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Abstract 

 

Studies on gender and telephony tend to be quantitative and depict the purposes for which 

women and men use mobile telephones and landlines. Qualitative studies on the topic 

predominantly rely on face-to-face interviews to examine how telephone use genders space. 

We suggest these traditional methods of data collection leave unexamined the emotional and 

social relationships that emerge and are enabled by telephone use, which at times reconfigure 

and gender social spaces. In this article we present a collaborative autoethnographic inquiry 

based on our own telephone lives. We introduce a reflexive visual and textual 

methodological design, specifically diary notes, memory work, and photography, developed 

from our lives as researcher and researched. We examine an important theme in our findings, 

the physical placement of the telephone and the phone holder’s awareness of the physicality 

of the telephone, which illustrates the importance of our methodological choices. We show 

how the placement of the phone by the users both genders space and creates emotional 

spaces. 

 
Keywords: autoethnography, diary notes, photography, memory work, gender, telephone 

use, mobile phone 
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In his influential thesis, The Rise of the Network Society, Manual Castells (1996) argued that the 

mobile phone makes the location of the user and receiver of telephone calls unimportant as 

individuals are virtually and instantly connected across global boundaries. This transgression of 

space has been further examined by Lee (2005), who argued: 

 

the appeal of mobile phones is their transcendence of temporal and spatial boundaries. 

Mobile phones enable us to be connected at any time and in any place, even when on the 

move. With telephones we can interact with someone not physically near to us, but 

mobile phones let us communicate when we ourselves are spatially mobile. As the mobile 

phone saves time and effort and, at the same time, frees us from the limits of a physical 

space to be able to communicate with someone in a different place, it enables a new form 

of “micro-coordination” of temporality and spatiality. (para. 4) 

 

Our aim in this article is to contribute to a methodological approach and methods that reveal how 

telephone use may transcend and gender space. Studies of gender and the telephone have been 

mostly quantitative, focusing on the purposes for which women and men use the telephone (e.g., 

Chesley, 2005, 2006; Geser, 2006; Igarashi, Takai, & Yoshida, 2005; Katz & Aakhus, 2002; 

Ling, 2001a, 2001b; Rees & Noyes, 2007; Smoreda & Licoppe, 2000; Turner, Love, & Howell, 

2008; Wajcman, Bittman, & Brown, 2008). Even though these studies have generated valuable 

knowledge, a quantitative approach is limited in terms of researching the complexity involved in 

relations between telephone holder and the artefact of the telephone as a companion in different 

spheres of life, which makes it possible to not only communicate but also involves agency in 

relation to the telephone itself and other people. As mobile phones include a range of textual and 

visual genres for communication using voice and sound, message, and photography, they also 

function to enable an array of power relations and emotions in relation to users (Kwan, 2008).  

These complex functions and associated interactions call for new methodological methods 

beyond traditional forms of enquiry to explore multiple situations, locations, dislocations, and 

emotions. We turned to autoethnography to examine the complexities associated with location 

and to examine the social relations that connect personal biographies to larger structures of power 

and spatialities (see Ellis, 2004).  

 

To problematise gender and space, and in particular the spatial concepts of location and 

unlocation that occur during telephone use, in this article we draw on scholarship from the 

disciplines of cultural and gender studies. Lohan (2000) suggested that the mobile telephone 

creates an unlocation, that is, where there is no confirmation that the party being talked to is at a 

prescribed location. This unlocation allows individuals to move in different and multiple spaces, 

potentially blurring public and private spaces. Lohan (2000) referred to the traditional gendering 

of space whereby the public sphere represents employment and governance and the private sphere 

consists of the family and domestic life. According to Lee (2005), in the context of the mobile 

telephone, public and private spaces can intertwine and be reconstructed with the making or 

receiving of a telephone call or text message. To elaborate, Lee (2005) suggested that telephone 

communication may “privatize a public space” or, conversely, diminish personal or private space. 

This blurring of space by mobile telephone use is often gendered. Thus, locatedness or unlocation 

intersect and are shaped by spatiality and gender. Feminist scholars have suggested that spaces 

come into being or are formed as gendered by social relations and dominant representations of 

gender (Domosh & Seager, 2001; Grosz, 1999; Massey, 1994, 1999; McDowell, 1983, 1999; 

Moss, 2006). These social relations and gendered representations shape the form, content, and 

experience of our telephone communications. In her study of telephone use, Wajcman (2008) 

found that men are more likely to take employment calls in private spaces outside of working 

hours and women are more likely to respond to family calls in the workplace. Furthermore, 

empirical studies have suggested that women, whether they are located in the private or public 
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spheres, are more likely than men to use the telephone for an array of domestic concerns like 

organizing family members, caring for children, and establishing and remaining in contact with 

family and friends (e.g., Chesley, 2005, 2006; Geser, 2006; Igarashi et al., 2005; Katz & Aakhus, 

2002; Ling, 2001a, 2001b; Rees & Noyes, 2007; Smoreda & Licoppe, 2000; Turner et al., 2008; 

Wajcman et al., 2008).  

