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Invitation into a blind alley. Reproduced from the Department of Architecture and Civic Design
of the GLC, An Introduction to Building Design (London: The Architectural Press, 1978), 121.

While Matrix was the first group of British feminists to formulate an emo-
tionally grounded spatial analysis, there had been earlier attempts across the
Atlantic. In 1979, the American “psychohistorian” Susanna Torre explored
how the walls within the home constituted a sense of “enclosure and protec-
tion, as well as separation and denial.”s3 Writing in 1981, in a special architec-
tural issue of the feminist journal Heresies, Torre proposed designing domes-
tic space as a “matrix” in order to rescue women from isolation and transform
consciousness.8 In her formulation, Torre proposed replacing the “zoning”
of homes into enclosed spaces according to implicit hierarchies with flexi-
ble, multifunctional spaces that reflected how people actually lived.s5s Dwyer
and Thorne speculate the article may have served as inspiration for Matrix’s
name.3¢ At the very least, Torre’s piece sits in their archive.

INFUSING DAILY LIFE WITH NEW MEANING

In 1977, Maria O’Reilly, resident of the post-war Netherley Estate in Liver-
pool, described “the overall emotion here [as] isolation and despair.”s’ Con-
cerns over the lack of safety and facilities proved well-founded when three-
year-old Carl Scurry fell from a balcony, fracturing his skull.ss Five years later
in 1983, the GLC’s Planning Committee circulated a report on racism in Lon-
don. The report found an “alarming level of harassment.”®® In Tower Ham-
lets, the report documented incidences of “excreta pushed through letterbox-
es [and] windows broken.” Social surveys from the time also confirmed a
theater of fear, hatred, and danger on estates from Toxteth in Liverpool to
Broadwater Farm in North London.%

Susana Torre, “Space as Matrix,” Heresies 11 3, no. 3 (1979): 51-53.

Ibid.

Torre, “Space as Matrix,” 51, 52.

Dwyer and Thorne, “Notes from Inside the Collective,” 1999.

Spare Rib, no. 56 (March 1977): 10, cited in Cowman, “Women’s Activism,” in The Modern British City, 318.
Liverpool Echo, 15 June 1974, 8, cited in Cowman, “Women’s Activism,” in The Modern British City, 318.
London Metropolian Archives, GLC/DG/PRE/49/17, Police Committee, Report by the Panel of Inquiry into Racial Harassment, 29 September
1983, 3, cited in Brooke, “Space, Emotions and the Everyday,” 132.

Ibid.
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Mass Observers, A1530, T1277, S1570, in Mass Observation Project (MOP), “Retrospective on the 1980s”; Brooke, “Space, Emotions and the

Everyday,” 114.
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Left: Photograph of Jagonari’s facade. Reproduced from M0051S, MOfaa.
Right: Photograph of Jagonari’s creche. Reproduced from M000057S, MOfaa.
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Left: Photograph of Jagonari’s interior courtyard. Reproduced from M00058s, MOfaa.
Right: Jagonari’s floorplan. Reproduced from M00065, MOfaa.
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Welfare-modernist estates were perceived as dangerous and unsuitable plac-
es to live not just by Newman-inspired Thatcherite planning corporations
and busybody community architects. In 1988, the Channel 4 documentary
Paradise Circus, dedicated to female perceptions of the built environment,
broadcast a similar feeling. Julmur Mukerji from Jagonari Women’s Centre
in Tower Hamlets described how “nearly all” Bangladeshi women in the
area had experienced “physical racial attacks” and “fire attacks on their
home.”2 One woman likened life in the area to a “prison.”

Matrix’s design for Jagonari was determined not to replicate a “soft ar-
chitecture” of fear and isolation. Instead they proposed a low-key facade
featuring protective eleven-millimeter laminated-glass windows, decorative
metal security grilles, and hardwood-panelled doors. The layout of the en-
trance hall meant that the women could always see who was at the door,
while a creche was built in the enclosed safety of the courtyard—protected
from the risk of firebombs. A light-flooded multi-purpose hall on the first
floor provided space for badminton, dance, and drama, whilst study rooms
and media rooms facilitated individual tutorials and private study. Com-
munal washing facilities also allowed the women to “socialize whilst work-
ing.”% It was important, Anne Thorne recalled, that the space did not feel
like a “prison.”s Reflecting on “good memories” of the space, the ex-Chair
of Jagonari Women’s Centre, Solma Ahmed, described the building itself as
creating feelings of “safety [and] security.”* We might rearticulate this here
as the construction of new domesticities in the absence of safe, traditional
ones. Against an emotional regime of everyday racism, Jagonari’s design
“infuse[d] daily life with new meaning,” challenging the idea that women’s
only ‘homeplace’ was in a narrowly defined domestic sphere.*?

