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CHAPTER 4 
  THE ANT FARM 

Overview 

As their communities are dispersed or dis-located, humans seek to 

coalesce in new ways, whether physical or virtual.  These processes must be 

described within the broader context of the power relations which shape them 

(Gupta 2003:322).  To that end, this chapter provides some history of the U.S. 

subsidiary of TechSoft, and describes the timing and rationale of decisions 

surrounding the construction of an Americas headquarters building.  Selection of 

the geographic location and construction site, building design, and even 

decisions about the interior were made in collaboration with executives at the 

parent company.  The decisions that were made reflect TechSoft’s core and 

periphery relations, but they also reflect the period in U.S. industry.  Nearly ten 

years later, this chapter describes the space and how it is used today.  However, 

the main purpose of this chapter is “not simply the building of buildings, but more 

significantly, the building of the social through buildings” (Burrell & Dale 

2003:177); that is, how the use of space reflects corporate priorities. 

A Brief History of U.S. Workspaces 

Workspaces in the United States have reflected not simply the available 

materials, but also the social norms and expectations of the period.  In the late 

1800s, corporate buildings were still made from masonry, so buildings were short 

by today’s standards (fifteen stories).  These buildings often had a central court 
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with a skylight and galleries on every level, because the use of natural light 

reduced the need for gas, which was both expensive and a fire hazard. The 

building structure made the corporate hierarchy evident, and provided a clear 

presentation outwards as well, with reception on the ground floor.  Places like 

Metropolitan Life employed more women then men, but women had a limited 

career trajectory since it was generally accepted that their primary focus was 

ultimately on family and not on career.  Women generally sat at shared tables in 

a large open space, and men sat at individual desks.  Only male clerks had 

phones, and men and women traveled through the building via separate 

entrances and different sets of stairs (Zunz 1990:112).  During this period, there 

was even a journal dedicated to explaining how to make decisions about the 

accessibility and placement of corporate departments.  Filing areas were handled 

by women, and needed to be publicly accessible.  Accounting on the other hand, 

was handled primarily by male clerks, and was to be placed in private offices 

(Zunz 1990:110).  

Construction of corporate headquarters during this period were 

characterized by the beginnings of the shift from manufacturing to a services 

economy, and marked “the ascendancy of the financial and administrative 

functions over the technical and productive” (Zunz 1990:112).  By the end of 

World War II, headquarters unified the worlds of production and consumption 

through headquarters space targeted at sales and marketing rather than 

manufacturing; “such postwar buildings reflect back the client’s desires through 
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the growing emphasis on marketing and image-creation” (Burrell & Dale 

2003:189-90).  

During the early 1990s in the U.S., industry focused on the need to 

harness individual innovation and team collaboration to ensure corporate 

success.  There was a concern that existing work environments didn’t make this 

kind of flexibility possible.   

After having downsized, reengineered, customer-focused, 
shattered old hierarchical structures and reorganized work around 
teams – all the things that were supposed to make companies more 
responsive and competitive – corporations … aren’t getting the 
results they expected.  They are, quite literally, running into walls, 
because the new work styles don’t work in buildings designed for 
the old top-down corporation (Hamilton et al 1996). 

The redesign of corporate workspace was a subject of popular press articles in 

trend-following magazines like Fast Company and Wired.  The intense focus on 

these issues is further evidenced by groups like the R&D Workplace 

Performance Consortium, which was created by select high tech firms in Silicon 

Valley exclusively to focus on issues of workplace design and employee 

productivity.   From all quarters, a host of experts converged to help design and 

configure corporate space in accordance with new corporate values and 

priorities.  In particular consultants with a strong knowledge of human behavior 

and organization (Hamilton et al 1996) were engaged, including anthropologists.   

In 1995, a survey showed that these Alternative Workplace Strategies 

(AWS) were being implemented in varying degrees by 83% of companies 

(Hamilton et al 1996).  Whether it was simply issuing laptops instead of desktops 
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to enable employees to work at home, or whether it was more radical changes 

like the formal introduction of telecommuting, the cost savings (particularly from a 

facilities perspective) made it easy to justify, though cost of the virtual 

infrastructure was not always completely understood (Berger 1999).  These 

alternative strategies included services like ‘hoteling,’ which involves giving 

workers laptops, cell phones, and no assigned workspace, while providing them 

the ability to book offices and or conference rooms if they are on site.  Other 

AWS services included a concierge to help with dry-cleaning and other 

outsource-able family chores.  Services like the concierge were targeted at 

families with two working parents, and were rationalized because they enabled 

employees to commit more time to work.  In general, new spaces were supposed 

to demonstrate the firm’s commitment to fun and overall health and well-being, 

as in the following article:  

Over the last several years, countless employees have plunged into 
the new economy looking for a friendlier and more satisfying 
workplace.  Table hockey, foosball and pets at work were hallmarks 
of the new readiness to mix work and play.  These changes, along 
with coffee bars and casual Fridays, greeted the young, eager 
workforce as they performed jobs that they would have never had 
the change to do in the old economy (Rush 2001:1).   

