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“Culture, we are told, no longer sits in places, but is hybrid, 

dynamic – more about routes than roots”1

Tim Cresswell, 2006
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 Technology, and in particular the internet, has revolution-

ised the way we work, shop, socialise, communicate, learn, play 

and more. Where once we were tied to the constraints of place 

and schedule, we now have the freedom to choose both the when 

and the where. There is a general sense that the cost of technol-

ogy and increased mobility has been the loss of place and com-

munity – and this was my assumption when I began this study. I 

consider myself to be a nomadic person and had always felt that I 

have only lightly experienced the various places and communities 

that I have lived among. 

 

 We humans have a history of co-evolving with the tools 

that we create. “We change our tools and then our tools change 

us.”2 As we evolve, our needs evolve and thus, the way we engage 

with each other and with place also evolves. Nomadism, however, 

is no longer just about moving from one physical place to another. 

We are all nomads, whether we have lived in the one place all our 

lives or tend to move frequently to new places. A form of nomad-

ism is now a coping mechanism that enables us to deal with the 

complexities of the society that we participate in.

place & place-making
an introduction...
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 There is no doubt that our technology has changed the 

way we function as a society, however do we still cling to tradition-

al notions of place, and if so, why? How has technology changed 

the way that we engage with and create place? Have our place-

making practices evolved with us?

 I will explore these questions beginning with a historical 

view of the evolution of place and the re-emergence of nomad-

ism as a way of life. I will then discuss how, aided by the internet, 

new place types have emerged, which leads to questioning the 

reality or virtuality of place. Finally, I will explore how, as nomads, 

creating place through our everyday routine, place has become 

temporal and itself, nomadic.

Much of this essay is discussion around critical theory and philos-

ophies with some parallels drawn between theory and reality, and 

I have also undertaken a survey to gather opinion. I will present 

some of the results of this survey alongside the discussion, how-

ever the full survey can be read in the appendix.3 

 While defining place is not quite the topic of this essay, 

some definition is a fundamental starting point to place this dis-

cussion within a context – therefore, I shall begin by succinctly 

defining my understanding of what place is. 

 Theories of place and place-making have typically varied 

between two poles. One is the naturalistic view of place empha-

sising a symbiosis of materiality and anthropology. The other is a 

phenomenological notion of place-making as experienced through 

interaction – where meanings are created through living in place.4 
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 Identification of place firstly implies a uniqueness – a dif-

ferentiation between one place and another. This may be subtle 

(eg. cultural, social, political) or obvious (eg. wealth, ethnicity, lan-

guage, object, materiality) – and perhaps only identifiable to those 

on the ‘inside’.5 Understanding one place from another may then 

lead to an affiliation – a sense of belonging to a place which many 

phenomenologists argue can only come from being in place,6 

however this assumes an insular and traditional form of dwelling 

in place and excludes the wider influences of political and socio-

economic connections, as well as movement between places. 

 Simonsen argues that ‘practices constitute our sense of 

the world, and that subjectivity and meaning are created in and 

through practice’7 - in other words, we are continuously construct-

ing place through our everyday actions, interactions and subjec-

tive experiences. These practices, Simonsen sums up as embodi-

ment, emotion, narrative and memory,8 and will be discussed in 

greater detail throughout the essay.

 Thus, for now, place can be simplistically defined as a 

space, with attached meaning for an individual or a collective. It 

may or may not be contained, but there is always something that 

identifies it as a place – eg. a fire, a tree, a building, a collection 

of buildings, a seat, other people and so on.9 A place can be sig-

nificant for just one person, a group or a nation. [fig. 1] However, as 

we are defining place as a subjective construction, then we must 

also consider the place of the place-maker - their socio-political 

perspective – which more specifically is the identification of their 

place within society – eg. gender, class, race, wealth, education, 

hierarchy, status and so on.10 

introduction
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fig. 1: place? 

Top: Noss Mayo, Devon - a significant place to 
a group of people. 
[Image Credit: O’Donovan, 2008]

Centre: A tree - a significant place for an indi-
vidual perhaps or a small group. 
[Image Credit: Unwin, 2003:12]

Bottom: San Francisco - a significant place for 
a large number of people. 
[Image Credit: O’Donovan, 2008]
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 While these definitions do not do justice to the depth of 

discussion and argument generated by architects, philosophers, 

sociologists, geographers amongst many others, they serve to set 

the scene for my particular area of interest – the construction of 

place in the digital age. 
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“Human life swings between two poles: movement and settlement”1

Lewis Mumford, 1979
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 We humans have been nomadic longer than we have 

been settled. Primitive man moved with the seasons and with the 

hunt – home was where the hearth was and place was with family 

and community. Both hearth and community were mobile and so 

the geographic location of place and home was relatively unim-

portant.2 However, when man ‘discovered’ agriculture, the stability 

and safety that was offered by a settled way of life held great ap-

peal and so over the millennia that followed, the domus became 

perhaps the most important symbol of place, identity, permanence 

and stability. A certain romanticism about place and home devel-

oped:

  “The city or land is viewed as mother, and it nourishes; 

place is an archive of fond memories and splendid achievements 

that inspire the present; place is permanent and hence reassuring 

to man, who sees frailty in himself and chance and flux every-

where.”3

 

 Possibly the most prolific cheerleader for this romantic 

notion of home is Martin Heidegger, who epitomises the traditional 

nomadism re-emerges 
place, identity & the pursuit of happiness
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fig. 2: Anthropological Place 
Heidegger’s Hut in the Black Forest. 
[Image Credit: Ferrer, D. 2003]
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black forest farmhouse as a dwelling place – it’s success due to 

the symbiotic relationship between house and inhabitants.4 The 

organisation of this domus was informed by it’s inhabitants and 

in turn, the inhabitant’s way of life was informed by the domus. 

