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ABSTRACT
In recent decades, government officials and social scientists have increased their study
of American airports and their relationship to security and national defense. Despite the
growing attention, airports remain interpreted primarily as homogenized, transient spaces
deprived of any culturally unique qualities. This thesis will study American airports as
historical artifacts with significant layers of meaning. If contextualized and situated
within a broader historical framework, then airports expose larger trends throughout
American history including resistance to multiculturalism and diversity. The stress and
anxiety often associated with airports reflect a prolonged struggle to embrace the
democratization of public places. If studied with an historical approach from multiple
perspectives, then the airport provides historians with a tangible, familiar object to
engage popular audiences about complicated issues such as surveillance, xenophobia, and
urban renewal. This thesis proposes a conceptual framework for historians to assess the
significance of airport space and offers suggestions to better engage the national
conversations surrounding these complicated spaces.
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CHAPTER 1: THE ALLURE OF THE AIRPORT
I suppose my readers expect a banal introduction where I narrate my lifelong passion
for flying and express a general enthusiasm towards airports. Well, I am sorry to
disappoint, but neither statement would be remotely accurate. In fact, just last month my
sister comforted me with pictures of her adorable dogs as my palms dripped with sweat
and I slowly sank lower in my seat during takeoff from Tampa International Airport. This
past summer, another sister witnessed her not-so-brave baby brother consume far too
many mimosas as I prepared to fly out of Chattanooga Metropolitan Airport and return
home. I have always had a negative opinion of airports. From a personal perspective, an
airport is somewhat of a final resting place—the setting before a manmade machine lifts
me miles above the Earth’s surface and tests the laws of physics. Airports expose my
biggest fears: a fear of flying, a fear of losing control, a fear of closed spaces, even a fear
of death. I must emotionally prepare myself to enter an airport, so is it not appropriate
that during the summer of 2017, I interned at Philadelphia International Airport?
As an intern at Philadelphia International Airport, I worked directly with Chief
Curator and Director of Image Leah Douglas of the exhibitions program. The purpose of
this visual arts initiative is to “humanize the airport environment, provide visibility for
Philadelphia’s unique cultural life, and to enrich the experience of the traveling public.” 1
Since its inception in 1998, the program has curated over 300 art and historical
exhibitions inside the airport’s six terminals. On my routine trips to Douglas’ office, I
walked by passengers bent over trying to read every last word of the panel labels. I saw

“About Art at the Airport,” Philadelphia International Airport, last modified February
2018, http://www.phl.org/Arts/Pages/AboutArt.aspx.
1
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little kids with their hands pressed against the glass as they struggled to get a closer look
at the art on display. I even witnessed an individual snapping selfies in front of an exhibit
that featured her grandfather. I observed similar scenes throughout the summer, but as a
public historian working inside this space, one question remained ever present on my
mind: who is the airport’s audience?
Public history is an ambiguous phrase, but most agree that a defining feature of the
field is its ability to engage public audiences and collaboratively interpret meaningful and
relevant historical knowledge. Denise Meringolo understands public history as an “on the
ground” practice of public service. She argues that the field is defined by expansion away
from the inner circles of academia’s ivory tower and towards an eager public audience. 2
Public historians can empower particular audiences to assume ownership of their history
and influence pressing issues. Andrea Burns discusses the Black Museum Movement and
the ability of museums to effectively engage local communities and interpret the history
of contemporary issues. Empowered by the Civil Rights and Black Power movements,
African Americans wanted their immediate concerns reflected in the American narrative.
They wanted “history for us and by us.” Burns believes that public history sites have an
irrefutable responsibility to engage specific audiences and address their needs. They
“cannot function as purist, isolated institutions,” she states, and must recognize “their
innate capacitates for activism.” 3

2

Denise Meringolo, Museums, Monuments, and National Parks: Toward a New
Genealogy of Public History, (Amherst, Ma.: University of Massachusetts Press, 2012).
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Andrea Burns, From Storefront to Monument: Tracing the Public History of the Black
Museum Movement, (Amherst, Ma.: University of Massachusetts Press, 2013).
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The airport represents a difficult environment for public historians because how can
one effectively quantify the needs of its audience? Collectively, airports enjoy steady
visitation by millions of daily passengers from across the globe with different
perspectives, beliefs, and values. Because airports attract global passengers from all
walks of life, understanding and engaging such a diverse audience can be challenging for
public historians who pride themselves on community engagement and activism. An
exhibit that plainly expresses a particular point of view or bias will certainty receive
negative feedback from some passengers, and as institutions seeking a profit, airports
want to avoid distancing their customer base. The goal of this research, however, is not to
provide suggestions for airport exhibitions programs. Douglas mentioned on numerous
occasions that the mission of the exhibitions program is not provocation but to simply
shine a light on what the City of Philadelphia has to offer both culturally and artistically
to the thirty million passengers who use their facilities each year. For twenty years now,
Douglas and her staff have successfully exhibited Philadelphia-centric art and history,
and they have earned national recognition and acclaim for their program.
Instead, this research will consider the lessons public historians can gain from
analyzing the airport’s unique space, and how they can use the airport as an object to
interpret broader, more controversial histories like surveillance, xenophobia, and urban
renewal. As previously mentioned, engaging with an airport audience is nearly
impossible because of the diverse experiences and values of its passengers. However,
they all share the same material space, and they infuse that space with meaning. In its
most basic form, the airport is an object, an object produced by its time that reflects the
social meaning instilled by its creators and users. Airports are “artifacts of the beliefs—

3

values, ideas, attitudes, and assumptions—of a particular community or society at a given
time.”4 Historians can use their training in primary source research and interpret the
historical background of the dynamics of airport space. Situated within a broader
historical framework, airports and their materiality represent the beliefs of the broader
culture which influenced their creation.
Arlette Farge discusses the immersive process of archival research in her book The
Allure of the Archives, but a similar approach can illuminate the history of the American
airport. She talks about feeling astonished by the size of archival holdings. “It is
excessive and overwhelming,” she states, “like a spring tide, an avalanche, or a flood.”
Farge encourages researchers to immerse themselves in their sources and consider the
exploratory process “as a dive, a submersion, perhaps, even a drowning…you will feel
immersed in something vast, oceanic.” Airports are filled with similar distractions, and
some may find it difficult to grasp the layers of meaning behind its space. But just as
historians visit the archive to conduct primary research, they can similarly visit a physical
place for concrete evidence of a past society. The full-body scanners and long passenger
screening lines are material artifacts of the post-9/11 War on Terrorism. The excessive
number of bars and bookstores serve as physical sources that document a paranoid
generation of air travelers who seek relief from the chaos of the airport. Farge suggests
researchers stitch together a narrative from the paper documents collected in an archive,

For an introduction to material culture studies, see Jules David Prown, “Mind in
Matter,” Winterthur Portfolio 17, no. 1 (1982): 1-19.
4
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but researchers can also piece together the dynamics of airport space to construct a
broader narrative of American society of the last century. 5
Airports, and objects in general, represent a more accurate depiction of American life
than print records because of their authenticity. Words reflect an attempt to express
cogitative thought, and both the writer and reader can easily misinterpret meaning.
Additionally, throughout history, the majority of humans lacked a formal education to
leave behind a documented paper trail. But they have always used objects and engaged
physical landscapes that expose cultural meaning. Cary Carson argues that, “objects are
genuine; they tell the truth; written records are contrived; they tell half truths; artifacts are
the products and possessions of ordinary people; diaries and documents are
rationalizations by elites.”6 With further contextualization, airports can reveal an
interesting interpretation of American history. They are tangible objects of our national
identity.7
Many anthropologists, however, argue that airports reflect a dearth of cultural
meaning. In a paper delivered in 1992, Thomas Hylland Eriksen and Runar Doving argue
that the airport acts as a “transit lounge, as a waiting-room between two places.” This
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Erving Goffman argues objects represent an extension of one’s social identity. A similar
approach can be made regarding social objects and landscapes. The airport is a communal
place designed and funded by government officials for public use. Therefore, airports can
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who use them. See, Erving Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, (New
York: Anchor Books, 1959).
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ephemeral nature, they argue, deprives the space of any cultural significance.8 Similarly,
Marc Augé asserts that airports represent transient, homogenized spaces. In other words,
an airport in Seattle feels, looks, and functions similarly to any other American airport.9
These anthropological arguments, however, overlook the historical context which
generated that conformity. They understand the airport as the setting for repetitive,
contemporaneous moments of human activity with little value.
Historians, on the other hand, can take that observation and interpret the historical
context that manufactured the homogeneity of space and activity. If considered as an
historical artifact, then airports can be approached and investigated like other primary
sources. Historians can study the circumstances that created the modern American
airport, and perhaps no source is more representative of twentieth-century American
history. I argue specifically that the American airport is a tangible artifact of the
prolonged national struggle to embrace diversity and multiculturalism. It is a place that
exhibits an American fear of otherness. There is no place more emblematic of today’s
cultural issues than the American airport. Over the last fifty years, the airport, as a
material object of American culture, has devolved into the complicated space that it is
today.
People who write about the airport often describe it as an undesirable, complicated
space people prefer to avoid because it represents diversity, and diversity is complicated.

Thomas Hylland Eriksen and Runar Doving, “In Limbo: Notes on the Culture of
Airports,” (presentation, European Association of Social Anthropologists, Prague, Czech
Republic, 1992).
8
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Marc Augé, Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity, translated
by John Howe, (London: Verso, 1995).
6

In his book The End of Airports, Christopher Schaberg discusses the current state of the
American airport. Based on his experience as an airport employee, Schaberg argues that
the romance of flying is over, and the airport has regressed into an undesirable space
where passengers are inconvenienced with excessive screening, rude employees, and
inhumane treatment. In a more recent book, Airportness, Schaberg more clearly contends,
“it is a miserable place—you can see it on everybody’s face.” 10 In a Slate article, Henry
Grabar is similarly pessimistic. Grabar refers to the contemporary airport as “a temple for
a political era built on paranoia.” Intense suspicion, exorbitant fees, and routine delays
make it the setting for “the Great American Freakout.”11
Since the centennial of the Wright Brother’s historic first flight in 1903, historians
have focused more on aviation history and its relationship to airports. Many have used
this as an opportunity to celebrate technological advances. The airport certainly reflects
progress in the form of larger aircrafts, impressive architectural structures, and increased
accessibility. But as airports physically progressed into democratic, innovative spaces,
positive passenger attitude regressed. Historians cannot discuss the progress of American
aviation without mentioning the deterioration of airport experience and passenger
attitude. Public historians can use their training to expand the interpretative possibilities
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Christopher Schaberg, The End of Airports, (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2015);
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Academic, 2017).
Henry Grabar, “Terminal: How the Airport Came to Embody Our National Psychosis,”
Slate, September 7, 2017,
http://www.slate.com/articles/business/cover_story/2017/09/how_airports_became_templ
es_of_our_national_fear_fueled_psychosis.html.
11

7

of these contradictions and how they relate to broader patterns found throughout
American history.
Public historians already apply these methods to physical landscapes like
cemeteries and urban environments, but airports have yet to capture their imagination.
Perhaps the dehumanized appearance of this space, reflected by the previously-mentioned
writers, has discouraged historians from approaching the subject. Airports are filled with
dehumanized processes including the long passenger screening lines, strictly regimented
schedules, and countless signposts. Human activity appears absent from the space, but
historians can explore the historical context and reinsert the social dimensions in
America’s airports. Just as Meringolo and Burns articulate, public historians have an
innate responsibility to act as forces of change within a community. The airport lacks a
precise community, but public historians can analyze the space’s unique history to better
understand how individuals use the space and determine what constitutes an airport
audience. A better historical understanding of these spaces can reveal the airport’s
humanity and encourage officials to better address the needs of this diverse audience
from a historical perspective.