JUMOKE: “EVERYONE LOVES THE CHILDREN”

Motherhood was a thorny issue within WLM, often associated with “isola-
tion, drudgery, and boredom.” It was understood as an activity that, more
than any other, changed women’s relationship to the social world and was
behind many women’s first encounters with WLM.* Twenty-four-hour nurs-
eries were one of the key demands of the 1970 National Women’s Liberation
Conference. The fact that in 1975 there were only five free nursery places for
every 1,000 pre-school-aged child in London highlights the structural pres-
sure on mothers to become full-time, unpaid carers.!? Women’s relationship
to domestic space, therefore, was as much a product of political economy as it
was a personal choice.

In January 1984, Matrix applied successfully to the GLC’s Women’s Com-
mittee for a grant of £108,000 to turn Shacklewell Lane Baths into a per-
manent children’s center.!?! Dalston Children’s Centre (DCC) was to be a
new site of care for both local children and “those who are responsible for
childcare—mostly women.”102 DCC had previously been housed in a squat,
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92  BFVW, “Matrix Architects,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2TLm8Hfm-HI; Anne Thorne, “Jagonari,” online interview, M03704, MOfaa.

93 LMA, GLC/DG/PRE/49/17, Police Committee, Report by the Panel of Inquiry into Racial Harassment, 29 September 1983, 90, cited in Brooke,
“Space, Emotions and the Everyday,” 135.

94 “Proposed New Building 181/185 Whitechapel Road,” Box Matrix/17, Bishopsgate Institute.

95 Anne Thorne, interview by Stephen Brooke, February 2018, M03701, MOfaa.

96  Solma Ahmed (Previous Chair of Jagonari) to Thorne, “Matrix Letters of Support to the RIBA,” letter, M00066a, MOfaa.

97  Patricia Hill Collins, “The Sexual Politics of Black Womanhood ,” in Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of
Empowerment (New York: Routledge, 2000), 112. On prevalence of racist discourse during this period also see, Anna Marie Smith, New Right
Discourse on Race and Sexuality : Britain, 1968-90 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 1-27, 129-182; hooks, “Homeplace,” 383-7.

98  Spare Rib, July 1980, 26, cited in Sarah Crook, “Writing about Mothering and Childcare,” in Women’s Periodicals and Print Culture, 356.

99  Sheila Rowbotham, “To Be or Not to Be: The Dilemmas of Mothering,” Feminist Review, no. 31 (1989): 82.

100  Stoller, “Forging a Politics of Care,” 104.

101 GLC, Women’s Committee, “Dalston Children’s Centre,” Funding Application, 22 June 1984, London Metropolitan Archives, GLC/DG/
PRE/223/22, cited in, Stephen Brooke, London, 1984: Conflict and Change in the Radical City (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2024), 166.

102 Stephen Brooke, “Space, Emotions and the Everyday: The Affective Ecology of 1980s London,” Twentieth Century British History 28, no. 1

(2016): 130.
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but such sites were increasingly difficult to secure after the Criminal Law Act
(1977) and the GLC Housing Department stopped handing out licenses and
instated a squatting amnesty (1978).153 Brooke has focused on how DCC’s
cooperative model, varied activities, and ethnic, sexual, and socio-econom-
ic diversity created an “emotional community” amid what was considered
one of the most deprived inner-city areas in Britain.!%¢ There is little in the
historical record on how Matrix actually made the space “warm and friend-
ly”—we know that the building was accessible, had an enclosed garden that
ensured safe outdoor space, and a photography studio so that mothers could
“do something for themselves.”105

Left: Photograph of Jumoke’s main playroom.
Reproduced from The Architects’ Journal, 13 October 1989, 39.
Right: Photograph of Jumoke’s interior.Reproduced from JAMOKE_05s, MOfaa.

A clearer illustration, perhaps, of Matrix’s soft architecture of care is Jumoke
Training Nursery (1986—88). Matrix took much of what they had learned at
DCC and applied it to Jumoke. Funded by Southwark Council at a time when
the borough’s priority waiting list for nurseries stood at 850, Jumoke had a
front-page feature in The Architects’ Journal in 1989.106 The piece reported
that “a large proportion of the eligible children [were likely] to be Black,”
and Matrix wanted the space to be as inclusive as possible.!?” The nursery’s
name is taken from Yoruba and translates to “collective love and care for

Wall, “Sisterhood and Squatting in the 1970s,” 92.
Brooke, London: 1984,169, 172.