 

Consequently, at times for women, the mobile telephone relocates them to emotional spaces of 

caring. Moss (2006) accounted for the multiplicity of space and distinguished between physical, 

social, and emotional spaces or, as she referred to them, “landscapes.” For Moss (2006), “socially 

dominant meanings” (p. 39) are produced within these spaces. Areas like work, leisure, and the 

household are intimately intertwined with, and shaped by, emotions and social relations, imbued 

with intersecting relationships of power. In relation to women, she wrote: 

  

The emotional landscape gives visibility to women’s feelings and areas of emotional 

dissonance, as they are associated with the different places they experience. It includes 

areas where life experience is at odds or discordant in relation to dominant 

representations. (Moss, 2006, p. 39) 

  

Thus, an example of dominant representation and dissonance is women and men receiving calls 

from children at work in jobs that require what Acker (1998) has referred to as the abstract, 

universal, bodiless worker. In this respect, dissonance occurs between the workplace construction 

of the worker and workers as parents and carers. Moss’s conceptualisation of landscapes suggests 

that we inhabit multiple spaces that fracture location. Cognitive space is another example of the 

fracturing of location because while on the telephone our thoughts may be distracted; we may 

multitask and indeed have more than one conversation at the same time. 

 

The concepts of unlocation, multiple locations, and dislocation leave unexamined the physical 

and geographical space in which we are situated and the question of how we are shaped by our 

geographical landscape, our locatedness, when talking on the telephone. Indeed, Garcia-Montes, 

Caballero-Munõs, & Pérez-Álvarez (2006) argued that one of the first questions people ask when 

calling, and in particular calling a mobile phone, is “where are you?” This question acknowledges 

the unlocation of the individual but also indicates that the social use of the telephone may well 

call people to account for their location. It suggests that despite the geographical or temporal 

transgression of space, subjects are attempting to reconfigure “relationships between people and 

the spaces they occupy” (Wajcman, 2008, p. 66). It is this complex theme of location/unlocation 

in relation to gendering of spaces that we problematise and explore further through our choice of 

methodology. 

 

In this article, we present a collaborative autoethnographic inquiry based on our own “telephone 

lives” to examine how the telephone transgresses physical space to create space for the interaction 

of emotional and social relationships. We use autoethnography to trace the limits and potential of 

locatedness and dislocation and how temporally these spatial positionings may gender space by 

telephone use. Our methodological framework, its usefulness and limitations, is explained in 

detail and we outline the visual and textual methods we employed, specifically diary notes, 

memory work, and photography. We suggest that our methodological approach and methods 

bring forth the complex and lived experiences of telephone use that are not likely to emerge via 

quantitative studies or traditional qualitative methods based on interviews. 
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Autoethnography as Situated and Embodied Research Practice 

 

Autoethnography challenges established divides between object and subject and so it is important 

to situate ourselves as researchers and researched in this study. We find Haraway’s (1988) notion 

of situated knowledges useful because physical bodies are located at a particular place and 

telephony may extend or limit both place and space by the vision, memories, and imagination that 

emerge as a consequence of telephone use. Thus, possibilities and limitations of “vision” and 

“seeing” in research are embodied practices bound to shifting practices of privilege and/or 

subordination. In our case, situatedness has multiple meanings as we inherit positions as 

researchers and researched and the telephone is a medium for both placement and transgression. 

To understand our situatedness, we have chosen the concept of reflexivity rather than reflection. 

Reflexivity is a process, which requires critical engagement with one’s own images of the world, 

marginalisation and privilege, researcher and researched, interpretation, contradictions, and ethics 

(Guillemin & Gillam, 2004; Lash, 2003). The term reflexivity refers to a bidirectional approach, 

the researcher shaping research while through critical engagement the research and researcher are 

shaped by the research process and participants. Reflection, on the other hand, has been critiqued 

for limitations of navel gazing and abstraction (Davies et al., 2004). Reflexivity, according to 

Pillow (2003), is a process producing discomfort through methodological innovation, and he 

writes, “to be reflective does not demand an ‘other,’ while to be reflexive demands both an other 

and some self-conscious awareness of the process of scrutiny” (p. 177). We have used a reflexive 

approach to consider and question the construction of our research design, data, and analysis by 

continually questioning and, where appropriate, changing the way we collected, analysed, or 

reported data. For example, in relation to ethics, we became aware when writing our diaries that 

some of our feelings and thoughts could be harmful to others who were unintentionally involved 

in our research and, noting our privilege and power as academic researchers but also as wives, 

partners, and friends, this required that some of the recorded information remain in our diaries 

and not be shared or used for research. Thus, for us, reflexivity is both a scrutiny of ourselves and 

our research, a willingness to critique and, where necessary, alter our research practices, which in 

turn reshapes the research and, indeed, ourselves. 

