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Everyday Histories of Airports

Conference at the International Research Center for Cul-
tural Studies (IFK) of the University of Art and Design Linz 
in Vienna, March 29–31, 2023. Co-spon sored by the IFK, 
the Ger man Historical Institute Washington, the Research 
Platform “Mobile Cultures and Societies” at the Universi-
ty of Vienna, and the City of Vienna. Conveners: Nils Güt-
tler (University of Vienna), Carolin Liebisch-Gümüş (GHI 
Washington), Britta-Marie Schenk (University of Lucerne), 
in coop er a tion with Alexandra Ganser (University of Vien-
na). Participants: Susanne Bauer (University of Oslo), Son-
ja Dümpelmann (University of Pennsylvania), Ole Frahm 
(LIGNA Artist Collective), Markus Grossbach (Fraport AG 
Archiv), Karin Harrasser (International Research Center for 
Cultural Studies Vienna), Thomas Macho (International Re-
search Center for Cultural Studies Vienna), Carole Martin 
(University of Munich), Torsten Michaelsen (LIGNA Artist 
Collective), Anke Ortlepp (University of Cologne), Annegret 
Pelz (University of Vienna), Martina Schlünder (Max Planck 
Institute for the History of Science), Lauren Stokes (North-
western University), Annette Vowinckel (Leibniz Centre for 
Contemporary History [ZZF] Potsdam).

Airports are not a typ i cal object of study for his to ri ans. For a 
long time, only sub-dis ci plines such as trans port his tory and 
the his tory of tech nol ogy were devoted to the study of air-
ports. It is only in recent years – and inspired by Alastair Gor-
don’s sem i nal 2004 book Naked Airport – that more works 
have appeared that exam ine air ports from the per spec tives 
of polit i cal his tory, social his tory, the his tory of knowl edge, 
or envi ron men tal his tory, thus plac ing them more deeply in 
the his tory of the regions and soci e ties surrounding them. 
The con fer ence tied in with this trend while at the same time 
test ing a new approach: it looked at air ports from the angle 



102 Bulletin of the German Historical Institute | 72 | Fall 2023

of Alltagsgeschichte. The par tic i pants explored how every-
day life in the air port cos mos was connected to social, polit-
i cal, and trans na tional pro cesses, and they inves ti gated 
how social devel op ments, cri ses, and con ti nu i ties affected a 
place that for many peo ple was and is not a space of excep-
tion, but rather an every day place. By focus ing on spe cific 
groups of actors – includ ing home less peo ple, social work-
ers, bag gage han dlers, migrants, and ani mal care tak ers – 
the pre sent ers chal lenged the notion that air ports are spac-
es of excep tion and emer gency. Focusing instead on daily 
rou tines, they dem on strated that air ports are places that on 
the one hand (re)pro duce larger social struc tures, but at the 
same time also cre ate their own every day life shaped by the 
highly tech ni cal set ting. The inter dis ci plin ary nature of the 
con fer ence, which fea tured not only his to ri ans but also lit er-
ary and cul tural schol ars, an art ist col lec tive, and the archi-
vist of the Fraport AG (Frankfurt Airport’s oper at ing com-
pany), made this new view of air ports pos si ble.

Three pre sent ers at the con fer ence illu mi nated air ports as 
every day sites of migra tion. Carolin Liebisch-Gümüş argued 
in her talk that air ports became places of social con flict 
against the back drop of West Germany’s his tory of migra-
tion and asy lum in the 1980s. Focusing on the church-affil i-
ated air port social ser vice and its wel fare work at Frankfurt 
Airport, she showed how the social work ers crit i cized the 
gov ern ment’s asy lum pol i cies and man aged to inter vene on 
behalf of asy lum seek ers at the air port, even while they held 
an ambiv a lent posi tion as medi a tors between the Ger man 
Federal Border Guard and ref u gees. Liebisch-Gümüş thus 
put the air port in the con text of the heated “asy lum debate” 
in the Federal Republic, show ing how over the course of this 
debate air ports turned into contested sites of migra tion 
con trol. Lauren Stokes focused her pre sen ta tion on “cracks 
in the Iron Curtain” – loop holes of escape to the West dur ing 
the Cold War, one of which was the air port in Gander, New-
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found land. Because planes fly ing between Cuba and the 
Eastern Bloc depended on the stop over for refueling, Gan-
der evolved into a loca tion of oppor tu nity for ref u gees to ask 
Cana dian immi gra tion offi cers for asy lum. Not only cit i zens 
from Cuba, the GDR, and other Eastern Bloc countries but 
also asy lum seek ers from the Middle East made use of this 
loophole. Stokes argued that the dic ta to rial bor der regime 
of the GDR, aimed at pre vent ing Republikflucht, and the lib-
eral democ racy of Canada, seek ing to stop asy lum immi-
gra tion from the Middle East rather than from the Eastern 
bloc, met in their shared efforts to pre vent unwanted forms 
of air borne ref u gee migra tion. Carole Martin extended the 
focus on migra tion pol i cies with a lit er ary per spec tive on 
the con text of the Vietnam War, when tem po rary mar riages 
between U.S. mil i tary per son nel and Viet nam ese ref u gees 
at air ports pro vided a means of entry into the United States, 
as recounted in the short story “Bound” from Aimee Phan’s 
col lec tion We Should Never Meet (2004). Martin explained 
how, on the one hand, such fic tional pieces reflect the eman-
ci pa tion of migrants and their per spec tives from dom i nant 
his to ri og ra phy. On the other hand, she pointed to the lim i-
ta tions of such lit er ary works as his tor i cal sources. While the 
prac tice of “visa mar riages” at air ports at the time of the 
Vietnam War did indeed take place, it did not nec es sar ily 
lead to suc cess ful immi gra tion.

