing number of (perceived) problems of 

sleep at the present time. He writes that ‘sleep, rightly or wrongly, is seen to be the ‘casualty’ 

of profound social, economic and technological change over the past century or so’.91 In a 

world perceived to be speeding up, arguments are made both for making sleep productive or 

for protecting its idle character.92 Williams discusses the politics of sleep in the context of a 

perceived speeding up of social life and the resulting fear that time for sleeping might be 

compressed. This concern for sleep elevates sleep to a political problem which builds on 

discussions of ‘sleep loss, debt or deprivation as an ‘adverse’ or ‘at-risk’ state, for self and 

society’.93 Consequently, the management of one’s sleep is becoming a civic duty, which 

requires ‘more or less continuous processes of self-inspection and control’.94 Noise poses a 

challenges to this management of sleep, because it cannot not be heard and, as such, imposes 

itself on the listener. It creates a compulsory connection between the listener and the noise. 

Siisiäinen writes that ‘sound and the ear essentially threaten to take away the liberty of being 

alone, and being in detachment and separation, inside the empty private space, in the private 

enjoyment of one’s possessions’.95 As such, he suggests, noise may violate core ideas of 

neoliberal governmentality, such as privacy, liberty (to be alone), and property, which can be 

protected against noise.96 Hainge writes that ‘it is undoubtedly not insignificant that noise is 

imbued with a particular propensity for transgressing and destabilising fixed boundaries’.97 It 

is notable that one of the key elements of Dement’s oft-cited definition of sleep is that ‘sleep 

erects a perceptual wall between the conscious mind and the outside world’.98 Sleep establishes 

walls between the individual and the public; and noise transgresses them.  
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Asked about the various measures affected residents take to protect themselves from the noise, 

Noise Activist N1 mentions listening to music, and using ear plugs. Speaking of their own 

measures, they describe using a ‘soundmachine’, that is a machine emitting ‘white noise’ to 

cover aircraft noise. The interviewee explains:  

The soundmachine, I have it next to my desk and if the planes are there, it is just on and 

then when I go into the bedroom and take a nap, I take it with me. I take it with me in 

the bedroom, I plug it in and then I can sleep. I cannot sleep with the airplane noise. 

Earplugs I wear when I really have to sleep earlier at night and I sometimes use them 

with the sound machine, because sometimes I notice that when I have my earplugs in I 

can hear myself breathing and that is actually calming to me. It calms me down, it 

makes it easier to sleep. 

The interviewee describes how they move the sound machine with themselves through their 

home. Together with the ear plugs, it works to maintain a separation between the interviewee 

and the outside world. The focus on breathing in particular may be seen as a return to the 

interviewee’s own rhythms, and in line with Lefebvre’s valuation of bodily rhythms. It is also 

a reminder of the sounds of the human body itself.  

The use of the noise machine recalls discussions of prosthesis in previous chapters. Gandy here 

speaks of a “cyborg urbanization”, in order to stress ‘the physical vulnerability of the human 

body as part of hierarchy of larger-scale social and metabolic systems’.99 The association of 

sleep and machine also makes clear that the supposed naturalness of such rhythms of sleep and 

wakefulness which are organised in particular spatio-temporal confines becomes dubious. 

Rather than regarding sleep and wakefulness as a natural pattern which is ‘deformed’ by 

capitalist social life,100 Meadows writes: 

Seemingly natural patterns, such as circadian rhythms, are, in their totality, a product 

of socially organised rhythms, but the unhealthy and overlapping nature of these 

multiple, constitutive rhythms serves to undo their organic spontaneity. In other words, 

the structural organisation of everyday life in modernity collapses into arrhythmic states 

not strictly because of some conceived deformation of an underlying nature, a ‘bending’ 

[through dressage] that goes too far, but because the tensions that structure movement 

through everyday life produce social and individual disintegration alongside the 

naturalness that they initially produce.101 

Such an understanding is useful in that it counters the association of sleep with (romanticised) 

notions of nature. Rather than seeing the sleeper’s rhythms oppressed by capitalism through 
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dressage, Meadows allows for a more subtle understanding of how such seemingly natural 

rhythms are in fact also produced by capitalism.  