8

CHAPTER 2: THE (DE)EVOLUTION OF AIRPORT SPACE
“For me, aviation has value only to the extent that it contributes to the quality of the
human life it serves.” - Charles A. Lindbergh, 1972.
In 2016, one in seven people on Earth traveled through an American airport and
experienced firsthand a distinct aspect of twenty-first-century American culture. More
than 930 million passengers navigated past the local merchandise stores and Auntie
Anne’s pretzel stands that line the terminals, excused themselves past idle bystanders on
the moving walkway, innocently questioned the social behavior of other passengers, and
received the familiar TSA security check. 1 Political leaders welcomed foreign dignitaries,
adoring sports fans greeted returning champions, and passionate activists protested public
policy all within the confines of the airport. The modern American airport serves as a
public stage where the national identity unfolds before the eyes of a global audience. It is
space where collective patterns of social behavior construct a physical artifact of a
specifically American culture. By examining the alterations of airport space over time,
we can better understand the evolution of American values and beliefs. If we peel back
the airport’s layers and look beyond the obvious relationship to travel and transportation,
perhaps no better source exists to interpret American culture of the last century.
But how did airports evolve into such intricate places of human activity? Other
transportation facilities, like train stations and bus depots for example, experienced far
less radical transformations. Besides improved technology and increased accessibility,
modern train stations feel and function similarly to those of the nineteenth century. The

1

Bureau of Transportation Statistics, United States Bureau of Transportation,
“Passengers- All Carriers- All Airports,” accessed 31 October 2017,
https://www.transtats.bts.gov/Data_Elements.aspx?Data=1.
9

503 commercial airports that operate in United States today, however, significantly differ
in both appearance and functionality from the nation’s earliest airports that opened across
the country in the early 1900s. 2 Over the last century, airports transformed from simple
grassy runways into modern architectural marvels, and that revolution mirrored the
changing nature of Americans’ relationship to transportation, security, and the rest of the
world. One can accept these changes as a natural progressions of air travel, but a more
useful approach would be to consider the social, political, and economic causes that
precipitated such drastic alterations of airport space. A cultural demand preceded every
alteration of this physical space, and the materiality of the airport acts as a source left
behind for interpretation.
In addition to the physical alternations, passenger attitude and behavior also
transformed over the last century. In 1992, French anthropologist Marc Augé introduced
his concept of “non-places.” Augé argues that modernity is filled with these massproduced, transient spaces where individuals lack unique identities. “If a place can be
defined as relational, historical and concerned with identity,” he explains, “then a space
which cannot be defined as relational, or historical, or concerned with identity will be a
non-place.” Augé labels airports as non-places because passengers remain anonymous
and lack any moral obligations or social responsibilities. Airports exist, as he puts it,
“only through the words that evoke them … [they are] imaginary places, banal utopias,
clichés.” In the twenty-five years since Augé presented his theory of non-places, airports

Federal Aviation Administration, “List of Commercial Service Airports in the United
States and their Nonattainment and Maintenance Status,” updated 21 June 2017, accessed
31 October 2017, https://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:5cAByVpuIkJ:https://www.faa.gov/airports/environmental/vale/media/vale_eligible_airpo
rts.xlsx+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us.
2
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have further materialized into homogenized spaces where long lines, excessive signage,
and ample seating systematically guide passengers throughout the terminal. These spaces
have lost their human component, and passengers mindlessly navigate the space while
under close surveillance from authorities and from fellow passengers. The physical
dynamics and social dimensions of the space are identical across the 503 commercial
American airports, but what explains this uniformity?3
The homogeneity of the modern American airport serves as a defense mechanism
against otherness. It represents a temple for “a political era built on paranoia.” 4 Over the
last century, airports became more affordable and accessible to minority groups, and
transatlantic flight introduced world travelers to American space. As the airport opened
its door to different groups from diverse cultures and backgrounds, security dramatically
increased and created sterile facilities under strict surveillance. In other words, the
democratization of airport space created an environment where social groups interacted
more frequently, and a fear of otherness mandated security. The modern airport is the
setting for a prolonged struggle in American history. It is a space that exhibits a
contentious relationship between America’s different social groups, and historians can
use the airport as a source to interpret the progress, or lack-thereof, of American

3

Marc Augé, Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity, translated
by John Howe, (London: Verso, 1995), 77-78.
Henry Grabar uses the term “political era built on paranoia” to describe the national
stress and anxiety upon entering an airport. Grabar, “Terminal: How the Airport Came to
Embody Our National Psychosis,” Slate, September 7, 2017,
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democracy. The airport and everything it represents are tangible reminders that
Americans have yet to grapple with what it means to live in a diverse, globalized society.
Traditionally, Americans have looked to the skies and considered aviation a testament
to an American pioneering spirit, and the early period of aerospace endeavors and the
primitive airfields of the time embodied a confident White American attitude during the
early 1900s. This confidence relied on the traditional agrarian lifestyle and new forms of
American technology. The United States enjoyed global recognition as an emerging
industrial power during the turn of the century, and inventors and entrepreneurs
developed or advanced breakthrough technologies like the automobile, motion picture,
telephone, and of course, the airplane. In 1903, when the Wright Brothers captured the
imagination of the American people with their adventurous first flight, they inspired a
generation of pilots who took to the skies. A common denominator shared among these
aviation pioneers was their roots in the nation’s heartland. Men like Eugen Burton Ely
(Iowa), Lyman Gilmore (California), and Glenn Curtiss (New York) represented the
agrarian fabric of the United States, but they devoted themselves to testing a bold new
flying machine that could potentially transform the country, and they conducted these
experiments in open fields throughout the great American outdoors. 5
This unique relationship between progressive aviation technology and rural American
pilots ultimately begins and ends with a conversation about airfields, the setting for the
many trials and tribulations of early flight. Terms such as airfield, aviation field, landing
field, and others described American airports before 1920. Alastair Gordon referres to

5

For a historiographical review of aviation and its relationship to airports, see John R.
Breihan, “Review Essay: Airport History,” The Journal of Urban History 34, no. 5 (July
2008): 850-854.
12

them as “muddy cow pastures,” and no abstract image captured the spirit of the nation
more than an industrial flying machine sputtering down a remote grassy runway and
gracefully lifting off towards adventure. 6 These early “airports” lacked a direct link to the
urban centers, but rather, they existed in the most convenient and unobstructed locations
which were often in the rural nucleus of the United States. They had no physical
architecture but relied on the raw American soil to elevate pilots towards the skies and a
new frontier (see figure 1.1).

Figure 1.1: Keystone View Company. 1910. “Conquering the Air—Wright Brothers
Airship Flying at Dayton Ohio.”
Early aviation enthusiasts asserted man’s dominance over the land, and their agrarian
utilization of these “muddy cow pastures” symbolized American progress. In his widely
recognized “Significance of the Frontier in American History,” Frederick Jackson Turner
celebrated the ability of the United States to “Americanize” the frontier. Waves of

Alastair Gordon, Naked Airport: A Cultural History of the World’s Most Revolutionary
Structure, (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2004), 12.
6
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westward expansion and settlement established a unique American identity separate from
the old European world. Some might have argued that advances in American aviation
provided a new frontier for the United States to explore. 7 An illustration on the inside
cover of the journal Aerial Age Weekly conveyed this optimism. The image depicted a
plane taking off from the United States and circling the globe heading towards the
heavens. The caption proclaimed, “The Wonderful Prospects of American Aeronautics—
They Are World-wide” (see figure 1.2). 8 These skimpy airfields captured the American
spirit of the early twentieth century. They represented the idea that Americans could
exploit their natural land resources and new technologies to successfully confront any
challenge.

Figure 1.2: 1915. “The Wonderful Prospects of American Aeronautics—They Are
World-Wide.” Aerial Age Weekly 1, no. 1 (March 1915).

7

Frederick Jackson Turner, The Frontier in American History, (New York: Henry Holt
and Company, 1920).
8

See Aerial Age Weekly, Volume 1, No. 1, March 22, 1915.
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In addition to representing a culmination of agrarian values and progressive ingenuity,
these early airfields also provided a social environment for aviation enthusiasts to gather
and share their passion. During the turn of the century, in what historians have labeled the
Progressive Era, many Americans organized labor unions, political associations, cultural
heritage groups, veteran organizations, and other social clubs to promote “fraternity” and
mutual interests. In 1905, an elite group of men started the Aero Club of America to
encourage flight, and with the increased popularity of the airplane, they licensed pilots,
planned competitions, and sponsored the scientific study of flight and engineering. The
club convened at airfields like Roosevelt Island in Long Island for “the privilege of
experimenting with…the glider and making longer flights after they have mastered the
simple aeroplane.”9 Similar to the old French salons of earlier centuries, where aristocrats
gathered to exchange intellectual discourse, airfields provided pilots and enthusiasts the
backdrop to discuss aviation, tinker with equipment, and challenge each other to reach
new heights. The success and popularity of the national Aero Club motivated local
affiliates to form and continue the use of America’s “muddy cow pastures.”
These local aero clubs not only promoted the social aspect of early aviation, but
according to Herbert Johnson, they also played an integral role in encouraging Congress
to support military aviation. “The Aero Club,” Johnson states, “insured that aerial warfare
would be a factor in any expansion of the military and naval forces of the United States.”
The club effectively communicated the value of military aviation before World War One
verified that claim, and by doing so, they increased the demand to construct and fund new

"The Aviation Section of the Aero Club of America,” Scientific American 98, no. 16
(1908): 271.
9
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airfields. These clubs weaponized the airport and used it as an instrument of war to assert
the United States’ military might abroad. 10
Besides their support for military aviation, the Aero Club also endorsed the United
States Post Office’s use of airmail. In fact, on May 15, 1918, when Lieutenant George
Boyle flew from Washington D.C. to New York in the first government airmail plane, he
carried a message from Bernard Baruch, chairman of the War Industries Board, to Alan
R. Hawley, president of the Aero Club of America. “Accept my sincere congratulations,”
Baruch wrote, “on the successful operation of the aero post in the development of which
the Aero Club of America has taken such a profound interest.” 11 By 1920, the early
success of both military aviation and airmail, with support from groups like the Aero
Club, introduced new expectations for American airfields. The military wanted facilities
to train and recruit pilots into the United States Army Air Service, the predecessor to the
Air Force, and the Post Office wanted to expand the use of airmail across the country.
The major debate of the time, however, was who would fund this new infrastructure?
During the 1920s, the United States government showed great reluctance to fund
landing fields, and airports remained locally insulated spaces. Continuing the lassie-faire
philosophy of the decade, Congress passed the Air Commerce Act of 1926 which
delegated maintenance and management of airfields to the local municipalities. Although
the legislation established federal regulations to standardize flight, it forced the military,

Herbert W. Johnson, “The Aero Club of American and Army Aviation, 1907-1916,”
New York History 66, no. 4 (October 1985), 375-395. For more on the Aero Club of
America’s support for military aviation see, “What the Aero Club of America has Stood
for and Will Not Stand For,” Aerial Age Weekly, (April 3, 1916), 82-83.
10

“Airmail Start is Made Without Hitch Before Crowd at James Potomac Field,” The
Washington Times, (Washington D.C.), May 15, 1918, 3.
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Post Office, and the small number of commercial airlines to seek the support of local
governments. Many city officials, however, lacked confidence in the utility of aviation,
but private civic groups, perhaps managed by sport aviation enthusiasts, often embraced
financing the facilities. They considered an airport a great opportunity to promote their
cities. As Jaret Bednarek argues, these private investors supported airports because they
were “the newest important facility a city must have in order to keep up with or even
surpass its urban rivals.”12 A local airport offered immediate benefits like quicker mail
and public interest in technology and engineering, but many considered them an
investment in the future. Supporters realized the untapped potential of commercial
aviation and wanted an early start on the inevitable boom.
During the 1920s, airport development and expansion transformed the perception of
airports throughout the country. Not only did they receive structural improvements in the
form of smooth runways, hangars, and operational facilities, but they also linked the
country’s urban centers. According to one estimate, by 1924, eighty of America’s larger
cities had an airport, and a framework existed to support the incredible commercial
growth that would follow. 13 By the end of the decade, airports had shifted away from
their earlier ties to nature and became a symbol of urbanization. Closer to larger
populations, airports also raised public interest in flight, and by the 1930s, passengers
entered the narrative. No longer could one discuss an airport without direct mention of
the passenger.

