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configuration forged through layered histories. Alice continues, “He 
was the guardian of this whole place. That’s how my mother puts it.” 
Alice describes familial relations to sharks, like many in Hawai‘i who 
consider sharks aumakua, or deified ancestor. While Jaws conveys a 
diabolical shark and now popular Shark Week shares the 1975 film’s 
affinity for war soundtracks and sensationalized shark imagery, Alice’s 
mo‘olelo (place-based stories, histories) reframes human relations to 
sharks to reterritorialize space. 

Reterritorialization holds particular significance at Mākua, where nu-
merous crops and fishponds once shaped its landscape. Weeks after 
the December 7, 1941 Pearl Harbor bombing, the Army evicted its 
residents, calling the land a war necessity, and promised its return six 
months after the war. Mākua transformed from fishing village and cattle 
ranch to busy garrison amidst martial law that persisted until October 
14, 1944. For decades, the military used Mākua for joint Army-Navy 

THE YEAR OF THE SHARK:
RECOGNIZING THOSE WHO 
RETERRITORIALIZE HAWAI’I
 

LAUREL MEI-SINGH
Postdoctoral Research Associate at Princeton University and Assistant Professor at the University of Hawai’i

In memory of Alice Ululani Kaholo Greenwood
February 15, 1946 - July 8, 2017

When Alice Greenwood begins telling the story of the shark at 
Mākua—a beach and cluster of valleys on the western shore of O‘ahu 
island, where the US military now occupies over 4,000 acres—she be-
gins with the caveat, “There are as many shark stories about Mākua 
as there are people who tell it.” Yet she clearly wants to share her own. 
Off Mākua Beach in the 1950s, Alice’s family would encounter a shark 
in the ocean; story has it that it was bigger than a Boston Whaler. Al-
ice describes a cave on the shore, the smell of seaweed and algae 
in its water, and surmises an underground connection to the sea. In 
the cave “there was a mo‘o (lizard), who represents land... And there 
was a mano (shark), who represents ocean, and they fell in love. They 
had a child, and he was the shark formation.” Alice describes the 
shark not as animal or supernatural being, but rather as a formation, a  
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maneuvers, bombing the valley from planes and using homes 
as targets. While former residents never returned, the military 
has not bombed the valley since 2004 as a result of community 
organizing, lawsuits, and public outcry. 

After World War II, the pull to Mākua remained strong. Alice’s fam-
ily lived in a covered wagon at Mākua while her parents finished 
building their home, and Hawai‘i’s homeless crisis that was full-
fledged by the 1980s spurred the formation of a self-sufficient 
village. A community leader in the 1990s explained, “People 
worked all their lives and the system let them down. Programs 
don’t work. Mākua is like a program in itself…It’s the old Hawaii.” 
By the mid-1990s, 282 people, 83% of whom were Native Ha-
waiian, lived at Mākua Beach. On June 18, 1996, they faced their 
sixth and final eviction. More than 100 law enforcement officials, 
including police, sheriffs, conservation officials, and National 
Guard soldiers participated in the arrest of remaining residents 
and supporters. The State of Hawai‘i then constructed metal 
gates to manage public beach access. To this day, the military 
architecture of martial law—barbed wire and fences—unfurled a 
security infrastructure that continues to police people in Hawai‘i 
living in intimate relationship with their environment.

In the face of repetitive dispossession engendered by 
military occupation and its auxiliary police state, stories 
of sharks represent a territorial practice, a spatial expres-
sion of power in a place that people have a vested inter-
est in defending and securing. Sharks propose models of 
governance and accountability predicated on familial relation-
ships amongst and between humans and our environment—
as opposed to militarized national defense. These mo‘olelo 
depict relationality as the basis of protection, rather than fear. 
The human-shark relationship disrupts colonial hierarchies that 
place humans above the natural world, sharing a model of sus-
tainability that recognizes ancestral obligations to place. Shark 
mo‘olelo also refashion history as an active process linked to 
continual contestation.

The Mākua of Alice’s childhood had fruit, sugar cane, fish, 
and pig, but this abundance proved impermanent. Living out-
side became increasingly criminalized while the cost of living 
soared. Alice became homeless in June of 2005, when rent 
for the home where she lived for 35 years skyrocketed from 
$300/month to nearly $1,000. She moved with her young son, 
Makali‘i, to Ma‘ili Beach Park, nine miles down the road from 
Mākua. She became a leader amongst the homeless, maintain-
ing the living space and teaching neighbors about their rights. 

Part of an organizing tradition on O‘ahu’s structurally disenfran-
chised west side, Alice built community and held policymakers 
accountable while recognizing the ongoing dispossession and 

exploitation of fellow Hawaiians and the poor. While Indigenous activ-
ism often aims critique toward the settler state, Alice knows firsthand 
the importance of public services. Speaking to me in November of 
2013, she stressed the need for accessible public transit to bring 
her son to school (she doesn’t have a car), lunch and education for 
children, services to veterans, and the importance of voting. She 
critiques the military’s domination of resources, including vacant 
housing and land in Hawai‘i that could otherwise go to the home-
less. Yet the military enacts just one of many forms of violence. She 
speaks of the many getting paid $7.25 per hour assigned only 20 
hours of work per week. She says, “You cannot tell me that they’re 
lazy, no good, drug addict, alcoholic bums. Because I’ll tell you one 
thing, when they took away my house, my dignity, and everything, I 
became exactly what you guys wanted me to be: an alcoholic, lazy. 
But I didn’t create that. The system did.”

Confronting injustices in many forms, Alice never limited her scope of 
activism to Hawai‘i. Her husband, James Hatchie, who passed away 
in 2001, visited Vieques in Puerto Rico while serving as a US Marine. 
He told Alice, ‘What they’re fighting for is exactly what we have at 
Lualualei,” a 9,200 acre, largely abandoned valley inland from Ma‘ili 
Beach Park, with the most fertile soil in Hawai‘i and radiotransmitters 
that some speculate contribute to high childhood leukemia rates in the 

surrounding area. He said, “And what they had done to the people [in Vieques] 
is exactly what they’re doing here.” In 2003, Alice participated in a delegation to 
Vieques, which she described as a “dream.” “I went over there and I listened to 
the stories the people told....We had the indigenous people around the world 
from Guam, the Indian nation, the Cherokee were there…And I was one of the 
reps from Hawai’i.” 

Shark mo‘olelo have undoubtedly shaped the activism of Alice and others 
fighting for Mākua and for demilitarization, breathing power into intellectual 
traditions in Hawai‘i that give life to these efforts. They reflect Epeli Hau‘ofa’s 
offering of “Our Sea of Islands,” breaking out of confinement—analytical and 
otherwise—that limit conceptions of the importance and power of Pacific en-
vironment and peoples. This oceanic framing recognizes that the scope 
of problems facing Hawaiians is planetary, tied to global warfare, envi-
ronmental crisis, capitalist exploitation, and imperialism. It encompass-
es the alliances that have been made, as well as those that have not yet been 
realized. It pushes existing structures to change and also develops relatively 
autonomous formations. Like the ocean where the shark dwells, these efforts 
for self-determination are contested and in flux, adapting to shifting conditions. 
And like sharks, activists in Hawai‘i aspire to protect their land and lives, reter-
ritorializing space to fulfill their oceanic environmental visions.

Visit to Mākua by the Protect Kaho’olawe ‘Ohana group (PKO) on July 17, 1977. / Photograph by Ed Greevy.
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Meanwhile, the Hirak — the name given to the Rif movement 
— used those months to organize quietly. It must be said that 
this isn’t the kick-off for the Rif in terms of contestation, and 
for good reason. During the colonial era, the Rif region was 
known for its particular resistance against European penetra-
tion as well as for its incredible participation in the struggle 
for liberation at the time of anti-colonial independences. 
Abdelkrim El Khattabi, the famed separatist, was born from 
this struggle and later became an opponent of the Moroc-
can monarchy when he resisted its interests that he consid-
ered too close to colonial power. Once condemned to exile 
in Egypt, Abdelkrim El Khattabi never stopped repeating the 
need to decolonize Morocco and to achieve effective inde-
pendence of the Maghreb. After his death in 1963 in Cairo, 
Abdelkrim’s words continued to resonate in the Rif, which 
became one of the strongest bastions of resistance against 
King Hassan II’s authoritarianism.

#HIRAK: THE NEW NAME OF 
THE RIF REBELLION
 

SORAYA EL KAHLAOUI
Coordinator of the support commitee to the Hirak political prisoners, PhD candidate in sociology at EHESS

On October 28, 2016, fishmonger Mohcine Fikri was crushed 
and killed by a dumpster when he attempted to retrieve his 
goods that authorities had seized. Fikri’s death paved the way 
for a historic protest movement in the Rif, a region located in 
the north of Morocco.

Al Hoceima, the city that Mohcine Fikri originated from, raised 
a wave of unprecedented indignation. Al Hoceima became a 
stage for strong mobilization that quickly spread across the 
country. Numerous rallies were organized throughout Moroc-
co for several weeks in order to pay tribute to Mohcine Fikri’s 
memory and denounce the increase of social inequalities in the 
country. Despite the scale of the first mobilizations, the protests 
were quickly stifled. Indeed, the media diverted their gaze from 
the Rif once the organization of the COP 22 in Marrakech began 
in November 2016. In the eyes of the general public, Mohcine 
Fikri’s death was quickly reduced to a forgotten issue.
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The Rif paid the consequences of its opposition. In 1984, 
during a period of state violence called the Years of Lead, 
King Hassan II made a harsh speech directed at his op-
ponents, calling Rifains, inhabitants from the Rif, “waste” 
— awbach. “The Awbach: Nador, Tetouan, Al Hoceima 
and Ksar El Kebir. The unemployed Awbach, are those 
who live on smuggling and robbery,” he said. The sen-
tence marked the onset of long years of repression and 
economic marginalization of the Rif region.

Today, in 2017, more than 30 years later, inhabitants 
from the Rif have not forgotten anything; neither Ab-
delkrim El Khattabi’s instructions, nor the years of re-
pression. Of course, the political and economic context 
has changed. At the beginning of his reign, Mohammed 
VI initiated a process of reconciliation with the Rif region 
and many investments saw the light of day. However, 
Hirak considers these investments as insufficient and 
unproductive for domestic wealth. Indeed, once caught 
in the neo-liberal process, Morocco embarked upon a 
development focusing on foreign investment and priva-
tization. These two development paths have contrib-
uted to the increase of inequality that deprived the lo-
cal population of its right to resources. Consequently, 
the Rif, a Mediterranean region, is seeing large foreign 
companies exploit almost all of its fishing resources. Ar-
tisanal fishing has nearly disappeared so local fish have 
become beyond reach for the local population. In return, 
no employment area has been developed, which brings 
unemployment of youth to a record high.

In this context, Hirak, led by Nasser ZefZafi, came to 
light in April 2017. Until his arrest on May 29, Nasser 
Zefzafi was a popular icon of Al Hoceima. As the stage 
for numerous demonstrations that brought together 
thousands of citizens each day, Al Hoceima quickly 
became a symbol of national resistance. The Hirak’s 
social slogans, as well as Nasser Zefzafi’s incredible 
popularity, created a wind of protest across Moroccan 
localities, which began demanding more economic and 
social justice. Tinghir, Kelaâ El Segharna, Imintanout, 
and other small rural towns rose up one after the other. 
Demonstrators’ slogans were clear in all these ru-
ral areas: “No marginalization.” Hirak’s specificity 
lies in the uprising of the marginalized. Unlike 2011, it 
is not the big cities of Casablanca or Rabat that set the 
tone for protests but instead what the colonizer referred 
to as “useless Morocco”, more or less the Morocco of 
the Amazigh world. Rising up against marginalization, 

Hirak broke the chains of colonial Morocco by rebuilding the 
Amazigh question. For the first time in a broad protest 
movement, it was not mobilized only through its cultural 
aspects, but also through the question of socio-econom-
ic exclusion, like the racial struggles in the North. Thus, 
Hirak undoubtedly paved the way to question colonial founda-
tions of Moroccan national identity. This is a questioning that 
will take time but had the merit of being posed.

If during the first weeks of May nothing seemed able to stop 
the force of Hirak, whose Moroccan internet users lived at the 
pace of protests broadcast on Facebook, the success of the 
boycott against Friday’s official preaching gave the movement 
a new dimension. This action brought to light the state’s ma-
nipulation of religion to delegitimize every social movement 
by broadcasting official anti-Hirak propaganda preaching. On 
the other hand, the symbolic force of the boycott unleashed a 
strong wave of repression throughout Morocco.
 
Today, Hirak from the Rif is the victim of ferocious repression. 
In June, all of the movement leaders were arrested. The city 
of Al Hoceima has been militarized for months. The move-
ment’s activists suffer from police raids at every demonstra-
tion. Today, there are over 200 political prisoners from Hirak 
in Morrocco. It’s a hard blow for the image of a country that claims 
to have been in democratic transition since 2011. It’s been an even 
harder blow since the national protest that occurred at Al Hoceima 
on July 20. A demonstrator, Imad El Attabi, was killed after teargas 
was thrown at his head. Embarrassed, the Moroccan authorities an-
nounced his death only after making sure that the speech of the king, 
given for the feast of the throne, proceeded without disruption, i.e. 
more than twenty days later. Families of political prisoners waited for 
the King’s speech with lots of hope. Rumors circulated that the King 
would pardon the Hirak’s political prisoners. He instead fell shy; from 
all of the figures of Hirak, only the movement singer, Silya, as well 
as a dozen prisoners who had been rounded up during the mani-
festations, were pardoned. The speech of King Mohammed VI was 
severe towards the political class while complimentary to the security 
forces. Today, Morocco seems deadlocked. No solution to the politi-
cal crisis is being brought, while the security approach is increasingly 
strengthened. While the release of political prisoners from the Hirak 
became the main slogan of demonstrations in Al Hoceima, the Hirak, 
for its part, continues its journey by enflaming consciences for social 
justice in remote localities of the Rif and elsewhere.

(1) A young man with the Amazigh (Berber) flag facing the police one night of gathering in Al Hoceima.
(2) A child chants “silmya” (peaceful) in front of a police roadblock during a demonstration in the neighborhood of Sidi Abed in Al Hoceima.

(3) Hundreds of women gathered in Casablanca to express their support to the Hirak and to call for the liberation of political prisoners.
(4) Thousands of demonstrators marching peacefully on the day of Eid al-Fitr in Al Hoceima.

Photographs by Thérèse di Campo (June-July 2017).
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For housing associations, the local organizations which manage pub-
licly owned residential buildings, there can actually be a huge financial 
incentive to having property in a neighborhood on the Ghetto List. Be-
cause being named to the list means having access to government 
grants for rebuilding, many associations allow their neighborhoods to 
slide into decay rather than spending money of their own on updates 
and repairs, despite what this means for us residents.

The housing association Brabrand Boligforening is a perfect example 
of how stigmatization is structuralized in Denmark. It is one of the coun-
try’s biggest housing associations, and often sees its neighborhoods 
end up on the Ghetto List. As manager of the properties in Gellerup, it 
is overseeing Helhedsplan Gellerup, the largest urban renewal project 
in the country, which aims to turn the “vulnerable and exposed residen-
tial area into an attractive district of Aarhus.” Though without the Ghetto 
List, the plan and its project leaders would have no financial backing. 

BEING A PERCENTAGE, RATHER 
THAN A HUMAN BEING IN DENMARK
 

AYSHA AMIN
Activist, developer, and artist, born and raised in Gellerup, Aarhus

In most Western countries, the word “ghetto” tends to invoke a long 
history of anti-Semitism and racism, but in Denmark the term is not typi-
cally met with discomfort or offense. This has led to people throwing it 
around as they please. The government has for years even maintained 
an official “Ghetto List” of supposedly troubled neighborhoods without 
seeming to notice the parallels in history. For the neighborhood of Gel-
lerup in Aarhus, Denmark’s second largest city, being perennially fea-
tured at the top of this list has intensely stigmatized both the area and 
its inhabitants. Though the word is supposedly a harmless classifica-
tion, calling a neighborhood like Gellerup a ghetto makes residents like 
myself worth less in the eyes of the state than those who live elsewhere. 

To make it onto Denmark’s Ghetto List, a neighborhood is judged ac-
cording to five criteria, including the percentage of residents who are not 
legally employed, who immigrated or are descended from non-Western 
countries, and who were previously convicted for general crimes or pos-
session of guns or narcotics. Your skin color and name suddenly 
imply whether or not you’re improving or degrading your neigh-
borhood. You become a percentage rather than a human being. 
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Thus, those who enjoy the status of full citizenship benefit from 
the plight of the so-called “ghetto” and its inhabitants.

Gellerup in the 1970s and the Ideology of Knud Blach 
Petersen ///
Gellerup was built in the early 1970s to accommodate, in major-
ity, middle to upper-class white traditional Danish families. The 
idea of the architect Knud Blach Petersen was to create a safe 
residential area where there was no need to go outside of the 
community. Residents would have a shopping mall, a church, 
an outdoor area to play, kindergartens, schools, and so on. The 
apartments, still an architectural attraction, were built in a func-
tional manner, and space and light were highly valued. 

When the oil crisis hit and the movement for neighborhoods of 
single-family villas was introduced, the apartments in Gellerup 
seemed too expensive and were deemed unworthy of invest-
ment. That is, until the people of color came.  

The arrival in the 1990s of refugees and immigrants from 
Kuwait, Iraq, Palestine, and Somalia was deemed by 
some as the death of the “original” Gellerup, while others 
saw in the burgeoning cultural diversity a uniqueness to 
be celebrated. For those who considered this change a down-
fall, their reasoning was simple: we from non-Western countries 
were making Gellerup a target for the Ghetto List.

Gellerup is part of a traditional Danish public housing associa-
tion. Every inhabitant’s rent payment ends up in shared sav-
ings, which are then used for maintaining the area’s appear-
ance and social needs. That means every citizen in Gellerup 
can decide what will happen in the neighborhood, as well as 
who is elected onto the local committee. In other words, ac-
cording to the law, we the inhabitants are the ones who should 
have the final say over what happens to the buildings we live in. 

Who Is the Masterplan For ? ///
The idea to attract more “average” Danish tenants — meaning 
white families and students, and of higher economic standing 
— has been central to the plan to make Gellerup more attrac-
tive. Yet despite this being more or less the audience for whom 
the original buildings were constructed, the housing blocks 
have since become synonymous with Denmark’s cultural di-
lution by outsiders. Their importance as modern architectural 
treasures is hardly as important to local officials as recasting 
Aarhus as an elite Western society. And so, rather than be re-
paired, the buildings are being systematically demolished. The 
five buildings already demolished make us, the locals, worry 
if there will be anything left, and whether our suggestions are 
even being taken into consideration; our complaints about 
dysfunctional traffic lights and streetlamps on the newly con-
structed boulevard often go unanswered. 

Another thing the masterplan aims to do is prevent Gellerup’s 
young from turning into criminals, as well as to keep the more 
resourceful inhabitants from moving elsewhere. But a point 

that’s overlooked is that those with education and training leave Gel-
lerup simply because there are no jobs for them. Almost every high 
paying job in the neighborhood is awarded to non-residents. Gel-
lerup is known for having strong volunteer associations, so at best, 
it’s simply a matter of habit and ignorance that stops those in power 
from allowing us to volunteer and have more influence over who our 
neighbors are.

Holding back the long-time renters and volunteer workers while 
blaming them for being unemployed is degrading, especially when 
unrelated consultants, from outside of Gellerup, are hired instead 
and paid handsomely. Receiving a proper work contract or being 
able to take ownership over an issue has heavy significance. Being 
scolded from above when you need help is a low-key and abusive 
misuse of power. It doesn’t help to mitigate the stigma workers from 
the neighborhood experience; on the contrary, it just worsens the 
social environment within the community because of the lack of au-
tonomy and representation.

The housing association of Gellerup advertises on their website a 
neighborhood that is almost completely white. In reality, the opposite 
is true; Gellerup is one of the most diverse neighborhoods in the coun-
try. The importance of unapologetic, realistic representation and com-
munication within a community is crucial to combat its stigmatization. 
By labeling us as the “problem” to push away through gentrification, 
instead of considering us to be equal citizens, colored neighborhoods 
in Denmark will continuously face this plight. 