Management was sending the message that the company would help employees 

maintain a good work-life balance. At the same time, they sought to blur the 

boundaries between work and play – both to infuse the workplace with creative 

energy and to encourage employees to stay at the office.  The discourse of 

workplace and commitment to work is filled with metaphors of home and family, 
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which Foucault outlines in an essay entitled “Governmentality”; he describes how 

ensuring the economy of the state begins with “exercising towards its inhabitants 

… a form of surveillance and control as attentive as that of the head of a family 

over his household and his goods” (1997:207).    

 And in fact, the ‘new’ work environments and mores of the dot-com era 

were simply ways to further optimize work and create a more totalizing form of 

discipline through workspace.  Take for example this essay: 

The workplace is not just about cubes or offices.  It is about the 
appropriate combinations of space, protocols, technology and tools 
that support the nature of work and keep employees productive, 
satisfied and loyal (Rice & Mitchell-Ketzes 2002). 

In fact, the messages of community and increased productivity are interwoven in 

all discussions of space.  Research efforts on corporate space focused on work 

practices and social interaction, and how these might be impacted by the 

corporate architecture; very conscious design decisions were made as a result.  

Kitchenettes provide a service and even free drinks and snacks to employees, 

and intimate seating areas enable employees to have impromptu meetings when 

they encounter each other. For example, elevators were discouraged because 

they shut down conversation, and so elevators were replaced with stairs or 

escalators because that was thought to foster dialogue between employees 

(Hamilton et al 1996:3).  At the same time, the open space encourages both peer 

surveillance and self-regulation by employees, who, because of their visibility, 

are discouraged from gossiping or attending to personal tasks at their desks.  In 
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other words, regardless of its design, the workspace where the working subject 

resides is a place of discipline.  And while these mechanisms of control may take 

on some new forms in a computer-mediated context, the corporate objectives 

remain very much the same. 

The Ant Farm 

 Near the conclusion of my dissertation research, I met with a former 

TechSoft executive, a gentleman whom I’ll call Martin, who was actively involved 

in decisions about the headquarters location and design.  The material in the 

following section is based largely on my meeting with him, as well as the related 

stories that appeared in newspapers and journals as the headquarters building 

neared completion. 

 In the late 1980s, TechSoft was more than ten years old and was ready to 

grow beyond the local market it had established for itself in Europe. And so 

global TechSoft executives sent four senior engineers to the United States, to 

assess the possibility of collaborating on some new software development with a 

consulting firm and some prospective customers in the Rust Belt.  After a bumpy 

start in Chicago, the small team used some personal relationships to locate and 

borrow some temporary office space on the Eastern seaboard, though not in an 

area that was particularly known for high tech.  As the company gained some 

success in the region, the small team grew quite rapidly.  By the early 1990s the 

market for business software had exploded, in part because of the overall 

demand for office automation and efficiency through computing technology.  
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During the late 1990s, the growth of TechSoft was also spurred by widespread 

fears about ‘Y2K.’  These were concerns that outdated ‘legacy’ systems would 

conflate data from 1900 with data from 2000 since the design of many software 

programs had not considered the need for four digits in the year field. 

 At this point in TechSoft history, there was still some question about where 

the North American headquarters for TechSoft should be.  There was some 

desire on the part of the founders and the governing Board to establish a 

presence in one of the two major high tech hubs, either the Route 128 corridor 

near Boston, or in Silicon Valley near its closest competitors.  But the company 

grew in size so quickly that it became more and more difficult to consider the 

relocation of so many employees, and the potential disruption to the business.  In 

retrospect, because it was not a center for high tech, it was harder to find 

employees yet much easier to keep them, as there was much less risk of 

poaching by competitors; as the dot-com boom resulted in waves of employee 

departures, the executives were relieved to have a somewhat captive labor 

market.   

 By the time discussions on the headquarters began in earnest, there were 

several TechSoft offices in the West, one each in the South and Midwest, and 

four buildings in the Northeast.  The same model that the global company used 

to manage the U.S. subsidiary was used to manage each of these regions.  Each 

region managed their own P&L (profit and loss statement) and was an 
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independent functioning organization with a small corporate staff.1  In the 

Northeast, TechSoft America had leased four office buildings in an economically 

depressed area outside a major city and near an international airport.  All four 

offices were bursting at the seams, and the executive team was also concerned 

because the arrangement was expensive, not cohesive for the staff, and it was “a 

competitive disadvantage to not be able to show [TechSoft] might and muscle.”  