 

Our biographies include commonalities and differences. As academic scholars we both inhabit 

privileged spaces as white bodies and, at the same time, this privilege is challenged by a number 

of considerations, such as geographical peripheral location, gender, class background, and family 

constellation. We are women in our early 50’s, working as researchers and teaching at 

universities; however, our geographical locations, life and family situations, backgrounds, and 

mother tongues are different. One of us lives in a city in the Southern Region of Australia and is 

of Greek heritage and the other lives in a small city in a rural area of Mid Sweden, is of Swedish 

heritage, and has a farming background. We both use English in research and teaching, which is 

for both of us a second language. For one of us Greek is her mother tongue and for the other, 

Swedish. One of us lives in a relationship with a man and has a teenage daughter and the other is 

single and the mother of three sons, with one son living with the other parent in a distant city. 

One of us lives close to other family members such as our parents and brothers/sisters, while the 

other lives far from other family members.  

 

The Design of the Collaborative Autoethnographic Textual and Visual Inquiry 

 

Our collaborative autoethnographic approach included diary notes, written memories, and 

photography. In this section, we present the process of collecting data and provide guidance about 

relevant evaluation criteria for our study. An important motive for working with both textual and 

visual inquiry was the intention to extend our methods to engage with complexity and shifting 

practices of emotions and social relations that shape understandings of location and unlocation: 
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diary notes made it possible to document and to engage reflexively about everyday telephone use 

during an “ordinary week”; writing memories allowed retrospective engagement with situations 

of telephone use to which we ascribed particular meaning; photography created awareness about 

vision and provided us with visual data of indoor and outdoor milieus.  

 

Diary notes in research may be written in different ways for different purposes. For us, collecting 

data to understand the everyday dimension of our telephone lives motivated a documentation that 

included a series of connections, interactions, and locations of telephony. Hyers, Swim, & Mallett 

(2006) have argued that in comparison to commonly used qualitative data collection methods, 

such as face-to-face interviews, diary writing may document mundane life experiences that are 

not included in oral telling. For example, Widerberg (2002) used a research diary in a project on 

tiredness during a month with the purpose of reaching a more complex understanding. She 

described how the diary exposed the many different situations, emotions, and consequences 

related to tiredness in her everyday and working life. Another example of diary writing in 

research is Latham’s (2003) study of city life, where participants used diaries to gather data on 

everyday experiences and document comments, events, and emotions. Interestingly, Latham’s 

(2003) research actualized great variety in writing and raised ethical issues for participants when 

documenting their lives as they also visualized and experienced uncomfortable emotions. We 

both wrote diaries during seven weeks, one day each week starting with Monday, and then 

writing on Tuesday the next week, Wednesday the following week, and so on. Our agreed upon 

instructions were to write every time we used the telephone and include all kinds of telephones 

(mobile and stationary) and conversations. We documented the content of telephone calls, the 

timing, where we were when we received or made the call, and our reflections and emotions 

related to telephone use.  

 

To be able to learn more retrospectively about the way telephony shapes social relations and to 

address one of the most common questions among mobile callers—“Where are you?” (Garcia-

Montes et al., 2006)—we included memory work as part of the autoethnographic design. This 

method views memories as a basis for life writing in a societal context and allows for the creation 

of a subject-subject relation, with attention to “moments” that are often fragmented and non-

linear (Haug, 2008). Memory work was first introduced by Haug (1987) and has been used by 

researchers for various purposes as a collective and individual method (e.g., Crawford Kippax, 

Onyx, Gault, & Benton, 1992; Onyx & Small, 2001; Widerberg, 1995). Kuhn (1995) practiced 

memory work through photography and film, using family photographs and memories to analyze 

family and nation. Bryant and Livholts (2007) used memory work to explore the 

conceptualization of the gendering of space. For this study, we began the process of memory 

work by identifying key themes in the literature. These were then used to stimulate memories to 

allow for an exploration of the complexities of gender and space. The aim was for memories to 

bring forth both concrete situations and abstract notions of space that we could analyze. We 

agreed to write three memories in the third person, on the theme “Where are you?” 

