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In recent decades, there has been a growing interest in the social and ethical implications of planning and
designing the built environment from scholatly and practice-based perspectives. These reflections are led by an
intersectional approach that considers questions of how patriarchal, capitalist and colonial systems affect
participation in the construction of the world that everyone inhabits, and how the current system can be questioned
and challenged.

Furthermore, there has been a growing interest in questioning the use of ‘architecture’ as a term that suggests
the commodification of architecture by emphasising the connection between the profession and the built
environment, and in looking for alternatives. The term ‘spatial” has been considered an alternative as it includes
the dynamic context of social space (Awan et al., 2011). Rendell (2011) introduces the concept of critical spatial
practice to blur the binaries of theory/ practice and private/public, an approach later developed under the umbrella
term of feminist spatial practices. The intention of feminist practices to function as ‘political acts that challenge
the status quo and identified relationships of power” emphasises the purpose of disrupting binaries and hegemonic
systems (Brown, 2011, p. 367).

A further aspect to consider about this approach is that spatial practice is a social practice, which is cultural
rather than individual, therefore it develops ‘patterns of action, which the individual participates in, and through
which values are both performed and reaffirmed’ (Petrescu & Trogal, 2017, p. 40). This highlights the importance
of disrupting the reliance on individual and hegemonic performances, narratives, and expectations. A question
raised in literature and discussed by some of the papers present in this special issue is whether this disruption can
only be implemented from outside institutions, or if working within the institution can play a role in reforming the
system from within. However, there is a shared agreement on the need to broaden the concept of ‘practice’. Rather
than understanding it as merely the design and production of buildings and urban spaces, it should also be
considered in terms of reception, use, and occupation, as well as the analysis of users' embodied experiences and
how it is described in writing and in other forms of representation and documentation (Rendell, 2011). There is an
extensive body of scholarship by feminist thinkers, scholars, and activists that is essential to mention in relation to
these discussions and topics. However, since this text is a short editorial, we have decided to keep references to a
minimum. The articles included in this volume will introduce the solid foundation of literature that has allowed us,
the guest editors, and the authors of the following papers to participate in the ongoing debate.

Our interest to include interdisciplinary contributions to this growing debate led us to develop this special issue,
which found a special home in Feminist Encounters that, with its interdisciplinary focus and the interest on both
historical and contemporary topics and praxis, was the perfect fit for this issue. This volume has a long genesis
that started with a conference that we held at the Zurich University of Applied Sciences (ZHAW) in Winterthur
(CH) in June 2024. The title of the conference was Women designing and planning for social equality - A political
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and feminist reading of practitioners’ commitment to rethink practice, question theory and take space. The aim of
the one-day conference was to explore the ways in which women in spatial practices initiated or have been involved
in rethinking practice, questioning theory, and taking space. As a result, their positionality as women and their
political commitment guided their praxis towards fostering social participation and improving the everyday life of
those usually inhabiting the margins of society. The intent was to focus mostly on the gender dimension of these
reflections. However, while attending the conference and discussing the papers presented during the day, it became
clear that these reflections were a good starting point for a wider conversation, more focused on the aims and the
social commitment of the practices rather than on the gender dimension of who was implementing them.
Therefore, the aim of the edited collection of contributions gathered in this issue is not to offer biographical
accounts of women in the profession, to demonstrate their absence and its material implications, or to mention
their participation merely because of their gender. Rather, the collection engages with the increasing interest in
understanding how practitioners' positionality in society influenced their work. And as the main aim of these
practices is to question the status quo of the discipline from a feminist, anticapitalist and decolonial perspective,
the positionality explored is that of people usually inhabiting the margins of the spatial practices.

In this special issue we included papers that address reflections, discussions, examples, or other aspects that
illustrate the social and political responsibility held by practitioners in the built environment. The following articles
employ various theories, such as social reproduction and intersectionality, illustrate historical and contemporatry
examples, and propose innovative methodological frameworks. They explore various aspects analysed at different
scales: domestic, local, and urban. Among many key concepts, contributions in the special issue question how
practitioners engaged in spatial practices took/are taking a stance in confronting gender bias in the places of social
reproduction, develop an interdisciplinary approach towards the concept of ‘care’ to illustrate its role in the praxis
employed by practitioners in architecture and planning, consider the implications of being at the margins of history
and the discourse of architectural practice, help questioning the concept of ‘archive’, and offer alternative readings
of the past and the present where interpersonal relationships, in particular gendered ones, hold a fundamental role
in the definition of design and planning disciplines.

We organised this issue into three main sections, namely critical analysis and activism, examples of historical
case studies, and narrative as a method of analysis. However, the categories are not rigidly defined and overlap
significantly.

PART 1- CRITICAL ANALYSIS AND ACTIVISM

The first part of the issue takes a critical look at vatious aspects of feminist spatial practices. The four papers
challenge assumptions behind what is considered ‘good practice’ and emphasise the need for a radical rethink of
the meaning and potential of feminist spatial practice within a system that is still too deeply rooted in capitalist,
patriarchal and colonial structures. The papers are aligned in their view that architecture is an ongoing, relational
process with the capacity to influence power dynamics. As architecture is not neutral, its potential can be employed
through practices of care to promote participation, inclusivity and cooperation.

Fatemeh Mahmoudnejad disputes the idea that co-design participation is inherently inclusive. The article is
based on a study conducted in Scotland that aimed to demonstrate how the diverse backgrounds of participants
can influence their access to, and therefore their inclusion in, the process. It advocates the development of
transformative participation by acknowledging the relationship between diversity and the complex, relational
power dynamics at work in participatory practices. The authot's innovative approach lies in the suggestion that
intersectional feminist perspectives can capture the relational and situational ways in which exclusion occurs in
practice. Mahmoudnejad achieves this by applying an intersectional approach at three levels — intracategorical,
anticategorical, and intercategorical — to explore relational complexities and identify participation gaps in
underrepresented communities.

Cini Boeri’s Domestic Project is a device that Carlotta Cossutta employs to exemplify the radical possibilities
offered by feminist critiques of domesticity in rethinking spatial design. In her paper, which builds on the tradition
of 1970s Italian feminism that conceptualised the home as a site of political conflict, Cossutta draws on the
theoretical underpinnings of social reproduction to explore the relationship between domestic space and the
formation of the family as a social institution. The paper aims to demonstrate the importance of spatial critique in
redefining social norms, as the author herself explains: ‘Boeri’s proposal illuminated how domestic design encodes
social norms of intimacy, gender, and labour, and how architecture can challenge them’. Even readers not usually
familiar with architectural drawings would appreciate Boeri’s innovative house plan, which is still visionary 40 years
later.

Zuzana Tabackova and Lydia Greeakova reflect on the meaning of feminist spatial practices, aiming to expand
the definition to include practitioners who do not necessarily identify their work as such, often because they are
not familiar with the discourse. Through analysing the work of 21 organisations in Slovakia and the Czech
Republic, the authors argue that feminist spatial practice should be redefined as ‘situated, interdisciplinary, multi-
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scalar and oriented towards care and empowerment’. Furthermore, their reflections challenge the assumption in
feminist discourse that alternative methodologies are essential to feminist spatial practice (‘doing architecture
otherwise’). Instead, they argue that the analysed practitioners manage to create ‘good’ spaces while also using
mainstream methods. The site-specific analysis offers insights into a relatively unexplored post-socialist location,
and the authors' familiarity with the context enables them to provide in-depth reflections and obsetvations.

The following article adopts the same framework that views queer-feminist spatial practices as a form of action
aimed at destabilising spatial order. This praxis can transcend the boundaries of the architectural profession and
self-defined feminist collectives. In particular, Natalie Novik argues that commoning, through craft and
maintenance, is an ongoing process that shares resources, knowledge, and spaces through mutual care and
cooperation. This argument is exemplified by the case study of Not Quite, a collective of artists and craftspeople
based in rural Sweden. The key concepts behind these practices are degrowth and maintenance. These are intended
not only to move beyond the capitalist economic system, but also to promote a societal transformation based on
care politics. The article also reflects methodologically on the use of practice as a mode of enquiry, and the authot's
familiarity with the collective under investigation enables the adoption of ‘an embodied, situated way of thinking
that produces understanding through doing’.

PART 2 - HISTORICAL CASE STUDIES

In recent decades, many different disciplines have reflected on the question: What can we learn from history if
it has been written by men and the voices of women have been marginalised? The second part of the issue explores
how history can be rewritten and revisited by examining overlooked sources, such as manuals and magazines, and
how these sources can reshape dominant narratives. There are many examples of how women have established
and designed new social spaces and introduced new spatial practices. The following papers illustrate some of these
examples.

In her essay, Pia Montealegre approaches the history of institutional spaces in South America, through the
medium of photography. Through these black-and-white, often blurred photographic documents depicting
children and adults in institutions such as hospitals and orphanages, she identifies aspects that often escape
historical analysis and written documents: the architectural agency of homemaking and the moments of joy it brings
to these spaces of care. The photographs unveil homemaking and programming, activities which often escape
historical depiction. They also reveal how these activities counteract Foucauldian spaces of power and control.
Small domestic gestures can thus become subtle forms of architectural agency revealed only by photographs.
Montealegre warns about how women not only introduced care and joy but also contributed to the reinforcement
of gender and class stereotypes. These examples are not least noteworthy as they anticipate current reflections on
spaces of well-being and care.

In the wake of industrialisation, a new social category emerged: single working women, for which new forms
of living were needed, but they were not available. In the context of the emergence of this new class and the
struggles it had to face, the difficulties it endured in its quest for emancipation and visibility, three different
Ledigenheime in Germany, Switzerland, and England are presented by Jana von Wyl in her essay. These were
tentative responses to the problem of ‘surplus women’ and attempts to find adequate architectural solutions. The
three case studies illustrate different backgrounds, conditions, typologies, and architectures, as well as different
attitudes toward women. However, they all share an attempt to overcome the existing gendered spatial division at
the levels of cities and buildings and to emancipate women. Although the Ledigenheim typology and reformist
impetus did not continue after the war, they stand as potential models that challenge dominant narratives. As such,
they should be considered precursors of new forms of spatial organisation.

In the following article, Tara Bissett takes a close look at a specific medium — feminist manuals and catalogues
— that were introduced in women's centres in North American cities as alternative forms of knowledge. Examining
these manuals and catalogues raises the question of how they transferred knowledge and contested established
epistemologies. Rather than being considered written sources, they are viewed as scores and notations that allowed
for social transformation and could be repeated in different forms and times. This brings these manuals and
catalogues closer to performance art, calling for a different perspective, which Bissett finds in Nelson’s Goodman
notion of allographic art. The result is a set of procedural forms that challenge the established conception of
architectural production and labour. These manuals and catalogues enabled the circulation of knowledge within
the women’s centres, thereby creating new channels of knowledge outside of established structures. Classic forms
of authorship are then questioned, and new collective forms of knowledge are established.

Henriette Steiner and Svava Riesto encourage readers to reconsider traditional perceptions of urban squatters
in Copenhagen. They present a more nuanced narrative in which women play pivotal roles in both the squatting
movement and the establishment. To lay out more in depth the roles and the possibilities of both sides and
demonstrate the extent to which the squatters were not merely victims of the system they opposed, Steiner and
Riesto refer to Pierre Bourdieu's notion of cultural capital. Through this concept, they argue that the squatters
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were far from ‘innocent’ but rather actively sought to exploit their cultural capital for their cause. On the other side
was Edel Saunte, a feminist politician who opposed the project from the city council's petspective. While both
sides fought to improve living conditions, Saunte questioned living in condemned buildings as a form of social
injustice, while the squatters saw it as a way to reinvent traditional forms of households. Thus, depending on one’s
perspective and the narrative that was developed around the issue, one side or the other was ‘wrong’, though both
represent important positions toward social justice.

In the last paper, Alex Banister discusses the potential of women’s magazines in interwar England to look
beyond stereotypes and present multiple ways modern women could live. Looking specifically at the magazine
Good Housekeeping, Banister demonstrates that it was more than just a magazine; it was a network. Alice Maud
acted as Managing Director and enabled many women to become authors. Together, they promoted an alternative
image of women and households to the dominant narrative. This enabled them to challenge norms and
conventions and to promote alternative role models for their readers beyond stereotypes through the means of the
home and its design. Specifically, it promoted new living arrangements for ‘bachelor girls,” as professional single
women were called, and suggested new forms of co-living. With an initial distribution of 150’000 copies, Good
Housekeeping’s influence cannot be underestimated. It is an invaluable lens through which to understand the
transformation of women's status and changes in family dynamics between the wars.

PART 3 - NARRATIVE AS A METHOD

The third and final part of the special issue explores narrative as a method through which the researcher’s
subjectivity becomes an epistemic source. The papers in this section emphasise the significance of the body in
methodology by situating the researcher’s body and their interpersonal encounters within a context of relationality
with the surrounding space. These approaches make the research method dynamic and situated within the context
and the bodies, rather than static and universal. They also converse with the extensive, interdisciplinary corpus of
work by feminist scholars who consider the body as a site of knowledge production. The following papers employ
positionality and autoethnography through innovative approaches aimed at destabilising more traditional methods.

Through the employment of a compelling methodological approach, Elena Rieger connects her personal
experiences with those of Emilie von Betlepsch, offering a critical reflection on the dual aspect of
comfort/discomfort. By following the footsteps of the German writer on her travels in Scotland in 1800, the
author questions the role of the architecture historian from a bodily perspective. Her richly descriptive anecdotes
draw the reader into her sense of discomfort, a concept she seamlessly weaves onto the politics of space, granting
it epistemic value. The connection between historical analysis and creative writing makes affective anecdotes a
unique and personal methodological approach, capable of challenging the expectations of the ‘disembodied
researcher’ and considering it instead a ‘body-in-situation’ (Young, 2005).

The objective of Fatma Mhmood’s article is to expand the discourse on ecofeminism beyond the pitfalls of
essentialism by employing an intersectional framework. By reflecting on women’s gaze towards the landscape of
the United Arab Emirates’ nature from an insider perspective, the author proposes an approach able to
problematise the traditional narrative by starting from women’s experiences within urban and non-urban spaces.
Nature, therefore, becomes experienced rather than seen. As experiences acknowledge positionality and diversity,
this method allows to disrupt binary spatial categories. By situating her analysis within the paradigm of postcolonial
Middle Eastern feminist studies and drawing from a substantial array of shared memories, Mhmood demonstrates
that the relationship to the land transcends the visual and diverges from orientalist narratives.

The following article presents a fascinating ‘intra-disciplinary’ methodological proposal that combines and
‘inhabits’ both theoretical and practice-based approaches from dance and urban studies. Through their respective
engagement with these disciplines, Adesola Akinleye and Elahe Karimnia develop a method of using dance to
understand the expetience of being present in the city. The method and language of the article are both original,
offering a sense of constant movement and novel ways of experiencing the text - ‘dance is to urban-journeying, as
poetry is to text’. One of the aims of the proposed tentacular-feminine-body methodology is to reconsider the
notion of city archives as static entities, instead suggesting their constant metamorphosis, which is derived from
the dynamic, relational encounters that occur daily in urban space.

Xin Li proposes an extensive reading of feminist spatial practice theory developed by Chinese scholars,
exemplifying the particularities of Chinese urban environments and emphasising the importance of developing a
context-specific theoretical framework. The author develops the concept of carrying in terms of care politics, using
it as both a conceptual lens and research framework through which to examine the relational dynamics between
bodies, objects, and urban space. In her ethnographic account, Xin Li explores the material acts of carrying
performed by gendered bodies in a residential neighbourhood in Beijing. She demonstrates how essential acts that
foreground the four fundamental aspects of living - clothing, food, dwelling, and transport - sustain urban life.
Drawing on critical urban theory, the author illustrates how the concept of carrying destabilises rigid dualities (e.g.
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public/private, productive/teproductive) in order to support the idea that the body is a dynamic site of spatial
production.

Building on the understanding established in previous papers in this section, which views the body as a source
of knowledge, Ugur Sarisen’s article queers autoethnography by incorporating ‘accounts of non-linear and
interruptive queer temporalities that unsettle normative chronologies’. The authot’s writing is crumblesome, taking
its form from ruins and allowing the reader to fill the gaps with their own positionality in relation to the text - it is
refreshing to see that it is possible to find ‘ways to exist within a normative system of academic production’.
Although seemingly based on an ephemeral, fractured ontology of ruins, the article is firmly rooted in solid
theoretical and methodological foundations. Through the use of autoethnography and autotheory, the author
reflects on how space relates to justice by situating his queerness within ruins and questioning concepts such as
knowledge, truth, and power.

BOOK REVIEW

The special issue also includes a review of the book Reconfiguring Spatial Practices Through Dance:
Collaborative Processes of Being-With in Dance, Architecture and Engineering by Adesola Akinleye. Prof.
Akinleye also contributed to this issue with an article proposing an interdisciplinary methodology for dance and
urban planning. In his review, Jeremy Hahn offers a clear analysis of how the artist and scholar Adesola Akinleye
develops a holistic framework as praxis, effectively commenting on the various means employed in the text’s
chapters - essays, poems, and interviews - through philosophical concepts and methodological reflections.
Through a clever use of language, he enables dancing terminology to illustrate the innovative practices developed
by Akinleye. Hahn pinpoints examples of how the author’s methodological framework engages with philosophical
themes to explain the intricate relationship between dance practice and the creation of the built environment.

CONCLUSION

While reading the articles that comprise this special issue, we realized that we were entering a communal space
that goes beyond the singular written page. This is evident from the recurring key references, both from disciplines
related to the built environment and from beyond - see for example Sara Ahmed, Iris Marion Young and Silvia
Federidi, all cited in many articles. This communal space is also evident in the use of theories that build up from
one author to another, creating a solid foundation for this collective discussion. A shared ferment is perceived in
the texts: an inner need to question uncritical and traditional methodologies, to reflect on the positionality of the
researcher, to conceptualise embodiment within the built environment, to build communities through the
employment of care politics, and to challenge dominant ways of writing history, reading sources and creating
archives.

We were fortunate to have the opportunity to collaboratively create this issue with the authors, editors, and
reviewers. We never took for granted the time and care they invested in this project. We are truly grateful and
would like to thank you all very much. This issue positions itself within a longitudinal, interdisciplinary discussion
of this topic that began before us and is already evolving. We would like to acknowledge and express our gratitude
to all feminist thinkers, scholars, and activists who have enabled us to begin the conversation from this point.
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ABSTRACT

Despite the increasing prominence of participatory processes as mechanisms for the democratisation of
decision-making, they perpetuate systemic power dynamics, inequalities, and exclusions. This article’s
critical feminist perspective on co-design processes as a mechanism for participatory planning practice
offers new understanding of how different actors’ intersectional positionalities influence their approaches
to participation, across at three levels of intersectionality: intracategorical, anticategorical, and
intercategorical. The study draws from 26 in-depth interviews with diverse participants in four case studies
across Scotland. The findings show disparities persisting in the experience of participation, hinging on
intersections of age, gender, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status despite narratives of co-design as an
inclusive practice. Additional barriers encountered by women and individuals from underrepresented
communities include implications of having a voice, different communication and reasoning styles, and
methods of communication across differences. Through raising sensitivity awareness of subtle
intersectional barriers, this article highlights the need for deliberate strategies to realise both the inclusion
of diverse voices and acknowledging the diversity of intersectional positionalities embedded in
participatory processes to enable transformative participation. This article advances a critical feminist
perspective by revealing the ways in which co-design is challenged as a mechanism to promote inclusive
planning practice.

Keywords: transformative participatory planning practice, co-design, critical feminist perspective,
intersectional standpoints, underrepresented communities

This article applies a critical feminist perspective to interrogate co-design in participatory planning practice in
Scotland and contributes by showing how different actors’ intersectional positionalities shape their approaches to
participation across three levels: intracategorical, anticategorical and intercategorical (see McCall, 2005). Cities have
historically been designed and planned with a male perspective in mind and by men (Terraza et al., 2020). This
has led to a systemic exclusion of women and other marginalised groups from urban planning and design
process, meaning that their perspectives and experiences have rarely shaped spaces of everyday life (Beebeejaun,
2017; Kern, 2020; Andres & Natarajan, 2023; Lennon, 2023). This makes shaping spaces of everyday life a
feminist issue (Elkin, 2017, cited in Bassam, 2023, p. 1), foregrounding the need to investigate how exclusion is
enacted, even within participatory practices such as co-design. The critical feminist perspective and its
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underpinnings, power relations of everyday life, intersectionality, and the lived experiences of different voices,
offer a nuanced understanding of participation that goes beyond traditional technocratic approaches to decision-
making (See Haraway, 1988; Crenshaw,1991; McCall, 2005; Wood, 2009). This perspective challenges the
assumptions of neutrality and equity often associated with participatory planning and underscores the need to
examine not only whose voices are amplified and whose are silenced but also the complex ways in which
exclusion is experienced across different actors within participatory spaces. Notably, post-colonial and post-
structuralist approaches—challenging racial hierarchies and prioritising the perspectives of marginalised
communities—have already been highlighted (see Colomb & Raco, 2018), yet intersectional feminist perspectives
remain underexplored, despite their potential to capture the relational, situational, and often inadvertent ways in
which exclusion occurs in practice. Therefore, this article aims to interrogate the complexities of intersectionality
within the context of participation in co-design in Scotland by asking: How do different actors’ intersectional
positionalities shape their approaches to participation in co-design for planning practice? In doing so, the article contributes by
revealing complex, subtle ways in which power, privilege, and exclusion are reproduced in co-design and by
demonstrating how intersectional positionalities influence having a voice, communication and reasoning styles,
and methods of communication.

CRITICAL PERSPECTIVES ON PARTICIPATION AND CO-DESIGN

Deliberative and participatory planning processes—most notably communicative planning (Innes, 1995; Innes &
Booher, 2004), collaborative planning (Healey, 2006), and deliberative planning (Forester, 1999)—are often positioned
as mechanisms for democratising decision-making by bringing diverse voices into the shaping of places. Yet their
inclusivity has long been criticised for overlooking the conflictual nature of human interactions, as consensus-
oriented participatory processes often reproduce power imbalances whereby some actors have fewer resources
and influence than others (Hillier, 1998; Fainstein, 2009). Participation does not always empower marginalised
communities but can reinforce existing power relations, as the perspectives of dominant groups often become
normative, othering less mainstream or less powerful social groups (Young, 1996, 2000; Hillier, 1997, 1998;
Sandercock, 2000; Beebeejaun, 2006, 2019). The key challenge, therefore, is not only who participates but also
whose perspectives ultimately prevail in shaping a place (Massey, 1991). These dynamics reveal that power in
participatory settings is not simply a binary division between the powerful and powerless; rather, it is complex
and relational. Power relations within participatory settings shape who gets to speak, be heard, and influence
decisions, and the ways in which local communities are asked about their contribution to the process since
“certain groups may be hatrd to reach in some contexts and locations and not in others” (Gotjanicyn et al., 2008,
p. 5). Young (2000) refers to this as external exclusion, when certain groups are absent from decision-making
spaces in the first place, often reflecting broader structural inequalities. However, she notes that having the right
and access to participation spaces does not ensure influence over the outcomes for everyone. But equally, those
who experience discrimination in society face the same challenges in participatory planning and decision-making
processes (Mansbridge 1983; Young, 2000), leading to znternal exciusion (Young, 2000). These often more subtle
forms of exclusion can manifest in multiple ways, for example, individuals with low confidence may find self-
expression difficult; women and those for whom English is not a first language may struggle with dominant
norms of communication (Lightbody, 2017). Participation must therefore be understood as embedded within
broader political, economic, and social systems of privilege and discrimination (Young, 1990, 2000; Seydel &
Huning, 2022). It is not a neutral process but one shaped by institutional logics and practices that reproduce
capitalist, patriarchal, and colonial ideologies (see D’Avolio, 2021). These contradictions are mirrored in the
structural exclusions and methodological limitations of planning, where structural inequalities remain entrenched
despite efforts to include diverse voices (Sandercock, 1998, 2003; Beebeejaun, 2006, 2019).

Historically, participatory practices have evolved from formal public hearings to more interactive co-design
processes that aim to actively involve communities (Sandin, 2020). The focus of this article is co-design, a
process that represents a collaborative, design-led approach to planning and placemaking. As such, co-design has
gained traction in urban planning processes in recent years (Sendra, 2023), as a methodology for engaging with
stakeholders including local communities who are affected by certain decisions in the process of making those
decisions (Sanders & Stappers, 2008, 2012; Kelly, 2019; AlWaer & Cooper, 2020; Sendra, 2023). In Scotland, for
example, East (2024) advocates co-designing places with girls rather than merely for them, to counter women’s
historical underrepresentation in spatial planning. Co-design is often celebrated for foregrounding power
imbalances and creating structures intended to empower communities (Sendra, 2023). Yet it continues to be
shaped by the same shortcomings as eatlier participatory methods. Much of the UK and Scotland’s participatory
practice is still limited to consultation (CCQOL, 2024), often considered minimal participation rather than
meaningful (Beveridge et al., 2016). As Escobar et al. (2014) argue, patticipatory processes tisk becoming
rhetorical unless terms such as community engagement, collaboration, and participation are redefined through new forms
of experience, knowledge and legitimacy.
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This argument resonates with broader critiques of planning systems in Scotland and the wider UK, which
have historically been—and still are—shaped by white, middle-class male interests and have often aligned with
the cultural norms and priorities of dominant populations, ultimately resulting in the exclusion or tokenization of
minority voices (Lightbody & Escobar, 2021). Nevertheless, Matthews et al. (2012) caution against a reductionist
approach to Scottish communities, echoing Beebeejaun’s (2006, 2012, 2019) findings from English and UK
contexts. Structural inequalities, whether rooted in geography, ethnicity, gender, age, religion, ability, or
socioeconomic status, continue to shape whose perspectives are heard (Arnstein, 1969; Hillier, 1998; Forester,
1999; Healey, 20006; Atkinson & Marlier, 2010; Short, 2021). But inequalities are not only present but intertwined.

Crenshaw (1991) and McCall (2005) emphasise that social positions do not operate independently but
intersect to produce unique lived experiences. Intersectionality asserts that to comprehend truly an individual’s
position and experience, one first needs to recognise that each social position relates to all other positionality
markers within that individual. For example, engaging women in planning cannot be approached without
recognising how age, employment, childcare, race, and faith intersect to shape their participation (Breitenbach,
20006). Colomb and Raco (2018) caution, however, highlighting that djfference without considering power dynamics
can mask inequalities, making all differences seem equal when some have a greater impact on social hierarchies.
While emphasising diversity helps prevent broad generalisations about social positions like age, gender, ethnicity,
and socio-economic status, it can also lead to fragmentation. This, in turn, may undermine the political and
intellectual groundwork necessary to challenge the structural barriers that feminism has long fought against
(Hendler, 2005), highlighting the need to understand intersectional positionalities involved in participatory
planning and co-design.

METHODOLOGY

This article employs a qualitative case study approach informed by a Critical Feminist perspective (Haraway,
1988; Crenshaw, 1991; Lafrance & Wigginton, 2019) to explore the role of different actors’ intersectional
positionalities on their participation in co-design processes as a mechanism for participatory planning practice. In
doing so, it draws on McCall’s (2005) and Windsong’s (2018) intersectional studies of multiple, intersecting, and
complex social relations. This complexity can be unpacked through the ways in which social categories are
comprehended and analytically employed through critiquing rigid social categotisation (anticategorical complexity),
emphasising diversity across multiple social groups or intersections (infercategorical complexity), concentrating on
complexity of experience within a specific social group or intersection (sutracategorical complexity), or an overlap of
these three approaches (McCall, 2005; Windsong, 2018). Although researchers often apply an infercategorical
approach focusing on differences and inequalities across intersections (Bauer et al., 2021), here we draw on both
intercategorical and intracategorical complexities as appropriate. For instance, as Beebeejaun and Grimshaw (2010)
argue, it is important to draw on commonalities between women, whilst acknowledging the different experiences
of individual women and the depth of their heterogeneity. The data collection and analysis discussed in the
following sections were carried out employing this critical lens.

Data collection

The article focuses on the observations, perceptions, and experiences of those involved in co-design practice
as part of the broader doctoral research carried out at the University of Dundee by the lead author. Therefore
this article focuses only on the qualitative data gathered through 26 in-depth semi-structured interviews carried
out between January 2024 and August 2024 with diverse participants involved in four case studies across
Scotland: Case Study 1 (2017, in-person without using online platforms, except using a website to communicate
with local community on which patt of the community survey was conducted), Case Study 2 (2018/2019, in-
person workshops and widespread community survey), Case Study 3 (2020/2, in-person design workshops,
online engagement was through the project website), and Case Study 4 (2022, hybrid blending in-person and
online engagement methods such as online workshops using Zoom, online surveys, online summit). These
projects were diverse in terms of location (they were selected within areas with multiple deprivations across
Scotland?), sociocultural and socioeconomic status of communities involved, and the subjects of visioning and
planning (for example, they are part of regeneration or revitalisation projects, or developing a masterplan, not a
single residential development plan). Access to the project reports and results, place, and people was key in the
process of case selection. Table 1 shows the selection criteria followed, in line with the maximum diversity
approach (see Seawright & Gerring, 2008) to capture variations in geography, socioeconomic status, planning
scale, actor roles, and modes and methods of engagement. Selected projects shared some commonalities but

I'The Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD) is a tool used to identify areas of Scotland that are experiencing high levels of
deprivation across multiple domains, including income, employment, health, education, housing, and access to services:
https:/ /www.gov.scot/ collections/scottish-index-of-multiple-deprivation-2020/
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differed in others, making them suitable choices to contribute to the breadth and depth of understanding of
actors’ experiences in different contexts. This set the context for designing a purposive participant recruitment
process within each case study. This further helped to contextualise their experiences in the data analysis process.

Table 1

Table one-case study selection criteria

Selection

Criteria Rationale Case Study 1 Case Study 2 Case Study 3 Case Study 4
. how ti .
Time S(flzpte‘;reirtfc‘i” ;lt‘f;i Pre-COVID-19 Pre-COVID-  Pre-and Duting  Post-COVID
Period P pricticef (2017) 19(2018/19) COVID (2020) (2022)
Participatio COHI:EZ:ZZZ Zr;n d Collaborative/ Collaborative/ Collaborative/ Co]lab/o rative
n type . Co-creation Co-creation Co-creation .
co-creation Co-creation
Interacti bsit Online +
Participati Explores digital divides n el;ac Ze \xfze SHE Face-toface + Interactive in-person
ariepatio g inclusivity through ace-o-race ace-toace website and in- (Hybrid)
n Modes L workshops + (online) surveys
mode diversity person (surveys,
surveys
workshops)
. Ensures feasibility, .
Location . equity of access for . Deprived urban De.pr1V§d Deprived
(Geographi Deprived urban area . residential
researcher and neighbourhood . rural area
¢ Access) participants neighbourhood
Regeneration Local Loc‘al.
. forum, local . authorities,
Multi-actor Local community/ community/ local
Actors collaboration reflects community/groups, oups logal groups, local community/
Involved power dynamics and local authority, groups, « authorities, )
. authorities, groups,
knowledge plurality external experts external
external external
consultants
consultants experts
. . . Co-creation Online group
Diversitv of tool drop-in sessions, in- Co- . ksh di :
y of tools erson o-creation wotkshops, art iscussions,
Tools & reveals how facilitation p ceation workshops, therapeutic surveys, in-
Techniques either excludes or co-creatio surveys, drop-in  workshops, drop- person
. workshops, surveys, . . . .
includes interactive website sessions in sessions, co-creation
Ve wWebs interactive website ~ workshops
Unpacks how different L . Action plan
Breadtb of planning themes shape Community vision, Plan and visions Plan@ng 4 for the future
Planning . . masterplan and . 20-minute .
. inclusion/ . for Regeneration ; of active
Topics . . action plan neighbourhood
exclusion dynamics travel
Access to Ensure.S. transparency, . S Accessed Available via Available via
and ability to critically Available via digital _ . o
Data & enoave with formal archives through digital archives+ digital
R 528 Consultancy Consul hi
eports outcomes of co-design onsultancy onsultancy archives
o Captures overlapping . Mix of age,
Sult;k:ht} identities (gender, age, l\ihx of age,i Moderately socio-
or ethnicity, Socio- Moderately diverse SOClomeConomic | roderately economic
Intersectio ! - status, ethnic diverse participant .
| economic status) and participant base and eender base status, ethnic
Annlar ; differentiated di gr ; and gender
aysis positionalities versity diversity

Source: Authors

Participants within each case study included community members, urban planners and architects as
facilitators, and local authority officers. Table 2 shows the participant composition who took part in the
interviews. The interviews were offered online or in-person at the convenience of interviewees, and, in some
cases, the opportunity to take part in a group discussion was offered for participants’ convenience to keep the
research process more inclusive.
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Table 2
Table two-participant composition by the intersection of gender and age
Case Gender Age Community Planner, Designer, Local Authority
Study Member Facilitator, Interpreter Officer

Case Male 18-35 0 0 0

Study 1 36-55 0 1 0

>56 3 0 1

Female 36-55 0 1 0

>56 1 0 0

Case Male 18-35 0 0 0

Study 2 36-55 1 1 0

>56 0 1 0

Female 18-35 1 0 0

36-55 0 0 0

>56 2 0 0

Case Male 18-35 0 0 0

Study 3 36-55 1 1 1

>56 0 0 1

Female 18-35 1 1 0

36-55 0 0 0

Case Male 18-35 1 1 0

Study 4 36-55 0 1 0

Female 18-35 2 1 0

36-55 0 0 1

Source: Authors

The semi-structured interview protocol allowed a natural flow of conversation so participants could freely
share their insights on their experience of co-design and participatory practices, while follow-up questions
enabled clarification and the probing of deeper perspectives. For this reason, the transcription was verbatim. By
centring participants’ narratives, the interviews sought insights on how participants’ identities, experiences, and
positionalities influenced their perceptions of participation in planning processes. This participant-centred
approach prioritised the voices and perspectives of those involved—directly or indirectly—in co-design
practices, making the research process more inclusive (see Haraway, 1988).

Qualitative case study analysis with an intersectional approach

Drawing on Braun and Clarke (20006, 2021) and in line with this study’s critical feminist epistemology, a
reflexive thematic analysis was carried out in three steps using NVivo 12.6: transcription and data familiarisation,
Sfeminist-informed initial coding, and development of themes. The data analysis process was driven by four main
considerations, to unpack the power of the data.

First, this study adopted a reflexive approach that acknowledged authors situated knowledge and their active
role in interpreting data (Haraway, 1988). Rather than assuming themes emerged naturally, themes and patterns
were actively discovered (Braun & Clarke, 2021), ensuring that the analysis did not treat participant groups as
homogenous but instead explored how overlapping social positions (e.g., gender, age, ethnicity, socio-economic
status) shaped their experiences (Crenshaw, 1991).

Second, the analysis employed an abductive approach that integrated theoretical insights and empirical data in
an iterative, non-linear process (Stake, 1995).

Third, the study engaged with both semantic and /latent levels of analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) through an
intersectional lens to uncover the deeper meaning behind spoken and written content. This approach was
adopted to achieve a more comprehensive analysis, as suggested by Abrams et al. (2020).

And fourth, the analysis presented here extends Yin’s (2013) and Stake’s (1995) within-case and cross-case
analysis methods with intersectional analysis (McCall, 2005) to examine individual experiences and broader
patterns of power and exclusion across sub-groups and therefore avoid overgeneralisation.
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That said, reliance on retrospective interviews rather than direct observation, carried risks of memory bias,
selective emphasis, and institutional contexts (Denzin & Lincoln, 2013). These limitations were mitigated by the
reflexive nature of the analysis and triangulation (Hesse-Biber, 2012; Fusch et al., 2018) to cross-check sources
and interrogate both shared experiences and points of divergence across diverse perspectives; the next section
presents these findings.

INFLUENCE OF INTERSECTIONAL POSITIONALITIES ON PARTICIPATION

This article explores different qualities of participation across age, gender, ethnicity, and socio-economic
status to understand how different intersectional standpoints shape participation in co-design particularly in
terms of access to means of communication and going beyond dominant norms of communication, and
participation. In the following section, three main themes are discussed: having a voice, different communication and
reasoning style, and methods of communication across differences. These themes were discovered organically from the
analysis of qualitative data gathered in this study, rather than being predetermined. Also, as Beebeejaun (2000, p.
5) notes, they are not ‘rea/ or fixed categories, but they are widely recognised and used by research participants
across three levels of complexity: intracategorical, anticategorical and intercategorical (McCall, 2005; Windsong, 2018).

Firstly, at the intracategorial level of complexity, and despite the research being concerned with four social
categories (age, gender, ethnicity and socio-economic status), the research is situated within highly deprived
areas, thus limiting the diversity of socio-economic statuses between community members. Rather than analysing
socioeconomic status as a separate analytical category, deprivation serves as the broader context within which
these intersecting categories interact. This approach allows for a more focussed and nuanced understanding of
how gender, in particular, influences participation alongside age and ethnicity, within communities shaped by
socioeconomic disadvantage. This focussed approach makes sense in Scotland, where participation and co-
designing future plans are significantly different in ‘extremely poor’ and ‘extremely wealth’® communities
(Interview 1.1). As a facilitator (Interview 1.1) suggested, participatory processes including co-design ‘[have| been
a success in wealthy communities that could afford consultants (...) but not in those stuck in survival mode’.
This is because when people are in ‘survival mode’, thinking about their day to day lives, participating in co-
designing their future may not be a priority; however, when they do participate their quality of engagement is far
from that of the wealthier communities, thus providing a more nuanced understanding of their participation.