Anne Thorne, interview by Stephen Brooke, 20 February 2018, cited in, Brooke, London: 1984, 179; See drawings of DCC in Bradshaw, “Work-
ing with Women,” in Making Space, 95; Matrix, “Building for Childcare: Making Better Buildings for the Under-5s,” (London: GLC Women’s
Committee, 1986), 12; Anne Thorne, “Dalston Children’s Centre,” online interview, M03701, MOfaa.
Maureen Mackintosh and Hilary Wainwright, eds., “Women’s Work,” in A Taste of Power: The Politics of Local Economics (London: Verso,

1987), 114.

“Southwark Nursery,” Architects’ Journal, October 18, 1989, 41.
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children.” Following their plans laid out in Building for Childcare, Matrix
designed rooms that would generate a “homey atmosphere” via contrasting
color schemes of soft pinks, blues, and yellows intended to provide variety
and warmth.108 Jumoke scaled up DCC’s experiment with “child-sized” spac-
es, introducing “play platforms” at the mezzanine level, sinks and kitchen
counters at child-height, and extended window ledges where children could
sit.1?? The idea was to create “play spaces that felt more like theirs,” rather
than the portacabins and churches “often used” for childcare.!’® High ceilings
and huge windows gave an impression of light and air—not dissimilar from
Jagonari. French windows in the cafeteria gave easy access to the playground,
while glazed doors inside gave adults a view from room to room.!!!

—_—

4 T

Left: Photograph of Jumoke’s facade. Reproduced from JAMOKE_02s, MOfaa.
Right: Photograph of Jumoke’s garden. Reproduced from JAMOKE_01s, MOfaa.

The feminist Liz Heron may have been complaining when she declared that
women were “melting into motherhood” by the early 1980s, but Matrix’s soft
domestic architecture of care suggests motherhood and feminist praxis were
not mutually exclusive.!2 Against the paranoid architecture of Alice Coleman
and the isolation of Victorian townhouses and modernist estates, Matrix con-
structed new homeplaces for everyday acts of care. In doing so, they echoed
bell hooks’s remark that domestic space can be somewhere that “transcends
tiredness” and is a form of meaningful political action.!13

“Southwark Nursery,” Architects’ Journal, October 18, 1989, 41.
Mark Swenarton, “Guiding Lights,” Building Design 940 (1989): 7.
“Southwark Nursery,” Architects’ Journal , October 18, 1989, 41.

Ibid., 44.
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Liz Heron, “The Mystique of Motherhood,” in ed. Feminist Anthology Collective, No Turning Back (London, The Women’s Press, 1980), 139,

cited in, Rowbotham, “To Be or Not to Be,” 84.

hooks, “Homeplace,” 382.
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ARCHIVING OTHERS, ARCHIVING OURSELVES

Writing in 2024, the British historian Lawrence Black declared that the his-
tory of modern Britain, is “not so much in the archive as it is the archive.”114
That the archive is the outcome of a selective ordering of knowledge has
been well established since the 1980s. It was during this period that new
social and identity histories platformed new historical subjects, while oral
methodology collapsed the boundary separating the ‘chronicler’ from their
‘audience.” Jeffery Weeks’s landmark social history of homosexuality from
the nineteenth century to the 1970s quoted Karl Marx’s “liberation is an
historical and not a mental act.”!’ Queer and anarchist squatters in London
produced their own documentaries, books, and oral histories to compen-
sate for their invisibility within the built environment.!6 Feminist archiving
stretches back even further. From the suffragettes’ historical pageants to
Greenham Common and contemporary Wikipedia edit-a-thons, the “web
of women’s history-telling” is an integral part of feminist ‘herstory,’” chal-
lenging established narratives and building new ones.!!

Alongside emerging British historians like Leonore Davidoff, Matrix ar-
gued that historic spatial organization was responsible for naturalizing and
exacerbating the contemporary sexual division of labor.!'8 Despite formal leg-
islative equality, a 1980 survey by the Department of Employment found that
only two per cent of women’s husbands did “most” of the housework, while an
article in Women’s Own magazine reported that one in six had never looked
after his child.!1? In 1980, Matrix held an exhibition on domestic design called
Home Truths. Half of the exhibit was devoted to a genealogy of domestic
space, documenting the collective labor and intergenerational makeup of the
seventeenth-century home to the neat divisions of the nineteenth. The narra-
tive was simplified, but the idea was to accessibly convey the social construc-
tion of the partitioned home and its relation to capitalist labor relations. “By
the late 1950s,” Matrix argued, “the nuclear family was established as norm,
as was the ideal home, where each house is detached and functions of rooms
are inflexible [...although] 62 percent of us do not live in such families.”!20
Boys’s chapter in Making Space digs into the archive to explain further. Post-
war planning, Boys argues, failed to recognize women’s unequal status both
at home and in employment and failed to distinguish between women’s work
and leisure.!2! Design bulletins published by the Department of the Environ-
ment, which set industry standards for private and public housing, assumed
not just a nuclear family and an unrealistic rationalization of time, but also a
kitchen hermetically sealed from the rest of the house.'22 With regards to mo-
bility, Boys notes that new towns like Milton Keynes were built upon the as-
sumption of 100 percent car ownership, despite the fact that only twenty-nine
per cent of housewives knew how to drive.!2* The architectural decisions of
the past, Matrix argued, had fossilized a problematic view of domestic space
that was holding back emancipation in the present.
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Wates, The Battle for Tolmers Square (London: Routledge, 1976).
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Boys, “Women and Public Space,” in Making Space, 38.