Jaret R. Daly Bednarek, America’s Airports: Airfield Development, 1918-1947,
(College Station, TX: Texas A&M University Press, 2001).
12
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Ibid, 40.
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Considered the “Golden Age of Aviation,” the late 1920s and 1930s witnessed
tremendous public interest in flight. Pilots like Charles Lindbergh and Amelia Earhart
astonished national crowds, and growth of the airline industry persuaded many
Americans to embrace the new form of transportation. During these early years of
commercial aviation, airlines advertised the sensational new experience of traveling
through air and defying all logical notions of time. “When grandpa was a boy,” one
advertisement communicated, “he spent most of a Saturday getting to town and back in a
buggy … Our aircraft builders are now making military planes that fly more than 400
miles an hour—7 miles a minute!” 14 This groundbreaking new technology dared
Americans to test their fate and fly the skies. With an obvious new risk factor, airline
companies also advertised the safety of air travel. “From the selection of the raw
materials to the finished product,” a 1930s Aero Digest advertisement read, “every
operation is under the control of experts, long experienced in steel and tube making.” 15
The airline companies actively promoted air travel, and they wanted to increase their
customer base. Although commercial aviation was gaining popularity, airlines still
competed against other forms of transportation like the railroads and needed to convince
prospective passengers that flight was both convenient and safe.
With more passengers, however, active runways with continuous takeoffs and
landings became too dangerous, and airports needed multi-purpose buildings for
passengers to wait in before boarding. The 1930s witnessed the construction of the first
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generation of airport terminals, a word borrowed from the railroad industry to indicate the
seemingly endless possibilities of air travel. These earlier terminals usually consisted of a
single building with waiting areas, restrooms, and restaurants, and the architecture rivaled
the grandiose railroad terminals in the country’s biggest cities.
The 1930s airport terminals acted as shrines to an affluent White class that could
afford air travel. Although airlines convinced more travelers to fly, the tough economic
times prevented the majority of Americans from affording air travel. Racial segregation
discouraged many African Americans and other minorities from flying until after World
War Two. The terminals of the period embraced the popular 1930s art deco style like the
buildings at the Houston Municipal Airport (see figure 1.3) and the Shushan Airport in
New Orleans. Others incorporated a more local aesthetic like the Grand Central Airport
in California which featured a Spanish Colonial Revival influence. Both the
accommodations and physical appearance of the earliest airport terminals symbolized the
fruition of commercial aviation. Once considered a mere possibility, commercial flight
was now a realization, and airlines wanted passengers to conceive the airport as a place
beyond transportation and enjoy the entire airport experience. 16
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Figure 1.3: 1940. “Photo of the Houston Municipal Airport.” Houston: 1940 Air
Terminal Museum.
Throughout the 1930s, airports attracted more passengers to use their facilities, but
this public space showed visible signs of economic inequality. According to research by
the National Air and Space Museum, airlines carried approximately 6,000 passengers in
1930, but by 1938, that number spiked to more than 1.2 million. Despite its popularity,
air travel remained painfully expensive. A coast-to-coast round trip ticket cost more than
half the price of a new automobile, and airports mainly catered to businessmen, lawyers,
celebrities, and politicians who could afford the cost. 17 Although many lacked the
financial resources to fly themselves, local residents regularly visited the airport to
witness the spectacle of takeoff. Newspapers from the decade routinely showed images of
curious spectators behind closed fences as a plane taxied down the runway and elevated
towards the sky. The earliest commercial airports represented the excessive inequalities

“America By Air,” The National Air and Space Museum, last modified 2007, accessed
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of the 1930s. Those who could afford air travel enjoyed the experience of flying and
splendid terminal buildings that went with it, and those who could only dream ventured
to the airport to enjoy the free show. Fences separated the privileged from the dreamers,
and they served as a physical reminder that access remained exclusive to a particular
class.
By the end of World War Two, the United States military made significant advances
in aerospace technology, and airline industries repurposed the bigger and faster aircrafts.
Not only could airlines board more passengers and transport them in shorter time, but
larger aircrafts also meant further travel, and transatlantic flight experienced significant
growth following the war. Additionally, airlines introduced affordable coach fares, and
this helped democratize American airports. More accessibility increased passengers’
expectations, but cities struggled to meet such high standards. “Air travel,” according to
Horace Glidden’s 1946 report on America’s airports, “has simply grown faster and to
lager proportions than could possibly have been anticipated.” The former picturesque
terminals of 1930s became cramped, dirty, and inefficient. Chicago’s Midway Airport,
for example, became a “slum” according to Fortune Magazine. “Chewing gum, orange
peels, paper and cigar butts strew the floor around stacks of luggage…and porters can’t
keep the floor clean.”18 Cities outgrew their relatively new structures, and to
accommodate the larger planes and influx of passengers, they expanded runways and
designed modern buildings with better amenities to control the mobility of passengers.
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These bold development projects required more land for construction, and cities
gradually migrated beyond the airport’s limits and closer to local communities. 19
The United States had the infrastructure to support aviation before the war, but the
new demands made further expansion necessary. The modernization of American
airports, similar to the adoption of the Interstate Highway System and other urban
renewal projects, reflected the country’s new status as a global power in the postwar
world. In 1963, President John F. Kennedy traveled to Chicago to participate in the
dedication ceremonies of the new O’Hare International Airport. “This is an extraordinary
airport,” he said, “we want the United States to be in the lead, as it has been in the lead in
jet transportation since the jet was invented.”20 Federal grants subsidized massive
reconstruction projects, and by the 1950s, America was introduced to a second generation
of airport terminals. Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, cities planned complex
transportation networks to connect their airports with the interstate and passenger rail
lines. When airports welcomed more cars and trains, however, cities needed additional
buildings including parking garages and train platforms. Not only did these additions
require more land from surrounding areas, but they also introduced noise, traffic, and
pollution. This created complicated relationships with local communities as
municipalities sacrificed residential privacy and comfort for the larger public’s interest.
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Between 1968 and 1979, the City of Los Angeles paid local residents more than $26.5
million dollars in damages, and the city’s Department of Airports paid over $145 million
to create adequate buffer space between the Los Angeles International Airport and nearby
homeowners.21 Gradually, American airports not only effected passengers and airlines,
but they also disrupted normalcy for local residents who wanted no part in such facilities.
Despite causing headaches for the locals, the airports of the 1960s and 1970s
advanced into temples of modern travel and reflected an unwillingness of passengers to
interact. These second-generation terminals lacked the grandiose stature of earlier
buildings, but they were scientifically designed for convenience and productivity.
Airports decreased the distance between landside and airside, and passengers could
simply park their cars and make a short walk to check-in. Once inside, they enjoyed the
new concourses with amenities not far from their assigned gates, and excessive signage
directed passengers to avoid confusion and wasted time. Even the new carousel design
created a quicker and more efficient baggage claim process. Behind the scene on airside,
hydrants built into the tarmac allowed for underwing refueling and eliminated the need
for fueling carts that resulted in a safer airport apron. The airport design of the 1960s and
1970s was truly revolutionary and confirmed that commercial aviation could be both safe
and convenient (see figures 1.4).22
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Figure 1.4: 1970. “Memphis International Airport from Outside.” Wikimedia Commons.
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Memphis_International_Airport_from_outside.
jpg.
During the 1960s, these revolutionary terminal designs coincided when many southern
airports desegregated their facilities and forced White and Black passengers to share the
same space. Anke Ortlepp discusses how local Civil Rights leaders defended their right to
equal access, and airports reluctantly dissolved spatial segregation. Although visible signs
indicating Blacks and Whites were removed, the new generation of airport terminals
encouraged isolation. Passengers remained connected with their families right before
departure, and they enjoyed large, open spaces to avoid interaction. Although Civil
Rights activists ended systemic segregation, the new facilities promoted a softer method
that insulated passengers and discouraged contact (see figure 1.5).23
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Figure 1.5: Ed Uthman. 1973. “Ticket Lobby at Memphis International
Airport.”Wikimedia Commons. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Memphisinternational-airport-1970s.jpg.
This is where the progressive narrative of the American airport ends. During the late
1960s and early 1970s, hijackers increasingly targeted commercial flights and threatened
passengers and crew from the air. In order to prevent potential threats before boarding,
airports introduced metal detectors to screen individuals entering the facilities. In 1973,
the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) introduced new legislation that mandated
police presence at all passenger screening and luggage inspection points. A CQ Press
editorial research report claimed between 1971 and 1973, a period of intense alertness
and new security procedures, more than 6,000 arrests were made during passenger
screening. More often than not, these arrests involved minor offenses unrelated to
terrorism such as persons carrying small weapons, in possession of drug narcotics, or

25

violating parole.24 This was a radical makeover of airport space, especially considering
the substantial freedom passengers enjoyed pre-1973 when they carried un-checked
baggage on board as well as personal firearms. The introduction of metal detectors and
other surveillance methods transformed the airport into an authentic public space. With
the democratization of airport access, Americans needed to prove their innocence prior to
boarding a flight. They sacrificed personal freedoms in exchange for access to public
space (figure 1.6).25