Findings show that communities who live in deprived areas, despite limited access to economic resources,
show a sense of togetherness:

“To get together, to work together, fo make something bappen, then there is a (...) although this is damaged by lots of factors,

there is a more natural instinct to approach solving problems, relationally, by getting together and fignring it out together.”

(Interview 1.1)

This is seen in opposition to a wealthier community that often ‘(...) expects to resolve problems by throwing
money at it rather than solving them relationally through (...) time and giving (...) love to people’ (Interview
1.1); they also perceived to lack awareness of the needs of others without the same resources and connections
which can lead to entitlement, unrealistic expectations in participatory working, and even poor behaviour
towards each other and consultants, fostering a service mentality rather than true citizenship:

“Many people who are retired, (...) have energy and (...) skills, who are vibrant still to an extent, civic society within their

particular location, they very rarely have a concept of how that isn’t the case for any other community, because people in a certain

socioeconomic demographic only mix with the same people, birds of a feather and they can’t they can’t conceive of they’re being
other people who are just don’t have access to those resources and networks connections. So, what that generates is a sense of
privilege, which in terms of consultation often spills over into really quite sometimes quite bad bebaviour towards each other and
towards the consultants’ high expectations and in particular a kind of service mentality which is the opposite of sense of

citizenship”. (Facilitator, Interview 1.7)

The discussion therefore acknowledges the different mindsets of participants from various socio-economic
backgrounds as shown by the fact that, even when they mix, ‘in more mixed communities (...) lower
socioeconomic groups would be quieter than middle or higher classes’ (Interview 1.2). Sanders (1997) similarly
notes that across various racial and ethnic comparisons, higher socio-economic groups speak more, make more
suggestions, and are rated as more influential in group discussions. In turn, this supports the notion that more
affluent individuals and organisations tend to wield disproportionate influence over co-design processes, shaping
planning outcomes in ways that reinforce existing spatial inequalities (Sendra, 2023). This article’s focus on
communities from a more disadvantaged socio-economic status is justified by the fact that, as Jagtap (2022)
reminds us, residents from lower-income communities often face compounded barriers.

Secondly, an anticategorical level of complexity within the findings reflects a rigid social categorisation of gender
as a dichotomy between men and women. This is not due to a lack of inclusivity in our research design, as
interview questions invited discussion on the experiences of individuals from diverse gender identities. However,
participants consistently framed their responses within a binary perspective, discussing either their own
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experiences or their perceptions of others in terms of men and women. This suggests that dominant societal
narratives and lived experiences may still largely centre on this dichotomy, potentially influencing how
participants conceptualise gender in relation to public participation. As Hendler (2005) highlights, there is an
ongoing struggle in both feminism and planning: whether to prioritise specific social groups (such as women) or
broader, more contextual categories based on diversity and difference. For example, Hendler (2005) points out a
concern that contemporary emphases on diversity may inadvertently dilute the focus on women’s issues which is
ongoing and needs to be discussed.

Thirdly, the findings also show how the experience of participation is also complex at an znsercategorical level, in
such a way that the quantity and quality of participation are perceived and experienced differently at the
intersection of gender and age, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. Participants expressed varying views on
women’s ‘presency’ (East 2024, p. 27) in co-design and design-led projects. A few participants, mostly men over
50, believed gender is not necessarily the dominant factor for inequality in co-design and other participatory
practices they have been involved in: “the main division is not necessarily gender. It tends to be age...and
socioeconomic level” (Interview 3.2, Facilitation Team Member). Others believed “(...) women aren’t as
represented generally within the events (...)” (Interview 7.1); this female facilitation team member attributed
lower number of women joining participatory processes such as co-design to different responsibilities that
women have in their everyday life: “(...) they have more responsibilities. They’re trying to juggle lots of things”.
One female community member pointed out that this issue is especially challenging for minority ethnic women
in their community, explained that their family responsibilities often make participation difficult: “ethnic groups,
like parents, (...) particularly women, have so many responsibilities with families (...)” (Interview 2.2) which
makes it difficult to get involved. This is consistent with Kern’s (2020) argument that intensive parenting in
urban everyday life disproportionately burdens women.

Throughout the following sections, the discussion of findings reveals that the quality of participation at the
intersection of gender, age, ethnicity, and socioeconomic context varies in terms of baving a voice, communication and
reasoning style, and methods of communication across different groups and individuals.

Having a voice

This study’s findings show that, going beyond gaining access to co-design, the quality of participation across
gender is significantly different, especially when intersects with other factors such as age, ethnicity, and
socioeconomic status. And one key aspect that makes the quality of participation different is the participants’
perception of having a voice. According to this study, older retired men were perceived as the loudest voices in
group discussions such as design workshops. In contrast, women may find it harder to speak up in group
discussions dominated by men—when more men are present at the table. As observed by a male facilitator
(Interview 1.2), women are more likely to enter a co-design workshop, sit quietly throughout the whole event
and then leave, whereas men are rarely observed to do so; or at the very least men tend to have a one-to-one
conversation with facilitators before they leave the room if have not spoken during the process. In contrast,
instances of this occurring with women are significantly less frequent, and if it does happen, it is usually older
women who prefer to have a one-to-one conversation with facilitators before leaving the event. This resonates
with Cornwall’s (2003, p. 1338) warning about the ‘add women and stir’ approach, meaning that merely
increasing descriptive representation of women in discussions does not increase their voice and influence in
decision-making processes (Karpowitz et al., 2012).

Voice of minority ethnic woman

Minority Ethnic women might face further challenges in expressing their ideas and concerns because of
cultural norms relevant to them. This, for instance, was found by the facilitation team engaged with Syrian
refugees—referred to as the New Scots—in Case study 4:

“Women, when (...) in a group with a lot of men (...) they are (...) expected, it’s considered sort of like respectful and proper

bebavionr for the women to be a bit quieter, maybe have a more reserved attitude at those times.” (Interview 1.4, Facilitator)

As they observed that ‘the women are more comfortable and are more likely to speak and give their opinions
if it’s an all-women’s group rather than a mixed group’ (Interview 1.4), they organised separate focus groups—
break out rooms in online sessions—by gender with Syrian Muslim participants. In these separate groups,
women were perceived as feeling more comfortable voicing opinions without men being present. This highlights
the need to acknowledge the power effects of differences while providing an open and safe space for women to
have a voice and use their agency, as highlighted by Cornwall (2003). This approach prevents the dominance of
older male, business-oriented, and socially conservative sections of BAME communities in formal participatory
processes, to the disadvantage of women and younger people as indicated by Beebeejaun (2006). Such perception
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of compounded challenges Syrian women faced was also shared by a male interpreter from the same community
who was employed to facilitate language and cultural barriers during the project:

“(..) that’s a cultural thing (...) [when] there are a group of men and women, especially if a husband and wife and you collecting

opinion from the busband-and-wife person. I'm talking about my culture, Syrian culture, so the wife in this case will say a little

bit, will not say too much in front of her husband, especially if her opinion is opposite of her husband (...) that will make trouble

Sor ber (...) so she kept silent in front of ber husband (...).” (Interview 3.4)

Karpowitz et al. (2012) attribute this type of behaviour in adulthood to how girls and boys are raised in
different gendered cultures. Interestingly, the interviews with Syrian women showed that younger women in this
community were less bound by perceived traditional notions of proper behavionr and felt comfortable sharing their
opinions in the presence of men. This implies a potential shift in the mindset of the younger generation. Findings
also show that women might feel more comfortable taking part in women-led settings, where they could freely
express themselves. As a young female community member shared:

“I can understand... [what] put women off from engaging becanse I know myself sometimes. I'd (...) be (...) conscions (...) if 1

had, like an older gny and I was myself speaking to him, 1 never felt comfortable doing that |...and...] in some of the workshops...

all the representatives from the Council were men. That annoyed me.” (Interview 4.2)

These findings highlight the importance of diverse facilitation teams in terms of age, gender, ethnicity and
language, which enables facilitators to build relationships across different social positions, influencing their
participation. For example, a facilitator (Interview 1.2) emphasised their team’s diversity as a strength that they
would ‘Tlean on’.

Voice of young people

Findings reveal a strong sense of agency and activism among the young people involved in this research,
prompting a deeper reflection on the often-overlooked dimensions of young people’s engagement. Although
there was a general consensus among practitioners and community groups members about young people being
harder to engage with, this study’s findings revealed a hidden in plain sight aspect of young people’s and
children’s participation in co-designing plans: dismissive attitudes towards young people, combined with cultural
norms that prioritise adult expertise and lived experiences, often leading to young people feeling undervalued and
unheard. As stated by a 12-year-old female volunteer at the time:

“A lot of the time, especially because of my age (...) a lot of people didn’t always take me seriously (...) They wanted to speak to

an adult (...) Some people thought it was amazing and were really engaged. 1 explained it to them, but I was kind of really

dismissed a lot of the time, as if I was just here with my mum or 1 was just dragged here, or that I didn’t actually want to be bere.

There was a lot of stigma around that for me. It was really hard to deal with in terms of people not acknowledging me as much as

any other volunteer” (Interview 4.2).

This resonates with the study by Kelleher et al. (2014) which highlights that adults’ unwillingness or inability
to accept young people’s agency in decision-making is a significant impediment to their participation. We also
found that, while children’s engagement is valued, there are underlying perceptions that their ideas need to be
managed or filtered through a pragmatic lens to fit within the constraints of planning processes, as shown by this
adult’s views:

“Where you are with the children, it was much, much different becanse it was very aspirational (...) they wanted (...) big swings

and Ferris wheels. That’s fine, but that’s the kind of discussion_you have. So, and it wasn’t about tempering that aspiration, 1

think it was really abont making sure the young ones were engaged and fed into the process practically.” (Interview 2.1, Local

Authority Community Manager)

This shows a mismatch between children’s voices and the practical considerations of adult actors, which tend
to modulate those younger voices. This has led to young people frequently struggling to assert influence within
decision-making structures dominated by older, more established actors (AlWaer & Cooper, 2020) despite youth
engagement in participatory planning being increasingly championed (Campion, 2019). Nevertheless, this study
found that young people’s voices are not universally welcomed, and youth engagement may be received with
ambiguity: whilst some older community members preferred separate co-design sessions for young people
perceiving them as loud and disruptive, some facilitators emphasised the benefits of having different age groups
together, enhancing ‘creative listening’ which facilitates ‘a shared perspective and a shared solution’ by helping
the ‘older members of the community think about the next generation and change (...)." (Interview 2.2)

This shows the need for proactively engaging with young people, especially young girls, when designing and
planning cities (East, 2024). Nonetheless, the adult actors themselves are far from homogenous, highlighting
different ways in which the final outcomes are influenced by the more powerful, even when everyone is
nominally included (Young, 2000). The next section explores different ways in which women and minority
perspectives can be undermined because their ways of communication do not conform with dominant norms in
society.
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Different communication and reasoning style

This study findings show that the lack of sensitivity to cultural expressions and different communication and
reasoning styles, especially across gender and ethnicity, may lead to misunderstandings and disengagement
among individuals and social groups.

Communication style across gender

A young female facilitator, reflecting on her experience in other patticipatory processes, described moments
where she felt excluded because of the style of the discussion, where male voices dominated, talking over one
another and making it difficult to focus on the purpose of the discussion:

I think somebody had said to me, ob, you just need to speak (...) I don’t think that works for me because I think they should

be more like me (...) why should I be more like the men in the meeting? And I think they (...) should be respectful of everybody

else (...) and try to be a belpful participant.” (Interview 2.4)

This resonates with Sanders’ (1997) and Young’s (1996) arguments on how assertive, confrontational
speech—often male speaking styles—is valued over exploratory or tentative expression, often silencing women
and other less dominant voices. Indeed, we found facilitators perceived women’s style of communication as
more discussion-oriented whereas men were perceived as more assertive:

“Men can be a little bit more decisive about what the correct solution is for. 1 find women (...) wanting to have a discussion

about it, whereas men will give you their opinion on what should be the right or correct response.” (Interview 5.3, facilitation team

member)

Communication style across ethnicity

The diversity of communication styles across different ethnicities adds to the complexity of this dynamic. For
instance, according to a community interpreter (Interview 3.4), normal Arabic conversation is perceived as loud
by the dominant cultural norm in society and might be misinterpreted as ‘fighting” when they might be ‘laughing
and speaking normally’. This misperception could hinder efforts to build inclusive communication during the co-
design process. These cultural misunderstandings may also extend to how questions are framed and phrased or
even to the broader concept of engaging with local communities for planning purposes. For instance, some
questions in Case Study 4 required rephrasing to be comprehensible within a different cultural context:

Sometimes they ask the question, and I know in our culture or the people’s culture, there is no answer. It’s not

understandable—ryou need to rephrase it to try to find the answer” (Interview 3.4, Community Interpreter).

This underscores the importance of not only linguistic translation but also cultural understanding between
different ethnic—and cultural—groups. In this case, to provide a safe space for participation, two measures were
considered: engaging a familiar person who had established a relationship of trust with the community, and a
translator/interpreter from the same community to help with language barriers and cultural translations:

“One group was the new Scots with the translator (...) they were in a safe space that they were familiar with, and people [were]

comfortable with.” (Interview 7.4, Local Authority Officer)

This seemed to be a successful approach, as a female community member shared:

“(...) there is no problem. Becanse before we had some [langnage] classes with [Interviewee 1.4] (...) [s0] it'’s easy for us [to

speak].” (Interview 5.4)

On the other hand, in Case Study 3, a facilitation team member highlighted the limitations of the process
without adequate interpreter support:

“T don’t have the necessary langnage skills and my colleagnes (...) if we bad five or six interpreters, then we could have more

valuable conversations.” (Interview 3.3)

The points raised here challenge the efficacy of relying on established norms of communication and whether
there is a need for rethinking or going beyond one-size-fits-all approaches to participation.

A tailored approach to participation was discovered in Case Study 4, where facilitators worked with the ethnic
group in separate breakout rooms. While this approach enabled Syrian women to voice their ideas and concerns
more freely, it also highlighted how gendered spaces can shape discussions differently. For instance, ethnic
women’s groups provided more solution-oriented responses, whereas the ethnic men’s group in this case was
used as a space for expressing frustrations without a strong focus on resolution or finding solutions. This
highlights the need for “seeking to ‘balance’ representation between BAME men and women” empbhasis by
Beebeejaun and Grimshaw (2010, p. 1999).

In addition, it was found that participation and communication across different categories also depend on the
issue under discussion and the context in which co-design carried out. For example, an older woman shared

“I(...) feel comfortable (...) talking about things that I know, things that 1 do (...) and things that I understand, and I might

not be comfortable with the discussions around something I don’t know anything about” (Interview 6.2, Community Member);
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Whereas male participants were perceived to be more confident in group discussions, even if they were not
familiar with the topic under discussion.

These differences stem from diverse actor’s modes of being and ways of thinking (Healey, 2006) and they
require and reinforce unique, tailored methods of communication across intersectional positionalities.

Method of communication across differences

This study evidence that different methods of communication are perceived and expetrienced differently
across gender, age, cthnicity, and socioeconomic status. One of the most evident instances, which was
accelerated during COVID 19 pandemic, was the increasing use of digital tools and platforms to engage and co-
design with local communities. Planners and facilitators from public and private sector shared a belief that online
platforms fall short of building high quality interaction and in-depth discussion among actors. A local authority
officer shared,

“We had very poor discussions with our communities over the three years of the pandemic (...) we are now having to relearn some

of the skills that we (...) had pre 2020 (...) to matke sure that the quality of discussion (...) picks up again and over the next few

years.” (Interview 2.1)

Findings reveal that online participation methods may exclude individuals with low digital literacy, those
lacking formal education, immigrant communities where English is not the primary language, people in remote
rural areas with unreliable internet access, and older adults. Younger generations can play a key role in situation
that requite technological fluency such as digital co-design environments.

In using online interactive spaces, some non-verbal communication cues such as body language and
expression are lost; this gets even more precarious when engaging with different ethnic groups (see Sisimayi et
al.,, 2020). For example, an interpreter shared how important eye contact is in their culture:

“Eye contact is a school of (...) the speech.” (Interpreter, Interview 3.4)

And found it difficult to grasp the tone of the conversation when Muslim women from their community
preferred to turn off their cameras, rendering online communication into a barrier:

“Some of the lady they don’t show their face, they turn the camera off (...) So we don’t know if they if she speaks with anger or

happiness or I don’t know you can’t see ber.” (Interview 3.4)

Although almost all participants shared a belief that face-to-face participation fosters richer, more relational
exchange among actors, by providing a space for (...) express[ing] your word or your emotions (...)" (Interview
6.3, community member), paying attention to cultural sensitivity or individual preferences seems to be key. For
example, sharing an experience from a recent project, a facilitator stated that they would go to Mosque around
Friday prayers to reach out to Muslim men who were taxi drivers, and they would reach out to, and have a chat
with, their wives in school pickups. However, stating the cultural sensitivity of this reach out plan he said:

“We go, not me, but obviously female colleagues sometimes go to schools for young women and so_you're dealing with gender,

ethnicity and but you try to do it in a very sensitive way that feels inclusive.” (Interview 3.2, Facilitation Team Member)

This supports Beebeejaun’s (2012) argument that the failure of participatory frameworks to include ethnic
minorities in planning stems from a lack of appropriate recognition of such minorities and the ways in which
they would be engaged. As diverse community groups and individuals engage differently; for example, art
workshops are increasingly used to promote active participation, mitigating some barriers, enabling participants
to speak their mind instead of being quiet during roundtable discussions. However, a male local community
member highlighted he was the only man in the art therapeutic session implying that it might not be the best
practice for engaging with men: ‘(...) in the therapeutic art type workshop sessions 1 was the only man (...).
(Interview 2.3)

A similar pattern was observed by a facilitator that women were more likely to congregate together for mutual
support and building relationships, making them more approachable and easier to connect with during co-design
and participatory planning, whereas facilitators had to build a relationship before secking men’s input. For
example, in Case Study 1, the way of building that connection was playing pool with men before inviting them to
have a chat with the facilitator. As the facilitator stated:

“Key to that was [that] there was a sense of building relationship by doing something together over a table, which meant that we

had formed a bond in that sense, which wasn’t really required to connect with the women.” (Interview 1.1)

This is consistent with the general view that labelling some groups such as ethnic minorities as difficult to
engage with or hard-to-reach, reflects the challenges planners face in engaging them rather than a lack of
willingness from these communities (Beebeejaun, 2006, 2012). While historical marginalisation and
discrimination mean these groups deserve special attention, the real issue lies in how engagement efforts are
structured, not in the communities themselves.
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CONCLUSION

This article builds on a broader feminist discourse on participation and deliberation in planning and decision-
making by showing how the intersection of social positions—namely age, gender, ethnicity, and socio-economic
status—shapes the experience of an individual’s participation in co-design. In the multicultural context of
planning, recognising the diversity of actors as we is a contested issue (Beebeejaun, 2012). To be black in a white
community or working class in a predominantly middle-class neighbourhood, an immigrant in a xenophobic
urban area, or a woman is not just a ‘social category’ but means ‘to be on the wrong end of an asymmetric power
relation’ (Short 2021, p. 3). This research has addressed this issue by applying an intersectional approach at three
levels—intracategorical, anticategorical and intercategorical—to unpack the complexities of participation in co-
design and participatory planning processes in Scotland. The intracategorical complexity delved into the nuanced,
shifting, and context-dependent experiences of individuals within specific socioeconomic status; the anticategorical
complexity within the findings reflected a rigid social categorisation of gender as a dichotomy between men and
women and the nuances of this historic dichotomy in participation in public life; and the zntercategorical complexity
reflected on the heterogeneity of social positions, thus pointing out the intersectional dynamics that shape
individuals experiences and their participation in co-design for planning practice.

These research findings show that underlying power relations in society among gender and age groups impact
their participation in terms of baving a voice, different communication and reasoning style, and methods of commmunication across
differences; and these dynamics are even more influential when intersecting with ethnicity and socioeconomic
status. Men are more likely to speak up in co-design workshops than women, while women might feel less
confident speaking up in a male dominated setting; women tend to learn more about the subject of the
discussion before making decisions, while men seem to be more decisive about their opinions. However, other
social positions such as age, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status add to the complexity of one’s approach to
participation in co-design; for example, older women may feel more confident to share their ideas in group
discussions. Older men are usually observed to have louder voices, those who tend to dominate participatory
spaces, especially if being from a wealthy community, being retired and having more time and resources to
participate, whereas for low-income communities, individuals may feel inferior or self-conscious about lacking
the skills or educational background. In turn, they may think they do not have anything valuable to offer or they
may have been let down by the institutional power in multiple ways in the past so that they think their
contribution will not matter.

Although Scotland is getting more diverse, this diversity is not fully acknowledged when it comes to engaging
with ethnic minority communities in Scotland. These communities are from diverse backgrounds, faiths, and
cultures, thus there is a need to adopt different ways of communication that are not considered as the #or in
Scotland. Being male or female in some ethnic groups with their own culture and faith, can add to the
complexity of their participation. For example, in some cultures it is not common for women to speak up in the
presence of their male relatives. Therefore, acknowledging differences should go beyond targeting the existing
established community groups and networks, requiring in-depth research about the context of the community
when planning for participation. Unpacking this complexity is the first step to understanding why some segments
of society are continuously underrepresented. Further research is needed to delve into practical pathways to
overcome these intersections.
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ABSTRACT

This article critically re-examines the domestic space through the lens of feminist, decolonial, and affect
theory, centering on Cini Boeti’s Domsestic Project as a case study for rethinking architectural, relational, and
political dimensions of the home. Far from being a neutral or private refuge, the home is presented as a
deeply ideological and contested site where gendered norms, labour relations, and social reproduction
converge. Drawing from Italian feminist activism—particularly the movement for wages for housework—
the analysis underscores the role of domestic architecture in naturalising women’s labour while
systematically excluding them from spatial decision-making. Through engagements with theorists such as
Silvia Federici, bell hooks, Lauren Berlant, and Leslie Kern, the text explores how care, intimacy, and
subjectivity are produced and governed within domestic infrastructures. The essay argues for a radical
reconfiguration of domestic space as a political act, capable of disrupting heteronormative, capitalist, and
patriarchal systems. It highlights the importance of feminist design practices in imagining homes that
foster autonomy, relational plurality, and collective care. Ultimately, the home emerges not only as a site of
structural domination but as a space of potential transformation—where new modes of living, relating,
and resisting can be cultivated.

Keywords: feminist architecture, domestic labour, care infrastructure, gender and space, social
reproduction

At the centre of this article lies Cini Boeri’s Domestic Project, presented at the 1986 Triennale, a provocative
housing model that reimagined coupledom through autonomy rather than fusion. The project’s symmetrical
layout—two independent wings joined by a shared central space—challenged the dominant vision of
cohabitation as the renunciation of personal space and was quickly labelled in the Italian press as a ‘marriage
killer’. Far from a mere architectural experiment, Boeri’s proposal illuminated how domestic design encodes
social norms of intimacy, gender and labour, and how architecture can unsettle them.

Starting from this case study, the article situates Domestic Project within the broader history of feminist critiques
of the home and private space. Scholars such as Hayden (1981, 1985), Sparke (1995), and more recently Kern
(2020) have demonstrated that the home is not a neutral refuge but a political space where gender roles and
labour relations are reproduced. Building on this tradition, I argue that Boeri’s intervention exemplifies how
architecture can function as a site of feminist critique, revealing the home as a contested infrastructure of care,
autonomy and social reproduction.

A central claim of this contribution is that the home can be understood as a social and material infrastructure
grounded in intimacy (Berlant, 2016). This conceptualisation highlights how the physical and symbolic
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construction of domestic spaces reflects and reinforces norms of gender, family and labour while also holding
the potential for subversion and reimagination. Building on this tradition, feminist and decolonial approaches
further illuminate how intimate experience is conditioned by structural inequalities that traverse the domestic and
public spheres.

The Italian Movement for Wages for Housework (Dalla Costa, 1972) serves as a key historical lens for this
analysis, framing the home as a site of both labour and resistance and challenging traditional divisions between
the public and private spheres. By rethinking living arrangements, femininity and the political role of women, the
movement illuminates how the home operates as both a workspace and a political battleground. These feminist
interventions reveal how domestic spaces, far from being neutral or apolitical, are deeply implicated in systems of
oppression and offer opportunities for resistance and reimagination (hooks, 1984).

Critically, the reconfiguration of domestic spaces also invites a rethinking of the family as a social institution.
By disrupting the spatial and symbolic associations between the home, family and societal reproduction, new
possibilities emerge for envisioning relationships that are not bound by traditional norms of gender or
reproductive roles (Cooper, 2017). Thus, the home becomes a site where the very definitions of intimacy, care
and social belonging are contested and reshaped (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017). As a social infrastructure, it
functions both as a reflection of societal norms and as a locus for challenging and transforming them.

The contribution of this article is twofold. First, it foregrounds the [falian context—particularly the movement
for wages for housework and the emergence of ‘diffused feminism’—to show how domestic architecture both
reflected and resisted the political struggles of the 1970s and 1980s. Second, it reconsiders Boeri’s design through
the lens of feminist and decolonial theory, highlighting the home not only as an ideological apparatus but also as
a potential site of transformation. In this sense, the essay connects the architectural to the relational and political,
suggesting that rethinking the domestic space is inseparable from reimagining family and society (Kiratli Acar,
2024).

The article proceeds in three movements. The first examines Boeri’s architectural intervention alongside
feminist critiques of traditional domestic arrangements; the second turns to the Italian campaign for wages for
housework and the material dimensions of domestic labour; and the third explores theoretical reconfigurations
of intimacy and care through affect and infrastructure theory. Together, these sections argue that revisiting the
home as a site of autonomy, conflict and care is essential to challenging persistent gendered inequalities and to
envisioning alternative forms of living.

DOMESTIC PROJECT

At the foundation of every home design lies an understanding of human needs—both physiological and
psychological. These needs correspond to spatial dimensions, both metric and ideological, and thus to the social
dimensions of the individuals who inhabit them (Boeri, 1985, p. 7).

This principle guided Domestic Project, presented by Cini Boeri at the 1986 Triennale, a model house that
sought to respond to the evolving dynamics of intimacy and coupledom.

The project was explicitly conceived for a heterosexual couple—a normative framework that reflected its
cultural moment in Italy during the 1980s. Yet, its architectural configuration implicitly questioned the
assumptions underlying heterosexual domesticity. The plan featured a shared central area (kitchen and living
room) connected to two symmetrical wings, each containing bedrooms, studies, relaxation areas and bathrooms.
This mirrored arrangement enabled the partners to decide how and when to share time, while preserving
sepatate, autonomous zones—'connected but never completely ovetlapping.” Cohabitation no longer implied the
dissolution of personal space, but rather a conscious negotiation of difference.

Such a conception of intimacy radically departed from the dominant model of the fused couple, in which
spatial and emotional thresholds were effaced. Feminist and queer theorists have long highlighted how
heterosexuality is less a neutral orientation than a prescriptive institution. Adrienne Rich’s seminal essay
Compulsory Heterosexcnality and Lesbian Existence (1980) argued that the heterosexual couple form naturalises
women’s dependence and obscures structural inequality, while Kate Millett’s Sexwual Politics (1970) exposed how
intimate relationships serve as key sites of patriarchal reproduction. Butler (1990) further showed that
heterosexuality, like gender itself, is performatively reiterated through norms that appear natural. Boeri’s design
can be read in this light as an architectural critique: it denaturalised the fused heterosexual couple by staging
separation as equally fundamental to intimacy.

This interpretation finds resonance in contemporary empirical studies. Research on Italy shows how
heterosexual unions remain marked by unequal distributions of care and labour. Menniti et al. (2014), in their
study of families where mothers work, demonstrate that women continue to bear the brunt of domestic
responsibilities despite formal equality. More recently, Meggiolaro (2024) highlights that even among cohabiting
unions, household labour allocation treproduces entrenched gender asymmetries. In this sense, Boeti’s
architectural proposal directly confronted material inequalities embedded in the heterosexual couple form.
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The symmetrical design also reflected Boeri’s broader rejection of rigid spatial typologies. Rather than relying
on predetermined layouts—entrance, kitchen, living room, corridor—the project prioritised the analysis of
inhabitants’ specific needs. This approach emphasised adaptability and flexibility, foregrounding design as an
open-ended process rather than a prescriptive blueprint. Such flexibility aligns with broader feminist critiques of
the home as a disciplinary space. Wajcman et al. (1991) showed how built environments encode normative
assumptions about gender, authority and privacy, while Vallerand (2021) has argued that queer perspectives on
architecture expose and destabilise identity-based assumptions, particularly those tied to heterosexuality as an
unquestioned norm.

The reception of the project in Italy further underlines its political charge. The press soon dubbed it a
‘marriage killer,” revealing how deeply the ideal of the fused, heteronormative couple remained entrenched in
public discourse. This backlash also testified to the stakes of architectural design in the social reproduction of
family life: when space disrupts normative intimacy, it becomes a terrain of ideological conflict. The comparison
with more recent analyses, such as Steiner’s (2023) work on women architects designing for heterosexual
families, underscores the historical significance of Boeri’s intervention. While Steiner shows that architectural
responses often tended to accommodate rather than subvert normative roles, Boeri’s project proposed a radical
rethinking of how intimacy and autonomy could coexist spatially.

In this sense, Domestic Project can be read not simply as an architectural experiment but as a feminist
intervention that resonates with the Italian context of the 1970s and 1980s, marked by legal reforms on family
law, divorce and abortion, and by ongoing struggles around domestic labour. By troubling the naturalisation of
the heterosexual couple as the unquestioned centre of domestic life, Boeri offered a spatial imaginary of intimacy
grounded in autonomy, plurality and negotiation.

FEMINIST CRITIQUES OF DOMESTIC SPACE IN ITALY

This way of conceiving domestic space is deeply rooted in feminist critiques of the home and domesticity.
Dolores Hayden (1985), for instance, famously demonstrated how the material organisation of houses
contributes to women’s oppression while also offering a ground for imagining alternative forms of life. Her
proposals—shared kitchens, cooperative housing, and domestic arrangements responsive to all inhabitants rather
than to the nuclear family—situated architecture at the centre of feminist politics.

In Italy, similar debates emerged at the intersection of activism and design. As eatly as the mid-1960s, Marisa
Rodano convened a group of women architects to support the Union of Italian Women (UDI) in developing
proposals for Rome’s Piano Regolatore Generale. Rodano recalls:

I had gathered, perhaps with the help of architect Beata Barucci, a group of women graduates in architecture:

Vittoria Ghio Calzolari, Bianca Marchesano (the wife of director Nanni Loy), Lisa Ronchi Torossi, and

others. I had approached them to ask for professional input on social services and on how to frame UDI’s

proposals for the Rome PRG from a female perspective. It didn’t work at first—they were kind, but not very
engaged. The breakthrough came when I got them talking about their own lives. It was a revelation: these
well-educated, professionally skilled women—pioneers in a male-dominated field—were not only facing
enormous barriers to advancement but also grappling with the new dilemma of ‘balancing” work and family

life (Rodano, 2010, p. 102).

The UDI (Unione Donne in Italia), founded in the aftermath of the Resistance through the merger of partisan
women’s groups, became a major actor in post-war reconstruction and in campaigns for equal pay, social
services, and women’s rights (Tola, 2016). In the 1960s the organisation also began to contest the invisibility of
unpaid domestic labour. One of its early initiatives was the campaign for a pensione alle casalinghe (pension for
housewives), which sought recognition of domestic work as socially valuable labour (Unione Donne Italiane,
1955). In the same years, UDI pushed for an expansion of nursery services (asi/i nido), framing them not merely
as practical support for working mothers but as part of a broader political vision that acknowledged the dual
burden women bore in combining paid employment with domestic responsibilities. These struggles linked
women lived experiences to institutional demands for redistribution and recognition.

Historians have shown how these campaigns resonated with broader European debates on women’s
domestic and reproductive labour. Betti (2022), for example, has documented how the Italian feminist press,
including Noi Donne (UDI’s magazine), denounced the exploitation of industrial homeworkers and connected
their struggles to a critique of invisible domestic labour. Sarti (2014) has similarly emphasised that domestic and
care work has long been naturalised and undervalued, and that feminist activism played a crucial role in making
its hidden dimensions visible.

Such initiatives foregrounded women’s historical position within domestic space, strongly connected with the
idea that the home is a place of work and activity that shapes both the spaces and the people who inhabit them.
In this sense, the Italian case echoes Hayden’s call to take domestic experience as a starting point for
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architectural critique while situating it within the socio-political struggles of the 1970s and 1980s: declining birth
rates, persistent gender wage gaps, and a cultural climate that still defined women primarily through family roles.

Against this backdrop, Boeri’s Dowmsestic Project appears both timely and radical. By affirming autonomy within
the couple, it materialised the feminist demand to recognise difference without subsuming it under unity. At a
moment when Italian feminists were denouncing the invisibility of domestic labour and questioning the centrality
of the heterosexual family, Boeri translated these debates into architectural form. Her symmetrical plan not only
resisted the ideology of fusion but also anticipated the feminist critique of the family as an institution of social
reproduction.

The feminist rethinking of domestic space has often engaged theoretical tools to interrogate how intimacy
and social reproduction are structured. In this sense, architecture does not merely provide a neutral setting but
actively shapes relations of power, embodiment, and care.

Foucault (1977) analysis of disciplinary spaces remains a useful starting point: the home, like the school or the
factory, functions as an apparatus that regulates behaviours and distributes roles. Yet rather than treating
domestic space only as a site of surveillance, feminist scholars have emphasised its potential for reconfiguration.
Grosz (1995), for instance, has shown how space and embodiment are mutually constitutive, and how
architectural arrangements can reinforce or disrupt gendered subjectivities. In a similar vein, Colomina (1992) has
demonstrated how modern architecture reorganised privacy and visibility, particularly in relation to women’s
roles in the home.

Recent feminist and queer urban studies extend this critique by highlichting the home as a site of both
oppression and possibility. Kern (2020) insists that domestic space reproduces gendered inequalities but can also
be reimagined as a terrain of collective care and solidarity. Butler (1990) theory of gender performativity further
clarifies how norms of heterosexual intimacy are reiterated through spatial practices, rendering the fused couple
form natural and unquestioned.

These perspectives shed light on Boeti’s Dowmsestic Project. By introducing separation into the very structure of
the home, the project unsettles the normative expectation of intimacy as fusion. It suggests that autonomy and
relationality are not opposites but co-constitutive, and that architecture can materially support this balance. In
dialogue with Italian feminist activism—which denounced the invisibility of domestic labour and demanded
recognition for women’s autonomy—Boeri’s design becomes legible as a feminist intervention: not an abstract
theory of space, but a built proposition for reconfiguring the infrastructure of everyday life.

By reshaping domestic space, feminist architects and theorists seek to subvert its disciplinary function. Their
work challenges the home’s implicit role in enforcing binary roles, heterosexual norms and invisible care labour.
This is not about prescribing alternative blueprints but about making space malleable—responsive to diverse
lives and relational needs. It is a spatial politics of transformation in which design becomes both a site of critique
and a medium of possibility. As Lefebvre (1974) reminds us in The Production of Space, space is not merely a
backdrop to social life—it is a product of it and, in turn, a condition of its reproduction.

It is no coincidence, as Minoli and Aragona (1977) observe in the Italian feminist magazine Ejffe, that although
women have always been materially and symbolically associated with the domestic space, everything concerning
the broader politics of housing and architectural design—including aspects such as quantification, size, internal
configuration, the relationship with the city, and the potential inclusion of social services—has been determined
exclusively by men, such as politicians, economic actors, urban planners, and architects.

By contrast, rethinking the very structure of homes and cities could benefit from a feminine perspective—one
that differs not by nature but by virtue of a history that has confined women within domestic walls, making them
more experienced in the dynamics of everyday life that unfold there. Moreover, it is precisely women’s exclusion
from public space that enables them to reimagine and redesign it, with the potential to avoid reproducing new
forms of exclusion.

In this context, then, female difference is conceived both as a product of history and as the outcome of a
spatial organisation that is inherently symbolic. Domestic and public spaces, through their design, discipline
women’s behaviours and help shape what they become. Thus, to redesign these spaces is also to imagine
different subjects, to envision alternative ways of living and to relate that challenge to existing norms.