During a panel on mobil ity and traf fic man age ment – the 
func tional core of the air port – Markus Grossbach, chief 
archi vist at the Fraport AG, presented on the labor his tory 
of air travel. He high lighted the chal lenges faced by bag-
gage han dlers who felt threat ened by the intro duc tion of 
bag gage carts in the 1970s, even resorting to hid ing them to 
pro tect their jobs. He also exam ined the per spec tives of lug-
gage cart devel op ers and mar ket ers, who aimed to cater to 
the needs of trav el ers. However, their efforts were influ enced 
by gen dered per cep tions, as they used images of young 
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women in their adver tise ments and antic i pated poten tial 
issues that female trav el ers might face with the new tech-
nol ogy. Annette Vowinckel explored how trav el ers from East 
and West Germany reacted to ser vice dis rup tions and flight 
can cel la tions at Berlin’s GDR-con trolled Schönefeld Airport 
in the 1970s. Vowinckel argued that the com plaints lodged 
by these indi vid u als reflect a demand for seam less mobil ity. 
Disruptions and trav el ers’ responses to them thus high light 
what was con sid ered the expected norm. GDR cit i zens, in 
par tic u lar, were care ful to frame their demands in the lan-
guage and the polit i cal frame work pre ferred by the state. 
This might be seen, Vowinckel suggested, as a dis tinc tively 
social ist approach to fil ing com plaints. During the ensu ing 
dis cus sion, Vowinckel observed that his to ri ans tend to focus 
more on moments of dis tur bance than on the smooth flow 
of traf fic, pos si bly due to the nature of the source mate-
rial. However, when assessing the impact of air ports and air 
travel on mod ern soci e ties, it is cru cial not to over look their 
inclu sive effects, espe cially the democ ra ti za tion of mobil-
ity that occurred dur ing the era of mass flight, Vowinckel 
stressed.

How are air ports and fly ing imag ined and nar rated? With 
this ques tion in mind, one panel of the con fer ence took a 
lit er ary look at the every day loca tion of the air port: Anne-
gret Pelz took the audi ence on a jour ney through Euro pean 
lit er a ture, span ning from antiq uity to the recent past with 
Dan iel F. Galouye’s novel Simulacron-3 (1964). Her talk 
began by high light ing the lack of lit er ary dis course on air-
ports: while air ports are often fea tured briefly in lit er a-
ture as places of depar ture and tran sit, the focus tends to 
be on fly ing itself and the aerial per spec tive. According to 
Pelz, the dis tant view of the world from above pro vi des a 
chance for lit er ary meta-reflec tion and self-explo ra tion, 
which could be applied by research ers study ing air ports as 
well. Alexandra Ganser exam ined a dif fer ent type of air-
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port: the space sta tion, as portrayed in con tem po rary U.S. 
tele vi sion series. While drama and emo tion drive the sto-
ries set in space sta tions, social and envi ron men tal issues 
such as resource con sump tion and labor often remain invis-
i ble. Ganser argued that the “every day space life” depicted 
in these shows is dom i nated by the hero myth, where the 
female astro naut who sac ri fices her per sonal life for space 
explo ra tion becomes a recur ring trope. The astro nauts 
them selves shape the mean ing of the con fined space they 
live in. Invoking Michel de Certeau’s the ory of every day 
life, Ganser high lighted the impor tance of con sid er ing how 
every day prac tices shape the mean ing of spaces like the 
space sta tion and air ports.

Air travel today is often asso ci ated with con cerns about 
envi ron men tal impact and the cli mate cri sis. One panel at 
the con fer ence dem on strated that the air port envi ron ment 
is in fact com plex, destruc tive, and eco log i cally rich at the 
same time. In their joint paper, Susanne Bauer, Nils Güttler, 
and Martina Schlünder focused on the treat ment of ani mals 
on air port grounds, high light ing the chal lenges and con-
flicts that arise when liv ing beings move within the com plex 
inter play of cargo and pas sen ger trans port. The pre sent-
ers contrasted the processing of these “ani mal pas sen gers” 
with the res cue of injured wild ani mals and an ani mal shel-
ter at the edge of the air port grounds. Not all  ani mals in the 
air port envi ron ment fit into the log ics of tran sit and global 
trade, as the air port becomes a bor der space where global 
ani mal mobil ity and regional fauna meet. In her con tri bu-
tion to the panel, Sonja Dümpelmann fur ther expanded on 
human-envi ron ment rela tion ships at air ports, using sheep as 
her sub ject. She illus trated how sheep graz ing along side the 
run ways have his tor i cally been used as “mow ers,” while also 
pro vid ing images of pas to ral idyll, root ed ness, and home 
that contrasted with the air port. Dümpelmann spoke of “bio-
techniques of nat u ral i za tion” to describe the use of sheep for 
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image campaigning and for paint ing the pic ture of a har-
monic air port envi ron ment – a form of greenwashing.