Figure 1.6: “All Riders Take Search in Stride.” The New York Times, July 27, 1973.
The new alterations not only impacted the airport’s physical layout, but they also
changed public perception. Traveling to an airport was no longer an exciting transitional
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moment before embarking on a business trip or vacation. Rather, by the mid-1970s, the
airport experience became a social performance. During this time, the FAA introduced
“behavioral profiling” methods to detect potential hijackers and drug smugglers.
According to Fred Farrar, an FAA spokesman at the time, “airline counter and security
personnel are being trained to look for certain characteristics in passengers.” 26 This
implied that there was a correct way to act in an airport, and if passengers displayed
certain character traits, then they would be considered potentially dangerous. At Detroit
Metropolitan Airport in 1976, for example, Drug Enforcement Administration agents
questioned passenger Sylvia Mendenhall because “her conduct appeared to be
characteristic of persons unlawfully carrying narcotics.” As it turned out, DEA agents
recovered heroin and arrested Mendenhall, but this case demonstrated the seriousness of
the new surveillance system. 27 These new tactics relayed a clear message to passengers
that potential crime and danger existed throughout terminals and needed to be prevented.
With alleged criminals lurking and crime seemingly inevitable, American airports
became stressful places with new demands.
By the late 1980s, many politicians and officials agreed on the deteriorating
condition of American airports. Not only were passengers and employees stressed by the
new security protocols, but increased access and use overtaxed the crumbling
infrastructure. In a 1988 address to the National Research Council, FAA administrator
Allan McArtor envisioned the next generation of American airports: "I'm concerned
about three major issues facing aviation: airports, airports, and airports." He believed that
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facilities should be "next-generation airports, ones that have innovative ground
transportation networks, microwave landing systems, and state of the art terminal design.
It's going to take courage. It's going to take commitment. It's going to take guts. Just like
this country had proved in the 1950s with the Interstate highway system."28 As a way to
counter the increased passenger stress and anxiety, airports welcomed more restaurant,
retail, and leisure options to create a more pleasant and attractive environment. Open,
well-lit terminals, glass facades, and sterile concourses became the recognizable
characteristics of most airports, and by the end of the century, Americans welcomed the
architectural marvels recognized today.
During these last two decades of the twentieth century, more diverse passengers from
across the globe attracted many retailers to commercialize airport space and generate a
sense of place. Terminals featured endless merchandise options that targeted the traveling
consumer to buy local merchandise. “People who study airport retailing say the bestperforming strips are in hub airports,” the New York Times reported, “where lots of
passengers are changing planes and are forced to linger. Heavy international traffic is a
big plus.”29 Although the opening of Denver International Airport in 1995 was the only
new structure constructed in a major U.S. city since Dallas/Fort Worth International
Airport in 1973, most airports featured retail expansion. Timothy Lowe, the Director of
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Airport Business Development for Westfield Corporation, a shopping mall developer,
stated in 1997 that, “most of the large airports have redevelopment plans to add
retail...You’re on the verge of an industry that’s just developing.” 30 The introduction of
mega shopping malls to airport space represented an attempt to Americanize global
travelers and instill a brief sense of an American identity. If foreign travels shopped
American goods and ate American food, then perhaps they would momentarily assimilate
and ease the apprehensions of domestic travelers. If American passengers witnessed
foreigners in familiar stores and displaying similar consumer behavior while inside the
airport terminal, perhaps they would exhibit less panic and fear.
On September 11, 2001, American airports became inextricably associated with
global terrorism after extremists used them as launching pads to execute their deadly
attacks. Americans considered the airport the frontline of the War on Terrorism, and they
welcomed a militarized takeover by the federal government. In November 2001,
Congress passed the Aviation and Transportation Act which transferred total power to
defend airport space from local contractors over to the new Transportation Security
Administration (TSA), part of the Department of Homeland Security. The TSA expanded
surveillance methods including the Screening Passenger by Observation Technique
(SPOT) and the Behavior Detection Program. Both programs assumed that there was “a
scientifically valid basis for using behavior and appearance indicators as a means for
reliably identifying passengers who may pose a risk to the U.S. aviation system.” 31 These
30
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methods assumed that innocence had a specific appearance and behavior, and they
indirectly transformed airports into homogenized spaces. Passengers were expected to act
and behave in particular manners, and if their behavior seemed different, then they
received questioning. Additionally, strict surveillance changed the type of luggage
passengers brought to the airport. The TSA prohibited passengers from carrying certain
items like firearms and liquids, and airlines began to weigh bags prior to boarding.
Passengers wanted to prevent coming off as threatening, so in most cases, they avoided
carrying strange or foreign objects.
The homogenizing of airport behavior, however, unfairly targeted minority groups
especially Muslims and Arabs. In 2010, during a discussion on airport security, NPR’s
Juan Williams infamously expressed that, “if I see people who are in Muslim garb and I
think, you know, they are identifying themselves first and foremost as Muslims, I get
worried. I get nervous."32 Williams’s reactionary observations in the post-9/11 world
reflect similar reactions held by many conservative Americans, and airports are filled
with similarly ignorant attitudes. Passengers are afraid of otherness, whether that be in
personal appearance or behavior, and that fear generates a standardized social
performance.
Not only did airport officials embrace a defense mechanism based around racial
profiling, but they also created a system that liberated wealthy passengers from
immediate surveillance. Since passenger screening required additional time, lines became
longer. Airlines recommended passengers arrive at least two hours prior to boarding, but
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after security, they often waited around crowded terminals. Airports introduced
“premium” lines for first or business class. Those who could afford these tickets waited
in shorter lines, and after screening, they enjoyed access to private lounges. Thus, the
immediate airport terminal, occupied by coach and economy class passengers, served as
holding cells where TSA officers enforced their behavior detection methods. The
assumption was that a potential threat existed among poorer passengers and not the
economically advantaged ones who enjoyed privacy away from direct surveillance.
The twenty-first-century American airport is shrouded in irony and contradiction. Air
travel has never been quicker or more accessible, but the airport embodies all that is
wrong with the collective national values. It no longer indicates technological progress or
ingenuity but reveals our national trepidation towards diversity. Although broader social
progress desegregated airport space, made flying financially affordable, and connected
global passengers, Americans have combated increased accessibility with a militarized
takeover, and they no longer embrace this public space with the same optimism expressed
in earlier periods.
In the 1920s, when passengers first considered flight as a form of transportation, they
sought reassurance that an airplane was a safe option. Modern air travelers, on the other
hand, focus less on flying and more on the exhausting process of navigating an airport.
Airline companies no longer promote the safety or convenience of air travel because
modern passengers fear the airport experience more than the flying experience, and they
look forward to boarding the plane and escaping. The real danger and uncomfortable
aspect of air travel lies within the airport, and passengers see the airplane as a safe haven
away from chaos. Modern airports even devote ample space for art installations and
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bookstores for passengers to momentarily escape the madness.33 In less than one hundred
years, passengers shifted their anxiety away from the act of flying and towards the place
where they prepare to fly. The airport is the perfect example to understand that
technology does no equate to collective social progress.
This topic received brief attention during the 2016 Presidential Election. During the
first presidential debate, Republican candidate Donald Trump commented on the
condition of American airports. “Our airports are like third world countries…you go into
Dubai and you go into different places throughout the world and you see airports that are
unbelievable…And then you fly into La Guardia or you fly into LAX…it’s like a third
world country.”34 Trump, a real-estate mogul, made these comments referring
specifically to the physical condition and appearance of these spaces and overlooked their
social element—the defining feature of the modern American airport. Although they once
represented American progress and potential, the fundamental human element of the
modern American airport cannot be overlooked. The airport has a record of both progress
and setbacks, and it shares a similar narrative with American history. Air travel
introduced new technology, convenient transportation, and economic growth, but
concerns over accessibility, surveillance, xenophobic attitudes, and urban renewal
challenge that progressive story of American exceptionalism. If we dig beyond the
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obvious relationship to transportation and consider the airport as an object with different
perspectives, we can find greater meaning in opposing perspectives. 35
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Alastair Gordon makes a similar argument in Naked Airport: A Cultural History of the
World’s Most Revolutionary Structure, (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2004). He
argues that the golden age of aviation peaked in the 1960s during the jet age, but
enthusiasm for flying has been replaced by the modern “sterile concourse.”
33

CHAPTER 3: A HISTORY OF PHILADELPHIA INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT
“Each airport [is] a specific construction with its own place in history... [and]
transnational visions are implemented locally, and the processes of imagining and
building airports are tied to specific urban narratives surrounding aeromobility.” 1
In 2016, the Federal Aviation Administration ranked Philadelphia International
Airport (PHL) the twentieth busiest airport in the United States with more than 30 million
passengers.2 Despite Philadelphia’s stagnant population and close proximity to New York
City, a more populated city with three airport hubs, PHL still attracts passengers from
across the globe and exhibits the broader patterns of airport development discussed in the
previous chapter. Since the 1920s, PHL has expanded its physical space with drastic
technology and amenity enhancements, but as it attracted more diverse passengers into its
facilities, PHL, like every other American airport, combated multiculturalism with
autocratic control through personal and institutional surveillance. Although it serves as a
transportation hub, PHL is a space filled with the politics of a globalized world.
Philadelphia Mayor Jim Kenney, however, challenged this central thesis when he
visited PHL during the summer of 2017. “People come here from around the world, and
we welcome them,” the mayor stated during the unveiling of a new history exhibit,
“Unlike some of the noise and nonsense you are hearing nationally, we don’t build walls
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around the airport. We don’t try to push people out. We try to bring people in.” 3 The
mayor was referring to President Donald Trump’s proposed ban on travelers entering the
United States from Muslim-majority countries. Earlier that year, protestors descended on
American airports to publically reject the President’s xenophobic policy and propelled
the airport into the forefront of the national immigration debate. Although Kenney’s
welcoming remarks reflected his personal politics and broader vision for the city, they
misinterpreted PHL’s complicated history. The mayor rhetorically embraced diversity,
but throughout its history, PHL has evolved into a space that privileges urban planning
over personal impact, autocratic surveillance over civil liberties, and conformity over
diversity. It is a space designed to keep diversity out.
In 1918, Philadelphia hosted the inaugural flight of U.S. airmail service and thereby
inextricably connected itself to aviation history. On May 15, 1918, residents in Northeast
Philadelphia awoke to the sound of gasoline trucks, airplane engines, and cheering
crowds as the city prepared for the inaugural flight of U.S. airmail services. Since
Philadelphia served as the connection between New York City and Washington D.C., the
quiet Bustleton community attracted national attention. Shortly before 9:00 a.m., Army
Major Reuben H. Fleet took off from the remote Bustleton airfield and headed towards
Washington D.C. where President Woodrow Wilson welcomed the arrival of the first
airmail delivery. Later in the afternoon, “a great crowd of cheering spectators, which had
assembled at the Bustleton flying field hours before he was due to arrive, gave a welcome
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to Lieutenant Torey Webb,” The Evening Public Ledger reported. “He piloted the first
airplane of the postal service from New York to Philadelphia.” 4 This event signaled a
new age for aviation. As American cities observed the success of airmail delivery, not to
mention the military’s new use of fighter pilots and a growing number of commercial
airlines, many expanded their airport facilities and launched a drastic transformation of
their urban landscapes. The airport was a national symbol of progress, and Philadelphia
wanted to enhance its status among advanced American cities. 5
Although Philadelphia was undeniably competitive in aviation, it lacked a central hub
for collective investment. Across the United States, major cities attracted the military and
Postal Service to use their city’s facilities, and the Aviation Committee of the
Philadelphia Chamber of Commerce published a report that warned, “if Philadelphia is to
become the principal air transportation center of the east…[it] must immediately set
about providing the one needed link in the chain—adequate air terminal facilities.” 6 Even
Lieutenant Colonel Harry H. Blee, Chief of the Division of Airport and Aeronautics
Information of the United States Department of Commerce, commented in 1929,
"Progressive cities throughout the United States are realizing that they must
provide themselves with adequate airports if they are to have a place in the farflung air transportation system that is rapidly spreading out to encompass the four
“Daily Aerial Mail Service Now a Fact,” The Evening Public Ledger (Philadelphia, Pa),
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corners of the globe and are actively engaged in the development of their airports.
The City of Philadelphia, which has thus far been sadly lacking in airport
facilities, has the opportunity of taking a leading place in commercial aeronautics
if it will proceed at once with the development of one of the outstanding air
terminals of the country."7
A similar report published by the private engineering firm Ford, Bacon, and Davis Inc.
concluded, “It is not a LANDING FIELD that is necessary, but a MUNICIPAL
AIRPORT sufficient to meet all demands of this modern business, which is waiting and
anxious to bestow its advantages upon the community.” 8 Many believed Philadelphia had
the potential to become the epicenter of American aviation. “With respects to
geographical location, weather, labor supply, transportation, access to raw materials,
import and export, housing conditions, low power costs, proximately to Naval Aircraft
Factory facilities, water frontage, and a score of other advantages,” the Chamber of
Commerce reported, “Philadelphia is ranked No. 1 by engineers of national repute, both
for flying conditions and for manufacturing.” 9 City officials believed Philadelphia needed
to take advantage of this new aeronautics excitement, but they contemplated the same
question for most of the decade; where would the city develop its main airport facility?
Philadelphia enjoyed access to numerous landing-field options but lacked a central
facility. Developers considered twenty-five possible locations for the city’s main airport,
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but private consultants and city officials including the Philadelphia Board of Trade
concluded that the Hog Island site, an area in the city’s far southwest corner on the border
with Delaware County, proved the most beneficial. “The property is potentially one of
the most valuable for commercial purposes, not only in the Port of Philadelphia but in
any port of the United States,” The Board of Trade argued, “no such combination of
facilities is existent at any other point on the Atlantic Seaboard—that is, large acreage,
trunk line railroad connections, good highways, proximity to deep water channels and
nearness to large industrial and housing development.”10 By the end of the 1920s, thanks
to recommendations by various groups and organizations, Philadelphia was ready to
invest in the Hog Island site and transform the area into the city’s main airport facility.
Although the Hog Island site offered many logistical and cost-effective advantages, it
bordered the city’s 40th ward and threatened an already disturbed Eastwick community.
Historically, Eastwick was a rural neighborhood in the city’s southwest corner, but during
World War One, the neighborhood experienced drastic encroachments of privacy. During
the war, the world’s largest shipyard made Hog Island home and employed nearly 35,000
employees who often resided near Eastwick. With ongoing talks of global de-escalation,
ship building subsided, and the site shut down operations in 1921. A year later, however,
the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers repurposed the land and dredged the abandoned
shipping channels to pump silt into the creek which divided Hog Island from the
mainland. This flattened the area and made it an ideal site for aviation activities but
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caused consistent flooding for years to come. Similar projects disrupted normalcy for
Eastwick residents who were accustomed to isolation. In 1925, the Pennsylvania National
Guard began to train pilots on the site. A year later in 1926, Ludington Exhibition
Company, the forerunner to Eastern Airlines, gained access to a commercial landing
field. On October 22, 1927, during his national tour to celebrate his historic transatlantic
flight, Charles Lindbergh used the landing field and ceremonially renamed the site
Philadelphia Municipal Airport (see figure 2.1).