This position is echoed by Marta Lonzi, a member of Rivolta Femminile, who left the Faculty of Architecture
in protest of traditional conceptions of design. In her 1982 essay, #he architect out of themselves, she wrote:

One of the most despairing aspects I encountered—and still encounter—is that architects, never questioning

themselves, produce conjectures that lack any connection to subjective truth and experience. Their designs

appear unanchored, generating solutions others must live with—often inadequate ones. It is not theory that
leads to meaningful solutions, but human contact, which reveals them as unique and unrepeatable, grounded

in the singularity of each person. (Lonzi, 1982, p. 66)
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This view calls for a radical revision of the relationship between architect and inhabitant. It demands a shift
away from vertical, abstract models of expertise and towards a participatory practice that centres the voices and
needs of those who dwell within the spaces being designed.

In Boeri’s project, the abstract model being challenged is that of a couple or family founded on uninterrupted
togetherness—a vision of intimacy without thresholds or gaps. By contrast, the equilibrium between private and
communal spaces proposes a conscious interdependence between two subjects, opening up space for
coexistence in varied numbers and configurations. It reveals the ambivalence at the heart of the couple: it thrives
not on sameness but on difference, which must be granted both time and space to develop.

With this same attention to spatial optimisation, functional furnishings must be conceived of as flexible and
modular, allowing inhabitants to assemble and adapt them over time according to personal needs. As Boeri
herself argues,

It is not enough to think of economy simply as minimizing living standards—we must also think of
economy as reducing the labour of managing the home. In minimalist housing, more than anywhere else,
it is essential to provide specialized furnishings, services, and a spatial ratio that eliminates unnecessary
movement. (Boeri, 1985, p. 16)

In such minimalist designs, the duplication of spaces takes on new significance; it is no longer a luxury but a
necessary means of enabling relational choice. It signals that intimacy is not a default condition but a dynamic
and situated practice—one that architecture can either restrict or make possible.

Marriage killer

The controversy around Domestic Project must be situated in the political climate of the 1980s, a decade in
which Italian feminism, though less visible in the streets than in the 1970s, continued to shape cultural debates
on intimacy, family, and domestic labour. Legal reforms on divorce (1970, confirmed in 1974) and abortion
(1978) had already challenged the indissolubility of marriage and women’s prescribed role as mothers, while
feminist groups denounced the invisibility of unpaid housework and the persistence of patriarchal family
structures. Within this shifting landscape, Cini Boeri’s proposal assumed particular significance: by translating
feminist demands for autonomy and recognition into spatial form, Domestic Project resonated with ongoing
struggles over the meaning of living together.

The press’s response made this clear. Newspapers quickly dubbed the model a ‘marriage killer,” a label that
captured both fascination and alarm. The symmetrical layout of the dwelling—two equal and independent wings
connected by a common area—was perceived not as a resource for negotiating intimacy but as a direct threat to
marital stability. The fear it provoked testified to how deeply entrenched the cultural ideal of the fused,
heteronormative couple remained in 1980s Italy. In this sense, the polemical nickname underscored the project’s
political charge: architecture here did not simply design space but intervened in the ideological reproduction of
gender relations, unsettling what was still considered ‘common sense’ about love, marriage, and cohabitation.

In Amore ¢ pregindizio, Elena Gianini Belotti (1988) offers a striking critique of the family structure, arguing
that it instills "a grave deformation that underlies all affective relationships: that affection means primarily the
possession of one being, invested with power, over another who has none" (p. 22). Before the family law reform,
the husband was legally the head of the family, empowered even to use force to enforce obedience. Under the
guise of romantic love and complementarity, this framework concealed and legitimized a profound asymmetry of
power. Within the family, as Belotti notes, "telations between parents and children are marked by the sense of
legitimacy in parental possession over their children" (p. 47). In this light, the family appears less as a private
refuge and more as a social technology of control—a primary site for the normalisation of authority, hierarchy
and submission.

Against this background, the 1980s marked a significant turning point in Italian feminist thought. In 1982, the
Centro Culturale Virginia Woolf opened its annual activities with a manifesto entitled LZndecente differenza
(Bocchetti, 1995), and in 1983, the influential So#fosopra verde issue—published by the Libreria delle Donne di
Milano (1983)—rejected static separatism and proposed a politics of affidamento (entrustment). This laid the
groundwork for the landmark 1987 publication Nou credere di avere dei diritti [Sexcual Difference: A Theory of Social-
Symbolic Practice] (Libreria delle Donne di Milano, 1987). That same year, the feminist philosophical collective
Diotima published I/ pensiero della differenza sessuale (Diotima, 1987), while Lea Melandri (1987) contributed to the
magazine Lapis with a cartography of women’s experiences as a resource for renewed feminist inquiry.

These texts exemplify a broader shift from organized political activism to what scholars have described as
"diffused feminism"—a network of practices rooted in lived experience and everyday action rather than in
collective demands or representative politics. As Franca Bimbi writes:

Diffused feminism designates a mode of subjectivation organized around innovative conduct, not always

aligned with the collective actor’s demands, but resonant with its method of gender deconstruction and with

the imperative of women’s self-expression (As cited in Calabro & Grasso, 2004, p. 14).
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One of the most compelling articulations of this shift comes from the Libreria delle Donne di Milano in
Sottosopra verde (1983), in which a rejection of masculine-centered emancipation gives way to the notion of a
"common wotld of women." As the authors write:

We succeed when we weave a network of preferential relationships between women, where the experience
associated with being a woman is strengthened through mutual recognition, and new ways of translating this
experience into social reality are invented. [...] To be in the world while remaining in relation with other
women means giving substance to what the prevalence of masculinity denies: the original fact of being women

rather than men (Libreria delle Donne di Milano, 1983, p. 3).

They articulated a decisive shift away from static separatism and toward a politics of affidamento (Libreria delle
Donne di Milano, 1983, p. 6), understood as an asymmetric yet empowering relationship between women. The
issue also offered a radical critique of emancipation, reframing it not as liberation but as assimilation into a male-
defined social order:

Social existence is won in a sexual contest of men. When discrimination cases, women can enter this race, but

it remains a race of men. [...] As long as the partiality of being man/woman does not exist in the substance of

social and cultural life, society is mutilated and, for us, mutilating (Libreria delle Donne di Milano, 1983, p. 10).

This articulation of feminist subjectivity—based not on equality with men but on the affirmation of sexual
difference—was also mapped onto spatial imaginaries—rethinking not only political identity but also the material
forms of living, dwelling and caring.

However, this transformation was not without tension. Lesbian and separatist feminists voiced concerns that
the feminist movement was losing its oppositional force:

We have personally witnessed, as lesbians and feminists, how certain themes have been lost along the way. In
recent years, the feminist movement has gone through a deep crisis—many women have gone back home. (...)
What has happened to the struggle against the patriarchal system within feminism itself? (Calabro & Grasso,

2004, p. 119)

This concern about the re-domestication of women’s lives echoed critiques of the heterosexual couple form
and its symbolic centrality. Despite growing awareness of the constructed nature of gender roles, domestic
labour remained a largely unchallenged paradigm—unpaid, invisible and unequally distributed.

In this sense, Domestic Project was not simply a provocation at the level of spatial form but a radical gesture in
the ongoing redefinition of intimacy, labour and relational autonomy. By challenging the spatial coding of unity
in favour of reversible proximity, Boeri’s (1985) architecture materialised a key feminist insight—the private
sphere, far from being neutral or apolitical, is a contested terrain where social norms are enforced and power is
reproduced. Federici (2012, p. 7) and Fortunati (1995, p. 9) both emphasise that domestic space is not a passive
background to social life but a strategic site of capitalist accumulation and gendered discipline. Their work is
especially relevant to the Italian context of the 1980s, a moment when feminist politics shifted from legislative
confrontation to more diffuse practices of subjectivation and relational transformation. As theorists deeply
rooted in the autonomist and post-workerist traditions that emerged in Italy, both authors foreground the
invisible centrality of domestic and affective labour to capitalist valorisation, helping to articulate a critique of
reproduction that resonates with the broader feminist interrogation of the private sphere. While Federici
contributes to the international diffusion of the feminist critique of the wage and the commons, Fortunati
develops a conceptual apparatus capable of connecting sexuality, communication and labour within the domestic
sphere—anticipating later feminist engagements with immaterial and affective economies (Federici, 2019, p. 45;
Fortunati, 2013, p. 149).

To redesign the home, then, is to intervene in the very mechanisms through which subjectivity, dependency
and inequality are constructed. Where Boeri’s design interventions made visible the need for spatial autonomy
and differentiation within domestic life, the feminist autonomist movement exposed the invisible economic
structures underpinning that life. In both cases, the house became a lens through which to critique broader
systems of capitalist and patriarchal control and to imagine new forms of relational life not based on fusion but
on freedom and reciprocity. Ultimately, Domestic Project did not ‘kill’ marriage—it exposed its underlying
architecture. It revealed the family not as a natural or inevitable institution but as a construct maintained through
spatial, emotional and legal arrangements.

Nevertheless, the critique of the couple remained central—both in public debate and in private life—
especially as issues like work-life balance gained prominence. Yet, even as the fusion model of intimacy was
questioned, domestic labour remained a structural constant. The home continued to function as a gendered
paradigm, organising time, labour and affection along persistent lines of inequality. Thus, Domestic Project not only
envisioned new spatial configurations but also provoked anxieties about the shifting ground of intimacy and
gender, laying batre the extent to which architecture, social reform and feminist critique were—and still are—
entangled in the ongoing redefinition of relational life.
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HOME AS A PLACE OF WORK

A distinctive feature of the Italian campaign for wages for housework was its dual emphasis: a rigorous
economic critique of unpaid labour and a pragmatic concern for improving women’s everyday lives. In a 1973
report, Lotta Femminista articulated demands for wages for domestic labour, shorter working weeks for all, full
bodily autonomy, and the legalisation of abortion. Through neighbourhood and housewives’ committees, the
movement organised grassroots campaigns on accessible abortion, affordable public transport, and against rising
living costs. At stake was not only the recognition of domestic labour as work, but also its radical refusal. Rooted
in autonomist Marxist theory, particularly Mario Tronti’s concept of the ‘refusal of work’ (Tronti, 1966), Italian
feminists reframed domestic labour as a site of gendered exploitation central to capitalist accumulation.

Federici, in Wages Against Housework (1975), made this claim stark: the socialisation of women as caring
mothers and devoted wives is a political imposition masquerading as natural affection. The demand for wages
was never meant as reformist remuneration but as a strategy to denaturalise reproductive labour and reveal its
structural role in capitalism. Leopoldina Fortunati’s The Arcane of Reproduction (1995 [1981]) extended this analysis
by showing how reproductive labour—including emotional, sexual, and communicative work—was integral to
capitalist valorisation. Both authors, deeply rooted in the Italian context, displaced the home from its presumed
neutrality, exposing it as a key terrain of political struggle.

Federici’s well-known formulation— ‘they call it love, we call it unpaid labour” (Federici, 1975), finds a literal
counterpart in the experiences of paid domestic workers, especially migrants, whose labour makes visible the
emotional and moral expectations embedded in care. Arlie Hochschild’s distinction between emotional labour
(performed for pay in a public setting) and emotion work (conducted in private, unpaid) is challenged by the case
of domestic labour, which straddles both categories. Paid domestic work occurs within the private sphere, where
affect has use value but limited exchange value. This blurring of boundaries destabilises the neat division
between private and public emotion economies, exposing the unique contradictions of care labour in the home
(Hochschild, 1983). This conceptual blurring between emotional labour and unpaid emotion work has led
feminist theorists to rethink care not as a natural disposition but as a form of socially necessary labour. Rather
than viewing care as a spontaneous extension of feminine identity, scholars such as Tronto (1993) have argued
that care is a structured practice that underpins the functioning of society yet remains unequally distributed and
persistently undervalued. The case of domestic labour challenges Arlie Hochschild’s original dichotomy by
revealing how emotional performance in the home—despite being paid—continues to rely on assumptions of
selflessness, availability, and moral responsibility typically associated with unpaid care. As Hirata (2021)
emphasizes, care work is not only about providing affection but about organizing, anticipating, and managing the
needs of others—tasks that require skills, time, and effort, yet are rarely recognized as such. In this context, the
domestic space becomes a site where the ideology of love obscures the reality of care as labour, reinforcing the
invisibility and naturalization of gendered service.

The Italian trajectory of the 19805—1990s makes these critiques even more legible. During the 1980s Italy
shifted from a country of emigration to a net receiver of immigrants; inflows grew rapidly and reconfigured the
social organisation of care within households (van Hooren, 2010). Feminised migration increased and a private
market of domestic and elder care expanded—frequently informal or irregular—so that many tasks previously
performed without pay inside the family were externalised to paid domestic workers, often migrant women.
Empirical work documents this turn studies on female immigration and employment in Italy show the
consolidation of ¢/f and, from the 1990s, badanti as a distinct segment of the labour market tied to household
care (Tognetti, 2004; Catanzaro & Colombo, 2008). Analyses of the domestic sector also highlight low
contractual protection and high rates of contribution evasion since the oil-crisis years, conditions that persisted
as demand for in-home care grew (Sarti, 2004, 2017). By the early 2000s, large regularisation campaigns revealed
the scale of long-standing informal arrangements in domestic work and live-in elder care (van Hooren, 2010).

Within this landscape, Gutiérrez-Rodriguez’s (2010) notion of affective labor is particularly illuminating. In
her work Migration, domestic work and affect: A transnational perspective on care, she shows that paid domestic work—
often performed by migrant women in private homes—is a nexus where emotions, embodiment, status, and legal
precarity are organized by migration regimes and racialized/gendered expectations rather than by neutral market
forces. Read against the Italian case, where residence status, informality, and family-based hiring have long
structured the sector, her argument clarifies why "home" is never merely private but co-produced by immigration
policy, citizenship hierarchies, and cultural norms.

Parrefias’s (2001) analysis of global care chains further specifies these dynamics. In Sewants of Globalization:
Women, Migration and Domestic Work, she traces how transnational circuits channel migrant women—TFilipinas
among others—into domestic and cate work in Southern Europe, including Italy, under assumptions that
naturalize caregiving as women’s work while keeping employment conditions precarious and semi-private. Her
framework helps to read the Italian 1990s: the growth of live-in elder care (badantato), stepwise migration into
household service, and the stratification of domestic labor along axes of gender, class, race, and legal status.
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These perspectives do not displace the autonomist feminist critique; they amplify it in a specifically Italian
register. As domestic labour inside the family remained ideologically ‘natural’ and largely unpaid, its
externalisation to migrant workers made care simultaneously more visible (as employment) and more obscure (as
intimate, ‘private’ service). In this sense, the feminist denunciation of unpaid housework and the contemporary
realities of migrant domestic labour are two sides of the same coin: both expose how the home operates as an
infrastructure that organises labour, dependency, and inequality through spatial and legal forms.

Boeti’s Domestic Project can be read in dialogue with this constellation of critiques. While activists and
historians revealed the economic and affective structures underpinning domestic life—and while migration
transformed who performed care—Boeri’s design disrupted the ideology of fusion by embedding autonomy into
the material fabric of the home. Both strands of intervention—political and architectural—exposed the house as
a machine for the reproduction of social relations, while also opening space for reimagining it as a site of
autonomy, reciprocity, and collective resistance.

In this context, domestic labour functions as a social infrastructure: it links the public and private, the state
and the intimate. Its performative power produces not only material care but normative definitions of family,
gender and nation. It plays a symbolic role in the reproduction of national identity—especially in the
management of migrant domestic workers—and in defining which forms of intimacy are deemed legitimate.

Lauten Betlant deepens this understanding by framing reproductive labor as a form of "intimate
infrastructure"—a social commons that sustains collective life through non-soveteign, affective relations. In The
Queen of America Goes to Washington City: Essays on Sex and Citizenship (1997), Betlant argues that intimacy does not
rely on a shared identity but on "being with" others in fragile proximity. It is political because it mediates access
to care, value, and recognition. Berlant reminds us that intimacy has been privatized in liberal society, enshrined
in the figure of the White, middle-class, heterosexual nuclear family. This model obscures broader solidarities
and conceals the political dimensions of home life, making intimacy appear apolitical when it is central to
economic and governmental structures (Berlant, 1998, 2016). As feminist theorists have argued, the domestic is
not merely a private site of emotion but one where global and intimate dynamics intersect, shaping subjectivity
and labor alike (Pratt & Rosner, 2000).

Architecture and domestic space are not neutral containers but active producers of gendered norms.
Floorplans, spatial separations and the invisibility of collective services encode a politics of gender that renders
care private and feminised (Hayden, 1981). Reimagining the home as a care infrastructure forces us to see how
housing arrangements condition possibilities for relational care. Puig de la Bellacasa (2017) expands the concept
of care into speculative ethics, highlighting its role not only in human relationships but also in multispecies,
technological and ecological networks. She positions care as both a material and an affective infrastructure
essential to sustaining life (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017, p. 12). Smith (2005) argues that care must be
reconceptualised as a political and spatial ethic capable of counterbalancing the dominance of market logics,
particularly in the context of domestic life and social reproduction. Legal and policy frameworks are increasingly
being challenged to account for the centrality of care, as argued by Harding et al. (2017), who explore how cycles
of devaluation and revaluation of care shape social and institutional norms.

When housing is treated purely as private property, care becomes individualised, and the absence of public
support renders domestic care invisible. As feminist scholars have noted, this invisibility reinforces a link
between care and dependency, framing self-care as the norm and casting those in need of care as failures. Making
care visible—material, collective and valued—requires rethinking domestic space as a site of labour and political
practice. Federici (2012) argues that the historical enclosure of the commons was also an enclosure of women’s
bodies and homes and that reclaiming domestic space requires a struggle for collective autonomy and solidarity
networks. Similarly, Fortunati stresses the need to rethink domesticity not as a ‘natural’ condition but as a
constructed site of capitalist accumulation, one that must be politically contested.

Following Judith Butler’s theory of performativity (1990), we can also understand domestic labour as a
performative practice that reiterates normative ideals of femininity, family and care. Rather than expressing
preexisting truths, domestic practices work to naturalise gendered labour roles. The ideologies that circulate
between the public and private spheres promote certain expressive relations—Ilove, community, patriotism—
while marginalising others driven by appetite or survival. Intimacy, then, becomes a communicative process
shaped by public ideologies and private negotiations. In this regard, hooks’s (2000) work challenges us to
politicise love as an active, collective force capable of disrupting structural domination.

In this way, the home emerges as an intimate—political site, one that houses both structural domination and
everyday resistances. It is where power is enacted and contested through routines, affections, and spatial
arrangements. The home takes shape as an infrastructure in which women, through their labor, function as its
essential cogs. As Minoli and Aragona (1977) argue:

The woman, entirely absent as a decision-making subject, is nevertheless fully assimilated into the very
concept of the home, to the extent that she becomes the "ingredient," the "indispensable geat" of the housing
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machine (machine a habiter). The unquestioned presence of "a woman in the home" (a natural consequence of
the absence of collective services) represents, through spatial and functional ghettoization, the first level of
ptivatization enacted by men. It cotresponds to the cultural model of the home as a "possession" and a

"container of goods and people." (p. 37)

Given that women are entirely excluded from decision making in all matters concerning major urban and
typological choices, it can be said that the evolution of the housing system has been a direct consequence of
men’s choices and of male-centered historical development (Minoli & Aragona, 1977). This critique aligns with a
broader body of feminist scholarship that interrogates the spatial politics of domesticity and urban design.
Scholars such as Hayden (1980) have shown how the built environment reinforces patriarchal divisions of
labour, embedding gendered expectations into the very fabric of homes and neighbourhoods. Similarly, Massey
(1994) argued that space is not a neutral container but is produced through social relations and power dynamics,
making the home inseparable from broader systems of socio-economic control. Expanding on these
foundations, Kern (2020) introduces the concept of the ‘feminist city,” highlighting how urban spaces are not
only shaped by gendered assumptions but also actively exclude and marginalise women, particularly in terms of
mobility, safety, and access to decision-making. Kern calls for a radical reimagining of urbanism that prioritizes
care, inclusivity, and intersectionality, thus challenging the historical exclusion of women from shaping the
environments they inhabit. In this light, the feminisation and privatisation of domestic labour are not merely
cultural residues but are structurally inscribed in urban and architectural systems that must be critically
dismantled. A feminist approach to housing and urban planning, therefore, is essential for envisioning more
equitable and democratic modes of living. The paradox lies in the fact that while the home is idealized as the
woman’s ‘natural’ domain—her supposed place of fulfilment and identity—she has historically been denied any
meaningful role in its conception, design, or governance, rendering her both central to and excluded from the
very space she is presumed to embody.

The metaphor of the woman as an indispensable but invisible cog underscores how domestic labour is
rendered structurally necessary yet ideologically erased. The home, far from being a neutral or private refuge,
emerges as a space where gendered forms of labour are both spatially fixed and socially naturalised. The
‘unquestioned presence’ of a woman in the house is not simply a cultural expectation but a product of the
absence of collective services and of broader sociopolitical design choices that ghettoise women within domestic
roles.

By highlighting the complete absence of women from urban planning and typological decision making,
Minoli and Aragona (1977) point to the patriarchal legacy embedded in the very form and function of modern
housing. The evolution of the domestic sphere is presented not as a universal or neutral process but as one
shaped by male historical agency—reflecting and reinforcing a broader system of gendered power.

Thus, the home is not only a place to be analysed but also a lens for analysing society. To imagine a different
domestic space—one that interrupts rather than reproduces hierarchies—is to claim both a new politics of
infrastructure and a new politics of intimacy. This critique reinforces the feminist argument that architecture and
urban planning are not merely technical disciplines, but ideological practices that produce and perpetuate social
hierarchies. As Penner (2005) and Rendell (2000) have argued, the domestic interior is a key site where gendered
relations are spatialised and reinforced, often through seemingly neutral decisions about layout, access, and
privacy. The gendered invisibility in housing design is not incidental but rooted in the exclusion of women from
processes of spatial decision-making—an exclusion historically justified by the ideological separation between
public (male) and private (female) spheres. Italian feminist scholars, such as Ongaro Basaglia (1979), have also
denounced how modern housing typologies encode normative gender roles, silencing women’s needs and
perspectives under the guise of functional neutrality. Rethinking the home thus requires a political and
disciplinary shift: one that recognises the house not only as lived space, but as a designed artifact shaped by
power relations—and therefore open to reimagining through feminist spatial practice.

CONCLUSIONS

This article has examined Cini Boeri’s Domestic Project against the backdrop of Italian feminist debates on
domestic labour, intimacy, and autonomy. The analysis has shown that the project’s significance lies not only in
its architectural innovation but in its political capacity to render visible and transform the structures through
which the home organises social reproduction.

A first aspect concerns domestic labour. Italian feminist campaigns of the 1970s—most notably the wages for
housework movement—denounced the family as a workplace in which women’s labour was rendered invisible
and unpaid. Thinkers such as Federici (1975) and Fortunati (1995 [1981]) framed the home as a crucial site of
capitalist exploitation, where love and care were mobilised as ideological covers for work. In this light, Domestic
Project can be read as an architectural analogue to those critiques: by refusing the absorption of individuality into a

© 2026 by Authot/s 9/12



Cossutta | Dwelling in Conflict

fused domestic unit, it disrupted the naturalisation of women’s labour as selfless devotion and instead staged
cohabitation as a negotiated relation between autonomous subjects.

A second-dimension concerns intimacy and the construction of the couple. The press’s branding of the
project as a ‘marriage killer’ revealed how profoundly the Italian cultural imagination of the 1980s was invested in
the idea of intimacy as fusion. By designing a house where autonomy and shared life coexist without hierarchy,
Boeri destabilised the heterosexual couple as the unquestioned centre of the domestic sphere. In doing so, she
echoed feminist demands for recognition of difference within relationships and anticipated later theoretical
critiques—such as Butler’s (1990) analysis of performativity—that expose the reiterative force of normative
intimacy. Rather than dissolving the couple, Domestic Project suggested that intimacy could be reconstructed on the
basis of equality and reciprocity.

A third link concerns the intersection of architecture and politics. The Italian context was marked by
simultaneous processes: feminist critiques of unpaid domestic labour, the rise of migrant domestic work, and the
ongoing struggle to redefine women’s roles in family and society. In this conjuncture, Boeri’s design intervened
materially in questions usually addressed abstractly. The symmetrical wings of the house were not only
architectural solutions but political statements: they challenged the privatisation of care, the gendered asymmetry
of domestic responsibilities, and the conflation of intimacy with dependence.

The contribution of this article is therefore twofold. First, it foregrounds the Italian case—too often
marginalised in feminist architectural historiography—by demonstrating how local debates on domestic labour,
reproductive rights, and the restructuring of care inform the reading of Boeri’s design. Second, it argues that
architecture can serve as a critical medium within feminist politics, capable of making visible and contestable the
infrastructures that sustain inequality.

Finally, these reflections extend beyond their historical moment. Today, persistent gender inequalities in
housework, the feminisation of migrant care labour, and demographic challenges in Italy confirm that the home
remains a crucial site where autonomy, dependency, and reproduction are organised. Revisiting Boeri’s Domestic
Project and Italian feminist thought allows us to see that rethinking domestic space is inseparable from
reimagining family, care, and society. Far from being a ‘marriage killer,” Boeri’s design suggests the possibility of a
more equitable and plural domesticity—an invitation that continues to resonate in the present.
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ABSTRACT

This article examines how spatial practitioners in Slovakia and Czechia offer valuable insights into making
the field of feminist spatial practice more inclusive and accessible. Whereas feminist discourse in
architecture and planning has become increasingly exclusive and Western-oriented, local spatial
practitioners in Slovakia and Czechia engage in feminist spatial work through widely accessible, pragmatic
tools. They often do this by strategically using the ‘master’s tools’ — mainstream methods and approaches
— to create ‘good’ spaces for marginalised groups. By analysing the practices of 21 organisations, this
research identifies five interrelated components of space — physical, educational, representational,
participatory, and community-based — that collectively create ‘good’ spaces for marginalised groups.
Thinking along these five components offers an analytical tool both for existing spaces and, more
importantly, for practice, a guide for designing ‘gcood’ spaces. These practices offer an alternative to
neoliberal, gendered, and racialised approaches to urban planning by prioritising care, empowerment, and
self-efficacy over profit-driven development. The study shows that looking beyond dominant Western
feminist discourse can provide valuable insights for a more accessible feminist spatial practice, one that is
adaptable to different socio-political contexts and capable of influencing mainstream urban planning.

Keywords: feminist spatial practice, spatial justice, care, post-socialist, architecture

Most of the built environment fails to provide good space for the lives of many humans and more-than-
humans, as it is continually designed for the privileged 1%. This is brought to the fore by many local and global
protest movements (e.g. Extinction Rebellion; Deutsche Wohnen & Co enteignen) and is also evidenced by
research on the exclusionary nature of neoliberal planning (Moulaert et al., 2005). Although neoliberal planning
creates spaces for disadvantaged groups, like social housing, playgrounds, and national parks, these are often
inadequate and are frequently structured in ways that limit the autonomy and agency of their occupants, thereby
reinforcing the exclusions highlighted by activist struggles and critical urban research (Wacquant, 2008). Good
spaces for the 99%, drawing on the discourse of spatial justice (Harvey, 2009; Soja, 2010), are those that
empower, nurture, and build agency for all. The question of how to build such ‘good’ spaces continues to occupy
socially aware architects and planners (Davidoff, 1965; Sandercock, 1998; Innes, 2010; Angotti, 2020). Among
these debates, feminist spatial practice contributes a perspective that integrates feminist politics — closely tied to
spatial justice — with concerns over how space is materially produced (Petrescu, 2007; Rendell et al., 2009;
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Brown, 2011; Schalk et al., 2017; Frichot et al., 2018; Lange et al., 2021). Yet feminist spatial practice remains a
niche within the socially aware architectural and planning circles addressing the exclusions produced by
neoliberal planning. Drawing on literature and our own experiences, we frame this marginality through the
following obstacles, which we consequently address in this paper: the persistent focus on gender, which narrows
its scope, and the limited accessibility of its theory-laden methods.

The still prevalent understanding of feminism as a primarily gendered cause, in architecture understood
narrowly as creating spaces for women or promoting women’s work, rather than as a matter of value-oriented
politics, arguably discourages many people of all genders from engaging with feminist spatial practice. Yet
feminist discourse has already expanded beyond gender issues, while recognising that these remain an important,
unresolved dimension, to also encompass broader questions of equity and justice (Arruzza et al., 2019). This
paper, like our previous work (Gresdkova, 2025; Tabackova, 2022), contributes to such an expanded
understanding to demonstrate its relevance to all those striving for spatial justice. Additionally, the paper aims to
address another, less explored, yet frequently named issue: the difficult accessibility of feminist spatial methods
to architects and planners who are not familiar with the feminist discourse. To clarify: the belief that architecture
must break away from ‘the master’s tools’ (Lange et al., 2021) — a term borrowed from Lorde (1984) — has led to
new spatial methods, often embedded in specific situations and theory-laden terminologies (see, e.g., Frichot,
20106). This intentional distancing from mainstream architecture and planning methods makes their adaptation
back into mainstream practice challenging, a difficulty that is seen sometimes as an obstacle to be overcome,
while other times as a necessary boundary to preserve the radical force of feminist spatial practice (Frichot, 2016;
Petrescu, 2007; Schalk et al., 2017). In this text, we focus on the former, while remaining cautious of the latter.

The paper investigates spatial practices in Slovakia and Czechia, where the discourse of feminist spatial
practice, or socially engaged architecture more generally, is largely absent, as visible in the lack of contributions
from this region in the literature outlined above. Yet, as we show, there are practitioners who engage in spatial
justice work aligned with feminist principles. Drawing on our long-term involvement in the field as members of
the non-profit studio Spolka, we analyse the practices of 21 organisations working with people without shelter,
urban bikers, abandoned historical buildings, or pollinators. We argue here and elsewhere (Gresakova, 2025;
Tabackova, 2022) that their work constitutes feminist spatial practice, understood as situated, interdisciplinary,
multi-scalar, and oriented towards care and empowerment, without them necessarily subscribing to global
feminist theoretical frameworks. Examining these practices, which operate outside the discourse of feminist
spatial practice yet embody its values, provides a fresh perspective on how feminist spatial practice can create
‘good’ spaces in more accessible ways. Our analysis reveals important lessons. These practitioners succeed in
creating ‘good’ spaces while using ‘the mastet’s tools’ — widely accessible, often mainstream methods associated
with neoliberal planning. They do this rather than relying on newly invented feminist tools, which enables them
to collaborate with a wide range of actors familiar with mainstream methods in a context where specialised
expertise is scarce. Moreover, by considering organisations’ overall practices rather than isolated projects, we
show that the ‘good’ spaces they create combine multiple spatial components — physical, representational,
pedagogical, participatory, and communal. Building on feminist spatial theory outlined in the first part of the
paper, we offer a framework that structures these components, clarifying their interrelations and making this
practice more legible and transferable. In doing so, we contribute both an analytical and a practical tool aimed at
expanding the accessibility of feminist spatial practice and bridging the gap between theory and everyday spatial
justice work.

FEMINIST SPATIAL PRACTICE AS A DISCOURSE

Feminist spatial practice aims to transform urban environments to be more inclusive and equitable by
challenging the patriarchal structures embedded in architecture and urban planning. In other terms, they aim to
create ‘good’ spaces for the 99%. In this section, we outline how the literature, written largely by the practitioners
themselves, presents this undertaking. Rooted in feminist theory, feminist spatial practice originates in a critique
of how urban space has historically been shaped for the needs of a privileged minority, while marginalising
women and others (Weisman, 1992; Coleman et al., 1996). The legacy of Le Corbusier’s ‘Modulor Man’ — an
able-bodied, economically secure male, exemplifies how spatial design has prioritised the needs and values of
some over others. In conversation with the evolving broader feminist discourse, feminist spatial practices
continuously expand the notion of who these ‘others’ are, shifting from focusing on white middle-class women
to addressing the diverse needs of the 99% (Arruzza et al., 2019). The ‘good’ spaces they create range from more
traditional architectural typologies like housing, schools, and community centres to cooperative housing
initiatives, experimental educational summer schools, and community memorial projects (Feminist Spatial
Practices, 2023). What makes these spaces ‘good’ is not only their physical design but the values underpinning
their creation, including intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991; Angeles, 2023), situatedness (Haraway, 1988), and care
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ethics (Fisher & Tronto, 1990; de la Bellacasa, 2017; Fitz & Krasny, 2019). Feminist spatial practices can thus be
understood as an entanglement of politics and design praxis, each informing and challenging the other in a
continuous, iterative process.

Emerging from everyday realities, specific struggles, and lived experiences of intersecting oppressions, while
connected to the broader struggles for justice, feminist spatial practices are always situated, as well as entangled
with wider conversations about social transformations, care, and the making of space. The embeddedness in the
local and the particular means that feminist spatial practices are best understood through case studies — stories of
resistance, care, and transformation in specific contexts. The situatedness of each case is also what makes it
difficult to translate practices across contexts and arguably impedes their accessibility. Nevertheless, as discussed
below, a shared objective to create ‘good’ spaces and certain common spatial strategies can be traced. These case
studies, often autobiographical, form the core of feminist spatial discourse, which tends to be documented in
compendia rather than single-author monographs (Petrescu, 2007; Rendell et al., 2009; Schalk et al., 2017,
Frichot et al., 2018). In describing these practices, authors frequently draw on feminist theorists from outside
architecture and planning — thinkers like bell hooks, Sara Ahmed, Donna Haraway, Marfa Puig de la Bellacasa,
and Kimberlé Crenshaw — whose work provides the conceptual tools to interrogate power, care, and
positionality and connects the individual cases to the larger feminist discourse and political struggle. While these
theories offer a valuable critical lens through which projects can be both evaluated and generated, many of these
case studies remain inaccessible to practitioners outside of academic and institutional contexts due to an
increasingly theoretical and specialised language (Rendell, 2006; Petrescu, 2007; Frichot, 2016; Schalk et al., 2017,
Frichot, 2019). In the following, we zoom in on the technicalities of creating these ‘good’ spaces through
feminist spatial practices, outlining the processes and the expanded understanding of space they necessitate — one
equally framed in complex theoretical language and thus difficult to grasp for those outside the discourse.

Values and methods of feminist spatial practice

To understand how feminist spatial practices make ‘good’ spaces, it is necessary to first clarify what makes a
space ‘good’ for the 99%. While this depends on the specific communities involved, there are shared
characteristics. ‘Good’ life and ‘good’ spaces are in feminist discourse often articulated in contrast and resistance
to what is currently available to marginalised groups — spaces shaped by market-driven extractivism privileging
the interests of the so-called 1% (Ahmed, 2017; Arruzza et al., 2019). In opposition to this, ‘good’ spaces are
those that support community, foster care without paternalism, empower communities, and nurture collective
agency (Petrescu & Trogal, 2017). These spaces respond to the evolving needs of those who inhabit them,
allowing communities not just to survive but to thrive. Feminist spatial discourse is, in this regard, intertwined
with the concept of spatial justice, as developed by thinkers like Edward Soja (2010), Henri Lefebvre (1996), and
David Harvey (2009), who have all critiqued the unequal distribution of power, resources, and access within
urban environments. Feminist scholars expand this foundation by introducing intersectionality to emphasise how
these inequalities are further shaped by gender, race, class, and other intersecting forms of oppression
(Crenshaw, 1991). Intersectionality, a key feminist framework, shows how different systems of domination
reinforce spatial exclusion in complex ways. Moreover, feminist spatial practitioners challenge the
anthropocentric assumptions of urban design and planning, advancing a notion of spatial justice that recognises
more-than-human actors — ecosystems, other animals, and natural processes — as vital participants in the co-
creation of space and as equally deserving of ‘good’ spaces (Barad, 2007; Braidotti, 2013; Haraway, 2016).
Through these theories, feminist discourse also expands its own narrow focus from the needs of white middle-
class women to those of the 99%.

In the creation of ‘good’ spaces, feminist spatial practitioners often reject the conventional tools and methods
of architecture and planning, such as standardised design typologies and user models, glossy renderings, or
profit-driven processes. Drawing on Lorde’s (1984, p. 112) assertion that ‘the master’s tools will never dismantle
the master’s house’, these tools are understood not as neutral but as instruments that maintain the very systems
of oppression — neoliberalism, sexism, racism — that architecture, as a discipline, has historically served. As
explored in “The Social (Re) Production of Architecture and Architecture and Feminisms’ (Petrescu & Trogal,
2017), power imbalances are not just present in space but are produced and reproduced through design methods.
This parallels Haraway’s insistence that ‘it matters what matters we use to think other matters with’ (2016, p. 12),
ot, here, to design with. Feminist spatial practitioners instead seek to practise and to do architecture ‘otherwise’
(Awan et al.,, 2011; Petrescu, 2007; Schalk et al., 2017). To signal a break from institutional authority and to
affirm that space-making is not the exclusive domain of credentialed professionals, the term spatial practice is
preferred over architecture — particularly capital-A Architecture. It invites broader participation, expands who is
recognised as an expert, and thus also empowers marginalised communities to shape their own environments.