So, in close collaboration with the global executive team, U.S. management 

began a multi-year effort to locate an appropriate construction site. 

 Early on, there was an attempt to work with the local mayor on a high tech 

zone near the existing leased space.  The proposal was that TechSoft America 

would be a founding member of what would become a much larger revitalization 

effort and high tech campus in the area.  All parties thought the location and the 

collaborative possibilities were very appealing, but in the end the taxes were 

prohibitive.  The effort was abandoned, but the negotiation efforts had used 

precious time and an alternate solution was now almost desperately required.  

The proposed headquarters building had already been designed and leases were 

due to expire on several of the facilities housing TechSoft employees.   

In the end, several possible locations presented themselves.  One was the 

purchase of part of an industrial park that had been recently subdivided.  The 

location, while well removed from the airport, was suburban and beautiful, and 

                                            
1 In the late 1990s, increased centralization was attempted with the goal of eliminating 
redundancies and reducing expenses.  But for a variety of reasons the centralized model did not 
work, and over time the company has returned to an organizational model that is much closer to 
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allowed for the construction of the building as it had been design and approved 

by TechSoft global executive team.  Upon visiting the site, the founders 

articulated that the proposed location resonated with their vision for the corporate 

culture of the company.  There was the additional benefit that the existing owner 

had space that TechSoft could lease for those employees who were working in 

buildings where the leases were expiring.  The employees in the old leased 

space continued to be frustrated by the close quarters, but the executive team 

discovered a newfound tolerance once the new headquarter plan was unveiled.   

Martin and his colleagues believed that the headquarters building design 

would “fundamentally drive behavior.” But they also recognized that they didn’t 

want to be too specific, because company goals and needs would surely evolve 

– even just in the time it took to find the site, design the building, construct it, and 

move in.  The planning and design team nonetheless tried to use the space to 

make a conscious statement about the company they wanted TechSoft to be. 

The executive team in Europe was actively engaged in decisions about 

the US site, building design, and even the office furniture selection.  Early on, 

some of furniture for training centers and conference rooms was actually shipped 

from Europe for use in the U.S. offices. In Europe, formal legislation dictates 

minimum office standards, including the requirement in some countries that all 

employees work in natural light.  At TechSoft’s global headquarters, this was 

accomplished by putting all employee offices on the outside perimeter of the 

                                                                                                                                  
the original decentralized one.  These developments and the rationalization behind them will be 
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office buildings.  The standard configuration was for each of these offices to 

house four desks, facing away from each other to the four walls or windows.   

The challenge of designing interior space is that large blocks of work 

areas are cheaper to construct, and the desire for daylight requires open floor 

plans.  But at the same time, smaller spaces create more intimate working 

environments and thus foster social cohesion (Wells 1972:98).  In the U.S. at the 

time, office standards typically called for very high cubicle walls.  The decision-

makers at TechSoft decided to retain the walls for privacy, while at the same time 

lowering them to make the space more open and light.  This was based in part 

on what Martin described as an ‘egalitarian kick,’ where one executive had 

entirely knocked cubicle walls down in some of the leased offices.   

The interior space is one of the major expenses of the building, so in the 

new TechSoft space they made a decision not to give traveling employees 

(which was nearly half of those based in the area) assigned workspaces, but 

rather a workspace available on an as-needed basis.  Spaces would be identical 

for all employees and executives, to ensure that the space was democratic and 

flexible to accommodate growth and shuffling of teams.  The ideas was that 

anyone could plug into a desk anywhere in the building and have the same 

amenities – same cube design, phone, network access, good light, easy access 

to printer and other things.  Interestingly, some have argued that homogeneous 

looking space encourages employees to strive for competitive differentiation 

                                                                                                                                  
discussed at greater length in another chapter.   
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(Nash 1979:422), though it is not clear to me that this is particularly the case at 

TechSoft, since workers sitting in adjacent cubicles are not necessarily working 

on similar tasks. 

In keeping with the design research of the period, there are few elevators 

in the headquarters, with the goal of encouraging people to interact while 

traveling through stairways and halls.  In fact, the entire space is designed to 

encourage socializing and the exchange of ideas – everything from the shared 

cafeteria, to an auditorium for local events, to booth seating at the coffee shop, to 

comfortable seating by the windows in the regularly placed kitchenettes.  Private 

space was also provided in the form of conference rooms, to be used on an as-

needed basis and booked through a publicly accessible reservation system using 

TechSoft software. 

The building is designed with an intimate relationship to the outside space.  

In an interview with the local paper, the architect said that the mirrored surface 

reflected the surroundings, and that the green glass allowed light to pass through 

easily.  He hoped that people walking along the one great hallway on the inside 

would feel that they were walking on the edge of a park.  The three-story high 

atrium hallway runs the length of the building, and the solarium cafeteria further 

ensures that everyone gets a view outdoors. The narrowness of the building 

allows natural light to flow into each workspace.   