Susan Francis, “Housing the Family,” in Making Space, 87.
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Matrix also uncovered forgotten histories that offered new ways of think-
ing about domestic space, as well as opportunities to link their work to
a “genealogical politics” across feminist waves.!2¢ Jane Darke’s chapter
in Making Space recovers a lost feminist architectural tradition by doc-
umenting Ethel Charles, the first female member of the Royal Institute of
British Architects (RIBA), and interwar architects like Elizabeth Scott.
Darke also describes the “excellent account” of a “lost feminist tradition”
in Torre’s Women in American Architecture (1977), signalling transna-
tional exchanges hitherto unexplored.!?s Inside, Torre said the “recovery
of a cultural past [was] crucial for any future choices made by women.”126
The excavation of this cultural past was the focus of the second half of
Home Truths. A panel on Victorian housing included a quote from a Mrs.
Layton, who describes how, contra to John Ruskin’s call for women to be
“protected” inside, the realities of working-class life meant women “had
to work outside the home.”27 It is likely Matrix sourced the quote from
Margaret Llewellyn Davies’s 1931 oral history on working-class women,
republished in 1977 by Virago, and the quote implies Matrix was sensitive
to how socio-economic positions differentiated female experience.!28 An-
other poster exhibit revealed the state-provision of restaurants and nurs-
eries between the wars. This is also the focus of Marion Roberts’s Making
Space chapter, “Private Kitchens, Public Cooking.” These “unknown”

124 Kate Eichhorn, The Archival Turn in Feminism : Outrage in Order (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2013), 8.

125 Darke, “Women, Architects and Feminism,” in Making Space, 19.

126  Susana Torre, “Introduction: A Parallel History,” in Women in American Architecture: A Historic and Contemporary Perspective, ed. Susana
Torre (New York: Whitney Library of Design, 1977), 11.

127  Fran Bradshaw, Home Truths exhibition material, 1980, private collection.

128 Mrs. Layton, “Memories of Seventy Years,” in Life as We Have Known It: The Voices of Working-Class Women, ed. Margaret Llewellyn Davies
(London: Virago, 1977). Wilson’s book was criticized by Liz Bondi for underplaying the divided character of women’s experience in her review of
The Sphinx in the City, by Elizabeth Wilson, Feminist Review, 1993, 138-40.
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non-profit, state-run British Restaurants were a “challenge to women’s
unpaid labor in the home.”'? Roberts trawls through the unsorted food
catalogue of the Mass Observation archive to question whether the “do-
mestic idyll [has] always been so generally with us?”130 In demonstrating
the historical contingency of domestic space, Roberts and Home Truths
could pave the way for its revision.

During my conversation with Bradshaw, she described her frustration
that much of Matrix’s communication was “hard to track down [because
when] you’re in the present, you don’t write it down.”13! Matrix’s pre-
occupation with the present is characteristic of many activist groups at
the height of activity. Yet, following the deaths of Susan Francis and
Julia Dwyer in the 2010s, they have embarked on a mass self-archiving
project. The bulk of material used in this essay has come from MO-
faa—which features a rich array of material, including member profiles,
administrative documents, architectural plans, personal photographs,
press coverage, and self-recorded oral history interviews.!32 The ‘archi-
tecture’ of the online archive is egalitarian—free to access, no project
nor individual is prioritized, and the user can navigate the site in any way
they choose. As an ‘open archive’ MOfaa also invites collaboration with
old collaborators, contemporary architects, and educators. We might
want to consider not only how MOfaa builds an alternative history to
domestic space but also how it offers a counterbalance to imposing and
hard-to-access institutional archives.

How We Live Now exhibition. Reproduced from Edit.