Zooming in further onto the concrete feminist spatial methods, there is a resonance with the above-
highlighted attentiveness to specific contexts and diverse needs, as well as scepticism of the spatial methods
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associated with the canon of Architecture and planning. They are therefore typically situated, multi-scalar, and
interdisciplinary and often draw on artistic or performative practices. The inventiveness of spatial methods is
legible in the literature. Here are a few documented in the volume Feminist Futures of Spatial Practice: ‘silent protest,
sharing—counteracting—connecting, commoning, navigating through intersectionality, carnivalesque intervention,
re-doing heritage, urban caring, and instructing conversation’ (Schalk et al., 2017, p. 15). Such experimentation,
although highly relevant for the creation of ‘good’ spaces, inevitably makes many feminist methods difficult to
translate into the routines of mainstream practice.

Yet despite this complexity and situatedness, a closer look at these specialised, situated methods reveals
recurring strategies: participation (Awan et al., 2011; Petrescu & Trogal, 2017), pedagogical practices (Schalk et
al., 2017), community- and commons-building (Petrescu, 2007), material practices of maintenance and repair
(Frichot et al., 2018), artistic and performative interventions (Rendell, 2006; Frichot, 2016), speculative design
(Frichot, 2016; Frichot et al., 2018), advocacy work (Kern, 2020), and visibility work (Ahmed, 2012; D’Ignazio &
Klein, 2020). Importantly, these strategies are not exclusive to feminist spatial practice: mainstream architecture
and planning mobilise them as well, sometimes to create ‘good’ spaces, but also to reinforce neoliberal or
exclusionary agendas (Cooke & Kothari, 2001; Ahmed, 2012; Tronto, 2013). With these parallels, we aim to
highlight the already existing translations and co-options of feminist methods into the routines of mainstream
practice, while also underlining that it is the values, rather than specialised methods, that ultimately shape the
creation of ‘good’ spaces.

Furthermore, there are also examples of more accessible methodologies that embody feminist values but do
not have the feminist tag. The book Critical Care (Fitz & Krasny, 2019) demonstrates this by presenting
architectural projects that may appear ‘normal’ in typological terms but are reframed by accompanying theoretical
essays to highlicht how feminist values of care, interdependence, and responsibility towards the planet underpin
them. In doing so, the publication makes visible how deployment of feminist values can enable the production of
‘good’ spaces even through existing architectural tools — a strategy also employed by the practitioners in Slovakia
and Czechia, as we will see later.

As feminist spatial practices intervene not only in the built form but also in relationships, narratives, and
everyday practices, they require an expanded understanding of space. Feminist spatial discourse consistently
challenges the idea of space as a neutral backdrop or empty container, instead describing it as relational, dynamic,
and always in the making. Doreen Massey (2005), often cited in the discourse, captures this by defining space as
the product of interrelations and as a sphere of multiplicity that is never fixed but always under construction.
Scholars drawing on assemblage theory (Frichot & Loo, 2013; Frichot et al., 2016; Jobst & Frichot, 2021) have
furthermore emphasised how spaces come together through heterogeneous elements — people, materials, stories,
ecologies — that form temporary constellations rather than stable wholes. Posthumanist feminist thinkers such as
Bennett (2010) extend this argument by highlighting that materials and more-than-human actors are not passive
but active participants in shaping environments. Taken together, these perspectives point to a conception of
space as an assemblage of material and social relations always in becoming, resonating with Haraway’s concept of
‘worlding’ (2016). Such an understanding of space enables the feminist spatial practitioners to build worlds not
only materially but also through narrations, enactment, and petception. The theoretical concepts of space
outlined above are foundational to this understanding of space. However, many practitioners employ it
intuitively by questioning the established paradigms, without necessarily naming or engaging with these theories
(Frichot, 2019; Rendell, 20006). As a few scholars note, this highly theorised and complex understanding of space
can present a challenge for practitioners outside the discourse, who often perceive space primarily in physical
terms (Petrescu, 2007; Schalk et al., 2017). This paper takes up this challenge: drawing on both literature and our
own fieldwork, we propose a framework of an expanded understanding of space that makes the concept more
operational for those within as well as outside of the discourse.

FIELD DESCRIPTION AND METHOD OF ENQUIRY

Slovakia and Czechia grapple with similar neoliberal developments as the countries in the West: privatisation,
commercial development, and the weakening of public housing shape cities in ways that often disregard social
equity (Hirt, 2012; Chelcea & Drutd, 2016; Ferencuhova & Gentile, 2016). Although actors countering these
processes exist, they are not coherently described in the literature. LokSova’s thesis (2023) highlights the
significant role of NGOs in initiating participatory approaches and safeguarding public interests in planning,
especially during and after the transition to the market economy, a reality confirmed by our study. Feminist
discourse equally only began to take shape in the 1990s (Cvikova & Juranova, 2009), although the role of women
in society and in architecture was also a topic during state socialism (Ryndova et al., 2003; Liskova, 2018; Bucur
& Daskalova, 2020; Brthova & Huber-Doudova, 2024). Feminist spatial practices aligned with Western
discourse appeared only recently, with a new generation, including us, the authors of this paper. The practice is
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strongly understood as architecture and planning for women, although there is a shift towards values. There are
two initiatives, both platforms, that are in the mainstream linked to this field: Women Public Space Prague
(WPS) (2015-2020) and Architektky (2020—today). Their differences illustrate the shift well. Whereas WPS
primarily focused on promoting women in the profession and is no longer active, Architektky addresses broader
issues, such as the precarity of students in architectural employment, expanding beyond women’s issues. This
shift aligns with the wider field of feminist spatial practice discussed above. A significant milestone was the 2023
exhibition Liberated Space: Care — Architecture — Feminism (2023) in Bratislava, which presented a historical overview
of the two countries alongside works by contemporary practitioners. To highlight the cultural enmeshment of
the two countries, it is worth mentioning that the exhibition was curated by a Czech artist, the group Architektky
is run by Czech architects, but WPS Prague was founded by a Slovak architect. The installation by Architektky at
the mentioned exhibition provides valuable insight into feminist spatial practices, featuring responses from
members of the Facebook group Architektky to what feminist architecture is. These responses highlight values
like inclusivity, empathy, care, community, and equity, which extend beyond gender issues, despite being
articulated solely by women. With our research presented in this paper, alongside our curatorial project, the
exhibition Beyond Architecture: Cgech and Slovak Spatial Practices for the 99% (2025) in Prague — which builds directly
on this research — we aim to further shift and establish the discourse of feminist spatial practice in the two
counttries.

Leaning on the principles and attitudes of feminist spatial practice, we used the snowball method and sought
out organisations that create ‘good’ spaces for marginalised groups in Slovakia and Czechia. As the objective of
the research was to be a mobilising force, we focused on currently active organisations with established practices.
To move beyond the identity politics of feminist spatial practice, we concentrated on organisations and their
activities rather than on personal approaches of individuals, which tend to be more difficult to learn from, as
they are tied to unique biographies and specific standpoints. Furthermore, examining the overall practice of
organisations allows us to observe patterns, shifts, and, most importantly, the consolidation of certain
approaches and methods in creating spaces for marginalised groups. By considering the whole practice of
organisations, we were furthermore able to see connections between individual projects and how they interact as
a whole in the creation of ‘good’ spaces. Such studies are largely absent in accounts of feminist spatial practices,
and our contribution highlights their value.

Starting with our own contacts and acknowledging our position in the field, we gathered over 250
organisations that our informants identified as creating spaces for marginalised perspectives. We intentionally
used the term ‘perspectives’ rather than people, community, or groups to encourage broader thinking, including
more-than-human marginalised groups. From this pool, we selected 21 organisations using additional criteria,
like geographical diversity, for a more detailed analysis, which involved conducting interviews with a
representative from each organisation and reviewing relevant documents. Analysing these organisations together
does not allow for an in-depth understanding of each but enables us to see trends and patterns. The selection
aimed to represent a broad range of practices. The following categories emerged from the data. The selected
organisations cover a case from each category. Detailing of these categories serves here also as an overview of
the field:

1. Who the organisations are creating space for: The clients — diverse marginalised groups identified in our data
— fall into five intersecting categories:

e DPeople in housing need: This includes individuals, families, women, and young people leaving children’s

homes, often from socially disadvantaged backgrounds, many of them Roma.

e People moving on bikes or on foot: While biking infrastructure often prioritises able-bodied individuals,
safe pedestrian pathways are crucial for children, women, and people with limited physical abilities.

e DPublic space for the 99%: This refers to the interplay between physical spaces and the diverse groups who
use them, emphasising the inclusion of marginalised voices in the planning and accessibility of public
spaces.

e DPost-industrial and post-coal landscapes: This includes people, other animals, soil, economies, stories,
buildings, and heritage — elements that shape landscapes exhausted by extraction and left to their own
means.

e More-than-human actors: These include pollinators such as bees, buildings with complex histories, forests,
and rivers — elements rarely considered when envisioning the built environment.

2. What spatial practices they engage in: All selected organisations create physical spaces, ranging in scale from
small objects to entire streets and city-wide cycling infrastructures. They rely on architectural and planning
expertise, either by including professionals from these disciplines within their teams or through long-term
collaborations. Besides architectural studios, all other organisations have diverse disciplines in their teams. All
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organisations rely on a broad spectrum of knowledges, ranging from environmental studies, sociology, and

communication studies to social work, education, and arts.

3. What the format of the organisations is: The majority are NGOs, some functioning as non-profit
architectural studios. The selection includes informal and formal groups, for-profit studios, activist
movements, institutions such as galleries, and groups linked to universities. Many can be categorised as
activist or informal NIMBY (Not in My Backyard) groups.

4. Where they are active: Most organisations operate in capital cities, where many are also based, even if they
engage in projects in peripheral regions. However, some organisations work in small towns and villages.

We conducted semi-structured interviews with representatives of each organisation during the COVID
summer of 2021, mostly in person, allowing us to visit the spaces where they operate. This access enabled us to
review materials on site, and we often left with physical documents, such as publications about their work. Our
interviews explored their practices, motivations, and links with formal planning structures. Only at the end did
we ask whether they identified their practice as feminist.

As embedded researchers in the field, we drew not only on formal interview data but also on informal,
relationally produced knowledge, sometimes referred to as ‘gossip’. In feminist research, such knowledge is
recognised as a legitimate methodological strategy, enabling situated, context-sensitive, and reflexive
interpretation (Haraway, 1988). This approach allowed us to attend to gaps or silences in the data. For instance,
one organisation’s interview did not provide much evidence of feminist spatial practice, yet we knew that another
member (who was not interviewed) is engaged in such practices and might have responded differently. Our
immersion in the field allowed us to critically reflect on our findings.

The interviews were transcribed and coded in Atlas.ti software, and the data was updated through document
analysis in 2024. We reviewed materials collected during interviews, as well as public content from organisations’
websites and social media for data triangulation. On this basis, we created short descriptions of each organisation
for the Beyond Architecture (2025) exhibition. All descriptions were shared with the organisations for adjustment,
which could thus see how they were positioned alongside others. As we received only minor corrections, this
served as another valuable way to validate our interpretations of their spatial practice.

To identify patterns in spatial practices, we employed an iterative approach, reading, coding, and redefining
categories through multiple cycles of analysis. This led to five components of space emerging from the data,
shaped by the feminist spatial theory outlined above. Although informed by theory, these components arose
directly from the data, aligning with feminist methodologies that emphasise complexity and situated knowledges
(Haraway, 1988). These components, described below, allow an analytical look at the diverse spatial practices of
creating ‘good’ spaces, which makes it easier to entangle the complex situated practices originating in unique
standpoints and make them accessible to others as well as adaptable to other contexts.

MAKING ‘GOOD’ SPACES IN SLOVAKIA AND CZECHIA

The analysis section does two things simultaneously. Its central aim is to examine how spatial practitioners in
Slovakia and Czechia are creating ‘good’ spaces. Through this analysis, we aim to uncover more concrete
methods and spatial strategies that build on the theoretical discussion above in order to make the practice of
creating ‘good’ spaces more accessible — especially to those outside of explicitly feminist discourse. At the same
time, this section explores the connections between the feminist spatial practices described in the theory section
and the work of practitioners in Slovakia and Czechia who do not explicitly identify as feminist spatial
practitioners, but whose intentions and values closely align with that discourse. By drawing out these parallels
and differences, we hope to bridge the two, strengthening the connection between theory and practice, which lies
at the heart of feminist spatial practice.

Before proceeding, it is important to clarify why most of the selected practitioners can be described as
feminist spatial practitioners, although the majority of interviewees do not label their organisations or themselves
as feminist (Gresakova, 2025). They all create spaces for marginalised groups, as outlined above, and state in
interviews that their practices are grounded in values such as care, empowerment, solidarity, social justice, equity,
and cooperation, clearly resonating with the principles found in the feminist spatial practice discourse outlined
above. Through their participation in the Beyond Architecture (2025) exhibition, which situated their work within
this discourse, some of the organisations have also begun to recognise their practice in this framework, although
the categorisation as ‘feminist’ originates from our analytical perspective.

Spaces for the 99%

Considering the spaces these organisations create, it becomes evident in the reception of their clients, which
are diverse marginalised groups, that each of them contributes to the making of at least some ‘good’ spaces. For
instance, the client base of DOM.ov (dom = house, domov = home), an organisation working with
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disadvantaged Roma families in Eastern Slovakia, continues to grow with each completed housing project. The
environmental NGO Arnika is regularly approached by residents in Prague when their neighbourhoods are
threatened by urban development, signalling trust in and recognition of the organisation’s advocacy work.
AutoMat’s Critical Mass rides consistently attract participants, showing that their efforts to reclaim public space
resonate with the broader community. Some organisations also collect data that indicates their impact on the
everyday lives of people they support. For example, DOM.ov reports that their clients, after completing their
programme and having their own home, are more likely to keep employment and that children of their clients are
more likely to remain in school — clear signs of increased stability and empowerment. The bookings for Cierne
Diery’s accommodation project in a restored historical mansion in the overlooked region of Gemer demonstrate
a renewed public interest and local vitality in the region. These examples suggest that the spaces these
organisations create are supporting the ‘gcood’ life of marginalised communities. They create spaces that foster
belonging, care, and agency, enabling communities not just to survive but to thrive, making them recognisable as
‘good’ spaces in accordance with feminist spatial justice (Petrescu & Trogal, 2017).

These ‘good’ spaces are also situated — a further central aspect in the discourse — shaped by both the needs of
marginalised groups and the specificities of the planning and legal context. This is evident in the evolution of the
practices of the organisations described in more detail elsewhere (Tabackova, 2022). Some organisations began
by experimenting with approaches imported from the West, like participatory practices that rely on municipal
support, later adjusting them based on what works locally. Others developed organically from the ground up,
shaped by the realities they encountered along the way. By tracing the longer-term trajectories of these
organisations rather than analysing isolated case studies, we can see how their spatial strategies mature over time
through trial, reflection, and ongoing dialogue with the communities they work with, as well as available
knowledge and skills. Their practices shift and develop over time as they remain focused on what matters — the
creation of spaces that empower and care for those excluded from the benefits of urban development. Some of
these spaces are more similar than others. For instance, cycling advocacy in Prague and Bratislava shows many
similarities, not only because both are capital cities with comparable urban forms and challenges, but also
because the organisations in both cities learn from and collaborate with one another. In contrast, housing
initiatives for Roma communities in a suburban housing estate in Czechia and rural Eastern Slovakia diverge
significantly, shaped by differing settlement structures, histories, and legal frameworks. Through this situated,
iterative approach, practitioners refine their own understanding of what a ‘good’ space can and should be in each
context and how they could be created given the local situations.

Working with ‘master’s tools’

An initial view of the spatial methods these organisations employ reveals a surprising finding. Most of them
make frequent use of the ‘master’s tools’, such as social media, catalogue family houses, and tourist
accommodations. Only a few organisations — mostly those led by architects versed in feminist and critical
discourses — consciously experiment with new tools or aim to develop alternative methods in the spirit of ‘doing
architecture otherwise’, such as performative mappings, discursive dinners, and listening sessions. While
experimental and artistic methods require expert knowledge, mainstream tools allow wider participation of local
practitioners who are generally knowledgeable of these tools. This makes it easier to create ‘good’ spaces,
especially in contexts with limited availability of specialised experts. Using known tools also arguably makes the
practices more accessible to their clients.

Take the example of DOM.ov, which assists families in building catalogue family houses on the edges of
villages — spaces that feminist spatial theory has often critiqued for reinforcing patriarchal domestic roles and
isolating women. But in this context, the same typology takes on a different meaning. The dominant approach of
municipalities in Slovakia in providing housing for these communities is to demolish makeshift homes that are
deemed hazardous and replace them with municipal rental housing, typically in the form of single-storey
buildings or low-rise blocks. This strategy has repeatedly failed: over time, housing is neglected by both residents
and municipalities, deteriorates, and is ultimately demolished again, serving to reinforce harmful stereotypes that
these communities are incapable of sustaining a ‘good’ life. Rather than improving the situation, such
interventions often reinforce marginalisation. In this context, DOM.ov’s catalogue family houses on one’s own
plot of land represent stability, dignity, and the fulfilment of a long-held dream thought unachievable for
members of this community. It becomes a tool for empowerment, a spatial form that enables a different future
and supports the ‘good’ life of DOM.ov’s clients, as outlined above. However, the house itself is not what
constitutes the ‘good’ space alone.

Employing the spatial lens of feminist spatial theory outlined above, we can bring together other components
of DOM.ov’s practice to understand the ‘good’ spaces they create. The organisation’s practice involves not just
building houses but also a year-long education programme in home economics, a savings-based microloan
system, regular visits from social workers, adjustments to land-use plans, support from neighbours and extended
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family during construction, national-level policy work, and social media storytelling that shares the success of
participants. Each of these spatial practices addresses a different, interdependent aspect of the exclusion of this
community from access to ‘good’ homes. It is all the individual spaces created through these practices that
together amount to the ‘good’ space for this community. Such practice can be described in feminist terms as
intersectional, as it addresses multiple issues of exclusion and caring by building the community’s agency through
a dynamic assemblage of physical, social, emotional, and institutional elements. All organisations we studied
employ a similar intersection of diverse spatial practices/spaces to create ‘good’ spaces. It appears that this
variety of intersecting spaces, rather than innovative spatial tools, is what enables the creation of ‘good’ spaces.
In the following section, we present a framework of these spaces, tying them back to the feminist discourse
outlined above.

FIVE INTERSECTING COMPONENTS OF SPACE

Our iterative analysis of the spatial practices of 21 organisations led to the emergence of five recurring,
intersecting spatial components: physical, pedagogical, representational, participatory, and communal. When
considered alongside the multi-scalarity of these spaces — from individual homes to broader policy environments
— these components form a matrix with two intersecting axes, as shown in Figure 1. Some practices appear in
multiple areas of the matrix, reflecting their multifaceted nature, such as those that combine education with
community-building efforts. Just as space and practice are deeply entangled, so are these spatial components.
What follows is a detailed description of each component, supported by examples from our data. These
examples show the variety of spatial tools and methods in use, as well as how each type of space is linked to
others. Hach category is also contextualised through relevant feminist spatial theories, highlighting how the
strategies employed by organisations in Slovakia and Czechia resonate with feminist spatial discourse. Altogether,
this framework offers a grounded understanding of what ‘good’ spaces consist of and how their components are
necessarily interrelated and span multiple scales.

Figure 1
Matrix of feminist spatial practices, with selected organisations plotted on it. 2025 © Zuzana Tabatkova
o ’ neighbourhood city region country
SCALES OF SPACES buildings public space (zone) (ard s plan) (solictes) Inokcias)
TYPES OF SPACES
Arnika
. summel
community i . school
Auto-mat
. Limity jsme my
Ci Di
representational graphics stories . SRS EIR

publication 5 ib ‘ DOM.ov
database data
) ollectio
. Hranicar
Q Péstuj Prostor

. Spolka

learning

participatory

physical

land
use
plan

Representational spaces are created through photos, graphics, texts, databases, studies, and other forms of media.
Representational spaces give visibility and legitimacy to marginalised groups and the worlds they inhabit,
particularly when physical transformation is not yet possible due to a lack of resources. For example, Cierne
Diery’s graphics of abandoned historical buildings reframe these structures from neglected remnants to objects
of desire, creating a shift in public perception. They, like many other organisations, also create databases of
buildings that have been marginalised, for instance due to their links with an uncomfortable past — socialist,
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Hungarian, or other. These databases act as both a record of and an invitation for care and attention. Similarly,
DOM.ov uses social media to publish success stories about Roma families who have built their own homes,
challenging dominant narratives of dysfunction and dependence. AutoMat collects and visualises cycling data in
Prague, making visible what is already happening on the streets and using that data to lobby for safer
infrastructures. As feminist theorists like bell hooks (1998) and D’Ignazio and Klein (2020) have pointed out,
such representational work is a vital site for creating ‘good’ spaces. These are not merely support tools; they are
where new imaginaries and worlds begin to take shape. Data, stories, and visual materials become interventions
in themselves — tools for counter-narratives and for assembling new social-spatial realities, resonating with
Haraway’s notion of ‘worldings’ (2016). When physical transformation is constrained by structural inequalities,
representational space becomes a crucial starting point. As the case studies show, representation can shift
perspectives, reframe what matters, and prepare the ground for other forms of spatial intervention.

Pedagogical spaces empower individuals and communities through knowledge-sharing and capacity-building.
One kind of these spaces operates on a ‘help to self-help” model to foster long-term agency. Arnika, for example,
offers pro-bono legal consultations to help communities resist exploitative urban developments, while Péstuj
Prostor runs open calls that provide both funding and architectural support to locals to improve public spaces
they care for. Such initiatives often overlap with participatory and physical spaces. DOM.ov integrates a year-
long financial literacy programme as part of its self-build housing model, ensuring that new homes are sustained
by stable household management. These are pedagogical spaces that align with the emphasis of feminist spatial
practices on education as empowerment (Petrescu, 2007; Schalk et al., 2017). They are also sites where situated
knowledge (Haraway, 2016) — knowledge grounded in lived experience — is produced and shared. Other kinds of
learning spaces are more traditional, focusing on spatial practitioners, those alighing with feminist values or not,
like municipal workers, university students, and architects in practice. Summer schools, seminars, university
courses, conferences, lectures, and qualification courses are all formats widely used to transform the mainstream
practice and also to build communities of practitioners that can support each other in the creation of ‘good’
spaces.

Participatory spaces follow a broad spectrum, from informing residents of urban plans, consultation processes,
participatory workshops, and co-design sessions to hands-on construction of public infrastructure — much like
Western processes influenced by Arnstein’s (1969) Ladder of Citizen Participation. These spaces are often
intertwined with physical, pedagogical, and communal spaces; they are moments for relationship-building and
collective knowledge production. They take the form of neighbourhood festivals, community dinners, or formal
processes done in collaboration with municipalities. More than the form, it is the intention to redistribute power
that makes them feminist (Petrescu, 2007; Arruzza et al, 2019; Angeles, 2023). These spaces allow for the
recognition of multiple standpoints and lived realities, engaging communities not merely as stakeholders but as
co-creators. Participatory processes can also be transformative: by engaging directly in shaping their
environments, people often shift their understanding of themselves and of what is possible. These are spaces of
becoming (Grosz, 2001), where individuals and collectives strengthen their agency and build confidence, voice,
and a sense of ownership over the built environment.

Physical spaces are the built, material components of spatial practice, ranging from permanent housing to
temporary interventions. They include DOM.ov’s self-built homes, Cierne Diery’s architectural renovations, and
other organisations’ festivals, summer schools, or street closures that temporarily alter the everyday experience of
space. These physical spaces are often used tactically as a means of prefiguring alternative futures: a car-free
street becomes a playground, a square becomes a commons, a ruin becomes a sought-after object. The climate
camp of Limity Jsme My is both a physical and a relational prefigurative space — a temporary wotld built on
principles of solidarity, non-hierarchy, and care for humans and more-than-humans — an act of feminist
‘worlding” (Haraway, 2016). Very few examples involve the creation of entirely new physical spaces, which is
likely connected to the resource-heavy nature of construction and especially the lack of financial means. Instead,
much of the work focuses on the maintenance of and care for existing spaces (de la Bellacasa, 2017; Fitz &
Krasny, 2019). For instance, Cierne Diery’s tourist accommodation creates a new architectural object while
preserving the layered interior of a historical building — not rewriting but maintaining and caring for it.
Materiality plays an important role here. The insect house, by another of the researched cases, COLridor, for
example, uses the natural properties of wood to expand and contract with humidity. Spolka, to cite another
example, uses concrete gutters, originally designed to divert water from landscapes, and reimagines them as
furniture in a new water retention garden. These practices work with what is already there, foregrounding care
and reuse, as do feminist spatial theorists who centre maintenance, relationality, and ecological entanglements in
design (Fitz & Krasny, 2019). We also include in this category the design of physical space through tools such as
urban strategies or land-use plans, which, although abstract, ultimately shape material space and how it is
experienced.
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Communal spaces are created through the relationships that sustain and emerge from spatial practice. Cierne
Diery’s social media presence is a key example: it cultivates a network of (not only online) supporters who give
cultural and symbolic value to the buildings they promote. Péstuj Prostor’s work depends on the strength of local
communities to initiate and sustain public space projects. The peer-learning environments shared by practitioners
themselves — workshops, networks, and informal collaborations — form a community of practice. They are vital
for the maintenance of ‘good’ spaces over time, ensuring that interventions do not remain isolated events but
become embedded in everyday life (Petrescu & Trogal, 2017).

A final insight that emerged during the analysis is the inherently complex and relational nature of many spatial
practices. When attempting to map singular practices onto the matrix, it became clear that many of them
produce more than one type of space simultaneously. This is why some practices appear in multiple places within
the matrix. The simultaneous creation of multiple types of spaces often happens intuitively, especially for
organisations working with limited resources. It’s a practical and effective approach: one spatial method
frequently gives rise to several types of space at once. Take, for example, a neighbourhood festival. While it may
appear to be a simple, temporary physical intervention, it often generates multiple spaces. It creates a physical
space where people gather, but it also reshapes how the space is understood and experienced. If the event
includes an exhibition showcasing data on cycling patterns or stories from overlooked communities, it
simultaneously becomes a representational space. A workshop or public discussion during the event turns it into
a pedagogical space. If residents are involved in shaping the programme, sharing food, or voicing concerns, the
event also becomes a participatory space. Add informal moments of connection — conversation, music, shared
meals — and a communal space begins to form. All of this can happen within the span of an afternoon, through a
single practice. However, not every event will create all five components, nor should it. The data shows that it is
the overall spatial practice, not single projects or events, that together create ‘good’ spaces through the creation
of the five intersecting components of space.

THE NECESSITY OF MULTIPLE SPACES

In this discussion, we reflect critically on the main insights from our analysis, situating them in relation to the
feminist spatial practice discourse and to their implications for practice. Our analysis of 21 organisations in
Slovakia and Czechia shows that, contrary to much of the feminist spatial discourse, ‘master’s tools’ can
contribute to the making of ‘good’ spaces. In other words, employing the same mechanisms as the dominant
system — modifying land-use plans, designing catalogue houses, using mainstream social media — can support the
creation of spaces that nurture care, agency, and justice. Employing mainstream rather than specialised tools
makes the creation of ‘good’ spaces more accessible to practitioners, especially in places where expertise is scarce,
such as the post-socialist context. Yet because these practices only become transformative when guided by
feminist values, this finding is more relevant for those already positioned within feminist spatial discourse, for
whom it broadens the repertoire of possible methods. For practitioners outside the discourse, the distinction
may be confusing: if the role of values is not grasped, learning that feminist spatial practitioners often use the
same tools as mainstream actors risks obscuring rather than clarifying what makes a practice feminist.

A second contribution of this paper is the framework of five interconnected components of space. This
framework aims to provide an operational understanding of space as complex, dynamic, and multiple in ways
that practitioners, especially those outside feminist circles, can meaningfully apply. Yet its simplicity poses
challenges. By conflating practice and space in one, it mirrors the feminist understanding of space as always
becoming, while at the same time translating it into more static, mainstream terminology to enhance legibility.
The paper does not explore in depth how processes and spaces interlink, but instead only sketches this
connection with examples. Our previous work offers a deeper exploration of participatory spaces (Tabackova &
Mravcakova, 2024), but this complexity can remain difficult to grasp, particularly for those outside of feminist
discoutse. Moreover, the framework's accessibility is double-edged: while it may make the expanded concept of
space more tangible, it also risks being co-opted by neoliberal agendas. As mainstream actors also use these
components, the framework could be mobilised to produce compelling but exclusionary spaces. The framework
thus offers insights into feminist spatial practices and the expanded concept of space, but its transformative
potential depends on the political values attached to its use.

All of the above promotes and encourages feminist spatial practice to open up, to embrace accessible, even
mainstream methods, tools, and language, while being aware of the risks of co-option by neoliberal frameworks.
However, the organisations we examined already operate within this tension (Gresakova, 2025). In addition to
using the ‘master’s tools’, these practitioners, for instance, often cooperate with the ‘master” — not just to access
resources but to directly co-create ‘good’ spaces. Our earlier paper shows how such close collaborations are, in
fact, desired as a means of transforming the system of planning culture itself (Tabackova & Mravcakova, 2024).
Another analysis by the author of this paper highlights how these groups create hybrid models to survive within
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the post-socialist capitalist ruins, balancing institutional engagement with grassroots autonomy (Gresakova,
2025). Future research should explore how such practices sustain a feminist spatial agenda while existing in
proximity to the very systems they seek to change, as well as responding to political shifts, changes in funding,
and community needs.

This paper set out to bridge the theory of feminist spatial practice and the practices of organisations in
Slovakia and Czechia that are creating ‘good’ spaces, outlining the contributions to theory from practice. We
have thus far stated only implicitly what the theory contributes to those involved in the practice by using the
discourse throughout the paper to describe the practices. This description is a contribution. Feminist spatial
practices, with their attention to values as well as an expanded understanding of space and spatial practice, are
uniquely suited to describing the practice of these organisations without leaving out important aspects. The
studied organisations are, for now, a dispersed field of diverse practitioners, which makes it difficult to unite
them under a common objective. Associating them collectively with the feminist spatial practice, as the
exhibition Beyond Architecture (2025) attempts to do, could offer a common ground for further action and
exchange. Moreover, just as feminism expanded beyond women’s issues towards broader debates on care,
power, and justice and continues to evolve with new theories, so could the organisations benefit from an
engagement with feminist theories to open reflections about unconscious reproductions for dominant power
dynamics or uneven inclusions. However, the perception of feminism as primarily centred on women’s issues,
rather than values, poses a significant obstacle in these undertakings. Yet rather than abandoning the term, as
some suggest, the task is to continue building awareness of feminism as a value-oriented discourse, so that it can
serve as a shared framework for building ‘good’ spaces.

TOWARDS AN ACCESSIBLE FEMINIST SPATIAL PRACTICE

This paper has demonstrated that feminist spatial practice provides a viable framework for creating ‘good’
spaces, even when practitioners do not explicitly identify with feminism. By analysing the practices of 21
organisations in Slovakia and Czechia, we have shown that spatial justice in this context is driven not by
specialised feminist methodologies but rather by widely accessible tools. The contribution of these practitioners
lies not in the uniqueness of their methods but in how they connect different spatial components — physical,
representational, pedagogical, participatory, and communal. The five components presented in this study capture
the complexity of ‘good’ spaces for groups deprived of adequate space in neoliberal society, showing how these
spaces are more than physical interventions and are constructed through an intersection of multiple spaces and
across multiple scales. Further research is needed into the applicability of this framework as an analytical and
design tool, as well as into the individual components themselves, to better understand concrete tools that make
them, while foregrounding feminist values.

The findings also offer a critical perspective on the global discourse of feminist spatial practice. Whereas
much of this discourse remains highly theoretical, exclusive, and embedded in elite academic language, the
realities observed in Slovakia and Czechia tell a different story. Due to the region’s historical trajectoty, feminism
arrived later, at a time when global feminist theory had already become increasingly complex and detached from
mainstream practice. Yet in these post-socialist conditions, spatial practitioners have developed hybrid spatial
strategies working with the ‘master’s tools’, often operating within capitalism rather than outside it. Their work
challenges the assumption that feminist spatial practices should reject the neoliberal tools and environments.
This hybridity presents a valuable insight for global feminist movements. The study highlights that feminist
spatial practice should not be confined to exclusive discourse but should be made more accessible and
actionable. If feminist spatial knowledge is to influence mainstream urban planning and architecture, it must be
understandable and applicable beyond academic and activist circles. This research contributes to a broader
rethinking of feminist spatial practice — not as a niche field but as a necessary and adaptable tool for creating
‘good’ spaces centred on care, empowerment, and inclusion.
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ABSTRACT

This paper explores feminist spatial practices operating outside traditional boundaries of architectural
profession, focusing on self-organised spatial activism in rural Sweden. It centres on the art collective Noz
Quite, operating from the premises of a former paper mill in Fengersfors, Dalsland. Founded over two
decades ago by craft-makers, the collective has cultivated a vibrant cultural space in a peripheral region.
While Noz Quite is not explicitly named a feminist collective, its activities are largely sustained by women and
non-binary individuals and informed by queer-feminist organisational models. In response to the threatened
sale of its premises, the collective acquired and began restoring an abandoned carpentry workshop, using
craft techniques and repair to reclaim space and foster community. These acts of maintenance are framed
as feminist spatial practices—concrete, collective interventions that challenge capitalist development logics
and dominant urban planning models. The paper situates these practices within broader discussions of the
ethics of care, commoning, and diverse economies, positioning architecture not as a static form, but an
ongoing, relational process. Through participatory action research, the study highlights how collective repair
practices serve as both spatial and political strategies, offering grassroots, smaller-scale, community-oriented
approaches of living and making together at the margins.

Keywords: feminist spatial practices, maintenance, commons, craft, care

Feminist traditions in architecture have come a long way—not only through theoretical articulations but also
through concrete practices carried out by collectives such as Matrix, MUF, Fatale, and others. Within the
construction sector itself, numerous initiatives began to emerge in the 1980s that sought to challenge gendered
hierarchies and bring feminist perspectives into building industry. In their iconic work Making Space: Wonren and the
Man-Made Environment, Matrix (1984) critically examine the social and material conditions that shape the production
of the built environment. Their analysis foregrounds two interrelated dimensions: the patriarchal structures that
determine who holds the authority to decide and the consequent absence of women from decision-making
processes; and secondly how environments are conceived and constructed within the “man-made world”, fail to
produce spatial forms that address concrete needs of the groups excluded from the normative process.

In Sweden, one prominent example is the network now known as Altra (formetly Kvinnors Byggforum, or
‘Women’s Building Forum’). Initially, the organization concentrated on issues of diversity within the construction
industry and the underrepresentation of women in the field. However, with the growing influence of feminist and
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queer-feminist] epistemologies, its focus has expanded—shifting toward more critical engagements with space,
gender, and power within architectural discourse and tackling large discourse of spatial practices beyond building
industry redefining practices.

What makes feminist spatial practices particularly distinct is their consistent reflection on practice itself,
articulated through the lens of critical spatial practices (Rendell, 2018; Schalk, et al. 2016; Petrescu, 2007). While
engaging with feminist theory, these practices often emphasize a much stronger relationship to lived, material
practice—especially in terms of ethics. It is this ethical dimension of practice that is foregrounded here, with a
focus on how feminist spatial practices function as forms of “altering practice” (Petrescu, 2007)—actively
challenging dominant modes of spatial production by reshaping relationships, responsibilities, and modes of
engagement within the built environment.

Feminist nomadic practices, as articulated by Rosi Braidotti (2011), offer a generative conceptual framework
for rethinking architecture not as a static or immutable entity, but as a dynamic assemblage of relations,
materialities, and affects that continuously evolve. Nomadic theory advances a process ontology that privileges
transformation, fluidity, and becoming over fixity and permanence. In this sense, architectural space is understood
as contingent and performative—constantly produced through movements, encounters, and negotiations that
shape subjectivities and modes of living. As Braidotti notes, “only the majority can be static, self-replicating and
sterile” (Braidotti, 2011), a provocation that underscores how dominant, homogenizing systems rely on stasis and
repetition, whereas minoritarian or nomadic practices open up spaces for creativity, difference, and ethical
transformation.

This reflects a broader understanding of feminist spatial practice, where design and construction are viewed as
ongoing, relational processes rather than fixed or final outcomes. This in-between position—between theory and
practice, between public and private, and between art and architecture—is also central to Jane Rendell’s early
definition of critical spatial practice, where the emphasis lies in navigating and questioning boundaries through
situated, reflective work (Rendell, 2006). Schalk et al. (2017) argue that “feminist spatial practice envisions structural
and systemic change through social, economic, and aesthetic alternatives on the micro level, and that they act as
seeds of transformation”.

As pointed out by Braidotti (2011) that “central to this feminist nomadic politics is the embrace of complexity,
situatedness, accountability, and the localization of partial perspectives”. This also means that feminist futures are
therefore not restricted to women but encompass alternative future forms of human and non-human relations that
imply radical societal transformation of systems and structures that create and sustain patriarchal hierarchies
(Schalk et al., 2017). These futures propose radical shifts that are grounded in the relational and situated dynamics
of lived experiences, advocating for a world shaped by collective care and interconnected agency. Similarly, Jane
Rendell (2018) conceptualised feminist spatial practice drawing connections between de Certeau’s strategies and
Lefebvre’s representations of space on the one hand, and de Certeau’s tactics and Lefebvre’s spaces of
representation on the other, she suggests a “distinction between practices (strategies) that operate to maintain and
reinforce existing social and spatial orders, and those practices (tactics) that seek to critique and question them. It
is the latter one that becomes ‘critical spatial practice’ — a term which serves to describe both everyday activities
and creative practices which seek to resist the dominant social order of global corporate capitalism (Rendell, 2018).

