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Existing research has shown dominant smart home imaginaries to Received 6 March 2022
be gendered visions of technologically deterministic lives of  Accepted 27 March 2023
affluent young white men and middle-class hetero-normative
white cultures. Instead, we argue, a more realistic, plausible and s .

. . .. mart homes; future
ethical approach to smart home design needs to originate from imaginaries; everyday
the different starting point of gender diversity and equality in the masculinities; digital
home. To demonstrate this, we situate smart home design within housekeeping; Australia;
the dominant masculine and colonising narratives of industry and feminist design
science. We then develop a design anthropological analysis of the anthropology
everyday experiences as reported by four middle-class white
Australian men living in heteronormative family households. We
propose that existing masculinist imaginaries of smart home
futures are not only limited because they fail to account for the
diverse experiences and aspirations of heterogeneous households
but because they also fail to recognise the messiness,
contingency and processual nature of the social, material and
experiential circumstances of the very heteronormative
households they appear to be aligned with. A feminist approach
to the smart home would need to be designed from and with
gender-equal relations in the very site of the home.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

Everyday life in the home has long since been regarded as a key site through which
gender relations and identities are constituted and lived, and it has demonstrated that
domestic tasks can be performed and narrated in ways that are distinctively masculine
(Pink 2004). This is no less the case as smart home systems and devices become increas-
ingly ubiquitous. However, our research suggests, and we demonstrate below, once
everyday masculine narratives of home become combined with the masculine and colo-
nising narratives of smart technologies, a new issue emerges. On the one hand, by align-
ing with a masculine rendering of the home, smart technologies are not always inclusive
(Berg 1994; Strengers and Nicholls 2018). Yet, the particular masculinities they represent
do not always align with how masculinity is performed at home, as demonstrated by
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ethnographic studies that have complicated narratives of smart home masculinities
(Kennedy et al. 2015; Sinanan and Horst 2021).

In this article, we argue for a shift in paradigm for smart home conceptualisation and
design. This involves moving away from the masculine gendered dominant imaginaries
which align the smart home with the technologically determined lives of affluent
young white men and middle-class hetero-normative white cultures critiqued by feminist
science and technology studies (STS) scholars (e.g. Spigel 2005). Instead, we call for a more
realistic, plausible and ethical approach to smart home design, which would originate
from the different starting point of gender diversity and equality in the home. This
means overturning the gendered and colonising narratives which drive and fund
science, industry and policy, towards the ethics of a feminist approach that values collab-
oration, diversity and equality and engages in the sites of the everyday to constitute these
inclusively. To begin to shift smart home design towards an approach that attends to real
experiences of everyday life, our strategy, as played out in this article, involves demon-
strating what happens in the everyday and why this complicates the dominant narratives
about smart homes that industry and government tend to subscribe to. We do this
through a design anthropological analysis of the detail of the everyday experiences
reported by three middle-class men living in heteronormative family households in Aus-
tralia, which is a common and successful presentation method in anthropological studies
of home (e.g. Miller 2001; Pink 2004). We have specifically selected these examples for our
discussion because we wish to make the point that even those men whose domestic
arrangements and sexualities conform with heteronormative masculinity are unlikely to
live out the masculinities that many existing analyses have shown to correspond with
the smart home visions represented in dominant narratives. The examples are intended
to demonstrate the consistently occurring principles through which this occurred
across our sample (rather than to stand for specific actions, technologies and materialities
consistently repeated across our sample): how men improvise through contingency in
taking responsibility for digital housekeeping; how men ‘prove’ the value of technologies
to women; how masculine ways of knowing emerge through digital housekeeping; and
how men maintain levels of control over smart home systems. These principles are sub-
sequently discussed in the penultimate section of this article.

A design anthropological analysis is suited to this task precisely because it brings close
attention to the everyday, understanding the home as an ongoingly emergent site, and
attending to the sensory and affective modes through which gender, home and technol-
ogy are experienced and enacted (Smith and Otto 2016; Pink et al. 2017; Pink et al. 2022).
Conceptually it invites us to consider how people improvise with new technologies in the
contingent circumstances of their everyday lives, to maintain a sense of familiarity, routine
and order (Pink et al. 2017). Therefore, it makes a particular contribution that takes exist-
ing everyday modes of approaching everyday uncertainties and possibilities as its starting
point. A feminist design anthropology of emerging technologies and home contributes a
focus on the gendered dimensions of how these relations play out and raises the question
of how by shifting the gender balance within these relations we might advocate for
better, more ethical, realistic and plausible smart home design. This builds on feminist cri-
tiques of smart home narratives by STS and media scholars (e.g. Spigel 2005; Strengers
and Kennedy 2020), and advances them through an ethnographic focus on men'’s situated
engagements with smart home technologies.
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Design anthropology itself seeks to change anthropological practice, towards an
ethical and interventional ethnography, and as argued elsewhere (Pink et al. 2022) this
means seeking radical change in both how academic disciplines work and in societal
approaches to design and where design happens. As feminist anthropologist Mahmud
(2021, 354) argues, anthropology itself ‘'needs rewriting’, towards an ‘antiracist, anticapi-
talist, antifascist, decolonial and abolitionist feminist project that we would want to be
part of (2021, 354). Bringing this together with design anthropology’s focus on signalling
ways forward towards interventional approaches for bringing about possible futures of
this kind, offers us not simply a way to study the gendered narratives and relations of
smart homes, but to consider where and with whom a feminist design anthropology
suggests they might be ethically and inclusively designed.

Differently to conventional scholarship it does not simply ask a research question and
seek to respond to it but rather aspires to identify misalignments that lead to modes of exclu-
sion and to unrealistic future visions, and to propose interventions that could lead to more
inclusive and plausible futures. The research discussed here takes a novel step. Much existing
research — including our own — has focused on those groups of people who are more
obviously excluded in dominant narratives about smart home futures (e.g.). Instead, while
acknowledging such exclusion, this article surfaces the realities of those who superficially
appear to be included in dominant narratives - heteronormative men. However, it finds
that these men’s experiences of and engagements with smart home technologies vary
from the dominant narratives when they are investigated further. By better understanding
these nuances of gendered engagements with smart home technologies, we argue, we
gain a much more powerful vision of how dominant narratives are misaligned with everyday
realities. That, while on one level they can be critiqued because they represent gendered nar-
ratives and hegemonic heterosexual techno masculinities, on another the masculinities they
represent, are hard to find in everyday life. Thus we argue that a feminist approach needs to
advocate for inclusive design not simply as a counter narrative to the images of masculinity
that are designed for, but rather should account for the ways that smart home technologies
are entangled with gendered identities and relations in everyday life.

Australia as site

Australia provides a key site through which to explore these issues, for several reasons.
First, Australia has long since been an important site for the study of gender. In the
1990s RW Connell’s pioneering work on masculinities (Connell 1995) provided what
was arguably the most insightful analysis of how gender and diversity were situated
within a complex society. More recently, and in contrast to social commentary regarding
the crisis of masculinity and rise of toxic masculinity, academic scholarship originating in
Australia has highlighted the emergence of more inclusive masculinities (Roberts 2014).
This article is not intended to be an empirical update on the state of masculinities in a
digital Australian society, but it highlights the enduring point that we need to understand
everyday masculinities as diverse and contingent, a point that pushes back against the
dominant gendered narratives of smart home futures. Australia, has also, as accounted
for in more detail below, emerged as a key site for scholarship about and empirical
studies of how people live with smart technologies at home, ensuring a dynamic existing
literature and set of insights to dialogue with (Dahlgren et al. 2021; Duque et al. 2021;
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Kennedy et al. 2015; Maalsen 2022; Sinanan and Horst 2021; Strengers and Nicholls 2018;
Strengers and Kennedy 2020; Strengers, Dahlgren, and Nicholls 2022).

We specifically draw on online ethnographic research, undertaken with 72 Australian
households across the states of Victoria and New South Wales in 2020 during the
COVID-19 pandemic lockdowns. We had at least two online meetings with each house-
hold, including interviews, discussions of energy use data visualisations, future scenario
comic strips, participant-led photographic video and written exercises, and online partici-
pant-led video tours of their homes. We also undertook a series of five short follow-up
video-recorded documentary filmmaking in-person visits in 2021. To a lesser extent, we
refer to our review of 64 industry reports relating to technology and energy in the
home. Our methods were reflexive and collaborative; they involved deep, intensive and
empathetic short-term ethnographic immersions (Pink and Morgan 2013) in participants’
lives, through which we sought to understand how they lived with new and emerging
technologies and how this figured in relation to their everyday energy use.

Anthropologists who study households typically use the method of the home visit
(Miller 2001), including the home video tour, through which to engage with people in
their everyday lives in their homes (Pink 2004). In the research discussed here, we fol-
lowed the established method of ‘short-term ethnography’ (Pink & Morgan 2013),
which has been developed for and used over many design anthropological household
ethnographies over more than two decades, to investigate in depth through the
camera. Such deep investigations with families in their households would be impossible
through traditional anthropological long-term ethnography, in part due to the intensity of
the encounters that short-term ethnography creates and in part because it would be
unrealistic and excessively costly (in researcher time and financially) to visit 72 households
repeatedly over, for example, 12 months. In this article, we focus specifically on partici-
pants’ relationships to smart home technologies, but note that this is also a prism
through which to understand household energy use. Participants were invited to lead
the online video tours of their homes, maintaining control of what was revealed in
these live activities as well as in the self-reported materials they created for us, and to con-
template the future comic strip scenarios with us. They were also asked if they would like
us to use their real names or pseudonyms, and if they would like to check identifiable rep-
resentations of them before publication.

The conceptual and critical question we pursue in this article involves how smart home
masculinities are constituted in dominant narratives, the hegemonic masculinities that
these narratives embody, and how we might respond to them through feminist design
anthropology that is capable of critiquing the narratives of innovation that frame the
smart home, showing how the gendered identities of people who live with smart
homes are negotiated through everyday improvisatory actions. Our analysis reveals
that not only is smart home technology not designed for diversity, but in addition,
those for whom it most aligns tend to either continually question or troubleshoot it, or
they improvise to redesign it to suit their lives. It is therefore not surprising that globally
the smart home market has failed to come about as expected, or that Australians tend to
be more interested in separate smart home devices than in full predesigned systems
(Strengers et al. 2021).

Consequently, if we were to switch smart home design and the assumptions about
what it can offer, towards real people in their homes, and argue for the home as the
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site of inclusive design, then we might be able to better constitute feminist future smart
home narratives.

Dominant Narratives of the Smart Home

The smart home has long been a contemporary imaginary and aspirational ideal. Early
representations, which highlighted how electricity and home appliances would liberate
people from housework, promising new levels of luxury and leisure (Horrigan 1986), con-
tinue to permeate representations of the aspirational smart home (e.g. Darby 2018; Stren-
gers and Kennedy 2020). The smart home can be defined as ‘a residence equipped with
computing and information technology which anticipates and responds to the needs of
the occupants, working to promote their comfort, convenience, security and entertain-
ment through the management of technology within the home and connections to
the world beyond’ (Aldrich 2003, 17). While there have been significant advances in tech-
nology since the initial concept of the smart home, its definition and vision (for seamless
and anticipatory control of one’s environment) have remained largely unchanged. Impor-
tantly, and like many technology visions, this definition is still yet to be realised, remaining
a proximate future (Dourish and Bell 2011). Rather than serving as a definition of real-life
smart homes then, definitions for the smart home can be more productively understood
as anticipated and continually performed imaginaries.

Feminists of technology have critiqued these narratives for both their lack of realism,
and their highly gendered and heteronormative visions of domestic roles, labour and life.
Combining ‘a curious mixture of nostalgia and futurism’, Spigel (2005, 219) argues that
‘the promotional rhetoric for smart homes offers a technological fix that allows women
to be everywhere and everything at once’; while the man becomes ‘a superworker who
does three jobs at once’ the woman becomes ‘a superwoman who combines motherhood
and career’. Early feminist analyses of the smart home and domestic technologies cite the
absence of housework from design visions and prototypes, and the undervaluing of fem-
inine skills and knowledge, with ‘the technically-interested man’ implicitly positioned as
the target consumer of smart devices (Cockburn 1997; Berg 1994, 176). More recent ana-
lyses have emphasised the smart home’s focus on creating ‘more time for father’ to
engage in leisure with smart home entertainment and security systems (Strengers and
Nicholls 2018, following Schwartz Cowan'’s (1985) analysis of the industrial revolution of
the home as freeing up ‘more time for mother’ through labour-saving domestic technol-
ogies). Other feminist analyses have highlighted the problematic positioning of smart
technologies as housewives (Spigel 2005), ‘smart wives’ (Strengers and Kennedy 2020)
or aesthetically white servants (Phan 2019) that reinforce stereotypes about gendered
labour in the home.

More broadly, research suggests that smart home imaginaries enduringly promote
technologically determinist and solutionist narratives that are aligned with a series of het-
eronormative personas. In a 2020 review of 64 technology and energy industry reports,
Kari Dahlgren and colleagues found these reports’ future visions: treated people as indi-
vidual technology consumers, and failed to acknowledge the messy and contingent
elements of everyday life; excluded economically poorer and culturally and linguistically
diverse households; saw futures through the prism of continuations of existing trends,
and improvement of existing technologies; and tended to make claims about the
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impact of emerging technologies and systems such as Al, 5G, and blockchain, which failed
to account for the possibility of uncertainty and failure (Dahlgren et al. 2020, 23). Thus pre-
senting a future where emerging technologies can be seamlessly integrated into the lives
of individuals, who will adopt and reap benefits from them. Moreover, in such narratives
smart homes are pitched as offering solutions to a range of societal and environmental
‘problems’, which are however often dubiously defined, giving rise to the common criti-
cism of smart home technologies as ‘solutions in search of a problem’ (Strengers and
Kennedy 2020). The gendering of industry narratives about smart home devices and
systems, and how their visions gender the people they imagine as using them forms a
further layer to how they are both set within existing paradigms and relations of
power. But as we develop further below, doing so simultaneously limits their capacity
to deliver the technological solutions that they promise, precisely because they funda-
mentally misunderstand how gender and technology are constituted in everyday life.

What this reveals is an unreflexive or self-critical scientific paradigm. What the anthro-
pologist Tim Ingold refers to as ‘big science’, which ‘believes it can already deliver the
answer - or if not already, then in a future within its sights’ (Ingold 2021, 336). Where
such big science believes that it can solve problems in the home by, for example, opti-
mising energy use, creating greater convenience, and delivering personalised services
to individuals, it follows the logics of an innovation paradigm that launches what is
seen as finished products into the home-as-a-landing-site (Pink 2021); an approach
that fails to account for how people improvise with new technologies beyond their
designed-for use. Thus, whereas revised anthropology, in the 1990s, moved away
from its masculine narratives of fieldwork, rendered in the symbolism of the male
anthropologists penetrating the feminised (and often exoticised) ‘field’ (see Kulick
and Willson 1995), the penetration of the otherwise analogue home by digital and emer-
ging technologies, to be ‘accepted’ by users, which persists in dominant industry narra-
tives is unfortunately anachronistic. It is typical of the gendered and colonising
narratives that have endured in research, science and innovation for many years
(Abdilla 2018). However while social scientists have sought to revise their approaches
by critiquing the gendered (Kulick and Willson 1995) and colonising narratives of extrac-
tive fieldwork methods, often revolutionising whole disciplines, dominant (but not all)
science and technology narratives tend to lag behind, reframing their ambitions
towards ‘social good'. In Australia CSIRO’s ‘Al Roadmap for environmental and social
good’ blog post tells us that ‘Artificial Intelligence (Al) has the power to change life
itself. We're using it to transform economies, unlock new societal and environmental
value and accelerate scientific discovery’ (CSIRO’S DATA61 Editorial Team 2019). Unfor-
tunately, however, things as significant as changing life itself, when done to people,
rather than performed in collaboration with them, might change the sentiment but
do not change the narrative. While using Al, automated and smart home technologies
is for good well meaning, until they are used to generate good with people in everyday
life situations, they might not be that good.

Indeed in the case of the smart home, we are also left wondering who these techno-
logical applications are good for. Internationally, Adam Richard Rottinghaus’ analysis
has found the dominant narratives of smart homes to be framed by a ‘new white futur-
ism’ (Rottinghaus 2021) and Thao Phan argues that ‘the figuration of domestic [voice]
assistants in the image of domestic service speaks more to the historic dehumanization
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of working-class men and women of color than to the contemporary anthropomorph-
ism of these digital assistants’ (Phan 2019) (see Lupton, Pink, and Horst 2021). Other
scholars have unpacked these narratives to characterise personas that correspond
with, or challenge, dominant industry visions. Four characters stand out about the
energy sector — Strengers (2013) Resource Man, Johnson’s (2020) Flexibility Woman,
Strengers and Kennedy’s (2020) Smart Wife and Kari Dahlgren and colleagues’ Techno-
Hedonist (2021). In brief, the analyses that construct these personas reveal a set of gen-
dered narratives and relations that reproduce common techno-rationalist and
-optimistic tropes about how people use smart devices in their homes (Resource
Man, Techno Hedonist), how the devices are imbued with gendered stereotypes and
biases (Resource Man, Smart Wife), and how they are strategically proposed by research-
ers to reveal the nuances of other ways in which people pursue energy reduction and
management in their homes (Flexibility Woman). Whether proposed as imaginaries of
the smart home and energy sectors or grounded in the realities of everyday life these
characters do important work in both critiquing dominant consumer assumptions
and opening up the field of smart technology design, development and use to a
much broader set of actors and dynamics.

In addition to these critical perspectives on smart home narratives, there is more-
over a vibrant field of research about how people live in their homes with new and
emerging media and technologies, which also reveals the cracks in industry assump-
tions. This literature has not least developed about technology in Australian homes
(including Kennedy et al. 2015; Strengers and Kennedy 2020; Strengers and Nicholls
2018; Hjorth et al. 2020; Duque et al. 2021; Lupton, Pink, and Horst 2021; Sinanan
and Horst 2021). In particular, as digital technologies have started to become impli-
cated in gendered relations of home, researchers have been concerned with the
gendered nature of the new ‘digital housekeeping’ (Tolmie et al. 2007) which new
technologies constitute in practice, or as Jenny Kennedy and colleagues put it:
‘how transformations within household media configurations give rise to new oppor-
tunities for ‘digital expertise’ under conditions of persistent gender inequalities’
(2015, 410). Jolynna Sinanan and Heather Horst have found in research about how
diverse Australians organise their digital data, that the impacts of digital housekeep-
ing go beyond simply the gendered division of household labour, but are also ‘inter-
twined with cultural and generational ideals of familial roles’ (2021, 1241). In short,
anyone with access to the minimal resources required could become a ‘digital
housekeeper’ and therefore the category opens up possibilities of accommodating
diversity, and thus becomes a useful category to mobilise in considering inclusive
design. As this work implies, digital housekeeping is always contextual, and in the
case of heterosexual households, can be interpreted as both legitimate housework
or as a non-essential hobby involving tinkering and play (Strengers and Nicholls
2018). Taking on board these existing findings, in this article we engage the
concept of digital housekeeping to comment on how masculinities and relational
gendered identities are being constituted relationally with smart home technologies
and systems. In doing so we contribute to this emerging discussion of how digital
housekeeping is coming about as an Australian phenomenon. However, our wider
objective is to build on this discussion to identify how the smart home is implicated
in masculinities as they are performed through digital housekeeping. Ultimately we
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are interested in what it would mean to design differently with diverse gendered
identities in households.

Smart Husbands at Home

As noted above our online and documentary filmmaking ethnographies involved 72 Aus-
tralian households. In this section, we account for our findings through a close discussion
of our encounters with three households, which have been selected precisely because
they demonstrate the wider findings of and issues raised by this project. That is to say
that gendered digital housekeeping was evidenced across our sample, in many, but
not all households, and different ways. This section aims to demonstrate how it manifests,
by way of example, to demonstrate the principles by which it occurs, which are discussed
in the penultimate section of this article.

Bob

Bob lived in the coastal area outside a small Australian city, with his wife, Kylie, and four
children aged 2, 6 and 8. Both white Australians, from this same part of the country, they
had bought a spacious suburban house about a year ago and drove two big cars. They
both worked from home for 1 and 3 days respectively, and shared looking after the chil-
dren and many domestic tasks, which he generally considered himself to be more
effective at, and said found it ‘a bit frustrating’ because, he said, I'm a bit neat and
she’s very messy'.

Once they had moved in, Bob had some time off work and had spent part of this getting
the house set up. The previous owner of their house had been in the domestic technologies
business, so that house was set up with more appliances than they needed, and an exten-
sive indoor and outdoor lighting system. As Bob described, invoking enduring agency of
the previous owner: ‘he’s got a big commercial aircon unit so it's a massive unit with two
big fans’, going on to explain that ‘you can set it in zones but if you're doing zones in
the lounge room for example, it goes all the way up the stairs’. Bob had kept in touch
with the previous owner and his presence was clear during our interview as Bob described
how he would go back to him to understand how the home technology was set up.

Bob had also installed solar panels about a year before our interview, and often used
the solar energy to power the pump, filtration and heating for the outdoor pool and the
spa underneath the house. Over time Bob had learned how to set these technologies to
come on automatically and to optimise his use of solar energy. As he described it:

it's got a sensor that can tell how warm the water is up in those panels, up on the roof, so it
detects what the temperature is on the roof, and I'll set the timer from 12 o’clock through to 5
o'clock ... so really, they sort of work in together and so when the solar in the house is
working well and most efficient, that's when the solar for the pool’s running, and if it's an
overcast day, the solar for the pool just won't run.

He had also put some work into getting the right internet connection set up for his family,
consulting with someone responsible for IT systems in a company he used to work for. Other
remnants of the presence of the previous owner were that ‘he’s got the sprinkler system
which runs on a timer’ and the home security system, including a security camera, which
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Bob was planning to speak to him about as they hadn’t yet used it. Yet however well he had
researched the Wi-Fi set-up, this could still be messed up by power outages.

Bob and Kylie's smart home system connected some of their appliances, and in an area
where there were sometimes power outages, this created difficulties. Bob described how
this impacted on family routines ‘because your Wi-Fi, because it goes out and, yeah, you
can’t open the fridge doors'. The first time it happened at night and Bob had just arrived
home from soccer training with his son, he recalled how: ‘l just said, let’s just go out for
dinner, so we went out for dinner instead’. The home also had a smart security system,
which he was engaged with but Kylie was not. Bob described how in a recent power
outage, Kylie had called him up just as she was leaving to collect the kids from school
in a panic, ‘going, “the door won’t open, the garage door won’t open” he explained
that the front door was also automatic, and ‘she didn't know how to get out of the
house. And you know, | just said, you've just got to pull the cord on the garage door
and liftit.... And | had to take her through it'.

Another legacy from the previous owner, and this time his wife, involved the way the
outdoor lights were organised. Bob said that ‘It's almost like day time, so there’s three lots
of floodlights — over the clothesline, over the pool, and just outside the laundry, and his
wife is a bit OCD. She’s labelled everything, so you know what everything is" which was
something he personally thought had ‘been handy'. Kylie, in contrast, Bob felt, had a
different relationship to the lights, she would just switch all the lights on, whereas he con-
sidered himself to use them more thoughtfully.

Murphy

Murphy, an engineer, and his wife Gemma, both white Australians, lived in a townhouse in
the CBD of a small Australian city, with their two children - a baby and a preschooler aged
4. Both worked part time and shared the childcare and domestic responsibilities; the only
division that he mentioned was that his wife would tend to write their (digital) shopping
lists and he had the more ‘gross’ task of emptying the litter for their four indoor cats.
Murphy, with his interest in technology was also responsible for the smart home
devices and system, which he set up himself with an Apple Home Kit platform, which
he described as: ‘It's a home automation platform so basically everything in the house
is controllable from an app on the, on your phone or via Siri voice control’. He also
regarded Apple Home as ‘somewhat more private to a point than say Google or
Amazon systems’. In some instances where he had wanted smart technologies that the
platform didn’t offer he had developed them himself, using a bridging package to
make them compatible, and had collaborated with online tech communities. They also
had solar panels and a battery which Murphy was responsible for. When we asked
Murphy how his wife felt about the technologies he said:

I mean as long as it's entertaining me | don’t think she minds. She finds some utility in it. Like
so it's handy for her to be able to turn all the lights off with one click of a button on a par-
ticular app or to open the blinds by just asking, telling, you know saying on her watch open all
the blinds without having to like physically go to each one and yeah so she finds some utility
in it but she’s probably thinking it's not worth the effort.

Their relationship with the system involved a mixture of automated processes which they
had set themselves and their hands-on operation of their technologies via the app, In
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Murphy’s words: ‘Lots of stuff going on in the background but lots of interaction with the
app to, you know, check room temperatures, what’s best with his room temperature
because that's the only thing we can control’. Their lighting system was another good
example of this mixed mode of use. Murphy said that while ‘turning lights on and off
we use the app for that a lot’, the lights ‘we’'ve got a lot of hue lights around the
house that would just come on automatically ... as dusk approaches’, as well as material
light switches on the walls.

Murphy had also set up a heating and cooling system, for which he had ‘set up themes
in certain scenarios to come depending on the day of the week’ with ‘individual sensors in
terms of temperature in most of the house’. For instance, when his son was younger they
had ‘the little controller if you like that you can program themes into and I'd have it moni-
toring his room and when it dropped below say 19 or 18 degrees it would come on in
winter and then once it got above say 23 the air conditioner would shut down'. Although
more broadly, Murphy said ‘a lot of the time we just use it manually’, in ways that involved
using the technology ‘we’ll go oh it’s a bit chilly in here, what's the temperature in the
pool room for instance or the living room, we'll look at the sensor and it'll tell us and
we'll go yeah that's a reasonable time to turn the air conditioner on’.

Murphy explained how the system worked, frequently backing up all his data in the
cloud and on a hard drive. He had set up many smart devices within this system, including
speakers all over the house so that music could be played simultaneously in different
rooms through the app. He planned to install motorised automated blinds on a
balcony renovation that he hoped would go ahead post-pandemic, as well as water
leak sensors for pipe leaks and bathroom flooding.

We asked Murphy if his wife was also ‘techie and confident about the house?” he told us
that he ‘wouldn’t say so, no ... but it’s set up in such a way that anyone could get a handle on
how to use it'. She didn't have any issues controlling the house but would sometimes call
him to help with the TV and stuff. | don’t know why but sometimes she has a bit of a struggle
with that’, but he continued, ‘fortunately | don't really go away, so it's never an issue’.

Murphy had also set up a smart system to open and close the garage door, showing us
around his garage he explained how a module ‘interfaces between Siri and the internet
and the garage door ... [to] electrically push the button of a standard garage door’. He
explained that this could be installed with no programming, noting that his ‘wife
wouldn’t be able to do it but it's not exceptionally hard’. Prompted by the experiences
that Bob had described, we asked if Murphy's wife would need to worry about losing
power and not being able to open the doors. Murphy explained how ‘No, my wife
doesn’'t have to worry about it’ since if they lost power ‘the alarm system’s got a
battery back-up, so that’s not an issue’ and ‘even if she lost her phone or whatever ...,
it's manually possible to disarm and arm it". The door locks (including the garage door)
had keypads to ‘actually operate it normally’. More broadly he had set the system up
so that ‘everything sits in conjunction or next to your standard means of operating, so
there’s no issue there’.

The automated and connected washing machine was something that they were both
more engaged with, particularly in using the smartphone notifications sent to both of
them when it was finished and ready for the laundry to be hung out, to ensure that
they both knew and would not forget and have to do it again. But Murphy also had his
limits, reflecting that:
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Although you may think I'd make everything smart in this house, | don't really see the point in
a smart fridge or a smart oven or anything like that. Generally, I'm going to be right next to
the device when I'm operating it. | wasn't that interested in that sort of stuff.

Paul

Paul and his wife Mags, originally from overseas and had moved to Australia a few
years ago from a third country, lived in a large new suburban house outside a big
Australian city. At the time we interviewed them they both worked from home as
consultants, Paul in IT and his wife in finance. They had two young primary
school-aged children. Both were keen on automation, as long as, as Paul put it, he
had the override button. When they made decisions about technology purchases,
as well as things like having their solar panels installed, they followed their pro-
fessional expertise, with Paul's focus on technology being balanced by Mags's
financial expertise.

Paul and Mags had many smart home devices, including, for example, a robotic
vacuum cleaner, and a complex set of smart lights which they used to create mood, as
Paul put it ‘The movie mode is the whole house dark ... and for ... guests it's more vibrant
... we have different colours setting as well’. Paul explained that the smart lights are
managed by sensors, most of the time, which helps them to save energy, and when
they have guests they ‘override the rules’.

The couple shared the domestic and childcare tasks and used smart technologies to
connect to their domestic schedule, where their Alexa voice assistant reminds them to
do anything from changing the beds to charging the camera. They also used a smart
system to access weather forecasts for them daily so that they can plan for when
they will use other appliances such as the dishwasher and washing machine in relation
to their solar energy.

Mags usually needed to be convinced of the merits of new smart home devices, and
when we met them Paul was arguing for installing automated blinds. Mags told us ‘...
and I'm thinking, wow, you know, that’s going to be our next project. Take your time.
[laughs]’. Paul responded that it would be very easy for him to make a device that
pulled the blind up and down and, to back up his argument he pointed out how ‘we
have the northern sun that really destroyed our leather sofa’ and this could be prevented
by a device that was tracking the sun’s movement, and operated the blinds so they would
stop the sun from shining on the sofa.

When Mags outlined how she found Alexa’s reminders to be helpful, Paul told us that
this was a ‘strong statement’ for her, since she had not always been so keen. According to
Paul, when they had first put the smart lights in Mags ‘was, ‘oh what a waste of time Paul,
because the time you have to spend to work with it, optimise it and me adapt to it”. He
explained that this had taken about 3-6 months, and hadn't worked for Mags, since as an
accountant she would want an immediate result. It had taken him ‘a few optimisations’ to
get the lights working in sync with the sunset, but that finally, everyone had been happy
with it.

Paul as the person responsible for setting these systems up was also responsible for
their maintenance, sometimes this involves the ongoing fine adjustments as above,
and others the more laborious tasks of, for example when having to change Wi-Fi
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passwords for every device. For Paul, as a software engineer who had originally been an IT
device engineer, meant that he spent ‘a lot of my hobby time on it’, as he put it, ‘my wife
can vouch for it because when | telling her, “I don’t have time for this” and she say “Oh, but
you have time for all your device” and | say “Well ... ".

Smart Home Husbands

In this section, we draw out the insights and implications from these ethnographic cases,
and where wives are situated about digital housekeeping masculinities. Four relevant
themes emerge across these three cases.

First, all of the men took responsibility for the smart technologies and systems in the
family home, they undertook the digital housekeeping, including the installation, setting
up and maintenance of the system. They had all committed time to working on their
homes, including getting new technologies set up. Bob had not worked for the first
months in his and Kylie’s new house and had spent this time getting their solar energy
system and the modes of automation connected to its set up. Paul prioritised time in
his life for smart home technologies, as his hobby. Murphy also dedicated significant
time to designing and developing his smart home systems, beyond the possibilities
offered by the manufacturers. All three men also had other men to talk to about technol-
ogy systems, in Bob’s case the previous owner, while Murphy’s participated in online
techie communities, and Paul worked in the field. In this sense, although their wives
were not completely isolated from their smart home developments, they can be seen
as something these men did, usually with other men, in a kind of masculine hobby
space, or what might be seen as a digital version of the shed (Strengers and Nicholls
2018; Strengers, Dahlgren, and Nicholls 2022).

The contingent and improvisatory nature of their engagements with smart home technol-
ogies and systems stands out. Bob's smart home technologies depended on the legacy of
the previous owner, and the set-ups created by installers. His actions tended to be contin-
gent on these existing devices and infrastructures, and his troubleshooting when they
went wrong. Murphy’s approach to the smart home was often responsive to needs and
opportunities that arose at home: the smart baby devices, and heating and cooling technol-
ogies they used were derived from wanting their baby, who was a bad sleeper, to get a good
night sleep and the plans for smart blinds on the balcony were made possible by the balcony
renovation. In this way, Murphy participated in caring masculinities (Elliott 2016) involving
expressions of technical femininity (Rode 2011). Murphy improvised within what was poss-
ible to create the smart home that he wanted, collaborating in online communities to do so
at times. Paul had improvised to make his system work as he would like, buying the equip-
ment he needed, and negotiating with Mags to create the automated systems that would
benefit their family. These dimensions of their digital housekeeping have a particular hobby-
ist element to them as found in past studies (Kennedy et al. 2015; Strengers and Nicholls
2018), but did not occur in isolation from the rest of their families, rather they were under-
taken in dialogue with the family and home (Sinanan and Horst 2021).