Martin described their intent as “a child’s ant farm, a glass box housing an 

ant colony, to describe the eye-catching view outsiders will get through the atrium 
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glass on the building’s north side”.  The team wanted to ensure that there was an 

impression of activity.  The hope was that if a second building was constructed, 

employees could see each other in opposite buildings and still feel that energy 

and sense of community.    

The Campus 

The route from the international airport to the TechSoft campus is a 

combination of highway and more rural roadways.  From the airport complex, 

there is a short spell on a massive eight-lane interstate, and then a brief stint on 

an always-congested interchange.  And then the drive weaves more gently 

through suburban neighborhoods, with large houses set back from the road on 

wooded lots, and an occasional semi-commercialized neighborhood like the one 

surrounding TechSoft America headquarters.   

The suburban campus2 is several hundred acres in size.  It was originally 

a girls’ school, and a small grouping of beautiful stone ‘cottages’ harkens back to 

the days when it was an academic campus. The cottages have since been 

renovated, modernized, and connected to TechSoft’s network for use by visitors 

and senior management traveling on business from other regions or parts of the 

                                            
2 I have been curious about the reasons that corporations moved from metropolitan areas to 
large suburban industrial parks, also often described as corporate campuses.  From the Latin, it 
means a field or lawn that is devoid of trees; these spaces were used for military exercises, and 
later for large public buildings.   Also related to campagna, which denotes a field in the 
agricultural sense.   According to the Oxford English Dictionary, campus later came to refer to the 
space between buildings at a college or university.  However, I have struggled to locate any 
literature that describes the move of corporate headquarters from their metropolitan beginnings to 
suburban space.  The socio-economic and political reasons for this (might be very region-specific 
but) would present an interesting opportunity for further study. 
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U.S.. The school staff invested time and energy in developing an arboretum feel 

to the surroundings, so massive old trees have been well maintained and 

labeled, and carefully constructed landscaping has been developed in the areas 

that are the most frequently trafficked.  When the school closed, the campus was 

purchased by a company which, before selling the property to TechSoft, turned 

the acreage into an industrial park by constructing several office buildings.   

The campus is clearly demarcated from its neighborhood by a white fence.  

The lawns are neatly maintained, and lush trees and bushes present a massive 

wall of greenery that gives a fortress feel to the campus.  Visitors can follow the 

fence to any one of three entrances, all of which have gates that are 

electronically controlled.  Two of the gates are guarded by security officers during 

the day, and in the evening access by car is limited to those who have a campus 

pass.  The main gate has a massive white sign with the company’s name and 

logo.  In smaller letters underneath the names of the other companies are also 

listed.  During the day, access to the campus is by wave-through for employees 

with a window sticker.  Visitors must register their cars at the gate to receive a 

temporary parking pass, and then also provide additional information to security 

officers in the buildings in order to receive access to offices.   

From the security gate, the view up the gentle slope is of the southern 

face of TechSoft’s headquarters building.  A sidewalk parallels the small 

roadway, and both bring visitors past the length of the building to an intersection 

where employees and visitors can choose to navigate towards one of TechSoft’s 
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three buildings, the other company on campus, the cottages, or one of the many 

parking garages and lots.  Both the road and the sidewalk are well lit in the 

evenings and during inclement weather, and offer a walk on campus as an 

alternative for those that have the time, or who prefer exercise to the campus 

shuttle. 

The view from the main parking garage is towards the main building, 

which is three stories high, two blocks long, and less than one hundred feet wide.  

It is constructed of large panels of slightly mirrored dark blue-green glass.  One 

roadway leads in a U-shape to the front of the building, where a large fountain 

functions as the point of exclamation on the massive structure that extends in 

front of it.  

From the north side the building appears to have a slight crescent shape.  

Inside this arch, gravel walking paths have been planted with trees and flowers, 

and benches have also been provided.  In the morning, during lunch hours, and 

in the evening, there is a fair amount of pedestrian traffic at the main entrance 

near the fountain.  But with the exception of some employees who are regular 

runners, the walking trails get limited usage, perhaps because most employees 

seldom take breaks to take advantage of these facilities, or perhaps because 

those using the trails are clearly visible to those inside, making private jaunts 

publicly visible. 

The Glass Palace 
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The roadway and sidewalks lead to the building’s main entrance under a 

smoked glass and steel awning.  The entranceway is four doors across, two sets 

of two doors, all glass.  The hinges are at the top and bottom of the doors, which 

give the appearance that the doors are somehow detached or suspended.  

Despite this airy appearance, the doors are nonetheless very heavy and require 

quite a bit of force on the handle, a round, brushed, stainless steel bar that runs 

across the width of the door.   

