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Preface

As I write the first words of this manuscript, I am sitting in Heathrow
Terminal 3, awaiting my expedited flight home to Australia amid the
COVID 19 outbreak. Like pandemics and epidemics before it, this virus’
success is bringing into sharp relief the invisible processes that link us in
ways we hadn’t previously appreciated.
The ways that different groups of people over time have imagined

invisible yet ubiquitous ‘things’, such as microbes, genes and chemicals,
has been a preoccupation of much of my research. Different ideas about
the boundaries, trajectories, and intentions of these micro-agents, and
the material proxies that allow us to sense their presence—such as foul
odours or discoloured surfaces—have been an enduring interest. The
ways diverse groups of people individually and collectively imagine the
forms, intentions and mutability of microscopic things tells us some-
thing about how they understand matter and life, and the relationship
between them. What is at stake here is not only how the relationship
between bodies, and the environments that support them, are under-
stood, but how we envisage and attempt to construct immunity to the
many perceived dangers of the world.
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vi Preface

In this book I look at how the kinds of things have been made percep-
tible, and those that haven’t, have influenced our relationship with our
most intimate habitats: our homes. Homes are intended to provide a
form of immunity against the dangers of the world. The ways they
have been designed and assembled into cities reveal much about domi-
nant cultural ideas of health, wellbeing, immunity and disease at specific
times and places, and what and who they have missed and marginalised.
At a time when research across scientific fields is beginning to suggest
that many of these cocoons of immunity we have built for ourselves
may actually be making us sick, I propose it is time to look beyond
minor structural tweaking to reexamine the concepts of health, immu-
nity, bodies and the environment that have been layered into our cities
and buildings over the past two centuries.

Like much of my research, this book sits at the crossroads between
multiple disciplines that are often disconnected, yet generate insights of
great mutual consequence. Life Indoors assembles and synthesises recent
and historical research from the history of medicine, design and architec-
ture, the philosophy of biology, process philosophy, microbial ecology,
human ecology, complex systems research, the sociology of health and
sustainability, geography and anthropology to probe the classifications
and abstractions that produce ideas of healthy dwelling.
When considered together, this body of work suggests an ancient

metaphysical question: is it more helpful to make sense of the world
in terms of bounded building blocks or ever-changing processes? This
may seem like an abstract, and even irrelevant, debate to call upon at
first. However, as I will show throughout this book, the ways we concep-
tualise the world at its most basic level underpins how it is theorised,
measured, the metaphors used to comprehend it, and ultimately how we
intervene in it to benefit ourselves and others.
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