Looking on the bright side, of the 7,000 inhabitants of Gellerup today, 40% are 
below the age of 18. Its many new graduates each year offer a lot of potential 
to Danish society. With a majority of non-Western inhabitants, compris-
ing 80 different nationalities, the neighborhood is part of a strong in-
ternational network. That network became very visible back in 2005 when 
the Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten began printing cartoon images of the 
Prophet Mohammed, to the dismay of Muslims around the world. Imagine 
if instead Denmark acknowledged and celebrated its cultural diversity, rather 
than mocking the heritage of its most marginalized inhabitants. 

The way Gellerup is structurally represented by statistics can lead to many 
misconceptions. The majority of us may have non-Western backgrounds, but 
we are Danish citizens. What is a statistic like this supposed to prove? That 
having a non-Western background is shameful? 

Marketing, Racism, and Gentrification ///
Why is there a need to make Gellerup “attractive,” and for whom? We resi-
dents obviously celebrate our own cultures, but are made to feel ashamed of 
them at the same time because of the degrading implication that we have to 
be “fixed,” that we aren’t “attractive” already. 

The neighborhood of Gellerup, experiencing the effects of gentrification. / Photographs by Léopold Lambert (2017).
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GENDER &
INTERIOR SPACES

THE FUNAMBULIST MAGAZINE Nº13
Léopold Lambert, Naomi Stead, Paul B. Preciado, Myka T. Johnson & Jamie

Marsicano, Mehammed Amadeus Mack, Neïla Czermak Ichti, Sonia Wong, Tings
Chak, João Gabriell, Sara Farris, Paola Paredes, Alison Brunn, and Lesley Labonne.

Photograph by Yeung Chung-yan (2017). See the article “A Room of One’s Own” by Sonia Wong on pages 28-33 for more.

Is gentrification even such a good thing? The only good result 
— decreased crime rates — is probably only due to forcing out 
low-income residents, whose minor offenses are directly con-
nected to their desperation. The measures to keep the price 
of rent from rising will last only for the next five years, and what 
happens after has not yet been decided. 

Most social projects in Gellerup usually focus on addressing 
stereotypical issues, like rescuing “criminal” boys or “freeing” 
Muslim women, rather than further developing what we are 
already good at. This condescension is very problem-
atic, because when people hear about these projects in 
Gellerup it only furthers the narrative that the neighbor-
hood needs to be saved by the white man. 

Can integration be a mutual process between the inhabitants 
of Gellerup and the rest of Aarhus? While the masterplan has 
paved the way for some good initiatives, such as a new boule-
vard making the interior roads more accessible to the public, as 
well as an effort to make people hired from the outside connect 
and collaborate with locals, it’s important to state this plainly: 
the masterplan is not the savior of Gellerup. Claiming that it is 
means we will never be able to shed our reputation for being 
helpless and unwilling to take ownership and responsibility.

Reclaiming Gellerup ///
There are alternative initiatives for reclaiming Gellerup, such as 
the art gallery and studio Andromeda. Founded by a group of 
young Gellerup resident artists, the space is a way to show the 
elitist art scene of Aarhus that we’ve had enough of always hav-
ing to fit in. Local artists can create their own workshops, exhi-
bitions, parties, and events to inspire others with the power of 
art. Gellerup Museum, a local historical museum operating on 
the 6th floor of an apartment building, was founded by a group 
of volunteers to preserve the memory of the old Gellerup. The 
space has created an opportunity for residents to collaborate 
on exhibitions with the museum. Smag à la Gellerup, a cooper-
ative based on showcasing and mapping the neighborhood’s 
various food cultures, posts short recipe videos on Facebook 
and sells street food every Monday as a way for people to meet. 
Using food as its main resource, the cooperative supports lo-
cals and independent businesses. The amazing thing about 

these initiatives is that everything is done by working closely with the residents. 
The fact that these projects have started in and been powered by people from 
Gellerup shows that the neighborhood is not a problem that needs to be fixed, 
that engaging the local community is the only way to put an end to structural 
stigmatization, rather than simply displace it elsewhere. 

To those in the Danish government and the marketing committees overseeing 
the neighborhood’s masterplan — highlight the diversity and uniqueness of 
Gellerup instead of blaming us for its decay. Defer to us, or at least take us into 
consideration, when planning architectural changes and filling jobs, instead of 
always making the wealthy white majority your main priority. 

Give credit and respect to the locals who have put hard work into their 
community long before the masterplan came along to “save the area.” 
It was local workers who constructed Gellerup’s most iconic buildings in the 
early 1970s. It was them in the 1990s who took the initiative to satisfy the de-
mand for diversity within the local food culture, helping create the neighbor-
hood bazaar that now draws in thousands of visitors every week. 

To my fellow residents, here’s to we who are suitable for the job but get rejected 
anyway; to colonizing the colonizer by reclaiming ownership and power in our 
neighborhood; to reclaiming ownership as fully enfranchised Danes, instead 
of allowing the power to be taken away from us; to stopping the degradation 
of people by the Ghetto List for the financial and political agenda of others; 
to reclaiming the ghetto and saying fuck off to capitalism, gentrification, and 
outdated, shortsighted rescue projects concocted by white saviors. Here’s to 
putting an end to our structuralized stigmatization in Gellerup.

(left) Block Party at Gellerup organized by the association Hip Hop & Burgers in 
March 2016. / Photograph by Daniel Hjort. (below) Concert of local rappers such 

as Cha-D, Marwan, Johnson and USO in Gellerup for the opening of the new 
road, Karen Blixens Boulevard in August 2016. / Photograph by La Familia.
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Welcome to the thirteenth issue of The Funambulist Magazine, 
which marks the beginning of our third year of publication. This 
issue, dedicated to queer and feminist perspectives on interior 
spaces, intervenes as a rupture in the “macropolitical” scale of 
the last five issues in order to favor a smaller, yet equally impor-
tant, scale of spatial investigation: the scale of the room, be it a 
closet, a bedroom, an apartment, a house, a public bathroom, a 
changing room, or a supermarket. The idea of dedicating an is-
sue to this topic began in October of 2016, during an event orga-
nized for The Funambulist by Kubrick bookstore in Hong Kong, 
in a conversation between past contributor Tings Chak, Sonia 
Wong, and myself. Both Tings and Sonia have written articles for 
this issue, and following their interpretations of the political con-
sequences of Hong Kong’s small apartments are several other 
contributions of great value.

In a similar fashion to the introduction to our fifth issue, dedi-
cated to “Design and Racism,” the normative, gendered di-
mension of the discipline of architecture can be approached by 
looking at its demographics. Despite a nearly equal ratio in ar-
chitecture schools around the world of female to male students, 

the inequality in terms of positions, opportunities, salaries, and 
recognition is still manifest in the professional world. This last 
aspect, recognition — and representation in general — seems 
often to be the primary dimension in which feminist struggles 
are waged in the discipline: all-male panels at symposiums 
are denounced, award and prize juries are pressured to ac-
knowledge women — including retroactively like in the case of 
Denise Scott Brown, whose professional partner and husband, 
Robert Venturi, was awarded the Pritzker Prize in 1991, alone — 
and online media outlets regularly publish articles extolling the 
achievements of female architects in spite of their lack of fair 
opportunities in the profession. Although dismissing this call for 
greater recognition would be a grave mistake, it is my convic-
tion that we need to look at how the built environment itself is 
designed through normative (misogynistic, homophobic, racist, 
ableist) logics, and, just as importantly, how it reinforces these 
logics by providing the optimal spatial conditions for their exer-
cise on and through our bodies.

INTRODUCTION
ARCHITECTURE AND THE NORM: THE  
VIOLENCE OF A CONTINUOUS RECIPROCITY
LÉOPOLD LAMBERT Such analysis has been expertly applied in previous issues of this 

magazine to 1950s housing typologies in Long Island, New York 
(Olivia Ahn in issue 2, Suburban Geographies), in Puerto Rico (Me-
lissa Fernández Arrigoita in issue 9, Islands), and in Esfahan, Iran 
(Samaneh Moafi in issue 10, Architecture & Colonialism). Yet rather 
than simply outline the political and ideological contexts of the ar-
ticles in this current issue, it may be useful to examine more closely 
the normative logic of design in relation to bodies. Although the 
entire built environment is calibrated to the dimensions of one 
particular body (or at most, a limited few), this exclusivity usu-
ally remains unacknowledged in the design process. Some de-
signers have however explicitly rendered it into sets of standards 
that crystalize and make visible (though not to them, evidently) 
the violence of normative logics. Architects’ Data (1936) by Ernst 
Neufert — who was appointed by none other than Albert Speer 
to standardize German industrial architecture in 1939 — and the 
Modulor (1945) by Le Corbusier — who accepted commissions 
from the Vichy regime during WWII and made private expressions 
of sympathy for fascist ideology — are the two most well-known 
sets of bodily standards in the profession, which influenced an 
entire generation of post-war architects. Nevertheless, another set 
of bodily standards provides an even more striking example of the 
way the norm, the built environment, and bodies interact with one 
another: that developed by Henry Dreyfuss (1904-1972). 

Unlike Le Corbusier, for whom the aesthetic dimension of a (male) 
bodily standard was as, if not more important than the ergonomics 
it established, Dreyfuss created two standardized bodies, one for 
each of the normative genders, which he named “Joe and Jose-
phine.” The immediate criticism is fairly obvious: although these 
bodies, as representations of the normative gender binary, are pur-
ported to be descriptive of a maximum number of bodies in a given 
society, many others are not included within this standard, and will 
therefore always be put in position of discomfort when interacting 
with objects created within this system. Some will have to lower 
their heads to pass through a door frame, others (among whom all 
children can identify) will not be able to reach the ceiling-mounted 
handles in a subway car, while still others will only be able to climb 
staircases with great effort. There are a plethora of such examples.

A deeper critique of this standardization consists in recognizing that 
these diagrammatic bodies never actually find their analogue in the 
flesh. The claim is that they are maximally representative of real hu-
man bodies, but such a rationale already implies a binary categori-
zation between bodies that conform to the standard and bodies that 
do not. In reality, each body relates to these standard bodies 
through a specific degree of differentiation. Some bodies only 
deviate to an extremely small degree, while others represent 
a much higher level of differentiation. The degree of violence ex-
perienced by the built environment is proportional to this degree of  

differentiation. Thinking in terms of degrees (intensities) rather than 
in terms of categories allows us to examine the relationship be-
tween power and bodies, rather than separating them into two dis-
tinct classes (the privileged and unprivileged). In other words, the 
power exercised by one body over another is actualized according 
to the degree of fitness of each to their shared environment. 

This critique remains, however, incomplete. It might apply to a sys-
tem like that of the Modulor, since everything in it is informed by 
an exclusive set of corporeal values, but Dreyfuss’s Joe and Jo-
sephine help us go even further — the normative male body is not 
only accompanied by a female counterpart, but the two are also 
malleable, capable of representing several kinds of bodies at once: 
one which uses a wheelchair, one which is larger than average, one 
which is still a child, etc. By defining Joe and Josephine’s bodies in 
terms of percentiles, Dreyfuss appears to have integrated the very 
notion of degree into his system that we advocate for now. But two 
sentences in his book Designing for People (Simon and Schuster, 
1955), however, show a strikingly different motive at work: “Our job 
is to make Joe and Josephine compatible with their environment. 
The process is known as human engineering.” 

According to Dreyfuss, it is in fact Joe and Josephine who 
need to be made compatible with their environment, rather 
than the other way around. The built environment therefore is 
not only calibrated to non-existent normative bodies, but also re-
quires the conformity and compliance of the real bodies which in-
teract with it, both to its physical shape and its underlying logics. 
Part of these logics involves a gendered division of labor, which 
Dreyfuss unwittingly makes explicit: “Joe enacts numerous roles. 
Within twenty-four hours he may determine the control positions 
on a linotype, be measured for an airplane chair, be squeezed 
into an armored tank [Dreyfuss worked for the U.S. military during 
WWII], or be driving a tractor; and we may prevail upon Jose-
phine to do a day’s ironing, sit at a telephone switchboard, push 
a vacuum cleaner around a room, type a letter.”

Dreyfuss’s notion of “human engineering” here takes on a clearer 
meaning: it consists in finding an optimal functional configuration 
for the assemblage of bodies-plus-designed-environment. In order 
to do so, obviously the designed objects should be informed by 
the bodies in question, but also to the specificity of the function that 

Donald Genaro, senior partner at Henry Dreyfuss Associates mimicking the standard drawings created by the American designer (2013).
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has been politically ascribed to them — in the gendered instance 
given by Dreyfuss himself, the men are working in factories, piloting 
vehicles, and fighting in wars; the women are doing housework or 
menial clerical tasks. However, bodies are also informed by their 
designed environment, and each day spent laboring in the service 
of a particular function leads, slowly but surely, to an “engineer-
ing” of the body into an optimal apparatus at one with the object, a 
material incarnation of the attributed function itself. It is easy to see 
that, under these conditions, the political status quo is constantly 
reinforced, since the built environment is continually reshaped by 
the bodies politically associated with it, who themselves evolve in 
turn under the influence of the built environment.

Because of the way normative systems operate, it would be difficult 
to imagine a space that was neither calibrated to nor productive of 
dominant bodily norms. One architectural and artistic practice, how-
ever, suggests its possibility: that of Shusaku Arakawa and Madeline 
Gins (cf. interview with Momoyo Homma in The Funambulist 7, Health 
Struggles). Instead of designing for standard bodies as Neufert, Le 
Corbusier, and Dreyfuss, and the overwhelming majority of design-
ers do, we could say that Arakawa and Gins rather embrace a certain 
ignorance over what a body truly is — or, more specifically, over what 
a body is not, as Minh-Ha T. Pham and I agreed to formulate in a text 
dedicated to this question (The New Inquiry, 2015). In doing so, 
they do not attach any definitive characteristics to the body, 
which they favor calling instead an “organism that persons,” 
a term they chose “because it portrays persons as being in-
termittent and transitory outcomes of coordinated forming” 
(Architectural Body, 2002). If forced to cede ground to normative 

categories in the process of designing their architectural projects — 
a dozen of have been designed since the late 1990s, and five of 
them were built in Japan and the United States — the pair would use 
as standards the bodies of children, the elderly, autistic people, or 
even that of a specific figure, like pioneering anti-ableist activist Helen 
Keller (1880-1968), to whom the Mitaka Lofts, a collective housing 
building Arakawa and Gins designed in Tokyo, is dedicated. While 
the architecture that emerges from this creative process is not en-
tirely free of the logics of normativity, it significantly challenges domi-
nant bodily norms and creates greater latitude for the way space is 
engaged with by bodies. 

As the title of this issue suggests, the approach taken by the fol-
lowing articles, interview, and projects specifically questions the 
dimension of gender as a normative construction, examining its 
manifestations across various political contexts; yet my hope is 
that this introduction places this specific norm within a broader 
phenomenon in which norms, bodies, and space influence and 
shape one another. In this regard, it is my pleasure to conclude 
this text with the first part of a poem written by Madeline Gins in 
1984, which captures this complex interplay with far more precision 
and skill than my own writing could possibly muster. I wish you an 
excellent read, and hope that moving through the pages of this is-
sue brings you as much pleasure as working on them did for me.

All Men Are Sisters

Woman is the host. Man, the guest (guestess?). But the host has 
been too amiable for too long. Look at what we have bred. We have 
acquiesced to such a degree that in our own homes we now speak 
their language instead of ours.

Men are by nature critical. Women, self-critical. This is the criti-
cal difference.

There simply could not have been a woman who would have said, 
“Left side” “right side” then stuck to it. For a woman, it is a question 
of at least seven sides, at least one for every hue. Such subtlety 
contributes to the subtle difference.

One thing men haven’t realized is that unlike them (all men are  

mortal), women do not die — This makes all the difference — al-
though some women, having been brow-beaten by sheer syllogistic 
brawn, have at times pretended.

Most women do not look like themselves; although many women 
do assume the form of “woman”; some are men, others gas and 
electricity, and still others are indistinguishable.

Madeline Gins
What the President Will Say and Do!!, Station Hill, 1984

Léopold Lambert is a trained architect and the founding edi-
tor of The Funambulist. He is also the author of three short 
books, which examine the inherent violence of architecture 
on bodies, and its political instrumentalization at various 
scales and in various geographical contexts.

(left) Portraits of Madeline Gins and Arakawa in front of their 
drawings for the Museum of Living Bodies (2003), whose 
complexity strongly contrasts with Henry Dreyfuss’s draw-
ings  on the first page of this introduction. / Photographs by 
Alan Prohm. (below) Momoyo Homma, director of the Tokyo 
branch of Arakawa and Gins’ Reversible Destiny Founda-
tion, leading a workshop at the Mitaka Lofts — In Memory of 
Hellen Keller. / Photographs by Léopold Lambert (2014).

One of the eight murals painted by Le Corbusier on the walls of architect Eileen Gray’s 
house in Roquebrune-Cap-Martin, France. As Beatriz Colomina recounts in several 
essays (as early as 1993), as well as Jasmine Rault in Eileen Gray and the Design of 
Sapphic Modernity: Staying In (Ashgate, 2011), these misogynistic and homophobic 

murals were painted in 1938 against Gray’s consent and were experienced  by the 
female and lesbian architect like a sexual assault. / Photograph by JPMM (1999).  
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CLOSET CASE
A HIDE-AND-SEEK SHORT STORY
NAOMI STEAD

she is!” I give a little cough. He doesn’t hear. I cough again, louder. 
Now he’s giggling, coming into the bathroom, but still bemused, it 
hasn’t occurred to him that I might be in the cupboard, that anyone 
could be in there. 

Of course, the realm of the homosexual was once the realm of the 
non-procreative. To have sex without the hope or expectation of 
children meant the embrace of non-biblical pleasure, and was itself 
a subversive act. But when the queers started having children, 
which we’re now doing in our droves, we took up a different 
relationship with the future, and also with the privacy and 
publicity of our own sexuality. 

Because when you’re a queer with a child, you have to come out 
all the time. To the school receptionist, the dentist, the landlord, the 
locksmith. When you open the front door for the plumber, you’re 
also opening the closet. And this happens almost every day, to the 
extent that it becomes banal. Except, it’s never completely so. There 
is always a calculation and always a risk, even if it’s slight. There is 
always a sense of subtle exposure, of effort, of the tiresomeness 
of having to crack open that closet door, yet again. And the child 
is often the agent of, or reason for, this outing. He marches up to 
strangers in the playground and announces, in his reedy voice, “I 
have two mummies!”

Now, as I wait in the silent dark to be found, I am also waiting to 
come out. To be outed. By my five year old son. 

He opens the other side of the cupboard, the part that opens 
onto the laundry tub. The light floods in but I wait, keeping up 
the suspense. Finally he opens my side and there it is — the 
moment of encounter, the meeting of the hunter and the hunted, 
the uncanny moment of both recognition and estrangement. He 
screams, genuine terror mixed with hilarity. I leap out and sweep 
him up in my arms, laughing. 

Naomi Stead is Professor of Architecture in the Depart-
ment of Architecture at Monash University, and an Adjunct 
Professor in the School of Architecture at the University of 
Queensland. Her research interests lie broadly in architec-
ture and media; gender and sexuality in architectural studies; 
architectural criticism; and experimental writing in architec-
ture. She is editor of Semi-detached: Writing, representation 
and criticism in architecture (Uro, 2012). 

We are playing hide-and-seek. The boy is seeking, having counted 
(rather arbitrarily) to twelve, and I have hidden in the laundry, which 
is really a cupboard, running the width of the bathroom’s back wall. 
It’s a kind of room within a room, embedded in turn within a se-
quence of other rooms. I slipped in, gently closing the double doors 
behind me. Now I stand here in the dark, the washing machine 
pressed against my hip, the ironing board against my shoulder. 
The only light is a thin line around the edge of the doors, a strip of 
illumination in the gloom. I have been here for some time, and I’m 
thinking about closets. 

We don’t talk about closets so much in Australia, at least as items 
of furniture. It’s all about cupboards here, or wardrobes — closet 
seems like more of an American usage. In fact the only time that 
“closet” is really used here at all is in relation to personal secrecy, 
and that particular hiddenness which comes of hiding one’s sexual-
ity, or more correctly one’s identity in relation to sexuality. Likewise, 
the decision to disclose one’s sexual identity, the coming out of 
the closet, the emergence into an open acknowledgement of differ-
ence from conventional norms. 