Figure 2.1: 1927. “Charles Linberg at Philadelphia Municipal Airport.” Courtesy of
Philadelphia International Airport.
The Hog Island site witnessed constant action during the 1920s that centered around
the Eastwick community. During the late-1920s, many Eastwick residents optimistically
welcomed airport investment because they, like the rest of the city and country, saw great
potential in the future of American aviation. They observed the national attention the
Bustleton community received a decade earlier when airmail services first used the
northeast Philadelphia airfield. The American hero Charles Lindbergh visited the rural
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Eastwick community in October 1927 simply because of the airfield, and residents
wanted to take full advantage of this “golden age of aviation.” Many residents welcomed
this attention because they took pride in contributing to Philadelphia’s future.
On October 17, 1927, for instance, the Greater Eastwick Improvement Association
hosted a parade that attracted nearly 30,000 residents to the airport. The event celebrated
the expansion of commercial aviation and Eastwick’s central role in that process.
“Eastwick has a golden opportunity in this airport,” Ralph D. Weyerbacher of the Naval
Aircraft Factory expressed to the enthusiastic crowd, “You have an advantage enjoyed by
no other section of the city and it is to your credit that you are taking advantage of it, that
you realize its importance to your section and the city as a whole, and that you are giving
it your whole-hearted support.” The feeling was palpable as the Greater Eastwick
Improvement Association donated an American flag to be flown with pride at the airport.
Many considered Philadelphia the future of American aviation, and Eastwick proudly
invested in the excitement. The flag symbolically represented the rural community’s role
in the national progress. “A great change has taken place,” Weyerbacher continued,
“Airplanes today have stopped serving destruction and have turned to serving humanity’s
every-day needs. They are dealing with the Nation’s business needs. They are an
important factor in the transportation future.” Although many expressed excitement and
embraced the community’s future development, C.T. Ludington, President of the
Ludington Exhibition Company, swiftly announced the acquisition of ninety additional
acres for airport expansion. 11 The enthusiasm drowned out any concerns over potential

“How Eastwick Celebrated Airport Day,” The Philadelphia Inquirer, October 17,
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complications, and the residents blindly accepted empty promises. A wave of optimism
washed over Eastwick, and the process for expansion was set in motion. 12
The City of Philadelphia officially purchased Hog Island from the federal government
in 1930 and forever changed both the physical and social environment of southwest
Philadelphia and the Eastwick community. Although the Hog Island site attracted
developers because it offered room for potential expansion, any future projects focused
directly north towards Eastwick. The Delaware River in the south and Schuylkill River in
the east prevented any horizontal growth and required vertical expansion towards
Eastwick (see figure 2.2). Commenting on the construction later in the decade, a reporter
argued that the Hog Island site was originally favored because “the unlimited space
available for expansion of the Philadelphia port.” 13 This overlooked the personal toll any
expansion would inflict on the rural community.
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(Essington, Pa.: Tinicum Township Historical Society, 1993); Anne E. Krulikowski,
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Figure 2.2: 1958. “Looking North from PHL with Eastwick in background. Courtesy of
Philadelphia International Airport.
Although the City of Philadelphia purchased the Hog Island site with the immediate
intention of building a front-line airport, the economic impact of the Great Depression
prevented any construction for years. In 1935, Philadelphia Mayor J. Hampton Moore, a
fiscally conservative Republican, reluctantly accepted the federally subsidized project by
the Works Progress Administration (WPA) to modernize the airport facility at Hog Island
and construct a modern terminal building. Although labor strikes and feuds between the
City and federal government over runway location further delayed the project, the new
Philadelphia Municipal Airport officially opened in 1940.14
The opening of the new airport hub in Philadelphia signaled a new era for the city.
With overwhelming public support and interest in commercial aviation, Philadelphians
14

The airport was named S. Davis Wilson Airport between 1937-1942 in honor of the
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welcomed their new airport facilities including its grand terminal building. The clean,
modern look of the building represented a new outlook for the city, and passengers,
officials, and the enthusiastic public celebrated the space’s progressive nature (see figure
2.3).

Figure 2.3: 1946. “Philadelphia International Airport.” Courtesy of Philadelphia
International Airport.
On the night of June 20, 1940, when the four operating commercial airlines welcomed
their first passengers, a large crowd gathered on Tinicum Avenue north of the landing
field. “To entertain the crowd and give it an idea of what it means to have their city
become an aviation crossroads of the Nation,” the Philadelphia Inquirer reported, “the
four airlines gave free 20-minute flights over the city to several hundred persons.”15
Philadelphia’s new airport epitomized the excitement and optimism the city felt regarding
its industry heading into the mid-twentieth century.
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The airport received a new name in 1945 when it welcomed transatlantic flight as part
of the post-WWII boom in commercial aviation. The new Philadelphia International
Airport housed five commercial airlines that provided international flights, and the local
tabloid boasted about the seemingly endless vacation opportunities for Philadelphians. 16
Philadelphia Magazine noted, “the airplane has given us a lot of new neighbors who can
now be visited in hours instead of days or weeks.” The magazine article continued by
discussing the relative affordability of international travel. It included a list of prices from
Philadelphia to foreign destinations and bragged, “less than 16 hours from Philadelphia
you can reach the West Coast by air, and within 24 hours you can go in the other
direction as far as Berlin.” But the prices remained expensive and impractical for the
majority of working-class Americans. They advertised a flight to the West Coast cost
$126.70 and $325.00 to London.17 In 1949, the median household income for the Greater
Philadelphia area was approximately $3,370, and the cheaper West Coast ticket cost
roughly two weekly paychecks. 18 Although commercial flight attracted different
passengers besides businessman, politicians, and celebrities, the airport remained widely
inaccessible to most Philadelphians.19
16
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During the 1950s, the success and popularity of air travel encouraged additional
expansion and new amenities that catered to the consumer culture gripping the nation.
PHL transformed from a collective place of progress into a commercial space for
entertainment and sales. In 1950, the city announced plans for a new terminal building
designed by Richard D. Herman and Company, a locally-known real-estate company that
developed major shopping centers, commercial sites, and industrial projects. Many in the
city not only considered the project an investment in air travel, but they also saw potential
for greater business growth. Referring to the project as a “king-size airport program,”
Clifford Sifton of Philadelphia Magazine cheered the airport’s positive financial impact
on the city. He encouraged all Philadelphians to at least visit the airport and observe the
wonders of takeoff. The new building featured an observation deck for bystanders and
Sifton noted, “spectators are sources of revenue to operators of terminal establishments” 20
Sifton and others embraced the idea that PHL would generate considerable revenue and
not just enhance the city’s status among other cities. PHL, in their opinion, would spark
economic growth in the area, and business leaders played an increasingly important role
in the area’s development.

Libraries,
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Figure 2.4: 1958. “PHL Terminal Building.” Courtesy of Philadelphia International
Airport.
The new terminal building which opened in 1953 (see figure 2.4) attracted local
businesses to the airport industry, and their influence significantly impacted development
of the surrounding area. “If we are to encourage new commercial and industrial
development in the Greater Philadelphia area,” Philadelphia Director of Commerce
Walter M. Phillips stated, “we must rely not only on city officials responsible for
planning the expansion program but upon the city's own business leaders who must
execute it.”21 Herman, the designer of the new building, praised the fact that “plans call
for the use of 4,000 square feet of the airport terminal for a drugstore. An even larger area
will be devoted to a restaurant…a coffee shop, cocktail lounge, standing bar….a barber
shop, haberdashery and a bank thus assuring residents of the area of a great recreational,
entertainment and shopping center.” 22 This new emphasis on commerce and business
21
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signaled a radical shift in the airport’s rationale. It no longer represented a progressive
place that would enhance the status of Philadelphia on the national stage, rather it became
a place that encouraged local business interests. Of course, travelers who visited the
airport and benefited from its amenities would naturally enjoy the new features of PHL,
but the space no longer welcomed local residents to share in the collective excitement.
PHL’s new terminal focused solely on ticketed passengers and attracting new customers.
The airport did receive major renovations including a new 15-million-dollar terminal
building, an all-instrument runway, and jet service, but these reflected an attempt to
attract customers. 23 They were not necessarily intended to enhance PHL’s
competitiveness with other cities like the earlier reports encouraged. Earlier, when the
Eastwick residents optimistically embraced the construction of the Hog Island airport
facility, they were inspired by the potential role their rural community could play in
elevating the national image of Philadelphia. They believed the military and Postal
Service would use their landing field and invite national celebrities to the area, but by
1953, the motivations of industrialists quickly replaced the hopes and dreams of the
locals. PHL transformed its image into a place for commerce. In fact, the 1951
Philadelphia Home Rule Charter designated the Division of Aviation under the
Department of Commerce which signaled the new purpose behind aeronautics. By the
late 1950s, Philadelphia’s business leaders, not the Eastwick locals, optimistically
embraced the airport’s future, and they set out to reshape the urban landscape of the city.
The stage was set for the massive urban renewal project Eastwick would soon experience.
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By the late 1960s, the overall success and popularity of PHL and air travel encouraged
city planners to allocate additional resources towards further expansion and a way to
connect the airport with the urban pulse of Philadelphia. William T. Burns of the Bureau
of Aeronautics and later the Division of Aviation called the massive redevelopment
projects between 1968 and 1977, “the largest single public works project undertaken by
the City of Philadelphia.”24 The overzealous opinion of airports justified expeditious
expansion without regard to financial cost or the personal impact of Eastwick. The
architect responsible for designing the 1968 terminal, Vincent Kling, proposed a plan to
construct an entirely new, more efficient building on the river side as opposed to
repurposing the current 1953 building on landside. “And that would have saved years of
construction and millions of dollars but unfortunately it was politically a very bad idea
since it involved the abandonment of a 15-year old airport that had only been functioning
for a short period of time.” Kling continued. “They said people in Philadelphia will never
buy that, Mr. Kling. They wouldn't throw away a brand-new airport to get another new
airport. I said I think they would if they knew the facts. Safety, the ultimate super
functionality of a brand-new total facility, plus savings in time and money. But it wasn't
marketable.”25 The rejection of Kling’s original plan further cemented PHL’s path
towards Eastwick (see figure 2.5).
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April 12, 1977, Walter Massey Phillips Oral Histories, Temple University Libraries,
https://libdigital.temple.edu/oralhistories/catalog/transcript:AOHWMPJZ2014120009xp1
6002coll22x58, accessed February 15, 2018, pp. 13.
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Figure 2.5: 1970. “Ariel View of PHL Looking West.” Courtesy of Philadelphia
International Airport.
By 1977, PHL featured four terminals in a continuous building, large parking
garages, access to I-95, and plans for future stops on a SEPTA Regional Rail line. During
this time between 1968 and 1977, Burns encouraged the use of supersonic aircraft, an
idea seriously considered by Congress. When asked about the obvious noise factor, Burns
commented that thunderstorms also make noise, “but if you only have one of them a day
you can take it…noise is relative...a little bit of noise is all right because it makes you
enjoy the quiet that follows.”26 This attitude disregarded the complaints the locals had
been making for more than a decade. Even the everyday jet engines proved problematic
for the locals. In 1961, a group of protestors bemoaned that, “landings are frightening
school children, interrupting religious services and unnerving an estimated 100,000
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residents of the area.”27 But this indifference towards the locals persisted because the
airport represented a public commodity in the post-industrial service economy. No longer
primarily concerned about manufacturing jobs, city officials promoted a place that would
attract and cater to the needs of travelers. They embraced what the business travelers
would bring to the airport, not what the airport would bring to the local community. 28
PHL’s logo reflected this idea (see figure 2.6). The logo depicted the airport from an
aerial perspective and featured the terminal’s basic elements including roadway, parking,
passenger facilities, and boarding gates. It turned PHL inwards and emphasized the
internal dynamics of airport space. It was not reaching out and encompassing the region.