Second, in each case, although different for each family, the men portrayed their wives
as not sharing their interest or competence in using smart home technologies and
systems but in finding them useful to some extent. Murphy had intentionally set up every-
thing so that his wife could easily use it, and so that a manual option was always available,
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and commented that he never went away so she would not need to confront any chal-
lenges of using it on her own. Paul told us how Mags had been sceptical about the tech-
nologies until the practical or financial benefit of having them was evident. Bob described
how Kylie, who was not that interested in their smart home technologies, had found
herself locked inside and unable to get out of the house on her own when there was a
power outage. Thus, here digital housekeeping enabled these men to perform, and con-
tinuously develop and reinvent their spheres of expertise in the home, in such a way that
needed to be navigated with, and sometimes sounded like something that was tolerated
or indulged by, their wives. This described as the ‘wife acceptance factor’ by a smart home
industry professional (in Strengers and Kennedy’s 2020), highlights how women in hetero-
sexual couples are often positioned as the gatekeepers of smart technologies, ensuring
that men ‘prove’ the worth of smart devices before they are accepted into the main dwell-
ing (Strengers, Dahlgren, and Nicholls 2022).

Third, all of the men shared, or perceived that they shared, an equal balance of dom-
estic tasks with their wives. In two cases they used smart home technologies to organise
and schedule some domestic tasks, or the rhythms of domestic life. For instance, Murphy
had set up their smart washing machine to ensure that he and Gemma remembered to
hang out the laundry, and Paul had set up Alexa to remind him and Mags to follow
their task schedule. Bob, who had no such system, felt frustrated that Kylie was messy
and, for instance, didn’t do the laundry to the same rhythms as he would like. This is
one of the most interesting findings as regards gendered modes of organising and ratio-
nalising housework, and must also be understood in the context of sharing domestic
chores. This is not to say that women do not find digital scheduling of this kind useful,
rather it signals a very different way of knowing and engaging with the everyday routines
of the home, to that associated with traditional feminine sensory and embodied modes of
knowing and performing housework (Pink 2004).

Fourth, all of the households were keen to keep control over their smart home tech-
nologies, in fact none of them had simply installed an existing smart home system but
rather they had selected technologies that suited their own lives, or in the case of Bob,
that had suited the life of the previous owner of their home. Further, none were
aiming for the smart home aspirational definition of seamless and intuitive control of
normal household activities by the home and technology itself, either because they did
not see this as a realistic aspiration, or simply did not find it to be desirable.

Collectively these findings indicate that in these homes (and by implication across
many Australian homes) smart home systems and devices have become available to par-
ticipants through a masculine narrative, relationships between men, and subsequent or
relational dialogues between couples. They have been situated and justified as hobbyist,
indulged or tolerated, but appreciated for their practical benefits, when these become
evident, and are implicated in co-parenting and domestic task sharing. Importantly
they are designed, or maintained and further developed within the home, by men who
live in these households.

This creates an interesting configuration for smart home design. Here design is resitu-
ated in the home, rather than being driven by whole-of-system industry-produced smart
home installations. Yet, because they arrive in the home through masculine hobbyists,
techie forums and are often installed at home by men who have expertise in engineering
and [T, they are inevitably shaped by the masculine narratives that inform the industry
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development and design of the technologies, and those that characterise the lives of the
men concerned. As such, there emerge a series of questions around how and why women
are less involved and engaged in these processes, why smart home systems and technol-
ogies are less accessible to women, and other diverse groups, and what the implications
of this are for equitable smart homes.

Re-thinking for Feminist Smart Home Design

The fact that scholars like Strengers (2013), Strengers and Kennedy (2020), and Dahlgren
et al. (2021) have been able to work backwards from dominant discourses about smart
home systems and devices to demonstrate the kinds of personas they open up technology
futures for, or to propose currently unaccounted for alternatives (e.g. Johnson'’s (2020) Flexi-
bility Woman), is concerning. It suggests there has been a failure to acknowledge that smart
homes will be constituted and experienced through gendered relations, and that how
smart homes are currently designed are better aligned with particular masculinities.

Feminist design anthropology requires us to view the role technologies play in people’s
lives from the ground up, that is from the sites of everyday life where they become part of
roles and relationships. Our research suggests that a key way in which this comes about can
be conceptualised through the idea of digital housekeeping. This as we have shown is an
inevitable facet of installing, living and learning with, and maintaining smart home systems
and devices, needs to be acknowledged for the place it has in making smart home living a
reality. Once we do recognise digital housekeeping as a facet of everyday life, and corre-
spondingly as a valid and relevant category for analysis, then we can open up the important
question of how it might be designed with, in such a way that makes it open and accessible
to different, more diverse and equitable gender configurations. Therefore, once we can
identify what is happening in people’s lives and how gendered relations are implicated
with technologies we can set about considering how and where forms of exclusion lie
and where the possibilities for making technologies more inclusive could be developed.

While we contribute to literature about digital housekeeping, however, we emphasise
that we are proposing a mode of scholarship that goes beyond a simple empirical-concep-
tual interest in the emergence of this phenomena. Rather our interest in digital housekeep-
ing is in mobilising this concept within a wider agenda to inform inclusive smart home
design. The case of digital housekeeping in the smart home invites us to consider what a
feminist smart home technology and system design process might look like. It would, we
propose, go beyond the simple idea of responding to the masculinities of the dominant
techno solutionist narratives by calling for diversity and inclusivity in design, to instead
ask how contemporary masculinities themselves defy these narratives, and subsequently
how by including men in a category of ‘digital housekeepers’ which can equally be occupied
by people of other genders, we can move towards an approach that acknowledges diversity.
This means a process of design that is created in the sites of the everyday where smart home
technology is encountered; developed collaboratively and iteratively with all the people in
the home who may wish to use it, to be open to a range of gendered experiences and pro-
cesses; be installed as a living process, rather than a fait accompli with benefits.

Future research is needed to create a model for inclusive home-based smart home
technology design. In this article, we have set the ground for this, by demonstrating
what the problem space is and how it might be shifted towards a new set of possibilities.
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barriers to solving it are difficult to shift. A number of scholars have Accepted 23 January 2023

argued that, in addition to the gender pay gap, unpaid labour and

family violence, the problem lies in the fact that responses to Femninism: .
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homelessness are still shaped by conceptua.llsatlons that vagrant; refuges; violence;

developed when it was seen as a problem of white adult men. social work; interviews

And yet there has been no close analysis of how and why these

conceptualisations took root, and how they were reinforced and

perpetuated. Focusing on the pivotal 1970s, when homeless

women were first constituted a ‘problem’ in Australia and

feminism became a compelling political force, this article

examines how feminists both challenged and reinforced those

conceptualisations. It argues that feminist responses were shaped

by different forms of professional knowledge which led to

divergent outcomes, and it uses a rare cache of interviews to

show how homeless women’s narratives refute the assumptions

on which old ideas were built.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

Every now and again women'’s homelessness is rediscovered. We are arguably witnessing
one such moment now, judging by the increased media coverage of the issue, and there
have been similar moments in the past: in the 1930s depression homeless women
‘tramped the road’, and in the early 1910s women in rooms identified as 'homeless’
(O'Brien 2018). But perhaps the most significant discovery was that of the 1970s when,
for the first time, professionals recognised homeless women as ‘a problem’ in need of
research. In broad terms, this can be seen as a product of two major shifts — the explosion
of feminist consciousness particularly, but not only, among young women; and the
Whitlam government’s establishment in 1974 of the Homeless Person’s Assistance
Program (HPAP), the first intervention into homelessness by an Australian government,
and one that effectively marks the foundation of the contemporary homelessness ‘sector’.

These two shifts stemmed from different political positions. The HPAP was something
of an anomaly within the Whitlam government’s ambitious attempts to address structural
inequality because it mainly funded city missions and charities - most of which were for
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men - to provide shelter along lines they had followed since the nineteenth century. To
most feminists, charities made insufficient provision for homeless women and most were
judgemental to the point of harm. Some feminists went further, challenging the male-
centred understanding of homelessness used by the HPAP, arguing that it took no
account of the fact that homeless women’s vulnerability to violence and shame meant
they practised strategies of concealment not required of men. But there was no unified
feminist position: some influential voices replicated and reinforced older individualistic
understandings of the causes of homelessness while arguing a feminist interpretation
of its effects. The highest profile and most radical feminist contribution to understandings
of women'’s homelessness came from the feminist refuge movement, which drew dom-
estic violence to public attention and saw its victims as ‘the invisible homeless’
(Johnson 1981, 17). But refuge workers saw the needs of women leaving violence as dis-
tinct from those they described as ‘chronically homeless’, though some tried to reform the
HPAP. It was complex political terrain. Over the next decades, the stakes in these debates
were raised as the homelessness sector came to pick up the pieces of other shifts: accel-
erating deinstitutionalisation, the continuing decline in public housing and the growing
dominance of free market ideology.

This article explores the congruities and tensions between diverse feminist under-
standings of ‘chronically homeless’ women as homelessness became a ‘sector’ in order
to shed light on the gendering of homelessness policy. A number of scholars have
noted that responses to homelessness are still shaped by conceptualisations that devel-
oped when was it was seen as a problem of white adult men but there has been no close
analysis of how this occurred (Bretherton 2017). Focussing on feminist contributions to
this moment is telling because they not only challenged existing understandings, but
in some ways reinforced them as the system developed. In exploring these complexities,
| draw on the extensive scholarship on 1970s feminism, including the Women'’s Liberation
Movement (WLM) and Women'’s Electoral Lobby (WEL), the influence of feminists in the
bureaucracy, feminist theory, housing activism and particularly activism against domestic
violence (e.g. Curthoys 1992; Lake 1999; Arrow 2019; McFerran 1990; Kevin 2020; Watson
1988; Ramsay 2007; Simic 2020). Here Jacqui Theobald’s research on the refuge move-
ment’s engagement with homeless women at the policy and practical level is particularly
relevant (2011, 2015). But none of this work focuses specifically on feminist ideas about
‘chronically homeless’ women. Analysis of these ideas, and the practices they supported,
takes us closer towards explaining how and why the barriers to addressing homelessness
among women are so difficult to overcome.

Central to the analysis are two unpublished reports: one was written by Leslie Fraser in
1977, a counsellor at Elsie, Australia’s first feminist Women’s Refuge in Sydney’s Glebe and
commissioned by government - very likely by the Department of Social Security (DSS)
(Fraser 1977)." The other was conducted by recent graduates of the Social Studies Depart-
ment of the University of Melbourne in 1977 and edited by Carolyn Novarra, a lecture in
that department (Novarra et al. 1977). Why these reports? As two of the first and most
substantial research papers on homeless women, they enable analysis of how and why
this new group came to be identified as ‘a problem’ in this period, denaturalising what
might otherwise seem self-evident (Scott 2007). Since one was a government commission
and the other was the product of a university, they were well placed to exemplify and
amplify understandings of homeless women.
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Neither report has been subject of historical analysis and yet, read together, they act as
an entrée into the different ways that feminism and professional knowledge intersected
to produce different understandings of homeless women. The Melbourne report is par-
ticularly rich because it contains transcripts of interviews with 18 women. Such a full
primary source for this period, and with women as subjects, is rare. Providing first hand
accounts of the material and subjective experience of women experiencing homeless-
ness, they refute the assumptions of deficit and deservedness that beset the discourse
in their own time, and continue to beleaguer it in ours.

Contexts

Why did homelessness become a subject of policy in the 1970s and how was it under-
stood? The broad context was the 1960s rediscovery of poverty. Homeless men featured
in journalist John Stubbs’ book The Hidden People, which has been credited with drawing
to public attention the ‘weird blend of generosity and cruelty’ that marked the Menzies’
government'’s social security system, and contributing to the establishment of an inquiry
into poverty chaired by economist Ronald Henderson in 1972 (Stubbs 1966, 136). The
need for more and better accommodation for homeless men was also related to the
movement to decriminalise vagrancy, which accelerated in the late 1960s and 1970s, a
period jurist Michael Kirby has described as a ‘golden age’ of law reform: for all its auster-
ity, charity was assumed to be better than jail (O'Brien 2021, 4).

But homelessness was not just a problem waiting to be discovered and dealt with in
the 1970s. It was sustained and expanded by government policies that, over time, led
to the HPAP becoming a catch-all for other problems. One of these was deinstitutionalisa-
tion, a post-war reform whose originally idealist aims were stymied by the insufficient
funding of alternatives (MacKinnon and Coleborne 2003). Shifts in the allocation of
public housing also had unintended outcomes. In response to research conducted by
Michael Jones of the ANU’s Urban Research Unit showing that public housing was not
accessible to people who needed it most, the Whitlam government devised a new Com-
monwealth State Housing Agreement that targeted those most in need rather than per-
petuating the privatisation that Menzies had promoted. The downside of this shift was
that ‘public housing’ became ‘welfare housing’ — with all the stigmatisation that entailed
- and, over the next decades, as government funding for housing declined, there was
never enough for all who needed it (Hayward 1996).

Feminists made a distinctive contribution to the rediscovery of poverty. The issues
taken up by the two major feminist organisations of this period — the Women'’s Liberation
Movement (WLM) and the Women's Electoral Lobby (WEL) — were grounded in women'’s
vulnerability to poverty: abortion rights, equal pay, divorce law reform, child care and
domestic violence (Lake 1999). WEL played a decisive role in the election of the
Whitlam government in 1972 and this government went a considerable way towards
improving women’s economic welfare by raising pensions and unemployment benefits,
introducing supporting mothers’ benefits and legislating for equal pay (Mendes 2019).

But the HPAP showed few signs of feminist input. There was little research on homeless
women to draw on when it was introduced. The Report of the Working Party on Homeless
Men and Women (1973), which outlined the rationale of the HPAP, was informed by the
post-war research commissioned by organisations that provided facilities for men and
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used their residents as subjects. This research was strongly influenced by North American
under socialisation theory and, while not personally unsympathetic to the men who were
its subjects, ended up pathologising them as social isolates — unable to sustain relation-
ships, ‘extremely dependent’ and with very low tolerance for stress (O'Brien 2021). The
definition used in the Report (1973) replicated their ‘otherness’, describing them as ‘extre-
mely isolated from conventional society’ and participating in ‘a culture or community of
their own’ (6).

Women were nevertheless on the periphery of researchers’ vision in the early 1970s, as
the full title of the Report (1973) suggests. They were among the ‘city drunks’ that the NSW
Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research found sentenced to goal, and they briefly featured
in sociologist John de Hoog's participant observer account of Pitt Street’s wine bars (NSW
Bureau 1972; De Hoog 1972). Traditional charities were certainly aware of homeless
women and of the range of circumstances that put them at risk. They had long provided
shelter for sex workers, unmarried mothers, immigrants, the aged and the young. In the
interwar years hostels for working women expanded considerably to cater for that simul-
taneously threatening and vulnerable urban phenomenon - ‘the modern girl’. Hostels
offered shelter across the class spectrum, including to ‘transients’, and sought to
prevent all women from travelling down the path to vagrancy. But such charities were
fewer than institutional supports for men. Women without homes were more likely to
be dispersed - staying with family or friends, or lodging in rooms; as one advocate
observed in the 1930s, they ‘hide their want’ (O’Brien 2018). Male itineracy was rendered
ordinary by the demands of the rural labour market, and the infrastructure of temporary
accommodation that developed in the late 19th cities made it visible. And, however,
removed from real life, ‘the swaggie’ has been a figure central to Australian cultural
nationalism (Mayne 1981; Ward 1958). There was no such concentration of facilities for
women and no comparable literary figure.

Feminists became conscious of the vulnerabilities of homeless women from the early
1970s. The influence of WEL can be seen in the shift in orientation of the homelessness com-
mittee of the NSW Council of Social Service (NCOSS): it was set up in 1969 in response to
medical, police and business concerns about ‘Skid Row’ but by 1975 a new committee,
including prominent WEL member Bridget Gilling, was promoting ties with women'’s
health advocates and the organisers of International Women’s Day (O’Brien 2021; NCOSS
1975). Members of the WLM were also concerned about homelessness in women. In her
account of the origins of Elsie women’s refuge, Anne Summers, one of its founders,
describes two chance encounters that were pivotal in her growing awareness of shelter
as a political issue: one with a frail, elderly woman living in a tiny room that was ‘no
better than a rats’ nest’, the other with a young woman who banged on Summers’ door
one night to escape her violent boyfriend. To Summers, these incidents were connected:
homelessness for women could result from immediate danger and long-term inequality
(Summers 1999, 317). Several months before Elsie was founded, Sydney’s WLM held a
meeting to establish a night shelter for homeless women (Ramsay 2007). After the 1974
Women's Commission on ‘Women in a Violent Society’ drew together women whose tes-
timony revealed ‘the dark underside of patriarchy’s attitudes to women in marriage’, the
focus on women leaving violence became more sharply defined (Johnson 1981, 1). As
we will see, feminist refuges were constrained in the shelter they could provide to
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‘chronically homeless’ women, but some refuge workers, notably Leslie Fraser, were strong
advocates for them.

Researching and Representing Homeless Women

Two of the first and most substantial reports on homeless women were produced in 1977,
after the Fraser government had cut a number of the Whitlam government’s programmes
and when it was clear to many feminist refuge workers that ‘chronically homeless women’
needed specific help. While the provenance of the Sydney report is not totally clear, the
fact that it was distributed by the DSS reflects WEL's influence in the bureaucracy; the fact
that it was conducted by Leslie Fraser, a member of the first Elsie collective, reflects the
impact of the WLM (Greenleaf 2017). The Melbourne study, conducted by four social
work graduates and edited by academic Carolyn Novarra, speaks of feminism’s greater
presence in social work education in the 1970s than is generally recognised. Most
accounts of ‘radical social work’ argue that feminism was a ‘belated’ addition in the
1980s; indeed feminists in the refuge movement were critical of professional social
work and the bureaucratic and institutional approaches it perpetuated (Healy 1993;
Bullen 2010a). The authors of this report were insider critics: they concluded that the
social work profession and welfare policy had ‘failed dismally’ in relation to homeless
women (Novarra et al. 1977, 126).

The reports differed in their conceptualisation of homelessness, in their methods and
in how they represented homeless women. At eight typed pages, the Sydney report was
short, and Fraser considered it a ‘tool for discussion’ rather than ‘an adequate work of
research’. She was conscious of starting from scratch — ‘not one person had an overall per-
spective’ on the problem when she began.

One of the significant features of this report is Fraser's acceptance of the main premises
of the earlier studies — that homelessness meant rough sleeping and was the result of
under socialisation. She focussed on women who used night shelters, hospitals and
clinics, most of whom she found to be drug or alcohol dependent or suffering from psy-
chiatric illness. She concluded that homeless women could be ‘any age and colour’ and
were ‘generally of working-class background’ - though some ‘started out as middle
class’ - but what they had in common was an inability to integrate because they
lacked the personal ‘resources’ to do so (Fraser 1977, 2).

The Melbourne authors were concerned that the focus on rough sleepers left unad-
dressed the pressures on women that pushed them to practice strategies of concealment;
they took women in rooms as their subjects. In class, age, cultural and family backgrounds
these women conform to Fraser’s findings: most were from working class families; they
ranged in age from 15 to 73; three identified as Indigenous and one as a migrant. The
decision to make interviews the basis of this report provided more information about
the women’s backgrounds. Most were working or had worked in low-paid jobs - in
shops, hospitals, factories, canneries, mills, hotels, dry-cleaner, créches and milk-bars.
Some were on pensions. Almost all were in relationships, or had been in the past, or envi-
saged a future relationship. Almost all were familiar with violence. They were children of
violent families, partners of violent men and some had experienced violence in state insti-
tutions. Most knew ‘great unhappiness’ as children, if not due to violence, then to the
death, desertion, poor health or addiction of parents without ‘private solutions’ in the
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form of extended family to assist them (Wells 2011, 2). Not all had unhappy childhoods.
Some were non-committal and three recalled their early years with pleasure.

One of the most significant things about these reports is the extent to which they
diverge in their culminating representations of their subjects. The narrative high-point
of Fraser’s report was her statement that their ‘vulnerability in the world’ had made home-
less women ‘deeply brutalised and injured’ — ‘more suspicious, angry, defiant, self-deni-
grating and gquilt ridden than skid row men’ (7). The Melbourne authors took a
different view. They thought that most of the women they spoke to were making a go
of extremely difficult circumstances and that some had ‘great strengths’, though they
noted that some of the young women were very depressed (125). How can we explain
this difference? It may reflect that, as each report accessed women via different facilities,
the women themselves were different. But women using shelters and women renting
rooms were never discrete categories: a number of the Melbourne women had experi-
enced shelters and some had slept out; some had moved twice in the last 6 months;
about half had been heavy drinkers - four still drank heavily. It is also likely that the
women in Fraser’s report used rooms, though she did not access them there. The prior
relationship between interviewer and interviewee may also have played in. Fraser's
views may have been influenced by direct experience of the anger of women turned
away from Elsie, which ceased accommodating them while the report was being con-
ducted. The Melbourne authors, on the other hand, had known some of the interviewees
through their work as volunteers and the intimate detail shared suggests mutual trust.

The training and backgrounds of the authors were also likely to have influenced the
texts. As a community nurse who had run a clinic for alcoholics, Fraser saw the women
through a medical lens (SMH 19 August 1975). Her main categories were medical and
under socialisation’s starting point was deficiency. Critics were starting to challenge the
labelling of people without homes by the mid-1970s — the Melbourne authors among
them (O’Brien 2021). Fraser’s text reflects its continuing credibility.

While Fraser deployed this individualising theory as her main explanation for home-
lessness in women, her analysis of its consequences was gendered and structural. She
was deeply concerned about homeless women’s vulnerability to sexual assault: every
woman interviewed ‘had sold their bodies for alcohol, shelter and protection’; all had
been raped at least once; all women suffered under the phrase ‘there is nothing worse
than a homeless woman’ but it was ‘thrown at homeless women constantly’ (8). In a
context where open acknowledgement of violence against women was relatively new
in public discourse, this was an important statement that distinguished the experience
of homeless women from that of most homeless men. It also reflected the totalising
understanding of patriarchy that dominated feminism at this time. This was before the
cultural turn and before research on the ‘agency’ of oppressed peoples drew Foucauldian
understandings of the complex operation of power into the mainstream. It was not
unusual for feminists to see working class women primarily, if not only, as victims -
Miriam Dixson’s description of Australian women as ‘the doormats of the Western
world’ is a memorable example (Kevin 2020; Dixon 1976). But while Fraser attributed
the consequences of women’s homelessness to patriarchy, her representation of them
as irreparably damaged opened the way for the sort of disparagement long directed
towards the ‘woman vagrant’. The women Fraser met may well have been ‘more suspi-
cious, angry and defiant’ than the men - they had reason to be - but her linking of
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these qualities with ‘brutalisation’ speaks to the entrenchment of gender ideology, which
rendered such qualities in women aberrant and offensive. As we will see, Fraser came
close to representing homeless women in ways perpetuated by traditional charities,
and which she deplored.

The Melbourne report reflected a different blending of feminism and professional
knowledge. The authors explained that the impetus for a project on women'’s hidden
homelessness came from the writings of ‘Mitchell, Firestone and Greer’ who argued
that women’s ‘unquestioned role’ as ‘homemaker’ made the homeless woman
‘unknown and unaccepted’ (Novarra et al. 1977, 5). Their main concern was rendering
faithfully the individual's experience so there was little discussion of context. They
argued that focussing on statistics to identify ‘shared characteristics’ could obscure the
uniqueness of individual experience - thus the inclusion of extensive transcripts. They
favoured a non-hierarchical approach, taking up British author David Brandon’s call to
abandon labels such as ‘alcoholic’ which provided ‘an emotional armour’ that maintained
the difference between ‘them and us’ (Novarra et al. 1977, 2). In their desire to invert
power relations and validate experience they owed a debt to the ‘expressive revolution’
of the late 1960s (Hilliard 1997).

The focus on the individual in this report was in keeping with social work’s origins in
case work and, coupled with the lack of context, could leave the impression that the
authors saw homelessness as a product of ‘the problem family’ (Peel 2011). But individual
testimony made the personal political in this decade, as the feminist practice of con-
sciousness raising attests (Arrow 2019). In any case, the authors eschewed explanations
based on individual deficit, arguing that under socialisation theory was a form of ‘injus-
tice’ because it located the cause of homelessness ‘within the individual’ without acknowl-
edging poverty's structural causes (3, 124). Further, the cumulative effect of the individual
stories laid bare how economic inequality and gendered fear shaped the lives of homeless
women: they were constantly at risk, for any reduction in resources could precipitate ‘a
major crisis' and leave them ‘out on the streets’ (123). Unlike most contemporary
studies this report refuted the assumption that people without homes were a separate
‘class or category’ and it treated them as subjects of housing: one of the questions
asked about their preferred accommodation (22).

Emergency Accommodation and its Discontents

The direct impact of Fraser’s report is not clear but it presumably had some influence in
the corridors of power. The urgency of her tone, her forthright, disturbing discussion of
the vulnerability of homeless women, and her use of under socialisation theory made
the case for action in terms that were recognisable. Former refuge worker, Ludo McFerran
recalled the DSS ‘exhibiting hostility’ to feminist refuges but here Fraser was making a
case for the department’s main clientele and her recommendations were largely in
keeping with what the HPAP was already doing - providing temporary accommodation
(McFerran 1990, 192). She wanted more, and better, for ‘chronically homeless women'.
Fraser argued that the need for emergency accommodation was urgent. The working
estimate of homeless women in Sydney was 500, but there were only 50 beds in shelters
so it was ‘absurd’ to think their needs were being met (2). All the medical professionals
Fraser interviewed found it hard or impossible to place women following treatment,
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whereas they did not have the same problem placing men. Though she did not mention
deinstitutionalisation, its on-going processes doubtless exacerbated long-standing
insufficiency. But she thought the existing services were not just insufficient, they were
not coping. The problems of women at the St Vincent de Paul’s Butler Lodge were so
complex that workers needed to call on the Health Commission for help; nor could
workers at the Salvation Army’s Samaritan House cater for ‘a hard core of women’ who
were ‘violent and anti-social’ (4). Further, she thought that the ethos of the charities
was harmful because it exacerbated the guilt these women felt as ‘failed mothers’; they
felt like ‘damned whores fronting God’s police’ (4, 7). The Melbourne report confirms
that this dichotomy, and the power imbalance it authorised, was deeply resented. The
women described being patronised and checked up on by a network of providers in
close contact; most hostels were stifling — ‘too many rules’ (p?). Dianne’s testimony was
searing. Aged 15, she was ‘chucked out of the Salvation Army’ because she did not
have enough money and ‘a couple of Christian Associations just didn’t want to know
[her]”: ‘I just held so much against these people’. Vivid in her memory was a night
sharing smack: ‘each time | hit up | thought ‘that’s for the Salvation Army’, ‘that’s for
the Christian Association’ (Novarra et al., 57).

The whore/god’s police dichotomy has a virulent history in the discourse of women'’s
homelessness. When Gordon Moyes, Superintendent of the Central Methodist Mission
(CMM), described homeless women as ‘extremely difficult to rehabilitate’ because they
‘have usually been failures as mothers, as wives and even as prostitutes’, he was reflecting
the deep-rooted fear and disdain directed towards ‘the woman vagrant’ (SMH 9 August
1980). Such views were not confined to churchmen. Sociologist John de Hoog described
the few women in his study of ‘Skid Row’ as ‘warn-out harlots ... the most obscene and
noisiest’ (De Hoog 1972, 57). Nor were religious organisations all the same. The
Wayside Chapel was cited approvingly by Fraser, and community houses based on
ideals of egalitarianism and collectivity were opened at this time: some of the Melbourne
interviewees spoke well of these (Fitzroy History Society 2017). But the large grants in this
period went to established church organisations, and for them maintaining a moral hier-
archy among women had long been the rationale for providing accommodation (O'Brien
2018).

1970s feminism sought to eradicate this dichotomy. Jacqui Theobald's interviews with
workers in Melbourne’s refuge movement show that the majority objected to the judge-
mentalism associated with traditional charity (Theobald 2015). Fraser’s report suggests
their approach struck a chord. In her view, homeless women so preferred Elsie over exist-
ing shelters that when it opened ‘a vast number’ of homeless women came forward who
were ‘wary’ of agencies that judged them ‘more moralistically than men’ (4, 7). But while
feminist refuges were initially open to all, providing on-going accommodation for ‘chroni-
cally homeless’ women proved difficult. A number of workers in Melbourne told Theobald
they regretted having to alter their rules — some recalled needing to prioritise women in
‘immediate and real physical harm’ due to domestic violence; others put it down to lack of
resources (Theobald 2011, 105). In Adelaide, workers found that women with ‘fairly inca-
pacitating problems’ needed ‘more care than we could offer’ (Otto and Haley 1975, 120).
At Elsie the collective accepted ‘chronically homeless’ women for the first 18 months then
reluctantly changed the rules: it was ‘the only realistic decision to make, as goodwill and
kind intentions were not enough’ (Fraser 1977, 4).
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Feminist refuge workers were in an almost impossible situation, struggling for
resources to combat and deal with the consequences of domestic violence and pushed
to make invidious decisions in the process. They nevertheless played a part in improving
the visibility of homeless women. The Elsie collective collaborated with the Inner Sydney
Regional Council for Social Development on a seminar on alcoholism and drug depen-
dence in women and supported the opening of a Half-way House for women in Woolloo-
mooloo (SMH 19 August 1975). A radio programme based on Fraser's report was
broadcast on a special session of the ABC's feminist show ‘Coming Out Ready or Not'
in 1976 (ABC Radio 1976). But they improved the visibility of those already likely to be
seen. Further, the urgency of providing shelter to women leaving violence reinforced
emergency accommodation as the primary form of shelter for all homeless women.

Rooming and the Problem of Visibility

Women in rooms were hardly seen in this period. The authors of the Melbourne report
sought to change this but, unlike Fraser, they were not writing for the government.
Indeed, they thought ‘little’ would come of their study but saw value in ‘our own
increased awareness and hopefully that of our readers’. (Acknowledgements, np). In
one sense they were right: it was not until the early 1990s that people in boarding
houses were included in a new ‘cultural definition’ of homelessness (Chamberlain and
MacKenzie 2014). But women in rooms were not entirely invisible. The Report of the
Working Party recognised that some of the 81,257 boarding house residents at the
1971 Census might be homeless, though it did not consider that many may have been
women (Report 1973). In fact, a strand of North American sociological research on
women in rooms stretched back to the 1940s (Hanover 1976); and in 1969 a study by
the Sydney charity, the Smith Family, found that ‘thousands’ of ‘solitary women’ were
living in acute poverty in rented rooms within a couple of miles of the centre of
Sydney - but it did not consider them ‘homeless’ (AIPS 1969, 31). The Melbourne
report linked the problem of the room with the problem of women’s homelessness.

Boarding houses were not all the same but the Melbourne narratives suggest that at
their worst they were dangerous and potentially harmful. They had been a respectable,
even fashionable option in the early twentieth century but were in decline by the
1970s - though deinstitutionalisation provided the opportunity for entrepreneurs to
open new ones for former patients of psychiatric hospitals (Stansfield 2007). Lodgers
did not have the legal protections of private tenants, including ‘exclusive use and occu-
pation’. Landlords were entitled to hold duplicate keys to all rooms, on the grounds of
cleaning and servicing, and could enter at any time (CURA 1979).

The Melbourne narrators were invested critics, and some knew where there were
better rooms, but their main experience was of dirty, run down houses. ‘Most of them
smell’, said Donna, 15; ‘bathrooms are real dirty’; ‘toilet for everyone’ (41-2). Dot, 73, com-
plained of having no locks on kitchen cupboards so your things got stolen, rooms so tiny
it was ‘standing room only’ once you were out of bed. Public space was always nego-
tiated: Anna, 70, used the kitchen ‘after the prostitutes get home’ (92). Boarding
houses were also dangerous, and the narratives reveal the ways in which women who
may well have been traumatised by past experience were liable to retraumatising. They
tell of intimidating landlords and menacing residents: in one place the landlord let
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himself into Dot’s room when she was in bed to accuse her of stealing; in another she was
blamed for spots on the carpet that were there when she moved in. Just last night a man
had come into the kitchen ‘with his thing out’ and she couldn’t ‘get rid of him’ (97). Lucy,
72, told of being ‘punched ... in the eyes’ by a resident (95). Dianne felt safer sleeping out.
Rooming could mean living with surveillance, from the prison-like rules of hostels, to the
heavy police presence in boarding house precincts. Rhonda liked St Kilda but there were
‘always cops coming’ when ‘you just walk down the street’ (45).

