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Conclusion: ‘But it has to operate… ’  

I am surprised at the depth of how far you have gotten  

because you are really now in the real issues.  

Political issues around airports are high level discussions,  

and you are now really in the weeds, so to speak.  

 That is interesting, that you delved this deep. 

Interviewee from the Port Authority PA3,  

on my fieldwork 

 

The aim of this thesis has been to investigate the production of airport space. I investigated 

how the airport is produced as a site through the work of architects, and I was then intent on 

opening a discussion of the airport as a social space which takes into account not only 

passengers as the ‘users’ of airport space but also airport workers who facilitate the movement 

of passengers through airport space and inhabitants of neighbourhoods underneath its flight 

paths. This means that the aim had been to seek out those who relate to the movement of people 

and goods we commonly associate with globalisation differently, and to ask what politics can 

be derived from taking them into account.  

The first half of this concluding chapter will offer a summary of the points made in the thesis, 

its contributions and limitations and the second half briefly spells out what is at stake in such 

considerations.  

 

I. Overviews 

As airports are designed to present particular views and perspectives to those within them,1 few 

interviewees will have insight into the relations between the various processes described in the 

thesis.2 One notable exceptions here is the former airport operator OR2, who explains their 

coordination of multiple timescales as follows:  

One of the challenges has been being able to adapt from in the moment – “This aircraft 

blew a tyre; we got a whole bunch of people out there. Someone has to get them all on 

a bus to get them off the aircraft to make sure this and that.” That is absolutely in the 

moment – to doing a business discussion with an airline for a terminal which is thirty 

                                                                 
1 Cf. Fuller’s argument that the airport is a ‘perceptual machine’ in Gillian Fuller, “Welcome to Windows 2.1.: 

Motion Aesthetics at the Airport,” Politics at the Airport, ed. Mark Salter (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 

2008), 161.   
2 Peters has undertaken some work on the KLM employees’ maintenance of flight schedules, which shows some 

parallels. As one of the few scholars to engage with airport workers, Peters’ argues that ‘everything revolves 

around time’ in an airport, and he further suggests that ‘to know what airport time means in daily practice … we 

have to examine how dispersed events and processes are synchronized.’ He then examines the work of KLM 

employees in the maintenance of the airline’s flight schedule, pointing towards the need to permanently ‘repair’ 

existing temporal orders. (Peter Frank Peters, Time, Innovation and Mobilities: Travel in Technological Cultures. 

(Abindon: Routledge, 2006), 100, 127.) 



Conclusion: ‘But it has to operate…’ 

237 
 

years –  a discussion about what is going to be the future, doing a  business negotiation 

for their future at the airport. And then there are things in between, like employees’ 

career issues about: “Where do I see myself in ten years?”  

So, you got all of those time frames that you work with in an airport. A lot of people 

who work there are very much consumed with “in the moment”. You work a shift, you 

fix the runway lights. You are there in the moment. One of the challenges I always 

found for all of my operations jobs, … was to collect that wisdom of all these people 

who are in the moment and use it to help shape the vision for the future because those 

people who work at the moment, they like that. They are adrenaline junkies, they like 

to work quickly, but what they know and what they learn should help us do better in 

the future but it is not their natural inclination to work in that time sphere. So, you need 

to gather that and help shape that so that when you build the new terminal, you don’t 

have people say: “Why do we always have to walk around this?” or “Why does this do 

this automatically?” All those kinds of things; you could do them better. “Why is this 

so hard to clean? Couldn’t have someone have made this easier? Every time we clean 

it, we have to get this lift out, we got to do this, we got to do that. Why don’t they do 

this in a simpler way?”  

 

The interviewee’s observations touch upon many of the themes discussed in the thesis – in 

reverse order. The consideration here begins with workers at the airport, working to move 

passengers stranded on a runway, and concludes with considerations of a new terminal 

building. They describe bridging multiple time frames which differ in terms of their scale and 

in terms of concerns; they stretch from the 30 year time frame of a business decision to 

emergency repairs on the runway ‘in the moment’.  The interviewee sees the challenge in being 

able to bridge the gap between ‘in the moment’, where most people will be operating and a 

‘vision of the future’, built on insights from those who operate in the moment.3  

Taking the interviewee’s description as an inspiration, I reverse the order of the chapters in my 

review here to illustrate the flexibility and variability of the discussions. Such reversal is made 

possible by the symmetrical structure of the thesis which allows for connections to be drawn 

particularly between the first and fourth chapters and the second and third chapters. The first 

and fourth chapters illustrate the complex relations of the airport as a supposedly abstract space 

on a site with historical and natural features. They point towards the continuous character of 

these tensions, as they play out in questions about the future expansion of aviation. The second 

and third chapters discuss the production of passengers and airport workers, through the 

production of mobility at the airport. They point, in particular, to the conception of mobility as 

                                                                 
3 Fuller speaks of the airport as a ‘distribution architecture’, which enables the spatial and temporal order of 

various movements. She writes that an airport ‘organizes the chaotic movement of bodies, planes, baggage and 

bits into sequenced flows through the protocol of store and forward’. Gillian Fuller, “> store > forward > : 

Architectures of a future tense,” in Aeromobilities, edited Saulo Cwerner, Sven Kesselring and John Urry 

(London, Routledge: 2009), 64. 
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a commodity, and the consequences of such a conception for the politics of its production.  The 

reversal also points towards the importance of beginnings. While I chose to begin the thesis by 

discussing architects’ drawings of airport buildings and the ‘greenfields’ of future airport sites, 

we saw that these slates are by no means blank but are already implicated in a particular politics 

of representation which allows for some subjects and objects to appear while erasing others. 

Airport space is always already political, regardless of whether the discussion begins in a 

neighbourhood far removed from the airport itself or at a moment before the airport building’s 

production.  