Figure 2.6: 1966. “PHL Logo.” Passenger Terminal Facilities Philadelphia
International Airport, 1966, Box 528 Folder 11, General Pamphlet Collection, Temple
University Libraries, Special Collections Research Center, Philadelphia, Pa.
“Group Protests Landing Perils, Noise at Airport,” Philadelphia Inquirer, October 3,
1961, pp. 33.
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By 1977, PHL symbolized an exclusive space isolated from Eastwick—the
community which once embraced the partnership. Although the highway and public
transit decreased the travel time between Southwest Philadelphia and Center City, those
projects required land acquisition from Eastwick and impacted the locals’ sense of
belonging. The construction of I-95, the new rail line, and PHL’s expansion all coincided
with the “largest urban renewal project in the nation” by the Philadelphia City Planning
Committee which inspired to create a “New Eastwick.” Housing projects and new
businesses replaced personal farm land and perpetuated national trends of gentrification.
Land purchases and building permits displaced some 8,000 residents, and although the
“New Eastwick” achieved the city’s goal of increased integration, the community looked
vastly different from its earlier version. Eastwick residents originally bought into the idea
of an airport because they wanted to help transform the city, they did not expect to
transform themselves or their sense of belonging in the process. Near the end of the
century, Eastwick realized in order for the City of Philadelphia and PHL to advance, their
neighborhood also needed to change. Eastwick became expendable. Although broader
city initiatives also contributed to Eastwick’s transformations, PHL stood as an obvious
target for blame.29
PHL transformed from an idea in the 1920s to one of the nation’s busiest airports by
the end of the century, and throughout that process, the space implemented radical
changes that warranted personal intrusion. Although the advances PHL experienced
significantly contributed to the city’s growth throughout the century, they contradict

For more on Eastwick’s urban renewal see, Guian McKee, “Liberal Ends Through
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Mayor Kenney’s earlier comments that PHL does not “build walls.” Some might argue
that PHL acted as a metaphorical wall separating Eastwick from progress or even
normalcy. It shared a similar story that airports across the nation experienced. As
American airports improved aesthetically and technologically, they also regressed in
terms of sense of belonging. As discussed in the previous chapter, as American airports
progressed throughout the century, passengers adopted standard behavior and carried
similar luggage to appear like they belonged. If they acted differently or carried banned
items, then they would appear threatening and like they did not belong in the public
space. Similarly, as PHL progressed into a state-of-the-art building, it disrupted the
local’s sense of belonging. PHL did not embrace Eastwick, rather, it distanced itself from
Eastwick and, in some cases, reshaped the community to match its new, sterile and
commercial appeal.
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CHAPTER 4: CLAIMING AIRPORTS AS PUBLIC HISTORY AND APPLYING
HISTORICAL THINKING
The term public history elicits various interpretations from practitioners, and
presumably, most popular audiences have similar difficulties defining the field. Many
even use the colloquial expression, “I know it when I see it,” to identify the broad
perimeters of the discipline. While many struggle to define the specifics, most can
recognize public history, and more than likely, some envision carefully curated objects
found throughout a museum or historic site accompanied with methodically crafted panel
labels.1 Although public historians perform far more tasks other than historical
interpretation, let us employ this clichéd approach and consider how one would create an
interpretive label for Philadelphia International Airport (PHL).
From what perspective would one write this label? This question should indicate the
complexities of such a task. Would one write the label through the eyes of a traveling
passenger? Perhaps the city officials or architects who designed the physical space have a
compelling viewpoint? Maybe a local who personally experienced PHL’s development
over the years can provide an outsider’s point of view? What about a person of color who
receives more scrutiny and unsolicited stares while visiting PHL? Surely that passenger
has a unique perspective on American airports and their overbearing security procedures.
What about the server who earns a living by working long hours at the Chickie’s and
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David Thelen and Roy Rosenzweig conclude many in the general public dismiss history
because it evokes institutionalized history in a classroom setting. Contrary to that
common belief, however, many unconsciously embrace history in their everyday life by
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historic sites. See, The Presence of the Past: Popular Uses of History in American Life,
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1998).
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Pete’s restaurant inside PHL? Each of these perspectives hold merit and express a
legitimate interpretation, but they each narrate a vastly different story. Considering the
increasingly important role they play in modern American life, airports deserve further
critical attention and historical inquiry with increased emphasis on the diversity of
perspectives. With a broader perspective and more consideration for the multiple layers
of meaning instilled within the airport, historians can cognitively interpret the space and
tangibly engage the complexities of our diverse society.
When we approach interpreting the history of the airport, we have to consider multiple
angles and points of view to contribute to the broader narrative. “The chief aim of
interpretation is not instruction,” Freeman Tilden once famously asserted, “but
provocation.”2 By approaching its past from multiple perspectives, historians can better
understand why the airport is such a “miserable place,” to borrow Christopher Schaberg’s
wording, and they can encourage dialogue, empathy, and ethical values—the core tenets
of public history.
In its most basic form, the airport is a utilitarian object—an object produced by its
time that reflects the social meaning instilled by its creators and users. Airports are
“artifacts of the beliefs—values, ideas, attitudes, and assumptions—of a particular
community or society at a given time.” 3 If we understand the airport as a continuously
evolving object, then the question becomes what cultural values does it represent today?
As discussed in previous chapters, American airports represent a xenophobic response to
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a multicultural, globalized world. They are complicated spaces because diversity is
complicated. From the genocide of indigenous people to a proposed “big, beautiful wall”
along the southern border, throughout its history, the United States has repeatedly resisted
multiculturalism with aggressive tactics. The airport, its strict surveillance and overall
unpleasantness represent yet another example of that resistance, and no other object can
better engage that conversation than the one used by millions of people every day.
But the airport is more than just a utilitarian object comprised of physical space. In a
larger, more important sense, it also serves as a unique place with diverse perspectives
and experiences. Place entails an emotional attachment or familiar perspective of space.
A sense of place requires that “abstract space” becomes “concrete place.” 4 The airport’s
terminals, gates, metal detectors, and runways hold little meaning alone, but the way in
which individuals connect with these objects and spaces creates perspective. Multiple
perspectives of the same space generate the sense of place to consider the history of
American airports beyond physical developments. 5 To study changes in American culture
over the last century, airports serve as a useful tool of analysis because both their physical
materiality and social dimensions changed overtime in correlation with larger trends.
Analyzing human activity in the airport, however, requires closer attention to the diverse
groups who have access to the space and those who do not.
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Passengers feel vulnerable inside the airport, and that vulnerability creates personal
but lasting memories. Frequent travelers can probably remember numerous occasions
when security caused anxiety or discomfort. Perhaps they recall an extended layover or
delay that ruined plans. If they have personal memories, then they can relate to the
airport’s larger meaning. Consider the Greensboro lunch counter where, during the
1960s, four African Americans sparked a movement for racial integration. The National
Museum of American History in Washington D.C. exhibits this powerful object, but the
number of people who actually experience it is relatively small considering the national
population. More importantly, however, the number of individuals who enjoy a personal
memory with the object is likely even smaller. Although this powerfully historic
American artifact enjoys more celebrated recognition, it lacks an individual connection to
most visitors. American airports, on the other hand, receive nearly a billion passengers
every year, and more individuals can personally relate to this object than anything on
display in a museum or historic site. 6 Since the airport is relatable to so many people,
historians can use it as an object to frame complicated issues. If passengers think
historically about the airport, then they can personally relate to American history. If they
ask questions concerning the materiality and nature of the space they occupy, they will be
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exposed to a version of American history often overlooked in classrooms and large
museums. Given this circumstance, what themes will increase awareness about the public
history potential concerning the American airport?
The first theme to consider when thinking historically about airports is accessibility.
Who has access to that space? Government entities own 502 of the 503 commercial
airports in the United States, and ideally, all citizens should benefit from this public good
and have equal access. In the early years of commercial flying, however, the financial
cost of air travel restricted the majority of people from airport space. There was great
irony behind Frank Sinatra’s popular 1957 hit Come Fly With Me considering eight in ten
Americans never flew. 7 Renowned actors, politicians, and music performers benefited
from this new luxury the most.
Although airfares have substantially decreased in the last thirty years, the Bureau of
Transportation found that in 2017, a round-trip ticket from the seven busiest American
airports cost an average $354, and that excluded fees, connecting transportation costs,
meals, etc.8 If the median household income in the United States is approximately
$56,000, then the average round-trip ticket costs a third of a week’s paycheck. This is
clearly more exaggerated in marginalized communities with lower annual incomes.
Although financial access improved over the last century since the first commercial
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flights, low-income families remain restricted from airport space and flying continues to
be a lavish expenditure unrealistic for many.
The airport’s financial restrictions provide evidence of the growing inequality in
United States over the last decades. According to a report by economists Frank Levy and
Peter Temin, since the 1980s, business productivity in the United States has increased by
seventy-one present but weekly median earnings for full-time workers has only increased
by fourteen percent. 9 This economic data suggests the majority of Americans do not
enjoy the benefits of increased production. Fewer Americans reap the luxuries of the
growing economy, and more Americans remain financially stagnant.
Similarly, although airports have received billions in investments, they have
maintained an affluent reputation. Of course, airports are more accessible today than any
other period in history, but who represents the “frequent flyers”? Businessmen?
Vacationing families? Working professionals? Although individuals who earn less than
the average national income can afford the occasional flight, they do not represent the
standard passenger, and that impacts the dynamics of the space. People of color, for
example, traditionally earn less than White families, and this financial disparity restricts
their access to flying and the airport. If well-off families constitute the standard
passenger, then officials and architectural planners will consider their needs during any
decision-making process over marginalized groups, and this has dangerous ramifications
considering the correlation between financial and racial inequality.
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Another example of limited accessibility concerns employment. In order to work
inside an airport, whether that includes operations director, TSA agent, facilities
maintenance, or summer intern, one must pass a government background check including
drug testing and credit checks. For security purposes, governments want to prevent
potentially dangerous individuals from obtaining employment and gaining access to
sensitive space. Nonetheless, because of their ability to pass a background check,
employees represent a particular population and contribute to an airport’s image.
Collectively, they share similar attributes which generate a particular identity of airport
employees.
Passengers and employees who enjoy access to airport space contribute to its sense of
place. When the majority of foreign travelers visit the United States, they first enter the
country through an airport, and many gain first impressions of American culture not only
through the aesthetics, design, stores, and food options but also through the people they
encounter including employees and other passengers. Some of those foreign travelers
may conclude that the airport reflects an authentic version of American culture. In reality,
the airport represents only the individuals with access to the space.
Accessibility exposes the demographics of the space, but surveillance, the second
theme of this study, reveals how individuals engage the airport. Prior to the late 1960s
and early 1970s, passengers navigated the facilities with substantial freedom from
observation, and families regularly waved goodbye to departing loved-ones from inside
the terminal. They could carry un-checked baggage on board as well as personal firearms.
Pre-1970 air travelers enjoyed considerable freedom because no obvious enemy or
danger existed. Inside the airport, passengers maintained their individuality and enjoyed a
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sense of normalcy and regularity. This changed, however, when hijackers increasingly
targeted commercial flights and threatened passengers and crew from the air. In 1973,
airports responded and introduced metal detectors to screen individuals entering the
space. After 9/11, they turned into the frontlines of a global war against terrorism that
forever changed the nature of these spaces and their human activity.
Surveillance methods have dehumanized airport space and reduced passengers and
employees to smaller parts of a larger process. Perhaps this dehumanization explains why
the airport is so difficult to interpret—it lacks concrete meaning. The airport is
contradictory because global diversity and culture occupy its space, but passengers are
encouraged to lose their humanity and not emphasize their uniqueness. The airport is a
tangible object created by human hands and minds, but it dehumanizes those who use it.
The physical space and surveillance methods coerce passengers to move through a
process and respect the social norms. Rachel Hall discusses this in her book, The
Transparent Traveler: The Performance and Culture of Airport Security. According to
Hall’s argument, passengers submit their bodies to inspection and analysis because they
want to perform innocence. This submission to surveillance magnifies the role that body
image has in the airport process, or what Hall refers to as, “the aesthetics of
transparency.” Airport security treats the human body as a mere component of the larger
process, and they deprive it from any individuality. The airport classifies the human body
under two categories: innocent or dangerous. 10 How can historians analyze a subject that
encourages an elimination of humanity?
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Rachel Hall, The Transparent Traveler: The Performance and Culture of Airport
Security, (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2015).
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Manzanar National Historic Site and the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum
both interpret histories of social oppression and systematic dehumanization. At
Manzanar, one of ten sites used by the United States government to incarcerate Japanese
Americans during World War II, the staff relies on the physical landscape to orient
visitors in a specific time and place. Although little remains of the original internment
camp, the site produces a sense of place for visitors to personally connect with a
dehumanizing system. The Holocaust Memorial Museum, on the other hand, is not an
historic site, but it recreates the setting of a Nazi concentration camp through artifacts,
sounds, photographs, and large displays. In both cases, site staff rely on a place to
interpret systems of oppression. Both the history of Japanese American internment and
the Holocaust can be told through other means, but the physical setting encourages
visitors to see, feel, and experience a specific system. 11
To many, the airport is an empty, mass-produced space defined by stress and anxiety.
Layers of historical meaning, however, are embedded within the airport including its
spatial system of surveillance. The airport is systematically designed to control
movement and observe activity. The passenger screening line is an obvious example, but
even the lighting, flooring design, and moving walkways systematically guide passengers
through the airport terminal. Moving walkways appear in most large airports throughout
the country, but they accomplish more than just quicker navigation. The moving walkway
minimizes the opportunities for passengers to linger. Instead, they direct passengers in a

