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One day, I was sitting in front of a computer in the living 
room of a psychiatric centre for adults, when I happened 
to glance at the screen of the computer next to mine. It 
displayed a Wikipedia page about particle accelerators. 
‘Hey, you’re interested in science?’ I asked Pascal, the 
patient reading it. ‘Yes’, he replied, and he added with a 
playful smile, ‘I am a physicist’. I read that smile as saying: 
‘I’ve got you! I’ve upended your assumption about my 
being crazy’. I cannot be sure if that smile actually meant 
that to him, but I know it changed my own thoughts. 
 
To the many moments, unexpected, apparently trivial, that 
significantly change the way one thinks. 
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Preamble 

Milieus as heritage   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the very early 21st century, in an urban area of Brussels, a small sign under the 
doorbell of a banal old town house declared the building to be a ‘Day Centre for 
Teenagers’. But nothing indicated that these youths were diagnosed with psychiatric 
disorders. After ringing the bell, someone might have come to open the door, or the 
secretary might have poked her head out her first-floor window instead of using the 
phone-intercom to see who had arrived. Once past the threshold, visitors would not 
have come upon that secretary, but instead would have entered a small hall and, after 
a few metres, found a vestibule, a living room, stairs, and a dining room, all full of 
youths and adults. These inhabitants would have been wearing casual clothes and 
addressing each other by their first names. Visitors would likely plunge into chats 
about daily news or personal problems while they leaned against a table, drank a cup 
of coffee, smelled a meal being prepared, and heard the creaking of the floorboards 
above. The arrangement of the entrance of the house made sense for caregiving in 
particular ways. Outside, the ordinariness of the building’s appearance avoided 
stigmatisation. And, once inside, the layout of its living spaces encouraged 
interaction and informality. In 2014, this psychiatric day centre moved to a new 
building. In this new location, the establishment’s logo was visible on the outside of 
the building. At the entrance, windows opened onto a view of the secretary who in 
turn could see the visitors and open the door to let them in with a remote control. 
Following this, visitors would go inside to find a waiting area at the start of a long 
corridor. That was it. This new arrangement induced other kinds of interactions with 
the space and between its occupants, as the anonymous façade and the direct 
immersion into the group involved in an array of activities existed no longer.  
 
The differences between the entrances of the old house and the new house are small 
but important. The entrance of the old house was not randomly arranged, although 
it might have appeared to be so. Such a space was common in centres that inherited 
the ‘therapeutic community’ model, in which everyone present in the centre takes 
part in its everyday organisation and social life. This model was practiced in the 
original day centre and continued to be used until it made room for a biomedical 
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approach, about ten years before the move to the new location. However, the 
sharing of informal and ordinary moments of everyday life continued to be crucial to 
this kind of care work, and thus the new entrance and institutional layout posed 
problems and the details of its arrangement became of greater importance. Attempts 
were made to retain the former sense of immersion, such as the decision that the 
secretary’s desk must remain a large working table with chairs on both sides, rather 
than a higher, formal receptionist’s desk. The secretary was not intended to be a 
hostess or, worse, gatekeeper, but instead had to remain immersed in the group with 
the other caregivers and the youths. After moving to the new location, caregivers 
and youths took care to keep the secretary’s space a part of the daily life of the 
centre, in part by making sure to stop by and to give notice about comings and 
goings. The placement of the facility’s mailboxes in the secretary’s office also created 
opportunities for them to pass by more often to check their mail. The new entrance 
layout required that effort be made to maintain the casual interactions between the 
workers and youths that the caregivers deemed necessary for maintaining their care 
practice inherited from the ‘therapeutic community’ model.  
 
This thesis is about material spaces, their potentialities, and care. And it is about 
attachments. It documents ethnographic fieldwork conducted in that day centre, 
which involved relational training, the collecting of stories, engaging personally with 
caregivers and teenagers in both the old townhouse and the new building, and 
accompanying the group during the transitional phase to the new location. And it is 
a narration of this experience that articulates with scholarly literature from 
anthropology, philosophy, sociology and architecture, in order to give more nuance 
to certain words that became relevant throughout the research adventure. The thesis 
that results from this inquiry explores how material spaces create potentialities for 
certain interactions and relationships in the setting of an institutional care centre. 
The descriptions of these spaces tell how spaces raise possibilities, as well as 
impossibilities, for caregivers to awaken and strengthen the ordinary attachments of 
patients: a seat that becomes part of a habit, a meal that one likes to smell, a painting 
that lures one’s eyes, even a temporarily shared interest in a video game. These 
stories go into the details of many everyday moments where caregivers take 
advantage of material spaces, in their attempts to lure teenagers into responding in 
personal ways within the ‘dispositif’ of care. The connections that this thesis makes 
between care and material spaces, and their potentialities and attachments, go 
beyond field observation and experience, and beyond the translation of these 
experiences into an academic manuscript. These connections also attempt to reclaim 
a heritage, which I briefly describe below.  
 
The arrangements of the two entrances matter for reasons beyond the transition 
from the old location to a new building. They show tensions about care concerns, 
such as how the spatial elements are used in daily interactions and how they can be 
aimed towards a certain function or can repel, all within the context of a care 
practice that relies on informality. From the old building, with its anonymous façade 
and doorbell, vestibule, living spaces, unexpected encounters and sociable 
atmosphere, to the new layout with its noticeable logo, large windows, low 
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secretary’s desk, remote-controlled doors, waiting area, and corridors, accompanied 
by gazes through the glass, it is evident that the interactions made possible or 
impossible through the layout of these material spaces matter, because they are vital 
for the continuation of the heritage of this particular care practice. Today, to speak 
of the potentialities of material spaces for everyday attachments, and how they emerge 
within the people in the centre, recalls certain moments in the history of psychiatry. 
In turn, these historical aspects give weight to the material details at stake in the 
transition to the new building. These details are, in fact, far from trivial. In particular, 
this transition brings up certain experiences from the contestation movements that 
agitated the psychiatric field from the 1950s onwards, in which caregivers’ 
relationship to material spaces shifted. The day centre for teenagers belongs to an 
institution, L’Équipe, a pioneer of the deinstitutionalisation movement1 among other 
centres that germinated within anti-psychiatric contestations. Its dispositif was 
established as a therapeutic community, as a form of ‘milieu therapy’, and was an 
innovative model at that time. The word ‘milieu’ is not used anymore in the day 
centre for teenagers, but its traits are still noticeable in the material space and 
practices of the facility. This is why it is important to understand that word in 
connection to the history of psychiatry, in particular the shift in the purpose and 
understanding of material spaces from determining behaviour to creating 
attachments.  
 
This plunges us back into the last quarter of the 18th century, when the conception 
of hospitals, as well as of other institutional buildings, required quasi-scientific 
analyses of the ways in which they were organised (Mens, 2003, in Allegaert et al., 
2004, p. 84). The collaboration of architects and psychiatrists helped to feed the 
promise of asylum buildings that would be tools for what was called ‘moral 
treatment’ (Quétel, 2010, p. 74; Markus, 1993, p. 133). With the increasing number 
of asylums in the 19th century, they conceived of material spaces through the lens of 
‘environmental determinism’. The idea that the architectural environment shapes 
behaviour was pushed forward, with the suggestion that it would also cure diseases 
(Yanni, 2007). The removal of patients from cities and from the everyday 
environments that may cause disease – the lighting and ventilation systems designed 
to dispel the miasma that defiles bodily moods, the orderly organisation of the 
building with its classification systems, and the galleries with cells organised in rows 
– these arrangements were expected by doctors and architects to improve medical 
treatment and patients’ behaviour, by putting functions and activities in a specific 
order, making symptoms visible, and ensuring security and surveillance.  
 
Foucault (1993), in his detailed study of disciplinary techniques, argues that these 
were analytical spaces that could work on individuals’ behaviour while also making 
them observable for knowledge. Material space, thought of in terms of distribution, 
was a means to disseminate the power to transform individuals, among others, 

                                                        
1 Deinstitutionalisation is a policy that started after World War II, saw its height during the 1970s, and 
continues today. Its main goal is to move away long-stay psychiatric hospitals and to promote 
community-based mental health facilities. The experiences of deinstitutionalisation have strongly 
differed across countries and regions.  
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through the arrangement of buildings: they distribute bodies, organise presence and 
absence, and insure circulation, fixed positions, and communication channels (ibid., 
pp. 166-175). This analytical space transformed a confusing environment to an 
ordered one and allowed professionals to act upon individuals’ transformations (ibid., 
pp. 200-208). Foucault shows that Bentham’s panopticon principle weighed in on 
the conviction of environmental determinism, that he rather calls ‘power 
mechanisms’ (ibid., pp. 228-264). Its force lies in its inscription of a fictional 
surveillance within relationships: thanks to spatial partitions, the one that might be 
seen does not know if he is actually observed or not. That mechanism, according to 
Foucault, amplifies and spreads techniques of power while dissolving the need for 
apparent violence, such as with chains.  
 
The expression ‘power mechanisms’ slightly displaces the problem of spatial 
influence: the determination or expected causes do not lie in the environment itself, 
but in a system that works together with the building it happens in. This expression 
accentuates the idea that material spaces work within a complex system and do not 
‘contain’ causes, as was theorised with environmental determinism. Nevertheless, the 
relationship to these arrangements remained within a causal dynamic, with formulas 
to apply anywhere, under principles that should work universally. Such models based 
on a spatial causal dynamic spread in Europe; states mandated that commissions 
bring back principles, atlases, and maps of the buildings they visited (Laget, 2008). 
Even if the concrete sites of asylums were more complex and disparate than could 
be reproduced in a single model, they all fell under the main recommendations of 
environmental determinism (Postel & Quétel, 2012, pp. 193-202). 
 
In the early 20th century, psychiatrists and architects started to lose their optimism. 
Asylums with their carefully determined arrangements did not prove to be a great 
remedy; on the contrary, the overcrowded facilities, in poor repair, with their 
meaningless routines, showed more damage than rehabilitation. Deterministic 
convictions vanished as architects’ interest in conceptualising buildings dissipated 
(Yanni, 2006, pp. 432-443). Nevertheless, environmental determinism was a 
powerful background against which contestation movements emerged after World 
War II. As criticism of disciplinary architecture and its power mechanisms spread in 
discourses and amongst care practitioners, new places were sought in small-scale 
buildings that were diverse and flexible regarding their possible uses. In some of 
those renewed places, the creation of ‘milieus’ intended to entirely counteract the 
idea of environmental determinism. The definition of ‘milieu’ is fuzzy. Its entangled 
meanings derive from an array of settings, where English- and French-speaking 
psychiatrists and other care practitioners experimented with what they called a 
‘milieu’, and sometimes claimed it as therapeutic.2 As Clark tries to make clear, a 
‘milieu’ would be a ‘setting designed for the practice of social therapy – an 
environment consciously structured to produce desired change in those who enter it’ 
(1977, p. 554). Well, how would that actually occur within the space? I sketch three 
of these historical experiments, well known in the psychiatric landscape, to trace the 
                                                        
2 Smith and Spitzmuller (2016) give one overview of the historical background of this term, and 
describe how this practice, with its material environment, is still occurring today. 
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shifts in the relationship to material spaces when passing from determinism to 
milieus. These sketches anchor the upcoming inquiry in a specific heritage.  
 
In 1955, R.D. Laing published a paper with two of his colleagues about an 
experiment they had led in the Gartnavel hospital in Glasgow. They had proposed to 
eleven women patients that they spend their days with nurses in a specially arranged 
room, which they describe as:  

 
large, bright, newly decorated, and comfortably furnished, and it contained 
magazines and materials for knitting and sewing, making rugs and baskets, drawing, 
and so forth. The room adjoined a kitchen, a billiards-room used by the staff, and a 
doctor’s bedroom. A door at the head of a stair leading from this block of rooms 
could be locked or kept open as desired. (Laing, Cameron, & McGhie, 1955, p. 
1384)  

 
The authors reported that patients were in a state of progressive change while being 
in this space, becoming quieter, involving themselves in this or that activity, paying 
more attention to things, speaking more fluidly, and, when engaging with the objects 
available there, becoming more inclined to interpersonal relationships among 
themselves and with nurses. The authors noted the surrounding material things, 
which the patients could choose to use as they pleased, and especially the mutual 
removal of barriers between the patients and the nurses. Laing’s attention to material 
spaces in that experiment persisted in his later work. When he came to practice in 
patients’ own houses, he noticed how their tangible arrangements took part in their 
interpersonal everyday lives. He founded Kingsley Hall, one of the first community 
houses of today’s psychotherapeutic Philadelphia Association, which is based in 
London (McGeachan, 2014). Throughout Laing’s experiments, a shift arose in the 
relationship to material spaces. There was no direct influence on users, but the space 
was taken experimentally, for which patient would engage with this or that object or 
nurse could not be known beforehand. More, what began to be a ‘milieu’ blurred 
boundaries between the material and human environment, together offering 
opportunities that encouraged interactions. In other words, there was no influence 
between two separated kinds of beings, material objects and human, but that milieu 
appeared as a web of potentialities for the people present, with far fewer determined 
effects on them. Laing’s experiments remain important ones among many others 
that developed in the changing Western psychiatric landscape throughout the second 
part of the 20th century.  
 
Bettelheim (1974) played a large role in bringing forward the concept of therapeutic 
milieu. In his many stories from the Orthogenic School of the University of Chicago, 
where he worked with children diagnosed with schizophrenia and autism, material 
spaces played a key role in the relationships between people, and between people 
and objects (ibid., pp. 19-259). A good example of this was in the dormitories, where 
the facility’s team provided the children with boxes to store and carry their things:  

 
The patients liked this idea and called the boxes ‘toychests’; they became the 
repository of an incredible variety of objects of great personal significance. 
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Protective of the contents, the patients tried to keep their chests as close to them as 
possible. Soon they felt they were too small, so we got chests twice the size; but this 
made them unwieldy and too heavy when crammed full, as they always tented to be. 
To be sure of the chest’s safety, particularly at night, many felt secure only if they 
slept on them. Again we took the cue, and from then on we had every bed 
constructed with drawers under it where patients could keep what they wanted to 
have closest to them. (ibid., pp. 200-201) 

 
In his stories about spaces, Bettelheim added another layer to the concept of ‘milieu’: 
he and his team accommodated the materiality of the spaces in their attempts to ‘take 
the cue’, or to notice and work with relationships that became of significance 
between certain things, care receivers, and caregivers (ibid., pp. 95-96). Hence the 
milieu differed not only from a causal vision of spaces, with its general formulas to 
apply, but, as was the same as in Laing’s experiment, there was no clear separation 
anymore between material things and human beings. Bettelheim’s stories showed 
that the experiments with spaces made the material arrangements more specific, after 
choosing to further implement attempts that had worked. That is, they followed the 
growing relationships between patients, things, and staff members, to see which 
became meaningful, as with the example of the toy chests.  
 
The third experiment happened in the Cevennes, in France, where Deligny (2007) 
created the ‘close milieu’ in the space where he was living with autistic children. With 
his partners,3 Deligny traced maps of how children occupied their surroundings 
(their movements, gestures, etc.) in order to see how they came to dwell there, day 
after day (Deligny, Lin, & Duran, 2013). Deligny’s milieu was radically empirical: it 
was not about desire or subjectivity, but about enabling the children’s presence 
through the way they acted, without assuming they would have a goal (agir rather 
than faire). His practice of mapping made visible what was appealing for them in that 
environment, whether it was the presence of water, or a fire with which adults were 
cooking. These maps then enabled the intentional arrangement of everyday objects, 
following the affordances of the surroundings and the smallest gestures of their  
inhabitants. A major difference in Deligny’s milieu lay in its being located outside an 
institutional setting and building. Hence the environment was widely undetermined, 
and so were the possible opportunities and interactions that could be experienced 
within it. In this way, Deligny’s milieu moved further away from the problem of 
spatial influence. The experiment openly asked what a milieu became for each 
relational being. From there, it also fully undertook the dynamic of a milieu through 
its potentialities, their realisations in actions (with or without goals), and then in the 
specific forming of the material environment according to those actions.  
 
To bring back the term ‘milieu’ today is not a gesture that looks back nostalgically to 
the contestation movements that reformed psychiatry in the 1960 and 1970s. Instead, 
the term anchors an inquiry into this historical shift, making it a heritage that is still 
                                                        
3 Deligny and his partners did not consider themselves to be caregivers, but rather adults sharing the 
children’s lives. They became highly controversial in the psychiatric field for not attempting a course of 
treatment beyond their quest of sharing everyday life with the children (personal communication with 
M. Alione, former participant in that experiment, 16 June 2014).  
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noticeable when observing psychiatric spaces today. So which vision of material 
spaces does the notion of ‘milieu’ entail? In the move away from environmental 
determinism, the notion of ‘milieu’ carries three important shifts: toward 
experimentation, blurred boundaries between human and objects present in a 
surrounding, and flexibility when accommodating it. What is the consequence of this, 
both for the present inquiry and for the places and practices as they continue 
running?  
 
First, the notion of milieu carries a shift in the dynamic of material spaces. Whereas 
disciplinary and analytical spaces were thought of in causal terms, with rational 
principles and formulas to apply anywhere, the establishments of situated milieus 
worked through an experimental approach to spaces. A building is no longer thought 
to predictably determine behaviour, but it does provide caregivers and care receivers 
with opportunities. Second, a milieu blurs boundaries between the human and 
material environment when its spaces are used. Instead of being considered 
separately, everything constitutes the surroundings where someone may find 
opportunities for interacting and getting involved in that milieu. Such an 
environment is made of material arrangements, objects, and people that may support 
the emergence of meaningful relationships between people and with objects, even in 
the smallest way. Third, milieus are about the accommodation of spaces according to 
unpredictable uses. While determinist environments are supposed to be static, 
milieus vary according to the relationships they foster, through which objects and/or 
people become more significant to each other. These relationships accommodate 
material arrangements within a widely undetermined environment. A milieu then 
also entails an empirical and experimental approach taken to its material spaces, that 
is, paying attention to what happens within it and rearranging it according to that 
experience. Rather than being determinative, spaces are conceptualised as 
experimental, made up of the human and the things that constitute its surrounding, 
and able to be rearranged to support relationships – in short, in a milieu, material 
spaces work with potentialities.  
 
What is the relevance of these differences today? They provide clues for inquiring 
into how the material spaces of a psychiatric institution function in its daily care 
practices. The concept of milieu does not dismiss the importance of the material 
environment, quite the reverse: while shifting away from determinism and the 
problem of influence, it challenges the study of material spaces in terms of the 
potentialities for certain attachments to emerge and for making a place specific 
according to what emerges. Furthermore, this notion of ‘milieu’ calls observers to be 
more open to perceiving such potentialities in psychiatric institutions today. 
Recognising ‘milieus’ in care practices and places today also recognises a certain 
heritage of pragmatism, in which care workers make small, considered adjustments 
when they are shown to be relevant in on-going practices. This is a heritage to which 
L’Équipe, the institution of my fieldwork, also belongs. If you look at the picture 
below of one of its day centres, taken in the late 1970s (figure 1), we can notice that 
the people, the material spaces, and objects were not merely standing side by side 
but were caught up in many movements and relationships. This situation remains 
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intriguing; how did it come into being in those spaces? It is important to regard the 
differences contained in the notion of milieu seriously, for bringing a milieu into 
being requires that these spaces to be conceived of and practiced without applied 
formulas and principles. And the notion of milieu also does not allow for the 
assumption that these material spaces could be anything, at least, not once they 
become accommodated and specified with the relationships happening in that place. 
But it does enable us to ask if, in these centres, material spaces do not predictably 
influence people, do they still have potentialities? And how would these potentialities 
realise or not today? 
 

 

 

Figure 1. Photograph of caregivers and care receivers in the former house of one of the 
day centres in L’Équipe (located 83 or 85 Rue de Veeweyde) in late December 1977 or 
1978. Courtesy of Jacques Michiels 
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1 
 

Moored to the shore: a situated inquiry 
 

 
 
 
 

The risk of listening to a story is that it can 
obligate us in ramifying webs that cannot be 
known in advance of venturing among their 
myriad threads.  
—Donna Haraway, Staying with the trouble 

 
 
 
 
 
A matter of space 
 
It started in 2012, at the birthday celebration of a care centre for adults, which had 
been founded in Brussels within the anti-psychiatry movement thirty years earlier. I 
did care (and still do) in how the spatial arrangements of such a facility are set up in 
ways other than at psychiatric hospitals. As I was telling someone I had just met 
there about that concern, he answered by shouting, ‘my desk is invaded by architects’ 
plans about a building that will soon rise out of the ground!’ This is how it started, 
how my special relationship with a day centre for teenagers based on the therapeutic 
community model began. My fieldwork was situated in L’Équipe, another of these 
institutions also born in the contestation movement. This is how I became involved 
in a relational exploration with an old house that moved to a new building, and with 
the material things and people that were all entangled there, in their transformations. 
This thesis tells the story of that specific place. More precisely, it tells stories about 
what made that place specific, in a dynamic way, since its material spaces entailed 
potentialities for certain attachments which, in turn, then permeated those spaces. 
That specific place, due to its move to a new building, opened up matters of space 
that spanned the concerns of caregivers, teenagers, architects, medical and 
administrative directors, and me.  
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Relaying a place? 
 
The transition to a new building was a trial, a vibrant moment of indeterminacy, that 
brought to the surface many concerns and unknowns in terms of matters of space, 
which each of us needed to learn about. In particular, the trial created a rupture, 
from a place populated with implicit habits, meaningful stories, and histories, and 
ingenuity when coping with inconveniences, to another, which was characterised by 
a naked set of material arrangements designed on purpose. The design project aimed 
at providing caregivers and youths with better spaces for their practice, whilst also 
maintaining what was already working for them in the old house. Indeed, the trial 
went beyond the improvement of conditions within spaces. The transition raised the 
question, for both the caregivers and the youths, of how to retrieve what had 
rendered the original location so specific to each of them. Up until then, in their 
ongoing practice, matters of space had always been implicitly diluted in other flows 
of concerns. As Marion, a caregiver, expressed right away, ‘how to recreate 
something there, that shares the continuity of here?’4 Therefore, the trial asked the 
caregivers to find ways to more explicitly relay matters of space. They had to convey 
to the architects and directors the specific values, meanings, and details of the spaces 
they practised in on a daily basis. The transition to the new building was a learning 
process for them and for all of us. The following narration of my inquiry relays what 
has been learnt from that transition. 
 
A situated transition 
 
The old town house and the new building are the main protagonists of this inquiry. 
They provided caregivers and teenagers with the material spaces with which they 
engaged, which were put under trial during the transition. The old house and the 
new building both came with particular histories and situations. The former was a 
small domestic townhouse that had been converted into a day centre in the 1980s, 
and bore traces of intensive wear (figures 2a-f). The latter, located a few streets from 
the original building, was an existing house on a much bigger site that was 
redesigned and updated (figures 3a-f). Through the transition, certain conditions 
allowed both buildings to keep providing potentialities to caregivers and youths in 
their daily practice.   
 
First, both buildings belonged to the psychiatric institution, L’Équipe, together with 
nineteen other buildings that included eight other centres, the location of the 
administrative and maintenance staff, a library, an art gallery, and ateliers. L’Équipe 
was famous in the Belgian psychiatric field for being one of the first pilot projects 
for care outside of hospitals in Brussels. Since 1964, that institution has bought and 
started many such houses.5 Nowadays, most of them are all situated in one urban 

                                                        
4 The italics indicate that the word was expressed with emphasis.  
5 Caregivers still remember Jean Vermeylen, the founder of L’Équipe, who did so much to breathe life 
into that particular care practice and philosophy. To learn more about this history, see Vermeylen and 
Schouters-Decroly, 2001. At the time of the settling of the first houses, it is worth noting Sivadon’s 
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area, with shops and public facilities. The park, bakeries, supermarkets, shopping 
streets, swimming pool, and district library are also sites that caregivers and care 
receivers regularly frequent (figure 4). The presence of seven technicians on site was 
another important condition in the potentialities of the buildings’ care practices. 
They maintained and adjusted the spaces according to the teams’ requests. Their 
years of experience provided them with accurate ways of knowing the diverse and 
specific necessities of each centre’s building. 
 
In the spring of 2014, the team and teenagers moved from the old house to the new 
building. This transition brought along novel situations. In meetings with architects, 
visits to the building site, special team meetings, and many informal chats, the 
implicit roles of material spaces in daily routines became more explicit. Whereas the 
transition raised the team and teenagers’ concerns around the moving period, the 
design period of the new building, for its part, lasted for eight years. In the office of 
the administrative director, these years were noticeable by boxes filled with files. 
There, many meeting reports were stacked with the complaints of neighbours who 
fought the new construction in courts with NIMBY (‘not in my backyard’) 
arguments. The administrative director tried to appease them by inviting them to get 
better acquainted with the institution. His careful attention to everyone’s concerns 
was especially important in properly moving the old house to the new building 
throughout the entire design process. Likewise, the two architects listened to 
caregivers’ requests in numerous meetings, while also dealing with their own 
concerns about sustainable technologies and the standards of the public authorities.  
 
A last, but not least, condition for succeeding in resettling the material spaces and 
their potentialities was money. In the ongoing practice, the caregivers’ team was big 
enough to have time and availability for working with youths’ attachments, and they 
didn’t lack means for their activities. As a well-known institution, L’Équipe received 
substantial financial support for the new building.6 On the inauguration day, the 
federal minister of healthcare gave a speech calling for the further establishment of 
similar places, which would be part of a network of mental health facilities for 
youths.7 But, as I am writing these lines today in 2017, the aspiration of establishing 
such places for day care is less hopeful due to the government’s drastic cuts in the 
public health sector. 
 
From l e a r n i n g  f r om  to l e a r n i n g  w i t h  
 
Between June 2013 and September 2015, I was intermittently immersed in the daily 
practice of the therapeutic community of the day centre before, during, and after the 

                                                                                                                                           
influence, a psychiatrist who drew attention to spatial arrangements. His centre in Paris (L’Élan 
retrouvé) inspired the pioneers of L’Équipe.   
6 Mostly from the Federal Ministry of Social Affairs and Public Health, and completed by the French 
Community (COCOF) in Brussels.  
7 She referred to the Belgian reform of the mental health care system that had been applied since 2010, 
named Article 107. The network is based on continuity between hospital sites and outside sites, whether  
residential, semi-residential, or ambulatory care .  
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transition between buildings. I first dove into the daily care work wearing multiple 
hats: as a researcher and also as a trainee. The caregivers proposed that I might wear 
the hat of trainee since they valued other external temporary workers who ‘brought a 
bit of fresh air’ to their work. During periods of two weeks to several months (for 
about a total of hundred days), I took part in their daily life, attended and recorded 
caregivers’ meetings, participated in workshops, and progressively learned to adjust 
my responses in everyday interactions. During this immersion, I conducted about 45 
interviews with caregivers and youths, starting with three questions: what they 
usually do with the surrounding spaces, what changes in that materiality they had 
noticed, and how this place compared to other institutional places where they had 
been.   
 
But my learning in the field was much more engaged in an immersive experience 
than restricted to asking questions or observing. I quickly realised how much I could 
not narrow my learning down to these research actions. In the course of mundane 
floating hours, I experienced moments of cohesion, of turmoil, and of quietness; 
lively discussions; and bursts of laughter, or of anger – in short, instances of intense 
contact and ones of stillness. In particular, the culture of the therapeutic community 
at the day centre for teenagers gave me a taste of that intensified quotidian, due to 
the ceaseless examination of its web of relationships, which raised moral questions 
throughout the day. Therapeutic communities work like this, chasing the possible 
effects of unexpected encounters and mundane events. In this way, I was drawn into 
these encounters and events, and affected by them.  
 
With the transition from the old townhouse to the new building, my ‘learning from’ 
the field leant in the direction of ‘learning with’ it. I had already conducted interviews 
with architects and other professionals who were involved in the design project. But 
some caregivers saw my presence among them as an occasion to collectively address 
their matters of space. This shift of position was made possible due to the time I had 
already spent in the centre, as familiar relationships had been established. So with the 
team and teenagers, I came to wear a third hat: that of someone accompanying the 
transition. With the triple roles of researcher, trainee, and companion, my research 
developed as we experimented with co-learning with caregivers and the youths, 
asking the question of how, where, and when their concerns and mine could meet. 
This question very pragmatically guided what I did in the field in order to learn with 
them. Meanwhile, this experimentation left my research and perspective quite 
unsettled during the fieldwork itself.  
 
Learning-with occurred as such: I learned about matters of space when attending 
caregivers’ meetings with architects or with the contractor, in visits to the building 
site with small groups of caregivers and teenagers, in informal conversations where 
some of them shared apprehension about moving, reflections about space during the 
installation phase, and when holding a workshop reporting on the relocation from 
the old house to the new building. We also organised several meetings, mostly before 
the move but also after it, for me to share my observations of their material spaces in 
their everyday practice, and for the team to react to these observations while also 
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discussing choices for settling into the new building. During these meetings, we 
could figure out which rooms and issues had already gained a smooth consensus 
within the team or with the architects, which arrangements caused debate to erupt, 
the values embedded in them, and the material details that may have counted for 
them. Leaving that fieldwork, then, did not happen in one go: caregivers proposed 
several times that I come back for certain spatial problems that kept arising, even 
into the second year after their move.  
 
Observing the transition turned into accompanying it, learning with it in the field 
where my research topic, the material spaces in a psychiatric practice, developed 
together with their relationship to it as a practical problem. The research questions 
that animated my inquiry were: How do material spaces work in a psychiatric practice? What 
are their potentialities, with their tensions, successes, and failures? And how do they contribute to 
institutional care? These research issues, which are anchored in the shared experience 
of the transition, can be read here along three conceptual threads, like three shipping 
lines in the waters of this inquiry. While I present them here as three threads, in the 
following chapters they are interwoven, in: 1) an ethnography of institutional care 
within the psychiatric landscape, 2) which proposes to develop an approach to 
material spaces in terms of potentialities, and 3) which elaborates on the concept of 
‘attachments’ when opening up on small and diluted ones, in the course of the care 
practice and with its spaces. 
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Figures 2a-f. The old town house in 2013: the façade, vestibule, central staircase, yard, 
resting room, and the creative room L‘Annexe  
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 Figures 3a-f. The new building in 2014: the façade, entrance, corner in a 
corridor, garden, resting room, and creative room 
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Figure 4. The neighbourhood of the day centre 
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1. An ethnography of institutional care  
 

My fieldwork experience has engendered in me a commitment to focus on 
institutional care, along with my research in the psychiatric field. In the following 
pages, I introduce the reader to the practice of caregivers’ work. This care work 
encompasses what caregivers do in their daily practice, which aims towards therapy, 
although what would be ‘therapeutic’ is a debated topic amongst them. Following 
this introduction to care work I address a sense of loss within the psychiatric field. 
This sense of loss motivates my commitment to research on the practice and 
materiality of a single aspect of care work, which is done in the everyday life of a 
therapeutic community.  
 
Care work  

 
During weekdays, the old house and then the new building hosted about twenty 
caregivers and slightly fewer teenagers, each of them school dropouts (from 12 to 18 
years old). Most of them lived with their families, but some had spent most of their 
life in institutions for youths. About half of them began their stay in the centre after 
leaving a psychiatric unit. To these teenagers, the day centre was an intermediary 
setting between a residential hospital ward and a return to their own environment. 
Other teenagers were connected to mental health facilities (ambulatory care), youth 
welfare services, or assistance centres in schools. A teenager’s stay at this facility 
lasted for a period of at least two months and at most two years. When the 
caregivers were not calling them by their names, they spoke about the ‘youths’, 
‘teenagers’, ‘teens’, or ‘adolescents’ (as I will call them); caregivers very rarely used 
the word ‘patients’ and only in the youths’ absence. However, each of the teenagers 
had a medical prescription from a psychiatrist justifying their absence from school, 
with diagnoses of all kinds: the centre’s annual reports mention psychosis, 
adjustment, and depressive disorders. Nevertheless, in these reports the team made 
clear that these categories, borrowed from the DSM (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 
of Mental Disorders), were not the only relevant reference in their practice, which was 
also inspired by therapeutic communities and psychoanalysis.  

 
The caregivers’ main goal was to help teenagers reintegrate back into non-
institutional lives on their own terms. An important aspect of this was going back to 
school or finding an apprenticeship. The caregivers wove together many ingredients 
of each teenager’s life while working with them. They also aimed to restore satisfying 
social relationships in the teenagers’ everyday life. On the whole, the caregivers were 
satisfied when teens returned to the day centre for a visit and were ‘doing well’. This 
strength was noticeable in the youths’ lively expressions, moods, abilities to deal with 
various problems, and ability to thrive in a learning activity that was meaningful to 
them.  
 
It was regarded as a failure when a youth relapsed and was hospitalised again, 
because the team had not succeeded in getting the teenager back on track in his or 
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her life. Also, as in many psychiatric facilities, the ultimate failure of care work was 
suicide. This very rarely happened with this day centre, but when it did, it left great 
marks on the people who worked there. Yet, beyond that ultimate failure, there were 
many less impressive ones that were more common, which showed how important it 
was to the team that a youth find a sufficient anchor in their community, or find that 
anchorage somewhere else. This was the case with Kaïs, a 13-year-old boy who had 
already gone through many psychiatric wards and detention centres for juvenile 
offenders. When I met him, he was ceaselessly agitated. As his presence in the group 
was too troublesome, he was disallowed from coming to the day centre after one or 
two months. The caregivers regarded it as a failure that they had not been able to 
help him anchor to the centre and the group. Safia was an older and quieter 
adolescent who stayed for two years. She barely spoke, and stuck to her daily 
routines with few moves and a stolid expression. Yet, sometimes, the team noticed 
small alterations to her routines. One day I came back to the centre and found she 
was not there anymore. The secretary told me that when Safia had turned eighteen, 
she had refused to go to the psychiatric institutions for adults that she had visited, as 
they were totally unattractive to her. Since thereafter she stayed at her grandparents 
without any other projects, the team saw their work with her as a failure. To them, 
her life was lacking in more active promises, even though they had witnessed her 
opening herself up during her stay with them.  
 
A composite practice  
 
What did caregivers do in order to achieve these goals? Baptiste, the coordinator, was 
a central pivot point between five educators, three social workers, two artists, two 
psychologists, three nurses, two psychiatrists, two secretaries, and a medical director 
who came once a week for the clinical staff. External artists or trainees, also 
temporary, became part of the team. They all brought together several different 
practices and discursive frameworks, and would often debate with each other.  

 
The initial model was that of the ‘therapeutic community’, based on the idea that 
everyone present in the centre takes part in its organisation and social life, especially 
through mundane daily interactions.8 This is to help participants learn how to better 
deal with their feelings, with the impacts of social interactions, as well as generally 
further consolidating their personalities. Caregivers called this community work 
‘sociotherapy’. They also referenced their work to a French practice that shares these 
main concepts, called ‘psychothérapie institutionnelle’.9 Besides the doctors, all of the 
members of the team were ‘sociotherapists’. They all came to know the youths by 
sharing a daily life filled with informal moments in living spaces (le communautaire) and 
diverse places for activities. Weekly ‘community meetings’ gathered all of the 

                                                        
8 An initial reference in this school of thought is Jones, 1953. 
9 A vast literature has been written about this movement. See especially the French journals Information 
Psychiatrique, L’Evolution Psychiatrique, Institution, and Recherches. The issues no. 6 (1967) and no. 17 (1975) 
of Recherches provide an in-depth reflection on the spatial dimensions of these institutions. For a recent 
version of the history of that movement, see Ayme 2009; for a short introduction to it, see Hochmann, 
2004 (pp. 92-96); and for a philosophical look at it, see Rozier, 2014.  



  23 

teenagers and some of the caregivers together, where the teens were invited to bring 
issues they wanted to discuss. Relationships, or rather the conditions of togetherness 
in the centre, were often dissected under a microscope during these meetings. 
Another important aspect of this care work was its opening to the external world, by 
going outside or by bringing experiences, things, or people from outside into the 
centre. This therapeutic community had a very special atmosphere. I was impressed 
by how, each time I went back to the centre, I felt caught up so quickly in its 
dynamic current, where everyone was mingling with each other with a set of 
concerns that are shared among them. It is not easy to describe how one could easily 
find their role as a new member of a group! 
 
The team combined this community life with analytical work, inspired by 
psychoanalysis and systemic approaches. They took into account patients’ 
relationships and interactional dynamics, and also went beyond an individual focus 
to look at the group and also at relationships with the patients’ relatives (Vermeylen, 
2001, pp. 8-21). Though psychoanalysis mostly took place in conversations in 
consultation offices, its influence in this care work manifested when caregivers gave 
importance to what the teenagers said, because it was a valued ingredient in better 
understanding them.   
 
Finally, this care practice also used a biomedical approach, which was established in 
the centre in 2005 and was contested within the team. The caregivers were at first 
very sceptical about the inclusion of a nurses’ office in the centre, with its medicine 
cabinet and prescriptions. But they eventually accepted the biomedical work, 
provided that medication was used at the minimum necessary levels. In this way, 
caregivers combined their community work and psychodynamic approach with a 
biomedical one. But that combination remained under debate.  
 
Composing a portrait  
 
One day, Etienne, an educator, entered the common office and notified us that a 
teenager had suddenly become profoundly sad. Rachid, a nurse, immediately 
answered, ‘yes, indeed, it is because he is schizoaffective!’ Etienne looked at us, and 
smiled. He repeated the term, and laughed slightly with the other caregivers to show 
that they did not take that explanation for granted at all. One premise was common 
among the different team members: teenagers were known differently according 
how each caregiver worked and related with them. As a result, caregivers frequently 
expressed divergent views.  
 
The room that was made for debate was central to the caregivers’ craft: they brought 
together their respective ways of knowing each youth, especially when the team dealt 
with uncertainties, and jointly composed an evolving portrait of the youth. In weekly 
meetings, these portraits were revisited and refined, based on caregivers’ 
observations of new or changed attachments. This process was far from smooth; 
tensions about the hierarchies of knowledge were often palpable. During meetings, 
and especially with the clinical staff, tensions were palpably high when psychiatrists 
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used their scientific knowledge in a way that silenced other caregivers’ reports. But it 
did not always happen that way. The story of Samira sheds light on that process. 
When she arrived in the centre, she had been prescribed a high dose of Ziprexa, a 
medication used for schizophrenia. But after two months, the caregivers gave a 
report of her that cast doubts on that diagnosis, highlighting her intellectual vivacity 
in workshops, bodily attitude, relationship to her mother, and school reports. After 
having listened to the portrait presented by the team, the medical director rethought 
the diagnosis and changed the medication to a much less strong one. That was a 
risky choice, and the caregivers strongly cautioned that they should all be attentive to 
Samira’s response to the change. This story does not state that reducing medication 
is absolutely the right decision. Rather, it shows a crucial process of craft: when 
caregivers were unsure of the way to continue with a youth, they used their different 
ways of knowing to address the issue, whether those ways of knowing were informal 
or not, whether they were things noticed on the spot or documented over time. The 
complex portraits of each teenager that the team created enabled their frequent 
decisions about treatment, and sometimes about the process of diagnosing. 
 
A dispositif for personal responses  
 
In this inquiry, I explore the material spaces of just one approach of that care 
practice: community work (le travail communautaire). This choice follows my 
commitment to document community work in these spaces, since I noticed its 
current vulnerability in the changing psychiatric field, and became aware of the 
consequences of its possible extinction. Community work and its spaces are a 
heritage of therapeutic communities and milieus that have been (and are still being) 
driven out of psychiatry in recent decades – being taken up instead by historians (for 
instance, of Fussinger, 2011).10 Today’s anthropologists of psychiatry also describe a 
loss in its landscape, which is more broadly affecting the psychodynamic practices 
that need time, availability, and money. Lurhmann’s (2000) meticulous study of 
psychiatrists’ training points out that the biomedical and the psychotherapeutic 
approaches comprising it imply different ways of conceiving mental trouble, of 
seeing patients, and of working with them. In my fieldwork, I found that many 
psychiatry teams craft their therapeutic work with several discursive frameworks and 
practices, mingling biomedical and psychodynamic ones. But, as Lurhmann and other 
authors attest, the emergence of ‘managed care’, due to socio-economic conditions 
and insurance policies, reduces the time of treatment and drives psychotherapy out 
of psychiatry. ‘Managed care’ developed in the United States, as part of 
deinstitutionalisation reforms, to reduce hospitalisations and support an individuals' 
recovery, as well as other ‘needs’ of ‘consumers’, by coordinating different 

                                                        
10 In short, this is the narrative of deinstitutionalisation whose face has been changing along the way: 
starting in the 1950s with the ideal of freeing patients from wards, it has turned into reduction of costs 
through the implementation of less expensive settings, if any. The failure of the deinstitutionalisation 
movement in terms of care provision is well documented. For one ethnographic account of the spaces 
occupied by people who are neglected by the community mental health system in Montreal, see 
Knowles 2000. 
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community-based services for mental health help.11 In Belgium, as in many Western 
countries, the psychiatric landscape is also changing; public policies now aim at 
developing more ‘networks’ between different kinds of facilities, in order to reduce 
the number of beds in hospitals. Such policies, and the deinstitutionalisation they 
imply, do not foster the existence of small centres like the one I observed, but rather 
favour the establishment of ‘mobile teams’, a form of ambulatory care in which 
patients are visited in their own living environment.12 As a result, these policies 
include no reflection on the care work that takes place in therapeutic community 
centres, also outside hospitals, in places where patients and caregivers interact daily, 
and which significantly contributes to care and therapeutic processes. These policies 
include no reflection on those institutional places where therapeutic techniques have 
been developed as alternatives to hospitalisation for half a century. And they do not 
consider or support what these practices and spaces might become. Therefore, the 
work of therapeutic communities and their particular spaces appear highly vulnerable 
in the current psychiatric field.13 My study does not analyse them through the lens of 
those public policies. Rather, my descriptions of such spaces within the care practice 
show the crucial roles of material spaces in institutional, therapeutic community 
work, considerations that seem absent in the process of envisioning today’s and 
tomorrow’s mental health care facilities.  
 
Indeed, the short shrift given to therapeutic community work in the changing 
psychiatric landscape and my awareness of the consequences of its possible loss have 
prompted my commitment to tell stories about such care work. For Lurhmann, the 
disappearance of the psychotherapeutic techniques entails the loss of close 
relationships with patients, of deeper understandings of them, as well as of the 
complicated struggles and circumstances of each person. It implies the loss, within a care 
setting, of being able to provide patients the possibility of responding according to their 
unique experiences. But this loss also affects the way mental illness is conceived, 
narrowing it to be seen only as a disease, which impoverishes ‘our sense of human 
possibilities’ (Lurhmann, 2000, p. 266). This sense of loss urges me to write stories 
about a practice that allows people to respond in personal ways, and the spaces in 
which that happens. I therefore incorporate the notion of ‘dispositif’ as it is used in 
material semiotic approaches, which I introduce in the next section. This enables me 
to describe the conditions of possibility in which youths may position themselves in 
relationship to others and to the space itself with their bodies, words, things, 

                                                        
11 Floersch (2002) empirically describes the work of ‘case managers’ in a community-support-based 
mental health program (Kansas City). He indeed concludes that, ‘strengths case management supresses 
theories of the self, and this compels case managers to aim disciplinary power at the surface level of the 
mental health reality’ (ibid., p. 202).  
12 About this reform, see the reports from the interministerial conference on public health, led in April 
2010, ‘Guide vers de meilleurs soins en santé mentale par la réalisation de circuits et de réseaux de soins. Bruxelles’, pp. 
3, 4, 10. http://www.psy107.be/files/Bruxelles.pdf, consulted on Jan 09 2018. 
13 The vulnerability of community work in institutional places, of course, is produced by many aspects 
of that changing field, such as cost reductions sought through care provision at home, or managment 
discourses based on efficacy, with rehabilitation programmes sorted according to the classification of 
mental disorders. About those debates, see work by Hochman (2004, pp. 117-124) and Demailly (2011, 
pp. 97-98).  
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routines, activities, and technologies (Pols, 2005).14 This renders visible how specific 
relationships with material spaces develop in the course of everyday personal 
responses – of emerging attachments – rather than examining the repressive powers 
to which institutional buildings would contribute. I seek to show here that the 
material spaces of the day centre work within a dispositif that enables the flourishing 
of what a person may be and become, through the making of attachments that help 
to shape their personalities.  
 
