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Abstract
Have you ever been curious to know more about how 
people engage with their place of work? This article 
explores the spaces and places of a scientist’s aca-
demic office. It draws on four weeks of in-depth par-
ticipant observation, interviews and visual analysis 
at the University of Cape Town to create an in-depth 
understanding on how the office, as a thing, shapes 
behaviour. Theoretically, this paper draws on phenom-
enological thought, Henri Lefebvre’s (1991) theory on 
the social production of space, and Tim Ingold’s (2000) 
ideas on the ‘taskscape’ to analyse the spatial compo-
nents of work within and beyond the academic office. 
It argues that the office is far more intricate than just 
the site of non-manual labour. Indeed, there appears 
to be a unique way in which the performance of one’s 
academic discipline disciplines space. 
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In reaching the conclusion of my under-
graduate career, I have come to realize 
that a strong understanding of space is 
critical to most ethnographic engage-
ments. Anthropology has taught me that 
space is complex. Space is more than just 
a three dimensional plane, as often con-
ceptualized in Euclidean thought. Moving 
towards a nuanced understanding drawn 
from Pierre Bourdieu (1989), I have learnt 
that space is a system of relations. Space 
is the invisible and complex milieu that 
binds people, things and places together. 
As one moves through the world, one will 
inevitably move through a multitude of 
spaces: the space of one’s home, the space 
of one’s neighbourhood or city, one’s per-
sonal space, one’s intellectual or learning 
space, or one’s workspace. Though these 
spaces may correspond to specific tangi-
ble points on the landscape, all are social-
ly constructed. 

The spatial dimensions of the place 
of one’s work are of particular interest in 
this article. Contemporary workspaces 
come in a multitude of styles, shapes, 
sizes and locations. In the present era 
of hyper-connectivity, e-commerce and 
computer-aided record-keeping, most 
readers will be familiar with the office as 
the quasi- ubiquitous location of work. 
Within the air-conditioned warrens of 
current office environments, ritualized 
non-manual labour is ordinarily done on 
computers, people are connected to vast 
quantities of information via the internet, 
and smart phones and tablets synchro-
nize with computers to make work trans-
portable. From this context, one can view 

the office as a space ordinarily reserved 
for a person whose job requires the use 
of the mind, to think, rather than the use 
of their hands or physical strength (Wall-
man, 1979). 

An ethnographic engagement with 
the office is an important endeavour for 
two reasons. Firstly, drawing inspiration 
from Nikil Saval (2015), I suggest that 
‘work’ is a deeply cultural phenomenon – 
and therefore so is the office. ‘Culture’ is 
the performance and practice of everyday 
life which produces meaning for individ-
uals, or groups (Garuba and Raditlhalo 
2008). What sort of routine and ritual-
ized behaviour might one find within 
the spaces and places of work? Secondly, 
drawing from Christopher Baldry (1997), 
an analysis of the office can illuminate 
the broader hierarchical and organiza-
tional structure of one’s place of employ-
ment. Where one sits, how big one’s office 
is, and what sort of objects are present 
within one’s office all speak volumes on 
how people organize themselves across 
space. 

Background and Research 
Methods
In 2015, driven by this interest in the 
spatial dimension of work, I embarked 
on a month of ethnographic fieldwork 
as a basis for an analysis of office spaces 
on my own campus at the University of 
Cape Town, South Africa. This univer-
sity was originally founded in 1829 as 
the South African College, and is South 
Africa’s oldest higher learning institution 
(Phillips 1993). The university’s origi-
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nal benefactors envisioned an academic 
institution that reflected a version of their 
own alma maters, the colleges at Oxford 
and Cambridge universities. Well into 
the twenty-first century, the University 
of Cape Town’s ‘Oxbridge’ characteristics 
remain firmly imprinted on much of the 
visual and spatial culture of the academy 
(Schmahmann 2011). Being the archetyp-
al ‘English’ academy at the foot of Africa 
creates a highly paradoxical and some-
times tumultuous environment for staff 
and students to navigate.

 Over the course of this fieldwork, I 
followed the daily routines of two aca-
demic staff members and one senior PhD 
student located in three different faculties 
of the university. In total, I spent approxi-
mately a week and a half with each in-
terlocutor. While two of my interlocutors 
were based in the South African College 
of Music and the School of Language 
respectively, this essay details my expe-
rience with my third interlocutor, named 
‘Jason’ (a pseudonym), who is a plant 
scientist and PhD candidate in the School 
for Biological Sciences. 

In order to operationalize this re-
search, I drew upon the standard suite of 
ethnographic research methods (e.g. par-
ticipant observation, photography, map-
ping, interviews and journal keeping) to 
gain a deeper understanding of the phe-
nomena I encountered in the field. The 
benefit of using a multi-method approach 
is that I had the opportunity to tailor my 
techniques to suit the ever-changing dy-
namics in the field.

With regards to participant obser-

vation, I first spent a period developing 
rapport with my interlocutors. From 
there, I inhabited the academic office 
space alongside my interlocutors, observ-
ing and interacting with them during the 
normal courses of their daily routines. I 
kept a fieldwork notebook on my observa-
tions which was used as an analytical tool 
to identify the recurring themes, patterns 
and disjunctures found in the field. With-
in the fieldwork journal, I kept a close 
record of times of office use, patterns and 
purposes of use, visitors, consultations, 
and times working alone. I also made spe-
cial notations for open and closed doors, 
seating arrangements, corridor conver-
sations, drop-ins versus appointments, 
and any other valuable social interactions 
when and where they occurred. I tried to 
sit in on as many instances of office use as 
possible, but sometimes the ebb and flow 
of my interlocutor’s daily work routine 
required him to do some work outside the 
confines of the office.

One of the strengths of participant 
observation is the ability to bear witness 
to spontaneous events which may occur 
in an interlocutor’s everyday life. That 
said, one of the weaknesses that I en-
countered with participant observation 
is that my presence in the room changed 
the behaviour of my interlocutors. I would 
walk into the office with my notepad and 
pen with the intention of observing the 
work routines and happenings within the 
office space. My interlocutors’ natural re-
action was to give me their full undivided 
attention. This attention was excellent for 
interviewing, but problematic for other 
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observational work. I was never fully able 
to circumnavigate the problems my pres-
ence in the field created for me.