And yet they needed these rooms with their affordable rents, which may explain why
most kept their criticisms to past experience. Dot was the only informant openly critical of
her current arrangements and she was insistent that the interviewer not tape her words.
She thought she had a reputation for complaining and worried it would ‘get in the papers
and they’d know’; ‘Always complainin’, that’s what they'd say’ ... ‘lI'd be thrown out on the
streets wouldn’t 17 (97). She may have been ‘paranoid’, but paranoia may have been the
product of years of having no real privacy and having to perform in semi-public spaces,
rituals that most people performed in safety, free from scrutiny.

Deficient and Self-hating?

The interviews can be read as a counter-narrative to Fraser’s assumption that homeless
women were lacking personal resources and that their ‘vulnerability in the world’ had
led them to internalise self-hatred. Before exploring the narratives, however, it is impor-
tant to clarify the context of their construction. As oral historians have shown, no inter-
view produces undiluted ‘fact’ — it is a one-off conversation, drawing on social and
personal memory and shaped by participants’ expectations (Murphy 1986). Something
of the authors’ expectations can be read in their descriptions of the women’s appearance
and demeanour. A couple were ‘distant’ or ‘apathetic’ (47, 52, 70) but most were pre-
sented positively: quite a few were ‘friendly’; one ‘came across with overwhelming sincer-
ity’ (64, 56) another had ‘a wicked sense of humour’ (94). These sympathetic descriptions
reflect the authors’ commitment to a non-judgmental approach and the conviction that
the difficulties the women faced were not of their own making. After all, this was before
the discourse of choice and personal responsibility that came with neoliberalism threa-
tened to obscure ‘the extent of choicelessness’ (Johnson 2003). One description of an Indi-
genous woman as having ‘a rather furtive sideways look’ and owing board to one of the
hostels, however, points to the racist limits of white idealism. It stands out from the other
comments, and may reflect what the authors acknowledged as differences in the ‘per-
sonal style’ of each researcher - the descriptions of the other two Indigenous women
show no such disapproval (67, 33). But it also reinforces Indigenous women'’s critique
of 1970s feminism as largely a white middle-class movement (O’Shane 1976).

There is no space to do full justice to all the narratives here but they can be read to
show something of the gendered workings of settler colonialism, migration, violence
and sheer serendipity in the lives of their authors. In terms of settler colonialism, the nar-
ratives are limited because race was not a category of analysis in the study: the interplay
of low paid work, child-care and violence in the lives of the Indigenous women inter-
viewed is similar to that encountered by the white women, though it was very likely
experienced differently. Two broad, inter-related patterns do emerge, however. Indigen-
ous women were over-represented in this group: at 3 out of 18, they were considerably
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more than their 1% of the population at the time (ABS 2007). In addition, they all experi-
enced the premature death of one or both parents: of 6 Indigenous parents, 5 died pre-
maturely, compared with 8 of 30 non-Indigenous parents. The sample is small but it goes
some way towards countering the assumptions of disfunction that have long beset Indi-
genous families, highlighting instead the relationship between parental mortality and
homelessness. Indeed, one Indigenous woman made a point of how happy she was in
her childhood home - ‘gee | was happy at the station’ — but both parents died when
she was 19, when she had just had a baby to a violent man, and when she greatly
needed their support (73-4).

The one migrant narrative evokes the impacts of war, displacement and state surveil-
lance. Anna, born in Russia and aged ‘about 70’, was a chance encounter in the street. Hers
was more ‘an outpouring’ than a linear story. She said nothing about when and how she
came to Australia but repeatedly referred to how happy she was living with her grand-
mother as a child. Born at the turn of the twentieth century, her life spanned the
October revolution, Stalinism, and two world wars: ‘my life is different to everyone
else’s — very different. | can’t speak about it' (91). She made several references to the
police knowing ‘everything’ and did not want the interview to go on too long because
‘they see if you pass anything’. She was the only older woman who spoke openly
about suicide - saying that she would go to the ‘dangerous place’ in the river if she
could not find a job after her money ran out. But she presented herself as in control: ‘I
have had a good life - all my family died young - | join them’ (91).

Almost all the women had experienced violence. Their stories are unique but continu-
ities were strong, despite the wide age range. Mary, a 46-year-old white woman, presented
a detailed account of her life that points to themes many shared. She was described as ‘at
ease and friendly’ and ‘matter-of-fact’ except when her children were mentioned when she
became ‘visibly upset’. Unlike most of the sample she was ‘very happy’ as a child but she had
wanted to marry at 16, after which her mother put her in Abbotsford convent for ‘wayward’
girls. When she was released she married someone else ‘to get away’ but this man cheated
on her so she left him even though she was pregnant (83). She took a job as a cook for a
timber miller, married him and had two more children; she left when he started ‘to get
violent'. She moved to Fitzroy with her children, worked as a barmaid and took in boarders;
one of these would ‘go off the planet - you know. Bash me - wanted me to hop in bed'.
When she was hospitalised by this man she decided it would be better for her children
to be with her ex-husband: ‘it was heart-breaking, but | thought it would be better for
them’ (84). This was a turning point. Her health started to suffer, her asthma got worse,
and she started drinking heavily. Her last partner would catch up with her so she'd
move: ‘he’s still around - never lets up’ (84). She was in and out of rooms, in and out of
rehab: ‘when | get too sick with drink | get admitted’ (85).

Like many of the others, Mary's life story highlights the intersections between gen-
dered violence and feminised poverty. Born in the depression and with limited education,
she experienced an institution that punished self-assertion in young women as ‘wayward'.
She repartnered in the context of low paid work, was twice a victim of partner violence
and was still being stalked. She relinquished her children after being hospitalised by
her partner because she saw it in their interests to do so - it was after this that she
started drinking heavily. Whatever personal resources she lacked is not clear, but what
does emerge is that the cards stacked against her became weightier over time.
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This is not to suggest that all the narratives followed an unremittingly downward tra-
jectory. Luck can be seen playing out in the lives of some. Lucy, for example, married four
times and though her first husband was a coercive controller and her fourth deserted her,
she was happy with her 2nd and 3rd husbands - sadly, both died. But poverty meant they
were all vulnerable — at worst, to a self-perpetuating cycle of state violence. Pat, aged 42,
was described by the authors as ‘very neatly dressed’ with ‘a lovely smiling face and
dancing eyes”: between adolescence and early adulthood she had been locked in a
padded cell in a girls’ home, bashed by police after escaping from Pentridge, put into
‘the dungeons’ on bread and water at Fairlea prison and raped by a taxi driver: when
she reported the rape, the police took no notice ‘because I'd been in gaol and had con-
victions and that’ (79-80).

The narratives call into question Fraser’s generalisation that, as ‘failed mothers’ home-
less women had internalised self-hatred. Most of the older women had children who were,
or had been, in care and most expressed their determination to get them back, or resume
a relationship with them. This is not to deny that they suffered a stigma that may have
engendered ‘shame and rage and self-defeating behaviour’, as social psychologist Kath-
leen Wells has put it: identity is always layered (Wells 2011). But their narratives emphasise
that relinquishing their children was in the child’s best interests and are clear about the
external factors that lead them to it. The dominant emotion they expressed was grief not
shame.

Their awareness of the external factors working against them is also clear in their
responses to a question about what changed their lives. For Therese it was her
husband ‘playing around’ (89); for Kerry it was being sent to the Oakleigh reformatory;
for Lisa it was her father’s violence. Lucy answered the question positively: her life
changed when she got the pension (96). A few women articulated the lack of affordable
housing as currently working against them. ‘Why doesn’t the government or the local
Brotherhoods buy [houses], put people in them?’, Joan asked (78). Looking back on her
life, Mary was the only respondent to this question who showed any ambiguity — and
there were multiple layers in her response.

What changed my life was my mother putting me in Abbotsford instead of letting me get
married. But | brought myself undone, | suppose, nobody else. But | believe in myself, |
mean well and I'm pretty happy. (86)

Far from mired in guilt she recognised her own strengths and took responsibility for her
own actions while recognising she had little control over the pivotal event in her life.

Concluding in Context

Homeless women were constructed as a problem population in Australia 30 years after
homeless men, but there was a significant difference in the stance the later researchers
took towards their subjects. Homeless men had been represented as broken individuals,
inimical to progress, pitiable at best (O'Brien 2022). While some of this infused some
research on homeless women, the larger structural framework within which feminists
worked recognised that homelessness was a gendered experience and that women
were vulnerable to dangers and shaming that men did not face; they were critical of
women’s marginalisation in the government’s new programme and recognised that
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the judgmentalism of those providing support was actively harmful. However, the strand
of feminist research that reinforced the older male-oriented understandings of ‘cause’ and
accepted homelessness as rough sleeping, played a part in obscuring the range of ways
women could experience homelessness and the range of long-term responses needed.

The reports discussed in this article provide an entrée into the complex understandings
that feminist advocates brought to homeless women at this pivotal time. The Melbourne
study broadened the orthodox view of homelessness and appreciated the strategies
women developed to minimise their vulnerability. It showed that women in rooms
were not necessarily safe, it assumed they had a right to housing and, in elevating
their voices, it refuted deficit theories of homelessness and produced a document that
points to the intersecting impacts of colonialism, war, migration, class, and misogyny in
the intimate lives of women. But it was not written to the government and the broader
definition it posited remained largely peripheral. The Sydney report shows that the domi-
nant understandings of homelessness as personal deficit were not just difficult to shift,
they could be renewed by the terminology of addiction and by a totalising interpretation
of patriarchy. Homelessness as deficit had long assumed that temporary shelter was the
best homeless men could expect: this report’s awareness of women'’s vulnerability gave
the need for such shelter a heightened sense of importance without considering that
they might be subjects of housing. At the same time, the urgent needs of women
leaving violence heightened the appeal of temporary accommodation as a viable
mode of support.

A short history of the following decades suggests the government preference for the
older framework. Temporary accommodation, with all its insecurity and distress, remained
the primary response to homelessness (for men as well as women) until 2008. Refuges for
a range of women - including young women, Indigenous women, and women with
‘special needs’ - grew rapidly but they were never sufficient to need (AHRC 1980). In
1985 the Hawke government streamlined and regularised funding for the homelessness
sector through the Supported Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP), confirming
temporary accommodation and services as its core functions. It was only in 2008 that
the Rudd labour government sought to introduce measures that would significantly
reduce homelessness, rather than only manage it (Parsell and Jones 2014). These
measures were not sufficient to stop homelessness increasing, however, and the election
of the Coalition in 2013 saw housing and homelessness recede as government priorities
(MacKenzie 2017). All through this period scholars and service providers decried the lack
of ‘exit points’ for people using homelessness services (Coleman and Fopp 2014). They did
not deny the need for crisis accommodation for people with high and complex needs but
argued that transitional housing should be accompanied by rapid permanent housing
(Bullen 2010b). As the homelessness sector grew, however, public housing became
increasingly residualised and underfunded. The number of households on public
housing waiting lists almost doubled between 1982 and 1992 and, as a percentage of
all housing stock, public housing dropped from 5.7 in 1984 to 3.8% in 2010 (Hayward
1996; Toohey 2014).

Old gender paradigms and the focus on rough sleeping also persisted, working against
women’s chances of being rehoused in the context of profound under-supply. A recent
study found that ‘chronically homeless women’ continue to use strategies of conceal-
ment, such as couch surfing, or sleeping in a car or in a place they feel more safely
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unseen. They also continue to avoid some services because of limits on their autonomy or
because they feel unsafe, which means they are literally not ‘counted’ as homeless and
often overlooked for housing (Bullen 2021). In a system where service organisations
play an important role in assisting their clients to housing, some women, such as older
single women, lack such services (Darab and Hartman 2013). Nor can services ensure
their clients’ housing: victims of domestic violence remain in or return to violent relation-
ships because of the lack of social housing in some areas (Flanagan et al. 2019).

The feminists who argued for more refuges for women in the 1970s can hardly be
blamed for the on-going preference of successive governments for temporary accommo-
dation, much less for the decline of public housing. Indeed, over the next decades fem-
inists lobbied for women’s housing in the refuge movement, in squatting campaigns,
and in the peak body ‘Shelter’ — and with some success (Watson 1988). The appeal of tem-
porary accommodation to governments in a 3-year election cycle is clear: less expensive
and more flexible than large-scale housing projects it was also in keeping with the ethos
of self-help that came to infuse welfare. But feminists were important players in this field
where women had long been overlooked, and the Sydney report was a passionate call for
them to be seen. In construing ‘the homeless woman’ as a unitary figure, inherently
damaged, it shows, not just the intersection of different forms of professional knowledge,
but how they could be shaped by and reinforce old tropes of ‘the woman vagrant’ as aber-
rant and ‘brutalised’. The salient point is how deeply embedded those tropes were, how
readily they could be redeployed and how resilient they remain: contemporary media rep-
resentations of homeless women still reinforce a dichotomy between the ‘undeserving’
addict and the ‘deserving’ woman with children (Lyons and Smedley 2021).

The ideas encapsulated in the Melbourne report also live on. The approaches it advo-
cated - more equal relationships between client and practitioner, a focus on personal
strength rather than pathology, and ‘therapeutic techniques’ such as empathy and
decreasing self-blame - came to be seen as basic to feminist social work over the next
decades (Fook 1986). Its privileging of the voices of homeless women also foreshadowed
more recent attempts to counter the institutionalised silencing of homeless women by
professionals and the media (Speer 2021). More than this, the report and the narratives
it has preserved, provide a methodological reference point for contemporary studies of
‘homeless identities’. They clearly underline the importance of gender as a category of
analysis in such studies, but also point to the value of analysing ‘the interview’ as a
product of its time. Some housing theorists have rightly argued that an historical sensibil-
ity reminds us that ‘current policies and theories do not occur outside time’ but are ‘tem-
porally situated, contingent and contextual’ (Flanagan and Jacobs 2019, 196). Of
relevance here is the pattern emerging from recent studies in which interviewees seem
to express more ambiguity, more self-blame and negativity, a greater desire to take ‘per-
sonal responsibility’ for their own choices, than those in the 1970s Melbourne study
(Parker and Fopp 2004; Zufferey and Kerr 2004; Parsell 2018). Indeed, a study of Centrelink
recipients published in 2011 found that the largest group of those with views about the
welfare system thought it was too lenient and encouraged dependency, even as they
required its support (Murphy et al. 2011).

To note this is not to query the authenticity of the recent interviews, nor deny the
‘agency’ of those being interviewed by assuming they had unthinkingly imbibed some
sort of fixed ‘neoliberal’ orthodoxy. It is to suggest that, since ‘the interview’ is inevitably
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shaped by its time, being alive to the context in which it was constructed may provide a
clearer understanding of its value. The 1970s interviews were conducted when social
democratic idealism still had currency and, since its precepts infused most interviews,
the narrators revealed the constraints on their agency in a context where they felt free
to articulate them. They had a knowledge of homelessness and housing that was not
just intimate and profound but clear-sighted: they speak to our time. In this, they add
a new dimension to the growing recognition that people experiencing homelessness
are the real ‘experts’ despite their ‘epistemic displacement’ (Speer 2021, 1). They
provide insight, not only into what homelessness means, but into how and why it is
perpetuated.

Note

1. Ihave not been able to verify that the DSS commissioned this report but, since the copy in the
State Library of NSW is attached to a covering letter from the DSS to the Australian Council of
Social Service (ACOSS), it seems very likely.
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With a particular focus on the construction and occupation of Received 18 March 2022
space, we will engage and trouble habitual distinctions between Accepted 26 March 2023
the interior as a site of private domestic occupation and the

street as a public domain. Drawing from philosophical and Interi . .

. ) . X nterior architecture;
cultural discourses about nomadism, mobility and everyday life architecture; nomadic; urban
that prioritise the dissolution of boundary conditions, the article space; urban mobilities;
will develop a feminist lens through which to interrogate three public space; domestic
architectural practices and projects by the essay authors. Notably, artefacts
each of the three case projects — Fence Parasite, Streetlife, and
Public Beds — involve the placing of domestic objects and actions
in different public or non-residential urban settings, thereby
unsettling their usual associations with the home and thus the
boundaries between the inside-outside and, by extension,
private-public space. From the dynamic overspill of domestic
labours and artefacts into the urban streets through to the
deliberate breaching and co-option of footpath boundaries, these
projects support a wider conception of both the location of the
home and its political agency, particularly in considering what is
urban and architectural within design practice.
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Our support structures — houses, self-identity, property, proprieties, bones, walls, scaffolding
— are almost isomorphic with one another. As such, they speak to each other - not, however,
in the interest of unity. (Ingraham 1998, 153)

In her key architectural text Architecture and the Burdens of Linearity (1998), architec-
tural theorist and feminist Catherine Ingraham draws attention to the important,
though arguably infrequently discussed focus on the line and linearity in architectural
theory and practice. She posits the line as ‘crucial to the construction of an architectural
epistemology’ (1998, 4) that is based upon the conceptualisation of architecture as the
creation of boundary conditions, ranging from physical walls and property thresholds
through to the more intangible aesthetic geometric considerations. Ingraham presents
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the line as a problematic construct in architecture: focusing attention on the building
envelope as ‘bounded, owned entity’ (1998, 130) which by extension, becomes a tool
of power and exclusion - particularly for women and other groups struggling to own,
control or access buildings, and residential buildings specifically. To overcome this inher-
ently exclusionary focus on architectural boundary conditions, she suggests we concen-
trate instead on notions of ‘temporality and spatiality’ (1998, 147) which force us to
confront and question our relationship to buildings as bounded, static, immutable
objects disconnected from the places in which they are located, rather than spaces to
be freely occupied.

Ingraham’s essay and notion of the architectural line was posited over two decades
ago and a time when more inclusive theories of space and architecture were yet to
fully infiltrate the architectural canon. Nevertheless, it must be said that it continues to
be relevant in the post-pandemic context of real-world cities where housing precarity
continues to exclude our most vulnerable. To this end, this article revisits Ingraham’s
notions of the architectural line as a frame for exploring three projects by the authors.
Each explicitly challenge the boundaries between home and public space, triggered
through the relocation of artefacts associated with private domestic environments and
women’s labour into atypical, non-residential settings; artefacts that could be described
as ‘wandering objects’ (Rendell 1998, 243). The selected projects are drawn from a com-
bination of the authors’ own practice-led research and pedagogical practices within a uni-
versity context - itself a limit and boundary of sorts. Yet in drawing attention to specific
examples of boundary limits within built urban environments, these projects are pre-
sented as particular instantiations of the ongoing relevance of the notion of the architec-
tural line within architectural discourse, and feminism more broadly. The first project,
Fence Parasite explores the fence as a contestable built instantiation of the proprietary,
that is, the line between private and public space. It was conceived and constructed by
Cathy Smith and Rowan Olsson as a series of low-cost, foldable, re-deployable stools
and a table that temporarily sit atop a standard height domestic fence or balcony, but
which can also be redistributed across the footpath and adjacent residential garden
space. Nonetheless, as a privately constructed and operated work, Fence Parasite does
not ultimately alter the property binaries it questions. Accordingly, the article then
turns to a second project, Streetlife, in which public space is more freely reimagined
through domestic occupation. It involves a series of student-created analytical diagrams
of nomadic ‘gray spaces’ (Yiftachel 2009) in southwestern Sydney and a related site in
central Phnom Penh in which domestic objects and acts inhabit footpath spaces, spilling
from commercial and residential interiors to roam freely, so to speak. Generated as part of
an interuniversity course exploring street conditions across diverse socio-cultural and
spatial settings in Sydney and Phnom Penh, the student-produced images and diagrams
investigate lively, heterogenous and everyday exchanges intertwining domestic objects,
labours and bodies with architecture and the urban realm. The third and final project,
Public Beds explores the explores the domestic affordances of discarded mattresses
placed in public urban settings. While Fence Parasite explores the shifting physical line
between private and public, and Streetlife looks at the domestic inhabitation of public
space and objects, Public Beds focusses on one domestic object out of its domestic
environment. The project title, Public Beds, references mattresses which are out of
place. Though the widespread association of mattress with domestic space and private,
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sanitised home environments, the seemingly haphazard placement of these mattresses in
weather-exposed public footpaths challenges the distinction between the interior and
exterior, and private and public spaces. The project follows ‘public beds’ in action
through a collection of photographs. Collectively, these three projects recast the
notions and practices of everyday dwelling in urban space and challenge the dualistic
consideration of private and public. In doing so, they also support and illustrate long-
standing extant feminist discourses that overturn the distinction between domestic
private and public space, albeit through an architectural and spatial lens.

Through its wandering across case project and discourses, it could be argued this
article itself demonstrates a conceptual or theoretical breaching of sorts, loosely
aligned with historical feminist and architectural discourses of the nomadic as they
relate to spatial occupation (late twentieth century through to the present): particularly
those discourses that challenge habitual and often misleading distinctions between
binary conditions in cities (public-private, home-public, women-men), including
Deleuze and Guattari’s (2005 [1980]) poststructuralist philosophical invocations of the
nomadic, through to Grosz (2001) and Braidotti’s (2011) respective explorations of
nomadic thought. Collaborating feminist geographers Gibson-Graham similarly fore-
ground places and/or objects as simultaneous sites of nomadic becoming and belonging
which: ‘move beyond the divisive binaries of human/nonhuman, subject/object,
economy/ecology and thinking/acting’ (Gibson-Graham 2011, 1). Within architecture,
the notion of the nomadic has provided a conceptual frame for challenging disciplinary,
practice and conceptual boundaries, thus opening alternative considerations for spatial
occupation (Ingraham 1988, 1991, 1995, 1998, 2004; Ballantyne and Smith 2011; Ballan-
tyne 2013; Burns 2013; Brott 2016; Smith 2016; Kovar 2019). These discourses challenge
the recognised ‘anti-domestic tenor of avant-garde architectural theory’ (Reed 1996, 9).
More specifically, these theories explore the relationships between the occupation of
architecture and the crossing of property boundaries through a focus on discordant occu-
pations. As Ingraham mentions: ‘there is also no human movement across or within fron-
tiers and borders — with documents of identity in hand - that is not consequential for
architectural movement and no architectural movement that is not consequential for
human movement’ (Ingraham 2004, 79).

To this end, each project, while individually initiated by the respective co-authors
within the last decade and for the most part located in the greater Sydney region, are
specific instances of the ways in which lines, thresholds, and boundaries in architecture
are productively unsettled. Aligned with Erin Manning’s thinking around the ‘everyday’
in a domestic context, we worked with the premise that each case invokes a dynamic
mix of improvised occupation and established domestic habits in which occupants not
only populate environment, but form it through dynamic occupations (Manning 2012,
13). Our attention to wandering domestic objects and the lines they produce is also con-
sidered through this feminist lens, not only because these projects form part of our lived
experiences as women caregivers, authors and practitioners, but because this focus
accords with a feminist desire to unravel the boundaries that render our domestic lives
mute.

Methodologically, the article adopts a qualitative mixed-method approach, applying a
critical theory lens to each case study, thereby grounding the discursive framework in the
authors’ lived experiences and ‘the diversity of realities that are multiple and socially
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constructed’ (Sarvimaki 2018, 25). These projects are therefore thematically rather than
chronologically linked, with a focus on how the domestic artefacts complicate the own-
ership of public spaces and its behaviours, whilst noting that we understand ‘objects as
processes defined by their potentials, and society as constituted primarily by actions’
(Graeber 2001, 52). Finally, the authors are intimately connected to each of respective pro-
jects discussed below, in recognition ‘that there is an interactive link between the inves-
tigator and the investigation [...] the researcher is one of the research tools’ (Sarvimaki
2018, 25). The mix of individual authors, communities and projects is intentionally
diverse when considered from the perspective of conventionally narrow research par-
ameters; however, this is because we aspire to an ‘agency as always distributed and at
work in "heterogeneous assemblages™ (Muller and Langill 2021, 3). Indeed, our overall
research approach is similarly exploratory, questioning the notion of the architectural
limit (built and metaphoric) rather than providing definitive solutions. Borrowing from
the words of Deleuze and Guattari, the article is ‘dependent upon sensitive and sensible
evaluations that pose more problems than they solve: problematics is still its only mode’
(2005 [1980], 373). Although the projects of focus in this article did not physically alter
property boundaries and spatial thresholds, the observed liveliness of their occupations
suggests that the binary conditions of buildings and their limits may be largely illusory,
reinforcing an extra-legal conception of property ‘as socially constructed, plural and per-
formative’ (Thorpe 2018, 766).

Lines that Wander: The Discursive Context

Lines are used in architectural drawings to create order and render visible boundary con-
ditions, particularly those relating to property ownership, and in order to demarcate
inside from outside, public from private space. According to Ingraham, the use of lines
in architecture is significant within the architectural profession, to such an extent that
it could constitute ‘an architectural epistemology’ (1998, 4). She suggests the popularity
of linear boundaries and forms derive from the historical desire to create geometrically
pure or ideal forms using ‘Euclidean geometry’ (Ingraham 1998, 81). In architectural
drawing and practice, the line has is synonymous with the construction of property
itself, thus is also a technique of power and exclusion. Accordingly, Ingraham (1998,
130) suggests that the line (and therefore the architectural boundary condition it rep-
resents) is inherently problematic within architecture as: it implicates the profession in
the construction of buildings as ‘bounded, owned’ objects rather than spaces to be
freely occupied by broader publics.

Despite the longstanding use of ‘architectural line’ as a drawn and built boundary
condition delineates an architectural envelope, it is still approached as malleable and
negotiated construct by some architectural theorists and practitioners, sometimes
(but not always) in domestic settings. This malleability is illustrated, for example in archi-
tect Bernard Cache’s invocation of the mobius strip, a linear yet infinite condition in
which the inside and outside conditions are indivisible, such that ‘the interior is only
a selected exterior, and the exterior a projected interior’ (Deleuze as quoted in
Speaks 1995, xvii). In a similar vein, anthropologist Tim Ingold (2015), who dedicates
an entire book to lines and linearity, invokes actions and artefacts that breach or
trouble ‘interior containment’ (41).
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Drawing attention to domestic objects and practices in public spaces is an important
task of feminist architectural discourse. Even when the notion of the domestic has been
historically recognised as an idea and construct (Reed 1996, 7), the notion of the home
with which it is conflated has often been ‘the main area for the enforcement of conven-
tional divisions of masculinity and femininity (along with their complement, heterosexu-
ality) - [... even if] the modern home has also been staging ground for rebellion against
these norms’ (Reed 1996, 16). To this point, the perceived contamination of public foot-
paths with ‘wandering [domestic] objects’ (Rendell 1998, 243) serves to highlight how
norms of domesticity and gender are often founded upon flawed assumptions about
the private character of domestic life. If we become accustomed to living life primarily
through an ‘experience of containment’ (Ingold 2015, 41), then actions or artefacts that
breach that containment not only unsettle our experience of those objects, but also
the very world in which we live. Accordingly, the focus is less on the contained object,
and more on the effect of the object for the inhabitants (Rice 2007, 17). Ingold (2015,
155) similarly prompts us to consider domestic space as a concentration of materials
and potential energy from which lifelines emanate beyond it into the milieu of the
earth and air, where they tangle with the lines of other living things. In conventional archi-
tectural discourse and practice, an over-focus on architectural structure, property bound-
aries and envelope conditions can lead to the minimisation of inhabitants and specifically,
inhabitations that move seamlessly between them (Ingraham 1998, 54). Focusing on inert,
immutable, hard property lines works to (consciously or unconsciously) constrict and
control wayward bodies. Indeed, with its established focus on inert structure and property
envelope, the architectural discipline often works to support the construction of the
bounded:

Architecture is, in some sense, the name of what acts in opposition to the animate. It is the
embodied principle of the inert [...] architecture controls or attempts to control this divide in
order to maintain the proprietary, the seemliness, of the body in space. We know that the
body is prone to improprieties — indeed, it is not only prone to but thrives on the tension
between proprietary and impropriety. (Ingraham 1998, 54)

Conversely, focusing on domestic artefacts and their associated spatial settings both
renders visible and simultaneously troubles binary conceptualisations of architecture,
the home, public space, and domestic labour. To this end, the following projects
involve placing domestic artefacts in unexpected non-residential spaces to draw attention
to what Ingraham describes as the ‘architectural breach’ (1998, 24), that is, an interference
with cultural, disciplinary and spatial norms. These breaches also rely on locating and
leveraging examples of the ‘noncapitalist household economy’ (Gibson-Graham 2006
[1996], 12), domestic caregiving and social labours in other, non-residential spaces. It is
to the first example of breaching - that is, the breaching of the line between property
and the proprietary - that the article now turns.

Fence Parasite (2014+)

Though Fence Parasite has already been discussed as an example of exploratory, feminist
architectural practice (Smith 2016), it is included here as a brief primer, showing how the
foregrounding of artefacts rather than fixed built forms productively unsettles a proprie-
tary understanding of the domestic-public spatial relationship. This creative research
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project centres upon the delivery of an ‘architectural breach’ whereby a table and accom-
panying stools are located on a front property fence and can be folded out and used to
occupy the adjacent domestic garden and public footpath areas simultaneously. The
configurations of the table and stools are determined by the occupants at the time.
Fence Parasite takes the proprietary and its contestations quite literally as a project site,
rendered visible particularly when the stools and fence are in their closed resting position
straddling the existing fence - an otherwise-invisible legal bounding line between private
and public space (Figure 1). When opened and spatially activated, the distributed furni-
ture components create a physical condition that supports the introduction of other dom-
estic artefacts (food, plates, drinks, condiments) drawn internally from the adjacent
private home as well as externally from the nearby local shops. These artefacts, and the
table-stools, temporarily enter into the public realm and return thereafter to their see-
mingly ‘proper’ locations, as if an ‘architectural power can be newly located in this
moving recapitulation and temporary recovery of the object’ (Ingraham 1998, 147).
First installed in 2014-2015 on an inner urban fence in the post-industrial regional Aus-
tralian city of Newcastle, north of Sydney, the table and stools are themselves in a state of
flux, materially and spatially (Figure 2): the steel hinges holding together the plywood
planes of tables and stool are now rusted, the plywood itself chipped and weathered
by the storms that regularly visit the regional coastal street in which it is located. They
continue to operate as a much-loved scaffold for impromptu neighbourhood gatherings,
but ultimately rely upon willing neighbourhood actors to perform the breach. The next
case study project, Streetlife, considers the way in which more densely occupied urban
footpaths are regularly invaded by domestic acts and actors, acknowledged or otherwise.

Streetlife (2015+)

The pedagogical project, Streetlife, involves student observations and visual outputs
exploring temporary domesticised spaces in the footpaths of Sydney and Phnom Penh.
In an interuniversity fieldwork course, students examine socio-spatial practices that
flow, adapt and leak, much like Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘lines of flight' (2005 [1980],
415). Through student-created analytic diagrams, attention is drawn to fluid, ordinary,

Figure 1. Fence Parasite, Cathy Smith and Rowan Olsson (2014+). Source: Cathy Smith (2014).
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Figure 2. A wandering Fence Parasite stool leg discovered one morning on the footpath. Source: Cathy
Smith (2016).

and often-unnoticed exchanges between urban and domestic objects, actions, and
bodies. This course posits both space and learning as ‘parts of the ‘becoming world’,
where everything is interconnected and learning happens in a stumbling, trial and
error sort of way’ (Gibson-Graham 2011, 4).

Street studies in Sydney’s Lakemba and Phnom Penh’s Sangkat Phsar Kandal Ti Pir
reveal bottom-up examples of seemingly ‘messy’ public-private and domestic-urban
boundaries. Hou and Chalana describe messiness as ‘urban conditions and processes
that do not follow institutionalised or culturally prescribed notions of order’ (2016, 3).
Extending this is Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘rhizomatic’ system of organisation which ‘has
not beginning or end; it is always in the middle, between things, interbeing, intermezzo’
(2005 [1980], 25).

Lakemba and Sangkat Phsar Kandal Ti Pir have diverse social, economic, political, and
cultural settings. They are examined here as two instances of one larger study whilst
allowing the complexities of each location to mutually unfold as a way of ‘seeing
better’ the other (Livingstone 2003, 484). Students, staff and community members from
Sydney and Phnom Penh are the projects transcultural agents (Hou 2013, 12), providing
‘insider’ skill and knowledge in each location.

Streetlife’s first location is Haldon Street in southwestern Sydney’s Lakemba. It hosts
transnational communities from Lebanon, Bangladesh, China, Vietnam, Pakistan and
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Australia (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2016), coalescing in what could be described as a
diverse ‘ethnopolis’ (Laguerre in Cairns 2004, 18). Frequently demonised by the media,
and subject to disproportionate surveillance during COVID-19 lockdowns (Shad 2021),
Haldon Street residents demonstrate a ‘quiet encroachment of the ordinary’ (Bayat
2000, 547), through an architecture-by (not for)-migrants that holds the aesthetics of
possibility (Cairns 2004, 21). The occupation of public and private space in Haldon
Street embodies Ingraham’s ‘architectural breach’ as the straddling of two or more trans-
cultural worlds where ‘subordinated or marginal groups select and invent from materials
transmitted to them by a dominant or metropolitan culture’ (Pratt 1992, 6). In their
dynamic, and quietly defiant, occupation of public space, Lakemba’s transnational com-
munity members invoke the nomadic, not as travellers but through their ‘conscious-
ness-raising and the subversion of set conventions’ (Braidotti 2011, 26).