Once inside a second set of doors, the foyer is a bright, open, and airy 

space, though filled with echoes from the marble floor and glass walls. This 

entrance area is open from the ground floor to the roof three stories up, and is 

the point of entry for customers and employees alike.3  The open style of the 

foyer continues the length of the building; nearly one third of the building width is 

open from the ground floor to the roof, providing a walkway on the ground floor, 

and room for staircases to subsequent floors.  The remaining width of the 

building is used for workspace.  

There is a reception desk that always has a large bouquet of fresh flowers, 

and to the right side of the desk, a small grouping of black leather sofas provides 

a waiting area for visitors.  A two-story glass wall behind the reception desk 

supports an enormous screen, on which TechSoft television commercials, print 

advertisements, and welcome messages for customers are displayed.  Behind 

                                            
3 Martin said that there was a very conscious choice to bring customers and employees together 
at one entrance.  This was to serve as a constant reminder to employees about organizational 
priorities, while at the same time giving customers a feel for the daily energy of TechSoft.  A 
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the reception desk there is a hallway, and on the far side of that hallway is an 

office space enclosed in smoked glass, where security officers monitor campus 

activity from a bank of television monitors.  Past the reception desk toward the 

length of the building, employees and registered guests pass by the Training 

reception desk, a security officer, and through a turnstile with a beep of their 

badge into the main office space.   

Past the turnstiles, each grouping of cubicles or ‘cubes’ is named 

alphabetically, beginning with the letter A and ending with the letter T on the third 

floor.  These groupings of cubicles and meeting rooms are named for real 

neighborhoods in the metropolitan area nearby.  The ‘neighborhood’ is 

comprised of sixty-four cubicles, two cubicles back to back, four deep for a 

grouping of eight.  The grouping of four evokes the conventions of the global 

offices.  Four such clusters are placed on each side of the building, separated by 

a walkway lined with file cabinets, printers, and fax machines, and strewn with 

unclaimed printouts.  Each grouping is also peppered with plants that are 

maintained by contract staff whose quiet occasional presence is nearly invisible 

in the midst of other office activity. 

In addition to cubicles and shared equipment like printers and fax 

machines, each neighborhood has several conference rooms, which are named 

beginning with the same first letter of the alphabet.  These conference rooms are 

reserved through an online system that uses TechSoft software.  Employees log 

                                                                                                                                  
separate service entrance was established beneath the garage, so that delivery vehicles would 
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in to the system using their employee identification number and a password, and 

they are able to book rooms up to one year in advance.  Because of the building 

layout by alphabet, nearby rooms are easily identified in the system.  Despite this 

publicly available reservation system, there is still a fair amount of ‘squatting’ that 

goes on in these rooms, and occasionally meeting organizers have to bump 

colleagues from reserved space.  In addition, because the open floor plan 

provides limited privacy for management activity, many of the rooms have been 

pulled from the system, and used for office space.  These rooms usually have 

printed signs placed on the door (and sometimes locks) indicating that the room 

is not available for general use. 

Just inside the turnstile in the first neighborhood, the desks are almost 

entirely ‘virtual cubes.’  These are left unassigned so that traveling employees 

(primarily consultants) have use of a cubicle and a company telephone while they 

are in the office.  Sales staff based in the are have assigned cubicles.  While 

consulting managers based near headquarters have assigned cubicles in this 

space, it is unusual to see a consultant at the same desk for more than a day or 

two. Consultants come to the Glass Palace4 between assignments, to meet with 

their manager for performance reviews, or to attend training. The time that these 

revenue-generating employees spend on campus is not usually billed to 

                                                                                                                                  
not mar the appearance of the main entrance. 
4 This appears to be a reference to the Deere & Company headquarters building, which was 
studied at length by Edward and Mildred Hall (1975).  Deere employees alternatively called the 
building the Rust Palace or the Crystal Palace, depending on whether they found the architecture 
agreeable or not. An TechSoft consultant referred to the headquarters building as the Glass 
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customers, so a sparsely populated virtual workspace is the sign of a healthy 

consulting practice at TechSoft.  

With the exception of papers left behind by previous visitors, the virtual 

cubicle space at the TechSoft Americas headquarters building is bare, devoid of 

family pictures or other personalization.  But for employees who regularly work in 

the office and have assigned cubicles, it is common practice to claim the cubicle 

by personalizing it, either through the hanging of frequently used documents, 

photographs, pictures drawn by children, or the occasional poster-sized print of a 

favorite company ad.  Because the space is so bright, some employees have and 

care for plants at their desks.   

The company runs a number of conferences every year; a few of these 

events are for employees, but most are intended to draw in, educate, and sell to 

customers.  Sales and presales staff usually travel several days per week, they 

attend these and industry events on a regular basis, as the revenue they 

generate more than covers the cost of their travel.  But for the most part, it is the 

technical staff supporting these events who keep the admissions badges hanging 

at their desk, each one symbolizing a rare trip out of town, an especially late 

night of system configuration and support, or another critical event survived.   

