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ABSTRACT

to domestic and public spaces, the role ÔthingsÕ play in creating ÔplaceÕ, and the implications for interior design. An 
autoethnographic approach provides the stimulus for this analysis.

Emma Gieben-Gamal and Juliette MacDonald : University of 
Edinburgh, United Kingdom

spaces? If one considers the changes brought about as a result 

the industrial revolution, one starts to see the enormity of such 
questions given the economic, social and political changes which 
accompanied this division.
 

which technology individualises our own experience of space and 

questions might elicit.

METHODS

An autoethnographic approach has been our main method of 
enquiry as we wanted to focus on our own subjective experience 
rather than solely observing the daily practices of other laptop 

story, and method that connect the autobiographical and personal 
to the cultural, social, and politicalÕ.2  We therefore opted to each 

that from the start of this research project we were conscious of 
our own particular socio-economic and employment status (for 

a variety of environments).

We believe that our approach is particularly aligned with 
Elizabeth ChinnÕs autoethnographic account of her relationship 
with consumerism.3 We were concerned with exploring our 
own experiences of space mediated by our laptops and what 
we might learn from such an analysis with respect to how 
women in particular create, use, visualise and narrate this 
experience. Carolyn Ellis and Arthur P. Bochner argue that 
autoethnography with its many levels of consciousness is 
a valid way of connecting the personal to the cultural.4 We 

INTRODUCTION

meeting or an interview, have an overview of the latest statistics for a continuing project or event, 

commuting and enabling them to reclaim time that might not otherwise be put to paid labour?  

As academics that use laptops on a regular basis we were intrigued as to the impact such usage 
has on the interior environment: what is the psychological effect of transforming these spaces? 

1 and what does this mean for 
the gendered use of interior space and for the people who are responsible for designing such 

as in Identity and the Internet when writing about her Apple II 

use of an object to wider cultural phenomena.5 In this text she 
argues for the crucial role the internet plays in facilitating a shift 
in our notions of self and the other, and its ability to change our 
relationships with machines.  Whilst for the purpose of this paper 

role autoethnography can have when examining computers in 
the context of identity, both individual and collective.
 

the foci of our attention as we have tried to step outside our 
Ôthoughtless actionsÕ and notice how we use our computers 

This autoethnographic approach to our relationship with our 
laptops has led us to question procedures and processes 

feel comfortable using our laptops; how we reassess the 
things we store on the hard drive; and how together these 

we use our laptops and associated spaces to promote our 
 

others (as an advertisement). 

Much has been written about the contingent nature of objects, 
whose meanings and values are dependent on a range of 
variants including where they are placed and how they are 
encountered within their spatial setting. Celia Lury for example 
writes of our relationship with things: ÔIt is about what an object 
might become, how it might evolve, how and with what (as 
well as who) it might connect, interact or evolve and so on.Õ6 

Massey have argued that both space and place are socially 
and culturally constructed through complex webs of relations 
extending from the body to the political which render places 
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7

itself might have an impact on the use and meaning of particular spaces and our sense of place. 
In relation to this we were also interested to see how our own experiences correlated with 

8 In particular we were interested in the 

has closed in relation to overall access and usage, evidence seems to suggest that issues such 
as time competition with other activities still shape womenÕs use of information technology 
at home.9

domestic roles, which consider the use and experience of space, there appears to be a paucity 
of research on the spatial use of information technology by women and the implications for 
interior design or home organisation.10

USE OF SPACE: THE HOME
E:

spent as a mother and housewife. In order to aid my transformation from these roles to 

or the evenings, I have, without (design) intent, constructed subtle rituals through which 

my laptop from its bag where I store it. While my laptop is warming up I get out anything 

appliances have told us, cribbing the original reference from The Works of George Herbert 
in Prose and Verse of 1881).11 

As I settle down to this routine I am aware of the sociological implications and historical 

the Corner of the Kitchen TableÕ)12

Above

rather than the space possessing me. 