Yet, who or what a ‘person’ is in the field of psychiatry is far from obvious. Several 
anthropologists of psychiatry have brought to the fore how patients, once diagnosed 
with mental illness, lose some central components of personhood, at least as it is 
defined in Western societies. Martin (2007) describes this problematic conception: a 
full ‘person’ should be an autonomous individual endowed with the capacity to 
control and choose his thought and actions in a rational way.15 Diagnoses for people 
who are deemed pathologically irrational are formulated in ways that create a sense 
of the degradation of those capacities. However, Martin’s close look at the daily 
experiences of people living under the description of mental illness shows how their 
personhood, the same as for everyone else, ‘is less built upon a unitary concept, 
fragile or not, than made up of a dense web of social connections with others’ (ibid., 
p. 269). In a similar way, in a rich ethnography of a contemporary mental health 
facility run by recovery-oriented care and peer staff, Myers (2015) describes how 
recovery was difficult to achieve due to individualistic values that foreclosed 
members’ abilities to cultivate strong, intimate, reciprocal connections with others, 
which were crucial for restoring their personal, ‘moral agency’ in the recovery 
journey16. Likewise, Barrett (1998) shows how patients diagnosed with schizophrenia 
see their status as person diminished because they fail to act as unified and coherent 
                                                        
14 The focus on the subject position in relation to a care practice leads us to reformulate ‘subjectivity’ as 
it ‘is linked to situations and interactions, rather than just to individual characteristics; to “patient 
positions,” rather than “patient perspectives”’ (Pols, 2005, p. 203). Pols (2010) specifies that the 
concept of ‘subject position’ enables one to look at subjects in empirical ways, embodied in practices, 
whereas the ‘social role’ does not take into account the situated arrangements within which the position 
is enacted, and the ‘patient perspective’ does not make space for the non-verbal parts of activities (2010, 
p. 16). For more on empirically reframing of the ‘subject’ in care, see also Moser (2006) who develops 
research on ‘what subjects are enabled and enacted in interactions with technologies and other material 
arrangements, as well as how they are enabled in practice’ (p. 377). She empirically investigates the 
subject position, not as ‘something one has, occupies or is structured into, once and for all, but rather a 
set of differently structured positions one moves between and is moved through, more or less fluidly’ (p. 
377). She clarifies that, according to ANT, far from defining in advance distinctions between entities 
and actors, or which of them might be granted agency, ‘the unit of analysis should instead be relations 
and interactions, or the heterogeneous practices that carry and produce relations’ (p. 390).  
15 Martin (2007) writes that this Western conception of the person comes from the 17th century. It then 
included adult men, the ‘men of reason’. During this period the ‘mad’ joined others who also did not 
possess full personhood, namely women, children, servants, and slaves (ibid., p. 86). This is reminiscent 
of Foucault’s (2001a) historical study that shows how madness was negatively defined as an absence of 
the work of reason. In her conclusion, Martin (ibid., pp. 313-315) takes up Foucault’s argument: she 
states that this division is still at play nowadays, even though her descriptions of the experiences of 
people diagnosed as bipolar refute it.  
16 Myers emphasises the concept of ‘moral agency’ as it ‘suggests that in order for people to become the 
kind of person they want to be in the world, they must act in a way that helps others recognise them as 
the person they hope to be and holds them accountable for it’ (2015, p. 156). 
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centres of consciousness and of moral responsibility. Taking over Barrett’s study, 
Troisoeufs (2009) describes an ‘intermediary person’, how one's personality may be 
enacted, as he observed in a reinsertion facility in Paris, by removing distance from 
the illness. For instance, when interpersonal relations hatch and develop, or when an 
illness is turned into a narrative through the creation of artwork, the person re-
emerges through the activities offered to patients. But the enactment of personhood 
in psychiatry remains tricky, insofar as it only relies upon the conception of a ‘person’ 
with which patients have failed to align: is there a single conception of the person 
that is called upon to be enacted? And what about patients who do not fit into that 
conception?  
 
These studies tackle the problem of the diminishing level of personhood among 
psychiatric patients, and also underscore how personal traits may flourish again, with 
and despite the ethical tensions that the notion implies. As such, these studies make 
me see the community work of the day centre as a dispositif for the youth to 
respond in personal ways, rather than as patients, where the responses that caregivers 
seek to provoke are not leashed to a conception of a person as a fully autonomous 
and rational individual. Quite the contrary, the responses that I observe show a co-
constitutive fabric of attachments: the affinities that develop, which extend the range 
of connections that one holds on to – in a way, close to what Pols (2005) calls 
‘enacting appreciations’. In other words, that dispositif encourages the flourishing of 
what a person may be through their attachments.  
 
I see two reasons why these responses with personal affinities are particularly 
notable. First, if psychiatry relied only on definitions of diseases, its practices would 
be shaped by theories of mind, compelling patients to deal with their deficiencies out 
of a need to be fixed, and with the impossibility of experimenting with who they may 
be. Instead, community work seeks to bring forth specific aspects of patients’ 
personalities – their appreciations, their ways of interacting, their interests – that 
become known through the care work.17 Patients can experiment with their specific 
appreciations and skills in this process, which coexist with those developed by 
caregivers. In this coexistence, relationships are not to be predefined, but instead 
experimented with while inhabiting particular places where the unexpected may 
likely happen. These places are not purposed to distress. Such material spaces would 
not be workable. In other words, rather than displaying how it takes charge of 
deficiencies, these places support the flourishing of their small and diluted 
attachments, in much more liveable ways.  
 
Second, I have met many patients who are reluctant to enter therapeutic 
programmes or consultation appointments that have the purpose of confession, 
especially if they have been worn by too many passages through psychiatric or other 
institutional settings. Yet, they can let themselves be caught in such a dispositif. The 
luring process of appealing to them to respond according to their affinities, of 
                                                        
17 In this sense, the commitment of the research joins author-practitioners who narrate, and advocate 
for, patients who come to engage in a therapeutic work and in ways of living with their specific forces 
and abilities, instead of being defined as anyone with deficiencies. See Nathan 2001; Sacks 2012.  
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allowing attachments to whisper to them, is not one that is directly confrontational. 
It enables them to gradually bring up the problems on which they would like to work. 
Many youths that I met at this facility were involved in such a process of being lured, 
even if they refused to participate in institutional settings that more explicitly 
required their engagement. According to the inspiration behind therapeutic 
communities, it is through these mundane responses that patients can engage in 
transformation. In this process, patients respond to events in the community’s daily 
life and learn through these interactions. Thus, psychiatric practices are a craft within 
which care receivers move on a continuum between greater or weaker strength 
(Genard, 2007); in this thesis, my inquiry emphasises different attempts in caregivers’ 
experimentation as they notice which lure may work and with whom. Nonetheless, it 
involves ways of doing and knowing that mingle and yet also strongly contrast with 
scientifically established medical psychiatry. The disappearance of community work 
from the psychiatric landscape entails the loss of possibilities for patients, and 
especially for the ones most reluctant to engage with institutional settings, to be able 
to respond as people in relationship, building upon their specific affinities and their 
abilities to act with and upon the world at hand, rather than seeking to repair 
deficiencies. In attempts to raises such personal and relational responses in ongoing 
practice, the material spaces of a dispositif of care cannot work with presupposed 
influences, but with potentialities that may be enacted.  
 
2. Exploring the potentialities of material spaces  
 
The second thread of my inquiry follows the role of material spaces in an ongoing 
practice by exploring their potentialities. In books of architecture about 
contemporary psychiatric buildings, I have found many architectural projects, with 
maps showing their locations, with wide-angled photographs, or drawings of new 
buildings (Kovess-Masféty, 2004; Mens & Wagenaar, 2010, pp. 239-45; Laget, 
Laroche, & Duhau, 2016, pp. 459-471, 504-508). Surprisingly, I very rarely see 
people depicted in these images. Reading on, I learn that facilities are small-scale, 
located in urban neighbourhoods or on hospital sites, in buildings that are less 
obviously marked as medical institutions, with arrangements that should foster 
sociability, and that should look as ‘normal’ as possible. Prevention from aggression 
against oneself and others may also be an issue. And several authors emphasise the 
variety of facilities: forensic or acute wards, semi- or fully residential outpatient 
treatment centres, long-term housing, and ambulatory care, among others (Devaux 
2001; Lohr, 2007, pp. 286-8; Yanni, 2007, pp. 145-58). Whereas architectural books 
provide insights into the concerns of architects’ design projects, geographers have 
also developed an interest in the spatiality of mental health facilities, following the 
deinstitutionalisation movement (for an overview, see Wolch & Philo, 2000). 18 
Rather than putting the materiality of buildings per se under the lens, they focus on 
mapping locations of care settings and on distributions of people with mental 

                                                        
18 See also Martin and colleagues (2015, pp. 1009-1010), who discuss the scholars who have sought to 
foreground the contribution of architectural arrangements in different fields of healthcare. 
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disorders, as well as on patients’ and teams’ perceptions of place, with implications 
for their identities or subjectivities. 

 
In this thesis, I trace another path – between studies in architecture that present 
design projects and studies in geography that report on people’s experiences of these 
places – in order to explore how material spaces work in interactions with those 
giving and receiving care; I explore the potentialities of these spaces. Hence, at the 
core of my scrutiny are the care practices and the things that are done with these 
concrete spaces. For that I need ethnography in situ, to attain a closer look at the 
material spaces of a day centre and to bring out what the spaces may allow caregivers 
and receivers to do. I contend that interacting with material spaces unleashes 
potentialities for enacting particular situations and relations relevant to care work, 
and I explore this empirically. In what follows, I situate where the ethnographical 
approach about spaces begins within the academic landscape. I explain why it is 
affiliated with ‘material semiotic’ tools and sensibilities and, amongst them, with 
studies about the materiality of care practices; with authors who help me to go into 
the details of interactions with material spaces; and with the notions of dispositif, 
trial and enactment that enable the description of their potentialities. These 
affiliations are a starting point for exploring the everyday potentialities of spaces, 
rather than their presumed influence. This framework enables me to assume that 
material spaces open possibilities for certain things to happen, without insisting that 
they always do so.  
 
A material semiotic affiliation 
 
Most of the studies that inspire my approach, and that I have used in this inquiry, 
belong to sciences and technologies studies (STS) and follow the actor-network 
theory (ANT) tradition – both emerging from the field of science studies. STS 
started about forty years ago, when more scholars became interested in scientific 
research and technological innovations as socially embedded enterprises. 
ANT proposes a descriptive approach. It originated in the Centre de Sociologie de 
l’Innovation (CSI) in the 1980s, where STS authors such as Callon, Latour, Akrich, 
and Law sought to understand processes of producing and stabilising scientific facts 
or technological innovations, through the many relations (networks) that shape their 
existence and related consequences (for a compilation of key papers, see Akrich, 
Callon, & Latour, 2006).  
 
ANT has expanded with a range of ‘material-semiotic’ research tools, concepts and 
approaches that refuse to separate meanings, or normativity, from the very material 
things tied to them. This is the benefit of a post-ANT view: ‘Materiality makes no a 
priori distinction between the material and the ideal’ (Law, 2004, p. 161, emphasis in 
original).19 The material-semiotic approach is, though, not a single approach; it 
gathers empirically situated studies. These studies describe the relations that beings 
weave through practices, including the materiality of these practices. Such analysis 
                                                        
19 For a well-known book that gathers reflections on the influences, possibilities, and limits of ANT, see 
Law and Hassard, 1999. 
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does not posit foundational explanations, but gives descriptive details and 
specificities about how relations can assemble or dissociate between humans and 
other beings involved.20 They do not propose general theories either: these studies 
emphasise their situatedness as well as the transport of the knowledge they carry. 
 
Material-semiotic studies drawing on STS and ANT are relevant for looking at the 
potentialities of material spaces because they focus on the local dynamics through 
which things emerge, maintain their existence, and change relationally in practices, 
even if these practices don’t fit into a coherent set of norms. In contrast, analysis 
that assigns explanations to external forces or greater structures give few means of 
grasping those concrete, ongoing realities. In particular, the material-semiotic 
emphasis on ‘things-in-the-making’ gives material objects room to also contribute to 
the making of worlds – instead of reflecting, meaning, representing or symbolising 
them. In my view, the value of such studies lies in their pragmatist philosophical tale: 
they cautiously tell us about ways of doing and materialities that are relationally 
productive and transformative with their possibilities and impossibilities through 
empirical experimentations. Such studies compel us, as theorists, to leave the 
protective shell of great determinations, and to try to better report and respond to 
situations that can hardly pretend to such certainties.  
 
More particularly, the concept of ‘dispositif’, as it has been pursued in material 
semiotic studies, is relevant for exploring the potentialities of spaces in a practice. A 
‘dispositif’ is a heterogeneous ensemble of discursive and material elements, relating 
to each other in particular ways. This web of elements provides the conditions of 
possibility for generating certain formations in relation to that setting, such as 
transformations of individuals. A dispositif produces a reality out of strategic aims 
and unexpected events, as elements readjust in response to each other's 
effects.(Foucault, 2001b, pp. 298-329). In material semiotic and STS approaches, this 
concept is considered in a specific, empirical, and poststructuralist strand of 
Foucauldian work. As Moser (2005, pp. 668-671) retraces it, Foucault brought forth 
the concept of dispositif while he looked in archives for local practices and events 
whose concrete conditions enabled how knowing took place and reality emerged. 
These conditions of possibility therefore made easier some orderings and set limits 
on other realities. Material semiotic studies take literally Foucault’s proposition that a 
discourse is ‘a strategy in materials’ (ibid., p. 669, emphasis in original). These studies 
stress the precarious re-emergence of entities in highly heterogeneous dispositifs. 
This specific tradition following Foucault does not assume that a powerful and 
normalising ‘discursive ordering shapes how people perceive and think, and 
materializes in practices, bodies and relations, in a manner that is coherent’ (ibid., p. 
668, emphasis in original). Quite the contrary: if that empirical strand shares with 
Foucault the exploration of productive and relational settings at small scales, it 

                                                        
20 For one particular account of material semiotics, see Law, 2009. 
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avoids adding to dominant powers (Law, 2009, p. 145). 21  For, doing so, this 
empirical approach fragments the generative power of dispositifs in many particular 
arrangements: it asks how certain entities and normativities are enacted in particular 
practices, how they are achieved in ways that do not especially fit into coherent and 
dominant norms. By modeling my research after this empirical strand, I take distance 
from Foucault’s examination of disciplinary power and the repressive mechanisms of 
institutions, that is, from a coherent set of dominant norms.22 Moreover, as I 
describe below regarding the concept of ‘attachment’, Foucault himself specifies that 
dispositifs of power do not only work in repressive ways (cited in Hennion et al., 
2000, p. 168). In this sense, following the notion of ‘dispositif’ used in material 
semiotic studies enables me to shift away from disciplinary spaces and to turn 
towards conditions of possibility in which certain attachments are potentialised. This 
will become clear, for instance, with the descriptions of workshops whose 
arrangements avoid those of the traditional school or factory. In what follows, I 
specify the other works and concepts that shape my view on spaces and how to see 
their potentialities.  
 
Materiality in care practices 
 
My approach is anchored by a recent body of research on care practices, also called 
‘empirical philosophy of care’ (for one collection of such work, see Mol, Moser, & 
Pols, 2010). These studies draw upon material-semiotic or ‘praxiographic’ 23 
approaches, in order to describe how care is done empirically and to conceptualise 
through these descriptions. These studies also look at the relations between 
technology, things, and people – often caregivers or care receivers – and investigate 
what these relations produce in various care practices. More precisely, my view on 
material spaces joins such empirical philosophy of care studies on the following two 
points:  
 
First, these studies pay attention to the values and normativity that are dynamic 
within the situations where people and things interact (Pols, 2015a). These relational 
descriptions show how values pervade routines, material spaces, things, local 
strivings, and know-how in particular care practices. This empirical approach to care, 
then, differs from care ethics because what care is, and what is good or bad within it, 
is not defined by the researchers, according to their prescriptive criteria, but is 
defined after having conducted situated inquiries and articulated them. Moreover, 
these studies also differ from analysis that would locate normativity in people’s views 
or projections on things, without taking into account the active role that materiality 
plays in these situations. This material-semiotic approach to the materiality of care 
                                                        
21 Law (2009, p. 149) and Moser (2005) build upon Foucault’s work to empirically investigate how mini-
discourses (‘modes of ordering’) are enacted in different socio-material practices and coexist with each 
other in particular configurations. Here, I look at a particular dispositif of care, but it is the different 
ways that attachments take form that sequence my thesis. 
22 In this way, I also take distance from studies of the repression and dominant norms of psychiatric 
institutions, like Goffman’s monograph Asylums (1961).  
23 That is, ethnographic research focussing on situated practices: on what is done, its materiality, and 
events (Mol, 2002, p. 31).  
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enables me to look at material spaces not as neutral elements but as embedded with 
values and concerns that animate the daily care practice. 
 
Second, in these care studies, the values and materiality of a practice are not static, 
but are caught in attentive experimentation. In practices of adjusting, and continual 
experimenting, technologies are ‘attuned’ (Mol, Moser, & Pols, 2010, pp. 7-25; Mol, 
2009, p. 109). Describing experimentation in situated practices takes some distance 
from a position of critique. It starts instead from the assumption that practitioners 
try to develop a good practice, or the best possible practice. A critical tale would not 
enlarge what attempts in the care practice could be made possible in these situations. 
These descriptions convey the moral stakes that animate these situations, without 
forgetting about their tricky aspects. They do not claim that objects and technologies 
can solve ethical issues, but rather report how they cast these issues into sharper 
relief. In other words, these texts propose a pragmatist’s view on caregivers’ attempts 
to improve the problematic situations they deal with. Such a tale illuminates a path 
to examining the potentialities of material spaces with which caregivers play, to try to 
provoke youths’ personal responses, and their achievements, tensions, and failures.  
 
Interactions with material spaces 
 
In this thesis, my focus draws the contours of one sort of materiality in a practice, 
the ‘space’. Then how to study space in practice? Instead of embracing one entire 
building, this focus requires a fragmented view of the building to examine the spatial 
arrangements with which one can interact. At the Venice Biennale of Architecture, 
Koolhaas and colleagues (2014) presented a robust monographic series about 
‘architectural elements’, in other words, every technical object that constitutes a 
building (windows, ceilings, stairs, heating, etc.), each with their own particularities. 
When I speak of ‘material space’, I too focus on a building’s parts and include all 
spatial elements – the things not only of a building, but all of the objects constituting 
a tangible space, such as furniture and other material objects – with which caregivers 
and adolescents interact.24 Like the technologies examined in empirical care studies, a 
focus on ‘architectural elements’ does not see objects as standalone pieces, but 
instead as empirically relational: when being made and when in use, they incorporate 
meanings and values that emerge in these practices. Accordingly, my perspective 
differs from sociological views on ‘spaces’ as unique places that include their 
physicality and users’ representations of them (Gieryn, 2000, pp. 464-465). In the 
material-semiotic approach I adopt, the materiality of a place is not separated from 
ideas, like meanings or values that people would have in mind about them. But these 
ideas take shape in and with the material arrangements in ongoing practices. So 
when I use the adjective ‘material’, it refers to the matter, substance, and textures 
that have shapes and with which one may interact in tactile and meaningful ways. In 
other words, I look at ‘material spaces’, not as a matter external to individuals and 
their ideas, but as interactional elements, existing through practical relationships, and 
                                                        
24 Therefore, this perspective draws nearer to studies about material objects and people’s engagement 
with them in practices, beyond analyses of them as tools or symbols. See Conein, Dodier, and 
Thévenot, 1993 for a collection of such studies. 
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therefore meaningful.  
 
In this way, my descriptions go into the details of interactions with the materiality 
that constitutes the spaces of the day centre for teenagers. My stories are about 
everyday interactions with the tangible environment of the day centre, about the 
space’s active roles when caregivers and youths move, hang around, sit, adjust their 
distance, establish eye contact, play, adjust their bodily positions, orient themselves, 
pay attention to surrounding things, wander around them, touch them, display other 
things, distribute their presences, enter a room, or not, and, during longer periods of 
time, make the materiality of spaces vary. These stories of interactions owe 
inspiration to Goffman’s (1963, 1971) depictions of encounters through which we, 
as human beings, may develop certain relationships.25 I have learned from the scenes 
that he meticulously renders to seriously consider people’s interactions through their 
mutual responses, in verbal and especially non-verbal, practical actions occurring in 
particular situations (for example, when meeting in public places).26 However, while 
Goffman’s interactionism puts interactions in the foreground, instead of taking them 
for granted, he does not give an active role to the material environment or things. 
While he stresses the varying normativity of places (such as the different 
expectations for interacting in, say, a restaurant or bedroom), they appear more like a 
backdrop, a décor. Latour (1994) calls for us to pay close attention to scenes of 
interactions equipped with objects, clothes, designed places, etc.27 In other words, 
objects are delegated ‘to both replace human action and constrain and shape the 
actions of other humans’ (Latour, 2008, p. 151). As these things make people act in 
certain ways, they also entail a morality, as with the speed bump that makes drivers 
slow down their car (ibid.). My inquiry similarly examines what material spaces make 
caregivers and care receivers do when they interact with them.  

 
Descriptions of potentialities  
 
But turning the focus on practical interactions with material spaces is not enough to 
describe how they work, what their dynamics are: their potential forces and 
weaknesses when contributing to certain everyday situations. The two notions of 
‘trials’ and ‘enactment’ help to develop an approach to analysing potentialities. They 
help in considering the moments of suspension when things and their potential 
forces are tested and may bring into being the realities to which they contribute. 
How do these two conceptual tools facilitate the descriptions of spaces with 
potentialities?  
 

                                                        
25 Goffman’s descriptions intend to show how interactions occur while being commonly accepted, as 
well as when they fail to match such social expectations. I do not share that aim in bringing up the 
acting out of social norms and the exclusion they delineate. In my fieldwork, these norms appeared 
much more indeterminate. 
26 Interestingly, in developing his analysis of non-verbal interactions, and of relationships that are done 
practically and spatially, Goffman builds upon studies in ethology. He uses knowledge about animals’ 
ways of being to shed light on ours (Goffman, 1963, pp. 151-165; 1971, pp. ix-xvii).  
27 According to him, interactionist scholars only took the ‘frame’ of experience metaphorically, not as a 
set of tangible things (Latour, 1994, p. 39). 
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I am interested in describing how material spaces remain undetermined in a care 
practice, where their potentialities may be realised or not realised when caregivers 
and care receivers engage with them. In the pragmatic sociological trends that are 
interested in either describing sciences and technologies or action regimes, moments 
of trials, disputes, or controversies are the analytical sites that show the work that 
holds together the elements of a situation.28 But trials are not necessarily huge crises 
or breakdowns; they also lie in the many attempts involved in trying out the possible 
interactions one might have with spaces and in learning from these tests. 
 
In this way, each trial is an attempt. This is an important feature of the notion of 
trials: moments of trials are moments of indeterminacy. Latour (1988a) puts forward 
the notion of ‘trials of strengths’ to show that forces at stake are not given, but 
discovered through tests. He introduces the notion of conducting trials while 
looking into the history of science: the processes of yeast, pasteurization, and the 
academy, all grow because of certain trials in lab experiments that defined them. 
Though he first seeks to give better descriptions of scientific practices, Latour also 
broadens the notion of trials to other examples, such as the excitement when one is 
cooking and finds the right quantities of ingredients, or when speaking and noticing 
on an interlocutor’s face feelings that one’s words have provoked. Trials create 
opportunities to learn about forces, about the weakness and strengths of ingredients, 
or words, when one is putting them to test. The consequences of a force, then, are 
not known beforehand: 
 

It is because we ignore what will resist and what will not resist that we have to 
touch and crumble, grope, caress, and bend, without knowing when what we touch 
will yield, strengthen, weaken, or uncoil like a spring. But since we all play with 
different fields of force and weakness, we do not know the state of force, and this 
ignorance may be the only thing we have in common. (Latour, 1988a, p. 155)  

 
If indeterminacy is central to a trial, participants don’t know what will be different or 
the same, or what will be associated or not. Trials are moments of suspension when 
differentiation happens. Though my inquiry narrates a trial occurring on a large scale 
– the relocation of the day centre to a new building – I first use the concept of trial 
at an everyday scale. I contend that material spaces, when caregivers and youths 
interact with them, are put through everyday trials that enable the developing of 
many sensible differences, from very modest attachments to stronger ones. These 
everyday tests are similar to an amateur’s trials when they taste something or listen to 
a piece of music: their experience of encounter reveals the forces of connections, 
which each time causes appreciation to emerge as much as the object of appreciation. 
Each time, also, trials call on amateurs’ reflexivity while putting their taste to the test 
in varying conditions (Hennion & Gomart, 1999; Hennion, Maisonneuve & Gomart, 
2000, pp. 239-259). Caregivers similarly continually test the materiality of spaces for 
                                                        
28 Roughly put, Callon and Latour initiated the former trend, whereas Boltanski and Thévenot launched 
the latter. The concept of ‘trials of strength’ first entered sociology with Latour’s (1988a) inquiry about 
scientific experimentation. Boltanski and Thévenot (1991) transported the notion to institutional 
contexts, to understand how people argue within disputes, through ‘trials of justification’ that occur in 
discursive formations.  
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what might work with each teenager at different moments. I use the concept of trials 
at this scale to describe these moments of indeterminacy, when material spaces do or 
do not realise their potential effects to make visible certain appreciations, even at 
only moderate levels.  
 
The trials enacted through interactions with matebrial spaces, then, draw attention to 
the realities that the spaces may bring into being. In other words, the potentialities of 
space are not only latent. As an ethnographer, I can observe that they may be enacted 
in daily practice. The concept of ‘enactment’ puts the practice in question at the core 
of the inquiry: it is about the material and social activity that generates realities in 
practices (Law, 2009, p. 151). Mol (2002) pinpoints the term in her praxiography of a 
disease, atherosclerosis, to observe ethnographically how the disease was being acted 
out in different practices of a Dutch university hospital. Her tale of empirical 
philosophy describes how that object (the disease) was brought into being in day-to-
day sociomaterial practices, located in specific places, with their respective 
materialities, practicalities, and events 29 . In the outpatient clinic, doctors ask 
questions to patients, they touch their bodies, and they sit on chairs behind desks 
and take notes. In the department of pathology, the vessels of a cross-section of an 
artery are examined under a microscope. In each of these sites, clinical and 
pathological atherosclerosis is enacted differently: 
 

It is possible to say that in practices objects are enacted. This suggests that activities 
take place – but leaves the actors vague. It also suggests that in the act, and only 
then and there, something is – being enacted. (ibid., pp. 32-33) 

 
This is not a tale of people’s different perspectives, or interpretations of a single 
disease, but an ontological point: since the disease is being enacted differently in 
specific practices, there are multiple realities of the disease.30 My interest in the 
concept of enactment is not about multiple ontologies, but about ontology-in-
practice: objects, and certain sorts of attachments, do or do not come into being 
through what is done when caregivers and teenagers interact with material spaces, 
and put their potentialities through trials. Thus the reality enacted through everyday 
trials, when interacting with material spaces, may be otherwise. My descriptions 
focus on realising potentialities in daily care practices, not on determinism, external 
factors, or representations of reality.  
 

                                                        
29 Mol distinguishes the term ‘enactment’ from ‘performance’ because the latter implies a hidden 
backstage reality, and suggests that what is done would have performative effects beyond the here and 
now of the action (2002, p. 32). Instead, the choice of ‘enactment’ undertakes the ontological point: ‘If 
an object is real this is because it is part of a practice. It is a reality enacted’ (ibid., p. 44, she emphasises). 
As such, it also contrasts with the older STS term ‘construction’, which locates the making of worlds in 
the hands of powerful actors (like scientists) and less in practices, and less still with the most mundane 
practices.  
30 This does not mean that the clinical disease would be a pragmatic matter next to a foundational 
pathology. The point is that both ways to enact disease coexist and may be coordinated and that, within 
each of them, different things ‘will count as the reality in a particular site’ (Mol, 2002, p. 48), such as the 
patients’ complaints or the size of a vessel’s walls.  
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The reality that is enacted with material spaces starts from everyday mundane 
interactions, and develops in the weaving together of specific relationships: certain 
attachments of adolescents and caregivers with certain things and concerns. Indeed, 
this thesis describes how the materiality of a place, when its potentialities are enacted, 
contributes to certain attachments: to the enactment of familiar bonds, involvement 
in activities, sustained interest, ‘liveliness’, and modes of reflexivity within the 
community’s care work. Before turning to the third thread of this thesis, let me 
specify how this approach towards space is anchored in the field of architecture.  
 
An ethnographer among architects 
 
Ethnographic descriptions of material spaces that work (or not), when their 
potentialities are put under trial, sidestep tales of deterministic spaces. Yet, the tale of 
spatial influences is also a cornerstone of architects’ design practices. Indeed, 
architects are called upon to design spaces while often being expected to predict 
their impacts on users. Imagining later uses and believing in the spatial impacts of 
design decisions are central in design practice. However, the history of architecture 
shows how such design speculation easily turns into determinism when solidified in 
pretensions of control and the dismissal of other contingencies due to, for instance, 
time or uses (Till, 2009). 31  In my view, to speculate on later uses becomes 
problematic when designers (whether architects or other designers and participants 
in design) firmly believe that their visions will actually be realised. This pretension is 
problematic because it implies ways of designing that can have serious consequences, 
requiring great labour to alter. The potentialities that I describe in this thesis 
interrogate this predictable determinism, showing that architects’ pre-use projections 
and intentions are far from the only way to understand what a building is.  
 
Two ensembles of studies impel my inquiry within architectural discussions. First, 
the ethnographic look at material spaces that I propose shares affinities, in recent 
architectural debates, with authors who advocate for reporting the complexity at 
stake in the conception of buildings and of tangible spaces, by adopting a pragmatist 
approach (among others: Yaneva, 2009a; Decuypere & Debaise, 2009; Doucet, 2015; 
Laki & Lefevbre, 2018). According to these authors, a designed space should not be 
reduced to a prestigious artwork, drawn on a white page, and then built on an empty 
site. Instead the building or spatial arrangement exists only through its 
entanglements in many relationships, which is a complex situation with different 
actors and concerns: beyond the client, users, the land, or entities belonging to it, 
each of these entities create contingencies within a site, building, or inhabited place. 
Here, my study does not target designers’ practices, but instead the arrangements of 
a building through the ways it works in daily interactions with its inhabitants. 
Accordingly, my focus on the life of a particular house also relates to literature about 
buildings that change materially over time, according to the realisation of the practice 
for which they have been established (Gieryn, 2002; Guggeheim, 2013). These 
authors focus on the question, ‘what do buildings do?’ and explore how their spatial 
                                                        
31 For an overview of the discussion about the roles of use and users in architectural production and 
experience, and the histories of these roles, see Cupers, 2013.  
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arrangements change materially when they intersect with the particular practices for 
which they have been created.32 Similarly, my focus does not address the debates 
about the ‘appropriation’ of space by users. In the field of architecture, discourses 
about appropriation have been shaped, in the wake of critical debates about 
alienation in modernity, by considerations of the user and the possibility of their 
emancipation while facing the spatial arrangements imposed on them.33 The notion 
also implies, in the anthropology of space, that users’ interventions into the material 
environment illuminates aspects of their identities, giving to the space symbolic 
meanings (Segaud, 2007, pp. 73-74). The practice-oriented approach I adopt, in the 
material-semotic and STS tradition, departs from these debates on two points. First, 
it does not assume that users’ identities exist in themselves, being represented, 
reflected, or symbolised in the appropriation of spaces, but rather describes their 
personal attachments while still in the making, in the course of the practice and in 
the course of spaces. Second, this approach is sensitive to the potential contribution 
of material spaces to the formation of attachments, implying that these are not 
restricted to users’ actions but occur in a middle path, among people, objects, and 
other mediators actively involved in that practice.34  
 
In short, my approach shares the idea that architectural objects deserve complex and 
situated accounts of the different dynamics to which they relate, and takes a closer 
look at one of them: the daily existence of a particular building with its inhabitants, 
and the enactment of its potentialities through trials and moments of indeterminacy 
in everyday practice. Across the chapters, I specify the nuances of those 
potentialities with different terms, like ‘affordances’, ‘opportunities’, ‘constraints’, 
‘suggestions’, ‘directional clues’, ‘channels of distraction’, ‘contrasts’ and 
‘prescriptions’. Such a way of considering material spaces, then, enables me to see 
how material things and daily occurrences emerge together. 
 
3. Modest attachments  
 
The third thread of my thesis, then, aims to enrich the concept of ‘attachment’ while 
extending one of its possible ramifications. For a little over two decades, the notion 
has taken a renewed and fertile meaning in French pragmatic sociology, especially 
among colleagues of L’École des Mines, in the Centre de Sociologie de l’Innovation 

                                                        
32 Yet, my approach also differs slightly from these studies because it puts under the lens the potentialities 
of material spaces for enacting everyday situations. 
33 Significant authors to that formulation of the debate include Henri Lefebvre and Pierre Bourdieu. 
34 A recent issue of the architecture journal Oase #96 (2016) reshuffles the notions of ‘use’ and 
‘appropriation’ in architecture, following the observation that, in those discourses, the user, the city, and 
the architectural form are considered as relatively autonomous (pp. 12-13). In order to move beyond 
those terms of the debate, the issue presents papers that report from different situations and practices. 
There, my contribution characterises material variations of buildings with the notion of ‘design through 
use’, in order to stress that, rather than appropriation, the building changes substantially following what 
inhabitants do within these places, which is distributed among an unclosed list of mediations, from 
collective projects to very informal habits. See d’Hoop, 2016.  
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(CSI).35 That story began twenty-five years ago. Callon (1992, in Hennion, 2010, 
2017) uses the notion of attachment and detachment to offer descriptions of 
economic practices with many more bonds than the face-to-face encounters of a 
buyer and a product. Latour (2000), in a paper that has not gone unnoticed, fills the 
concept with moral and political dimensions. Attachments are the reciprocal driving 
forces of two beings, through the ‘faire-faire’ (that is, as much ‘to make one do’ as 
‘causing to be done’). The concept refutes statements arguing for people’s autonomy 
or against their constraint—the leitmotifs of modern discourses—for examining 
what are good and bad attachments. In addition, instead of looking for causality 
attributed to subjects or objects, the attention paid to these attachments that is at 
work traces a middle path where no one is active or passive, free or alienated. To get 
attached or find oneself attached means to become more and more sensitive to an 
object, which in turn creates finely delineated differences (ibid.). In 1999, 
Gomart and Hennion also took on this notion in describing a practice common to 
musical amateurs and drug users: when these people enter a dispositif, they abandon 
themselves to its constraints, such that they emerge as the subjects of these 
techniques, objects, and collectives.36  

 
Hennion has gone on to incorporate ‘attachments’ in activities of tasting. Let me 
slow down here, since it is this point of the concept’s evolution that my study builds 
upon. How does ‘tasting’ occur? How is an attachment accomplished? Hennion 
analyses the practices of music or wine amateurs. He identifies the work of four 
(non-exhaustive) elements in the attachment process: the object giving its ‘feedback’ 
when being tasted; the bodily engagement when feeling; the situation (circumstances, 
time and space frames, rules, tools, etc.), which includes material devices; and the 
collective of people to which a taster refers (Hennion, 2005). In other words, the 
development of an attachment implies the co-formation of tastes through concrete 
‘trials’: the assessments within a situation, moments of attention where the taste of 
an object unfolds together with the body who comes to feel it. Moments of attention 
are when a guest at a dinner takes his glass of wine, drinks a small amount, stops for 
an instant, inhales, drinks again, slightly moves his lips, and sinks back into the flow 
of conversation (Hennion & Teil, 2004). Hennion insists on the reflexive part of 
tasting activities, on those acts of paying attention to what is happening, giving more 
presence to the object whose nuances may unfold (Hennion, 2007). 
 
But growing attachments to objects go beyond these very acts of tasting: they also 
entail the weaving together of a collective of people with whom taste is shared and 
debated. To develop a taste for something requires the re-enactment of the trials, the 
questioning of the object another time, and through this the amateurs’ sensitivities 
                                                        
35 The notion is thus grounded in studies about what is generated in practices, in contrast with the 
psychological notion of ‘attachment’ as it has been conceptualised by Bowlby or Winnicott, to mention 
the most famous ones. For a thorough genesis of the concept in L’École des Mines, and an insight of 
the problems it addresses, see Hennion 2017.  
36 The ANT descriptions of ‘subject-as-network’ (after objects-as-network), then, enables the authors to 
substitute stories of subjects caught in unpredictable dynamics of attachments and detachments for 
traditional oppositions between, for instance, (free or determined) subjects and objects, or activity and 
passivity. 
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are refined as well as consolidated over time. Thus, according to the pragmatic view, 
the object’s feedback, the bodily engagement, the situation with its different devices, 
and the collective of people all co-emerge through the re-enactment of tasting 
activities. The concept of attachment does not offer information about actors, 
causes, social determinations, intentions, or other vocabularies of action, but instead 
the enactment of its elements remains unpredictable.37  

 
Hennion recasts the concept of attachment by illuminating these ways of attaching. 
They are moments of attention, with the bodies, objects, situations, and collectives 
through which both amateurs and the tasted objects open themselves and unfold 
themselves. They get attached through these practical emergences of sensibilities. 
Such an approach helps to better describe how spaces may contribute to caregivers’ 
and teenagers’ engagements with certain practices, things, and ways of living that in 
turn may come to constitute them in personal ways, together with spaces and things. 
This inquiry opens up the concept of attachment to other ways of attaching, for 
which material spaces entail potentialities. This gesture enlarges the concept to 
modes of appreciations that may be more modest, less intense than ‘tasting’. The 
attachments about which I came to learn often emerged from smaller things being 
liked, that are spread out and diluted in the mundane flow of daily life, for only a few 
of these attachments grew more strongly. The inquiry brings out the potentialities of 
material spaces for making these small and diluted attachments emerge and 
sometimes strenghten. 
 
The modest things one holds on to 

 
This thesis shows how the material spaces in the care practice contribute to make 
certain ‘modest attachments’ come into being. The descriptions depict how 
attachments form through the particular dynamics of material spaces. These 
attachments take the form of familiar bonds (chap. 2), participants’ involvement in 
activities (chap. 3), their interessement as it varies over time (chap. 4), the 
accomplishment of a ‘liveliness’ with displayed artworks (chap. 5), and modes of 
reflexivity with doors that provoked disturbance (chap. 6). These modest 
attachments are certain co-formations of personal affinities, things, bodily 
engagements, and collectives that differ from amateurs’ passions in that they rest on 
the proliferation of many low, modest appreciations and on caregivers’ attempts to 
spark the smallest of them with the material environment.  
 
Indeed, many of the appreciations I observed are particular in that they are moderate 
driving forces, weaker in effervescence than the ‘attachments’ in the sense of tasting. 
They may be much less intense than bodily experiences of taste, of the sublime, or 
of the passionate. Nevertheless, they remain sensitive differences that strongly 
matter to those engaging with them. Hennion also proposes this opening to a wider 

                                                        
37 Within the framework of sociologies of art, the pragmatic turn intends to overtake Bourdieu’s critical 
view (social determinism), and distinguishes from sociologists who speak of beliefs, even when they get 
closer to the experiences of taste they study (such as H. Becker’s ‘conventions’). See Hennion, 2004, 
p. 23. 
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range of attachments, in contact with opening to the mundane things we hold on to 
in daily life:  

 
Why not generalize this analysis of the amateur's competencies to far more varied 
forms of attachment? Can the amateur's meticulous, highly elaborate, debated 
knowledge not provide a model for analysing more ordinary, lay, silent devices 
through which we are (and make ourselves be) present to the situations in which we 
live, throughout the day? What great amateurs enable us to see more easily, owing 
to their high level of engagement in a particular practice, is a range of social 
techniques that make us able to produce and continuously to adjust a creative 
relationship with objects, with others, with ourselves and with our bodies; in other 
words, a pragmatic presence vis-à-vis the world that makes us and that we make’. 
(2005, p. 142)38 

 
In the day centre, this ‘pragmatic presence vis-à-vis the world’ covers, indeed, less 
passionate engagements than those in the practices of amateurs. It is through 
everyday moments that attachments mostly take root, not in anticipation of peak 
conditions in bigger, prepared events, of reaching sensational states, but of the small 
things that moderately enliven one’s state. During most days, spaces contribute to 
making attachments occur in small doses. It is indeed what I have come to see and 
experience: caregivers attempt to create conditions to make attachments emerge, at 
any possible degree. They try to spark the smallest of attachments through the mediation 
of spaces. This enables them to notice what moves this or that teenager, and how 
each youth could have changed, or not, in their ongoing care work. The many 
attachments with wich caregivers work enlarge youths’ possibilities to respond, while 
quivering in many mundane movements and moments of attention, sometimes 
streaming in with greater interests. This inquiry shows a proliferation of many 
possibly emerging attachments. Some are unsteady. Some consolidate. But there are 
many; they re-emerge amongst many different appreciations in the course of the care 
practice and in material spaces.  
 
Lures in a dispositif of care 
 
Therefore, the care work with many modest attachments brings another difference 
from Hennion’s accounts of amateurs’ attachment: in the care practice, youths most 
often do not seek to produce their attachments, whereas amateurs seek them out. 
Instead, the attachments that I observed result from luring processes: caregivers try 
to make attachments happen when testing the potentialities of the spaces in their 
dispositif of care. In this sense, they try to make someone else’s attachment emerge: 
trying to make another person enter into a specific dispositif and engage with some 
objects that may be appreciated. Caregivers adjust these attempts according to a 
youth’s responses, who may be more or less inclined to engage with or resist the lure.  
 
Attempting to spark attachments is one aspect of the dispositif of care that became 
important when looking at its material spaces. In their everyday work, the team 

                                                        
38 For a French version of this proposal, see the conclusion in Hennion, 2003. 
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didn’t explicitly speak with or about the term ‘attachment’, neither in the sense of 
appreciations provoked in their practice nor in a psychological sense. They did not 
refer, for instance, to theories of attachment as formulated in the field of psychology 
and psychoanalysis, by Bowlby (1969) and Winnicott (1965), amongst others. This is 
another understanding of the term ‘attachment’, one that does not designate how 
forms of appreciation are achieved, but assumes that an individual’s social and 
emotional development is enabled by the secure base provided through another’s 
constant caregiving.      
 
However, caregivers’ everyday exchanges were dotted with words that pointed to the 
ways that youths develop affinities, such as ‘familiar’, ‘involve’, or ‘interest’. The 
attachments I describe, then, result from my close observation of what material 
spaces may do and how caregivers work with their potentialities, without making any 
suppositions about teenagers’ psychic evolution. When I returned my proposition 
about ‘modest attachments’ to the team, they found it utterly right and of keen 
interest: they reacted by emphasising the crucial role of their spaces in their quest for 
the teens’ appreciations, diluted and constantly at stake in their everyday work, 
without referring to any other theory about attachment that they would use.  
 
In the thesis, the difference between sparking attachments in care and amateurs’ 
practices requires two areas of precision, about power relationships and about spaces 
as mediators.  
 