Haldon Street defies the typical consumptive sites of ‘domestication by cappuccino’
(Zukin 2009, 4) found in Sydney’s urban milieu. Instead, it is characterised by unique
local street phenomena, generated by community members, whereby everyday objects
(furniture, plates, food, cooking utensils, clothes) seep from the interior to comfortably
occupy the exterior urban realm. Many of these objects emerge from adjacent hospitality
and retail venues, thus may not initially appear to be domestic themselves. However
closer inspection reveals the ways in which their uses support domestic occupations of
the public realm, and where ‘familiarity and intimacy converge across space and time
for the reconstructed atmosphere of domesticity to empower its inhabitants to [...] to
feel at home’ (Mace 2016, 76).

Shopfront thresholds (Figure 3a) see clothes racks occupy the footpath, turning the
interior ‘'wardrobe’ out whilst simultaneously disrupting the once linear path of pedestrian
movement. Similarly, the sensory and olfactory effects of mobile food stands spilling from
shop interiors (Figure 3b) thicken and distort the private-public thresholds. Tenants adorn
their shopfront awnings with decorative elements: swaying plastic Islamic motifs, layers of
bunting with Arabic phrases, a sea of metallic wind chimes (Figure 3c). Often conceptu-
alised as subservient to fixed built structure, here ornamentation transgresses the interior
boundary to subvert urban form, gender and culture politics. Ornamentation is historically
analogous with both femininity and the domestic interior, thus seen to be superfluous to
architecture and the urban realm (Zamberlan 2013, 106). Adornments on Haldon Street’s
urban awnings indeed evoke a home-like intimacy, becoming a powerful ‘site in which
the exploration of cultural politics occurs’ (Lewis, Lewis, and Tsurumaki 2006, 20).

Studies of street life in Sydney’s Lakemba are repeated in Phnom Penh and examined
again through the lens of nomadism. Following Livingstone’s (2003) methodology, Cam-
bodian students, educators, and community members are bought into intimate dialogue
with ‘outsider’ perspectives from Australian students and educators. In central Phnom
Penh’s Sangkat Phsar Kandal Ti Pir, on Preah Ang Yukanthor Street (as in Lakemba), the
domestic does not oppose public life. Rather, it is here that we explicitly see that the
boundaries between public-exterior-urban / private-interior-domestic are culturally,
socially, politically and economically generated and re-generated, noting also that the
city was ‘remade from scratch after being almost totally evacuated under the Khmer
Rouge regime in 1975-1979’ (Simone 2008, 188). Footpaths are a particularly fluid
space for paid and domestic labour, community connection and social networking,
where ‘everything is to be negotiated ... because everything seems to be changing
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Figure 3. (a—c): Streetlife: Sydney. Composite of student-created threshold diagrams from the ‘Stree-
tlife Studies’ course, UNSW Sydney, RUFA Phnom Penh. Top to bottom, (a) clothes racks turn the inside
out, source: Andrea Picones (2019), (b) food stands evoke threshold as smell. Source: Tandia Hardcas-
tle (2019), (c) adorned shopfront awnings. Source: Anina Carl (2018).

around us all the time’ (Simone 2008, 196). According to Simone (2008, 201), Phnom Penh
is a ‘so-called inclusive city’ where inclusion is not driven by a policy of integration but ‘as
a by-product of residents having access to diverse spaces of operation through which
they can come in contact with each other and do something with that contact other
than participating in shared consumption’. Architecture and the city exist here as ‘the fur-
niture we are forever rearranging’ (Deleuze and Guattari 2005 [1980], 21).

The collective and dynamic inhabitation of street space in Phnom Penh has nonethe-
less been under threat since the late 1990s, due in part to urban beautification agendas
(Hughes 2003) which disproportionally impact the vulnerable and dominantly female
street vendor population (IDEA & APWLD 2021). Authorities in Cambodia have referred
to informally occupied spaces and those who inhabit them as anatepadei or anarchy
(Strangio 2014); ‘orderly’ property lines are increasingly being enforced, aiming to clear
footpaths of non-pedestrian activity (Rachna 2017). This is a ‘beautification’ through a
process of othering (Hou 2013, 4).
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Figure 4. (a—e): Streetlife: Phnom Penh. Composite of student-created diagrams from the ‘Streetlife
Studies’ course, UNSW Sydney, RUFA Phnom Penh. Top to bottom, (a) threshold dynamics, source:
Sara Clipperton (2019), (b) threshold dynamics, source: Emma Hastie (2018), (c) bench as domestic
host, source: Michelle Ly (2017), (d) fence as domestic host, source: Farros Ghozi Fatih Djojodihardjo
(2018), (e) tuk tuk as wandering domestic host. Source: Daniela Novakovic (2018).

For now, footpaths in Phnom Penh are a seemingly exaggerated version of Lakemba.
Loose retail objects, furniture, ornaments, and bodies unfold onto footpaths whilst the
urban realm pushes inwards, with motorbikes and cars sidling up and crossing the
thresholds of stores and homes (Figure 4a and b). Everyday objects are unhinged
from their disciplinary roots (Muller and Langill 2021, 10) to muddy the binary con-
ditions often accepted in cities of the Global North. Domestic objects and acts are
also entirely decoupled from interior-exterior thresholds. In one example, a bench
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adjacent a shopfront is a place for the shop owner's domestic labour of drying fish,
storing food, washing clothes, sleeping, and monitoring child’s play (Figure 4c).
Phnom Penh’s fences are also appropriated in an amplified version of the Fence Parasite
project. They host hybrid commercial-domestic urban rooms for street vendors and
their families (Figure 4d). Articulated material surfaces afford the hanging of tarpaulins
for shelter, hammocks to rock young ones, clothes for drying, pots and pans for food
vending, and tiny nooks for personal knick-knacks. Wandering domestic acts also inter-
sect with wandering urban objects. The tuk tuk of a paratransit driver is a domestic
node; for day napping and night sleeping, feeding, and breastfeeding children,
hanging laundry to dry, eating, and socialising with friends over a game of cards
(Figure 4e).

Celebrating these footpath and streetscape boundary breaches, it is important to
neither romanticise (Dovey 2012, 385; Lombard 2014, 49) nor ‘gloss over' (Devlin
2010, 132) the very real threats that street vendors face in their use of footpath
space as a livelihood necessity. Predominantly women, street vendors often come
from provinces outside of Phnom Penh, setting up temporary homes on the street
and subject to facing harassment threats in the early and late hours. As informal
workers, they are unprotected by social security and charged ‘fuzzy fees’ for use of
space, umbrellas, sanitation, security, and police bribes (Economic Institute Cambodia
2006). Phnom Penh’s urban poor communities demonstrate a quiet resistance and resi-
lience similar to that seen in Lakemba. Despite unjust conditions, ‘residents with
limited economic means, through their configuration of space, social relations and
infrastructure continuously attempt to construct the conditions that enable the city
to act as a flexible resource for the viable organization of their everyday lives’
(Simone 2008, 1).

Streetlife, in both Sydney’s Haldon Street and Phnom Penh’s Preah Ang Yukanthor
Street, demonstrates an alternative mode of socio-spatial practice where moving
objects, actors and actions defy the definitive lines, disciplinary norms and power relation-
ships of architecture and urban planning (Kabachnik 2012; Petrescu 2013). Both locations
arguably embody Yiftachel’s ‘gray space’ of urban informalities that are expanding from
the global South-East to North-Western cities, particularly in transnational communities
(2009, 97). Entangled in the undeniable challenges faced by community members in
Lakemba and Sangkat Phsar Kandal Ti Pir is the breaching and blurring of private-
interior-domestic and public-exterior-urban boundaries, thus ‘making visible urban possi-
bilities that have been crowded out or left diffuse or opaque’ (Simone 2004, 14). Both the
temporary domesticised spaces of Fence Parasite and Streetlife’'s wandering objects
involve the purposeful relocation of domestic objects and attendant behaviours. From
‘temporary domesticised spaces’ to objects out of their domestic environment, the follow-
ing case project, Public Beds, focuses on disposed mattresses left on streets, serving an
active role in their own Streetlife.

Public Beds (2019+)

Public Beds is an ongoing research project (2019+) examining domestic objects’ social
and political roles when located beyond their usual domestic environment. The project
is a visual database of discarded bed mattresses discovered in footpath locations
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across Sydney. The images focus on the beds as displaced domestic objects without an
active human presence, thus exploring ‘the potentialities of three-dimensional space in
a two-dimensional medium’ (Shields 2014, 2).

A mattress refers to a large fabric pad usually placed on a bed base (or bed frame) and
described as a fabric case filled with resilient materials (Merriam-Webster Dictionary,
undated). Thus, a mattress could be considered as a bounded object with composed of
many hidden layers from straw, hair, feather, cotton or foam rubber. Historically, these
inner layers were held in place by various forms of wire mesh, chain-link, and vertical
coil-springs (Wright 1962, 238-240). ‘Making the bed’ is a phrase originating from medie-
val times, when it referred to taking a sack and filling it with hay (Worsley 2011). Contem-
porary bed mattresses are ready-made and more durable than their medieval forebears,
but nonetheless still function as a container in the same manner as their predecessors.
Even in private dwellings, mattresses are typically hidden under other layers such as bed-
sheets and quilts.

Figure 5. Disposed mattresses in non-domestic space, as public encounters. Source: Demet Dincer
(2019-2022).
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Unlike the street furniture and domestic objects described in previous projects, mat-
tresses are rarely considered to have an afterlife once removed from private domestic
dwellings, primarily due to health and safety concerns. When discarded on public foot-
paths, they typically wait to be collected by government refuse collection services
(Figure 5). The shifting domestic status of each mattress renders it part of the ongoing
‘vast uncontrolled experiments’ (Gibson-Graham 2011, 1) within a city. Due to its intimate
association with domestic privacy and bodily intimacy, the mattress has also become an
artistic medium for questioning norms about female bodies, domestic settings and
society, in a genre described as ‘bedroom-as-artwork’ (Geng¢ 2019). A case in point is
Tracy Emin’s 1998 seminal and provocative My Bed in which the artist reconstructed
her own bedroom as a public exhibition. It consisted of her bed frame and mattress
replete with wrinkled and stained dirty bed sheets, and other private objects spread
across the floor (stained underwear and a used condoms). In 1999, the artist Semiha Berk-
soy’'s bedroom was exhibited in the Bonn Museum, alongside her intimate personal
objects. Both artists included powerful statements about ‘private reality’ and ‘the
agency of the body in the cultural realm’ (Baydar 2012, 33). These infamous public
beds breach traditional boundaries between the intimate spaces of the body and
broader publics.

Though far more quotidian than the aforementioned gallery mattresses, those discovered
in Sydney streets are arguable instances of Ingraham’s ‘architectural breach”: they interfere
with the spatial norms by breaching the lines between property and the proprietary,
between sites of private domestic occupation and the public domain. The mattresses in
Figure 6 typify the ways in which discarded mattresses disrupt public contexts, akin to
‘unmade beds’ for unexpected guests. When left open to the gaze of the public, a mattress
still invokes the privacy of its domestic environment. Placed in open air and public settings,
these beds both ‘contain’ traces (literal and figurative) of the intimate relationship between a
body and a bed, while forming new and temporary urban thresholds of their own.

Conclusion

For us, challenging the physical and conceptual limits of what constitutes the home and
public civic, as well as architecture and its practice more broadly, is a feminist act: it draws
attention to the intangible soft lines of space, particularly those labours, materials and occu-
pations that are rendered invisible through the privileging of the hard lines of structure and

Figure 6. Mattresses placed in a public square, street, and/or on a footpath. Source: Demet Dincer
(2022).
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property boundaries. Through these three projects we have considered how, through the
wandering of domestic objects — that is, being with domestic objects — we encounter a liveli-
ness that actively challenges the singularity of the architectural line and its associated power
structures. Fence Parasite took the domestic property line as a theme and site for productive
intervention; Streetlife further explored urban footpath conditions augmented and trans-
formed by domestic artefacts, actions and bodies, acknowledging the socio-political com-
plexities of a multicultural and multi-sited project; Public Beds considered the implications
of placing a ubiquitous domestic artefact in the public realm by documenting disposed mat-
tresses where they shift the boundaries between private and public, and where traces of
human bodies themselves became the elements that displaced the urban, non-residential
settings in which they were documented.

Our approach, both to the article and the respective design projects, is akin to a line
turned over itself. It is a conscious and directed feminist inversion in which the domestic,
which has been hidden, marginalised, quashed and simply ignored, is awarded its place in
architectural discourse. Our discussion of these three projects provokes acknowledge-
ment of an expanding, elastic threshold of exchange between the domestic interior
and the urban street in which we may question ingrained assumptions concerning
what is public and what is private — and in turn how we may design architectural
space to nurture complex, messy, feminist lives.
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Using the spatial analogy of the migrant kitchen this article makes Received 18 March 2022
an argument for diversifying Australian feminist architectural Accepted 3 April 2023

practice and disciplinary inquiry to anticipate other culturally
plural framings and experiences of the built environment. Its Kitchens; migration;
parallel focus on four ethnographic vignettes offers insights into domestic labour: domestic
the ways in which migrants mobilise familial culinary traditions architecture; women of
for building ontological security in new environments, examining colour

how constituent parts of kitchen spaces migrate and are adapted

by Lankan-Australians in Melbourne and Canberra. It argues that

the ‘transmigration’ of kitchens and their hybrid reincarnation

uncovers nuanced, temporal, socio-political dimensions of

migrant origin and experience indecipherable to host

communities that frequently reduce them to ethno-cultural traits.

We discuss the assimilatory practices that migrant women of

colour daily navigate as revealing the unavoidable complexities

within normative constructions of the Australian home. We posit

the migrant kitchen as a site of adaptation and persistence in the

face of diffused processes of assimilation.

KEYWORDS

‘Persistent’ Migrant Kitchens: Spatial Analogies and the Politics of
Sharing

By addressing an intense material site of migrant ontological persistence - the kitchen -
this article seeks to explore practices through which migrants negotiate assimilation. It
builds upon recent scholarship on migrant dwellings in Australia as culturally differen-
tiated spaces, despite being constrained by Anglo-Australian house forms and values
(Lozanovska 2019). The spatial analogy helps us, as Sri Lankan diasporic scholars, articu-
late our personal struggles with the assimilatory Anglo-Australian spatial systems and
institutional values we inhabit. Our intellectual interrogations are inspired by the efforts
of Sara Ahmed (2012) and Divya Tolia-Kelly (2017) at institutional decolonisation within
the Western academy as well as Chandra Talpade Mohanty's (1988) seminal critique of
the discursive colonisation of ‘the third-world woman’ by western feminist scholarship.
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We aim to challenge the gender-centric universalisation of Anglo-Australian interpret-
ations of home by describing our efforts at traversing differences based on race, class
and affective subjectivity with which, in particular, kitchen spaces are imbued. Our
approach is both ethnographic (based on interviews with Lankan diaspora) and auto-eth-
nographic. Borrowing Annelise Morris’s (2017) conceptualisation, we argue that the four
vignettes of kitchen spaces we present here offer narratives of persistence rather than of
resistance to systems of oppression, our reactions to living in a social system that is not of
our own making. In the case of Australia, it is one that reconfigures us as minority and
migrant settlers imbricated in overwhelmingly white settler environments, but with
limited agency. Inspired by Morris’s conceptualising in relation to Black farmsteaders in
south-eastern lllinois (2017) and her critical reading of bell hooks’s essay ‘Homeplace: A
Site of Resistance’ (1990), we explore the possible conceptual salience of the socio-
spatial and material practices of defensive persistence. We argue that tactics of persistence
in the kitchen, brokered under pressures to assimilate, provide ontological security
through the continuity of socio-spatial and material practices. These sites, as guarded
spaces of culture, resist erasures associated with assimilation, they humanise (hooks
1990), replenish and sustain. They are meaningful in ways that are not contingent on
the host culture. However, the ethnographic vignettes illustrate that these gains are
underpinned by considerable labour signified in the recreation of objects, layouts, pat-
terns of use, labour-intensive culinary practices, and the continuous realignment of sen-
sibilities. The consideration of defensive persistence allows us to foreground this labour, a
type that is quotidian and typically negotiated by women that could be easily overlooked
when considered through the lens of resistance.

Morris further argues that framing such placemaking practices in narratives of persist-
ence helps avoid binary frameworks of analysis and allows for nuanced, multiple
interpretations. It is a multiplicity that is also concomitant with the Chicana feminist the-
orising of la facultad, described by Gloria Anzaldta and theorised by Chela Sandoval as
‘survival skills’ deployed by certain marginalised people in the face of ontologically inse-
curity (Moya 2002). Our work is grounded in the considerable scholarly attention given to
narratives of resistance in critical race theory, black feminist scholarship and postcolonial
subaltern studies. However, the expectation of one-sided absorption into a majority cul-
ture’s norms is our main concern. Australia’s co-location with Asian-neighbours and immi-
grant populations, suggests a tension-filled regional porosity evocative of the settler-
migrant-race relations that Chicana feminists explore for the American continent.
Among the concepts tested and elaborated on later is whether normative feminist
spatial tropes in architecture such as parlour and the kitchen table can be rethought to
accommodate lenticular habitations of multiple entangled and transnational diasporic
realities (Hage 2021).

The above-mentioned theories addressing specific narratives of discrimination res-
onate with Sri Lankan experiences both of decolonisation and of migration to a formerly
settler-colonial space alongside associated challenges of occupying predefined intellec-
tual/institutional and physical conceptions of space. More importantly, the above intellec-
tual framing helps us enrich narratives of persistence from an architectural perspective on
how migrants simultaneously negotiate multiple, historically conditioned, lived realities.

The article argues that the ‘transmigration’ and hybrid reincarnation of kitchens as set-
tings for culinary practices uncover nuanced, temporal, intersectional (Crenshaw 1989)
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dimensions of migrant origin and experience often indecipherable to host communities
that receive them as and reduce them to ethno-cultural traits based on static culinary tra-
ditions. These in turn are largely encountered only as ethnically coded consumer practices
and commodities with scant awareness of the dynamic socio-spatial and material prac-
tices and environments they signify. This article posits the migrant kitchen as a site of
adaptation and persistence in the face of diffused processes of assimilation.

Transmigration of the Kitchen

The literature at the intersection of home space, culinary cultures, eating and migrancy is
interdisciplinary and varied; however, the significance of home space, culinary cultures,
and eating for diasporic ontological security is a recurrent theme (Mannur 2022; Divya
Tolia-Kelly 2010), alongside sensitisation to the sensory and material cues that give
them relevance and meaning (Pink 2004). Whereas several scholars have described the
embodied, haptic and kinetic attributes of memories related to food preparation and con-
sumption as mediated by nostalgia (Sutton 2009), Meah and Jackson’s framing of kitchens
as conduits to a past (2016, 517, 520), illustrates the potential of such spaces as analytical
tools for unlocking both positive and negative recollections.

The architectural lens on home, migrancy and Asian racial subjectivity additionally
raises issues of assimilability into the Anglo-Australian architectural cultures core
values. The pressure to assimilate through domestication conjectures an unhomely and
unequal environment (bell hooks 1990) resonant of exploitative or patronising settler-
colonial relations of Indigenous servitude (Haskins 2019). In such examples, Indigenous
women enter the parlour or kitchen in relationships of subservience to be domesticated
and civilised by their women employers; relations that parallel colonial-era racial servitude
in Asia (Haskins 2022). Beyond relations of racialised exploitation, expressive formal and
aesthetic departures from normative taste values in post-world World War Il refugee
and labour-migrants’ homes in Australia suggest nuanced contestations of inter-Euro-
pean cultural absorption of the non-Anglophone into Anglophone value systems (Loza-
novska 1997, 2019). By exploring migrants’ design preferences Mirjana Lozanovska
challenges the discipline’s unquestioning advocacy of elite Euro-American and British
spaces and values. Such disciplinary value-constructions that seamlessly elevate colonial
and then Western values have embedded implicitly racialised notions of a universal mod-
ernity in Asian built environments, something that is being questioned by the growing
feminist architectural focus on situated forms of domesticity (Chee and Park 2013; Chee
and Seng 2017; Desai 2007). Among diasporic Lankan scholars, however, theorisations
of domesticity have tended towards political entanglements of home, homeland and
nation (Thiranagama 2011; Kandasamy, Perera, and Ratnam 2020); analogies for commu-
nicating the amplified war-related traumas twisted into the warp and weft of multi-gen-
erational Lankan diasporic families, including in Australia.

The physical transformation of gendered domestic spaces within Sri Lanka and their
ramifications for Lankan diasporic ontologies warrant analysis not least because of the
high degrees of familial displacement during the last four decades. This article seeks to
overlay Lankan diasporic experiences on Sri Lanka’s historically transformed kitchen
spaces, the changing meanings and associations of which travelled with migrants as
embodied spatial practices retrofitted to Anglo-Australian assimilatory norms.
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Transmigration becomes evident through locational echoes of certain objects, spatial
practices and materialities recurring across time and place. Our method for exploring
this borrows in part from Lozanovska's idea of the ‘twin house’ (2019), recognising that
for some transnational diasporic populations - including both economic migrants and
refugees - villages, family homes, or those of relatives left behind continue to be part
of the affective ontologies of dual and partial belonging. The intimate impacts of these
spatially dispersed affective ontologies can be understood through Sara Ahmed'’s evoca-
tion of ‘patterns of estrangement’ related to ‘a splitting of home as a place of origin and
home as the sensory world of everyday experience’, which prompts her to pose the ques-
tion, 'how do bodies reinhabit space?’ (1999, 341-342). Writing of her own family’s jour-
neys from India to Pakistan after Partition, to England, and then migration to Australia,
Ahmed describes the complex and contradictory relationships to colonialism, social
antagonism, privilege and marginality that stories of dislocation mediate. ‘Home’, she
observes, is often presented as an analogy for memory.

Acts of remembering hence are felt on and in migrant bodies in the form of a discomfort, the
failure to fully inhabit the present or present space. Migration can hence be considered as a
process of estrangement, a process of becoming estranged from that which was inhabited as
home. (1999, 343)

Most recently, Ghassan Hage (2021) has described the ‘lenticular condition’ of inhabiting
multiple entangled and transnational realities that challenge dominant conceptions of
social reality and spatial fixity (7-8). By exploring migration as an existential condition
coterminal with modernity, Hage offers a new way of theorising ‘diasporic lenticularity’
as simultaneously evoking multiple spatial and material imaginaries of geographically dis-
persed home environments which migrants may allude to or draw on. The labour of main-
taining families as an organic transnational totality across multiple spaces is equally
challenging (125). Those transnational women migrants typified as care givers internalise
these multiple modalities of belonging; prioritising one reality over the other in emotional
tug-o-wars between familial obligations and different attachments to parents, partners
and children split by geography. They speak of guilt, fear of reprehension and the
inherent instability of the temporal demands of maintaining divided and distanced obli-
gations simultaneously while combating everyday racial prejudice. In many examples,
labour-intensive culinary practices are cited as being cathartic tools of psychological
comfort and cultural recovery (86-90).

We discuss here as examples two spatial tropes, parlour and the kitchen table, both of
which have afforded institutional opportunities for feminist architectural praxis in Austra-
lia but argue that even as they create discursive spaces to broach difficult topics in the
discipline and for the profession, we join with a certain unease. Parlour: Gender, Equity,
Architecture (https://archiparlour.org/) — which describes itself as ‘Expanding the spaces
for women in Australian architecture’ - is an important online institutional platform
and forum curated and edited by women professionals/academics that evolved from
an Australian Research Council Linkage Grant project, ‘Equity and Diversity in the Austra-
lian Architecture Profession: Women, Work and Leadership.” The term ‘Parlour’, though
signalling a kind of gendered gentility, has a broader etymology from the French word
‘parler’ or ‘to speak’, and has both public and private associations with reception and con-
versation. The parlour was used in Victorian private dwellings to describe a formal sitting



AUSTRALIAN FEMINIST STUDIES (&) 173

room, until replaced in mid-twentieth century modern homes by the living/sitting room
or lounge, an association that has travelled with the migration of Anglophone immigrant
groups to be assimilated as an Australian norm.

In colonial Ceylon (officially named Sri Lanka after 1972), the parlour was described as
‘issaraha kamaraya’ (the front room), an Anglophile racialised space created during the
early twentieth century, late colonial period when British wives and children migrated
to the colony provoking rigid lines of segregation between the front (family) and back
(servants’) quarters. In the homes of Colombo’s aspiring indigenous elites, the rarely
used parlour with upholstered furnishings, the drawing room for entertaining family
members and the shaded and colonnaded front verandah were the main areas of socia-
lisation the latter used for informal gathering and conversation, across class and with
acquaintances. Colonial officials maintained this last linear threshold as a racial boundary.
As with the Parlour’s class association, these historical distinctions we associate with its
nomenclature and use, colour our [the authors’] reception of these spaces and their
meanings. But, ignoring the parlour’s spatial pedigree, the Parlour online platform’s
value is for advancing professional women’s empowerment, and we can see that conver-
sations, even difficult ones, enter this domain. In a powerful Parlour opinion piece pub-
lished on 14 July 2016, Sonia Sarangi criticised the profession’s unconscious bias
asking, ‘Who’s afraid of ethnic diversity?’. She observed that attrition of diversity in the
profession is due to entrenched discriminatory practices that exclude ethnic minorities
from senior roles. She notes,

Over the course of my career | have occasionally been made to feel that my ideas were ‘too
different’ or ‘not how we do things’ - or I've been told ‘the client probably won't like it ... [...]
... .More damaging was the insinuation that certain clients, teams or consultants would not
be able to ‘connect’ with me, and that | was better off letting someone else do the talking/
presenting (Sarangi 2016).

Pervasive monocultural structural boundaries in her workplace’s professional culture
hampered Sonia’s social mobility as a woman of colour on the basis of her physiognomic
features rather than her institutionalised assimilation through tertiary education in
Australia.

Spatial analogies, like spatial typologies, are inflected by the cultures that produce
them, and may translate poorly in a multi-racial society. Anecdotal evidence suggests
that for many post-war non-Anglophone labour-migrants, especially for Southern Eur-
opeans, the parlour was a relatively untouched formal space with stuffy, plastic-
covered furniture and heavily embroidered curtains, unused except for funerals as the
only space large enough to accommodate a coffin. Festivals and weddings were held out-
doors under marquees using summer kitchens for outdoor cooking of fish, or lamb on a
spit. Gatherings around the kitchen table, a space reserved for servants in Victorian
middle-class households served migrants and working-class Australians in place of the
parlour. ‘Writing Around the Kitchen Table’, a critical-spatial writing practices workshop
curated by Héléne Frichot and Esther Anatolitis in June 2010 adopted methods simulating
critical minor material practices ‘deploying make-shift and readily available materials, and
how together these processes and materials can participate in creating new, even if pro-
visional identities for peoples and places’ (see Frichot, Grillner, and Preston 2017). The
framing was adopted from Maud Lavin’s (1993) book, Cut with a Kitchen Knife: Weimar
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Photomontages of Hannah Héch, a member of the Berlin Dada group whose art practice
involved reconstructing representations of women and contemporary life by cutting and
pasting images from popular media sources. The theme built on Jane Rendell’s Site
Writing (2010) praxis. The confidence and flourish with which feminist creative practice
has brought explorations of intimacy and domesticity into public discussions have
created a platform that also enables our reflections on migrant homes and labour, in
this case, the welcome or unwelcome labour required to sustain culinary traditions.
Add to that the implements and vessels used, modified or discarded and the physical
capacity of the space to accommodate them, as well as socio-spatial practices and sensor-
ial effects that translate poorly into environments that impose practical limits on immi-
grant activities.

But even the kitchen table with its open class-consciousness poses problems for the
Lankan lens. Ceylon’s colonial kitchens were highly racialised spaces, split into two dis-
crete domains as dunkussiya (smoke-kitchen. Tamil kusini from the Portuguese cozinha)
with its raised open hearth and firewood stove employing native servants, and the
butler’s pantry or servery. The twinning of these two spaces persisted past political Inde-
pendence in 1948 because elite aspirants to colonial status who employed rural migrants
as domestic staff adopted a similar class politics. During this period the kitchen migrated
from being a soot-and-smoke-filled room extending out from the back verandah at the
end of a long storage corridor for sacks of rice, coconuts and large ceramic jars of pre-
serves, to a space abutting the pantry, thus signalling the dissolution of racialised segre-
gation but the retention of class differentiation between householder and employees.
Historically, the pantry was the space in which issaraha kema, literally ‘front food’, but
more accurately Western dishes and desserts, were prepared by the British wife of the
colonial official and later the upper-middle-class ‘house-wife’, in a space designed to
store away precious and expensive electrical appliances that native ‘servants’ could not
be trusted with. Here was the meat safe, a lockable porous cabinet, and the refrigerator,
a wooden box fed with ice blocks until the mid-twentieth century when these appliances
became affordable to the country’s limited middle class. Colonial families employed men
as cooks and village women as ayahs (nannies) but indigenous families were more likely
to employ women for cooking. White employers, unable to pronounce vernacular
languages, gave native ‘servants’ Western names, like John or Sally, a practice their
staff later internalised and continued to identify with up to the 1950s. Village women,
unused to furniture, used the kitchen floor for food preparation as in their vernacular
dwellings, preparing raw ingredients with bulky implements too heavy for a table top.
Food was consumed either at a separate dining table or on a large woven mat.

A troubling teleology of progressive civilisation emerges across the trail of architectural
idioms. It equally exposes the divisive colonial, patriarchal or feudal norms that have com-
plicated these societies’ reception of Western spatial practices. In Japan, for example, the
soot and smoke filled kamado (traditional hearth), symbolic of the household, underwent
numerous adaptations until the Taisho period (1912-1926) when food preparation and
cooking moved from the floor level to the bench top. This movement from the crouching
to the upright position has come to represent an internal modernity forced by exogenous
influences in an uncomfortable approximation of Darwinist evolutionary discourse over-
laid by colonial notions of health, hygiene and European racial superiority. The associated
hierarchies were internalised by Asians, notably in interwar Japan when the government
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advocated for Westernised chair-based living spaces; and so the post-war danchi subur-
ban apartments were designed to have a centralised living-dining and kitchen area
after the dependents’ housing built by the post-war American occupation forces
(Daniels 2010, 31-33). Although the sofa-set and dining table were among the first
pieces of furniture to be adopted, the latter was favoured over the former, which was
rarely used (Daniels 2010, 31, after Miyawaki 1998, 26-28).

Politicising our liminality — strategically essentialising our outsider status around our
differentiated race or colour identities — offers an alternative to rather than a shareable
means for understanding the diasporic condition’s multilayered and multi-spatial onto-
logical complexity; useful for demanding inclusion, but not in itself an inclusive structure.
Hage writes that diasporic subjects,

... have always seen themselves as being subjected to or having to negotiate with, confront,
submit to, or move in the shadows between the cracks of an already Western-occupied world
organized by laws not theirs ... .[...] ... to settle for the crumbs, leftovers and marginal spaces
within ordinary colonised nations (Hage 2021, 28).

Among the concepts, Hage introduces is that of anisogamy, or relations between persons
of unequal status, and the reciprocity required for maintaining those relationships (52).
Viewed in retrospect, the various above-mentioned central and marginal feminist
spatial analogies being mobilised by our discipline were partitioned from one another
like incongruously coupled culturally different and socially distinct colonial kitchen
spaces in a hierarchy of cultures implicit within Australian identity. Focusing beyond
these divisive phenomena to common experiences of postcolonial modernity, this next
section leads us to the politics of sharing.

Four Kitchens

V’s Kitchen

When, in 1965, my grandmother left her bungalow home on the foreshore of the Lunawa
estuary, in a township south of Ceylon’s former colonial capital Colombo, for a new indus-
trial suburb closer to the city, she incorporated residual elements of her former home into
a draftsman-designed American Style house. She also travelled across the temporal water-
shed of political Independence from a home space defined by colonial ideas of distinction
to one that was self-governed, but equally influenced by post-war American notions of
modernity. During this journey she shed several entitlements cultivated through
mimicry of colonial and feudal status, signifiers by which Lankan elites sustained leisurely
lifestyles, such as a retinue of impoverished domestic helpers performing labour-intensive
services for the landed gentry in their spacious villas. Unsettled by dislocation, she simu-
lated the habits associated with colonial and feudal architectural features within the
confines of her new suburban home by combining the two spatial thresholds of her
former house. The colonial porch built for accommodating horse carts was integrated
as one 3.6 m garage space in a four-bay two-storey concrete frame structure, with a
breezy open balcony above it, large enough for a suite of verandah furniture. The most
persistent element of the former home was the dunkussiya: a lean-to single storey struc-
ture, about 3 m by 5 m internally, clumsily attached to the rear end of the building and
entered through a partially screened doorway from a pristine modern kitchen-and-pantry
in the main house (Figure 1). Its wood-fed hearth and soot-blackened walls evoked



176 A. PIERIS AND K. PALIPANE

\
‘ I < -_

e 4|
| | \.)l.|
"7

1 | .