THINKING FEMINIST SPATIAL PRACTICES THROUGH DIVERSE ECONOMIES AND
DEGROWTH PERSPECTIVE

Degrowth represents a paradigm that extends beyond economic systems or critique of perpetual growth,
encompassing broader considerations of organizational forms that can lead to societal transformation (D'Alisa et
al, 2014; Kallis, 2018; Schmelzer, et al 2022). This societal transformation takes form in two main dimensions -
ecological sustainability and social equality. Chertkovskaya (2022), building on work of Write (2012), brings up
three modes of transformation within the degrowth paradigm. In this specific case, it is the interstitial
transformation that plays an important role. Interstitial transformations involve building new forms of social
empowerment on the margins of capitalist society, usually outside of spaces dominated by those in power
(Chertkovskaya, 2022). It refers to practices that resist and build alternatives to major power structures by resisting
principles of scalability as a feature of perpetual growth promoted by capitalist systems. Instead of standardising
and expanding as strategies of growth, this approach embraces smaller-scale, community-oriented practices often
initiated, led and sustained by intentional communities (Chertkovskaya, 2022). While interstitial transformations
are not directly subversive in the way that insurgent urbanism might be, they occupy a middle ground between

1 In the Anglo-American context, queer and feminist studies are often treated as distinct fields. However, in the Swedish context, the term
"queer-feminist" has a long-standing tradition, particularly in relation to practical, action-based work. Collectives such as FATALE,
MYCKET, ACTION ARCHIVE and others have contributed to shaping and expanding this terminology through their practice-based
research since the mid-2000s. T use the term "queer-feminist" here in alignment with their articulations and understandings of the concept.
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institutionalized practices and full-scale resistance, operating as a "minor gesture" (Manning, 2016) that creates
subtle, yet impactful shifts in societal structures.

As Henti Lefebvre (1991) and Michel de Certeau (1984 /2022) have shown, everyday spatial practices are not
merely passive or habitual acts, but active modes of producing and negotiating space. This specific relationship
between everyday life activities and spatial practice is often articulated through feminist epistemologies (Massey,
2005). These frameworks highlight how daily, lived experiences shape and are shaped by space and vice versa.
Therefore, feminist spatial practices are often seen as practices conducted by non- spatial or architectural
practitioners, on the margins of the professional practice. Those non-architectural spatial practices often respond
to day-to-day necessities, and spatial practices therefore are mobilised to produce commons. This perspective also
responds to Federici’s (2020) claim that as women were historically excluded from financial life and formal
economic structures, they had to rely more heavily on the commons. Similarly, Bradley (2014, p.185) argues that
peer-based commons production often emerges through everyday practices rather than within formal
organizations or political programs. These alternative forms of production are created collectively and informally,
and they hold the potential to transform socio-economic systems from the ground up. As a result, practices of
commoning—sharing resources, collaborating, sustaining communities—became closely associated with everyday
activities (De Angelis, 2017). These seemingly ordinary actions, often overlooked, are in fact central to how space
is produced, maintained, and shared. This perspective underscores the importance of the commons as a
foundational element for collaborative and low-impact ways of living. It prompts critical reflection on how we
inhabit, construct, and organize spaces, advocating for a reimagining of architectural and urban practices through
the lens of collective care.

METHODOLOGY: PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH + FEMINIST SUBJECTIVITY +
INVENTIVE METHODS

This paper explores a case of a self-organised cultural centre in rural periphery in Sweden. Urbanisation, as a
process closely tied to modernisation, has long swept through the rural landscape, reshaping its social, economic,
and spatial dynamics. Here, feminist spatial practice extends beyond analysing how spatial order is constructed—
it moves toward actively destabilising that order (Schalk et al., 2017). This is achieved through queer-feminist forms
of organising that are grounded in craft and maintenance as spatial practices. I argue that these approaches
challenge dominant spatial norms by centering care, collaboration, and the everyday actions as tools for reimagining
and reshaping rural periphery through queer-feminist spatial practice.

My engagement with No# Quite began in 2012, when I first encountered one of its co-founders during a
workshop. Since then, my relationship with the collective and its site in Fengersfors has evolved through multiple
roles—researcher, collaborator, participant, visitor, and friend. This multiplicity of positions has shaped a situated
and reflexive approach, grounded in feminist epistemologies that value subjectivity, relationality, and embodied
knowledge (Figure 1).

Figure 1
Not Quite

Note: Image by the author
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The research uses mixed-method approach, combining ethnographic and autoethnographic methods with
principles of participatory action research. Fieldwork involved multiple visits to the site during both active and
dormant periods of the cultural season. These visits included participant observation, photographic and written
documentation, and both structured and semi-structured interviews with members of the collective. Walking
interviews, workshops, and informal encounters provided additional insight into the rhythms of everyday life at
Not Quite.

To explore feminist forms of organising and maintenance practices, I employed what Lury and Wakeford (2012)
describe as inventive methods—approaches that generate knowledge through collaboration and experimentation
rather than extraction. Drawing on Law’s (2004) argument that methods do not merely describe but also produce
the world, I treated research devices as tools for collective inquiry. Inspired by Phillips’s (2012) discussion of
the /st as a dispositif—a relational mechanism that organizes and enables action—I designed a workshop with
women and non-binary members of the collective. Using everyday objects such as seed packets, measuring tapes,
screwdrivers, notebooks, and knitting needles as conversational prompts, we reflected on commoning practices
and the intersections between artistic, domestic, and maintenance work (Figure 2).

These material and dialogical exercises illuminated how mundane activities intertwine with collective
organisation, revealing the micro-strategies through which common space is continually made and sustained
(Stavrides, 2018). In this sense, practice itself becomes a mode of inquiry—an embodied, situated way of thinking
that produces understanding through doing.

Figure 2
Workshop at Strands
N

Note: Image by the author

CONTEXT OF NOT QUITE - A LIFE OF THE RURAL ARTIST COLLECTIVE

Fengersfors is a village of approximately three hundred inhabitants situated in the municipality of
Amal, within the Dalsland region of southwestern Sweden. This rural area is renowned for its natural
landscapes, characterized by extensive forests, numerous lakes, and agricultural land concentrated in the
southern parts. The region has a low population density, which has steadily declined over recent decades.
Historically, Fengersfors developed as an industrial settlement that emerged around the Lisefors
ironworks at the end of the eighteenth century. In 1882, the ironworks were converted into a wood-
grinding mill, and a decade later, in 1892, a company was established to construct a chemical pulp and
paper mill. The paper mill initially prospered due to the production of so-called ‘ocean paper,” a moisture-
resistant material widely used for packaging. However, with the increasing prevalence of plastic during
the 1950s and 1960s, global demand for ocean paper declined, leading to the mill’s bankruptcy in 1968.
The facility was permanently closed ten year later. For several decades thereafter, the site remained
abandoned, resulting in significant decay of the premises. It was not until 2000 that the abandoned
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industrial complex found new life when the artist collective Noz Quite was established and began renting
the vacant space.

Not Quite is a collective of artists and makers consisting of around sixty members most of whom have
educational background in craft. Alongside its industrial heritage, Dalsland also possesses a long-standing
tradition of craft education that dates back to the 1920s. Initially established as vocational training for
boys during the 1930s, this educational trajectory evolved through the foundation of Stenebyskolan in
the 1940s and eventually became integrated into university-level education during the 1990s and early
2000s. This enduring legacy of craft education within the region played a significant role as catalysts in
the development of Noz Quite. Numerous members of the collective are either graduates, teachers, or
current students of these institutions, with many choosing to settle in the rural landscape upon completing
their education.

Not Quite operates as both an artist collective and an economic association, uniting individual
practitioners under a shared organizational framework. The former industrial mill now accommodates a
diverse range of enterprises, including a bakery, café, art shop, and printing house, which serve as public-
facing components of the site (Figure 3). Complementing these are extensive facilities that support artistic
production, including well-equipped workshops for wood, metal, photography, textiles, and ceramics,
alongside a large exhibition hall. Within the premises, members maintain a combination of shared and
private studios.

Figure 3
A map of Not Quite.

Vélkommen till Fengersfors Bruk

Pi platsen ag tidigare ett jarnbruk, Lisefors, 1796-1884
ersfor

@ & Not Quite Snicker: m.m.
Fotograf Malin Robertson Harén

Note: Image by the author

ORGANISING AS COMMONING

As Not Quite has developed into an established cultural centre in a remote rural setting, both gradually
reshaping it and connecting to the industrial history surrounding village and the broader region of
Dalsland. The specificity of rural living—marked by physical proximity, shared resources, and limited
infrastructure—has fostered forms of interdependence among the members of the collective that differ
significantly from urban models of collective engagement. Within this context, No# Quite has evolved into
what can be desctibed as an wntentional community—a self-organized collective of individuals united by
shared values, mutual trust, and a strong ethic of social support. The community’s practices are often
characterised by principles of voluntary simplicity, emphasising collaboration, reciprocity, and care over
competition or profit. Intentional community is drastically distinct from the more assumed or predefined
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notions of “community” often invoked in urban planning discourse, where the term may refer to fixed
social categories such as “families,” “youth,” or “skaters,” often defining consumer groups then actual
social networks. In contrast, through these relational and ethical commitments, No# Quite fosters forms
of association and collective work that challenge conventional, market-oriented models of organization.

The notion of the intentional community can be productively situated within the theoretical frameworks of
diverse economies (Gibson-Graham, 2006) and degrowth (ID’Alisa et al., 2014). Many intentional communities
such as co-housing cooperatives, ecovillages, and other forms of collective living — actively experiment with
reimagining social and economic relations beyond capitalist and neoliberal logics of production, accumulation, and
consumption. While Noz Quite does not engage in collective living in the traditional sense, it operates as a space for
collective working, existing deliberately outside or on the margins of market-oriented agendas. Its organisational
ethos reflects a form of economic and social experimentation that aligns with Gibson-Graham’s conception of
diverse economies, foregrounding cooperation, reciprocity, and shared stewardship as viable alternatives to
competitive individualism.

Within the context of the degrowth paradigm, Noz Quite’s practices embody a critique of progress-oriented
development by emphasising care, maintenance, and sufficiency over expansion and efficiency. The collective’s
embeddedness in a rural setting further situates its work within a broader ‘Green Wave’ movement, wherein
community groups reimagine the countryside as a site of post-growth living and ecological sustainability. Such
rural forms of self-organisation operate both within and at the margins of institutional structures, negotiating
autonomy while contributing to local resilience. In practical terms, No# Quite’s community-based approach
manifests through study groups, collaborative workshops, and shared infrastructures that facilitate collective
learning and production. These practices constitute an ongoing process of commoning—-creating and maintaining
shared resources, knowledge, and spaces through mutual care and cooperation.

As alarge collective comprising approximately sixty members, Noz Quite inevitably encounters the organisational
complexities inherent in collective governance. To navigate these dynamics, the group adopts what it terms a ‘do-
ocracy —a self-organising mode of governance premised on action, where authority emerges through participation
and initiative rather than through formal hierarchies. This practice of ‘organising through doing’ resonates with
traditions of craft and artistic production, privileging embodied knowledge, material engagement, and process-
oriented collaboration. Within the framework of commons theory, such an approach can be understood as an
enactment of commoning, wherein social and spatial organisation arises through situated, collective labour rather
than top-down administration. The do-ocratic model not only mitigates stagnation in decision-making but also
sustains a pluralistic mode of operation that accommodates the heterogeneous practices, temporalities, and
working methods of its members. In this sense, Noz Quite exemplifies how participatory and process-driven
governance can function as both a pragmatic structure and a form of spatial politics.

The context of Noz Quite collective helps to frame three specific forms of feminist and queer forms of organising
space that I explore in this article - Homogafiska museum, Strands and Snigueeri — a carpenters duo run by two No#
Quite members.

MAINTENANCE WORK AS A FEMINIST SPATIAL PRACTICE

Like many other cultural centres that do not own the buildings they occupy, No# Quite has been renting its space
for years. For nearly two decades, the arrangement had worked well: the mill, though privately owned, was leased
under favourable conditions. However, when ownership changed, the situation shifted dramatically. The new
owners put the building complex on the market at a price that was simply unaffordable for the collective. This
sudden change introduced uncertainty and created significant obstacles, ultimately forcing Noz Quite to begin
seeking alternative spaces for their work and community.

Maintenance has been a central practice at No# Quite since its inception. The decaying industrial premises
demanded continuous care to sustain the functionality of the building. Over time, however, members of the
collective became increasingly reluctant to engage in maintenance work, as each act of repair and improvement
effectively raised the property’s market value—rendering the site less attainable for collective ownership and more
desirable for sale by the landlord. In response to the fluctuating price of the mill, the collective made several
attempts to raise funds and explore various models of collective ownership, but without success. In 2021, the
collective decided to acquire its own premises—a smaller, more affordable site only twenty-minute walk from the
mill. The maintenance of this new building, which was in poor condition at the time of purchase, became the
collective’s primary focus and a key form of collaborative labour aimed at restoring and reactivating the space.
Within this new context, maintenance emerged not only as a technical task but as an inherently political and ethical
practice. Drawing on feminist materialist perspectives, maintenance can be understood as a form of care labour
that resists the extractivist logics underpinning capitalist production and property relations. Through collaborative
repair, the collective redefined maintenance as a mode of commoning—a shared process of sustaining material
infrastructures and social relations over time. Framed through the lens of degrowth discourse, these practices
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articulate an alternative ethos of sufficiency, interdependence, and continuity, offering a counter-narrative to the
disposability and obsolescence that dominate neoliberal spatial production.

Theortists such as Maria Puig de la Bellacasa (2017) have emphasized care as an epistemic and ethical mode of
engaging with the material world—an affective and practical commitment to sustaining interdependence rather
than pursuing mastery or growth. Within this framework, maintenance becomes a critical feminist gesture: an act
of staying with the site rather than exploiting it. Similarly, Silvia Federici (2012) situates reproductive and
maintenance labour as forms of invisible work that uphold the very conditions of life, challenging the gendered
hierarchies that devalue care within capitalist economies. From a degrowth perspective, feminist scholars such as
Bauhardt and Harcourt (2019) argue that re-centering care, repair, and commoning provides an alternative to
productivist logics, foregrounding sufficiency and social reproduction as principles of ecological and economic
sustainability. In this sense, Noz Quite’s engagement with maintenance can be read as both a material and conceptual
intervention: a reclaiming of care labour as collective praxis and a reimagining of the rural as a site of post-growth
experimentation. Through acts of repair, the collective not only preserves a building but also performs an ethics
of continuity, reciprocity, and shared responsibility that counters the disposability embedded in contemporary
spatial production.

In the context of self-organised cultural spaces, maintenance is often perceived as a transactional practice—a means
of ensuring access in exchange for labour, to put it simply. This dynamic manifests in various arrangements, such
as token rents, agreements with municipalities, or leasing systems specifically designed for decaying buildings.
These decaying environments are frequently treated as the sole viable venues for cultural activities, reinforcing the
notion that culture must inhabit spaces of decline. In such arrangements, the values assigned to maintenance and
the spaces themselves become a critical point of reflection, shaping the dynamics of cultural production and eco-
social care of these practices. These collective repair practices not only serve as acts of spatial reclamation but also
function as pedagogical sites (Graziano and Trogal, 2017), fostering knowledge exchange and skill development
while promoting a more inclusive and sustainable approach to spatial production.

QUEERING THE PERIPHERY

Homografiska, is a queer museum. Constructed in 2020 in the park area of Noz Quite café by one of the members,
Funny Livdotter, Homografiska is as an artistic project and one of the smallest museums in Sweden. Built from
plywood and shaped like a container, the museum occupies an area of only a few square meters, embodying a
minimal yet powerful statement: “History has always been subjective”. Encountered for the first time the museum
might seem like a temporary installation. However, despite looking as a small container it does indeed operate as
a fully functioning institution. It runs exhibitions, it has a director, a board, and it commissions artworks for the
museum collection (Figure 4).

Figure 4
Homografiska museum.

Note: Image curtesy of Homografiska museet

In Swedish, the name “Homografiska’ is a play on words referring to large institutions such as “Fotografiska”
and other "-iska" museums; this pun intends to emphasise that traditional museum institutions often fail to
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acknowledge the inherent biases within their structures, perpetuating patriarchal frameworks and reinforcing
existing power dynamics often neglecting alternative narratives. This reflection inspired a playful reimagining, a
conceptual "Homografiska", envisioned by Funny around fifteen years ago. The history of the museum statts as
such: in 2020 Funny with another member of Noz Quite collective Emelie Rygfelt Wilander were making a member
exhibition at the mill. Paraphrasing Judy Chicago’s iconic Dinner Party, their project featured a massive table where
every member of the collective was given a seat. It culminated in a grand celebration, complete with a performance
by drag performer Butcher Queen. In the creative aftermath of the exhibition, a significant amount of plywood
material was left over. These conditions, combined with a long-term vision, culminated in the creation of a
temporary space for a queer art — Homografiska. The material from the table was repurposed into a container,
reflecting the common artistic principle of reusing available resources. Nothing is trash for an artist.

Neither Funny themselves, nor Noz Quite as a collective, had an intention that the museum will become a
permanent part of Noz Quite. It happened by chance. The original concept was to design something mobile, a
"museum on wheels" that can travel around. However, the landowner of the mill imposed a peculiar restriction:
no structures on wheels were permitted. This unexpected limitation inadvertently transformed the museum into a
permanent fixture, diverging from its initial intention of temporality and mobility. The permanence of the museum
was accidental. Homografiska doesn’t pay a rent to be at Noz Quite’s land—since it is a membet’s art project it operates
rent-free. More than that, there a few maintenance arrangements with No# Quite done is exchanged for what can
be seen as "consensual pinkwashing,"? where access to land and even minimal utilities is granted in return for the
art collective's alignment with LGBTQIA+ initiatives. Within precatious position and constant efforts to obtain
institutional grant systems, this alignment often serves as a significant form of leverage for No# Quite as a whole. It
is a mutual supportt structure.

Although Homografiska is an individual artistic project rather than a formal part of the collective practice, it
operates through ethics of care in its organization and approach. The museum aims to provide a platform and
physical space for artists who may not hold legitimate status within Sweden's bureaucratic cultural funding systems.
This subversive model offers visibility and support to queer artists by commissioning, exhibiting, and archiving
their works. Despite its modest container-based structure, the museum's archive is intended to endure indefinitely,
serving as both a symbolic gesture and a critique of the institutionalized art world. By establishing a small museum
on the periphery, Homografiska challenges dominant cultural norms, creating a space for queer representation and
fostering a sense of belonging outside mainstream institutional frameworks.

The significance of the periphery takes centre stage in understanding the creation of Homografiska Museum. For
Funny, establishing this museum in a rural setting was essential. Having grown up in the countryside, they sought
to unpack what it means to be an artist on the periphery, particularly within institutionalised and historically
centralised art systems. Funny reflects that, while a project like this might gain significant interest in Stockholm—
where a queer space within established institutions would be highly desirable—the logistical and financial
challenges, such as finding a space and affording rent, would make it far more difficult to realise there. For
Homografiska this specific rural territory plays a significant role in conveying its message. Both its location and the
way it was crafted speak to its purpose. By situating the museum outside urban art centres and embracing a DIY
ethos, Homografiska not only challenges conventional notions of where art and culture belong but also redefines
the possibilities of creative expression on the periphery. This deliberate choice highlights the unique relationship
between territory, spatial content form of making and the museum's mission.

As any museum Homogarfiska puts an important focus on archiving the collection. Instead of focusing on
uncovering historical queer practices or stories of the past—work already undertaken by other initiatives—
Homografiska engages with the "euphotic present." by commissioning artworks. In this approach, the material
presence of the museum takes on profound significance making it tangible and real. The ability for an audience to
physically enter the museum and experience its work provides a stronger, more visceral statement than niche-
oriented approaches to collecting stories and works. Plywood alone was enough to create this magical space.

While many cultural spaces embrace self-building as a practice, it often takes the form of experimentation or a
playful project. Practices such as tactical urbanism, DIY and pop-up architecture and many others that employ
working with temporary, spontaneous hands-on techniques often take an informal nature. In contrast,
Homografiska, which might look like informal structure from a first glance, represents a purposeful act of subverting
institutional restrictions of architectural practice through the act of crafting. It embodies queer use, where use
becomes a continuous exercise in reimagining and redefining. As Sara Ahmed suggests, “to use is also to put
something to practice” (Ahmed, 2019). The notion of "use" is not always aligned with an object's intended
function. Instead, it reveals the properties of the object in action and opens possibilities for its subversion,
reinterpretation, and reinvention. Homografiska exemplifies this principle, challenging conventional notions of
function and space while creating a site for alternative practices and meanings of the queer space.

2 Quote from the interview with Funny Livdotter
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Often, queer space is understood through the lens of marginalised identities, LGBTQ+ liberation, and
underground party culture. While these are important aspects, queer space—when considered in relation to spatial
practice—can encompass much more. Queer space is not only about marginal experiences; it can also be a site of
resistance and transformation not only engaging with bodies that are different, but in a larger sense as an approach
to politics that embodied subjectivities (Jobst and Stead, 2023). Queer space is often understood as a form of
disobedience—a hidden, alternative realm that exists outside dominant norms. It is frequently associated with
private or domestic spaces, tucked away behind closed doors, away from the public eye. These spaces have
historically offered safety, intimacy, and resistance in the margins. In the case of Homografiska, however, queer
space becomes something more: a space of queer joy, visibility, and self-determination. It takes an opposite
approach to queer space; here queer space becomes clearly visible, present and material; however, it does not
intend to occupy grand space to create what can be called a formal institution. Rather than functioning as a
conventional institution, it is a self-organized initiative that reclaims presence and agency within the context of the
rural periphery. It further challenges the notion that queer culture belongs only to urban centres, asserting instead
that queer life and politics can thrive—and transform—on the margins in rural periphery.

The form of the museum, and the way it is constructed using concrete craft skills and recycled plywood,
connects closely to the concept of ¢cross-cladding—a term introduced by Bonnevier (2007). This concept blends the
idea of c¢ross-dressing from queer theory with cladding from architectural theory, offering a lens through which to
understand how identity and space intersect. Bonnevier’s work, including her analysis of the Swedish author Selma
Lagerl6f’s house in Mérbacka?, explores how domestic spaces can embody layered meanings—challenging fixed
norms of gender, function, and design. In this context, the museum becomes more than a structure; it becomes a
spatial expression of queer and feminist resistance, shaped through accessible materials and alternative building
practices. The term links the theatrical performance of gender and sexuality with the masking and dressing of
architecture. “Cross-cladding” as a perspective on architecture functions in response to, and possibly distorts,
expectations and given truths. It operates as an analytical tool for the queer critique of the normative interpretation
of buildings (Bonnevier, 2007). Examining Homografiska and Not Quite, the question arises what defines architecture
as architecture? How architectural value is assessed and what is deemed proper or complete. Is architecture
measured by a progress-oriented vision of polished, sleek structures, or can meaningful aspects of life unfold within
self-build, imperfect spaces? Observing how Homografiska subverts the industrial heritage of the mill village reveals
a reimagining of its future as a queer periphery, queer as a way of knowing and practicing. Through this lens,
architecture becomes more than a physical or material structure—it emerges as a medium for challenging norms,
and reshaping narratives tied to place and identity.

The rural petiphery is often petceived through a progress-oriented lens as "underdeveloped"—either as a place
in transition, on its way to becoming something else, or as a space frozen in time and closely tied to notions of
“tradition.” It is rarely associated with art, culture, or feminist politics—which are frequently relegated to the status
of marginal experiments in such contexts. At the same time, the rural periphery offers the possibility to create
alternative spatial practices—practices that might not find space or support within central urban contexts. In these
peripheral settings, there is room to reimagine and enact ways of living, organizing, and making that challenge
dominant norms and open up new forms of cultural and political expression.

ON THE MARGINS OF ARCHITECTURAL WORK: FEMINIST SPATIAL PRACTICES AT THE
INTERSECTION OF MAINTENANCE AND CRAFT

While No# Quite is not explicitly defined as a feminist collective, much of its work is shaped by queer-feminist
models of organization and collaboration. As a group of craft makers, the collective’s activities go beyond cultural
production to encompass material practices of shaping and sustaining shared spaces. In this context, relationship
between necessary maintenance and craft as an artistic practice and skill, becomes clearly pronounced, as a way of
caring for the environment and reimagining rural peripheries through a queer and feminist lens. Although existing
literature often emphasises the precarious working conditions and multifaceted roles of women artists in rural
settings (Mathisen et al, 2024; Mahon et al, 2018), my focus lies elsewhere. I examine how artistic practices actively
contribute to the production of space—how they organise, build, and sustain alternative forms of spatial
engagement. From this perspective, these practices can be understood as feminist spatial practices that emerge
from outside the conventional boundaries of the architectural profession (Figure 5).

Care has traditionally been relegated to the private sphere and, as a result, separated from the realm of
architecture (Tronto, 2013; Krasny, 2022). Similarly, crafting practices—often associated with domesticity—have

3 Selma TLagetlsf is a prominent Swedish author, known not only for her literary achievements but also for her unique presence in Swedish
cultural history. Coming from a wealthy background, she inherited an estate in Virmland—a rural farming region in central Sweden, just
north of Dalsland. Lagerléf undertook extensive renovations of the estate, deliberately subverting the traditional cladded timber facades
typically associated with the idealized image of "Swedishness." As a queer person, her approach to the redesign of the estate reflected
resistance to conventional gender and national norms.
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been historically assigned a feminine role, as discussed in post-craft discourse (Coles, and Rossi, 2022). At the same
time, another cultural trope persists: the romanticised figure of the male craftsperson engaged in “real” work, often
associated with manual labour, as seen in narratives by Richard Sennett’s The Craftsman (2008). However, crafting
is deeply connected not only to “making” of the architecture in terms of productions but often even more
important to the upkeep of architecture, playing a vital role in its continued existence. Maintenance, in this sense,
is not separate from architecture—it is an act of producing architecture, of keeping it alive.

Figure 5
Tools at Strands

Note: Image by the author

Krasny (2022) describes how the divide between architecture and care is built through the separation of architect
and craftsman. Emphasizing Alberti’s perspective, she highlights that the distinction between the skilled workman
and the architect lies in the latter’s intellect and creativity—qualities that elevate the architect to the status of a
master. When architecture is positioned in this way, the architect is seen as a thoughtful and inventive figure, with
emphasis placed on creation through function and shelter.

“Care trouble in architecture points to gendered knowledge power, the division of labour underlying the

architecture-care divide as well as the historical exclusion of women from the concept of the architect.”

(Krasny, 2022, p. 32)

Craft, as a practice, becomes juxtaposed to architecture through the lens of care politics. This contrast is not
accidental. The community around Noz Quite, for example, was formed by craftspeople whose practical skills were
directly applicable to the creation and maintenance of space. In this context, craft is not only a form of skilled
labour—it also becomes a mode of collective organization. It enables communities to gather around creative work
that demands certain competencies, shared responsibility, and mutual support. Craft, then, emerges as both a
productive and social force—one that challenges traditional divisions between making and maintaining, between
design and care. This is illustrated through various examples of practice at Noz Quite, such as the window renovation
workshop that took place during the Trans Enrgpe Halles meeting in 2022. This conference is typically structured to
provide space for cultural workers to engage in collective conversations and develop shared strategies for the future
of cultural centres. In this context, the window renovation workshop served as a concrete example of the everyday
challenges faced by many cultural spaces—particularly the struggle to maintain and renovate infrastructure with
limited resources and support. The workshop not only addressed a practical need and offered practical skills but
also embodied the collective, hands-on spirit that characterises much of Noz Quite work, bridging the gap between
physical labour, cultural practice, and community-building.

Similarly, another initiative driven by members of Noz Quite is Snigueeri, a duo of “fine carpenters” and artists
who regulatly organise community workshops specifically for queer groups where participants learn wood carving,
woodworking, repairing techniques and more. Woodworking and carpentry, traditionally viewed as male-
dominated professions, often remain unwelcoming and exclusive for others. By creating these community events,
Snigueeri offers a safe and inclusive space for creative experimentation, collective learning, and queer joy through
craft making. Their workshops not only provide access to practical skills but also foster a sense of belonging and
empowerment within a supportive, queer-affirming environment. These practices subvert above mentioned
assumptions on carpentry work and foster collective action by creating public sites of repair. They operate through
pedagogies that cultivate a “desire to participate in constructing political alternatives to capitalism” (Graziano and
Trogal, 2017) and constructing “other worlds” (Roelvink et al, 2015; Gibson-Graham, 2014; Schalk et al., 2017).
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The social nature of collective repair can become a “powerful moment of politicization” (Graziano and Trogal,
2017), particularly when it extends beyond environmental concern and is recognised as a potential site for anti-
work tactics, engaging in forms of extra-disciplinary preoccupation. Ultimately, craft also has deep communal roots
(Dormer, 2022, p. 94) and the workshop itself (both as a facility and as an activity) is based on cooperation (Coles
& Rossi, 2022, p. 148) Within this context, collective and queer approaches to craft can be understood not just as
aesthetic or technical practices, but as spatial practices—ones that reimagine how we relate to labour, to each other,
and to the environments we inhabit.

Not Quite operates on a seasonal basis, typically from May to September, largely due to practical and
infrastructural limitations. The old paper mill, vacant since the late 1970s, remains largely unrenovated and is used
in its existing state—without heating or many basic utilities. Despite these challenges, the site continues to thrive
as a cultural hub, attracting around 25,000 visitors to the village each year. Maintenance—or more precisely, the
lack of it—was a key factor that pushed Noz Quite to begin searching for new premises. The deteriorating condition
of the former paper mill, where the collective had been based, made year-round operation increasingly difficult.
Without proper heating and with mounting maintenance issues, the space became unsuitable for continuous use.
Although renovations were necessaty, the cost was far beyond the collective's means.

The lack of completeness of an “unfinished” built environment transforms maintenance into a daily,
improvisational act of survival and adaptation. This highlights the idea that maintenance is not merely reactive,
corrective or related to post occupancy (Sample, 2016), but it actively produces and shapes environments. It
challenges the notion of maintenance as a secondaty or detivative process. Building on Lefebvre’s ideas about the
production of space as a social and political process that is continuously created and practiced, maintenance, too,
is more than just preserving order or keeping things the same. It actively reproduces space. Through everyday
micro-strategies and acts of care, maintenance becomes a quiet form of activism, continually shaping how space is
lived and experienced (Figure 6).

Figure 6

Entrance to strands
&

4

SPATIAL ACTIVISM AS A PATHWAY TOWARD POST-GROWTH UTOPIAS IN THE NOW

The relationship between activism and utopian thinking is often articulated through concepts like “utopia in
the real” or “nowtopias,” where visions of a better world are enacted through tangible actions in the present.
Activism, in this sense, includes not only loud and visible forms of protest but also quieter, subtler actions that
intervene in public space and foster meaningful change. These spatial practices challenge the notion of activism as
spectacle and instead highlight the significance of collective, often informal modes of engagement. Activism
becomes a collaborative process that builds community and solidarity, particularly in the context of social
movements. Boys and Dwyer (2017) explore feminist activism in architecture through the lens of craft and anti-
consumerist production, emphasizing how even the most radical architectural practices remain entangled within
capitalist structures and normative socio-spatial relations that govern the production of buildings. They trace how
feminist architectural artefacts traverse the boundaries between production and occupation, positioning these
artefacts as carriers of critical spatial intervention. Importantly, they stress the unfinished, processual nature of
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these interventions, noting that feminist architectural activism often occupies a liminal space—between leisure and
labour, between so-called “proper” work (paid, professional, and status-driven) and activities historically relegated
to the realm of hobbies or domestic reproduction. In doing so, they challenge the conventional binaries between
work and non-work, and draw attention to the uneven, materially embedded trajectories of feminist spatial
practices. This perspective also repositions architecture: rather than an industrial, product-driven discipline, it is
understood as a practice embedded in everyday life. Through acts of maintenance—those mundane, often invisible
forms of care—architecture becomes a means of sustaining, adapting, and inhabiting space. Such practices bring
attention to overlooked aspects of spatial production and propose new ways of living and organizing that are
rooted in care, collaboration, and resistance.

Emma Dowling and Joan Tronto, in their respective works, discuss the notions of neoliberal care, care politics
accessible only to the privileged few — wealth care” (Tronto, 2013), and the concept of "compassionate capitalism"
(Dowling, 2018) cantered on temporary fixes rather than sustainable solutions. Integrating care into the
conversation about maintenance helps to reframe it beyond a purely labour-oriented practice, as understood
through social reproduction theory, or a purely technical practice, as explored within science and technology
studies. This shift allows maintenance to be seen not just as a task or function but as a practice imbued with social,
ethical, and relational dimensions.

“Because care emphasizes processes and relationships that extend back and forward through time, and

concerning all of the created relationships, applying care theory to architecture would involve making a

fundamental shift in perspective: care does not view the completed “thing”—building, park, city zone, etc.—

as its object.” (Tronto, 2019)

Through practices of collective maintenance, communities can push back against these structures and reclaim the
commons, emphasising care and cooperation over extraction and profit. This perspective ties into the broader
crisis of care, where societal emphasis on individualism and market-driven values has marginalised the labour of
care. Historically, this led to the creation of the domestic sphere, isolating care work within households and
stripping it of its collective and communal dimensions. This also relates to what Silvia Federici says about feminist
forms of organising:

“It begins with the realization that, as the primary subjects of reproductive work, historically and in our time,

women have depended more than men on access to communal resources and have been most committed to

their defense.” (Federici; 2020, p. 143)

MICRO-POLITICS IN ORGANISING FOR THE COMMONS

The study examines how micro-strategies (Stratford, 2007) rooted in feminist spatial practices resist growth-

oriented paradigms of urban transformation. Here, transformation is understood as encompassing not only
physical modifications but also shifts in social relations, practices, and ethical frameworks, reflecting an eco-social
approach of interstitial change (Chertkovskaya, 2022). Drawing on Silvia Federici’s critique of capitalist
accumulation and reproductive labour, as well as J.K. Gibson-Graham’s exploration of diverse economies, this
study highlights alternative modes of spatial production that challenge dominant neoliberal frameworks.
The emphasis on the micro level can take vatrious forms, including what Sandstrém (2019) describes as "minor
urbanism," where small-scale, nuanced interventions build towatrds broader urban change. Micro-politics can be
simply defined as small intervention to achieve systemic change. Helen Stratford (2007) discusses wzicro-strategies of
resistance as subtle confrontations against dominant powers, framing them as “incremental moves” that act as
discrete traces within a larger plurality of resistance. Drawing on Foucault’s concept of micro-politics and extending
it with Barbara M. Kennedy’s notion of a “micrology of lived experiences,” Stratford describes these
transformations as emerging “across and between the space of any fixed subjectivity.” She contends that
approaching resistance from the “micro” level involves engaging with the intricacies of everyday life, offering a
different way of conceptualising architectural practice and its relationship to power. Such principles challenge static,
universality frameworks by emphasising the fluid and context-specific nature of power and agency.

The Not Quite collective is organized in a way that resists conventional architectural narratives—it does not aim
to create a finished architectural product or undertake complete renovations. Instead, it engages with space in an
ongoing, adaptive manner, often based on seasonal use. This specific temporality reflects a different kind of spatial
politics—one grounded not just in flexibility, but upkeep, maintenance, and collective care rather than permanence
or completion. Homografoska, for example— is a micro-museum with a grand message. Though small in scale, it
communicates powerful ideas, echoing the micropolitical ethos of Noz Quite: that even modest, everyday practices
can carry significant meaning. Similarly, Swigueeri, a practice within the Noz Quite collective, reflects the role of
craftspeople in shaping and sustaining the space. Their work represents more than skilled labour; it is a form of
embedded engagement—a way of being in and with the space that embodies the principles of care, adaptability,
and collaborative creation.
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CONCLUSIONS

This article has explored how feminist spatial practices emerge within rural contexts, particularly through the
repurposing of abandoned industrial heritage for cultural life. It has focused on specific practices—such as cross-
cladding, pedagogical sites of repair, and micro-strategies of queer-feminist organising—that reframe maintenance
as a spatial practice grounded in a politics of care. These forms of practice function as spatial activism: collective,
feminist acts of resistance that challenge dominant architectural norms and propose new ways of engaging with
space.