First, the dispositif that invites people to respond implies that there is a light power 
circulating in these various lures to teenagers. This power is not to be understood as 
negative per se, as a mere domination technique by caregivers over teenagers. Indeed, 
the analysis of attachment opts for an optimistic interpretation of the dispositif, 
seeing it as having power to transform, and not to just prohibit, reduce, or regulate. 
A dispositif may as well provide the conditions to deploy forces that transform the 
ones entering it in positive ways, as Gomart and Hennion (1999, p. 220) write: ‘The 
generative power of “dispositifs” depends upon their capacity to create and make 
use of new capacities in the persons who pass through them’. As the authors point 
out, Foucault (1995) had already opened the path for such interpretation, in his 
warning:  
 

We must cease once and for all to describe the effects of power in negative terms: it 
‘excludes’, it ‘represses’, it ‘censors’, it ‘abstracts’, it ‘masks’, it ‘conceals’. In fact 
power produces; it produces reality; it produces domains of objects and rituals of 
truth. The individual and the knowledge that may be gained of him belong to this 
production. (p. 194) 

 
In this sense, the constraints and power present in the dispositif of care may also be 
generative insofar as they reinvigorate personal affinities, even in everyday events. 
Accordingly, I do not denounce this light power in the making of attachments. It is 
there, at stake, in the luring processes that I describe, where teenagers and caregivers 
keep negotiating, engaging, and resisting in their responses, as they position 
themselves in the course of daily care.  
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Second, material spaces also manifest a sort of lure that may attract the youths. For 
example, open kitchen suggests the possibility of hanging around a cook and 
smelling a dinner in the making. Therefore, my focus on the interactions with 
material spaces wonders how such spaces can awaken what one likes and enhance 
consideration for certain things, and this relates the analysis to places, amongst 
others, purposed to practices of taste like stage designs, an amateur’s interior 
organisation, or a music theory classroom (Hennion, 1988; Hennion, Maisonneuve, 
& Gomart, 2000). Of course, material spaces do not hold by themselves, in their 
very shape and substance, the power to create attachment. Though they contribute 
to make an appreciation happen, they remain some of the mediators amongst a chain 
of many mediators that stabilize, question, or transform that attachment over time 
(Hennion, 1993).39 Same as the stage settings of an opera and of a rock concert that 
mediate differently the experience of listeners, the material spaces under my lens 
form an ensemble of different mediators; this means that their contribution to certain 
attachments does not only lay in face-to-face encounters between people and objects, 
but also rest on other mediators – other devices, objects, words, persons, meetings, 
writings, etc. – that also actively take part in the elaboration and reconfiguration of 
those attachments. This becomes clear, for instance, in the fourth chapter, where the 
potentialities of spaces for rekindling interest do not only rest on their material 
arrangements but also work with a heterogeneous and unclosed list of ingredients, 
like institutional tools or assets.  
 
That proliferation of many modest attachments, which are engendered through the 
daily care practice, conjures up a polyphony of the potentialities of material spaces in 
institutional care. This thesis shows that these tangible arrangements work to awaken 
and strengthen these mundane, everyday attachments as part of the care work itself. 
In other words, the inquiry follows how these material spaces work in their daily 
existence, bringing out that their particular dynamic is various and uncertain ways of 
attaching.  
 
Embarking on a journey  
 
It is a morning at the day centre, right after the team meeting, which is a busy 
moment when teens’ and caregivers’ encounters are often a bit stormy. Some come 
to greet me and I shake hands or kiss them hello. It’s been a while since I have been 
there so I again introduce what I am doing to some new youths and trainees. Each 
time, their responses are a small trial for me, between indifference and curiosity: can 

                                                        
39 Hennion borrows the notion of ‘mediation’ from studies of history of art. The notion helps to move 
beyond a dualism, between analyses looking for causes either in objects (like artworks) or in the social 
conditions of an art field. Instead of explaining a causality, mediations manifest the many links bewteen 
ethnographically observable elements (rehearsals, objects, places, habits, etc) that actively contribute to 
the relationship between artworks and their passionate lovers. Hence mediators do more than showing 
the social fabrics of things; they show the constitutions and transformations of a reality, as mediators 
generate, establish, and redefine relationships between amateurs and their objects.  
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this open a meeting point? That morning, the building has strangely changed. The 
corridor is broader, and the shape of the space seems unfamiliar for a house. I look 
for the coordinator, Baptiste, and ask him if I can leave at lunchtime, as there is a 
seminar at the university that I should attend that day. ‘No’, he answers, and explains 
that it’s not possible to leave before the end of the day, since this is too disturbing 
for the youths and the care work for me to come and go like that. And he adds that, 
‘anyway, we have already unmoored!’ I look around and realise that the house is, 
indeed, a boat. Each morning, it moors off the coast and comes back every evening. 
I wonder if it would be still possible to reach the seminar, so I join the others on 
deck, and figure out that we are afloat in the middle of a large flood, navigating from 
one neighbourhood of Brussels to another.  
 
‘That dream again’, I thought when I woke up, before hurrying off to the seminar 
for which I was late. That dream had come up three years earlier, while I was still in 
the field. It had led me back to reading Foucault, who points out how water and 
navigation have been part of Western imaginations about madness for centuries 
(Foucault, 2011, pp. 21-27). The passage in the text strengthens a feeling of having 
embarked, of being caught as passengers by our own departure, and in the same 
move being left to the uncertainty of the flows of a sea voyage. My dream had also 
actualised during a field interview. Speaking about the common office where the 
team holds their morning meetings, Baptiste exclaimed, ‘even if we are a bit cramped 
in this room, there is an aspect… that we are all on the same boat for the day. We 
start it together and we all ensure that the day may go well’. As I took in his words 
and related to him my dream, he answered: ‘yes, nothing is more unbearable that 
when some of us spend the day here but stay out of concerns about the situations 
that ask for help. So yes, it’s a bit like “we are all on the same boat”’. And now, as I 
am about to finish the manuscript, the dream and its related stories reappear.  
 
Martin (2016) tells about the many ‘fieldwork dreams’ she had when studying Even 
people in Alaska, which were inscribed in a powerful event and left her transformed. 
With that story, she states how far anthropologists may become porous and alterable 
when in the field, outside the comfort zones of their usual life and, most importantly, 
outside the position of external researchers whose reflexivity rescues them and 
allows them to distance themselves from the fieldwork. On the contrary, 
anthropologists may be deeply affected and in unexpected ways, and dreams may be 
part of that. But anthropologists are also authors, who are called upon to translate 
their field experiences into descriptions that meet scientific standards, to translate 
field observations and experiences into words in such a way that they would become 
sufficiently essentialised and disincarnated, available for manipulation in relation to 
other settings and texts. Nowadays anthropologists, Martin argues, would be better 
off accepting and maintaining their non-exteriority throughout their fieldwork, 
writing, and conceptualisation practices. This epistemological problem is a concern 
that the dream about the boat, and its reappearance, has kept reviving. The dream 
has kept that concern awake when I have been writing and looking for a way to 
‘conceptualise’, while I felt like walking with one foot in the field and the other foot 
in the university. The dream, whose unease and ambivalent character found response 
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and constancy in Baptiste’s answer, makes me recall to whom it would matter that I 
write and conceptualise. Before embarking, I address this last point: how the 
description and conceptualisation come together in the inquiry, while trying to find a 
way to keep thinking with the concerns of the field as well as of theorists.  
 
Translating the field into words 
 
If water is part of Western imaginations about madness, my anthropological 
experience of everyday occurrences in psychiatric facilities has taught me about the 
permeability of the people there. This permeability brings back Favret-Saada’s work 
(2012) on the necessity of ‘being affected’ for learning about the intensities 
happening in the fieldwork, especially in therapeutic devices, as the only way to 
address them. ‘Being affected’ does not mean feeling empathy for the informants. 
Rather, it is to be ‘taken’, to let go the voluntary and intentional position of the 
ethnographer to better experiencing the feelings, perceptions, and thoughts that 
affect them, and to accept being modified by that experience. I was affected and 
modified in the day centre when I was asked more and more to act with caregivers, 
navigating among the streams of their positions. However, this position is not so 
clear in a therapeutic community, where everyone may be drawn in while caring for 
another and in proposing to share this or that everyday experience. This is why ‘we’ 
was often uttered in the field, and sometimes comes in my descriptions: it included 
the group that was present at that time in the therapeutic community, the team, the 
youths, and myself.  
 
This thesis is narrated as a field journal that goes deeper into that experience, and 
into the relationship that I established to the field.40 Indeed, my research focus on 
the spaces’ potentialities for attachments has developed together with an evolving 
relationship with that place, practice, and people, and through wearing the hats of 
trainee, researcher, and companion with the transition to the new building. As the 
field journal goes further, each chapter starts with a spatial problem that rose in the 
everyday practice or with the transition to the new building. Each problem shows a 
concern of caregivers about their spaces and draws attention to certain forces or 
weaknesses that material spaces can unleash. This then opens up a pathway for me 
to articulate stories and readings that follow, in each chapter, the path of each 
problem.  
 
With these stories, my aim is to highlight certain words that mattered in the spatial 
problems. I therefore use words that the caregivers commonly uttered in their 
practice, such as familiar, involvement, or lively. Youths sometimes seized on these 
terms too, as they pervaded the verbal world of the therapeutic community. 
However, caregivers did not speak ‘about’ these words as concepts. My intervention 
is to give more importance and nuances to these terms by articulating them with 
stories and literature. The concepts that became interesting could not have been 
                                                        
40 Hence it exploits field storytelling as a genre, through a set of strategies for translating partial worlds 
from a field experience into a narrative, and not for depicting scenes as realistically as possible. See 
Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw, 1995; Hirschauer, 2006. 
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known before I set out on my inquiry; my perspective and understanding of these 
words emerged within a specific relationship to this field site, which is also quite 
contingent.  
 
Thus, my articulations do not pretend to fixed or essential meanings of these words. 
Instead these concepts keep shifting alongside empirical stories, where attachments 
are attempted, failed, or succeeded at in the practice. I have learned from Haraway 
(1988) about situated objectivity, about keeping contradictions and finer differences 
alive in narratives, so that they can open up possibilities without the forgetting of 
their uncomfortable aspects. The articulations of situated, partial, and empirical 
stories together with related studies are the gestures I make, without tying down 
their conceptual threads. Therefore, such gestures do not develop concepts that are 
unequivocal or general; in the field, the senses in which they were used were more 
often intuitive than explicit. Additionally, these concepts have gained more 
delineation in relation to the work on attachment and detachment throughout the 
research process. As Callon (1999) argues, the benefit of such situated learning is to 
be transported and to have knowledge relayed. This thesis is not a neat coherent 
system but it gathers partial explorations about practices in material spaces in a care 
institution, and their potentialities of encouraging certain ways of attaching.41 My aim 
is to describe what was happening in the field, by giving more nuances to certain 
words when assembling stories, and not to fix them in rigid categories.  
 
The chapters  
 
In the following chapter, we embark on a journey that is not that of a ferry sailing on 
still water…the flow may be a bit choppy. The journey begins with the living spaces 
where, most of the time, everybody was, or stayed, or passed by in a sort of casual, 
informal closeness. So I ask: how do the living spaces contribute to creating such 
familiarity? From the first days to the first weeks of fieldwork, the stories show how 
the living spaces provided opportunities and affordances for attempting to make 
caregivers and youths relate informally and become closer and more acquainted. This 
chapter underlines how this familiarization processes worked thanks to suggestions 
that appealed to teenagers and caregivers in open, indirect, and ambiguous ways. I 
stress that the unclear and ambiguous character of these suggestions is crucial to 
creating more relational ease in these early attachments.  
 
Then, in the third chapter, the journey continues into the places used for workshops. 
The stories explore different ways they provided conditions for participants’ 
‘involvement’ in daily activities, in other words, when they became more immersed 
in what they are doing, and gave more attention to an activity at hand. How do 
workshop spaces foster or hinder the involvement of participants? I give a taste of a 
range of contrasting places, inside and outside the centre, that triggered many facets 

                                                        
41 Of course, the ways of attaching that I enquire about in one chapter are not exclusively bound in the 
material spaces described in that particular chapter. It is through the way certain spatial arrangements 
work, and respond in practical trials, that they nourish conceptual threads, so that certain attachments 
explored in one chapter reappear in other ones. 



  46 

of the youths’ sensibilities. Beyond the different sorts of potentialities that each of 
their material spaces may have combined (affordances, opportunities, constraints, 
suggestions, directional clues, channels of distraction), this chapter stresses that their 
potentialities also lay in the contrasts among these settings. Each of them provided 
specific conditions that entailed potentialities for ‘passing involvements’: the brief 
responses of a participant to the dispositif of one activity, when an attachment 
moderately arose and remained on the edge of fading.  
 
Where chapter four begins, almost a year had passed in which I noticed that the 
material spaces varied over time according to the caregivers’ and the adolescents’ 
interests in activities that arose, declined, and were rekindled. The stories in this 
chapter explore that issue of ‘interessement’, of maintaining youths’ and caregivers’ 
interest as it might easily vanish over time. First, the notion of ‘waves’ brings out 
processes of interessement through the tactical dwelling of teenagers and caregivers 
within a place. I then speak of several of the institution’s tools, as part of a dispositif 
of interessement, that played key roles for caregivers in cultivating their awareness of 
possibilities, a vital asset to sustaining interest between them and the teens. In 
conclusion, I come back to the potentialities of material spaces for such processes of 
interessement, which make that place specific to its dwellers and to their attachments 
that re-emerge over the course of the care practice. 
 
A story of a clash in a staff meeting opens the fifth chapter, an argument over the 
aesthetic style of the new building. In particular, the artwork permeating the place 
was fiercely debated; according to the caregivers, the art should impart the place with 
a feeling of ‘something lively’. The journey continues with stories about paintings, 
frames, posters, mosaic tiles, artworks waiting to be thrown away, and a chalk 
blackboard. With these objects I explore how they would entail potentialities for that 
‘liveliness’ that the caregivers deemed necessary. I tell how these things, when they 
are (still) lively, encompass ways of attaching characterised by the different 
temporalities their carry: when these things enfold moments in workshops, with the 
nuances of participants’ involvement; when a displayed thing sparks a temporary 
interest, and inspires stories that expand the present; or when casual involvements 
are done in very fleeting ways, outside of activities. These descriptions train attention 
to an enacted liveliness that necessitates letting their different temporalities unfold, 
because each of these temporalities imply unpredictable paces for these things to 
acquire importance, to become attached. The liveliness of the aesthetic style of the 
centre cannot be realised outside different and unpredictable temporalities on which 
these artworks rely. 
 
The sixth chapter pushes further the problem of attachment when it just occurs in 
very short, casual, and fleeting involvements. Here doors are the main protagonists. 
In the day centre, they entail normative potentialities beyond the issue of ‘access’ and 
its binary logic of entering or not entering. The doors shape everyday morality, about 
their own moral status, as well as of those of current attachments in the centre, 
through different modes of reflexivity. I unfold three of these reflexive modes, 
which are central to the care work since they put on the table the issues of hierarchy 
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and the authority of caregivers with youths. With these stories, I end by interrogating 
the notion of ‘attachment’, particularly when these reflexive modes with doors 
happen in very small occurrences. Though doors do not mediate practices of taste, I 
point out that their role for disturbances, for breaching habits or troubling 
interactions, may augment attachments as they open parentheses for reflexive 
moments about the caregivers’ and youths’ moral concerns.  
 
The seventh and final chapter continues the three threads of the inquiry to discuss 
three ethical implications, which are not prescriptions standing on their own, but are 
empirical and relational to the inquiry itself. Knowing these stories, spaces, care work, 
and ways of attaching, how can we ethically respond? For what do they make us 
accountable? Three ethical implications open up the end of this thesis. The first one 
recharges the concept of ‘attachment’ with the notion that some attachments only 
murmur, with quiet intensity, enacted in various forms, whereas only some of them 
consolidate. The strong unpredictability of such murmuring attachments make them 
precarious, therefore calling for a radically empirical attention to small and 
unexpected occurrences. The second one shows the subtleties of material spaces’ 
potentialities in a particular practice, which questions the presupposition, in design 
practices, that spaces are ‘empty’ and calls for attention to the attachments that make 
each space a specific place. And the third one calls us to see these attachments as 
sensitive forces, to watch over the ‘handling of contingencies’ that generate them in 
institutional care, since they are vulnerable in the ongoing psychiatric field and within 
care work. None of these three implications I identify comes before the others. If 
each of these implications accentuates a thread, the three of them are entangled with 
each other, in committed ways, at the intersection of attachment, material spaces, 
and institutional care.  
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2 
 

Fostering the familiar 

The suggestions of living spaces 
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Introduction 
 
On the first day I spent at the day centre, Baptiste, the coordinator, told me a story 
about a small change that had occurred before I arrived in the field. On Monday 
mornings, fifteen youths and five caregivers would gather for a ‘speaking group’, 
where each teenager was invited to discuss an issue. Originally, the speaking group 
had taken place in a multipurpose room where they brought cushions and everyone 
sat in a circle. Baptiste specified, ‘we didn’t want to do it in the living room, because 
we thought it was “their” space.’ But for several months, discussions had been 
raising tensions within the group. He added that, ‘the speaking group didn’t work 
well at that time. There were tensions about confidentiality’. The teenagers proposed 
moving the speaking group to the living room. Some of them told me later that to 
them this was a better space for feeling at ease and connecting with each other. It 
was a material environment where they were used to engaging with the other people 
and surrounding objects in familiar ways, so it made sense to them that weekly 
meetings should took place there. After a few tries, the caregivers recognised that 
this use of the living room actually improved the flow of conversation and broke 
down barriers. The familiarity that proved to be an asset for unblocking the 
conversation was obviously connected to the material space. This familiarity was a 
concern for caregivers, as they at first did not want to intrude in the space, and for 
the teenagers who identified the living room’s potentialities to facilitate familiar 
bonds.  

 
The concern about familiarity came up again with the subject of the move to the 
new building, along with certain other qualities of the living spaces that caregivers 
wished to maintain: spaces that created convivial feelings and warmth, and that were 
welcoming and familiar. Among caregivers’ terms to describe these qualities, 
‘familiarity’ is the most accurate word I have found for describing the close, intimate, 
informal relationships, and acquaintances I experienced in the field, and understood 
as crucial for sociotherapy. The development of familiar bonds with other members 
of the group and with the surrounding things seemed to be one of the ways in which 
material spaces deployed potentialities to create low attachments in the course of the 
care practice. The living spaces fostered more closeness in relationships, informal 
attitudes, and acquaintance between the teenagers and the caregivers interacting with 
them. And certain material traits would disable the making of such familiar webs. So 
I asked, how do these living spaces contribute to the enactment of familiarity, a way of attaching, 
that seems useful for care?  
 
In what follows, I emphasise the central role of familiarity in that care practice. Then 
I problematise the spatiality that fostered familiar engagements, first by reflecting on 
the notions of ‘opportunity’ and ‘affordance’ in grasping the potentialities of material 
spaces, and second in relation to the care work itself. I thereafter develop five ways 
in which these living spaces may have cultivated closeness, informality, and 
acquaintances, through gathering hotspots, adjustments with contact, casual 
togetherness, finding the right distances, and institutional ambiguities. Though I 
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address these five points separately in this chapter, they were intertwined when 
caregivers and adolescents hung around within the living spaces. Through stories 
about the living spaces during the first few weeks of my fieldwork, as well as stories 
of moving to the new building, understanding these five avenues of cultivation leads 
to the conclusion that the many opportunities and affordances of the living spaces 
worked as suggestions for luring in the teenagers. These suggestions could be used 
to lure youths because they engaged in familiarization processes in open, indirect, 
and ambiguous ways. And these suggestions were crucial for to living spaces for 
initiating these very first moves of attachments, and for the care work with its 
relationally uncomfortable aspects.   

 

Familiarity at the core of the practice 
 
After hearing the story of the speaking group, it was through gleaning hints here and 
there that I progressively understood why such a sense of familiarity mattered in the 
care practice. Within the therapeutic community model, sociotherapists responded 
to occurrences with youths in an everyday context. That is, from 9am to 5pm, when 
they shared meals, informal moments, and diverse activities, caregivers did not 
‘simply do’ these things with youths, but they did it ‘with a particular listening to it, 
and with a particular response to it’, as one of them explained to me. The mundane 
events of ordinary life were then crucial pivots, both on the spot and during the 
debriefing meetings. In other words, sociotherapists handled their relationships with 
teenagers to provoke changes little by little. The sense of familiarity like the one the 
teenagers had identified with the living room was a central constituent of this 
process, especially as it expanded the ways caregivers could come to know each 
adolescent.  
 
Caregivers’ informal knowledge 

 
As teenagers became familiarised with that environment, the caregivers gained an 
informal knowledge of them. It is important to note that the caregivers adjusted their 
responses to the teenagers thanks to this informal knowledge. Indeed, they collected 
small details when closely relating with the adolescents, and noticed how each of 
them found their own way within the building’s open, domestic layout, in contrast 
with disciplinary layouts. In interviews, the teenagers as much as the caregivers 
depicted their interactions with the living spaces according to things they liked to 
return to: beyond affinities or disfavour with others, they evoked the material and 
sensory elements such as the smell of french fries, the comfort of a sofa due to its 
shape and fabric, whether the music player was on or off, the coffee thermos, and 
the sun in that part of the yard. Here, the development of each youth’s familiar web 
informed the caregivers who shared it with them daily. The familiarity each teen 
developed with the living spaces and the others in presence made more visible some 
of the facts in the flow of daily events. Moreover, this informal knowledge quickly 
grew for every staff member, as caregivers frequently exchanged stories of this 
shared daily life.   
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Surprising minor changes 
 
Once they had created a portrait of a teenager, the caregivers refined their attention 
as they noticed smaller changes that were surprising to them. Here we return to Safia, 
the quiet adolescent who left the centre after two years and refused to go to a 
psychiatric institution for adults. For a long time while she was at the facility, she 
stuck to her routines: eating breakfast at the same table, sitting on the sofa (often the 
same seat), almost never speaking, sometimes answering by nodding her head, 
making very few movements, and merely keeping her gaze facing ahead. Other 
teenagers teased her, but she rarely engaged in interactions. That is, until the day she 
started challenging the familiar portrait we had so far been acquainted with, by 
sitting on the storyteller’s chair in a story workshop, when jumping and loosely 
moving in the swimming pool, or when climbing ropes at a park playground. Tiny 
changes also became noticeable in the house, for example, when she would stay for a 
few moments in the vestibule, hesitating between two directions, when she agreed to 
play Ping-Pong, or when she encountered her own image in a mirror and did a small 
dance step to the side. As with many teenagers, the familiarity of Safia that caregivers 
were acquainted with enabled them to notice these minor changes, in contrast with 
her usual stillness. 

 
Zones of negotiation  

 
At the same time, too much familiarity was also a point of tension in the care 
practice. It became a pitfall when a caregiver responded to an occurrence with ‘mere 
spontaneity’, and lost the awareness of ‘what was actually happening at a given 
moment’ to respond in a slightly different way. Another limit of that familiarity was 
that it could provide too much relational ease for youths, compared to their outside 
social life. Then familiarity came under tension in relation to care, situating the 
centre somewhere between being a refuge and a transitional setting. Too much ease 
also meant that familiar bonds might not be full of friendship or courtesy, but rather 
improper ways of conduct with an undue freedom towards others. Caregivers had 
rules to protect these close contacts from becoming too tense. Yet, within everyday 
turbulences, strictly applying these rules was counterproductive for the caregivers’ 
relational practice. The first Monday morning of my fieldwork, the caregivers spoke 
of Maxime during their meeting. He could not stop seeking trouble with others, ‘as 
he knew where to pinch them’, in addition to his shouting, loud jumping on the 
stairs, and, that same morning, his attempt to start a fire. Obviously, his explosive 
state probably exceeded an ‘improper familiarity’. The problem was rather that it 
threatened the easiness, informal attitude, and closeness that came with the local 
familiarity. Applying the rule would mean excluding the youth, but the care work 
required working in a zone of negotiation where caregivers tried to understand what 
was happening for him. That morning, since they had noticed Maxime exploding 
each time he was back in the group, they had proposed that one of them would 
spend time with him individually. Their informal knowledge of him coloured their 
attempt to ‘contain him with the relationship’, which was assessed together with an 
adjustment of his medication. The familiar bonds created with Maxime supplied the 
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care work with information even when his actions turned nasty, as the familiarity did 
not only encompass comfortable ways of relating. It was a way of attaching that was 
always on the edge of becoming tricky. Caregivers needed to remain reflexive, by 
creating zones of negotiation with youths and by relying on their informal 
knowledge of them. 

 
From overcoming the great hesitation of newcomers and throughout the whole 
therapeutic path, I perceived how the caregivers made use of the familiar web each 
youth developed in the day centre. From what I have discovered, it provided them 
with a close and informal knowledge of each teenager, that allowed them to notice minor 
changes when a youth slightly deviated from that portrait, and with zones of negotiation 
pertaining to the rules that protected familiarity. At least on these points, the 
familiarity that they created there played a core role in daily sociotherapy. Its 
relevance for the care work, then, underlines the importance of certain material traits 
of the living spaces that enable or disable it. Before turning to the five different ways 
in which daily interactions with these living spaces enable familiarity to occur (or 
not), I problematise the contribution of material spaces to such engagements. In the 
upcoming section, I reflect on the notions of highlighting the potentialities of spaces 
for accomplishing the familiar in practice and I develop an argument of how the 
domestic setting may have supported the team’s informal knowledge by spending 
time with youths, instead of having the caregivers work at some distance, away in 
their own workspaces. 
 

Spatiality fostering the familiar 
 
The term ‘familiarity’ pertains to the doing of a form of sociality in practice. More 
precisely, it draws attention to processes passing through different ‘forms of sociality’ 
(Pols, 2015b), changing strangers’ indifference in closer and more informal 
interactions and acquaintances. Such an engagement is noticeable in concrete 
interactions, in bodily positions, placements and distances, ways of paying attention, 
facial expressions, the back-and-forth dynamic of responses to these engagements, 
and their re-enactments at an everyday pace. Material things are also included in this 
process, when one is becoming familiar with them. Using objects, Thévenot (1994, 
2001) writes, leads to personalised landmarks. When becoming familiar with 
something, a person extends themselves throughout a dynamic process of becoming 
accustomed with a neighbourhood of things and people. The practical achievement 
of familiarity, then, progressively leads to a customised web of mundane attachments 
among the things and people that are present. Building on this pragmatic definition 
of the familiar, this chapter tackles the idea that a surrounding environment is not 
only something caregivers and teenagers become accustomed to, but that the 
material space presents potentialities for weaving these familiar webs. So how would 
that work?  
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Opportunities and affordances  
 
Ethnographic studies of public places give clues regarding that question. Their 
arrangements have especially been debated as mediators of sociability, with a 
concern for people’s engagement and estrangement with each other (Gieryn, 2000, 
pp. 476-477). Whyte (1980), for instance, in his fruitful empirical study of New York 
urban spaces, reports many arrangements that support sociability, such as sitting 
ledges that invite informal and relaxed bodily positions (pp. 28-33). Cavan (1973) 
highlights that, in cafés, the ‘physical bar structure forms a centre of social gravity, 
and it is here that the greatest amount of contact occurs between strangers on the 
premises’ (p. 144). In contrast, Hirschauer (2005) more recently scrutinised 
‘strangeness’ as an accomplishment with the spatial setting of elevators. He closely 
examines the complex enactment of indifference with this narrow but still public 
space as it goes up and down. Though the materiality of elevators lacks occupational 
opportunities, which therefore inhibit people’s actions, the ‘doing of nothing’ flows 
through multiple tiny adjustments: automatic doors require precise timing for 
entering and exiting; the car’s small size induces specific bodily placements with an 
awareness of distance-keeping, and forces positioning in ‘half-turns’ towards others 
(ibid., p. 51); and the proximity that makes participants avoid eye contact, often 
preferring to turn their gaze towards the floor. The study shows that ‘strangeness’, 
the un-relatedness with insignificant others, is maintained through interactions with a 
material space that provides few opportunities for doing something, and other 
participants who also devaluate their co-presence (ibid., p. 59). Hence establishing 
familiar bonds would not begin with an absence of interactions. Rather, it shifts 
from a complex way of interacting, from doing the stranger thing towards doing the 
familiar, with a material environment providing opportunities for that shift.  
 
From these ethnographic studies, the notion of ‘opportunity’ appears useful for 
communicating the potentialities of spaces: it helps to express that objects and 
spatial layouts can open up favourable circumstances, in this case, for developing 
familiarity. Yet, I still need other ideas to specify the potentialities of living spaces. 
The term ‘opportunity’ is useful in accentuating that an object can be seized to do 
something (like games that offer occasions of encounter), but it does less justice to 
the very material traits of that object (the term ‘opportunity’ convey that games offer 
occasions of encounter, yet it does not take into account the material shape or 
texture of these games). Moreover, while occasions can offer opportunities, material 
spaces can also impose constraints, even if minimal ones. Finally, the latency of 
opportunities waiting to be grasped does not account for the interactional dynamic 
that occurs when one seizes them.  
 
For these reasons, I also adopt the notion of ‘affordance’ to specify the potentialities 
of spaces. Gibson (1966, cited in Jenkins, 2008, p. 35) takes the term from ethology 
and grounds it in perceptual psychology, to point out the dynamic interactions – the 
ecological reciprocity between an acting organism and the specific features of its 
environment – that render the dichotomy between subjective and objective 
irrelevant:  
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When the constant properties of constant objects are perceived (the shape, size, 
colour, texture, motion, animation and position relative to the other objects), the 
observer can go on to detect their affordances. … I mean simply what things 
furnish, for good or ill. What they afford the observer, after all, depends on their 
properties.  

 
Indeed, the living spaces I dissect in this chapter afford caregivers and teenagers 
experiences through reciprocal interactions that depend on their specific properties: 
the material traits that one may perceive. For instance, sofas with broad seats allow 
bodily adjustments when sitting a bit more towards its back or when leaning on it. 
The notion of affordance insists on a materiality that makes a difference when it is 
interacted with, furnishing the accomplishment of familiar bonds in opportune or 
constraining ways. In the conclusion of this chapter, I come back to the notions of 
‘opportunities’ and ‘affordances’ and relate them to what I call ‘suggestions’, whose 
luring aspects, I argue, characterise the potentialities of the living spaces for 
familiarisation. For now, I delineate how each notion serves the descriptions: 
whereas opportunity indicates advantageous occasions for doing something, to be 
grasped thanks to certain objects, affordance denotes the properties of that materiality 
that are perceived (material traits) and therefore offered to the caregivers and youths 
who interact with it. Now, how do these potentialities relate to the care workspace?  
 
Workspaces for informal knowledge  
 
In the day centre, the materiality of the living spaces provided opportunities to create 
more relational closeness and informality, while being at once the caregivers’ 
workplace and a domestic layout for sharing everyday moments with youths. Today’s 
psychiatric places, especially outside of hospitals, are often inspired by domestic 
settings (figures 5a-b, 6a-b), making possible a much more chaotic web of 
interactions than would occur in disciplinary settings.  
 
As a workspace, the domestic setting brings back caregivers’ concerns about 
informal knowledge. Thévenot (1997) draws a distinction between a workspace with 
a clearly functional spatiality, delimiting one’s roles that then rely on formal 
representations, and layouts that incite many connections between roles shaped 
through mutual adjustments between individuals and with objects, the second of 
these producing the informal knowledge itself. Although both regimes, the planned 
and the familiar, are often articulated together, Thévenot’s distinction underlines 
how a workspace that incites familiar relationships also enables the production of 
informal knowledge, in other words, not relying on already shaped representations. 
Similarly, the living spaces caregivers shared with teenagers at the centre may have 
supported the former’s informal knowledge about the latter. I see two themes 
supporting this assumption: the domestic setting is a material environment providing 
1) opportunities to mingle with others, which tends to blur roles, and 2) things that 
can give indications of what better lures youths into making attachments, that is, 
their everyday appreciations. 
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Figures 5. The living room of (a) the old townhouse and (b) of the new building  
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Figures 6. The dining room and the kitchen of (a) the old townhouse and (b) of the 
new building  
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Blurring the roles 
 
The living spaces’ inspiration, taken from domestic settings, may help to cultivate 
familiarity in the care work, as it tends to blur everyone’s roles, by not defining in 
advance the ways of relating, say as hosts, friends, or professionals. However, it 
would be going too fast here to bind the process of familiarising with the ‘homely’ 
aspect of these spaces. The notion of ‘home’ is problematic, first, because interviews 
in the field challenged the assumption that familiarity relates, above all, to homely 
environments. I went to interviews with a presumption that the material space of the 
centre would be ‘homely’ since it induces the doing of the same acts and gestures 
customary for each of us in the houses where we live. But my interlocutors 
debunked this presumption with very different logics. For example, youths who live 
full time in residential institutions might not recognise the gestures I assumed were 
customary. Making a home does not always occur in domestic settings. Or, as a 
teenager shared with me, the centre may rather be homely because it incites them to 
do things like host others as much as, or instead of, acting as the guest. This remark 
draws attention to the blurring of each person’s role within the living spaces.  

 
Indeed, another part of the problem about the ‘home’ is that it underpins a material 
organisation that is supposed to foster certain forms of sociality, which 
predominantly have to do with family or privacy.42 Yet, the familiarity I encountered 
with the living room, kitchen, dining room, yard, and vestibule of the day centre did 
not give an evident sense of family relationships. What I experienced with teenagers 
and caregivers were other forms of closeness and acquaintance that did not fit the 
relational patterns of a family or couple. Etymologically, too, the definition of 
‘familiar’ has always spanned beyond biological-family relationships. It rather 
denotes forms of close relationships to someone or something – friendship, intimacy, 
acquaintance – whether sharing a household or not. 43  Likewise, the familiarity 
created in the day centre was anchored in other ways of dwelling than the ones 
enacted with, and placed in, the normative familial home.44 It would be more 
appropriate to speak of the first steps of contact when becoming acquainted, with a 
sense of friendship (whether affinities or disfavour), that keep blurring with a 
professional way of relating. However, in the field, these ways of relating did not 
remain given. I remember a caregiver telling me that, from time to time, they openly 
questioned the nature of their relationships with youths, without easily finding the 

                                                        
42 Among a broader range of themes to which the theoretical and empirical literature relates the ‘home’, 
such as the refuge, the identity, or gender. See Mallett, 2004, p. 200. Interestingly, today’s ordinary 
search for privacy in houses became the substratum of domestic architecture in the modern era in 
Europe (Evans, 1978). Certain techniques, such as limiting the number of doors in a room, and 
channelling the circulation between rooms in passages like corridors and staircases, worked to reduce 
irritations and annoyances created by many movements in occupied rooms. It made it so that entering a 
room where one had no specific business was made difficult. With these stronger divisions of inhabited 
rooms and unoccupied circulations spaces, Evans argues, an ‘alteration of sensibility’ emerged with a 
new definition of ‘privacy’, which required avoiding to intrude one’s privacy when being in a space in 
absence of others (1978, p. 87).  
43 ‘Familiarity’ in the Online Oxford English Dictionary, consulted on Dec 04 2016.  
44 As the other ways, for instance, Wilkinson (2014) underlines with single people. 
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right words. So I do not see a clear-cut link between a homely character of the living 
spaces and the making of closeness, acquaintance, and personalised landmarks with 
and within them. Here, it rather seems that these material spaces foster familiar 
bonds through contacts where different roles and ways of relating blur, and may 
remain partially undetermined.  
 
To attend to the patient’s perspective  
 
The second theme grounding the living spaces in caregivers’ informal knowledge 
relates to the visibility of youths’ everyday appreciations when in these spaces with 
them. Pols (2005) observes this in a long-term mental health care setting. She 
discerns how silent patients enact appreciations in interactions with others and with 
a material environment that enables it. She tells the story of Dora, whose perspective 
becomes noticeable in her way of ‘practicing morning coffee’:  she does not join the 
conversation, but sits around a corner and knits, sometimes smiles about what has 
been said, and does the dishes when coffee time is over. In doing so, ‘she creates a 
situation with which she feels comfortable’ (ibid., p. 213). Nurses come to know 
what patients like and dislike when in such a situation. They try to learn about 
patients’ perspectives as emerging positions in interactions, not as representations 
belonging to an individual. There is a political stake in considering the emergence of 
interactional perspectives, when becoming acquainted with patients in a same space 
and situation: it opens up more possibilities to deal with less symmetrical 
relationships, instead of trying to conceal them (ibid., p. 218). This becomes even 
more crucial in contrast with material environments with fewer to no potentialities 
for noticing patients’ perspectives and their nuances. Rhodes (1991) reflects on the 
stark disciplinary space of an emergency psychiatric unit (pp. 11-33). An area, at the 
back, is arranged for patients to be distributed and watched, which is markedly 
different from the hectic area for the staff in the front part of the unit. Rhodes 
depicts it as a ‘holding environment’, where ‘patients are soothed by such a place’ 
(ibid., p. 33). Their rooms provide them with no activities. Rather, that materiality 
witnesses their monotonous days. For its part, the spatiality of the staff area 
structures their different functions in the centre: the higher the status, the more 
mobile, private, and distant they are from patients. Rhodes analyses the 
consequences of that spatial partition on the way caregivers see patients: as ‘wholly 
others’ (ibid.). In Dora’s story and these ‘wholly others’, there is a contrast in how 
caregivers’ workplaces could foster or hinder an informal knowledge of patients, 
with their perspective, personal, and changing nuances, while being in the same 
rooms and noticing how they interact there. 
 
In sum, the spatial contribution to familiar engagements can provide opportunities 
and affordances for interacting in closer and more informal ways. Regarding the care 
work, the space for familiarity looms large in the problem of opening possibilities for 
caregivers’ informal knowledge of each teenager. First, the domestic character of 
caregivers’ worksites, rather than entailing familial patterns of relationships, tend to 
blur the different roles between caregivers and youths, leaving the nature of their 
relationships partially undetermined. Second, caregivers learned about patients’ 
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perspectives while in the same rooms, noticing how they interacted there, and were 
drawn into closer contact, in contrast with a distant perception of them as ‘wholly 
others’.  
 
In light of this, the question remains of how the living spaces work in the daily 
practice to better realise its potentialities for enacting familiarity. How do the living 
spaces foster that familiarity? How do their materialities strengthen potentialities for it? How does 
that work? During the first weeks of my fieldwork, I found five ways that the 
materiality of the living spaces afforded that way of attaching, easing caregivers, the 
teens, and myself to shift away from our strangeness while building closer, more 
informal, intimate, and acquainted relationships. 
 
Clustering ‘hotspots’  
 
The second morning of my fieldwork, in the old townhouse, I discovered that the 
living spaces displayed some objects inciting the improvisation of clusters of youths, 
for example different kinds of games. These objects provided opportunities for 
several attendants to assemble in or around what I call ‘hotspots’. A hotspot is a 
place where an action begins between several individuals and may attract others to 
join in. The objects spark activities that grow more active and popular as participants 
grow in number and engage with it. A hotspot gives an opportunity for one to 
become familiar both with the object at the centre of the cluster of individuals and 
with the others involved. My second morning started with one of these hotspots 
assembled around a role-playing game.  
 
Spacing 
 
Hotspots were unstable: such clusters could easily raise tensions among the 
participants. Closer interactions among participants at a given hotspot were not 
always easygoing. Many of the clustering-objects of the living spaces were games. 
Games helped: they implied more subtle ways of meeting. My second morning, Gael, 
a caregiver, collected teenagers who wanted to participate in a role-playing game that 
was popular with the group at that time. So we – with just over ten participants – sat 
on the sofas in the living room, facing each other. A teenager closed the door to 
leave us undisturbed. The game and the living room with its shut door provoked a 
warmer situation where closer contacts were possible. But it took less than half an 
hour before rifts appeared in that situation. A teenager left the room suddenly in an 
impetuous manner. The game, together with the closeness involved, provoked 
strong, impulsive, and sometimes violent responses. While role-playing on sofas, the 
balance between ease and tension in the group was unstable. The instant the game 
ended, most of the youths rushed out the door. ‘It often ends like that’, Gael 
indicated to me. Thereafter I wrote about the game in my journal, ‘it was a short 
moment where intimacy and proximity went hand in hand. The contact was easier’, 
and, ‘Next to me, a girl sat a bit retreated at the end of the sofa, without playing or 
saying a word’. Indeed, while the group dynamic was fragile and might easily get out 
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of control, I kept noticing that those at hotspots adjusted their bodily distance, 
whether being actively involved with the clustering-object, paying attention to what 
was happening, or retreating their bodies a bit from the scene. The different sofas 
with broad seats allowed such bodily adjustments in discreet ways. Participants 
adjusted their bodily positions, as their involvement in the game changed. Noticing 
these adjustments, I underline that the hotspot attendants were spacing. Goffman 
(1963) introduces the term ‘spacing’, grounded in ethnology, to describe a way of 
making a space with bodies, through the handling of distances and of orientations 
within interactions, which also ensures the lines of speaking and exchanging of 
glances (p. 161).45 Here, the spacing of participants appeared to me as a way to 
facilitate closer contact while dealing with the tight and unstable strain of a hotspot. 
Whilst the shut door limited the distance of these adjustments, the sofas with broad 
seats surrounding the living room enabled these discreet repositionings.  

 
Indirect ways of addressing 
  
Whilst many of the hotspots required the balancing of tensions, the games brought 
some indirectness within interaction, therefore facilitating participants to risk more 
inventive engagements while becoming acquainted with each other. Before the role-
play game drifted, it involved about a half-hour in an adventure scenario, where each 
of us hid an assigned character that the other players had to discover. So we had to 
find ways to feint with each other. As a newcomer in the group, I first stayed 
discreet: not orienting a noticeable attention to others’ displays, not moving or telling 
too much. I did this until that attitude raised the suspicion of a portly and chatty 
youth. Khalis let out, ‘I think Ariane is a wolf [i.e. a threatening character that should 
be disclosed] because she is too shy… She has been staying quiet and silent for a 
while!’ The game and the taste Khalis had of our co-presence while playing opened 
up another layer of understanding, creating an ambiguity: is the participant’s attitude 
hiding a character from his opponents, or does it relate to his personality or 
situation? I took Khalis’ supposition as wanting to make clear whether my stillness 
belonged to the game framework (hiding the wolf), or to some aspects of our actual 
co-presence (observing or being shy). So I answered by making it even less explicit, 
adding another layer: ‘I am silent because it is my first day and I am observing how it 
goes… But I believe the reason you identified me as a wolf was to test my reaction, 
to see if I’m a wolf or not’. While playing that game brought layers of ambiguities, it 
mediated interaction in an indirect way, i.e. without participants addressing each 
other directly.  
 
As I see it, the indirect aspect of addressing each other when playing the game can 
entice participants to venture into more ‘open contacts’. As Haraway (2007) 
investigates the ways strangers learn to play with each other, she suggests that a play 
proposes an experience of a joyful inventiveness (pp. 232-246). That is, it proposes 
making something else happen by breaking the rules of a game: ‘You can’t play a 
                                                        
45 Goffman attributes the term ‘spacing’ to Edward Hall. Spacing was a concern that became explicit in 
the field too: the architects mentioned to me that they were inspired by Hall who foregrounds the 
conditions for personal and social spacing (1966, pp. 5-10). 
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game unless you inhabit this muddle’ (ibid., p. 238). It is about letting go of the literal, 
logical, functional, and purposeful. Instead play proposes something that does not 
yet exist, and putting at risk one’s interpretation may be meaningful to the other 
partner in face-to-face interactions. Haraway’s conceptualisation of ‘playing with 
strangers’ is far richer than this take on it. Yet, I want to keep this aspect of playing, 
that is, entering an ‘open’ situation where one could risk something new in his or her 
suggestion to involve the others within the game. That Tuesday morning, the role-
playing game opened up a space for Khalis’, my, and other participants’ acquaintance, 
addressing each other in indirect ways, as one’s interpretation of our interactions 
could weave several layers of it (is that stillness the hiding of a wolf, observing, or 
being shy?). I retrieve in this moment the sense of inventiveness that play proposes, 
of experimenting how to communicate meaningfully. I propose that playing the role-
play game – as with other games that require guessing, and bring up suspense and 
possible ambiguities – opens an indirect way of addressing other participants, 
creating opportunities for them to become acquainted through more risky 
interpretations and engagements with the game and with others. They create 
hotspots full of insinuations in encounters. 
 
