




















air conditioning technology as a utopian solution to the control of environments.** Thus
“technique” could be at the root of “poetic” production, as seen in his diagrams of air-

conditioning apparatuses from Precisions:

Figure 33: Le Corbusier drawings of “air exact”, or air conditioners, which he annotates: “big-

999, ¢

scale buildings, the beginning of the ‘era of big works’”; “airtight buildings”; and “heating and
cooling plant, summer, winter, tropical, northern”. From Precisions (1930).%

Part of the utopian project was to contain and control an interior environment, safe from

the exigencies of the outside. This vision was at the heart of, for example, the luxury building in

64 Sobin, “From L’Air Exact to L’ Aérateur: Ventilation and Its Evolution the
Architectural Work of Le Corbusier,” 220-21.

65 . ..
Le Corbusier, Precisions, 65.
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Ballard’s High-Rise (see Chapter 1): the modern interior would be a perfect microclimate from
which we would never need to emerge. This project is reflected in the intensification of airflow
and air conditioning technologies, not only in residential space in mid-century America, but in
space devoted to commerce, in offices, in cars,’® and in laboratories and industrial facilities as

well.

Cleanrooms as “Modern” Space

The question I have about cleanrooms is simple, but it belies a deep complexity at issue:
if we say that cleanrooms participate in or produce modernity, what sort of modernity are we
talking about? In one sense, the clean space of cleanrooms is part of an infrastructural network
that links governmental and corporate power structures. Some cleanrooms are owned and
operated by governments, and produce the measures of state power—weaponry, vaccines for the
protection of public health, space craft, and so on. Others are built by corporate players, like

pharmaceutical and electronics manufacturers, who produce capital wealth and exercise

% One of the most interesting cases of the convergence of biosafety, cleanroom
technologies, and daily life is Tesla Motors’ new Model X SUV. In the online promotional
materials for the car, the company declares that the design was conceived “safety first”. Safety is
achieved structurally—through the architecture of the car—but also technologically. For
instance, the car has “medical grade HEPA filter [that] removes pollen, bacteria, viruses and
pollution from cabin air.” The company explains that the car is “Pollution Free, Inside and Out”:
“A medical grade HEPA filter strips outside air of pollen, bacteria, viruses and pollution before
circulating it into the cabin. There are three modes: circulate with outside air, re-circulate inside
air and a bioweapon defense mode that creates positive pressure inside the cabin to protect
occupants.” While the “bioweapon defense mode” sounds cool, reports indicate that the feature
is probably aimed at Chinese buyers who can afford to shield themselves from increasingly
prevalent and dangerous air pollution. https://www.tesla.com/modelx; See also: Oremus,
“Tesla’s ‘Bioweapon Defense Mode’ Sounds Like a Gimmick. It’s Actually Ingenious.”; Zhang,
“Tesla’s Most Absurd-Sounding Feature Will Actually Help It Sell a Ton of Cars in China”;
Korosec, “Tesla.”
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“extrastatecraft,” or, organizational power beyond state sovereignty, as Keller Easterling has
argued.®’ (That cleanroom space is defined and accredited through the International Organization
for Standardization (ISO) adds to its status as a participant in infrastructural networks of power;
Easterling asserts that the ISO and its member states and non-governmental organizations are “a
quintessential parliament of extrastatecraft.”)*®

So, on the one hand, cleanrooms fit the flows of state and capital power that shape global
economic forces. If we assume that in many ways “the social” is conditioned and framed by
economic activity—where public space is replaced by privatized galleria malls, for instance—
could the cold economics of a cleanroom participate in constituting the social? Michel Foucault
suggests a way of thinking about space that goes toward explaining how relatively isolated sites
of individual and small group identity can work together to make up a society. Foucault notes
that apart from these coherent and socially acceptable spaces—ideal spaces or “utopias”—there
are spaces to contain what is unclean, liminal, or apart from the everyday—other spaces or
“heterotopias.” Society only coheres because heterotopias stitch together the isolated sites of

everyday life.”” Heterotopias “suspect, neutralize, or invert”’’

all the other sites of meaning in a
culture—prisons, for example, are a type of “heterotopia of deviation” that are forbidden to the

public but which contain those individuals deemed to be deviant and dangerous.”' Similarly,

argues Foucault, “crisis heterotopias” emerge around individuals deemed to be in crisis:

%7 Easterling, Extrastatecraft.

* Ibid., 171.

% Foucault and Miskowiec, “Of Other Spaces.”
7 Tbid., 24.

"' Tbid., 25.
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72 The cleanroom is

“adolescents, menstruating women, pregnant women, the elderly, etc.
outside, is forbidden but at the same time accessible via a series of rites and purifications to those
who have the requisite training and temperament. It also creates “a space that is other, another
real space, as perfect, as meticulous, as well arranged as ours is messy, ill constructed, and
jumbled.”” Like the puritanical and religious colonies of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries in
the New World, the cleanroom requires purification, behavior management, and machinic design
not only in order to function, but in order to subsequently manufacture the products of the messy,
ill-constructed jumble of a modern, hyper-connected wealthy Western subject. Threaded
throughout Foucault’s theory of heterotopias is the notion that religious observance and
sacredness still resonates in what are typically secular contests and assertions of power;
colonization and the creation of “heterotopias of compensation,” for example, meant that
“Christianity marked the space and geography of the American world with its fundamental

L T4
sign.”

We have already discussed the ways that religiosity resonates in cleanroom space, in the
symbolism, systems, and ritual that frame the concept of “clean.” Thus, a cleanroom operates
something like what we could call a “scientific heterotopia.”

By calling the cleanroom “heterotopia” I am trying to emphasize its simultaneous
inclusion and exclusion in the constitution of modern societies. Where everyday life tends to be a
“messy, ill-constructed, and jumbled” milieu of hybridization, intoxication, remixing and blurred

boundaries, the otherness of the cleanroom, which produces the technologies of modernity,

stands as an invisible glue, a purified connective tissue. It connects, for example, a user with a

2 Ibid., 24.
” Ibid., 27.
74 Ibid.
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digital network through the production of sensitive electronics; political spheres of influence
through the production of nuclear and conventional weapons; home space and healing space
through the production of pharmaceutical products. Cleanroom space is a modern substrata.
Cleanrooms also seem to be participating in what Marc Augé calls “supermodernity”
since they are, in a sense, “non-places.” Augé¢ argues that “if a place can be defined as relational,
historical and concerned with identity, then a space which cannot be defined as relational, or

"> The design of the cleanroom is

historical, or concerned with identity will be a non-place...
precisely anti-relational: it is formally and environmentally detached from the outside.
Cleanroom space is precisely anti-historical: it is defined through a standard that applies
universally across time. And the industrial cleanroom necessitates a rejection of human identity,
so far as possible, in favor of the purity and integrity of the commodity. As Foucault’s
heterotopias are opposed to utopias, “the non-place is the opposite of Utopia: it exists, and it does

. . . 6
not contain any organic some‘[y.”7 Cleanrooms are non-places because they are anonymous,

anti-organic, anti-social, and strictly standardized (and so, indistinct).