 

The question of location and unlocation challenges notions of bodies in certain places and the 

transgression of space through telephone use. Written words through memory or diaries give a 

sense of bodies in space while photographs capture a still image of bodies in place. We used 

photography to complement memory and imaginings and allow for the opportunity to extend the 

data to document our telephone lives. Following Rose (2007), we used the concept of critical 

visual methodology to emphasize the cultural and social impacts and consequences of producing 

and interpreting images. Rose (2007) noted that while vision refers to what the human eye can 

see, visuality problematizes this seeing. This connects to Haraway’s (1988) writing on situated 

knowledge and to memory work, which allows distance by using the third person while writing. 

Furthermore, Sontag (1999) emphasized the controlling power of photography to redefine reality 
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“as a target for surveillance” (p. 82). Hence, we used the camera in parallel to our research diary 

by taking a photograph of ourselves each time we used the telephone, which included 

photographing indoor and outdoor landscapes. 

 

The analytical process involved a series of steps, as we will describe below; however, analysis 

was ongoing throughout the project. Writing a diary and memories encouraged us to be reflexive 

and analytical during data collection. An increasing awareness about the topic emerged as we 

continued to write in our diaries and reflect on our memories. As we wrote, we became aware that 

telephony played a central role in our lives, indeed as an extension of our embodied and imagined 

selves. Following data collection, we transcribed the diary to computerized text, which created 

the first step enabling us to review the whole content of the telephone diary. We then sent diaries, 

memories, and photographs to each other so we could analyse each other’s data. We each used a 

thematic approach to analyse the data and sought to identify emergent themes and patterns and 

any potential non-patterns across the data set (Bryant & Livholts, 2007). Thereafter, we sent our 

key findings to each other and then discussed and jointly interpreted the emergence of the 

gendered spatiality of telephony.   

 

Given that autoethnography challenges the subject-object relationship, it was vital that we 

situated ourselves as researchers and researched and agreed upon the applied practices of data 

collection to sustain accountability to the data and analysis (see also, Leavy, 2009; Richardson, 

2000). As stated above, transcribing our diaries and reading and making preliminary reflective 

comments on each other’s diaries, memories, and photographs was followed by joint dialogical 

analysis. Due to our different backgrounds as academics and different geographical locations, the 

collaboration benefited from interdisciplinarity and produced complex understandings. We used 

“validity checkpoints” (Leavy, 2009, p.19) to stop at various points throughout data collection 

and analysis to discuss our writing, photography, and analysis and to examine how our personal 

stories were shaped and could be interpreted theoretically. Ellis (2004) argued that by connecting 

personal stories with societal structures, autoethnography makes visible power relations and 

evokes agency and change among both participants and readers. Inherent to autoethnography as 

an approach is the relationship between the academic text and reader, and the impact that the text 

may make. It is difficult for us to foresee the response from readers, but we hope that this article 

will encourage similar forms of inquiry among other scholars.  

 

Finally, we wish to address the ethics of research and the limitations and dilemmas of the 

methodological design. Even though autoethnographic research does not require ethical approval 

by our respective universities, this does not mean that autoethnography does not raise ethical 

issues or have unintended consequences. As Roth (2009) argued, auto/ethnography refers to the 

writing of the self “but because the Self exists in relation to the world … and because the human 

relation is inherently ethical, there are inherent ethical questions where the Other may come to be 

harmed as much as the Self” (p. 1). Some of our documented situations involved sensitive 

information both in relation to work and our friends and family. We did not have consent from 

individuals to report some of the data that emerged during telephone calls, and thus where we 

deemed it was sensitive or potentially harmful, we chose not to use this material. Tamas (2011) 

reminds us that “calculating the harm versus the benefits of telling stories seems equally futile: 

there are too many variables” (p. 262). Nevertheless, we made decisions as responsibly as 

possible knowing that we “are never ethically home free: the best we get is endless questioning” 

(p. 262).  

 

We must also acknowledge that our data, collected from our lives, is limited to our life situations 

and has meaning in the context of our privileged lives. Pease (2012) discussed how stating 

positionality and even demonstrating reflexivity does not take away privilege. Another dilemma 
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associated with the research design is that some representatives of memory work (Haug, 2008) 

have argued for the collective form of the method with a group of at least five participants to 

strengthen the variety of data and analytical process and to reduce vulnerability of single 

authorship. However, the problems encountered by the collective approach have also been 

critiqued in terms of homogeneity, relations of power, and choice of topic (Onyx & Small, 2001). 