The fourth chapter was situated beyond the airport itself, in neighbourhoods affected by aircraft 

noise. It illustrates the challenges of airport expansion in Western countries where airports are 

surrounded by urban neighbourhoods likely to make airport expansions politically difficult to 

achieve. The chapter illustrates the impact of aircraft noise on neighbourhoods beneath flight 

paths and on the everyday life of residents. The difficulty in mapping noise, its unpredictability 

and the impact of wind directions on flight paths and thus noise exposure, point towards the 

difficulty in containing the impact of airports’ operations on the surrounding areas. Therefore, 

the chapter makes the point that the neighbourhoods underneath the flight paths, whose place-

temporalities are impacted by the airport illustrate that the production of airport space occurs 

far beyond the airport itself. 

The third chapter investigated the work of baggage handlers and airport cleaners. It points 

towards the mediation of passengers’ movement through the airport by workers, objects and 

machines, and the spatio-temporal constraints underlying such movement. Discussing MSDs 

in particular, which may be taken to be a consequence of the dressage of workers under the 

pressure of increasingly constrained turnaround times, the chapter points towards the corporeal 

costs of facilitating passengers’ movement. The chapter, then, takes a critical stance towards 

the oft-made distinction between mobility and mooring, pointing towards the multiple 

connections between the two. The chapter allows us to revise current ideas about the politics 

of mobility, pointing out the need to consider in more detail the relationality of mobilities. If 

mobility is a product, then its production is governed by particular social divisions. If it is a 

commodity, it is fetishized to the point where we forget workers’ contribution to its production. 

Airport workers are central to the production of passengers’ movement through the airport and 

in maintaining the state of the airport terminal, which were discussed in the first and second 

chapters.  
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The second chapter was concerned with the movement of passengers through airport terminals. 

In investigated Operational Readiness processes used to prepare a new airport building for its 

operations, and argued particularly on the basis of my observations during Heathrow’s terminal 

trials in 2014. The chapter pointed out the construction of figures such as the ‘user’ and 

stereotyped understandings of the ‘passengers’, as collections of bodies, objects and 

documents, whose relations continue to be ‘edited’ as they move through the airport and as 

they are moved by airport workers. At the same time, the chapter pointed towards the multiple 

meanings of performance which may be cultural, technological and organisational. 

The first chapter sought to elaborate on the complex relation of representations of airport space 

and its materiality, and architects’ expectation of its further development. It examined 

architects’ contribution to the production of airport space, here understood as the physical space 

of the airport itself, first through a discussion of drawing as an incremental and evolving aspect 

of architects’ production of representations of space and then through architects’ description of 

the sites of airports.  It spoke of the sites of future airports and the erasure of natural and 

historical features of these sites, while pointing towards the lasting impact of these natural 

features, most prominently wind directions. Following one interviewee’s suggestion, we 

encountered terminal buildings as a ‘compromised space’ between airfield and road access, 

introducing changing geometries used to guide passenger flows. We saw, further, how airport 

spaces are built to accommodate wear and tear as well as change. Change is most often assumed 

to be growth, and it is here that the link between the first and fourth chapters becomes apparent. 

More often than not, airports are built with expansion in mind, even as these expansions prove 

to be difficult given the airports’ location.4  

What becomes apparent through the reversal of the discussion is that, equally important to the 

observations made within each of the chapters, are the connections drawn between the chapters: 

The runway orientation in accordance with the wind discussed in chapter 1 becomes important 

again in chapter 4, where wind directions determine whether or not a neighbourhood will be 

affected by aircraft noise on a given day. The assumptions about growth built into airport 

terminals through modularity and phasing come to be questioned in chapter 4 in the form of 

political resistance against further airport growth. The OR expert in chapter 2 negotiates the 

scope of each trial with architects and builders mentioned in chapter 1, and would like to be 

                                                                 
4 For a discussion of the political difficulties of deciding on the future of a disused airport, cf. Ulrich Best, “The 

Debate about Berlin Templehof Airport, or: A Lefebvrean Critique of Recent Debates about Affect in Geography,”  

in Urban Revolution Now: Henri Lefebvre in Urban Research and Architecture, ed. Christian Schmid, Łukasz 

Stanek, and Ákos Moravánszky (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2014) 
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involved more in their work. Similarly, a security demarcation designed by architects in chapter 

1 poses a significant challenge to the trial process in chapter 2. The movement of prosthetic 

passengers which is trialled in chapter 2, is enabled by the work of baggage handlers and 

cleaners discussed in chapter 3. Bags which merely appear to be props in the second chapter 

become an incrementally important aspect in chapter 3. Baggage handlers may, as a means of 

resistance, slow down or misdirect the movements of bags, and thus endanger the smooth 

operations trialled in chapter 2. The surfaces discussed in chapter 1 are walked on by passengers 

in chapter 2 and maintained by cleaners in chapter 3. The cleaning materials used to clean such 

floors may constitute a serious hazard to cleaners’ health when applied inappropriately. The 

airport workers discussed in chapter 3 may very well live in areas affected by airport noise in 

chapter 4. Some airport noise activists cited in chapter 4 fly, as do the architects cited in chapter 

1, and both thus follow the paths described in chapter 2.  

For the thesis, this means that the argument is developed as much, if not more, between the 

chapters as within them. These are no simple, one-sided relations but rather a complex back 

and forth which is subject to an ongoing renegotiation. It requires a movement between topics, 

subjects and objects, detailed empirical observations and theoretical generalisation. The links 

between the chapters make apparent the connections between the spatio-temporal patterns 

observed within them. These relations occur on multiple timespans, from the 50 year lifespan 

of a single terminal down to the six second intervals of a baggage handlers’ movement when 

loading a narrow-bodied aircraft, and on vast spatial scales of multiple runway systems which 

are carved out of dried out lakebeds and mountainous landscapes, and in the privacy of one 

interviewee’s bedroom somewhere in Queens.  