Safety is for Commodities

As cleanroom spaces continue to proliferate, we have to wonder: who or what is being
made safe, and what is being put at risk? What we saw in Andromeda Strain and World War Z
was that for biosafety labs, safety and risk center around the human organism and species—the

microbe and the non-human is the enemy. In industrial settings, “people” are the greatest

7 Augé, Non-Places, 63.
70 Ibid., 90.
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threat—the commodity is the object of value that is being made safe through the spatial control
strategies of cleanrooms. People are threats because they are the /osts of the microbes and dust
particles, and also because people are prone to “human error,” uncertainty, irrationality and
ignorance.”” The human as a cultural entity must be reduced to the human as it functions within
the machinic relations of production:”® humans and bodies must no longer be “biomes,” full of
messy and intersecting variety, but need to be covered and contained in order to become
integrated into the clever-cool-whiteness of the fab. In order to control the microscopic,
cleanroom protocol must also tightly control the people who enter the space.

Science writer Steven Johnson, author of How We Got to Now, has acknowledged, in a
rather reverential manner, the central importance of cleanroom technology to the production of
the “now” of the twenty-first century. After undergoing the rituals of purification required to
enter the Texas Instruments semiconductor manufacturing plant in Austin, Texas, Johnson
remarks:

There’s something strangely inverted about the process. Normally
when you find yourself dressing in such extreme protective outfits,
you're guarding yourself against some kind of hostile environment:
severe cold, pathogens, the vacuum of space. But in the clean

room, the suit is designed to protect the space from you. You are
the pathogen, threatening the valuable resources of computer chips

7 Jackson, Inside Intel, 243. Jackson notes that during the 1970s, one of the advantages
that Japanese microprocessor manufacturers held over American manufacturers in Silicon Valley
was a culturally-conditioned adherence to protocol, loyalty, and repetitive labor. Their loyalty,
“combined with a very high boredom threshold—acquired in the country’s efficient but highly
regimented and inflexible education system—meant that many Japanese operators could stay at
the same place on the line for years on end, honing month by month the subtle technical skills
that made the difference between silicon wafers that were spotted with flaws and those that were
almost entirely clean. Another by-product of the Japanese education system was that fab
operators tended to be more disciplined and almost militaristic in their habits.”

8 Deleuze and Guattari, 4 Thousand Plateaus.
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waiting to be born: your hair follicles and your epidermal layers
and the mucus swarming around you.”

Johnson has hit on the “strange inversion” that actually constitutes a violent inversion—the
loyalty to commodity fetishism at the expense of all other forms of value. But Johnson’s intuition
accords well with the technical literature: people are one of, if not the worst forms of
contamination. “People represent the greatest potential for contaminating microelectronics
manufacturing environments and ultimately impacting yield,” asserts Jensen.* Lieberman
suggests that “the contamination generated by personnel is a major problem to be controlled.”®!
“Man is a constant source of contamination emission,” we learn from a handbook on
contamination control produced by Sandia Laboratory.® “Cleanroom personnel are an important
source of cleanroom contamination. Almost all micro-organisms found in a cleanroom come
from personnel, and personnel are a major source of particles and fibres. They can also
contribute to airborne chemical contamination”, writes Whyte.*’ Personnel are a threat to the

product.

Safety and Slow Violence in Semiconductor Manufacturing Cleanrooms

...all materials in any form may potentially be regarded as
contamination.

.o . . 84
— Kozicki, Hoenig, and Robinson, Cleanrooms

7 Johnson, How We Got to Now, 158.

% Donovan, Contamination-Free Manufacturing for Semiconductors and Other
Precision Products, 392.

81 Lieberman, Contamination Control and Cleanrooms, 255.
82 «“Contamination Control Handbook,” X2.
8 Whyte, Cleanroom Technology, 233.

84 Cq. . .
Kozicki, Hoenig, and Robinson, Cleanrooms, 9.

264



While cleanrooms are configured as safe and efficient—and while they produce safety and
efficiency in daily life by generating the digital and pharmaceutical tools that consumers and
governments demand in order to mitigate the uncertainties of the global risk society—
cleanrooms are also participants in slow, chemical violence that disproportionately affects
women, and increasingly non-white women.

To illustrate the distance between public perception and chemical reality, let me turn to
Intel Corporation, a company that has relied heavily on the image of cleanrooms to promote
itself as a cutting-edge, high-tech company. In 2009, Intel launched a marketing campaign called
“Sponsors of Tomorrow.” It was the first campaign by the company that was designed for “the

promotion of the Intel brand and not a processor product.”®

Among the various print and
television ads, which together announce the fact that Intel’s chips undergird an ecstatic, luminous
future of miniaturization and computational power, there is a marketing image that speaks to a

central problem with the imagination of safety as it pertains to cleanrooms and sterile

environments.

85
“Sponsors of Tomorrow.”
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Sponsors of Tomorrow.

Figure 34: Magazine spread for Intel’s “Sponsors of Tomorrow” campaign, 2009.%

On the left, a young girl sits on her bed in her bedroom that is entirely pink. On the right, in
predominantly blue and white, stands a woman wearing a “bunny suit” in a cleanroom
fabrication facility, known as a “fab.” The copy reads: “Your clean room isn’t like our clean
room.” The small print reads: “Making microprocessors is a tricky business. The tiniest speck of
dust is the equivalent to a two-ton boulder around our microscopic transistors. This is why our
clean rooms are 10,000 times cleaner than a hospital operating room. It’s also why our workers
must wear those silly-looking outfits.”

The ad plays with the idea that “clean” can have different meanings in different contexts.

The context on the left is a young girl’s bedroom, orderly with its display of toy horses, and clad

8 «Sponsors of Tomorrow Cleanroom Print Ad.”
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entirely in pink. The girl sits demurely on her pink bedspread; this is a fully gendered space, with
all the trappings of a white bourgeois, middle-class home. The image on the right is white and
blue—a color that, when opposed to pink and the “girl” gender, is associated with “boy” (but
since we are in the “neutral” space of a cleanroom, the male is once more made the neutral or
standard gender). The woman in her bunny suit stands purposefully, but her gender is
“covered”—*“she” is subtly erased, and the importance of this room is that it is a space for
manufacturing, building, and doing, as opposed to the bedroom configured as a delightful if
passive space of display and rest.®” This opposition also reinforces a typically patriarchal,
bourgeois separation between work and leisure, the office and the home. And by invoking a
comparison with hospital operating rooms, the ad copy suggests that not only is this
manufacturing space orderly and precise, but it is healthy and safe.

What interests me most about this ad is how it speaks to the conditions of working in
semiconductor fabs and the gender politics of industrial and environmental violence. The first
irony is that in a cleanroom semiconductor fab, as I have argued, the “safety” and protocols are
organized around keeping the chips safe from humans: people are the threat. At the same time,
“safety” for the chips, we are told, equates to “safety” for the fab workers: the space is
meticulously clean, cleaner than an operating room, ergo it is “safe.” This comparison between
cleanrooms and hospitals is standard procedure for the semiconductor industry. In a 1998 article
for the Wall Street Journal, Lee Neal, then head of safety, health and environmental affairs for
the Semiconductor Industry Association, is quoted as boasting that the semiconductor fab “is an

environment that is cleaner than an operating room at a hospital.”® When confronted with the

87 While her gender is effectively shielded by her bunny suit, the name on her corporate
ID card is feminine: Trudy Taylor. It is only barely legible even at high resolution.