I can hear the boy walking around the upstairs rooms, talking 
to himself as he looks for me: “Is she in my room? No, not here 
behind the door, not under the bed. Where could she be?” He 
goes downstairs, his footfalls thudding, and asks B for clues. 
She says she hasn’t seen me, she’s sure I’m upstairs. He 
comes thumping back up. 

As I stand there in the dimness, waiting, it strikes me that a closet 
is a terrible hiding place. I am virtually immobilized, squashed 
among the laundry equipment, a body stacked in this thin, dark, 
vertical space. Standing there waiting to be found, I’m aware 
that when I am eventually discovered there will be nowhere 
for me to flee. I am trapped in the cupboard just as I am 
concealed by it. When the door opens and the light floods in, I 
will be equally exposed and enclosed: my hiding place is equally 
a kind of display case, perhaps even a vitrine, with me there in it, 
blinking, doomed. 

It’s impossible not to think of all the others who have been forced 
to hide, afraid, in such painfully inadequate domestic hiding places. 
Women hiding from violent men, queers hiding from the law, from 
persecution, from other violent men. The lover hiding, naked, hav-
ing been caught in flagrante with a person of the wrong sex, trying 
to hold off the moment of exposure. Even in this harmless game 
with the boy there is a shadow of that genuine fear, the panic, the 
coming danger, the terrible consequences. 

The boy is losing patience, I can hear him becoming fretful. He’s still 
talking to himself: “This is a really hard one! I just don’t know where 

Far from national borders, thousands of gender borders, dif-
fuse and tentacular; each square meter is segmented around 
us. Architecture isn’t there to facilitate basic and natural 
needs (to sleep, to eat, to defecate, to urinate) but, rather, 
its doors and windows, its walls and openings, regulate ac-
cess and view; function silently as the most discreet and 
effective of the “technologies of gender.” Public restrooms, 
an integral part of bourgeois institutions of 19th century Eu-
ropean cities, served primarily as management spaces of 
human waste in urban areas. It is not by coincidence that 
the newer technologies of fecal matter disposal used by the 
growing bourgeoisie at the end of the 19th century brought 
in the establishment of contemporary conjugal and domestic 
codes that required the spatial distribution of genders, and 
was complicit with the normalization of heterosexuality and 
the pathologization of homosexuality.
 

In the 20th century, public toilets became genuine public 
cells of inspection that allowed for the evaluation of each 
body according to the current codes of masculinity and femi-
ninity. On the door of each toilet, a sign, one interpretation 
of gender: masculine or feminine, ladies or gentleman, som-
brero or sunhat, mustache or small flower, as if entering a 
bathroom necessitates a rehearsal of gender rather than a 
release of urine and shit.

Why not inquire whether one will urinate or defecate, and if so, 
is it diarrhea? Nor is anyone interested in the color or the size 
of the fecal matter. What is most important is the fabrication of 
gender. If we take, for example, the bathrooms in the Charles-
de-Gaulle airport of Paris, a sink of international organic waste 

TRASHGENDER
URINATE/DEFECATE
MASCULINE/FEMININE
PAUL B. PRECIADO

(above and next page) QSPACE Coded Plumbing exhibition for the 
Van Alen Institute’s L.E.S. Decoded event investigates how laws, 

codes, and design standards systematically create exclusionary and 
sometimes violent spaces for members of the LGBTQ+ community. 

Photographs by Ronal Yeung for QSPACE (2016).
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urinals are grouped together in a space, often intended for 
sinks, and accessible to the public eye. Within this space, one 
closed piece, separated categorically from the public view by a 
door with a latch, gives access to a large toilet similar to those 
furnishing the ladies’ bathrooms. Since the beginning of the 
20th century, the only common architectural law in the construc-
tion of bathrooms for men is the separation of functions: pee 
standing up/defecate sitting down in a toilet. This is one of the 
main gender architecture laws of Western modernity: the 
effective production of heterosexual masculinity depends 
upon the imperative separation of genitality and anality, 
of urine and shit. 

We could think that architecture constructs quasi-natural barriers 
responding to the essential difference of functions between men 
and women. In fact, architecture works as a gender prosthesis 
that produces and fixes the differences between such biologi-
cal functions. The urinal, a perturbing architectural invention that 
grows out of the wall and adjusts to the body, acts as a prosthe-
sis of masculinity, facilitating the vertical posture to urinate with-
out splashing. Publicly peeing while standing is one of the prefer-
ences constitutive of the modern heterosexual masculinity. This 
way the discrete urinal is not so much an instrument of hygiene 
but a technology of gender that participates in the production of 
masculinity in a public space. For this reason, the male urinal is 
not enclosed in an opaque cabin but, instead, in an open space 
for collective viewing. Peeing standing up amongst uncles is a 
cultural activity generating links of sociability, and all those that 
do so publically are recognized as men. The public male urinal 
constructs male political representation. 

Two opposing logics dominate the bathrooms of women and men. 
Whereas the bathroom of women is a reproduction of domestic 
space in the middle of a public space, the men’s bathrooms are 
a fold of public space intensifying the eyes of visibility, where the 
erect position reaffirms public space as a masculine space. While 
the ladies’ bathroom operates as a mini-panopticon in which 
women collectively monitor their degree of heterosexual femininity 
in which all sexual advancement results in male aggression; the 
gentlemen’s bathroom appears as a conductive ground for politi-
cal empowerment and sexual experimentation.

In our urban landscape, the men’s bathroom is situated with the 
quasi-archaeological era of mythical masculinism in which the 
public space was the privilege of men, falling in with the auto-

in the middle of a circuit of capital globalization flows. We enter 
the ladies bathroom. An unwritten law authorizes all casual visi-
tors of the toilet to inspect the gender of each new body that de-
cides to cross into the threshold. Women, who in one aspect or 
another share mirrors and sinks, behave as anonymous inspec-
tors of the production of female gender who control the access 
of new visitors to various private compartments. Among these 
interactions, between decorum and filth, lies a toilet. Here, the 
public control of the feminine heterosexuality is first exercised by 
the look and, in cases of doubt, by the word. Whatever ambi-
guities of gender (extremely short hair, lack of makeup, a fuzz 
that resembles a mustache, a strong stride, etc.) demanded an 
interrogation for the potential user of the bathroom who will be 
obligated to justify their selection of toilet: “Hey, you, you’ve got 
the wrong bathroom, the gentlemen’s is on the right.” A cluster 
of signs sent by the gender of the other bathroom will inevita-
bly demand the abandonment of the mono-gender space under 
penalty of verbal or physical punishment. In the end, it is always 
possible to alert public authorities (often a male representation of 
state government) to evict the gender queer or trans-body — it’s 
of little importance whether it was a male or masculine female.

Yes, overcoming this test of gender, we get to one of the stalls, 
wherein we find a space of 1x1.5 square meters that tries to re-
produce in miniature the privacy of a domestic toilet. Femininity is 
produced precisely by the subtraction of every physiological func-
tion for the public eye. However, the cabin provides solely visual 
privacy. It is in examples such as these that domesticity extends 
its tentacles and penetrates public space. As noted by Judith Hal-
berstam, “the bathroom is one representation, or a parody, of the 
domestic order outside of the house, the world at large.”
 
Each body is enclosed in an evacuating capsule with opaque walls 
that protect it from exposing their body to nudity, from exposing to 
the public view the forms and color of its dejections. Nevertheless, 
every body shares the sound of the golden rain jets and the smell of 
the shit that slides in the adjacent toilets. Smell and Hearing remain 
public, while vision is privatized. Free. Occupied. Once closing the 
door, one white toilet between 40 and 50 centimeters in height, as if 
it were a perforated ceramic stool that connects our defective body 
to an invisible universal sewer (in which the waste of ladies and 
gentlemen is mixed...and where gender is finally trashed), we are 
invited to sit down to defecate and piss. The feminine toilet meets 
two functions differentiated by the consistency (solid/liquid) and its 
anatomic point of evacuation (urinary/anal), under the same pos-
ture and one gesture: feminine = sitting. When leaving the stall 
reserved for excretion, the mirror, a reverberation of the pub-
lic eye, invites the retouching of the female image under the 
regulatory gaze of other women.

Let’s cross the hall to the men’s room. Pinned to the wall, at a 
height of 80 or 90 centimeters from the ground, one or multiple  

mobile clubs, sports or hunting, and brothels, one of the 
public redoubts in which men escape to games of sexual 
complicity under the guise of rituals of masculinity.

Precisely because the bathrooms are normative sce-
narios of production for masculinity, they are able to 
function as a theatre of heterosexual anxiety. In this 
context, the spatial division of genital and anal func-
tions protects against the potential homosexual temp-
tation or, rather, condemns it to the area of privacy. Un-
like the urinal, in the men’s baths, the toilet, a symbol of 
the wretched/seated femininity, protects the moments 
of defecation of solids (moments of anal opening) from 
the public gaze. As suggested by Lee Edelman, the 
masculine opening, a hole that is potentially open to 
penetration, must be opened only in confined spaces 
and protected from the eyes of other men: otherwise, it 
may arouse a homosexual invitation.

Questioning the prescribed regime of gendered public 
bathrooms challenges the sexual and gender segrega-
tion that modern urinary architecture has imposed for 
the past two centuries: public/private, visible/invisible, 

decent/obscene, man/woman, penis/vagina, standing up/sitting, 
occupied/busy.

The aim of public hygiene policies is not only to bring order to our 
organic wastes, but also and more importantly to bring order to gen-
der. The architecture of the public toilet is a productive economy that 
transforms organic trash into gender. Let’s not fool ourselves: in the 
capitalist-heterosexual machine, nothing is wasted. On the contrary, 
every moment of expulsion of an organic waste serves as an occa-
sion to reproduce gender. The harmless white toilet bowls that eat our 
shit are intimate, and yet public, normative gender prostheses.
 

Translation from Spanish by Sarina Vega.

Paul B. Preciado is a philosopher, curator, and transgender 
activist. He holds a PhD in Philosophy and Theory of Archi-
tecture from Princeton University. He is the author of Contra-
Sexual Manifesto (2000, English edition forthcoming in 2017), 
Testo Junkie. Sex, Drugs and Biopolitics (2013) and Pornotop-
ia: An Essay on Playboy’s Architecture and Biopolitics (2014). 
He was head of research of the Museum of Contemporary Art 
of Barcelona (MACBA), and is currently Curator of Public Pro-
grams of Documenta 14.

Intervention by QSPACE at the school of architecture of Columbia University in New York. / Photograph by Ronal Yeung (2016).
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RESISTING HB2 BILL
THE NORTH CAROLINA LEGISLATION 
AGAINST TRANS PEOPLE IS ABOUT SO
MUCH MORE THAN PUBLIC BATHROOMS
MYKA T. JOHNSON & JAMIE MARSICANO

Imagine having to sigh.

Imagine wearing an orange crop top, a black skirt, a cute headband, and still 
wondering if the outie between your thighs and a pesky law will force you to 
use the men’s restroom…

I remind myself that I will be in the men’s restroom wearing an orange crop top, 
a black skirt and a fucking headband. This outfit was cute a few minutes ago 
and now somehow it might cost me my life. 

I remember the day House Bill 2 passed. Our worst fears, ratified overnight. 
Thanks to cis white capitalists, we can expect to experience more legalized 
violence. And Mofos get hella bold when protected by the law.

Although House Bill 2 (HB2), or “The Public Facilities Privacy & Security Act,” 
is known as “The Bathroom Bill,” it is about so much more than bathrooms. 

In February 2016, thanks to the efforts of local queer and trans 
community organizers, the city council of Charlotte, North Car-
olina passed a nondiscrimination ordinance extending legal 
protections to LGBTQ people. By law, Charlotte businesses 
could no longer deny someone service or a job because of 
their gender identity or sexual orientation. The ordinance also 
granted transgender people the right to use public bathrooms 
marked for the gender of their choice. While the new law itself 
did not include any protections against many of the systemic 
barriers trans women of color face - like discriminatory access 
to housing and medical care - conservative rich white state of-
ficials clapped back.

Almost overnight, North Carolina then-governor Pat McCrory 
and his cronies in his legislature began drafting a state bill to 
shut down the nondiscrimination ordinance in Charlotte, and 

prevent future anti-discrimination bills from arising on the local level 
across the state. HB2 had five points: 

(1) Transgender people must use the bathroom that matches their 
gender assigned at birth, regardless of their gender identity.
(2) City governments cannot pass laws protecting LGBTQ people 
from job discrimination or from being denied service because they are 
queer or trans. 
(3) City governments cannot pass laws protecting working people 
under 18. 
(4) All pre-existing laws passed by city governments protecting LG-
BTQ people, as well as local laws about worker wages and benefits 
no longer exist. 
(5) People can no longer sue for any type of discrimination on the 
state level.

Through these five points, HB2 attacked LGBTQ people and annihilat-
ed all workers’ and marginalized people’s rights. With one law, North 
Carolina’s state government granted businesses and employ-
ees the right to discriminate against people. Most people in our 
cities had no idea. To most, it was simply “The Bathroom Bill” because 
Governor McCrory, as well as local, state, and national news sources 
built traction for HB2 by marketing it on their hatred of (and fascination 
with) trans people, in particular trans women of color. 

To rally support around HB2, McCrory constructed the image of hy-
pothetical dark men-in-disguise throwing on wigs and dresses and 
sneaking into the women’s bathroom to rape, kidnap, or perhaps even 
kill North Carolina’s cisgender women and children. This racist and 
transmisogynistic trope appealed to conservatives and liberal white 
feminists alike. Just one month after Charlotte’s passed its nondiscrim-
ination ordinance, the state legislature blocked the local ordinance and 
pushed civil rights in North Carolina by decades back in the process. 
All in the name of “protecting” women and children; trans women be-
came the scapegoats, the perverts, the criminals, the monsters. 

Oh, Trans Women of Color being exploited, criminalized, and endan-
gered...Must be a day that ends in Y. Never mind that Pat McCrory and 
his supporters never cared about women or victims of sexual assault. 
Never mind that North Carolina is the only state in the US where women 
cannot legally withdraw consent once intercourse has begun. Never 
mind that many trans people are also survivors of sexual abuse, espe-
cially trans women of color. Never mind that trans women. aren’t. men. 

Let’s Say it Again for the Folks in the Back:

TRANS WOMEN AREN’T MEN! 

And that’s the Tea! Cis Men will fuck Trans Women at 2am, but will mock 
and kill us at 2pm. Cis Women will compliment Trans Women as if we’ve 

brought some Karmic Balance to their lives, but will paint us as preda-
tory men in dresses. 

We aren’t taken seriously, and therefore the violence we experience in 
our day to day lives and in various spaces isn’t either. Cis folks consider 
it a justified consequence of our “Life Choices”. 

The bathroom became marketed as the place where trans women 
of color threaten the lives of cisgender people. In such a small and 
intimate and ordinary space, trans women and all trans and 
nonbinary people are subject to the scrutiny of anyone who 
happens to share the room with them at the time. The govern-
ment cannot be in every bathroom at all times, which is why HB2 
deputized anybody and everybody to act as vigilantes, watching out 
for and criminalizing trans people upon entering the bathroom, as well 
as removing us or at least clock us if they so choose. 

So I’m walking in this hotel around 1am in the morning, right? Not a 
Lick, just a booty call. A Femme wants to live a little. I really have to 
pee and I cuss myself out for not using the bathroom before I left the 
house. I’ve peeped that there isn’t a gender neutral or single occu-
pancy bathroom near me.

Sigh.

I also peeped that the hotel isn’t exactly hoppin. So I figured, may-
be I could pop into the women’s restroom without having to deal 
with anyone. Minutes after I dash into a stall and take a seat, I hear 
someone enter.

Sigh. 

So much for that. Well maybe I’ll just sit here, watch some stories on 
Snapchat, and just wait for them to leave. Only problem is my service 
is shit and the hotel wifi is even shittier… So I just wait. 

After what felt like 30 minutes, I get impatient, say “fuck it!” and exit the 
stall. I start watching my hands in sink neighboring the person who I 
read as a Cis Women. Our backs are facing each other and she makes 
a point to turn around and ask “Were you in the same stall as me?”

Rev. Debora Hopkins, “Raging Grannies,” and other activists speaking against HB2 Bill at the Moral Monday Rally in Raleigh, NC on April 25, 2016.
Photographs by Nathania Johnson.
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DaFuq! Making no kind of sense, I ignore her and quickly 
grabbed some paper towels. It was time to go. She then reiter-
ates the question, to which I reply. 
“Obviously I used a different stall”

She switches up the question “Were you in the bathroom while I 
was in the stall” I hold my breath and pause. Then she asks me 
“Were you Fucking in that stall”?

As a Trans Woman of Color, I shouldn’t be surprised by the 
questions people have the nerve to assault me with; yet every 
time, I’m like Bitch Really? Maybe I should have just paid the 
insults and left-like I’ve done many times before, but she caught 
the wrong one on wrong day honey. 

I proceeded to read her for filth, while she’s yelling, verbatim: 
“You are disgusting. You are a pervert and you’re going to go 
to jail for being in here.” 

I quickly leave, traumatized and fucking heated. Once again, 
this ain’t nothing new. I get stares and glares as I enter a rest-
room; snickering; folks exiting quickly; or my personal favorite, 
folks exiting the restroom to check the gender marker on the 
door only to re-enter.

But just as HB2’s reached far beyond an attack on LGBTQ peo-
ple by rolling back all marginalized people’s rights, the struggles 
that “The Bathroom Bill” manifested for trans people and es-
pecially trans women of color follows us well beyond the bath-
room. The bathroom is almost always just one room in an 
entire building that we are not allowed to be in. McCrory’s 
rhetoric gave the authority to business owners, employ-
ers, and everyday people to discriminate against trans 
people. If we cannot use your bathrooms, if we cannot use your 
services, if we cannot work in your system that requires people 
to work to survive, where can we be? Can we be anywhere? 

By turning trans women into monstrous, overly-sexual, deceitful 
criminals, North Carolina’s state officials placed a scarlet letter 
on our backs, effectively allowing us to be denied access to or 
removed from just about any public or private space. 

Seriously, everyone adored me at my job until I wore a skirt to 
work…. a week later I was fired. 

A Hotel Manager Charged another Black Trans Women who 
we were sharing a hotel with 150$ in maintenance fees… for 
makeup on a few towels. Mind you, we can assume that there 
are quite a few people who aren’t Trans Women, who would 
get makeup on hotel towels. Were they charged 150$ in main-
tenance fees, but it gets better. She demanded to talk to the 
manager and after initially refusing to speak with her; when  

he finally did, he called the police on us. 

A homeless Black Trans Woman who we were trying to help acquire housing 
was denied by multiple landlords. Mind you, they had been steadily employed, 
made enough money, had adequate credit, and a cosigner to boot. That shit 
didn’t matter; it never does. She was told by one landlord in particular that they 
were concerned that she would bring too many people in and out of the apt.
 
It seems that everyone can decide where our bodies can be, except us. 
Our bodies are not ours. Because of HB2, any space our bodies go to, it is 
not only possible but encouraged that they be removed. And where do bodies 
go when they are not allowed to be anywhere? What does our society do to the 
people it labels as criminal monsters? Both of us writing this article have been 
to jail twice each since HB2 passed. The time we were arrested together, we 
were arrested alongside four other trans people, all at once. This is not new or 
distinct to North Carolina. Black trans people in particular are always in danger 
of being incarcerated in every state and in every country.

Ashley Diamond was arrested for trying to survive on street economics, incar-
cerated for 3 years and is currently on parole.

Cece Mcdonald was assaulted outside of a bar and, after defending herself 
from her attacker, she was charged and incarcerated for up to 41 months.

Merci Chrisette was assaulted on a subway and is now facing charges for de-
fending herself against her attacker.

Gigi Thomas was assaulted in her home and, after defending herself from her 
attacker, she was charged and incarcerated for up to 20 years. 

Ky Peterson was sexually assaulted, fought off their attacker, and is currently 
incarcerated for up to 20 years in prison.

Nine months after HB2’s passage, Ralayzia Sayuri Taylor was stabbed with 
an axe in Charlotte, North Carolina and is now facing 26 years in prison for 
surviving a hate crime. 

According to the Transgender, Gender Variant, and Intersex Justice Project 
based in San Francisco, CA; one in two Black trans women will spend time in 
jail or prison during their lifetime. 