Taken as a whole, the thesis describes an enormously complex set of relations which can only 

become more differentiated the longer it is observed. This thesis does not aim to describe the 

relations in full, but rather to point towards the importance of relationality across multiple 

temporal and spatial scales and the political implications of such relations. Detail is important, 

here, and this explains the representative of the Port Authority PA3’s observation that I was ‘in 

the weeds’. The use of one kind of building material rather than another, the presence of one 

baggage handling machine instead of another, or the use of one flight path instead of another 

can have significant consequences both for the operations of the airport and on the individuals 

involved with the respective processes.  

Relationality, importantly, is not stable. Airport workers’ going slow constitutes a means of 

intervening into the spatio-temporal organisation of the airport. My unintentional drag during 
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the trials became a temporary disruption of processes which were just in formation. Few of the 

relations described here are not open to the possibility of change. Baggage handlers’ load could 

be lightened if the rampsnake was used more frequently. Neighbourhoods in New York City 

could be affected less if flight paths were different or if respite were introduced. They could 

also be affected more. Airports could expand or they could not. I propose that the connections 

reveal a politics which has not been previously captured by discussions of airports as a social 

space from the perspective of the passenger alone.   

 

II. Contributions 

It is worth considering here the possible contributions such arguments can make, and how they 

are limited. The most obvious literature to which this thesis hopes to add is that on airports and 

aeromobility discussed in the introduction. I propose that this literature needs to continue to 

broaden its perspective beyond that of the passenger. A consideration of mobility as commodity 

takes some steps towards understanding the processes which go into its production while also 

highlighting the partial perspective scholars will encounter when their position involves the 

consumption of mobility. These methodological considerations are true for mobile methods 

more generally, beyond the context of the airport.5 The thesis has begun with the assumption, 

central to the literature on airports, that airports are social spaces and that they are somehow 

indicative of larger processes, and concepts. In consequence, it taps into questions about 

modernity and mobility, it engages with questions concerning the unstable relations of subjects 

and objects, 6  the co-constitution of people and technology, 7  the multiple meanings of 

                                                                 
5 Peter Merriman, “Rethinking mobile methods”. Mobilities 9, no. 2 (2014); Peter Adey, Mobility (London: 

Routledge, 2010). It also adds to the investigation of particular types of spaces, such as Mattias Kärrholm, 

Retailising Space: Architecture, Retail and the Territorialisation of Public Space (Burlington: Ashgate, 2012) and 

Rachel Sherman, Class Acts: Service and Inequality in Luxury Hotels (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

2007). It engaged with discussions of rhythm: Geographies of Rhythms: Nature, Place and Bodies, ed. Tim 

Edensor (Farnham: Ashgate, 2010) and Derek D. McCormack, Refrains for Moving Bodies: Experience and 

Experiment in Affective Spaces (London: Duke University Press, 2013); sound and noise:  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) and Karin Bijsterveld, Mechanical Sound: 

Technology, Culture and the Public Problems of Noise in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT 

Press, 2008).  
6 Rebecca Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010) 

and New Materialisms: Ontology, Agency, and Politics, ed. Diane Coole and Samantha Frost (Durham: Duke 

University Press, 2010). 
7 Peter Frank Peters, Time, Innovation and Mobilities: Travel in Technological Cultures (London, Routledge: 

2006) and Bruno Latour, “Technology is Society Made Durable,” in A Sociology of Monsters: Essays on Power, 

Technology, and Domination, ed. John Law (London: Routledge, 1991).  
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performance, practice and representation, 8  questions of space, place, non-place and 

placelessness.9 It continues to highlight the multiplicity and changeability of these relations, 

and of those categories themselves, while paying particular attention to their constitution.   

The thesis’ Lefebvrian framework is based on a vast corpus of work, which is widely 

acknowledged to be difficult material to engage with. As had been mentioned in the 

introduction, this thinking is based on Lefebvre’s multiple, deep and diverse theoretical and 

empirical engagements.10 My interest was in applying this thinking to guide the arguments of 

the thesis. The introduction has proposed thinking of interviews as mutually productive 

encounters, in which researchers and interviewees produce themselves and each other as 

particular subjects of that encounter. The rest of the thesis has illustrated the results of such 

encounters. We have seen that what I am told depends on who I am perceived to be; it follows 

that different encounters may produce different results and other nuances in interviewees’ 

descriptions of their worlds. As such, the thesis presents a depository of empirical material, 

collected under particular conditions, which may be used in a variety of projects which are hard 

to foresee. This depository remains open to additions.  

As per Lefebvre’s suggestion, this thesis engaged with a new ‘conception of thinking’,11 in 

which thinking is explorative, expressive, potentially surprising and – crucially – an 

engagement with the world.12 The introduction had already pointed out the difficulties in 

navigating this kind of thinking in a young female body when an old, male body is assumed. 