Widerberg (1995) and Kuhn (1995) have demonstrated that memory work constitutes valuable 

grounds for analysis even by a single author. To address these limitations and dilemmas we used 

multiple methods to allow us to work experimentally and reflexively in a variety of spaces and 

time dimensions. This variety includes, for example, writing memories in the third person and 

using the camera to watch our telephone lives at a distance. We used a similar collaborative 

method and analytical process as that used in memory work when carried out with groups. We 

undertook individual writing and reading and then analyzed our own data, following which we 

proceeded to analyse each other’s data. The final steps involved discussion and agreement on key 

emergent themes. In the following section, we draw upon our data to explore and theorize 

situated and contextualized experiences and practices of telephone use. Our aim is to show how 

these methodological choices bring forth the kinds of rich data that is lacking in quantitative 

analyses and traditional qualitative accounts. We argue that our methodological choices 

contextualize and give meaning to telephony and the gendering of space. 

 

Gender and Telephony: Physicality, Emotions, and Relocations 

 

In this article, we argue that researchers are challenged to develop methodological tools to 

critically examine the complex and lived experiences of gender and telephony. Our findings 

indicate that placement of the telephone and the phone holder’s awareness of the physicality of 

the telephone both genders space and creates emotional spaces (see Livholts & Bryant, in press). 

An important departure has been to acknowledge embodied and situated telephone use and to 

explore the shaping of social relations and emotions across spaces. Indeed, Ahmed’s (2004) 

theorisation of how emotion “sticks” to certain bodies in specific contexts and creates movements 

and directions for subjects is helpful for critical examination of how human interaction with 

telephony stretches beyond placement at the same time as location plays a key role for emotions 

and memories. For example, our findings show that the question “Where are you?” (Garcia-

Montes et al., 2006) paved the way for identifying physical and embodied location but was 

always simultaneously a result of emotions that detached or attached to our selves in relation to 

embodied others, and thus infused relocation through alternative sights. 

 

We used mobile phones more often than landlines. Landlines were sometimes used at work and at 

home; however, landlines had different functions depending on whether cordless technology was 

available. Cordless phones at home allowed movement to different rooms, while the office phone 

was attached to and attached the user to, its location. Livholts and Bryant (in press) have shown 

that the telephone is a hybrid meeting place of various intersecting relations of gender and 

generation, family relations, and friendship, as well as caring and work. Usage demonstrated the 

phone as a constant in one’s life, associated with gauging and responding to emotion via text 

messages and, especially, voice. Telephone use involved detecting, identifying, checking, and 

responding to emotions, as well as the person at the other end of the receiver responding to our 

emotions. Indeed, a close reading of the material pointed towards the crucial impact of emotions 

for the construction of gendered spatialities, including how such emotions transgressed material 

and imagined places and spaces to allow agency, resistance, and transformation. As feminist 

scholars have identified, emotions are a field of critical study that transgresses these bounded 

concepts and, at the same time, emotions occur in the context of power, inequality, resistance, and 

agency (see Gorton, 2007). Ahmed (2004) has also drawn attention to how studying emotions 

requires analytical awareness of conceptual dynamics, since people do not have the same 
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relationship to a particular emotion and emotions regain meaning through cultural and societal 

values and practices. She reminds her readers to “remember the ‘press’ in an impression” 

(Ahmed, 2004, p. 6) and to theorise the ways in which emotions “stick” to certain bodies and 

create direction, movements, and change in people’s lives. Showing emotion or suppressing 

emotion is in itself a sign of gendered and other power relations vital to processes of exclusion 

and inclusion. From such a perspective emotions can be understood as a form of action that 

promotes specific desired social values.  

 

Analysing our telephone lives paved the way for complex understandings of how telephone use 

transcended gender and space through multiple levels of interaction, including the personal, 

social, and political. We discerned three, partly-overlapping themes of location and unlocation. 

The first was the location of the project itself, shaped as a collaborative project between us and 

situated in Northern and Southern peripheral spaces. The second was the placement and 

physicality of the telephone itself as an artefact and as a transgression of our embodied selves. 

The third was related to the question of being unexpectedly located by someone via the telephone 

and the agency of dislocation as a form of resistance to gender inequality.    

 

Peripheral Geographical Location 

 

An important aspect of our autoethnographic inquiry was interpretations of gender and telephony 

through the landscape locations of the project. The collaborative project design, with one of us 

living and working in Sweden and the other in Australia, created working sites of peripheral 

locations. Our diaries, memories, and photographs provided documentation of our everyday life 

in our homes, at work, outdoors, and during transition like travelling. Also, particular sights that 

we often visited or lived nearby illustrated the materiality and spatiality of the places we 

inhabited. For example, the view of greenish ocean water that stretched from the shoreline to 

what occurred as indefinite locations beyond that, the frozen surface of an inland lake covered 

with snow that transformed open water, and the separation of mainland from island to a 

connective surface for human bodies to transfer themselves across. These were landscape scenes 

of geographical locations that grounded us and served as a base for connectivity to each other but 

also to distant family members and friends across space. On another level, our geographical 

locations in Sweden and Australia in a world perspective are not part of the metropole, but the 

periphery, and the autoethnographic design placed us in the situation often ascribed to those who 

are the subject of the study (see Connell, 2007).  