Not Quite's form of community is intentional, shaped through shared practices, care-based labour, and ongoing
negotiations of collective space which largely relies on trust-based relationships of mutual support. The case of No#
Quite, a collective of craft makers—particularly textile artists and carpenters—demonstrates how such practices
operate. Their practices, while not always producing traditional architecture, are instrumental in creating and
sustaining communal and queer spaces. Crafting is understood here as a spatial practice—a way of shaping the
built environment through care, adaptation, and collaboration. Maintenance plays a central role in this process. It
is embedded in the everyday and tied to material conditions and power relations. Rather than a static or secondary
task, maintenance emerges as an improvisational, creative, and political act, unlearning modernist ideals of linear
progress and embracing cyclical, regenerative ways of inhabiting space. By stabilising the broken, transforming the
neglected, and embracing the mundane, maintenance offers a radical reimagining of care, responsibility, and
becomes a necessary framework for reimagining architecture through feminist spatial practices, activism, and
collective life.
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ABSTRACT

This article explores how homemaking and programming operated as spatial tactics that reshaped
institutional architecture in eatly 20th-century Latin America. Through a close reading of photographs
from welfare, health, and educational facilities, it identifies domestic gestures not as ornamental excesses
but as acts of architectural agency. These gestures softened the institutional rigidity and created spaces of
care within structures originally designed for control. In parallel, programming joy or ‘recreating’—
through gardens, music rooms, patlours, play areas, and beach outings—introduced activities that
demanded new spatial forms. These additions complicated institutional planning, often driven by female
workers and caregivers. Together, homemaking and recreating operated as a form of architectural
domestication that both contested and nuanced Foucault’s concept of discipline. Rather than pure spaces
of surveillance and control, these institutions reveal an undercurrent of affect, joy, and relational care,
quietly rewriting the architectural script from within.

Keywords: welfare, care, Latin America, women’s history, architecture

The photograph used as Figure 1 emerged during my research on women and care architecture in the eatly
20th century. It was taken at the Ophthalmological Clinic and Hospital of Buenos Aires around the 1910s. The
image shows a room—or perhaps a terrace—with a nurse, a nun, and three patients. In the background, a
blindfolded woman sits in a chair. In the foreground, a girl with downcast eyes displays no remarkable
expression. Behind her, however, another girl wearing dark goggles appears in a relaxed, natural posture. I
believe she is smiling.

It is uncommon to find joyful expressions in photographs from this period. People were accustomed to
remaining still due to the long exposure times required by eatly photographic technology. Holding a smile for
such a duration was difficult, making genuine smiles in early 20th-century images rare and immediately striking.
This is particularly true when examining photographs of institutional spaces, where one is frequently confronted
by the austere and sombre atmosphere characteristic of disciplinary architecture (Foucault, 1995). Why, then, is a
blind girl in a hospital, under the care of a stern-looking nurse, smiling? What is the cause of her joy? Is the nun,
too, perhaps subtly smiling? This discovery became a source of inspiration: joy must play a meaningful role in
spaces of care. How was such joy spatially produced? How did women—the overwhelming majority of workers
in these institutions—transform disciplinary environments into something closer to a home?

Copyright © 2026 by the anthor(s). Licensed by Lectito Publications, Netherlands. This is an open-access article distributed under the Creative Commons
Attribution License, which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medinm, provided the original work is properly cited.


mailto:mmontealegre@uchile.cl
https://doi.org/10.20897/femenc/19068
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6704-476X
http://www.lectitopublishing.nl/
http://www.lectitopublishing.nl/feminist-encounters

Montealegre | Homemalking and Recreating

Figure 1
Ophthalmological clinics and hospital, Buenos Aires, 1910

A o

This article forms part of a broader study that explores the spatial dimensions of women’s involvement in
social care practices—including education, health, and child-rearing, among others. Historically, such practices
have been framed under the concepts of welfare, beneficence, and charity, and since the nineteenth century they
have been largely delegated to both religious and laywomen across much of the Western world. In this article, the
term Latin America is employed as a conceptual category rather than as a comprehensive designation of the
region in all its diversity. My research is centred on Chile and extends to a limited group of countries with which
Chilean women maintained documented connections. These connections took shape through the press of
emerging feminist movements, the circulation of letters, expert visits, and congresses organised both by care
institutions and women’s organisations. The countries considered here share certain characteristics: they had
been independent for over a century, were Spanish-speaking, and were deeply rooted in Catholic traditions—
namely, Argentina, Uruguay, Paraguay, Peru, Mexico, Bolivia, Colombia, and Chile. Since colonial times, the
most impoverished sectors of the population often lived as tenants on rural estates, receiving housing and food
as part of their compensation. However, as they migrated to urban centres in search of better opportunities, they
became part of the proletariat—earning wages often insufficient to meet their basic needs. Families took refuge
in various types of precarious housing—informal, unhygienic dwellings. Nonetheless, it is important to note that
significant differences exist among these countries, both in their political histories and in their urban
configurations. In some, such as Chile and Peru, the Catholic Church exerted strong influence, whereas in
Argentina and Mexico, the institutions of beneficence developed within a more secular framework. Cities like
Buenos Aires, which in the first half of the twentieth century surpassed two million inhabitants—marked by
explosive growth and a strong cultural influence of European migrants—stand in sharp contrast to cities like
Asuncién, which by 1950 had not yet reached 200,000 inhabitants. The similarities and differences in the
processes of metropolisation of Latin American cities are brought into sharp relief in Almandoz (2024). These
disparities decisively shaped the capacity to produce infrastructures of care, yet they did not erase certain
common structural foundations of the issue. In the cities, poverty became publicly visible and could no longer be
confined to the private sphere.

From the early nineteenth century onwards, charitable institutions began to proliferate in response. Although
many of these initiatives were originally founded by male associations, by the turn of the twentieth century most
of this work had shifted into the hands of upper- and middle-class women.! Through this involvement, women
developed a profound understanding of the conditions of poverty, and it was through their testimonies that
these realities gained broader public visibility. The evolution of charity from a religious duty to a matter of public
policy is well encapsulated in the emergence of the concept of public beneficence—literally, the practice of doing
good through the use of public resources and in a more institutionalised manner. For European trajectories of
this evolution, see Hennock (2007); for the United States, Trattner (1999); and, foregrounding women’s roles,
Spain (2002). Beyond the canonical narrative, valuable studies examine sites as diverse as Australia (Dickey,
2020), Jerusalem under Ottoman rule (Singer, 2002), Argentina (Guy, 2009), and Chile (Ponce de Ledn, 2012).
As Christian charity gradually transformed into organised forms of social work and public welfare, the
architecture of institutions such as schools, orphanages, hospitals, and mental asylums also evolved. The once-

I Among male-led charitable associations are Toynbee Hall (London, 1884), the St. Vincent de Paul Conferences (Paris, 1833), and the
Hermandad de Dolores (Santiago, 1815).
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neutral, convent-inspired plans began to give way to more functional and programmatically specific spatial
arrangements. This transformation reflected broader shifts not only in the practices of social care but also in the
architectures that hosted them.

Within this changing landscape, it may be argued that women developed a particular form of spatial
knowledge derived from their experiences in caregiving roles. Whether working within private or state-run
institutions, women both encountered and helped implement the spatial adaptations required by the emerging
paradigms of care. These institutions became domains where women could exercise expertise and make
decisions—spaces where they could, in effect, exercise power. This paper argues that women, in these contexts,
enacted what some scholars have termed architectural agency, and that they did so primarily through two
interrelated strategies: homemaking and recreating. Iris Marion Young (2005) introduces the concept of
homemaking to describe women’s agency in shaping domestic space. She frames it not merely as the
performance of household chores, but as the intentional production of space through acts of care and the
arrangement of objects—practices that enable the construction of identity and the enactment of life. The second
strategy identified here is that of recreating, which refers to the spatial and temporal organisation of leisure
activities. This term is used deliberately to suggest a dual meaning—both the provision of recreation and the
creative reimagining of institutional space. In architectural discourse, programme refers to the allocation and
organisation of functions and spatial sequences; here, recreating is proposed as a subtle, transformative
programming act rooted in care.

Providing a sense of home and joy to those in care was a practice deeply aligned with the Judeo-Christian
roots of charity—rcaritas, from the Latin for dearness or love. In stark contrast, modern surveillance architecture
sought to render institutional spaces functional, hygienic, austere, and devoid of sentimentality. Modern
approaches to care were also highly systematic, designed to suppress individuality, control large populations, and
optimise outcomes. Visual records of early 20th-century charitable institutions often reflect this disciplinary
ethos: images depict electrotherapy sessions, outdated medical instruments, and children with shaved heads
subjected to militarised routines or trained for industrial labour. Yet, interspersed among these grim portrayals
are strikingly elaborate scenes of joy and celebration—such as a lavishly decorated Christmas tree in a small,
impoverished school (Figure 2). These tableaux, often theatrical and exaggerated, raise compelling questions:
How was joy incorporated into spaces shaped by disciplinary rationality? And what role did women play in
facilitating this joy? To address these questions, this study draws on a visual archive comprising hundreds of
photographs sourced from promotional albums and specialised publications on public beneficence from the
early 20th century. The analysis focuses on institutions from Argentina, Paraguay, Peru, Mexico, and Chile2.
Through a close reading of photographs as historical documents (Burke, 2019), and by examining various spatial
scales—from objects and rooms to bodies and institutional settings—it is possible to identify deliberate actions
that shaped and qualified these joyful environments.

All of the examined documents serve a promotional purpose, and it is likely that the vast majority of the
photographs they contain were posed. While some images clearly depict carefully orchestrated arrangements of
bodies and settings, even those that appear spontaneous seem to have been deliberately staged. Given the
explicitly advertising nature of these publications, it is reasonable to assume that only the most favourable
aspects of institutional life were selected for visual representation. These photographs were intended to present
each institution in its best possible light, thereby imbuing the images with significant symbolic value. The gender
and identity of the authors of the accompanying texts remain largely indeterminate, with the exception of the
Argentine Album histérico by Rodriguez and Lopez (1910 and Actividades femeninas by Guerin de Flgueta (1928)—
the latter being the only document explicitly authored by women and produced collectively. While the remaining
sources also represent institutional collectives, their voices are unified under the authority of the institutions they
promote. These institutions operated in a competitive landscape, secking both public funding and private
donations, which shaped their primary audiences and influenced the curated image they projected. Despite this
inherent bias, the photographs remain valuable historical documents. They reveal the ideals that each institution
sought to foreground, the attributes they deemed exceptional and worthy of admiration, and a shared repertoire
of spatial materials and care practices that were both aspired to and symbolically promoted

2'The primary sources used to build the arguments of this article are: Rodriguez M. & Lopez, V. (c.1910) Album histérico de la
Sociedad de Beneficencia de la Capital 1823-1910. Buenos Aires: Lit. A. Bianchi; Direccién General de la Asistencia Publica
Nacional (1918) Memoria de la Direccion General de la Asistencia Piblica Nacional 1915-1917. Asunciéon: Talleres Graficos del
Estado; Sociedad de Beneficencia Pablica de Lima (1913) Album fotogrdfico. Lima: Casa Editora M. Moral; Puericultorio Pérez
Aranibar. (1930). Lima; Revista enciclopédica de la beneficencia piiblica del Distrito Federal. (1917). México: Departamento
Tipografico de la Escuela Industrial de Huérfanos; Boltin de la Beneficencia Priblica del Distrito Federal. (1920-1922). México: La
Beneficencia. Guerin de Elgueta, S. (ed.) (1928) Actividades femeninas en Chile. Santiago: Imprenta y Litografia La Ilustracion.
La Congregaciin de las Hermanas de la Providencia de Chile. (1924). Santiago: Imprenta San José.
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Figure 2
Normal school of Angol, a rural town in Chile, 1924

WOMEN ON ARCHITECTURE

This work is in dialogue with recent literature that brings care and architecture into relation (Lange & Schaad,
2022; Utting, 2024; Vaughan, 2019), adopting a more institutional, assistance-oriented construal of the concept,
arguably closer to work recently curated by Grit Weber on Frankfurt’s welfare architecture (Weber & Wagner,
2025). The research is also grounded in the concept of agency in architecture, understood as the potential for
women to contribute meaningfully to architectural practice outside the bounds of formal professional
recognition. It draws on the work of scholars such as Kathleen James-Chakraborty (2022) and Anne Hultzsch
(2022), both of whom propose that architecture should be regarded as a cultural product—shaped not by a
singular creative mind, but by a collective process involving discourse, knowledge transmission, and everyday
practices of inhabitation. Within this framework, agency resides in the circulation of ideas, the micro-practices of
use and care, and the spatial interventions that often go unrecognised within conventional historiography.
Hultzsch, referencing Griselda Pollock’s Differencing the Canon (1999), critiques the canonical narrative of art and
architecture as enclosed within a masculine, hegemonic, narcissistic, absolute, and transhistorical paradigm.
Pollock (1999, p. xiv) instead advocates for a strategy that “makes a difference in how we read art’s [and, in this
case, architecture’s] histories,” thereby expanding the scope of feminist interpretation. Similarly, Joan Scott
(1986, 2008, 2010) argues for the use of gender as a critical category of historical analysis, viewing it as a means
to deepen and diversify historiographical approaches. This redefinition of architecture—beyond the narrow
limits of professional production—makes it possible to recognise women’s historical contributions to the
discipline, particularly prior to their formal admission into architectural education. In this expanded view, women
appear as patrons, informants, users, and active participants in the making of space. Paraphrasing Rosalind
Krauss (1979), this approach positions architecture within an expanded field, opening new avenues for
understanding how space is produced and by whom.

The omission of women as architectural agents constitutes not only a disciplinary and historiographical
oversight but also a broader deprivation of their humanity. As Iris Marion Young (2005) argues—drawing on
Martin Heidegger’s thesis in Building, Diwelling, Thinking (1971)—to dwell in the world is to participate in the act of
building, which in turn is a precondition for the emergence of thought and subjectivity. Heidegger posits that
human Being (das Sein) is realised through the act of dwelling, and that this dwelling is inextricably linked to
building. Building, therefore, is not merely a technical activity, but a foundational mode of being in the world. In
this context, Young (2005, p. 122) writes:

“UIf building establishes a world, if building is the means by which a person emerges as a subject who dwells in that world, then not

to build is a deprivation. In the patriarchal gender system, men are the builders, and women are the nurturers of builders and the

ornaments placed within their creations. As homeless themselves, women are deprived of the chance to be subjects for themselves.”

Young's reflections are part of a broader effort to reclaim the domestic sphere as a legitimate realm of
feminine agency and resistance. She expands the meaning of homemaking—a term often burdened by its
association with repetitive, alienating domestic labour. She critiques Simone de Beauvoir’s dismissal of
domesticity in The Second Sex (2007), where such tasks are framed as reproductive rather than productive, thus
relegating them to the lowest rung of immanence. Young also engages with Hannah Arendt’s (1998)
categorisation of homemaking as part of the labour sphere, where activities are tied solely to biological necessity
and fail to contribute meaningfully to the world. In contrast, young challenges these limitations by asserting that
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homemaking, understood literally as making a home, carries a significant spatial and subjective agency. Among
the various domestic tasks, she singles out decoration as a key practice in producing meaningful space. The
placement and curation of objects within a private space form a “narrative of life,” reflecting and reinforcing the
identity of the inhabitant (Certeau et al., 1998, p. 145). Thus, the care for objects and their arrangement becomes
a form of preserving what is human—not in the linear temporality of transcendence, but in the cyclical
temporality of care. bell hooks (2015) similarly view the home as a site of resistance and humanisation. For her,
the domestic sphere—particularly within the African American experience—is not merely a retreat from the
public realm but a political act of identity formation and healing. No matter how fragile or provisional, building a
home becomes a radical gesture. Based on hooks' insights, Young further conceptualises homemaking as an
empowering activity essential to the construction of self-esteem. This notion is particularly relevant in the
context of care institutions, where the emotional and psychological well-being of patients—sick, orphaned, or
mentally ill—is especially precarious. Michel de Certeau (1984) also contributes to this discourse by
distinguishing between strategies and tactics of spatial production. Institutions deploy strategies to impose order
through the arrangement of artefacts, while individuals respond with tactics—reappropriating, rearranging, or
adding to their environments in subtle acts of resistance. These everyday practices, though often invisible, are
fundamental to the lived experience of space and the assertion of agency within it.

However, modern institutional architecture stands in stark contrast to the idea of a home. Welfare
establishments cannot all be categorised as 'total institutions' according to Goffman’s (1961) terminology. Yet,
due to their vast, hygienic, and systematic nature, these institutions tended to standardise spaces and practices,
often resulting in what Goffman refers to as the ‘mortification of the self.” Standardisation, in this sense, led to
depersonalisation, stripping away individuality. In his seminal work Discipline and Punish, Foucault (1995) argues
that architecture plays a central role in the disciplining of bodies, shaping the behaviour of individuals through
spatial design. It was not until the mid-nineteenth century that new hygienist architectural typologies began to
emerge. Up until the late nineteenth century, women’s social care work predominantly occurred within what
could be classified as pre-modern architectural frameworks. These buildings, in terms of the relationship between
form and function, were largely neutral. There was no clear correspondence between the architectural form and
its intended use; spaces were generic and adaptable. The layout closely followed the structure of vernacular Latin
American architecture: precincts of varying sizes enclosing a central patio, with surrounding galleries. The church
was the only element that stood out, receiving special architectural treatment. This plan could be found in
hospitals, schools, or convents, with only minor modifications. Buildings were designed to serve multiple
functions, whether as cloisters, hospitals, orphanages, or schools, all following a similar spatial arrangement.
Figure 3 illustrates the floor plan of the Orphanage of the Nuns of La Providencia (Casa de Huérfanos de la Divina
Providencia), built at the end of the nineteenth century in Santiago de Chile. The design adheres to the typical
structure of an abbey: central courtyards, large rooms such as refectories, and individual cells of varying sizes.
This architectural form remained prevalent for a considerable time due to its adaptability to the needs of large-
scale social welfare institutions. Activities within these spaces were accommodated within this neutral, functional
morphology, such as the sewing class of the Casa de Huérfanas of Buenos Aires happening in a corridor, as shown
in Figure 4. The role of furnishings and objects was key in characterising these otherwise neutral spaces, lending
them a sense of identity and purpose.

Hospital architecture, in particular, adopted the use of pavilions and gardens and began to specialise its
architectural programme, as exemplified in the layout for Rivadavia Women’s Hospital in Buenos Aires (Figure
5), a model institution that aimed to embody modern advances. However, this design still embodied an inherent
ambiguity between care and confinement, rooted in the perception of patients as subjects of charity rather than
rights-bearing individuals. The design of the Hospital Dos de Mayo in Lima illustrates this point tellingly, almost
comically, with its literal adaptation of Bentham’s panopticon, substituting the watchtower with a garden (Figure
6). As Foucault (1995) notes, modern architecture of institutional spaces was part of a broader set of disciplinary
techniques, particularly evident in the design of schools and hospitals. These disciplinary spaces were planned to
manage large numbers of bodies, with individuals organised in series and hierarchies. According to Foucault,
discipline was achieved in space through “the art of distributions” — the strategic arrangement of individuals
within a given environment (Foucault, 1995, p. 141). Two key techniques of control from Foucault’s framework
are especially relevant here: the separation of different functions into distinct enclosures and circulations (the
“principle of elementary location or partitioning”) and the specific, often unique, use of each space (the “rule of
functional sites”) (Foucault, 1995, p. 143). These techniques, embedded within what is known as a programme in
architecture, played a crucial role in shaping how spaces were organised and how they functioned within
institutional frameworks.
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Figure 3
Onrphans house of the nuns of La Providencia (Casa de Huérfanos de la Divina Providencia), Santiago, 1880
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Figure 4
Sewing workshop at the orphans house for girls (Casa de Huérfanas), Buenos Aires, ¢. 1910
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Figure 5
Rivadavia women’s hospital, Buenos Aires, 1880

e Planta baja del plano general del Hospital Rivadavia

Figure 6
Dos de mayo hospital, Lima, 1913

The architectural programme became a fundamental motive of the discipline’s twentieth-century approaches.
American architect Louis Sullivan (1896) was the first to assert that ‘form follows function’. Drawing inspiration
from nature, where change constantly leads to adaptation, Sullivan viewed modernity as a continuous movement
towards renewal, with function serving as architecture's social commitment to that change. For Sullivan, change
was synonymous with life. Similarly, Le Cotbusier's 1923 manifesto Towards an Architectnre celebrated the beauty
of functional artefacts such as liners, aeroplanes, and automobiles (Le Corbusier, 2007). Louis Kahn (1961), on
the other hand, suggested that “form” was a derivative of the function the building was meant to serve. One of
Kahn's primary goals was to identify the form implied by a specific use. However, Kahn also noted that the
programme itself was not architecture; rather, it was an instruction to architects tasked with transforming it into
meaningful space (Ronner & Jhaveri, 1987).

In addition to the disciplinary discourse, during the first third of the twentieth century in Latin America,
architects were primarily focused on style and were only beginning to engage with the early expressions of the
Modern Movement within architecture schools. Latin American women, while still rarely entering the profession,
were more closely tied to the concerns of institutional architecture due to their involvement in welfare activities3.

3'The first woman to earn the title of architect was the Brazilian Arinda da Cruz Sobral in 1914 (see Belarmino, 2024).
However, Brazil stands as an extraordinary exception within the region’s architectural landscape, with substantial
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However, beyond analysing typologies in architectural plans, when examining photographs depicting life within
these institutions, significant differences emerge in certain environments. I believe these differences reflect the
influence of female architectural agency— the production of space through objects and actions.

HOMEMAKING AS PLACEMAKING

To identify homemaking as a tactic for the domestication of space, I have focused on a careful reading of the
objects present in the photographs. Beyond the functional items, this aspect of the research examines what
seems to be overlooked, at least in terms of the immediate goals of the institution, yet still serves to foster well-
being. Some objects are symbolic, while others are related to specific actions. Both types appear to subvert the
discipline and standardisation of institutional spaces. Symbolic objects represent the idea of a non-standardised
personal identity, while others encourage actions that disrupt the passive behaviour typically expected within
such spaces. These objects are subtle but significant.

For example, it is uncommon to find superfluous items in a pavilion-style dormitory, which, due to its scale,
pragmatism, and hygienic focus, typically contains only the most basic elements. Therefore, the few objects that
do appear—deliberately placed by someone to create a more welcoming atmosphere—stand out. A comparison
of two pavilions illustrates this clearly: one from the Hospital Santa Ana in Lima and another from the National
Hospital of Asuncién (Figure 7). Both are women’s pavilions: the Peruvian pavilion serves as a nursery, while
the Paraguayan one is a surgical ward. The former is modest, aged, and austere, while the latter features a
flowerpot, a pendulum clock, charming quilts, and bed frames with decorative details. The contrasting tiled floor
further enhances the atmosphere, while the absence of windows in the Santa Ana ward contributes to a feeling
of desolation. In these cases, the buildings themselves align with the ambience of the space, but it is the presence
or absence of objects that most distinctly defines the environment. Both institutions were run by nuns. In Peru,
however, women were excluded from paid positions in the public charity system until 1914; consequently, unlike
in Asuncién, there were no lay nurses (Peluffo, 2009). Perhaps the Peruvian nuns practised greater austerity,
concentrating resources in the altar displayed on the back wall of the photograph—certainly not the only
religious display in the building.

Figure 7

Up: Maternity ward, Santa Ana Hospital, Lima, 1913. Down: Ward n° 111, women’s surgery, National Hospital, Asuncion,
1918

contributions to both built work and theory. Da Cruz Sobral was followed by Julia Guarino in Uruguay (1923), Filandia
Pizzul in Argentina (1927), Doris Clark in Peru (1928), and Dora Riedel in Chile (1930). These women were true pioneers,
carving out limited spaces within a profession historically dominated by men.
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In contrast, the paid private wards (pensionades) for long-term stays in physical and mental health institutions
were designed to resemble residential spaces, where decoration was given more freedom. These photographs
(Figure 8) also served to promote the institution's paid dormitories, which generated significant income for the
establishments. Notably, the flower vases in the images are identical—perhaps the same vase appears repeatedly
in each photograph. The furniture varies in style: while the bed frames are standard, there are also bentwood and
wicker chairs. Reading or writing tables suggest a more comfortable stay, with time allocated for leisure. The
textiles—fluffy pillows, light veils, and delicate tasselled tablecloths—help to soften the atmosphere of space.
This resemblance to a real home may have helped ease concerns about boarding, particularly for women with
mental health conditions, by creating a sense of warmth and comfort. As in most Argentine institutions, this
women’s asylum relied on female staff—primarily nuns and lay nurses—and was overseen by a commission of
women responsible for inspecting the facility. It was a large, model institution designed to accommodate 1,200
patients.

Figure 8
Private paid ward (Pensionado), National Hospital for Insane Women (Hospital Nacional de Alienadas), Buenos Aires, ¢. 1910

Environments for men and women wete distinct, even in institutions led by women, and this difference is
especially evident in clothing. The Children's Hospice in Mexico, under the direction of Electa Bastar—one of
the few civilians mentioned in the local Beneficence press (Boktin de la Beneficencia Piblica del Distrito General) and
holding a position of authority—advocated for children’s recreation. In 1921, she co-founded the Society for
Children’s Recreation (Sociedad de Recreo del Nirio). This stood in stark contrast to the activities promoted by the
Orphans Industrial School in the periodicals of the time. While Mrs. Bastar organised toy collections and parties
for the children, at the Industrial School, the children were trained in carpentry, the fabrication of clay sewage
pipes, and printing. In the Hospice under Bastar's leadership, the girls were dressed in pure white with
ornamental ribbons in their hair, while the boys wore military-style buttoned jackets (Figure 9). Both outfits
were elegant, yet the boys’ attire was more practical, tailored for action.

A notable difference between Mexico and Argentina is that, in the latter, women were visibly in charge. In
Mexico’s charity press—predominantly authored by men—covers often featured portraits of heroic men. Yet, as
photographs and staff lists in the same periodical show, the work was carried out almost entirely by women.
Women’s roles within the various institutions depended both on the country’s socio-cultural context and on the
nature of the institution. The nuns, nurses, and caregivers depicted in the images belonged to an occupational
stratum of women workers who exercised a degree of autonomy and authority in their practice. Although the
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professionalisation of care generated internal conflicts among specialities, the male director—typically a
physician—often overrode such rivalries, for example, between nurses (wearing traditional starched cloth nursing
caps with ties) and nuns (wearing the distinctive Vincentian winged cornette). While many institutions relied on
religious orders for care, by the eatly twentieth century, virtually all had been brought under secular oversight.
Likewise, the distinction between spaces managed by religious women and those led by laywomen was often
subtle, given that middle- and upper-class Latin American women were generally fervent Catholics and close
allies of the Church. Within institutional hierarchies, women most commonly appeared as donors and only in
certain instances as administrators. As mentioned in relation to the Women’s Mental Asylum, the Argentine
publication Album histérico de la Sociedad de Beneficencia de la Capital 1823-1910 depicted women not only in most of
the images but also occupying all the leadership roles across the institutions. Yet, when it came to management,
spaces for boys and girls were distinctly gendered. Even the names of the establishments, Asilo de Huérfanos
(Asylum for Orphans) versus Casa de Huérfanas (House for Orphans), carried significant differences (Figure 10).
Although it was managed by women, the institution for boys was austere, severe and unadorned. All the teachers
and wardens shown interacting with the boys were men. By contrast, the girls were dressed in a petite-bourgeois
style, strolled through an institution whose name was embroidered in planting on a parterre. The boys stood in
an empty, prison-like courtyard, dressed like workers. All other photographs of the Asylum emphasise that it was
a space designed for the masses, easily managed, and entirely devoid of homemaking elements. This deliberate
omission of homemaking represents a distinct kind of spatial agency, through which women reinforced gender
differences.

The next two images (Figure 11) portray the Hospital de la Misericordia in Lima, a mental asylum that
functioned in an old cloister and was populatly known as the Logueria del Cercado, with ‘logueria’ being the
equivalent of ‘loony bin.” The image on the left corresponds to the male section, emphasising its austerity and
prison-like appearance, with a fence preventing access to the garden. In contrast, the image on the right shows
the female section: a large living room with a piano at the centre, bentwood rocking chairs, plants, a shiny tiled
floor, and various other details that convey a completely different atmosphere. The institution was planning to
relocate the male section to a new building, while renovations were underway in the women’s section. The new
hall for women displays refinement in its architecture, with moulding and stained-glass skylights. The space
appears so ample that the objects placed within it seem insufficient. However, it is difficult to discern whether
the characterisation of the hall was a result of female homemaking agency or a medical strategy.

As mentioned, in Peru, laywomen were not permitted to work in public charity, and critically, they could not
hold directorial positions either unless they were nuns. The Daughters of Charity of St Vincent de Paul were in
charge of the asylum and most of these institutions. A Mother Superior managed the hospital alongside the
doctor in charge (Reglamento provisional del Hospicio de Insanos, 1897). It is likely that the nun exercised considerable
agency in administrative matters, owing to the moral authority attributed to her in matters related to women's
welfare. Whether or not this was the case, the pair of images highlights two key points: a gendered differentiation
in spatial (and potentially medical) terms, and, perhaps more significantly, a deliberate effort to enforce this
distinction.

The next image depicts a parlour in the female section of the same institution, a room specially designed for
inmates to receive visitors (Figure 12). The purpose of this room was not only to create a welcoming
atmosphere for the patients but also to make a positive impression when their relatives—mothers, husbands, or
even their children—came to visit. By closely examining the visible elements, it becomes clear that homemaking
was a deliberate and thoughtful action. This agency extends from the architecture to the realm of objects:
ornamental mouldings, wooden parquet flooring, and a series of rugs—perhaps handmade by the inmates—Iined
along the entrance path. Painted porcelain spittoons, various lighting fixtures, bentwood chairs with embroidered
cushions, and doilies catefully placed on the backs of the chairs all contribute to the carefully crafted
environment. Four round tables, each adorned with a tablecloth, hold ornamental figures, vases with artificial
flowers, and a gramophone. Each of these objects serves a specific purpose, and collectively, their arrangement
seems to be an effort to make this space of confinement resemble a domestic living room as closely as possible.
Foucault’s concept of discipline is softened and nuanced here, appearing almost as a postmodern attempt to
blend discipline with care.

Many of the welfare activities carried out by women initially took place in domestic settings. This is evident in
the early images of girls’ secondary schools in Chile, which were founded and run by laywomen, often operating
in domestic salos where small groups of girls gathered for lessons. Similatly, female social clubs dedicated to
conversation, reading, debate, or political engagement began in women’s living rooms. The home was also where
women learned caregiving skills, and this domestic foundation is visible in nearly all eatly female public agencies,
which entered the public sphere through various social initiatives without the mediation by larger institutions.
Using Hannah Arendt’s terminology, it can be said that women—Dbefore the professionalisation of care work,
and especially those from upper classes—moved from the realm of labour to action, bypassing the intermediate
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stage of work. In this way, women brought the household with them as both a form and a tradition of spatial
production.

Figure 9

Children’s hospice (Hospicio de Nirios), Cindad de México, 1917
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Figure 10
Up: Orphan girls’ house (Casa de Huérfanas). Down: orphan boys’ asylum (Asilo de Huérfanos), Buenos Aires, ¢. 1910
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Figure 11
Hospice of the insane (Hospicio de Insanos), Lima, 1913. Up: A corridor of the men’s section. Down: Hall in women’s section

Figure 12

Parlonr at women’s section, Hospice of the insane (Hospicio de Insanos), Lima, ¢. 1913

RECREATING AS PROGRAMMING JOY

Perhaps flowerpots and doilies may seem overly decorative or even trivial from a canonical architectural
perspective; however, to me, they represent a fundamental, space-constituting action within architecture. This
underscores a key point about the relationship between care architecture and women's spatial agency—an agency
that might begin with something as small as a flowerpot but can grow into fully programmatic facilities, such as a
ballroom or a parlour. Objects trigger acts, and in this sense, homemaking is not merely the staging of
domesticity; it is a programmatic proposal for a more enabling, responsive architecture. Moreover, if architectural
agency requires precincts and places to become visible and affirmed, women were undeniably involved in the
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physical evolution of these institutions’ buildings. Through photographs, one can trace how new functions and
uses of space began to emerge—particularly those related to offering joy and well-being as integral dimensions of
care. This deliberate programming of joy added layers of complexity to these institutions, moving them beyond
their conception as purely functional or disciplinary environments.

Gardens are a type of space that began to appear suddenly and consistently across institutional buildings,
especially hospitals. Their initial function was tied to hygiene: separating hospital facilities to prevent contagion
through proper ventilation. Plants were long associated with air purification, so modern hospitals adopted
pavilion-based layouts interspersed with gardens, as seen in the Women’s Hospital Rivadavia (Figure 5).
However, the inclusion of open green spaces—carefully gardened, irrigated, and equipped with paths and
benches—offered a kind of well-being that extended beyond the hygienic rationale. These gardens were intended
to be used by patients, and their significance becomes particularly striking in images where young girls are shown
playing in a hospital garden in Argentina (Figure 13). The caption notes that they are convalescents: dressed in
pyjamas, some wearing bandages. The girls vary in age, with some playing ring-a-ring-a-roses and others tending
to dolls. The garden appears lush and shaded, with grass and blooming bushes. While the photograph may seem
highly staged, it is telling that the garden is explicitly presented as a hospital facility, one being actively used by
the patients. Gardening was also introduced as a therapeutic activity in mental institutions, as shown in the
Hospital for Insane Women in Buenos Aires (Figure 14). This practice anticipates the concept of “healing
gardens” as understood today, a concept promoted by Clare Cooper Marcus (Marcus & Barnes, 1999) and
incorporated into contemporary hospital architecture since the 1990s. A similar sensibility appears in the design
of the TC pavilion of the Women’s Hospital in Buenos Aires (Figure 15), where a garden-like room was
intentionally created, suggesting a continued evolution of this idea within architectural programs dedicated to
care.

Beyond the large windows, with their potted plants and wicker chairs, the space resembles a domestic
sunroom—an inviting area where patients might sit and read. In the previously mentioned Women’s Mental
Asylum of Buenos Aires, a more formal reading room was fully furnished for patients, featuring tall bookcases
and study tables. Reading, understood as both a psychological stimulus and a source of spiritual nourishment,
was central to patient life—just as the music from the gramophone was in the Peruvian parlour. This raises a
question: could chapels and churches, often centrally placed in religious institutions, have served a similar role?
And how did the nuns overseeing these institutions shape architecture to support prayer as a spatial practice? For
many Latin American adults, religious belief was a profound source of relief; in this sense, it may also be
considered a form of joy. There were also spaces designed for more prosaic pleasures. In the Pensionados section
of Rivadavia Women’s Hospital, a dedicated recreation room was outfitted with game tables, a small musical
organ, and a collection of board games. Alongside less pleasant treatments—Ilike electrotherapy—patients in the
Women’s Mental Asylum of Buenos Aires also engaged in therapeutic labour: basket weaving, broom making,
sewing, even crushing bricks. Each of these activities gave rise to a new spatial function within the architectural
program. For architects and planners, these additions introduced layers of complexity that extended far beyond
the basic institutional layout. For nurses and caregivers, they demanded more work—escorting patients through
gardens, settling them in divans to read or facilitating leisure time. Yet, this kind of programming—centred on
joy, dignity, and well-being—was intentional. It was conceived as part of the broader practice of care, a laborious
yet transformative agency in the architecture of healing.

Joy is perhaps most visibly associated with children's playgrounds. In the previously discussed Orphan Boys’
Asylum in Buenos Aires, despite the absence of homemaking elements, a large open space was dedicated to
outdoor activities. Figure 16 captures a recreo—break time—filled with spontaneous, energetic movement. The
sheer scale of the activity is striking. A tall wooden structure, supported by taut wires, allowed boys to swing; the
long ropes likely offered the thrill of wide, soaring arcs. Two boys have managed to climb to the very top and
now perch above, embodying a sense of freedom and risk. It is a wild, perhaps even dangerous scene—but the
boys seem genuinely joyful. Notably, this space appears to be outside the direct supervision of women. At the
centre of the image stands a man—presumably the warden—walking idly with his hands in his pockets, detached
from the children’s play. This contrasts starkly with a scene from the Infants’ Hospice (Hospicio de Lactantes) in
Lima, where more than twenty-five babies are gathered in the patio under the sky (Figure 17). Some are placed
in wheeled cradles or baby walkers, others sit neatly in small chairs. The arrangement of bodies and movement
seems carefully orchestrated, requiring infrastructure, foresight, and continual attention. Two nuns oversee this
closely managed yet liberating scene, enabling the smallest and most unpredictable bodies to play and be joyful in
a safe environment. Providing joy to children through recreation was no incidental act—it demanded strategy,
space, furniture, and a remarkable degree of commitment, particularly in contexts of limited funding and
resources. Though not solely the domain of women, it is often women who appear to have advocated most
strongly for these recreational spaces. Across different countries, one finds charitable initiatives—such as the
aforementioned charity by Electa Bastar—that collected toys and organised festivities for children, alongside
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women’s organisations advocating the creation of playgrounds. With respect to public play areas, perhaps the
most notable case is that of Beulah Elfreth Kennard in Pittsburgh, whose efforts became a widely disseminated
example in Chile through the activist Amanda Labarca (1914). These efforts turned joy into an architectural and
logistical endeavour—one that required imagination, resolve, and a deep understanding of care.