In this regard, the thesis adds to an increasing number of ‘applications and mobilizations’ of 

Lefebvre’s thinking, which have been emerging since the 1990s.13  

                                                                 
8 Jon McKenzie, Perform or Else: from Discipline to Performance (London: Routledge, 2001) and  Performativity, 

Politics, and the Production of Social Space, ed. Michael R. Glass and Reuben Rose-Redwood (New York: 

Routledge, 2014), and  Fiona Wilkie, Performance, Transport and Mobility: Making Passage (Basingstoke: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2015).   
9  Cf. Marc Augé, Non-Places: An Introduction to Supermodernity. Second English Language Translation 

(London: Verso, 2008); Edward Relph, Place and Placelessness (London: Pion, 1976). 
10 Cf. Stuart Elden, Understanding Henri Lefebvre: Theory and the Possible (London: Continnum, 2004); Łukasz 

Stanek, Henri Lefebvre on Space: Architecture, Urban Research and the Production of Theory, (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2011).   
11  Henri Lefebvre, Rhythmanalysis: Space, Time and Everyday Life, trans. Gerald Moore and Stuart Elden 

(London: Continuum, 2004), 26. 
12 Lefebvre, Rhythmanalysis, 26.  Emphasis removed.  
13 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), 5 – 6, 9; Cf. Christian Schmid, “The Trouble 

with Henri: Urban Research and the Theory of the Production of Space,” in Urban Revolution Now: Henri 

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

(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2014), 29.  
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Approaching the subject from multiple perspectives rather than any one case study means that 

the idea of the airport is at once extremely specific and tied to individual examples mentioned 

by the interviewees and abstracted from their experiences with airports in general. This thesis 

is therefore neither comparative nor entire generalizable. Rather, it should be understood as an 

alternative framework for thinking about particular airports and engaging with their 

specificities.  It is obvious that not all observations made here will apply to all airports; and 

this calls for further investigation in different research projects. Most importantly, the thesis 

engaged with ongoing political processes, and as such what it describes is open to change and 

development. This is important because it means that the questions asked by this thesis remain 

perhaps more important than the answers it provides. 

In its entirety, the thesis makes contributions to three areas of study: mobility studies and 

discussions of airports in particular, work which engages with the work of Henri Lefebvre, and 

international politics broadly understood. I will discuss these contributions in order:  

First, the thesis began with a criticism of the passenger-centric literature of aeromobility and 

mobility scholarship more generally. It invites scholars of mobility to think not only about the 

mobility itself but about its multiple relations. In the thesis, this led me to ask about ways in 

which that mobility may come about, and which effects it may have. My examination of 

mobility entails not only the observation of the passenger who is moving, but also the work of 

cleaners who prepare and maintain the time-spaces passengers traverse, the baggage handlers 

who enable this movement, and the people who live underneath the plane’s flight path. 

Importantly, these relations are constitutive of mobility. Such a view is captured by the 

suggestion that mobility is a commodity - seen in this way, we may ask how (aero)mobility is 

produced, how it is exchanged and what might be the costs of this production and exchange 

and for whom. In particular, such a reframing of the social relations of the production of 

mobility as a commodity serve to deepen existing accounts of the politics of mobility. While 

existing accounts of relational politics tend towards comparative relations, my account points 

towards relations which may offer greater analytical and political depth. Such an account may 

help airport studies, aeromobilities and mobilities studies more generally to break out of the 

passenger-centricism I criticised, and to add further analytical dimensions to the existing ones. 

Second, my use of Lefebvre was threaded through the thesis as a whole; I elaborated on his 

thinking as I developed his concepts in the context of my own concerns in the thesis. Lefebvre 

rarely defines his concepts and seldom uses definitions consistently. This endows his thinking 
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with instability which renders its applications challenging, but also gives it flexibility which 

serves to highlight the multiple ways any concept can be understood. While many applications 

focus on the first chapter of The Production of Space, and particularly the three aspects of the 

spatial triad for which Lefebvre does offer definitions, my reading aimed to complicate these 

aspects. For example, while the second chapter might initially understand operational readiness 

trials as spatial practices, it becomes apparent that the trials also have a performative - 

representational - dimension which is then in turn practiced by volunteers. The convoluted 

status of the trials as practiced representations of a spatial practice highlights the complex, 

intersecting aspects of the spatial triad. Throughout the thesis, the three aspects of Lefebvre's 

triad flow together, separate, reinforce each other and work against each other.  

Going further, I expanded my arguments beyond the spatial triad by highlighting the process 

of the production of space, and this approach should be of interest to those wishing to apply 

Lefebvre’s thinking in the future. I demonstrated that The Production of Space is a not merely 

an analysis about three ways of thinking about space, but an investigation of the social 

processes of its continual production and reproduction. These processual aspects of The 

Production of Space are brought out in the thesis by reading the book in its entirety, and in the 

context of The Survival of Capitalism in which Lefebvre elaborates on the notions of 

production and reproduction in relation to space, and Rhythmanalysis in which Lefebvre and 

Régulier elaborate its temporal, and particularly rhythmic, characteristics. Focussing on the 

process of the production of space, then, allows for a more rounded engagement with 

Lefebvre's thinking, and its social and political dimensions. Such an approach offers much 

scope for the use of Lefebvre’s thinking for future research. 

Thirdly, some of the political struggles with which the thesis engages are directly obvious: the 

struggle of labour unions and the aviation industry is well documented, as are discussions about 

aircraft noise. While it is hard to generalise such struggles, which are so shaped by the particular 

contexts in which they occur, there are commonalities between these struggles and others. 

Beyond that, threaded through the thesis in its entirety are questions relating to subjectivity and 

the international, which are central to the international politics. The thesis examines airports as 

a particular version of the international, and the passenger as a particular way of being in the 

international. This passenger turned out to be a fragmented, changing figure, consisting of 

multiple elements, such as bags, bodies, passports, which are held together by unstable 

connections, such as bag tags, which are modified as they travel through the airport. Going 

beyond the passenger, the thesis explored other ways of being in airports or being affected by 
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them, such as airport workers and residents in the neighbourhoods underneath its flight paths, 

which are distinct from the role of the passenger and often stand at odds with it. In short, the 

thesis is an interrogation of the production, reproduction, maintenance and configuration of a 

version of the international, and the various, relational subjectivities - which are distinct in their 

gender, race, class, nationality, and many more factors - it reveals. In asking questions about 

subjectivity and international, and in being self-reflexive about the process of asking, the thesis 

engage with challenges which are central to the discipline of international politics and offers 

commentary based on a new, innovative case study.  