Mobile hotspots 

 
After several weeks, I could notice another aspect of hotspots: they were mobile 
over time. When the group composition varied, hotspots moved. During the first 
ten days of my fieldwork, most interactions occurred around sofas in the living room 
and benches in the yard, as well as at the ping-pong table. At that time, it often 
happened that the rhythms of music playing on the radio, or the sound of the ball in 
a ping-pong game and the players’ movement, raised the attention of people near the 
hotspot and suggested that they get closer, which made these areas active hotspots. 
They would last until another corner, table, bench, game, or thing stole the limelight. 
New members joined these transient clusters and provisionally enlivened hotspots. 
But once youths grew acquainted with each other, they might turn their interest to 
other areas. The popularity of hotspots fluctuated over time. Varying relationships 
among the group made hotspots move. In turn, the mobility of hotspots over time 
supplied varying encounters. Following this inconstancy, the familiar bonds created 
with these clustering-objects remained fluid.  
 
From my first day onwards, hotspots were the most prominent sources of 
suggestions to become familiar with something or someone. Temporarily popular 
objects unfolded opportunities for participants to cluster informally. Hotspots would 
not liven up without these clustering-objects that were scattered here and there in 
the living room. So these objects and the hotspots they animated were key elements 
for the mundane and familiarising encounters they mediated in particular ways. 
Games are good candidates for warming up a cluster. Whilst they spur participants 
to spacing for better dealing with their tight instability, the games propose indirect 
ways of addressing each other, hence opening contacts that used more risky and 
inventive engagements while becoming acquainted with each other. Meanwhile, 
hotspots and the familiar bonds they generated remained fluid over time. The mobile 
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hotspots recorded and inscribed the dynamic way in which familiarity resettled 
unpredictably over time, without getting stuck into monotonous routines.  
 
Contact adjustments 
 
Throughout the week, I was acquainted bit by bit with other objects in the living 
spaces and the ways they were collectively used, such as the progression of their 
placements and displacements through the day, or the approximate hour the coffee 
thermos was most probably empty. And I learned about Asma, the girl who had 
stayed silent and retreated during the role-playing game. During days following it, the 
contact with her went easily, which was the same with some of the caregivers and 
adolescents within the group. But meeting Emile on the third day was another story. 
That meeting required me to write down more details about the contact adjustment 
familiarity asked for. The living spaces, working with a situated permissiveness and 
discreet visual perceptions of others, made it possible for us to create and resume 
contacts in highly informal ways.  
 
A situated permissiveness  
 
The third morning I joined the dining room where about ten of us were busy 
preparing lunch within the cooking atelier. The living spaces worked with a high 
degree of permissiveness; everyone could do anything, with the exception of 
accessing the food storage area. Sometimes damaged things or furniture were 
evidence of this permissiveness. That day, Emile sat at a table, his head resting on his 
crossed arms. He didn’t want to take part, though he was allowed to find his own 
way to do so. Emile said he was too tired to engage. Earlier that morning, on the 
way to the grocery, we had spoken a bit about Bulgaria, his native country, which I 
had been to many times to visit a relative. As I passed by the table where he sat with 
his head on his arms, I asked him another question about his country. It was easier 
to refer back to our previous chat while still participating in the flow of the situation, 
i.e. in the middle of everyone doing something, where attention might be given to 
other things, people, or activities surrounding us. The permissiveness of the material 
environment was situated within a range of possibilities, which were part (or not) of 
an occurring situation. Passing by on the way to the trash bin, with some potato 
peelings I had just picked up, was a way to adjust the contact to make it less formal. 
I could have instead focused on my task or moved towards the baking that was 
happening. Since I addressed my question in the middle of doing other things that 
were possible in this surrounding and situation, it was just a curious question among 
many other potential engagements, one that was less heavy and directly addressed to 
him. This casual way of addressing someone closely echoes what Driessen (in press) 
coins as ‘socio-material will-work’. She describes a discreet yet central aspect of care 
work: certain strategies of caregivers to try to sculpt the will of residents with 
dementia who really don’t want something. The will-work she observes is 
particularly relational, for caregivers rely on everyday and long-term knowledge they 
have acquired with and about the residents. This will-work also relies on the 
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materiality caregivers tinker with; in the case of a resident who is usually aggressive 
and claustrophobic, a foot bath may conjure up pleasant memories, and facilitate his 
wanting to take a shower. To return to the cooking atelier, the materiality of the 
living spaces appeared as a range of opportune objects for turning towards this or 
that activity. Therefore, this ensemble of possibilities enabled the addressing of 
others in more casual ways because they were less direct and singular. I think that 
this way of adjusting the contact that is situated within different possible interactions, 
with the surrounding objects at hand, is a form of ‘socio-material will-work’. As soon 
as Emile’s answer to my question turned into a chat, which drew both of us back to 
Bulgarian landscapes, he suddenly stood up and asked if I would set the tables with 
him. He moved towards the sideboard and handed me a few plates. So we did. I 
guess that for Emile too, the potentialities of the permissive living spaces were 
permeated by the ongoing situation. Emile could have gone on with Bulgarian 
stories, or joined others tidying the kitchen. But he responded something else: to set 
the table made sense, it had to be done at that moment of the day and after I had 
cleared the tables of food waste. And he had offered to do it together, which could 
have been a way to pursue the interaction by other means than a face-to-face 
conversation.   

 
The living spaces displayed many objects with which we were all allowed to engage. 
However, this broad margin also worked with an ongoing situation that enhanced 
the material spaces’ potentialities for facilitating uneasy contacts. My point about this 
situated permissiveness is the following: thanks to many objects and their 
opportunities available in an ongoing situation, making and resuming contacts 
turned on very informal adjustments, whether one was just asking a curious question 
or offering to set tables.  
 
Discreet glances 
 
Later that day, I came down to the living room, where several youths were sitting. 
One was reading. Another played a game with a caregiver. When I sat there, one of 
the teens stood up and went to the dining room to grab a coffee, so I moved to his 
seat on the sofa, with a view of the door. From there, I saw the dining room through 
the vestibule, and the yard through the dining room window. I glimpsed Emile who 
was outside, smoking a cigarette. He sat on the edge of the window and looked 
inside. Our eyes met. For a few seconds, they latched onto each other. Then he 
turned his head to take a puff, and my attention came back to the living room.  
 
Seeing glimpses of people, or things like that, is another sort of contact adjustment 
that can occur among several articulated rooms. Indeed, it has to do with the 
different rooms whose layouts afford brief eye contact or glimpses. At the centre, 
diverse rooms compounded the living place, through which one could watch from 
different angles. Open doors, windows, and wall openings sharpened sightlines, and 
prevented one from scanning the entire space (figure 7).46 More so, the many things 
                                                        
46 As Floersch points out about the spatial organisation of a drop-in centre, though it allows the social 
workers to see those attending, it does not expose them to ongoing surveillance (2002, pp. 90-91).  
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and nooks standing between our gazes load these sightlines that invite discreet 
glances to other rooms or with other ones attending the place. From the sofa, I 
could be close to others sitting nearby, but for a very short moment also discreetly 
resume contact with Emile who was outside. Glimpses like this are another sort of 
contact adjustment. Interactions lay in the discreet perceptions we may have had of each 
other, resuming contacts in highly informal ways, thanks to sharp sightlines between 
the different rooms of the living spaces.  
 
Two material traits of the living spaces mattered for these mundane occurrences of 
contact. First, the spaces displayed many objects with a situated permissiveness: 
since everyone could engage with any of them, it made it easier to create or resume 
contacts because addressing others occurred alongside many other opportunities to 
do something else. Second, the articulation of rooms with all their objects and 
corners sharpened sightlines, which raised more possibilities for discreet glances. 
Both of these traits of these material spaces made it easier for Emile and me to 
become familiarised, or at least to weave early, unsteady, and friable contacts.  
 
Casual togetherness  
 
As the second week passed, everyday interactions that at first seemed irrelevant 
progressively invaded my journal. I came to jot down what I thought were dull 
observations, such as: 
 

I go downstairs to grab a coffee. In the living room, three youths are sitting with 
two caregivers. Some of them talk. In the dining room, three others are busy with a 
board game, and two are playing ping-pong in the yard. Conversations mingle with 
the ball’s rebounds. But it is not noisy. Josie [the cook] is cutting roasted chicken. 
The dinner smells good. Baptiste [the coordinator] comes down the stairs, greets a 
youth, and then goes to Josie to ask her if we could organise a barbecue. As they 
discuss, the board game is over and the two youths go out to watch the ping-pong 
game. 
 

When reading these seemingly trivial observations later, I realised how much they 
matter. They unravelled something banal: these living spaces were where we were 
together in a very loose way. Besides eating times, they provided few firmly 
structured gatherings with specific aims. Instead the material environment afforded 
space for casual attitudes steeped with informal talks. In particular, the material 
elements of seats drew our bodies in informal positions while we chatted. I now turn 
to these spatial elements where, most of the time, we were hanging or laying around 
without being fully involved in what we were doing. This floating atmosphere was 
crucial for easier contacts and personal acquaintances between caregivers and 
teenagers, without formalising their relationships.  
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 Figure 7. Map of the sightlines in the townhouse   
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Hanging around anchor points 
 
With the relocation to the new building, sofas were the subject of an interesting 
story of failure. Sitting elements like these, the same as with benches or chairs, were 
so mundane in the practice that nobody noticed them until they went missing. A few 
days after moving into the new space, the sofas had not yet been delivered. During 
this time it became apparent how crucial they were to sustaining the loose but 
necessary group cohesion; without them, the teenagers quickly dispersed throughout 
the building or left the day centre. Caregivers were exasperated because they had to 
‘run after youths’ to find them, which devastated the subtle play of distance 
necessary for their relational practice. Searching for the youths during this time 
turned their familiar relationship to a formal and disciplinary one. They needed 
stronger ‘anchor points’ that everyone could pass by, without really settling down. 
When the sofas finally arrived, the situation recovered its balance. The absence of 
the sofas showed how much they were not ‘just mere’ furniture; when they were 
absent, it jeopardised the casual interactions within the living spaces.  

 
Easing bodily positions  
 
But sofas or sitting devices were not the only anchor points for hanging around or 
settling down. They were also objects for resting the body. The sofas were made of 
fabric, and together with cushions and footstools they afforded the body to relax, 
whether sitting, or lying, or finding a way between both postures.47 The sofas were 
arranged facing each other, the same as the benches in the yard, or, in the new 
building, a bar with stools in the kitchen that encouraged conversation amongst us. 
In a more improvisational way, leaning on your elbows on working surfaces, on a 
low wall, or against doorframes, also provided unstrained bodily positions while 
talking. The body positions with these sitting and leaning elements set the tone of 
our chats, stories, thoughts, anecdotes, news, and jokes that occurred throughout the 
day. The casual exchanges among attendants in these spaces mixed the everyday life 
of the group with more personal acquaintance among its members, sometimes 
making us forget each one’s role.  

 
At moments other than those surrounding clustering hotspots, informal adjustments 
for discreetly developing contacts occurred within this very casual and floating 
atmosphere. For this, the materiality provided affordances. Beyond the sofas that 
anchored us in hanging around, the sitting and leaning elements drew in relaxed 
bodily positions, all of which encouraged informal chats. Enacting informal ways of 
relating and of acquainting occurred through these bodily attitudes, foiling the more 
straightforward professional and educational relationships. These bodily and 
speaking attitudes that most of us adopted in these spaces also contributed to 
blurring the differences between each person’s role.   

                                                        
47 Sennett (1976) traces the advent of what was called, in the early 19th century, the ‘comfortable’: chairs, 
divans, and sofas, made of cushions for relaxing bodily postures between sitting and lying down (pp. 
338-342). These objects later reached the wider public and invaded our living rooms, with mass 
manufacturing. 
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Finding the right distance 
  
The following week, during the morning staff meeting, a concern emerged: the 
youths were highly agitated. The living spaces of the old townhouse were too 
confining. The atmosphere in the living spaces had become problematic: lacking the 
right distance, interactions were prone to become more impulsive, and bodily and 
verbally offensive. There were too many youths in the dining room, and they were 
too close to each other in the living room. Being too cramped made it difficult to get 
closer relationally. The right amount of distance was needed for the teenagers to be 
on their own while remaining part of the group, to let the familiar relationships take 
place without tensions running too high. Too much proximity obstructed the 
development of familiar bonds.   
 
One of the main reasons caregivers wanted to move to a different place was the 
need for a sufficient number of square metres. In the new building, the living spaces 
were much bigger. However, though more space could help to ease tensions, it did 
not successfully guarantee the fostering of closer contacts and acquaintances. Two 
design strategies were implemented for the new building to fine-tune the problem of 
finding one’s own distance in the everyday practice: having rooms for different 
purposes, nearby and open to each other, and including corners for withdrawing. 
With these two arrangements, teenagers or caregivers could better adjust their 
distance to their own comfort, a condition necessary for engaging in closer 
interactions while developing familiar bonds with the environment. 
 
From one room to another 
 
First, adjusting one’s ‘right’ distance was made possible through the articulation of 
several different rooms where free circulation was allowed. The living room, dining 
room, kitchen, and a courtyard/garden were separated but still near each other. All 
could be closed off from the others for occasional activities, but most of the time 
the doors remained wide open. The requirement that rooms remain open was a key 
element that encouraged free circulation. Each room’s layout answered different 
purposes. The rooms’ different purposes suggested shifting from one room (and its 
activities) to another, whether someone preferred to drink a coffee or play table 
football. Whilst several open rooms were a key feature to allow moving from one room 
to another, their different purposes and respective layouts suggested the shifting from 
one to another. In other words, circulation also occurred because of the situated 
permissiveness of occurring situations. Rather than a vast plateau, the separation of 
the respective rooms compounding the living spaces enabled (in both the senses of 
allowing and suggesting) an informal circulation, like tight and loose breathing. To 
find one’s own distance also came along through that circulation. Rather than an 
open space, the separation of the respective rooms of the living spaces enabled an 
informal circulation to find one’s own distances.  
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Corners for withdrawing  
 
Another spatial arrangement figured into the new building’s design: corners for 
withdrawing. The architects and caregivers sought to arrange corners that were 
neither too closed off nor too remote. For the living room, for instance, the solution 
of wall partitions was rejected, as these were seen as too confining. To them, the 
sofas would simply better make corners. They arranged them in order to create a 
main sitting area and another smaller one, which was a bit apart from the rest of the 
space in a nook (figure 8b). This layout extended to living spaces nearby: there was a 
need for more withdrawal nooks, such as corners arranged with sofas in a broadened 
corridor. Corners for withdrawing, in the living room and in nearby areas, suggested 
that youths and caregivers leave spots loaded with more attendants and find other 
unoccupied and quiet corners. In doing so, they also suggested distance adjustments 
that caregivers noticed as crucial for creating familiar bonds without obstructing 
tensions.   
 
Mundane choreographies  
 
The articulation of rooms for different purposes and corners for withdrawing were 
two design strategies that allowed and suggested to explore distance adjustments 
among youths and caregivers throughout the day. Indeed, several of the youths 
reported that a few weeks of being in the new living spaces had helped a lot for 
easing tensions, and most of the time the circulation remained lively. Sometimes, 
though, someone among the staff noticed the reverse effect: the living spaces 
became too quiet, meaning there was not enough movement.  
 
Distance adjustments were more complex choreographies than ‘spacing’. This did 
not only encompass the repositioning of bodies towards others, but also the very 
mundane circulation as one or the other directed their footsteps, preferring to go 
here or there throughout the day. Since the design strategies I have described subtly 
encouraged these distance adjustments in the care practice, they contributed to each 
person’s negotiation of presence within their surroundings, according to what was 
happening from one moment to another. This really mattered in this care practice. 
Several teenagers stressed that the improvised paces of these distance adjustments 
were a key difference from disciplinary spaces, mostly schools or psychiatric wards, 
that they were already acquainted with in oppressive ways. Caregivers, too, kept 
adjusting the distance through these ordinary placements and displacements, 
attempting to generate the ‘right atmosphere’. Noises also guided caregivers’ play of 
presence and absence, such as when coming to cheer up a room that had fallen silent, 
or in straightening youths out if they heard too much agitation. Also, merely the 
unexpected distribution of attendants gave hints for adjustments, as Rachid put it: 

 
Yesterday, for instance, I wanted to settle in the living room. But then I saw that 
some trainees were already there. Each was busy speaking with a youth. So I didn’t 
go, because I didn’t want to overload the presence.  
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To negotiate one’s own presence was part of the care work, for those providing or 
receiving it, entangled together in ambiguous areas. Twigg (1999) discusses that 
spatial ambiguity of privacy in care related to the provision of bathing in the people’s 
own homes. There, caregivers are strangers working with people in their own 
bathrooms. They then have to deal with the transgression of the patient’s customary 
privacy. Twigg relates how caregivers manage this ambiguity, by reordering (or not) 
boundaries between more private or public areas of the house. In the day centre, in 
contrast, caregivers take precedence over youths in ordering the place. Yet the 
former want the living spaces to also belong to the latter, as Baptiste explained in the 
story of the speaking group at the opening of this chapter. The articulation of rooms 
and corners for withdrawing that suggest distance adjustment, then, work with that 
territorial ambiguity of the living spaces, taking part in blurring the different roles. 
The material arrangements resulting from these design strategies nurture these 
everyday, and every-moment, mundane choreographies. They let everyone negotiate 
their own gradient of privacy, or degree of presence among others, as part of their 
familiarising process. But the ambiguities were not only territorial. A last material 
trait of the living spaces I noticed for furthering familiarity were the institutional 
ambiguities of the kitchen and the cook.   
 
Institutional ambiguities 
 
It did not take more than a few weeks before I became very used to the routines of 
the centre. Breakfast, lunch, afternoon snacks, meetings, departures for an activity, 
or arrival from it, these were the main routines with which the daily pace fluctuated. 
However, while certain activities repeated on a daily basis, they did not necessarily 
unfold identically. The living spaces’ layout held an ambiguity between an 
institutional and domestic site, which created occasions of unexpected encounters 
within routines. The open kitchen and the cook formed a great site for feeling this 
ambiguity. Lunchtime was the most scheduled activity. A clock hanging right in the 
middle of the dining room, easily visible from other areas, informed onlookers that 
lunchtime was at 12:30 each day, where all of the teenagers ate with most of the 
caregivers. Yet, they did not arrive at the same time, serve, eat, or clean up and leave 
together. They would hang around, as the meal was prepared, as well as after 
finishing eating. The dining room and kitchen became crowded at varying paces, and 
were often muddled. In bumping into each other when making their way through 
the space, some seemingly careless proposals were addressed, such as invitations to 
sit at a table. Towards the end, the group would progressively fade, with part of it 
staying to wash the dishes. Hanging around before, during, and after lunch emerged 
as the most persistent hotspot; over time the kitchen’s precise material arrangement 
and the cook became a luring point that mediated indirect encounters between 
teenagers and caregivers.  
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Hanging around the kitchen and the cook  
 

How was that accomplished? The transition to the new building emphasised the 
importance of the kitchen's material layout, in close relation to its cook. In the old 
townhouse, the kitchen was open, connected to the dining room and the yard, and 
through sightlines to the living room and the entrance hall.48 Due to this central and 
open location, not only glimpses of the cook at work but also noises of the pans and 
the aromas of the dishes were perceptible in the surroundings. The kitchen held 
professional equipment and appliances made of stainless steel, which gave it an 
institutional character. However, the domestic spatial layout suggested the teenagers 
and caregivers stop there countless times a day. Like when one took leftover food 
from the fridge, or put a cup of coffee back in the sink. In this way, the kitchen held 
an ambiguity between being an institutional and domestic site.  
 
In the new building, the kitchen remained part of the group’s circulation in order to 
create conditions for casual togetherness across rooms. The architects and caregivers 
insisted on it.  However, the consensus was not so smooth. Josie, the cook, had very 
precise material requirements for practical details so that the kitchen answered needs 
for storage, cleaning, cutting, baking, as well as socialising, all in the same spot. But 
this was not easy: though the kitchen was first and foremost Josie’s workspace, it had 
become too crowded for her to prepare meals with the intense traffic that would 
disturb her work flow (figure 8a). So she asked to close off the kitchen, which was 
not an option for the team and for the architects who wanted to maintain conditions 
of togetherness. The resulting new kitchen arrangements required specific details: 
the baking part was left open, but walking back-and-forth through it was not 
possible anymore. In that sense the kitchen became semi-open. The low wall 
delimiting the kitchen in the townhouse was rebuilt as a larger bar in the new 
building, inviting the occupants to sit down or to hang around that spot, away from 
the food preparation area (figure 8b). In the new building, the kitchen’s appeal was 
balanced with the help of the material layout of the bar (figures 8a-b). 
 
The new kitchen maintained an institutional/domestic ambiguity, but its lure did not 
work as well when Josie was absent. Its spatial organisation gave a central position to 
her, who in turn was part of making the kitchen a central spot. The cook mediated 
informal encounters along with the kitchen itself. In interviews, teenagers told me 
how often they went to see Josie, and caregivers shared that, ‘by speaking with her, 
we are in the group, with the youths who are often around the kitchen’. She was a 
caregiver, too, but of a different kind. She gave care without being officially 
recognised as such. Cooking was not the only means of her care. She never left ‘her’ 
kitchen and she noticed who had eaten or not, or who had not had enough, and who 
had helped with the dishes. She whispered her observations to several caregivers but 

                                                        
48 In the health care field, Martin (2017) draws analogies between an open kitchen in a support centre 
for cancer and the spaces of cafés: both working sites provide affordances for informal encounters, for 
sharing a place with strangers as much as more familiar others. Here, the open kitchen was so tightly 
connected with the person of the cook that strangeness had very few chance to survive among 
attendants.  
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never addressed the teens concerned directly. Over time, I also came to notice more 
intimate interactions with her, as everyone cared for her as well. Some came 
whispering to her, or helped her refasten an earring as it loosened while she cooked. 
The ambiguity of Josie’s position as a caregiver was also of her choice: the team 
invited her to attend their weekly meeting to share her views with them, but she 
refused. Indeed, after settling in the new building, she attended a more important 
meeting for aligning the new organisation. I heard her snoring after half an hour. She 
did not seem interested in more formal discussions about the youths, the functioning 
of institutional matters, and more generally of the care or therapy. She remained an 
institutional ambiguity, a mediator of informal encounters, within and with her 
specific area, the semi-open kitchen. 
 
The central kitchen and its cook were a strong matter in making familiar bonds 
emerge in the living place. The material arrangement and a person became together a 
luring spot for teenagers and a mediator of encounters with them for caregivers, to 
such a point that the kitchen and the cook’s potential lure were rebalanced with the 
semi-open kitchen in the new building (no back-and-forth anymore, but hanging 
around the bar area). Without their ambiguous position about their institutional 
purpose, the ‘hanging around’ social dynamic would most probably not occur as 
such. The open kitchen, the cook, and movement around them were a suggestion 
that stirred things up, scrambling daily routines. 
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Figure 8a. Birds-eye view of the kitchen in the house,  
with people hanging around the cook 
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Figure 8b. Birds-eye view of the kitchen in the new building,  
with people hanging around the bar 
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Conclusion. Familiarity through suggestions  
 
How do the living spaces of the care centre provide potentialities for familiarity? 
How does that work? In this chapter, I anchored the enactment of familiarity 
through the living spaces of the centre in caregivers’ concern for informal knowledge. 
I then developed five different ways in which the material spaces foster or hinder the 
development of familiar webs. I now end this chapter by pointing out that the many 
opportunities and affordances offered by the living spaces work as suggestions that 
foster familiarization processes in open, indirect, and ambiguous ways. Such unclear, 
insinuative suggestions are crucial for the living spaces to initiate familiarity, for these 
very first movements of attachments. These suggestions are especially crucial 
knowing that the youths’ and caregivers’ relationships are very likely be 
uncomfortable in that care work.  
 
A myriad of attempts 
 
Across the stories told in this chapter, material spaces provided many opportunities 
and affordances that could be seized by youths and caregivers to engage in closer 
contacts and casual attitudes. To remind the reader of the difference between the 
two sorts of potentialities: whereas opportunity indicates advantageous occasions for 
doing something, to be grasped thanks to certain objects, affordance denotes the 
properties of that materiality that are perceived (material traits), and therefore 
furnish caregivers and youths who interact with it a certain experience. In the living 
spaces, clustering objects offered occasions for hotspots to emerge, which spurred 
participants to engage in spacing experiments, and games enabled indirect ways of 
addressing others within a cluster. Since the group varied and its members came to 
grasp other opportunities, hotspots kept moving across these clustering objects. Or 
let’s think of the situated permissiveness with which the many objects were made 
available. Together with sharpened sightlines, they allowed the enactment of 
informal adjustments, therefore enticing early contacts that would have been uneasy 
otherwise. The wide, comfortable sofas covered with fabric, too, presented 
affordances for casual togetherness. They were anchor points for hanging around, 
part of the material elements inducing one to adopt informal bodily positions and 
chatting attitudes. Sofas also played the role of corners for withdrawing. Together 
with the articulation of different rooms, which were nearby and open to each other, 
they induced an informal circulation, making it easier to find one’s own comfortable 
distance. This territorial ambiguity worked together with the institutional ambiguity 
of the domestic setting. The kitchen, the cook, and the new bar kindled a dynamic of 
mixed encounters where people hung around before and after eating times. The 
doing of the familiar rests on a set of opportunities offered by objects or spatial 
arrangements, and by material affordances. 
 
In this chapter, the trials, or moments of indeterminacy, tested if this or that person 
would sit there, move here, hang around there, keep an engaging distance here (or a 
certain ‘spacing’), stand on the edge of the situation, glimpse something over there, 
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relax a bodily position, or come to address and to pay attention to surrounding 
others or things. Along these back and forth movements, trials succeeded when one 
of us engaged in more closeness, informality, and levels of acquaintance. And trials 
failed when too much proximity raised tensions, when the absence of a hotspot 
made addressing another too direct and heavy, when quietness reigned because 
nothing perceivable in the immediate area appealed to anyone, or when no anchor 
points tempted us to be in a certain area at all. Familiar bonds were forged through 
this myriad web of attempts. These very first moves of attachment remain moments 
of indeterminacy. They do not work in clear ways that are traced by straightforward 
propositions.    
 
The lure of suggestions 
 
In that sense, this chapter underlines a mode of moderate, slight attraction, of luring, 
that characterises the potentialities of the living spaces: they lure the teens and 
caregivers with unclear, inexplicit, and insinuative suggestions to make them engage 
in a familiarisation process in ways that are open, indirect, and ambiguous. With 
both the opportunities of objects (to be seized for doing something) and the 
affordances (certain material traits of these spaces), these sorts of potentialities are 
not offered straightforwardly. Instead, they work as suggestions that are open-ended 
with different possibilities, for everyone’s engagement may be tailored to a way that 
better suits them, when doing something, going somewhere, or being near someone 
else. They are also indirect, for instance, when games mediate acquaintance without 
participants addressing each other directly, allowing them to experiment with ways 
to communicate meaningfully. Or, when permissiveness is situated among other 
opportunities of surrounding objects, it enables addressing others indirectly. These 
open and indirect suggestions also work with territorial and institutional ambiguities, 
like when each person finds their own right distance through mundane circulation, 
or when the semi-open kitchen with its cook stirs up encounters around eating 
routines or beyond the institutional function of that spot and worker.  
 
Such suggestions characterise the living spaces’ potentialities for familiarity in 
particular ways: by luring us to engage in closer contacts and informal attitudes. 
These potentialities do not rely on straightforward propositions. They are subtler 
than clearly perceivable options, or than direct and heavy ways of addressing one 
another. These suggestions induce things to happen without the clear intention of 
doing so. They indicate that one is induced to act without being fully intentional 
about the idea of what to do; someone or something else has suggested it. 
Suggestions are then discreet forces that make someone else come to accept doing 
something without being the master of their own will. To speak of ‘suggestion’, 
when describing a psychotherapeutic practice, is not an innocent gesture. The term 
carries a theoretical burden that has long been controversial in psychiatry and 
psychology, because it assumes that therapy works with techniques of influence, not 
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with patients whose symptoms come from inside them.49 To assume that material 
spaces suggest things is to assume that they have forces at play in mundane 
interactions and in the stabilised relationships of the care work in which objects take 
part. The influence that I perceive with these suggestions is not like an arrow 
targeted at someone, quite the contrary: they are ambiguous and indirect, and 
therefore open towards the inclination of the person who responds. I extend the 
discreet power of suggestions to many objects and spatial arrangements that, in that 
sense, contributed to the care work. Teenagers and caregivers seemed to be less like 
‘deciders’ or ‘observers’ than tempted or drawn into a meandering flow of unclear 
suggestions that enticed something that may become wanted but is not clearly 
presented or set as requisite.50  
 
Also, the indirectness of suggestions informs the affordances of material spaces: the 
ways that they familiarise do not only appeal teenagers and caregivers thanks to their 
appearances, but also lure them in less direct ways.51 In other words, in these living 
spaces, the material affordances work as suggestions, because what these things may 
furnish appeal to the youths and caregivers in discreet and insinuative ways. It is not 
to say that the living spaces’ affordances are not perceptible, but that they lure as 
they work as open, indirect, and ambiguous suggestions. In other words, the living 
spaces suggest to one to familiarise as they tempt in more subtle and discreet ways 
than propositions, where a plan or an offer is clearly formulated. The open, indirect, 
and ambiguous suggestions formulated by the living spaces are key necessities for 
familiarising processes to occur in the manner of attempts, rather than with the duty 
to socialise, and, thereupon, for dealing with the uncomfortable aspects of the care 
practice. 
 
Dealing with the uncomfortable 
 
These suggestions to familiarise oneself with something or someone are crucial for 
the care work. They do not entail a full permissiveness and freedom. This way of 
developing attachments goes hand in hand with the uncomfortable. Indeed, the 
close relationships that caregivers seek to incite are often not equally easy for the 
youths to engage with. Simply being in the day care centre already constitutes an 

                                                        
49 The term was used in the 19th century by writers in psychology to designate the process by which a 
person guides the feelings, acts, or thought of another (verbally or non-verbally). Suggestion was under 
debate during the time of Freud. He rejected the role of suggestions, together with hypnosis techniques, 
as they assume the therapist’s influence on patients is the cure. According to him, assuming that 
suggestions have potency in the therapeutic relationship would have dismissed the idea that symptoms 
comes from inside the patient and, in the same move, it would have failed to align with scientific 
legitimacy. The role of suggestion is still debated today in the psychiatric landscape. See 
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Suggestion. Consulted on Aug 27 2017.  
50 This is a difference from the quite similar term ‘invitation’: a suggestion makes more palpable the 
forces at play in attempts to prompt another to want something that they had not previously envisioned. 
This insinuative power of suggestibility is also what makes it tricky in terms of respecting the will of 
someone else, provided that this will is assumed to be individual.   
51 In that sense, these ambiguous, luring affordances contrast with Norman’s revisions to the concept 
about the ‘perceived affordances’ of everyday things, which should be clearly visible in the design for 
the users to grasp them (1998, pp. 9-13). 
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institutional pressure to participate in community life, activities, and more formal 
therapy (interviews, medication). The youths are highly sensitive to the ambiguity 
between being with others and being overseen by them. They retreated when they 
felt one had tried to impose a certain behaviour upon them, a particularly radical 
reaction with teenagers who had already frequented many institutions. Indeed, if 
caregivers imposed more formal interactions or assumed intentions, their close 
contacts with teenagers would dissipate. Consequently, caregivers’ informal 
knowledge would also dissolve, since they would lose the possibilities of 
progressively perceiving how each teenager responded to, for instance, distance 
adjustments or informal chats. In other words, when attempting to weave more 
bonds, the discomfort remained too, in the diffuse and light power persistently at 
stake when caregivers adjusted their attitudes to try to create that familiarity with the 
living spaces. 
 
Dealing with the uncomfortable then required the living spaces’ open, indirect, and 
ambiguous suggestions. Such potentialities of the material spaces were central to that 
care work: they fostered a particular way of attaching, that of familiar bonds. With 
these early attachments, in the muddle of many objects and casual attitudes, certain 
things and spots became relevant to teenagers and caregivers, while removing 
institutional pressure from the situation.  
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3 
 

Passing involvements  

The contrasting places of activities 
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Introduction 
 
In the daily life of the centre, the care practice was mobile, not remaining just in the 
living spaces. Activities and workshops took place each day, inside and outside of the 
building. I joined many different activities during my time there. At the end of the 
first month of fieldwork, Marion, a caregiver, drew my attention to an issue about 
workshop spaces:  

  
Marion: ‘There, we had a spatial problem. One Wednesday a month, we have two 
workshops that should be done in L’Annexe [a room for creative activities] at the 
same time. Thus last time, we found ourselves doing a Creation Atelier in the dining 
room. It was horrible! It was not good at all: the frame… the place’s resonance… 
well, it was not framing. (…)’ 
Ariane: ‘When you say, “not framing”, what is it exactly?’ 
Marion: ‘We didn’t have the material we needed. So we brought some [from 
L’Annexe], but this limits the expression work we asked them [youths] to do. And 
for them it was not a place where we usually put ourselves in our bubble and work. 
This is a community place [le communautaire], where we usually eat our meals. We 
have access to glasses, to coffee, and so on, and not to the material we need to be at 
hand. And the resonance, and the light are not the same, there is something less 
calm, less cocooned, that helps less to put oneself in his bubble.’ 
 

Setting up the Creation Atelier in the wrong room made it less possible or even 
impossible to involve the teens in what they were supposed to do there. To Marion, 
the material spaces did not provide good conditions because they did not have the 
right materials available at hand. And the light and resonance were less calm. So 
certain conditions were needed to make the teenagers ‘put oneself in his bubble’, and 
get involved in doing. The possibility to create such a bubble did not only rely on 
participants. Marion’s words indicate that this possibility was distributed among 
certain conditions, and the material space played a key role in switching participants 
to another state, with its doings and things—a bit like when switching one’s 
engrossment with a smartphone, from a surrounding situation to other worlds.52 
These conditions, though, should entail a sort of openness: while in the dining room, 
the group had carried in some materials, but this was a limited range of objects 
compared to what L’Annexe provided. The spatial problem that Marion raised opens 
a path for exploring the material spaces for activities, and for tackling this question: 
How do the material spaces of activities provide conditions for teenagers’ involvements? How do they 
contribute to making involvement happen or fail? I investigate these ‘involvements’ 
throughout this chapter, while travelling across venues for activities and workshops. 
Participants’ involvement in activities was one way of attaching, part of the care 
practice. And the material spaces provided conditions that could incite or hinder it, 
so these spaces had potentialities for these involvements.  
 

                                                        
52 See Boullier (2014) for a reflection on making a bubble via mobile phones’ ability to create ‘habiteles’ 
(p. 13): the users are fully enveloped by their devices, which questions the experience of belonging to 
several worlds at the same time and without displacement.  
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Accordingly, in this chapter I also give a taste of the many different activities that I 
attended or heard about during the first few months I spent in the field. I develop 
my argument by going through these diverse venues and their particular material 
equipment, and by evoking the attempts, successes, or failures of participants’ 
involvement. Although this grouping of evocations is only a tiny sample of all of the 
activities I became acquainted with, passing through them in this chapter makes 
sense to impart the feel of the lighter attachments that were diluted in these 
moments, places, and paces that sometimes involved us. Before turning to the 
different ways the material spaces of activities may provide conditions (or not) for 
participants’ involvement, I start by unpacking how the notion of ‘involvement’ 
came to the field and in its translation into an ethnographic account.53 
 
Unpacking ‘involvement’  
 
The steps taken in exploring the inducement of ‘involvement’ are not obvious. This 
exploration deserves its own section that elucidates, as far as is possible, how the 
term has gained importance and its theoretical and moral burdens. I encountered its 
slippery meanings in the caregivers’ practice, and the role it plays for care work, and 
now translate it from the field into an ethnographic account relating to academic 
studies.  
 
Reporting everyday stories   
 
Where, when, and how did I discern that the ‘involvement’ of youths in activities 
was part of the care work? The team proposed a repertoire of activities that might be 
of interest to the youths, more likely sports or video games than knitting. When 
newcomers arrived in the centre, they were offered the weekly timetable to choose 
what activity they wanted to do, and then scheduled for at least a two-week trial 
period (figure 9). It was a way to ask them: what do you like? The repertoire was 
designed to appeal to some of the tastes that the adolescent would have already 
previously developed.  
 
The youths went to their activities each morning and afternoon. Sometimes 
caregivers called activities or their objects ‘therapeutic mediations’, meaning that they 
were third-party elements that would facilitate the relational work within therapy. In 
daily practice, I detected that the involvements that took place in these activities 
mattered when I heard caregivers incessantly use in their care work what they 
learned from the teenagers’ responses to activities. They related the responses to 
each other. They exchanged, compared, recognised, and contested the responses that 
they had noticed. They did so during informal moments, in their shared office space. 
And their sharing of these observations also pervaded the daily and weekly team 
meetings. Every morning, the team reported on the happenings in workshops, 

                                                        
53 I mean ‘translation’ in the STS sense: transforming while transporting, not (or not only) a language 
translation. 
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answering the question: how did it go yesterday? I kept being struck by the manner 
in which they told these stories: how their tones and gestures evoked the moments 
they had experienced, making the rest of the team feel as though it was happening 
on the spot. The teenagers’ involvement in activities was noticeable in very small 
responses and in discreet interactions, and their responses played a key role in how 
caregivers progressively attuned their care work to each youth. The uses of youths’ 
responses in activities in the caregivers’ work formed another layer of ‘involvement’, 
which I will address below. But before that, here are a few paragraphs on the choice 
of the term ‘involvement’, clarifying its translation from the word’s theoretically and 
morally loaded position in the field, into a notion that animates the ethnographic 
account.  
 

 
Hesitations: which word? 
 
To understand what exactly ‘involvement’ is, and which material spaces might induce 
it, has proven tricky. During caregivers’ meetings, when they reported stories about 
recent workshop sessions, they used many verbs to tell of the youths’ responses: to 
get/be involved, to engage, to participate, etc. [in French: ‘s’impliquer’, ‘s’engager’, 
‘participer’, etc]. Amongst those, they often said, ‘to invest oneself’ (‘s’investir’). The 
word ‘investment’ landed in the centre because of its psychoanalytic inspiration, 
where it supposes an analogy between psychic operations and nervous functioning, 
to detect how patients invest their energetic discharges towards an object or a 

Figure 9. Timetable of a weekly programme 
Source:   http://www.equipe.be/IMG/pdf/grille_activite.pdf 

Consulted on Aug 03 2016 
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representation.54 My difficulty with the term ‘investment’ lies in its assumption that 
forces come from people only, whereas I am interested in the enactment of 
particular states in trials, where material things also exert forces and reveal 
weaknesses.  
 
Moreover, the connotations of caregivers’ words may become confusing when 
carrying them from the field to a text. This became particularly evident when I had 
to switch from French to English. I discussed that switch with Ingrid, a caregiver, 
where we talked of how, once isolated from their common use, most of the words 
became bad candidates due to the inappropriate moral burdens they carry. An 
‘engagement’ would point to a long-term commitment, with the requirement of 
making a pledge, and less to being caught up in an ongoing situation. ‘Motivation’ 
sounds too normative in a more psychological sense, as if the adolescents were 
expected to have motives in sight. And if ‘participation’ draws nearer to a social 
meaning, implying sharing a part of a whole, it may also easily be heard as a political 
matter.55 The hesitations in discussions with Ingrid made me aware of how much the 
‘involvement’ that caregivers sought to induce was less a normative prerequisite to 
which youths should be able to answer (as if it would rely solely on them), than 
attempts to enfold them in an ongoing activity, with a diffuse and only lightly felt 
power at stake when trying to lure them into something.  
  
This leads me to think that the term ‘involvement’ is the best candidate for reporting 
the states induced in that practice that I could perceive and note down as an 
ethnographer on the spot. Or, rather, the states that caregivers had noticed and 
reported on in their everyday stories: about the way adolescents paid attention 
during the course of an activity, things they came to use, the gestures that might be 
required, and what happened when they expressed pleasure, emerging ideas, and 
hesitations, or avoided or had exchanges with other participants. The term 
‘involvement’ (in French, ‘implication’) depicts these various ways of immersing 
oneself in interactions with things and others, through which youths became 
involved in activities. Caregivers also related whether a teenager spoke about an 
activity or did extra work on that activity during other informal moments, or 
generally showed more concern towards something—but most of the time, it was 
the youths’ involvement during the course of workshops themselves that they 
recounted. The term denotes a much shorter and vulnerable manifestation of 
concern than that which consolidates in an ‘interest’, and I look into this other 
notion in the following chapter. To me, the stories that the caregivers reported 
closely resonate with Goffman’s work, where his examination of ‘involvement’ 
targets the perceivable, verbal or non-verbal responses of a participant who, in 
practice, ‘gives, or withdraws from giving, his concerted attention to some activity at 
hand (…)’, implying ‘a certain closeness between the individual and the object of 

                                                        
54 The concept of ‘investment’ is present throughout Freud’s writings (besetzung or besetzen in 
German, which is closer to ‘occupying a place’). About the genesis of that concept, see Laplanche and 
Pontalis (1981, pp. 464-70).  
55 However, I keep calling the members of a group who attend a session ‘participants’, as they were 
called in the field. 
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involvement, a certain overt engrossment on the part of the one who is involved’ 
(Goffman, 1963, p. 43).56 This notion, then, helps to convey the very short moments 
of immersion in interactions, with those back and forth movements and attitudes, 
showing that one may become more or less captivated by an activity, sweeping away 
indifference or returning to indifference—but without locating these responses in 
the teenager.  
 
In this way, the concept of ‘involvement’ very practically enables describing what the 
caregivers had noticed, that is, the different ways teenagers left behind their 
indifference, came to dedicate themselves within workshops, retreated to the 
margins of disinvolvement, or turned towards other involvements outside of the 
main activity. Here the trials were to induce and enhance these movements, gestures, 
attention, concentration, and sometimes concerns that emerged in the moment and 
remained constantly uncertain. Now that we have a better idea about what 
characterises such involvements, let’s look into two sequences of meetings to see 
how participants’ involvement in a workshop plays a role in the care work.  
 
Informal knowledge through comparison 
 
During a Friday morning team meeting, Etienne told us about a previous workshop 
on reporting he had led in the studio of a small radio station in Brussels:  
 

There, the space is divided in two rooms: the technical room and the one with the 
microphones. It is in the top of a tower. … One room is where we play the 
recordings and the other one for the live broadcast, where we [caregivers and 
teenagers] sometimes improvise. A small red light switches on and – Hop! It’s our 
turn to speak! We go on air! So obviously, it is not always easy. … Karl and Dorian 
were in the technical room, so they played things with a big console. … Well, they 
were well caught up in that play, with the technical and computing things. Karl did 
it with this very serious position, about the technical features, a bit like in the 
cooking workshop, when he takes very seriously his responsibility, very assertive. 
He is good in that role. On the contrary, he will never come to speak into the 

                                                        
56 The notion of ‘involvement’ has a much greater reach and complexity throughout Goffman’s work 
(see Winkin, 1988, p. 93). The micro-sociologist first drew the contours of the concept in 1955, in the 
third part of his doctoral thesis describing the ‘subtle mixture of spontaneity and calculation’ needed to 
make an interaction succeed (Winkin, ibid., my translation). In Behavior in Public Places (1963, cited in 
Winkin 1988, pp. 333-342), Goffman starts with ‘body idioms’, the non-verbal communication and 
gestures used in reacting to an encounter. Goffman underlines their normative aspects: there are right 
and wrong things to communicate with body idioms, but they cannot be avoided. Even when a person 
does not talk, Goffman says, ‘He cannot say nothing’ (1963, p. 35); indeed, as we saw in the previous 
chapter, even enacting indifference goes through a complex set of practical interactions. After 
discussing the bodily aspect of involvement, the author adds more layers to the concept: ‘To be 
engaged in an occasioned activity means to sustain some kind of cognitive and affective engrossment in 
it, some mobilization of one’s psychobiological resources: in short, it means to be involved in it’ (ibid., 
p. 36). In sum, in describing body idioms, cognitive and affective engrossment, and psychobiological 
resources, Goffman establishes ‘involvement’ as a multi-layered engagement of someone within a 
situation at hand. He insists that involvement always occurs within a situation, where normativity is at 
stake in a group with its own idioms of involvement. In this way, the author conceptualises a ‘self’ that 
is situational, crafted through involvements in interactions. 
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microphones. There is no way for him. It is like in the cooking workshop, he won’t 
go to speak to the cashier at the grocery. 