Each complimented the other and the identity of home and in-

habitants was formed through time. The domus, cut off from the 

wider world, offered a secure and protected environment for it’s 

inhabitants - their socio-political identity formed without external 

influences and was firmly attached to the place.5 [fig. 2]

 From this attachment to place came a suspicion of those 

who were not placed – of those who were mobile and rootless.6 

Nomadism implied a lack of loyalty – to place, to the rules of place 

[state], to stability and culture: ‘people would no longer know 

their place socially or geographically.’7 They were deemed to have 

abandoned the duties of place, to have evaded association in or-

der to live marginally.8 It was incomprehensible. Part of this suspi-

cion came from a lack of understanding as to why anyone would 

choose to be a nomad but was there also a sense of resentment at 

the perceived ‘freedom’ of the wanderer? Perhaps the nomad was 

seen as selfishly living footloose and carefree, flitting from place 

to place with no accountability, while his settled counterparts la-

boured to fulfil their duties to place (taxes, procreation etc). Place 

was thus closed to the transient. Leach, Morley and Robbins refer 

to this as heimat, which is at best viewed as deep attachment to 

soil, place and domus - at worst, xenophobic in its exclusion of 

those not of soil and place.9

 Since the industrial revolution, we have been presented 

with choices between the dichotomies of settlement and move-

nomadism re-emerges
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83% NO

17% YES

fig. 3: Survey results on place and physical mobility
[Image Credit: O’Donovan, S. 2010]

Question 1
Do you live in the same 
place that you were born in?

6-10
33%

2-5
37.7%

11-20
23.6%

20+
4.7%

1 address
0.9%

Question 2
Approximately, how many 
addresses have you had?

0 10 20 30 40 50

50% better education/career prospects

30.2% friends & family

14.2% boredom

29.2% experience new places

17% forced to move

18.9% other/not applicable

Question 3
What are the main 
reasons that you move? 
[select all that apply]
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ment. Domestic tasks, now mechanised, relieve the protected 

dweller from the schedules and duties of place. A realisation of 

life beyond the horizons of the domus arouse ideas and ambitions 

beyond assigned place - “Place no longer need be destiny.”10 We 

now move, travel, commute, communicate and share at an un-

precedented level. [fig. 3] Cresswell discusses ‘time-space com-

pression – the effective shrinking of the globe by ever-increasing 

mobility at speed enabled by innovations in transportation and 

communications technology.”11 The workplace has been separat-

ed from the domus, education has fostered ambition and curiosity, 

and with the collapse of social, political and economic barriers, 

almost anyone is free to change both physical and socio-political 

place. Toffler states, “Never in history has distance meant less. 

Never have man’s relationships with place been more numerous, 

fragile and temporary.”
12

 However, it’s important to note that physical mobility has 

not increased just because technology allowed it, our physical 

mobility has increased because of our desire to be free. In 1963, 

observing an increasingly mobile society, Lloyd Wright wrote: “a 

human type is emerging capable of rapidly changing environment 

to fit desires.”13 In order to make sense of the new places that we 

encounter [both physical and social], our sense of self broadens 

and becomes looser – in other words, we adapt.

  “There has been a shift in the way in which we relate to 

the world… such a shift is afforded by an age that constitutes its 

identity less through notions of place… and increasingly through 

more transitory phenomena, such as jobs and possessions”14

nomadism re-emerges
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fig. 4: Trading Up
Image Credits: top: Goulding, C. no date; centre: Investment Governance Inc. 2008; 

bottom: Photobucket Inc. darkrose05rx8, 2009 
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 Our sense of identity, belonging and place is defined now 

more by activities, commodities and status than through anthro-

pological or assigned place. We begin to define ourselves by what 

we have done, what we do, what we aspire to do, and we repre-

sent this through the people and objects that we surround our-

selves with.15 The geographic place that we have come from (and 

those we might pass through) are relevant perhaps in moments of 

nostalgia but more so as a point of reference from which we can 

measure our achievements. 

 Dovey comments on the use of pastiche in the style of 

luxury homes in the US suggesting that recognisable architectural 

elements, such as hearth, columns etc allow the upwardly mobile 

occupier reconcile their desire to improve their socio-economic 

status with their nostalgia for stability and a sense of permanence. 
16 These familiar objects and elements are “static imagery for mo-

bile people”17 - they enable a measurement of progress with each 

upgrade – eg. the hearth might be exchanged for a bigger one, 

columns may become more numerous and ornate or there are 

simply more bedrooms, more garages. [fig. 4] Home, as a repre-

sentation of self, becomes little more than a commodity, a sta-

tus symbol – comparable to our penchant for upgrading perfectly 

functioning gadgets and cars. The perceived value and newness/

coolness of the commodity act as an outward indicator of suc-

cessful progression towards that aspirational place.18 

 So, our identity is still place defined but more so socio-

political than geo-physical place. Our construction of place has 

shifted from a tangible, material thing to an ideological and aspi-

rational concept. We plug in to personal, local, regional, national, 

nomadism re-emerges
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fig. 5: Nomadic Wallet
[Image: O’Donovan, 2010]
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global ideas and identities as needed, and align ourselves with 

people and communities whose beliefs and activities we identify 

with. Through the choices we make, and through our interactions 

with others, we construct identities that will ultimately lead us to 

our aspirational place – our ‘true’ place - our identity-place. This 

place is the social place that we identify with – that gives us that 

sense of belonging which is more true to who we think we are or 

who we want to be rather than what we happened to be born into. 