About two thirds of the way down the length of the building on the ground 

floor is a small coffee shop, also staffed by the contract food staff.  Employees 

can purchase espresso beverages, pastries, fruit, and other light snacks. The 

                                                                                                                                  
Palace, giving the impression that the building was for the company’s elite, and not for those like 
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sounds of grinding coffee and frothing milk is one of the many sounds that 

permeates the building throughout the day, as the open architecture and building 

materials permit the noise to flow throughout the building. Occasionally people 

hold small work meetings at the tables and chairs in the shop itself, or on the 

stools by the windows overlooking the walking trails on the north side of the 

building. 

Continuing down the length of the ground floor, one conference room 

facing the hallway has been permanently reserved as a Wireless Shop, where 

employees can pick up cell phones and pagers, have them serviced, or raise 

questions regarding services and billing.  Nearing the far end of the building is 

the travel services group, which has a contractual relationship with TechSoft’s 

purchasing department to provide air, rail, hotel, and car reservations for 

employees in the United States.  These reservationists are supplemented by a 

remote, national call center that supports other time zones and off-hour 

emergencies.   

In the last grouping of cubicles before the gym is the Information 

Technology (IT) Field Support Group, one piece of the larger organization that 

resides in another building on the main campus.  IT Field Support staff provide 

onsite support for employer-issued laptops and desktops, as well as the local file 

and print servers.  They accept walk up appointments in addition to servicing the 

                                                                                                                                  
him. 
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tickets which are dispatched to them via the IT help desk database and, in urgent 

cases, via pager. 

The gymnasium is at the very west point of the building, and so has glass 

on three sides.  Employees can join for a monthly fee, and take advantage of 

state of the art equipment and knowledgeable staff from seven in the morning 

until eight in the evening, with shorter hours on the weekend.  These staff are 

paid as part of an TechSoft contract with a health services provider.  Employees 

who are not members of the gym can still take advantage of the foozball and 

ping-pong tables in the gym lobby, and regardless of membership status, 

employees can pay for spa services like massage.   

At the east end of the building opposite the gym, the seating area for 

cafeteria on the ground floor is open all the way to the roof, with glass on three 

sides.  A patio curves around the outside of the cafeteria, with seating available 

in all but the winter months. Employees can purchase breakfast or company-

subsidized lunch, and then the cafeteria closes for the day after lunch ends at 

two o’clock.  Employees come through in the morning to pick up breakfast, 

though few eat breakfast in the cafeteria. The neighborhood surrounding the 

campus offers few options for food, as a result, for those employees that work in 

the office and have the time, the cafeteria is a common place to catch up with 

colleagues from other departments, and those from other buildings who walk or 

take the shuttle to the main building for lunch.  It is unusual for employees to 
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spend a full hour consuming lunch; it is much more common to see people 

packing their lunch into take-out containers for consumption at their desks. 

Above the ground floor kitchen is the seating and kitchen area for another 

cafeteria on the second floor.  This second floor cafeteria is adjacent to 

classrooms and cubicles for training administrators, instructors, and some 

systems support staff; it is used exclusively for customer attending training, and 

for instructors teaching.  Most corporations are very cognizant of their intranets 

as sources of proprietary information, and TechSoft is no exception.  Students 

attend classes in TechSoft offices, but the classrooms are in a part of the building 

that does not require access with a badge.  The classrooms are set up on a 

separate network that is disconnected from the rest of the TechSoft office in 

which it resides.  This provides the necessary protection from intrusions by overly 

curious students, but at the same time, it means that TechSoft instructors are in 

the office at yet at the same time not connected to the company’s core systems; 

they are in the office and yet still on the periphery.   The remainder of the second 

floor has groupings of cubicles separated by conference rooms, walkways with 

shared printers and faxes.  The space is bright, and the grey and blue cubicles 

are punctuated with an assortment of potted plants. 

On the third floor over the Training rooms are demonstration rooms, where 

sales and presales staff bring customers for onsite presentations.  In addition to 

the demo rooms and the executive dining area, the third floor also houses all the 

executive offices, Northeast Sales and Presales staff, the Legal department, and 
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other aspects of the business that are deemed most critical to senior 

management.  The executive dining area overlooks the employee dining area on 

the ground floor.  This space was originally intended for executives to use when 

entertaining customers, but today the executives eat on the third floor regardless 

of whether they are entertaining or not; this is a big change from what was 

originally intended by the design team.  As with the training area, the east portion 

of the third floor is separated from employee offices by a glass door.  Employees 

can pass freely with use of their badge, but it is not possible for customers 

attending training or demos to walk through to the employee office area 

unattended.  This same mechanism is used to lock the human resources, legal 

department, and executive area during non-working hours. 