[\

v
3
>
A
A
%

&

7

&0
~

Ll
N

2

o
%
L

o=

R A R e

Figure 1. V's Kitchen: Ratmalana House Plan locating the kitchen. Drawn by Dhanika Kumaheri
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centuries-old messy preparatory processes that offered forms of sensorial stimulation - of
heat and damp and odour - that were being banished from modern homes. Magylin, my
grandmother’s ‘servant’, would perch on a low stool balancing a curved cleaver between
two toes, dextrously chopping sheaves of leaf-vegetables, and using large woven baskets
of various shapes to dry, winnow, gather or sift raw ingredients (Figure 2). The deep throb-
bing base of the pestle pounding the stone mortar, accompanied by the straining roll of
grinding stones produced a unique harmony against the hiss of the fire and clatter of
pans. There were other task-specific utensils for sorting rice, for grating coconut and
various clay pots and cast iron pans adapted for specific food preparations as well as
the various-sized coconut-shell spoons used for cooking. Magylin’s kitchen had a built-
in hearth, a concrete bench top with a deep ceramic sink, shelving, storage spaces and
wall tiles up to shoulder height. The ‘Western’ pantry and kitchen were equipped with
a refrigerator, an ice cream churner, and glass cabinets showcasing modern appliances.
The brick partition that relegated the dunkussiya to an unsightly past outside sanitised
modernity was equally a concession to its ontological centrality to the culinary culture
and familial traditions of the house, since relatives, dependents and servants still
flowed through the house. My third unmarried aunt, designated housekeeper, shouted
instructions past the kitchen’s brick partition, rarely penetrating Magylin's domain
where a menacing dog on a clanking chain and a black soporific cat guarded the hearth.

My relatives depended on village women-helpers to prepare raw ingredients for the
multiple sophisticated dishes that relatively affluent Lankan families demanded. Families
milled their own rice-flour, dried, pounded and roasted curry powders, boiled sweets,
fried snacks, and made pickles, chutneys and preserves. Coconuts used daily as a
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Figure 2. Ratmalana House, Dunkussiya. Drawn by Dhanika Kumaheri.



178 A. PIERIS AND K. PALIPANE

substitute for dairy products had to be grated and squeezed for their milk. Manufacturing
processes for dehydrating wet condiments for domestic use were as yet unavailable. Such
dependencies were exacerbated with land reform and import substitution during the
1970s when raw staples were rationed and many food stuffs had to be home grown.
But the awkward migration and hidden persistence of my grandmother’s kitchen in
Colombo’s outer suburbs was a residual anomaly illustrating my grandmother’s refusal
to adapt to and my aunties’ desire to preserve her from this inexorably middle-class
life. Not until marketisation during the 1980s - occurring incongruously alongside escala-
tion of the civil war and increasing exoduses to countries such as Australia - did culinary
practices and expectations coalesce as pre-prepared ingredients released women from
labour-intensive cooking. These packaged foods travelled overseas to serve populations
fleeing the country’s political turmoil, facilitating their transition to a differently dislocated
and modified migrant kitchen where both the space and its users were equally disembo-
died. Many of the class distinctions that helped perpetuate elaborate culinary traditions
for elite families narrowed. Meanwhile, employment of village women as overseas
guest workers in Southeast Asia and the Middle East and related rise in wages and expec-
tations at home forced middle-class women entering the workforce to become depen-
dent on instant foods. The transnational dispersal of cooks and commodities carved
pathways through associated and remembered spatial practices for the Lankan kitchen'’s
incremental material migration to Australia.

K’s Kitchen

At home, they’re confined to a drawer: the spices and condiments that make a meal
worthwhile. | worry about their escape, as smells, infusing the soft materials of my apart-
ment or being carried outside with me on my clothes. This sets in motion a familiar regime
of chores and practices — opening windows while cooking to displace the droplets of oil
suspended in the air, discarding outerwear to be washed just after, regularly washing soft
furnishings around the apartment before smells settle in, bleaching away the patina of
stains that build up on the white benchtop. There is labour involved here, an exhausting
surveillance.

My apartment is one of six in a 1970s exposed brick block in inner-city Melbourne.
There is an apartment above mine and one on either side. My kitchen is 10 square
metres. My childhood home is a double-storey, 5-bed-room house in the suburbs of
Colombo. In comparison, my mother’s kitchen spaces include a wet kitchen and a
pantry that faces a spacious open-plan dining and living space. Together they are 20
square metres.

Goods and equipment from my mother’s kitchen have reincarnated in mine. Unthink-
ingly, I've even arranged and grouped them as she has. These sub-assemblages of items -
a bowl holding bulbs of onions and garlic, the drawer full of spices and aromatics (hers sit
on the benchtop), and the kitchen sink with a grinder, rice cooker crowded around it —
form points of reference around which my spatial movements primarily occur. It sits at
odds in a kitchen designed according to the ‘work triangle’, a concept developed and
touted for efficient kitchen design in the US in the 1940s where the reference points
were the sink, stove, and refrigerator.

A mapping of spatial movements and their durational aspects across the two kitchens
reveals an implosion in movement possibilities and of reach (Figure 3). My mother’s
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Figure 3. K’s Kitchen. A collapsing and containment of spatial possibilities. Colour image. Drawn by
Kelum Palipane.

kitchen have allowed for a seamless expansion outdoors into a covered verandah and
appropriation of the floor for messy chopping and preparation. Access to goods pre-
washed, pre-cut and pre-packaged means | spend less time cooking in my kitchen, but
this is offset by the energy and time | spend in containing and removing evidence of
the material realities of cooking Lankan food. The overlaying of the two kitchens makes
apparent the collapsing of space, of temporalities (durational), and also, of status. It
suggests a forfeiting of class status during the migration process.

Western feminist scholars have identified domesticity as a valid site of women’s labour,
because the kitchen has been a locational necessity for many women due to caring duties,
and the gendered and uneven divisions of labour in maintaining families and homes (Fed-
erici 2012; Heynen and Baydar 2005). Their efforts to expose and legitimize women'’s situ-
ated knowledges, allowing for their participation as complete citizens in the political
sphere. However, non-western domesticity in a migrant context can use its hidden and
ignored status defensively to its own advantage. The importance of these guarded
spaces of culture is theorised by Chicana feminist scholar Emma Perez as sitio y lengua,
(Perez 1999), a place where space and language converge, where cultural practices
inscribed in bodies can be enacted and re-enacted confirming the identities of specific
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social groups. This is a site of unprogrammed socially produced behaviours; where immi-
grants can ‘live inside with a difference’ (Perez 1999, 78). She writes that power for these
groups lies in this difference; ‘In the difference is the diasporic subject’s mobility through
and about, weaving interstitially to create, always create, something else — whether music,
food, clothes, style or language’ (Perez 1999, 79). Creative practice has, however, explored
the radical potential and potency of typically hidden and unpalatable aspects of migrant
food cultures, wresting them into the public realm. Sita Kuratomi Bhaumik’s installation,
‘The Curry Institute’ (2011, Sheehan Gallery, Whitman College, http://www.sitabhaumik.
com/the-curry-institute) uses curry powder as a tactile and olfactory agent in a gallery
space to assert an uncontained multisensory presence that is unruly and disruptive.

The kitchen is also a critical place where | participate in helping my daughter navigate
her dual identities as a Sri Lankan (private) Australian (public). Hoping to recalibrate her
sensibilities, | tentatively introduce her to dishes (that she often perceives as unpalatable
and malodorous), away from the ‘gastronomic surveillance’ she may experience from her
peers (Halloran 2016). Halloran writes, ‘The institutionalized surveillance of an environ-
ment such as the school cafeteria promotes the normativity of assimilation through the
overt policing of what (and how much) people eat. Students and co-workers monitor
one another’s lunches, searching for clues to culinary non-compliance’ (51). When we
step outside of our kitchen, our home, we re-align our sensibilities with the mainstream.
We become vigilant and self-censoring in an attempt to pass ourselves off as Australian as
best we can.

S’s In-law’s Kitchen

Among diasporic scholars, both Sharika Thirangama’s In My Mother’s House (2011) and
Kandasamy, Perera and Ratnam'’s anthology A Sense of Viidu (2020) explore the familial
and generational dislocation and trauma that Lankan minorities have faced. In the
absence of inclusive forms of public engagement and recognition for these Lankan min-
orities, the home becomes an intensified and layered site of precarious ontologies,
defended and preserved by various strategies both by internally displaced persons and
also by Lankan diasporas in Western countries. In these examples, memories and cultural
values are mediated by everyday materialities and spatial practices, and spaces mobilised
for forms of cultural continuity become layered or compressed. Particularly evocative in A
Sense of Viidu is S. Shakthidaran’s (2020) account of how his grandmother transported
physical components of her family home to Australia, the front doors, window grills,
and staircase. He writes powerfully of the sentiments associated with these acts,

It was, and still is, an act of defiance. Of pride. A bittersweet act, for in building us a home she
was acknowledging what she could never get back, acknowledging where we were not going
back to, even as she unleashed new possibilities for the future, built fresh hope into the very
foundations of the place that would house the future generations of our family. It was not an
act of kindness. Or generosity. It was an act of willpower. Of steadfastly maintaining control,
when all other choice had been taken from her. [156]

The bifurcation of kitchen space into ‘Western’ and ‘Eastern’ or dry and wet components
in strategies replicated in many parts of Asia responded as in the example above to the
heat and odours generated by Lankan cuisine, especially with ingredients like dry fish and
roasted condiments used to flavour curries. While this luxury of space was not afforded to
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Figure 4. Extruded Section of S's In-law’s Kitchen and Wet Kitchen. Drawn by Dhanika Kumaheri.

apartment dwellers, detached houses typically appropriated or even built spaces to
accommodate these differences, whenever possible.

When S’s in-laws rebuilt their home after the 2003 Canberra bushfires they attached a
wet kitchen at the back (pers. comm. 27 February 2021). Prompted by Sri Lanka’s linguistic
nationalism that badly affected Tamil minority jobs, S's mother-in-law, a doctor, had
migrated with her family during the 1970s, first to the United Kingdom, where they
faced considerable racism and later to Australia to the Northern Territory to work as a
Flying Doctor servicing the Australian Indigenous Community. Her husband, formerly a
bank manager, drove a bus. When the opportunity arose, they moved to Canberra, he
for work in the Federal government and she as a doctor in the public service. Desperate
for the familiar foods which were unavailable in Canberra at the time, they would make
monthly trips to Sydney for raw ingredients and cook on a stove in a back verandah clad
in woollen caps and sweaters in the winter months; in a display of persistence unsup-
ported by either their home or their locality. Returning to Sri Lanka around 1987 they
sold their house and shipped its contents to Australia, redistributing the largest pieces
of furniture — settee, armchairs, dining table, bed, folding chair, dressing table, screen,
stools supported by three elephants, etc, among the three children, now adults. ‘She
treasured her memories of a very happy childhood with her mother (her father died
when she was 14) through letters and furniture,’ S observes. The shipment from Sri
Lanka included a grinding stone, new hopper pans (used for making bowl shaped
savoury breads) and a Noritake dinner set, a status symbol in Lankan material culture.
Removal of furniture and, in particular, the heavy kitchen implements underlined the
realisation that they were unlikely to return. When her sister in law’s family was migrating
to Australia, S recollects, they too travelled with granite pestles and mortars and thosai
(another kind of bread) and chilli grinders causing the Australian customs officials to
joke, ‘Crickey, these people have even brought their tomb stones with them!’

S's in-laws were aged in their 80s when the possibility arose of this physical change to
their destroyed Canberra home (Figure 4). They built,
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The standard kitchen that is visible to and a part of the dining room and family room, a
covered (heated, external kitchen, separated from the fancy kitchen with sliding doors)
and outside the kitchen in a patio - a log of wood was planted upright. A big chunk of
meat could be placed on it and my father-in-law could swing hard with his cleaver and
chop it up!

Food could be prepared separately in a weather-proof space, preventing curry odours
from entering the house and clinging to soft furnishings. S observes that her in-laws
were frugal, reluctant to eat at restaurants, and suspicious of takeaways. They adjusted
to these practices very late in life finally embracing the convenience of the microwave
and accepting orders made by Tamil community chefs by then settled and part of the
growing Sri Lankan community in Canberra. S notes,

It was only in their later years that they recognised that saving their energy and ordering from
outside was Ok and not an immoral waste of money or an indulgence. He would always buy
cheaper cuts of meat, never buy pre-cut meat and pre-cut vegetables (more expensive), and
being a banker, he had a sharp mind for mental arithmetic to the very end and he would
convert prices to Sri Lanka rupees and exclaim how expensive things were.

While reminiscent of my grandmother’s vernacular kitchen, the choices made by S's dia-
sporic family were compounded by forced dislocation first into an assimilatory spatial
container designed for Australian cooking that initially inhibited the sought-after cultural
resilience; and the determined continuation of culinary traditions, enabled later as an
exterior practice, a back-stage behaviour, if we adopt Erving Goffman’s term (1959).
Their example is indicative of ways in which migrants negotiate spatial or material barriers
to integration by creating alternative performative spaces and strategies. The exteriority
of this example differs from the internal (to Lanka), rural-to-urban and temporal migration
of the dunkussiya, although essentially, in both cases, comparable spaces are juxtaposed.

The cost and labour involved in sustaining familiar culinary practices includes the trans-
national transportation of equipment, journeying to Sydney for ingredients, and extend-
ing and expanding their kitchen quite apart from the hard work of sustaining a moral
economy around food preparation from raw materials rather than pre-prepared ingredi-
ents; although construction and maintenance of an additional kitchen burdens their
purse.

A’s Kitchen

Integrating these two spaces without assimilating one into the other becomes possible
only by making certain compromises to propriety, allowing the signifying odours to
cling to the furniture, as in this fourth, and final example, where the Lankan home is
nested within the Australian building envelope and spatial plan. My sister’s first proper
home in Canberra, a red-brick row house with an open-plan kitchen cum living and
dining area telescopes the visitor and her extended Canberra family into aspects of Sri
Lanka which she has effectively recreated by transporting pieces of living room furniture,
paintings and pottery evocative of Lanka to Australia. Her house in Canberra is suggestive
but also a projection of an idealised Lankan home, because her house in Colombo was
gloomy and constricted by the multi-storey commercial developments that surrounded
it, stealing its light. Her Canberra home leads onto a timber deck wrapped around a Mel-
aleuca tree with views to a carefully planted garden she takes pride in. Her Colombo
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house had an alley-kitchen in which her live-in domestic help prepared all meals for the
family because my sister’s demanding corporate sector job gave her no time for cooking.
In Canberra, across a string of Australian public service consultancies, my sister has
achieved a work life balance through which she has regained control of her life and
her domestic environment primarily through cooking. She chats with family or visitors
over a dividing partial island bench top during food preparation against the backdrop
of hissing and sizzling and pungency of curries, to serve directly onto her dining table,
or in the adjacent living space, of white covered settee, Dutch style cane-backed reclining
chairs, antique large timber chest and large ceramic storage jars (used here as ornaments)
brought in a cousin’s shipping consignment from Colombo to Australia (Figure 5). An
antique Indonesian table and stone Buddha head purchased in Australia amplify the
interior's Asian theme. This domestic tableau further conjures her Colombo home
because individual interior walls flanking her kitchen were painted in vibrant tones of
mustard, maroon and avocado, by the former artist owner of this house, in a gesture remi-
niscent of the indigo garden wall of its Lankan counterpart. The paintings, removed from
their frames in the former locality and transported and reframed in the latter, are works of
the 43 Group of Lankan modern movement artists whose paintings romanticised and
abstracted that country’s rural landscape, in defiance of colonial landscape painting tra-
ditions of the early twentieth century. Through them, scenes depicting Lanka’s village
and coastal settings and life enter Australia. The lenticular condition described by Hage
(2021, Chap. 5) is pervasive in this example; multiple realities are creatively configured

Two floor to ceiling Rice cooker,
cupboards stored deep fryer,
Paintings of with curry powders, micrqwave
43 Group sauces and pastes, and grill oven
Sri Lankan . dned.foods, lentils Wok, pestle
Artists Dutch per!oq and rice, flour and and mortar,
antique reclining spices hopper pans Spice rack
chairs, brought White N

from Sri Lanka

upholstered ~ Thai-style
sofa coffee table

Acoustic Glass candle Buddha Glass Handmade Handloom Antique lamp

piano holder head vase ceramic place mats from
dinnerware from Sri Sri Lanka
and crockery Lanka

Figure 5. A’s Kitchen and Living Room. Drawn by Dhanika Kumaheri
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through varied forms of labour; in transportation, purchasing, crafting and reorganising
interior spaces to produce affects that offer my sister and her family the desired ontologi-
cal familiarity. Indeed, but for the native foliage glimpsed through the glazed facade, this
carefully crafted material ensemble transcends its Australian setting. Her persistent adap-
tation of the space displays degrees of the kinds of ambivalence and fragmentation dis-
cussed by Hage (8), and yet it also liberates my sister from the class inhibitions of her
Lankan peers and gives her a greater sense of individuality and ownership.

Brought up in a society where cheap domestic help was abundant, professional
women of my sister’s generation were forced upon migrating into self-reliance and the
associated labour. Her late introduction to the rigour of Lankan cooking is reflected in
her kitchen's hidden chaos. Two floor-to ceiling height cupboards occupying one wall
of her kitchen spill over with Asian condiments, an inherited spice rack is heavy laden
and large cooking vessels and appliances, the wok, the hopper pans, the rice cooker,
the pestle and mortar, the food processor, and the deep fryer, signal the regional procliv-
ity of this home. My sister has gone to even greater lengths to own the culinary rituals that
gather her family together by throwing clay and making her own dinnerware - plates,
serving bowls and cups - which have incrementally replaced all her shop-bought crock-
ery. At mealtimes, she lays them out on Sri Lankan handloom place mats. Her friend from
the previously recounted kitchen has helped her repair her arm chairs’ cane woven
seating designed to receive the reclining sitter’s body-curvature. This all-encompassing
aesthetic ambience lit by the garden’s dappled light is deceptively evocative of that ideal-
ised but unattainable other urban setting where space is premium and gardens are a
rarity.

Conclusion

We began this article by expressing our discomfort with assimilating into prevailing and
laudable feminist efforts at curating dialogic and egalitarian forums named after spaces
associated with women'’s activities, like the ‘parlour’ or the ‘kitchen’. Despite their good
intentions, our associations with these representative spaces derived from culture-
specific spatial norms that are universalised both in design practice and representation
cannot be taken for granted. Interpretations of these spaces fail to consider the lens of
feminist intersectionality as internally differentiated by discrimination based on race,
culture and other identity categories — or, from the Lankan viewpoint, as racialised distinc-
tions associated with colonial and Western (economic and cultural) authority. These in
turn translate to notions of modernity expressed through Western modern spaces and
practices that foreclose and delimit other culturally situated and accumulated interpret-
ations of space, and modernity. Advocating for greater sensitivity in applying culturally
inflected readings of seemingly ‘universal’ spatial norms, we offered a discussion of
how postcolonial and diasporic women of colour interpret normative culturally attenu-
ated home space-attributes. Across four short vignettes that tracked migrant kitchen tra-
jectories, we argued that the vernacular kitchen’s encounter with modernity begins in the
home country’s adaptation to new modes of living and is transported incrementally as
migrant communities become more numerous and complex. The vignettes described nar-
ratives of persistence, consisting of micro practices that mediate affective citizenships to
Australia and temporally specific generational notions of Sri Lanka related in part to
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conditions in that country which prompted the decision to migrate. They are suggestive
of a fragmented minority that is unable to mobilise as a group due to a lack of critical mass
and proximal advantage, and the consequent labour involved in sustaining familiar forms
of ontological security.

Although most starkly evident in the Lankan example the four kitchens described in
this article suggest different responses to assimilation mediated by postcolonial subject
positions, whether in Australia or Sri Lanka. Aida Hurtado describes one of the key
ways in which Chicana feminist theorising differentiates from white middle-class femin-
isms through its ability to hold together differing realities (1998). She attributes this to
the exposure to multiple borders and with it, comes an ‘oppositional consciousness’, or
la facultad, (as introduced by Anzaldua and theorised by Chela Sandoval) ‘... the ability
to hold multiple social perspectives while simultaneously maintaining a core centre ...’
(1991, 150). This she says is essential to Chicana feminisms ability to form collaborations
and political coalitions across diverse, sometimes ideologically incompatible movements.
The kitchen narratives of the Lankan women featured here speak of similar exposures to
multiple borders, but also to multiple temporalities and sensibilities that have sharpened
their ability to mobilise different identity categories as needed. V's kitchen demanded
the shedding of some colonial and feudal practices of domesticity (even while retaining
others), as it encountered a sanitised modernity in 1960s Sri Lanka. K's kitchen confronts
her with a change in class status and brokers aspects of her identity by orienting her to
multiple aesthetic sensibilities that need careful curation. Meanwhile S's kitchen and
A’s kitchen are demonstrations of reasserting and reclaiming material practices (parti-
tioned and somewhat contained in S’s kitchen but acknowledged and accepted with
some ease in A’s kitchen). Anzaldua describes la facultad variously as a ‘vestige of a proxi-
mity sense,’ an ‘acute awareness mediated by the part of the psyche that does not speak,’
and a ‘shift in perception’ (1987; as cited in Moya 2002, 88). This is a skill that not only
allows us to ‘live inside with difference’ but it is also how we're able to build coalitions
with other people of colour, minorities and align ourselves with broader feminist
agendas. This is how we are able to join our Australian counterparts in the parlour or
at the kitchen table, with the hope that they will reflexively reciprocate our spatial sensi-
bilities across the unequal cultural relations that are structurally embedded in Australia’s
Anglophone system and manifest in its spatial preferences.
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In June 2020 we developed an open call for creative responses cultural probes; primary
under the title of ‘Work, Care and Creativity Study (WCCS): value carers; care; gender
and visibility’. Our study sought to explore the lived experiences

of creatives working at a university who were also carers WCFH

and to capture the complexity of care responsibilities, their

affects and effects on wellbeing, mental health and career

disruptions. Through cultural probes our study sought to render

visible some of the overlooked emotions, perceptions and

practices that were emerging for carers during the pandemic. We

were interested in how playful approaches to cultural probes

could invite creative workers and carers to ‘map’ the materialities

of the home as a way of expressing the relational, emotional, and

material entanglements of WCFH. Our research illustrates the

value of creative prompt techniques for articulating the constant

(re)negotiation of the relational intensities and compressions of

work, care and creativity at a time of COVID-19.
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Introduction

In many parts of the world - particularly in Melbourne, Australia — the COVID-19 pandemic
restrictions and lockdowns of 2020-2021 saw working and caring from home (WCFH)
become a mundane practice. In Melbourne, 262 days of lockdown were experienced
which included home schooling and the closure of many services and geographic restric-
tions (Boaz 2021). The digital became embedded with most quotidian moments -
confining work, play, sociality and care to a ‘domestic postage-stamp’ (Hjorth and
Lammes 2020). Melissa Gregg's prescient notion of work’s intimacy (2011) - whereby
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digital media enables and accelerates a collapse of boundaries between work and life -
became extraordinarily visible (Hjorth et al. 2022). For those WCFH, almost all movement
was situated in the rhythms of the domestic which encompassed informal care of older
parents and young children, home-schooling, the gendered nature of care work and
other ‘invisible’ forms of labour around working from home (WFH). The crowded relational
aspects of these ‘domestic materialities’ (Goodwin et al. 2021, 3), that is, the physical and
sensory elements of the home, are illustrated poignantly below in Figure 1, in which one
of the participants in our recent study maps the experience of working and caring in her
own home during Melbourne’s rolling COVID-19 lockdowns of 2020-2021."

This illustration is one of more than fifty creative responses submitted to our research
team as a result of our call for responses under the project title Work, Care and Creativity
Study (WCCS): value and visibility. Respondents are creative practitioners who work at a
university in Melbourne and had an experience WCFH during the pandemic. All but
one participant identifies as female. Our project commenced in June 2020, soon after
the end of the Victorian government’s first COVID-19 related lockdown of the Melbourne
metropolitan area (43 calendar days) and shortly before its second (111 calendar days).
Citizens of Melbourne, from among who our research participants were drawn, would
go on to experience a total of six lockdowns across 2020 and 2021, a total of 262 calendar
days (Lockdown Stats Melbourne 2021). We collected data from mid 2020 until the end of
2021.

In this article we discuss selected creative responses solicited by our study as cultural
probes (Gaver, Dunne, and Pacenti 1999) - that is, methods deployed to elicit discussion

Figure 1. Participant C's map of their domestic space while working and caring from home.
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around often tacit forms of informal care and labour - to capture and explore some of the
complex lived experiences, domestic materialities, mundane intimacies and relational
intensities of contemporary home contexts. We also draw on ethnographer
Phillip Vannini’s (2015) ‘ethos of animation’ that seeks affinities between the analysis of
events, practices, and the affective atmospheres and performance of everyday life
through which domestic and caring relations unfold. Other concurrent studies about
life under COVID have used cultural probes to emphasise the relational nature of research
and relative challenges faced during this time. As Annette Markham, Dan Harris, and
M.E. Luka (2020, 1) discovered in a concurrent study, ‘we were able to shift from reflec-
tions on the self-in-the-pandemic to deeper investigations of the privileged-self-in-the-
pandemic’. It is in a similar vein that we were able to identify that the personal reflections
on domestic caring revealed ongoing structural issues about gender, technology, creativ-
ity and academic work (Nash and Churchill 2020; Craig and Churchill 2020; Duncanson et
al. 2020; Gewin 2020; McDonald, Malone, and Charlesworth 2021; Moodley and Gouws
2020) made more visible during the pandemic through the shifting terrain of the home.

Elsewhere we have written about the implications of Gregg's presence bleed for crea-
tive working parents caring for others at home during the pandemic (Hjorth et al. 2022). In
this article, we are interested in how these creative professionals — who are also working
parents and carers - visualise, express and articulate their emotional responses to WCFH.
We focus on the affects produced by the spatial and material ruptures in the home during
this time and explore how cultural probes can be used to surface these relational inten-
sities. Deploying creative responses from twenty-two participants, our project asked: how
might we render visible some of the overlooked emotions, perceptions and practices that
were emerging during the pandemic? Additionally, what value might creative prompt
techniques bring to articulating the constant (re)negotiation of the relational intensities
and compressions of work, care and creativity so keenly experienced by those WCFH
during COVID-19? The results, which include the selected creative responses presented
in this article along with our analysis of those works, provide insight into the complex
emotional geography of contemporary domestic spaces and commonly obscured or
invisible forms of care.

The article begins with outlining how the pandemic has impacted areas such as the
creative industries and academia and the gendered nature of work and care. We then
locate and outline our research and methods. Next, we turn to discussing the creative
responses from our participants within the context of the affective dimensions of
WCFH. We do this by studying how the creative responses — photographs, hand drawn
maps and written responses — map the relational, spatial and material conditions of the
home during periods of lockdown. We propose that these creative responses — that
largely focus on the shifts, compressions and changes in domestic space - communicate
the tacitly experienced relational intensities of caring practices during COVID-19.

Working and Caring from Home

The rolling lockdowns in Melbourne during 2020-2021 dramatically impacted people’s
lives and many people’s homes became everything — work, school, childcare centre.
Jenkins and Smith (2021) describe how the transition to WFH brought into focus how
‘requisitioning’ the home positioned pre-existing care-work within the home as largely
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unaccounted for by the government or acknowledged by society. National and inter-
national lockdowns and subsequent disruptions to quotidian domestic life unveiled
huge challenges: juggling home schooling, caring duties and paid work, and notably,
increasing the visibility of unpaid labour in the household (Craig and Churchill 2020).

Data from a survey Women, Work, Care in the Time of COVID-19 conducted in Victoria
during late 2020, indicated that domestic caring and working from home garnered
mixed outcomes: some women experienced increased caring duties, but others found
their partners did more work and they were able to spend more time with loved
ones (McDonald, Malone, and Charlesworth 2021). However, early data indicates that
women mainly absorbed the additional caring labour exacerbating existing collective
and structural ‘gendered inequalities associated with caring and paid work’ (Nash and
Churchill 2020, 834). Sophie Leroy, Aaron Schmidt, and Nora Madjar’s (2021) survey of
households during the pandemic reveals women experienced increased interruptions
(intrusions, distractions, breaks, and surprises) and therefore more multi-tasking and
less focus on specific tasks.

The initial promise of working from home that peaked during the multiple lockdowns,
may have been ‘game-changing for many women, and [has] present[ed] significant
opportunities to create a more flexible, equitable working life’ (Moyle and Helen 2021,
n.p). Yet, such ‘freedoms’ may have been short lived without clear structural and policy
reform that take into account domestic care and invisible labour and address gendered
labour practices. Certainly, the broader landscape of caring practices as they relate to
housing and gender equality were not resolved by the pandemic (Bowlby and Jupp
2021). Many female academics with caring responsibilities, including those who occupy
the role of parent/guardian/carer, artist and academic were left to navigate the significant
pressures and precarities of academic and artistic life — publishing, leadership, exhibiting,
grant writing — with little to no support or concessions. Research conducted in the early
months of the pandemic demonstrated a decrease in submissions to academic journals
from women academics (Flaherty 2020). For many women, increased personal responsi-
bilities inhibited their creative practice and outputs, affecting their ‘research productivity
and career momentum’ (McDonald, Malone, and Charlesworth 2021; Moodley and Gouws
2020).

Having incompatible or inadequate home-work environments (domestic disruptions or
inadequate home space for work) and home schooling (Smith and Watchorn 2020)
exacerbated this tension and created new affects of domestic compression. As Lewis
et al. argue the Zoom experience of WFH was an experience of ‘liminality - of being
on/off screen and ambiently in between” dominated by ‘disjointed, blurry, or confusing
experiences, atmospheres, and affects’ (2021, n.p). Despite this, and as demonstrated
by our participants, many carers creatively adapted their material environments to
attend to these new spatial and temporal dynamics in the home.

During COVID-related shutdowns such as those experienced in Melbourne, domestic
spaces overflowed with competing forms of attention — multiple screens, platforms,
devices and modalities, as exemplified in Participant C's ‘mindmap’ above (Figure 1).
Often rooms like lounges or dining rooms became multi-functional spaces - moving
from office and school spaces to eating and socialising and back again. For some, a dis-
tinction was created by moving devices such as computers from the table to represent
movement from one activity to the next. For others, the distinction between work and
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home was made by ‘curating’ their backdrops - that is, physically moving objects, humans
and non-human out of ‘screen view'.

Beyond the digital, Brittany Goodwin et al. (2021, 4) observe that the materiality of
working from home has been neglected in the literature despite material objects (such
as mobile devices, headphones, clothing, curated zoom backgrounds) largely facilitating
what they call ‘boundary transcendence’ - the movement between professional, creative,
and domestic life in the home. The conditions of WCFH during the lockdowns exacer-
bated and exposed the porosity of these boundaries that saw material objects being
used to separate work from domestic life — often in humerous ways. Many of the
responses from participants observed the conflicts that arise when work and domestic
roles are simultaneously performed - a reality for most carers during extended periods
of lockdown.

Locating the Research and Methods

As creative academics working and caring from home from one of the longest locked
down cities in the world (Cassidy 2021), our lived experiences have influenced the
framing and interpretation of our research. Our use of creative practice methods both
accentuates and complexifies the data while translating it into accessible forms. In
addition, our reflections on the data we have collected acknowledge our affective attach-
ments and attunements to the experiences of participants and our own lived experiences.
Recognising this, we are particularly interested in participant responses that employ
humour to describe the complexities and challenges of this time. We draw on feminist
sociologist Maud Ceuterick’s (2020) reflection that humour can be usefully understood
as an affirmative approach to gendered inequities, helping to shift conversations about
inequity from the domain of the private to matters of public concern.

While there were many research projects underway during the pandemic looking at
gender and WFH (Ceuterick 2020; Craig and Churchill 2020; McDonald, Malone, and
Charlesworth 2021; Moyle and Helen 2021; Nash and Churchill 2020; Smith and Watch-
orn 2020) we were particularly interested in participants working in and around creative
industries, the arts and the academy, as an overlapping sector that had been severely
impacted by the rolling COVID lockdowns in our home city of Melbourne. Our study
was mobilised quickly in ‘the thick’ of the pandemic during mid 2020 to collect evi-
dence of the challenges and disruptions to life and career we were experiencing our-
selves, and that we could see having an impacting on our peers, colleagues and
doctoral students. Two methods of data collection were used: cultural probes and
semi-structured interviews and members of our research team were also participants
in the study.