 

The photograph below illustrates the geographical landscape from which one of us received a 

phone call, and thus shows the site of geographical situatedness. Indeed, our findings show the 

importance of geographical situatedness and how the disconnection that sometimes occurs 

between subjects and physical location is embedded in a wider context of what Moss (2006) has 

called emotional landscape and that Ahmed (2004) has problematized as a question of emotion 

that “sticks” to bodies at particular situations and locations, thus creating movements in a specific 

direction. In other words, telephony and communication is always performed from somewhere 

and the self that inhabits this location is affected by an environment of dislocation. A phone call, 

particularly long distance calls, but also being at a distance from our children and trying to guide 

them or care for their well-being, was emotionally grounded in loving and caring acts where we 

would not only hear but see them while communicating. As the diary shows, for one of us 

telephone life included regular “connectivity calls” across vast geographical distance, often at 

night. Thus, placement of the telephone itself was always close to the bed at night and made it 

possible to move towards a distant child as a loving and caring act. Photography provided a lens 

through which the snow and coldness of the Swedish landscape showed the home and the 

location of the phone holder. 
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Figure 1. Photograph of a Swedish landscape. 

 

Physicality and Placement of the Telephone 

 

Critical to understanding how telephone use genders space and enables emotional bonding to 

specific locations is the placement of the telephone and the phone holder’s awareness of the 

physicality of the telephone. In our homes, our mobile phones were placed for one of us by the 

bedside and for the other in the kitchen, and each of us kept the mobile phone in our handbag 

during the day. These locations are personal and close to the embodied and emotional self yet, at 

the same time, intertwined with the dynamics of social relations and working relations and spaces 

in complex ways. As Palen and Hughes (2007) wrote, the mobile phone “enable[s] ‘home base’ 

to be dynamic” (p. 34). At work, the mobile phone is placed on the desk next to the computer and 

landline. Thus, the physical placement of the phone is emotional as is awareness of its presence 

and the social relations it represents. We argue that the telephone’s social, interactive, and time 

location shapes the life of the phone holder.  

 

The memory below illustrates the importance of keeping the mobile phone close to hand and 

shows the emotions and memories which emerge as the phone rings and after the phone has 

ceased ringing: 

 

It’s ringing. Where is it? She searches, no scrambles through her bag. Throws out tissues, 

keys, lipsticks, papers… Meanwhile it continues to ring. Playing some pop tune which no 

longer sounds like music but a demanding screeching noise. She is anxious. Her heart 
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beats fast. She still can’t find it. It stops ringing. She keeps throwing things out of this 

endless vacuum that is a bag. She finds it. She cannot wait until later. She listens to the 

message as she sits in her car. The leather of her new interior has a distinct smell. She has 

pulled over to the side of the road to hear the message. Traffic swishes by. The message 

is from a store offering a promotional product at reduced cost. The voice, a female voice, 

is upbeat. She feels let down. Starts her car and drives on to work. 

 

As she drives she remembers those other times she frantically and chaotically searched 

for her phone while it was ringing. She recalls when the call was not so irrelevant to her. 

She remembers sitting in her car and talking to a government agency about a potential 

research project. Doing business in the car. Finding paper in her enormous bag and 

scribbling notes. Aware of her messy state and her ordered voice. To all intents and 

purposes she is available to talk in the same way she would as if sitting at her desk in a 

manner that looks professional. She is aware of the irony of talking about a million 

dollars of research funding in an incongruous setting but in a modulated “work voice.” 

 

The above narrative conveys the unlocation or unidentified location that a mobile phone allows 

while at the same time providing an assumed location, such as an office despite being in a car. 

The necessity for the close physicality of the phone relates to her not being able to wait until she 

is able to answer the phone at a later date. Thus, where the phone is placed is for her a decision 

based on emotions—emotions of anxiety and the need to be receptive to calls during the working 

day. This example may also be interpreted in terms of the mobile phone creating new locations 

and thus opportunities for women with privileged positions who still face multiple obligations for 

home and children and of “doing business.” As noted, Wajcman (2008) revealed that men are 

more likely to take employment calls in private spaces and women respond more often to family 

calls in the workplace. Taking a work call in the car—a zone of non-mothering—can be 

particularly positive for women with children. 