When the building was constructed, the third floor had an open floor plan, 

and it was thus common to executives circulating, talking with one another, and 

moving between meetings.  It has a broad appeal with the employee base in 

terms of giving a feeling of management accessibility (whether real or perceived).  

Over time, many of the conference rooms on the floor were claimed as private 

offices by senior management, as there was some concern about the ability to 

maintain confidentiality of information with the open floor plan.  Global senior 

management had appointed a European as the CEO of TechSoft America, and 

he was not comfortable with the open floor plan.  While he was in office he had a 

wall built around a group of cubicles and meeting rooms, with access via glass 

doors and employee badge - for people with the correct authorizations.  The wall 
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was built almost overnight, and it came at a time when the dot-com craze was 

becoming the dot-com bust.  There was growing tension about the economy in 

general and company performance in particular, and with this a sense of unease, 

concern, and uncertainty permeated the office atmosphere.  Employees dubbed 

the new construction the Berlin Wall.  Some executives spoke openly about their 

concern with the new arrangement, but practicality and desire for privacy quickly 

outpaced the desire for a more integrated workspace.  This sort of stratified 

response (appreciation by more senior staff, dissatisfaction by employees) is 

fairly common when workspace is re-arranged in this way (Hatch 1990:130-32).   

Neither Martin nor any of the other executives who originally designed the 

space are still employed at TechSoft.  But their hope had been that regular 

contact with employees would give the impression of less hierarchy, making the 

executive team appear more accessible.  At the same time, it would keep the 

executives in touch with the employee base.  But the reality is that spatial 

relations may in fact obscure power relations (Baldry et al 1998).  For example, 

while the original building design called for a consistent cubicle layout, executives 

still had assigned parking spots in the garage, closest to the main building 

entrance, and executives who were not from the area were shuttled to and from 

the airport by private car service.   

While the workspace is open and bright, the personal space is not private 

space.  Cubicle design was surely intended to keep employees aware of each 

others’ activities; I know that in my daily workday I am very cognizant of the 
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comings and goings of the colleagues in my immediate surroundings.  The space 

is anchored by women working in administrative support roles, who are usually 

assigned to the corner cubicles within a grouping of cubes.  If they are supporting 

executives in the office, these staff are at their desks during regular working 

hours; expectations are that they will be available by eight-thirty at the latest, and 

in the office until at least five-thirty, though those supporting the most senior 

executives often work much longer hours.  Most of the people who sit near me 

are in revenue-generating positions, and as a result, many of them keep very 

varied schedules with fifty percent or more of their time spent on the road.  For 

the most part, my schedule and duties are dictated by my most current project, 

and the activities of those around me – even my team members – do not impact 

my decisions on when I come in or leave for the day, how long a lunch I take, 

and so on. There is no time clock, and certainly no stated expectations about 

working hours.  In fact, I have been told that as long as my work gets done, no-

one will question my work hours.   However, there is nonetheless a keen 

awareness about who comes in and when, how long they stay, and so on.  If 

people go home and log on after work, or if they work at home, it is not 

uncommon to check the time stamp on email to see when people are working.  

I do find the lack of private space frustrating at times.  During a period 

when I was tending to a prolonged family emergency, I found myself ducking into 

conference rooms to use the phone, or hiding in an unused demonstration room 

where I could address family matters in private.  I also often see people strolling 
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away from their desks on cell phones, standing near the railing so that the details 

of their conversation are obscured by hallway traffic or the sounds of the coffee 

shop below.    

Telecommuting 

By the 1980s, 87% of large firms and 32% of small firms had a local area 

network (LAN) to network within offices, and many had wide-area networks 

(WANs) to network between offices as well (Greenbaum 1995:109).  These 

technologies enabled offices and workers to be increasingly dispersed, which in 

turn made way for a varied configuration of virtual workgroups and offices, and 

new work environments including the home office (Greenbaum 1995:124).  The 

U.S. Congress report on the Automation of America’s Offices indicated that the 

trend towards home-based work is strongest in the United States (1985: 196).   

I think it must always seem like a luxury at first - equipment at home, and 

company-paid Internet access, and not having to commute.  In fact, for a brief 

moment, it seems that the liminal space of the home office might be at the 

borderlands of disciplinary practices, providing the possibility for better work-life 

balance, and maybe even new forms of resistance.  That is, if you can consider 

multi-tasking on work and personal life (like doing laundry during conference 

calls) a form of resistance.   

Perhaps because it has become an increasing reality, telecommuting has 

also become a growing topic of interest in the popular press.  But the opportunity 

to work from home signals different things to different people.  It could mean the 
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ability to control the work environment (increased quiet, less interruptions), 

reduced commute time, less childcare concerns, and so on.  For example, 

Wacjman (1991) argues that men work from home while women work at home.  