 
The radio studio provided a space where the technical actions and the more 
improvisational and risky live broadcasts were separated. Both separated spaces and 
tasks clearly showed that Karl was assertively involved in technical tasks but 
wouldn’t dare to do the spontaneous ones. The cooking atelier took up very 
different settings (like the recipe, supermarket, or kitchen), but there, too, a part of it 
involved more technical tasks (the preparation of dinner in the kitchen) and another 
one involved spontaneity in front of others (speaking to the cashier). Comparing the 
two activities, Etienne noticed Karl’s similar involvements and avoidances in both, 
and shared it with the team.  
Caregivers not only reported but also compared a teenager’s involvement between 
different activities, or between different parts of an activity with its respective 
material and technical settings. Teenagers may have responded in their own way to 
such a dispositif, with their ways of getting involved with it according to what they 
would be more inclined to do. So the material setting, together with the situations 
they involved participants in, also animated caregivers’ exchanges during their 
meetings. Workshops were diverse and happened in many places, inside and outside 
the centre. I see them as different dispositifs for caregivers presenting different 
challenges to involve participants and noticing how it goes.  
 
Thus, caregivers related youths’ involvement in the double senses of relating: while 
giving an account of what they had noticed, they also connected it to other 
observations or information that was within their reach. In doing so, caregivers tried 
to better see what the youth’s logic and sensibilities were, what they were more 
inclined to do and how, and the accompanying forces and difficulties. So caregivers 
did not aim for teens’ involvement as a normative prerequisite (‘you should be 
involved in activities’), nor did they seek the strong commitment of an adolescent in 
a particular workshop. Instead they compared the various ways that youths enacted 
their sensibilities: how one got involved and disinvolved with different situations at 
hand. In this manner, I suggest that they built, expanded, and reinforced their 
informal knowledge of the teenager. Other caregivers also related stories, as they 
recognised these same clues or contested them. The segment I quoted above was 
only a brief moment in that staff meeting, very short relative to the time caregivers 
devoted each morning to relating how activities had happened the previous day. So 
the aggregation of these observations was crucial for caregivers’ informal knowledge, 
how their concerns evolved with it, and the information according to which they 
adjusted their responses to youths.  
 
Recognising changes  
 
In the following week’s clinical meeting, the team reported on Karina. After 
speaking of her family life and history, as well as her familiar bonds in the centre, 
they went on to the subject of workshops. Several caregivers had noticed that Karina 
got involved in them at a very high level, working to perfectly achieve the task at 
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hand, and that, within the group, she especially engaged with adults instead of 
teenagers. This was the way Karina got involved in activities. In the course of their 
exchange, Maud reported on the pedagogical workshop they had held, which was 
named La Porte Bleue. She had noticed there that the gaze of others mattered a lot 
for Karina, while in school as well as in public spaces. And though she first showed a 
will to perform tasks perfectly, she had started to change:  
 

She finds there a nice relationship with teachers that she didn’t have at school. It 
sounds also an affective relationship, because if I speak a bit longer with another 
teenager, then I feel her watching me. … So now we feel she’s relaxing, she lets go, 
asking questions, saying things more fluidly. It starts – We feel something is 
becoming different in workshops. 

 
After this observation, other caregivers also recognised that Karina became highly 
involvement when others could see her, but that recently, in other workshops, she 
had also begun to ‘let it go’ after being supported. Few of them contested the 
observations, so the change became a common concern that spread across the staff. 
They discussed this change in Karina’s extreme willingness to do her best, and 
concluded that they were all better off supporting her in furthering a more relaxed 
involvement. In other words, they tried to foster a change that several of them had 
noticed. In comparing what they had noticed, the caregivers consolidated their 
informal knowledge and adjusted their responses to youths according to it. The 
power circulating among them and the teens was not only at stake in the incitement 
to get one involved in an activity, but also in caregivers’ uses of these involvements 
when adjusting their attitudes toward the youths that they came to know. Teenagers’ 
involvements in activities were, of course, one of the many elements that caregivers 
worked with during their meetings; alongside the familiarity each adolescent wove 
into their experience of the centre, their involvement in activities provided the team 
with informal knowledge, according to which they adjusted their work with this or 
that youth at an everyday pace. Whereas the familiar nourished caregivers’ informal 
knowledge since it made visible minor changes, and opened up zones of negotiation 
about close contacts that turned nasty, it seems to me that teens’ involvement in 
activities was more inclined to provoke comparisons for caregivers’ informal way of 
knowing. So teens’ involvement was a vital constituent of the sociotherapeutic work, 
based on the therapeutic community model. Yet, whether with Karl assertively doing 
technical tasks or avoiding more spontaneous ones, or with Karina letting go of her 
extreme involvement, in the ongoing practice youths’ changing responses remained 
uncertain, even often surprising to the team. This very uncertainty about the ways in 
which participants might be involved in activities was also an aspect of ‘attachment’, 
and brings me back to Hennion’s theorizing on it.  
 
Conditions for uncertain attachments   
 
In Hennion’s (2007) study of the practices in which attachments develop, he 
describes tasting activities as ‘technics of events’, where the listener, or taster, opens 
himself to a relationship with an object, and, through trials, engages with their 
uncertainties (‘do I/we [still] like it?’ as much as ‘Is this thing [still] good?’). While 
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considering taste an accomplishment and not something given, Hennion and 
colleagues (1999, 2000, p. 181) provide language for describing the work of 
conditioning, i.e. of warming-up a situation for someone involved in it. In the case 
of amateurs, this work of conditioning is a middle path: it is about actively making 
an event emerge, and being passively caught in it. In other words, for it ‘to happen’, 
there is work both to ‘make it happen’ and ‘let it happen’ that opens the amateurs’ 
potential receptivity and the object’s forces to seduce them. It is important to note 
that, in such a description, what happens occurs between the taster and the thing, 
without locating the action in either one of them. When ‘it is happening’, as Hennion 
puts in a reflexive mode (in French, ‘cela se passe’), tasters may notice more refined 
differences, which intensify their feelings and perceptions as the object deploys its 
qualities to them. The reflexive mode concerns the taster (‘well, this wine is not so 
bad…’) as much as the object that is able to respond, interrupt, or surprise him 
(Hennion, 2009, p. 63). In the day centre, involvement in a workshop similarly 
remained a highly uncertain attachment. The dynamic of involvement and 
disinvolvement was inextricable from certain conditions, notably material ones, for 
actively warming-up a situation and letting someone get involved in it (Hennion et 
al., 2000, p. 181). So, though material spaces provide conditions for possible 
involvement, it might happen without guarantee and without locating the action 
outside this middle path, in an individual or in a thing. Hennion’s work about 
‘technics of events’ brings up a key advantage in describing workshop spaces as part 
of a dispositif for warming up the undetermined involvement of participants 
through the middle path of an ongoing activity. 
 
Eliciting a youth’s involvements did not only concern activities. In the previous 
chapter, for the role-playing game to happen in the living room, for instance, some 
conditions were set up for trying to better encourage participants’ involvement. But 
most of the time, while in the living spaces, we were engaged very casually in 
interactions. In contrast, activities provided conditions for soliciting participants’ 
stronger engrossment: the short moments of their involvement with the particular 
dispositif of each activity. In Hennion and Gomart’s (1999, p. 220) account, tasters 
enter a dispositif to actively submit themselves to a ‘collection of constraints’ for 
‘mak[ing] it happen’, for trying to generate the passionate states that redefine them 
and the object that they savour. In the day centre, I saw each workshop as a 
dispositif, not aiming at passionate states but rather at participants’ involvement in 
an activity. Each of the dispositifs of these activities comprised at least its own 
practical framework and pace, the meetings for feedback about it, and the material 
spaces and objects whose setting also provided conditions for potentially making 
involvement happen. 57  But each dispositif was also set up with its particular 
conditions; a pedagogical workshop or one for bodily care, for example, were 
different and would not provide the same conditions for teens to be responsive in 

                                                        
57 Here I keep the French term ‘dispositif’ and I do not translate it into ‘setting’ (as Latour and Akrich 
propose, 1992, p. 259). Instead, when I speak of a ‘setting’, it denotes a component of a dispositif: the 
concrete spatial arrangement of things, in which one sets up the particular conditions for participants’ 
interactions and involvements during an activity. For instance, a technical console, a kitchen, or a path 
are settings.  
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the same ways. Caregivers created these conditions along with the space, for instance, 
while arranging it or deciding about which room or facility to use. These conditions 
were particular to each activity. As with one sort of spatial arrangement that raises 
ways of paying attention when listening to music: a concert hall with its stage, lights, 
acoustics, and audience placement in the room, these all shape a ‘designation layout’, 
i.e. an arrangement that orients how those present may pay attention and listen 
(Hennion, 1993, p. 338). Of course, the material spaces are one among many other 
mediations that cultivate one’s taste before and during an activity.58 Yet, in the day 
centre, caregivers’ concerns targeted the very moments of involvement during 
workshops. Though the team also considered the appreciations, even sometimes the 
passions, that teenagers had already developed before arriving, what mattered the 
most for the care work was to induce youths’ involvement to every degree noticeable, 
in activities that caregivers shared with them, and about which they related thereafter. 
As these perceivable, noticed, and related involvements happened in particular 
places, so how did the materiality of spaces provide the conditions to enfold the 
participants in what they were doing?  
 
This is not a classroom  
 
The workshops in the care practice existed neither for the purpose of learning skills, 
nor with the intention of the teenagers continuing these activities after their stay had 
ended. Youths were not expected to become experts in making mosaics or writing 
poetry. It was their involvement in the moment that mattered. Meanwhile, the daily 
centre was a transitional place where the caregivers aimed at helping the teenagers 
regain stability in their lives. For most of them, this meant going back to school or 
engaging in professional projects. This was not a ready-made path, on the contrary, 
most of the teenagers had gone to many different schools and repeated years several 
times, and all of them had dropped out of school for a while. So a small group 
caregivers, along with some teachers and artists, set up La Porte Bleue as a 
pedagogical workshop that attempted to reinitiate the learning of skills. Most of 
these were school skills, which the adolescents anticipated negatively. For that 
specific dispositif, the La Porte Bleue team mingled psychotherapeutic and 
pedagogic practices in order to try to reinvigorate youths’ interest and rebuild their 
self-confidence, before tackling cognitive skills. Retrieving pleasure in learning was 
central for enabling the teens to dare doing it.59 In doing so, the team of La Porte 
Bleue had to practise learning and training differently than in schools, with a group 

                                                        
58 Hennion emphasises that the work of conditioning does not only belong to the isolated moment of 
tasting, with its interactions (e.g. the very moment of listening to a concert). The amateur’s involvement 
in the here and now of the interaction relies on an extended flow of attachments: on previous 
experiences; on a body having been trained over time; on collectives, their judgments, and 
controversies; on other objects and places, etc. 
59 The teachers and artists of La Porte Bleue took part in clinical meetings, and caregivers also worked 
with the teenagers’ schools or other youth services organisations. The core idea of that pedagogical 
practice, inspired by ‘project-based learning’, is that teachers facilitate individual or collective 
production of artefacts of all kinds. The production process should capture the student’s interest and 
hence drive the acquisition of new knowledge. 
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of about ten adolescents, and in a space arranged for it different from how it would 
have been arranged in school. 
 
The areas of youths’ involvement that the caregivers noticed in La Porte Bleue were 
particular in that they might extend great promises to the teens but also great 
disappointments. So attempting drove the practice. Kevin arrived in the centre 
during my second month, and his story marked my time during the months that 
followed. He was twelve but had already had a lot of time living in residential 
institutions for youths and on the streets. Most of the time, he was unable to sit still, 
but one of the things he liked to do was make models. So the caregivers and teachers 
of La Porte Bleue started with that. Then model making became a vehicle for 
learning school subjects such as mathematics and history. During a meeting, Maud 
related that it had worked quite well, but that it was not sufficient:  

 
When he works on the model, I just give him a bit admiring attention, but without 
intervention. Then he’s in his bubble and he can slow down. Because, he always 
wants to hurry. … But then we should not only offer him these bubbles. Which 
work to do with him now, for a long-term perspective?  

 
The team reviewed several possible institutions and schools, and concluded that an 
internship would be a better track for him. Maud found a place that would have 
been great: a centre for rehabilitating birds located two houses from the day centre. 
Kevin was delighted by this idea. He loved having contact with animals. Other 
caregivers had recognised him becoming noticeably quieter, watchful, and responsive 
when caring for horses. And the director of the bird rehabilitation centre had agreed 
on the internship. But Kevin never actually did it because he disappeared and didn’t 
return for more than three weeks. Since he did not give some kind of notice to the 
centre, his family, or residential institution during those weeks, the team lost its right 
to provide care for them. Having missed this deadline, Kevin could not continue to 
spend time in the centre or start the internship. This was a highly disappointing end 
for caregivers. Even though Kevin’s involvement with models and animals opened a 
track for him, other forces made him drop out of it. The trials of inducing 
involvements remained vulnerable and the care work was to keep trying to create a 
path without any guarantee. This was also the case for most of the other teenagers I 
saw going back to school or to an internship, though those paths never appeared 
without pitfalls.  
 
 
A space for involving youths in learning 
 
La Porte Bleue was a protected space, set a bit apart from the group’s daily 
movements. This had to do with the aspect of resuming schoolwork that caregivers 
identified as very fragile. Windows gave a view of gardens. No one could come there 
when sessions were occurring, no trainee, no ethnographer. So it was only during the 
second month in the centre that I finally encountered the two rooms, located on the 
first floor of another domestic townhouse, two streets from the centre. I was struck 
by the many objects there. It looked more like an atelier, with few clues about 



  93 

learning spaces, such as a blackboard painted on a wall or a world map. As I was not 
allowed to attend the sessions, I learnt about them through Maud who gave me 
guided tours in a kind of an interview. As she told me about that material space, I 
identified four ways that it provided conditions for trying to involve youths in 
learning, knowing the teenagers’ apprehension of it.  
 
Curiosity trials 
 
Before visiting the rooms with Maud, I went to the location to take some pictures, 
and was intrigued by the many things displayed in the two rooms. One room was 
designed towards schoolwork and the other to artistic activities. Yet the first also 
contained creative materials. In both, objects were tools as much as productions, 
witnessing what has been made or was in the middle of being achieved, with the sort 
of messiness that belongs to artworks-in-process. The rooms contained collages, 
brushes, maps, files, a guitar, pictures, little notes, sculptures, a sewing machine, 
drawings, pinned sketches and framed paintings, and so forth (figures 10a-d). On the 
painted blackboard were several popular proverbs, most of them with supportive 
messages.60 Amidst this slight disorder, each room contained a central table and 
smaller ones in corners. The displayed objects were not just left there because of a 
lack of storage space elsewhere. These artworks had potentiality in practice, 
especially when a youth discovered them, as Maud told me:  
 

I always do a first interview with a new youth in these rooms, because I want them 
to see it, to feel it. Even if it’s messy, at least something would speak to them. It is a 
good indication when one says: ‘hey, what’s that?’ And when nothing special 
catches their attention, you think: ‘ouch, it is still complicated’. But where I’m sure 
to draw attention, it’s when we pass to the artistic activities room. I show them the 
three paintings placed under glass [figures 11a-b]. These surely interest them… 
Probably, because they are beautiful. And because it’s something within their reach: 
a drawing, it is easier to do than study electricity, algebra or French. … There, you 
can feel how you will start to work with a youth, by being attentive to the way they 
take up the space: what do they look at, what are they are going to touch. 

 
Seeing these objects might turn into looking more closely at them, even maybe 
touching them, so that they become initial clues of a teenager’s budding interest.  

                                                        
60 For the easiest ones to translate from French: ‘to land on one’s feet’, ‘don’t keep one’s tongue in 
one’s pocket’.  
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Figures 10a-d Objects displayed in both rooms, showing tools as much as pieces  
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Figures 11. Framed paintings, (a) modestly displayed in the left corner and on the 
former fireplace, and (b) a closer look at a painting  
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These objects did two things at the same time: while trying to seduce teenagers by 
arousing their curiosity, Maud would observe these clues as she was showing the 
place to a new youth. The diversity of objects created more chances for these 
connections. According to her, productions that were ‘well achieved’ but attainable 
were more efficient for these curiosity trials. Such as with the framed paintings that 
were placed here and there, these objects were valorised with a certain moderation: 
artworks were just displayed, without great means, without glorification, left here 
and there within the mess. I could recognise a process of luring a youth’s attention; 
when showing these objects, an ‘opacity’ emerges that participants will start to pierce 
when they join the workshop (Hennion, 1988).61 Indeed, the artworks that worked as 
curiosity arousers were opaque in the sense that they opened up what was so far 
unknown. Other material settings for displaying objects work similarly, such as the 
old cabinets of curiosities, or the window displays that limit viewers to seeing a side 
of an object, without having immediate access to it (Cochoy, 2016, pp. 54-58). With 
these material settings, ‘curiosity’ traces a middle path: it corresponds to the quality 
of being eager to learn something, as much as to the unusual things that provoke this 
state (Markus, 1993, pp. 185-203; Cochoy, 2016, pp. 23-34). Bessy and 
Chateauraynaud (1995, p. 133), when studying collectors, also note that curiosity is 
distributed all at once in people who qualify their attitude toward the world, and in 
things that qualify the objects’ bizarre, singular aspects that are distinct from familiar 
objects. The modestly valorised objects of La Porte Bleue, for their part, played a 
role for possibly sparking some attention from a teenager, and helped Maud orient 
her work with these scraps of consideration, to better involve the teenagers in the 
coming sessions. So the curiosity trial involved the artwork, the youth, and the 
caregiver who had also refined her abilities to notice the advent of a participant’s 
involvement at the slightest degree. In this way, curiosity trials closely echo 
Hendricks’s account of the ‘tackling of indifference’ with clowning in dementia care 
(2012, p. 459), which goes through refined capacities ‘to distinguish with increasing 
subtlety between differences in how the other person relates to the world, attentively, 
physically, and sensorily’ (ibid., p. 469).62 Here these objects tackled indifference 
when they worked as curiosity trials: when they displayed appealing features, 
teenagers might display a rise in attention that might be finely noticed. These held 
potential for their further involvements. 
 

                                                        
61 In a depiction of a classroom for a music theory course, Hennion brings out the very premise of this 
process of catching attention. As the teacher presses the keys and asks ‘what do you hear?’, opacity 
emerges. The opacity of the teacher, sitting on a stool between the instrument and pupils, works 
together with the opacity of the piano, the sound, and the technical aspects of exercise. These resistant 
mediators then slightly become relevant among pupils, who would start to pierce this opacity when 
starting to hear differences between sounds.  
62 Hendricks focuses more on learning with bodies. There, the trial is to better engage residents with 
dementia while attempting to establish contact with them, during phases where they might become 
more present again. For that, the clown has to train to acquire a body with which they learn to 
distinguish differences in how the other person relates to the surrounding environment. Yet, in his 
account, these capacities developed for better noticing do not only rely on mutual articulation between 
bodies. The material things of the surroundings may also animate a resident or leave them indifferent.  
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‘Walking the path’ as a way of adjusting the session  
 
La Porte Bleue sessions took place three afternoons a week. Ever since its creation 
in 2001, this workshop was set apart from the centre and hence involved walking a 
certain trajectory. This walking trajectory mattered in the practice. All of the 
caregivers, teachers, and artists working at La Porte Bleue went to pick up the youths 
in the living room and walked the five-minute-long path to the other building with 
them. ‘This walk is essential’, insisted Maud, because it allows us to feel the dynamic, 
what’s going on, who has difficulty, who is overloaded, and, maybe, why’. With this 
feeling of that momentary dynamic, she could adjust the start of the session, as she 
described when pointing to a sentence on a black board: ‘For instance, when I wrote 
this note “What do we do with all we have in our heads?”, it was because I felt on 
the path that the youths were parasitised with 30,000 questions’. Adjusting the 
session would then equate to finding a way of better involving the youths using their 
dynamic at that moment. When moving to the new building, La Porte Bleue was 
settled on the first floor, which shortened the walk to get there. The team often 
spoke about the loss of this possibility to ‘walk the path together’. Even though it 
was a much shorter route, the teachers and caregivers kept on coming to join 
teenagers in the living room, and then walking with them to the first floor together. 
Sometimes they sat on the sofas with them before leaving. So this moment for 
feeling out the dynamic before entering the proper space of the workshop remained 
important for adjusting the mood at the start of the session.  
 
Avoiding confrontation within proximity 
 
When everybody came in, Maud told me, they would all come to sit around the big 
table in the first room. Pieces of paper and coloured markers were available in the 
middle of the table. While sitting together, adults included, each participant wrote or 
drew something and then put this ‘mood note’ in their individual file standing on a 
shelf nearby. ‘This is done very quickly’, specified Maud, ‘but it gives an attitude to 
arriving youths… That we wouldn’t be around the table, in a face-to-face 
confrontation, with nothing to do’. From these first moments onwards, the material 
spaces mattered for organising each person’s presence within the group, with the 
same layout in both rooms: chairs around a central table and one or two smaller 
tables in corners (figure 12). The central tables placed participants looking towards 
others, while closely surrounded by the many objects. This was in strong contrast to 
the common layout of more traditional classrooms, where each person sits behind a 
single table, facing the board and teacher at a relative distance. Here the organisation 
was more collectively shaped, with possibilities for withdrawing. For the new 
building, the architects had first designed La Porte Bleue as a small classroom with 
an annexe. But caregivers strongly emphasised that this could not be an option at all, 
and the two adjacent rooms went back to being conceived as workshop spaces with 
storage furniture and central tables (figures 13a-b). The new design then retrieved 
the organisation of presence in a collective dynamic with the possibility of 
withdrawing from the group.  
 



  99 

 

Figure 12. Map of La Porte Bleue before the move, in the separate house 
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Figure 13a. Architects’ plan of La Porte Bleue (14/10/13), firstly designed as a 
small classroom. Courtesy of Pierre Lenders & Antoinette Defay. 

Figure 13b. Architects’ plan as built (09/04/14), now designed as two 
workshop rooms with storage furniture. Courtesy of Pierre Lenders & 
Antoinette Defay. 
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After the participants had gathered around the central table, the group then split in 
two rooms depending on whether a teenager was working on schoolwork or on a 
creative project. The two rooms were not big, which avoided vast open spaces. 
Between tables and storage cabinets, little space was left; as Maud said, ‘the space 
was used everywhere’. Within this proximity, the placement of one’s body in the 
space towards the working adolescents was important for not addressing them in a 
confrontational way. Caregivers and teachers often spaced their bodies (cf. chapter 
two), in a specific way: ‘We should not be too intrusive, so I avoid the face-to-face 
position. … I try to position us side-by-side, but not too close either. I place myself a 
bit angled, like this’. Maud moved her chair, stepped it back from my chair and in 
the same move turned it a bit aslant (figure 14). ‘Sometimes, we should come nearer 
because we put our attention on the mediating object, not on the person. But still 
the gaze should not be too threatening’. 
 
These small moves with regard to bodily placement within spaces of proximity were 
part of the caregivers’ adjustments. With the spatial organisation of presences, these 
adjustments were ways of addressing youths without confronting them, and thus not 
hindering their involvement in the learning task.  
 
 
 

 
 
 Figure 14. The caregiver’s body placement in proximity,  

avoiding a confrontational position 
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Juggling with both rooms  
 
Then what did teenagers, caregivers, and teachers together do there? Sessions 
combined individual schoolwork or artwork with collective longer-term projects. In 
both the former house and the new building, artistic activity was separated in an 
adjacent room. Both rooms worked together. The creative workshop was not only a 
means of better involving the adolescents, but also supported schoolwork when it 
turned difficult. Maud spoke of it as ‘juggling’ with both rooms. Juggling required a 
special attentiveness for noticing very quickly when a blockage occurred with a youth. 
It required reacting quickly before the school difficulty bogged them down, and 
before tensions needed to be addressed in an educational way. ‘To be as close as 
possible to what’s actually happening’, said Maud, ‘so that things don’t come to 
damage youth’s relationship to learning as well as our goals. … We should stay in a 
serene environment as most as possible for that.’ At the moment a blockage 
occurred, the teenager would interrupt his task and move to the artistic activity that 
was meant to re-valorise him. Creative works were used as a deviation to enhance 
self-esteem before coming back to school matters. This quick noticing within a close 
space and the juggling with both rooms worked together. Sustaining teenagers’ 
involvement in their learning activity was done with this particular adjustment of 
juggling with both rooms.  
 
Not a classroom? Adjustments in other settings 
 
How did the material spaces of La Porte Bleue provide conditions for teenagers’ 
involvements in learning activities? When did it facilitate involvement and when did 
it fail? I saw four ways that material spaces of La Porte Bleue afforded Maud the 
ability to adjust what she did in close adhesion with them. She played with their 
affordances for adjusting what she did according to the involvement or blockage of a 
teenager she noticed. The materiality first provided conditions for such adjustments 
during the curiosity trials, with the many objects displayed in moderation that could 
raise the attention of the one who first discovered them, which could lead to the 
early manifestation of a teenager’s further involvement. Then the path for walking to 
the rooms together remained important for caregivers to feel the dynamic before 
starting the session and to adjust it accordingly. Once in the rooms, their layout for 
organising presences, and the specific ways in which Maud spaced herself within that 
proximity, provided ways of addressing youths that avoided the straight 
confrontation that might possibly hinder their involvement in their tasks. Lastly, 
Maud juggled with both rooms as soon as she noticed a stuttering involvement in 
schoolwork, or when other difficulties arose. These adjustments enacted with the 
material spaces could induce teenagers’ involvement, as when arousing their curiosity 
or enabling a caregiver to attune to their momentary dynamics, which also protected 
the involvement that might easily fade out, when ways of being addressed were too 
confrontational or when difficulty in a task quickly raised tensions.  
 
In these ways, the material spaces of La Porte Bleue provided conditions for learning 
activities and creative tasks, and for caregivers’ adjustments in order to further 
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enable the doing of both. Adjusting is part of attentive experimentations that are 
stressed in other care practices too, and to which the materiality contributes (Mol, 
Moser, & Pols, 2010; Mol, 2009). Here, it is important to point out that these 
material spaces strongly contrasted with the setting of a school and its classrooms. 
This contrast greatly mattered for enabling youths to get back into school tasks. 
Classrooms are traditionally embedded with the themes of order and disciplines 
(Markus, 1993, pp. 41-94). The details of their equipment are designed for framing 
the conditions in which pupils are supposed to learn. Whilst being allocated to their 
seats in rows, pupils’ bodies are static and their gazes turned towards the raised 
platform from which the teacher addresses all of them simultaneously. Unlike this 
strongly framed setting, recreation areas and corridors are more likely to venture into 
unexpected encounters among many different movements. Here, the spaces of the 
pedagogical workshop were more loosely structured and less contrasting with the 
outside disorder: with the surrounding artwork amongst the slight messiness due to 
their creations-in-progress that might arouse one’s curiosity; with the path to be 
walked together in a more random motion than in lines, along which it was possible 
to feel a youth’s current dynamic; with the organisation of presences with everybody 
grouped around a central table, and ways of addressing when spacing a chair slightly 
to the side; and with the adjacent creative room used as a juggling object for when 
difficulties showed up. It is not to say that these settings as such are better than 
classrooms, but that these contrasts, and maybe also other ones, did matter for the 
teenagers to get involved again in learning, and that mingling pedagogic and care 
practices involved tactful adjustments with affordances of those material spaces.  
 
Switching involvements, broadening reflexivity  
 
Although the participants learned from all activities, according to the caregivers, 
other workshops were firstly therapeutic mediations without the aim of resuming 
school or committing in traineeship—though it sometimes turned that way. When 
the caregivers moved to the new building, resettling workshops was an occasion to 
improve the conditions provided by the new rooms. Two of these rooms draw my 
attention. Their resettlement informs quite sharply about the ways their specific 
arrangements could better enfold youths into the activities. These differences bring 
into relief, too, a form of reflexivity, when questioning unexpected issues, which was 
at the core of teenagers’ involvement in an ongoing activity. How did these 
respective material spaces provide more acute conditions for youths to get involved 
with the respective activities, especially in a reflexive way?  
 
Sharp differences between two settings 
 
In the old townhouse, a room on the first floor was arranged with minimal objects 
as it was multipurpose and accessible all the time: foldable chairs, tables with wheels, 
closed storage, and a TV screen mounted over the fireplace (figure 15). Among all of 
the activities that happened in this room, the Cidébat (in French, a mix of ‘cinéma’ 
and ‘débat’) and Play Writing workshops required two different arrangements: chairs 
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randomly facing the screen for the first, and a big central table where everybody 
could be seated without being too close for the second (figures 15a-b). Each time, 
caregivers quickly rearranged the room to create these slightly different settings in 
the same space, to involve the participants in different ways. The room was roughly 
suited for both workshops.  
 
With their resettlement into the new building, greater contrasts appeared between 
the workshops. Both first occurred in the same multipurpose room. Then the 
writing workshop moved to another room, and both progressively became more 
distinguished from each other, as Ingrid, a caregiver, told me in this exchange: 
 

Ingrid: ‘The writing atelier was in that multipurpose room downstairs, where we 
also did Cidébat. But then we noticed that it was a bit small, and as it was 
multipurpose we [the caregivers leading a workshop] had to move the table and 
chairs each time and this was laborious. So we tried upstairs… We found the 
atmosphere was more suitable, because it is brighter; you have a view on the garden 
and on trees. And it is quieter; it is not like downstairs where there are a lot of 
comings and goings. We feared that the computers would catch the youths’ 
[attention], but in the end not at all. … And sometimes a youth wants to sit alone 
for writing, at a table in the back. … So this is much better. … Then, we changed 
the room for Cidébat. We had chairs, but we added some lounge chairs, so you can 
choose whether you want to sit or lay. And we put movie posters, the movie DVDs 
on shelves, and a blind for the light. (…). It really helped’. 
Ariane: ‘And what did it change?’  
Ingrid: ‘Then we really could “make a group” with youths. There is a cosy 
atmosphere for watching the movie and sitting down. We also concealed the 
windowpane in the door, for not being disturbed, for having a space of 
concentration. … And about the group, for Cidébat a small space is good. In 
contrast, for writing, it’s good to withdraw if needed. We are not obliged to be all 
around the same object’. 

 
As each workshop found its own more suitable room to settle into, the material 
space began to count more in order to create other conditions for the group as well 
as for concentration in their different atmospheres. Ingrid noticed that writing 
worked better in a bright and quiet room, with more undefined suggestions: 
windows opening on clear views, where one could withdraw in the back if needed. 
Computers could ‘catch youths’, making their involvement in writing by hand fail, 
but these opportunities did not beckon them. In contrast, watching and debating a 
movie benefited from a more constraining space: the chairs in a small, slightly 
confined, and closed room (figures 16a-b). One might first suggest that writing was 
done individually whereas watching a movie was a more collective activity. But this 
interpretation would be too quick; it rather appears that in both activities, conditions 
for making a group and concentration counted, although they were set up and 
attempted differently. So how did that happen?  
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Figures 15. The two arrangements for (a) Cidébat and (b) Play Writing 
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Figures 16. The (a) writing atelier and (b) Cidébat in two rooms of the new building, with 
sharper differences between both settings  
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Switches in attention: broadening participants’ reflexivity 
 
The Tuesday I attended the writing workshop, we sat around the central table with 
five teenagers, one caregiver, and Sabine, an artist hired temporarily. After closing 
the door, Sabine gave us some constraints for turning our writing into a play. Then 
we spent around half an hour focussing on our own pages, every now and then 
letting our attention float around. The several tables gave us space so we were not 
close to each other. Some participants withdrew further to side tables. From there, 
their gazes sometimes got lost in the sky and the foliage beyond the windowpanes. 
While we were concentrating on our words, you could have heard a fly buzz. Then 
we gathered again at the main table, read our pieces aloud, and shared comments 
about each other’s work. Comments were on the choices of words, rhythm, or 
metaphors. Passing through to this second moment implied a switch, as each of us 
departed from our paper and went back to the group. That day, David wrote a text 
about seduction where he explicitly described Karina, who was also participating in 
the atelier. After reading it aloud, Sabine opened a discussion about the collection of 
texts they intended to publish afterwards, asking whether Karina should be 
anonymous in it. Karina answered that she preferred to be anonymous, without 



  108 

stronger reactions from her. In the staff meeting the next day, the team mostly 
discussed this issue instead of the texts themselves: how did Karina react? Did she 
say something about it, in the atelier or elsewhere? The team then wondered about 
her possible unease and decided to remain attentive to it. The workshop dispositif 
included a switch from one involvement to another, from paying attention to the 
object to going back toward the group, unfolding a broader kind of reflexivity. The 
bright room provided conditions for letting our attention float around while writing, 
and the switch opened new questions not only about the object but also about a 
wider scope of unexpected issues.  
 
Doing the Cidébat atelier also implied switches between each participant’s 
relationship to the object they paid attention to and the sharing of comments about 
this object with others. As Ingrid put in, involving participants in watching the 
movie and then the later discussion was set up differently than the writing workshop. 
When coming into the room, everyone placed their chair a bit randomly in front of 
the screen. Here, bodies were much closer. Walls surrounded us and the twilight 
enhanced this closeness as well as the attention towards the screen. That day, we 
watched Foxfire, a movie featuring a gang of young girls in the 1950s revolting 
against male superiority. The plot in motion on the large flat TV-screen absorbed 
our attention. During the screening, caregivers paused it and one turned the light on 
to discuss what was happening in the scenes, and what they thought about the 
matters they raised, such as gender relationships, revolution, characters’ reactions to 
nasty situations, and teenagers’ own ways of dealing with those issues. Again, the 
switch between the focus on the object and exchanges among the group provided 
occasions to encourage teenagers’ reflexivity, not only about the movie but about 
broader issues as well. Again, this reflexivity fed the next morning’s meeting, where 
caregivers spoke of the youths’ responses to these issues, beyond whether they 
enjoyed the screening or not. But, at some point in the workshop session, a youth 
started to complain about these switches. He wanted to ‘be in the movie like as 
usual’, he said, meaning without being interrupted by pauses and turning on the light. 
Here the workshop differed from the ‘usual’ as watching the movie also served as 
occasions for debating. Yet, to be engrossed by the plot was also necessary for his 
involvement, to enjoy the screening and in the same move to make up his mind 
about it. So the caregivers negotiated it, keeping the pauses for debate, but after a 
longer screening moment, letting enough time to ‘enter’ into the movie again. Here, 
the participants negotiated the temporal framework within the dispositif of Cidébat, 
together with their activation of the material spaces (turning the light on). The pace 
of switches between the two moments, between possibly being caught up by the 
object and debating about it, had to be adapted to match youths’ involvement in the 
activity.  
 
To recap, both rooms provided conditions differently for making the group and for 
participants’ concentration. In the new building, the bright and quiet room opens up 
suggestions, with which one could withdraw, and lets one’s gaze be caught in outside 
views before gathering again at a central table, that now greatly contrasts with the 
more constraining arrangement of a small, confined, and obscured room where 
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bodies were closely seated in front of the screen. The differences between the two 
settings were sharper after the move to the new building, with their respective ways 
of orienting participants’ attention and organising what might happen. These 
differences mattered since these workshops succeeded when they achieved the 
coexistence of these two involvements, with the object and within the group. More 
precisely, the switches between these two involvements mattered for broadening a 
form of reflexivity among participants. This form of reflexivity did not involve 
looking back on oneself, but opening up to a wider scope of issues, often 
unexpected. Of course, reflexivity is already happening when one is paying attention 
to an object, in these cases a text or a movie, and giving it stronger presence 
(Hennion, 2005, p. 4). This form of reflexivity also occurred in Cidébat but, in 
addition, the pace of switches together with the activation of the light had to be 
adapted to match youths’ involvement in the activity. While the material spaces 
provided more acute conditions for focusing on the objects and group exchanges, 
extending or reducing the range of suggestions, participants could also negotiate the 
dispositif for switching between both. These switches did not only refine their 
appreciation of the object, but also their ways of thinking about tricky situations in 
life. Teenagers and caregivers reflected on the words, plots, and characters, but also 
on related issues brought by the texts and scenes. That broader reflexivity opened up 
more channels for youths to respond in the course of their involvement, and 
therefore more informal knowledge for the caregivers to work with.  
 

Venturing outside 
 
Could it happen anywhere?  
 
Maud’s guided tour of La Porte Bleue indicated how material spaces – artwork, 
paths to different rooms, the layout of tables and chairs, and adjacent rooms – 
afforded her the possibility of making adjustments when trying to involve youths in 
learning activities The two other workshops in the centre differently provided 
conditions for focussing on objects as well as group exchanges, with more 
suggestions or constraints. Switches between these focusses mattered to increase 
participants’ reflexivity, and teenagers could also negotiate these switches. During my 
first few months, it also became clear that providing conditions to involve 
participants was even more at stake, as it was more friable, when activities took place 
outside. While listening to caregivers’ reports on outside activities, I became aware of 
three moments that were especially under trial for involving youths, with dispositifs 
for outings: departure, travelling, and on the activity’s venue. During visits to the 
new building site, many caregivers and teenagers expressed the same apprehension 
when discovering the greater amount of equipment it supplied: ‘But we won’t go 
outside anymore!’ Venturing outside in public places or facilities remained crucial to 
the daily care practice, with openings for more unexpected messiness and therefore 
opportunities for participants’ disinvolvement from the main activity. But then how 
did the material spaces provide conditions for their involvement in activities 
occurring in these outside places? And could activities take place anywhere then?  
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The last section of this chapter travels across a clay atelier, sport facilities, and 
different urban areas in Brussels, each providing thinner and thinner conditions to 
enwrap participants. That is, the material spaces of these three venues furnished 
fewer and fewer arrangements that organised what might happen while orienting the 
participants’ engrossment. Each of the three activities that I report hereafter shows a 
decrease of such spatial conditions when going outside, each being more open for 
opportunities for disinvolvement. 
 
The clay atelier: a permeated spot  
 
On a Friday morning, I entered the dining room where seven teenagers had gathered 
to leave for the clay atelier. When they left with the caregivers, Sandro did not move 
at all. He did not want to come. Sandro and I had become a bit familiarised with 
each other in the previous days. I sat next to him. He did not want to go because, he 
told me, with the little sleep he had had last night, he knew he would easily be 
carried away by the group agitation and things would go awry. I asked him if I he 
had already gone to the clay atelier. ‘No’. ‘Me either’, I added, but I mentioned that 
had heard about it as a special place, and only a few houses away from the centre. 
The external and particular location intrigued him a bit. I went on giving him an idea 
of the concrete activity of modelling clay. He agreed to try it out.  
 
So we walked out of the centre, passed a few houses, and then turned onto the path 
of one of them, crossed a long garden and headed towards the rear where there was 
a small brick house (figures 17a-c). Sandro was surprised to discover this 
environment, so distinct from the centre.  
 
Entering the small house brought its own discoveries. Its interior spatial layout 
interlaced different areas, with a central table but also side tables in nooks and 
crannies (figure 18). This convoluted organisation of compartments, caregivers told 
me later, was arranged to avoid the ordering typical of factories. Indeed, in every 
workshop space I went with them, their spatial organisation circumvented the 
factory logic of parcelling out spaces and people into hierarchical leadership, 
functional tasks, and interchangeable workers (Bouchy, 1981). The compartments 
eluded the technical and depersonalised organisation of spaces that work with a 
division of tasks and gestures in stiffened chronometric cadences. In contrast, 
convolution enables flexibility for irregular placements and unexpected moves. Such 
a layout opens up suggestions. When arriving at the clay atelier, rock music from the 
radio infiltrated its compartments. All of these, too, held arrays of objects that gave 
clues about the process of crafting: long shelves with dozens of clay sculptures, 
others with coloured pots, or tools, artworks-in-the-making, an oven, and a pallet 
full of clay packets in another corner (figure 19). Alix, a ceramist, greeted us with 
aprons and asked where we wanted to sit. Many youths were already at the central 
table. Remembering Sandro’s expectation of getting too involved in the bustle of the 
group due to his lack of sleep, I proposed to him that we sit at a table off to the side. 
We then passed by sculptures of elephants displayed on a window ledge, and started 
to model pieces off that inspiration. Touching and manipulating the clay and tools 
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infused that materiality with more specificity.63 Before the end of the session, Sandro 
got tired and could not focus anymore. Then we passed by the shelves and looked at 
the many sculptures. Other care centres belonging to this institution also used the 
atelier, and the collection of artwork was impressive. I had heard about the studio 
several times due to its very special atmosphere. After having discovered it with 
Sandro for the first time, I see two ways in which this small world apart could 
provide conditions for our involvement in clay modelling.   
 
First, the atelier was a place permeated with many objects that rendered visible the 
process of clay modelling. Its location at the back of a garden and the small 
brickhouse style featured it as a small world apart from the centre but also from the 
everyday venues we usually went to. Especially, the manual tools, aprons, oven, clay, 
pigments, artwork, etc., set that small world apart. Similarly to La Porte Bleue’s 
collection of artwork, these objects intrigued. Their opacity asked to be pierced, 
which would most likely be the case in the process of making the artwork. The 
permeated space offering a small world apart echoes the interior arrangements of 
music amateurs (Hennion et al., 2000, pp. 218-219). Indeed, valuing appreciations in 
practice also leans on material arrangements as they organise specific worlds and 
offer ways to contemplate or handle objects. An example of this are the shelves 
where the organisation of compact discs answers specific tastes, witnesses past 
experiences, provides things to manipulate, and technical devices. I also recognise 
here these objects that constitute a ‘world’, with its own tools, aesthetic style, and 
(temporary) boundaries. I suggest that the heap of objects permeating the small 
world apart of the atelier contributed to involving participants in the activity – at 
least Sandro and I – when seeing and manipulating them. I see a second way in 
which the atelier provided conditions for getting involved with the activity, thanks to 
its spatial layout. The convoluted organisation of small compartments, without 
functional parcelling, allowed participants’ flexibility with a range of suggestions, 
such as to sit in a corner at a side table or to wander here and there along shelves of 
artwork. The interlaced compartments granted degrees of latitude for being within 
the task and the group. Together with the many objects permeating the place, the 
convoluted organisation enabled participants’ involvement thanks to that flexibility. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
63 In a close way, Sennett (2010) in his study about craft culture, argues that objects become interesting 
through the development of a ‘material consciousness’. That is, not a consciousness independent from 
things, but the particular forms of awareness that come throughout the work done with and to an 
object (ibid., pp. 165-201).  
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 Figures 17 (a) Map with the walking trajectory to the clay atelier, and (b) the small brick 
house at the back. Figure 17a is based on a picture from: Google Maps (2017). Rue de 
Veeweyde, Anderlecht. Consulted on Sept 11 2017 
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Figure 18. Map of the clay atelier with its convoluted organisation and arrays of objects  
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Figure 19. The objects and compartments of the room  
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Disinvolvements on sport fields 
 
Going out to sport facilities provided more porous conditions. Sport fields were not 
confined in the back of a garden and were less permeated with objects. Though their 
material spaces still organised the games, they were more porous to other 
involvements of participants. The next Friday, we took a tram to reach an indoor 
football field. Benches for supporters stood along the field, a few meters from the 
pitch. A youth, Joachim, did not take part in the game, and as I was not taking part 
either we both sat on these benches. I watched the game and its occasional 
interpersonal clashes, and very quickly Joachim started chatting with me. He told me 
about video games, his favourite daily occupation. He shared me several things he 
enjoyed about them before asking what I do with my spare time. With my answer, 
we fell into in a one-hour conversation, and completely forgot about the match. I 
noticed that Joachim seemed to enjoy it. And so did I. The next Monday morning, in 
the team meeting, Baptiste reported on how the sport outing had gone, and turned 
towards me: ‘Joachim and you stayed on the side. I didn’t come closer to you both, 
because I felt that something was happening. Would you like to say something about 
it?’ I was a bit surprised that this sideline, informal, and unexpected chat was worth 
being related to the team. It was a disinvolvement from the purposed activity. But 
apparently, such side involvements, which frequently happened after or on the side 
of the purposed activity, were as important for the care work. The material spaces, 
the football field, its lines on the floor, goals, and balls thrown between players, 
provided directional clues that bound, regulated, and qualified how youths might get 
involved in the game.64 In this way, the field was a setting purposed for doing an 
activity, like running or throwing the ball. However, side spaces offered 
opportunities for other involvements. Hence crafting other bubbles, like an informal 
conversation, were part of the whole activity to which caregivers related. Teenagers 
might want to follow another track, and these deviations gave more possibilities for 
caregivers to know them and work with them.  
 