% Richards, “Semiconductor Plants Aren’t Safe And Clean as Billed, Some Say.”
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possibility of an EPA study into the birth-defect rates of chip workers, in the same article, the
director of environmental affairs at Intel told a meeting of industry and government officials that
cooperating with such a study by allowing the EPA access to personnel files would be
tantamount to “giving discovery to plaintiff’s lawyers” and that he “might as well take a gun and
shoot myself.”® The 1998 EPA study fizzled without the support of the chip manufacturers.

The “clean” of cleanrooms is defined, according to ISO standards, by the particle counts,
not by chemical traces or toxicity. Semiconductor manufacturing involves the use of hundreds of
chemical compounds that are well-known to be toxic to people, including trichloroethylene, lead,
arsenic, arsine, cadmium, and methyl chloroform.”® In the 1960s and 1970s, when
semiconductors and integrated circuits were first put into mass production by start-ups like
Fairchild Semi (the company that helped establish the Mountain View and San Francisco region
as “Silicon Valley,” named after the silicon chips being made there), solvents like
trichloroethylene were not known health hazards.”' In the late 1990s, several lawsuits involving
hundreds of plaintiffs were brought against semiconductor companies by “fab” (or, fabrication)
workers who suffered from various cancers, diseases, and debilitations that they claimed were

due to the exposure to toxic chemicals in their workplaces.”® The semiconductor industry has

% Ibid.

" Ibid.; Bolmen, Semiconductor Safety Handbook; Byun et al., “Assessment of Arsenic
Exposure by Measurement of Urinary Speciated Inorganic Arsenic Metabolites in Workers in a
Semiconductor Manufacturing Plant”; Chepesiuk, “Where the Chips Fall”; Hsieh et al.,
“Prolonged Menstrual Cycles in Female Workers Exposed to Ethylene Glycol Ethers in the
Semiconductor Manufacturing Industry”; Mundt, “Cancer Risk in the Semiconductor Industry.”

! Stranahan, “The Clean Room’s Dirty Secret”; Richards, “Semiconductor Plants Aren’t
Safe And Clean as Billed, Some Say”; Jackson, Inside Intel, 144—45.

%2 Stranahan, “The Clean Room’s Dirty Secret”; Richards, “Semiconductor Plants Aren’t
Safe And Clean as Billed, Some Say”; For an examplantion of how rapid technological changes
affected working conditions in fabs, see Jackson, Inside Intel, 143—44.
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been under steady criticism for its risk exposure to workers, and concerns over environmental
violence have only increased as chip manufacturing moves to countries with looser and
unenforced environmental or worker protection regulations.”

In fact, very little is still known about the exact hazards that industrial chemicals pose to
people in manufacturing jobs, or to ecosystems that are affected by cleanup and dumping
practices. Of the 67,748 industrial chemicals currently (2017) listed in the US Environmental
Protection Agency’s database,” only 83 are currently being targeted for study for their effects on
human health. According the Government Accountability Office (GAO), it may take a decade
for the EPA to successfully study these chemicals,” and in the meantime, tens of thousands of
new substances will have been put into industrial use. It simply takes too long and too much
effort to effectively study the effects of the thousands of new chemicals that enter the
manufacturing and commodity space each year, let alone their effects in combination or at low
levels over long periods of time. In other words, the “slow violence” of chemical exposure and
cleanroom manufacturing processes, which are just a subset of the overall chemical exposures in
worldwide manufacturing, is invisible and thus impossible to regulate.”®

Michelle Murphy “cracks open” the issue of detecting toxicological damage to the bodies

of workers in her remarkable study of women workers and environmental justice, Sick Building

%3 Stranahan, “The Clean Room’s Dirty Secret”; Richards, “Semiconductor Plants Aren’t
Safe And Clean as Billed, Some Say”; Lavin, “Samsung’s Devastating Secret”’; Grossman,
“Toxics in the ‘Clean Rooms’”; Kim, “Infirm Former Samsung Workers Slam Company
Response”; McCurry, “South Korean Film Spotlights Claims of Sickness Linked to Samsung
Plants.”

" US EPA, “About the TSCA Chemical Substance Inventory.”
% Office, “Toxic Substances.”

% Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor; Rogers and Larsen,
Silicon Valley Fever, 184-90. Rogers and Larsen outline some of the environmental problems
that had already accumulated by the early 1980s.
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Syndrome and the Problem of Uncertainty: Environmental Politics, Technoscience, and Women
Workers. According to Murphy, the toxicological methods—air samples, blood tests—of the
early twentieth century led to successfully establishing the harm done by lead, silicon, and
asbestos. These same methods were put to use in adjudicating worker’s compensation disputes.
The standard for “proof” thus became that the plaintiff could “demonstrate (1) an exposure to a
specific chemical, (2) the symptoms affiliated with exposure to that chemical, and (3) a blood
test, X-ray, or other standardized diagnostic test which objectively demonstrated a physiological
effect typical of that chemical.””’ Despite the success of these methods for certain cases of
exposure, they “simultaneously lent a narrow shape to what counted as a significant chemical
exposure.””® The very methods used to obtain “certainty” were also then used to determine, in
the cases of uncertainty, what did not exist or was not a real health problem. “Low-level and

% What was uncertain, and thus

mixed exposures became de facto uncertain phenomena.
unprovable, was then politically and legally marginalized.

Without attempting to “solve” the basic uncertainty of the proliferation of chemicals in
manufacturing environments and their effects on health and ecosystems, and before we take our
final architectural case—safe housing for people who are chemically or electro-magnetically
sensitive—let us summarize the difficulties and complexities associated with environmental
justice and violence. The cleanroom is “clean” because of strict controls of the flow of air and

the filtering of particulate matter, not for its toxicity (or its use in violent projects—producing

weapons of mass production, for example). It is staffed increasingly by women, and it is often

" Murphy, Sick Building Syndrome and the Problem of Uncertainty, 91.
*® Tbid.
?Ibid., 92.
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low-wage and long-shift work.'® While the imaginary space of cleanrooms is safe and clean, as
shown in the Intel ad, the “system” that the clean/dirty distinction implies is organized around
engineered and controlled microclimates in the case of air purification; and in the case of worker
safety, the “system” is organized around the ability of toxicology to detect effects and the ability
of workers to prove their claims in court. Thus safety of cleanrooms is organized around the
hierarchical distinctions among the values of commodities, laborers, and local and global

ecologies.