Joy is almost palpable when imagining a day at the beach. Many health and care institutions were strategically
placed by the sea, based on the long-standing belief in the therapeutic benefits of sea breezes. One such example
is the Maritime Hospital and Asylum (Hospital y Asilo Maritimo) in Mar del Plata, Argentina, devoted to weak and
convalescent children, especially those recovering from tuberculosis. These children had access to terraces and
patios designed to maximise their exposure to nature, but more importantly, they were regularly taken to swim
and play in the sand—a practice proudly displayed as a key part of the institution’s mission (Figure 18). The
beach, in effect, became an extension of the hospital itself.

A particularly ambitious institution of this kind was the Puwericultorio Pérez Aranibar in Lima, Peru, placed
directly on the coastline. Named after its philanthropist founder, this facility was conceived as a model institution
for child welfare. ‘Puericulture,” now an obsolete term, once referred to the science of enhancing child health and
life expectancy—encompassing paediatrics, hygiene, and childcare practices. The Puericultorio was meticulously
planned with these ideals in mind. Although the Sisters of Charity were in charge and many laywomen
contributed as donors and workers, the women’s roles have been largely erased from the official history of the
institution. Nevertheless, their influence is evident. Children here also played on the beach, but the most
distinctive architectural feature was the presence of open-air classrooms or verandas, taking full advantage of
Lima’s mild climate (Figure 19). These were called Escuelas Climaticas— Climatical Schools’—imbuing the sea
breeze with pedagogical significance. The facility also included a pool, not intended for competitive swimming,
but as a joyful, recreational space for bathing and laughter. In the picture that portrays this scene (Figure 20),
one can almost hear the children’s gleeful voices rising from the water.

Figure 13
Children’s hospital San Luis Gonzaga, Buenos Aires, ¢c. 1910

Figure 14
Hospital for insane women (Hospital Nacional de Alienadas), Buenos Aires, ¢. 1910
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Figure 15
Winter garden at women’s hospital Rivadavia, Buenos Aires, ¢. 1910
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Figure 16
Orphan boys’ asylum (Asilo de Huérfanos), Buenos Aires, ¢. 1910

Figure 17
Infants’ hospice (Hospicio de Lactantes), Lima ¢.1913
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Figure 18
Patients from the maritime hospital and asylnm (Hogbzm/ 'y Astlo Maritimo) in Mar del Plata, ¢c. 1910
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Figure 19
Dining room of the climatical school (Escuela Climatica) in the Puericulture Center Pérezz Aranibar (Puericultorio Pérez Aranibar),
Lima, ¢. 1930

16 /20 © 2026 by Authot/s



Feminist Encounters: A Journal of Critical Studies in Culture and Politics, 2026, 10(2), Article 20

Figure 20
Swiming pool in the Puericulture Center Pérezz Aranibar (Puericultorio Pérez Aranibar), Lima, ¢. 1930

~ 2 n R e
B 2

B

i

\ ,
§
K
s =1 o
3 ,“ §
CONCLUSION

Women played a significant role in troubling and nuancing Foucault’s concept of discipline within
institutional architecture. Homemaking and programming acted as counter-architectural agencies, introducing
subtle yet effective forms of resistance. Homemaking—through the placement of objects often feminised and
dismissed as non-architectural—quietly redefined the disciplinary logic embedded in institutional spaces. These
domestic elements, introduced by women and caregivers, were not merely decorative; they served as powerful
interventions that reshaped the meaning and atmosphere of these environments. Simultaneously, programming
joy—through the incorporation of leisure, play, and therapeutic routines—transformed institutional architecture
beyond its functional core, creating spaces of well-being, spontaneity, and emotional care. The emergence of
activities centred on joy and recovery necessitated new spatial typologies—gardens, patlours, reading rooms, and
recreation areas—that expanded the architectural program beyond its original utilitarian limits. Together,
homemaking and programming formed a deliberate strategy of domestication that challenged the rigid structures
of discipline, introducing softer, more human-centred spatial experiences. This domestication blurred clear lines
of control, complicating the institutional order and transforming disciplinary environments into more affective,
layered, and enabling spaces.

Women, though often absent from official architectural and historiographic discourse, were key agents in
spatial transformation—both through caregiving and through shaping the physical environment. Understanding
architecture as a cultural production embedded within a complex societal ethos compels us to sharpen our
methods and seck alternative ways of reading and interpreting space. I am particularly inspired by Hultzsch and
Pérez-Martinez’s (2023) method of “reading with her,” which involves engaging with layered systems of analysis
to interpret architectural depictions. In this case, focusing on the layers of bodies and objects offers a compelling
lens through which to uncover the spatial agency of women and reframe the architectural narrative.

The spaces reviewed here suggest that institutional architecture was never purely disciplinary. Through
homemaking and programming, women and caregivers actively contested Foucault’s model by embedding joy,
relationality, and care within structures of control. At the same time, however, women also contributed to
reinforcing stereotypes of gender and class, often imposing a serialised order shaped by their own—frequently
conservative and bourgeois—values. Institutional environments for men and women, even under female
leadership, remained distinctly gendered. In many cases, spaces for women and children incorporated elements
of joy, beauty, and care, while those for men emphasised discipline, austerity, and functionality, reflecting and
reinforcing broader societal gender norms. As Bissett (2022) points out, reformist practices of care can
themselves be problematic, and exploring how these spaces were experienced and received by inmates would
provide a more complete and nuanced understanding.

At the same time, it would be fallacious to suggest that the domestication of spaces and bodies was solely the
work of women. While the significant presence of women in these institutions is well documented, many men
were also actively involved. Introducing a gendered lens into the historiographical analysis allows us to identify
the specific roles women played in these processes and recognise which spatial features may be attributed to their
agency. This approach offers a different perspective on historical phenomena and deepens our understanding of
both women’s and architectural history. A spatial-gender scope also reveals how women’s agency varied
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significantly depending on the national context. For example, elite laywomen held greater power and influence in
countries such as Chile, Uruguay, and Argentina, whereas in societies with more deeply rooted patriarchal
traditions and revolutionary political processes—such as Peru and Mexico—laywomen were largely excluded
from charitable work. In these contexts, nuns often exercised more authority, particularly in the absence of
competition from upper-class laywomen, as seen in more liberal countries. In this sense, space becomes a key to
understanding the social construction of gender and the emergence of incipient feminisms, each shaped by the
distinct socio-political and cultural conditions of their respective localities.

Ultimately, this feminine agency in the production of space through the domestication of institutions
provides a historical precedent for affective and therapeutic design, anticipating contemporary concerns with
well-being and user-centred approaches in public architecture. While flowerpots and doilies may appear overly
ornate or insignificant from a canonical architectural perspective, they represent meaningful, space-constituting
gestures. What begins with a flowerpot can evolve into an entire programmatic facility—a playroom, a parlour,
or a garden—shaping new spatial typologies. Homemaking and recreating are not merely about crafting domestic
scenery; they are programmatic proposals for a more humane, responsive architecture that centres care, emotion,
and the lived experience.
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ABSTRACT

This paper examines how the material need for independent space for single working women in the early
20th century was addressed through a distinct form of architecture: purpose-built women’s residences. At
the time, a personal room and independent income were scarce privileges for women, with housing
options often limited to shared lodgings, tenement barracks or religious institutions. The shift in female
labour patterns due to industrialisation led to an increase in women working in cities. This gave rise to the
concept of the 'surplus woman'—a single, working woman viewed as both a modern paradox and an
undesired societal phenomenon. The housing issue, exacerbated by economic inequality and limited
opportunities for ownership, prompted the development of alternative residential typologies. The paper
explores the architectural characteristics and social implications of women’s housing colonies in
Switzerland, Germany, and the United Kingdom from the late 19th century to the 1930s through a
comparative analysis of case studies. It argues that these residences played a pivotal role in advancing
women’s emancipation by offering spaces for visibility and autonomy, while also reflecting broader
tensions between reform, respectability, and control. Revisiting these housing models further contributes
to current debates on single households, gender and urban planning.

Keywords: housing, single women, housing typologies, gendered spaces, common spaces

In 1910 social reformer Mary Higgs published “Where Shall She Liver The Homelessness of the Woman
Worker’, a study that highlighted the absence of adequate housing options for single working women. By
foregrounding the material challenges of everyday life, Higgs engaged with the broader contemporary discourse
surrounding women's housing conditions. To fully grasp the link between housing debates and the emergence of
working women in the cities, it is crucial to examine the transformation in women's lives across Europe during
the late 19th century.

This period witnessed a significant shift in female labour patterns as industrialisation created new
employment opportunities in cities, particularly in domestic service, textile industries (Anderson & Zinsser, 1993,
p- 299) and clerking positions (Schaser, 2020, p. 86). As urban middle-class households expanded, demand grew
significantly for maids, which led to increased migration from the countryside to the city. For instance, around
1890, approximately one-third of Danish women worked outside the home, half of whom were employed in
domestic service (Anderson & Zinsser, 1993, p. 299). But in contrast to the fact, that women were part of the
workforce, societal norms discouraged married women from employment, as working was deemed incompatible
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with motherhood and domestic duties. Consequently, many employed women were unmarried or childless
(Terlinden & Von Oertzen, 2006, p. 187). In Germany, for instance, regulations such as the
Beamtinnengolibat enforced celibacy for female civil servants, reinforcing the association between working women
and singleness (Frevert, 1989). In the United Kingdom under the legal principle of covertute, a woman's
independent legal identity was effectively erased upon marriage (Morrell, 1999). This policy also framed female
employment as a temporary condition, as women were expected to marry, start a family, and consequently leave
the workforce.

But where could a single woman live in the city? The housing options of the time were either for families or
tenement barracks for workers. As more and motre women from the middle class entered the urban workforce,
the lack of suitable housing became an increasingly urgent issue. In the German Newspaper Die Gleichheit, we
read an article from 1911: “In many large cities, the housing shortage is particularly noticeable for single women.
A girl who is dependent on her own labour and cannot live with her parents often finds it extremely difficult to
find a suitable flat. The girl searches and searches, usually in vain, and wastes a lot of time. How often is the door
slammed in her face with the words ‘We don't rent to ladies.”1 (1911, p. 14).

In addition to the limited access to housing came the economic disadvantage for unmarried women:
Anderson and Zinsser show in their work ‘A history of their own — Women in Europe’ with numbers from the
UK and France that women earned around one-third up to half what men earned doing the same job (1993, pp.
300-312). Therefore, the housing options available to men were often neither affordable nor socially acceptable
for women, leaving single women with very few choices. While the feminist movement was a catalyst in raising
awareness of the issue, solutions emerged from a range of actors—including charitable organisations, social
reformers and middle-class groups concerned with morality and respectability. A distinct residential typology
designed specifically for single women began to appear across urban centres in Europe and the United States
(Sassin, 2012). Known by different names—JILedjgenheime in Germany, Frauenwobnkolonien or Madonnenhans in
Switzerland, and women’s hostels in the UK— these residences began to proliferate from the late 19th century
through the 1930s, with some continuations into the post-war period. While they emerged in different contexts
and were driven by varying motives, they all aimed to address the growing need for suitable housing for the ‘New
Woman.

This article explores the architectural characteristics and social impact of women’s residences in urban centres
in Switzerland, Germany, and the United Kingdom between 1900 and the 1930s. It investigates how these spaces
reflected social changes affecting single, working women in eatly 20th-century Europe, and considers the role
architecture played as an expression of social reform.

Women’s housing colonies are examined not only as responses to the housing crisis, but as critical spaces for
visibility, autonomy, and emancipation. In the late nineteenth century, the term “colony” became increasingly
common in housing debates, and newspapers of the period likewise described women’s housing projects as
colonies, mirroring its broader use for reform-oriented, purpose-built residential communities. These residences
played a pivotal role in advancing women’s rights by offering single women—often marginalised and
stigmatised—physical spaces for independence, thereby challenging traditional gender norms and contributing to
the broader feminist movement.

The discussion centres on several key questions: What were the architectural characteristics of this new
housing typology? What social and economic factors drove its development across various European cities? In
what ways did these colonies contribute to women’s emancipation? How did they incorporate architectural and
social innovation? And how can these spaces be interpreted as architectural expressions of feminist theories on
space and identity?

The study investigates three critical dimensions of women’s housing colonies: their role in fostering female
independence, their architectural distinctiveness, and their significance as responses to the challenges of
modernity. Drawing on three case studies, it demonstrates how architectural design was closely tied to social
reform and explores how these spaces functioned as platforms for emancipation and identity formation.

METHODOLOGY

This study employs a comparative analysis focusing on three women’s housing colonies in urban centres
across Switzerland, Germany, and the United Kingdom. It examines the Ada Lewis Women’s Lodging House in
London by Joseph and Smithem (1913), the Lettenbof in Zurich by Lux Guyer (1927), and the Ledigenbeim
designed by Hans Scharoun for the Werkbundausstellung in Stuttgart (1929). Each case study is examined in terms
of its architectural features—such as room size, shared kitchens, common areas and communal facilities.

! Translated from German into English by the author, this applies to all translations unless otherwise noted.
2 ‘New Woman’ describing the growing number of educated and working women (mostly white middle-class
women). Term first used in an article by Sarah Grand (1854-1943) in 1894.
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The case studies are deliberately selected for their urban context and for their relevance to the eatly twentieth-
century debate on women’s housing, allowing for a comparative analysis of purpose-built colonies for single
women during a period of profound urbanisation and social change. However, women’s housing initiatives were
more diverse in scope. One of the eatly examples, the Blumhardt-Haus in Stuttgart (1874), established by
the Verein zur Fiirsorge fiir Fabrikarbeiterinnen, offered accommodation for more than one hundred factory workers
(Evangelische Wohnheime Stuttgart e.V. (n.d.). Around 1900, Mddchenbeimein textile regions provided
supervised housing in smaller industrial towns (Sassin, 2012). At the other end of the social spectrum, the Haus
zur Sonne in Berlin (1913), designed by architect Emilie Winkelmann, catered to educated middle-class women
who had withdrawn from working life (Terlinden & Von Oertzen, 2006). Also considering the timeframe we
find later examples into the post-war decades, as shown for example by the Frauenwobnbeim 1V iktoriastrasse (1954)
or the Wobnbeim Monbijon (1957) in Bern (Miller, 2024). Taken together, such examples illustrate the broader
range of emerging housing models for women across different times, places and social classes. Against this
background, the following analysis concentrates on three representative urban projects, examining not only their
architectural features but also their socio-political significance. Beyond physical design, the analysis situates these
buildings within their social and historical contexts, emphasising their roles in enhancing women’s visibility,
autonomy and access to urban life. Alongside architectural plans, the research draws on historical sources
including newspaper articles, archival documents, and publications from the women’s movement to reveal the
lived experiences and challenges faced by single women during this period.

Furthermore, literature on feminist spatial theory, housing history and social movements is used to critically
assess the significance of these housing colonies as a form of societal and architectural innovation.

The relationship between gender and space has been extensively theorised by feminist scholars. Dolores
Hayden (1981) explores how urban planning historically marginalised women, while Doreen Massey (1994)
highlights how space is not neutral but socially constructed, reinforcing power dynamics. Applying these
perspectives, the analysis demonstrates how women’s residences challenged existing spatial norms by creating
environments that supported economic independence and communal living.

THE “SURPLUS WOMAN” AND THE RISE OF WOMEN’S HOUSING SOLUTION

By the end of the 19t century, both the number of working women and the number of single women were
widely perceived to be increasing. Although this perception cannot be supported by clear demographic evidence
(Dollard, 2009), it reflected a significant shift in societal views regarding women's roles in the public sphere.
While the overall number of working women did not increase substantially, the nature of their employment
changed considerably. Industrialisation and economic transformations facilitated the entry of more women into
white-collar professions. For instance, in England in 1851 merely 1 percent of clerks were women. By 1914, 25
per cent of all commercial clerks were women. In forty years, the number of female clerks increased 400 times
(Tilly & Scott, 1987, p. 156). This shift in profession meant a displacement from the traditional domestic realm
into a priorly male-dominated world. Moreover, the entry of middle-class women into the workforce often
contributed to the mistaken perception of an increase in the number of working women, as their experience was
equated with all women (Tilly & Scott, 1987, p. 150). The rise of middle-class women in employment brought up
moral and respectability concerns. Unmarried aunts and daughters were no longer financially sustainable, yet it
was still seen as disgraceful in urban middle-class society for them to work outside the home. The idea of women
earning money was viewed as harmful to the family's reputation (Dollard, 2009, p. 9). The growing presence of
single women living independently gave rise to the concept of ‘surplus women’3, a societal notion labelling
unmarried women as ‘extra’ or unnecessary (Dollard, 2009). As Sassin (2012, p. 201) notes: “The single person
was by default a man, and yet the unmarried woman (a/leinstebende Fran) was a popular signifier of modernity — at
once a victim and a heroine of the modern age — one literally ‘standing alone’ (a/einstehend) in society through no
fault of her own.” This highlights the contradictory position of unmarried women at the time: on the one hand,
their status as working women was regarded as unnatural and temporary; on the other, the ‘New Woman’ was
celebrated as a symbol of modernity and as a feminist ideal. Or how Massey puts it: ““The old patriarchal form of
domestic production was torn apart, the established pattern of relations between the sexes was thrown into
question.” (Massey, 1994, p. 191).

The way in which one lives - both how and where - is often a reflection of one’s economic and social status
(Miiller, 2024, p. 22). Until the 20 century, women predominantly lived within family structures, whether in
nuclear or extended households. If women lived outside the family, they typically did so as domestic servants,

3 The term originated in the United Kingdom following the 1851 census, which reported a significant
demographic imbalance with close to one million more women than men. It continued to circulate in public
discourse after the First World War, when wartime casualties further intensified concerns about unmarried
women. In German-speaking contexts, related discussions referred to a Fraueniiberschuss (surplus of women).
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residing with the families they worked for, or as what was called Schlafgingerinnen (‘sleepwalkers’) in Germany,
renting a bed on a day-to-day basis in small flats of low-income people (Mdller, 2024, p. 22). Others lived in
rental barracks and lower middle-class workers might have been able to locate a room in an overcrowded
boarding house. For middle-class or upper-class women there were furnished rooms or very rarely independent
accommodations (Henderson, 2009, p. 359).

Before, for unmarried women one of the few ‘respectable’ housing options available was often found in
cloisters or other charitable, religious foundations. However, while these institutions provided shelter, they were
governed by strict rules and increasingly regarded—across a broad political spectrum, from moderates to leftist
radicals—as outdated and regressive. Moreover, having traditionally catered to elderly women, these institutions
were seen as ill-suited for young, modern women secking to actively engage in society (Sassin, 2012, p. 2006).

This lack of suitable housing options was addressed by the feminist movement early on. Louise Otto-Peters
(1818-1895), a founding member of the General German Women's Association (Alfgemeiner Deutscher
Franenverein), addressed this issue as eatly as in 1881. In her article Klezn, rein und allein (‘small, clean, and alone’),
published in the journal Nexe Babnen, she asserted that women no longer wished to live in subordination with
relatives but instead sought space of their own: “(...) they will all be happy to affirm the above* and find comfort
in the fact that they are free to do as they please within their own four walls!” (Otto-Peters, 1881, p. 18). Further,
the 1911 conference organised by the German Badische Landeswobnungsverein, titled ‘Apartment and woman’
(Figure 1), articulated the housing crisis as a gendered issue: “The solution to the housing question, this
important and urgent social issue of the present day, has an even deeper significance for women than it does for
men.” (Baum, Kréhne, et al., 1911, p. 40). The conference also underscored the broader issue of the housing
shortage for single individuals: “The housing shortage that the building cooperatives set out to remedy is first
and foremost the lack of good, healthy and affordable small flats.” (Staudinger, 1911, pp. 44-45). Similar
concerns arose across Europe. In 1910, Mary Higgs, in collaboration with Edward Hayward, published “Where
Shall She Live? The Homelessness of the Woman Worker’, highlighting the housing challenges faced by women
workers in London, as mentioned in the beginning.

Figure 1
Conference Booklet “Apartment and woman” 1911

The housing conditions of single working-class women differed significantly from both their married
counterparts and single women of higher social standing. Overcrowding, large families, and financial hardship
meant that many working-class girls had to leave home at a young age to support themselves. A large number
entered live-in occupations such as domestic service, dressmaking, or retail work, which inherently denied them
independent housing. Those employed in other fields often secured lodging on their own, but their low wages

4 Here ‘above’ refers to ‘small, clean, and alone’, which the author describes as fitting keywords for single
women, “i.e. those who have no families in which they can make themselves useful, whether their own or one in
which they fulfill some kind of professional role.”
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typically restricted them to the most impoverished housing options. The extreme poverty faced by unmarried,
widowed, or abandoned working-class women left them highly susceptible to homelessness, with many forced
into workhouses. Historical records indicate that thousands of women also lived in common lodging houses,
shelters, brothels, or were left without shelter altogether (Morrell, 1999). This shows that women were by no
means a uniform or homogeneous group; the housing conditions of working-class women differed significantly
from those of middle- and upper-class women, just as the experiences of single women contrasted with those of
married women. However, certain societal factors transcended class and marital status, shaping women’s housing
circumstances in distinctly gendered ways—primarily due to their economic and social dependence on men.

The struggles single women faced in securing housing reflect broader gendered division of space theorised by
feminist scholars. Hayden (1981) describes how the spatial organisation of cities has often reinforced women’s
economic and social subordination. Similarly, Chant and Mcllwaine (1998) argue, women’s access to urban space
has historically been shaped by their perceived dependency on male providers. The exclusion of single women
from the urban rental market thus underscores their precarious position within a built environment designed
around patriarchal family structures.

In summary, the increasing number of independent working women in cities—particularly the rise of middle-
class women entering the workforce—combined with economic disadvantages and a lack of suitable housing
options, made the housing issue a critical concern for women. Therefore, solutions were sought from various
sides. On one hand, the bourgeoisie aimed to provide morally safe spaces for working women in the cities,
spaces that aligned with traditional values of the ‘home’, hence avoiding an institutional character. On the other
hand, the feminist movement advocated for greater independence for women, secking to free them from the
constraints of family structures and assigned gender roles. This combination of influences led to the
development of housing models that strived to balance respectability and independence, offering women spaces
that allowed them to live autonomously while still conforming to certain social expectations.

FROM HOUSING CRISIS TO ARCHITECTURAL INNOVATION
Pioneering models

One of the earliest examples of this new typology can be found in Stuttgart: a Ledigenbein built in 1874 for
skilled female factory workers by the Association of Care for Female Factory Workers. The project’s supporters
aimed to create a hygienic and morally safe environment while fostering a sense of community. Notable features
of this early project include bathroom facilities on each floor, brightly lit bedrooms and well-designed communal
spaces, such as a heated gathering hall and two public kitchens (Sassin, 2012, p. 215). Another eatly example
is Sloane Gardens House (Figure 2), built in 1888 for the Ladies’ Associated Dwellings Company in London. It
primarily consisted of compact single bedrooms and cubicles. The ground floor housed shops, some of which
sold products made by the residents. Additionally, the serviced building featured a library, a music room, and a
communal dining hall (Gee, 2010, p. 92).

Figure 2
Sloane gardens house 1888. © Geoff Brandwood, VVictorian Society
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Later housing models still featured many components of eatlier housing experiments but presented a classier
appearance. The Ledjgenbeim in Alt Moabit Berlin from 1909 for example was in the style of the Biedermeier
revival, a style that could be red as both “elevated and homey” (Sassin, 2012, p. 218) (Figure 3). The house
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included a dining hall, as well as a coffee house, that was open to the public. A ‘homey’ atmosphere should on
one hand serve the purportedly innate domestic nature of women and on the other hand ensure, that the
residents would rather stay at home than indulge in the city life (Sassin, 2012, p. 225).

Figure 3
Alt Moabit 38 (1909), primary facade. 2008. ©Erin Eckhold Sassin

An examination of early housing models designed specifically for single women reveals several defining
features of this purpose-built typology. These residences consistently incorporated public and semi-public
facilities. Ground floors often housed amenities such as restaurants or libraries, making them accessible to both
residents and the wider community. In the private sections, bedrooms were frequently complemented by
parlours—semi-public spaces where residents could receive guests without having to invite them into their
personal rooms (Sassin, 2012, p. 224). One objective was to ensure that residents stayed within the confines of
the building, thus limiting their exposure to potentially morally dubious establishments in the city. Additionally,
these housing complexes aimed to free the working women from the domestic chores by providing in-house
dining options and communal services.

The construction of Ledigenheime was part of a broader international trend of social experiments, which were
underpinned by new educational opportunities (Terlinden, 1999). Emerging in the late 19th century, single-
kitchen houses (Einkiichenhduser), rooted in socialist ideas proposed by Charles Fourier (1772—1837), served as
important precursor models influencing the later design of Ledigenbeinze. These early experiments advocated the
centralisation of domestic labour to ease household responsibilities.

Within the context of the Ledigenbeime single women played a leading role. With their perceived innate
maternal qualities, women were seen as capable of making a unique cultural contribution to a public sphere that
had traditionally been dominated by men and male values. This idea of an expanded form of motherhood—
spiritual rather than biological—found expression in what scholars refer to as ‘municipal housekeeping’. This
concept encompassed various initiatives, such as the establishment of settlement houses, free kindergartens,
public kitchens, and public libraries, often driven by philanthropic voluntary organisations. Public kitchens and
libraties, in particular, were frequently central to the design of Ledigenbeime (Sassin, 2012, p. 209). These buildings
thus reflected an architectural embodiment of traditional gender ideologies, allowing women to enter the public
sphere while fulfilling roles that aligned with their supposed natural duties as caretakers of the home.

Having outlined the origins and underlying principles of this building typology, the following section turns to
three in-depth case studies to examine its architectural features and social significance in the eatly 20th century.
Each case will explore with particular attention to its inception the key actors involved in its realisation. Through
comparative analysis, the section highlights both the formal characteristics of the designs and their broader
impact within the social and cultural contexts in which they emerged.

TRACING THE ORIGINS AND DRIVING FORCES OF WOMEN’S RESIDENTIAL REFORM

One of the driving forces behind eatly 20th-century efforts to reform the housing market for single women in
the United Kingdom was the National Association of Women’s Lodging Houses. Established in 1909 by Mary
Higgs, it focused primarily on those in the lower-income sectors (Morrell, 1999, p. 293). It played a pivotal role
in advancing the housing agenda for single women. However, while the organisation excelled in gathering and
disseminating information and fostering collaboration among stakeholders, it struggled to convince
municipalities to create lodging houses for women. It still managed to play an important role in opening several
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women’s hostels. The association's most notable achievement was its dedicated focus on the housing needs of
single women, going beyond the scope of other organisations and successfully elevating the issue to national
importance.

Furthermore, the organisation directed its efforts towards all women in need, without distinguishing between
those deemed ‘tespectable’ and ‘untespectable’. This marked a significant shift in the perception of women's
housing needs, reflecting a broader transition from moralistic interpretations of poverty to an understanding
rooted in economic factors. At the time, vagrancy and homelessness had become pressing public concerns,
prompting discussions about new solutions. The emergence of a ‘social services state’ under the Liberal
government signalled a move towards recognising the provision of basic social needs as a governmental
responsibility rather than solely the domain of private charity (Morrell, 1999, p. 324). A notable example of their
efforts is the Ada Lewis Women’s Lodging House, constructed in 1913. After unsuccessful attempts to secure
funding from the municipality, a private fund from the wealthy Ada Lewis-Hill was used to build what became
the largest women’s lodging house in London at the time, accommodating up to 220 women (Gee, 2010, p. 104).
The architectural partnership of Joseph and Smithem, about whom limited information is available except that
they had previously designed several workmen’s housing projects in Dublin, were commissioned with the Ada
Lewis House. Today the house is known as the Discroll House, since it was purchased by Terence Discroll in
1965.

In contrast to the Ada Lewis Women’s Lodging House, the women’s colony Lettenhof in Zurich was not
funded by a single benefactor, but by a collective union of individuals sharing common interests and goals. In
March 1925, the Women's Centre (Franenzentrale) commissioned studies to explore building projects for single
women, as well as the identification of suitable building sites. This sparked the interest of other women’s
organisations, leading to the merger of three associations and the formation of a cooperative to undertake the
implementation of a related project. The Women’s Center (Frauenzentrale), the protectoral for single women
(Protektorat alleinstehender Franen) and the building cooperative for working women (Baugenossenschaft berufstigiger
Franen (see Figure 4, Statues of the cooperative’)) were able to purchase a larger site in Wipkingen, a quarter in
Zurich that was primarily characterised by agriculture until the 1920s (Birlimann, 2019). The land was
collectively purchased, but to accommodate the diverse needs of the future residents and the various interest
groups they represented, each group independently financed their own portion of the housing complex. The
municipality of Zurich also provided financial assistance to the Genossenschaften (cooperatives), while future
residents were required to purchase share certificates ranging from 600 to 1800 francs, depending on the size of
the room or flat they applied for. This process, which is a distinctive feature of Swiss cooperatives, was
commonly used to facilitate affordable housing. One of the earliest examples of such engagement was the
women’s housing cooperative founded in Zurich in 1919 by Dora Staudinger and others. As a pioneer of the
cooperative movement in Switzerland, Staudinger viewed collective housing not only as a response to economic
need but also as a tool for self-help and social renewal—values that would go on to shape later projects like the
Lettenbof (Miller, 2023).

With the Ziircher Franenverein fiir alkobolfreie Wirtschaften (Zurich women's association for alcohol-free pubs) a
fourth player was involved in the project, which led to four buildings grouped around a courtyard (Figure 5).
Although each building was financed individually and has partially a different interior layout, the exterior design
was conceived as an overall complex, including a shared garden area (Rudolf, 1928, p. 145). Lux Guyer was an
obvious choice to be commissioned with the design of the colony, as she was the first female architect in
Switzerland to establish her own architectural practice.

The Ledigenbeim designed by Hans Sharoun and completed in 1929 as part of the Werkbundsiedlung for the
Wohnung und Werkraum exhibition in Breslau has yet another background and differs programmatically from the
previous two examples. It not only provided housing options for single women but also for single men as well as
childless couples. The Werkbundsiedlung in Breslau was a significant architectural and urban planning project that
was part of the broader Deutscher Werkbund movement, which aimed to merge industrial efficiency with high-
quality design. In contrast to the renowned Werkbund exhibition in Stuttgart in 1927, which had a broader
international focus, the Breslau exhibition emphasised community-oriented buildings and featured
more local architects rather than globally recognised figures. The funding for the exhibition came from the
municipality and small and micro flats were the focus of the exhibition (Bock, 2022, p. 114).

> Art. 2 states: «The purpose of the co-operative is to provide healthy and affordable housing and to rent it out to
members, primarily to single working women. The cooperative is a non-profit organisation and is politically and
confessionally neutral.»
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Figure 4
Statutes cooperative working women Zurich, (SozArch KS 334/15-Z1), Sozialarchiy’

BAUGENOSSENSCHAFT BERUPSTATIGER FRAUEN ZURICH

I. Name, Sitz und Zweck

Art.l

Unter dem Namen » Baugenossenschaft berufstétiger Frauen »
besteht seit 1926 eine Genossenschaft auf unbestimmte Dauer; sie
hat ihren Sitz in Ziirich, wo sie im Handelsregister eingetragen
ist,

Art.2

Die Genossenschaft bezweckt die Beschaffung gesunder und
billiger Wohnungen und deren Vermietung an Mitglieder, in erster
Linie an berufstitige,alleinstehende Frauen. Die Genossenschaft
ist gemeinniitzig und verfolgt keinen Erwerbszweck; sie ist poli-
tisch und konfessionell neutral.

Figure 5
Situation Lettenhof with the different stakeholders, 1927. Published in “Wohnkolonie fiir alleinstebende Frauen im Lettenbof
Ziirich.” Das Werk: Kunst und Architektur 15(5), 1928
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It highlighted the shift towards rationalist and functional architecture, moving away from traditional
ornamentation and promoting a more efficient, standardised approach to residential design (Figure 6). While not
exclusively designed for single women, it resonates with the housing models developed by the early feminist
movement in Germany, which brought the issue of housing for single individuals—particularly women—into
the forefront of the housing discourse and developed community-based housing blocks.
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Figure 6

View of the conrtyard with the two-bedroom flats on the left and the dining ball in the middle, 1929. © bkp, Berlin, 2003,
Kunstbhibliothek Preussicher Kulturbesitz,

In summary we have one project brought to life by a women’s organisation and financed by a female
philanthropist, another executed through the merger of three women’s cooperatives with the support of the
municipality for charitable housing, and a third showcased at an exhibition of housing models, which highlighted
how small and micro-flats, designed to accommodate the emerging “urban nomad” (Sassin, 2012, p. 248), which
were at the forefront of the housing debate at the time.

Architectural innovations in women’s collective housing

The Ada Lewis Women’s Lodging is a six-story building designed in a Baroque style with a distinctive U-
shaped floor plan (Figure 7). Its facade is marked by large, generously proportioned windows, which offer no
indication of the compact cubicles behind them. The entrance is accentuated by a triangular pediment in the style
of a ‘tympanum’, while the semi-circular steps create an inviting gesture toward the public.

Emily Gee, in her chapter “’Where Shall She Liver” Housing the New Working Woman in Late Victorian and
Edwardian London”, describes the building’s architectural approach: “This historicist style conferred a sense of
authority that fitted its semi-institutional use, yet the rich detailing produced a proud building to suit the women
it housed.” (Gee, 2010, p. 105).

The first four floors were dedicated to sleeping accommodations, comprising “214 single cubicles, twenty
double bedrooms, and six slightly larger ‘special” rooms” (Gee, 2010, p. 105). Architects Joseph and Smithem
employed an innovative material of the time—Mouchel-Hennebique ferro-concrete—in the columns and in
other structurally significant elements. While these features imparted a sense of solidity and functionality, the
common rooms contrasted with a more decorative aesthetic. They were adorned with colourful glazed tiles,
featuring niches and fireplaces (Figure 8). The house offered a variety of shared spaces, including a sewing
room, a clothes-brushing room, laundry and drying rooms. Amenities designed to support domestic labour were
primarily located in the basement, while the sewing room, library, and dining rooms were situated on the ground
floor (Historic England, n.d.). The special bedrooms were consistently occupied, while the cubicles attracted
fewer residents. This discrepancy arose because, although the hostel was intended for the 'poorest’ women, they
were primarily occupied by teachers, typists, clerks, and nurses, rather than factory workers. As a result, just four
months after opening, a small adjustment was made to increase the privacy of the cubicles.
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Figure 7
Ada Lewis women's lodging house (Driscoll house) by Stephen Craven, licensed under CC BY-SA 2.0

—

Figure 8
Library at Ada Lewis Women’s Lodging Honse. ©Historical England DP0217

Emily Gee also writes about the Ada Lewis House, that it was “clearly modelled on the men’s Rowton
Houses (...). Ada Lewis House was more inviting and ‘feminine’ in some of its decorative schemes (...) but the
glazed tile dados (...) were eerily similar.” (Gee, 2010, p. 100).
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In general, we see a lot of similar features to lodgings that were solely built for men. But some interesting
distinctions can be determined, such as the above mentioned ‘feminine’ decorations. Other distinctions were the
interior connection between the private spaces and the public. Ledigenbeime for men emerged within municipal
and philanthropic reform efforts aimed at stabilising the everyday lives of single male workers, who were
considered particularly vulnerable to moral dangers and unruly behaviour in the modern city (e.g. Rehhoffstral3e
Hamburg, 1913, Ledigenheim Miunchen, 1926). These concerns shaped the architecture: In the Ledigenbeime at
Dankelmannstrasse (Berlin, 1908), for instance, there was no direct access from private or semi-private spaces to
the public areas of the home. This deliberate separation of single men’s interactions with public spaces reflects
the concerns of middle-class reformers, who feared that, residents had not yet fully adapted to domestic life and
could not be entirely trusted to conform to expected behaviour. Whereas women, seen as naturally inclined to
domesticity, were considered less of a concern (Sassin, 2012, p. 221).

In contrast to the small cubicles at the Ada Lewis House, the Lettenhof in Zurich offered more two- (23) to
three-room (0) flats, rather than single rooms (22) (Zamarian, 2013, p. 180). This was a deliberate choice by the
cooperative, aimed at accommodating women with varying needs in terms of room sizes and, consequently,
rental prices. Nevertheless, we find similar professions represented among the residents: Dressmaker,
telephonist, office clerk, commercial clerk, childminder, kindergarten teacher or teacher (Biitlimann, 2019).

The facade, similar to that of the Ada Lewis House, featured large windows, including double-wing balcony
doors. However, it embraced a distinct modernist style, marked by the absence of ornamentation and historical
references (Figure 9).

Figure 9
The Lettenhof view from the river 1927. Bangeschichtliches Archiv Stadt Ziirich

The Lettenhof offered a range of apartment types, each with furnishing and layouts tailored to residents’
differing needs and financial means. The largest units—two- and three-room flats located in the main housing
blocks—featured generously sized rooms, private bathrooms, full kitchens, and balconies. In contrast, the more
affordable two-room flats situated in the flanking wings were equipped with compact kitchenettes and either
private or shared bathroom facilities. A third category consisted of ten single rooms located in the fourth
building, which also housed the alcohol-free restaurant. These single units included bed alcoves, running water,
either a balcony or bay window, shared bathrooms, and small kitchenettes (Rudolf, 1928).