 However, in order to find our ‘true place’, we must be no-

madic which means we must interact with more people than ever 

before – we must learn to “talk like everyone else.”19 To do this, we 

adopt various personae in our interactions with the outside world 

– mother, sister, daughter, wife, employee, employer, teacher, stu-

dent, consumer etc. [fig. 5] Ballantyne states: “Identity is political, 

in that it is generated through our relations with others… our vari-

ous temporary identities are all the identities we have.”
20

 We adopt 

a form of schizophrenia so that we can relate to an increasingly 

multifaceted world. Deleuze and Guattari theorise that each time 

we shift from one identity to another, we are nomadic – we deter-

ritorialise and reterritorialise. This nomadism, or schizophrenia, is 

a coping mechanism that allows us to adapt to an ever-changing 

world.21  

 According to Tuan, “Modern man is so mobile that he has 

not the time to establish roots; his experience and appreciation of 

place is superficial.”22 Given our rather schizophrenic relations with 

the world, is it any surprise that we cling on to symbols of perma-

nence and stability, but fail to establish permanent roots? Perhaps 

it is the pursuit of our identity-place which is the constant that 

nomadism re-emerges



22 evolving place

stabilises us. However, even our identity-place is itself changeable 

- as we move through life our priorities shift - perhaps we should 

instead think of it as our pursuit of happiness. Therefore geophysi-

cal places, interchangeable at will, are merely interesting routes on 

this path rather than destinations in themselves. 

 Thus, the traditional concept of ‘place’ has been dis-

placed by the pursuit of an identity-place, a pursuit of happiness 

- so, could we now say that the physical space and geographic 

location that we occupy is irrelevant? Our identity and activities 

are no longer “permanently implicated in the place, but [are] mo-

bile and can be practised wherever one happens to be… One lives 

in any-place-whatever.”23 Of survey respondents, 62% have said 

that where they live now is just another place and they could easily 

move, however of those, 93% said that they desired to be sur-

rounded by an architecture that represented the place they were 

in.24 So, despite our willingness to discard one place for another, 

the quality and architectural integrity of the any-place-whatever is 

still important.
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fig. 6. Survey Results - internet and place
[Image Credit: O’Donovan, 2010]
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Question 16
Do you think that your use 
of the internet has reduced 
your need/desire to engage 
with the place and local 
community that you live in?

Question 17
Do you think that your use 
of the internet has reduced 
your ability/need/desire to 
build an attachment to the 
place and local community 
that you live in?
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 So far, we have explored embodied concepts of mobility 

and nomadism, and their relationship to place, however with the 

emergence of cyberspace as a force in our world, we must con-

sider it’s impact on us - how we now interact with each other and 

the physical environment. The potential of the world wide web as 

a tool for communication and collaboration has inspired and con-

nected many, especially if we look at it as a remover of barriers to 

information and ideas.
1
 However, has it impacted on our engage-

ment with place? [fig. 6] The majority of survey respondents felt 

that the internet had not reduced their need to engage or build an 

attachment to place with one person commenting that for them, 

the internet has enabled a greater engagement with their locality, 

as information about local events were often announced online.2 

This seems to suggest that for most, the internet is not seen as a 

‘replacement’ for place – it doesn’t even come close - what it can 

do, however, is augment place. 

 Cyberspace is the ultimate mobile space. We can connect 

from anywhere, to any place, to almost anyone – and more recent-

ly with the advent of mobile internet devices we can now be online 

meta-place & hybrid space
internet and place
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fig. 7: State of Facebook
[Image Credit: O’Donovan, 2010]

fig. 8: Flash Mob: Pillow Fight in Bologna
[Image Credit: Annika @ Bologna [Blog] 2009]
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at all times in almost any place -  but, can cyberspace actually be 

considered a place? We say we are ‘going online’ but where are 

we actually going? The internet potentially connects us to peo-

ple and communities who otherwise, through geographical and 

social constraints, we might never have known. It has the ability 

to metaphorically redraw the world map. For example, if we con-

sidered facebook a ‘real place’ and compare it to a nation state, 

with it’s community of approximately 400 million, it would be the 

third largest state in the world.3 Are we citizens of the meta-state 

of facebook as well as of our assigned country? [fig. 7] Could this 

impact on our loyalties and thus our sense of belonging? While I 

doubt that we would consider membership of facebook and other 

similar sites in the same league as membership of our real world 

state, these meta-states do have the power to impact on reality. 

 An example of this is Flash Mob -  a recent urban phe-

nomenon, enabled and empowered by advances in electronic 

communication and in particular, social networking sites such as 

facebook. A Flash Mob is sudden assembly of participants who 

have collaborated electronically to meet in a public space and 

perform a random and usually pointless act for a short period of 

time.4 Typical events include dancing (sometimes choreographed), 

pillow fights and light sabre fights. [fig. 8]  After a prearranged dura-

tion, collaborators will casually disperse and leave the area. Flash 

Mobs are generally light-hearted, relatively meaningless, and bring 

together disparate groups and individuals for no purpose other 

than fun and mischief. However, in the context of this discussion, 

flash mob does two things. Firstly, for a brief moment, the nature 

of the space is drastically altered for those who are not ‘in on it’. 

Events often occur in places of routine and purpose – such as a 

meta-place & hybrid space
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fig. 9: Hybrid Places
[Image Credits: top: D’Orazio, V. 2008; bottom: Twenty First Century Communications, 2009]
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train or bus station – so this sudden performance transforms un-

suspecting passersby into spectators. Their role within that space 

has changed – and that is crucial - without the spectator, there is 

no performance, therefore the event has no meaning. The second 

thing that flash mob does is make manifest a virtual network.5 This 

virtual network, it’s actors and intent, suddenly become real and 

tangible – and for a moment, both spectators and collaborators 

are occupying both physical and meta-place. 