As a cohort, creative practitioners working in and connected to the academy, tend to
be highly qualified professionals who excel in their chosen fields, but also experience
high levels of job insecurity and income precarity (Welch 2022; Throsby, Petetskaya,
and Shin 2020). Recent research also indicates that as a group, they engage in large
amounts of invisible and unpaid labour (Sholette 2011). Individuals with caring roles
are already disadvantaged in these industries due to the unpaid care labour they
perform — with women over-represented in this group (Malisch et al. 2020). For the crea-
tive carers in our study (all but one who are female identifying) the lack of dedicated and
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focused creative time caused by WCFH has caused stress, anxiety, loss of income, and
concerns for the future.

Figure 1 exemplifies of the kinds of creative responses we received from our visual
artist participants. Here digital, social and material worlds blur, as Participant C impresses
upon us the power of the line to help us to map and to know, to understand the ‘inhab-
ited world’ as a ‘meshwork of trails ... continually being woven as life goes along on them’
(Ingold 2016, 85). Participant C's roles as carer and worker are in close and intimate proxi-
mity to one another. It is the proximity and intimacy of the entangled lines that highlights
the challenges she faces in navigating multiple tasks during a WCFH day.

Participant C's ‘mindmap’ includes two portals — ‘home’ and ‘outside world’ - the first
in the centre, and outlined in thick, multi-coloured lines, the second placed at the margins
or limits of the page, both left and right, and perhaps more conceptual than actual, for
entering the outside world during Melbourne’s strict COVID lockdown required strict
codes of conduct. For extended periods, for example, only one person per household
could go out to shop for daily supplies, and then only once per day. Participant C's
map is busily sensorial, moving from Lego land and obstacle courses to the online work-
place and virtual classroom. These different imaginaries and affective cartographies of
domestic space become a complex space of material encounters and digital wayfaring —
a process of digital, social and material overlays (Hjorth and Pink 2014). Here, relational
intensities in the form of complex temporalities and spatialities must constantly be (re)ne-
gotiated. Through exploring people’s creative responses to their experience in the home
during the 2020 and 2021 lockdowns, we reflect on the idea of space as evolving story
(Massey 2005) and home as a space of affective and material relations (Gorman-Murray
and Dowling 2007).

Creative and arts-based methods have increasingly become deployed by non-art
researchers to elicit tacit practices and lived experiences of participants (Leavy 2020).
Techniques like ‘research creation’ encompass the multiple ways creative methods like
theatre, writing and photography can be used to engage participants and activate
publics and policy makers for social change (Chapman and Sawchuk 2015). As
Owen Chapman and Kim Sawchuk note, research creation is about using creative tech-
niques as a form of critical making to understand complex environments (2015). For
Sarah Truman and Stephanie Springgay, research creation is about the methods reflecting
the entangled relations in which ‘thinking-making-doing’ is crucial (2018, 204-5). As
Deborah Lupton and Ash Watson argue, methods like creative writing prompts can
‘generat[e] insights into lived experiences, sense-making, relational connections, and
affective forces’ (2021, 470). This dimension of critical making as ‘thinking-making-
doing’ was key in our study.

In our call on social media, we received images, creative writing passages, maps, and a
host of photographs from twenty-two primary care givers who identify as creative prac-
titioners — writers, photographers, artists - and who work either wholly or partly (includ-
ing casually) within a university context. The call was circulated on social media, through
the professional networks of our research team and using snowballing techniques (con-
tacts of contacts).

As Table 1 shows, our investigation draws on creative responses provided to us as part
of this study by established writers and performing and visual artists with links to the
academy. Our participants were living predominantly in and around Melbourne, Australia,
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Table 1. Participant details.

Pseudonym Artform Relation to the academy in 2020
A Visual arts Casual tutor & PhD candidate
B Visual arts Casual tutor & PhD candidate
C Visual arts Casual tutor & PhD candidate
D Writing Continuing academic

E Visual arts & writing Short term contract

F Visual arts Short term contract

G Writing Continuing academic

H Writing Continuing academic

| Visual arts Occasional guest lecturer

J Visual arts Short term contract

K Writing Casual research assistant & PhD candidate
L Visual arts Continuing academic

M Visual arts Occasional guest lecturer

N Visual arts Continuing academic

0 Writing Continuing academic

P Performing arts & writing Short term contract

Q Visual arts Casual tutor

R Writing Continuing academic

S Writing Continuing academic

T Writing Continuing academic

U Visual arts Short term contract

at the time of the study, and more than half of our participants were employed either on a
casual basis or on short-term contracts within the higher education sector that year, with
the remainder being in continuing academic roles at that time. All our participants were
vulnerable to massive funding cuts and job losses affecting higher education in Australia
during 2020 and 2021: Welch (2022) estimates that some 17,000 jobs were lost in the Aus-
tralian higher education sector during this period.

The study’s cultural probes (Figure 2) were designed to capture the complexity of care
responsibilities and their affects and effects by asking respondents to describe their WCFH
environment in writing or to sketch or photograph aspects of their daily lockdown life in
the domestic/WCFH setting. Recognising that our potential participants were time poor,
stressed, and exhausted, we incorporated play, creativity and humour into the prompts,
so they felt less like ‘more work’ and more like an opportunity to creatively, or even light
heartedly respond to the complex emotional cartographies (Nold 2009) of WCFH. While
cartography is traditionally used to discuss maps of spaces, with the rise of mobile tech-
nologies and maker cultures (Perkins, Hind, and Gekker 2018; Nold 2009) the concept has
been taken on as a more expansive creative notion, and it is the latter context that we
employ here. Humour was encouraged, as were representations that acknowledged the
presence of failure, whimsy, accident or exhaustion. The diverse responses illustrated
how domestic spaces had been transformed during COVID-19 lockdowns to enable edu-
cation, play, and work, often at the expense of privacy and productivity.

Deploying creative practice ethnography techniques which use prompts such as
photos, drawing and writing responses to elicit participant’s quotidian experiences and
emotions, has afforded us an opportunity to delve deeper into the affective experiences
and translate these in a manner that reflect the contingent, performative, and corporeal
elements of quotidian rhythms during several lockdowns. Drawing on the idea that
experiences and expressions of oppression and resistance can be found in the rhythms
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Figure 2. Examples of some of the cultural probes deployed in the study.

of everyday life (Foster 2015) this study has sought to render visible some of the over-
looked experiences, perceptions and practices emerging for creative workers and carers
over the course of the pandemic.

Interestingly, and as Thilde Langevang et al. observe, studies about creative work and
workers have been reluctant to embrace the ‘embodied, sentient and sensory’ aspects of
arts-based methods as a form of data generation (2021, 3). Thus, our approach uses crea-
tive techniques to conceptually dig; to collect and curate the stories and then translate
them into alternative forms of knowledge (Hjorth et al. 2019). Our methods and analysis
are also informed by work in the field of creative practice research, where a creative work
that is deliberately crafted by a practitioner in response to a particular set of research
questions, can be understood to embody an answer or set of answers to those questions
arrived at through the making or practice (Milech and Schilo 2004; Candy 2020). While
some of our participants responded to our prompts in a rapid, fleet-of-the-moment docu-
mentary fashion, others spent considerable time framing, curating and giving their atten-
tion to the aesthetic, material and sensorial dimensions of the spaces they were
photographing, sketching by hand, or crafting through paragraphs. In this way, many par-
ticipants have brought professional expertise to our arts-based methods.

What we received and learned through this process has revealed insights and nuances
about life as a carer under COVID that are less likely to occur in more traditional qualitative
research methods. Vannini’s (2015) ‘ethos of animation’ is useful here to connect our
analysis of images and creative writing with the affective domestic and material
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performance of everyday life. For Vannini — much like anthropologist Ingold (2007) - the
lifeworlds of the researcher are a crucial element of the data translation. Our lifeworlds as
researchers and our research communities gave way to new forms of relationality that
pivoted around shared experiences of WCFH.

Mapping Relational Intensities: Discussion and Analysis

Artist Linda Knight uses the rubric of ‘Inefficient Mapping’ as a methodologic protocol to
explore speculative, immanent, and critical theories. As she notes ‘Inefficient mapping
uses mapping techniques and drawing strategies as an ontological practice for theorizing
on the world" (2021, 1). Like Vannini, Knight views maps as non-representational
suggesting they are attunements to wayfaring attendant to affective atmospheres and
sensory experiences. In this section of our paper, we discuss and analyse several partici-
pants responses and consider how each speaks to our central question: how might we
render visible some of the overlooked emotions, perceptions and practices that were
emerging during the pandemic? And how might we understand these compressions
through the domestic materiality that is referenced (through writing, photographs and
hand drawn maps) in our creative submissions?

Knight's notion of inefficient mapping is evident in many of our participants’ responses
to the prompt to sketch their WFH space during the 2020 COVID-19 lockdown. In Partici-
pant R's mapping of the overlapping intensities of teaching, doctoral work and home-
schooling, for example (see Figure 3), conventional material and digital objects of the
domestic space (couch, kitchen table, kid’s bed, iPad, kid’s TV) crowd together with
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Figure 3. Participant R's map of their domestic space while working and caring from home.
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digital and material objects and tasks we more commonly associate with the creative and
professional workspace (photo studio, teaching studio, piano, live Q&A tutorial area,
teaching, calls). Wayfaring is represented by dotted lines, turning the sketched maps
into a performative site — enacting and reinscribing the performative (Verhoeff 2012) as
a series of routines which have become habitual in the cartographic space of the
sketch. Attempts to seal off or isolate particular sites on the map (e.g. ‘teaching studio’)
by encasement in a circular dotted line are prone to failure, for the dotted lines of each
wayfaring journey are inherently discontinuous. The loop around the ‘photo studio’, for
example, is ignored, and trammelled across by homeschooling, PhD work and teaching,
perhaps simultaneously.

Where Participants C and R (Figures 1 and 3) offer visual representations recognisable
as forms of mapping that fuse images and text, providing us with keys that figure the jour-
neylines of the wayfarer, whether literal or conceptual, Participant N (Figure 4, below)
offers a cartography completely devoid of text. Here the lines and loops that perhaps
began as a sensical ‘bird’s eye’ mapping exercise intersect and thicken: crowdedness
and compression is almost all there is. We could not ‘follow’ Participant N's twinned
maps even if we tried.

Notably, the two black markers used by Participant N to shape her paired maps, above,
producing lines as thick as fencewire, are applied to the thinnest of materials, translucent
sheets of paper through which we can make out other attempts at similar line drawings,
layered behind on additional sheets. The way the ink has been applied to the page is
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Figure 4. Participant N's map of their domestic space while working and caring from home.



198 (&) G.COOMBSETAL.

suggestive of a child’s hand: is this the ultimate act of trespass, the pre-school child taking
over the artist/maker’s canvas, or is the artist/maker more deliberate here?

For each sketch, though a black mess of lines, is reminiscent of a head-and-
shoulders portrait. Participant N’s drawings could almost be seen as two human
figures, head-and-shoulder portraits, placed side by side. As a translation of the
affective experience of working and caring from home during lockdown, these
paired sketches, photographed against a slate background, perhaps a kitchen bench-
top, blur the domestic and the intellectual, the carer and those cared for. Who is
who? What is what? Each panel is too full of competing forms of attention to be navi-
gated with anything like grace; and yet there’s a joyful play at work here. As if to say:
so what? This participant’s response brings to mind Ceuterick’s point that the COVID-19
motto of being ‘in this together’ might be usefully co-opted through feminist humour
and irony to serve a ‘community building function’ (2020, 4). Such an approach enables
us to look at the crisis in an affirmative light, ‘creating resistant forces while also dis-
playing a certain anxiety over the unthinkable: namely that the status quo will
remain’ (Ceuterick 2020, 4).

Another group of participants in our study chose digital photography as their pre-
ferred medium, and we wish to consider their photography as an alternative way of
approaching cartographies of everyday life. Here too, mapmaking in the domestic
space while WCFH allows participants to attune to the intensities of their experience
(Gaver, Dunne, and Pacenti 1999). As part of the call out for participants we offered
three photography prompts that asked participants to: share images of their worksta-
tions, interpret the phrase ‘work/life balance’ and/or map their ‘commute to work'.
The photography prompts were designed to elicit creative and affective responses to
the tacit forms of informal care and labour experienced during the pandemic (Hjorth
et al. 2022).

The immediacy of mobile photography has given more people access to devices that
allow them to record the mundane and familiar aspects of domestic life (Rubinstein and
Sluis 2008). As a form of cultural mapping, photography can help users interpret the
material and relational forces that construct their realities and the affective tensions
that emerge as a result. Participants welcomed the accessibility and immediacy of
mobile photography, expressing that working and caring from home meant they had
limited time to engage in reflective or creative work. The immediacy of mobile photogra-
phy also enabled participants to share the material, temporal and emotional shifts in their
lives through images of their homes, workstations, and human and more-than-human
dependents - often in humorous ways.

Many participants drew on deadpan humour to show the precarity of their lives
through animating the material conditions of the home (Goodwin et al. 2021; Harris, Brick-
ell, and Nowicki 2020) - the reality of life ‘beyond the screen’. In Participant J's photograph
(see Figure 5) a laptop balances on a stack of research books. Here the books appear to
support the performance of professional life rather than the generation of ideas. Adding
to this temporary and do-it-yourself (DIY) aesthetic are three mismatched towels hanging
listlessly from the blinds. The lamp is positioned to create a ‘fill light' - a lighting tech-
nique that uses the qualities of reflected light to create a ‘softer’ image. This photograph
not only references the ‘platformativity’ of the screen (Lamarre 2017) but also the tempor-
ary nature of the workstation, as if to say; This situation isn’t permanent. This workstation
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Figure 5. Participant J's workstation during Melbourne’s first Covid lockdown, 2020.

will be dismantled soon. In this case, we might understand the image as a refusal to seam-
lessly integrate the professional into the domestic in protest of the unsustainable working
conditions of the pandemic.

As photography theorist Ariella Azoulay (2015) points out, our ‘civil imagination’ is acti-
vated when the circumstances and events that precede the event of photography are fac-
tored into its reading. Drawing on Azoulay’s prompt to imagine the events proceeding
the image, and the idea that relational intensities and ‘emotional cartographies’ (Nold
2009) can be developed through cultural probes, we propose that rather than didactic
descriptions of the material conditions of the domestic, the photographs in our study
map affective, material and relational responses to the conditions and compressions of
WCFH. Surfacing these states of liminality and temporality through photographic
mapping allows the affective and tacitly felt impacts of WCFH to be recorded. Recording
this liminality - that is, the affective experience of how the material conditions of the
home support and enable the transcendence of roles and boundaries (Goodwin et al.
2021) - challenges the expected ‘platformativity’ of digital working cultures (Lamarre
2017).

Entanglements of domestic, creative and work objects feature in many of the sub-
mitted photographs, demonstrating both the material shifts in the home during the pan-
demic, and the tensions generated as a result. For example, submitted photographs of
shared workstations, devices, cords, books and power points help to locate the competing
modes of co-presence within the home (Hjorth et al. 2022). These layered ‘emotional
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cartographies’ reference the ‘bleed’ of the professional into the domestic (Nold 2009) and
show how various objects both obstruct and create ‘boundaries’ in the home.

In a series of photographs submitted by Participant L (see Figures 6-8), the incompat-
ibility of the domain of the professional and domestic is highlighted through the com-
pression and co-presence of bodies and objects in space. These photographs reference
the rapid increase in ‘domestication technologies’ - that is, screens, platforms, devices
and modalities — in the home and the subsequent compression of the relational, techno-
logical and professional aspects of daily life. In these images tangled cords pile up near
power sources, and pets and children compete for space. One image shows a child
about to leap from a living room cubby. Here the cubby exists as both an obstacle to pro-
fessional life and domestic order, and a place of joy, imagination, and care.

In this home Goodwin et al.’s idea of boundary transcendence (2021) seems less con-
crete with school, work, care, play and leisure bleeding into each other. In this entangle-
ment of relational and material intensities, neat boundaries and role modulation seem out
of reach. Drawing on cultural geographer Doreen Massey’s (2005) observation that bodies
and relations transform domestic space, these photographs show the diverse ways that
domestic spaces were transformed during intense periods of WCFH. They show how
enforced intimacy and co-presence in the home generate different forms of emotional,
domestic, and caring labour and offer an affective cartography of domestic relations
that highlight - as Ceuterick argues - the ‘irreconcilable juxtaposition’ of working and
caring from home (2020, 3).

Another reoccurring theme in participant responses was the idea of interruption. Many
of the submitted photographs reference the interruptions that arise when the boundaries
of domestic and professional labour collapse (Leroy, Schmidt, and Madjar 2021). Images
submitted by Participant B (Figures 9 and 10) show a home office blooming with ideas. In
this office, drawings, handwritten reminders, and post-it notes cover every surface. Are
the notes business as usual, or are they a record of interruption? Inscribing ideas and
thoughts into material form may be a defense against the intrusions of the domestic
into the professional — a form of wayfaring through the circuit breaking affects of
interruption.

The pandemic has brought carers and their children into closer proximity which has
created multiple and complex forms of informal caring labour. These new forms of dom-
estic labour extend Gregg’s (2011) concept of ‘work intimacy’ by producing a new kind of
‘intimacy work’ caused by the almost total collapse of the boundaries between work,
school, care and creativity. In photographs submitted by Participants E and J (see
Figures 11 and 12) we see the outcomes of this labour through the shifting terrain of
the domestic. Azoulay’'s (2015) prompt to imagine the events and contexts that
precede the photograph reveals the multiple forms of labour ‘beyond the frame’. Here
carers support their children to build new worlds, moving between the roles of worker,
teacher, builder, collaborator, engineer, and more. The trails of this labour are mapped
by imagining the events that proceeded the photograph. Despite not being directly
imaged, the boredom, problem solving, exhaustion, and achievement are present in
the photograph. As Massey (2005) reminds us, ‘invisibility’ is structural - it is simply a
way of seeing. These images highlight the colliding worlds and rhythms of the domestic
during the pandemic and challenge the longstanding rhetoric that mobile devices are all
that are required to WFH (Gregg 2011).
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Figure 6. Participant L's response to ‘work/life balance’ while working and caring from home, 2020.

As with participants who responded to our cultural probes through digital photogra-
phy, those who responded in the form of creative writing emphasised the problem of con-
stant interruption. Passages they wrote to represent their WFH experience during COVID
lockdowns echoed the visual representations of compression, clutter and complexity rep-
resented in the sketches and photographs of other participants exemplified above.
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Figure 7. Participant L's response to ‘work/life balance’ while working and caring from home, 2020.

Trespass and the repeated failure to defend one zone over another was a common
feature, as demonstrated in this passage from Participant P:

My office space right now is a desk in the back room of our house ... | set it up nicely about a
week ago, yet still there is a play mouse on my desk, as well as a bubble-omatic (an electronic
bubble machine | found on the side of the road and which, we found out this morning, does
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Figure 8. Participant L's response to ‘work/life balance” while working and caring from home, 2020.

not work). There is also a ‘pillow’ that my daughter and her friend made for our kittens, which
the kittens have rejected ... In the background of my ‘office’ — which cannot be shut to the
rest of the house - is the noise of two seven-year-old girls. It is the last day of school holidays
and | feel like a husk. They are supposed to be keeping quiet, but they are not. Some sort of
argument is bubbling and so my ears are pricked up, my body coiled for intervention.

Here, again, what is happening ‘off screen’ during a work-related Zoom meeting for Par-
ticipant P is difficult, if not impossible, to mask. Not only does the noise of the nearby chil-
dren travel into the virtual meeting, but the participant’s inability to concentrate, on
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Figure 9. Participant B's workstation during Melbourne’s Covid lockdown, 2020.
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Figure 10. Participant B’s workstation during Melbourne’s Covid lockdown, 2020.
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Figure 11. Participant E's response to ‘work/life balance’.

account of her caring responsibilities, prevents her from being fully present in the virtual
workspace ‘room.” Similarly, in the response (below) from Participant T, proposed borders
between workspace and care space are constantly under attack:

| have a door. | have a look. But sound carries. There's a big gap at the bottom of my door that
my eldest slips notes under. They can’t write yet, but there'll be letters and drawings. The gist
of the note is always come out. Sometimes the notes are angry, with a picture of me at my
desk with a cross through it. Sometimes the notes have love hearts, things that say | love you,
I miss you. Sometimes they just yell at the door. If | have my headphones on, | can't hear them.

During follow up interviews with several participants, their imperfect or failed attempts to
‘close off’, defend or adequately demarcate spaces in which to work remained a key
concern, often a source of outright anxiety. Several participants discussed the effect con-
stant interruption was having on their capacity to carry on with intellectual and creative
work, and relatedly the impact this was having on their well-being. Challenges to career
continuity, especially as weeks of lockdown turned into months with no clear indicator of



AUSTRALIAN FEMINIST STUDIES (&) 207

-

< .

Figure 12. Participant J's response to ‘work/life balance’.

when the improvised situations at home might resolve, were also raised regularly as a key
concern during unstructured interviews with participants. As journalist Calla Holquist
notes, ‘Melbourne’s thriving arts sector [was among] the worst effected’ (2021). It is
within this context that our participants’ concerns about well-being and career pro-
gression should be understood.

Another creative writer responding to one of our cultural probes, Participant K, wrote,
‘my office is a magic trick, an illusion,” highlighting the precariousness of a caring crea-
tive workers’ capacity to labour at all during intense lockdowns. Participant K's phrasing
of the working and caring from home challenge also speaks to the way in which the
categories ‘worker’ and ‘carer’ — and it could also be said ‘parent’ and ‘child’ - may
indeed have been a willed form of ‘magic trick’ all along. Again, as Ceuterick (2020)
has said, this ‘irreconcilable juxtaposition’ can produce both anxiety and humour simul-
taneously, precisely because we fear the unthinkable: that the status quo may never
change.

As stable categories collapse in the intense and crowded maps and sketches of dom-
estic space supplied to us by our participants, humour and the forced inventiveness of
‘making do’ regularly give way to knowing and wry forms of resistance through creative
practice, sometimes producing an outright subversive take on Gregg’s notion of ‘presence
bleed’ (as discussed in relation to Figure 4). In those domestic spaces presented to us
through participants’ sketches, photography and creative writing, failure is inevitable,
most days: everybody is failing splendidly, and as the failures are shared on screen -
via Zoom, via social media - the whole dream that was productivity, efficiency and
career success is shown up as another form of illusion. As if to say: who were we
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kidding, anyway? Certainly not the child, whose note under the door implores us: Come
out! Come out! There are better things to do!

Conclusion

Our rapid deployment of the cultural probes as method has sought to explore some of the
ways creative workers and their care responsibilities shifted during the pandemic. It
sought to give a sense of vitality — through photos, creative writing and maps - to the
domestic materialities and relational intensities experienced in the home during the
extended lockdowns in Melbourne, Australia during 2020 and 2021. Our project asked:
how might we render visible some of the overlooked emotions, perceptions and practices
that were emerging during the pandemic? Further, we explored the considerable value of
arts-based techniques to articulate the constant (re)negotiation of the relational intensi-
ties and compressions of work, care and creativity experienced by those WCFH. The crea-
tive responses by our participants made visible how the shifting terrain of the domestic
has contributed to the complex relational intensities experienced by many creative
workers and carers during the pandemic.

Drawing on creative practice ethnography (Hjorth et al. 2019) and the sensory turn in
the broader humanities, our study has mapped the affective experiences of those working
and caring from home in real time. Our arts-based methods created a framework for
interpretation and analysis that privileged creative practice knowledge and allowed crea-
tive practice academics and researchers to communicate in forms that were familiar and
playful, capturing the sensorial and affective aspects of WCFH. Further, our analysis of
their responses, informed by Vannini's emphasis on the fleeting, lively and material under-
currents of contemporary ethnographic practices (2015) and Goodwin et al.'s emphasis on
the lively domestic materialities of the home that come to light when we focus on phys-
ical and material realities (2021), has provided critical reflection on how the domestic con-
ditions of the pandemic, especially for those with care responsibilities, can be understood
as actively shaping structural inequalities.

The creative submissions provided by our participants form a repository of embodied,
sentient and sentry ‘answers’ to our research question. Our data exposes and complicates
the labour of the carer working from home, providing ‘sketch maps’ (Ingold 2016) as
alternative forms of knowledge that have been drawn alongside our participants every-
day experiences of WCFH. The affective impacts of constant interruption, competing
demands and responsibilities are evident in our data.

The lively materialities of the domestic — such as tangled laptop chords, devices, dis-
carded art projects and snacks, cubbies, and DIY workstations — show the boundary trans-
cendence of WCFH (Goodwin et al. 2021). The hand drawn maps and sharp prose describe
the labour of care through the intrusions that arise in the spatial, relational, and material
realities of WCFH. Our research provides further evidence of the uneven impacts of the
pandemic on carers. Our (mostly) female identifying participants from both creative
industries and higher education provide new insights into the experience of WCFH in a
pandemic and its impact on their creative continuity.

As categories such as work collapsed under the increased pressures of lockdown, forms
of creative practice offered our participants the opportunity to express humour, irony and
small acts of resistance that acknowledged failures, tensions and competing subjectivities
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under difficult conditions. Modes of humour that found expression through this project
made possible a shared recognition of collective fears and anxieties about the status
quo, particularly the potential that these working and caring conditions would become
permanent. These representations of the tacit or invisible labour of the compressions
of work, care and creativity in a time of COVID-19 animate the ‘everyday life’ of carers.
They reveal the gendered nature of care work as it collides with uneven and unreasonable
expectations around WCFH through an extended period of heightened anxiety, uncer-
tainty and career insecurity.

Note

1. RMIT University ethics approval number:2020-23705-11447. All participants’ images are
reproduced with permission.
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While the home has a history of being overlooked as a site of great Received 2 May 2022
social impact, this is clearly shifting as it becomes a site for diverse Accepted 18 February 2023
and significant social participation. Technological connectivity is
reshaping the household towards an increasingly public life,
remarkable fo.r a c'ion'wain that until’ rel'atively recently 'had bee'n practice; new domesticity;
thought of primarily in terms of privatised care and leisure. This productivity; public/private
article brings together literature from creative industries, feminist spheres; Creative practice
and new domesticity fields with empirical data from interviews with

home-based creative practitioners to generate insights into new

work models, the coincidence of paid work and unpaid care work,

and creative work at home as a locus for connecting to surrounding

communities and natural environments. These lived examples are

explored as signs of an altering domestic space where paid work

and non-economic values are more balanced and the home itself

is moving from the periphery towards the centre of social life.
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We're experiencing an era in which the home is shifting its social value and character: in
terms of public interest not only in domestic spaces but also, importantly, in the ways in
which we inhabit our homes (Gregg 2011, 39-55; Taylor 2015; Luckman 2015, 1-3; Matchar
2014, 3; Scott and Keates 2004; O’'Connor 2017; Saunders and Williams 1988). With COVID-
19 rapidly accelerating a transition that has otherwise been building over many decades,
social understanding of domestic spaces as diverse and interesting to the wider world has
heightened. This is particularly so with the technological capacity to publicly share per-
sonal lives (Abidin 2014; Calfas 2018; Hunter 2015; Kennedy et al. 2020; Scott and
Keates 2004) and a deepening of the global north’s fixation with lifestyle (Lewis 2008;
Raisborough 2011; Martens and Casey 2016). These changes stand out against the sus-
tained attempt to split life into private and public spheres that characterised industrial-
era capitalism and which, particularly since WWII, framed the home as a peculiarly
female space (Felski 2000, 86; McKeon 2005). In being feminised, the home was also
seen as populated by ‘low-value’ activities extrinsic to the marketplace, politics and cul-
tural life (Felski 2000, 8; McKeon 2005; Bratich and Brush 2011; Padilla Carroll 2016;
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Scott and Keates 2004). The demarcation of supposedly independent public and private
realms tended to not only underestimate the value of activities performed at home, but it
also shrunk the range of these as well - for women it was seen as a space for affective
labour (Hardt 1999; Oakley 1985; Huws 2015; Barrett 1988) and for men, leisure and ‘clock-
ing off’ from the outside world of work (Cowan 1989). This separation has always been
artificial and contested by a range of voices who have fought to bring attention to the
integral role the household has always had in economic functioning (Best 2021; Waring
1988). However, it is the cultural and political success of ‘splitting’ spheres that now
seems to be giving way, such that the home is commonly understood as a more
complex space - as diverse, productive, and compelling, if also conflicted and problematic
(Gregg 2011; Gurstein 2002; Hochschild 1997; O’'Connor 2017; Luckman 2015, 1-3; Padilla
Carroll 2016). It is clearly interdependent with the rest of the economy (Gregg 2011;
Luckman 2013; Taylor 2015) and where once they might have been considered surplus
to civic participation, formerly private lives are increasingly integrated into our public
identities (Scott and Keates 2004; Raisborough 2011). These changes are significant in rep-
rising an underappreciated site whose goings-on can now be understood as of value in
and impactful on wider society, as the home becomes increasingly central and co-consti-
tuting within the broader social body (Padilla Carroll 2016, 52-4; Luckman 2013; Matchar
2014; Bratich and Brush 2011).

It's the varied productivity now seemingly intrinsic to contemporary homelife that is a
central point of interest here, and creative practice in particular as a good example of one
such type. By taking a closer look at home-based contemporary creative practices we can
gain insight into how these behaviours are part of a larger reshaping of the home's per-
ceived function and value.

In this article, | draw on material | gathered during a collaborative art project under-
taken in 2020 to make observations about the shifting function and status of the home
in contemporary life.' In the following sections, | explore several themes that arose
during conversations a colleague and | filmed and presented publicly during an art festival
that exemplify the muddied ‘separation’ of social spheres. In this project, we were inquiring
about the topic of creative practice at home, which is relevant here in a number of ways.
First, the cultural and creative industries are a rapidly growing trillion-dollar global economic
sector (OECD 2021, 4; Luckman 2015, 1) that offeri prominent examples of ‘self-actualising’
work models increasingly adopted over conventional workplace ones (Taylor 2011;
Luckman 2013) and which are reconfiguring the role of the domestic space in modern-
day working life (Kramer and Kramer 2020; Reid-Musson et al. 2020). Extending from this,
creative work at home is often highly intermingled with domestic life generally but particu-
larly so with care work, due to it often being performed by women, largely freelance, frag-
mented, and requiring much flexibility (Taylor and Littleton 2012, 32; Taylor 2011; Gill and
Pratt 2008; Luckman 2013, 263). Its propensity to ‘boundary cross’ within domestic spaces
(Conor, Gill and Taylor 2015, 14; Taylor and Littleton 2012, 32-7; Taylor 2011; Luckman
2013, 263) means home-based creative work challenges discrete, restrictive categories of
roles and behaviours within the home, particularly those placed on mothers - although
it's acknowledged that this can also create tremendous strain for women.

Other themes of interest that arose from our empirical work surround the possible
greater sociality of domestic creative work — which Bratich and Brush (2011) argue crea-
tivity has a unique tendency to foster — as well as work from home as a locus for
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reconnecting to the surrounding environment. As a final point, we consider words spoken
in one of our conversations that stand in stark relief in the way they describe home within
Indigenous Australian traditions. In them, we heard a clear sense of the home’s impor-
tance and centrality within these traditions, its embeddedness within the natural environ-
ment, and its sociality mixed with meaningful productivity. With this and our other
descriptive examples, the article pursues this special issue’s interest in how the contem-
porary home is transitioning in social status and meaning, through an intimate, innovative
research approach into the lived experience and nuance of this. By taking a look at this
detail, we can learn more about reframed domesticity, which, while no doubt incomplete
and beset by difficulties, can nonetheless gesture to the political and social potency of its
rebalanced status in the world.

While ‘creative practice’ is a notoriously expansive term, here it is used to refer to
labour that generates new aesthetic content or products that may or may not involve
remuneration but crucially that are intended for an audience or market outside the
home. It is therefore distinct from a hobby or similar activity primarily for personal interest.
This article will consider literature on creative industries and its social impact (Taylor 2011;
Taylor and Littleton 2012; Conor, Gill and Taylor 2015; Luckman 2013, 2015), and feminist
literature on creative work at home, as well as literature on new domesticity that
examines creative work as part of an altering private realm (Padilla Carroll 2016; Matchar
2014; Bratich and Brush 2011). By interspersing this scholarship with elements from my
own creative work, | seek to focus specifically on the changing status of the home with
an inclusive, experiential exploration of the impact of home-based creative practice.