This is the case until this other track threatens the main activity. Venturing outside 
more likely involves distraction channels, and some disinvolvements may turn the 
activity upside down. The following week, Baptiste related an outing dedicated to 
badminton. According to him, it completely failed, starting with the trial of the 
departure: 
 

It was such a complicated session. Already when leaving, Emil was glad to have the 
whole panoply of his sportswear, but then he had forgotten his shorts at home. On 
the travelling: no problem. But once we arrived on the spot, the hall was busy with a 
group of young ladies. So David and Aymane started to observe them. We told 

                                                        
64 I draw inspiration from Goffman (1986, p. 210), who speaks of ‘directional cues’ when exploring in 
detail the many ways participants may disattend a main activity. But I turn the ‘cue’ into ‘clue’, in order 
to give a minimal power of the material arrangement for indicating what to do. Although Goffman 
does not explicitly give material things the ability to indicate actions or open up distraction channels, he 
has many examples where elements of the environment foster or prevent from such disturbances. 
Highway advertisements, for instance, catch drivers’ attention, yet (hopefully) not enough to distract 
them from the main activity, so that their attention may briefly split in two (ibid., p. 215).  
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them ten or so times that we would stay in the cloakroom until everybody was ready 
and the girls had finished. But it was extremely complicated. Aymane went out all 
the time, so we had to go to find him. After, on the field, compared to last week, 
when we had a possibility to play with youths, where we could really be into a sort 
of exchange between us, this time it was not possible. I think we couldn’t end any 
match. And I also think it’s now three times that they have gone there and they are 
starting to be fed up with it. So it was extremely hard. Eduardo then followed and 
did at least thirty times his joke, when he taps someone’s shoulder and then hides. 
And he really did it thir-ty-times [he emphasised], thus I had to tell him thirty times 
that it was not the right time and place to do that. … So when we came back here, 
we gathered them again in the resting room. … It was odd because some of them 
seemed to say they had a great afternoon: Lucien, Aymane, and Eduardo—he has 
his good reasons. They said the bad atmosphere was due to us [Baptiste and the 
other caregiver], because we didn’t stop reminding everyone of the framework. But 
then, it was extremely tiresome. I told them that in these conditions, it was difficult 
to go outside with them. 

 
That afternoon, the teenagers’ disinvolvements from the main activity went beyond 
the side conversation I had with Joachim. Baptiste reported the failed activity as a 
cascading effect: the derailed departure, then the girls were a distraction, and this 
mess drove Eduardo in his diversion of unceasingly repeating the same joke. To the 
caregivers, the activity not only failed because it was not possible to play, but also, 
and especially, because they could not have that ‘sort of exchange’ with youths, 
sharing the activity with them. While doing activities together, caregivers sought to 
preserve their familiar relationships with youths, not to formalise them. But here, 
they had to recall the framework of the care centre, and that was a problem because 
it turned their relationship into an educative one. However, to youths, the afternoon 
had been great. They had enjoyed what happened with more luring involvements 
and had had a lot of fun. Even if the sports field gave directional clues, the place was 
part of a broader environment where other unexpected events could be disturbing 
and involving, like girls. Once back at the centre, caregivers gathered the youths and 
went over what happened that afternoon with them, in the isolated resting room, 
where distraction channels were minimised. Again, these disinvolvements were part 
of the care work, even if this time they prevented the main activity to occur as 
planned. First, Baptiste reflected on it with the youths while talking it over with them 
afterwards in the resting room. Second, youths’ responses made him wonder if they 
would be ‘fed up’ with that activity, impelling him to propose changing the activity. 
Outings opened up more opportunities to other involvements, as the directional 
clues embedded in the material spaces were combined with distraction channels. 
Nevertheless, venturing outside remained central to continuing to work with the 
adolescents and their unexpected responses to activities. These disinvolvements do 
matter for care work, particularly if they carve new relational tracks, as with Joachim. 
Yet, they also challenge that work when they become disturbing, not because they 
spoil the purposed activity, but because caregivers’ relationship to teenagers slips 
into an educative one—something that the caregivers were reluctant to do.  
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In motion between spots 
 
One of the most open-ended activities in terms of spatial organisation was called 
‘Introduce me to your city’ (‘Présente-moi-ta-ville’). It could happen anywhere in 
Brussels, but not in any way. Its dispositif relied on a basic framework: for each 
session, one youth chose a place he liked in Brussels, guided the others there, and 
then a period of rest was improvised before coming back. The teenager received a 
camera to use during the outing, and some of the pictures would be displayed in the 
centre. In the activity teenagers were challenged to negotiate what might happen, 
defying other participants’ involvement. I sometimes joined these trips and heard 
plenty of accounts upon returns. Along them I became aware that, even though the 
framework sounded easy, often its actual happening was not. So how did material 
spaces foster or hinder teenagers’ involvements, when the conditions of such spaces 
became so thin?  
 
On a Monday afternoon, Gustave guided us on such a trip. The group had prepared 
for the outing during the last session, yet difficulties arose as soon as we left the 
centre. Karl did not trust where we were going and made a fuss in trying to control 
the direction. We reached a neighbourhood of Brussels65 via the subway, where 
Gustave led us to a small shopping centre. Inside was a gloomy atmosphere with 
some empty display windows, and the food and patterned fabrics of various African 
shops pervaded the hallways with odours and colours that contrasted with the 
outside street. Karl and another boy refused to enter the shopping centre, expressing 
disdain about the spot. Instead they stayed looking at other shop windows, a few 
doors down from the entrance. We then walked to a square to buy some drinks and 
rested on a bench that Gustave especially liked, as he sometimes sat there to meet 
strangers. Again, Karl and the other boy refused to join and sat on other benches a 
bit further away. Involving them in discovering these spots provoked their resistance 
until the end of the session. And they easily enacted their resistance thanks the wide 
range of opportunities in the urban spaces we went to, like other benches or window 
shops. Their resistance was not only due to disapprovals among the youths, but it 
was rendered easier by opportunities offered by the spots, with their specific things 
and atmosphere.   
 
However, within these unexpected aspects of venues within the city, passing from a 
spot to another also made it possible for participants to be involved in one specific 
way: it rendered exchanges among them easier compared to in the everyday life in 
the centre. Caregivers especially related these surprising exchanges as successful, as 
Ingrid described about another session:  
 

It was great! Costel [who guided] had a lot of self-awareness. … He had something... 
Where he could laugh about how he is with us when he’s anguished. He was really 
in the relationship but at the same time with some distance about it. He said for 
instance, ‘when I tell you that I have clammy hands, it’s a subterfuge’. So I stressed 

                                                        
65 In the late fifties, Congolese people mostly inhabited this neighbourhood, called Matonge. Today 
people originating from different countries share this area.  
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the word ‘subterfuge’ that is not often used. I even succeeded in telling him 
something I would not have dared, about his constant fear of losing. I told him he 
was so clever and mature compared to average youths that even if he did lose, he 
would always keep that maturity. So he said, ‘but yes, that’s right’. Thus, yes, it was 
great… This time, it was really made possible. 

 
I also often noticed that being in motion when travelling opened up exchanges that I 
would never expect to have while staying in one spot, especially the ones we were 
already familiar with. Maud had suggested the same when she said she ‘feels the 
teens’ dynamic’ during walks to La Porte Bleue. But here the walk was the main 
activity to be done, and it produced moments to meet in ways other than we had 
before. Other contacts could be established or other things could be said that were 
possible thanks to this situation of being in motion in the changing surroundings. 
‘Introduce me to your city’ happened in a setting that encompassed Brussels, its 
public transport, its spots, their equipment for resting or walking, a camera, and 
occasionally a map. And the framework on which the atelier relied was the teenagers’ 
previous experiences of these places, the preparation for the outing by the group, 
and the guiding youth. Whereas passing by spots with their respective specificities 
could make it difficult to involve participants as explorers of these spaces, being in 
motion along those changing surroundings facilitated exchanges among us. 
 
Framing minimal conditions 
 
External places provided conditions more porous to disinvolvement, though also 
nourishing to the care work. In the stories above, the different dynamics of these 
places have emerged. The clay atelier contributed to our involvement, since it was a 
small world apart from everything else with many objects permeating it, and thanks 
to its convoluted organisation allowing flexibility among a range of suggestions. 
Sport fields provided settings with directional clues for the activity, but also opened 
up alternative opportunities calling to disinvolve, like benches on its sidelines or 
distractions in the form of unexpected presences like girls. These disinvolvements 
from the main activity took part in the care work, whether disturbing its proceeding 
or not. And being in motion between spots of the city constantly ran the risk of 
participants’ disinvolvement, facilitated by many alternative opportunities, yet it also 
made them more prone to easier exchanges.  
 
Going outside was central to the care work as it brought its share of unexpected 
encounters, and therefore also participants’ responses to them. The porous aspect of 
these conditions provided by outside material spaces brings back to the question 
‘could it happen anywhere?’ Caregivers had no defined answer to that question. On 
the contrary, the thresholds of minimal conditions for an activity to take place 
somewhere as part of the care work remained under debate among them. For 
instance, they discussed: does going to the cinema frame enough involvement for 
being part of the care work? It could be ‘occupational’ (i.e., passing the time) for 
youths, and probably more restful for caregivers. But choosing a movie whose issue 
is of youths’ concern, organising the outing with them, and opening discussion about 
it, is not merely occupational anymore. Taking advantage of more or less mundane 
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activities, caregivers amplified these doings. This is what they call the ‘framing’ of 
conditions, which makes an activity part of the care work. Caregivers’ framing then 
builds upon existing doings with material settings (such as a trailer, walking trajectory, 
a ticket desk, a dark room, bleachers, screens, or a nearby café) to intensify a little bit 
what most of us do when going to see a movie. This chapter started with a quote 
from Marion, in which she pointed that the material space may be framing when it 
gives clues about what to do there and helps one put oneself in a bubble. But the 
‘frame’ is an elusive term when it circulates in caregivers’ practice. A less strong 
variant of this term is ‘setting up the minimal conditions’ for amplifying the doings 
of any mundane activity (like going to the movie), in a much more indeterminate 
range of venues. But, at the same time, these minimal conditions to encourage 
youths’ involvement in activities should remain open enough to unexpected events; 
too much of a rigid frame was not of the taste of the whole team. Debating when 
choosing a place and activity when going outside, within the team and the youths, 
intensifies this tension between ‘merely occupational’ activities and the same 
mundane activities whose framing are assets for intensifying (a little) what may 
happen with them.  
 

Conclusion: Contrasting places, passing involvements  
 
So how did the material spaces of activities entail potentialities for participants’ 
involvement? And how was involvement a way of weaving attachments that was 
relevant for the care work? As this chapter travelled across these activities and 
venues, the sequences conveyed how participants’ involvement occurs in various 
forms, as well as the various ways in which the material spaces of activities may 
provide better or worse conditions for them. As a reminder of these different 
dynamics: in the cooking or radio workshops, a setting may invite more technical 
tasks or directly expose participants to strangers; artworks may afford adjustments in 
curiosity trials; material spaces work as tighter or looser designated layouts for paying 
attention, as in the contrast between Cidébat and the writing atelier; and spaces for 
transitions, such as paths, provide conditions for being in motion and facilitating 
exchanges. Knowing these various potentialities of material spaces for activities, my 
conclusion starts by stressing their contrasts. 
 
Passages between contrasting places 
 
Each activity works hand in hand with one or several places and their specific 
settings, particular to each activity. Therefore, the material spaces may work to better 
involve participants with different dynamics. The contrasts between different 
specific material spaces play a key role in attempting to re-involve participants as 
they pass from one to another. Think for instance about La Porte Bleue, and the 
walking trajectory it involved in order to sense the participants’ current state and to 
adjust the session, or the layout of its rooms, adjacent to each other so that one 
could pass from one to another in an attempt to avert a schoolwork blockage. 
Another contrast: between, on one side, the big, bright, quiet writing room with its 
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suggestions, such as its windows opening on clear views and the spots offering to a 
place to withdraw to write with floating attention, and, on the other side, the much 
more constraining, small, confined, and obscured room, with its closely arranged 
chairs facing the large screen. In the new building, both rooms became more specific 
to induce two different states of concentration before switching to collective 
exchanges. Outdoor spaces bring even more contrasting sets of specificities. They 
also provide many opportunities for teenagers to negotiate how a session might 
actually happen. The clay atelier provided a small world apart, shaped by its 
convoluted organisation of small compartments and the arrays of objects. As such, it 
enwrapped its occupants in the modelling activity, while its flexibly invited them to 
take different positions, or to contemplate objects. Sports fields appeared to work 
otherwise: despite the directional clues provided by their clear lines, the side benches 
or the unexpected presence of others opened up channels of distraction that offered 
opportunities for disinvolvements. Finally, travelling across the city, through its 
changing landscapes, constantly increased the risks of disinvolvements, even though 
it also facilitated exchanges.  
 
Does such a wide range of contrasting places find a clear limit? The minimal 
conditions for ‘framing’ an activity, for it to be part of the care work, remained 
under debate within the team. In short, the material spaces where activities take 
place foster or hinder involvement in various and contrasting ways. Beyond the 
different sorts of potentialities that each of their material spaces may combine 
(affordances, opportunities, constraints, suggestions, directional clues, channels of 
distraction), what I want to stress here is the way in which their potentialities also lay 
in the contrasts between each of these specific settings.  What matters as well is the 
way the youths and the caregivers evolved in many of these settings. And as these 
settings contrast, passing from one place to another one also plays a role for inviting 
participants’ involvement in an activity.  
 
Passing involvements  
 
The contrasts between the various material spaces with their own set of specificities, 
then, entailed potentialities for a variety of participants’ responses. Each place 
worked with particular conditions within the dispositifs of one activity, not to reach 
ardent states of passion, but to generate contrasting, brief, and unstable 
involvements that triggered teenagers’ sensibilities on many facets. Across these 
contrasting places, some of them more clearly targeted participants’ engrossment in 
the main activity, with designated layouts or directional clues, while others were 
more ambiguously inviting or open to a broader range of other involvements, as 
when they made room for channels of distraction. It seems to me that the many 
passages in and out involvements across contrasting places and their respective 
settings throughout the day animated the care work as it sculpted the teenagers’ 
sensibilities as passersby. The discontinuity of involvement with the various and 
specific activities and places, within that institutional care, also goes through these 
better or worse passages from one to another. A clear example of that is that 
departures were often the most arduous trials. In other words, these material spaces 
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entail potentialities for passing involvement to abound, and for these to rise and fall 
throughout the day, when going from one set of specificities to another.  
 
The stories of the workshops, then, sketch an impressionist picture of ‘involvement’. 
It features the brief responses when an attachment arises moderately. These stories are about 
the short moments when an attention rises, sometimes concentration or 
engrossment in doing something, while the relationship of holding to an object or 
activity is however not necessarily strongly consolidated. They were, therefore, 
passing involvements. I could notice that teenagers’ involvement occurred, for instance, 
when one was ‘in his bubble’, as Kevin slowed down when making models before 
being to fuss again. Or, whether with the radio broadcast or meal preparation, Karl 
did technical tasks in an assertive way but avoided spontaneous expressions in front 
of others. It also happened in arousing curiosity with artworks, during a first visit to 
an atelier or when wandering along its shelves. Passing involvement was about 
letting our attention float around while writing, or being absorbed by the plot in 
motion on the large screen, and then switching from these deeper focuses towards 
involvement in exchanges within the group and a broader reflexivity. And these 
involvements were also about being drawn into easier exchanges while being in 
motion in changing surroundings.  
 
However, such involvements remained precarious attachments; their fading out into 
detachment was a daily bread of that practice that also nourished the care work. A 
greater immersion in an activity often was on the verge of switching to slighter other 
ones, or of disinvolvement. In contrast to the strong attachments that are established 
in amateurs’ re-enactment of tasting activities (Hennion, 2005), in a passing 
involvement experiences are just lightly intensified and remain evanescent. 66 
Sometimes the passing aspect of an involvement is part of the dispositif, such as the 
switches in Cidébat and the writing atelier. But in many activities, the passages in and 
out involvements were unexpectedly left to many surrounding suggestions or 
opportunities. Passing involvements are the brief movements, gestures, and ways of 
paying attention in the here and now to what may happen during a session, passing 
to lesser engagements and then maybe to being involved again. In that sense, they 
feature many small attachments. That is, attachments of modest and quiet intensity 
that manifest in many ways, across and within different activities with their specific 
settings.  

 
These passing involvements were central for the care work. Such practical 
emergences of sensibilities nourished caregivers’ informal knowledge and their 
adjustments towards the adolescents. And disinvolvements from purposed activities 
also counted in caregivers’ ongoing work with the teens. Indeed, it was not for the 
purpose of that care practice that youths became strongly committed to a particular 
workshop—though that might happen. Instead, the many passing involvements in 
activities, with the specific conditions of their various places—like technical settings, 
designated layouts, organisation of presences, clear or more ambiguous 
                                                        
66 On the different modes of ‘passage’ when a passionate state comes to happen, and especially the 
passage between being active and passive, see Hennion 1993 (pp. 186-208). 
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opportunities—first matter as they allowed caregivers to take the pulse on lightly 
intensified experiences where some facets of participants’ sensibilities were enacted.67 
These contacts were a bit more intensified than the casual attendance and closeness 
with the sofas and kitchen. Consequently, the passing involvements of this or that 
adolescent in diverse activities enabled the team to compare and recognise changes 
in that teen. These passages in and out of involvements did not merely occupy the 
teens’ days; they also provided caregivers with informal knowledge that helped them 
work with the youths’ logics and sensibilities, and their relational abilities and 
difficulties, and to adjust their care work according to the adolescents’ responses to 
the dispositif of care.  

                                                        
67 This pulse of passing involvements is reminiscent of the figure of flâneurs, who abandon themselves 
while passing through the crowds, passageways, and stores of a modern city, and stop at some luring 
points before going on their way (Benjamin, 2015). 
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4  
 

Still interested?  

Waves and tools for a specific place 
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Introduction  
 
Coming back to the centre over the course of a year made something visible: these 
material spaces did not stay the same. The photographs rendered it clearly, such as 
when seeing the marks of eight months on the yard (figures 20a-b). In the course of 
that time, the ping-pong table lost its central position, the fresco on the wall was 
repainted, benches were built with a wooden pallet, and more vegetation was planted. 
Caregivers together with the youths made the material spaces vary.  
 

 

 
 Figures 20. The yard of the old townhouse in (a) June 2013 (top) 

and (b) March 2014 (bottom) 
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The many material variations that I noticed as my fieldwork unfolded became an 
explicit matter of concern when moving to the new building. In a meeting for 
preparing the resettlement, when a few caregivers bent over the architects’ plans and 
examined the rooms for distributing activities, several voices reminded that the 
rooms ‘remain open to change’. These rooms had to remain open to change in at 
least at two temporalities: across weeks or months, as several activities were 
accomplished, and as the workshops varied over years.  
 
This chapter explores the variations of the material spaces over these two 
temporalities in relation to the problem of sustaining interest between teenagers and 
caregivers. Indeed, according to the latter, variations over time were necessary as 
activities that repeated week after week risked leaving room for boredom. In other 
words, caregivers and teenagers also interacted with their material environment by 
rearranging it. These rearrangements would entail potentialities to sustain their 
interest in activities. They would cultivate other ways of attaching that were also at 
stake for the care practice.  
 
In this chapter the trials – the moments of indeterminacy when the potentialities of 
material spaces are tested – put at stake participants’ interest over time. I propose to 
bring out these specific processes of ‘interessement’, of enrolling one another in a 
shared interest, which may succeed or fail. Such trials extended over longer periods 
of time compared to the daily pace of interactions in the scenes I have described so 
far. So the issue now requires a turn in the narrative: it requires stretching the 
descriptions of material variations to longer moments of indeterminacy, and 
zooming out from daily scenes to the broader dispositif of the institution on which 
these variations rely. This descriptive stretch is necessary to see the institution itself 
as a dispositif of interessement, and to tackle the questions: How did material spaces 
provide potentialities for sustaining interest? How did their variations over time relate to processes of 
interessement? In what follows, I root my thinking in a notion of ‘interests’ that are 
relational and varying over time, drawing on caregivers’ depictions of them, and on 
pragmatist authors who bring to the fore successes or failures of ‘processes of 
interessement’. I then look into these processes in the care practice using the image 
of ‘waves’. Waves depict how teenagers’ and caregivers’ interests vary with their ways 
of dwelling within the place. And I look at institutional tools, like staff and 
community meetings or the building, which played key roles for cultivating an 
awareness of possibilities and so sustained interests. These stories supply conclusions 
about the potentialities of material spaces for these processes of interessement, that 
is, how caregivers and youths make a place specific through attachments that emerge 
and re-emerge in the course of the care practice.  
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The problem of sustaining interest  
 
When I asked about the variations I had noticed, several caregivers emphasised that 
they were necessary for their enjoyment of activities: 
 

We need to take pleasure in workshops because, if you do a workshop that you 
cannot carry with enough pleasure, then it doesn’t work [youths do not get involved 
in it]. … Meanwhile it is important to consider how we re-adapt it to youths. So it 
should meet the team’s and the teenagers’ enjoyment. For instance, if one group of 
youths says there are not enough sports, then we can add some. And at the same 
time, some workshops always remain. … But, yes, for sure, that means that the 
spaces will vary accordingly! 

 
A ‘variation’ was not just about caregivers’ and youths’ pleasure. Rather it 
germinated because certain things needed to come together; a variation started with 
the emergence of an interest between certain caregivers, teenagers, and an activity. I 
have often read in texts with a pragmatic view on ‘interest’ that, according to its 
etymology, it does not pre-exist ‘in’ an individual or a group, but develops between 
several things as it traces a connection between them.68 Dewey insists on this social 
dimension of interests, in an activity that comprises an ensemble of means and 
obstacles for achieving their realisation (1983, cited in Zask, 2011, pp. 53-58). These 
means contribute to a process of querying interests that are not static, but re-
delineated in interactions with others who may become of concern. The social aspect 
of interest asks for attention to the concrete conditions that would enable the 
realising of it, which then progressively leads to another situation. 69  Such an 
understanding of the concept of ‘interest’ helps me to describe the continuous re-
emergence of interests as they were distributed within the dispositif of the care 
institution. In the day centre, a variation would follow a relational interest that 
brought up differences in the practice, often changing a workshop. And these 
differences would drive material rearrangements. Hence a variation through interest 
was not a ‘change’, where there was a sense of renewing, of full replacement with 
something else. And such a variation differed from an ‘appropriation’, which 
accentuates the making of one’s own thing from something that belongs to someone 

                                                        
68 In respect of these authors, that etymological reference colours the concept in slightly different ways: 
Dewey (1983) states that an interest exists between people and their aims, hence encompassing the 
means for connecting both or not; Callon (1986) points out that attempting to interest another entity is 
to interpose oneself, that is, to put oneself between that entity and other possible associations in order 
to cut them off; Hennion (2007, p. 290) emphasises a close meaning: to interest someone involves 
placing oneself in a way that catches the attention of another (like looking or listening). Stengers (2006) 
puts forward the consequent aspect of an interest that is ‘between’: to her, trying to interest someone is 
to propose he let himself be situated between his concern and those of the proposer. Rather that 
entering a pre-existing interest, it is to make the interesting issue able to intervene in the other’s work, 
or life, maybe transforming it (ibid., p. 17).  
69 See also Dewey (2011), who elaborates interest as something that develops in intimate connection to 
the conditions of an environment (ibid., p. 93). Interestingly, Dewey also insists that attachments (in the 
broad sense) that are sustainable and occur within close and direct relationships are crucial to constitute 
a community of interest and increase their degree of importance. See Dewey 2010, pp. 233-34, 316-18. 
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else. In my fieldwork, caregivers’ allusions to ‘variations’ similarly expressed this 
conception of interests that declined and rekindled through a relational process, 
much more disseminated than a full replacement or appropriation. Baptiste specified 
it as such:  
 

There comes a moment [when] we need to nourish again. Workshops really need to 
adapt, either because we [caregivers] are bored, or because the youth’s group 
dynamic, who is there at that time, doesn’t lend itself to a particular set-up of the 
activity. So it needs to adapt to the group and to our interest, that is, always keeping 
[caregivers’] curiosity regarding what we do for our care work. If we do the same 
thing again [and again], it is not interesting. So a break [from a workshop] is 
necessary for nourishing again, and for creating the willingness to resume it later. 
 

Baptiste characterises their interest with a time dimension: ‘there comes a moment’ 
when a need to adapt was felt, or the group dynamic did not lend itself to an activity. 
Their interests in workshops had temporalities and, at some point, variations were 
crucial for those interests to not fade into boredom. Repeating the same thing over 
time made the activity boring, with participants lacking curiosity about what they 
were doing. As in the previous chapter, with the badminton outing that failed, 
caregivers often questioned whether the youths were ‘fed up’ with an activity, 
causing their disinvolvement. Maintaining an interest in an activity asked for 
‘nourishing again’, which implied turning towards another activity, or it risked 
impoverishing the care work. Whereas in the previous chapters, I noted that 
participants’ familiarity or involvement in an activity emerged out of indifference, here 
a lasting interest must forestall boredom. In the last section of this chapter, I take over 
Baptiste’s image of ‘nourishing’ to describe these processes of interessement, with 
their institutional tools, successes, and pitfalls. Sustaining an interest in workshops 
required gauging their variations. In other words, an interest could hardly survive 
without variation, just as always serving the same meal may make one lose their 
appetite.  
 
A dispositif of interessement 
 
This persistence of an interest through time, or the avoidance of boredom, leads me 
to draw on several empirical studies of science that have investigated forms of 
‘interessement’, as particular sorts of translation between people or other beings who 
may become concerned (Latour, 2010, pp. 30-31). Through such translations, 
interests are transformed whilst redefining the roles of the ones becoming implicated. 
Callon and Law (1982, p. 618), together with other authors assert that interests are 
liable to change while looking at how they are enacted in scientists’ practice. An 
interest may succeed or fail through particular strategies of enrolment, i.e. the mutual 
process of seeking out interests of others, within the ensemble of constraints limiting 
each option. The submission of a paper to a journal entails such strategies of 
enrolment, like in the organization of its content from a broad to a specific issue. 
Enrolments, then, are successful interessements: they denote the actions and ruses 
through which a role is attributed to someone else who will accept it as he becomes 
interested (Callon, 1986). An enrolment interrupts other associations competing with 
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an interest at stake, and establishes other ones that consolidate it. If the paper is 
accepted, the interessement succeeds whereas other submissions are kicked out. The 
conceptual tools of ‘interessement’ are helpful for looking into the variations I 
encountered in the day centre because they tell about the constitutions of social and 
material worlds and the dissolution of others.  
 
The material variations I noticed, then, invite me to investigate the day centre as a 
‘dispositif of interessement’ (Callon, 1986, p. 185), with the temporality of one 
activity but also over a year, as interests were reshaped thanks to institutional tools. 
In the centre, the trials for interessement tested whether teenagers would keep 
responding to workshops’ proposals or if they would turn towards other things or 
activities. Remember Kevin who came to La Porte Bleue and, at some point, 
preferred to run away to roam the city for weeks, which, together with the legal 
system, jeopardised his stay in the centre and thus the internship with animals, an 
interest that had developed over time. Interests never stand alone but remain in 
competition with other interests under trial (ibid.; see also Stengers, 2006, p. 19). 
 
Then what were the strategies of enrolment in the day centre? How did caregivers 
attempt to keep participants’ interests alive? And how did the variations of material 
spaces relate to these processes of interessement? This chapter discusses how 
caregivers, teenagers, and other components of the dispositif of institutional care 
attempted, succeeded, or failed to enrol each other, and how sustaining some shared 
interests transformed and drove variations. I explore the link between these 
processes of interessement, as they occurred in relation to institutional care, and the 
variations they instilled in the material space. I now turn to one of the temporalities 
of material variations that caregivers emphasised in this problem of sustaining 
interest: the temporality of one workshop, across weeks or months, before I turn to 
the scope of a year.  
 

Variations with waves    
 
The variations first struck me because of their material traces, resulting after a period 
of time, but of course variations also occurred in practice with small material 
modifications. This was already clear in the first chapter, with mobile hotspots, as 
the familiarity with living spaces unpredictably resettled over time, escaping 
monotonous routines. Likewise, the variations I describe hereafter required material 
adaptation at bigger or smaller scales. In the latter case, variations relied much more 
on practical adjustments (i.e. of what caregivers and youths do). When I started to 
ask about these variations, the idea of ‘waves’ became important in the fieldwork. In 
the case of the day centre, a ‘wave’ described a mostly informal variation that was 
realised over the course of weeks or months, or sometimes in the course of a 
workshop. The meaning of ‘wave’ took consistency and became an 
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ethnomethodological term to the teens, caregivers, and myself.70 In order to convey 
it with its nuances, I unpack this concept by articulating the ethnomethodological 
term with readings. 71  

 
Genesis of a concept 

 
The story of this term started with Khalis, the chatty youth from the role-playing 
game described in chapter one. He had been coming to the centre for almost a year, 
when, in an interview, I asked him about the variations he had noticed. He answered 
by extending the description of mobile hotspots to ‘waves’:  
 

Well, how to explain it to you? I will call it ‘waves’. A new group is shaping, and this 
group comes to do other things or to use other spaces, and this makes a wave. … 
When I arrived, the group already there was often sitting. Or we went to the 
computer room. And then other youths arrived, and they preferred playing ping-
pong, so we migrated over there. So, you see, each group will use the space 
differently. But, there are always guys remaining from before. … With the start of 
the school year, a number of youths left. For some of the newcomers, it was hard to 
communicate with the rest of the group who had already become acquainted. It 
must reshape a group. So it varies like that, by waves. 

 
At first glance, a wave describes habits and appreciations that vary with the 
reshaping of the group of teenagers, knowing that those already there would mingle 
with newcomers. The word implies the earlier process of consolidation of the group 
and its temporary cohesion. But Khalis invokes something more: ‘there are always 
guys remaining from before’, he said. If we take the phenomenon of a wave seriously, 
it is not modelled on individual undulations, but ‘as collections of superimposed 
waves, little and big, with different origins. A “wave” might be made up of forces 
churned up by a hurricane a week ago, as well as by fresh energy from wind-swept 
ripples’ (Helmreich, 2014, p. 270).72 There are different forces that blow on water 
that put it in motion, sparking its movement as a particle detaches from its mass, 
from the flood, the warp meets the swell or vanishes on the shore. In the day centre, 
the phenomenon involves a strengthening that takes hold among the group 
members, following other waves and adding layers that quickly mingle again before 
fading. If, during a single moment, relationships intensify, this was already latent in 
the interplay of forces and matter. The phenomenon of waves implies layers building 
upon previous ones over time. If ‘there are always guys remaining from before’, if 
this group is always partially changing, waves never emerge on a tabula rasa. Some 
newcomers follow leaving youths, and some of them remain, so that the habits or 

                                                        
70 ‘Ethnomethodological’, in the sense that Garfinkel (1967) gives to terms whose meanings are specific 
to certain everyday situations and practices, and become implicit to its participants.  
71 I elaborate the concept of wave in French, in d’Hoop (forthcoming).  
72 It was in 1961 that the mathematical model of the ‘wave power spectrum’ succeeded as a new 
formalisation of waves by oceanographers. Interestingly, with that model the idea of ‘wave’ also 
pervades studies of social phenomena. On ‘waves’ as material and abstract entities employed to think 
across disciplines, see Helmreich, 2014.  
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interests within the group keep building upon existing ones, whether with fresh or 
older origins.  
 
So this understanding of a ‘wave’ draws attention to different impacts of 
interpersonal encounters, beyond mere temporary group cohesion. In fact, a 
variation starts with much smaller alterations, for newcomers to mingle with the 
group’s members who are already familiar with each other and with the place. In her 
novel The Waves (2000), Virginia Woolf’s poetically amplifies the awareness of such 
alterations. Through the course of the novel’s narrative, six friends take turns telling 
moments of their life that they have shared. The continuity of voices is interrupted 
by depictions of waves at successive times of a day, such as, ‘all the rays ripple and 
flow and waver over us, bringing in new tides of sensation’ (ibid., p. 67). These 
waves depict the diverse, momentary, and relational states through which someone 
becomes, from one moment to another, from one tide of feelings to another, 
whether waves ripple, splash, break, crush, furiously drum on the shore, sweep over 
it swiftly, fall, withdraw, and fall again, or whether their streams pour into a deep tide. 
The many lyric pictures in the novel make one acutely feel how one’s state in the 
moment is not anecdotal, but part of interpersonal alterations with forces at stake. 
And the successive flow of waves emphasises every state’s evanescence. These 
depictions amplify an awareness of the fleeting sensations that may alter someone 
with another and, in the same move, may deviate each one’s concerns. It is about 
small interpersonal alterations, but from them a wave in the day centre could rely on 
a growing fascination for spiders or a devoted taste for a popular song. Waves also 
pass through these small alterations in interpersonal encounters.  
Lastly, a final layer reinforced the concept of waves during my fieldwork, as it found 
meaningful echoes among the caregivers. In contrast with the youths, caregivers 
spent longer periods of time in the centre. When I told them about Khalis’s picture 
of waves, they started to recall plentiful variations, such as moving activities, 
rebuilding furniture, repainting walls, replacing artworks, etc. To them, waves meant 
these variations, including the material rearrangements, unceasingly occurring and 
overlapping with each other. They stressed such waves made the place ‘lively’, which 
is the focus of the next chapter. For now it is worth noting: waves carry material 
variations. They erode, i.e. they imprint materially of a place, making it more specific 
for caregivers and for youths.   
 
To recap, waves are not just moments of temporary group cohesion. A wave is also 
a collection of different forces that put members of the group into motion, within a 
myriad of small interpersonal alterations that animate and support it. In this way, a 
wave makes concerns deviate within the group. And a wave may erode: it may 
imprint the materiality of the place. The concept of waves, with these layers of 
meaning, helps describe the problem of sustaining interest through variations, 
sometimes eroding the materiality of a place. I will now closely look at one of these 
waves that occurred in the course of one workshop.  
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From ‘Esthétique’ to ‘Stylistique’  
 
The story of the Stylistique workshop is the story of an interessement that was 
amplified. Indeed, processes of interessement are ‘precisely about how it is that the 
small become big (or vice versa), and why it is that some succeed while others fail’ 
(Callon & Law, 1982, p. 621). The wave started to erode at the time of the old town 
house. Every Monday morning, the teenagers were offered the option of going to 
L’Annexe, three rooms for creative activities located in a former shop, two houses 
from the day centre, where the Esthétique workshop was held. Two caregivers 
accompanied them and participants could put on make-up, nail polish, and style 
their hair. Among piles of drawing paper, mosaic materials, and paintbrushes, a table 
in a corner with a mirror placed on it was the central spot for doing that workshop, 
which sometimes overflowed on to a side table (figure 21).  
 
Six months later, that material space had varied, as had the workshop’s name, now 
Stylistique. The corner table and its side table were still used for make-up and other 
beautifying activities, but a second big table in another other room was now 
dedicated to beads and the creation of accessories (figure 22). With the move to the 
new building, this latent effervescence grew in a most striking variation. There, the 
workshop was set up in its own room in the townhouse, now arranged with a large 
mirror fixed on the wall and containing several tables and shelves full of material for 
bodily care or dressing (hair, clothing, accessories) (figure 23). The workshop had 
expanded to include more diverse activities (not only make-up but also accessories 
and clothes). It seems that this material variation went along a process of 
interessement that had amplified, but how did that happen?  
 
 
 
 

Figure 21. The table and mirror in a corner  
 



  133 

 

 
 
 

Figure 22. From Esthétique to Stylistique: a variation of workshop in L’Annexe  
 



  134 

 
 

Figure 23. The Stylistique workshop relocated to its own room in the new building 
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Berenice, the caregiver who led Stylistique, described that variation to me by 
speaking about ‘waves’. The term was already familiar to us, as Berenice recalled: 
 

Before we had this part with the cosmetics and hairdressing, and the other one with 
beads. But then, at a certain moment, several girls got greatly involved in everything 
that had to do with customising bags, scarves, etc. A bit more in sewing. So it was 
linked to the wave of that group of girls, at that time. … But it was a mix – because, 
still before that, we added some beads, as Joris [a teenager] really liked it: not only for 
jewellery but he made crocodiles, animals with beads. But then we had no more 
youths who were especially interested in beads and it became more jewellery creation. 
So we discarded the word ‘bead’, and mixed the term ‘Aesthetic’ with ‘fashion design’ 
[in French, ‘stylisme’, so it becomes ‘styli-stique’] … And with that wave of girls, we 
staged a fashion show with our customised things. We arranged the back room as a 
dressing room and we paraded in the two front rooms. And from there, we started to 
think about doing something related to the body, the sewing, and creativity. After that, 
other caregivers asked if we [Berenice and the participants] would continue, so that 
we could sell our objects to workers of the institution or relatives. So we also 
continued on because we were affirmed when making them, that [our creations] had 
become worthwhile. … Today, not that much is going on: it is nice for youths who 
want to go there, but there is less force and creativity than at that time. 

 
As I asked her to confirm that the variation relates to a wave of interest from the 
teens, she added:  
 

Yes, but caregivers too. I was very excited to be involved in that workshop for a while, 
but I couldn’t do it like that for ten years. Repetition is a bit deadly. I cannot inject as 
much creativity and suppleness when I just repeat the same things. … For instance, at 
the present time I am greatly involved in the climbing workshop. I love it, because I 
see that youths get into it, and because I like to go outside and to see youths outside – 
there they are not the same people anymore! Well, I guess I also work with waves. 

 
From ‘Esthétique’ to ‘Stylistique’, the activity varied but was not completely changed. 
As the group reshaped, the workshop deviated, giving more room to sewing and 
jewellery and less to beads. A wave strengthening this move came from a group of 
girls who were greatly involved in customising activities and from the caregiver who 
was temporarily excited about it. Yet, it was not an abrupt change, ‘it was a mix’, 
Berenice said; the variation built upon a previous teenager’s involvement in beaded 
creations. And the variations did not end in a rupture either, as other caregivers 
affirmed them before the shared interest decreased. In the course of that workshop, 
a wave of creativity formed, and grew stronger, while a taste for a different activity 
spread within the group, and then vanished as other waves came by. A wave is thus a 
temporary interessement among several participants, including teenagers, caregivers, 
their ephemeral penchants, and stuff on hand or particularised things. Often building 
upon some appreciations of participants already enacted in the workshop, a wave 
strengthens some part of the activity and leaves out others. It drives certain forms of 
strength, creativity, and suppleness that may erode what was there before. The wave 
causes material variations, as participants’ interests slightly deviate, rendering it more 
specific to the group and to a period of time. A wave driving a workshop variation, 
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including its material rearrangement, provides it with specificities and a temporality 
that remain contingent and unpredictable.  
 
Tactical dwelling  
 
With this empirical conceptualisation of a wave, the point is that it pictures a process 
of interessement, mostly informal, that produces a variation according to caregivers’ 
and teenagers’ ways of dwelling. That is, a wave sustains and transforms teenagers’ 
and caregivers’ interest through their ways of inhabiting a place, as living and existing 
there happens over time.73 Waves are not just tied up in workshops, but they start 
with very small interpersonal encounters, and their forces and alterations move 
through moments of mundane daily life in the centre. Although a wave can grow in 
temporary group cohesion as its composition reshapes, it always builds upon already 
existing acquaintances or tastes enacted within the group and activities.  
 
I see three ways in which waves, or processes of interessement through dwelling, 
find potential in material spaces. First, as the group reshaped over time, the open 
suggestions of the living space that I detailed in chapter two now appear as a central 
strategy of enrolment, permitting the recreation of shared interests related to 
different attention-luring spots. Second, the diversity of workshops’ places and of 
their stuff at hand that I described in chapter three increased the possibilities for 
youths to deviate towards other penchants and the strengthening of some part of an 
activity while leaving out others. Third, waves erode; they carry variations that 
temporally instil specificities in the place’s materiality. Dwelling with such material 
spaces is not settling down, where the installation or occupation of a place is clearly 
defined. ‘Strategy’ is probably a too strong word for the subtle interplays of 
enrolment with a wave. Rather than strategic calculations of objectives, I notice that 
such enrolments resemble the ‘tactics’ that De Certeau (1990) and colleagues (De 
Certeau, Giard, & Mayol, 1994) bring out in their research on everyday practices 
(such as walking, dwelling, cooking, reading, or talking). In ways of dwelling in a 
place, or in the art of cooking, tactics are about combining heterogeneous elements 
while always being on the watch for opportunities that can be seized, in propitious 
moments. The tactical character of practices shows forms of intelligence that are 
inextricable from everyday accomplishments, with their struggles and pleasures: the 
modest inventiveness when choosing among convenient events, objects, or tools, 
whose ephemeral results shape ordinary life and its social fabric. The enrolment of 
participants and things in successive waves appears to me to have such a tactical 
character of dwelling. My point is that caregivers and youths were tactical dwellers in 
the sense that they lived within a material environment that was specified through 
successive and unpredictable waves, which sustained their shared interests by making 

                                                        
73 Ingold (2013) argues that ‘dwelling’ is a central constituent of the process of building environments 
that are always specific to it, whether by human and nonhuman beings. My descriptions sound very 
similar to his argument, except that, in the day centre, material transformations through dwelling is a 
great stake for a situated practice, not a universal ‘truth’ about many situations across cultures, epochs, 
and species. 



  138 

them slightly deviate over time. In what follows, this is what I mean when I refer to 
them as ‘dwellers’. 
 
Institutional tools for variations  
 
But waves are one sort of interessement, which is successful and arises quite 
informally. Meanwhile, enrolment in transforming interest did not always work, 
neither did they obviously lead to an actual variation. Throughout my fieldwork, I 
have heard a lot of expressions of interest that didn’t land, that just floated a bit 
without causing much concern. If the workshop programme varied over years – if, 
as Baptiste explained, caregivers needed to ‘nourish again’ the programme and their 
enjoyment to meet youths’, in order to forestall boredom – what were the 
ingredients nourishing interessement between them? And what were the limits or 
tensions of these zones of interest? 
 