Yet even when trans people are removed from the public and placed 
into cages, our identities and experiences still do not belong. Just 
as McCrory and his followers want to force trans people into a cer-
tain gendered bathroom, the mostly trans people of color who are 
incarcerated are forced into gendered cages, and ones that usually 
match their birth certificate, not their identities. Thus, according to the 

police and political officials, trans people do not exist even in 
the spaces we are forced into. The implications of this are dan-
gerous, as people who do not live up to gender expectations 
in prison are often singled out and violently harassed by police 
and correctional officers. 

When we are policed and surveyed as criminals everywhere we go, 
everywhere is a cage. Gender is a cage. Under these conditions, as 
trans women organizers in North Carolina, the bathroom holds just 
one space in an entire society of cages that we have to tear down 
if we want to see liberation for all queer and trans people. And we 
are not alone. From Marsha P Johnson to Sylvia Rivera to Jennicet 
Gutierrez to CeCe McDonald, girls like us have always been fighting 
to uplift each other and abolish this Cistem that polices and impris-
ons us and so many others every single day.

So what does a bathroom, a building, a city, a world that is 
safe for trans people look like? We know that it cannot exist as 
long as there are prisons for us to be forced into when we are 
removed from your bathrooms and your businesses. It cannot 
exist until society acknowledges how Black trans women in particular 
are removed from all spaces. 

We are tired of you putting us in cages. 

We tired of You killing Us. 

Sigh.

Myka T. Johnson is a a community organizer and radical aboli-
tionist from Charlotte, N.C. Myka is one of the core organizers 
of Charlotte Uprising. In that capacity, she has facilitated politi-
cal education forums, trained direct action, and she has helped 
inform our communities on what it means to keep each other 
safe. Myka’s interests include mindfulness, prison abolition, 
and gender justice.

Jamie Marsicano is a white trans femme organizer in Char-
lotte who is fiercely committed to supporting Black trans 
femmes, prison abolition, and destabilizing all forms of op-
pression. She/they was a core organizer during the Charlotte 
Uprising where she led direct action trainings, established a 
legal infrastructure so freedom fighters could get out of jail 
and obtain legal aid, and worked with communities to build 
strong, lasting relationships. 

3 4

Demonstrators at the International Women’s Day on March 8, 2017. / Photographs by Joe Piette.
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OUT OF THE CLOSET
INTO THE COURTYARD
AN ALTERNATIVE HISTORY OF SEXUAL 
CLANDESTINITY AND THE ARAB DIASPORA
TEXT BY MEHAMMED AMADEUS MACK
DRAWINGS BY NEÏLA CZERMAK ICHTI

When writing the recent history of gay liberation in the “West-
ern” world, we have tended to hold interiors in inferior esteem, 
as compared with exteriors. Acquiring the liberty to express 
one’s sexual identity in public was generally the desired end 
goal for 20th century gay activism. Gay self-expression that oc-
curred privately in clandestine clubs, bars, and undergrounds 
— no matter how emphatic and celebratory — was always go-
ing to be mere pre-history, compared to the telos of “coming 
out” and public acceptance. Much of the research in my book 
Sexagon: Muslims, France, and the Sexualization of National 
Culture (Fordham University Press, 2017), alters this historical 
script by weaving in the voices of queers of color and immi-
grants: I identify clandestinity and interiors as productive sites 

for the emergence of queer ethnic minority subcultures. The 
particular subcultures I will describe here seem at first glance 
to look backward, valuing that which has been discarded in 
the canonical history of gay liberation: the secret, the invisible, 
the silent. However, I argue that these subcultures are of the 
utmost currency because they force us to reconsider core im-
peratives of transparency and visibility that LGBT communities 
have historically embraced as “progressive.” 

One must acknowledge that offering an alternative and perhaps 
charitable view of clandestinity has the potential to offend. For most 
of their recent history, gay people in Europe and North America did 
not choose their clandestinity; society’s homophobia pushed them 

indoors whether they liked it or not. Pioneering activists may legiti-
mately conclude, when faced with young gay men who choose clan-
destinity while outness is available, that these youth are ungratefully 
spitting at the struggle. However, this misidentifies a historical 
continuum: an important number of gay youth of color are 
choosing clandestinity for reasons that have less to do with 
past oppression, than with contemporary desires for cultural 
affirmation and feelings of exclusion in white gay spaces. 

Before I detail this alternative history, some admissions are 
in order: clandestinity is a notoriously difficult object of study, 
and sexual clandestinity even more so. What ethical issues 
arise when discussing that which aims to remain secret? Does 
one endanger underground sexual subcultures by exposing 
them to analysis and scrutiny? For these reasons, some of 
what follows will be speculative, theoretical, anonymized… 
absent names, places, and identifications. I will also use fic-
tion and other cultural representations to get at the heart of 
our understandings of sexuality, which is not meant to substi-
tute for the study of human subjects. 

This alternative history starts, in my version, with the colonial 
encounter in North Africa, then moves to the era of the immi-
gration from North Africa to Europe, and finally takes a twist 
with the advent of the internet and cellphones. Immigrants 
(and earlier Algerian French Arabs) had very different rela-
tionships to two important binaries that some say structure all 
of modern life: the public-private distinction and the homo-
hetero binary. Traveling French writers like André Gide, and 
later, homosexual “nomads” fleeing oppressive European 
societies, had expressed admiration for North Africans’ in-
vestment in the private sphere, their live-and-let live attitudes: 
these travelers had even found comfort and protection in 
those values themselves. Though the North Africa they saw 
still outwardly adhered to moral conservatism, this conser-
vatism was “paradoxically” protective for them because it 
allowed for discretion. It sheltered (moneyed) travellers and 
provided their homosexualities in formation inward space to 
blossom. Courtyards, casbahs, labyrinthine markets, somber 
hamams... all of these became fodder for homo-eroticism, 
sexual experimentation, and later, even pornography and gay 
charter flights to North Africa. 

This special access to the Other’s private sphere, to shelter from 
prying eyes had a price, one which the travellers could actually 
afford: as such, this privatized exploration of homosexuality can-
not be divorced from questions of privilege and the hierarchies 
that separate travelers from the indigenous. The Moroccan au-
thors Abdellah Taïa and Rachid O. have both explained, in semi-
autobiographical novels and memoirs, how this sexual service 
economy subsists to the present day: they tell revealing stories 
about kept boys and the European expats who kept them within 
their private abodes. This figure of the kept boy, also appears 
as a thread throughout North African literature featuring inter-
ethnic and interreligious homosexual relations, from the British 
benefactor Mr. David in Mohammed Mrabet’s Love With a Few 
Hairs (1986), to Tahar Ben Jelloun recounting his memories of 
the American Beat Generation in Morocco: William Burroughs 
and Allen Ginsburg, he says, came to Morocco “for the boys.” 
Though North African interiors were crucially important for 
generations of gay writers whose homosexual subjectivi-
ties crystallized against this Maghrebi foil, there is also the 
glauque side of interiors, where other people’s privacy and 
“authenticity” can be sampled for a time in updated touris-
tic riyads, for a good price. 

The commodity being pursued by visitors was sexual fluidity, 
of a kind “unobtainable in Europe,” to borrow a phrasing from 
Edward Said. Travelers with an ethnographic eye for detail de-
scribed a widespread and possibly contagious same-sex at-
traction: a given North African man could engage in relation-
ships of love, sex, and marriage that involved different genders. 
The end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th was 
a pivotal time, which saw the colony and metropole permeate 
one another geographically, socially, but also affectively and 
sexually: new understandings of sexual identity were emerging 
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in Europe just as colonial penetration continued. In Western 
Europe, medical communities coined vocabularies like “invert” 
and “homosexual”: these doctors and psychologists searched 
for and pathologized “homosexuals,” inciting patient prison-
ers to verbalize and confess sexual practices, finally attach-
ing these practices to identity. Europeans met North Africans 
in the colonial arena, and contrasted the incitement to pub-
lic identification and confession in Europe, with North African 
understandings of sexuality that were entirely different in their 
emphasis on non-disclosure and the sanctity of privacy. In the 
stories of Mohammed Mrabet, as recorded by Paul Bowles, a 
British expat involves a married Moroccan young man in a re-
lationship of sexual and professional assistance, the existence 
of which everyone knows, but no one exposes. 

Scholars like Joseph Massad have warned more recently that, 
when it comes to the Arab world, many individuals practicing 
same-sex sexuality cannot be neatly classified as “gay,” as 
they continue to resist the imposition of the homo-hetero bina-
ry in important ways. This comes to the dismay of mainstream  

journalists and human rights groups, whose priority is to iden-
tify Arab subjects who practice same-sex sexuality as “gay” 
(whether these subjects wish to be identified as such or not) 
in order to “save them.” This turns out to be a greater priority 
than comprehending local sexual cultures on their own terms. 
Would the journalists’ frequent refrain — that these Arabs are 
essentially closeted homosexuals — mask an aversion to, 
even a phobia about sexual fluidities that are commonly ob-
servable in the Global South and East? Fast forwarding to 
the present, this ongoing accusation of Arab backward-
ness, of an inability to grasp sexual orientation, is ironic 
in light of the character of the globalized millennial gen-
eration which declares itself less “gay” or “straight,” 
and more sexually fluid, than previous generations. In 
20th century travel literature, this sexual fluidity was seen as 
“contagious”: some European travelers partook in same-sex 
sexuality only for the duration of their voyage — their homo-
sexuality an exotic parenthesis. Here, we might be moved to 

talk about the interior walls of the Mediterranean in re-
conceptualized terms: hetero-homo segregation with-
out, sexual fluidity within. 

The era of decolonization and post-colonial immigration 
saw the massive transfer of people, and importantly, cus-
toms, to Western Europe. Formerly servile and at your 
service, the Arab youth became, through work, protest, 
and grievances, a whole man with demands for recogni-
tion. Finding Europe inhospitable for reasons of rac-
ism, isolation, and rejection both professional and 
romantic, Arabs started to dwell in their own inte-
riors, mental and physical. This dreaded repli sur soi 
(collapsing on oneself through withdrawal from society) 
was documented in Tahar Ben Jelloun’s psychiatry the-
sis on the affective and sexual solitude of North African 
workers who came to relieve Europe’s labor shortages: 
the widespread sexual impotence these workers suffered 
from had a social cause, Ben Jelloun maintained, and 
signified their unwillingness to perpetuate themselves 
in a Europe that didn’t want them. These workers, who 
often greeted each other with effusive salutations and 
tender gestures in their mother countries, were made to 
feel ashamed of this “homo” affection in front of skepti-
cal bosses and colleagues. The consequence was self-
censorship in public and concealment of these practices 
within the private sphere: in the subsequent generation, 
however, children replaced kisses and hand-holding with 
“urban” handshakes and chest taps, as Nacira Guénif-
Souilamas makes clear in her fascinating history of the 
attrition of Arab affection in the diaspora. This reversal 
of customs mirrors a phenomenon, decades removed, 
that Massad previously identified in Arab intellectuals’ 
relationship to their own sexual and affective heritage: 
intellectuals who came in contact with Europeans and 
their judging senses of morality, were moved to erase 
from the historical record all “shameful” traces of love 
and sexuality that seemed to deviate from the European 
center and norm.

In the time period I study, from the 1980s onward, one 
can observe the return of the repressed. What had 
been subsumed, shamed into hiding in the parents’ 
generation, resurfaced in children who discarded their 
parents’ shame and embraced ethnic affirmation, em-
phasizing certain patterns of affection culturally inherit-
ed. However, this affective practice does not necessar-
ily surface in a public way: it gets exhibited indoors and 
in communitarian spaces, frequently invisible to the 

French mainstream that mostly sees these youth as hard and unfeeling. 
An esthetically luscious exploration of these private, affective displays can 
be found in two recent music videos by electro-artists and film-makers the 
Blaze, recording for the aptly named Bromance records. The first (“Virile”) 
shows two male friends sharing a joint inside a tower block apartment, 
serenading, and dancing with each other. The second (“Territory”) follows 
an athletic young man as he returns to visit family in Algeria, embraced 
effusively by mother, siblings, cousins, and friends. In almost every frame, 
men are touching each other, exhibiting love, intimacy, and tenderness. 
The small touches and signs of same-sex affection — not to be confused 
with homosexuality, but not mutually exclusive either — stretch across the 
Mediterranean to Europe in ethnic enclaves that are sometimes perme-
able with public spaces. 

These affective customs, previously mined by gay auteur directors like 
André Téchiné and Gaël Morel, have become an object of hipster fas-
cination, but also Algerian appreciation, as indicated by the popularity 
of the music videos online among Algerian fans. Though it was later 
revealed that, despite expectations to the contrary, the Blaze was not an 
Algerian nor even a Franco-Arab outfit, the videos still mark an important 
turning point in the portrayal of Arab men usually demonized as macho 
and incapable of affection: the film-makers inquire into how these men 
may “relax their guards” when, amongst themselves, no one is looking. 
Of course via the medium of art and representation, someone is look-
ing, someone who feels all the more special for having unique access to 
the clandestine. In this way, the Blaze’s videos echo an argument made 
in my book: that French film-makers esthetically expose ethnic commu-
nitarian spaces meant to be private, not out of spite, but because they 
believe that by sharing the beauty that normally lies inaccessible within, 
this will save these enclaves from demonization, even if that means vio-
lating codes of clandestinity.

What was once bashfully private now surfaces in French spaces 
where minorities congregate. We can observe the continuation of 
Arab homo-affectivity in a variety of places: from familiar ones like 
the mosque and the wedding hall, to newer sites in the urban post-
colony like the Pompidou Center’s student-populated library, shop-
ping malls, cinemas, and shisha lounges, all frequented by growing 
numbers of New French. As explained in my book, this reemergence 
of ethnic affection in public is partly the result of public policy deci-
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cruising grounds once familiar but gone out of style. With gay 
landmarks closing one by one in the Marais due to rising rents, 
there has concurrently been a population movement from bars 
to phones, and also to parks: all in all, gay identity affirmation in 
public has taken a hit, its disappearance the ironic mark of its 
success in changing public views of homosexuality, increasingly 
accepted throughout the city. Although gay cruising in parks and 
other natural sites suffered a moment out of vogue, it has come 
back for reasons that have less to do with nostalgia as with 
the evolution of outness and ethnic minorities’ impact on Euro-
American sexual customs. I say this because cruising spaces 
have become a place to sample non-public virile homosexual-
ity, and connectedly, ethnic minorities. Some French art-house 
films have documented this transition. Alain Guiraudie’s Le roi de 
l’évasion and L’inconnu du lac articulated working class and ru-
ral masculinities in a non-patronizing way, esthetically valorizing 
cruising space in a way that enchanted the city-dwelling public. 
Though describing a different time period, André Téchiné’s Les 
Témoins insisted that 1980s cruising grounds were also spaces 
of color. Finally, Christophe Honoré’s L’Homme au Bain took an 
unexpected view of the banlieues: far from being exclusively an 
inferno for homosexuals, the banlieue’s structures of male bond-
ing made it a paradise of homosexual opportunity. 

From the internet to cruising spaces, queer Franco-Arabs 
now frequently bypass gayborhoods like the Marais, in 
favor of inter-banlieues contact. When they avoid the cen-
tralism of cities like Paris and its star-shaped transportation 
nexus, they are initiating a horizontal form of contact in which 

the city center loses its magnetic draw as a gay sanctuary. In 
this way, banlieue populations anticipated what would later 
become larger gay society’s move to online: the depopula-
tion of gay bars in favor of smartphone socializing. Although 
Franco-Arabs were initially called closeted, hypocritical, and 
backward for their internet discretion, now everyone has a 
“second” or “double life” that exists online. Just as queer 
banlieusards showed that even the most “macho” suburbs 
contained gay possibilities, larger gay society’s move to on-
line shows that any neighborhood is now potentially a gay 
neighborhood, at least in the privately-public sphere of the 
internet. The gentrification of gay neighborhoods has only 
exacerbated this trend. Thus, though it may have seemed 
unlikely at first, Franco-arabs and banlieusards have set the 
precedent for the sexual democratization of space. 

Mehammed Amadeus Mack earned his doctorate in 
French and comparative literature from Columbia Uni-
versity, where he completed a dissertation titled “Immi-
gration and Sexual Citizenship: Gender, Sexuality, and 
Ethnicity in Contemporary France.” He is the author 
of Sexagon: Muslims, France, and the Sexualization 
of National Culture (Fordham University Press, 2017). 
His research focuses on contemporary immigration to 
France, gender and sexuality, diversity in the banlieues, 
and the relation between culture and politics. 

sions about urban density and settlement: with apartments in 
the projects stacked, overcrowded, and inhospitable, youth 
have resorted to claiming public space as a home away from 
home, in a way that confuses the public and private, with 
interior practices surfacing in outside spaces.

These developments also had an important impact on queer 
relationships between French men of color. On online personal 
ad sites and GPS dating apps like Grindr, it is possible to cu-
rate one’s degree of “outness”: by showing a photo of one’s 
body rather than one’s face, for instance, and then sending a 
picture of one’s face only after establishing a greater degree of 
trust. Due to new internet possibilities, minority men can 
more easily search, outside of the gayborhood, for like-
minded men who exist within the homosocial constella-
tions just described: for “cousins” who can “pass” in the 
banlieues, who are hors milieu or non-scene. This form 
of attraction to the similar is in my argument particular to the 
French banlieue context and the postcolonial era. North Afri-
can memoirists, journalists, and sexologists have typically de-
scribed homosexual attraction in the Maghreb as based on the 
erotics of difference (one partner virile, the other effeminate, 
often with a difference of age). However, in the French urban 
postcolonial context, we see something different: Franco-Arab 
men who make a show of their own virility and their “passing” 
abilities, who are seeking carbon copies of themselves, or at 
least comparable virilities (with less importance attributed to 
sexual role). This exclusive rhetoric and apparent avoidance 
of public effeminacy, beg the question of whether this popu-
lation can indeed be called “queer”? Is “queer” even a term 
these populations would use to describe themselves? While 
“queer” may not be a popular term of choice, a larger sample 
of Franco-Arab men online have become acutely aware, after 
difficult interactions with other men, of their marginality and 
distance from a gay mainstream that prides itself on transpar-
ency, visibility, and confession. This type of communitarian 
homo-eroticism is also fringe in relation to the gayborhood, 
which harbors its own separatism and exclusions: according 
to Fouad Zeraoui, banlieue men in the 90s especially were 
frequently rejected from gay nightlife spaces, the criteria for 
denial of entry based on an interplay of factors involving class, 
race, body language, and style of dress. 

Nightlife entrepreneur Zeraoui, with his Black Blanc Beur dance 
parties (20 years strong) located outside Paris’ Marais, initially 
catered to just such a population, which had faced exclusion 
or exotification in the gayborhood. The club’s location in the 
diverse Pigalle district did not outwardly advertise the fact that 
it catered to a gay clientele, and its tea dances beginning in the 
early evening allowed young men with jobs, curfews, or fami-
lies of their own to get home at a non-suspicious hour, using 

the RER train links to the banlieues. On the inside however, was 
another scene dispensing with discretion entirely: men flirting 
and dancing together to a diverse array of Arabic, African and 
hip-hop beats. 

The sociology of the Internet helps us better understand how 
these young men have created hospitable spaces for their ho-
mosexualities in the urban post-colony. As we know, the internet 
provides varying degrees of privacy, a place to cultivate an online 
persona that may not be admissible outside the door to one’s 
room. In online personal ads, these men use passwords, fake 
names, and sometimes fake photos to create protective walls, 
but these walls also have doors that open on to large spaces 
where the clandestinity described earlier is safely abandoned. 
Borrowing from Patricia Lange, the terms “publicly private” and 
“privately public” are useful for describing the curation of outness 
apparent in these online forums: Lange was describing Youtube, 
but we see something similar in the way internet users have with-
held the confession of their sexualities in public while publicizing 
their sexualities in semi-private online personal ads, accessible 
mainly for those already interested.