some thought I conclude that the laptop is connected to my 

coming out of material culture studies that has explored the way in which objects enable 
us to create a sense of place and home. Of particular interest is Zeynep TuranÕs use of 
WinnicottÕs notion of Ôfacilitating environmentsÕ to characterise particular objects belonging 
to Palestinians in diaspora.13  While TuranÕs application of this term refers to the way in 
which certain artefacts such as rugs can enable those separated from their homeland to 
feel at once connected to the old home and at home in their new one, the term might also 
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saints, but much of the disembodied material is irreplaceable, given that the time to replace most 
of the material would amount to months, perhaps even years.  Eventually I decide that a shrine is 
the best metaphor of all given that the word itself derives from the Latin scrinium 
or in Old French, escrin 
I 

my daily morning laptop ritual:

Having boarded the 8.15am train from Glasgow to Edinburgh I aim, as usual, for a window 
seat so that I have slightly more space at the gently tapered table.  This journey is in 
ScotlandÕs commuter-belt so I am usually jostling for laptop space but it is very quiet today 

all costs).  Despite the wealth of space however, I still carefully position my laptop within a 
small area on the table so that it will not encroach on any travelling companionÕs sense of 

when I open the lid it does not enter the Ôair spaceÕ of the person opposite me. (See Figure 
2) I realise that until now I had instinctively thought about the space at the table in vertical 

Above

Figure 2: Train journey from Glasgow to Edinburgh, Image J. McDonald,

be applied to my laptop. For me it is not just a tool that enables me to access information, 

a particular frame of mind, a sense of connectedness that shapes my experience of the 

processes and social relationships.Õ14  I am also aware of the gendered position I occupy as 

in internet use is rapidly closing, more subtle issues such as quality of access remain important 

generally.15

would be more problematic. Furthermore, at those times when the family are present while E is 

laptop therefore facilitates E in balancing her various, and sometimes competing, roles. 

J notes a similar sense of transforming the meaning of space through the act of using her laptop.

USE OF SPACE:  THE TRAIN
J:

documents that relate to my domestic affairs; contact details, photographs of my family and friends 

a better metaphor for the hard disc. True, the contents of my Mac are not strange remnants of 
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on my lap so that I can read it and type simultaneously, but today I have the luxury of being 

Poetics 
of Space (1969), and offers pertinent examples of how spaces might be conceived and imagined, 
while examining the implications of such imaginings. For me, BachelardÕs interest in the imagining of 
spaces and the psychological resonances of such imagining relates to the notion of the ephemeral 

create a sense of private space around me especially whenever I set up my laptop in public. I am 
particularly drawn to BachelardÕs understanding that experience is connected to action and that 
people are attached to context. That is: 

have to say how we inhabit our vital space, in accord with all the dialectics of life, how we 
16 

and because of my laptop. 

USE OF SPACE: THE CAFE
E:

(with my laptop) after lunch. The establishment I choose is a relaxed Ôgastro pubÕ which is largely 
open plan in design with a horseshoe shaped bar dividing the dining area at the front from a 

section has views of the beach and the sea beyond) but when I arrive it is busier than I anticipated 

with coffee table or small table with two stools, located next to a wall and to one side of a short 

screen faces away from public view. I wonder if I would have made the same decision had I brought 

chose my seat. I also noted that as I chose my seat I felt vaguely self conscious about bringing out 

hummed into life I felt myself relax. The computer not only gave me a focus but the screen also 

Such places become a Ôthird placeÕ17

Space Between People. How the Virtual Changes Physical Architecture (2008), Stephan 

18 Unfortunately, Doesinger does not dwell upon 
this point or explore how this might have an impact on the physical architecture that surrounds 

environmentsÕ. 

DISCUSSION:

in public places, the question to then consider is how might such places respond to this growing 

use of a particular object (our laptops), something that can be inscribed into the physicality of 

Norman KleinÕs vision of contemporary culture seems to suggest that new media and 

bring the true public life along with us, in our cell phones and our iPods; and in a few years, in our 
19 Implicit within this rendering of the city is the idea that our physical environment 

pointed to the ways in which new mobile communications technology has led to an increasing 
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20 Pavlos Lefas for example 

personal daily experienceÕ.21

the last few months suggests something different. While our laptops do indeed enable us to 
disengage at one level from our surroundings as we immerse ourselves in our private worlds, 
their use also sets up very particular relationships to our physical environment. Firstly, they 
affected the places and spaces we chose to sit in.  Where we had a choice we opted for 

we could settle into; spaces that felt we could colonise for a short while, aided by props such 

of generic design typical of Ônon-placesÕ such as airports and bus or train terminals.22

after its completion. Completed in 1996 and then enlarged and altered in 1998, the design was 

by communications technology; and user-centred research, which found that many employees 
23 The resulting interior scheme 

increased productivity.24

environments that are not uniform or standardised and which allow for individual agency in the 