Multiple Chemical Sensitivity

The final case that I take up follows directly from the biosafety and cleanroom spaces—
safe housing for people who are chemically sensitive, or who suffer from what is known as
environmental illness (EI) or multiple chemical sensitivity (MCS), among many other names and
designations. As a growing number of historians, social scientists, medical professionals,
therapists, and people who suffer from these conditions have outlined, MCS is a tricky topic of
discussion since it does not appear to fit the standard models for illness, disability, or

101

environmental justice. ~ MCS is a label for a vast range of “personalized” conditions—that is,

each person’s experience is in some ways unique—in which the sufferer has violent reactions to

1% According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics for May 2015, “Assemblers and
Fabricators” accounted for 64,100 jobs out of a total of approximately 368,00 jobs in the U.S.
semiconductor industry. Where the mean hourly wage for the entire industry was $33.97, for fab
workers the mean rate was $14.99. https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/naics4_334400.htm#51-0000

%" History: Murphy, Sick Building Syndrome and the Problem of Uncertainty; Alaimo,

Bodily Natures; Social Science: Coyle, “‘Safe Space’ as Counter-Space”’; Medicine: Matthews,
Defining Multiple Chemical Sensitivity; MCS narratives and guides: Gibson, Multiple Chemical
Sensitivity; Matthews and Sinaiko, Chemical Sensitivity; Todd, The Invisible Prison; E
Magazine, “No Safe Haven”; Mollow, “No Safe Place”; Chen, Animacies.
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trace chemicals and substances in their environment that seem not to harm other people, and are,
indeed, often considered legally “safe.” The causes of this condition are unknown. MCSers (as
Michelle Murphy calls people with chemical sensitivity; I will use this distinction as a practical
shorthand as well) tend to have a story about some kind of low-level or high-level chemical

192 Byt the fact is that it has thus far been

exposure that seemed to “trigger” their sensitivity.
impossible to “prove,” according to the standards of biomedical science, the causes and
physiological mechanisms of MCS. For this reason, MCS is a hotly contested diagnosis; many
medical professionals and organizations consider it a psychosomatic disorder.'” And because the
majority of people with MCS (or, at least the majority who have reported their symptoms and
have fought for their diagnosis) are women, the side-lining of MCS as a legitimate disease,
worthy of social welfare and legal accommodations, is seen as simultaneously a feminist and
disability rights issue.'™

Instead of recapitulating the history of the MCS movement, or the intersections of disease
discourse with medico-legal case history, I will intervene in the discussion of MCS by attending
to the ways that safety seems to frame the issues. Again, like in the biosafety and cleanroom
spaces, safety is operating and being mobilized in multiple ways, in and around the MCSer, his
or her daily environment, and the wider, global environment. My intention is to tease apart these

different vectors and spaces of safety, and to show how safety can mobilize a “counter-conduct”

or form of resistance to the often violent ways that safety functions in military-industrial spaces.

192 yohnson, Casualties of Progress; Mollow, “No Safe Place.”

19 Murphy, Sick Building Syndrome and the Problem of Uncertainty, 152-54.

14 Ibid., 159.
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In the course of Michelle Murphy’s richly researched history of the formation of the
MCS movement and the ways that MCSers have found to “build a body in safe space”—that is,
find a way to produce “valuable ways of inhabiting the world” despite their medical, legal, and
social abjection—she notes that “the search for safe space... followed a peculiar late-twentieth-
century, middle-class obsession with safety. Safety as an ethos involved equating the reduction

of “risk” with moral goodness.”'*

Murphy links this “peculiar obsession” with the creation of
safe consumer spaces in shopping malls, various fortification strategies for residential spaces,
and the affluence that could buy safe separation from the dangers of “the street.”'”® Safety is a
part of contemporary consumer culture—*“the gizmos and doodads for producing a safe space
were traded in a market niche catering to the ecological movement, a market which, moreover,
was not confined to alienated MCSers but also included environmentally concerned middle-class
consumers.” "’ It is at this juncture that I offer an intervention: how does the concept of “safety”
shift back and forth between the safe domestic space of the middle-class and the safe domestic
space of an MCSer? How might that question help us read “safety” in a more productive,

positive light, as opposed to the kinds of safety that are mobilized to support national security or

corporate profit?

195 Thid., 166.
196 Tbid.
97 Ibid., 165.
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The Production of Safe Space for the Chemically Sensitive

Coyle argues that people—mostly women—seeking safe space in which to cope with or
escape their multiple chemical sensitivities use body-centered and environment-centered

1% Body-centered techniques are methods of purifying and

techniques to construct safety.
protecting the body by regulating their intake of air, water and foods that have an effect on daily
well-being. Environment-centered techniques are spatialized modes of constructing safety—
specifically, “reconstruction of the home into a safe space or ‘oasis’.”'* Accomplishing this,
according to Coyle’s study, is a matter of air purification, spatial control, predictability, and
communicativity (or, a therapeutic, emotional safe space; a place to safely express oneself)—in

1% I particular, the safe home begins to sound, on the

other words, a space that is “immutable.
surface, quite a lot like the cleanroom. Its air must be purified of contaminants; it must be strictly
controlled and inert; protocols and behaviors must be observed by those who enter it; people are
typically the hosts or carriers of harmful contaminants; and zero contamination is ideal but not
practically possible.'"!

However, the safe home is diametrically opposed to the cleanroom for a number of
reasons. First, the safe home is a dwelling place. The injustice attached to this ideal of safety is

that it comes at a financial cost that not everyone can underwrite; as Rhonda Zwillinger has

documented, some MCSers are forced into exile or into a kind of limbo, living in their cars or in

198 Coyle, ““Safe Space’ as Counter-Space.”
% Ibid., 71.
"% Ibid., 69.
" Ibid., 71.
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tents at the outer edges of social space.''* The second way that the safe home opposes the
cleanroom is simply that the purpose of safety in a safe home is the production and protection of
a person, rather than the production and protection of a commodity. It is distinct from biosafety
labs, which also protect people from microscopic threats, in that the safe home does not invoke
national or ideological projects to justify safety. The production of safety in a safe home
rejects—or simply excludes—tactics of justification. Rather, it is the positive expression of
safety that MCSers seem to seek: a way to survive but ultimately to flourish. It is a reimagining
of gendered and oppressive histories of “home making.”

As Murphy points out, the history of “clean” and “safe” is a political contest involving
gendered domestic labor and the consumption of chemical products. The profusion of chemical
cleaning products sold to consumers for the purposes of eradicating “unhealthy” dust and germs
coincided with what Nancy Tomes calls the spread of the “gospel of germs.”' " In The Gospel of
Germs: Men, Women, and the Microbe in American Life, Tomes illustrates the impact of new
bacteriological knowledge on domestic, commercial, and cultural practices in early twentieth-
century America. A new sense of the importance of cleanliness (and in particular, the eradication
of dust) for disease prevention gave rise to a host of domestic rituals—vacuuming carpets,
installing linoleum, disinfecting bathrooms and kitchens—as well as manufacturing and service
industry reforms. Even fashion—short skirts that didn’t drag in the “unhealthy” dirt—and
interior design—a minimalist, easy-to-clean aesthetic that became mid-century “modern”—were
affected by the “gospel of germs.” Tomes’s work also illustrates another trend, one that isn’t

explicitly foregrounded in the text but instead lurks alongside the history of hygiene: the

12 zwillinger and Heuser, The Dispossessed.

'3 Tomes, The Gospel of Germs.
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profusion of chemicals in daily life. Hydrogen dioxide, for example, also known as peroxide,
was marketed as a disinfectant for baby’s bathwater and for sterilizing milk."'"* Listerine, which
at the turn of the twentieth century was a boric acid solution, could be used to clean skin or as a
mouth wash, and could be applied as lotion, spray or “injection.”'> Supported by a new
obsession for white surfaces, bleach became an increasingly common tool for housewives to
disinfect kitchen counters, floors, bathrooms, and especially toilets, which had a
(understandably) long-lived reputation as possible disease vectors.

Bodies, floors, walls, liquids, containers, clothes, linens, dishes, utensils, food: all these
were subjected to increasingly stringent hygiene protocols in the late nineteenth century and into
the twentieth. Some of those new protocols and practices were supported by social and public
health education initiatives, and others were mandated by law. The story Tomes tells is clear and
compelling. The “gospel of germs” spread, at times unevenly, throughout American culture and
produced remarkable public health benefits for rich and poor alike. On the other hand, these
advances in public health arose in conjunction with a radical increase in the production and
consumption of chemicals in the home and in manufacturing processes.