11Megan

Venno discusses the difference between interpretation at historic sites and
museums in, “Interpreting Human Rights Tragedies: A Comparison of the United States
Holocaust Memorial Museum and Manzanar National Historic Site,” (master’s thesis,
University of Pennsylvania, 2005).
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specific direction. The lighting and flooring discreetly signal where passengers should
stand or sit. At PHL for example, the the terminal concourses have bright lights and hard
tile flooring. The immediate area around the boarding gates, however, enjoy a softer light
with carpeted flooring. The aesthetics of airport design communicate to passengers where
they should wait around, and this makes surveillance easier and more effective. 12
The third and final category of analysis to broaden the perspective of America’s
airports and how they relate to patterns in history is their urban planning. How are
airports developed and why are they built in particular areas? These questions expand the
scope beyond the immediate purpose of passengers and transportation. Janet Bednarek
asks how local governments assumed control over commercial airports considering
private financers and businesses controlled the railroads, and during the 1920s, the United
States military operated most airfields. In her assessment, the aviation boom of the 1930s
attracted local municipalities to stake their claim in the industry, and they designated land
for landing stripes. Overtime, however, maintenance costs proved too much for the small
city budgets and local governments. During the New Deal, the federal government
allocated resources not necessarily for the support of airports or aviation, but simply to
provide jobs for Americans. According to Bednarek, when the United States federal
government replaced local municipalities as the caretakers of American airports and
assumed regulatory control, the nation “acquired a network of modern airports that was
not a centrally planned system but a series of responses to a variety of circumstances.”
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For a historical study of the spatial syste of white supremacy see, Robert R. Weyeneth,
“The Architecture of Racial Segregation: The Challenges of Preserving the Problematic
Past,” The Public Historian 27, no. 4 (Fall 2005): 11-44.
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This modern network created a seemingly homogenized system of American airports
disconnected from their local regions. 13
Despite the national influence over airport space, citizens impacted by development
and expansion have a more personal and local perspective. Neighbors of Los Angeles
International Airport filed multiple lawsuits and noise complaints against the airport’s
expansion projects in the 1960s. When businessman traveled to the airport for business
trips or families flew into LAX for vacation, they viewed the space optimistically. On the
other hand, the increasing traffic disturbed normalcy for the local residents and changed
their perspective of the airport. These contradictory perspectives highlight the
complicated nature of places. The homogenized design of airports and social behavior of
passengers highlight the national influence on these spaces but potentially ignores the
local consequences. 14
In her book, The Power of Place: Urban Landscapes as Public History, Delores
Hayden encourages public historians to engage urban communities to broaden their
methods of interpretation. Social history, according to Hayden, is embedded in the fabric
of these landscapes, and if historians engage the communities, they can collect a broader
perspective and rewrite traditional urban histories. She continues,
“The power of place—the power of ordinary urban landscapes to nurture citizens’
public memory, to encompass shared time in the form of territory—remains
untapped for most working people’s neighborhoods in American cities, and for
most ethnic history and most women’s history. The sense of civic identity that
shared history can convey is missing. And even bitter experiences and fights

Janet R. Daly Bednarek, America’s Airports: Airfield Development, 1918-1947,
(College Station, Texas: Texas A & M University Press, 2001).
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Paul David Friedman, "Fear of Flying: Airport Noise, Airport Neighbors," The Public
Historian 1, no. 4 (1979): 63-66.
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communities have lost need to be remembered—so as not to diminish their
importance.”15
The American airport enjoys similar opportunities to expand perspective and reflect
more meaningful narratives. At face value, the airport embodies the immediate needs of
its passengers, employees, and designers. A more personal perspective that includes the
stories and memories of local residents impacted by expansion can complicate that
narrative and provide more substance to the entirety of the history of airports.
The American airport has a complex narrative, and historians should broaden their
perspective and consider how accessibility, surveillance, and urban development impact
the airport’s sense of place. The diversity of perspectives will encourage the millions of
daily passengers who interact with the object to consider the broader historical meaning
instilled within the space. With that knowledge, they can transform empty, meaningless
space, into concrete, relevant place. They will be exposed to the very topics that
historians have discussed for decades, but the topics will be more accessible because they
relate to the object and have personal memories. By crafting historical narratives based
around a familiar object, historians can provide more impactful connections with the
past.
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Dolores Hayden, The Power of Place; Urban Landscapes as Public History,
(Cambridge, The MIT Press, 1995).
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CHAPTER 5: INTERPRETING THE AMERICAN AIRPORT: IN THEORY AND
IN PRACTICE
Historicizing the American airport, as this thesis has done, provokes popular
audiences to reconsider the traditional, progressive narrative of American history, and
that is neither popular nor practical. The airport and all its layers of cultural meaning
offer significant potential for public historians to engage a broader audience about
complicated issues. But how can historians make an argument that is both intellectually
though-provoking and politically acceptable?
Presenting a critical interpretation of American airports would be difficult because of
practical barriers. Perhaps the most recognizable form of public history is the interpretive
panel, and this method is used liberally to interpret the history of a similar site of
transportation—the train station. Just throughout the Philadelphia area, one would not
have to travel very far to encounter a marker that discusses the history of a specific train
station. From 30th Street Station, Suburban Station, and countless others throughout the
suburbs, various SEPTA stations present passengers with historical information about the
space they occupy. In 1996, the Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission
placed a State marker outside 30th Street Station (formerly called Pennsylvania Station).
“One of the largest rail stations in the U.S,” the sign reads, “Its magnificent main
concourse has a 95-foot high ceiling.” Radnor Township commemorates sites along the
former Pennsylvania and Western railroad with similar backwards-looking history
markers. “The Philadelphia and Western Railway survived the Depression.” A sign at the
beginning of the Radnor Trail reads. “In 1956, the Strafford branch closed despite
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community opposition and for 50 years the path remained underdeveloped and
overgrown. After years of political negotiation, the Radnor Trail opened in 2005.” 1
While historical markers come with certain advantages like providing clear, tangible
connections with the past and presenting local histories not discussed in classrooms, they
generally lack intellectual interpretation. More often than not, the text on these markers
have little significance because the local municipalities that fund their creation want to
avoid complicating the past and causing division. 2 Rather, they simply state “something
significant happened here.” The historical marker approach would have little value for
interpreting the complicated history of the American airport because it would restrict the
space’s more controversial past. Additionally, it would interpret the history from a single
perspective, and as discussed in the previous chapter, to obtain a meaningful history of
the airport, historians must study the subject through various lenses that challenge its
progressive repute.
Looking ahead thirty years, perhaps a historical marker will stand at PHL that
interprets the protests against President Trump’s Muslim travel ban in January 2017. On
that day, thousands of protesters transformed the airport into a site for social justice
against a xenophobic immigration policy. The event marked a civil rights struggle early
in a presidential administration that repeatedly marginalized minority groups. Although

For an interpretive essay based around the 30th Street marker see, “Pennsylvania Station
Historical Marker,” Explore Pennsylvania History, accessed February 28, 2018,
http://explorepahistory.com/hmarker.php?markerId=1-A-1AF; For more on the Radnor
Township signs see, “History of the P&W Railway,” Township of Radnor Pennsylvania,
accessed February 28, 2018, http://radnor.com/607/History-of-the-PW-Railway.
1

See Robin Winks, “A Public Historiography,” The Public Historian 14, no. 3 (Summer
1992), 93-105.
2
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the recent event remains firmly immersed in today’s divisive political environment,
future historians will study the event from a different framework and consider its lasting
impact. In thirty years, historians will more than likely interpret the airport protests as a
progressive, public good, and that would encourage local groups like the Pennsylvania
Historical and Museum Commission to commemorate the event with a marker.
Since historical markers generally lack intellectual interpretation, perhaps historians
can discuss the complexities of the airport at the physical site. Nearly every commercial
airport exhibits some form of local history inside their terminals, but most airport
exhibitions programs simply present their local history, art, and culture in an uncritical
way. In 1980, San Francisco International Airport started the first Art at the Airport
program, and others adopted similar programs including airports in Miami, Nashville,
San Diego, Denver, and Philadelphia. Stephanie Williams who examined these various
Art at the Airport programs determined they avoid controversial topics and instead use art
to “counter the reality that [airports] are anxiety-filled, high security, and high stress
places.”3 Airport exhibition programs showcase local art and history to simply highlight
what their respective region or city has to offer to the visiting travelers. If passengers find
themselves stuck at PHL during a long layover, perhaps the historical and art exhibitions
will convince them to come back and visit Philadelphia.
Therefore, the exhibitions programs would seemingly be an inappropriate place to
discuss the racial, economic, and political layers embedded within the airport. In fact,
Williams analyzes the 300 exhibitions PHL has curated since its founding in 1998.

Stephanie Williams, “Art at the Airport and the Intersection of Public Art and Public
History,” (master’s thesis, Temple University, 2017), 38.
3
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According to her analysis, of those 300 exhibitions, only forty-four presented history (as
opposed to art). Even more significant, however, is the fact only two history exhibitions
in twenty years interpreted “controversial” history—The Tuskegee Airmen: 70 Years of
Aviation History (2011) and Civil Rights in Philadelphia (2014).4 Theoretically, the
airport would be the ideal place to engage passengers about the problematic history of the
space they occupy, but unsurprisingly, exhibitions programs reject critical presentations
because they want passengers to feel calm and invited.
Neither the trite interpretive marker or sanitized airport exhibitions program would
meaningfully interpret the history of the airport or effectively engage a larger audience,
but can the airport be situated in a broader narrative? The National Air and Space
Museum of the Smithsonian Institution, for example, presents the history and science of
American aviation and steadily ranks among the most visited museums in the world.
Theoretically, this popular museum would be an ideal site to present the history of
American airports, and in fact, they recently opened their “America by Air” exhibition
which highlights the history of commercial aviation. Despite discussing passengers and
airport terminals, the exhibition emphasizes the “revolutionary changes” that produced
the convenience and comfort of modern travel. It celebrates the advancement of
American airports and ignores the deterioration of passenger attitude. The airport
symbolizes the fact that revolutionary breakthroughs in science and technology do not
equate to compressive progress. As airports received better architecture and bigger
aircrafts, they also welcomed more diverse passengers which resulted in extreme defense
measures. Although the subject fits perfectly in the mission of the museum, the current

4

Ibid, 45-49.
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exhibition highlights the unwillingness of large institutions to critically interpret more
meaningful histories.
The National Air and Space Museum is all too familiar with the consequences of
complicating the past. Despite the museum’s consistent popularity, the general public
chastised the Air and Space Museum during the mid-1990s when the museum planned an
exhibition on the Enola Gay—the infamous aircraft which dropped the only atomic
bombs used in history on the Japanese towns of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. A new
generation of curators wanted to contextualize the Enola Gay and raise ethical questions
about the use of the bombs. Once the proposed exhibition gained publicity, veterans,
politicians, and history enthusiasts passionately protested against the “revisionist
history.” Edward Linenthal used this episode to highlight the difference between what he
called “commemorative voice” and “historical voice.” The commemorative voice
includes the collective memories of veterans and historical actors who participated in the
event but have suffered from temporal distance and personal emotional attachments.
Historical voice, on the other hand, represents the work of scholars and historians who
ground their interpretations in evidence and highlight causes and effects. The Enola Gay
controversy underlines the sensitivity of American history. 5 Although historians should
assert their historical voices and discuss the politics of airport space, larger institutions
like the Air and Space Museum rely on the “commemorative voice” to please their
traditional audience.

See, Edward T. Linenthal, “Anatomy of a Controvery,” in History Wars: The Enola
Gay and Other Battles for the American Past, (New York: Henry Holt and Company,
1996): 9-62.
5
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Although the National Air and Space Museum is the poster child for American
aviation and technology museums, numerous other institutions also present similar
content. Housed inside the Charlotte Douglas International Airport, the Carolinas
Aviation Museum, “inspires future generations to write aviation’s next chapter.” 6 The
Houston Aeronautical Heritage Society operates the 1940 Air Terminal Museum housed
inside the old Houston Municipal Airport terminal building (see figure 1.3). Currently
under restoration, the museum will open as “an interactive museum showcasing the role
and importance of civil aviation in the Houston area since the dawn of manned flight.” 7
Likewise, the Aviation Museum of New Hampshire is housed at the old 1937 Manchester
Airport terminal building. This museum’s mission is to “preserve New Hampshire
aviation history through dynamic and hands-on exhibits and programs. [They] engage the
public through learning opportunities in aviation science and technology. The museum
offers a unique cultural experience, that inspires aviation enthusiasm in people of all
ages.”8 While these museums focus on America aviation technology and science, none
interpret the history of the airport despite their locations in physical terminal buildings.
They have obvious motivations to interpret the history of those spaces, but they do not
want to complicate the progressive history of science and technology.