To conclude this section, it is worth thinking back to my encounter with Peter in the protest 

camp, which I recounted in the introduction. It is worth remembering Peter’s questions for the 

motivations of my research as well as my inability to respond to them adequately. It is worth 

remembering my discomfort at being unable to articulate the project as clearly as the situation 

would have required. The encounter left a lasting impression. I made an effort to become better 

at articulating my work, and at producing myself in a particular way, but I also learnt that I am 

more comfortable asking questions than providing answers. Given the variability of the 

relations involved and the importance of a consideration of each particularity, answers can only 

ever be applicable in their particular context. Observations may change, and conclusions must 

remain subject to review. It is fitting then that I am left with questions I wish I had asked, 

opportunities I wish I had taken and topics I wish I had explored. I wish I had made more use 

of architects’ tendency to draw as a means of communication in interviews. I wish I had thought 

to ask architects directly if they would draw for me, and be permitted to use their drawings in 

the thesis. I wish I had asked more about rendering, the process through which architectural 

drawings for use in offices are converted into images of the buildings and their users presented 

to the public.14 I wonder how the local presence of raw materials, discussed in the first chapter, 

could be traced back to colonial policies of industrial development.15 I wish I had had a chance 

to speak to airport workers directly.16 I wish I had chosen my temporary homes on fieldwork 

to be located in areas affected by airport noise. I wish I had asked what music residents under 

flight paths listen to on their headphones.17 I wish I had considered the importance of cargo 

transport.18 I wish I had considered the environmental impact of aviation.  

                                                                 
14 This was a topic often discussed before or after interviews as interviewees introduced me to their workspace, 

but it was never recorded.  
15 Thank you to John Wood for asking this.   
16 My attempts to approach them directly, or through union representatives, were unsuccessful.  
17 I thank Tim Edkins for pointing me towards this question.  
18 Much cargo is transported a belly cargo in passenger planes.  
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In the introduction, the careful reader will have noticed that I cut off my response to Peter’s 

questions about my motivation for writing this project or indeed my aim in doing so. Peter had 

told me that I did not have to answer his questions, but I think it is important that I do. And so 

I end this thesis as it began, with Peter, with Anna who joins the conversation at the end, and 

with the admission that I do not know:  

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

or exploring an arena that really fascinates you, or will it take you to a comfortable life 

style later on down the road? What motivates you to study a PhD? And obviously, you 

don’t have to answer.  

Anna: [ironically] So, why are you wasting your life doing this?  

Yvonne: That’s a good question. A year ago, I would have said: “Yes, I want to be an 

academic”. But: “No, I don’t know”. Academia is not necessarily a great place to be. 

So, I don’t know. And this is recorded now, too. I don’t know, is the answer.  

This thesis is a product, and the conditions of its production ought to be considered. As such, 

it is worth highlighting that what I had described as the formation of myself as a researcher in 

the introduction, is also the formation of myself as a particular subject of a higher education 

system at a moment in time which I cannot help but find increasingly troubling. These are times 

in which impact and engagements are bureaucratic tools rather than aspirations, and it seems 

that this is what they have been ever since I entered UK Higher Education in 2009.19 These are 

times when students are meant to be satisfied rather than hungry for more.20 These are times in 

which intersecting inequalities of gender, class, income and race continue to be painfully 

                                                                 
19 Felipe Fernández-Armesto, “Poisonous impact.” In Times Higher Education (online), 03/12/09, 

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/comment/columnists/poisonous-impact/409403.article (accessed 

03/01/09); Andrew Oswald, “REF should stay out of the game”. In The Independent (online), n.d. (2010?), 

http://www.independent.co.uk/news/education/higher/andrew-oswald-ref-should-stay-out-of-the-game-

1827306.html (accessed 15/02/17) and Jack Grove, “Does the REF motivate or discourage research staff?” In 

Times Higher Education (online), 19/05/16, https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/does-ref-motivate-or-

discourage-research-staff (accessed 15/02/17); David Herman, “Whatever happened to the public intellectual?” 

In New Statesman (online), 31/01/17, http://www.newstatesman.com/culture/books/2017/01/whatever-

happened-public-intellectual  (accessed 15/02/17).  
20 Chris Havergal, “Students ‘not enthusiastic’ about teaching excellence framework’. In Times Higher 

Education (online), 24/05/16, https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/students-not-enthusiastic-about-

teaching-excellence-framework-tef (accessed 15/02/17).  
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apparent.21 These are times when students appear to be increasingly monitored,22 when the 

pressures on international students are strengthening and when the numbers of EU students, 

such as myself, may be declining.23 So, perhaps, Peter and Anna’s questions are questions I do 

have to answer. And, perhaps, “I don’t know” is exactly the right answer. And indeed, perhaps 

“I don’t know” is exactly the right place to start considering how the thesis adds to existing 

literature and what is at stake in its arguments.  

 

III. What is at Stake 

It is worth spelling out what is at stake in the arguments made throughout the thesis. The 

introduction mentioned the association of airports and modernity. In fact, Architect A6 explains 

that ‘there are a lot of places that did not have airports –  did not really have modern culture – 

as little as twenty years ago, I am thinking of mostly the Middle East, places like Dubai or Abu 

Dhabi, or Doha and Qatar.’ The statement, historically inaccurate as it is, 24  reveals the 

association between airports and a particular Western version of ‘modern culture’. This 

association is one that was shown to be a central assumption of the existing literature, and I 

hope the critical investigation of airports in this thesis might allow us to get at the politics 

underlying ‘modern culture’.  