And yet, not all noise activists adapt as Noise Activist N1. I want to move on to discuss the 

starkest example of the impact of aircraft noise on an interviewee’s everyday life. Noise 

Activist N6 has been living in their particular neighbourhood for some time and speaks of their 

parents’ ‘roots’ in the neighbourhood. The neighbourhood has always been impacted by noise 

for some parts of the year, the interviewee explains, but this changed in 2008 when that 

exposure became more permanent:  

Before [2008], they tried to work with communities. Obviously it is never going to be 

perfect, you are going to get noise. … For a two to three period of the year, they used 

this route, [but they] routed the planes away from the park and over us. Nobody liked 

it but it was – we understood – temporary. Then the FAA decided to go and make it 

permanent, and they did not tell anyone they were doing that. And they narrowed it. It 

is what is called an RNAV [Area Navigation] route, it is a very precise route, hitting 

the exact points over and over. 

The interviewee’s home is located under a newly condensed flight path, leading to it being 

exposed to repeated noise more constantly since 2008. In other words, the interviewee 

experienced a significant increase in noise which served as a ‘trigger point’, as described by 

Noise Activist N12 above. Once this point had been reached, they became keenly aware and 

disturbed by the noise. A noise monitor was installed in the building by the Port Authority, and 

Noise Activist N6 recounts the explanation of the data by a noise expert as follows:  

He looked at the data [from the monitor], and he looked at the current noise contour 

maps and the ones from 2008. And then he said: In 2008, I was at 55 DNL and it was 

normal … That was the historical path. Now I am at 63/64 DNL and I am getting so 

many more flights and he said: “It is unliveable and it is hazardous”. It is right under 

what the FAA considers to be significantly impacted. This should not have happened. 

Despite being impacted more due to the change in flight patterns, the interviewee’s home is 

exposed to noise just under the 65 DNL threshold. This means, as we had seen above, that the 

home lies ‘outside the map’ in Noise Activist N12’s words, below the 65 DNL threshold used 

to distinguish between “fact” and “issue”, as the interviewee from the Port Authority PA2 has 

it. In areas outside the 65 DNL contour, noise exposure is considered “merely” an “issue”, and 

as such it illustrates the challenges of imposing the contours described in part I. Noise Activist 

N6’s reaction is the most extreme one described to me in my research, and has gained some 

notoriety amongst New York City’s activists. The story was recounted to me indirectly several 

times before I spoke to the interviewee, Noise Activist N6, directly. The interviewee explains:  
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There have been times when I have woken up and the planes have been so loud and I 

needed to sleep more. I would actually go into the hallway of my apartment, I would 

close the bedroom doors to be away from the windows and I would take two quilts and 

put one underneath and have one to try and sleep there. I cannot sleep in my bed. There 

are times I will be out and I check what flight paths they are using, and I am like: “No, 

I can’t go home yet. I just can’t deal with that.” It has totally upended my life.” 

The story is remarkable for portraying in detail the interviewee’s retreat away from the noise 

even in their own home, from one room to another, and their attempts to exclude noise through 

windows and closed doors. It illustrates a key conflict between noise on the one hand and sleep 

on the other. As in the previous case, the interviewee marks the intrusiveness of noise. In 

retreating from the aircraft noise, they illustrate the connection between private and public 

rhythms. As in the previous case with the soundmachine, the interviewee’s retreat illustrates 

how noise, thus far considered a ‘public’ problem, invades the privacy of the interviewee’s 

home.102 Lefebvre points out that there is a continuity between private and public rhythms, and 

his description of their connection echoes the interviewee’s retreat. He writes that ‘there are 

multiple transitions and imbrications between these poles: the bedroom, the apartment, the 

house, the street, the square and the district, finally the town’.103 This resonates well with the 

interviewee’s retreat into their hallway; it also echoes Noise Activist N1’s movement with the 

noise machine.  

Lefebvre warns that ‘when relations of power overcome relations of alliance, when rhythms 

‘of the other’ make rhythms ‘of the self’ impossible, then total crisis breaks out’.104 The 

interviewee in question, doubly displaced from their bed and from their home, can be said to 

experience such a crisis. Concluding their interview, Noise Activist N6 explains: ‘It has 

affected me. I am just so upset all the time. And I just want to have a normal life again, the life 

I used to lead. I feel like everything has been taken from me. This is not the life I should be 

leading’. This account of the interviewee’s displacement is the most extreme account of the 

impact of aircraft noise on an inhabitant underneath a flight path.  Noise Activist N1 described 

a similar crisis is regards to their body and mind. Talking about their body at first, they explain:   

I think it has had an effect on my physiology. When you live around noise that comes 

in a sequence of time, you being to anticipate it even when it is not there. I feel a tensing 

up in my shoulders whenever the planes go overhead. I have friends that say they feel 

it in their stomach. I think it has more detrimental effects in the physiology, the nervous 

                                                           
102 For a discussion of public and private distinction of space, and its shortcomings, cf. Panu Lehtovuori, 

Experience and Conflict: The Production of Urban Space (Farnham: Ashgate, 2010), 37. 
103 Lefebvre, Rhythmanalysis, 101. 
104 Lefebvre, Rhythmanalysis, 105. 
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system of people than we are willing to admit. I think that it is a very subliminal kind 

of thing.  