 

We also found that where we situated our mobile phones in our homes was important because in 

both instances we chose places close to hand and central locations in the house. The kitchen is the 

room that one of us experiences as a most occupied place located at the centre of the house. Her 

mobile phone is placed in this central space in which she frequents to check regularly for 

messages or missed calls. For the other researcher, her phone is placed by the bedside and 

functions as a reference to tell the time and to support emotions of safety and control. She also 

uses her phone as an alarm for waking up in the morning. She has chosen a particular purling 

sound to wake with and for her it is associated with a creek or rain and brings the outdoor 

landscape into the bedroom. She associates this sound with calmness and beauty.  

 

As some studies on gender and the telephone have found (Campbell & Park, 2008; Reading, 

2008), people may develop a relationship to the artefact of the telephone as a “holder” of 

memories and create specific meanings across spaces. As we noted above, placement of the 

mobile phone by the bed for one of us had the function of coexisting with the “old” clock at the 

same time as it made possible for the phone holder to receive and write messages even late at 

night and early in morning. The function of showing time was figuratively different through these 

old and new technological devices; during the day the mobile phone kept that function (as one 

function among many others) while placement of the old clock was attached to bedroom space. 

Indeed, we found that there was a constant awareness of the physicality of the mobile phone, 

which related to questions like: Is it on? What time is it? Are there messages? Have I checked it 

recently? Do I need to recharge it? These questions on a daily basis are infused by other 

emotional questions that genders space: Have my children contacted me and I have been 
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unaware? Is there something important I must attend to for work? Is there an emergency with my 

parents? For example, as one of us writes in the diary: 

 

Sometimes you just wait for that phone to ring. It is an emotional life line; at the same 

time, at other times it is a threat. 

Internally I am saying I need you, where are you? 

Ugh, now mobile battery is low, will have to plug it in when get back to office. 

  

The emotional lifeline allows the phone holder to connect with the other (absent) person and 

opens a space for connectivity that potentially changes present emotions. It is also possible to 

view the particular unknown spatiality of the other person as an uncertain point of reference in 

regard to emotions. Also, the phone holder can be contacted in a situation when this is not 

welcome or convenient from the perspective of emotions and/or being occupied with other things 

and/or relations. The point is that we are constantly brought back emotionally during each day to 

think about and be aware of our mobile phone and its potential for both wanted and unwanted 

calls, and also where it is and what messages it may hold. As one of us expressed this in the 

research diary: 

  

Checked mobile in case I didn’t hear phone ring. No calls. Feel necessity to check 

without it ringing, its presence is embedded in my memory as an instrument requiring 

attention. 

   

Our placement and safekeeping of the telephone is also related to knowledge and concern about 

family members’ lives. We both expressed humour, annoyance, or worry when family members 

didn’t have the telephone with them or were not answering our calls.  

 

Location and Dislocation of Embodied Selves 

 

As already mentioned in the previous section, our analysis showed how structures of inequality 

and power are spatially located through the situated location of our embodied selves and at the 

same time potential sites of transformation and change. This is related to the way we see and 

make use of spaces as images reflecting possibilities that we want. Sometimes this is created 

through strategies and awareness, but with the medium of the telephone, and particularly the 

mobile phone, this may emerge unexpectedly and open up possibilities for agency and resistance. 

In other words, as Moss (2006) argued, certain moments in life appear as possible locations from 

where change becomes desirable.  

 

For both of us, placement of the mobile phone in our handbags during the day made it a constant 

companion throughout the day, creating meeting places and changing emotions in expected and 

unexpected, wanted and unwanted, ways. For example, for one of us making a phone call 

concerning an administrative matter meant speaking to someone whom we knew from school and 

old memories evoked feelings of uneasiness. For the other, a previous friend from teenage years 

suddenly began to phone on a regular basis, referring to the location in which the phone holder 

was living and her job and therefore infusing control over the life of the phone holder. Initially, 

these phone calls were experienced as a surprise but not evaluated as a social relation of the 

present. However, when calls began to occur on a regular basis and questions about meeting were 

suggested, emotions of discomfort occurred. After a call where the man, who was a previous 

friend, referred to knowing exactly where she lived, the location of her house, and the walking 

path that she often would take, anger and fear arose and the demand to end any future 

conversations was brought forth. Thus, in a moment, voices from the past transformed the 

spatiality of the telephone by evoking memories from social relations plagued by discomfort and 
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control. Another situation recorded as diary notes was one in which one of us was travelling to a 

distant location to work and received a phone call from a sick relative. On this occasion, it was 

possible to hide the location of the embodied “out of the city self” to avoid inflicting worries on 

the relative. It was still possible to return back home within a short time if necessary. We found 

that these, as well as other situations of unwanted connection, provided a space for possible 

agency and resistance via the medium of the telephone.  