                                                                 
21 Curt Rice, “Why women leave academia and why universities should be worried.” In The Guardian (online), 

24/05/12, https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/blog/2012/may/24/why-women-leave-

academia (accessed 15/02/17); Ruth Sealy, “Gender balance: universities need hard targets to make real change.” 

In Time Higher Education (online), 08/02/17, https://www.timeshighereducation.com/blog/gender-balance-

universities-need-hard-targets-make-real-change (accessed 15/02/17); Carole Easton, “Don't turn student 

recruitment into a battle of the sexes.” In The Guardian (online), 24/05/16, https://www.theguardian.com/higher-

education-network/2016/may/24/dont-turn-student-recruitment-into-a-battle-of-the-sexes (accessed 15/02/17); 

Richard Adams, “British universities employ no black academics in top roles, figures show.” In The Guardian 

(online), 19/01/17, https://www.theguardian.com/education/2017/jan/19/british-universities-employ-no-black-

academics-in-top-roles-figures-show (accessed 15/02/17); Camilla Turner, “Top universities must do more to 

accept poor students, higher education tsar warns”,  In The Telegraph (online), 07/02/17, 
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education/ (accessed 15/02/17).  
22 Chris Jutting, “Universities are tracking their students. Is it clever or creepy?” In The Guardian (online), 

03/08/16, https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/2016/aug/03/learning-analytics-universities-

data-track-students (accessed 15/02/17).  
23 Jasmin Gray, “The UK Is Home To Five Of The Ten ‘Most International’ Universities In The World.” In 

Huffington Post (online), 01/02/17, http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/uk-most-international-universities-

world_uk_5891a244e4b03ab749ddd09f (accessed 15/02/17); Jasmin Gray, “Birmingham University Chancellor 

Lord Bilimoria Slams ‘Out Of Tune’ Amber Rudd Over International Students”. In Huffington Post (online) 

05/10/16, http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/university-chancellor-hits-back-at-amber-rudds-out-of-tune-

international-student-policy_uk_57f4acc9e4b03e8adb4f33cf?utm_hp_ref=international-students  (accessed 

15/02/17). 
24 Cf. J. E. Peterson, Defending Arabia (London: Routledge, 2016).  

https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/blog/2012/may/24/why-women-leave-academia
https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/blog/2012/may/24/why-women-leave-academia
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/blog/gender-balance-universities-need-hard-targets-make-real-change
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/blog/gender-balance-universities-need-hard-targets-make-real-change
https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/2016/may/24/dont-turn-student-recruitment-into-a-battle-of-the-sexes
https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/2016/may/24/dont-turn-student-recruitment-into-a-battle-of-the-sexes
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2017/jan/19/british-universities-employ-no-black-academics-in-top-roles-figures-show
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2017/jan/19/british-universities-employ-no-black-academics-in-top-roles-figures-show
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/2017/02/07/top-universities-must-do-accept-poor-students-higher-education/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/2017/02/07/top-universities-must-do-accept-poor-students-higher-education/
https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/2016/aug/03/learning-analytics-universities-data-track-students
https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/2016/aug/03/learning-analytics-universities-data-track-students
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/uk-most-international-universities-world_uk_5891a244e4b03ab749ddd09f
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/uk-most-international-universities-world_uk_5891a244e4b03ab749ddd09f
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/university-chancellor-hits-back-at-amber-rudds-out-of-tune-international-student-policy_uk_57f4acc9e4b03e8adb4f33cf?utm_hp_ref=international-students
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/university-chancellor-hits-back-at-amber-rudds-out-of-tune-international-student-policy_uk_57f4acc9e4b03e8adb4f33cf?utm_hp_ref=international-students


Conclusion: ‘But it has to operate…’ 

248 
 

For Lefebvre, politics is integral to both everyday life and space.25 While his life in its entirety 

is one of ‘politico-philosophical engagement’,26 he spells out these politics in an essay titled 

‘Reflections on the Politics of Space’. The remarks are made in the contexts of the intervention 

of politics into urban planning, and they are useful in that they show Lefebvre grappling with 

a politics whose definition appears to be in formation at the time of writing. Having discussed 

conceptualisations of the impact of politics on space, Lefebvre arrives at the argument that 

space itself is political.  

Space is not a scientific object removed from ideology or politics; it has always been 

political and strategic. If space has an air of neutrality and indifference with regard to 

its contents and thus seems to be "purely" formal, the epitome of rational abstraction, it 

is precisely because it has already been occupied and used, and has already been the 

focus of past processes whose traces are not always evident in the landscape. Space has 

been shaped and moulded from historical and natural elements, but this has been a 

political process. Space is political and ideological. It is a product literally filled with 

ideologies. There is an ideology of space. Why? Because space, which seems 

homogeneous, which seems to be completely objective in its pure form, such as we 

ascertain it, is a social product.27 

In other words, space which may appear to be abstract or neutral appears as such precisely as 

a result of being made to appear as such. We saw this in the first chapter which investigated 

architects’ representations of airport space. We saw how sites are manipulated in order to 

appear as blank slates for their future development, and this is a theme which recurred with 

vigour in the last chapter in which the neighbourhoods underneath the flight paths are rendered 

hypothetically blank at least once. The very appearance of airport space as apolitical, as 

abstract, as a non-place, as atemporal, was argued to be an effect of the particular ideologies 

shaping this space. The thesis begins with the assumption of the airport as a social space which 

was shown to be so common in the literature, and it highlights the dependency of such a 

perception of space on the perspective of the passenger. It highlights different experiences of 

this space, its spatio-temporal organisation from different perspectives. This cannot simply be 

described as the annihilation of space by time as theories of globalisation have it, but rather a 

complex negotiation of the two. 28  

                                                                 
25 Elizabeth Lebas, “Introduction,” in Henri Lefebvre, Key Writings, ed. Stuart Elden, Elizabeth Lebas and 

Eleonore Kofman, (New York: Continuum, 2003), 217.  
26 Lebas, “Introduction,” in Lefebvre, Key Writings, 217. 
27 Henri Lefebvre, “Reflections on the Politics of Space,” trans. Michael J. Enders, Antipode 8, no. 2 (1976): 31.  
28  Cf. Nicole Oke, “Globalizing Time and Space: Temporal and Spatial Considerations in Discourses of 