One question that has arisen out of our research however, is whether gender has any bearing 
on the way in which we situate ourselves and our laptops, and whether this has an impact on 
our needs or desires for interior spaces? Does gender play a role in this negotiation of space 

and creation of Ôspaces in transitÕ? This possible gender divide was discussed when we both met 
to go over our drafts for this paper in a popular cafe in the centre of Edinburgh, and as we both 

E/J:
Always busy, the caf�Õs seating includes a long table with chairs down both lengths, smaller 
tables for more intimate groupings, and a high ÔbarÕ table running along the length of the cafeÕs 
glass wall with high stools. Given the choice of two chairs in the middle of the long table, 
sharing one of the smaller tables, or two high chairs at the end of the bar table, we opted 
for the latter since it seemed to give the greatest sense of privacy. Getting our laptops out 
however, we felt oddly uncomfortable with the screens facing directly into the caf� area 

however, the laptops were closed and we continued our conversation without them. 

man with a laptop sitting at the long table we had rejected.25 Of course, this could have been 

but they seemed to support our observations over the last few months: that when women use 
their laptops in public spaces they tend to choose seats on the edges of spaces, much as E did in 
her local caf�, or bounded in some way by a prop or architectural feature, while the men observed 

More research is required to establish whether this tendency is indicative of a more general 

26 27 (and 
therefore are subjected to greater levels of public display than men), when they are in a position to 
choose the nature of the space they inhabit, they seem to prefer spaces that are bounded in some 

which we both create a sense of privacy or personal space through action as well as through spatial 
positioning. In EÕs local caf� she notes how the act of getting out the laptop, setting it up and then 

conducted by Moira Munroe and Ruth Madigan who found in their study of owner-occupied 
households in Glasgow that women often mentioned the ways in which they used small domestic 

hubbub of the household. They explain, ÔThis ÔbusynessÕ creates a space, without the very pointed 
separation that would be indicated by deliberately leaving the room.Õ28 
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transformations that we enacted, whether in the home, on the 

suggests that objects play an essential role in the construction 

29 For both 
E and J the process of setting up the laptop and then closing 

demonstrated, the psychological affects of relationships with 
computers is a rich and long-reaching topic. Computers have 
not only become an extension of the self but they also enable 

boundaries between the invisible and the tangible is apposite 
given that in the last decade there has been an increasing focus 
on the dematerialisation of technology and in particular the idea 
of the Ôinvisible computerÕ.30 In this scenario, our homes and other 
environments would be embedded with hidden technologies 
that we could access when desired; turning for example the 
painting on the wall, or the place mat on the table, into our home 
computer screen. What this vision ignores is the importance of 
the material engagement with our (mobile) computers and how 
this facilitates the shifting roles we have to negotiate. The question, 
then, for interior designers is whether embedded technology is 
really so desirable? This also seems to be supported by Norman 

in which they suggest that practical issues such as locating well 

would therefore seem that greater technological visibility, not 
less, is required in the design of our environment.  

While the nature of this autoethnographic research might be 

the impact of laptop use on the design of interior spaces, the 
implications for interior design seem to be numerous both for 
those who might want to encourage, or discourage, the use 
of laptops, and for those to whom gender-sensitive design is 
a priority. Despite its open-endedness we nonetheless believe 

that our research demonstrates that further investigation is 

required in order to fully explore the relationship between 

mobile communication technologies such as the laptop and the 

built environment, with a particular focus on gender.  What is 

either for children or elderly dependants. Moreover, returning 

to Liff and ShepherdÕs claim that quality of access remains a 

and expectations that this places on all users, but the laptop 

transform the function and psychology of those spaces in ways 

that can be potentially liberating and empowering. 
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