Methodology

For this article, | draw on a blend of qualitative interviewing with creative practice meth-
odology. The art project referred to in this article was one conducted by myself and a col-
league Helen Mathwin. The project itself was a public installation of an urban projection
space as part of the Get Lost arts festival in 2020 in Castlemaine in Central Victoria, with
funding support from the local council. The projected material shown explored the home
and its connection to the creative practices of eight individuals, most of which were con-
versations between participants, my colleague, and myself. For these conversations, we
sought as diverse a group as possible of creatives, artists and makers in the regional
area. Six of these identified as female, one as male, and one non-binary. Discussions some-
times spanned several hours and were conducted in situ in participants’ homes/work
spaces to also allow observation of the behaviour and environment being discussed,
and hopefully seeing some creative work taking place in real time. These were video-
recorded with the final creative installation in mind and then analysed after the event
for themes.

Creative practice methodology allows for inclusiveness in research materials used to
gather data, such that creative works and more ‘plurivocal’ interactions might be
mined for insight, including the use of aesthetic and sensory material alongside the
spoken word (Haseman 2006; Batty and Berry 2015). The use of images and descriptive
reflection is also in keeping with dialogic qualitative interviewing techniques, allowing
for ‘the visible (what is seen), the auditory (what is heard) and the sensory (what is felt)’
(Denzin 1997, 38; Borer and Fontana, 2012). The dialogic approach also reflects the
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free-flowing, relational format of our conversations (Denzin 1997, 38). We wanted par-
ticipants to shape a significant amount of the direction of discussions, although we still
used prompts to return to key themes and queries. We pursued an up-close, intimate
sense of making creative work at home, while at the same time showed interest in
broader issues such as participants’ ideas and ideals of home. This included connection
to place and how all these ideas interacted with their creative work. We asked them
not only about the pragmatics of how they managed their arrangements, but also
how it helped resituate these spaces as productive hubs from which to engage with
the world.

The Creative Home

The growing economic sector of home-based creative work has been attributed to a more
profound cultural and economic shift away from mass-scale production towards econom-
ies of individualised, responsive, and ‘authentic’ goods and services (Luckman 2013: 254-
5; Howkins 2018; see also Taylor and Littleton 2012: 2). The opportunity to make creative
work has expanded rapidly with this demand, alongside the evolution of technology and
work culture to support working from home (Gregg 2011; Miller 2007; Luckman 2013,
2015; Padilla Carroll 2016; Kennedy et al. 2020). The emerging domestic creative
economy might be understood, then, in terms of a shift in both our models of consump-
tion and production. Luckman suggests applying Adkins explanation of ‘organised’ indus-
trial economies — under which we have mostly wanted to purchase and own goods -
tending towards advanced capitalism’s ‘disorganisation’, where the market permeates
the most common, personal, and un-corporate spaces of everyday life and where lifestyle,
identity, and cultural capital are the more desired ends (see Luckman 2020, 38-9; Adkins
2005).

Along similar lines, the self-actualisation argument suggests that creativity was always
going to become intermingled with modern work ideals due to the human need to have
free personal expression as a goal for labour, especially in a post-Floridian era where crea-
tivity and self-actualisation are closely linked (Taylor 2011; Luckman 2013; Howkins 2001;
Taylor and Littleton 2012; Gill and Pratt 2008; Florida 2002; McRobbie, 2011; Huws 2015).
Taylor's ‘contemporary identity project’ (2012, 5) here combines with the need for women
in particular to have flexibility, often leading them away from office or studio settings to
situate their careers at home. For Taylor and colleagues, this choice carries risks which
women may not be aware of, discussed below. Arguments emanating from the new dom-
esticity literature, however, see the intermingling of creative work with traditional home-
based settings as a promising shift in social power and value for the home space and its
occupants who up until now have been undermined in their social influence (Padilla
Carroll 2016, 58; Matchar 2014; Bratich and Brush 2011). These arguments observe that
a new more visible role for the home has emerged as it increasingly becomes the locus
for people to enact their civic participation (Soper 2004: 112; Lewis 2008, 9). As the
choices we make at home become more infused with our values, the choice to work at
home, in this case, helps to reconfigure the home space as of the world and in the
world. In turn, the value and status of traditional domestic activities, such as relationship
work, care work, and housework, also become more socially relevant and impactful
(Padilla Carroll 2016; Bratich and Brush 2011, 236-7).
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New Ways of Working

Despite the increasing professionalisation of women, the struggle to make conventional
work models fit with care obligations and an awareness of their structural inequality led to
some women ‘opting out’ of the office and work altogether in the early 2000s, and now to
what Taylor calls ‘the new mystique’ of freelance or self-employed work from home, par-
ticularly so with cultural and creative industries (Taylor 2015, 175-7; d’Arcy and Gardiner
2014).

When we met Cassie, a magazine-editor-cum-ceramicist, in her tiny studio in her
garden, she seemed very confident about all the drawcards Taylor describes regarding
her decision to leave the city with her partner to work from home. Her studio was incred-
ibly quaint, glass-panelled French doors, linen aprons, modernist clay vases ... The greater
freedom, control, efficiency, and convenience sounded too good to pass up, as well as a
utopian mix of paid labour intermingled with everyday life.

| get to work exactly how | know I like to work ... | think in terms of the output of work, I'm
maybe even more efficient, and [have] more time and opportunity to explore ideas because |
literally can go here [into the home studio] and just go ‘oh there’s an idea | have’ and just
quickly mock that up while it’s fresh in my head. Whereas if | was probably back in Melbourne,
you know, it might be a 20-minute drive to the community studio, and late at night it prob-
ably wouldn't even be possible to do that ... There’s almost nothing in my way of me coming
here and being myself, | have nothing to inhibit that ... Everything in this [space] is designed
by me ... Especially during lockdown, I've spent a vast amount of my time here. | have a kettle
in here, | don’t even have to leave ... [Of the home and the studio] it’s all just an extension of
me, it really is.

Cassie offered a ringing endorsement of the appeal of home-based work, which is part of
the mystique Taylor says is drawing more people to leave the workplace. Certainly,
Cassie’s practice appeared to be doing very well; however, scholars like Taylor are con-
cerned that this type of success is the exception rather than the rule. Taylor argues the
precarity, isolation and marginalisation of these types of workers within the neoliberal
economy is a real concern, and that women are particularly likely to be drawn in and
caught up in these types of conditions (Taylor 2015, 178; see also Dawkins 2011). She
notes that the romanticism and promises of creative work at home - as compared to
the reality — can exploit women who are prepared to ‘tolerate difficulties and uncertainty’
due to reduced options (Taylor 2015, 174). This is not to mention technological and digital
barriers, resource restrictions, and barriers to child care, material tools and physical space,
and so on (Dawkins 2011; Gurstein 2002, 16; Luckman 2015, 87-111). Taylor describes:

... [a] discursive drift [that] is neither the ‘fundamentally masculine’ (Ahl and Marlow, 2012)
figure of the successful entrepreneur nor the masculine artist but a novel, feminized
(though not inevitably female) figure, who works on a small scale, mostly alone and from
home, motivated by the hope of self-fulfilment and freedom as alternative rewards to a
steady income and secure employment. (Taylor 2015, 174)

The draw of working from home remains strong, however, which as mentioned above,
refutes the idea of the space as inactive, unproductive, or neatly parcelled off from
public life. McKeon's historical work provides a broader perspective, arguing that any cat-
egorical sectioning off of the private realm has actually been part of the West's project of
social modernisation. This, he says, can be understood as an economic as well as
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ontological drive for Western culture’s abstracted, hyper-rationalised, and masculinised
dominion over the material world. In this context, the home was too closely bound to per-
sonal, embodied experience and therefore has needed to be excised from collectively
held ideals (McKeon 2005, xix-xx). In this way, a neatly separate private sphere can be his-
toricised as a modernising fabrication, and while domestic life traditionally may have been
somewhat distinctive from public life, McKeon argues it was not separate from or outside
of it (McKeon 2005, xix-xx). ‘Like labor, the public and the private are thrown into distinc-
tive relief against what had been a relatively homogenous plane of existence and has
become a heterogenous landscape of semiautonomous structures’ (McKeon 2005, xx).

Care and Other Productivity

Work based at home has for a long time had negative associations for women (Taylor and
Littleton 2012), ‘de-professionalised’ due to its location. However, as we see the clear div-
ision between public/private fall away, so too are the boundaries ‘shifting, morphing,
even disintegrating ... [between] home and work; paid work and unpaid work; pro-
duction and reproduction’ (Conor, Gill and Taylor 2015, 14). When we sat around the
kitchen table with Hermione, a photographer and artist, the conversation turned
almost immediately to the daily interlacing of work and family in her house. The
vintage pine table not only had the paint splatters and grooves of a workbench, but
also coffee cup rings and saucepan marks, as she explained it was her studio as well as
breakfast area. The background were kindergarten-style watercolour paintings of the
alphabet sticky-taped to the wall and a freshly wiped sink. Motherhood, she explained,
had pivoted her working life away from theatre production and the city towards work
that could be performed in the same location, sometimes simultaneously, as caring for
three children. It has meant reorganising the way she uses her home and her expectations
of how and where she will produce work. There was lament in Hermione’s voice as she
explained:

I think | would feel really strange if | went to a studio ... Well | couldn’t go to a studio in the
evenings to make my work ... because my littlest is three so | will never be able to have a
studio ...

This speaks to the lack of mobility women often experience, in terms of place and space,
after having children (Alesina and Giuliano 2010; Charlesworth, Baird and Elliott 2014, 4),
but Hermione also notably conveyed pride, even excitement, when describing her
decision to reclaim her home and surrounds as a workplace, as well as inspiration and
subject matter:

But at the same time ... [working at home] has really informed some of the work I've made ...
A lot of the early works we were making, if we couldn’t get what we wanted from home, it
was about going for drives or walks at night and shooting stuff in the local landscape so you
weren't far from home if one of the kids woke up and needed to be breastfed or something.

This entanglement of tasks and integration of care work with professional creative work in
Hermione’s life sounded extreme, challenging, but also like a thrilling combination.
Women can be nurturing their babies while shooting artwork at night? It taps into the
freedom narrative of creative work, where particularly for women, the recombination of
unpaid reproductive work and ‘self-actualising’ paid work has been described as the
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utopian goal (Huws 2015). But also utilising the home and the everyday as a subject
matter as well as a professional location, is a subversive reclamation of it as an entity
worth studying, whose goings on are interesting and relevant (see Bratich and Brush
on the unheimlich [2011, 237]; Burton 2019, 1332).

Jewellery maker and artist Selby also spoke evocatively of her unwillingness to relegate
parts of herself: ‘l mean with children, and life, and art, and all of the things you need to
maintain - relationships ... There are so many expectations that are individualised onto
each [of these aspects of life]. [But] you need to keep the things that keep you alive
going too.’

For Hermione and Selby, there seemed a purpose in reprising motherhood, particularly
at such an intensive phase of rearing small children, as a role that can and should co-exist
with labour on projects for the world. Taylor and Littleton (2012, 138) contrast this with
more conventional thinking on the world of work as something that exists outside the
home as a ‘non-work site of personal life and relationships’, as depicted in conventional
sociological texts for example (see Burkitt 2008, 143; also Marx 2016, 110-11). They argue
that creative work is particularly suited to overriding these distinctions due to the person-
alised nature of the work, especially when there is a pre-existing sense of greater impor-
tance to public life (Taylor and Littleton 2012, 110-11). Both Hermione and Selby spoke of
the symbolic significance of enacting this productivity for their children to see and under-
stand as ‘normal’, despite the challenges of doing so. The interplay between demands
sounded rhythmic - or spasmodic — and demanding, giving us a sense of the tensions
involved. It is obviously still a process that Hermione felt necessary to justify:

When I'm heading into presentation or exhibition mode, basically my work takes over the
entire house and basically everyone else gets pushed aside, so there may be some enormous,
half-built sculpture on the kitchen table and just for that week or whatever and the kids are
eating breakfast in another room! [My art] for so long just exists in the background and then
coming to crunch time it will dominate whatever space in the house is needed to make it ... |
think | feel a lot of guilt when it's happening in my house, because, you know, | won't be as
neat and it's just a really clear representation of what my priorities are at that time, which |
feel guilty about ... but at the same time | wouldn’t want it to be happening anywhere
else. ... [The kids] definitely notice [my work in our home] but they're also quite excited by
it. But also | get quite tense because of course they're curious and want to touch things
and investigate and | want to stop them doing that! So | feel like it certainly makes my adrena-
line a bit higher. [laughs] But | also like that ...

As Selby sat at her family’s dining table skewering tiny squares of black leather as part of
her fabric bust of a human head - textural, wild, and yet quietly contained - she spoke of
the mixing of her roles and tasks within her home. It was clear that the muddying of
boundaries was something she felt was ultimately positive for her three daughters to
see and experience:

[My 3-year-old daughter] Sunday helps me with the threading of my leather, [5-year-old]
Marley likes to chop. | mean, it obviously slows the process down. However | think witnessing
outside materials and ideas ... Art is a really informative way for them to express themselves
at a time when they are little and they are learning to develop a language of their own and
how they see the world. I know that it has been really positive for them to just witness it. They
don’t really ask me about what it is but they ... ‘Oh no, not another exhibition! [laughs].
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Whether accidental or planned, this type of domestic environment is one where parental
and particularly maternal work can introduce children to the wider world and, ideally at
least, begin unifying the idea of a mother at once working and caring. This is not to
dismiss the difficulties and at times extreme stress this undoubtedly places on women.
Selby nonetheless seemed clear that it was progressive in shaping her daughters’ under-
standing of women's capabilities from within the home space:

But they get really excited about it, it's like there’s definitely a level of ... like they understand
there’s a process involved with the exhibiting and making and doing ... But | don’t want them
to suffer also because of my practice so there’s an inclusion that happens — I'm hoping - with
the domestic and the creative. Because | do think they can ... I'm getting better at getting
them to work together.

In this, we can see a feminist project to redefine domestic spaces and everyday life that
takes place there as a platform upon which progressive politics are lived out (Luckman
2015, 144; Padilla Carroll 2016, 52; Jeremiah 2006). Second-wave feminism has been
accused of participating in the subordination of the home by advocating women ‘repudi-
ate’ housework and domestic life in pursuit of equality through the workplace and worldly
pursuits (Martens and Casey 2016, 34; Felski 2000; Giles 2004; Jeremiah 2006, 22,
citing Beauvoir 1972; Firestone 1979; Friedan 1963). Some contemporary scholars identify
some older feminist thought as inadvertently supporting a hierarchical valuation of social
zones; where, as Felski observes, it too ascribes values of mobility, dynamism, impact, and
intellect to the wider world (like the Lacanian symbolic order) and the home becomes a
‘quasi-uterine space’ of stasis, dullness, and ahistoricism (Felski 2000, 86; Martens and
Casey 2016, 35). Jeremiah describes a feminist ‘recuperative’ impulse from the 1970s
that has sought to reincorporate domestic life and motherhood into a ‘poststructuralist
feminist perspective’ allowing for multiple subjectivities with regards to mothering and
for the home to be ‘diverse, multifaceted, and shifting’ (2006, 22; Padilla Carroll 2016,
51). One way is through the ‘spatial phenomenon ... [of] creatively building businesses
around the sociospatial routines of daily childcare’, suggests Ekinsmyth in her work on
mumpreneurism (Ekinsmyth 2012, 2). Taylor says on the topic: ‘the key space would
seem to be home as the double site of living and earning’, as part of the ‘humanisation’
of work in prioritising, or at least elevating, non-economic values (2015, 177).

Homes Surrounded by Other Homes

Our conversations brought up other activities that might confront twentieth-century
depictions of the nucleic and passive home. Several participants described a greater
sense of connection to the surrounding community resulting from their creative work
being at home, with the drive to forge social ties. Bratich and Brush have enthusiastically
written of the revival of ‘village and community’ through domestic creative work because
they say it to some extent reappropriates both the means and relationships of production.
That is, sole creative producers based at home are not only often self-employed but also
often highly likely to elicit collaboration or at least networking (Bratich and Brush 2011,
234; Luckman 2015, 85; see also John-Steiner 1992). Domestic spaces used for creative
practice, they say, invite more opportunity for social connection, not least because of
the way these situations can reinstate older, often pre-capitalist methods and modes of
working while at the same time being digitised or digitally enabled to some extent.
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This is the idea of the home as a hive, as inherently social spaces connected and facilitat-
ing relationships with the surrounding social context.

Collaboration and strengthened local networks as a result of home-based practices
were a thread throughout most of our conversations. In several cases, it was women
embarking on projects with other women so their partnership could accommodate
care responsibilities. In others, it was making work while involving the family, or creative
practices evolving to incorporate more contact with neighbours and the local township.
When we sat in Klare’s cosy dining room, we drank tea and listened intently as she told us
her story of moving to regional Victoria. A poet and performance artist, she had us capti-
vated as she described the 2011 floods in the region and how that both shaped her crea-
tive work and forged a stronger connection to the people living around her:

[Ylou know when you move to a place and you kind of hide and you just kind of watch the
garden grow so you know what to plant wherever, and so yeah I'm like that ... and then sud-
denly we did lose everything in the floods and | nearly lost my son as well so it was quite full
on. But | actually pretty much met, | think, everyone in town ... and so there’s really amazingly
good positive community-based activities that occur out of these kinds of events ...

Klare set up several locally based creative projects that listened to people about their
experiences of the floods, creating soundscapes and a singing performance using
people’s words. Her description of these processes is ‘expanded listening’, a device to
tap into an ‘expanded collective experience’. The conversation we had with photographer
and artist Jessie also brought up how situating a practice at home, combined with the
pandemic in 2020, intensified their desire to forge ties with their local neighbourhood.
They described the way being embedded in the physical location of a community and
working drove them to get out and meet neighbours to offer mutual aid to anyone
nearby in need.

It's interesting that during COVID | found more connection with community and more people
around ... Just finding out, like, ‘Oh I live on that street’, ‘Oh | live on that street’, and just the
process of slowing down, there’s more of a collective sense of care. That's been created
during this time, being able to see people more one-on-one ...

Research on the link between working at home and a sense of embeddedness within a
surrounding community is uncertain, and the digital nature of much home-based work
as well as the use of online communities does not mean experiences like Jessie’s are
the norm. However, Gurstein suggests such work models can create greater community
stability with diminished need for worker mobility (Gurstein 2002, 120). For Bratich and
Brush, the important shift is the political dimension of reuniting domestic spaces with
sociality, so the home can perform functions that don’t fit within a capitalist rationale.
Of the groups of people coming together in their homes, particularly women and particu-
larly surrounding creative activities, they say it has been ‘[sleen as idle work, a waste of
time, and unproductive activity from the perspective of capital and masculinized value’
(Bratich and Brush 2011, 240), and so urge its reclamation to resist such dismissive
assessment.



236 (&) S.ELLIOTT

Homes Within a Natural World

‘Home’ is of course often more than a dwelling, but embedded in a surrounding environ-
ment and therefore a point of connection to a physical landscape. This was a consistent
theme in our conversations. Artist Eliza described her art practice and her native grass res-
toration on a large property in regional Victoria as virtually indistinguishable in their sense
of purpose. A complex mix of family and cultural history and aesthetic and environmental
connection have for twenty years kept her ‘magnetised to this place’. Jessie also spoke of
the way working at home has facilitated a connection to a physical and environmental
location, which in turn continues to shape the nature of their work. They describe how
creative work can insist on the artist becoming familiar with their environment, as a
part of a sharpening of one’s senses and a slowing down and listening.

We sat in Jessie’s backyard studio, admiring the tall gums of the national park that
neighboured it. The morning air was still and beautiful and studded with bird song:

When you're an artist and you're a photographer, you know, you are responding to what's
around you and | think everyday you're noticing changes. You're noticing the birds and
you're noticing the animals and it becomes very much a part of your work. Like here [gestur-
ing to a desk], we can hear all of these birds, and this is crown land at the back here, it's an old
mining site, these are dams left over from the Royal Gully site that's at the top of the hill. And |
don't know, | think it just naturally becomes part of the work. If it's not necessarily literally part
of the work it's very much about how I'm experiencing the landscape and the place I'm at.

Environmental psychology has long grappled with the complex interplay between crea-
tivity and natural environments to suggest, for example, that attention within the creative
process can be externally moderated by the natural setting (Kaplan and Kaplan, 1989), in
affecting and redirecting the brain’s functioning and creative responsiveness (Williams
et al. 2018; Atchley et al. 2012; McCoy and Evans 2002). Such literature explains that crea-
tivity does not take place in a vacuum, and indeed, many of the people we spoke to spon-
taneously brought up some kind of sense of simultaneous disconnection or at least
awkward awareness of making a home in Australia given the dispossession of its original
custodians. All acknowledged it as a troubling part of making themselves ‘at home’, and
described the small, daily ways they faced up to this unsettledness: acknowledging it in
conversation, preserving and restoring native plants and vegetation, active observing,
respecting and learning about the area in which they live, for example.

One conversation we had was with Ron, a musician and maker of Indigenous artefacts.
He invited us into a mudbrick bungalow at the back of his bush property and we were
riveted by his stories of making. Much of what he described in his making practice
showed compelling connection to place and landscape as well as a clear priority of
people and tradition over the made object itself. Rather than the modernist history of
abstracted value of a thing, he described making as seamlessly joined to being in a land-
scape, a community, and a home:

Ron: Most of [the making process] is the history [rather than the maker or the object]. ... And |
make that important, | make [the Indigenous boys | teach] know that. I'm handing it down to
you but you're going to hand it down to your kids and then your grandkids will learn. So it’s
that oral tradition.

Susie: So you're not the owner of it ... [the making process, the knowledge, and the object]
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Ron: Spot on. Caretaker.

Ron spoke of evenings with his family and community coming around for music and
making together. Home as he described it was inseparable from being part of a larger
family and community, and the land and ecology they are tied to. But home was also
intrinsically a place for working with your hands, acts that resonate and are vital in the
larger social tasks of storytelling and passing on knowledge, wisdom, and tradition. The
home sounded like a synthesis of many different but connected functions, and certainly
more than exemplified the vibrance, activity, and relevance of a re-awakened domestic
space discussed here.

The other thing | learned was how to etch. When | was little we had an amazing artist in our
community called Uncle Sam Kerr, he was probably another one that | would sit and watch,
and he was a funny old guy, he used to carve emu eggs with a knife. Four of his eggs are in
Buckingham Palace, that's how good he is, the best in our community, and there was another
guy, Hilton Walsh. But you're just sitting around listening. So the etching part which is
burning wood, | picked that up from him, sitting and watching him, and my dad making
boomerangs, and we get together, and when my uncles came over they all made boomer-
angs and all their kids could throw them so we’d have massive big competitions that were
pretty serious down on the lake. ... [In my home growing up] all the materials were there
[in the local environment] to work with, and my aunty ... and my nan, they were full on
artists, they would make feathered flowers — you couldn't tell the difference between real
flowers and their flowers ... My mother was a Tatiara Ngarrindjeri from South Australia, so
her nan wove baskets with that style, and they were seen as the best basket weavers in Aus-
tralia ... So all around me was these amazing artists. And again, sitting and watching, that's
the Aboriginal way of learning.

Conclusion

Rather than a static concept and social entity, we can see that the home is always shifting
- as much about ideology as it is about household behaviours and practices (Lacouture
2019, 1278). Recent decades have produced technological and social conditions that
now emphasise the home as a site of varied productivity and as a platform for people
to contribute to civil society — counter to ideological constructions of a private realm cor-
doned off from the wider cultural, economic, and social world. Home-based creative prac-
tice is a useful example of emerging trends in work choices, and here I've drawn from
creative industries, feminist and new domesticity literature to explore some of the ways
it is helping to reshape domestic spaces. This is also while making use of empirical
material | collected with a colleague as a blend of creative practice methodology and dia-
logic qualitative interviewing. These methods pursue an inclusive use of aesthetic
material and incorporate aural, sensory, and visual information when performing and ana-
lysing interviews.

We can understand the increase in home-based creative practice as a shift in the nature
and location of economic activity, as well as the pursuit of work that fulfils individual
ideals of creative potential. New domesticity analyses are useful in emphasising the redefi-
nition of domestic spaces and occupants as integral, active elements within wider society,
and insisting on the revaluation of home-based creative work and traditional domestic
activities. Our conversations with artists and makers brought up issues surrounding
new work-from-home norms and their advantages like flexibility, convenience,
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accessibility, and control. However, it is also acknowledged that these same traits can
create significant problems for women in particular who often seek out this work, poten-
tially leaving them in difficult, marginalised positions. We encountered examples of crea-
tive work mixing with domestic care work, out of necessity but also as a reclamation of
mothering as a diverse and mottled role, and we heard about the tensions and
rewards of demonstrating this for participants’ children.

It has also been argued that home-based creative work revives the potential of the
home as a hub for socialised productivity, collaboration, and connection. We encountered
many examples of this in our conversations, involving family, partnerships, and the sur-
rounding community. Here again, domestic spaces are being reconfigured away from
restrictive ideas of private sanctums towards those of it as alive with activity, connection,
and potential. Likewise, we heard about home-based creative practice generating oppor-
tunities for connection to the surrounding environment and engaging and grappling with
participants’ sense of geographical place. Creative work and inhabiting a location were
not disconnected factors in most of the stories we heard, bearing out research on the
ways the two interact and affect us as mediating entities.

Through our conversations and considering the literature, this article has sought to
give some detail to the example of more modern, creatively productive domestic
spaces. It presents this micro-level information as a way of supporting the claim that
the home is changing in the ways it functions but most importantly in how its value is
rebalancing when compared with the idea of the traditional ‘real world’ of economic
and cultural activity. There is some promise in this that as traditional work is humanised
somewhat by being situated at home and often altered by relational, social, and geo-
graphical embeddedness, so too will the value and impact increase of previously deva-
lued non-economic domestic goings-on such as care, relational work, and connecting
to the broader community and environment.
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'home destruction’. Disaster scholarship has long argued that the

very idea of ‘natural disaster’ remains inadequate as a term of home: . .
L ome; home loss; domicide;

description for the entanglements of the human and natural - climate change; bushfires;

acutely so for the entanglements that are at the heart of a natural disaster: more-than-

changing climate and its consequences. The article proposes a human

new conception of ‘home’ as an intimately affective space where

there is more at-stake than human-centeredness; rather, it is

suggested here that ‘home’ is better reconceptualised as a site of

multispecies connection that reframes the conventional

understanding of the individual free-standing dwelling as a place

where Australian modernity triumphs over the natural

environment. The destruction wrought by catastrophic bushfires

in turn also needs to be reconceptualised beyond a narrow focus

on human-centred loss of life and property. When homes are

destroyed the ecological entanglements that comprise the lived

experience of the human home are also painfully severed.
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Domicide - the ‘deliberate destruction of home’ (Porteous and Smith 2001, 12) —is a funda-
mental feature of Australia’s colonial history and present. Even the site of the most iconic of
Sydney landmarks, the Sydney Opera House, is intrinsically tied to it. Well before those
world-famous ‘sails’, indeed well before Federation, it was the site of a modest dwelling:
Bennelong'’s hut. Governor Arthur Phillip ordered it built in 1790 for his captive-cum-
friend, Bennelong, a Wangal man who served as mediator between the nascent Sydney
colony and the local Aboriginal peoples. Bennelong’s hut did not last; it had been torn
down by the time of Bennelong'’s return from London in 1795. The only clue of what
once stood there can be found in the modern place-name - Bennelong Point — which
replaces the original Aboriginal placename of Djubuguli (Hinkson and Harris 2010, 27).
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Bennelong'’s hut is not typical of the domicide Indigenous Australians endured as
British colonies encroached further inland over the next two centuries. The building
adhered to European notions of domestic space, not Indigenous ones, and was situated
within the heart of the first colony. It was one feature among many that transformed
Sydney Cove's waterfront from a seemingly ‘untamed’ coastline into a supposedly
‘ordered’ space. In its own small but significant way, domestic space contributed to realis-
ing a ‘civilised’ presence on a land that appeared (to European eyes) as bereft of civilis-
ation, as terra nullius. In the process, ideas of dwelling as domestication — of nature, of
animals, of unruly bush and wildlife - eroded existing Indigenous cultural landscapes
and contributed to further Aboriginal dispossession. The individual free-standing home
performed a key role within this civilising settler-colonial project, one which has persisted
into the present, popularly re-imagined as ‘the Australian Dream’.

This colonising role was laid bare in the reactions against the restitution of Native Title
following the Mabo and Wik court rulings in 1992 and 1996 respectively. Prime Minister
John Howard (1997) claimed that Indigenous Australians would have ‘the potential right
of veto’ over development on land in excess of three-quarters of Australia’s total land
mass. Victorian Premier Jeff Kennett (as quoted in Harvey and Coffey 1993) warned
that ‘every property in Australia could be at risk’. Pauline Hanson (2019), leader of the
far-right One Nation party, extended these themes erroneously claiming that ‘a lot of
people have been dispossessed of their lands in Australia because of it [Native Title]'".

Central to this apparent reversal of terra nullius was the perceived threat to the domi-
nant Australian concept of ‘home’ - the near birthright expectation of one day owning
‘the suburban ideal of a freestanding house on a quarter-acre block’ (Allon 2008, 17).
Robert Menzies, Australia’s longest serving Prime Minister (1939-1941 and 1949-1966),
declared that the Australian aspiration for home ownership was all about claiming ‘one
little piece of earth with a house and a garden which is ours: to which we can withdraw
... into which no stranger may come against our will’ (Warhaft 2004, 157). Howard (2007)
invoked Menzies throughout his own term in office (1996-1907), repeatedly characteris-
ing Australia as ‘a great home-owning society ... where the dream of home ownership
remains at the heart of the Australian experience’ (our emphasis; see Allon [2008, 84—
109]). In these articulations, home was explicitly conceived as a place ‘where the
modern defeats the natural’ (Schlunke 2016, 219), a concrete manifestation of still res-
onant colonial ideas of modernity and progress. For Menzies, moreover, the Australian
home was also a refuge from all kinds of strangers and strangeness. But what of the stran-
ger that now appears as ‘strange weather’ - the volatile and extreme weather events that
punctuate this era of climate emergency?

The 2019-2020 bushfire catastrophe, now known as ‘Black Summer’, profoundly
unsettled such national mythologies and the predominantly white Australian lifestyles
they underpin: house and home; domesticity and nature; bush and beach. Among the
wreckage were 3,500 homes lost primarily across New South Wales (2448), Victoria
(396) and South Australia (151) (AIDR n.d.; Gourlay et al. 2020). Small coastal towns — Mal-
lacoota, Rosedale, Malua Bay — made international headlines as locals sought refuge on
beaches under blood-red skies and amidst thick haze. ‘Sacred’ Australian symbols of dis-
tinctly native species, such as kangaroos and koalas, were similarly profaned in widely cir-
culated images of their burned bodies. The Australian bush, normally ‘a tamed space of
leisure and pleasure’, became host to an uncontrollable and monstrous firestorm (Allon
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2020, 29). The certainties of modern living, including all its appurtenances in the form of
safely dwelling in a domesticated natural landscape, came undone. As Danielle Celermajer
(2021, 2-3) puts it, ‘the very idea of being “safe” ... is one of the many casualties of the
climate catastrophe’.

Australians have been told by the latest in a long line of bushfire inquiries to ‘expect
fire seasons like 2019-2020 or potentially worse to happen again’ (NSW Bushfire
Inquiry 2020, iv). This is the ‘new normal’, according to Ken Pimlott (as quoted in
O’Malley 2019), who in 2018 commanded the response to California’s devastating fires.
Fire historian Stephen Pyne (2019, 3-6) has dubbed this dramatically inflamed epoch
the ‘Pyrocene’, calling for a ‘fire-centric perspective’ within ongoing debates over geologi-
cal epochs dominated by anthropogenic influences. Katrina Schlunke (2016, 223) argues
that, with the home ravaged by bushfire, ‘one can see the ruination of a Western (and a
very Australian) ideal of conquering space with location’. Our argument in this article is
situated within a feminist tradition that has long advocated for critical scrutiny of
home and dwelling practices with an explicit purpose of reconfiguring them differently.
Our contribution to this body of work suggests that these perspectives can also be
brought to bear fruitfully on more recent understandings of home and domicide,
especially within the context of the destabilising conditions of global warming. With
the Black Summer bushfires, the human home — metaphysically loaded as a site of risk
insulation against various threatening strangers from ‘outside’ - is both materially and
figuratively turned inside-out. With it, so too is domicide as a theoretical framework for
comprehending home destruction, entangled as it is within dominant cultural narratives
invested in the human home. Their undoing, we argue, bears the potential for trans-
formed imaginaries that better attend to more-than-human dimensions.