Globalization,” International Political Sociology 3 (2010).  
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When Lefebvre wrote The Production of Space in 1974, globalisation was just becoming 

apparent as a theme in academia. 29  The book clearly recognises and acknowledges 

globalisation as a new 'planetary experiment in which humanity is engaged'.30 In 1985, in the 

foreword to the second edition of The Production of Space in French, Lefebvre explains:  

First there was the use of existing space, for example, waterways (canals, rivers, seas), 

then roads, followed by the building of railways, then motorways and aerodromes. No 

means of spatial transport – on foot, on horseback, by bicycle, etc. – has entirely 

disappeared. Nevertheless, it is a new space that has been created in the twentieth 

century, on a world scale; its production has not ended but still continues. The new 

mode of production (the new society) appropriates, that is to say, adapts to its own ends, 

pre-existing space, whose patterns had been previously formed. Slow changes, 

penetrating a space that had already been consolidated, but sometimes brutally 

disrupting it (as in the case of the countryside and rural landscape in the twentieth 

century).31 

Taken on its own, this is a relatively conventional narrative of the impact of transportation 

technology on space.32 Lefebvre sees, in 1985, the ongoing production of such a space on the 

world scale.  The emphasis on production, we remember, is important because Lefebvre 

stresses that ‘the mode of production organizes – produces – at the same time as certain kinds 

of social relations, its space (and its time)’.33 Far from merely being a product, airports produce 

and maintain social relations within their spaces and beyond them. The production of mobility 

as a commodity goes hand in hand with the production of particular spatio-temporal orders. 

The understanding of production employed throughout the thesis is deliberately broad, and this 

is in line with Lefebvre’s thinking.34 The contested notion of change is instructive here in 

pointing towards the blurred lines between production and the reproduction of social relations. 

And indeed, Molotoch assumes that ‘Lefebvre expands the meaning of production’,35 but it 

would perhaps be more accurate to say that Lefebvre’s use of the term is a response to its 

                                                                 
29 Manfred B. Steger, Globalization: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 7.  
30 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991), 64. 

Stuart Elden, “Some Are Born Posthumously: The French Afterlife of Henri Lefebvre,” Historical Materialism 

14, no. 4 (2006). 
31 Henri Lefebvre, Key Writings, ed. Stuart Elden, Elizabeth Lebas and Eleonore Kofman (New York: Continuum, 

2003), 211 – 212.  
32 Unfortunately, Lefebvre’s theorisation does not take into account the colonialist dimensions of this. Cf. Tang, 

Wing-Shing, “Where Lefebvre Meets the East: Urbanization in Hong Kong,” in Urban Revolution Now: Henri 

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

(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2014). For a discussion of the evolution of the term ‘colonization’ in and beyond Lefebvre’s 

work, cf. Stefan Kipfer and Kanishka Goonewardena, “Henri Lefebvre and ‘Colonization’: From Reinterpretation 

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

Schmid, Łukasz Stanek, and Ákos Moravánszky  (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2014).  
33 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 69.   
34 Cf. Stuart Elden, Understanding Henri Lefebvre: Theory and the Possible (London: Continnum, 2004), 44.  
35 Harvey Molotoch, “Review: The Space of Lefebvre,” Theory and Society 22, no. 6 (1993): 888.  
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expansion. In The Survival of Capitalism, Lefebvre had observed that ‘the word “production” 

has lost any clearly defined referential, and it is used to mean production of whatever you 

like’,36 and he repeats that point in The Production of Space when he writes that ‘[s]ince the 

time of Marx and Engels the concept of production has come to be used so very loosely that is 

had lost practically all definition’.37 He countered this loss of meaning of production by paying 

attention to reproduction, and the crucial role space plays in this process.  The word production, 

then, is restored only by a second concept, reproduction, which re-endows it with ‘a clearly 

defined content, a practical referential’ and also allows us to understand the degeneration of 

the concept of production.38   

These questions, of the production of space and the reproduction of social relations, have of 

course moved further since Lefebvre’s initial discussion. Urry observes for example that 

‘regular and relatively risk-free air travel is centrally implicated in producing global ordering, 

which should be viewed as enacted as process and as multiple performances’.39  He later 

emphasises that ‘air flights are central to performing the global order’.40 These questions were 

discussed in particular by Noise Activist N9 and by the former airport operator OR2, who has 

already been cited above. Noise Activist N9 explains in reference to the impact of Low Cost 

Carriers:  

It is breeding the general ethos of hypermobility as an entitlement and that is interesting 

because people now presume that they are entitled to see anywhere in the world they 

would like to see. It is good for them to go and see any country they want to see – you 

are worth it! You should be able to just go to Paris if you want! A little break in Madrid 

if you fancy! It is just this kind of entitlement: “I can have anything I want at a low 

price”.  And you cannot get people back from what they have got used to. If people got 

used to having a second home abroad or five foreign holidays a year and you say: “You 

are going to have to limit it to two”, they are not going to be happy… The expectations 

become more normal, and I find this really insidious.  