Here, flight patterns and aerial geographies come to be translated into the muscle memory of 

the interviewee’s shoulders, and their friends’ stomach. Moving on to describe the mental 

impact of noise, Noise Activist N1 explains further:  

It interrupts your train of thought. That is a very powerful thing to do to people when 

they are trying to do things. If you put them into a patterns of always having their train 

of thought interrupted, they then become that. They become a person who is 

fragmented, their thinking is fragmented, because that is what is happening to them. 

Noise interrupts thinking and such an interruption is a ‘powerful’ thing. The interrupted person 

is put into a pattern, and subsequently becomes that pattern. The result is, the interviewee 

explains, a fragmented person, which is reminiscent of observations about passengers and 

airport workers.  This happens, the interviewee states, regardless of whether there is noise 

present or not. Taken together, the Noise Activists N1 and N6 describe the starkest picture of 

the impact of aircraft noise on the inhabitants of the neighbourhoods underneath the flight 

paths.  

 

II.2. WebTrak 

In the last part of this section, I want to move on to discussing WebTrak, a noise monitoring 

system which inhabitants in New York City can use to make noise complaints. I learn about 

WebTrak when Noise Activist N7 discusses the morning of the day before the interview took 

place:  

I woke up at 6:04am and I said to my husband: “Where was the American Airlines 

flight to Dallas, Fort Worth? That should have been here. It’s ten minutes late!” [laughs] 

… I knew that plane was 10 minutes late because it woke me up ten minutes later than 

usually. It usually wakes me up at 5:54, but it woke me up at 6:04 and I said to my 

husband: “That plane is ten minutes late”. And then I went on WebTrak and it was 

American airlines flight to Dallas, Fort Worth. It is pretty scary. That happened 

yesterday. 

As in the cases discussed above, the interviewee has become attuned to the pattern of aircraft 

noise overhead, to the point of being disturbed by a divergence from the pattern. What we find 

here is first: the confluence of flight schedule and sleeping pattern and second: the 

interviewee’s realisation that this confluence of patterns has been disturbed. Far from being 

sound out of place and time, the disturbance occurs because one particular instance of noise – 

the American Airlines Flight to Dallas, Fort Worth at 5:54 – was not in place. Noise Activist 
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N7 then turns to WebTrak in order to verify their identification of the plane, which confirms 

their habitual knowledge of the flight patterns.  

WebTrak allows citizens to record individual noise disturbances almost in real time on the basis 

of measurements from noise monitors distributed throughout New York City. The interviewee 

identifies WebTrak as their ‘favourite way’ of making noise complaints, in addition to 

recording complaints on the automated phone line and using the Port Authority’s complaint 

site. WebTrak is the preferred way because it has seen improvements recently. It is worth 

examining this in more detail since it offers an alternative to the geographies discussed thus 

far.105 The interviewee from the Port Authority PA3 explains WebTrak’s noise meters:  

The way a noise monitor works is, it collects noise. But it also has a computer and what 

it does is it connects a flight track on the computer because we get all the FAA data, to 

the noise event and then the noise event has to be measured properly: you have to hear 

it coming, you have to hear it peak, you have to hear it go down because then you know 

it went over the monitor. The computers do this, they connect that flight with that noise 

event. You can separate out the other noise, the background noise. … That’s why these 

noise monitors are very expensive. You are not just putting a monitor out there. The 

monitors are connected to very complicated computers which bring in all the FAA radar 

data and matches it up and correlates. 

The quote illustrates the complex technological assemblage used to measure noise. Each 

passing plane is a ‘noise event’ with three parts: the ‘coming’ of the plane’s noise, its peak as 

the plane passes, and going down of the noise after the plane has passed. This attention to the 

individual noise event stands in contrast to the averaging of noise over time as was the case in 

the noise contour maps. This noise is the connected with an aircraft in the sky, again illustrating 

the connection of aerial and land based geographies described in part I. The machine also filters 

out background noises such as the ones discussed in the context of the general ‘loudness’ of 

the city, and thus accounts for the particularity of aircraft noise in the soundscapes of  

neighbourhoods.  