 

Conclusion 

 

In this study, we argue that use of the telephone occurs as gendered but also genders space. By 

using diaries, memory work, and photography to design a collaborative autoethnography it was 

possible to analyse the complex life and power of emotions and theorise the gendered spatiality of 

telephony. Our methodological design enabled reflexive analytical thinking and the opportunity 

to capture everyday emotions. These integrated methods generated the conceptualization of the 

telephone as a hybrid meeting place where intersecting relations of gender, family and friendship, 

work, and home transgress movement between spaces. These spaces are also emotional spaces. 

We show how a variety of emotions are expressed and suppressed depending on where the call is 

received or made, who is calling, what the subject of the talk is, and how it is mediated.  

 

We found that the landscape location and geographical situatedness of our embodied selves and 

the collaborative project were part of complex meaning making in transgression of gendered 

space. The landscape views that surrounded our homes produced emotions through peripheral 

location, and the medium of the telephone allowed us to move towards other people (Ahmed, 

2004). The placement of the telephone and its physical presence was often located close to us in 

the home, in the office, and in our handbags. This represented the ways in which the phone was 

intricately woven into our daily lives to become a constant presence. Thus, emotional landscapes 

of gendered spatiality of telephony hybridised physical, embodied movements, perception, and 

imagination. This constant presence brought security but also unexpected and unwanted 

interactions and emotions. For example, receiving a call from a person not seen for a long time 

evoked troubling memories of the past and feelings of uneasiness; at the same time, distance in 

time and space in the present allowed resistance. From previous research and our documentation 

of telephone use, we identified that the recurring key question “Where are you?” geographically 

situates the phone holder and the caller. It shapes spatiality of telephony as an emotional 

landscape as we are called back to physical locations and memories of particular occasions and 

landscapes. Our memories connect us to imagined places, whether they are rooms in a house or 

outdoor locations. Moments and the way they are bound with physical location and emotions, as 

Moss (2006) has suggested, are also potentially sites for seeing life circumstances in a new way 

and for agency.  

 

Our review of the research on the gendering of space and gender and the telephone showed the 

limited use of methodologies beyond quantitative or interview data, and we also found a lack of 

research that applied a reflexive and situated approach. In this context, we wish to comment on 

some aspects of the strengths and limitations of the design of our methodology. The first is that 

different forms of data collection created a rich and varied material of voices, relations, places, 

and landscapes. Use of photography helped us to visualise geographical space and our location at 

a particular moment in time. Images showed detachment and geographical distance and recalled 

emotions related to being disconnected. However, the experience of being under surveillance was 

challenging; thus, we were scrutinized by the camera with our homes and workplaces exposed to 

a documenting eye. Thus, issues of power and control, subordination and agency, are intimately 

intertwined with methodological design. As researchers interested in this field of study, we see 

great potential in, but also cautiousness in relation to, future use of photography involving 
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research participants. An important aspect is also the demanding task that gathering textual and 

visual data involved; in other words, the methodological design involved hard work both in 

relation to time and emotions.  

 

The textual methodologies were chosen to allow us to use different forms of writing. Memories 

allowed retrospective glimpses of important situations and relations and showed how emotions 

are linked with time, space, and locations. The diary included data over time, unlike photography 

and memory where we placed particular emphasis on certain events and situations. Using third 

person for the purpose of writing memory work and first person when writing the diary, created 

possibilities for different ways of seeing a situation, which sometimes would emerge to us as an 

image by the way it mediated details about a place, a storyline, and emotions. The diary was 

useful in documenting context for telephone use, that is, the rhythm and wide range of telephone 

use, emotions, and situations. Both diary writing and memory work created data of the mundane 

and, particularly the diary, produced a rather detailed documentation of our lives during the hours 

we wrote.  

 

Beyond the challenges of seeing the contextualised and fragmented images of our working and 

everyday lives, we experienced the methodology as empowering. It provided new knowledge to 

act on and showed resistance and agency throughout normative and subordinating patterns of 

hard work for us as women. For example, as women in the workplace the telephone engaged us in 

caring despite whatever tasks we were currently undertaking, thereby creating an emotional 

engagement that alters the space we occupy. However, the telephone also allowed for theorising 

our own dislocation in time and space, hiding our embodied selves through communicating via 

voice or text.  

 

Considering the transformative expressions of the telephone as an artefact, and its changing and 

multiple functions, we think that there is a great need for challenging the extensive use of 

established traditional methodologies to allow theorising about the spatiality of telephony. 

Indeed, writing and visualising telephone lives make it possible to trace the transformations of 

human communication featured by unlocation, which is a good starting point for new and 

innovative explorations beyond the topics that we have explored. 
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