Interviews are another method 
I used in my analysis of the space of 
work. I made use of both unstructured 
and semi-structured interviews. For 
unstructured interviews, I gave my in-
formants the latitude to discuss what is 
important to them in their relationship 
to their working space. The very point of 
unstructured interviews is that there is 
no structure or control; just the interlocu-
tor and I talking about whatever came to 
mind. I would then transcribe keywords, 

thoughts and ideas at the end of the day 
for use in a more structured interview. 
For semi-structured interviews, I de-
signed my questions in advance but also 
left these questions open-ended so I could 
probe where needed. I audio-recorded 
interviews so I could refer back to tran-
scripts, and also typed these up shortly 
after the interviews had concluded. Final-
ly, as interviews include more than just 
the words spoken, I kept a journal to note 
voice range, expressions and gestures 
in the natural flow of the dialogue. The 

strength of the interview method lay in 
its ability to garner rich first-hand de-
scriptions and narrative directly from an 
interlocutor. That said, the weakness of 
the interview technique is in the potential 
for an interlocutor to provide unreliable 
information. It is also very time-consum-
ing.

Finally, I made use of the visual 
research techniques of photography and 
maps to document my fieldwork experi-
ence. I used a digital camera to capture 
the space, artefacts and architecture 
in photographs. Moreover, I also made 
hand-drawn maps to reconstruct the field 

spaces in my notes. One of the weakness-
es in using visual research techniques, 
and fieldnotes for that matter, is that pho-
tographs, fieldwork journals and maps 
are artefacts in their own right. They are 
created, or fashioned, by the researcher. 
As such, they feature the researcher’s 
perspective and selective interpretation of 
what really happened. One of the advan-
tages of using these methods is that they 
provide a visual artefact as a point of 
reference to remember and reflect upon, 
and offer an additional analytical tool for 

“This research represents an attempt to 
force the ethnographic gaze back upon the 
academy; to make the familiar surrounds of 
the academy unfamiliar; and to analyse the 
privileged position that academics hold as 
the central cog in the university knowledge 

production machine.”
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the development of a thick description 
account of events in the field. Several of 
the photographs have been included in 
this article. Finally, it must also be noted 
here that this research was conducted 
with strict adherence to the ethical guide-
lines established by Anthropology South-
ern Africa (2005). As a result, I sought 
informed consent from my interlocutors 
at every step of the research process and 
was mindful to ensure that no harm came 
from this research process.

Beyond my interest in the spatial 
dimensions of work, my motivation to 
write on this seemingly mundane topic 
was drawn from concern about how my 
academic discipline had been negatively 
leveraged by previous practitioners. The 
ongoing critique post-colonial thinkers 
have waged against African anthropol-
ogy is that its practitioners have often 
been far too quick to study the lives of 
Africa’s marginal and disempowered 
peoples without being fully cognizant of 
just how exploitative and disempowering 
the research process can be (Nyamnjoh 
2012). As a student in the final stages of 
my undergraduate career, I felt uncom-
fortable with my privileged position and 
the prospect of going out into the city and 
placing some unknown person under my 
ethnographic gaze. Rather, drawing inspi-
ration from Nyamnjoh (2012, 70), I want-
ed to practice a mindful, responsible and 
transformed anthropology that would 
be bold enough to “study up” and ethno-
graphically analyse power and privilege. 
After all, “all people today are equal in 
their right to the burden of being studied 

by some or other anthropologist” (Miller 
2010, 10). This research represents an at-
tempt to force the ethnographic gaze back 
upon the academy; to make the familiar 
surrounds of the academy unfamiliar; 
and to analyse the privileged position 
that academics hold as the central cog 
in the university knowledge production 
machine. 

Mindful of the context above, and 
inspired by Bourdieu’s (1989) idea that 
space is a system of relations, this re-
search seeks to examine how space, place 
and people interweave in the context of 
an academic office. Through ethnographic 
inquiry into the use of an office, and em-
ploying an array of literature and theory, 
this article explores the daily work life 
of a plant scientist, university inhabitant 
and office dweller. In the first part, I will 
discuss Lefebvre’s (1991) ideas on space 
and then call upon Edward Casey’s (1997) 
argument in favour of place to set the 
scene. In the second part of this essay, I 
call upon Maurice Merleau-Ponty (2007) 
and other phenomenological thinkers to 
articulate how one might perceive and 
embody the physical environment which, 
in turn, informs human behaviour. In 
the third section, I will draw upon Tim 
Ingold’s (2000) notion of the ‘taskscape’ 
to illustrate how space, place and embodi-
ment are intrinsically linked in the pro-
cess we know as ‘work’. In the fourth sec-
tion, I present ethnographic descriptions 
of the eight days spent in the office (e.g. 
the field) with Jason, the interlocutor. In 
the fifth and final section of this essay, 
I tie all the aforementioned information 
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together to argue in favour of an under-
standing that space is indeed a social con-
struction that mediates one’s behaviour 
and one’s relation to place. However, I 
critique the Lefebvrian understanding of 
space by arguing that one must not fe-
tishize space at the expense of place. As 
argued below, place is an equally import-
ant construct that deserves recognition 
in theory and ethnographic practice. I 
conclude with thoughts on how one might 
be able to build upon this research project 
in the future.

Theoretical Framework

Space and Place
First, this research draws on Lefebvre’s 
(1991) seminal work The Production of 
Space. Lefebvre was deeply influenced 
by Marxist theory; as a result, one sees 
a heavy emphasis on the idea of ‘produc-
tion’. Lefebvre (1991, 26) writes, “(social) 
space is a (social) product”. By this, Lefe-
bvre means that “space is permeated with 
social relations; it is not only supported 
by social relations, but it also is producing 
and produced by social relations” (2009, 
186).

Lefebvre suggests that there are an 
“indefinite multitude of spaces, each one 
piled upon, or perhaps contained within 
the next: geographical, economic, demo-
graphic, sociological, ecological, political, 
commercial, national, continental, and 
global. Not to mention nature’s (physical) 
space, the space of (energy) flows, and 
so on” (1991, 81). With Lefebvre’s notion 
of space, one sees that space cannot be 

divided by physical barriers or walls. 
“Social spaces interpenetrate one anoth-
er and/or superimpose themselves upon 
one another. They are not things which 
have mutually limiting boundaries and 
which collide because of their contours or 
as a result of inertia” (Lefebvre 1991, 87). 
An example of this would be the space 
of an office contained within four walls. 
Although physical barriers exist in the 
form of walls, the space of the office may 
extend beyond the walls into the adjacent 
corridors or other offices in a building. 
In essence, social space is fluid, able to 
circumnavigate the physical boundaries 
that lie in its path.