The rise of the gospel of germs is gendered and domesticated. Home economics—or
“domestic science”—was at the forefront of educating a generation of white, middle and upper
class female homemakers on the new theory and practice of germicide. Housework was not so
much keeping things in order anymore. As Tomes notes, “the broader conception of housework

as microbe management... can be most clearly discerned in the teachings of ‘household

"4 Ibid., 165.
15 Ibid.
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bacteriology’ that were promulgated by early home economists.”" '

Early home economists
targeted women and their “natural” interest in homemaking, and “sought to make their sex more
productive and contented citizens.”''” In other words, domestic hygiene—which came to involve
the “safe” use of home cleaning products—was conceived as a way of reinforcing the domestic
space as a safe space, made more safe by feminine attention and labor.

The idea that chemical industries and technologies might be harming both environments
and people who inhabit those environments is often traced to Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring,
published in 1962.""® Carson attempts to encourage her readers to think in terms of ecosystems
and organisms, and how they are all bound up together. The chemicals introduced in one area
may diffuse into another area; chemicals are accrued in the course of their journey through the
food chain. Carson argues that no amount of chemical trace can be considered “safe.” As
government agencies like the Food and Drug Administration delimit certain “allowable”
amounts of carcinogen or harmful chemicals in daily life, they create the illusion of safety where
there is none in reality. If a tiny amount of DDT is “safe” for a product like lettuce, argues
Carson, “the meal includes other foods, each with allowable residues” such that each product
represents only a fraction of the “total exposure” for a person eating a salad, for instance. “This
piling up of chemicals from many different sources creates a total exposure that cannot be
measured. It is meaningless, therefore, to talk about the “safety” of any specific amount of

residue.”''” Chemical loads accrue all around us, and the illusion of safety cannot be sustained.

Safety is revealed to be a commercially and politically expedient concept, a ruse.

6 Ibid., 136.
"7 Ibid., 138.
"8 Carson et al., Silent Spring.
9 Ibid., 182.
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Todd Haynes’s [Safe/ and the ambivalent architecture of safety

Perhaps the most popular depiction of MCS, and one that focuses precisely on the
interplay of the politics of safety and architecture, is Todd Haynes’s film /Safe/ starring Julianne

120
Moore.

It is the story of Carol White, an affluent housewife living with her husband, Greg, an
executive, and her step-son, Rory. It is 1987 in the San Fernando Valley. They drive a black
Mercedes. In the opening credit sequence, the Mercedes emblem can be seen as the camera looks
out the windshield of the car, winding its way through the suburb at night, headlights and sinister
synthesizer music making the scene uncanny and dangerous. The large, well-manicured house
sits behind an imposing, electronically operated iron gate. After pulling into the garage, Carol
notes that “it’s freezing in here.” It is a cold, controlled interior, set apart from the warm
California climate. This is “clever cold white” space: “clean” and “safe.”

Carol is charged with crafting a domestic space. She speaks stilted Spanish to her
housekeeper, but is never very convincing as a manager. Rather, she comes across as a whiny
child: “Could I have some milk, some leche, por favor?” She directs delivery men to put a new
sofa set just so. Later she realizes they have delivered a black sofa, not the teal they ordered. The
black of the sofa is jarring against the rest of the decor, which is governed by whiteness, clean
lines, almost otherworldly modernist touches like the softly glowing white egg lamps. These
modernist interiors subtly express the violence of modernism that we explored in Chapter 1, and

the slow violence of the modernist sense of “clean” that appears in Nancy Tomes’s histories of

domesticity, for example. For critic Roy Grundmann, Carol’s “interior” duties amount to

120 Haynes, Safe.
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“redesigning her suburban fortress, a color-coordinated symphony of profuse pastels and
postmodern interior design which regularly dwarfs her and reduces her to one more object in the
scene.”'?' And almost immediately we get the sense that Carol is unsettled in her domesticity.
When she begins feeling sick, ostensibly from traffic fumes, from her milk, from the chemicals
in her perm and the cologne on her husband’s neck, it is as if domestic space and the obligations

of affluent house-wifery are contributing to her revulsion.

Milk as Abject, and Rejected Maternity

Carol is continually marked in subtle ways by a rejection of feminine domesticity and of
maternity. Until her illness, Carol was a self-proclaimed “milkaholic.” This is borne out in the
first few scenes: Carol has a glass of milk in front of her as she hears a friend deliver the news of
her brother’s death; Carol asks for a glass of milk in the following scene at home; and, after
realizing that the couch they received is black instead of teal, she asks for another glass of milk
from her housekeeper. This third glass begins the explicit destabilization of her character: sinister
music swells up, and Carol drinks the milk slowly as an almost imperceptible dolly zoom makes
the background surrounding her loom menacingly. Milk is what sets off a “biggie” reaction
during her allergy test, once her illness has manifested symptoms and she requires medical
examination. While attending a baby shower, Carol has an attack that severely restricts her
breathing, and we can either understand it as an allergic reaction to maternity itself or to the ice-
cream cake she has just eaten (her friend hands her something that “is melting all over the place,”

which suggests ice cream, not cake). Either way, the repetition of Carol’s reaction to milk

2! Grundmann, “HOW CLEAN WAS MY VALLEY,” 22.
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functions symbolically to render her an anti-mother, a woman who is physiologically or
psychologically rejecting the maternal—she ingests but does not produce milk.'**

Rob White argues that the scene that I called the “third glass of milk,” in which Carol’s
glass of milk coincides with a slow dolly zoom and the sinister music, is influenced by the
opening of Kubrick’s A Clockwork Orange. In that film, a group of young men drink milk in a
milkbar before going out on the town to find a victim for their aggression. He suggests that
“antisocial hostility hovers in the intertextual background to scenes of Carol’s passivity.”'*> This
anti-sociality is, for White, Carol’s reaction to “an imprisoning social apparatus,” but a reaction
that is not “ostentatious defiance,” but rather simply disappearance. “Disappearing may be... a

'2* This is because in disappearing, Carol is rejecting

much more effective opposition,” he notes.
the obligations of selfhood—having the correct desires, valuing the correct things, and in the
process allowing social obligations to control and minimize oneself—that structure the
patriarchal domestic life. White argues that her “disappearing act” is a failure, ultimately, since
she gets swept up in the cult-like mindset of the Wrenwood institute, where she is convinced to
re-inscribe herself according to the psychological rubric that she is the origin of her own illness.
Hence, the final scene: “I love you, I really love you.” She has made herself appear again to
herself through the mirror image and the ritual of language. White argues that this failure to

disappear is the root of the film’s tragedy—she had, in effect, a chance to escape, but was simply

re-contained by a new architecture of cleanliness, still cold, still white.

'22 Thank you to Lisa Diedrich for her conversation and comments on this section.

123 White, Todd Haynes, 44.
124 Ibid., 41.
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What I take from White’s argument, though, is that Carol is attempting to enact a
subversion of or a rejection of the roles and identities that have been given to her. The film
therefore asks the viewer, in light of her failure, to consider the possibility of different ways of
resisting, of different ways of being or not being. Could the act of making one’s home a “safe”
place, as the MCSers do if they are able, play a part in a meaningful reconstitution of dwelling

that does not succumb to the environmental and political violence of the contemporary world?