 De Souza explores the concept of Hybrid Spaces which 

have come about as a result of mobile internet.6 We no longer have 

to sit at a desk staring at a LCD interface to ‘go online’ - “Hybrid 

spaces are mobile spaces, created by the constant movement of 

users who carry portable devices continuously connected to the 

internet and to other users.”7 Consider a journey from home to 

work, while waiting for the bus, on your mobile device you check 

your e-mail, post a status update on facebook and send a tweet. 

Or while with friends in the pub, wondering where to go eat, your 

mobile, constantly online and GPS enabled, geographically places 

you and suggests restaurants based on your location. [fig. 9] We no 

longer need to ‘go online’ – we are already and always there. No-

tions of here and there, real and virtual, physical and digital, pres-

ence and absence become blurred. Our technology literally allows 

us to occupy multiple spaces and thus create a hybrid space. 

Through our subjective experiences, perceptions and interactions, 

we “transform our experience of space by enfolding remote con-

texts inside the present context.”8 So, whether texting a friend or 

participating in a flash mob, we no longer merely occupy physical 

space, we occupy and are creating a hybrid place.

meta-place & hybrid space
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fig. 10: real place, meta-place, hybrid place
Clockwise from top left:

a] Lloyds TSB branch [Image Credit: Colourful Romsey, 2010]

b] Loyds TSB ATM [Image Credit: Reuters, 2009]

c] Lloyds TSB Mobile banking [Image Credit: Tracy&Matts Blog, 2008]

d] Lloyds TSB Internet Banking [Image Credit: Lloyds TSB, 2010] 
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 “Cyberspace has been considered a ‘parallel universe’ 

to our own, generated and sustained by global communications 

networks and computers linking disparate physical spaces and 

individuals through a shared virtual space”9 

 This description sounds remarkably physical – it conjures 

images of people and places, traffic and routes, high streets and 

highways [paths, nodes, landmarks, edges, districts?!]10 – hardly 

surprising when much of the terminology associated with cyber-

space is also associated with the built environment [architect, 

architecture, information superhighway, site, building a website, 

marketplace]. But, can we really imagine that we are in another 

place when we go online? For example, when we log into internet 

communities, online shops, banks etc are we any less in that place 

than we would be if we physically got up and walked there? [fig. 10] 

Are we disembodied – physically occupying one place, mentally 

occupying another? 

 Let’s consider the notion of embodiment as a spatial and 

place-making practice. Through physical occupation of space, our 

bodies and therefore our senses engage with the material world 

around us and through haptic perception, we build a sensory un-

derstanding of our physical environment.11 Lefebvre states that 

space is ‘first of all heard (listened to) and enacted (through physi-

cal gestures and movements),’12 thus, our being in the physical 

world could be described as a sensory-spatio-temporal practice. 

When we visit cyberspace, is our experience of that place dimin-

ished due to the reduced sensory engagement? When questioned 

in the survey, 53% of respondents felt they lost their sense of time 

and place while online, however in another response 87% said 

meta-place & hybrid space
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fig. 11: Absence and Presence
[Image Credit: Gillespie, G.2007]
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that they remained aware of their surroundings while online.13
 This 

contradiction suggests that we do, somehow, disembody to an 

extent – yet a part of us remains in real space. Is this simply anoth-

er version of Deleuze and Guattari’s nomadism14 – do we mentally 

migrate when we go online? If a person was to exist almost exclu-

sively online, could we then say that they are the “deterritorialised 

par excellence”?15 

 This raises another question: do we have to be in a place 

for it be experienced as place? Lefebvre discusses theatrical 

space where bodies “pass from a ‘real’, immediately experienced 

space... to a perceived space - a third space which is no longer 

scenic or public” - both fictitious and real.16 This brings to mind 

the imaginary places that we create and occupy when reading a 

book, listening to music or sharing a telephone conversation. [fig. 

11] Foucault’s utopias or ‘other places’17 are “a sort of place that 

lies outside all places and yet is actually localizable.”17  If we con-

sider the telephone conversation: two participants, separated by 

geographic distance, each occupying their physical space how-

ever through the shared occasion of the conversation, do they 

also occupy the meta-place of the conversation?  

 Can we apply this theory of third-space or other place to 

time-delayed methods of communication such as e-mail or text 

messaging? If I send an e-mail to a friend who reads it 3 hours 

later, do my words project my presence into my friends perception 

of place at that time and consequently, perhaps for a split second, 

change the subjective nature of that place for my friend? Consid-

ering Deleuze’s statement that ‘a perception evokes memories’18 - 

my friend, perceiving my e-mail, it’s intent and message, is evoked 

meta-place & hybrid space
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to recall me, my face, my personality, our shared experiences and 

for a moment, the occasion of their place has changed. Howev-

er, without my knowledge of their experience, that place has no 

meaning for me. Thus, while we don’t have to be embodied, or 

even present, to influence, create or occupy a metaphysical place, 

awareness of the experience is key to it’s constitution as a place in 

our minds.

 In addition to our sensory practices, the construction 

of place is influenced and shaped by our moods and emotions. 

Crossley describes emotion as a ‘situated corporeal attitude, a 

way of being in relation to the world.’19 In other words, we do not 

inhabit space objectively - interactions with other sensuous bod-

ies may arouse feelings of love, disgust, fear, anxiety, desire, joy 

and so on.20 The emotional construction of place can simply be the 

way that we affiliate ourselves to a place and develop a sense of 

attachment through perhaps familiarity however we can also con-

stitute place through attitude.21 For example, opposing moods of 

enthusiasm and dread will likely provoke very different responses 

to a space leading to the constitution of two entirely different plac-

es in the minds of each user. In the case of cyberspace, Baralou 

and Shepherd suggest that an absence of trust creates an inabil-

ity to establish and maintain meaningful relationships.22 Another 

paradox revealed in the survey is that while the majority [52.6%] of 

respondents felt they could be ‘themelves’ online, 47% didn’t trust 

anyone else to be and a further 23% didn’t know if they trusted 

other people online. This leads me to tentatively conclude that we 

maintain an emotional indifference with online interactions – espe-

cially with those we have never met in real life.23
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 Virilio believes that we have simply replaced one distance 

with another - “as though the loss of the horizon of geographical 

perspective necessitated the establishment of a substitute hori-

zon – the artificial horizon of a screen.”24 Do we resist real and 

intimate connections in an effort to maintain a sense of privacy? 