Also, according to Lefebvre (1991), 
space is neither passive nor a vacuous 
container. Two points follow from this 
statement. Firstly, space always embod-
ies social meaning. The very notion of an 
empty space later to be filled with social 
life is a social construct itself – or a repre-
sentation of space (Lefebvre 1991). Ac-
cording to Lefebvre, space is simply never 
empty. Secondly, space should be seen 
as organic and alive, “[space is] an ‘ac-
tive moment’ in social reality, something 
produced before it is reproduced, created 
according to definite laws, conditioned 
by a definite stage of social development” 
(Merrifield 1996, 107). In my reading of 
Lefebvre (1991), I interpret his notion of 
space as a social performance or system 
of relations which completely encircles 
humanity and is filled to the brim with 
meaning. Space simultaneously produc-
es humanity, and is critical in producing 
human perception and behaviour. In my 
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view, space is critical to the analysis of 
the office.

What is problematic with Lefebvre’s 
(1991) understanding of space is that he 
appears to avoid the notion of ‘place’, or 
one’s geographical location within the mi-
lieu of space. As Casey (1997) argues, one 
of the greatest scandals of Western phil-
osophical thought since Rene Descartes 
has been to relegate the notion of ‘place’ 
to the intellectual dustbin. In Casey’s 
(1997, 295, emphasis in original) line of 
argument,

space forms a twosome, an uneven 
doublet, with place, its odd and 
incongruous other. The twoness is 
not that of two things, or even 
of two of a kind, but instead 
that of two quite variant kinds – 
which nevertheless coexist in all 
their disparity and cannot seem 
to do otherwise.

This indicates that as well as drawing 
on Lefebvre, one also needs to make al-
lowance for the notion of ‘place’ – ‘place’ 
being a concrete position within the 
shapeshifting social landscape mentioned 
above. The necessity of both ‘space’ and 
‘place’ appears to be corroborated by In-
gold (2000, 192) who states: 

a place in the landscape is not 
‘cut out’ from the whole, either 
on the plane of ideas or on that 
of material substance. Rather, 
each place embodies the whole at 
a particular nexus within it, and 
in this respect is different from 
every other.

Edward Relph (1976, 3) similarly ar-
gues that “a place is not just the ‘where’ of 
something; it is the location, plus every-
thing else that occupies that location seen 
as an integrated and meaningful phenom-

enon”.
In my own interpretation, I argue 

in favour of both concepts of ‘space’ and 
‘place’. Using the example of the Univer-
sity of Cape Town, an office, the lecture 
theatre, the library, and the bookshop are 
all places. They are all points on the land-
scape where one can be physically em-
placed. Yet, these places are also spaces in 
that they produce, and are produced by, 
social behaviour, and are not necessarily 
fixed, but form part of the larger fluid so-
cial body of the university. One may dwell 
within a building on campus, but one is 
not necessarily contained by a building. I 
see Lefebvre’s (1991) space as the glue that 
holds a constellation of places together. I 
show through my experience in the field 
that offices are places, but the process 
of ‘work’ has a spatial component which 
extends far beyond the confines of the 
office.

Being-in-the-office: The 
phenomenological approach
Building on Lefebvre’s (1991) ideas on 
space, and Casey’s (1997) arguments in 
favour of place, are the concepts of phe-
nomenology and embodiment. Phenome-
nological theory is based upon the central 
thesis of the ‘primacy of perception’. Ac-
cording to Merleau-Ponty (2007), per-
ception is consciousness: people perceive 
social and material occurrences through 
their bodies, then instantaneously and 
continually reflect on and analyse these 
perceptions to inform their embodied 
selves. Thomas Csordas (2002, 61) clar-
ifies this position by pointing to the fact 
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that perception begins in one’s body and 
ends in the objects one perceives. Mer-
leau-Ponty “wants us to step backward 
from the object and start with the body 
in the world” (Csordas 2002, 61). Phe-
nomenological theory, in its essence, lays 
the groundwork for an understanding of 
a body that is ambiguously positioned 
as both an object and a subject. Human 
perception starting from the body is our 
main method for analysing and engaging 
with the world around us.

Stemming from the phenomeno-
logical foundation that Merleau-Ponty 
(2007) and Csordas (2002) provide, Miles 
Richardson (2012) presents the idea of 
being-in-the-world – a phenomenological 
account of the intersubjective relationship 
between the individual and the material 
world. Richardson points to symbolic 
interactionism, a sociological concept, 
which “argues that people respond to 
objects on the basis of what those ob-
jects mean and that the meaning of those 
objects arises out of the negotiated expe-
rience of social interaction (Richardson 
2012, 75; also see Low 2003). He argues 
that material culture, for instance, that of 
an academic office with all of its contents, 
becomes a “series of collapsed acts, the 
signs of what would happen if the acts 
were carried to completion – with the 
ability to make artefacts, we can fix our 
experience much in the same manner 
that text fixes discourse” (Richardson 
2012, 75).

Understanding that material culture 
is the physical expression of the world 
one lives in, Richardson hypothesizes 

that there are three analytically distinct 
steps to being-in-the-world. First, one 
would assess the material component 
of one’s surroundings through sensory 
perception. “In this, material settings 
resemble a series of semantic domains, as 
people enter them; provide a preliminary 
understanding of the interaction going on 
around them” (Richardson 2012, 78). The 
second step is the interaction component. 
In this step, as people interact with the 
material world and with each other, their 
behaviour becomes meaningful “to the 
extent that it incorporates or challenges 
their initial understanding of what is hap-
pening around them” (Richardson 2012, 
80). 

The third step is the image compo-
nent, which incorporates the material 
culture, the acts, the gestures, and the 
interactions happening within this space, 
and objectifies the image of all these com-
ponents as representative of what ought 
to happen in this specific social setting. It 
is the “transfer of the ‘what’ of the ongo-
ing social experience onto the ‘where’ of 
the material setting” (Richardson 2012, 
85, emphasis in original). In essence, the 
social situation becomes physically fixed 
in a material place. Being-in-the-world is 
dependent on one’s ability to read one’s 
surroundings and place this information 
within a milieu of social and material 
understandings. Thus, being-in-the-world 
is the subconscious process that informs 
embodied social behaviour.