Feminist Conditions of Possibility

Neimanis, Asberg, and Hedrén (2015) argue that feminist concepts are central to the
emerging scholarly field ‘environmental humanities’ but rarely acknowledged. One con-
sequence of this omission, they suggest, is that it effectively neutralises ‘feminist politics
and undermines the potential for environmental humanities to build alternative worlds’
(Hamilton and Neimanis 2018, 510). It also enables assumptions that environmental
and social causes are disconnected, which in turn obfuscates how environmental and
social issues are deeply entwined.

The risk of a neutralised social politics within environmental concerns is highlighted in
the very idea of the ‘Anthropocene’, a term that etymologically embeds a universalised
humanity to name a geological epoch dominated by human influences (Crutzen and
Stoermer 2000; Crutzen 2002; Lewis and Maslin 2015, 171)." As feminist, anticolonial
and antiracist critiques have argued, complicity in and responsibility for climate change
is not equal nor will its impacts be evenly faced (Probyn 2016, 12; Tsing, Mathews, and
Bubandt 2019, S188; Yusoff 2018; Verlie 2022).

Anthropocentrism refers to taken-for-granted notions that humans are separate from
and prioritised over what is conventionally understood as ‘nature’. Val Plumwood (2003,
42) observes that the nature-culture dualism, in which humans are perceived as separate
from nature, exists alongside other ‘mutually reinforcing dualisms’ (see also Ortner
[1972]). These hierarchised oppositions - man/woman, mind/body, reason/emotion,
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human or culture/nature — underpin multiple, imbricated power structures. As such, they
reify the category of human and ‘the unique benefits afforded’ it, which are not afforded
to the ‘groups of humans and beings other than humans associated with the devalued
side’ (Celermajer et al. 2021, 124).

The possession of consciousness and other connotations of rational intelligence and
agency figure as distinguishing characteristics that underpin such human exceptionalism.
Rather than human-centred ways of being in and perceiving the world, researchers within
environmental humanities generally foster relational and ecological approaches that are
attentive to how other-than-human beings experience and know the world (Tsing,
Mathews, and Bubandt 2019, S188). In terms expressly conceived as a continuation of
feminism’s critical denaturalisation of conventional kinship ties, Donna Haraway (2016,
102-103) proposes ‘to make kin mean something other/more than entities tied by ances-
try or genealogy’. This recasting of the common-sense bonds between kinship, same-
species, genealogy and ancestry invites ethical considerations ‘like to whom one is actu-
ally responsible’ (Haraway 2016, 2; Franklin 2017, 60).2

Home, Domesticity and the Everyday

Feminists have long argued for serious critical scrutiny of home and its affective invest-
ments. Dominant ideals casting home as a place of warmth, safety, belonging and
freedom have been thoroughly critiqued as universalising claims that conceal sexist
oppression and exploitation (de Beauvoir 1952; Friedan 1963). The demystification of
dominant cultural narratives on home extends to their anchorage in anthropocentrism.
The home, frequently represented as bounded, impermeable and secure, unsurprisingly
entails the conquest of ‘nature’ as an esteemed value. It is therefore no coincidence that
anthropological and archaeological interest had fixated on the search for the ‘first hut,
the moment when humanity ‘stepped out of nature’ (Ingold 2022, 226-227). A clear
distinction is drawn between the building activities of humans — assumed to be conscious
and intentional — and those of nonhuman animals - assumed to be actions of instinct
(Rapoport 1994, 488; Rolston 2001, 267; Rykwert 1991, 54). Thus, the home as a physical
manifestation of intent was and remains central to a division between human and nature.
Iris Marion Young (Young 2020), drawing on Martin Heidegger's (1971) notions of
‘dwelling’ and ‘building’ as complementary aspects of ‘the way of being that is human’,
explores how home is reified as a site of patriarchal ascendency through its anthropocentric
investment. Building, in Heidegger's sense, is underpinned by a duality of construction and
preservation: the making of place that materially re-orders the environment into ‘a mean-
ingful presence’ and the remaining in-place that cultivates and cares for that meaningful-
ness respectively. However, despite Heidegger (1971, 149) claiming that preservation is
‘the fundamental character of dwelling’, Young observes that construction seems to be
prioritised within his framework. Noting that male dominance persists within the practices
and industries that entail construction, Young surmises that ‘if building is the means by
which a person emerges as a subject who dwells in that world, then not to build is a depri-
vation’ (137). This conforms to patriarchal delineations that gender the active, intentional
and rational re-ordering of natural space as the domain of men and masculinity.
Feminist critiques are not limited to wholesale rejections of the home-as-haven ideal
but are nonetheless concerned with radically reinventing ways of being at-home.
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Young argues for home’'s ‘liberating potential’ through re-configuring and re-valuing Hei-
degger’s notion of preservation with particular focus on women'’s meaning-making activi-
ties within domestic work:

Is it possible to retain an idea of home as supporting the individual subjectivity of the person,
where the subject is understood as fluid, partial, shifting, and in relations of reciprocal
support with others? (141)

This remains a pertinent question, not only in deconstructing home as a patriarchal
idea and institution, but also as a key site that upholds and materially extends anthropo-
centric and colonial power structures. In this sense, its invocation of relationality and reci-
procity should extend to the ecological array of multispecies and more-than-human
entanglements that comprise the lived experience of the home and home loss.

Domicide Inside-Out

On 8 November 2019, the first day of ‘Black Summer’, Fiona Lee’s family home on the New
South Wales coast burned to the ground (Singhal 2019). After hearing politicians repeat-
edly say that ‘now is not the time to talk about climate change’, Lee staged a protest by
depositing the ashes of her house outside the NSW Parliament building (Singhal 2019).
Home destruction and climate change became entwined in the view of this woman
made homeless by the bushfire crisis: ‘for me, there has never been a better time to
talk about climate change’ (quoted in School Strike 4 Climate 2019). If a house’s ashes
can become the symbolic remains of life and dwelling, does this mean that the home
destroyed by bushfire is also a representative site of ‘domicide’, the deliberate destruction
of home?

Porteous and Smith (2001, 12) define ‘domicide’ as ‘the deliberate destruction of home
by human agency, in pursuit of specified goals, which causes suffering to the victims'.
Importantly, domicide is both meaningful and common. It is meaningful in the sense
that home resonates, for a variety of reasons, and having that attachment ruptured can
be affective in personally intimate ways beyond economic hardship and compromised
safety. Home destruction is common insofar as it is not limited to the extreme scenario
of war. Porteous and Smith (2001) identify its role within the mundane processes of infra-
structure projects, economic development and urban redevelopment strategies (among
other examples) underpinned by narratives of ‘the greater good’ and ‘progress’. In this
everyday domicide, the destructive consequences for homes ‘in the way’ become accep-
table if not disguised entirely — except, of course, for its victims. Intent is central to Por-
teous and Smith’s definition: deliberate, by human agency, pursuing specified goals. It
relies upon the rational and bounded, self-knowing ‘I as perpetrator, defined by con-
sciousness and conscious action; in other words, it is tied to the actions of the Western
liberal subject in humanism and philosophy, a figure that has been thoroughly challenged
as a heteropatriarchal and anthropocentric construct within feminist, queer, antiracist and
postcolonial critiques.

When placed in the context of the entangled reality of human-induced climate change,
‘intent’ becomes significantly more complicated, and certainly more difficult to locate in
one easily identifiable source. ‘Natural disasters’ are necessarily (and explicitly) excluded
from domicide’s original scope: ‘the loss of home is deliberately engineered: somewhere,
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someone is to blame’ (Porteous and Smith 2001, 19). Without clear human intention and
subsequent causality (i.e. fires for land clearing), involuntary home loss cannot be held as
domicide. In other words, ‘victims can normally blame only nature or God’ (Porteous and
Smith 2001, 17). That is clearly not the case for Fiona Lee and, as will be explored in this
section, her protest was not an isolated act either. The emotions generated by Black
Summer among bushfire survivors and other community perspectives certainly empha-
sised distinct human responsibilities. Indeed, it seems that somewhere, someone is to
blame.

Furthermore, the very idea of a ‘natural disaster’ is woefully inadequate as a term of
description given the deep entanglements of the human-made and the natural at the
heart of climate change. While long-term shifts in weather patterns are intrinsic to the
nonlinear fluctuations of all climactic systems, theories of anthropogenic climate
change have presented overwhelming evidence that the global warming currently accel-
erating the frequency of extreme weather events such as droughts, bushfires and floods is
directly caused by human activities, and primarily due to the burning of fossil fuels. The
conventional explanatory frameworks employed in much disaster scholarship, notably
that disasters occur when physical phenomena originating in natural systems have
sudden, nonroutine catastrophic impacts on social systems, are unable to respond satis-
factorily to such transformed environmental conditions. More recent scholarship on the
social construction of ‘natural disaster’ has challenged such ‘naively realist’ approaches
(Tierney 2018, 81) arguing convincingly that disasters are discursively framed, produced
through cultural and institutional processes, and inseparable from power dynamics, ideo-
logical norms, and the actions of elite social groups (see Tierney 2018; Button and Schuller
2016; Gorman-Murray et al. 2014).2

Mike Davis (1998), for example, examines the way in which flood, fire and earthquake
tragedies in California that were largely avoidable have been coopted by religious and
pseudoscientific discourses as well as by elite interests promoting real-estate develop-
ment and presented as evidence of a hostile nature that requires further acquiescence
through market-driven urbanisation. As a result, the essential land use issue - the
rampant, uncontrolled proliferation of firebelt suburbs - [is] camouflaged in a neutral dis-
course about natural hazards and public safety (146). Given the greater frequency of
climate-change induced ‘natural disasters’, it has become imperative to examine both
their social construction and their social consequences. Nancy Tuana (2008) argues that
living through disasters can be a potent means of confrontation with our enmeshed
states, exposing both the illusion and fragility of a presumed nature/culture divide. In
addition, the Australian bushfire catastrophe belies any simplistic divide between
‘extreme’ and ‘everyday’. In his role as Deputy Prime Minister, Michael McCormack
(2019), said as much: ‘Yes, these fires are severe. Yes, in some cases, they are unprece-
dented but in other cases, they are what happens in Australia’.

Climate Inaction, ‘Coal-o-Phobia’ and Incendiary ‘Others’

The location of Lee’s protest — outside the NSW Parliament - purposefully drew attention
to political decision-making and inaction on climate change. Former Prime Minister Tony
Abbott who lost his seat in 2019 to an Independent candidate running on a climate policy
agenda, argued during Black Summer that the world ‘was in the grip of a climate cult’
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(quoted in Readfearn 2020). Scott Morrison (2017), Abbott’s successor, coined the phrase
‘coal-o-phobia’ while mockingly brandishing a lump of coal in Parliament, extolling the
virtues of coal mining for delivering ‘prosperity’ and ‘jobs’ for ‘generations of Australians'.
Such approaches to climate change policy (or a lack thereof) resonates with the ‘greater
good’ discourse of everyday domicide; the ‘prosperity’ and ‘jobs’ offered by fossil fuel
mining industries, alongside lower costs-of-living, held favourably against the need to
act on climate change.

Mike Davis (1998, 130) observes that ‘incendiary “Others™ are consistently constructed
along ideological lines to assign speculative blame for wildfires which conversely distracts
from scientific accounts of causes. Climate change activists, arsonists, and Islamic State
were among the ‘incendiary Others’ posited during Black Summer (Knaus 2020). The posi-
tioning of environmentalists, and by extension environmental protections and the other-
than-human beings they protect, as incendiary Others sees further resonance between
Australian and Californian contexts. Davis (1998, 133-134) notes how the protected habi-
tats of endangered species — Stephens’s kangaroo rat and the California gnatcatcher -
were subject to attacks that opposed them to property rights and development interests.
This discourse witnessed ‘a bizarre syllogism that equated any undeveloped landscape or
protected habitat with an ipso facto fire hazard’ (134). In Australia, blame centred on so-
called ‘green tape’ obstructions that hinder hazard reduction. Deputy Prime Minister
Barnaby Joyce (quoted in Goodall 2020), for example, attacked the ‘green caveats that
impede people’s capacity to fight fires: ‘[fluel reduction, access to water [dams],
keeping roads clear, making sure we don't have tree clearing guidelines which basically
make it impossible for people to take the protective action they need to'.

Pyromanic Suburbanisation and a ‘Big Cultural Shift’

Commissioned in the wake of the devastation left behind by Black Summer, the final
report of the NSW Bushfire Inquiry (2020, vi), notes that future property losses are inevi-
table as a consequence of both historic and ongoing settlement patterns. The report calls
for a ‘big cultural shift’ in ‘accepting what can be defended’ during extreme fire seasons
(NSW Bushfire Inquiry 2020, vi).

Meanwhile, suburbanisation and settlement fundamentally alters the conditions for
hazard reduction and firefighting. As Davis (1998, 107-108, 143) argues, suburbanisation
of fire-prone regions has ‘magnified the natural fire danger while creating new perils for
firefighters’. It has also significantly shifted firefighting practices, with prescribed burns
becoming more difficult to perform due to the proximity (and sometimes opposition)
of nearby residences, as well as firefighting efforts ‘dispersed into house-by-house
defenses’ which entail ‘a dramatically increased risk of firefighters’ being trapped by
erratic and rapidly moving fire fronts’ (143). The ‘greater good’ of feeding an insatiable
real-estate market by developing fire-prone regions — what Davis (134) terms ‘pyromanic
suburbanisation’ - justifies the consequent domicide of homes built in the inevitable path
of fires as well as other homes elsewhere through the flow-on effects of stretched
resources, obstructed disaster preparation and drastically altered firefighting conditions.
Unlike Shane Stone (quoted in Karp and Murphy 2022), the former coordinator-general of
the National Disaster Response and Recovery Agency who sought to victim blame those
‘who want to live among the gum trees’ for the loss of their homes in disaster-prone areas,
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Davis’ argument recognises the power structures and capital interests that animate those
compelling domestic imaginaries (such as the Australian Dream) for profit.

In this sense, we argue that the original exclusion of ‘natural disasters’ from the frame-
work of domicide must be rethought to account for the ideological drivers of human-
induced climate change and their legitimating narratives — economic prosperity, urban
development, human progress and so on. The ‘big cultural shift’ the Inquiry calls for
requires a rethinking of where and how we build ‘homes’; indeed, this shift must echo
demands within pyrogeography (Pyne 2007; Roos et al. 2014) to seriously consider the cul-
tural dimensions of fire regimes which, in an Australian context, certainly includes the
material effects of cultural narratives like the ‘Australian Dream’ of home ownership on
the settlement patterns at the urban/bushland interface on the outskirts of major cities.

Domus Inside-Out: ‘Techno Fixes’ and More-Than-Human Homemaking

In 2021, Suncorp Insurance (2021) launched a marketing campaign entitled ‘One House
to Save Many'. It introduces a collaborative project with the CSIRO, James Cook University
and Room 11 Architects which aimed ‘to design, build and test a home resilient to fire,
flood, storm and cyclone’ (Suncorp 2021a). The resulting prototype - the titular ‘One
House' - is presented as a three-bedroom suburban family home which appropriates
and modernises the ‘Queenslander’ architectural style. The Queenslander’s key features
- a wraparound verandah, central staircase to the front door, ground level carport and
elevated living area with natural ventilation — are combined with already-standard and
cost-effective technologies to produce a building more capable of withstanding
extreme weather events (Suncorp 2021b). The advertisement depicts this house under-
going intense ‘stress-testing’ as machines replicate catastrophic weather conditions in a
controlled environment. Concerned (predominantly white and heteronormative) families
and couples observe from a viewing gallery as debris and gale-force winds, surging flood
waters, sparks and flames pound the structure. However, despite the elemental forces
thrown at it, ‘One House’ emerges from the smoke seemingly unscathed and ready to
be lived in.

‘One House’ stages a dramatic and defiant return to Menzian themes of home (and
thus humanity) as mastering and repelling nature. Close-ups of machinery — a wall of
high-powered fans; manually turned release valves, pressed buttons and flicked switches;
pressure metres and temperature scales; gas pipes, water pumps and furnaces - accom-
pany the introduction of extreme weather scenarios. It draws attention to itself as a simu-
lation and, in so doing, labours the point that humans can control, predict and reproduce
these conditions. The pursuit of climate-adaptive technologies and practices in construc-
tion and architecture is, no doubt, vital and necessary.

In appropriating the Queenslander style, the project reveals how a distinctly Australian
style of home was seriously ‘maladapted’ to its environment, with conventional decora-
tive flourishes and close-hugging door and window meshing providing entry-points for
fire and limited protection from debris projectiles (Suncorp 2021b). It demonstrates
how lifestyle(s) can and should adapt to their surroundings without having to fully
retreat. As Kate Phillips of Room 11 Architects states in the campaign’s documentary,
‘anyone can build a concrete or steel bunker - but nobody wants to live in that’
(Suncorp 2021b).
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In its exaggerated commercial framing, however, ‘One House' leans into a particular
narrative about house and home that reifies the metaphysical divisions that underpinned
the now maladapted lifestyles. The advertisement closes with a montage of families
smiling in front of their suburban homes, underscoring the way in which the marketing
and design of homes often reinforces not only gender norms but also hegemonic hetero-
sexuality (Gorman-Murray 2008). The documentary reveals that these families are not
actors but are, in fact, ‘real’ families that were displaced by different extreme weather
events, invoking the Australian Dream with its imagery, and once again binding ‘One
House' to restoring (and thus reaffirming) the national mythos and the cultural narratives
that sustain it.

The mutually imbricated dualisms central to anthropocentrism are also on display.
Justin Leonard, CSIRO’s research leader in bushfire adaptation, claims that ‘One House’
would alter how we relate to nature: ‘We would feel closer to nature because we
would be in awe of it rather than in fear of it (Suncorp 2021b). This, however, is not a
new relationship. ‘One House’, shown to be bounded, secure and impermeable, restores
a status quo in which nature can be admired and enjoyed at a distance, now that (once
more) humanity can carve out a place that reveres it but ‘holds it back’. In other words, it
restores us to a relationship with nature that is strictly on our terms, and which assumes it
can always be strictly on our terms, as opposed to seeing an opportunity to reconfigure
that relationship as one of being in and of nature.

‘One House to Save Many' echoes the NSW Bushfire Inquiry in calling for a cultural shift
- 'a change in mindset’ - that centres individuals and households. John Doolan, Director
of James Cook University's Cyclone Testing Station, casts this as a move from ‘someone
else is looking after it’ to ‘I must be aware of my own situation” (Suncorp 2021b). This
shift is nestled within the auspices of collective responsibility with Cath Stewart, Suncorp’s
Head of Disaster Response, maintaining ‘it's not the government, it's not the industry, it's
not the community; together, we need to come up with what the longer term solution is’
(Suncorp 2021b). This follows the move toward a model of ‘shared responsibility’ in emer-
gency management policy in Australia which has been critiqued for generating confusion
over where responsibilities lie, placing disproportionate burden on individuals without
recognition of structural and material disadvantage, and creating grounds for politicisa-
tion between levels of government and other actors during disaster response and recov-
ery (Maguire et al. 2022; Rawsthorne, Howard, and Joseph 2021). ‘Shared responsibility’ is
nebulous, contested and difficult to put into practice as repeatedly witnessed with the
2022 floods in Queensland and NSW as well as the previously covered responses of
Black Summer bushfire survivors.

Interestingly, ‘One House’ avoids explicit references to Black Summer (‘fires so fierce
the whole world took notice’), and climate change itself is re-framed as ‘weather becom-
ing increasingly extreme’. This allows the campaign to carefully straddle a line between
implicitly acknowledging a changing climate, but without its human-induced connota-
tions which invite notions of responsibility and blame, while also situating Australia as
a land of natural extremes: ‘Australia is no stranger to extreme weather — and it's only
getting worse’ (Suncorp 2021b). This ambiguity is key for the campaign’s central theme
of ‘resilience’ which is upheld as innate within Australia’s national spirit (‘we Australians
are a resilient bunch’) (Suncorp 2021a). ‘One House’ is bound to this national character
in achieving its counterpart in home design (‘now as our weather becomes more
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extreme, we need homes as resilient as us’) (Suncorp 2021a). Or, put another way, ‘One
House' makes for a more Australian Australian Dream. It certainly demonstrates the resi-
liency of Australian cultural narratives on home and the anthropocentric norms they
reify. But in doing so, and while eschewing direct reference to climate change, any discus-
sion of broader actions is abandoned in order to simply reaffirm the question of the
human home as a ‘techno fix’ for living in the climate crisis.

The longstanding Australian mythology of ‘a home among the gum trees’ is one of but
many examples of what Gillon and Gibbs (2019, 107) describe as ‘the successful perform-
ance of idealised home cultures’. The marketing of ‘One House’ and real-estate develop-
ments in desirable natural locales share an obfuscation of the labour involved in dwelling
there. However, such homemaking is always more-than-human, ‘a shared process:
between humans, nonhumans, materials, elements, and cultures’ (109).

Habitat-as-Home

Koalas have a contemporary salience that is entangled with the 2019-2020 catastrophic
fires. They form part of Black Summer's emblematic imagery with widely circulated
footage of rescues, sometimes as co-survivors of bushfires, which has been followed by
reports of their extinction threat by 2050 in NSW, Queensland and the ACT due to
habitat loss accelerated by the bushfires (Portfolio Committee No. 7 — Planning and
Environment 2020), public tensions within the NSW Government over proposed protec-
tions (Nguyen 2020) and the Federal Government officially listing the native marsupial
as endangered in February 2022 (Ley 2022). NRMA Insurance’s ‘Every Home is Worth Pro-
tecting’ campaign is situated within this context. This conservation campaign was
launched in August 2019, in partnership with Conservation Volunteers Australia and as
part of ‘The Lion’s Share’ initiative,* and initially ran until January 2020, effectively
coinciding with Black Summer (NRMA Insurance 2019a). It included a series of advertise-
ments which tell the story of a young boy, Ranger Sammy, who one day notices a koala
(Arlo) atop a power-line pole in the middle of town (see NRMA Insurance 2019b, 2021). He
helps relocate the marsupial to more suitable habitat but encounters a bulldozer in a field
of cleared trees on the way. The sequel series sees Sammy join forces with a girl called
Ruby. Together, they discover that Arlo’s eucalyptus trees have been marked for clearing
and set out to prevent this by establishing a makeshift koala sanctuary. Ultimately, their
efforts are shown to be successful with the construction workers departing with the trees
left standing and intact.

The campaign leverages the affective resonance of ‘home’ - as fixed, comforting and
secure — as a means to promote the conservation of koala habitats. Each ad closes with a
shot of Arlo, sitting in the bow of a tree, with the campaign’s slogan ‘Every home is worth
protecting’ imposed over the image. In this way, the series seemingly undercuts how we
tend to understand ‘habitat’. Thom Van Dooren (2014, 79) writes that habitat is under-
pinned by assumptions of interchangeability; so long as a space provides the ideal
living conditions for a specific non-human species then any such space will suffice for
that species. By enfolding habitat-as-home, ‘Every Home' suggests a different relationality
with place. In fact, studies have observed philopatric (philopatry, ‘love for one’s home’)
behaviours among koalas under different conditions (Mitchell 1990; Phillips 2016). As
such, it is worth being cautious about too readily accepting this framing simply as
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strategic anthropomorphism or, rather, with assuming that humans alone develop
affective relationships with place. Might recognition of a shared ‘love for one’s home’
unlock meaningful common ground in site fidelities across species?

The enfolding of home and habitat prompts another question: if we can affectively re-
cast habitat as ‘home’ for koalas, then, is the deliberate destruction of koala habitat-
homes also domicide? Koala habitats are situated within intersecting concerns anchored
in ‘the greater good’ with tree clearing being necessary for various infrastructure and
development projects, including the construction of human homes, as well as ‘incendiary
Others’ within arguments for bushfire risk mitigation. In other words, koalas’ ‘homes’ are
destroyed through purposeful human actions to achieve specified goals for the ‘common
good'. ‘Every Home' reveals its everydayness. Human actions, not the recent fires, are posi-
tioned as the causes of Arlo’s habitat loss and, importantly, these actions are not embel-
lished as especially villainous either. There is nothing to suggest that these actions are
out-of-the-ordinary. The perpetrators are anonymous (as is their purpose; any construc-
tion project could be inserted into the scenario), glimpsed at-a-distance and depart
without resisting Sammy and Ruby’s efforts.

‘Ecocide’ seems the appropriate term to account for and intervene upon such ecologi-
cal damage and, if so, ‘Every Home' presents how it, like domicide, must account for every-
day modalities (Burke and Celermajer 2021). However, home is ‘a multidimensional
concept of which the physical dwelling is only one aspect’ (Reid and Beilin 2015, 96); it
bears ‘a cluster of meanings’ across multiple scales, as Porteous and Smith (2001, 32)
note. Fundamentally, what underpins both concepts is recognition of connection to
place. Perhaps, then, domicide could be extended to other-than-human beings as poten-
tial victims at a time where continuing to separate and disentangle human and non-
human is increasingly being questioned?

This proposed extension of domicide might draw concerns about anthropomorphism as
well as the collapsing of clear conceptual scopes for itself and ecocide. After all, the etymol-
ogies of domicide and philopatry are informed by a particular human notion of home as
opposed to a broader range of place-based connections that might not all be suitably
labelled as ‘home’. In this sense, extending domicide to other-than-human beings might
risk ascribing human ways of knowing a certain connection to place (home) that overrides
other non-human ways of knowing and being. For example, must non-human connection
to place be philopatric — as a set of particular, observable and routine behaviours - to be
recognised as domicidal destruction when ruptured? Does this risk creating division
between non-humans where those that are not philopatric remain vulnerable to the poten-
tial violences underpinning notions of habitat interchangeability?

What is clear, however, is that ‘Every Home' highlights how domicide and ecocide are
deeply entwined. The story of Bennelong’s hut that opened this essay also presents how
intrinsically knotted these "-cides’ can be, while also including other modes of killing like
cultural genocide and memoricide (‘the killing of memory’), especially within settler colo-
nial contexts. Further, Bhiamie Williamson, Jessica Weir and Vanessa Cavanagh (2020)
explain that ‘the experience of Aboriginal peoples in the fire crisis ... is vastly different
to non-Indigenous peoples’. Lorena Allam (2020), descendant of the Gamilaraay and
Yawalaraay Nations, writes that the fires are ‘taking everything with it - lives, homes,
animals, trees — but for First Nations people it is also burning up our memories, our
sacred places, all the things which make us who we are’. The fires entail the ongoingness
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of colonisation’s immeasurable destruction as they compound its ecocide, domicide,
memoricide and cultural genocide; the undoing of connection to place, to Country, par-
ticular to First Nations peoples.

Celermajer (2021, 185) proposes ‘omnicide’ to name the limitless and boundless killing
that characterises this age. The killing ‘cannot be delimited’, it subsumes all human and
non-human beings as well as ways of being, such as living safely in connection to
place. In this sense, omnicide enfolds all killing - genocide (including its cultural
guises) and ecocide, domicide and memoricide - in recognition of their interconnected-
ness especially through the shared forces and legitimising narratives that underpin them.
This does not mean that omnicide overrides these other terms (nor is this suggested in
Celermajer’s work); these "-cides’ are modalities through which omnicide occurs. More-
over, in specifically addressing connection to place, omnicide may also accommodate
the manifold ways of being and knowing connected to place that domicide would
perhaps flatten if applied to other-than-human beings.

To return to ‘Every Home’, then, and pose a related question: if we can speak in terms of
habitats-as-home then perhaps we can also contemplate the inverse: homes-as-habitats?
Menzies may have conceived of the Australian home as keeping strangers at-bay. But our
homes are always already full of strangers — and they are all non-human. They are habitats
for ‘many and diverse animal inhabitants — more, perhaps, than we are inclined to recog-
nise’ (Ingold 2022, 223)°

Home’s more-than-human dimensions include other multispecies entanglements with
non-human co-dwellers: the welcome, the tolerated, the unnoticed and the intrusive.
These beings dwell in liminal spaces — the walls, the ceilings, beneath the floorboards -
as well as the air above, the soil below and everything in-between (Power 2009). They
may not even come near the home but contribute to its atmosphere through other
senses (Sou and Webber 2021).

The human home then is best conceived as an interface for multispecies life-worlds.
These relations, however, do not only entail what Emma Power (2009, 50) describes as
‘the necessarily more-than-human character of home'. As emphasised earlier, it includes
materials as well as the materiality of elements, including the materiality of the climate
itself. All these multi-sensory relations — human, other-than-human beings, materials
and elements - are generative for our senses of home. Their absence, then, might also
be significant within the experience of home or home loss post-disaster, in the sense
of why a home rebuilt or returned to may feel uncanny. Sou and Webber (2021)
observe how such sensations can be produced when disasters disrupt the routinised
smell, taste- and soundscapes that comprise home. Van Dooren (2020) speaks of ‘the pres-
ence of an absence, the silence of birds’ following the bushfires, highlighting how the
sensory home can incorporate multispecies connection and conversely signal its loss. Cel-
ermajer (2021, 66) reflects that, when evacuating from a bushfire, ‘you cannot take the
trees, the native animals, the grass, the soil, the river and the relationships that sustain
us all'. Nor can these necessarily be rebuilt with the restored home. This recognises
that there is more at-stake than human-centric conceptions of home; rather, a (not
always harmonious) overlapping of multispecies and more-than-human relations can
bear upon (even co-constitute) human senses of home and home loss, a consciousness
of which might mark the ‘liberating potential’ (Young 2020, 134) for transformed home-
making in climate changed futures.
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Conclusion

During the 2019-2020 bushfires in Australia, the human home - the material reordering
of natural space that confirms humans (some more so than others) as separate from and
above ‘nature’ - was turned inside-out. Bushfires are traumatic events, whose repercus-
sions extend far beyond the material debris of individual houses left in their wake. Here
we suggest that the embers of homes lost to bushfires might yet serve as kindling for
reconceptualising both domus (home) and domicide (the destruction of home) as
deeply entwined with the more-than-human. Although ‘natural disasters’ were originally
excluded from the theoretical framework for understanding domicide, global warming
and the increasing frequency of environmental hazards such as bushfires prompt a reas-
sessment of how both ‘risk’ and its commonsense corollary ‘responsibility’ should be
addressed, especially within the context of anthropogenic climate change and the
spectre of climate catastrophe. It also necessitates questioning the very notion of
‘responsibility’, asking not only who is responsible but to whom and to what we are
responsible.

The inquiry that was conducted in the aftermath of the bushfires calls for ‘a big cultural
shift’ in where and how Australians live. In other words, it invites a reconceptualisation of
the Australian ‘home’, extending from settlement patterns and building practices to
dominant cultural imaginaries. The ‘pyromanic suburbanisation’ that Mike Davis (1998)
has identified, is underpinned by an assemblage of powerful vested interests, real
estate boosterism, environmental amnesia, planning ideals, land supply mechanisms,
economic conceits, asset inequality, and dominant cultural narratives. It is this assemblage
that continues to animate the Australian desire for ‘a home among the gum trees’, while
simultaneously working to disavow the power structures and elite groups that maintain
and benefit from it and instead reify the solitary individual responsible for arbitrary hazard
reduction. Feminism’s unmasking of longstanding androcentric discourses about home
reveals the dynamics of power and oppression they naturalise. As we have demonstrated
here, the insights of feminism can, yet again, be usefully employed to deconstruct the
anthropocentric basis of the human home and, in its place, position home as a place of
multispecies connection. These insights can also provide much-needed responses to
the various anthropocentric techno-fix scenarios that offer nothing more than an inten-
sified restoration of the settler-colonial Australian Dream.

Notes

1. Anthropos meaning ‘human’ in ancient Greek (Franklin 2017, 54).

2. Importantly, as Vanessa Cavanagh (2020) notes, ‘Indigenous people have shared this story [of
more-than-human kinship] for millennia.” In grieving a grandmother tree that was part of her
childhood home, a casualty of Black Summer, she explains that ‘she, like me, is part of human
and non-human kinship networks that connect us to Country.’

3. In this article, the authors bring the concept of domicide into conversation with ‘natural dis-
asters’ as socially constructed phenomena. They focus on how constructed marginalisation
can be compounded through disasters and recovery efforts to produce what they call
‘queer domicide’.

4. 'The Lion’s Share’ is an initiative endorsed by the UN whereby advertisers designate 0.5% of
their overall media spend on a campaign featuring an animal for conservation purposes
(NRMA Insurance 2019a). By partnering with Conservation Volunteers Australia, NRMA
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Insurance pledged to plant a new tree for every new home insurance policy purchased
between the initial 2019-2020 campaign period (NRMA Insurance 2019a).

5. ‘Pets’, while non-human, are not strangers; we consciously and intentionally bring them in to
become part of home. We can also extend this to forms of plant-life that we, again intention-
ally, bring into our domestic spaces and attend to for various meaningful reasons.
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