
Social Space of Driverless 
Objects in Films 

Nasim Naghavi



Problematic

The automobile devours a considerable amount of space in 
cities (Sheller & Urry, 2004)

The urban scholars considered CAR-DEDICATED spaces as non-
places (Park & Burgess, 2019; Sennet, 1994; Putnam, 2000)

• hindering human interactions, 
• place attachment, and 
• rich greeneries in cities.



Interstitial spaces 



Question/Assumption

• How does documentary films depict the social space of 
driverless car environment? 

• How do these films inform urban designers and planners?



Theoretical Paradigm 

System of automobility (Urry, 2004)

The theoretical paradigm ‘new mobilities’:

• Focuses on the networks of peoples, objects, and technologies across multiple and 
distant spaces and times;

• Observes urban mobile objects, infrastructures, and physical components as “an equal 
partner in the fabrication of socialities” (Urry & Sheller, 2006, p. 3)



Hypothesis
As an object, driverless vehicles come in variety of 
shapes and forms such as a cubic device on the 
ground for the purpose of deliveries, or a drone, 
or in shape of buses, private cars, planes, trains, 
etc. It may have created an opportunity for new 
ways of thinking about interstitial space of the 
city since they may act as a social, political, 
cultural containers.





The Sociality of Interstitial Spaces 

• Social Experience
Interstitial space 

• As insignificant to the shaping of social 
experiences (Auge, 2008; Merriman, 2009; 
Gartman, 2004; Norberger-Schulz 2007; 
Relph 2007)

• As Place-based nature (Massey & Allen, 
1984; Shuman, 1998; Thrift, 1994; Virilio, 
2002)

• As an interconnection of bodies and 
objects (Bull, 2004; Walsh, 2010; Edensor, 
2011; Zittoun, and Gillespie, 2015

• As genderized and cultural space (Sheller, 
2004; Edensor, 2004)

• As a hybrid complex human-oriented 
product (Pflugfelder, 2016; thrift, 2004; 
Urry, 2004; Marletto, 2014) 

• Social Exclusion

Interstitial space 

• The issue of accessibility Emond & Handy, 
2012; MacDonald, 2012; Lucas, 2019)

• Financial, 

• Physical, 
• Immobility/mobility of elderlies

• Gendered mobility

• Organizational,

• Temporal



Why films

• Film and media technology are potent sites of dissemination of information and future directions in our 
ever-growing visual world (van den Oever & Fossati, 2016).

• Documentary Films sought to expand the educational system (Frank, 2013), influence the political realm 
(Whiteman, 2004), and are considered as a form of therapy to social and personal issues (Fonda, 2014). 

• Film space represents, fantasizes, and imposes certain regard toward mobility as either, a desired or 
despicable means, projecting political, economic, and cultural directions and defining people’s desires 
(Borden, 2016). 

Weakness

Besides, documentaries have the potential to portray the bottom line of the technological achievement with 
their complex film structure, dense imagery and simultaneous micro and macro themes, and filmic techniques 
and editing patterns. However, because of these available choices, documentaries are challenged as to how 
they are truthful to represent reality, to what extent the captured image stays close to reality or conveys a 
specific sociopolitical structure. In this regard, the Lefebvre framework minimizes the risk of their present 
problems with its triangulated space analysis



Methodology –Film Space 



Methods

The social space of driverless car technology within documentary film’s 
space

• Conceived space 
• Director/s’ interviews, work style and artistic representation, 

Investors/producers

• Perceived space 
• Critics' contents on the film space  

• Lived space
• Content analysis of the film 



First documentary film

Life on Wheels

https://www.life-
onwheels.com/trailer
Film director/s: 

husband-and-wife filmmakers David 
Hodge and Hi-Jin Kang Hodge. 

Date: 2018

Content: The current car-centric 
reality is about to move to a more 
people-centric future; “a story of 
cities designed for people — not 
cars.”

https://www.life-onwheels.com/trailer


At the birth of every culture there is a tool, a technology, an idea, a new way to fulfill our most 

basic human desires. It begins as a promise and becomes an organizing principle. It unfolds a 

series of choices, each one shaping our movement, our identities, and our lives – often in ways we 

have never imagined.