In short, through the process of per-
ceiving, a person will embody the socially 
constructed meanings imbued in their 
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surrounding place or environment. They 
reflect the materiality of place through 
their actions, behaviours, and attitudes. 
Drawing inspiration from Richardson’s 
(2012) work on phenomenology and 
space, the term I will use for embodying 
space is being-in-the-office. In the ethno-
graphic section of this article, I show that 
Jason has a very specific way of being-in-
the-office.

Taskscapes
Tying space and place together with the 
phenomenological approach of being-
in-the-world is Ingold’s (2000) notion of 
‘taskscapes’. Of the human behaviours I 
witnessed while watching my interlocu-
tors’ being-in-the-office, the most obvious 
behaviour is ‘work’.” By work, I mean 
“making things and performing services 
which are of value to oneself, as well as 
to others” (Applebaum 1992, x). However, 
‘work’ is a catch-all term and the series 
of actions and behaviours underpinning 
work requires further analysis.

One way to understand the complex-
ity of work is by viewing ‘work’ as a series 
of ‘tasks’. According to Ingold (2000 195, 
emphasis in original), a task can be de-
fined as:

any practical operation, carried 
out by a skilled agent in an en-
vironment, as part of his or her 
normal business of life. In other 
words, tasks are the constitutive 
acts of dwelling. No more than 
features of the landscape, howev-
er, are tasks suspended in a vacu-
um. Every task takes its meaning 
from its position within an ensem-
ble of tasks, performed in se-
ries or in parallel… It is to this 
entire ensemble of tasks… that I 

refer by the concept of taskscape.

A pertinent aspect of Ingold’s (2000) 
idea of taskscape is the interdependent 
relationship between task and place. I 
interpret Ingold’s argument as suggesting 
that a task, in an ensemble of tasks, may 
vary depending on the features of the 
landscape. Ingold (2000 198, emphasis in 
original) writes:

Human beings do not, in their 
movements, inscribe their life 
histories upon the surface of na-
ture as do writers upon the page; 
rather, these histories are wo-
ven, along with the life-cycles of 
plants and animals, into the tex-
ture of the surface itself. Thus 
the forms of the landscape arise 
alongside those of the taskscape, 
within the same current of activ-
ity.

A practical example of the relation-
ship between task and place that will be 
highlighted below is that an individual 
may carry out the task of computer-based 
work in an office, but will engage in an 
entirely different set of tasks in the labo-
ratory, or out on the mountain while they 
conduct their field research. In essence, I 
argue that the taskscape is the phenom-
enologically based spatial component of 
‘work’ described in the previous section.

Another pertinent point of Ingold’s 
(2000) is that tasks are indicative of a 
person’s social identity. “The tasks you 
do depend on who you are, and in a 
sense the performance of certain tasks 
makes you the person who you are” 
(Ingold 2000, 325, emphasis in origi-
nal). Furthermore, these tasks are never 
performed in isolation, but exist within 
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the context of the taskscape, that is, “the 
totality of tasks making up the pattern of 
activity of a community” (Ingold 2000, 
325). When observing a person engaging 
in a set of tasks which forms part of his 
or her taskscape, one should take note 
of whether this task is emplaced within 
a certain physical location, and whether 
any other individuals are aiding, engag-
ing, or participating in the task at hand. 
In light of this understanding, and in 
relation to this case study, one should 
question what tasks are exclusive to the 
office. Are there any tasks found outside 
the office in the workplace landscape? 
Are any of these tasks done in solitude, or 

Figure 1. The exterior of the H.W. Pearson building as seen from the sidewalk along University 
Avenue. Date captured: 3 July, 2015.

shared with peers? Having outlined this 
theoretical framework, I will now delve 
into ethnographic description of Jason 
and his office.

Ethnographic Case Study: 
The Office of a Plant Sci-
entist
It was a clear, windy and unusually crisp 
Cape Town morning. It was the 24th of 
June, 2015, and I had an appointment to 
meet with one of my interlocutors at his 
office on campus. Jason was a PhD stu-
dent in the Department of Biological Sci-
ences and had been studying at the Uni-
versity of Cape Town for roughly thirteen 
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years. I parked my car on the road that 
runs above the university rugby fields and 
walked up the grand staircase towards 
Jameson Hall, the dominant architectural 
icon and central axis of the University of 
Cape Town upper campus.

I turned right down University Ave-
nue, heading towards the H.W. Pearson 
Building, otherwise known as the ‘old 
botany building’. According to Howard 
Phillips (1993), the H.W. Pearson build-
ing has been the home to the biological 
sciences faculty since they relocated to 
the university’s upper campus in 1929. 
At street level, the H.W. Pearson building 
looks like a modest two-story facility, 
with a third level added to the north and 
south turrets (figure 1). The exterior of 
the building matches many of the oth-
er buildings on campus: red tiled roofs, 
stucco-plastered walls, red metal win-

dows, and dark wooden doors – much of 
the exterior covered by decades of growth 
of ivy. H.W. Pearson, like many of the oth-
er buildings on upper campus, was built 
on a slope – as a result, there is an addi-
tional floor beneath the level of University 
Avenue that houses laboratories, storage 
space, offices, and a thoroughfare to the 
glasshouse that is often used for plant 
experiments.

On this morning, I entered H.W. 
Pearson and was immediately struck by 
the artwork lining the beige-plastered 
hallways – botanical illustrations in 
thick black picture frames (for example, 
hand-drawn artworks depicting an ana-
tomically correct plant specimen). Jason 
stated on another afternoon in July that 
these illustrations were all hand drawn 
by undergraduate students in the depart-
ment. Each year the best botanical illus-
tration is chosen by the department and 
displayed in the hallway for everyone to 
enjoy. From the small foyer, I turned the 
corner and made my way down a corridor 
that was flanked by a light-well on one 
side and a row of closed office doors on 
the other. The office doors were solid with 
polished brass fittings, all shut as to pro-
tect their occupants from the goings-on 
outside. I eventually managed to find the 
door with a name tag bearing Jason’s 
name, as well as four other names I did 
not know. I knocked, and let myself in.