Disappearing, Being “Out of Time”

For Paul Virilio in his short book The Aesthetics of Disappearance, children are
picnoleptics."*® Virilio defines this term as the tendency to frequently lose or “miss” time, to
have chunks of time that our consciousness does not record or retain. He understands picnolepsy
as a mark of childishness that is trained out of us through social conditioning. Adulthood is then
a state of being there and being accountable, of taking responsibility for time, but also of
experiencing time in a particular way. The everyday life of an adult takes shape according to an
established rhythm. But “the very notion of thythm implies a certain automatism, a symmetrical
return of weak or strong terms superimposed on the experienced time of the subject. With the
irregularity of the epileptic space, defined by surprise and an unpredictable variation of
frequencies, it’s no longer a matter of tension or attention, but of suspension pure and simple (by
2126

acceleration), disappearance and effective reappearance of the real, departure from duration.

The interruption of duration that epilepsy and picnolepsy involve is strikingly similar to the kind

12 Virilio, The Aesthetics of Disappearance.

126 1pid., 67.
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of arrhythmic temporality that governs multiple chemical sensitivity, the condition that Carol
seems to suffer from.

Carol White, as her debility is intensifying to the point that she cannot function according
the calendars and expectations of her former life, experiences a haunting duo of what we might
call “picnoleptic” episodes. In the first, we see her in her home, back to the camera, in a wide
shot in which her body seems to be just another object in the room. She is disturbed by the space,
but we are not sure by what in particular. Silence. We see her face, blank. From the wide shot of
the room a sharp cut to her husband and her startled face, as if she has been sleep walking and
just woken up. Time has been lost, and neither Carol nor the viewer knows how much. It is
significant that it occurs in her house, an interior space that not only defines her but, of course,
confines her. The decor that surrounds her is the same mid-century modern design that Nancy
Tomes shows was influenced by the gospel of germs, the fear of infection that led to the
proliferation of chemicals in the home. In the moment Carol is suspended out of time, the
familiar dolly zoom and sinister synthesized bass drone begin, with the effect of destabilizing
perspective inside the room, as though the space itself were warped and the walls were closing
in. When her husband Greg wakes her up with a sudden “Carol?...” the camera reveals her
several steps further into the room than before. The effect is subtly terrifying—it is a special
effect often used to emphasize a haunting or a possession.'*” One asks: When did she take those
steps? How long has she been standing there? Picnolepsy gets projected onto the viewer and we
are left wondering if we’ve missed something.

The second picnoleptic episode is a seizure Carol suffers when she enters the dry

cleaners. She is wearing her oxygen mask, but it is not enough to shield her from the pest control

127 See Verbinski, The Ring; Myrick and Sanchez, The Blair Witch Project.
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worker fumigating the room. She has a seizure and falls to the floor, and continues to seize as she
is transferred to a hospital gurney, blood and bile being forced out of her mouth. These scenes of
lost time, of being outside time, are the closest the film comes to the horror genre with eerie
suspense on the one hand and sudden gore on the other.

Disability and queer studies scholar Mel Chen describes from personal experience, in the
book Animacies, the kind of strategies of daily life that environmental sensitivity can exact from
the body.'*® During an attack of chemically-induced debility, Chen is sprawled on the couch at
home: a safe place. Chen’s lover returns home and offers physical comfort, but Chen rejects the
proximity of another person, even a lover. “What is this [form of] relating? Distance in the home
becomes the condition of these humans living together in this moment, humans who are geared
not toward continuity or productivity or reproductivity but to stasis, to waiting, until it passes.”'*
Domestic space and the bodies within it, for Chen, are suspended in a kind of interregnum, a
purgatory, or a state of exception—they persist rather than produce, so the meaning of “home”
and “labor” are both troubled.

The toxic body in this suspended state, even and perhaps especially in a safe space, bears
a family resemblance to homo sacer, or the legal concept that Agamben refers to as “bare life,”
which is a body that is suspended by the State in a state of exception, outside the law, and thus

130 This is true since MCS (or, “environmental illness”) is not

eminently killable (or expendable).
a universally acknowledged medical condition. So not only is the intoxicated body not “geared...

toward continuity or productivity or reproductivity,”'*' but must contend with a medical/legal

128 Chen, Animacies.
% Ibid., 202.
130 Agamben, Homo Sacer, 72; Agamben, State of Exception, chap. 1.

B! Chen, Animacies, 202.
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system that does not recognize its symptoms as valid. It is outside the law. There is political
potential here, though. As Roland Barthes says about weariness: “weariness is not coded, is not
received” and it is “unclassified, therefore unclassifiable: without premises, without place,
socially untenable.”'** At the same time, weariness is caused by “the demand for a position. The
present-day world is full of it (statements, manifestos, petitions, etc.), and it’s why it is so
wearisome: hard to float, to shift places).”"*> And in the final analysis, we ought to understand
that “the right to weariness (but what is at stake here is not a problem of health coverage) thus

shares in the new: new things are born out of lassitude, from being fed up.”"**

Barthes is trying to
speak about a way of being that pushes against the obligations of language and meaning, much
like Carol’s disappearance would push against the obligations of toxic and gendered space.

I take Barthes’ text, in his tangential analysis of “weariness,” to mean that there is an
affinity between the symbolic and the actual forms of debility that I am discussing here. He isn’t
referring to chemically induced disability, but he asks precisely the same question of weariness
that might be asked of MCS, fibromyalgia, or chronic fatigue syndrome: “What is the place of a
lesion of the (total) body in the (socially) recognized table of illnesses? Is weariness an illness or
not? Is it a nosological reality?”'*> That is, if weariness is an illness, then it can be cured; if it is
not an illness—if it falls outside the binary of cured and ill—then it is made not to matter.
“Mattering” means precisely that a way of being contributes to the social and political order.

Similarly, as observers and sufferers alike have maintained, part of the violence of rejecting

MCS and related conditions is not only the physical but the emotional and mental suffering that

132 Barthes, The Neutral, 17.
3 Ibid., 19.
B4 Ibid., 21.
3 Ibid., 17.
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attaches to being abjected. But finally, Barthes understands that the stakes do not rest necessarily
on “a problem of health coverage,” although this is a central issue for disability rights activists.
Instead, Barthes wonders if “something new” might not arise from this “right to weariness” as a

136 Mel Chen on the couch in a living room and Carol White on the

socially recognized matrix.
cot in her safe room are examples of actual and symbolic manifestations of the possibility (and
also the failure) of some new thing being born from the liminal state, the state of exception, the
suspension of time and ability... from the “safe” space. Similarly, what Murphy describes as the
ways that MCSers “create a body in a safe space” can be understood as political resistance in its
own right. This is the moment at which creating “safe” space as an MCSer and being “obsessed
with safety” as a middle-class American diverge. For the typical consumer, “safety” is just
another way to mark and delineate familiarity from otherness, or to purchase the mitigation of a
perceived risk. For the MCSer, “safety” is a space in which to create a way of being that resists

the mainstream indifference to chemical toxicities, environmental degradation, and oppressive

architectures.