Life on Wheels Space

• Conceived space
• Sponsors: Sustainable solutions companies such as Viable Cities, and Drive Sweden

• Film style and visual representation: 
Interviewees in black suspense, freed of background distraction; narrator explaining each notion, leaving no need to interpret the film meaning (clear messaging); Using clear images of 
reality or images of prototypes for the intended purpose thoroughly;  

a. The first part focuses on the current transportation landscape: ex. The design of space aimed only for car ownerships, insufficient public transportation, 
inequities, allocation of resources, the policy advantages towards automobility rather than other forms of mobility, poor planning in terms of social equity 
and social inclusion, clear distinction of sharing such as sharing space, values, rewards, activities, etc.,

b. The second part identifies the transformation shift. Instead of using the real-world images, the film portrays the yet to be conceived images of driverless 
cars or some early prototypes, in order to show some of the solutions that the driverless cars may present for the future of transportation: driverless cars, 
micromobility services, transportation-as-a-service.

• Director vision

Oddly, the positive vision of the film is in contrast with the film director that believed far from being a reality towards sustainable solutions, this new wave of 
driverless vehicles are a new commodity, but there is real potential if we work within various sectors thoroughly, before its domination on the planet;

The film sponsors assist the director to follow a democrated process in filmmaking, allowing him to integrate various sectors related to automobility to show 
how the conceived, rationalized space of transit is shaped our current society; The film title, and the first striking shot of the film shows how the everyday 
activities are dependable to this capitalistic system –to the point of our lives- and human and environment are far from being safe and healthy; The film editing 
using sounds, music, interviewees, and clear images of problems and solutions helps audience questioning the  social, political and benefits of such technology; 
the film’s conceived space has actively participated in showing the transformation of the city's transit network into a mere commodity. 



Life on Wheels Space

• Perceived space
Targeted audience: (reviews on the film and online panel discussions)

Planning council through virtual screening/Forbes magazine/ Director of Transportation/Writers/university 
professors/ Policy advisors on sustainable and emerging mobility/Strategic Advisor to Startups and Nonprofits/ 

Film conveys: 

A more profound image of economic, social and emotional connections with automobility

Road space is social space; the end goal is not the technology but focus on people

Transportation is not about a mode but an ecosystem; it needs a global change of mindset 

New ways of thinking on automobility and technology; less single-passenger and more shared space

Transportation is the connection of bodies with technologies

It raises important question on the social equity of movement of bodies and objects;



Life on Wheels Space

• Lived space

Setting free space;  

Working on the form, purpose, and routing of vehicles for more shared space 
of movement for human and objects;

The idea of network in a social pattern;  

Highlighting the issues of surveillance, data ownership and personal 
autonomy.



Second 
documentary film

• Shifting Gears: Autonomous 
Vehicles

• https://www.ami.ca/category/docu
mentaries/media/shifting-gears-
autonomous-vehicles

• Film director: Cara Nye

• Date: 2018

• Content: the current state of the 
technology in Canada. The film is part 
of the AMI-tv, a Canadian, digital 
cable specialty channel owned by the 
non-profit organization Accessible 
Media.  

• The film identifies the pro and cons 
of autonomous vehicle for 
particularly low vision group. 

https://www.ami.ca/category/documentaries/media/shifting-gears-autonomous-vehicles


Analysis 

Definition of mobility (new mobilities) 

• A transformational shift in the system of mobility

• A ‘system’ rather than introducing one or two prototypes 
of autonomous vehicles

The mobility services will be subscribed and that include any sort 
of vehicles such as bus, minibus, cars, shared-cars, bikes, 
subways, trains, airplanes, and etc. In fact, it will be possible to 
be located in any part of the system by subscribing in a digital 
network or what Castells called (1996) a ‘Networked society.’



Analysis-Social space

Large scale (social experience/social inclusion)

1. Socio-political agenda: 
This liquid life (Bauman, 2005) comes with its own challenges and particularly social consequences. 
Life on Wheels opens the discussion by inquiring: “But if data is the new engine [of the urban mobility], who owns it? Whose interests 
govern its use? And what will we as citizens gain in return? (32:26 mins).  Or, in Shifting Gears: Autonomous Vehicles, the question 
remains open on what this technology offers to disable social group. 

2. Socio-techno agenda: 
Urry (1999) envisions such system with a social mobilization. For him, objects or technologies that participate in 
reshaping the mobile space of the city physically are also actively engaged in a certain “social organization of mobility” 
(Urry, 1999). 
In Shifting Gears: Autonomous Vehicles, the reporter points at the form, purpose, and routing of these vehicles that are all open to new 
design paradigms: “The average sedan is eight times larger than the footprint of a seated human, an obscenely inefficient use of space.” 
(38: 02-38:05 mins). 
Workspace; 
Home space; 
Friends and collective activities space; 
Service-based space by subscription than ownership;  



Analysis

Social experience: 

The driverless environment may be able to provide mobile working space, or offer fun moments 
along the way and turn the experience of ‘being on the road’ to ‘being at the home or at work’. 