Debord states: “This society which eliminates geographical dis-

tance reproduces distance internally as spectacular separation”.25 

Has a loss of trust simply rebuilt the walls that technology previ-

ously reduced? One survey respondent stated: “my neighbour has 

not to be my friend, he is my neighbour and i do not choose my 

neighbours. my (small) community is spread round the world…”26 

Perhaps it is simply that we have spread ourselves too thin and 

need to draw a line somewhere.

 A more recent phenomenon in cyberspace is it’s ability 

to merge our various real world identities – our schizophrenia is 

being diminished by the bringing together of our multifarious so-

cial groups. Tools such as facebook takes our segmented selves 

[home self, friend self, professional self, leisure self etc] and 

through it’s unfiltered sharing of data merges our identities into 

one [if we allow it to].27 On facebook, my ‘friends’ are real friends, 

work colleagues, student colleagues, lecturers, family, friends of 

friends, acquaintances who all see aspects of a self I may not have 

presented to them in reality. Virtuality has the potential to reveal 

reality… but in fact, virtuality reveals that often what we perceive 

as reality is actually, virtual.

meta-place & hybrid space
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fig. 12: Augmented Reality

top: Google Maps - Plymouth City Centre and Plymouth Hoe 

[Image Credit: Google, 2010]

bottom: Sat Nav 
[Image Credit: Autonational Rescue, no date]
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 “… the computer and the worlds it generates reveal that 

the world in which we live, the real world, has always been a space 

of virtuality. The real is saturated with the spaces of projection, 

possibility, and the new that we now designate as virtual in or-

der to keep them contained behind the glassy smoothness of the 

computer screen.”1

 We’ve already established a blurring of boundaries be-

tween physical and digital, real and virtual, presence and absence 

in the context of mobile internet enfolding cyberspace within real 

space. Another example of this is Sat Nav or Google Earth [fig. 12] 

which give us a virtual perspective on the physical world.2 The real 

world is digitised, augmented and fed back to us via the hyper-

reality of our digital interfaces. Cyberspace is literally being su-

perimposed on the physical places that we inhabit. How does this 

impact our perception of reality?

 Most things online are simply digital versions of reality – 

they are virtually real – but if we then consider the theories of De-

leuze, Baudrillard, Leibniz, Lacan, Plato3 - the reality of reality is 

questionable. Deleuze states: “Purely actual objects do not exist. 

temporal narratives
virtuality, reality... place?

temporal narratives
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fig. 13 - Monuments of Ireland
top: Dolmen [celtic megalithic tomb], Burren, Co. Clare [O’Donovan, 2005] 

centre: West of Ireland coastline, Co. Kerry [O’Donovan, 2009]

bottom: St. Patricks Day, Belfast [Belfast City Council, 2008]
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Every actual surrounds itself with a cloud of virtual images.”4 In 

other words, we only ever perceive the virtual face. For example, 

I am an actual yet everyday I surround myself with clouds of my 

virtual identities – therefore does anyone ever see or know the 

real me? What about in architecture? Does the marketed image 

of a place influence our expectations and subsequently our actual 

experience? 

 Collective memory has a particularly strong impact on 

the construction of place and identity. Simonsen states that place 

can be constituted through collective memory in two ways: ma-

terial (landscapes, monuments, memorials etc where we attach 

significance to tangible historic elements) and performative (fes-

tivals, rituals, ceremonies - where imagined cultural practices are 

enacted).5
 [fig 13] Lefebvre states that the ‘monument’ offers each 

member of society “an image of that membership… a collective 

mirror more faithful than any personal one”6 We are aware of the 

perceived memory of a place – whether told through history, sto-

ries, advertising – and thus we can imagine ourselves as part of 

that tale. From collective memory, we form place through a collec-

tive imagination. 

 However, what of places that we’ve never been to or have 

no personal significance? For example, I’ve never been to Ven-

ice but it is marketed as a romantic place and from the images 

portrayed and marketed, I can imagine myself there. The collec-

tive imaginations of Venice influence my perception of this far off 

place.  So when I visit, it is likely that my preconceptions, expecta-

tions and memories of my imaginations will act me towards expe-

riencing Venice as a romantic place. [fig. 14] De Certeau compares 

temporal narratives
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fig. 14: Romantic Venice
[Image Credit: Barbieri, N. 2005]
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imaginative place and reality-making to a palimpsest:

 “The memorable is that which can be dreamed about a 

place. In this place that is a palimpsest, subjectivity is already 

linked to the absence that structures it as existence and makes it 

‘be there’’7

 In other words, through our participation in the collective 

idea of a place, even if this no longer exists - we evolve it, su-

perimpose our subjective perspective of it and through sheer will 

power, we keep the place alive. Our realities are the products of 

projection, imagination, memory and perception.

 There are some theories on how we do this. Leibniz’s 

theory of monadology is, in short, a complex matrix sustained 

by individual monads each with it’s own unique perspective One 

monad is isolated in it’s knowledge and understanding, and works 

as a solitary force in driving forwards it’s own agenda and goals. It 

works from a limited and subjective perspective. However, a net-

work of monads – a monadology - each projecting their perspec-

tive of the universe create a singular interface – a virtuality. If we 

compare each of us to a monad, then as a collective, we sustain 

the virtuality/reality of the world and of cyberspace, through the 

projection of our own unique perspectives. This singular interface 

is reflected back to us and we subjectively reassess it, reconstruct 

our reality, project it back and so on. Reality, and thus place, is 

produced and is under continuous construction.