The data from noise meters is then fed into WebTrak, where it can be seen on a map twenty 

minutes after the original recording. WebTrak’s map shows the five boroughs of New York 

City, and five of its airports – JKF International, LaGuardia, Newark, Stewart and Teterboro. 

The display has four options: road, which is its default, aerial, terrain, and hybrid. Icons of 

planes and helicopters in different colours move across the map, trailed by a line indicating 

their flight path in the last 30 seconds. The map shows numerous small circles with numbers 
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indicating noise levels in decibels where noise meters are located. The circles change colour 

from grey, to green, to yellow, to red as planes approach them and the decibel values increase.  

Some parts of the map, in other words, are in constant motion. Rather than averaging the noise 

in a neighbourhood, the maps depict each individual plane and their flight paths. This 

constitutes at least a beginning in depicting the particular temporalities of aircraft noise.  

WebTrak’s map is surrounded by a complex legend on the side. It explains the icons used to 

identify different types of planes, and their colours which indicate which airports the planes 

have departed or will be landing on. It indicates the noise icons, which identity three different 

kinds of events ‘none’, ‘community noise event’ and ‘aircraft noise event’, and the colours 

identifying various dB levels, and the legend explains how the map can be used to make a noise 

complaint. Furthermore, the legend also allows for the selection of particular time periods to 

be displayed. These may be ‘historical’ or they may be showing ‘current flights’. In the 

historical tab, any day in the past four months can be accessed and a graph below allows the 

selection of particular time periods in the past. Viewers can also select how and what kind of 

information should be displayed. Viewers can select a smoother display of aircraft movement, 

they can choose the aircraft info tags to be displayed permanently. They can select or deselect 

the presence of noise monitors, a message window indicating runway closures, and a panel 

indicating the weather.  

Kitchin and Dodge point out that maps should not merely be understood as abstract 

presentations of the world but rather as themselves ‘being in the world, as open to the disclosure 

of things’.106 In this particular case, the maps of WebTrak are objects on a screen in Noise 

Activist N7’s bedroom. It was being watched on the day before the interview, a few minutes 

after six o’clock in the interviewee’s bedroom, after they had been woken by a plane. These 

considerations are important because they make apparent the particularity of WebTrak’s map, 

and also the meaning with which it is invested in the particular situation by Noise Activist N7. 

Moreover, Dodge and Kitchin claim that maps should be seem as ‘ontogenetic in nature’,107 

that is their ontological functions are in flux rather than stable. They explain:  

Maps are of-the-moment, brought into being through practices (embodied, social, 

technical), always remade every time they are engaged with; mapping is a process of 

constant reterritorialization. As such, maps are transitory and fleeting, being contingent, 
relational and context-dependent. Maps are practices – they are always mappings; spatial 
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practices enacted to solve relational problems (eg, how best to create a spatial representation, 

how to understand a spatial distribution, how to get between A and B, and so on). 

That is to say, maps are only produced through the practices of their use. While I am doubtful 

how far WebTrak is able to solve ‘relational problems’, it certainly draws attention to the 

relations between noise and residents’ everyday life by allowing residents to locate themselves 

in relation to the planes above. The idea of mapping as a practice, and as a means of establishing 

relations between residents and the planes, becomes apparent when the interviewee points out 

another function of the map I had not noticed myself. Noting my lack of familiarity with the 

practices of WebTrak, Noise Activist N7 explains with surprising enthusiasm – ‘Oh my god, 

click on the plane! It is so great. First of all, mouse over the plane because you will find out 

which flight it is, how high it is, how fast it is travelling and where it is going. Oh, it is so 

great!’  