In order to probe these trials that endured over longer periods of time, I need to 
look at the broader dispositif of the institution. I have already emphasised Dewey’s 
statement that social interests enacted in practice compel enquiring into the 
ensemble of means that enable their realisation, which lead (or not) to a new 
situation. The day centre was part of an institution dedicated to care, furnished with 
a set of tools. Some of these tools, relying again on its therapeutic community 
inspiration, aimed at sustaining caregivers and youths’ interest in formalised ways, 
such as with a flexible chart for activities, staff, or community meetings, or a building 
whose typology was very hybridised. In other words, beyond the dispositifs of each 
activity (explored in chapter three, and with the wave of the Stylistique workshop), 
the day centre with its institutional components was a broader dispositif that 
encompassed tools for interessement.74 
 
An important aspect of that dispositif was that ‘external’ attachments kept entering 
the arena. By ‘external’ I mean that the adolescents and caregivers came to the centre 
with tastes they had already developed elsewhere to different degrees. The dispositif 
of interessement aimed at them bringing these external attachments into the centre. 
The flexible chart of the weekly programme of activities enabled visualising the 
growth and demise of interests coming in and out the day centre throughout a year 
(figure 24). The chart was a polystyrene panel with movable activity labels fastened 
with bits of Velcro. Whether in the old townhouse or in the new building, the 
flexible chart was placed in the middle of the caregivers’ common office. Berenice 
used it each week to adapt the timetable of the programme (see chapter three, figure 
9) and to complete it with more details. She then reprinted it and posted it on the 

                                                        
74 Deleuze (1989) points out that the notion of ‘dispositif’ features an ensemble that is particular and a 
multiplicity (rather than universal), characterised by its ability for creativity and for transforming itself 
(rather than remaining the same eternally). It is in this sense that I see certain tools of the institution as 
a dispositif of interessement; they did not target its transformation as a whole, but certain parts of it, 
like activities or material spaces. Certain components of the institutional dispositif however were not 
concerned with catching the teens’ interest. 
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door of the office, to make it easy to glance at. On its left side, the panel included 
about twenty activities that had been previously done, as a sort of reserve of 
activities that had proved to be of interest but were currently not planned. This side 
column was then an intermediary space for interests that came in and out. The 
movable activity labels danced on that polystyrene panel during the year, passing 
back and forth across its columns, and in and out of the panel, whether they were of 
interest or not during a period of time. The flexible chart brings our focus to the 
cultivation of interest: it points to a broader and more unpredictable flow of 
attachments that may come along the year, and to institutional tools for revisiting 
these appreciations over time.   
 
 

 

 
Staff meetings: small particles  
 
Likewise, to characterise the set of institutional tools as a dispositif of interessement 
draws attention to the tinkering with many attachments, the practice, and its material 
spaces, for trying to sustain the shared interests that endured over time. As Pols and 
Moser emphasise (Pols, 2016; Pols & Moser, 2009), aesthetic and affective relations 
to things that are established in the course of a care practice remain contingent and 
unpredictable, so that attempts to practice good care with these objects is a matter of 

Figure 24. A tool for revisions during the year: the flexible chart on a polystyrene panel   
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experimenting with them.75 The contingency and unpredictability relevant to the care 
practice were already at stake in the tactics within ‘waves’, but this is less obvious in 
stories about more formalised ways of doing. Yet, here too, experimentation with a 
heterogeneous palette of attachments mattered for nourishing the care work, since it 
needed to rely on curiosity and escaping boredom. Such revisions of appreciations 
occured with institutional tools that were more formalised than the paces of waves: 
how did this work? The following stories open up more formalised enrolments in 
the day centre, with its institutional tools, which could lead to material variations or 
not. I broaden the description to different processes of interessement along the 
temporality of a year. I am interested in the ingredients that nourished these 
processes of interessement and their conditions of possibilities thanks to the more 
formalised tools of the institution. 
 
The ingredients that nourished an interessement through institutional tools involved 
much smaller particles that did not belong to waves, but all were not palatable for 
that process. Details count when first noticing occurrences within a familiar place. 
This was linked to the surprising minor changes to the familiar portrait that 
caregivers came to associate with the teens. In chapter two, I wrote of Safia’s 
unusual attitude that contrasted with her earlier stillness. One of the unusual things 
she did, one time, was to take a dance step to one side as she encountered her image 
in a mirror. She did it again on another day when Berenice was around, who then 
started to do it with her. It turned into a funny moment that Berenice recalled during 
the next morning meeting: ‘I was behind, mimicking her movements and sometimes 
asked her to change to another move ... and it was so funny. I don’t know what she 
had that day, but she was in a good shape! And fun, fun, really full of humour’. The 
dance step story was of great interest amongst the staff, especially since Safia so 
barely engaged outside her quiet routines. The team then started to think about 
resuming a hip-hop dance workshop. A trainee was sufficiently skilled to lead it. 
They scanned some facilities where they might find a room. The idea was launched; 
they now had to test it. So caregivers cultivated an interest by being around the 
adolescents in a familiar place. This became clear with the design of the new building, 
with a resting room for the team. That room was located away from the living spaces, 
common office, and nearby hotspots. The room was designed as a ‘break room’ that 
catered to norms about workers’ need for breaks during the workday, but the 
caregivers did not go there as it was, they said, ‘too disconnected from the life of the 
centre’ and ‘not the way we work, at least for now’. 
 
A second ingredient nourishing interessement was participants’ involvement in 
workshops, where they could express greater or lesser interest in a part of the activity. 
The story of Stylistique exemplified such dynamics. Yet, in workshops too, 
caregivers could identify smaller particles that did not especially belong to waves. 
One day, the group of La Porte Bleue went out to a circus school. In the next day’s 
meeting, Maud reported that the youths had wrapped themselves in fabrics that 
                                                        
75 Pols (2016) speaks of ‘aesthetic relations’ to tell what people ‘value, find nice, stylish or proper’ (p. 5). 
I read such appreciations as attachments-in-the-making, as people come to keep more to what they like, 
sometimes relationally becoming an interest.  
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hung from wooden beams. Doing so had a strong effect on them, especially on 
agitated teens, one that was astonishing to Maud and captivated the team when she 
recounted it: ‘It was like a bodily constraint, but an interesting one’. So, she 
continued:  
 

With those fabrics, you can go up, put yourself inside, and it swings a bit because it is 
hanging. It’s really like a cocoon – and this has such an effect! There is such a silence 
during these moments. The calming effect it may create is just astonishing. … And 
Martin loves this thing. And this is lasting – I mean, it’s not for three minutes. He 
stays in it. 
 

Ingrid asked, ‘And Kevin did it too?!’ Her surprise was shared among the caregivers, 
since all knew that Kevin was the youth most often unable to be still, except when 
making models or caring for animals. Maud answered: 

 
Yes, but Kevin goes less than Martin, and he stays less longer in it. And he hangs over 
it; his arms fall and his leg goes up like this – well, it’s not exactly the same. But 
Martin, he really took to it; he puts himself in it, like this, like a restraint, but in the 
good sense of that term. 

 
The potential effect of these fabrics, luring in the teens, calming or fun according to 
each of them, intrigued most of the caregivers, who then gauged if it might be 
possible to hang some in a relaxation room of the new building. The fabrics of the 
circus school, together with the youths who responded differently with them, greatly 
fed caregivers’ interest. The youths’ involvements were small occurrences but, even 
if they happened only a few times, they were tasty ingredients for the caregivers as 
well. Of course, their interest also relied on their care concern, here about bodily 
constraints, which were a sensitive matter for those who experienced it in psychiatric 
settings. So speculating about possibly good and calming constraints with agitated 
youths made the story even more interesting to the team; this special interest 
fostered a possible variation of their practice and to their material space. As with 
their familiarity, teenagers’ involvements in workshops nourished staff meetings with 
unpredictable occurrences, with small particles that did not especially belong to 
waves.  
 
Community meetings: palatable ingredients? 
 
A third but major component of the institutional dispositif for cultivating an 
interessement was the weekly community meeting. In contrast with the caregivers’ 
morning meetings, where they discussed what they had noticed the day before, 
community meetings involved everyone in the centre, who were all asked to express 
verbally what they would like to do. This institutional tool rendered more visible 
those ‘ingredients’ that were not palatable for the team or the youths, because 
interests from all parties were directly confronted in the middle of a circle of chairs.  
 
To caregivers, the point was to do activities that were therapeutically interesting, i.e. 
inducing youths to more easily respond to a proposal. To what extent a proposition 
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should be more or less framed as ‘therapeutic’ remained under debate among them 
(as told in chapter three, in ‘Framing minimal conditions’). The only limits they had 
were money and insurance conditions for more or less risky outings.  
 
Youths were not concerned by the therapeutic potential of activities. They often 
wanted to have fun. As with outings to theme parks that often came back up, some 
activities they requested were not allowed at all, as caregivers deemed them likely to 
stir up aggressive involvements. This happened with activities that caregivers 
thought they could potentially incite violent attitudes, such as paintball, go karts, or 
watching horror movies. Baptiste told me, ‘It’s ok if they do it outside [during their 
time of not being in the centre], but then I tell them that for a group of teenagers in 
psychiatry, it is not something easy to manage, and we would not encourage that’.  
 
But the teens also had their limits, which were put under debate meeting after 
meeting (as is visible in meeting reports, see figure 25). One day Martin put an item 
on the agenda with which most youths agreed: ‘no community meetings anymore’. 
This was not so surprising to caregivers; for several weeks, few adolescents had 
brought an issue to the meetings. Most of them had ‘nothing to say’. They asserted 
that issues in these meetings were just not interesting. Some caregivers recognised 
that ‘something had changed’ in recent meetings, which they had also noticed 
spatially: teens and caregivers did not mingle anymore when sitting together, and 
they paid less attention to whether the ‘broken circle’ formed by their chairs enabled 
everyone to see and hear each participant. Baptiste returned the youths’ statement in 
the form of a question: ‘when is an issue interesting or not, to you?’ Martin and 
other participants answered that ‘interesting stuff’ should be of concern to most of 
the people attending meetings, and not be repeated again over time. From there, 
some pending propositions could be reopened with that claim, checking how much 
one issue might concern everyone and whether it varied from previous issues. So 
youths also regulated the zone of interest and the pace of variations.  
 
It also happened that youths’ propositions could start on the wrong track for 
interesting other youths and caregivers, and therefore required some adjustment for 
their realisation. Such tinkering happened, for instance, when some wanted to go 
visit a cemetery. It first seemed a bad idea, not only to caregivers, but also to some 
other teenagers who feared such a visit. But the proposers kept insisting. They then 
found a compromise by pairing it with a storyteller. She turned the visit into a 
storytelling walk, using narratives to frame the theme of death and its possible 
evocations. It worked quite well, so the storyteller was hired for further visits to 
other sites to be practised as tale-walks. That variation in practice was temporarily 
established. Yet, other limits occurred when the accomplishment of a proposition 
was demanding and long-lasting, and threatened a nascent interest along the way. As 
with an initially very enthusiastic request from a wave of teenagers to improve two 
rooms where they had especially been dwelling. Participants grew weary; choosing 
pieces and colours was exciting but keeping concentration with the repetitive 
technical gestures of painting walls was less so. The resulting room rearrangement 
made sense to all participants as dwellers, but their interest in the activity as workers 
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was not easy to sustain along its achievement—caregivers still remember it as having 
been remarkably tired with it.  
 
So the community meeting was a central component to nourishing variations of 
activities and their settings, through an interessement between the adolescents, the 
teams, and their material spaces. This meeting mattered especially for making 
palpable the limits and tensions about whether ingredients were palatable to other 
members of the group, questioning what was an ‘interest’ to them, and assessing it 
through its achievement or tinkering with it.  
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Figure 25. Photocopy of a report of a community meeting, filed by the team. Courtesy of 
Bastien Paternotte. Names are blacked out to guarantee participants’ anonymity.  
On the report, debates concerned variations of activities, with some of them affecting the 
spaces, as much as temporary concerns of the groups. That week, issues included: 
variations of sport activities, choice of an outing, the quantity of salt in food, and different 
impressions of the group’s current atmosphere. The arrows noted by the youth show the 
move from a request to its outcome, which was sometimes partially left open-ended.  
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A hybrid building   
 
I see a last, but no less important, institutional tool that provides ingredients to 
nourish processes of interessement: the building with its material spaces. I realised 
this while the new building was not yet occupied; although it had carefully been 
designed in every detail, the building had to remain partially undefined in order to 
stay ‘open to change’. This struck me the day just before its official inauguration, 
while meeting two cleaning ladies hired by an external company. They had just spent 
two days cleaning the building, and they could not help wondering, what is this 
thing?! What was this institution that had contacted their company? What do they 
do? Any typology of building they knew was not recognisable in that hybrid building. 
It is not a school, but two of its rooms serve the atypical pedagogic setting of La 
Porte Bleue. It is not a home, but its living spaces are central. It is not a cultural 
centre, but it has a lot of workshop rooms of all sorts. It is not a hospital, but it has a 
nursery and consultation rooms. It is not a park or a farm, but it has a big garden 
with vegetable patches. But it is an institution, indeed; it has a secretary desk and 
waiting seats at the entrance. The cleaning ladies’ wondering about the building 
brought me back to other newcomers’ astonishment about its unusual and 
unidentifiable aspects, whether they were teenagers, new trainees or caregivers, 
delivery workers, or other foreign visitors, as I first had been about a year before. To 
many of us, our first impression of the building was that it was a hybrid and 
intriguing thing, partially undefined.   
 
But there was something more about that materiality that sustained potential interest. 
The building was also partially undefined due to the volumes of stuff scattered 
among its many spots, in diverse sizes, shapes, lights, acoustics, textures, and 
withdrawn or centrally located spaces. The new building was equipped with many 
spots for activities, whose diversity could make this or that thing better suitable to 
try in this or that workshop. Moreover, the tools or materials that were dispersed 
among these spots were not strictly delineating a unique purpose for each of them. 
Rather the different spots of the hybrid building were permeated with objects 
drawing fuzzy boundaries about the kind of activity that might be done here or there. 
The names of these spots remained vague as well, giving clues about an imprecise 
ensemble of activities, like ‘sport’, ‘creation’, ‘relaxation’, ‘media’, etc. The diversity 
of shapes and imprecise boundaries of different spots with their stuff made room to 
make them vary according to the interests that emerged over the course of the 
practice. In that sense, the hybrid building was also partially undefined by its 
flexibility, supplying further food for interessement.  
 
With that partially undefined building, the material variations running with a 
particular interessement might be of very different scales, from small to more 
consequent interventions. It ensues that the transformation of a spot required more 
or less other institutional tools or assets, such as the technical team or money. Note 
the following contrast between two workshops that stemmed from community 
meetings. One aimed to explore the theme of ‘adulthood’ and was barely defined at 
its start. The first sessions would take the form of meetings with all participants 
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browsing different themes about becoming adults, and then deciding about outings 
or other activities to engage with this topic. When caregivers discussed where to do 
that workshop, they looked for a ‘convivial setting’ that might help to cultivate 
interest in exchanges whilst making these meetings pleasurable moments. Here 
caregivers first thought to do the meetings in the living spaces, but these ones were 
too suggesting to ‘collapse on the couches’ or to turn towards other potentially 
distracting opportunities. Instead they needed something more formal, but still 
providing pleasure. The bright room of the first floor would work, with its central 
table and computers on the side that could eventually be used for a little research. 
But it would work with a small variation of bringing in a tray with a teapot, cups, and 
cookies, placed in the middle of the table.76  
 
In contrast, a gardening workshop drove many more spatial rearrangements. One 
morning, I passed by the terrace of the new building and I came across Louis, a 
technical worker of the institution, who was assembling a shed in a corner. On the 
other side of the garden, Sylvie, a caregiver, was weeding. When I approached her to 
ask about this gardening activity, she weaved a web of stories. It started with these 
flowers planted by an official gardener to make the place ‘nice’ during the 
inauguration. She disliked them, so thereafter she discreetly pulled them out and 
replaced them with the kinds of flowers she liked. Meanwhile, this lured some teens 
to join her in these activities and they had decided together to seed some vegetables 
that then grew, and Josie had already cooked them. But she had to learn more skills 
for furthering that workshop. So with another caregiver, they went to a one-day 
training in vegetable gardening. At that time, they also came to learn that Sami, the 
head of the technical workers, was passionate about gardening and knew a lot about 
it. Since then, as soon as they had a question, they called him and so he became also 
committed to improving that spot and growing veggies. To her, everything counted 
among these stories; youths’ interest in that garden was strongly fluctuating over 
time, so some fresh tools, seeds, shed, skills, Sami’s advice, and Josie’s cooking were 
all necessary to keep it alive. Whereas a variation may suffice in enhancing a table 
with a tea set, here it gathers many ingredients to nourish the interessement along 
which the garden varied with its flowers and seeds to vegetables to meals, sheds and 
equipment. These stories enlarge the hybrid building potentialities with other 
institutional tools and assets for sustaining participants’ interest and accomplishing 
that variation, as with the technical workers and their passions, or money for extra 
equipment or an external training. 
 
Cultivating an awareness for possibilities 
 
So what are these strategies of enrolment that may lead to material variations (or 
not) in the day centre? Which ingredients nourish them and under which conditions 
of possibility? Although institutional tools are more formalised ways of trying to 

                                                        
76 Such minimal interventions in the spatial arrangement for heightening pleasure closely echoes Vogel 
and Mol (2014), who recounted from the weight consultants they interviewed how the material 
surrounding may contribute to cultivate pleasure in eating, as it would not be distracting (for instance 
with media) but attractive (as with a nicely set table). 
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sustain interests, so also are they more strategically set up for that goal; here too I see 
a lot of tactics of enrolments of youths, caregivers, things, or other workers. At least, 
I have discerned three different institutional tools within the dispositif of that 
institution to nourish processes of interessement, through tactics of combining 
heterogeneous elements by seizing occasions in propitious moments. During staff 
meetings, the team recounted many occurrences that they had noticed while being 
around youths in a familiar place or doing workshops with them. The process here 
was not being caught in waves, but contributing smaller particles that did not 
especially belong to any one of them. The community meetings followed another 
process: propositions were directly discussed, which made especially palpable the 
limits and tensions about whether ingredients were palatable or not to other 
members of the group. Sometimes these confrontations obligated recourses to 
tactics, as when turning youths’ statement of disinterest into a query, or when 
tinkering with a proposition by adding extra ingredients (a storyteller, for instance). 
And the hybrid building, the flexible suitability of its spots, drove an interessement 
as a partially undefined thing for its material spaces to vary with more or less extra 
means (technical workers, shed, training, money, etc.).  
 
However, despite the profusion of ingredients and the conditions that allowed 
variations on these emerging interests, I heard about many propositions that were 
never accomplished. Expressed interests were not translated into variations of the 
practice or material spaces, as with the hip-hop workshop that was not planned, at 
least during the following year I spent in the field, and with the fabrics that were 
never hung from the relaxation room ceiling. So what is the point of these demises? 
Are these caregivers too lazy, busy, or unconcerned by these zones of interests they 
encounter with youths and that environment? I do not think so. I rather see it as a 
particularity of the processes of interessement as they happened with that 
institutional dispositif: it was first of all a matter of cultivating an awareness of possibilities, 
even if they were not realised. To ‘nourish again’ passed through caregivers’ 
attentiveness to mundane occurrences through the days as much as did clearer 
propositions in community meetings. This ongoing awareness nourished their 
practice and willingness to find ‘enough pleasure’, and hence likely sustained interest. 
So the important point is not the realisation of every spark of interest into practical 
or spatial variations. Anyway, the realisation of these possibilities is limited; 
remember the flexible chart whose columns (especially the side one) are finite. The 
important point for caregivers was to remain open to emerging possibilities, to 
cultivate their awareness of them, also to enrol youths into this awareness, often in 
tactical ways, before eventually experimenting with their realisation in the care 
practice. The conditions enabling the cultivation of this awareness for possible 
variations were crucial for growing more interessement among caregivers, youths, 
and other things or people. I have described these conditions for dwelling and for 
waves, for recounting small particles and for confronting interests and their limits, 
for leading material variations at different scales. Without these conditions of 
possibilities, thanks to which many diverse propositions can be opened up, 
interessement would vanish and its resulting variations as well.   
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Conclusion: Making a place specific 
 
In this chapter I have tackled the problem of sustaining teenagers and caregivers’ 
interest in activities, which requires the making of variations over time. I have 
featured processes of interessement through dwelling with waves, and through the 
cultivation of their awareness with tools established within the institutional dispositif. 
To conclude, I want to emphasise how the material spaces showed potentialities for 
interessement, and how these tactics of enrolment made sense as attachments in the 
care work. The interessement by variations in the practice and spaces are ways to 
make that place specific to its dwellers, according to their attachments as they 
emerge in the course of the care practice.  
 
How did material spaces have potentialities for these processes of interessement? 
Waves started with very small interpersonal encounters, their forces, and alterations. 
They built upon existing acquaintances or appreciations among members of the 
group, and grew in temporary group cohesion as its composition reshaped. Waves 
were processes of interessement through ‘dwelling’, or ways of inhabiting the place 
in tactical ways. I note three links between such waves and the material spaces. As a 
group reshaped, the open, ambiguous, and indirect suggestions of the living spaces 
enabled interests to deviate among different luring spots. As for the contrasting 
workshops, their places and stuff at hand, they augmented possibilities to drift from 
some appreciations towards others within an ongoing activity. And, last but not least, 
waves eroded: they materialised these variations.  
  
Then, the institutional tools for variations put to the fore how caregivers and the 
adolescents cultivated an awareness for possibilities. Caregivers’ attentiveness to 
mundane occurrences nourished their interest: they recounted them and this 
awareness kept opening new possibilities, although only some of them were actually 
realised. Whereas, in staff meetings, the team recounted small particles (occurrences 
from the familiar living spaces and workshops they share with youths), the 
community meetings were more straight trials that rendered palpable which interests 
may be appealing to other members of the group or not. Together with these 
institutional tools, the hybrid building, remaining partially undefined, also provided 
conditions for realising the possibilities evoked in the group, with more or less extra 
means, here too in tactical ways.  
 
And how did these relational interests make sense as attachments in the care work? 
These spaces entailed potentialities to keep weaving interests, since they enabled 
attachments that consolidated, dissolved, and reconstituted. As caregivers and youths 
made material spaces vary over time, these spaces were part of a dispositif of 
interessement. As such, they also provided conditions for making the place specific 
in close relation to the declining and rekindling of interests.  
 
Compared to amateurs, youths and caregivers’ attachments along their interessement 
relied more on the collective of people, and the situation with its material equipment, 
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than on one object’s feedback and bodily sensation. Also, these attachments started 
from very small occurrences, interpersonal encounters, or the whistling of 
possibilities, sometimes growing in waves or being realised in actual variations. Such 
attachments were also many since they are not stable. They were remade and became 
manifold as they varied over weeks or months, over temporalities that remained 
contingent and unpredictable. They emphasised the very social connectedness of 
varying interests, their evanescence though time, and the liveliness they carried. At 
the pace of variations, the attachments that consolidated into interests rendered the 
place specific and interpersonally meaningful to the youths and caregivers.  
 
So this chapter ends by calling attention to the specificities of the place, with these 
processes of interessement and variations carrying attachments. To render intelligible 
how these specificities come to matter, and materialise, means recognising that the 
caregivers and teenagers were tactical dwellers. That is, they were attached-dwellers 
in personal ways, that were neither interchangeable nor replaceable in the care work, 
at least once they were caught in the particular world of these interpersonal 
encounters, daily occurrences, stories about them, and possibilities that emerged 
from them. A place that remains specific through the variations of interest is then an 
imperative condition for care work that occurs among dwellers, their specific 
personalities, and things. It follows, too, that trials of sustaining interest require an 
amount of time that can hardly be known in advance; the variations occur in long-
lasting moments of indeterminacy that remain unsettled. The two temporalities that 
caregivers mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, when being enacted, appear 
strongly interdependent to the ever-varying group, person, and interests. In the next 
chapter, I dig further into these temporalities that link the material spaces to 
attachments, and to the care work.  
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5 
 

‘It is something lively’ 

Unfolding the temporalities of artworks 
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Introduction 
 
While observing how the caregivers and youths made the material spaces vary over 
time, and how these interactions enacted interessement through tactical enrolments, 
I came to pay more attention to one specific way of doing these variations, that of 
‘putting stuff on walls’. Although there was a consensus that rooms had to remain 
open to their rearrangement, tensions were fuelled by the display of artworks, as the 
team called out the things artworks exposed throughout the space. I did not expect 
that, when I brought up the issue to them in a staff meeting, I would stumble on a 
great topic of disagreement. Artworks were put under scrutiny when the medical 
director (Dr B.) conveyed to the team the aesthetic style she had envisioned from 
their discussion with the architects, as they negotiated the space in relation to the 
new white walls. The clash erupted like so during the meeting. 
 

Dr B. ‘Yes, this had been decided. … It is clear that we won’t stick stuff on walls, or 
nail stuff in walls, or repaint a wall or a door, not for a while. At least, not until I’ll 
be there’.  

 
We turned our heads, looking to the walls of the old townhouse. Several posters 
were pinned here and there along the walls, and a few handmade collages announced 
the next radio programme led by a group of teenagers for a workshop on reporting.  
 

A caregiver: ‘like this, those posters, to stick stuff on walls – or graffiti?’ 
Dr B.: ‘no’. 
Another caregiver: ‘what!? No decoration?’  
Dr B.: ‘It will be necessary to hang one billposting-board, somewhere. We’ve asked 
for picture rails on all continuing walls, in the aim of hanging up some frames. … 
This for when we want to do an exhibition … And not for having stuff like this 
[she pointed the collages], stuff of all sorts, of all forms, and here I think that Hugo 
[the artist-sociotherapist] won’t contradict me’. 

 
Voices stormed the room in a fierce brouhaha. The doctor continued:  
 

The proposition would also be, at least for some spots – for example, the corridors 
– to have some frames of the same dimension. A beautiful frame. And with the 
possibility of change with each exhibition. But with something that serves as 
constraints. … And the constraint will be the same frame size, and another one will 
be to assort colours. … Everybody is not allowed to do any fancy things they want 
in the building. Otherwise, by six months, it won’t look like anything. This can be 
discussed, but I think that things must be uniform. 

 
Following this, the brouhaha resumed.  
 
I better understood afterward what prompted the clash and the team’s fervent 
response. The aesthetic style that the medical director wanted to implement, one that 
was uniform in format, assorted in content, and followed a display schedule, 
threatened another style that caregivers held to: these artworks imparted a sort of 
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‘liveliness’ that permeated the material space. Caregivers often repeated ‘it [the place] 
has to remain lively’. The two different aesthetic styles promoted different 
relationships with the place and its dwellers, and fostered different situations in the 
everyday practice. The medical doctor argued that uniformity and temporal 
organisation would promote a professional environment and, accordingly, 
professional ways of relating with each other. That position was not just of her 
fancy; it can be understood from her external position, where it was necessary for 
guiding the team. In contrast to the caregivers, who remained in the daily practice 
with its many affects and concerns, she came a few hours a week for staff meetings, 
with less awareness of every development but also a fresh look on the temporary 
waves passing through the group and the small particles, and the everyday 
occurrences that caregivers related. On the other hand, the caregivers argued that the 
artworks should generate ‘something lively’ within the place, in line with the 
liveliness occurring with the things, youths, and caregivers who spent their days there. 
The move brought the risk of not reproducing this liveliness in the new building, 
which was unacceptable for the team. The clash between the two aesthetic styles, 
with artwork put on trial with the move, interrogated the possibility to relay the 
place’s specificities, in two ways: the medical director’s ability to be sensitive to 
caregivers’ everyday concerns and, in turn, their ability to convey to her, as a more 
external worker, these issues from their daily practice. 
 
In this chapter, I examine different artworks in relation to the trial of the move. 
They included drawings, paintings, sculptures, frames, posters, mosaic tiles, and a 
chalkboard. I scrutinise whether their aesthetic style would impart this ‘liveliness’, 
and whether they would lose it when translated into uniformed, assorted, and 
organised things. Although the term remained a bit vague, I understood this plea for 
‘liveliness’ as concern for a way of attaching that was enacted with these things. It 
seemed to me that, through these artworks, members of the group developed more 
complex and meaningful relationships with that place as it incorporated more 
specificities to them, and with other members who might have acknowledged them 
as well. In particular, this liveliness was threatened by a scheduled temporality, as 
exhibitions organised in structured time periods would thwart it. Whilst the previous 
chapter pointed to the importance of making the place specific to its dwellers, here I 
call attention to the temporalities of attachments, instilled with the materiality of 
artworks, and upon which a certain ‘liveliness’ relied.  
 
I am equally interested in caregivers’ ability to distinguish that some things were 
more ‘lively’ than others, and the differences these special things made in their 
practice. A first-draft answer would be that such liveliness was contagious, that these 
artworks contributed to making the dwellers livelier. But that would be jumping to a 
too-quick conclusion, one which assumes a straightforward ‘influence’ of art on 
people, whereas these artworks seemed like more complex mediators. Yet, before 
investigating what these things inspired in the caregivers and teenagers that made 
them hold on them so much, I first want to know how liveliness is realised (or not) 
in relation to care. If these material things entailed potentialities for a certain 
‘liveliness’ that caregivers deemed necessary, how did that work? How was ‘putting 
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stuff on walls’ enacting ‘something lively’? What was this other way of attaching and 
how did it relate to care concerns?  
 
In what follows, I explore the different traits of the material environment in which 
the team disseminated what made it lively. Then, with stories about artworks that 
progressively permeated the white walls of the new building, I bring out how these 
things entailed potentialities for liveliness, for ways of attaching characterised with 
the nuances and anecdotes of involvement in crafting, with specific and storied 
interests emerging in workshops, and with casual and fleeting involvements outside 
of them. These descriptions bring out how different temporalities unfold with these 
things. It is how I see that artworks bring up their liveliness, in relation to 
attachments: with their unpredictable paces, and when expanding the present time to 
other moments, paces, and places.  
 

Did you say ‘something lively’?  
 
What caregivers meant when mentioning ‘liveliness’ was more often intuitive than 
explicit.77 The move to the new building helped to make this clearer, since it helped 
one see how that liveliness was transported, reproduced, and transformed, or newly 
emerging or missing. Before turning to the transition due to the move, I provide 
some clues that I gleaned in the field to sketch a first idea about the liveliness of the 
place, and I introduce artworks as relational things as part of this sketch.   
 
A disseminated liveliness  
 
Caregivers did not attribute liveliness only to artworks within their material 
environment. According to them, the erosions of waves were material variations 
over time that contributed to it too. The names of the different spots of the centre 
also played their part. In the old house, these names did not strictly indicate the 
function of a room, neither did they allude to therapy. Instead they were brought in 
by the youths. They often remained within the oral culture of the day centre and 
were not written, and they indicated the colours present or spatial elements of the 
room or its location, like ‘La Porte Bleue’ (the Blue Door) or ‘L’Annexe’. These 
nicknames had become familiar to the group even though almost none of them 
remembered exactly who had nicknamed the spots or when, and this was one of the 
ways ‘it remained lively’. Most of these nicknames disappeared with the transition to 
new building. A group of the caregivers contested the plaques that had been affixed 
next to doors, which indicated the room’s function. Only La Porte Bleue survived in 
the new building, as that appellation came to designate a pedagogic project as much 
as a spot: in the new building, its door was also painted blue. Also, a little disorder 
did a great deal to make liveliness. Caregivers described this slight disorder found in 

                                                        
77 In French, they used the word ‘vivant’ to say ‘it is something lively’ (‘c’est quelque chose de vivant’). This 
word twins both English meanings of ‘alive’ and ‘lively’. I have chosen to translate ‘vivant’ into ‘lively’ 
because ‘lively’ sounds close to what I heard in caregivers’ concerns: that is living in the sense of being 
animated, filled with activity, interest, and excitement.  
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the objects that permeated the space everywhere in the old house, as being ‘traces of 
life, of passages’ even if ‘it is a little messy’. They contrasted such disorder, however 
small, with places that looked like a good representation of a nice, clean, and aseptic 
rehabilitation centre. They often talked about their own houses to convey to me this 
sense of liveliness, whether they introduced themselves as messy or not.78 Indeed, 
when the bright new building loomed, the team critiqued the assumption that a clean 
and aseptic environment would be an improvement.79 This critique closely resonates 
with Barrett’s (1999) description of such an environment of a facility, with its details 
of clean and beautifully assorted arrangements, which he links to the idea of 
‘progress’. In contrast, other buildings situated further back on the same institutional 
site, which were run down or older wards purposed to confinement, were intended 
for patients less eligible for prestigious clinical work, and incorporated a regression. 
The temporal and moral dimension of ‘progress’ that Barrett sees in that institutional 
landscape, and particularly in material details of well-ordered and shiny facilities, 
makes me suppose that, in the day centre, the caregivers’ claim for liveliness through 
a little disorder would avoid to make their place convey this idea of progress within a 
very modern and professional environment. In this chapter, it will become clear that 
liveliness, as embedded in artwork, does not correspond to the linear improvement 
that the notion of ‘progress’ entails, but opens on more diverse ways to enact time. 
For now, back to the caregivers’ critique: Maud, the caregiver who gave me a tour 
through La Porte Bleue, distinguished different periods in order to ease her 
colleagues’ worries, said: ‘It will be first a space of representation’, underlining the 
new, shiny arrangement of the very new building, ‘but then it will come back to life’. 
Finally, caregivers also pointed to liveliness where a spot was momentarily animated 
with many movements and interactions, what I have previously called in ‘hotspots’ 
(chapter two). Together the waves, the nicknames, a little disorder, and the hotspots 
carried a liveliness of the place quite novel to strangers: it related to a familiarity that 
the team and teens have developed there and that lasted for a certain period of time.  
 
Artworks as relational things  
 
Among these other traits of the space contributing to enacting ‘something lively’, the 
artworks were clues for the making of liveliness. These things especially sparked a 
clash that had to be resolved when dwelling in the new building. The problem was 
                                                        
78 Caregivers’ comparisons with their own houses underscore the blurred boundaries between domestic 
habitats and institutions, whereas matters of hygiene and messiness may be similar or differ in the very 
details of their arrangements. This is reminiscent of Guedez (2004) who shows how this link between 
messiness and aesthetic style is deposited differently in homes’ spatial arrangements. The location of a 
veranda is a good example of that. She notes that, in farmers’ houses, order and cleanness matter a lot 
for the aesthetic sense, and so verandas at the entrance enable undressing without dirtying the interior 
spaces whereas, in contrast, in second residences of the same region, verandas open on a view that 
appeals for contemplation, and disorder is seen positively as a lively thing. 
79 As Laws (2009) reports from a self-help group in England, this critique also animates the alternative 
project pointing to the pitfalls of institutional facilities. They denounce the mismatch between 
caregivers’ and patients’ aesthetic senses of the place: the group rejects the institutional spaces with the 
‘niceties of the therapy room’, as the ‘misjudged offer of comfort [the “hideous flowery furnishings” in 
the hospital dayroom, perhaps] trivialises the injury’, and rather defends an aesthetic that ‘suits the 
mood’ of patients (ibid., p.1832). 
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that these things were caught in an array of relations that did not seem to matter for 
the whole team, and particularly not for the medical director who decided on 
another aesthetic style during the design phase. In addition, the lively artworks 
mattered for care concerns. I found a trace of a conversation about them in a 
meeting report that was dated from a year before my fieldwork. The secretary had 
noted down, ‘An exhibition is limited in time, so that it doesn’t become trivial. … 
Exhibitions need to keep turning, removing works and hanging up others’. This note 
indicates that variations of artworks over time were important to prevent the space 
from falling into too much mundaneness, and that the liveliness enacted with 
artworks may also be a matter of temporality. In other words, the liveliness of that 
materiality would relate to a form of thrill that very likely faded over time. Yet, the 
exhibitions also made the new building come to life as they became familiar. So, a 
balance had to be struck: whereas the artworks that brought up the liveliness were 
part of caregivers’ and youths’ familiarity with that place, they should not turn too 
banal either by remaining on the walls for too long, and losing the concerns that had 
embedded them.  
 
So, the liveliness of artworks relied on a difference between the things that were 
related to current concerns, and those that were not anymore. The conceptual 
distinction between ‘things’ and ‘objects’ is helpful for their description. Latour 
(2004) discerns a ‘thing’ from an  ‘object’: a thing is a gathering of participants that 
make it exist and maintain it in existence, incorporating matters of concerns, 
meanings, stories, and requests for care. An ‘object’, in contrast, is matter without 
values embedded in it. Van Hout, Pols, and Willems (2015, p. 1208) propose to 
transport this distinction in order to look at everyday objects and things according to 
matters of concerns at stake in particular practices of care. Likewise, these artworks 
required a description of their materiality as ‘things’, whose liveliness hinged on their 
relations to caregivers’ and teens’ concerns, as long as these concerns remained at 
stake: losing those concerns, they might easily become ‘objects’ deprived of value. 
The length of such a period of time was not stipulated in the meeting report, nor in 
any meeting I attended. This temporal indeterminacy very likely put the organisation 
of exhibitions envisioned by the medical director on a knife’s edge.  
 
So far, this ‘liveliness’ remains difficult to grasp. Caregivers disseminated it in several 
aspects of their material environment, taking part in its familiarity. Artworks were 
crucial among these things. Their liveliness seemed to depend on the particular 
relations in which these things were caught. Also, these artworks, and more precisely 
their matters of concern due to these relations, were not stable over time. This 
causes us to focus our attention on the issue of the temporal dynamics of ‘liveliness’ 
and how these things might turn into objects when hung on walls for long periods of 
time.  
 
In the rest of this chapter, I describe how artworks progressively permeated the 
white walls of the new building, which evoked the unwanted reference to hospital 
and other institutions during many site visits. These descriptions help to understand 
how things entail potentialities for a certain ‘liveliness’, through ways of attaching as 
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dwellers that anchor relationships with that place. The following stories demonstrate 
how different temporalities matter for these things to generate that liveliness in 
relation to attachments and the care work. If they mostly happened at the time of 
the move to the new building, and during the period of dwelling there for about a 
year, time unfolded through these artworks. I therefore connect my observations to 
other anthropological studies that doubt the Western assumption of linear time, 
especially as this linearity is intimately associated with the idea of progress. Indeed, 
the different temporalities of the thing help understand the making of this liveliness, 
and characterise how the attachments it creates, regarding caregivers’ and teenagers’ 
concerns, cannot just fit in the calendar following a single-track ordering of time.  
 

Folding moments of workshops 
 
On a late afternoon before moving into the new building, when passing by 
L’Annexe, near the old townhouse, I glimpsed through the open door into the 
creation room and saw Hugo who was still packing up stuff in the middle of a mess. 
He had already refused my proposition to help him because, he said, he knew what 
was what, and what must go with what, and I did not. The stuff in the room was 
objects to me and things to him. He was preparing artworks to be hung on the 
naked white walls of the new building. It was late, and he needed to find technical 
solutions, as he was not used to assembling frames. So, we ended up preparing the 
artworks, mostly drawings and paintings, that fit in the frames. This was how I 
learned more about the values and stories that made these artworks worthy of being 
displayed, and in what sense these values and stories would infuse their liveliness.  
 
Time, or rather pace, came first. Hugo was an artist hired as sociotherapist, so he 
was the main caregiver in charge of the Creation Atelier. With that workshop, he 
told me, he tried to do a new exhibition on average every four months. But actually, 
he indicated, ‘trying’ meant that he succeeded in holding at least one exhibition a 
year. So the pace varied from every four months to once a year. That varying pace 
depended on how the workshop went, and this remained completely unpredictable 
to him. Four months was too short to have good enough paintings, but long enough 
to put youths’ sustained interest at risk.  
 
So when the time of an exhibition came, Hugo discussed the choice of artworks to 
be exhibited with the group of teenagers who produced them. As he was selecting 
certain paintings and drawings out of a heap of different works, he made me aware 
of other values that were embedded in these artworks. First, Hugo valued the 
teenagers’ presence: each one who participated in the workshop needed to see his 
work displayed. Second, Hugo weighed the degree of involvement of each 
participant when crafting the artwork. Along the pictures he showed me, he 
remembered anecdotes from these moments. Like, this flower that fascinated 
Katerina when she painted it. Or all these small dots that had asked so much 
patience of Eduardo. Or this stain that Joachim finally found a way to integrate into 
the composition of his image. And, do you recognise which famous picture inspired 
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Kais’s drawing? And so on. One little anecdote after another, I came to see how 
each artwork related to finer nuances and moments, encompassing when a youth 
chose materials, used tools, took a chance to express ideas or feelings, discussed 
these with others in the group, and was involved in the gestures of making the object, 
etc. These very involvements in the practice of crafting things during the workshop 
particularised the objects that Hugo selected as artworks. After that, Hugo evaluated 
the visual appearance of the pictures, considering what was good looking and well 
crafted. The final decision involved trying to find a balance between different 
techniques, styles, and tints, and between sober and busy pictures. So to Hugo, 
artworks first mattered regarding the nuances of teenagers’ involvement when 
crafting the artworks, whereas the ‘beauty’ of their visual appearance and their 
variety came after.  
 
So the primary meaningful value of artworks Hugo was looking for first 
incorporated the teens’ involvement and how their crafting of an object turned it 
into a thing. This was the primary value, but not the only one. What I saw was that 
Hugo tinkered with different values he found of worth in the artwork. He looked for 
compromises between the nuances of each teenager’s involvement, the visual 
appearance, and the balance of variety among artworks.80 Such a tinkering with 
values was part of the care work.81 His compromise was pressured by the frictions 
about aesthetic style due to the move, where uniformity should reign. Yet, he kept 
the value of particular involvements in the crafting process at the fore, not in 
opposition to visual beauty and diversity, but in interdependence with these other 
values.  
 
More importantly, what does this story of Hugo preparing the artworks say about 
the ‘liveliness’ they entailed? These artworks first relate to the experience of making 
the thing and the involvement that an adolescent put into it. I see the potential 
liveliness of these things in that they carry these anecdotes with them, often visible in 
their appearance (like the dots, or the inspirational picture) for the ones who were 
present at that time. The pictures are particularised because they incorporate these 
moments in the workshops. In this way, these things ‘fold’ time. That is, they carry 
past stories with them, gathering places and temporalities, as M’Charek (2014, p. 31, 
quoting Serres and Latour) shows how objects index and enact time: 
 

In contrast to linear time, which is related to geometry, topological time is crumpled 
and folded in multiple ways. Time is gathered together and folded in objects (Serres 
and Latour, 1995). ‘An object, a circumstance, is thus polychronic, multi-temporal, 
and reveals a time that is gathered together, with multiple pleats’ (1995, p. 60).  
 

                                                        
80 This resonates with Troisoeufs (2009) who notices the same values in the artworks of the Parisian 
reinsertion facility, adding that artworks that were less well done were displayed as well, but more 
discreetly (p. 107). This detail adds a layer to tinkering, with the constraint of a good visual appearance: 
not excluding bad-looking artworks but arranging an assortment in a certain way to make them present 
as well. 
81 For this argument about food in nursing homes, see Mol 2010. 
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The artworks folded particular moments of workshops that still animated them for 
the teenagers who made them and the caregivers who shared the workshops with 
them. The liveliness of these artworks first relies on these particular craft experiences, 
whose moments are enfolded in the artworks displayed.   
 
Storying in situ 
 
During the months following the move, artworks were indeed displayed in frames 
next to the uniform assortment of furniture. To caregivers and youths, the twenty or 
so frames hanging on picture rails did not strongly enough counterbalance the 
evocation of a hospital that was produced by the white walls (figure 26). Yet, the 
team did not want to solve it in one go. It was a matter of time, but not of a time 
formally organised; artworks needed to slowly permeate back into the space in small 
touches. Unframed items came back, and at very irregular paces: as the nuances of 
participants’ involvement in crafting artworks also implied unpredictable paces. So 
turning out exhibitions within the place depended on unpredictable temporalities, 
not on a firm calendar.   
 
 

 

Figure 26. The frames on the walls of the corridor, after moving into the new building 
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When I came back six months later, some small variations had occurred at several 
locations. Some of the framed pictures had been replaced. In some rooms, posters 
relating to activities had been hung. Some stone tiles of a terrace had been replaced 
by mosaic squares (figure 27). And so on. At that time, teenagers who had not 
known the former old townhouse told me in interviews that the new place did not 
make them think of a hospital. The artworks were major contributors to these 
impressions, they added, and it helped some of them keep coming back to the centre 
when they first started coming there.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
When I asked Baptiste, the coordinator, about these things that slowly permeated 
the place, he answered that it would have been inappropriate to uproot and 
‘transplant’ artworks from the former old townhouse to the new building, as they did 
not make sense in the flow of interests that were occurring during that time. Indeed, 
the pieces that Hugo had first transported from the old townhouse were freshly 
crafted, carrying recent moments of workshops; they were not the more obsolete 
ones already displayed on the walls there. The artworks that were transported, and 
also the ones that began to permeate the new place over time, all related to certain 
interessement between teenagers and caregivers as it was still occurring there and then. 