Safe Domesticity as Intolerable Confinement

Although Haynes has not made any remarks about the link, /Safe/ is profoundly

influenced by Charlotte Perkin Gilman’s 1892 short story The Yellow Wallpaper. Grossman calls

95137 99138

the film a “quiet adaptation” "’ and a “late twentieth-century reprise” " of the story, and Pick

136 Ibid.
7 Grossman, Literature, Film, and Their Hideous Progeny, 106.

3% Grossman, “The Trouble with Carol.”
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139 Both works of fiction undertake

contends that the story is a “feminist anchorage” for the film.
a critique of domestic space not as safe space but as the architecture of the pathologization of the
female. Gilman’s tale is narrated by a woman through her journal. She and her husband John, a
physician, have rented a house for the summer so that she can rest after he diagnoses her with a
“temporary nervous depression,” this following the birth of their child. The child is absent. The
room they inhabit is upstairs, and she thinks it was once a nursery. The wallpaper is yellow, but
it contains a strange and illogical pattern that begins to obsess the narrator. She complains of the
smell of the room and the house, she wanders at night among the flowers, and her husband
insists that she rest, and essentially remain passive in this room. The narrator gradually notices
and then begins to identify with a woman she can see scuttling around in the patterned wallpaper.
Sometimes the woman wanders around outside, sneaking through the shadows. At last, at the
end, the narrator rips the wallpaper down and then, scuttling around the room, announces that
“I’ve got out at last” and that “I’ve pulled off most of the paper, so you can’t put me back!”'*
The truth is revealed: the narrator, the woman writer, incarcerated by the medical and maternal
room, escapes into a type of insanity. Her escape takes the shape of open rebellion.

[Safe] is also ostensibly about a woman who feels the need to break free from an
architecture of maternity and femininity that is oppressive, but clearly presents a more complex
situation than the earlier short story. For example, Carol, too, wanders at night among her
flowers and trees, floating in and out of moonlight and shadow. The camera locks onto a bush

blooming with yellow roses near the beginning of the film, and the roses seem to mark a certain

wifely duty to garden. Later, during some of her most troubled night wandering, the camera finds

139 pick, “Todd Haynes’ Melodramas of Abstraction,” 149.
1% Golden, Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s The Yellow Wall-Paper, 144,
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this same bush, but at night. The yellow roses are a subtle warning, a hint. The second reference
to the Gilman text comes during Carol’s stay at Wrenwood, when she is asked to describe a room
from her childhood. “It had yellow wallpaper...” she murmurs.

During the day, in her California life, Carol exists in a realm of the interior. Interior
space, and particularly the interiors of homes, which provides the sense of horror in Gilman’s
story, also drives the anxiety of /Safe]. Carol is managing a housekeeper who cleans the interior
of their house with chemicals and sprays; she has apparently hired some workmen to paint the
kitchen cabinets; Carol instructs some furniture deliverymen to place a couch in one of several
sitting rooms, and takes some time and effort to clear up the mistaken delivery. The other
housewives that she interacts with attach great importance to interior space. After relaying the
sad news of her brother’s untimely death, Carol’s friend asks if Carol has seen the new den. “It’s
lovely,” remarks Carol, only to be told that they would be suing the contractor for some
unspecific reason. Interiors are constantly being renewed, repainted, repositioned, re-perfected.

There are some revealing scenes of Carol in her house that attach a pathological quality
to ostensibly safe interiors. We already considered the first picnoleptic scene in which Carol
“loses time” inside the safety of her living room. Recall, in that scene, the house itself is
monstrous and uncanny. Soon after, as Carol is beginning to find a vocabulary for her condition,
she writes a letter to Wrenwood, introducing herself and her symptoms. Greg comes into the
room while she is doing this (which should remind us of the overbearing husband in The Yellow
Wallpaper, although in this case Greg is not there to regulate her behavior. He just seems
baffled.). When he asks her what she’s doing, she stops and blurts “Oh God... What is this?
Where am I? Right now?” to which Greg replies, “We’re in our house. Greg and Carol’s house.”

She doesn’t seem to believe it or make sense of it; her tears are either expressing the terror of
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amnesia (a kind of picnolepsy, having lost time) or the frustration of her impulse to fade away.

The house has revealed itself to Carol as uncanny, and we might assume monstrous as well.

The Bunker, Architecture of Safety

I read this film backwards, or, from the final scene. This is the scene where the second
bracket of the title—/Safe/—finally opposes itself to the initial architectural bracket, which is her
home in California. In the safe room at Wrenwood, Carol has accepted a new form of domestic
safety, albeit one that similarly leaves her confined, both physically and psychologically, and is
no closer to completing the project of disappearance that Rob White has argued is her initial
desire.

The scene: It is midnight on her birthday as a fellow guest at Wrenwood, Chris, walks
Carol to her new quarters: the white safe room that will separate her completely from the
surrounding environment. Their encounter is chaste; he politely walks her to the door of the safe
room, and then quietly asks if everything is ok. She says yes, and they say their goodbyes. Chris
sweetly and almost sadly turns back and gives a little wave.

Carol enters the structure and closes the door behind her. We see the bunker interior as
Carol ambles in from the right, dragging her oxygen tank. The stone floors and metal walls are
smooth and white. There is a harsh white light hanging from the center of the round room. A
metal shelf stands in the background with some survival supplies on it, and a simple metal cot is
set up in the center. Carol puts on the oxygen mask. She looks over in the direction of the
camera, as if seeing it for the first time; you get the sense that she is looking at you, the viewer.

There is an imperceptibly slow zoom toward Carol, bringing to mind the earlier dolly zooms that
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marked her destabilization in California, as she removes the mask and stands up. As she walks
forward, we see her briefly from behind, walking toward a mirror. A close-up of her face; she
peers forward and croaks “I love... (cough)... I love you. I really love you. I love you.”

Carol is speaking to her reflection, but she implicates the viewer directly. You might even
forget that she is supposed to be looking in a mirror, her gaze is so direct and steady, and it is
held for such a long time. How have we been implicated? We are in the room with her, contained
in this whitewashed, sterile space. We watch her from our own places of safety—the classroom,
perhaps, but more likely our own living rooms—and the contrast between the viewer and Carol
suggests that domestic space and the safety it presupposes are not what they seem.

Following Mel Chen and Rob White, I want to end by gesturing toward the possibility of
an alternative to resistance and open warfare that tends to characterize liberation politics. Chen
admits to being “reluctant to deny the queer productivity of toxins and toxicity... or to neglect
(or, indeed, ask after) the pleasures, the loves, the rehabilitations, the affections, the assets that

. .. . 141
toxic conditions induce.”

The queer productivity of toxicity, for Chen, is that it helps us
understand the “animacy” of things like couches—and I would add, houses, egg-shaped lamps,
and safe rooms. What is made inanimate—like MCSers, for example—through social or legal or
medical indifference, can be re-animated, or given new political standing by troubling the clear
and distinct boundaries between subject and object. Toxicity might “introduce a certain
complexity to the presumption of integrity of either lifely or deathly subjects.”'** Already in this

chapter we have seen the architecture of safety draw us into a discussion of gendered space, toxic

bodies and liquids, and the socio-historical problem of contamination, toxicity, and disease. We

! Chen, Animacies, 211.

12 1pid., 218.
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may be weary from the complexity that toxicity introduces into a discussion of architectural

forms, but we may also, importantly, find something new.