This surprising enthusiasm for the tracking system constitutes a curious echo to the ‘theatre of 

flights’ in Adey’s discussion of early airport architecture.108 Adey points towards the specific 

design of airfields to shape audiences’ view in order to be able to impart political messages.109 

Early airport balconies could be inhabited in various ways facilitating different ‘modalities of 

watching’.110 There are obviously fundamental differences in these modalities because the 

practices described by Adey are essentially recreational. Nevertheless, the interviewee’s 

enthusiasm for WebTrak shares some similarities with a plane spotter’s logging of airplane 

registration numbers.111 For example, Adey’s observation that ‘as spotters recorded the aircraft 

they simultaneously felt them too’ also applies to both the spotter and the resident plagued by 

noise complaints.112 While spotters delight in the multi-sensuous experience – ‘from feeling 

the heat of the engine to its smells; they could feel the vibration of the engines’113 those 

complaining about aircraft noise obviously have a different experience. Nevertheless, the act 

of clicking on the plane – a curious resonance with architect’s interaction with BIM models 

discussed in the first chapter – constitutes a way of interacting with the plane and learning 

information about it. It engages carefully with an individual noise event, and as such counters 
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the general averaging of noise described in the previous part. Moreover, talking about the 

benefits of the new complaints procedure, Noise Activist N7 recounts:  

The way you make noise complaints is very cumbersome. I used to make noise 

complaints as the planes were coming overhead, and I would get so backed up because 

if the planes are coming over every forty seconds, you cannot fill in all the stuff on the 

website in forty seconds and our members would complain about that. Now, we have 

an easier and faster noise complaint systems which allows me to go back in time. If I 

get backed up, I can say to myself: “Ok, I left off at 6:20am” and I can go back to 6:20 

and continue. 

The description of WebTrak is interesting because it notes the tight temporal constraints on the 

complaints process. The old complaints system lead to complainants becoming ‘backed up’ 

because the complaints procedure was slower than the repetition overhead. The new system, 

however, allows complaints to navigate back and forth in time. Below the maps, there is a time 

line which allows the viewer to select the time period to be displayed and the speed at which it 

should be displayed. 30 minutes of flights can be shown in real time or speeded up so as to be 

compressed in small intervals. Such a map makes the temporal components of mapping already 

mentioned above more apparent. WebTrak maps movement, not only by showing its path but 

by showing the movement itself in progress. While the individual instances of aircraft noise 

disappear in noise contour maps, WebTrak allows for a mapping of individual instances in 

great detail. However, while WebTrak seems to solve some of the challenges of representing 

aircraft noise in a meaningful manner, it remains open what the system can achieve beyond 

these representations. In fact, WebTrak is advertised to airport operators as a tool to build 

‘community trust’ and particularly to ‘develop an airport’s social license for sustainable 

growth’.114 We need to be wary, therefore, of WebTrak’s effects beyond a changed 

representation of aircraft noise.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter tackled questions surrounding the relation of airports and cities, as they are 

exemplified in discussions surrounding aircraft noise, particularly in New York City.  Part one 
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traced the changing relation of the airport and the city, as well as the various ways in which the 

geographies of aircraft noise have been mapped in New York City. Part two illustrated the 

relation between aircraft noise and everyday life underneath New York City’s flight paths.   

These are important questions to consider because they resonant with, and sometimes contrast 

with, considerations of growth in the first chapter, as well as the airport operations discussed 

in the second and third chapters. The connections between cities’, particularly global cities’, 

economic growth and the connectivity of their airports is widely acknowledged.115 This 

becomes clear when the interviewee of the Port Authority PA3 explains their position in 

discussions of aircraft noise:  

I do not want to lose any ability to use my airports, because my airports are very 

important to the economic fabric of New York. I do not want to risk having a limitation 

put on my airports. I already have slots, I already have limitations. What I do not want 

is somebody saying: “We will have curfews”, “We do not want planes on weekends 

and on holidays.” You know, crazy stuff like that. I do not want that.  

The interviewee makes clear that their interest lies in maintaining their ability to use airports – 

which is already constrained at this point – as much as possible, because the airports are 

important for the economic functioning of the city. This is confirmed by Derudder and Witlox, 

who, following Sassen,116 emphasise that New York City attracts firms who operate 

‘worldwide office networks covering major cities in most or all world regions’.117 The 

architecture firms discussed in the first chapter are an example of this, as we have seen. 

Derudder and Wilcox continued to explain that New York City based offices often contain 

‘important function or expertise’, thus making them important to the networks as a whole. As 

a result, New York City creates ‘enormous levels’ of demand for airtravel which need to be 

met. This question of constraining operations, then, is central to the considerations of this 

chapter.  