These observations reinforce the idea of mobility as a commodity. This is criticised by this 

interviewee for having become an entitlement ‘to see anywhere in the world’. If mobility is 

regarded as commodity, then this thesis has aimed to reveal the process of its production. It is 

planned and conceptualised, embodied and performed before the opening of an airport for 

operations, and it then continues to be enabled through airport workers and it comes at the cost 

                                                                 
36 Henri Lefebvre, The Survival of Capitalism: Reproduction of the Relations of Production, trans. Frank Bryant 

(London: Alison and Busby, 1976), 22.  
37 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 69.   
38 Lefebvre, The Survival of Capitalism, 22.  
39 John Urry, “Aeromobilities and the global,” in Aeromobilities, ed. Saulo Cwerner, Sven Kesselring and John 

Urry, (London, Routledge: 2009), 30.  
40 Urry, “Aeromobilities and the global,” 30.  
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of local residents. Scholars who research mobility – especially when writing from the 

perspective of a passenger – ought to be aware that they are engaged in an act of consuming 

the object of their research and, if we are to follow the arguments of the interviewee, that they 

are acting upon a particular entitlement to see the world.41  The interviewee then goes on to 

warn of the environmental impact of aviation, and points out:  

It may be that a jet engine burns the last drop of fuel on the planet. It may well be that 

aviation will be the last major user of fossil fuels. It is tricky if you have built a world 

where international long distance travel has become a necessity. We are building up 

that world for ourselves. There is no easy solution and it is not PC to talk about. 

We have built a world which is reliant on long distance travel, the interviewee explains, and 

which has left us dependent on fossil fuels. There is, the interviewee concludes, no easy answer. 

The question of the environmental impact of aviation deserves a research project in its own 

right. 42  It is interesting then that Schaberg declares, in his 2016 publication, the ‘end of 

airports’. He writes that the end he is describing is not any one moment in particular, and should 

not be seen as a ‘dramatic conclusion’. Rather, he characterises this end as ‘an ongoing state, 

like a mysterious mechanical delay that just keeps getting drawn out with no resolution in 

sight’.43 Ironically then, Schaberg points out, the end of airports allows for their continuity at 

present, with minor developments but without any fundamental changes.44 The end of airports 

therefore may also be taken as their relative stagnation. Given the importance of future 

planning, readiness, on-time performance and change that recurred throughout the thesis, this 

may seem like a contentious point.  

In fact, when I begin the interview with the former airport operator OR2 by explaining that I 

am interested in finding out why aviation continues, the interviewee does not take that question 

well. They disagree with the very premise of the question, the assumption that aviation might 

not continue.  

But it has to operate. There is no choice. The alternative is we go back to steamships? 

It’s a global economy. It is a global world. That mobility that aviation has brought, 

fuelled by changes in other technologies, like people’s access to all kinds of media – 

You can’t roll it back, you can’t ratchet it back to some earlier time when the only 

people who travelled were those who either had a lot of money and thus time because 

money equalled leisure time then, or people who were desperately poor and seeking to 

escape some bad condition and travelled once in their life. 

                                                                 
41 Cf. Thomas Birtchnell and Monika Büscher, “Stranded: An Eruption of Disruption,” Mobilities 6, no. 1 (2011). 
42 for a discussions, see Tim Ryley, “Environmental Externalities of Air Transport,” in The Geographies of Air 

Transport, ed. Andrew R. Goetz and Lucy Budd (Farnham, Ashgate: 2014), 73 – 76.  
43  Christopher Schaberg, The End of Airports (New York: Bloomsbury, 2016), 190. 
44  Schaberg, The End of Airports, 190.  
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My grandfather came to the United States and he was considered extremely lucky as a 

child of 12, to live with an aunt and uncle because his father had died. There was no 

money to keep him with his mother. So, imagine sending your twelve-year-old son 

across the world and he was considered extremely lucky because he worked very hard 

and he didn’t get married until he was thirty and he went back to see his mother. So, he 

saw his mother one more time.  

So, fast forward to today. People are still desperately poor but someone like my 

grandfather would be visiting his mother every year or every other year or she would 

have visited him and seen his family whom she never saw. That change and the fact 

that many businesses are global just can’t change, and it can happen that way because 

people can fly. 

The biographical narrative of the grandfather, which gives the argument its rhetorical force, 

comes intertwined with narratives about technological progress (we go back to steamships?) 

and some social progress (people are still desperately poor but …). Aviation has us locked into 

a global way of operating, a ‘global world’, says the interviewee. This is how we conduct our 

business, and our businesses, now. Aviation, the interviewee says, cannot not continue, and I 

feel as if I – via my question – had unintentionally deprived a great grandmother of the 

opportunity to see her great grandchildren grow up. 

Just like the expectations of growth, measured in passenger numbers, which are built into 

modular airport buildings, the former airport operator reveals a view of aviation which assumes 

and conflates linear, unidirectional and seemingly related narratives of technological growth 

and societal progress. These narratives retrace Lefebvre’s observation about the impact of 

transportation technology and space, while adding a number of facets.  As Lefebvre had traced 

the development from waterways to roads to railways to motorways and finally aerodromes, 

the interviewee highlights a narrative from technological progress from steamships to aviation. 

Unlike Lefebvre, they do not consider these process to be part of a particular productive 

process, but rather take them to be linear, unidirectional, and apparently inevitable – ‘you can’t 

ratchet it back’. My pragmatic question – How does a complex system such as aviation 

continue? – turns out to be a political one – Should a complex system such as aviation continue?  

As such, the quote reveals the ‘ideology of space’ described by Lefebvre. By this I mean 

seemingly commonsensical assumptions about spaces, times and bodies which are built into 

airport space.45 The intent of the thesis had been to complicate these narratives, to point towards 

                                                                 
45  It is interesting here to draw parallels between Lefebvre and Antonio Gramsci, as in Stefan Kipfer, 

“Urbanization, Everyday Life and the Survival of Capitalism: Lefebvre, Gramsci and the Problematic of 
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what commonly remains unseen and to arrive at a more complex account of the production of 

airport space.  

 

 

 