Jason works in a shared office space 
with four other senior postgraduate stu-
dents. Two walls of this office are flanked 
with cubicle work stations. The far wall 
contains a desk-height countertop and 

Figure 2. An image of Jason’s work 
cubicle. Date captured: 4 August, 2015
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a shared printer which is backed by two 
very large windows that look upon the 
passing foot traffic on University Avenue. 
Sitting abreast to the wall with the office 
door is a large filing cabinet and a shared 
office refrigerator. The room itself is 
slightly larger than fifteen square meters. 
Each office occupant has their own cubi-
cle of approximately three square metres. 
Each cubicle is divided from the next by 
wooden panels with green fabric bulle-
tin board. Jason’s cubicle is in the back 
corner of the room adjacent to the print-
er and windows, with Jason’s computer 
facing the interior of the room, while he 
faces the wall (figure 2).

I found Jason in more or less the 
same spot every time I entered this office 
– hidden behind the big wooden cubi-
cle partition working at his computer. I 
would describe him as ‘zoned-in’ to his 
research, projects, emails, or thesis writ-
ing, oblivious to the goings-on outside the 
big wooden door. His office companions 
would come and go at various times, but 
Jason was fairly consistently in the office, 
arriving at half-past seven in the morning 
and departing around six in the after-
noon. Above his computer were three 
bookshelves stacked on top of each other. 
The top shelf, which held two lever-arch 
files, was barely used; the middle shelf 
supported a large stack of papers held in 
manila folders and a red tray full of mini 
test tubes containing soil samples; and 
the bottom shelf held many of Jason’s 
most frequently used work-related pos-
sessions and his most treasured academic 
books.

Looking through some of the books 
on Jason’s bookshelf, one would see biolo-
gy and chemistry textbooks, a thesaurus, 
a science dictionary, and a whole host 
of botanical and zoological field guides 
representing South African plant biomes, 
and a variety of foreign plant biomes 
that Jason has encountered in his travels 
around the world. Jason also has a whole 
host of non-academic books sitting in 
large brown boxes beneath his desk. As 
we were conversing one day, Jason told 
me that there was an unofficial and un-
spoken competition happening between 
him and one of his office mates. The 
objective of this clandestine competition 
was to amass the most impressive book 
collection at one’s desk. On one occasion, 
Jason indicated spontaneously that he 
takes great pride in his book collection, 
saying that one could “get a sense of who 
he was by what he was reading”. 

In my fieldnotes, I recorded a rather 
peculiar utterance from Jason referring 
to his office space as his ‘officialdom’. On 
one of the days Jason and I spent togeth-
er, through casual conversation I interro-
gated the idea of ‘officialdom’ and discov-
ered that this word represented the level 
of respect he perceived himself to have 
within the academy and beyond as a re-
sult of having a dedicated working space. 
As a PhD student in the biological scienc-
es, an office on campus was ‘expected’. 
Furthermore, it was a space to be valued 
– symbolizing the fact that the hard work 
invested in becoming an academic had 
paid dividends.

The most important item on his desk 
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was his computer – which was surround-
ed by blue paper trays, stacks of papers, 
and any other equipment or reference 
items he was using at the time. During 
much of my fieldwork spent with Jason in 
his office space, he would be hard at work 
on his computer. Rather than sitting and 
intrusively looking over his shoulder the 
whole time, I would sit and work on my 
laptop as well, occasionally glancing up 
to see if anything new or interesting had 
happened. One Tuesday morning in July, 
Jason and I were taking a momentary 
work break and bantering about import-
ant workplace possessions; I cheekily 
asked: “if your office was on fire, and you 
could only save one item… what would it 
be?” Jason replied:

It would be my computer, without 
a doubt… because the data on that 
computer [is being used] towards 
my PhD, and it means more to me 
than any of my books would. I 
couldn’t replace that data… it’s 
my life’s work and would be a tre-
mendous set-back.

The atmosphere in the shared office 
space was described by Jason as “con-
vivial” – Jason and his office mates had 
good working relations. He often recol-
lected instances where he had consulted 
with his colleagues on research matters, 
imparting advice or insight. However, 
barring the odd joke or inquiry about 
weekend activities, I did not witness such 
collaboration. By and large, I would de-
scribe Jason’s shared office arrangement 
as having both sociopetal and sociofugal 
elements. Sociopetal describes an inten-
tional arrangement of people so that they 
can see and interact with other people, 

while a sociofugal arrangement of people 
allows each to maintain some privacy 
from the others (Hall 2012). Each work-
station is positioned so that the person 
sitting at the desk is facing the wall and is 
separated from the next person by a large 
wooden cubicle partition. On the one 
hand, these workstations foster a social 
arrangement that is individualistic. On 
the other hand, the shared office space 
also fosters a degree of comradery and 
collegiality between the office occupants. 
Jason valued this aspect of the shared 
office.

On occasion, someone would knock 
at the door needing to speak with one of 
the postgraduate students sitting inside 
the office. The reasons for the drop-ins 
included an academic supervisor needing 
to speak to a student about their latest 
draft submission; friends from across 
campus dropping in to say ‘hello’; un-
dergraduate students seeking advice for 
upcoming assignments; or fellow students 
requiring access to the laboratory at the 
end of the hallway. Jason would often 
be the first to pop his head around the 
cubicle partition, greet the visitor, and 
assist with their query, or to answer the 
office telephone which rang on the odd 
occasion. Based on my observations, the 
reason Jason attended to these enquiries 
more than his peers might be due to the 
fact that he was most often present. When 
Jason’s office cohabitants were at hand, 
sometimes the question being asked 
by the visitor required an answer from 
someone who knew the University system 
intimately. Jason, having spent thirteen 
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years of his life at the academy, often had 
the answer (or knew how to find it). One 
morning, I learnt to my amusement that 
the published telephone number for the 
University of Cape Town legal aid clinic 
was incorrect, and that many phone calls 
seeking legal advice were being direct-
ed to the shared telephone in this office. 
This was a source of great annoyance for 
Jason, who had tried on many occasions 
to rectify this error without success. 

Late in the morning of the 2nd of 
July, Jason invited me to join him on a 
walking tour of the H.W. Pearson build-
ing to show me many of the other spaces 
where he worked, or had done work in 
the past. Jason and I climbed the stairs 
to Bolus Herbarium Library, a botan-
ical library collection that the Univer-

Figure 3. The interior of the 
Bolus Herbarium Library. Date 
captured: 2 July, 2015.