Cruising grounds are spaces that can be qualified as “publicly 
private” and also, “pro-regressive.” In my book, I’ve called sex-
ual minorities’ return to traditions or older modes of socializing 
(for reasons of disaffection with the gay mainstream) “pro-re-
gressions.” Considered vestiges of a bygone era of forced gay 
clandestinity, cruising spaces have recently been (re)invested 
by men of color and others who may find this secretive form 
of socialization more erotic. Marc Endeweld has documented 
that, even in the age of smartphones and universal gay ac-
cessibility, men flock to places like Paris’ Bois de Vincennes, 
where there is a notable presence of banlieusards, older, and/
or bisexual discreet men (populations not catered to in the 
Marais). Banlieusards are not necessarily inheritors of gay his-
tory who frequent cruising spaces out of habit, they would in-
stead be “new” visitors foregoing the gayborhood for these 
supposedly discarded cruising areas. This form of socializa-
tion, though premised on masculine passing, is transgressive 
for its existence in unprotected heterosexual space, as well as 
its rejection of the sexuality of convenience: many of these men 
crave more serendipitous encounters than bars or phones can 
provide. Even though cruising takes place outside, it is para-
doxically more private. Cruisers arguably run less risk of being 
discovered by a judging member of one’s home community, 
and even if caught strolling there, they could shield them-
selves with multiple alibis. In parks, a face can be more private 
than a name, or any spoken word. This is not to minimize, of 
course, the real dangers posed by the presence of police and 
sometimes other cruisers. Members of the wider gay commu-
nity have followed minority men into new spaces, in this case 
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One day I was invited by my friend Cass to have dinner at her 
home. She showed me around the apartment she shares with 
her family, and told me the 37 square meter space (about 
400 square feet) used to be shared by five people. I found 
a not-so-cozy spot on the sofa and sat myself down, trying 
not to knock anything over. Looking for something to do, she 
played her guitar and sang, but the music sounded muffled in 
the tiny space, bouncing off the many things piled randomly 
on every surface. 

Cass is a 24-year-old Hong Kong lesbian woman who still 
lives with her family, not unlike most of the city’s young peo-
ple, with no plans and no hope to move out. Cass’s family 
owns a small neighborhood laundry shop; they didn’t earn 
much, and the workload was crushing, but they managed to 
send her older brother and younger sister off to Canada for 

the size of the average parking space, in their family’s 
government-subsidized apartment, sleeping on bunk 
beds, as is common for siblings in the city. The bed-
room didn’t even have a door; for privacy Cass hangs 
clothes over the doorframe acting as the flimsy re-
placement for the missing room door. 

Compact Living ///
We typically think of Hong Kong in terms of its extreme 
density: whether in the ultra-modern skyscrapers that 
serve as a backdrop for films like The Dark Knight and 
Ghost in the Shell, the endless rows of windows of 
austere public housing buildings, or the desperately 
crowded yet spatially innovative Kowloon Walled City. 
But Hong Kong is even more cramped than it is com-
monly depicted. Exactly how much living space do its 
residents have? According to a recent article by Hong 
Kong Free Press, the average living space per capita 
in the city is 15 square meters (about 160 square feet). 
In public housing it is 12 square meters (about 130 
square feet), as regulated by the Hong Kong Housing 
Authority, but in unregulated subdivided flats it shrinks 
to a barely-livable 4.5 square meters (about 48 square 
feet) — less than the size of a table-tennis table. This 
comes as no surprise when the average monthly sal-
ary for the city’s residents ranks just 14th in the world, 
despite Hong Kong being the world’s second-most ex-
pensive city to rent in and Asia’s second-most expen-
sive city for going out on a “cheap date,” according to 
Deutsche Bank’s latest annual index.

So how do the physical constraints of the home 
affect its inhabitants? And how do young girls in 
Hong Kong learn to explore their sexualities in-
side these walls, or the lack thereof? Compressed 
living space often means a lack of privacy, heightened 
surveillance, and deeply intertwined family relations. As 
one can imagine, this can severely limit the exploration 
and expression of one’s personality and sexuality, es-
pecially for sexual minorities.

It’s easy to wonder why Hong Kong’s young people 
don’t just move out of their parents’ apartments and 
find a place for themselves. But because of the scarcity 

A ROOM OF
ONE’S OWN
LESBIAN DESIRE AND IDENTITY IN THE 
SPATIALITY OF HONG KONG HOUSEHOLDS
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their studies, and Cass was able to finish her degree at one 
of the best universities in Hong Kong. After graduation, Cass 
pursued a career in independent cinema. As one can imag-
ine, this is a precarious profession and pays little, but none-
theless, her parents put little financial pressure on her. They 
managed to retire and are considering relocating to Taiwan, 
where the living cost is much lower.

After the performance, she showed me her room. Despite the 
fact that her family is financially better off than most people 
in the city (being small business owners), like many oth-
ers I know, Cass didn’t have a room of her own until a few 
years ago. For nearly 20 years she and her sister shared a 
9.5 square meter bedroom (less than 100 square feet), about 

of space, together with government policies that favor high land 
prices and facilitate an oligopoly in the real estate market, housing 
is extremely expensive even for middle-class families, and down-
right unattainable for all but the most privileged individuals. As a 
result, like in many other major Asian cities like Taipei and Tokyo, 
young people in Hong Kong seldom live on their own. 

This immense financial pressure forces most young people to con-
tinue living with their families long after reaching adulthood. In fact, 
according to government statistics, in the ten-year period between 
2001 and 2011, the percentage of people between the ages of 15 
and 24 living with their parents in Hong Kong rose from an already 
high rate of 91.5% to an even higher 94.6%. The average salary of 
young people has risen at a rate that has failed to track inflation 
over the past decade. The fact that the average rent has gone up 
by 50%, while the average price of private permanent housing has 
gone up by over 200%, only intensifies the problem further. 

Yet young people in the city tend to live with their parents even in 
those rare cases when they earn a higher income than their peers. 
Another acquaintance, Carmen, who works at an investment bank 
in the central business district, is a perfect example of this phenom-
enon. Why does she stay at home when, unlike most of the young 
lesbian women I know, she actually has the means to leave?

Despite being a highly modernized society, the traditional values of 
filial duty and close family ties still play an important role in regulat-
ing social relations in China. And given the spatial constraints and 
lack of privacy most residents of Hong Kong live with on a daily ba-
sis, the result is that the family can be experienced as an even more 
rigid structure than elsewhere in the country. 

Because of the importance of filial duties, parents in Hong Kong are 
often reluctant to encourage their children to move out. Many young 
lesbian women I know feel obliged to remain at home so that they 
can better attend to the needs of their parents, even if only for the 

Photograph by Yeung Chung-yan, one of Sonia Wong’s interviewees (2017). 
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smallest things. Ling, a lesbian coffee shop manager in her early 
30s, who still lives with her family in a public housing building, tells 
me: “There are times when you really feel like they need you there, 
like when they have trouble with their phones, or when the wifi stops 
working. They can’t handle things like that on their own.”

Furthermore, it is not uncommon for parents in the city to treat their 
offspring as though they are too immature to care for themselves 
or behave properly without supervision, regardless of their age. 
Parents can even forbid their children from moving out after they 
start working and become financially independent, under penalty 
of being disowned. For women especially, parents routinely forbid 
moving out until after marriage. Carmen, as the lone unwed child of 
the family, is naturally expected to stay at home. “I couldn’t ever be 
married in the way my parents would understand and accept,” she 
tells me, and thus has no “legitimate” excuse to move out. 

A Room of One’s Own ///
Cass’s tiny apartment, shared with her parents, is typi-
cal household in Hong Kong for both its size and the 
problems that arise there. Surveillance and control are 
the norm in spaces like these, where privacy is consid-
ered a luxury, and the influence this can have on a de-
veloping child is dramatic. Homes in Hong Kong of-
fer little to no physical space for private intimacy 
or sexual exploration with another.

For Cass, not growing up with a bed of her own was 
by no means atypical. Even having one’s own desk 
as a child is a privilege few would know — most of 
the time, siblings sit around a folding dinner table and 
do their homework together, after all the plates have 
been cleared. Even though Cass’s sister left for Cana-
da three years ago, the room is still filled with her sis-
ter’s belongings: old textbooks, comics, CDs, stuffed 
toys, and clothes. With her parents’ plan to emigrate 
to Taiwan — her mother leaving first, and her father in 
a few years’ time — bit by bit there will be more space 
for the remaining inhabitants, yet this still comes with 
no promise of true privacy. Without doors in the apart-
ment, conversations are easily overheard, and actions 
impossible to hide. 

If Cass wants time alone with her partner, she has to go 
to her partner’s place. Cass’s ex, Scarlett, moved to a 
school dormitory during her undergraduate years and 
refused to return home afterwards. But being a free-
lance musician and music teacher without a stable in-
come, she, like most young people, can’t afford to rent 
an apartment by herself. She shares an apartment with 
a friend in Sham Shui Po, an older part of town where 
the rent is slightly cheaper, and even though it’s listed 
as dilapidated (and allegedly haunted), the rent is only 
30% cheaper. But the flat Scarlett shares with her friend 
is relatively spacious, and as she has her own room, 
she enjoys a great degree of privacy. Cass used to visit 
her at her flat, or even spend the night on occasion. 
Opportunities for intimacy like these are rare in Hong 
Kong , as it is much more common for both parties in 

a relationship to be living with their respective families, 
where even if one has a separate bedroom, it is hardly 
experienced as truly private. 

Being a lesbian, at least for most of the young wom-
en I know, is not necessarily explicitly dangerous. 
The social, and especially familial, stigma surround-
ing lesbianism is rarely expressed through physical 
violence. But it would be a mistake to interpret the 
relatively unaggressive opposition of Chinese fami-
lies to homosexuality as a sign of acceptance. As 
Hong Kong-based queer scholar Lucetta Kam (Que-
rying Marriage-Family Continuum, 2011) has pointed 
out, this seemingly passive silence should be un-
derstood as a systematic silencing and marginaliz-
ing of sexuality (especially sexualities which deviate 
from the norm), reducing it to the unspeakable and 
invisible. Instead of being a shelter for the individual, 
where a woman can relax and “be herself,” domes-
tic spaces in Hong Kong are seen as an extension 
of social space, where duties must be performed 

and duties fulfilled. Constrained space leads to constrained per-
sonal development and expression in the family, hampering  
the development of anything apart from a woman’s designated role 
as a daughter. 

No Room for Sex ///
For Queenie, a friend who lives in a comparatively spacious apart-
ment with her parents, the best option is to “smuggle” her partner 
into her room at night after the rest of her family is asleep. “It’s too 
awkward for her to be marching in just like that,” she says. “I’ve 
always introduced her as a ‘good friend,’ and I don’t want them pok-
ing their noses into my private life too much.” Lesbian relationships 
are on the one hand “passable” in relation to “sisterhood,” as girls 
are imagined to be less sexual than boys, but on the other hand, 
the sexuality of not-obviously-heterosexual female children is con-
stantly denied. They are continuously seen as, and expected to be, 
a chaste and sexless child. Lesbian women, as the sexual other, 
have to negotiate the surveillance of their families by strategi-
cally managing their personal lives, simultaneously allowing 
certain things to be revealed while concealing the rest. And any 
space for intimacy has to be temporarily created without disturbing 

Photographs by Vivian Chan, one of Sonia Wong’s interviewees (2017). 

Photograph by Yeung Chung-yan (2017). 
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the rest of the family. As Queenie tells me: “My parents go to 
sleep early and leave for work early, so I wait until they are in 
their room, then sneak my girlfriend in, hiding her shoes in my 
room, and we spend the night together without making too 
much noise.”

All this, as one can imagine, is not only inconvenient, but also 
extremely stressful, and certainly does not encourage interest 
or investment in intimate exchange or (homo)sexual explora-
tion. Mei-ling, a friend whose ex lives in a crowded public-
housing building, shared an even more traumatic experience 
with me. She once had sex with her partner in her ex’s apart-
ment, behind flimsy curtains that served as the only boundary 
between rooms. The lack of privacy made her feel exposed 
and disrespected: “I felt like I was putting on a sex show in 
front of everyone. You could even hear them chatting right 
next to you. Later on I suggested that we do it elsewhere. 
Because we were both so young, and didn’t have the money 
to get a room, we did it in a handicap restroom, and it was 
a terrible experience. The physical space and environment 
are all wrong. The fact that we were doing it in a public toi-
let felt incredibly demeaning.” The inconveniences around 
and spatial unsuitability for sex discourage intimate ex-
change, and further alienates women from their sexuality 
by adding to the existing psychological taboo and social 
stigma against even heterosexual sex. 

Furthermore, this spatial condition does not simply mean for 
queer young women the lack of a place to be intimate with a 

partner, but rather the lack of a place for sexual exploration 
as such, even on one’s own. For Carmen, who always had 
her own room, private space was closely linked to the explo-
ration of her sexuality, but particularly through exposure to 
information on the Internet: “It wasn’t until I went to university 
that I had both my own room and my own computer, all to 
myself. Back then, computers were not so common — unlike 
now, when everyone has their own phone, PC, or laptop — 
so the computer we had at home was more or less public, 
even though 90% of the time I was the only one using it. So I 
couldn’t use it to watch porn or masturbate or anything; what 
if my mom came in all of a sudden? But when I went to uni-
versity and stayed in a residence hall where all of the rooms 
were single occupancy, I finally had my own private space.” 

Moving out of the family apartment to live at a university resi-
dence hall is, for many young women, the only chance of 
leaving home. Yan and her partner, like most of the lesbian 
couples I know, enjoyed their most intimate moments in the 
sanctuary of college dorm rooms. Because the domestic 
spaces of Chinese families are silently hostile towards both 
homosexuality and any explicit manifestation of one’s sexual-
ity in general, the university setting is largely experienced as 
a welcoming place. Violence or explicit acts of discrimination 
are rare, and most of the lesbian women I know did not en-
counter major challenges coming out in these spaces. Yan, 
however, wonders if homosexuality in women might be “more 
tolerated” than in men, as lesbianism is considered “non-
threatening” when it comes to public displays of affection: 

“People are less hostile to lesbians than gay men, because 
lesbian sex can simply be dismissed. I wouldn’t say that we 
have an advantage, but the sexual acts of lesbians are usually 
glossed over. On the one hand it works in our favor, because if 
it does not exist, you cannot control it; but on the other hand, 
there is no way or space for us to talk or think about it. It’s as 
if our desires don’t exist.” 

Hong Kong makes little space for queer sexuality. Astronomi-
cal real estate prices make it close to impossible for young 
lovers to find the space for intimacy. College dormitories are 
some of the only safe havens where romance is allowed to 
flourish, if only temporarily, before young women return to 
their families and their tiny apartments, where more often than 
not homosexuality is reduced to the unspeakable. Even for 
those who enjoy the privilege of “a room of one’s own,” 
the thin walls, half-opened doors, and potential for sud-
den intrusion in these apartments make the privacy to 
explore one’s own body and desires is an extreme lux-
ury. The lack of space shortens the distance between family 
members; living spaces overlap, which results in heightened 
surveillance. The physical constraints of a small living space, 

along with the custom of keeping quiet about any sex-related 
issues and the domineering presence and lack of sensitivity 
of parents over the sex lives of their adult children, seriously 
hampers the development of women’s sexuality — which 
feeds back into the myth of lesbian women being asexual, or 
non-sexual. Unfortunately, this concept of a “natural” lack of 
sexual desire in women is very often internalized by lesbians, 
who are forced to wage a war on two fronts: the structural 
regulation and denial of women’s sexuality in the public and 
professional sphere, and the limiting of sexual agency within 
the thin walls of the home. 

Based in Hong Kong, Sonia received her PhD on lesbian 
identity and sexuality formation from Lingnan Univer-
sity (Hong Kong). She is the founder of Reel Women 
Hong Kong, the first and only independent film festival 
in Hong Kong devoted to the promotion of female-cre-
ated films and art works, as well as gender equality and 
awareness in society. Apart from being a film festival 
organizer, she is also a writer and visual artist, and had 
recently published her first bilingual poetry collection 
Unseemingly Lasting.
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state responsibility for caring for the society’s young and old is in-
creasingly downloaded to individuals and families. 

Evidently, the Hong Kong citizen’s struggle to deal with skyrocketing 
real estate prices, unaffordable housing, and inadequate access to 
child and elderly care is inextricably linked to the domestic workers’ 
search for decent housing, a “live-out” option, dignity and respect. 
Although capital will continue to pit “native” workers against “foreign” 
workers, the struggle for the space to live and conduct one’s work in 
a dignified way is a common one. However, the definition of decent 
and dignified housing, and to whom that definition applies, remains 
a site of struggle.

The Schedule of Accommodation and Domestic Duties, which is part 
of every employment contract for MDWs in Hong Kong, states:
“While the average flat size in Hong Kong is relatively small and the 
availability of a separate servant room is not common, the Employer 
should provide the Helper suitable accommodation and with reason-
able privacy. Examples of unsuitable accommodation are: the helper 
having to sleep on made-do beds in the corridor with little privacy and 
sharing a room with an adult/teenager of the opposite sex.”

Despite these vague terms, one third of MDWs do not have a room 
of their own and are made to sleep with family members, sometimes 
even of the opposite gender. Many sleep in living rooms, cor-
ridors, kitchens, washrooms, and storage rooms on makeshift 
beds above washing machines and cupboards. Furthermore, 
the mandatory “live-in” policy specified in all employment contracts 
means that domestic workers must accept these conditions. 

So what is “suitable accommodation”? 

Responding via email to an inquiry by Thomson Reuters Foundation, 
Hong Kong’s Labor Department reminded that MDWs could exercise 
their right to file complaints against employers who fail to provide suit-
able accommodation. When asked whether sleeping in bathrooms or 
kitchens was acceptable, the department concluded that it was “not fea-
sible” to define suitable accommodation. The Labor Department’s lack 
of clarity in defining its own terms unsurprisingly results in hugely vary-
ing and commonly substandard living conditions for domestic workers. 

There are nearly 350,000 Migrant Domestic Workers 
(MDWs) in Hong Kong, largely women from the Phil-
ippines, Indonesia, and other countries in South and 
Southeast Asia. Though they only comprise 4.7% of the 
population, they make up 17% of the female workforce. 
MDWs in Hong Kong emerged in the 1970s, coincid-
ing with the city’s economic boom, an increase of two-
income families, women entering the workforce, and the 
rise of labor export programs in the neighboring South-
east Asian countries. After four decades, with a sharp 
growth in the 1990s, now one in every eight households 
— one in three for those with children — employs a 
domestic worker. These hundreds of thousands 
of women are the unacknowledged workers who 
raise the young, care for the elderly, and main-
tain domestic life. Displaced by global capitalism, 
they have been separated from their homelands, their 
families, and their communities. Upon arriving in Hong 
Kong they are displaced once again through the denial 
of space to live their lives with dignity.

Hong Kong has one of the world’s most treacherous 
housing markets — where the average dwelling size 
for a family is less than 600 square feet and the aver-
age 1-bedroom apartment in the city center rents for 
HK$16,575 (US$2,128). Here, the denial of space is 
ubiquitously felt by most working and middle class peo-
ple. In a place of such constructed scarcity, a common 
sentiment is that any person should feel “lucky” to have 
access to any space at all. 
 
The minimum household income of a family or individ-
ual to hire a MDW is HK$15,000 (US$1,934). This num-
ber has not increased with inflation for decades, and 
since 2013 has been surpassed by the poverty line for 
a 4-person household. Though the minimum wage for 
hiring a MDW is far from a “livable” wage — HK$4,310 
(US$556) in addition to the provision of free food or an 
allowance of at least HK$1,037 (US$134) — this pay-
ment amounts to a third of the household income for 
employers whose earnings are just at the threshold. 
Subsequently, more and more poor and working-class 
families may be eligible to hire MDWs to care for their 
children and aging parents yet increasingly feel the bur-
den of spatial and financial constraints. While the cost 
of living continues to rise in Hong Kong, the social and 

“Is a maid’s bed different from any other kind of bed?” asks a 
respondent to a forum thread on asiaxpat.com. This question 
came as a response to an initial post by someone urgently 
seeking such a bed in Hong Kong. The string of messages 
that follow include a heated debate on a “maid’s” right to 
space, many of whom assert that: 

“Space is limited in Hong Kong. That is the fact.”

“Maids [with beds] should consider themselves lucky.”

“A maid’s bed needs to be smaller.”

“Even the smallest IKEA beds (apart from the child ones) would 
not fit in most maid’s rooms. For example the smallest IKEA 
mattress is… 7cm too wide for our maid’s room, and that room 
is large compared to many we have seen.”