 However, Leibniz and Heim suggest that monads are 

completely isolated with no interaction between them which, if we 

temporal narratives
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fig. 15: Hyper-realities
top: Poundbury, Dorset [Image Credit: MarilynJane/Flickr, 2007]

bottom: Thames Town, China [Image Credit: Emergent Urbanism, 2009]
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are comparing monadology to the production of reality within our 

society, doesn’t account for the infinite number of interactions be-

tween ourselves that we know occur every second. On the other 

hand, Latour’s Actor Network Theory [ANT], inspired by monadol-

ogy,9 takes a much more social view of the networks that sus-

tain our world. Latour argues that everything – people, spaces, 

animals, ideas, objects, systems etc – are all part of a network, 

however within this are sub-networks and sub-sub-networks, and 

so on. All of these elements are actors, some more influential than 

others, but nonetheless each actor, no matter what their role, im-

pacts on our perception of reality. Rather than each actor as an 

isolated being influencing only the whole, ANT theorises that the 

production of reality is much more complex and intertwined.10

 

 For Baudrillard, the virtual today is a hyper-reality: “the 

generation by models of a real without origin or reality”11 and 

points to Disneyland as the epitome of this – a representation of 

an imaginary America of traditional family values – however for 

Baudrillard it’s no longer that simple - today Disneyland functions 

as a hyper-reality to mask that ‘the real is no longer real.’12 It is an 

enhanced hyper-reality that heightens it’s fantastic imaginary in 

order to conceal the virtuality of reality. 

 We could then consider the new urbanist towns of Cel-

ebration, Florida; Poundbury, Dorset or Thames Town, China in 

the same way – their perfection is a simulation of a nonexistent 

reality. [fig. 15] The new urbanist manifesto is perhaps a reaction-

ary response to what is perceived as the loss of place, however, 

it’s neo-traditional aesthetics suggest an identity crisis – and a 

forced return to neighbourhood and family values.13 This could be 

temporal narratives
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fig. 16: Place, in Time
a manifestation of nature’s spatio-temporal rhthyms
[Image Credit: Photoshop Textures.com 2007-2008}
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called deluded, a mockery of modernity but it could also be called 

truthful. It’s truth is that through pastiche and idealogy, it reveals 

that it is a simulation. It reveals that inhabitants are actors – willing 

participants in the delusion. And it reassures those who do not 

participate – ‘Thank goodness I live in the real world!’ 

 But, if Baudrillard is right, perhaps it is the rest of us who 

are deluded - there is no real world.14

 If reality is actually virtual, and has always been, then 

have we ever really engaged with a real place? If all we perceive 

is virtuality, then is our perception false, or somehow lacking? Is 

not perception simply our own subjective reality which to us is 

real - therefore, does the question of virtuality and reality make 

any difference? This clinging on to traditional place and values is 

understandable - they offer a sense of stability and permanence 

that perhaps our chaotic and nomadic lifestyle fails to provide. 

Perhaps, these simulations simply represent a real desire to recre-

ate and re-enact traditional place – but, then we have to question 

the integrity and honesty of society. What we need to recognise 

is a constant that may or may not be an actual place, but that is 

truthfully representative of our reality. 

 There are, however, constants within the ‘chaos’. De Cer-

teau describes how through physical and emotional practices, 

we appropriate space through movement and construct place 

through interaction:

 “the networks of these moving intersecting writings 

compose a manifold story that has neither author nor spectator, 

shaped out fragments of trajectories and alteration of spaces… 

temporal narratives
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fig. 17: Urban Rhythms
individual and collective narratives - spatio-temporal place-making 
[Image Credit: Neuhaus, 2009]
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their intertwining paths give their shape to spaces. They weave 

places together”15

 For Simonsen, these practices are narratives - ‘spatio-

temporal operations connecting future, past and present,’16 - a key 

element of which Lefebvre describes as interactions with other 

‘spatial bodies’ for whom the objective is ‘lived experience.’17 

However, if we then take into account ANT, these bodies could be 

sentient or non-sentient – or even non-spatial.18 These narratives 

with which we weave our lives and stories are often repetitive, and 

thus memory and imagination play a strong role in their re-enact-

ment. The scale of their temporality may vary from a seasonal or 

annual cycle [birthdays, holidays] to a daily repetition [daily com-

mute, sleeping, eating]. However, there is also a linear element to 

these narratives as outside of their cycles, there is a greater story 

(our lifetime) that continues until after death; which itself is within 

the even greater continuum that we are all a part of. These tempo-

ral repetitions and rituals allow us to place ourselves within time. 

Lefebvre refers to these cycles and repetitions as rhythms: “every 

rhythm possesses and occupies a spatio-temporal reality”19 how-

ever he also states: “a rhythm invests places, but it is not itself a 

place.”20 Rhythms are a part of place-making and help us to place 

ourselves - they are constants in our lives. 
 
[fig. 16] 

 

 The Urban Diary project by Fabian Neuhaus illustrates how 

narratives are effectively remapping the city on a small scale.21 
[fig. 

17] Through data collected by GPS plotting of the routine move-

ment of 20 volunteers in London, urban diary reveals two things. 