The pre sen ta tions of the last panel dealt with the air-
port expe ri ences of mar gin al ized groups in Germany and 
the USA, exam in ing how struc tures of inequal ity and dis-
crim i na tion manifested at air ports and to what extent 
they also became sites of resis tance and sub ver sion. Anke 
Ortlepp used sev eral case stud ies to illus trate the strug-
gles for deseg re ga tion at U.S. air ports in the South dur-
ing Jim Crow. It was only through the increas ing pro tests 
of activ ists and numer ous law suits that the pres sure on air-
ports grew until, in 1963, Shreveport air port became the 
last U.S. air port to deseg re gate by court order. Airports, 
Ortlepp argued, represented an impor tant arena of the 
civil rights move ment because they sym bol ized civic ide als 
of mobil ity and free dom as parts of cit i zen ship, as well as 
access to the com mer cial boom of the post war era. In the 
last talk of the con fer ence, Britta-Marie Schenk shed light 
on the every day expe ri ences of home less peo ple at Frank-
furt Airport. Tracing the phe nom e non of home less peo ple 
flock ing to the air port in the year 1991 back to pre ced ing 
social and urban pol icy devel op ments in the Main metrop-
o lis, she empha sized the need to view air ports as inte gral 
parts of urban space. Schenk then high lighted the oppo si-
tion between the home less and the air port secu rity ser vice, 
which set up a “home less peo ple” unit aimed at expel ling 
and ban ning them from the air port. Schenk’s anal y sis thus 
revealed the air port as an exclu sion ary insti tu tion, shaped 
by social and polit i cal fac tors that extend beyond the air-
port itself. But she also showed how home less peo ple stra-
te gi cally adapted to this place by blend ing in with crowds of 
trav el ers and waiting pas sen gers, often car ry ing suit cases 
to avoid unwanted atten tion.

Focusing on spe cific groups and local con texts, all  the pre-
sen ta tions underlined that his to rio graph i cal per spec tives 
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con tra dict the notion that air ports are “non spaces” (Marc 
Augé) pre sum ably char ac ter ized by uni for mity, ano nym ity, 
and detach ment from soci ety. Rather, the speak ers dem-
on strated, the mean ing and spa tial char ac ter of air ports 
depend on the group of actors one takes into focus. This 
was also underlined by the video walk “The Passenger” pre-
sented by Ole Frahm and Torsten Michaelsen from the art-
ists col lec tive LIGNA. Using smartphone tech nol ogy to take 
view ers on a global tour of air ports, their pro ject high lights 
the eco log i cal and social prob lems that arise from their 
expan sion. From the evic tion of res i dents in Porto Alegre, 
Brazil, to make way for air port expan sion to the destruc tion 
of rainforests in Yaoundé, Cameroon, to pro duce rub ber for 
air craft tires, the video empha sized that air ports are both 
glob ally connected and locally impactful places.

The con fer ence pro vided an exper i men tal intel lec tual plat-
form to explore how air port his tory and Alltagsgeschichte 
can be pro duc tively inte grated. While the con cept of every-
day life was at times unclear and ambig u ous, one par tic i-
pant empha sized that it should not be mis taken for the 
accre tion of anec dotes but rather as a lens to reveal the rou-
tines and sys tems which have shaped air ports. If one takes 
the core idea of Alltagsgeschichte seri ously – to uncover the 
rela tion ship between actors and larger struc tures – study ing 
air ports from this per spec tive reveals no less than the cri ses, 
chal lenges, and moments of exclu sion as well as the prom-
ises and oppor tu ni ties of mass mobil ity for mod ern soci e-
ties. Even the tem po rary stays of less mobile groups at the 
air port, like home less peo ple, is indi rectly shaped by the pri-
macy of mobil ity there. Moreover, the every day lives of those 
who work at the air port dem on strate the urban, regional, 
and social struc tures that under lie the man age ment of mass 
mobil ity. These insights offer answers to the cen tral ques-
tion of what makes every day life at the air port unique and 
distinguishes it from other tran sit places. One par tic i pant 
suggested that the air port is spe cial in that it is a con fined, 
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highly struc tured, and tech ni cal space where global mobil ity 
gets tightly curated, processed, and con trolled. The orga-
niz ers also noted that per haps every day life at the air port is 
not the oppo site of cri sis and excep tion; rather, it seems that 
at air ports, the extraor di nary is alltäglich.

Carolin Liebisch-Gümüş (GHI Washington) and
Leontien Potthoff (GHI / University of Cologne)