The tension between an idealised notion of travel which we had seen in the case of the lounges 

in the beginning as well as the need for a flexible aviation system on the one hand, and the 

experience of aircraft noise in neighbourhoods underneath flight paths, on the other hand, 

became apparent throughout the interviews.  Noise Activist N6 explains that there is a need for 

balance:  

                                                           
115 For New York City in particular, see Ben Derudder and Frank Witlox, “Global Cities and Air Transport,” in 

The Geographies of Air Transport, ed Andrew R. Goetz and Lucy Budd (Farnham: Ashgate, 2014), 110 – 112.  
116 Saskia Sassen, The Global City: New York, London, Tokyo, 2nd ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

2001).  
117 Derudder and Witlox, “Global Cities and Air Transport,” 110 – 112.  



Chapter 4: Attuning Homes and Flight Paths 

234 
 

Look, I want New York to do well. I want tourists to come here but why are they getting 

special treatment at the expense of the residents? … There are all these hotels going up, 

it is a big business. And so they feel: “Right, in order to get the tourists in, you got to 

get the airports going strong, and we got to reduce the delays, and we got to pack in as 

many planes”. But [this, placename redacted] is a community, it is a neighbourhood. 

What are you giving us, so that someone from somewhere can go and enjoy the sights 

of Manhattan? 

This description reiterates distinctions between ‘tourists’ and ‘residents’, ‘a neighbourhood’ 

and Manhattan. The interviewee argues, in short, that tourists should not be given ‘special 

treatment at the expense of residents’.  

Noise Activist N3 has a less optimistic perspective on the future of that relation, and explains 

that ‘New York is such a great place to travel to that nobody lives here anymore. That is 

essentially what they are going to do. They can make LaGuardia into an airport for rich people 

to get to Manhattan, but the people around it will not be able to live there’.  This, again, echoes 

the contrast of ‘rich people’ and the people in the neighbourhoods affected by aircraft noise 

already seen above. In this interviewee’s suggestion this will eventually lead to an evacuation 

of New York City as a place to live in favour of a destination to travel, rendering the city a 

non-place after all.  And yet, other interviewees resist such ideas of an evacuation of New York 

City. Noise Activist N7 alludes to New York City’s place-temporality, when they explain that 

‘people who live in New York require a certain kind of energy that you cannot find any place 

else’. Asked why they, personally, stay in the city despite the aircraft noise, they assert their 

everyday life. They explain: ‘Why am I staying in New York despite the airplanes? It is where 

I live, it is where my family lives. It is where my work is. They have to fix it. I think this is 

what everybody feels: “Why should I?”’ 

This chapter aimed to illustrate a variety of tensions in the relation between the airport and the 

city. It was concerned with the distribution of aircraft noise and its social hierarchies of race, 

class and wealth. The chapter suggested that NextGen, the US wide reorganisation of airspace 

to counter congestion, is changing the geographical distribution of noise and the social 

hierarchies it implies. We have seen that noise is difficult to measure, and that existing noise 

measures and noise exposure maps are widely regarded as inappropriate means of representing 

the experience of aircraft noise under flight paths. In considering these experiences, it became 

apparent that both the individual noise and its repetitive character need to be considered, neither 

of which are accounted for in existing measures. These experiences of life in Queens 

underneath flight paths can be contrasted to the depiction of Manhattan and the ‘glamorous’ 
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understanding of air travel which had influenced the design of New York City’s airports and 

two of their lounges.  

These multiple accounts of the city, the airport and aircraft noise coexist and are being 

constantly contested and negotiated. These negotiations are not even-handed, but rather they 

highlight multiple social inequalities between passengers and residents, Manhattan and 

Queens, Caucasian, Asian and Black neighbourhoods, neighbourhoods considered to be 

‘American’ and neighbourhoods inhabited by immigrants, rich neighbourhoods and poor 

neighbourhoods. The tensions of these inequalities are governed by some fault lines, such as 

the 65 DNL contours and the division between ‘fact’ and issue’ implied therein, but with all  

interviewees’ agreement on the inappropriateness of these measures and in the light of 

NextGen’s ongoing reorganisation of airspace and the programme’s uncertain future, the issue 

remains in flux. Unlike other noises, aircraft noise is characterised by a particular temporal 

order which comes to impact residents’ everyday lives, bodies and sleeping habits. This 

illustrates, further, how the spatio-temporal organisation of airport spaces resonate far beyond 

the airport itself. The experience of noise activists are illustrative of the integration of the 

individual into larger operational patterns of the airport discussed in the previous chapters. 

Neighbourhoods, I propose, are produced as airport spaces by being exposed to some temporal 

patterns, which originate at the airport and then come to impact the everyday life of people 

whose homes are located underneath the flight paths.  

 