Figure 4. Inside the Bolus Herbarium. Many 
of the specimens on this table are preserved 
in formaldehyde and displayed alongside 
scientifically correct botanical illustrations.
Date captured: 2 July,2015.

sity of Cape Town acquired through 
special bequest after the death of local 
businessman Harry Bolus in 1911. As 
we approached the double-doors at the 
entrance of the library, Jason scanned his 
student card to gain access to this space. 
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Although in principle all University of 
Cape Town students have access to this 
library, only the Science Faculty students 
have security card access to this space. 
Students from other faculties require the 
assistance of the librarian to gain admis-
sion to this facility. Once Jason and I were 
inside the Bolus library, Jason presented 
some of the rare books that made this li-
brary unique and stated that on occasion 
he used this library as a point of reference 
for his own research (figure 3).

After the Bolus library, Jason and I 
wandered down the hallways to the Bolus 
Herbarium. The entrance to this facility 
is a set of wooden and glass double doors 
that are unlocked and open for any indi-
vidual to enter. Immediately in front of 
these double doors is a desk with a col-
lections curator ready to sign in people 
to gain access to the herbarium. Jason 
greeted the gentleman behind the desk 
and indicated that he was giving me a 
tour of the facilities in H.W. Pearson. We 
were granted admission to the herbarium 
by the curator without signing in. This 
was obviously Jason’s ‘officialdom’ hard at 
work.

This fascinating place contains ap-
proximately 350,000 unique plant spec-
imens – many of them flattened and 
pressed onto a stiff white piece of paper 
or preserved in formaldehyde (figure 
4). Jason took me to a room in the adja-
cent Guthrie Herbarium and opened the 
nearest unlocked cabinet to exhibit some 
of the herbarium’s botanical collection 
(figure 5). I asked how often he worked 
in this facility and Jason replied that at 

Figure 5. Jason exhibiting one of the 
botanical collections in the Guthrie 
Herbarium. Date captured: 2 July, 2015.

that moment he was not using the her-
barium frequently, but had done so in the 
past. What workplace facilities he used 
was entirely dependent on where he was 
in the research process. As Jason and 
I were heading back to his office, Jason 
mentioned that he had also sometimes 
used the experimental glasshouse situ-
ated behind the H.W. Pearson building, 
and the laboratory space that occupied 
two large rooms at the end of the hallway 
outside his office. By the end of the tour, it 
became abundantly clear that Jason had 
access to a range of locations to conduct 
his academic endeavours.

To bring home this idea of the plu-
rality of work places, on the 10th of July, 
2015, I joined Jason and his two un-
dergraduate companions on a fieldwork 
expedition to Orangekloof in the Table 
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Mountain National Park. The four of us 
met on campus at eight in the morning, 
loaded our ‘bakkie’ (a South African word 
for pick-up truck) with our gear, and 
drove for half an hour to the field site in 
a deep canyon on the southerly flanks of 
Table Mountain. Orangekloof is a unique 
site in the Table Mountain National Park, 
as it contains vast tracks of fire-sensi-
tive Afromontane forests and is largely 
closed to the tourists, hikers and moun-
tain climbers known to throng to the 
other sides of the mountain range. Our 
research group had access to this portion 
of the national park as a result of Jason’s 
research permit. On another occasion, 
Jason explained that because it was per-

tinent to his research and as a result of 
his rank at the University of Cape Town, 
the parks board granted him a permit to 
conduct field research within this highly 
sensitive portion of the national park.

Jason parked the bakkie and then 
the four of us took our equipment and 
ascended the mountain to the first of the 
three field sites. The fieldwork endeavour 
consisted of two distinct activities, which 
would be repeated at each of the three 
sites being analysed. First, Jason and his 
colleagues had used satellite imagery to 
choose three different sites on the side of 
the mountain to do a ‘percentage of cover’ 
analysis. The three sites were ‘forest’, 
‘fynbos’, and a ‘transitional zone’, which 

Figure 6.  
Jason and one of his 
undergraduate fieldwork 
companions working in the 
‘fynbos’ site at Orangekloof, 
labelling their ‘eco scraps’ 
for analysis back in the 
laboratory. Date captured: 10 
July, 2015.
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intersected both forest and fynbos. (‘Fyn-
bos’ is a Dutch word signifying a type of 
shrub land endemic to the Western Cape 
region of South Africa.) ‘Percentage of 
cover’ analysis usually started by using 
a measuring tape to cordon off twenty 
square meters of hillside to create a sam-
ple site. Once the borders of the site had 
been established, the biologists would 
start collecting ‘eco scraps’, or samples 
of plant foliage, from every visible plant 
specimen within this space, labelling each 
‘eco scrap’ with masking tape and mark-
er, and generating a list of plant species 
being recorded (figure 6). 

After the first hour our little group 

settled into a routine. By this stage, I 
was also assisting Jason and his team by 
labelling ‘eco scraps’ and counting speci-
mens for the percentage of cover analysis 
(figure 7). The four of us then tried to tally 
the population of each plant species we 
could visibly see within the sample site, in 
order to establish an estimated ‘percent-
age of cover’. In a way, the percentage of 
cover analysis is like a population census 
for plants. This was no easy task as some 
of the hillside we were traversing was 
unstable and had a steep forty-five degree 
descent into the river valley below. Af-
terwards, the ‘eco scraps’ would be taken 
back to the laboratory where they would 

Figure 7. 
I even participated in 
some of the fieldwork. 
These are some of 
the ‘eco scraps’ we 
collected from the 
‘transitional zone’ 
between fynbos and 
forest. Date captured: 
10 July, 2015.
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be formally identified using field guides 
and the herbarium as a point of reference. 

Secondly, Jason and his fellow biol-
ogists used a handheld auger to collect 
soil samples from each of the three es-
tablished field sites. These soil samples 
would be taken back to the laboratory and 
analysed for traces of charcoal. The re-
searchers were doing this analysis to look 
for recent signs of fire in the Orangek-
loof valley. Their hypothesis was that the 
vast tracts of Afromontane forests in the 
valley had flourished as a result of the 
deliberate attempt by the national parks 
board to prevent fire in the area for the 
past several decades. Once the four of us 
were finished collecting the samples, we 
packed up our camp, headed back down 
the hill, and Jason drove the bakkie back 
to the University of Cape Town. On route, 
we described our plans for the upcoming 
weekend.