Chapter 5 Conclusion

In this chapter, we have explored biosafety labs, cleanrooms, and “safe” domestic space
for the chemically sensitive. By placing these apparently very different spaces in conversation, I
have been able to show how “safety”—and related concepts like “clean” and “white”—are shifty
and ungrounded. Safety in these spaces is tactical, as we saw in the case of biosafety, which
protects the integrity of nations, species, and bodies by enforcing boundaries. For cleanrooms,
safety is both a technology of production—to produce precision products, they must be kept safe
from itinerant dust or particles—and a tactic for allaying the allegations of chemical exposure—
our space is cleaner than a hospital! But finally, the “safe” domestic space, having come through
the trials of oppression and manipulation evident in Todd Haynes’s film /Safe/, is a space
produced by a different way of being in the world. This “different way” is a problem—MCSers
are forced to live differently, off the grid, in relative isolation and poverty, in many cases.'* The
difference marked out by the experience of those with MCS illustrates the violence of neoliberal
capitalism, the eco-catastrophes of contemporary life in the Anthropocene, and the need for more
forceful calls to environmental justice. But MCS also illustrates the necessity of rehabilitating
difference in order to expand modes of inclusion and resist the biopolitical tendency to “make

95144

live and let die.” ™" Justice for MCSers and for the chemically injured cleanroom fab workers and

143 Zwillinger and Heuser, The Dispossessed.

1% Foucault, Society Must Be Defended, 241.
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for communities forced to cope with increasing toxic loads dumped by corporate polluters means
pushing back against allowing bunker mentalities to proliferate, to create and maintain zones of
privileged inclusion. If there is a lesson from the imagination of apocalypse in the Anthropocene,
it is that everyone on the planet is vulnerable, even if that vulnerability is delayed by the
fortifications and technologies afforded to the privileged few.

How does MCS accomplish this call to rehabilitated or renewed consciousness when it so
closely resembles the cleanroom it is meant to oppose? What, for instance, is the difference
between “control” in cleanrooms and the “sense of control” in a “safe” home?'*’ They are both
enforced by knowledge and protocols, but for the cleanroom, the goal is to produce a
commodity; in the safe home, the goal is to dwell. To make a safe home, in other words, is not
necessarily to participate in a bunker mentality. Not all forms of safety produce violence. For all
the suffering that MCS renders, it also presents the potential for ending a kind of mass cultural
and political blindness to the ways that industrial and post-industrial societies value production
and truth, ways that toxicity and hierarchy are both normalized and enforced. People with MCS
are forced into this sort of alternative consciousness—they are not suffering some metaphorical
condition. Even so, MCS and its representations allow us to reconceive safety away from the
violent and militant and toward the creation of a form of life that is oriented toward dwelling—
surviving without defending, persisting without a counter-offensive, disappearing but at the same
time reaching out in hopes of creating community and more inclusion.

The lesson of MCS, gleaned especially from personal narratives, is that “safe” is not
possible, but also that “safe” is not the only way of participating in a form of life. This is not to

say that MCSers do not deserve more safety than they currently enjoy (if that be any at all). I

145 Coyle, ““Safe Space’ as Counter-Space.”
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mean that forms of life and ways of dwelling are beginning to take new shapes and appropriate
new techniques. Even though toxic burdens are debilitating and unbearable for MCSers, as Mel
Chen points out, these burdens are anti-normative in a (potentially) positive way. This is
Murphy’s conclusion as well, that “making a body in safe space” involves a multi-pronged
strategy of producing counter-spaces and alternative networks. This is how MCSers and preppers
are proximate, strange as that may seem given that I diagnose prepping as a continuation of
right-wing paranoid militancy, and that MCS is clearly associated with a leftist style of thought
in which individuals are inextricably bound up with everyone fogether. Both MCSers and
preppers are trying in their own ways to react to global and local precariousness—treal and
imagined—foisted on them by the forces of neoliberal capitalism.

Over the course of this dissertation, over and again I have portrayed safety in its ability to
conjure profoundly unsafe conditions, or in its ability to be mobilized in the interests of the
powerful and to the detriment of especially vulnerable populations. The literature on MCS
suggests that constructing safe space can also function as a counter-conduct, and that safe space
can be thought of, in some cases, as “minor architecture,” the architecture that resists the
majority like Deleuze argues “minor literature” forms a counterpoint to dominant literary
forms.'*°

But I must be careful not to hang a pat conclusion on this comparison, for two main
reasons: First, I have not tested these observations on the MCS community itself; mine is a
second-order analysis of socio-historical studies and texts whose creation has involved figures in
and around the MCS community. Second, MCS is itself so “multiple,” and configured through

multiple valences, that my observations of its interaction with my case studies of the architecture

16 Deleuze, Guattari, and Maclean, “Kafka”; Stoner, Toward a Minor Architecture.
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of safety are in danger of reducing or minimizing it—in effect, making MCS more linearly
intelligible. Nonetheless, in good faith I offer the idea that the experience and techniques of
creating safe space in the context of MCS is related to and yet distinguishes itself from the web
of safety that has fully entangled affluent and non-chemically sensitive Americans, both in the
ways that nation and family are constructed, but also in the ways that domestic interiors are
arranged, modified, and renovated. “Safe” is truly a term that lives in scare-quotes, since it is

always contingent, even when it should be demanded as a political right.
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CONCLUSION

In this dissertation I have examined safe space as an architectural, material, and rhetorical
construction. I have leveled a broad critique of the politics of safety in contemporary American
society, although I end with an attempt to imagine new forms of safety that do not participate in
a militant defense of identities and boundaries. This is the question that pushes past this
dissertation: what will these new and potentially liberating shapes of safety look like? In
rejecting the violence of neoliberal capitalism, must we all become zombies or disappear
entirely? If we reject neoliberal categories of “human” and “animate,” must we become “post-
human” (or even non-human) and “inanimate”?

Having spent so much time thinking and reading about preppers and survivalists, what
has struck me more than the prevalence of bunker mentalities is the prevalence of imaginary
worlds. And not just their prevalence, but their potency. Imaginary worlds move us in both
recognizable and obscure ways. To imagine safety without violence is to give it some measure of
reality. Carol’s retreat in [Safe/, while ultimately unsuccessful, offers up some hope—she
succeeds, after all, in escaping her suburban prison. I imagine a different ending to that story, one
that wouldn’t disturb us so profoundly from everyday complacency, perhaps, but could
nonetheless be the story of a real person, a person who comes through the violence of chemical
exposure to a new form of care, attachment, and dwelling.

Imagination is laced with tendrils of political thought—what we imagine is what we
dream and what we fear. How that imaginative work gets expressed in our built environment and

in the ways we shape space is a critical question for our time.
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For example, where social housing projects in the postwar era failed was in their
imagination of safety: the purpose of safety to enable dwelling was infected by a project of
safety that erected the foundations of neoliberal privilege. A safe zone for family dwelling in the
suburbs, on the other hand, is not inherently oppressive. But the imbrication of an imagined
community—"“America”’—with that dream of domestic happiness served to ossify and petrify
safety in the shape of heteronormativity and patriarchy. Preppers take this process to an extreme,
imagining not only that social relations may be reformed in a modern world of risk, but that they
are living “in the end times.” However, even though the imagination of safety can be seduced by
projects that exclude, segregate, and stratify, imagination itself is still potent and can be
redirected to conjure new forms of care, new dwelling spaces, and generative new modes of
inclusion. This is the politically important work that the literary imagination and critical

consciousness can accomplish.
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