What she is describing is a situation where women who work at home may be 

disadvantaged because they often have responsibility for maintaining the 

household and caring for children in addition to their work.  Thus, while working 

at home may resolve childcare issues, it may also provide a wealth of 

distractions that reinforce the difficult balance between household responsibilities 

and work outside the home for women. 

In some cases, employees may feel so appreciative about working at 

home that they push hard to demonstrate their productivity in order to retain the 

privilege, and may actually work extra hours, rationalized by not having to 

commute, and so on.  From the Office of Technology Assessment report, it is 

clear that the government has some concerns about the inability to enforce labor 

standards in these contexts, and that this poses a potential risk to predominantly 

female clerical workers.  However, it is recognized that few working even under 

difficult conditions would be willing to relinquish their current work arrangements 

(1985: 190, 208), even though in some cases workers at home are paid less 

(1985: 196).  

The report identifies three different kinds of home-based work.  The first is 

professional employees who work at home sporadically, the second is for 

businesses that may be in start-up mode or cannot afford the overhead of a 
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separate office space, and the third is that the home office is the primary office 

for employees (often clerical workers) who may work for one company but 

seldom make it to a company office.  The report says that those “who are 

enthusiasts for home-based work usually discuss it in terms of the first two 

images, the privileged worker and the entrepreneur.  Those who oppose it are 

likely to speak mostly of the last, the woman struggling to juggle two or more full-

time responsibilities.” (1985: 190).   

Generally, employees working at home must be easily accessible in case 

they are needed. This may involve carrying a cell phone or a pager, which may 

ultimately result in being available after business hours as well.  As my computer 

starts up, I am greeted by a splash screen with the company logo, and once the 

system has fully booted, my computer’s desktop is a company ad that has 

recently appeared in the New York Times and the Financial Times.  When I am 

not using my computer, the screen saver cycles through other ads from the same 

recent campaign.  When using the TechSoft network, employees are warned that 

they are being monitored, though few people seem to pay much attention to 

these warnings.  The network logon warning screen at TechSoft does not appear 

when I am in the office, but it does comes up regardless of whether I am at home 

(on a high speed connection) or on the road (using a phone line).  It says that the 

company 

… monitors employees’ network usage from time to time as a 
protection of TechSoft’s legitimate business interests.  By logging 
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onto the TechSoft network, you consent to such monitoring and 
acknowledge your awareness of it. 

Most of the messages that announce this type of surveillance appear in dialog 

boxes that are quickly passed through during startup, but the statement clearly is 

that working away from the office does not mean being removed from the 

obligations of the company and its goals.  In fact, companies permit 

telecommuting precisely because increased productivity and employee 

satisfaction has been demonstrated.  These surveillance technologies are only 

one of many corporate practices that ensure the self-management of remote 

employees; the role of socio-technical systems has already been discussed, and 

the role of corporate discourse and other technologies will be explored at greater 

length in subsequent chapters of the dissertation.   

Every assignment of space has meaning in the corporate context; in fact, 

even the empty spaces have significance, as with the virtual cubes for 

consultants.  When one technical manager was relieved of his team and 

responsibilities, he worked alone in his neighborhood for several months.  He sat 

at one of the few occupied cubicles in the bank of thirty two, a quarantine area 

demarcated on each boundary by rows of empty cubicles. 

Over time as management has changed or corporate priorities shifted, 

entire departments have been moved to different floors, and even to different 

buildings.  For example, as the Product Management team was being gradually 

dismantled, they were relocated from the top floor near the executive area to the 

second floor of the headquarters building.  A short while later it was decided that 
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they would report to the development labs in Palo Alto; this meant that they no 

longer had fixed cubicle assignments at headquarters, and had to use the virtual 

cubicles or ‘squat’ at a vacant desk when they were at headquarters.  

Additionally, the entire Information Technology (IT) group used to reside in the 

main headquarters building, but they have since been relocated to a remote 

building on campus, ostensibly to make space for other groups who support the 

company’s core operations in sales and services.  Many of the technical teams, 

including IT, customer support, and support staff for the company’s productive 

systems have been relocated from the main building to one of the other outlying 

spaces.  As discussed in an earlier chapter, for the most part these teams 

support U.S. operations but report to global management.   

While the other TechSoft buildings on campus are also light, spacious, 

and usually quieter, it is well understood that the focus of U.S. management is 

primarily on parts of the organization that generate revenue or are located in the 

Glass Palace.  At the same time, those employees away from the office find that 

is not simply email and voicemail that tethers them to the office and to systems of 

discipline.  Earlier chapters have already demonstrated that corporate discourse 

at TechSoft makes the relationship of core and periphery quite clear at the global 

and the local level.  The discursive patterns that personalize corporate interests 

for employees are the subject of the subsequent chapter.    
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