• A lot of industry news have been coming out and a lot of just innovation, investment, and development in this space, in this tech space. And I think 
with all these forces that are driving it, it's becoming more and more inevitable. So, I wanted to be a part of that. People should know that we are 
developing the tools to actually make this work, and there's just going to be a lot more productivity. And it's certainly going to be disruptive 
because the moment that you turn the chairs, the two front chairs, inwards, who knows what that's going to look like. That's a new office space. 
You're gonna have better interactions hopefully. The car space itself, it's going to be more fun (Steven Lee, WATonomous team, Shifting Gears: 
Autonomous Vehicles, 29:25-30:00)

For Deleuze & Guattari (1987), the individual is inherently part of the network of movements and that creates home 
everywhere and yet nowhere. The driverless environment could offer this nomad ontological reading of space rather 
than being recognized as spaces designed to be passed through or consumed in Augé’s terms. The driverless mobile 
space may offer a dwell experience, opposite to what Norberg-Shultz (2007) and Relph (2007) discuss that we forget 
our relation to the world in mobile spaces since we are not able to ‘orient’ and ‘identify’ ourselves in our environment 
(Norberger-Schulz 2007; Relph 2007). 



Conclusion
Social concerns

- Embracing a socio-technological mobility necessitates a network capable of addressing mobility concerns of 
demographic patterns for better social inclusion. Elderlies, children, working groups, disable people, and other groups 
of society need different patterns of mobility that should be included in the network. In this regard, democratising AI 
power and any sort of technology relevance is a must and take place in the governmental level in collaboration with 
technocrats. 

- Moreover, the discussion around mobility should focus the connection of materials and social experiences. Various 
objects’ movements in cities should also socially be regulated to not hinder everyday activities of people. In addition, 
movement of people may reshape the way we work, live and socialize. A driverless vehicle may offer mobile workspace 
providing working population hours of free time in a yearly basis that are spent in traffics. 

- We need to approach a new city design where open space becomes frequently available for the sake of more public 
spaces. The technoscape may help us redirect the mobile space from being expanded horizontally on the ground and 
instead vertically on the buildings’ facades. This example seems to be a utopian vision, but it assists us to re-think the 
notion of mobile spaces. Imagine that vehicles could be designed in a cubic shape, a box that moves on the façade of 
buildings instead of spreading on the ground for the movement of individuals or objects; then the capacity of having 
open spaces for socializing in cities is considerable.  



Conclusion

Design concerns

How do 
the form and shape, 

purpose, 

ownership and 
routing of 

these car models may impact city spaces; the link 
between moving objects and urban interstitial 
space need to be rethink (the ideas of car-rails) 

How do 

The imaginary and perception of sociality of these 
version of mobility shapes the interstitial spaces? How 
do urban designers provide accessible spaces for 
handicaps, powerless people, elderlies, and children ? 
The connection of moving objects to the urban lands 
needs to be studied.   



Conclusion

Social science research (Frank, 2013; Goldman et al., 2007) including 
anthropology, often uses documentary film applying terms such as 
enthographic film and ethnocinema (Leavy, 2015). Video Research in the 
Learning Sciences provides a comprehensive exploration of key theoretical 
and methodological use of documentary film in studies (Goldman et al., 
2007). New Documentary Ecologies: Emerging platforms, practices and 
discourses reports on the research applications of the powerful and relevant 
medium and its recent surge in digital platforms (Nash et al, 2014). What do 
then film integration bring in architecture and urban design fields? This 
paper shows documentary films to be a valuable resource and analytical 
tool for the purpose of urban mobility. We need to integrate and use more 
films in academic debates and jargons and apply respective terminologies. 



Lefebvre and Film Space

This paper shows that although Lefebvre triad concept is normally 
used in a deeper understanding of urban space and originally applied 
to city studies, it can also be used in understanding the film space. 
Therefore the paper also offers a methodological film reading beyond 
the conventional methods and methodologies of film departments. 
The Lefebvre triad concept chart could work as a bridge connecting 
two disciplines.  