SUITABLE
ACCOMMODATION
THE STRUGGLE FOR SPACE FOR MIGRANT 
DOMESTIC WORKERS IN HONG KONG
TINGS CHAK
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The desire to hide the commodified domestic labor that goes into 
maintaining a home, raising children, and caring for the elderly mani-
fests itself in physical spaces. Looking at the promotional photo-
graphs of a typical luxury apartment, 127 Repulse Bay Road, you 
can see a spacious sleek kitchen with marble floors and a breakfast 
area that overlooks a mountainous scenery. What is unseen in the 
photographs but is visible on the plan is the “maid’s room” tucked 
away behind the kitchen wall, equipped with a separate entrance — 
a modern-day Versailles or senzala for the wealthy of Hong Kong.

In 2016, I participated in the How to Make Space exhibition in Oa-
sis Gallery, Hong Kong, which featured Suitable Accommodation, 
1:1 scale masking tape drawings of existing domestic worker liv-
ing spaces and a series of real estate advertisements. The adver-
tisements, which aesthetically borrow from the city’s common-place  

10-square-meter studette, for 6 months). This unseen, or 
negative space was designed to hide servants, to render 
invisible the labor that goes into maintaining the space 
— the visually unpleasant work behind the production 
of daily life. While driving through the affluent neighbor-
hood of Alto de Pinherios in São Paulo, Brazil, I passed 
an imposing restaurant called “Senzala.” I wondered to 
myself: “Could it mean…?” and then quickly dismissed 
my suspicion based on my poor grasp of Brazilian 
Portuguese. I learned afterwards that the restaurant’s 
name, Senzala, did in fact refer to the “slave quarters” 
where many of the five million African slaves working in 
the sugar cane plantations lived — a typology that has 
symbolically survived in the domestic worker rooms of 
many middle and upper-middle class apartments.

The lack of a common definition — legally and socially speaking 
— brings into question: What is a “suitable,” “habitable,” or “rea-
sonable” space for a human being to live in? How does “suitable 
accommodation” get translated by employers and architects into 
built form, with its physical, social, and psychological dimensions 
— into a space where a person lives?

In a 2012 interview, Purple Lee — the “Queen of children’s 
songs” — showcased her spacious 1,800 square feet home in 
Tiu Keng Leng. While seeing celebrities flaunting their luxuri-
ous lifestyles is common practice in Hong Kong, a photo of 
the “maid’s room,” however, was included: a narrow bed clev-
erly hoisted mid-air above a toilet. This image caused a public 
uproar. Facebook pages, such as “Purple 姐姐: 我唔要係廁
所瞓 / A Toilet Is Not a Place to Sleep,” sprung up, quick to 
denounce the mistreatment of the worker and the inhumanity 
of this situation. Lee responded by posting a photo of her-
self and the domestic worker, fingers stretched into V-signs 
signifying a happy employer-employee relationship, and said, 
“Because my mother doesn’t want to share the bathroom with 
the maid, so I have to divide space.” Meanwhile, more photos 
surfaced in the public eye of ad-hoc spaces used for domestic 
workers in apartments across Hong Kong — thin foam mat-
tresses laid out next to toilets and dining tables, in closets and 
utility rooms, above washing machines and under desks. 

The outrage to the Lee incident reveals the invisibility of 
the everyday struggle for dignified work and living space 
of domestic workers in Hong Kong, and the public will to 
“unsee” this reality when exposed. In this situation, the up-
standing citizen was ready to rail against Lee’s treatment of 
her employee as an abhorrent exception rather than an ex-
ample of the rule — as if being appalled could make this 
unpleasant image disappear. 

Walking down most streets in Hong Kong, you inevitably en-
counter floor-to-ceiling window real estate advertisements sell-
ing or renting apartments (always in buildings with aspirational 
names, such as Parc Palais, Palm Springs, and Blessings Gar-
den). Very rarely among the flattering photos will you catch a 
glimpse of a “maid’s room.” However, purpose-built “maid’s 
rooms” are frequently designed into the condominiums and vil-
las of Hong Kong’s wealthy. These rooms are often tiny, poorly-
ventilated, and window-less, a modest improvement from the 
ad-hoc spaces we see in more constrained living situations of 
working and middle-class households. If spatial constraints are 
not the determining factor, then resulting substandard “maid’s 
rooms” suggest another logic guiding their design. Just as one 
of the respondents on the asiaxpat.com forum stressed 
— a “maid’s bed needs to be smaller”—the implication is 
that “suitable accommodation” differs depending on who 
the accommodation is for. A domestic worker, therefore, un-
like any other inhabitant of a household, needs and deserves a 
lesser, smaller space to live. While this reality calls into question 
the complicity of architects who design such spaces, we are re-
minded that this spatial logic has a long history, rooted in colo-
nial attitudes towards living conditions of servants, slaves, and 
indentured laborers, globally.

I remember touring the Palace of Versailles — the French sym-
bol of absolute monarchy and the seat of political power until 
the French Revolution — and learning of the network of pas-
sageways and service areas hidden behind the walls of the 
grand courts, suites and galleries. More commonly found is 
the chambre de bonne — a “maid’s room” found on the top 
floor of middle class French apartments accessible by a sepa-
rate service stairway (I lived in such a space, an overpriced 

(left and previous page) Poster and drawing by Tings Chak for the How to Make Space exhibition (2016). 
(right) Drawing of a typical floor plan of a new luxurious apartment building on Repulse Bay Road.

Drawing by Tings Chak based on the advertising brochure for the new luxurious apartment building on Repulse Bay Road.
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The impressive occupations by domestic workers of public and 
semi-public spaces on Sunday in Central, Jordan, and Victoria 
Park, to name a few, are sometimes regarded with disdain be-
cause workers “do private things in public spaces.” But when a 
worker’s house is not her home but her workplace, suitable ac-
commodation is not a matter of maximizing square footage but of 
creating conditions necessary to live a fuller, more dignified life. 

It is a powerful sight on Sundays, at the podium of the HSBC 
headquarters — a monument to capitalism designed by Lord 
Norman Foster — to see hundreds of domestic workers gath-
ered around temporary streets marked by cardboard enclosures, 
choreographing group dances, painting toenails, calling loved 
ones, napping, organizing, surviving, living. These are acts of re-
sistance, of homemaking, of claiming space by those who have 
been systematically denied access — materially, politically, eco-
nomically, and socially.

Sitting down with a comrade from a migrant worker union, he 
sketched out a map of Central by organizational territory — a tem-
porary map that exists only on Sundays with each street corner of 
the financial district marked by a different union based on country 
of origin, or a women’s rights organization, migrant worker coali-
tion, faith-based advocacy group, from the grassroots to the inter-
national in scale. Beyond the everyday forms of resistance, 
the workers are organizing, and they are organized.

The respondent on asiaxpat.com who initially questioned what 
constitutes a “maid’s bed,” writes a final, conclusive post on 

real estate window-advertisements, explore how the 
vague notion of “suitable accommodation” translates 
into living spaces for domestic workers. The advertise-
ments are a fictionalized and anonymized presentation 
of testimonies from migrant workers of their personal 
living and working conditions, gathered from surveys 
and interviews conducted with the support of affiliated 
organizations (please see below). 

“Sleep on the cozy floor of the living room! Share a 
3-bedroom apartment in the Mid-Levels with married 
male and female employers, grandfather, and two chil-
dren (12 and 17 years old). 

$18,135/SQFT”

These advertisements reveal contradictions inherent in 
the struggle for decent living (and working) conditions for 
citizen and migrant Hong Kongers alike, raising key ques-
tions: what is a “suitable,” “habitable,” or “reasonable”  

space for domestic workers, or any human being to live in? How 
might the struggle for living space in Hong Kong shed light on the 
struggle for freedom of movement and the right of abode for migrant 
domestic workers in Hong Kong and globally?

In my interviews with MDWs, workers often spoke about their one 
day off a week, Sunday, when many leave at the break of dawn and 
do not return home until the last possible minute of the evening. 
Instead of resting in the comforts of their own “home”/workplace, 
thousands upon thousands choose to sit all day on the floors and 
benches of crowded public areas, frequently exposed to the ele-
ments. This common practice reveals fundamental questions 
about the delineation of space for domestic workers in Hong 
Kong, between public and private, between workplace and liv-
ing space: what does it mean to live in a house that is merely a 
workplace? When adequate space to live one’s life is systematically 
denied, how do people find or create that space elsewhere? Only by 
leaving their workplaces can domestic workers ensure that they are 
not “working,” to avoid that knock on their door from their employers 
(for those who have access to a bedroom) that can arrive at all hours.

the thread: “Now I know, it’s a bed that the people who buy it 
would refuse to sleep in and that’s made to fit in a room where 
people that buy it would refuse to live in […] but they do feel 
bad about it.” 

I would like to thank all of the migrant domestic workers who 
shared their experiences and additional support from:
Asian Migrants Coordinating Body
Bethune House Migrant Women’s Refuge
Filipino Migrant Workers Union HK
Hong Kong Federation of Asian Domestic Workers Unions
Indonesian Migrant Workers Union HK
Mission for Migrant Workers
Open Door: Families for DWs
UNIFIL-Migrante

Tings Chak is a Hong Kong-born and Toronto-raised mul-
tidisciplinary artist and organizer, trained in architecture. 
Her work draws inspiration from the migrant justice, anti-
colonial, and internationalist working class struggles that 
she is a part of, and focuses on themes of migration/dis-
placement, spatial politics, borders, and belonging. Her 
graphic novel, Undocumented: The Architecture of Migrant 
Detention (The Architecture Observer, 2014; Ad Astra Co-
mix, 2017), explores the role and ethics of architectural de-
sign and representation in mass incarceration.

Tings Chak’s contribution (including the 1/1 scale installation of a domestic worker’s typical bedroom) to the How to Make Space exhibition in Hong Kong (2016).

Occupation of Central and Admiralty’s public spaces on Sundays by 
migrant domestic workers. / Photographs by Tings Chak (2016),  Mi-
chael Coghlan (2014), Francisco Anzola (2015), and  Mk2010 (2010).
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CONGRATULATIONS,
YOU’RE HIRED!
NAVIGATING THE CAPITALIST WORKPLACE 
AND ITS VIOLENCE AS A TRANS PERSON
JOÃO GABRIELL

To Romain and other colleagues,
in memory of our shared misfortunes

First day on the job. Anxiety of the unknown mixes with the relief of 
finally having access to employment. Thanks to some string pull-
ing, of course. The transition from one social gender to another left 
me with no other way of entering a job market already unfavorable 
on the basis of my race. I’ve learned from prior experience that pa-
pers identifying me as female — which is to say, not correspond-
ing to my male appearance — arouse suspicion not because I 
represent a sexual marginality, but because I become a double  

racial marginality: a Black man, undocumented. This 
is where the totalizing dimension of racism comes out 
in full. You’re Black, and that’s it. This thing we are 
supposedly “hiding” — the lack of valid identification 
— is inextricably tied to race, which is where the dis-
cussion begins and ends. A legendary duplicity; liars, 
swindlers, and profiteers. Even more so because the 
West is convinced of having invented race outside of 
the gender and sexual binaries — hierarchies made 
to facilitate a criminal economy — when in reality race 
was the primary weapon used to destroy all the diverse  

and varied expressions of gender around the world. So it is 
simpler for them to think of myself as undocumented, rather 
than trans. Not a problem as I see it, at least.

The mandatory white shirt for my new job as a supermar-
ket cashier barely conceals the constricting chest binder — 
which flattens my breasts — that I have had to wear for years, 
despite how bad it is for my asthma. I can’t wait to be rid of it. 
Though this won’t happen immediately. The supervisor who 
conducted my interview warned me: “It’s best that your co-
workers know nothing about your situation, so we can avoid 
creating a disturbance in the team. It’s for your sake that I’m 
telling you this.” Right, of course, for my sake... Behind the 
hypocrisy of this manager, far more interested in preserving 
his company’s profits than my safety, there is all the same a 
certain truth: violence is sure to follow any discovery of my 
“situation.” It’s necessary therefore that I do everything in my 
power to make sure nothing is ever glimpsed underneath my 
shirt, as well as the inverse, to make sure that some forms are 
detectable where “nothing” would appear as suspect. This is 
a vastly different reality from homosexuality, from hav-
ing to be careful about what one says or doesn’t say; for 
us trans people, it’s our bodies in their materiality which 
evoke transgression. This is why it is high time for a critique 
of “coming out” and its Eurocentric character, for finally open-
ing up to the transgender reality and bypassing the debate 
between homonationalists and antihomonationalists, where 
only the experiences of “real men” — white and non-white, 
rich and poor — are considered in the discussion, the injunc-
tions of one side and the resistances of the other. Cisgender 
men, of all races and classes, have more access than the 
cis women and trans people of their respective social groups 
to sexuality — regardless of whether it is to a version which 
has been normalized or one which remains transgressive, in 
private or in public — as well as to possibilities of negotiat-
ing within the interstices of societal norms. And those among 
them who are poor and/or non-white are not the only ones 
who are being destroyed by white bourgeois heteronormativ-
ity. It is therefore time to broaden the discussion.

After a general presentation about the company and what it 
expects of its employees, I’m given a tour of the premises, 
most of which is devoted to the spaces reserved for the staff. 
Cafeteria, rest areas, offices. Then the locker rooms. And 
here a thundering reminder of the sexual order. A locker room 
for women, a locker room for men. It is discretely explained 
to me that it hasn’t yet been decided which one I should use. 

The obvious thing would be for me to use the male chang-
ing room, since to the entire team I have presented as a man, 
my use of testosterone helping to that matter. Though this has 
not managed to persuade the reluctant Director of Human Re-
sources: “If she — excuse me, he — is assaulted, we can be 
reproached for having allowed a woman, you see, into a male 
space!” Why not the women’s locker room then? It would be 
much harder to fit in there, though I understand that in this 
case the fear is that I could be the one doing the assaulting. 
Between perpetrator and victim, they don’t know how to cat-
egorize me. One thing is for sure though, that rape haunts their 
vision of me in the midst of their workforce. I, the trans person, 
remind them of the ugliness of a reality in which they condone 
and encourage violence most of the time: the threat of rape is 
used as a call to order for women, and in particular for the most 
vulnerable among them — and most often by their superiors 
within the context of work, rather than in the common concep-
tion of rape being perpetrated in a dark alleyway at three in the 
morning by a complete stranger. Those in the margins of the 
sexual order disrupt the division of labor along a strictly 
hierarchical binary of man/woman (in addition to the ra-
cial division), and it’s not by chance that trans people are 
massively excluded from the official labor market. Work 
is in itself a violence which exposes and exacerbates oppres-
sions, and for it to be sustained, we are made to discipline our-
selves and one another. For me, the trans person, I experience 
this in a specific way.

Of course, it’s not only my trans body which is exposed to 
the brutality of work — we are all subject to an exploitation 
which takes the form of a surveillance of every moment, of a  
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meticulous, obsessional accounting of the amount of 
time it takes us to accomplish one task or another. And 
working at a supermarket and going to school at the same 
time, or biding one’s time and hoping one’s degree to fi-
nally lead to something better, as it is in my case, is not 
the same thing as being stuck there for 35 hours a week 
for the rest of one’s life, with no other feasible option. At 
the end of the workday, the managers post a chart that 
shows the performance of each cashier: time between 
each transaction, amount of customers successfully reg-
istered for a store card, etc. We see the results the next 
day as we return to work. The three fastest and most 
efficient cashiers have their names highlighted in fluo-
rescent yellow, the three worst performing in red. In this 
context of intensified competition, if the violence 
of coworkers in the same position as myself is an 
expression of a general homophobia/transphobia, 
it should also be understood as a symptom of the 
managerial violence which encourages us to mobi-
lize our every asset to secure a better position than 
our neighbor and to win the favor of the bosses.

I have to constantly remind myself who the real enemy 
is, despite the unbearable daily teasing — by cowork-
ers who are just as much subaltern as myself — along 
with the suspicions of homosexuality I endure (aside 
from the managers in the know, no one imagines it 
could be a matter of transsexuality). “The girls and I 
were wondering, are you gay? I don’t have anything 
against it, just wanted to know.” “It’s funny sometimes 
how high your voice can get.” “You’re kind of weird, 
dude. Where’d you say you were from?” One comes 
to exercise a certain self-control almost like when one 
is in public space. Sure, the streets have their share of 
dangers and oppressors — most notably the police, 
whose deadly force is by far the greatest threat of all, 
and which has the full support of the state apparatus 
when used against a Black man, cis as well as trans. 
But the space of work, in the context of the subaltern 
(though these things are surely very different if one is 
an executive), turns out to be perilous in its own way. 
And in particular, of course, in the notorious locker 
room — which I am finally allowed to enter as a man 
after nearly two weeks on the job, an episode my co-
workers could have hardly failed to notice. So much for 
discretion. . . Sometime after the locker room affair is 
settled, a few of the guys want to know why I make such 
minimal use of the space: I come in with my uniform  

already on just to drop off my bag, then pick it up on my way out 
without changing clothes. At the arrival of summer, as the heat be-
comes more and more oppressive, they can’t help but ask: “Why 
do you wear a t-shirt underneath your work shirt? Aren’t you hot like 
that?” Of course I’m dying of heat, you asshole, but these cheap 
white shirts aren’t so great at hiding a chest binder, you see. The 
pathetic lunch break (30 minutes for seven hours of work), which 
is a like a race against time, is not exempt from these difficulties; 
the hetero-cis-normativity of all the tired workers comes out in an 
uninhibited and almost vengeful manner. “Try to be understanding,” 
I am being told. Especially around the guys. It’s as if exploitation, 
the violence of the state, or racism only touched cisgender males, 
or only heterosexuals, regardless of gender. What remains for us, 
who are just as exhausted from work and its social order, as well as 
racism, but who do not have the resources of hetero-cis-normativity 
to reassert our value?

So be it, this is a constant I’ve learned to live with: share the experi-
ence of exploitation and racism with many others, while at the same 
time being subject to more specific modes of control — which go well 
beyond interpersonal relations, and which the great anticapitalist and 
antiracist narratives don’t want to understand; all this while a substan-
tial part of feminism is engaged in more or less an open war against 
trans people, particularly trans women. In this context, these three 
great movements don’t exactly provide political refuge. Except, as is 
often the case, for a minority of trans people in a comfortable situation, 
who are raised up as evidence of the supposed “inclusiveness” of the 
time and place in question, regardless of whether this term is explicitly 
used. And since we’re talking politics, with regard to these mis-
erable experiences of work where the shared exploitation of the 
majority intersects with the singular experience of being trans, 
how about trans trade unions? Both to defend ourselves as trans 
people from an anticapitalist perspective, regardless of profession, as 
well as to resolutely disrupt the marketization of the gay or queer “life-
style.” For it’s not only multinationals who do the exploiting, though 
their power to do so is unmatched. Gays, most notably — but also 

many who identify as queer, and even bourgeois trans peo-
ple — enrich themselves on the backs of their marginalized 
and disenfranchised queer, lesbian, and trans counterparts, 
among whom many are of course Black, Arab, and Asian, 
and who are faced with either toiling for the elites of their 
“community” or else being unemployed for long periods, and 
with chronic frequency. They are, understandably, seduced 
by the fact that in the context of these pseudo-communities, 
to be visibly trans, flamboyant, or butch, does not pose a 
problem. The result is a greater permissiveness toward the 
things which would immediately read as unacceptable in a 
different context. But there are two sides to every story. And 
there are two sides of the rainbow. The workplace should be 
understood as a daily violence, precisely because work itself 
is a violence; this goes for not only the supermarket I have 
described above, but for all the places which function on the 
basis of property hoarded by one person or group for which 
the rest sell their labor, to bosses who can just as easily be 
villainous cis-white-hetero males or friendly gays and queers. 

This concerns the essence of the market, and it is thus an 
entire world that would have to change. What role can trans 
people play in destabilizing, and eventually destroying, this 
system in which we live? And, finally, what is our vision, which 
we should already be negotiating with our dear revolutionary 
“friends,” of the world that will rise from the ashes of white-
supremacist capitalism?

Translation from French by Maxwell Donnewald.

