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In 2013 research indicated that 43% of the US population owned a tablet 
of some kind.1 At the same time, marketing reports indicated that tablets 
would take over from desktop and laptops.2 UK sources indicated that 
tablet ownership was at 30% of the population in the same year.3 Multiple 
reports in the technology press used the tag line ‘the year of the tablet’. It 
was in this context, then, on 10th April 2013, that the editors of the volume 
that you are reading hosted ‘The Tablet Symposium’ at the University of 
Sussex, UK.  
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Editors’ Opening Statement  

As tablets were already being used, theorised and discussed in a variety 
of contexts, the symposium was motivated by a desire to examine their 
visibility, as well as the excitement around their emergence, through the 
lenses of different disciplines. On the one hand, the symposium aimed 

to examine questions about the take up of tablets, readers 
and iPads across many walks of life including academic, artistic, 
pedagogical, medical, corporate, activist and everyday contexts. 
On the other hand, [this event aimed] to create a space of 
dialogue, discussion and research community across [these 
areas].4   

The symposium included sixteen presentations; each addressed the tablet 
computer in a different way, reflecting the broad scope of the call for 
papers.  A summary of the symposium can be found here.5 The range of 
speakers, topics and perspectives made it clear that this object—‘the tablet 
computer’—embodies a wide range of meanings, practices and contexts. 
Yet there were also many intersections and shared points of reference 
between the presentations. In this way, the symposium demonstrated both 
the range of meanings attached to the tablet computer, and the value in 
identifying ways to connect these meanings. This book builds on that event, 
publishing research and commentary to mobilise a range of perspectives 
and approaches in thinking about and understanding the tablet computer.  

The original Call for Papers for this volume asked for “empirical, theoretical, 
critical and creative responses to tablet computers, e-readers and other 
artifacts.” We are pleased to say that the seven chapters selected for 
publication represent all of these approaches, and develop these ideas in 
ways we could never have envisaged. Some chapters are text based, others 

http://www.ariadne.ac.uk/issue71/tablet-symp-rpt
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use visual and audiovisual media to think about and make use of the 
possibilities that an e-book, read on a tablet, can offer. Thus, the chapters 
and the project as a whole offer differences in academic approach, in 
modes of engagement with the object, and in their particular form 
and design. These creative and critical responses taken together enable 
a refraction of the tablet. They take it apart from the point of view of 
production, the object as it is experienced, its unseen dimensions, and its 
contexts of consumption, and reassemble these to unfold the object in its 
heterogeneity.  
 
In ‘Tablet Technostories’, Ana-Marie Raus provides a rich description of 
the moment of adoption of tablet computers. Her examination of the 
thoughts, feelings, expectations and experience of using a tablet computer 
for the first time registers an important moment in the emerging history 
of tablets. The variety of thoughts and feelings associated with tablets 
when first used is striking. Raus identifies themes including theatricality, the 
primacy of touch, the blur between work and leisure and the problem of 
determining the correct or proper role of the object. Taking into account 
this range of experiences, Raus theorises the tablet as a fluid object.

In ‘When Sally Met Harry’, Candi Miller interrogates tablet computers and 
academic practices through the theme of indigenous technologies. If the 
overall register of this book is that of an attempt to describe, understand, 
define tablets, then Miller’s ficto-criticism reminds us that technologies are 
always used in context, and that academic intervention must be aware 
of its own conditions of production. In this piece the liberal promise of 
empowerment through technology is questioned through a reflection on 
the encounter and dialogue between different power relations, disciplines 
and cultural contexts.    
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Jacob Craig’s chapter ‘Print Made Fluid’ also deals creatively with the form 
of the e-book. His chapter reflects upon the role of the code ‘behind the 
page’ of the e-book in creating meaning for the content. The code behind 
e-book formats is on the one hand designed to make the e-book adaptable 
to different devices (so that the text that you are currently reading appears 
clearly whether you are reading these words on your iPhone, your Samsung 
Note tablet, or your Kindle Fire). However, Craig also explores the idea 
that, on the other hand, in aiming to make the text fluid over platforms, 
e-book formats also fix the e-book in the semblance of a printed book. 
In his exploration of these parallel impulses – in which the pursuit of an 
adaptable e-format simulates print – Craig allows an approach to what 
seems to lie behind, or beyond the surface of the object.    

Justin Battin’s ‘Practical Uses and the Unconcealment of Worldly Investment’ 
works within a phenomenological framework of encounter with the object 
to consider the immediacy of the experience of using a tablet computer. 
Working with the Heideggerian concept of ‘dwelling’, Battin rejects the idea 
that tablet computers are simple tools that are used for predetermined 
purposes. He proposes instead that by using tablets, people build 
intermeshed worlds that they weave through and knot together. Tablet use 
can be thought of as a kind of world making in this analysis and it opens the 
tablet up as an object refracted to expose a spectrum of experience.   

In ‘Affective Mobile Devices’ John Farnsworth and Terry Austrin move away 
from the object itself to focus on relationships that develop in the use of 
tablets: relationships between people mediated by tablets, and relationships 
between individuals and their devices. Interrogating these two modes of 
relationship simultaneously, Farnsworth and Austrin examine the creation 
of sociability and affective publics in SMS friendships and mobile poker. They 
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argue that sociotechnical objects allow flows of desire to circulate, and 
that tablets and similar objects amplify temporary stabilizations of affective 
relationships developed in this way. In this analysis the felt dimensions 
of tablets and their capacity to vector patterns of feeling and desire are 
brought to the foreground.

Susana Tosca and Helle Nina Pedersen, in ‘Is There a Text in this Tablet?’, 
consider the form of the tablet from the perspective of the reader. Taking 
the specific materialities of e-texts and e-reading practices, they discuss a 
constellation of material and immaterial objects including e-texts, e-literature, 
tablets, e-readers and paratexts. Tocsa and Pedersen use a self-reflexive 
comparison of reading practices with paper books and with e-books to 
develop a critique of this kind of comparison. While acknowledging that 
e-texts are distinct from paper texts, their ethnographic study of reading 
demonstrates that nevertheless readers make sense of e-texts within the 
framework of print culture. Taking these different kinds of encounters as 
different kinds of reading imports a ‘compare and contrast’ framework 
into research that might, more productively, ask about readers’ capacity to 
engage with multiple kinds of texts.  
 
In ‘Tablets: Specific, Generic, Perfect’ Ryan Burns proposes that a productive 
critique of tablets can be achieved by treating tablets as perfect. This 
analysis takes the enchantment with the object and its invested perfection 
seriously, and allows this to operate as a heuristic device to understand 
this treatment of the tablet. Examining the relationship between the 
tablet and its apps, Burns argues that users tend to find fault with apps, 
but never with the device itself, thus its perfection remains intact whilst 
being indefinitely deferred. Developing an analytical framework based on 
perfection, Burns contends that tablets are a specific instantiation of a 
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general technological rationality that functions on the basis a teleological 
promise of perfection. 
 
We close this introduction with a note about formats and timescale. 
The realities of open-access publishing have meant that this (in principle) 
‘quicker than traditional publishing’ model has taken around the same 
time as traditional publishing. The time and energy that have gone into 
producing this book are indicative of the material processes and labour 
that lie behind the creation of all digital objects.  We have chosen to present 
this volume as a collected e-book and each chapter is also individually 
available as a PDF. While we believe that the best way to approach this 
book about tablets is to read it using a tablet or an e-reader, the content 
of each chapter does speak for itself, no tablet required.   
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