At the individual level, it illustrates the cyclical repetition of and 

imprinting of daily routine. It seems that despite our nomadic ten-

temporal narratives
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fig. 18: a familiar that we love to hate... and hate to love
Places such as Starbucks, McDonalds are a constant and a familiar place that we can recognise 
and identify with. No matter where we are, the food is the same and the etiquette is homogeneous. 
In the survey, there was a mixed response between hate and love for these globalised commercial 
places. [see appendix] As much as we love to hate globalisation due to it’s erosion of ‘place’, the 
success of Starbucks and McDonalds is evidence of another truth - their purpose as a place-
identifier and stabiliser for nomads.
[Image Credit: Zawyrucha, J. 2009 ]
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dencies, within this, we are creatures of habit and routine. Perhaps 

it is the transference of these habits and routines to new places 

that enable us to reconcile our nomadic tendencies with our need 

for stability – whether it’s the daily commute, the tv soaps that we 

plug into, or the online websites that we visit every day, if not every 

hour. Neuhaus states, “It is the power of the normal that brings 

stability and the routine that ensures security.”22 This is echoed in 

survey respondents to questions about habit where 76% said that 

they transferred certain rituals/routines to new places – however 

did adapt these rituals to fit to the new place. 63% said that they 

are attached to certain objects that they like to have with them 

whenever they move.23 The familiar is a constant that we can hold 

onto. [fig. 18]

 The next level of the Urban Diary map is the picture it 

builds of the city’s constantly renewing spaces and corridors. 

While, at an individual level, the lines represent the cycles and 

repetitions of our own lives, as a collective – it narrates a city’s 

story – the discourse of collective place-making. Again, we can 

refer to Latour’s theory of a subconscious, subsentient, interac-

tive dialogue between actors that forms an infrastructure for the 

construction of reality and place.24 
 

Barthes sums up this symbiotic dialogue best:

 “The city is a discourse and this discourse is truly a lan-

guage: the city speaks to its inhabitants, we speak our city, the 

city where we are, simply by living in it, by wandering through it, 

by looking at it.”25 

temporal narratives
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 The last two hundred years have seen great change in the 

way we relate to and engage with home, family, place, technology 

and society. I do not believe that the concept of place has been 

lost – it has, however, evolved with us as we adapted to the a new 

world order. Our identity, previously attached to home and place, 

is now defined by our activities and ambitions. Nomadism, both 

physical and meta-physical, is the result of our personal journey 

to realise those ambitions. Place has been replaced by an identity-

place, and it is the pursuit of this happiness that has become a 

constant in our lives. Within this great constant, smaller cyclical 

rituals act as a stabilising force and provide a sense of security 

within the greater continuum. 

 Our placemaking practices today must be considered dif-

ferently from traditional, anthropological concepts of place-mak-

ing. Firstly, we are continuously constructing place through initially 

our constructions of reality (by perception, imagination, memory 

and projection) which influences our spatial and place-making 

practices. Because of our nomadism, the places we create and 

occupy are often fleeting, fluid, dynamic – associated with a time 

conclusion
nomadic place?
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and situation in our lives. Secondly, some of the places we create 

are increasingly meta-physical or hybrid raising questions about 

presencing, privacy, embodiment and here and there. 

 Place-making today is simultaneously a subjective and 

collective palimpsest. We layer our experiences, perceptions, im-

aginations, ambitions, memories, stories continuously in the con-

struction of place. As our priorities and perspectives change, so 

our place-making practices shift to align more closely with our 

new path. Place today is less about permanence and longevity, 

and more about subjectively experienced moments and occa-

sions. Place has become temporal – even perhaps - nomadic. 

Place is evolving.
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Comments from Question 3

1. Family reasons and independence

2. needed to be in a place that was less frenetic and moneyed/selfish than the South of 
England

3. Firstly, “getting on the housing ladder” forces certain (cheaper) areas on most of us.

4. Secondly, we moved to North Wales in order to “live somewhere that was nicer than 
the South of England” (considered various locations too, but it had to be cheaper than 
where we were!)

5. Parents were in armed forces, and i joined armed forces as an adult.

6. Moved around as a child because of father’s occupation. Several flats as young adult, 
long period of living in same place whilst having a family and then decided to come to 
UK from NZ

7. various going to university, moving in with boyfriends/friends etc

8. First move to University. Thereafter short distance moves between various rented houses 
and eventually to our current bought house.orrect for me, but ‘choose to’ would apply 
here

9. i had a dream : living in hotels, as light as possible (just my coffer and my MacBook), 
moving around the world.

10. i have moved once because im a student, twice when younger for my parent’s own 
reasons

11. Moved to bigger houses and better locations

appendix: internet & place survey
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Comments from Question 5

1. Probably a mixture of both. I like to have certain things and have a lot of stuff, but have 
no problem getting rid of things either...

2. I am learning to placce less importance on material posessions though.

3. Record Collection

4. I often move with very little items. And then, over time, tend to regain the small few es-
sentials that i seem to want: the clock my mum gave me during the leaving cert that I 
need to have on my desk.... favourite books ... laptop, back-up drives...

5. I take everything with me, every time!

6. already answered ;-)

7. just books 
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Comments from Question 6

1. I mean small house with big garden, close to forest and fields (for walking) and not to far 
from the city with its infrastucture 

2. I did once live for six months (weekdays) in an old camper van when a new job took me to 
a new area, and I didn’t want to leap in to buy somewhere straight away in case it turned 
out that I didn’t like the job. 

3. Without prior training, I planned and designed a home that we had built and lived in for 
20 years. 

4. but live in a cottage with small mortgage, would love to have a cabin in a field

5. small holding where I can grow my food and keep animals with a little house/cottage

appendix: internet & place survey
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1. although my cottage in the Welsh hills will be a bespoke masterpiece one day :) 

2. function first, then looks. Warm and where you dont go with your shoes on so you can 
lay on floor comfortably everywhere you want (underfloor heated). Adaptable to seasons

3. already answered ;-)

4. I need a view...

5. my ideal home doesn’t need to house me or me belongings, it’s the state of mind of a 
place that feels comfortable - this could be as simple as a seat under a tree

6. a house in rural setting with good space, lots of natural light, big garden & lovely views ie 
sea\mountains [which i am lucky to have]
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Comments from Question 7

1. for me, the mix of historic and contemporary does have meaning. so i’m for answer 2, 
which is the same as 6, for me. 