August 4th was my last day of field 
research with Jason. I walked into the 
office and found him working away at 
his computer as I had witnessed many 
times over the prior weeks. I set up my 
laptop and began working. A few minutes 
later, Jason turned around and the pair 
of us began conversing about the field-
work experience we shared a few weeks 
before. Jason indicated that he had spent 
many more days in the field since the day 
I joined him and his colleagues. At first, 
he was under the impression he was only 
involved in an advisory role, but after 
several discussions with his supervisor, 
he found ways to incorporate this field-
work into his PhD research question. A 

few minutes later, Jason and I got up to 
go for a walk and made our way to the 
laboratory at the end of the hallway. This 
laboratory is a dedicated space for Jason, 
his colleagues, and his supervisor to use 
for their research – Jason gained access 
to this space using a key that he specif-
ically had been given by his supervisor. 
Within this laboratory, one of Jason’s 
undergraduate fieldwork companions was 
busy working with the soil samples taken 
from the Orangekloof field sites.

Several glass beakers were lined up 
in rows on the laboratory counter, filled 
with a concoction of water and soil. On 
the floor sat giant plastic buckets of mud-
dy water. While in the laboratory, Jason 
and his colleague collaborated for the best 
part of forty-five minutes establishing the 
best way to extract charcoal from the soil 
samples being analysed. It became clear 
from the tone of this conversation that 
Jason was embodying his role as a senior 
PhD student and providing guidance 
when and where he could. Shortly there-
after, Jason and I made our way back 
to the office; I packed my bags, and left 
Jason working at his computer. 

Analysis
As an anthropology student, I could not 
have asked for a more exciting fieldwork 
experience – exciting because it afforded 
me my first opportunity to conduct in-
dependent ethnographic research. From 
this, I learnt how to bridge the gap be-
tween designing research and implement-
ing, then adapting, one’s methods and 
techniques to the fluid nature of the field. 
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Similarly, this experience was exciting 
because I had the opportunity to work 
alongside colleagues in other faculties, 
and even join them on their own research 
endeavours.

At the beginning of this article, I re-
ferred to Bourdieu’s (1989) idea that space 
is a system of relations. A more in-depth 
research engagement would be required 
to uncover the full network of relations 
embedded in space. However, a prelimi-
nary reading of the data presented in this 
ethnography allows one to appreciate how 
space mediates one’s behaviour, and how 

space informs one’s relation to place. By 
observing Jason’s office places and work 
spaces, and interpreting these obser-
vations through the theoretical lenses 
presented earlier in this essay, I can begin 
to show how space, place and people 
interweave in the context of an academic 
office.

The first theoretical lens I use to 
analyse my experience in the field is an 
amalgamation of Lefebvre’s (1991) notions 
on space, and Casey’s (1997) arguments 
in favour of place. I contend that space 
is the glue that holds a constellation of 
places together. Moreover, a place can be 
seen as the material environment plus the 
socially constructed spaces that occupy 

that location that render a specific locale 
meaningful. As I have illustrated above, 
the activities of Jason’s work occurs in a 
variety of places that extend far beyond 
the office place.

On the face of things, the material 
environment of Jason’s office is bounded 
by four walls. It is a distinct place. In my 
field research, I found that no two offic-
es are exactly alike. All occupants have 
agency to choose their own possessions. 
All occupants dwell in their office in their 
own unique way. Furthermore, all occu-
pants have their own logic underpinning 

how they organise their possessions. This 
was clear in Jason’s shared office in that 
each of his office-mates had his/her own 
distinct office cubicle – personalised, oc-
cupied, and used in different ways and at 
different times. These places and posses-
sions aid in the everyday social process 
of work. As indicated at the beginning of 
this article, Jason regards his office as his 
base and point of consolidation. Jason 
perceives that all of his work stems from 
this geographic position. 

Whereas the office is a place, the 
social activity of work has a far more 
space-oriented character. Lefebvre (1991) 
argues that space is permeated with 
social relations; it is active, ever-chang-

“Whereas place refers to the physical 
environment, space refers to the 

shapeshifting social landscape that is 
intertwined with, and performed in, the 

physical environment.”
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ing, and infused with a multitude of 
other spaces. Whereas place refers to the 
physical environment, space refers to the 
shapeshifting social landscape that is 
intertwined with, and performed in, the 
physical environment. In this sense, I ar-
gue that the scientific disciplinary work-
space enabled Jason to unlock a whole 
host of other places beyond his office. 
I had the opportunity to witness Jason 
working in his office, in the laboratory, 
and in the field at Orangekloof. Further-
more, Jason indicated that he may work 
from time to time in the library, the glass-
house or the Herbarium. In essence, work 
as a spatial activity brings this collection 
of places into focus.

Going back to my second point re-
garding the phenomenological notion 
of embodiment and Miles Richardson’s 
(2012) ideas of being-in-the-world; Ja-
son embodies place in two immediately 
recognizable ways. The most salient way 
Jason embodied his office place was 
through the idea of ‘officialdom’. I inter-
pret Jason’s ‘officialdom’ as the embod-
iment of the office as a status symbol, 
the reification and realization of his hard 
work and dedication to his studies over 
the thirteen years he has been at the 
University of Cape Town, and perhaps his 
idea of the way the university body values 
and recognizes his research contribution. 
To Jason, the office is a critical fixture in 
his everyday work experience. The office 
is part of who Jason is, it validates his 
status, and authorises him.

The second way Jason embodies the 
material world of the office landscape 

is closely linked to Miles Richardson’s 
(2012) theory of being-in-the-world. As 
Jason moves from place to place while 
working, he perceives and embodies 
the material culture in his immediate 
geographic place, and this informs his 
embodied behaviour. Referring back to 
the introduction of this essay, the idea 
of the office is culturally ubiquitous – 
most people learn throughout their lives 
more-or-less what an office consists of. 
A bookshelf, books, a chair, a computer, 
a printer, a place to keep your important 
possessions, and a place to work – the of-
fice is reflected through material culture 
and in turn when a person experiences 
this place, one perceives and reacts in a 
socially appropriate manner. Behaviour 
then becomes routinized and deemed 
appropriate for that place.

Likewise, the same scenario may 
be true for the ensemble of other places 
Jason goes to throughout his work day, 
such as the Bolus Library, the Bolus Her-
barium, the laboratory, or the field. Here, 
I am not arguing that being-in-the-office 
is the same for all people. Sometimes 
people may react slightly differently, or 
so differently that their behaviour may be 
considered out-of-place. The point is, on a 
subconscious level – all people, including 
Jason, perceive and embody their work-
space.