João Gabriell is a Guadelupian activist, who has lived in 
France for about ten years. João is part of the Front Uni 
Des Immigrations et des Quartiers Populaires (FUIQP, 
United front for immigrations and working-class neigh-
borhoods), as well as a member of the Mouvement de 
Libération Afro (MLA, Afro Liberation Movement), cre-
ated in 2017. He is currently running a blog, “Le blog 
de João,” in which he writes about (neo)colonialism, as 
well as Black and panafrican issues.
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This conversation recorded on August 7, 2017, with Sara Far-
ris, Senior Lecturer in sociology at Goldsmiths, University of 
London, attempts to link the work she presents in her book, 
In the Name of Women’s Rights: The Rise of Femonationalism 
(Duke University Press, 2017) with the violence against women 
that femonationalist discourses deliberately ignore (as these 
violence are exercised through what we could call “a universal-
ist patriarchy”): domestic violence. The conversation first pres-
ents the political concept of femonationalism in the context of 
Europe, and then proceeds to describe the several dimensions 
of violence against women in domestic spaces.

LÉOPOLD LAMBERT: Before we really address space, could 
you please introduce what you mean when you use this concept 
of femonationalism?

SARA FARRIS: The concept of femonationalism really describes 
on the one hand the appropriation, or I should even say, the ex-
ploitation of feminist themes and the idea of gender equality, by 
right-wing parties like the Front National in France for example, 
particularly in anti-Islamic campaigns. On the other hand, it also 
describes the endorsement of anti-Islam slogans and ideas by 
some feminists and “femocrats”. It describes a contemporary 

phenomenon that we can see in countries like France, Italy or the Neth-
erlands, which are the countries on which my book focuses, but also, 
I would say, across the Western world. It is quite a new phenomenon 
in many respects, but there are also certain historical legacies that I 
describe and discuss in the book.

LL: I thought that it would be interesting to include this conversation in 
this particular issue because it might create a very productive dialogue 
with the text written by Mehammed Amadeus Mack about homonation-
alism. Both his work and yours expose European societies’ claim to be 
less misogynistic or homophobic than others — in particular the former 
colonized societies — and how it enables them to hold people originally 
from these other societies at a greater moral standard than the one it 
holds itself at. Do you find this dialogue between both aspects (femo-
nationalism and homonationalism) as productive as I suppose it to be?

SF: When I wrote this book I was certainly inspired by the work of Jasbir 
Puar, who published her book on homonationalism in 2007. I think it is 
a quite interesting and important phenomenon to analyze from a left 
perspective, to see how emancipatory projects and people, who we 
consider on the left, that we associate with left ideas such as LGBT 
movements, queer movements and feminist movements, how some 
of them, not all of them, have been ‘seduced’ by nationalist, anti-Islam 
ideas. Or, if you prefer, how they even have been coopted or how they 
have internalized, perhaps it’s better to say, certain right-wing ideas 
and especially certain Islamophobic ideas. This work is really about 
how feminists, some feminists — I really want to stress some because 
certainly not all of them — how they have begun to use ideas of gender 
equality, in particular against Muslim males under the stereotype that 
Islam is a religion, which oppresses women more than other religions, 
and in a way that Muslim men are some kind of special group of people 
who are by definition misogynists, who oppress women and that are 
unable to respect women’s rights. So certainly the two phenomena, 
homonationalism and femonationalism, are very connected because 
in the case of Jasbir Puar’s work, her whole point was precisely to 
look at the ways in which LGBT movements and queer movements in 
the United States were endorsing Islamophobic ideas and Islamopho-
bic slogans, somehow allying or colluding with American nationalism. 
I look at the ways in which some feminists are somehow allying with 
European nationalisms; Italian, French or Dutch in this Islamophobic 
war against Muslim men in particular.

LL: Still holding on space for another moment, we can see how in your 
work there are two very distinct female subjects that are mobilized: on 
the one hand, white women; we can think in particular of the events 

in Cologne in New Year’s eve of 2015, as well as more 
recently what has been the stigmatization of the neigh-
borhood of La Chapelle in Paris for example. This figure 
crystalizes the trope of ‘our’ women; this colonial idea of 
a patriarchal and colonial nation “defending ‘their’ wom-
en.” And on the other hand, the other figure subjectivized 
by this femonationalism are women of color and Muslim 
women in particular, who need to be saved from their own 
community that are deemed patriarchal when Western so-
cieties would not been seen this way. Could you perhaps 
talk more about those two distinct processes of subjectiv-
ization of women through this discourse?

SF: Yes absolutely. My book is precisely devoted to un-
derstand this kind of ‘rescue narrative’ and even para-
dox because I really begin by asking how is that racist 
discourses about immigrants and about Muslims seem 
to be so gendered, which means, to make a distinction 
between the migrant man or the Muslim man on the one 
hand, as the oppressor, the rapist, and the criminal, and 
on the other hand, the Brown woman, migrant or Muslim 
woman, as the victim. One of the first things to recog-
nize is what I call, but what also other authors have 
called, the sexualization of racism, which means 
precisely that racism is gendered, sexualized, and 
plays out, according to a certain sexual and sexual-
ized register. By looking at that I began really to explore 
how is that these right-wing nationalists seem to want to 
also save these Brown and Muslim women. So they fore-
ground them as victims, but they also seem somehow 
to offer rescue to these women. So, in a way, what these 
right-wing nationalists are doing, as you said already, is 
precisely stigmatizing the Brown migrant and Muslim men 
as potential rapists, according to a very classical colonial 
and nationalist trope, which is precisely the one accord-
ing to which the women need to be saved from foreign 
and non-national men. And obviously according to such 
a trope, ‘national’ women need to be saved, need to be 
preserved from non-national men because they are the 
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biological reproducers of the nation. So the whole idea is to maintain the 
racial and ethnic purity of the nation. That is why nationalists very much 
discourage interracial or interethnic marriages. 

On the other hand, my question was really; we can understand, ac-
cording to a nationalist trope, why these nationalists want to preserve 
national women. But why do they care about non-national women? Why 
do they care about trying to save these Brown Muslim women? Why do 
they offer them rescue? Here obviously the answer is a little bit more 
complex, but it is important to understand that the same nationalist 
rhetoric is playing out here, the same nationalist interests. The reason 
for this is that nationalists conceive of women as fundamentally 
agentless, as fundamentally the bearers of the collective, the re-
producers of the nation. And this applies also to non-national women, 
to foreign women. The idea that nationalists have, is that, in a way pre-
cisely because women are agentless, they are easier to mold, they are 
easier to assimilate to another culture, and therefore it is very important 
to work on women, on foreign women, to try to assimilate them. Be-
cause women are the ones who then, are going to educate the second 
generations and so they are, we can say, the vectors of integration, 
the vectors of those national values. Nationalists want these women to 
internalize these values and then to transmit them to the second gen-
erations. I think the discourse that right-wing nationalists try, not obvi-
ously entirely coherently, to put forward is, “ok we have these migrants, 
we have these women, the women are on the one hand the victims of 
men who are really the ones who are not assimilable, they are non-
redeemable subjects, the women are redeemable precisely because 
they are fundamentally the bearers of the group and so we need to work 
on them, we need to subtract them from their communities, save them 
and at the same time assimilate them to our values in order for them to 
really become like us.” We can read also through this prism the whole 
idea that Muslim women need to get rid of the veil, precisely because 
they need to assimilate to Western ideas of womanhood, they need to 
learn how to behave in a certain Western way and so on and so forth. I 
think you’re right there are at least two female subjects that are playing 
out. I think it’s also important to understand that commonality within the 
nationalist matrix that foregrounds women in this way. 

LL: Perhaps what I should add to this dichotomy is something you write 
in your book, which is that, we should not think that white feminists, 
who take part in a homonationalist discourse, are being instrumental-
ized by nationalist discourse, because it would withdraw their sense of 
agency in the same way that Muslim women wearing hijab are being 
often stripped of their sense of agency by the claims that they are instru-
mentalized by their own community.

SF: Yes absolutely. I’m glad actually you pick up this point. I really stress 
that it’s important to understand that we are not talking simply about 
the instrumentalization or exploitation of feminism here. Of course there 
is that, in the sense that, of course, parties like the Front National or 

the Northern League in Italy, or the PVV, Party for Freedom 
in the Netherlands, when they invoke themes of gender 
equality against Muslims and against migrants, of course, 
they are exploiting feminist themes because they could 
not care less about feminism. In fact, they are quite hypo-
critical when they invoke feminism because, especially in 
the case of the Front National and the Northern League, 
they put forward quite traditionalist ideas, anti-feminist 
ideas of women’s role in society, but they certainly in-
strumentalize feminism against migrants and the Muslim 
community. On the other hand, those feminists who en-
dorse Islamophobic ideas, who say things like “Islam op-
presses women more than other religions do”, or that say 
that Muslim women in fact do not choose to wear the veil 
for instance, I think it would be a mistake to say they are in-
strumentalized, precisely because as you said, it would be 
first of all, playing out into the idea that women, feminists, 
don’t really have a mind of their own, that they are used by 
others. We need to understand what are the ideological 
matrixes that actually lead these feminists to deploy these 
Islamophobic ideas. 

My proposal in the book is that they deploy a form of 
Western supremacism, which means that they have fun-
damentally internalized, they fundamentally believe in the 
idea that gendered relations in the West are much more 
advanced that in the rest of the world, and that this is 
somehow due to some form of superiority, historical and 
civilizational superiority, that the West somehow possess-
es as compared to the rest of the world, and particularly 
as compared to the Muslim world. This is in some ways 
not new. We have already examples in the 1920s, as in 
the case of the suffragettes movement, who supported 
colonial enterprises in order to obtain the right to vote at 
home. There was some kinds of trade-off between 
the participation of some feminists in colonial cam-
paigns in exchange for the right to vote in their own 
countries. This is just to say, very briefly, that this is not 
the first time that feminists deploy these forms of Western 
supremacism, these forms of paternalism towards women 
from, we say now the Global South, or from the colonies 
as it was in the past. That is why I really want to stress it’s 

really wrong to think it’s just about instrumentalization. We 
need to understand the deep ideological roots of the phe-
nomenon and why some of these feminists are led to say 
these things, believe in these things and act in this way.

LL: As Françoise Vergès often reminds us, before strug-
gling to obtain the right to vote, the right to have their own 
bank account, the right to divorce, European women had 
the right to own human beings through slavery. That’s also 
something that tends to be forgotten: colonialism needs to 
be integrated within the history of feminism. 

As you know, I am interested in talking about these issues 
from a spatial perspective, and we can perhaps start do-
ing that. What is obvious in femonationalist discourse rela-
tively to the safety of women is that it exclusively focuses 
on public space. We clearly saw it with the 2015 sexual as-
saults of Cologne and their instrumentalization. The least 
we can say is that if femonationalists are so interested 
in women’s safety, they are missing the most significant 
space when it comes to violence against women: the do-
mestic space. If we look at statistics according to which 
22% of European women who have suffered from physical 
or sexual violence by a partner and another that says that 
66% of homicides against women in Europe are commit-
ted by a partner or a family member, we can affirm that the 
most dangerous place for women is home — I should say 
“cisgender women” because things are drastically differ-
ent for trans women. Is that something that you can talk 
about in relation to your work?

SF: I think one of the important things to analyze is the fact 
that femonationalism discourses tend to depict migrant 
communities or Muslim communities as particularly dan-
gerous for women precisely in light of the fact that these 
are supposedly backward and misogynist, anti-women 
cultures, and that these non-Western migrant men; Brown, 
black, Muslim men, according to these femonationalist 
narratives, are particularly prone to disrespect women, to 
be potentially rapists, they are fundamentally dangerous. 
Certainly within the femonationalist discourse, the idea is 
that the outside space, and precisely, the migrant neigh-
borhood, the banlieue, or those spaces in the city in which 
there is a higher concentration of migrants and Muslims, 
are places that are more dangereous for women. In that 
sense, we can use the metaphor of the space to see how 
there is an ‘externalization of danger’ for women in general 
in those racialized spaces. But this is absolutely against 
statistics, and what we know about where violence against 
women takes place. All statistics say that in the majority of 

Western countries at least the most frequent cases of violence against 
women are usually perpetrated by men that are very close to the victims, 
which means, husbands, fathers, boyfriends, friends and so forth. So it is 
actually the “internal space,”, the domestic space that seems to be 
more dangerous for women. Statistics immediately deny the femo-
nationalist ideology, the femonationalist trope. Precisely, they show 
it is absolutely not true that the external space, those racialized spaces, 
are more dangerous for women. We need to be careful about this. 

Of course, I am not saying that there is no violence against women in 
migrant communities or in Muslim communities and so forth. Of course 
there is violence, because violence against women takes place every-
where, unfortunately. The point is that, there is no statistics, no study 
that shows that there is more violence against women in these non-
Western migrant communities as compared to national or indigenous 
communities, whatever you want to call them. And that’s a really impor-
tant thing to say, precisely because the Islamophobic and racist propa-
ganda according to which men from the Global South are particularly 
dangerous for women, is incredibly strong. It is something that is being 
really internalized by Western populations in Europe, in other Western 
countries and perhaps also in non-Western countries. It is something 
that we really need continuously to dismantle by really talking about the 
fact that it does not correspond to reality.

LL: We are now situated in these interior spaces that this issue of The 
Funambulist is trying to examine. There is another dimension of vio-
lence that we need to probably consider, which has to do with the fact 
that domestic space is not just lived by its residents, but also by po-
tential workers. That’s something you’ve been analyzing, in particular 
when it comes to female migrant workforce in the industry of the care, 
something that, following Marx, you refer to as a “reserve army of labor.” 
Could you tell us about this other dimension of violence?

SF: Yes absolutely. I work on female migration, care or social repro-
ductive work because what migrant women, or women from the Global 
South, more generally tend to do in Western and European societies, is 
especially this type of job. They work mostly as carers, nannies, maids, 
both in private households but also in other places and institutions. One 
of the themes I tried to discuss in this book is precisely that we need 
to understand this gendered dichotomy according to which the non-
Western men are the criminals, the oppressors while the non-Western 
women are, instead, the victims that need to be rescued. I think we also 
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need to understand them from an economic point of view. One 
of the things that I invite the reader to look at, or to think about, 
is precisely the way in which this gendered racialized dichotomy 
plays out very clearly in discussions about migrant reserve armies 
of labor. Basically, if you really think about it, when we read the 
newspapers, the racist and right-wing propaganda, which un-
fortunately is not just right-wing, is that the migrants take jobs 
from nationals, that they are stealing our jobs. When you think 
carefully about this type of propaganda, it does not really say 
that migrants in general are stealing jobs, but that it is the male 
migrants that are stealing jobs. That’s precisely because there is 
a very gendered type of racist ideology that is taking place here. 
That is particularly harsh in periods of economic crisis. If we think 
carefully about this racist trope, we never associate the migrants 
stealing the jobs to migrant women. That is because, usually, 
these migrant women are placed in that sector of the economy 
in which we know almost instinctively, because we observe our 
societies, our everyday realities, that these women actually do 
those jobs that, not only are not stolen from national workers, but 
actually they do those jobs that allow many national women in 
particular to go out and work outside the household. 

What I try to say in this book is that the Marxian concept of “reserve 
army of labor” is very important to understand neoliberal econo-
mies, or capitalist economies more generally. The role that mi-
grants play within these capitalist economies is that of the 
reserve army of labor. At the same time, we need to carefully 
observe the role plaid by migrant women, which is partly different, 
in the sense that at least until now, or in the last thirty years, which 
corresponds to the time of the so-called feminization of migration, 

so in the last thirty years, migrant women are not the ones who 
have, for instance, lost so much their jobs, even in times of eco-
nomic crisis, but on the contrary, they tend to keep their jobs and 
there is a rising demand for these migrant women in the social 
reproductive sector. This is particularly true in the context of the last 
economic crisis, in which the welfare state is being increasingly 
de-funded in the majority of Western European countries. This has 
led to a situation in which lots of these care jobs have been in-
creasingly commodified. One of the ways in which they have been 
commodified is precisely by hiring migrant women. The reason is 
that they are usually cheaper, they have little choice but to work 
for much lower wages, and to accept worse working conditions 
as compared to national workers, very often simply because na-
tional workers might have a wider range of choices. I certainly think 
it is very important to look at these economic dimensions of this 
femonationalist ideology and also to work with these Marxian con-
cepts to try to understand what these migrant workers are doing. 
It is important to do that from a gendered perspective, because 
otherwise the risk is of applying the same categories that we have 
traditionally used for male migrant workers also to female migrant 
workers but that actually does not work, because these women 
tend to be employed in a very specific sector of the economy.

LL: Something I’m trying to do more and more through these podcast 
series is to address initiatives that are done to resist these dominant 
discourses and practices. I would be interested in asking you if you’ve 
been looking at particular initiatives of the kind. Personally I was thinking 
of the counter-investigation that had been done in Paris at a journalistic 
level, in Saint-Denis by Widad Kefti and Sihame Assbague, and in La 
Chapelle by Leïla Khouiel and Nassira El Moaddem, going back, bits 
by bits, to every single thing that has been written in stigmatizing jour-
nalistic reportages that contribute to femonationalism. The most recent 
piece was the one in La Chapelle, a North neighborhood of Paris where 
a certain amount of East African migrants find shelter when they arrive 
in Paris, and that has been the site of a lot of police violence. There is a 
strong male presence indeed in the public space that French journalists 
used in order to write articles introducing the dubious narrative of wom-
en being the victims of this presence. So these counter-investigations 
have been fantastic to debunk the demagogy of the arguments pre-
sented in these accounts. Still in France, we can also think of feminist 
organizations such as Femme en Lutte 93 or Lallab that are doing very 
important work; I’m sure that you have many others in mind.

SF: I agree that it is very important to carry out counter-investigations 
and to dismantle the stereotypes that are created against migrants 
and Muslims. One of the things I am thinking right now are cam-
paigns in the UK particularly led by migrant cleaners in important Lon-
don universities. I am thinking about the victory of the cleaners 
and social reproductive workers who have won an important 
battle for their rights, for instance at the university of SOAS. 
Something similar is happening at the LSE, London School of 
Economics. I think these struggles are quite important because one 
of the ways in which we can, in the long-term, try to dismantle the 
femonationalist ideology, is also by recognizing the importance of so-
cial reproductive work, the importance of recognizing the full workers’ 
rights of those who work in the sector. 

The second thing though to remember is that one of the ma-
jor strength of the femonationalist ideology is the participation 
of feminists. One of the reasons why so many people are actually 
convinced that in fact Muslims are misogynist or that non-West-
ern migrants are potentially rapists and so forth, is not simply be-
cause of the mass media propaganda, or the right-wing propa-
ganda. This propaganda, which of course is very strong, has been 
also reinforced by the endorsement of these slogans by some  
feminists. It is also important to understand how the mass media obvi-
ously tend to emphasize and foreground the voices of those feminists 
in particular, who tend to agree with the mainstream and stereotyping 
ideas. I am thinking of France, where obviously Elizabeth Badinter for 
example, plays a very big role in reinforcing the idea that Islam is par-
ticularly misogynist and an oppressive religion towards women or that 
Muslim women need to get rid of the veil because it is nothing but an 
imposition and a symbol of oppression. When a well-known and in-
ternationally famous feminist tells you that actually, these women are 
really oppressed, and that Islam is a religion that disrespects women, 
of course it really makes you think “well it is a feminist telling us so, 
who else knows if not her?” and also it’s important to understand 
that these stereotypes have been reinforced also by the participation 

not only of white feminists but also of some feminists of 
Muslim descent, coming from Muslim families or origi-
nally from countries with a Muslim majority. 

Again, France is quite the emblematic example here be-
cause there are a number of women and a number of 
feminists of immigrant, Algerian or Moroccan descent, 
who have participated in the femonationalist discourse. I 
am thinking obviously of, what many years ago was called  
Ni Putes Ni Soumises (Neither Whores Neither Doormats). 
But in the Netherlands too I am thinking also of Ayaan Hirsi 
Ali, a right-wing politician and self-declared a feminist who 
declared war to Islam in the name of women’s rights. I 
guess I’m saying all of this because I think it is very im-
portant to carry out these counter-informative or counter-
hegemonic investigations but it is also very important to 
understand the source of the strength of these ideologies 
and these discourses. That’s why it is also really im-
portant to give voice more and more to Muslim femi-
nists for example, who are organizing against this 
Western supremacist white feminist and Islamopho-
bic propaganda. Here again there are many examples in 
France of mothers who have organized in schools against 
veil-bans. I am thinking also of Muslim women’s organiza-
tions in the Netherlands or in Italy. I think it is increasingly 
important to foreground these women’s struggles, that we 
give voice to them in order to have counter-narratives.

Transcription by Flora Hergon for The Funambulist.