Alongside MOfaa, surviving members reissued Making Space (2020) and
held an experimental exhibition at the Barbican Centre (2021), which
has since toured Newcastle (2022) and Melbourne, Australia (2023). The
exhibition is held within a plywood skeleton designed and built by the
female collective, Edit. The structure intended to reflect the “behind-the-
scenes work” of construction and Matrix’s occupation of “informal spaces

129 Marion Roberts, “Private Kitchens, Public Cooking,” in Matrix, Making Space, 108, 119.
130  Roberts, “Private Kitchens,” in Making Space, 106, 110.
131 Fran Bradshaw, personal interview, online, 1 May 2025.

132 Matrix, Matrix Open feminist architecture archive (MOfaa), 2026, http:/www.matrixfeministarchitecturearchive.co.uk/.
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[...like] meeting in someone’s living room or gathering around a kitchen
table [...it was] designed to feel domestic.”133 The walls of the exhibit are
intended to be transparent, while metal curtain rails weave in and out like
plumbing, bringing “intimacy” and also “flexibility” in levels of privacy.!34
The exhibition was accompanied by a catalogue, Revealing Objects which,
in its bespoke typeface, Domestic, included a manual for understanding
the layout of our homes.!3s Alongside documenting Matrix’s work, How
We Live Now also included the work of contemporary feminist housing
activists across the globe, thus forging new historical timelines for future
feminist research on the design of domestic space. The level of self-refer-
ential archiving may seem overdone, even egotistical. Yet, given that only
thirty-one per cent of British architects are women, 1 percent are Black/
Black British, and the last reported gender pay gap was 16 percent, records
of feminist spatial tactics are needed to demonstrate the possibility of eq-
uitable architectural practices and generate feelings of “belonging” for
women engaged in the profession.!36

MAKING FEMINIST SPATIAL TACTICS CONCRETE

Late-twentieth-century feminists did not just critique historical defini-
tions of domestic space but also remade them in three-dimensional planes.
Experimental sites of care, safety, and cultural production had been the
building blocks of the WLM, and it was inevitable that women would seek
to make these domesticities ‘concrete’ as the 1970s gave way to the 1980s
and the mass redevelopment of Britain’s urban centers. Yet, neither histo-
rians of British feminism nor urban social historians have given feminist
spatial tactics in the 1980s much attention.

Matrix Feminist Design Cooperative reimagined domestic space
through participation, emotion, and the archive. Like ‘popular individ-
ualism’ or ‘ordinariness,’ these fields were pre-existing in British politi-
cal culture. Yet they were deployed by Matrix in ways that bridged their
popular usage with a longstanding feminist tradition. Through involving
women in the planning and construction of an emotional and revisionist
soft architecture, Matrix unpicked the neutrality of domestic spaces and
fundamentally altered parts of it. It is not lost on me that this study has
been confined to London, with its disproportionately generous GLC fund-
ing, diverse demographics, and hubs of leftist activity. Yet, as London was
also the focus of market liberalism and Thatcher’s new Britain, it makes
sense to explore Matrix’s activities there as a localized instance of ‘count-
er-hegemonic’ strategy.

In a 2020 roundtable to mark Verso’s reissue of Making Space, archi-
tectural historian Harriet Hariss quoted feminist Donna Harraway’s ad-
age that, “it matters what ideas we use to think other ideas.”!3” Harriss
was responding to Bradshaw’s recognition that many of the ideas first
expressed in the book are now considered mainstream. In 2024, British
architect Thomas Heatherwick launched plans for a master’s degree at
Loughborough University which focuses around “emotion as a function of

Page 20 of 22
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Ibid.
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design.”’38 In June 2025, plans were unveiled for the first women-only tow-
er block for survivors of domestic abuse.!3® Although Matrix’s activities
ground to a halt in the mid-1990s, the maelstrom of feminist tactics that it,
and those like it, pioneered continues to circulate. It is important to recog-
nize the debt these contemporary initiatives owe to feminism. Otherwise,
we raise the risk of “unwriting” Matrix’s work.140

138 Lizzie Crook, “Thomas Heatherwick’s Humanise Campaign Launches ‘Joyful Architecture’ Degree,” Dezeen, May 15, 2024, https://www.dezeen.
com/2024/05/15/thomas-heatherwick-humanise-campaign/.

139  Philip James Lynch, “Women-Only Tower Block in Acton to Open next Summer,” BBC News, June 17, 2025, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/
cwyjyyy2rSeo.

140  Jane Rendell, “Only Resist: A Feminist Approach to Critical Spatial Practice,” Architectural Review, no. 1449 (March 2018), https://www.archi-
tectural-review.com/essays/only-resist-a-feminist-approach-to-critical-spatial-practice.
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