“Carolinas Aviation Museum,” accessed March 1, 2018,
http://www.carolinasaviation.org/.
6

“The Houston Aeronautical Heritage Society,” The 1940 Terminal Museum, accessed
March 1, 2018, http://www.1940airterminal.org/about/HAHS/.
7

“Aviation Museum of New Hampshire,” accessed March 1, 2018,
http://www.nhahs.org/.
8
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Outside of military history, perhaps no other area captures the imagination of the
American public more than science and technology. According to Roger Launius, it is
“exceptionally difficult, if not impossible, to present the past relating to science and
technology in all its complexity at a national museum with a broad constituency.
Instead,” he goes on to state, “much of the presentation of science and technology
revolves around vaguely defined ideas of progress.”9 The excessive historical markers
near old train stations confirm that observation. Train stations represent a bygone age of
American ingenuity and industry. They celebrate an old American tradition of labor,
capitalism, and exploration. Generally speaking, people enjoy visiting train stations
because it connects them to the celebratory versions of American history they learned in
school. The train station represents depoliticized space. Airports also symbolize
American science and technology, but museums and historical sites prefer to discuss
those abstract ideas as opposed to the politics of airport space. It would be nearly
impossible to interpret a sanitized version of the American airport because it reflects
social regression. It represents a xenophobic response to public democratization. How
could one celebrate that story?10

Roger D. Launius, “American Memory, Culture Wars, and the Challenge of Presenting
Science and Technologu in a National Museum,” The Public Historian 29, no. 1 (Winter
2007): 13-30.
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other words, although the missions were successful, the financial resources could have
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interpreting science and technology in museums in his article, “Interpreting the U.S.
Material Culture of the Moon Race,” The Public Historian 31, no. 3. (Summer 2009): 938.
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While we can gain a better understanding of our national identity through a historical
analysis of the commercial airport, public historians know all too well the dangers of
historicizing sensitive subjects. Popular audiences embrace the uplifting, progressive
narratives of history and dangerously ignore the complexities. Carolyn Kitch, for
example, traveled the back roads of Pennsylvania and visited various sites of industrial
memory. She discovered that Pennsylvanians mythologize their industrial legacy and
reject the new postindustrial economy. Abandoned mines and factories constantly remind
Pennsylvanians of a long-gone age of simplicity and economic prosperity, thus they
celebrate their past through cultural tourism. This progressive memory, however,
overlooks the social, economic, and environmental ramifications caused by industry.
Kitch demonstrates the difficulties public historians face when they challenge traditional
narratives and historicize subjects with emotional attachments. 11 The airport shares a
similar dilemma because it represents American aviation, technology, and science,
therefore it induces a progressive stature.
Overall, convincing museums, historic sites, municipalities, or airports to interpret the
history of the American airport with a physical creation (historical marker or museum
exhibit) would be difficult because it would ask them to politicize the past and make the
general public uncomfortable. Museums and historic sites have traditionally steered away
from such controversy. Instead, public historians can better engage the national dialogue
surrounding airports and encourage an historical approach to humanize the topic.
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Carolyn Kitch, Pennsylvania in Public Memory: Reclaiming the Industrial Past,
(University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2012).
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Since September 11, 2001, airports have regularly appeared in the national headlines,
but the experts who discuss the topic consider airports as constant sites of emergency
isolated from historical trends. These conversations need public historians trained in
engagement, collaboration, and communication to assert their expertise in the dialogue
and challenge commentators to expand their approach.
In 2014, Jason Steinhauer proposed the idea of “History Communicators” as a session
proposal for the National Council on Public History annual conference. As Steinhauer
observed, science enjoys public recognition and seriousness thanks to figure heads like
Bill Nye. Popular audiences may not necessarily understand every facet of a scientific
discussion, but they tend to accept its importance. Historians, on the other hand, produce
relevant scholarship but fail to disseminate their research and its importance to broader
audiences. “History Communicators,” Steinhauer proposed, “will advocate for policy
decisions informed by historical research; step beyond the walls of universities and
institutions and participate in public debates; author opinion pieces; engage in
conversation with policymakers and the public; and work diligently to communicate in a
populist tone that has mass appeal”12 This endeavor by individuals like Steinhauer and
Rebecca Onion of Slate can challenge the public’s basic understanding of the past and
validate the notion that nothing exists outside of history. Everything, including the
airport, has a history. 13

See Jason Steinhauer, “Introducing History Communicators,” The National Council on
Public History, published January 29, 2015, accessed March 1, 2018,
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While museum exhibitions and historical markers represent traditional versions of
public history, public historians can disseminate their knowledge and historicize the
American airport through more applicable dialogue. Without such fruitful, historical
thinking, the airport will remain a miserable place in vain. Commentators will continue
the hackneyed conversations involving national defense and security, but public
historians can encourage people to ask historical questions about the airport’s present
condition. They can spark new conversations by approaching the subject from a historical
perspective, and this will encourage the millions who use the airport on a daily basis to
think historically about the place they occupy. Perhaps then they will personally see and
experience the xenophobic nature of American history and strive to learn and ask more
questions. If public historians strive for provocation and greater dialogue, they should
take everyday objects like the airport and frame its history in the ongoing debates.
Interpreting the airport’s history would be ineffective in the form of a marker or
exhibition, but since they already receive national attention in the form of news and
everyday use, public historians must engage that conversation.
Despite my proposal for historians to engage the broader conversations concerning
airports, I created a list of five potential public history projects that present the history of
PHL. These hypothetical projects would be situated inside PHL as part of the exhibitions
programs. Collectively, they aim to extend the airport’s understanding beyond travel and
transportation, and they encourage the audience to consider the space’s multiple
perspective.

March 1, 2018, https://www.historians.org/publications-and-directories/perspectives-onhistory/december-2015/everything-has-a-history.
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1) Hi, Neighbor! The Voices of PHL’s Neighbors in Eastwick. This project would partner
with the Eastwick Friends and Neighbors Coalition and conduct oral histories with
residents impacted by PHL’s expansion. The Philadelphia City Archives would archive
the interviews for future research, but the exhibitions program at PHL could feature these
stories in a temporary exhibit. The exhibit would highlight the airport from a nonpassenger perspective, and it would reveal the passengers’ privilege to enjoy access to the
space. While most historical conversations about airports convey a progressive narrative
of science and technology, this exhibit would cast a more personal story and challenge
that progressive narrative.
2) The Passengers of PHL. This temporary exhibit would combine period furniture,
historical images of PHL passengers, and a large mirror. These elements would tell a
story of PHL’s social activity. While sitting on a bench from the 1940s or a chair from
the 1970s, individuals would observe various historical images of PHL passengers from
over the years. The mirror would invite the modern passengers into the narrative. The
exhibit would encourage passengers to reflect on the airport’s social dimensions, and it
would urge them to consider the airport through a historical perspective.
3) Art Residency. This project would invite approximately three Philadelphia-based artists to
use a designated section of the airport as their personal studio. Inspired by the new
ArtPort Residency program by the Queens Council on Art, this program would humanize
the airport experience and encourage passengers to consider the space in a new
perspective.14 The airport, its security, and surveillance create a dehumanized, stressful

For more information on the ArtPort Residency program see, Clair Voon, “A New
Artist Residency Lands at LaGuardia Airport,” Hyperallergic, published March 29, 2018,
https://hyperallergic.com/434373/laguardia-airport-artist-residency/.
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place, but the presence of active artists would illuminate the space’s humanistic
component.
4) Advertising Flight: 100 Years of Airline Advertisements. This temporary exhibit would
highlight different airline advertisements since the 1920s. The various advertisements
would encourage passengers to consider how public perception of air travel changed in
the last century. Advertisements from the 1920s convinced passengers that air travel was
safe, and they generally targeted wealthier White travelers. Today’s advertisemnts, on the
other hand, focus less on the safety of flying and more on the convience and modern
amenitites. This exhibit would emphasize the changes of commercial flying over the last
century.
5) Roll Out the Red Carpet: Foreign Dignitaries at PHL. This temporary exhibit would
include images of the various foreign dignitaries who used PHL. It would urge
passengers to consider the airport as a gateway into American life. While the historical
images would highlight the physical changes of PHL, it would emphasize the airport’s
social demensions and encourages passengers to reflect on the space’s history. Since
popular audiences tend to gravitate towards recognaizable names and important figures,
this exhibit would make an undeniable connection to PHL’s history. Instead of focusing
on abstract ideas or concepts, this exhibt would paint a clear historical image of PHL.
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION
About a year ago, I visited the Philadelphia History Museum where I climbed the
stairs to the second floor and entered a gallery crowded with Philadelphia-centric
artifacts. Overwhelmed by the sheer number of objects and not particularly interested, I
became visibly impatient and prepared to leave when a group of older visitors entered the
gallery and caught me off guard. Not wanting to appear like a bored, unappreciative
millennial, I randomly found an object to aimlessly stare at to appear engaged, cultured,
and educated. I blankly examined an inconspicuous drinking glass, but upon reading the
accompanying label, I soon realized the glass belonged to Benjamin Franklin. The label
contextualized the historical importance of this particular glass and associated it with
larger geopolitical significance instead of glorifying it as yet another relic to Franklin’s
legacy. The label indicated that Franklin used this glass to toast foreign dignitaries after
conversations. After the toast, Franklin would consume the beverage and slam the glass
down on the table. During Franklin’s time, this was as good as a handshake and gestured
commitment and benevolence. The label contextualized the object and dared the reader to
reconsider their initial impressions. With context, the ordinary drinking glass became
extraordinary and offered more meaningful insight about the past.
This thesis has tried to do just that—turn the typical, unremarkable American airport
into an exceptional historical artifact with layers of cultural meaning. The airport
emerged during the early 1900s as a unique place where American farm boys exploited
the natural environment to experiment with new aviation technologies and lift the United
States towards a new frontier of flight. The early airports symbolized the national pride
and optimism heading into the new century. One hundred years later, today’s airport

77

represents a miserable place where passengers sacrifice personal liberties in exchange for
security. It is a place where difference raises concerns and abundant distractions
temporarily detach travelers from the chaos. It embodies the complexities of our diverse,
globalized society.
Although anthropologists have examined the cultural behaviors performed in these
spaces and concluded airports are empty, transitional spaces between two unique places,
they have overlooked both the historical context and broader perspectives of the airport.
Following World War II, during a period of racial desegregation, economic prosperity,
and transatlantic flight, minorities and foreigners entered this American space and
disturbed normalcy for the traditional American flyer. These radical changes produced
sterile, insulated concourses to protect insecure passengers from otherness. The modern,
mass-produced terminal buildings replaced the older, grandiose buildings and signaled a
new age of commercial aviation. Passengers no longer considered flying a luxury or
excursion. Rather, because commercial flight required passengers interact in democratic
spaces, it became an undesirable process. The new terminal buildings of the second-half
of the twentieth century represented a xenophobic response to democratization.
Similarly, many of the previous conversations have discussed the airport simply in
terms of travel and transportation, but those interpretations imply the place is isolated
from a broader community and only impacts the immediate area. In Eastwick, during the
construction of Philadelphia International Airport, the community suffered from
pollution, noise, and gentrification. Many in this neighborhood perceived the airport as an
intrusion on their personal life. Unlike passengers who understand the airport as a
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temporary inconvenience, the constant noise and redevelopment projects remind local
residents of the airport’s presence which makes them question their sense of belonging.
Shrouded behind the appearance of a modern place with few unique characteristics,
the American airport represents a tangible historical artifact. Public historians can use it
as a source to discuss the complicated narrative of American history. Between its
consistent appearance in the news and everyday use by millions of daily passengers, the
airport is nationally recognized and familiar. Despite its wide recognition, it lacks a
humanized interpretation, and that perpetuates fear and anxiety. This is not a call to arms,
and I do not expect public historians to descend upon the airport and radically transform
the space. Rather, I encourage public historians to communicate that everything has a
history and even the most complicated audiences have commonalities.
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