(left) “Struggling Women in Solidarity! Nothing Will Ever Resist Us.” / Poster by 
Femmes en Lutte 93 (Struggling Women 93) and Femmes de la Coordination des 
Sans Papiers 93 (Coordination of Undocumented Women 93), two activist groups 
in Paris’ Northeastern banlieue (Seine-Saint-Denis) in collaboration with La Rage. 

(below) “La Lucha Continúa. End Outsourcing.” / Poster by SOAS Justice For Work-
ers collective to stop the outsourcing of cleaners at SOAS University in London.

(next page) “Sisterhood Is Powerful.” / Poster by Samah Fait Rire and Clotilde V. 
for Muslim Feminist association Lallab in France. 
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On March 16, 2014, I came out to my parents in a three-hour conversation 
that took place in Quito, Ecuador. Accompanied by my sisters (who already 
knew), I documented the event as part of an experimental photography 
project I called “Unveiled.”

The results could not be predicted; I understood that from the outset. I had no 
idea how my parents would react. I knew that their utter rejection was a pos-
sibility; a serious risk. And yet, the more I thought about the potential of the proj-
ect and the more ideas I had for it, the more willing I grew to take that chance.

Much of my conflict and inhibition stemmed from the religious aspect of my 
upbringing. Just like eighty per cent of the Ecuadorian population, my par-
ents and extended family are all devoutly Catholic. Both my mother and fa-
ther have always accepted priestly teachings without question. Dad always 
makes the sign of the cross as a greeting, followed quickly by a tender kiss 
on the cheek; and Mum keeps a shrine of the Virgin of Guadalupe near 
her bed. Growing up in that environment made it difficult to accept who I 
increasingly suspected I was. I often struggled with it, sometimes denied 
it. For many years I felt so perverted, confused, and embarrassed. I was 
five years old when I began to notice that I was somehow different. I was 
aware that I was drawn to girls. Not sexually at first, of course, but there was 
something about them that intrigued me in a way that boys didn’t. 

My first kiss with a boy wasn’t as terrible as one might imag-
ine. It was typically awkward, I suppose. The feeling I remem-
ber was the rather bland sensation of wetness on my mouth 
— no emotional bells or whistles. I didn’t discover the true 
value of a kiss until I was nearly twenty. It was my first kiss 
with a girl and it was everything those previous kisses had 
not been: immediately exciting, exhilarating and enjoyable. A 
few years later, I would fall in love for the first time. 

I had shared my sexuality with my sisters a few years back, 
they were both immensely supportive about it, but the idea of 
telling my parents had never really appealed to me. I’d always 
been sure of their rejection of me. I was okay with not coming 
out and I’d never felt bitter about it. 

The technical aspect of photographing such a delicate mo-
ment concerned me greatly at first. How exactly would I go 
about it? I needed to be as respectful to them as I possibly 
could and I needed their reactions to be as natural as pos-
sible. It was thus essential that they become accustomed 
and desensitized to the presence of the cameras. So I spent 
three weeks photographing them. I usually started in the 

morning, waking up early, and until they went to sleep. I fol-
lowed them everywhere. They got acclimatized to the con-
stant photographing much faster than I thought they would. 
After a few days they were practically pros.

Mom has always been a woman of routines. One of her favor-
ite pastimes is to watch soap operas. It’s rare for her to be at 
home and not have the TV on. One day we were sitting down 
in the kitchen having a chat. She had just finished her after-
noon snack, which regularly followed her daily nap. She took 
out her handbag and lit a cigarette. As we talked, I couldn’t help 
but admire her calm demeanor and the light above her head. I 
couldn’t resist, so I set up the tripod and asked her to just keep 
doing what she was doing as I prepared a roll of medium-for-
mat film. She was a great sport, but deep down I knew she was 
annoyed because I was blocking her afternoon soap opera.

Dad is a workaholic and has dedicated his life to running his business. 
He plays the guitar sometimes and collects tons of music. I can recall 
his obsession with music from a very young age. He’d spend hours and 
sometimes entire days with his vinyl records and CDs. It was difficult to 
ignore my dad’s love for music, as most weekends he would wake us 
up by playing his favorite songs loudly. Given some drawings from when 
he was young that I found, he also had the potential to be an especially 
gifted artist with a pencil or paintbrush.

Of the photographs I took throughout the weeks I spent with my par-
ents, some of my favorites capture the natural interactions between 
them. They’ve been together for forty-four years and can be quite an 
adorable pair. There are so many moments that I took for granted and 
only noticed when I started to examine them through the lens. I was able 
to not only photograph my parents but also observe them in a way that 
I never had before.

UNVEILED
THE DOCUMENTATION OF A COMING OUT 
PHOTOGRAPHS AND TEXT BY PAOLA PAREDES
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There’s a lot of preparation that goes into documenting a mo-
ment like this, both mental and technical. Much of the mental 
preparation involved figuring out how to craft this special mo-
ment so it would be real, but at the same time make it photo-
graphically appealing. I knew I wanted to stage the five of us 
around a dinner table so in the initial stages I started research-
ing movies, particularly films with dinner scenes. I analyzed 
the position of the cameras, the angles and the framing of 
the people present, so I could set up my own cameras in the 
best, most truthfully revealing, positions. I started keeping a 
journal, one that I would use to develop the entire project. In 
it I started conceptualizing and researching different lighting 
approaches I could use for the moment.

The idea of using flashes was discarded immediately given 
their overpowering and distracting effect, and that left me with 
two options. The first one consisted in continuous lighting using 
lamps, which I tested inside a studio before I left for Ecuador. 
And the second was natural window lighting. I was content with 
the initial continuous lighting results as in black in white they had 
a film noir vibe to them. But I questioned whether high contrast 
black and white would add unnecessary drama to the pictures. 
After the studio tests there was one major problem with the use 
of artificial light: tungsten light creates a tremendous amount of 
heat. Not only were my eyes squinting from the glare, I felt very 
much in the spotlight. It would be difficult to capture a natural re-
action under such conditions, so my only real option was to use 
natural light. Luckily, I knew the perfect place. The family living 
room in my parents’ house had big windows, plus its familiarity 
would make us all feel more at ease.

I carefully calculated everything from the heights of the tripods 
to the measurements of the table. Once I arrived to Ecuador, I 
did countless tests using myself and friends as the subjects. 
I had them gesture with their hands and move around freely 
to test how much freedom the subjects could exhibit without 
going out of shot. I set up the camera to do tests and I cap-
tured movement and interaction around the table. I also tested 
various lengths of time intervals in seconds between shots. I 
tried every fifteen seconds, every ten seconds and every five 
seconds. It quickly became clear that anything longer than five 
seconds was too long because many things could happen in 
that amount of time and the cameras might miss it at the longer 
intervals. I meticulously kept the timing logs in my journal, as 
well as sketches of the table and the position of the cameras.

In Ecuador, I busied myself experimenting with camera angles 
and distances. I worked out who would be sitting where and 
which camera angles would best capture their reactions. I went 
to the local carpenter to have the table made to the exact mea-
surements used in the previous tests. 

Three days before the day, the living room was arranged 
with the table placed in the ideal position according to the 
distance from the cameras and the direction the light would 
come through the windows. Since the part of the living 
room, which has no wall, would be the background of the 
main camera, I had some friends help me arrange a large 
sheet to work as the back wall.

As the day came closer, I conducted last-minute tests with everything 
already in place, sitting in all the different chairs to see how the light fell 
on my face. When the big day came, I set the cameras in their positions. 

Everything was ready… except me. 

My mum got up quite early as usual, and prepared my dad’s breakfast 
before heading out to church, as she did every Sunday. Dad spent the 
morning watching TV in his room before he headed to his studio for a 
guitar session. It had begun as a pretty ordinary Sunday for them. But 
that was about to change.

At one o’clock, all five of us were together. I realized it had to 
happen then or never. I could tell that my sisters were almost 
as nervous as I was. I positioned them according to my care-
fully drawn plan. It felt surreal as they sat down. With everyone 
in position, I went to check the three cameras. I programed 
them to go off every five seconds, which was more difficult 
than it should have been because my hands were beginning 
to shake with nerves. The shutters started going off and I put 
on some background music just to muffle out the sound the 
shutters were making. It was an instrumental record I had 
asked my dad to have ready for me, featuring Spanish guitars 

and violins. I wanted something a bit classical, rather than trusting the radio 
and ending up with this moment accompanied by some over-the-top salsa.
 
I took my seat at the head of the table. I felt my heart pounding. I felt their 
eyes on me. I noticed that my parents were uncharacteristically nervous 
too. My dad was wearing his serious face; it was that look that had always 
made me want to run in the other direction when I was a little girl. He was 
expecting something serious, but clearly had no idea what. As I started 
talking, I found it hard to maintain eye contact with anybody at the table. 
Even over the music, I could hear the sounds the camera shutters made 
every time they captured a new photograph. I hoped they weren’t too dis-
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tracting. I was mostly thinking that I couldn’t believe the moment was finally 
upon us. I started talking about love and acceptance. I talked about how 
important family was and how we must always come together. I went on like 
that for five minutes or so. At that point I could see tears in the eyes of both 
my sisters. Their support had been such an essential part of the process; 
they had walked every step right alongside me. I told my parents that there 
was something I hadn’t been able to tell them before. They didn’t move an 
inch. In fact, they barely seemed to be breathing. They just kept staring at 
me. The expression on their faces was tense and worried. I could feel their 
uneasy anticipation. The shutters keep clicking. My eyes moved to look 
at the ceiling as I said: “Since I was five years old I have known there was 
something different about me.” It took me a while to be able to say the next 
words. I looked down at the table and took a deep breath. As I exhaled, I 
finally uttered the words: “I’m gay.”

How long the words hung there in the silence? I couldn’t tell you, but I knew I 
couldn’t just leave them hanging there, so at some point I carried on explaining, 
trying to show my parents that there was much more to this revelation than just 

my sexuality. “The hardships have been overwhelming, like feel-
ing different from everybody else from so early on, the suffering 
and the secrets. Coming to accept myself has been a life-long 
battle and I have endured a lot of pain in silence for too many 
years. After going through a long process of self-acceptance, I 
have reached a point where I am happy to be who I am and I 
want you to love me for who I am. That is, the real me.”
 
My parents didn’t react immediately, but I could feel their 
eyes on me. I took a deep breath and I forced myself to 
look at them. There was stillness in their eyes. I could no 
longer hold back the tears. I could no longer hear the shut-
ters. I could no longer hear the music. Everything was blurry. 
Everything was tears. And then, through the blur, voices 
reached out to me: “We don’t care.” “We love you.” My mum 
and dad broke their stillness as one; their tears matched my 
own. Their hands reached for mine. My mum’s eyes were 
filled with tears. She just kept repeating, “I don’t care, I don’t 

care.” I could barely comprehend what was happening. I was in 
a state of shock. Where was the anger? I collapsed onto the ta-
ble, my head on my folded arms, sobbing. I felt their hands on 
my head, comforting me the way they so often had to ease me 
through the discomforts of childhood. Finally, when I looked up at 
them I saw that they were smiling at me through their tears. My sis-
ters, tissues to their eyes, were also overcome with emotion; they 
couldn’t believe what had just transpired either.
 
Dad began talking. He said the most beautiful things. He talked 
about acceptance and said that whom I choose to love was not his 
or anybody else’s concern. He stated that the idea I was gay had 
crossed his mind once or twice, and that he felt I’d decided to come 
out to them at the right time. Now, at the age of sixty-five, he had the 
wisdom and experience to focus on loving me, rather than caring 
about what others thought of me, of our family. He said that he would 
stand by his daughter even if the other parts of the family would not. 
If they didn’t accept me, that was their problem, not ours.

We talked for another two hours, probably more. I had a chance 
to tell my family what I had gone through as a teenager, how hard 
it had been to accept myself for who I was. They listened intently. I 
could never have imagined those moments that followed, with me 
sharing aspects of my life that had once been so hidden and with 
them so sincerely interested in listening and clearly sharing my hurt 
and confusion. But it suddenly all felt so easy.
 
At one point Mum got up to get a carton of cigarettes, placing it on 
the table when she returned. We all reached for one in unison. None of 
us were really big smokers, and we rarely smoked together, but those 
last several hours had been an emotional rollercoaster for all of us. As I 
smoked, I realized I was exhausted. Why wouldn’t I be? Although those 
last few hours had been emotional for my parents and sisters, I had 
been enduring those feelings intensely for every waking minute of ev-
ery day for the past several months. I hadn’t slept well for weeks, but it 
would be wonderfully different that night. That night I would sleep with an 
inner joy and contentment I had never really known before — and I did.
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egory of sexual offender — a substantial enough change in legal 
status to be considered a form of civil death. In 2003, the decision 
in Lawrence et al. v. Texas overturned anti-sodomy laws in the U.S., 
stating: “in our tradition the State is not omnipresent in the home… 
Freedom extends beyond spatial bounds. Liberty presumes an au-
tonomy of self that includes freedom of thought, belief, expression, 
and certain intimate conduct. The instant case involves liberty of the 
person both in its spatial and more transcendent dimensions.” The 
statement hints at some of the deep cultural and legal links among 
sexuality, personhood, space, and privacy.

When Samuel Warren and Louis Brandeis published “The Right to Pri-
vacy” in 1890, they argued that privacy was not about the content of 
what was observed, as much as the fact that some things should not 
be observed at all. Such a seemingly universal declaration belies the 
fact that, historically, the notion of privacy in the U.S. applied largely 
to white people— those whose individualism in the eyes of the court 
rendered the intrusion of publicity truly injurious.  In the current mo-
ment, when privacy is both a form of personhood and a commodity, 
the question “to whom is privacy available?” remains a pertinent one. 
Centuries of imperial history, in tandem with neoliberal globalization, 
suggest that privacy will continue to fall differently along lines of class, 

race, gender and sexuality. So, too, does the fact that the tech culture 
producing the “smart home” has been roundly criticized for its hostility 
to women. Clearly, while new technologies engender oppression in 
new ways, they don’t simply create prejudice where none exists. Often, 
technological innovation produces tools that are used to confirm prej-
udicial stereotypes by lending them a pseudo-scientific guise (take, for 
example, the role of photography in the history of Eugenics). Indeed, 
spatialized data and analytics are already being used in this way. 

The aesthetics of patent drawings have political implications of their 
own; technical drawing styles lend the images a sense of authority 
and scientific neutrality. Conventional modes of architectural drawing 
provide a template for representing the “smart home” that surfaces re-
peatedly across patents, with clear references to the typical American-
style single family home and even a full blown McMansion (Fig. 2, 3). 
Sometimes, they reduce institutions and space to a series of abstract 
diagrams, evoking systems theory (Fig. 4, 5). But if these drawings and 
narratives shape what we imagine is possible in the realm of dwelling, 
what power is handed over to their authors? In the imagined world of 
the smart home, who are the self-possessed individuals that inhabit 
interior space — the “smart citizens”? What figures and unspoken his-
tories haunt the margins of these images and documents?

Amid growing public awareness of climate change, the 
2000s saw an explosion in the language of “smart” cities, 
and a consequent explosion of government investment in 
smart city initiatives. At the time, the popularity of smart cities 
traded on the fantasy of their ability to reduce the fallout of cli-
mate change by optimizing energy use. They also provided 
an umbrella under which sweeping infrastructural investment 
could harness the attractiveness of social consciousness. 
The idea of the “smart home” also capitalizes on tropes of 
averting disaster through technology. Recently, the rhetoric 
of smart space has shifted from the perils of climate change 
toward risk mitigation as a condition of domestic life. Devices 
such as Google’s Nest Protect detect immediate risks like 
smoke and carbon monoxide, but the roster of detectables 

is expanding to account for threats yet to be conceived of; the language of 
smart home patents is prudently vague, in part for this reason.

Google has already begun its foray into home security and surveillance with 
indoor and outdoor versions of its Nest Cam. Patent drawings show a surveil-
lance system essentially without “blind spots” (Fig 1). The widespread entry 
of surveillance and sensing technologies into domestic interior space raises 
questions of self-ownership and privacy rooted in a history of sexual preju-
dice. In the United States, this is a history of bolstering white heterosexuals’ 
claims to privacy and personhood above the claims of others.

For hundreds of years, secular law in many places banned sex relations 
that posed a threat to a social order dominated by heterosexual men. Into 
the twentieth century, queer individuals could face inscription in the cat-

THE RIGHT TO PRIVACY: SEXUALITY AND
PERSONHOOD IN COMPUTED SPACE
by ALISON BRUNN
Iowa State University (USA, 2017)

Fig 1: Drawings from US Patent No. US 9,625,792 B2, April 
18, 2017, “Camera Stand Having an Unlimited Range of 
Motion along an Axis of Rotation”

Fig 2: Drawing from US Patent Application No. US 
2015/0061859 A1, March 5, 2015, “Security Scoring in a 
Smart-sensored Home”

Fig. 5: Drawing from US Patent Application No. US 
2015/0061859 A1, March 5, 2015, “Security Scoring in a 
Smart-sensored Home”
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Fig.1: Drawings from US Patent Application No. US 9,625,792 
B2, April 18, 2017, “Camera Stand Having an Unlimited Range 
of Motion along an Axis of Rotation”

Fig.2: Drawings from US Patent Application No. US 2015/0061859 
Al, March 5, 2015, “Security Scoring in a Smart-sensored Home”

Fig.3: Drawing from US Patent Application No. US 2016/0343227, No-
vember 24, 2016, “Event Prioritization and User Interfacing for Hazard 
Detection in Multi-room Smart-home Environment”

Fig.4&5: Drawings from US Patent Application No. US 2015/0061859 Al, March 
5, 2015, “Security Scoring in a Smart-sensored Home”
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confrontation, both to the wearer and to society, about self-
confidence. The project used materiality (tactility) to project 
the body and the skin, as a surface to create a relatable 
response to encourage people to touch, but to also question 
normality. It became an extension of the body, a skin that 
is considered a ‘gendered surface’; a grotesque skin-like 
surface made out of recovery foam, fabric and latex that rep-
resented a pliable boundary between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ 
the subject. The surface was to respond to the forces of 
‘inside’ and ‘outside’ when referring to subjectivity. These 
complex forces represent economic, social, cultural and po-
litical forces.

Consequently, our skin is understood as a responsive site for 
transformation. It is a site where notions of subjectivity can be 

undone and transformed. It explores the construction of social 
space by inviting physical interaction and a disruption through 
a performative experimentation. It renegotiates boundaries 
between the performer and the viewer. ‘Bodytecture’, in this 
case, was used to reimagine the learned experience of human 
contact, to develop new social capacities and to provoke alter-
nate cognitive pathways in relation to society and us.

Once the pieces were constructed, my apparatus took a journey 
through Melbourne’s CBD to confront the public. By manipulat-
ing the body in this way, the apparatus was regarded as a source 
of interference causing a judgmental reaction from the general 
public. This left the viewer feeling alienated from members of our 
society, resulting in a successful experimentation to attempt un-
derstanding how queer individuals experience society. 

Monash University’s Interior Architecture Studio, Queer 
Pavillion looks at the social and political roles of com-
municating queer expression. It explores new and pow-
erful possibilities for design and fabrication. This project 
was influenced by the complexity of global queer issues 
that strive for social change. The studio undertakes in-
depth theory and research on people within the com-
munity and the problems that effect queer individuals, 
such as alienation from society and culture. This alien-
ation can cause isolation and a search for validation, as 
a cause for being different.

The studio involved a hands-on project that radically 
responded to the exploration of issues around pri-
vacy, sexuality and gender as a process, in relation to 

the body within the queer community. The body has been visually 
interpreted, created by the fixations of body image. It has led to 
gender associations, creating a heteronormative city and space. To 
increase awareness of the body and space, materiality has become 
a major topic and a technique that is used to create an experience 
of engagement in an interactive performative design. The body has 
become a map or representation of the degree of narcissistic invest-
ment in our own bodies and body parts.

The design was based on the idea of visual invasion and was 
grounded by a reading entitled Personal Space: The Behavioral Ba-
sis of Design (Spectrum Boooks, 1969) by Robert Sommer. The ap-
paratus was made to challenge society; to accept differences and 
to embrace queer expression. The idea was to objectify the body 
to expose and allow the vulnerable state of emotion to be used for  

METAMORPHOSIS
by LESLEY LABONNE
Monash University (Australia) / Instructors: Luca Lana & Virginia Mannering (2017)
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Design and photography: Lesley Labonne / Model: Adele Labonne.
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