To refine this office place vis-à-vis 
work space relationship even further, our 
third theoretical lens draws inspiration 
from Ingold’s (2000) idea of the task-
scape. As stated previously, ‘work’ is a 
catch-all term that needs to be analysed 
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more deeply. Being-in-the-office for Jason 
involves an ensemble of tasks which are 
inherently related to his geographic posi-
tion in the office landscape. For instance, 
much of my time spent in the field with 
Jason was spent watching him work at his 
computer – writing his doctoral disser-
tation, journal articles, and working on 
presentations. Writing is a very specific 
task, situated in a very specific spot in Ja-
son’s office landscape. Likewise, the task 
of research may be situated in the labora-
tory, the library, and the field. 

Being-in-the-office in the Orangek-
loof field site presents a whole host of 
other tasks related to scientific analysis 
– measuring, observing, and collecting 
samples. Likewise, being-in-the-office in 
the laboratory requires the tasks of ex-
perimentation, analysis, and amalgama-
tion of data. The library, the herbarium 
and the glasshouse can be incorporated 
into the taskscape as well; again, each 
place in Jason’s office landscape presents 
its own unique set of tasks. Lastly, many 
of these tasks make up part of Jason’s 
unique identity as a scientist within the 
university community – one would be 
hard-pressed to find an academic from 
the law faculty undertaking environmen-
tal field research in Orangekloof or work-
ing in the glasshouse. This taskscape is 
unique to the biological sciences.

As much as Jason might want to 
think that academia is a lonely life, his 
taskscape forms part of the fluid and dy-
namic social space that is the University 
of Cape Town. There are a multitude of 
other agents across the academic com-

munity engaging in similar patterns of 
activity. Refer back to some of Jason’s 
colleagues in his shared office – all of 
his office mates are senior postgraduate 
students conducting their own research 
to complete their respective degrees. 
They all have their own respective task-
scapes which coincide with their respec-
tive research topics. In some instances 
their ensemble of tasks may intertwine 
with Jason’s, and in some instances may 
diverge from it. In essence, my experience 
in the field corroborates Ingold’s (2000, 
325) argument that “tasks [make] up the 
pattern of activity of a community”. From 
this understanding, the office place then 
becomes the point where this ensemble of 
tasks is consolidated, through writing, to 
form a piece of research. The end result 
will be that Jason’s research will become 
the output required to complete his PhD 
and subsequent academic publications.

Conclusion
As an overarching theoretical frame-

work, phenomenology is a fruitful and 
flexible approach for analysing people’s 
interactions with place and space, includ-
ing their everyday office places and work 
spaces.

Using the first theoretical lens, I draw 
on Lefebvre’s (1991) construct of space, 
and Casey’s (1997) argument in favour 
of place – and I argue in favour of both 
ideas. Through my experience with Ja-
son, I show how both place and space are 
useful concepts. In essence, I argue that 
work is the performance of space that 
consolidates a variety of office places in a 
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meaningful way. Concomitantly, place is 
the physical manifestation of built form 
and landscape given meaning by an array 
of social spaces present in any given con-
text. In short, my research corroborates 
Casey’s (1997) argument that ‘space’ and 
‘place’ are equally important constructs.

In the second theoretical lens, I draw 
on ideas of phenomenological embodi-
ment and Richardson’s (2012) ideas of 
being-in-the-world to analyse how Ja-
son embodies and reacts to the material 
culture and physical environment he is 
emplaced within at any given point in 
time. In the process of moving through 
his environment, Jason perceives and 
embodies the architecture and material 
culture around him. This process enables 
Jason to read his surroundings and in-
forms his behaviour accordingly.

The third theoretical lens draws on 
Ingold’s (2000) notions of the taskscape. 
I argue that the taskscape is the thread 
that strings all my data and literature 
together. Through my experience with 
Jason, I describe work as an ensemble 
of tasks. Jason walks from his office to 
the other places in his work landscape. 
In each new place he engages in a differ-
ent task. Each task, or set of tasks, is am 
embodiment of place. As such, work, as 
a spatial activity, is interwoven into the 
office landscape.

Stemming from this discussion, one 
can start to understand that there is a 
specific way in which one’s academic 
discipline disciplines space and shapes 
place; and that moving across spaces/
between places is akin to operationalising 

the discipline within the university. From 
this vantage point, movement across 
space becomes part of one’s methodol-
ogy. I have shown this process in action 
as Jason migrates from the office, to the 
laboratory, to the herbarium, and to the 
mountainside.

The key component to operational-
ising the academic discipline within the 
university is the office. The office is the 
central place from which one’s taskscape 
flows. The office, the laboratory, the her-
barium, and the mountainside all present 
the plant scientist with a unique set of 
tasks required to conduct scientific inqui-
ry. Also, the academic office enables one 
to have easy access to one’s disciplinary 
archive.

From this project, I have come to 
appreciate how powerful space is in me-
diating the performance and practice of 
everyday life, including that of ‘work’. As 
a first point of departure for future re-
search, I would like to revisit Bourdieu’s 
(1989) idea pertaining to space as a sys-
tem of relations. With a more in-depth 
investigation, might it be possible to map 
the full network of relations embedded 
within the space of an academic office?

As a second point of departure for 
future research, there is an aspect of the 
being-in-the-office that appears to elude 
the taskscape. The office is a critically im-
portant feature of the taskscape as it af-
fords one a quiet place to cogitate, but at 
the same time the office can be a place for 
interacting with others. From this under-
standing, my question is this: is ‘think-
ing’ a task on an academic taskscape? 
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For an academic dwelling in their office, 
there could be some aspects of thought 
that may be inherently task-like. Howev-
er, there also appears to be an abstract 
component to sitting at one’s desk and 
thinking that transcends the taskscape. 
Conversely, might the spaces of academic 
work be more complex when one includes 
the moments spent day-dreaming about 
research in the shower, or stressing about 
a submission deadline while commut-
ing to work, or having that ‘ah-ha’ mo-
ment about how to word an essay while 
running on the treadmill at gym? One’s 
relation to the spaces of work may not 
stop at the office door or at the conclusion 
of the working day. For some, the space of 
work may be a continual engagement that 
can be at least partially, or unintention-
ally, detached from place. I hope to carry 
on with ethnographic engagement with 
the space of work to further explore these 
ideas.
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