2. I like the architecture to reflect the locality, but necesarily because of it being sustainable 
but because it tells you more about the kind of people that inhabit that space - doesnt 
matter whether it is contemporary or not though 

3. function n comfort first, modern inside to fit the purpose, if old on outside with meaning 
n history its even better but irelevant otherwise 

4. I like both old and new I don’t have a preferece as long as its good architecture. 

5. Would take option 6 here BUT with the additional - that the architecture is not primarily 
self-indulgently about the architects ego 

6. I liked to live in a tower in Paris La Defense. I liked to live in a 1000 years old stone house 
in Provence and a lot of other types 

7. An eclectic mixture - the world needs more variety and less standardisation

Comments from Question 8

1. they are disgusting corporate bastards stealing money from the poor and feeding people 
hurrendous shit

2. They are simply the product of effective marketing. You know what to expect, but it not 
that great and they are designed to stimulate your appetite and not make you so com-
fortable that you want to stay for a prolonged period - in my humble opinion.

3. Mostly I don’t like them, but it’s too simplistic to have a blanket hatred. If the planning 
rules force the frontage to be respectful to the locality, these places can be a valuable 
addition to an area. unfortunately, most places don’t seem to do this.

appendix: internet & place survey
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1. I like them in the town centres but don’t want them around in historic towns and villages. 
Local businesses are much better then.

2. I don’t go there.

3. I’m indifferent. In new place those companies offer you a range of well known services - 
no suprise there. But after living in certain area / city for some period I tend to visit local 
places, as these are much better, i.e. have more atmosphere, local artist scene, support 
communities better.

Comments from Question 9

1. I moved back to my home city and had to build again new relations as my old friend are 
not here anymore

2. Lived here all my life. I know a lot of people but never really engaged in the community.

3. engage as much as i have to, I live in a strange town

4. Initially somewhat engaged; not not at all

5. my neighbour has not to be my friend, he is my neighbour and i do not choose my 
neighbours. my (small) community is spread round the world however, i am more or less 
involved in local political life 

6. I noved around beween different countries (within Europe) and got engaged with local 
communities, but mutual acceptation and respect takes time. 

7. I used to move around so much *because of my parents job... I met and get incolved 
with a lot of people...
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Comments on Question 13

1. work

2. Research

3. I am a journalist/writer, so integral to my work

4. sell my own music

5. forums

6. I am a learning technologist and use the internet as part of my work

7. TV occasionaly

8. Work from home.

9. Finding information for my work.

10. work
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Comments from Question 14

1. Also effective for publicity

2. Rarely use. 

3. it is the one thing that stops you from completely re-starting a new life each time you 
move - you will always be connected to every place, however a sense of space, place 
and time becomes blurred when continued usage of this element occurs

4. a bit of a waste of time 

5. use once a day

6. skype is the tool i use most..........when i am online skype MUST be on...i use it for my 
worl.. to talk with friends...make calls...but addicted only to skype...for other social utili-
ties i only use facebook but this option “I log on regularly throughout the day.” matces 
best

appendix: internet & place survey
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Comments from Question 16

1. I have never been involved very much, but moving decreased my involvement much 
more than the internet 

2. Many of the social networks I am part of in ‘reality’ are manifest in ‘virtual’ sites such 
facebook or flickr. The has internet becomes a tool for expanding a certain sense of 
community whilst not necessarily becoming a formative aspect in the creation of these 
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senses.

3. The local community has limited shopping and entertainment facilities. Driving to a chain/
supermarket is my only other option for shopping. I prefer to support small independent 
internet companies instead. Socially and culturally no - still local

4. and am currently trying to reconnect in a visceral way...

5. It help in some respects as I keep up wth local news and activities using tthe internet. 
However I never spend long enough online to affect my desire to engage in the real 
world. 

6. Perhaps if there wasn’t the option of the internet, one might be obliged to seek informa-
tion, contact etc. in the local community.

7. hardly need to go to bookstore, bank, can communicate without meeting up with friends 
n others. if used excessively can eat up all ur time.

8. to some degree only

9. On the contrary. I gain information about activities accessible in place where I live, as 
my working area is located somewhere else. Internet helps me to combine virtuality with 
reality.

10. Internet enhances engagment with local community for me, as I often discover local 
events online.

Comments from Question 17

1. more especially when living in an area away from family

2. But however gaining knowledge of it from the internet allows me to appreciate it and 
therefore engage with it after. It is a portal of a easy pool of information in an instant. That 
is why it is so addicitive in this society of impatience and easy access.

3. It’s more a concious decision than a reduction of my ability.

4. to some degree only

5. There are needs that can be satisfied fully only by local community.

appendix: internet & place survey
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Comments from Question 18

1. Completely unrelated issues for me.

2. its just a tool, links with the world but u still want to have your own place identity to com-
pare with other parts of the world

3. don’t think it has anything to do with it.

4. To some extent yes - I do online banking entirely for example, so I do not feel need to 
visit my bank branch in the city centre. On the other hand my need / desire is not being 
reduced. Most iconic buildings, or lplaces are those with mostly no publicly commercially 
needed purpose whatsoever (Cranes in Belfast, Eiffel tower in Paris). Those generate 
revenue - of course, but I believe that most important role of being surrounded by local 
or iconic architecture is sense of identification.

5. But it does serve to make you aware of alternatives