Overall, the housing colony was considered highly innovative for its time. Modern conveniences such as
electric boilers, telephones in each building (at a time when only three other telephone connections existed in the
entire neighbourhood), and vacuum cleaners available for borrowing from the caretaker couple reflected a
forward-looking approach to everyday domestic life.

As one contemporary newspaper observed: “At every turn, the layout and utilisation of the rooms reveal the
architect's understanding of the needs of a woman's houschold, which has to be managed as efficiently as
possible in terms of time and energy alongside her job” (M.L.Sch., 1927).

By comparison, the Ada Lewis House placed greater emphasis on communal areas rather than individual
living spaces. Nevertheless, the restaurant in the Lezfenbof provided a space for residents to gather or order meals
to be delivered to their rooms. This feature was significant in fostering social interaction and communication, not
only among residents but also with those from the surrounding neighbourhood. At the time, it was considered

immoral for women to dine alone in a public restaurant, making this provision a crucial aspect of the colony
(Schmid et al., 2019).
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“Zurich can pride itself on being the first Swiss city to fulfil an urgent need of our time: The creation of small
flats for single and especially working women.”, celebrated a local newspaper (M.L.Sch, 1927). As international
developments and debates in Switzerland are rather slow to be reflected in the built environment, the residential
colony was praised by vatious newspapers and magazines. Hans Scharoun's Ledigenhein had a somewhat more
difficult task. The housing block for single individuals was built for the Werkbund exhibition ‘Wohnung und
Werkraum’ in Breslau in 1929. Only two years prior to that, the famous Werkbund exhibition ‘the apartment’ took
place in Stuttgart under the artistic leadership of Mies van der Rohe. Interestingly, the architect Margarete
Schiitte-Lihotzky, who designed a model flat for working women as part of the Stuttgart exhibition, advocated
against clustering women in segregated residential blocks. Instead, she promoted the integration of single
women’s housing into larger, mixed-family residential developments. Based on her own experiences and
commissioned research in Frankfurt, Lihotzky developed the concept of the Einliegerwobnung—independent,
affordable studio units embedded within regular housing settlements. She argued that integrating single women
into family-oriented housing would not only reduce social isolation but also allow the units to benefit from
public subsidies otherwise unavailable to women-specific housing blocks (Henderson, 2009, pp. 360-361).

It can be assumed that a lot of pressure was on the architects of the ‘Wobnung und Werkraum’ expo not to
repeat the Stuttgart contents and go beyond what was displayed there (Eisen, 2012, p. 225). Compared to the
other case-studies we have here an experimental settlement, though built to overdue the time of the exhibition,
but certainly with a model character. Opposed to Ada Lewis Women’s Lodging House the Ledigenbein designed
by Hans Scharoun was not intended to accommodate the ‘simple’ working girl but rather targeted the New
People’ of the interwar period. For this audience, more complex facilities were presented, much like the comforts
a hotel had to offer (Eisen, 2012, p. 227). Scharoun himself talks about a metropolitan dweller, who differs from
the small town or middle town dwellers, referring to the above mentioned ‘urban nomad’. In the reception of the
exhibition, we can see that Scharoun’s building was the most noted and hence it can be said that he truly
accomplished to add to the housing debate of the Werkbundsiediung in Stuttgart. Eisen, for example writes about
this: “It was the first Ledjgenbezz of modern genealogy to be built, which differed fundamentally from its
predecessors in terms of its promised social function and clientele.” (Eisen, 2012, p. 229). It seems that from
now on, working single people were at the forefront of the modernisation of living environments and lifestyles
and that their new domicile communicated this change.

The building's form and layout reflect Scharoun's vision of modern housing, combining efficiency with a
strong emphasis on social interaction and spatial fluidity.

One of the most striking features of the Ledigenbeim is its S-shaped layout, which integrates different
residential wings with communal spaces (Figure 10). This organic form not only responds to the site’s
topography but also creates a dynamic interaction between private and shared areas. Additionally, the building
was divided into separate sections to accommodate different demographics: one part was designated for female
residents, while another was exclusively for men, and a third for couples. This separation reflected societal norms
of the time, preserving the overall communal concept while innovatively combining different groups within a
single residence.

Figure 10
Floorplan first floor, 1929. Akademie der Kiinste [AdK], Berlin, Hans-Scharoun-Archiv
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The flats themselves are compact and efficiently organised. The single and double-occupancy units are
designed with a semi-duplex arrangement, where each unit spans two half-levels. It was one of the first split-level
building (Figure 11). This living on multiple floors was intended to give a sense of living in a house, and with
this house-in-house principle Scharoun created a new social building type (Bock, 2022, p. 14).

Figure 11
Section, 1929. Atkademie der Kiinste [AdK], Berlin, Hans-S charoun-Archiy
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A key architectural element of the Ledjgenbeim is its communal facilities. At the heart of the building is a large
central hall, flanked by a restaurant and service areas, fostering a sense of community among residents. The
lobby, terrace, and rooftop gardens further support Scharoun’s vision of collective living by providing additional
shared spaces where inhabitants can interact (Syring & Kirschenmann, 2004, p. 33).

The three case studies demonstrate various architectural innovations, both technical and in terms of spatial
design. In the Ada Lewis House, drying rooms were introduced, which were “celebrated for drying a resident’s
clothes within minutes of her coming in from the rain.” (Gee, 2010, p. 105). In Lettenhof, each kitchen was
equipped with an electric boiler that provided hot water for both the kitchen and the bathrooms, alongside other
modern amenities like electric washing machines, tumble dryers, telephones, and vacuum cleaners (Rudolf, 1928).
Other innovations were found in the layout of the ground floors: Scharoun’s Ledigenheim featured an S-shaped
layout that fostered communal living and social cohesion by integrating private flats with shared spaces, such as a
central hall and restaurant. This design encouraged interaction among residents and reflected a progressive social
approach by accommodating both single men and women, promoting equality while still respecting societal
norms of the time. The split-level micro-flats in the Ledjgenbeim were one of the first examples of this housing
arrangement, offering efficient use of space while creating a sense of independence within a collective
environment (Eisen, 2012). In Lux Guyer’s Letfenbof, innovative features such as built-in cupboards and
designated compartments for storing milk in the entrance area were introduced, optimising space and utility
(Figure 12). Ada Lewis House, with its small cubicles, was compact and designed primarily for lower-income
women, but the careful detailing of the common areas, such as the stairway with an iron balustrade that
continued throughout the building, imbued the space with a sense of elegance. The centralisation of the
household chores by providing communal dining room, sewing and clothes-brushing rooms presented a relief to
the exhausting lives of the residents while fostering a sense of community (see T'able 1 for comparison).
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Figure 12

Floorplan second and third floors, 1927. Published in “Wobnkolonie fiir alleinstehende Franen im Lettenhof Ziirich.” Das Werk:
Kunst und Architektur 15(5), 1928

Table 1

Comparative overview of the key features across the three case studies

2. BAUGENOSSENSCHAFT
FUR BERUFSTATIGE FRAUEN
Grundriss des II. und III. Stockes
Mafistab 1:300

Feature Ada Lewis Women’s Lettenhof, Zurich (1927) Ledigenheim, Breslau (1929)
Lodging House, London
(1913)
Stakeholders National Association of Cooperative of Women's Municipality-funded Werkbund
Women’s Lodging Houses; Organisations (Women's Exhibition, Deutscher Werkbund
funded by Ada Lewis-Hill Center, Protectoral for Single movement
(private philanthropist) Women, Building Cooperative
for Working Women, Zurich
women's association for
alcohol-free pubs),
Municipality of Zurich
Architect(s) Joseph and Smithem Lux Guyer Hans Scharoun

Accommodation Type

Single-room cubicles,
shared spaces

Mix of single rooms and small
flats (two- and three-room
units)

Small and micro-flats, split-level units

Size

214 single cubicles, 20
double rooms, 6 special
rooms

22 single rooms, 23 two-room
flats, 6 three-room flats

48 flats, 32 for single individuals, 16
for childless couples

Communal Facilities

Sewing room, laundry,
drying rooms, library,
dining room, foot baths,
clothes-brushing room

Alcohol-free restaurant, shared
gardens, communal facilities
(telephones, vacuum cleaners,
washing machines)

Central hall, restaurant, rooftop
gardens, terrace

Design Style

Baroque, historical

Modernist, functionalist,
minimal ornamentation

Rationalist, modernist, innovative
organic S-shaped layout

Architectural Innovations

Ferro-concrete structural
elements, efficient drying
rooms, glazed tile intetiors

Built-in furniture, compact
kitchenettes, modern
appliances, varied flat sizes,
private balconies

Split-level flats, innovative S-shaped
layout integrating private and public
spaces

Economic Class &
Occupation

Primarily lower-income
professional women
(teachers, clerks, nurses,

typists)

Lower to middle-income
professional women
(dressmakers, telephonists,
office clerks, teachers)

Mixed demographic: single working
individuals, men and women, ‘urban
nomads’

The social impact of purpose-built housing for women

Housing is a fundamental human need, but it goes beyond the mere provision of shelter. It
encompasses socio-spatial structures that shape how everyday life is organised and experienced (Reuschke, 2010,
p. 7). For women, especially single women, the ability to inhabit space independently has long been tied to
broader questions of respect, autonomy, and social participation. In her 1909 article Goals of the Women’s
Movement, Helene von Miilinen articulated this ambition clearly: “To show the single woman the same respect
as the married woman—we are still quite a long way from this, despite some progress—to help her, as men are
helped, to find a professional life that fulfils her, and to guide her intellectual life in directions where she learns to
be a ruler according to her determination—that is the task and goal of the women’s movement.”

This ideal found expression in the built environment, particularly in women’s housing models such as the so-
called ‘Madonna-Houses’. An early successful example is the York Street Chambers, built in 1892 by the Ladies’
Residential Chambers Company Ltd. Its layout—comprising private bed-sitting rooms or flats paired with
communal dining facilities—closely resembled the explored case studies. As Emily Gee notes, the first women
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members of the RIBA, sisters Ethel and Bessie Charles, operated their architectural practice from this residence
(Gee, 2010, p. 93). Hence, these spaces could foster not only independence but also professional networking and
mutual support.

While these housing models were not always intended as overtly feminist interventions, scholars like Sassin
have emphasised their emancipatory potential. They alighed with broader reforms in domestic labour,
particularly the feminist push to liberate women from the burdens of housekeeping and enable fuller
participation in public life. Lily Braun (1865 — 1916), for example, argued that access to education or politics was
insufficient unless paired with infrastructural support—such as kitchen-less homes—that allowed women to step
beyond the confines of domestic roles (Meyer, 1985). She was a German feminist, writer and social reformer,
advocating for women's rights, particularly focusing on the intersections between social, economic, and political
structures. Braun believed that the advancement of women’s rights in education and politics was insufficient
without addressing the infrastructure that supported women's domestic roles.

In this light, I edigenheime can be seen as direct architectural responses to feminist demands for independence
and social integration and as a further development, or rather specialisation, of the precursor models of one-
kitchen housing models. As Sassin notes: “Simply by enabling women to live ‘on their own’ in a setting that was
a combination of the public and private realms, but without the requirements of running a typical household (...)
Ledigenheime were more progressive socially—even radical—than many of their (general progressive) supporters
believed.” (Sassin, 2012, p. 239).

At the same time, these spaces often embodied a tension between emancipation and control. While they
offered women privacy and autonomy, they frequently reinforced middle-class moral expectations. In Germany,
many Ledjgenbeime appointed a director to oversee the residents’ behaviour—someone “who would ensure
ladylike behaviour” (Sassin, 2012, p. 210). Similarly, in Zurich’s Lettenhof, a resident caretaker couple was
responsible for maintaining order. Moreover, the architectural features themselves often reflected gendered
assumptions. Residences for women typically included ‘teaching kitchens’ (as in Alt Moabit) or small individual
kitchenettes in addition to communal dining areas (Le#zenhof). In contrast, male-only residences never included
private kitchens, revealing a persistent assumption that women—even when living independently and having the
options of in-house dining—would still want to prepare meals for themselves. This distinction makes Hans
Scharoun’s Ledjgenbein in Breslau particularly significant: no architectural differentiation was made between single
male and female residents.

Houses for single women began to lose their prominence as a distinct typology in the 1930s. In Germany this
was partly due to the rise of fascist ideologies, which reasserted traditional gender roles and cast women primarily
as mothers within the nuclear family. At the same time, these residences came under critique from within
modernist architectural discourse. Reform-minded architects such as Margarete Schiitte-Lihotzky argued that
separating single women into dedicated housing blocks was both socially isolating and architecturally outdated.
Instead, they promoted the integration of single working women into larger, mixed-use residential developments,
a model that aligned more closely with the ideals of the Neues Bauen movement (Henderson, 2009; Terlinden,
1999).

While post-war reconstruction produced various forms of accommodation for single people, such as
personnel houses attached to hospitals, or compact apartments in large-scale housing projects like Alvar Aalto’s
high-rise in Bremen (1958-62) or the Berlin Hansa Quarter developed for the Interbau exhibition (1957), these
cannot be seen as direct successors to the Ledigenbeim. As Erin Eckhold Sassin concludes, “there were and are no
duplicates for the Ledigenheim building type” (Sassin, 2012, p. 259). What disappeared was precisely the
reformist ambition that had once driven women’s residences: their collective kitchens, lounges, and gardens
designed to foster new forms of sociability and support among women. Post-war solutions instead responded to
the urgent need for small, private units, shifting the focus away from communal reform to standardised
individual flats.

Berta Rahm’s 1950 essay Wobnmaglichkeiten fiir Alleinstehende (living possibilities for singles) further underscores
this point. Writing in the Swiss journal Werk, she observed the continuing lack of adequate housing for single
women and noted that Switzerland lagged behind countries like Sweden, where the issue had gained greater
attention. Her call for action shows that, even decades after the first wave of Ledjgenbeime, the housing question
for single women remained unresolved and largely marginal in Central Europe. Rahm’s perspective aligns with
Sassin’s assessment: while the typology left traces, particularly in the evolution of the modern single flat, it never
secured a lasting foothold nor retained the explicitly social ambitions it once embodied.

From a feminist perspective, this trajectory is telling. What persisted after 1930 were fragmented or pragmatic
responses to demographic and economic pressures rather than visionary projects aimed at transforming
gendered relations through architecture. The Ledjgenbeim thus stands out as both a historical anomaly and a
potential model: a building type that demonstrated, as Sassin puts it, that “(...) that it was once possible to

© 2026 by Authot/s 15/ 19



von Wyl | Making Space for the Single Woman

balance social control with social mobility and to skillfully and successfully move between progressive and
conservative positions in the interest of maintaining, or even building, a civil society” (Sassin, 2012, p. 259).

CONCLUSION

This paper examined how the material need for independent space for increasing numbers of single working
women in the early 20th century was addressed through a distinct form of architecture: purpose-built housing for
single working women, emerging in the context of urbanisation, industrialisation, and shifting gender roles.
These residences, developed across various national contexts, represented a confluence of social reform, feminist
demands, and middle-class moral anxieties, expressed through a new typology that sought to accommodate and
regulate women’s growing presence in the city.

The case studies of the Ada Lewis House in London, the Letfenhof in Zurich, and the Ledjgenbeins in Breslau
reveal how architectural form was directly tied to broader social change. These buildings were not only practical
responses to housing shortages but also symbolic interventions that reconfigured the relationship between
gender and urban space. The presence of such residences within the city marked a significant shift in who was
seen as a legitimate urban resident. Their visibility helped validate the lives of single working women, challenging
dominant narratives that confined women to familial or dependent roles. Conversely, it was the increasing
number of women living and working independently in urban centres that made the construction of such
residences both necessary and acceptable—signalling a reciprocal relationship between architectural visibility and
social presence.

The collective nature of these housing projects further shaped their impact. Shared kitchens, dining rooms,
lounges, and gardens were not incidental features but integral to their design. These spaces facilitated collective
living and informal networks, offering emotional, practical, and at times professional support among women
navigating social and economic precarity. Especially for those outside traditional family structures, collectively
functioned as an alternative infrastructure of belonging. While these arrangements enabled mutual support and
resilience, they also reflected a degree of social control. Many residences imposed moral codes, rules of
behaviour, or managerial oversight, highlighting the ambivalence between freedom and regulation embedded in
these designs. As such, collectivity in these projects was a site of both solidarity and surveillance—shaped by
class, ideology, and institutional goals.

Significantly, these buildings were not only spaces inhabited by women but often initiated and shaped by
them. Agency over the built environment emerged through cooperatives, foundations, and reform organisations
led by women, who engaged with design, planning, and financing processes. These actors operated within the
constraints of their time, yet managed to influence the architectural and social character of the spaces they
created. In a period when women were still excluded from many formal realms of power, these interventions
represent a form of spatial authorship—expressing feminist and reformist ideals through the built environment.
Decisions regarding room types, building layouts, public versus private space, and service infrastructure reflected
complex negotiations of independence, care, modernity, and domesticity.

Returning to the central question of this paper—how women’s residences reflected social change and
functioned as architectural expressions of reform—the case studies show that these buildings were deeply
embedded in the gendered, moral, and political currents of their time. They responded to the realities of a
changing workforce, to debates over respectability and autonomy, and to emerging ideas about domestic life and
social belonging. While they did not fully dismantle gender norms, they offered new forms of spatial organisation
that acknowledged and supported women’s independence, albeit often in a constrained or conditional form.

Rather than reading these projects as purely emancipatory or entirely regulatory, they are better understood as
ambivalent spaces—sites of possibility shaped by negotiation, compromise, and context. They were products of
overlapping forces: feminist advocacy, municipal reform, philanthropic intervention, and middle-class moral
concern. As such, they offer insight into how space can reflect, mediate, and even produce social change.

These historical examples hold relevance today as contemporary debates continue to engage with questions of
housing and gender. The challenges faced by working, single women in the early 20th century—economic
marginalisation, social invisibility, lack of access to secure housing—remain pressing concerns in many parts of
the world. Revisiting these early models underscores the importance of designing for collectivity and agency and
reminds us that housing is never just about shelter—it is also about structure, identity, and the power to
participate in shaping one’s environment. However, further research is needed to fully understand the long-term
impact of these housing solutions on women’s participation in architectural reform and how they continue to
inform contemporary discussions on gender and space.

At the same time, the history of women’s residences points to the need for more nuanced narratives: rather
than a linear story of emergence and disappearance, these typologies were continuously reshaped across contexts,
persisting in altered forms well into the post-war period. Current debates, such as those raised at the
symposium ‘Housing for Single People — Narratives, New Perspectives, and Methodological Challenges’ (2025),
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as well as theoretical perspectives from intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989) and queer phenomenology (Ahmed,
2000), add new layers to these questions. They remind us that housing is never neutral: it orients bodies in space,
shapes belonging and exclusion, and intersects with multiple axes of identity and inequality. Understanding the
ambivalent legacy of women’s residences can thus contribute to a broader conversation on how domestic and
collective spaces continue to negotiate autonomy, dependency and belonging today.
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ABSTRACT

Feminist space in North America between 1960 and 1980 was produced through tools, manuals, and
service infrastructures; this article situates these practices within a longer genealogy of feminist spatial and
organizational strategies. Drawing on women’s centers and their associated networks of handbooks,
support collectives, directories, and pedagogical practices, it argues that feminist movements reframed
architectural production through repetition and maintenance, positioning service as a spatial practice.
Through Nelson Goodman’s notion of allographic art, the article interprets feminist how-to resources as
scores: iterative notations that could be enacted across different contexts while remaining recognizable as
part of a shared repertoire. Through examples including Cell 16’s manuals, The New Woman’s Survival
Catalog, and the pedagogies of the Feminist Art Workers and various women’s centers, it traces how
feminist spatial epistemologies emerged less through canonical buildings than through distributed
procedures of enactment, adaptation, and transmission. In doing so, the article proposes a genealogy of
service in architecture, showing how feminist practices transformed instruction and maintenance into
forms of spatial knowledge.

Keywords: feminist space, cate ethics, architectural history, women’s centers, women’s histories

On 8 March 1971, a collective of women climbed the stairs of a disused knitting factory in Cambridge,
Massachusetts, and refused to leave. They demanded rooms for childcare and meetings, a switchboard to provide
information on women’s services, and a place to learn, repair, and organize. Within months, these demands
culminated in the Cambridge Women’s Center, home to a Women’s School with courses ranging from feminist
histories to “fix-it” workshops, as well as a health collective and a hub for women’s resource distribution.
Though the project was site-specific, its practices were portable. Guides for setting up daycares, templates for
self-defense classes, and step-by-step instructions for starting a credit union circulated through women’s groups.
Over time, these services were shared throughout North America, cohering into a feminist infrastructure
grounded in repeatable practice.

This article argues that manuals, catalogs, and women’s centers organized space through transferable
procedures, constituting an architecture of service largely outside architecture’s canon yet decisive in shaping
urban life. Service is understood here as a programmatic principle that channeled needs into spatial capacities,
turning demands for welfare and knowledge into shared frameworks that others could adopt and repeat. Nelson
Goodman’s concept of allographic art helps conceptualize how feminist ‘how-to’ resources were performed
across contexts while remaining recognizable as part of a shared repertoire. What is at stake in this distinction is
the possibility of understanding feminist procedural tools as architectural acts, where authorship emerges
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through shared repetition rather than isolated creation, much like a choreography performed from a common
score. A childcare brochure, a switchboard protocol, or an eldercare guideline was an architectural instrument as
much as any drawing or plan. Handbooks, like The Houseworker's Handbook, and later the guidebooks by Women’s
Design Service codified feminist practices into flexible consultative methods that women could perform in
different contexts. Catalogs such as The New Woman's Survival Catalog represented dispersed initiatives as a legible
network. And women’s centers, including the Cambridge Women’s Center and the San Francisco Women’s
Building, turned resources into platforms for collective support.

Although I situate these spatial practices within a deeper genealogy extending from nineteenth-century service
writing and cooperative networks, this article traces their feminist reformulation between 1960 and 1980. The
account is necessarily partial, focusing on Britain and North America. Ultimately, this paper asks how feminist
practices mobilized shared epistemologies that organized spatial relations, while exploring what counts as
architectural production. These feminist contributions are not marginal supplements to architectural history but a
genealogy of service-oriented practice that reshapes how we understand the discipline.

ARCHITECTURAL HISTORIES

Architectural history has centered on designers, patrons, and canonical works, yet recent scholarship has
widened its scope to recognize women's contributions to spatial production through migration, administration,
social work, pedagogy, and medicine, as well as through the organization and maintenance of space and its
everyday uses (Adams, 1996; Awan et al., 2011; Frichot et al., 2017; Siddigi & Lee, 2019; Burns & Brown, 2020;
Steiner et al., 2023). Architectural practice is increasingly conceptualized beyond the building. Menna Agha's
work with Nubian women's testimonies of displacement and reconstruction demonstrates how emotional labor
is foundational to placemaking. She expands the figure of the architect to include those whose invisible or
invisibilized labor sustains and remakes space, framing emotional contributions as a form of 'capital' (Agha,
2020). Sol Pérez Martinez and Anne Hultzsch argue that inclusive architectural histories require new research
and reading practices, often engaging texts outside the discipline and written by non-architects. In "Reading-
With: A Collaborative Method for Inclusive Architectural Histories", they show how a "radical listening"
approach often surfaces unexpected insights into the built world as described by women (Hultzsch & Pérez
Martinez, 2023).

Architecture as an expanded field owes much to Dolores Hayden's influential work on women's
contributions, which positioned women's work and the labor of care as critical frameworks for
understanding architecture (Hayden, 1982). In a similar vein, Gwendolyn Wright demonstrated how
philanthropic organizations, popular women's magazines, and architectural pattern books mobilized
domestic reform as a way of shaping the built environment. Through these media, women's labor was
channeled into the everyday reproduction of architecture, as household upkeep and reform were tied to
broader social projects of health, morality, and civic order (Wright, 1980). As Elke Krasny, Joan
Tronto, and others have argued, architectural history has privileged autonomy and design while
disavowing the temporal nature of maintenance that sustains dwelling and the processes that unfold
around architecture's making (Krasny, 2019, p. 13—-14; Tronto, 2019, p. 2—18). Sara Ruddick (1980)
named these practices of nurturing and sustaining a form of "maternal thinking" that create "distinctive
ways of conceptualizing, ordering, and valuing" (p. 359) that were still not "worthy of respect"
(Ruddick, 1980, p. 357). However, this disavowal has obscured women's contributions, since some of
their historical spatial agencies have taken the form of organizing and maintaining space rather than
producing new buildings. Mierle Laderman Ukeles made this critique explicit in Maintenance Art
Manifesto (1969), elevating cycles of cleaning and repair as creative practice. Similarly, Doina Petrescu
framed Jennifer Bloomert's tropes of "mopping" and "quilt-making" as feminist forms of maintenance,
recasting domestic and bodily labor as care acts that hold communities together and incrementally
transform daily life (Petrescu, 2023). These scholars have insisted that maintenance and labor are not
secondary to architecture but constitutive of it, a dimension through which women have historically
shaped and sustained the built world.

Yet maintenance represents only one strand in a broader repertoire of overlooked practices. Beyond
sustaining what already exists, women also produced services and resources, including manuals,
catalogs, maps, and infrastructures, that codified the how-to’ of making space and rendered collective
action visible. In doing so, they claimed space beyond the home through struggles over safety,
movement, housework, sexuality, and civil rights.
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A SPATIAL GENEALOGY OF SERVICE

I use the term “service” to describe the organizational and material practices through which feminist
collectives gave spatial form to shared needs, whether through the production of resources, the
maintenance of infrastructures, or the provision of shared tools. As a noun, service denotes ongoing
activity but also the means that make it possible. It is therefore bound to the mechanics of getting
things done and the tools that facilitate events. If maintenance sustains what exists through repair and
upkeep, service sets conditions for action by codifying steps, organizing flows, and brokering relations.
Where maintenance stabilizes, service enables. This enabling quality rests in instructions and procedures
that can be taken up and repeated across contexts. As feminist legal theorist Margaret Jane Radin
writes, feminism and pragmatism are not fixed doctrines but “ways of proceeding,” committed to
finding knowledge in the particulars of experience and in situated, contextual practices (1990, p. 1760).
Manuals and handbooks function in this spirit, as working instruments that orient practice and allow it
to take different forms across contexts.

Long before the resource movement of the 1970s, women participated in activist networks that
provisioned space through collective infrastructures rather than single architectural works. I draw on
these histories not to offer a full account but to highlight recurring patterns in how women organized
spaces beyond the household. Silvia Federici's Caliban and the Witch shows that women's confinement to
the home was not natural but produced through enclosure-era restructurings that curtailed common
land and tethered reproductive labor to the household (Federici, 2004, p. 21-59). Women historically
faced strict limits on movement that made independent life far more difficult. Yet even under these
constraints, they generated alternative traditions that imagined social life otherwise (Federici, 2004, p.
38). Voluntary heretical movements across Europe experimented with collective forms of association
that offered women new spaces of autonomy. Rejecting clerical authority, these sects created networks
of "contacts, informal schools, and safe houses"—what Federici calls the first "proletatian
international"—grounded in mutual aid and the local redistribution of resources (Federici, 2004, p. 33).
Such infrastructures reshaped daily life and pointed to a broader genealogy in which the production of
services became central to women's emancipatory spatial practice. In this sense, these heretical practices
bound visions of a new social order to changes in women's everyday conditions, modeling eatly forms
of shared spaces that were provisioned and maintained outside patriarchal systems of rule.

Later, across the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, women’s articles and journals used services to
define a public beyond the home.' Melusina Fay Peirce’s Cooperative Housekeeping (1884) proposed
domestic reform by outlining protocols for pooling labor, sharing meals, and managing collective
kitchens, effectively scripting new forms of household association (Figure 1). The ‘service article’
became especially influential, carrying the procedural impulse into everyday advice columns, cut-out
patterns, and step-by-step proposals to mitigate the burden of care. Comparable efforts emerged in
settlement houses, and women’s clubs where pamphlets codified sanitation, nutrition, and childcare
routines into reproducible protocols. This literature, however, carried ambivalent legacies. Reformers
like Peirce and Jane Addams cast service as a form of emancipation, embedding domestic labor in civic
frameworks and reimagining the household as a collective unit of social transformation. Yet, well into
the twentieth century, popular magazines such as Good Housekeeping or public health manuals like How
We Cook in Canada reinforced patriarchal norms by presenting the how-to element of domestic labor as
patriotic duty (Scanlon, 1995) (Figure 2). Thus, service writing did not form a coherent tradition: while
some strands sought to liberate women from isolation through cooperative infrastructures, the far more
dominant strand reinscribed their confinement within the private sphere. These contradictory
tendencies show that literature could serve both emancipatory and disciplinary ends. It is against this
backdrop that feminist experiments of the 1960s to 1980s can be read as both return and radicalization.
Women’s centers, small-press manuals, and feminist planning collectives such as the Women’s Design
Service brought diverse women’s knowledge into the built environment, turning grassroots practices
into specialized spatial programs. Unlike earlier reformers, these later feminist initiatives treated service
not as a tool for improving women’s domestic roles but as a participatory practice through which
women produced their own spatial resources and infrastructures.
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Figure 1
Melusina Fay Peirce’s Cooperative Housekeeping. How not to do it and how to do it, 1884. Boston: James Rosgood & Co. Public
Domain.

Figure 2
How We Cook in Canada. Published by Helen MacMurchy and Canada. Dept. of Health. 1923. Public Domain.

GRASSROOTING FLOWS: COMMUNITY TECHNICAL AID IN THE 19608

By the late 1960s, the terms of spatial and political struggle had shifted. As struggles against racial
and gender injustice intensified, disability activism gained ground, and the welfare state retreated,
activists across North America and Britain began building their own infrastructures of survival
Resource-making emerged as a direct form of action. It was within this context that Community
Technical Aid (CTA) reframed design as a public service, producing tools that enabled residents to
manage and reshape their built environments (Wates & Knevitt, 1987, p. 29; Charitonidou, 2019, p. 41).
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CTA translated professional expertise into locally governed instructions. Selwyn Goldsmith's Designing
Jor the Disabled (1963), for example, translated lived experience of disability into guidance for architects
and planners. The Black Panther Party's Survival Programs (1967-1982) developed neighborhood
infrastructures such as free breakfasts, health clinics, and community patrols that offered models for
grassroots provision.?

Women-led groups moved directly into this technical aid culture. The small-press boom of the 1970s
produced manuals and handbooks as portable infrastructures for organizing meetings, securing space,
and navigating the procedures through which space was allocated and controlled. Practice-led feminism
codified tacit knowledge as instructions that reorganized daily movement and shifted habits from
private households into collective, urban settings. The International Wages for Housework Campaign
offers one well-known example, developing manuals for organizing around domestic labor, but
countless lesser-known pamphlets likewise displaced dominant knowledge systems through bottom-up
action.”

MANUALS

Manuals were tactical tools that translated feminist demands into everyday practices, reshaping how
space was lived and used. The feminist collectives producing these manuals in the late 1960s and 1970s
emerged from a broad political landscape, shaped by civil rights, anti-capitalist organizing, and women’s
liberation. Their manuals translated these intersecting demands into strategic instructions for daily life.
One of the earliest examples was the Boston-based Cell 16, founded in 1968 by Dana Densmore,
Roxane Dunbar, Betsy Warrior, Abby Rockefeller, and Jayne West. Cell 16’s handbooks combined
women’s histories with pragmatic directives: they traced global contexts of women’s oppression,
offered ways to challenge the economics of unpaid domestic labor, and encouraged practices that
expanded women’s everyday mobility. They urged women to wear practical clothing, confront
harassment, and build local cells able to act collectively while remaining autonomous. The first issue
was intentionally unstructured, presented as a chorus of women’s voices to signal solidarity through
difference. The second, No More Fun and Games: A Journal of Female 1iberation (Figure 3), shifted toward
action, outlining experiments in communal living outside patriarchal family structures, continuing to
pair feminist theory with practical resources. By framing itself as one unit in a broader network of
“cells,” the collective used the manual to demonstrate how feminist ideas could be replicated and
circulated elsewhere.* Although Cell 16 dissolved in 1974, members Betsy Wartior and Lisa Leghorn
went on to publish The Houseworker's Handbook (1975), situating domestic labor within a long feminist
genealogy that included Charlotte Perkins Gilman. > Cell 16 thus exemplifies a generation of
organizations that shaped urban space through directives and manuals, using instructional forms to
support feminist organizing across contexts.’

Figure 3
Cell 16: No More Fun and Games. A Journal of Female Liberation. 1969. Creative Commons. Courtesy of Dufke Digital
Collections.
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Over time, feminist design groups carried the procedural forms of earlier manuals into planning and
architecture, giving women’s epistemologies new spatial uses. Feminist collectives such as Matrix
Feminist Design Co-operative and the Women’s Design Service (WDS) carried this ethos into
participatory design methods (Matrix, 2022). Their projects actively tried to engage Women of Color,
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working-class women, and same-sex couples to define the terms of design. In the United Kingdom,
Matrix published Making Space: Women and the Man-Made Environment (1984), which was geared less to
offering a toolkit and more to revealing the problem of the “man-made environment.”” Their analysis
centered women’s needs in places that were typically frequented: housing, workplaces, shopping
centers, and public washrooms. WDS grew from similar concerns but offered practical guidance for
altering the environment at two scales: incremental and infrastructural. WDS foregrounded the idea of
“service” to describe a mode of practice that linked community needs to skilled labor (Martin, 2009;
Berglund, 2008). Its booklets, including Shoppers’ Creches: Guidelines for Childeare Facilities in Public
Places (1988), Thinking of Small Children: Access, Provision & Play (1988), and At Women's Convenience (1990),
among others, collaboratively gathered evidence from focus groups to develop practical considerations
for childcare in public space. WDS’s manuals did more than offer technical fixes; they rendered
women’s diverse experiences of care into shareable forms.

CATALOGS

Tools were central to feminist networks, but these networks also developed epistemologies and
mapping practices that made women’s services visible as infrastructure. Catalogs and directories
reterritorialized cities by charting forms of lived experience onto their landscapes, transforming
dispersed initiatives into a legible movement that allowed women to recognize themselves as part of a
broader community. Publications such as the London Women’s Handbook and the Women’s Yellow
Pages remapped cities by indexing services, resources, and meeting places, while projects like Cora: The
Women’s Liberation Bookmobile in Canada extended feminist networks into smaller towns. These listing
and connective forms allowed women to see themselves as part of a broader collective terrain rather
than isolated groups. As Manuel Castells has argued, grassroots movements gain force when their
dispersed sites become legible as a single entity (1983, p. 140). Catalogs and directories were therefore
not ancillary but world-making.

One clear example of how catalogs transformed scattered practices into an identifiable movement
was The New Woman's Survival Catalog, which gathered dispersed feminist resources into a single volume
and rendered them visible and navigable (Figure 4). In the summer of 1973, drawing on a course
syllabus at Barnard College, alumna Kirsten Grimstad and women's center board member Susan
Rennie reversed the process of manual making. They undertook a two-month road trip across the
United States to catalog organizations and spaces already "aimed explicitly at the development of an
alternative women's culture" (Grimstad & Rennie, 1973, p. 7). Inspired by Stewart Brand's Whole Earth
Catalog, their project gathered women's services and resoutces that had not yet been understood as part
of an interconnected network, compiling them as "tools" within one book (Miller, 2019; Grimstad &
Rennie, 1973, p. 7). Over five months, Grimstad and Rennie assembled newspapers, credit unions,
"banks, anti-rape squads, art galleries and schools, hospitals, non-sexist playgrounds, and childcare
centers, bands, theatre groups, restaurants, literary magazines and scholarly journals," organizing them
into nine chapters: communications, art, self-health, children, learning, self-defense, work and money,
getting justice, and building the movement (Grimstad & Rennie, 1973, p. 5). The catalog functioned as
an instrument for connection, making scattered services visible as a coherent landscape and showing
how individual initiatives could be understood as part of a larger feminist movement (Furter, 2019, p.
452).

WOMEN’S CENTERS

Emerging across the United States in the 1970s as a form of technical aid, women’s centers materialized
feminist resources in urban space, translating demands for safety, childcare, education, and employment into
spatial support structures. Notable for their cell-like networks, women’s centers sometimes doubled as shelters or
spaces where women of diverse backgrounds could seek peer-based support. One of the first such buildings, the
Cambridge Women’s Center, grew out of a rally on International Women’s Day in 1971 (Ruthchild, 1996).
Protesters occupied the second story of an old building on Harvard’s campus and demanded that the university
cede the space to the women’s collective or provide an alternative site. They sought a place where women could
meet, organize, and access essential services without institutional gatekeeping. Their demands succeeded: funding
was secured, and a permanent women’s center was established in a new location, where it continues to operate
today.

6/16 © 2026 by Authot/s