Figure 27. The mosaics permeated a side terrace, six months after moving in  
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Baptiste told me about a poster of a video game stuck on the wall of the room for 
media workshops (figure 28):  
 

It makes sense when teenagers and caregivers dwell in this place and so bring 
materials – instead of taking posters from the former house and bringing them here. 
Etienne and Sylvie [both caregivers] have taken this initiative because they involve 
themselves, because they do this workshop here, and the poster is linked to that 
workshop. So it’s not for the appearance, but it makes sense. In contrast, Dr B. is 
less often here. Maybe her concern for ‘beauty’ takes the upper hand over this 
meaning that the thing carries. When she comes in the room and sees the poster, 
she probably won’t think that it occurred during that workshop, that Etienne 
proposed it, that Gregory [teenager] brought it, and so it matters for Gregory, and 
for Etienne, and for the workshop. She’ll probably only see that this poster is ugly. 
If I’ll explain it to her, she will understand. But she only comes here for the [weekly] 
staff meetings. Then she sees the building, without living into it.  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
The poster was not crafted by a youth during a workshop but brought in from 
outside, from Gregory’s house. Baptiste explained how much exchanges that 

Figure 28. The poster brought because of an interest occurring in the course of the 
workshop  
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occurred during workshops gave sense to such an artwork, as it carried an 
interessement that emerged from these chats. These things mattered for participants, 
at least during the time they were at the centre, if not for the ones who remained 
afterwards. The slow permeation of things, such as that poster, remained an 
uncertain process that leaned on significant relationships between people (Etienne 
and Gregory) and things (that video game and that poster). But the significant 
exchanges incorporated in these artworks were less perceivable by someone who did 
not know these stories as they happened in the daily practice, as in the case of the 
medical director. The artworks did not have the same mode of presence for those 
who had not similarly experienced certain engagements with these things, to them 
they appeared as objects. These things were specific for the ones living there on a daily 
basis, as Baptiste insisted and I emphasise in his quote. The story of the poster is a 
tiny one, but it is a story of one specifity, for that caregiver, this teenager, and that 
workshop. Such artworks kept the importance in situ of these interests occurring 
during workshops with their irreplaceable specifities.  
 
In particular, Baptiste insisted on the situated traits of these things, on their meaning 
in situ, since uprooting and transplanting them from the old townhouse sounded 
meaningless to the team and the teens. Indeed, the trial of moving was a radical 
checkpoint for turning certain things into mere objects, which then never reached 
the new building. This made visible how artworks’ matters of concern did not only 
rely on emergent interests but were also strongly linked to the memory of it that was 
situated somewhere. Before the move, two caregivers gathered artworks that were 
bad candidates for moving, which waited for the trash in a corner of the old 
townhouse, and let others know that they could come see if one of these was of 
enough interest to be saved (figure 29). The artworks in the picture are traces that 
other people were involved in crafting at the centre, but who, when, and how? No 
one could tell from looking at these objects. No one remembered exactly which 
stories were connected to these objects. Stories like the one that the poster carried 
and that Baptiste recounted to me were not present in these objects anymore. So 
they stopped producing narratives within the group.  
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Figure 29. Artwork waiting to be thrown 
out  



  165 

Meanwhile, other pieces of artwork that easily won the trial of moving made the 
dwellers recall a lot of anecdotes. A photograph album made of plastic pouches that 
hung on the wall worked very well for that, as we directly saw clues of these 
moments having marked the dwellers who were then narrating them. I learned that 
these stories kept track of the ever-changing members of the group in moments they 
liked with other things or beings. The photographs did not only show and tell stories 
about youths and caregivers but also involved sites, things, and animals that they 
appreciated and with which they posed in the pictures. The people relating the 
stories to me often repeated that this or that person was not present anymore, but 
that other one was, or they would ask: were you already there at that time? Were you 
there where we went on that outing? Did you know Dorian? It seemed that these 
things did not exclusively matter because every person to whom they were of 
concern was still present. Most importantly, these artworks mattered with the stories 
they generated, that kept their specifities alive. These stories kept track in situ a ‘living 
memory’ of passing involvements: certain posters, photographs, or other displayed 
things were good at making people tell stories that reconnected other moments to 
the present one and expanded it, bringing back an awareness of the attachments to 
which these things related.  This living memory, embedded in these artworks and 
enacted with them, kept track of the ever-varying group of dwellers, occurrences, 
and interests. These things do not belong to a single linear temporality, but are 
caught in the different connections relating these moments, paces, and places. 
Telling stories with them, then, appears to me as a practice of expanding the present 
time, instead of working in a linear logic assuming an improvement between a 
‘before’ and ‘after’.82 Expanding the present with these things and stories, in turn, 
amplifies an awareness of attachments embedded in these things. These artworks 
marked concerns important for present and former dwellers while reconnecting 
them through the narrative webs.  
 
With the poster, the unwanted art, and the photo album, I see a second way that 
these artworks generated liveliness. Baptiste made clear how these things related to 
specific interests that emerged mostly in workshops, between participants and things, 
at unpredictable paces. He also outlined that these stories of interessement were still 
visible in these things for the ones living in the place, in contrast with external people 
who would need explanations about them. Yet, this liveliness of the artworks does 
not suffice to sustain itself at any time or in any place. On the contrary, the artworks 
better anchor the lively interests in situ, and better maintain them in existence when 
making people tell narratives. These artworks occasioned tellers and stories that kept 
track of the ever-varying dwellers and interests. They generated a living memory with 

                                                        
82 My recognition of this practice of expanding the present, while telling stories with these things, owes 
inspiration to Rose’s (2004) study about the Aboriginal people of the Victoria River. She tells how they 
practise a present expanded towards the past through songs, stories, and rituals (making present ‘the 
behind mob’ of their country). She contrasts this practice of time with the linear conception of time 
prevailing in Western thought, which entails a logic of replacement, of a ‘before’ and ‘after’. Yet, 
whereas she underlines how this practice of expanding the present has a potential for the resilience of 
wounded spaces, in the day centre I saw that this practice of time through ordinary storytelling with 
displayed things had the potential to ramify and hence keep more present the attachments that 
permeated these artworks and dwellers.   
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stories that expanded the present time to other moments, paces, and places. In doing 
so, they carried a liveliness since they marked points of importance in the flow of the 
ever-varying group of dwellers, occurrences, and interests.  
 

Fleeting involvements under debate  
 
Finally, some artworks were vulnerable to the new aesthetic requirements of 
uniformity and time organisation, but not because concerns about them had 
vanished – quite the reverse. The final artworks that I describe here are chalkboards 
on which teens could write whatever they chose. One of these boards, while still 
present on a wall of the old townhouse, was intensively varied in the inscriptions 
that the adolescents and sometimes caregivers traced on it. Yet, its reproduction in 
the new building was not obvious to all; the brief, casual, fleeting involvements that 
the chalkboard appealed to were, and still remain, under debate.  
 
So this is the story of the painted chalkboard. I found its first traces in reports of 
staff and community meetings dated from two years before the moving. Caregivers 
and youths had decided to cover an area of the entrance hall with blackboard paint. 
It was a free expression board for teenagers, some of whom painted it. Its outlines 
were straight, but they deviated with curves or squares on some parts. Each time I 
went back to the field, I noticed new chalk inscriptions on it (figures 30a-b).  
 
At the time of the move, several drawings and writings were traced on the 
blackboard, all slanting in different directions (figure 30a). When looking at them, I 
saw that some of the written notes and drawings were from different hands that 
were responding to each other’s notes. In the middle, a main note was bigger, and 
others around responded to it with associations of ideas or by some joke with a play 
of words. Six months before, a line in the middle, traced from the curve at the top, 
divided its surface into two parts (figure 30b). On each side, a big partly human 
character had been drawn. One was a genie out of the lamp, signed with a nickname. 
The other character had a human body with long arms, something across his mouth 
(maybe sticking its tongue out), and an inscription on his shirt, ‘super’. Both pictures 
indicate that, each time, the earlier inscriptions suggested the making of the later 
ones. The object shows that youths had been caught up in brief involvements, 
writing on the board when passing by, which could in the same move respond to 
previous ones. The blackboard appeared as a mediator of sociability (inscriptions 
were responding each other) and of interactional creativity (most of the ideas, visible 
in the drawings and notes, were inspired from each other), while going through very 
brief, casual involvements. That is, writing with chalk was involved in very 
ephemeral gestures with quickly erasable inscriptions, without especially building 
upon the interests framed in therapeutic activities or any more formalised and 
purposed everyday doings (such as, say, going somewhere or eating a meal).  
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 Figures 30. The chalk inscritpions (a) at the time of the move and (b) six months earlier 
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The chalkboard materiality also mattered for these casual involvements as it afforded 
more spontaneous and quick gestures of writing. This became noticeable as the 
painted blackboard and its blend of inscriptions contrasted with another expression 
board: a cork panel that caregivers had hung in the former dining room (figure 31). 
Next to it, a note informed: ‘Billposting permitted. This is a space of free expression, 
for individual posting, and for at least two weeks’. Three drawings were pinned to 
this board. Half of the area was empty. And I barely noticed changes. The cork panel 
appeared as an object that had been largely forgotten by all. In comparison, the 
materiality of the painted chalkboard made a great difference to its popularity: to 
write a note or draw with chalk on the wall appealed to spontaneous and brief 
gestures, possibly responding to previous inscriptions, whereas the cork panel, the 
pushpins, and the note stating the conditions for individual postings did not. So the 
materiality of the painted chalkboard and its temporary inscriptions better lured 
teenagers' casual involvement in responding to each other. The chalkboard was a 
thing that generated and made visible liveliness through these casual and fleeting 
gestures of writing and ephemeral inscriptions as responses.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
But that way of enacting liveliness was very fragile. During a meeting before the 
move, the chalkboard raised a fierce debate. The doctors had decided to remove it 
from the architects’ plans. Their main argument was that the board had been used 

Figure 31. The billposting board in the old townhouse; next to it to the left, a note about 
conditions for posting 
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randomly, without being framed as a ‘therapeutic mediation’. They named the thing 
a ‘call for discharge’, an expression in psychology that I understood later: it points to 
a liberation, an emotional explosion, that ends a phase of psychological tension 
(Richelle, 2007). To the doctors, the thing dirtied the beautiful new place. A part of 
the team tried to plead for its relevancy, but without arguments strong enough for 
their interlocutors. One of them raised the argument that the ‘youths also put 
interesting things on it’, without digging into what was interesting in these things. 
Another one pointed out that, even if writing on walls was not allowed, teenagers 
would do it anyway, so why not to set up a spot for it? They finally decided to leave 
the question open for later: if teenagers asked for an expression board again, the 
question would be reconsidered. I kept coming back to the centre for a year and a 
half after the move and never saw the chalkboard reproduced in the new building. 
The board only came back as a concern when the team discovered a small doodle on 
a corner of a wall or on a door of a toilet, which caused them to resume the debate. 
Or, occasionally, during Christmas time, the ideas of what the board encouraged 
teens to do (casual involvement in writing or drawing) came back with inscriptions 
using liquid chalk on window panels. However, the team never re-created a wall 
covered with chalkboard paint. It appears to me that the very brief and casual 
involvements in writing on it were not easy to translate into coherent intentions 
whose arguments would match therapeutic formulations. The chalkboard as a 
debated thing brings back the problematic issue of care work where the daily 
occurrences that matter should happen in situations set up on purpose, like activities, 
and where what happens in its margins would not be worth considering.83 There lays 
a fragile part of the liveliness with artworks: its very undetermined and momentary 
traits, which render it arduous to translate into convincing words when being put on 
trial.  
 
I see that the chalkboard entails potentialities for a liveliness that caregivers deemed 
necessary, but it was vulnerable in the face of therapeutic arguments. That thing is 
made of and a maker of a liveliness as it appeals to brief and casual involvements in 
writing inscriptions, often when responding to others. Its materiality mattered for 
that: writing with chalk seizes people passing by much more spontaneously than 
pinning a piece of paper onto cork. But, despite its very lively effect, the chalkboard 
did not offer a guarantee of an aesthetic style, nor did it guarantee therapeutic events 
purposed in coherent formulations. Especially, the temporality of its liveliness left it 
undetermined as it was very shortlived and ephemeral in time: writing with chalk is 
about the moment and quickly erasable. The liveliness of the chalkboard with its 
very brief, unpredictable, evanescent, and casual involvements was then much more 
vulnerable to being discarded. Its ephemerality made it much more vulnerable than 
the things that generated a living memory, or the folding moments of workshop. 
Rather it remained a source of tension and an unresolved debate among caregivers.  

                                                        
83 Precisely because this issue is still topical among care practices and theorists, it is worth recalling the 
experimentation and writings of F. Deligny. Here I want to draw attention to the mapping of children’s 
movements and doings within the surroundings, as a way to make visible the ‘agir’ (doing without 
purpose) as much as the ‘faire’ (doing with purpose). Such mapping was a way to render visible and 
important children’s attachments in the margins, without directly observing them. See Deligny 2013.  
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Conclusion: The temporalities of liveliness 
 
These stories tell how the liveliness of the place was done with artworks that slowly 
permeated the walls of the new building. They stress how the aesthetic style of the 
centre needed to incorporate and generate a certain ‘liveliness’ of the place, while 
caregivers and youths were dwelling along the everyday practice. This liveliness 
shows how artworks entail potentialities for ways of attaching, characterised with the 
nuances and anecdotes of moments of involvement in making these things; with 
specific interests emerging in workshops, turned into a living memory through 
stories; and with casual and fleeting involvements in writing inscriptions. But to say 
that the artworks ‘slowly’ permeated walls is too simple a phrasing to describe the 
time of these ways of recreating that liveliness. Indeed, this liveliness relates to 
different temporalities. More precisely, it relates to different ways in which these 
things bring ‘time’ into the liveliness they provide to a place, with respect to those 
attachments, and to their unpredictable paces for coming into being. In conclusion, I 
would like to call attention to the different temporal dynamic of that liveliness, and 
to its relevance for linking these things, attachments, and care concerns.  
 
To say that these artworks ‘slowly came back’ after the move to the new building 
points to a tension when speaking about time, as it implies a linear time that is 
passing and measured in a calendar (along months, a year, etc.). Exhibitions 
organised in time would need to refer to such a calendar. So here lays the tension: 
the liveliness of artworks showed, in contrast, that it does not fit into calendrical 
time, and even less so if this linearity is tied to a requirement of progress. Instead, its 
temporalities come into being when an artwork folds moments of workshops, of 
crafting the things at a particular pace; when a thing embeds a temporary interest and 
inspires the telling of stories that expand the present time to other moments, places, 
and paces; or when the casual gestures of writing on chalkboards are done in very 
fleeting ways. The liveliness relates to attachments, whether giving them more 
presence through stories, or trying to render convincing the involvements that are 
very brief and undetermined, and thus also vulnerable. The liveliness enacted when 
displaying artworks in the day centre necessitated letting these different temporalities 
unfold: each of these temporalities implied unpredictable paces for these things to 
acquire importance, to become attaching, and attached. 
 
Moreover, these diverse and unpredictable paces induced variations of artworks on 
walls overlap over time. The overlapping movements of artworks’ variations, which 
are not measured in a singular, structured time, also contribute to the liveliness. Thus, 
it seems to me that this ‘something lively’ that caregivers sought to recreate in the 
new building does not give an impression of linear time passing. According to 
Latour (1991), when a systematic cohesion of elements of our everyday life replaces 
others, and forms a new cohesion, things give the impression that time is passing 
along a linear line. I see a good example of these systematic cohesions in the ways 
smartphones quickly made mobile phones obsolete. But Latour also argues that, 
despite that impression of a passing time, the brewing of many temporalities instils 
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material things and the actions done with them. The artworks of the day centre, with 
their different temporalities and the overlapping of their variations, did not give an 
impression of renewed cohesion and of passing time. Their liveliness depended on 
the much more enfolded and unfolding times that those things carried.  
 
Finally, these different temporalities of such liveliness characterise the attachments 
created with artworks, as they mattered for the care work. These things are markers 
of importance for caregivers’ and youths’ specific involvements and interests into 
activities and everyday doings, even fleeting and casual ones. And they also 
regenerate these specific matters of concern with narratives that connect to other 
moments, paces, and places. These things permeate walls at unpredictable 
temporalities with respect to the paces of participants when becoming a bit more 
attached. Forcing these paces into calendars would thwart the care work. Indeed, this 
work was obliged by the contingencies of unpredictable and relational enactments of 
youths’ appreciations, in activities but also in the mundane flow of everyday events 
outside them. That is, this work was obliged by the teenagers’ attachments possibly 
rekindling in the course of the care practice. The smallest occurrences also counted 
for caregivers, even as a limit under debate, like the erasable inscriptions on the 
chalkboard. The liveliness of artworks, as a way of attaching in that care practice, 
could not be realised outside of the unpredictable temporalities, even the shortest 
ones. 
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Modes of reflexivity 

The everyday morality of doors 
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Introduction 
 
My time spent in the field rendered visible various ways of attaching, some taking 
more consistency and leading to variations, and some being much more vulnerable, 
turning them as a limit under debate, as with the erasable inscriptions on the 
blackboard. Such debates, then, raise the question: these ‘almost nothings’, these 
smallest of movements and gestures, to which the teens seemed to hold, were they 
of enough consistency for being an attachment that the team found it worth weaving 
spaces with them? Other small daily occurrences, that might likely stir up strands of 
attachments, became visible with doors. Four months before moving from the old 
house to the new building, the architects, administrative director, and Baptiste, the 
coordinator, sat down around a table covered with plans. This meeting was especially 
held to discuss, as they said, ‘questions of access’. As they sat around the plans, they 
traced along the lines and checked together how each door of the new building 
would be technically equipped. Some doors needed to remain open, some would 
open with magnetic badges, other with keys. Some would have two handles and 
others only on one side of the panel, so that the door could be opened only one way: 
out. Teenagers should be able to leave at any moment, according to the policy of the 
open day centre. The meeting participants devoted much time to deciding about 
each door, and it was at such a point that the administrative director became 
confused and had to remind them, ‘So this is what a [magnetic key] badge is for: 
preventing a youth from going in one direction’. But the coordinator kept on 
bringing up more complex stories about doors; to him, doors played more roles than 
just giving access to a room. In his daily practice, he was acquainted with each door 
and its particularities. During that meeting, he had to relay those particularities to his 
interlocutors, who were unfamiliar with the daily care work. For that, he told them 
anecdotes about very small occurrences with doors, to which they listened, intrigued 
and frowning. 
 
So far, the concept of ‘attachments’ relates to the weaving of familiar bonds, to 
passing involvements in activities, to longer interests, and to the liveliness of the 
aesthetic style of the centre; and some of them come to permeate the materiality of 
places in variations and artworks. Now, the making of attachment pertains to moral 
matters, especially of hierarchical relationships within the institutions. In this chapter, 
I look at the potentialities of doors regarding the attachments they might generate. 
The focus on the everyday morality of doors pushes further the limits of 
attachments in their smallest occurrences and greatest consistencies. And this 
chapter queries their limits when being put under moral debates. The protagonists of 
these stories are doors. Baptiste played a key role in conveying how these spatial 
elements shook the everyday morality of their care work, through different modes of 
reflexivity. 
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The everyday morality of doors 
 
Beyond access… 
 
The doors were not explicitly purposed for therapy, in the way living spaces and 
workshop places were. However, the details of their arrangement also mattered for 
the care work. Since caregivers might take into account unpredictable interactions in 
the everyday practice, doors were also caregivers’ collaborators. This does not avoid 
the fact that doors have been highly critical architectural elements in psychiatric 
places in terms of prohibiting or allowing entrance, and of the power dynamics of 
who is or is not allowed to move between spaces. That is, they inherit the moral 
issue of patients’ constraint. Here, the doors I observed go beyond the issue of 
‘access’ and its binary logic of entering or not entering, of freedom or constraint. 
They call for a more complex description than the bottom line of ‘allowing access’. 
Even though doors have strong ethical implications regarding caregivers’ authority 
over the adolescents, this did not only happen in the way of ‘allowing or not’. How 
did caregivers and youths engage with doors? What were the potentialities of doors 
in that care practice, and for the attachments within it? In this chapter, I tackle these 
questions in order to bring out moral issues beyond access at stake with doors, and 
look at how they re-emerged in the course of the practice.  
 
The busy life of doors 
 
Doors are spatial elements and technical objects that shape our everyday life. Their 
main function is to enable us to go (or not) to the other side of a wall.84 Through 
these practical and mundane moves, doors also have morality. By that I mean that 
doors are objects we frequently interact with, and that these interactions entail 
values, seen as good or bad, and their stakes. Doors bring obligations, claims, hopes, 
and refusals, sometimes in surprising ways. They bring more or less intense concern 
and values by the ways people can interact with them. In other words, an 
anthropological study of doors, looking at their pragmatic role in people’s social 
lives, implies a morality of doors that might then appear quite busy.   
 
One way that doors entail morality is that they may imply normativity when 
interacting with them. Goffman (1971) describes many micro-situations in which 
doors contribute to ordering social encounters, whether in public or privates places.85 
Yet, within that social order, the morality of doors is fixed in rules that are 
commonly assumed. But these rules are not always stable. They may be challenged, 
                                                        
84 Though the act of entering a room with a door entails a much more complex set of actions that the 
one we are used to, and take for granted (see Chang & Drury, 2007, p. 327). And the details of doors’ 
equipment for being grasped are quite fascinating for their ability to discreetly afford (or fail to afford) 
ease to users, as when inducing to ‘push’ or ‘pull’. See Norman 1998, p. 10. 
85 To mention just a few examples: doors offer practical occasions for ‘civility’, such as when holding a 
door for someone (Goffman, 1971, p. 15, 91), they may provide more privacy for some rooms 
compared to others (ibid., p. 40), or they may indicate an individual’s feeling towards a situation, by 
slamming them and flouncing through the frame (Goffman, 1963, p. 187). 
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for their moral statements to be of interest. Indeed, they may exacerbate tensions, 
for instance, whether a particular door should remain closed or opened. Goffman 
(1956, p. 72) tells a story of a door in the restaurant of a hotel, between the dining 
room and the kitchen. The door is constantly and furiously opened by waiters who 
want to carry dishes easily, and closed by the manager who does not want the 
customers to see in the kitchen, where cooks’ norms of service are much lower. 
Here the friction of that door concerns a matter of visibility, between the scene (the 
genteel dining room) and backstage (dirty practices in the kitchen).  
 
But the very material and technical features of doors are also at stake for normative 
interactions with them. A particular door incorporates a ‘script’ (Akrich, 1987, 1992): 
a programme of actions envisioned by its conceivers of what is supposed to be 
accomplished with that door. The script of an object does not determine the user’s 
actions, but it prescribes: it orients, it traces a path for certain normative potentialities 
to be realised with it. Therefore, the technical devices of doors become part of their 
moral and social life as, for instance, when helping to solve the sort of frictions that 
Goffman describes. In this way, Latour (1988b) dissects the delegation of the 
competence of ‘keeping a door closed’ to a nonhuman door-closer. The morality is 
distributed among people and the object, each is able to do different things but also 
requires the skills of other interactants: though a door-closer may be easier to 
discipline than a doorman, the prescription of that object, according to the spring 
mechanism, also presuppose a skilled passerby who does not let the door slam his 
face (ibid., p. 157). More precisely, that distribution of normativity puts the morality 
at work as, when it is redistributed, it also reshapes social ties.86 Yaneva (2009b) 
describes how a door equipped with a mechanical door lock, part of her university 
building, allows certain professionals to enter a resource room, requires them to 
remember the code, obliges them to close the door after entering, and impedes other 
random visitors from doing so. The door and its lock mediate and recreate these 
social relationships. In this sense, the good and bad concerns at stake, or morality, 
with doors is also of political relevance when debating matters of authority. In the 
day centre, as caregivers and youths position with these objects, they interact and 
shape this morality; in a sense, this engagement is political as it enacts attempts to 
live well with each other on a daily basis. This link between morality and politics is 
assumed in the empirical ethics of care approach: while looking at the good and bad 
in practices, this approach addresses their ambivalences and tensions in descriptions 
of their negotiations and compromises, seeing them as part of an attentive 
experimentation in care. 87 
 

                                                        
86 Doors seem to be especially good candidates for raising tensions between their different users, then 
calling upon technical innovations to try to appease them. See also the story of the door that fiercely 
asks to be rescripted in order to deal with non-human interests in it, such as that of a cat (Latour, 2007, 
pp. 14-24).  
87 See Mol, Moser, and Pols, 2010, pp. 11-14. For instance, Pols (2010) identifies an everyday politics in 
the ‘embodied subject positions’ of patients with chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (p. 14). The 
disease may easily be misjudged by other people, and she finds patients undertake efforts to make their 
bodies more visible and acceptable. These practical positionings are embedded with normative 
concerns, and therefore engaged in a politics of living together. The same goes for the doors here.  
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In short, the morality of doors is not separate from the details of these technical 
devices and interactions with them, nor from what they allow and prohibit for their 
users and their relationships. The morality of doors is critical to analyse because they 
so strongly shape everyday sociality, its morality, and politics.  
 
Complex roles in psychiatry  
 
Doors in psychiatric institutions are well known for being heavily loaded moral 
things, since they have been used for locking patients in wards, and are still used so 
today in acute units. While studying the everyday practice in the archives of a 
psychiatric hospital of Brussels, Majerus (2011, pp. 111-113) brings out the different 
roles doors played until the 1960s. Their main role relates to confinement, isolating 
patients from outside worlds, and regulating caregivers’ circulation. Keys were then a 
distinctive clue between the caregivers and the patients. Doors may also be elements 
of surveillance when they were equipped with a windowpane. Patients’ relationships 
to the doors also developed in certain ways: whereas some were looking for them or 
attacking them, others took them as a protection since they worried about them each 
time someone opened them. Interestingly, doors were not only dividers between 
rooms and people, but they were also spots for encounters: an interval, a space 
between. 
 
The traditional device consisting of a single key that caregivers had for all the doors 
is still common in psychiatric institutions today. These doors are sometimes without 
handles, which has become more possible thanks to technological devices (Majerus, 
2011, p. 112; Turine, 2013, p. 43). Technological improvements also enable 
complications in the device. In my fieldwork, for the new building, each magnetic 
badge could be programmed to let in certain caregivers, such as nurses for the 
infirmary. Such a redistribution of access drove a lot of critiques from caregivers. As 
some of them put it, a hierarchy among the team should not exist, ‘in the spirit of 
this institution’. Especially since doors may prevent access, they were targeted by 
critiques about caregivers’ authority over patients, a critique that I often heard or 
read about other psychiatric places.  
 
More importantly, in the day centre, doors were complicated matters of space since 
it was an open facility: the doors must not prevent youths from going out. Yet, that 
did not mean that the doors were fully open in the name of an unconditional 
freedom of passage. The day centre’s inspiration, taken from therapeutic 
communities, gave a special tone to hierarchy and authority, among the team and 
with patients, as they debated matters of daily life during meetings. Rules about 
material spaces were also of concern during these meetings. For instance, in the old 
townhouse, youths often damaged the elements of the building and the things in it. 
The low table of the living room ultimately collapsed from being kicked. The stair’s 
handrail pitched due to impulsive grasps. And so on. Teenagers’ agitation could be 
partially solved with objects, as Baptiste insisted on solidity when choosing new 
furniture with the architects. Nevertheless, caregivers dealt with the damages in 
community meetings, where rules about respecting objects were put to work, for 
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instance, when proposing repair workshops. To return to the doors, their morality 
was also discussed in team and community meetings. As the coordinator related 
more complex stories to the architects, the moral everyday lives of the doors he was 
used to working with entailed certain specificities. That morality was most probably 
less stable than a worker outside the day centre could expect.  
 
With the following stories, this chapter explores the normative potentialities of the 
doors of the day centre in its ongoing care practice, whose complexity goes beyond 
decisions about which ones give access and to whom. I look into different trials, 
moments of indeterminacy in which doors were means for circulation (to open, 
close, or pass through) but also elements of visual display. The stake of those trials 
kept the morality of doors open through different modes of reflexivity, rather than 
reducing it to constraints or access. These modes of reflexivity were central in the 
care work because the issues of hierarchy and authority embedded in doors 
confronted caregivers’ moral and political concerns (in the sense that therapeutic 
communities aim at more ‘horizontal relationships’ with patients). What I see in 
these stories, doors, and modes of reflexivity is that they also contribute to making 
attachments emerge, while putting them under moral debate, even the very small and 
discreet ones that disturbed daily situations. In other words, the potentialities of 
doors lay in their role for disturbance, which could be realised in certain modes of 
reflexivity.  
 

Where is the rule? A trip across signs, devices, and habits 
 

The first stories about doors I will use gravitate around the issue of access, and 
caregivers’ authority over it, but not only in a binary sense (to enter or not). They 
bring out how a rule about access can travel and make differences if displayed by a 
sign, materialised in a device, enacted in practice, and/or negotiated before being 
translated into a habit to which caregivers and youth become accustomed. In the last 
case, the concerned door puts to work a ‘collective reflexivity’ about the group’s 
everyday life. When normativity lays in habits familiar to the group, it is easier to 
make it a shifting normativity rather than a rule, especially if this rule is materialised. 
The contrasts show how, rather than implementing fixed rules, habits may easily be 
breached, discussed, and then used to redefine the door’s status in a more dynamic 
way. 

 
Attempts to implement a rule 

  
Just before I arrived in the field, the door of the caregivers’ common office in the 
old townhouse had been freshly equipped with a sign to attempt to implement a new 
rule (figures 32a-b). That office had been previously opened to everyone, teens 
included. But caregivers came to decide that they need a space for informal chats, 
and a bit of rest from having teenagers around the whole day. This was not an easy 
decision: some of the caregivers repeated that they ‘don’t like to hide from youths’. 
The decision also did not match their concerns for blurring apparent boundaries 
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between the adolescents and professionals (such as not wearing medical clothes). But 
the team came to agree on limiting access to their office. So, they put a sign on the 
door. But a sign often works less efficiently than its delegation to a material device.88 
With the clumsy sign, that door then became a source of tensions. From inside, 
caregivers often reminded others to keep it closed, and teenagers not to pass the 
threshold. From outside, it rarely happened that a youth took care to close the door. 
Rather many of them stayed next to it, some often trying to enter, others to listen, 
intrigued or bothered by the secrets the closed door guarded. In the day centre, 
secrets were a debated issue within the team.89 Some caregivers told me they tried to 
hide from youths as little as possible, despite that team meetings where caregivers 
speak about youths, without them in attendance, were a basic element of the 
institutional dispositif. Confidentiality was an especially strong concern for the 
psychiatrist, for whom it should materialise in the acoustic isolation of walls and 
doors of consultation rooms. He justified to me its importance with the legal 
framework for medical secrets, and as a matter of care for respecting the intimate 
character of patients’ confidences.  
 
So when implementing the rule about entering their office with the help of the sign, 
caregivers loaded it with a stronger moral charge. This rule implementation was 
especially strained, not solely because a practice with secrets was debated within the 
team, but because it relied on a decision made by the caregivers only. Its moral issue 
touched on caregivers’ authority over teenagers. And the sign explicitly displayed it. 
So that sign sparked tensions in the everyday practice, frequently recalling the 
different status between the adolescents and the team and, therefore, impeding the 
relational easiness that caregivers sought to create.  
 
In the new building, the door of that office was equipped with a technical device: a 
magnetic key-card reader, a door-closer, a doorknob that could not be turned from 
the outside, and a sound that was emitted when the door remained slightly open 
(which, in turn, reminded caregivers of the rule, who, quickly irritated, often 
deactivated it). The new device was much more competent at preventing entry, now 
more discreetly embedded, without having to be displayed by a sign anymore. 
However, with that device, though it happened less often than before, caregivers 
kept being uneasy when they had to take youths out of the room who had exceeded 
the threshold. That tension remained partially unsolved. 

                                                        
88 Latour (1992, p. 172). See for example the hotel manager who adds notices for clients to bring back 
the key of their room, without success, to finally add weights to the keys as a better reminder, in Akrich 
and Latour 1992.  
89 This tension makes palpable the moral and political dimension of secrets in psychotherapy, especially 
if patients and caregivers have different understandings of the therapeutic work. Despret (2006) 
questions the role of secrets in psychotherapy. She discusses how practicing secrets work with the 
assumption that patients would have an interiority, for therapists who look for causes inside their 
psyche. In such a model, introspection is the key access to mental illness and its therapeutic work, and it 
legitimises a hierarchy between the therapist and the patient, so that secrets hold a strong political 
dimension. The spatial organisation of confidentiality and the situation of consultation also take part in 
producing intimacy: they realise a separation between inside and outside, and between what a patient 
can be proud or ashamed to tell, giving privileges to the latter in enclosed spaces.     



  181 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Figures 32. (a) The sign on the caregivers' office door, (b) with 
the note ‘Access forbidden to unauthorised persons’ 
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Translation in habits   
 
However, caregivers did not always try to solve the tensions over their authority with 
technological solutions. They also adopted another strategy: the negotiation of rules, 
for them to become familiar habits within the group. The following story reports on 
how that translation may imply a ‘collective reflexivity’, a moral questioning that is 
not oriented towards oneself, but encompasses more diverse participants and 
ingredients.  
 
The area of the new building brought new problems with doors, since it was six 
times greater than the townhouse. The greater surface area challenged caregivers 
who did not want teenagers to spread out all around the place. They wanted to limit, 
to circumscribe, the movement around one staircase, close to living spaces and the 
caregivers’ office, as a way to preserve their mundane, casual togetherness. They did 
so by preventing access to a second staircase and lift, with the use of doors that 
required badges to gain entrance. This was done to keep the dynamic of encounters 
within one single and central stair. Meanwhile, it also avoided teenagers having the 
possibility of walking in circles using both stairs, which would require caregivers to 
run after them to find them, and therefore tilt their informal relationship to a more 
educative one. In other words, to use doors for circumscribing the circulation 
around a single central stair created more spontaneous and informal encounters, as 
part of developing familiar relationships. Yet, one door remained problematic: it was 
located at the back of a corridor where, at certain times, teens needed to be allowed 
to go to consultation rooms or the nurses’ office (figure 33). But, with that door 
open, the teenagers went on to scatter all over the place. And some of them got used 
to sitting in corners at the back of the corridor. The caregivers’ problem was then to 
create a circumscribed circulation, that would encourage all of them to be together in 
a loose, casual way, but without blocking access to spots whose use was less frequent 
than the living spaces. As Baptiste told me, they proceeded as such:  

 
What we did, was that we closed certain doors, but did not lock them. This enabled 
us to circumscribe the space. The door at the end of the corridor, nearby the 
elevator, we thought that, if we left it open, it was a call towards outside; it would 
lead teenagers to leave the centre. … That greatly played a part in youths not going 
out at any time, without asking for it. … We had also told them in the community 
meeting, ‘if you need to take a breath, the [new] building is sufficiently big, and we 
could imagine that you can go here, or there’. But finally, teenagers did not ask [to 
withdraw]. … Also, this circumscription gradually became obvious for adults, and 
then for teenagers too.  

 
The caregivers’ strategy contrasted with simply locking the door: to close the door, 
without locking it, and to discuss the limited area in the community meeting. The 
approach differed as the circulation was not prescribed by the technical object, but 
was progressively built into (Latour, 1992, p. 161) caregivers’ and teenagers’ routines 
as they became accustomed to a habit that became familiar to them. Here, the 
shifting of habits went through a collective reflexivity, as caregivers opened them with a 
bunch of questions such as: ‘We would like to limit the area where we may be, but 
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we don’t want to constrain you, so how to find a middle way?’, or ‘You apparently 
need to withdraw, but could this happen in another spot?’, and, ‘Where would we 
imagine you could go?’, etc. Once they had all agreed and came to practise these 
habits daily, simply closing the door was enough; there was no need to lock it, as 
Baptiste specified, ‘this circumscription gradually became obvious’.90 Everyone who 
spent a few days in the centre would come to know that that door usually remained 
closed, even if it could be opened. It did not prevent possibilities for going there for 
those who wanted to. If many of them started to do so, the issue would be discussed 
again in community meetings. That approach differed from the material solution 
(locking the door), as it allowed possible zones of negotiation as the rules were 
translated into habits, which progressively integrated caregivers and teens’ 
familiarity.91 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
90 As Pols (2012, pp. 115-131) shows with the implementation of a telecare device, certain changes go 
through the gradual translations of routines that meet old ones, adapting or aligning with them. The 
gradual translation into habit, then, may have significant consequences for the innovative care practice: 
for it to be experimented with creatively, rather than a standard set of norms to be applied and whose 
possibilities are closed beforehand.   
91 Foucault (2003, p. 103), when analysing discipline in hospitals, emphasised that the therapeutic values 
embedded in space concerned the distribution of individuals, the organisation of their circulation, and 
ways of watching/being watched. He calls these arrangements ‘supportive points’ of power (‘points 
d’appuis’). In the story about the translation of habit, we see that the value of ‘access’ shifts from spatial 
arrangements to common habits and their familiar landmarks (a door closed, but not locked), and to 
imagination of other possible solutions for withdrawing. In other words, supportive points of power lay 
less in the material arrangement than in the collective reflexivity in which caregivers and receivers 
engaged. 



  184 

 
 
 
 

Figure 33. In the new building: the single stair in use and, on the first floor, the 
door to the back of the corridor 
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From breaches to a ‘collective reflexivity’  
 
The stories about these doors contrast with each other. These doors dealt with the 
problem of caregivers’ authority, of having the power for deciding about access, with 
a clumsy sign, a fully electronic device, or debated rules. This was the first point 
about the morality of doors in the centre: different ways of dealing with the 
authorisation of access provided different possibilities for breaching them, and so 
redefined the door’s moral status. With the door to the caregivers’ office, the sign 
kept reminding everyone of the rule. It did it so frankly that the sign probably 
hindered the translation into a ‘built in’ habit that everyone came to use in the day 
centre. If the rule had been translated into a habit, its morality would have been 
veiled – but still there – together with the hierarchical distinction it traced between 
caregivers and receivers. For their new door, the electronic device reduced the 
team’s work in keeping out intrusive teenagers, but did not completely remove the 
tension. Caregivers enacted the rule less, which was also less explicitly displayed by 
the sign, yet the interdiction was directly confronting when interacting with the door. 
The way inside was clearly impeded by the badge reader, doorknob, door closer, and 
the sound the door made if it was left open.  
 
The door in the corridor, for its part, contributed to circumscribing the circulation; 
its role was not protecting caregivers’ secrets or creating a space for rest away from 
the youths. For its moral status, caregivers resorted to a ‘collective reflexivity’, i.e., a 
moral questioning that encompassed more diverse participants and ingredients, 
where not all of them were known in advance. Together with caregivers’ wishes to 
create casual togetherness, the zone of negotiation encompassed teenagers, their 
need to withdraw, other spots where it might happen, or imagined ideas of where it 
might happen, and these other ingredients entered the arena of debate to collectively 
create a new rule (that door remain closed, not locked), which then translated into a 
habit (the circumscribed circulation became obvious). Rather than trying to solve the 
problem with a material solution, their approach was to open a discussion, to open a 
collective reflexivity on the door’s moral status.  
 
One can easily object that shifting habits, rather than continuing to debate a rule, 
was an insidious power tactic producing youths’ docility. Instead, I saw in that care 
practice that these rules and habits were interesting for caregivers precisely because 
they could be transgressed. Indeed, since rules-with-doors or habits-with-doors were 
supposedly integrated for everyone in the centre, they were noticeable when they 
were breached. Breaches in habits might then open on new zones of negotiations for 
further shifts. Community meetings were tools for that collective reflexivity, and for 
the re-emergence of doors’ morality, which had been temporarily veiled by familiar 
habits. Rules and habits could both be breached, with both nourishing the care work, 
but with different consequences.92 Indeed, the familiar spots within the group easily 
                                                        
92 Eliçabe, Guilbert, Overney, and Haeringer (2013) also discuss this necessity of explicitly open moral 
questioning about the concrete rules and conditions of a place in care work with people in the end-of-
life stage.  
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deviated over time, or when the group reshaped, opening zones of negotiations, 
whereas breaching rules could lead to simply recalling them. In other words, the 
familiar habits were much more supple in relation to shifting doors’ status than to 
rules, which were supposed to be fixed.  
 
Mediating particular interactions  
 
The second point about the normative potentialities of doors shifts from the issue of 
‘access’ to their mediation of particular and unexpected interactions. Whether it was 
the coordinator reacting to youths’ unusual responses with his door, or teenagers 
diverting doors from their primary functions and playing with their rules, the doors 
made noticeable particular interactions, which raised ambiguities and opened 
reflexivity about them. 
  
Troubling interactions 
 
Returning to the meeting with the architects, about the plans and the discussion 
about ‘questions of access’, a tension emerged when Baptiste tried to explain to them 
and to the administrative director that his door should not have too much 
equipment controlling access. If they understood doors through their primary script 
(enter or not), the coordinator brought another logic to mind. For him, the object 
should not enact the rule of access. Rather, the door should be open to different 
possible interactions with it. Doors should allow youths to be able to transgress their 
rules, so that caregivers could work with them. The administrative director and the 
architects had proposed to equip the door of Baptiste’s office with an ‘availability 
bell’ (to notify newcomers if they should wait, come in, or come back later), but the 
coordinator asked them not to place it, as he told me:  

 
Next to my office door, added to the magnetic card reader, they planned to put a 
bell, with which I should choose to answer with the signs ‘busy/wait/come in’. I 
asked them not to install it. Or it will be there. But even though we don’t use it, it 
will be there and this is not appropriate for our practice. What does matter is that 
my door should be accessible even if youths are not allowed to enter. We 
[caregivers], we know that we want this work to imply knocking, answering, and 
talking in order to know what’s happening and then, we ask people to wait or not. 
In brief, we want to have that interaction. Without it, the teenager finds himself in 
front of a closed door and could just leave. For them [architects], it is another logic: 
if the access is not allowed, the door should be closed, and opens only if we push 
the button of that bell.  

 
His door was a source of tension as, on the one hand, teenagers could not enter that 
room as they wanted (the coordinator may be meeting professionals or youths, or 
busy with office work, and closed his door to ensure some privacy) and, on the other 
hand, most of the time, a teenager came to the door with a problem in need of being 
addressed. The teenager’s problem required the coordinator to be available, if 
needed, to respond in an appropriate way to particular and unpredictable interactions with 
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his door. Baptiste gave an example, when trying to convey his concerns to directors 
and architects: if a teenager threw himself at the door and then into the room and 
shouted about something he could not stand anymore, Baptiste would welcome him 
very differently than a youth who knocked very discreetly on the panel, and stayed 
waiting, a bit withdrawn, even when told that he can enter. Baptiste did not want the 
bell system with his door because the system did not allow for these different ways 
of interacting with the door. For him, the door should let the adolescents be able to 
open, close, and enter it or not in many different ways that could not be expected in 
advance. And the ways a teenager entered the room also showed something about 
his current state, to which the caregivers responded accordingly. For the coordinator, 
the problem was, if a sign was up with that availability bell, it would restrict the door’ 
potentialities for particular and unexpected interactions with youths.  
 
 
Playing with doors 
 
This dynamic of breaches, noticing, and responding accordingly – in short, working 
with particularities of interactions – could also extend to the role of a door. As a 
caregiver told me:  
 

Doors are spots where we necessarily have frequent contacts. They serve as funnel, 
in a way. So doorframes are many spots like that – for example, Emil plays a lot 
with the door of the living room: he closes it, to make us react, so that we say to 
him, ‘Emil, you know that you can’t close it’. It’s a game. But it is also his way to say, 
‘I exist’. For Leo, it is mostly the door to the yard. This has a latch on the inside 
face, so youths close it regularly, when we are outside, of course. 

 
As doors mediated mundane encounters between caregivers and youths, they offered 
opportunities for youths to call upon others’ attention and play with them. They 
made noticeable some responses from teenagers to which caregivers responded in 
turn, as part of the care work on an everyday basis. Here, teenagers extended the role 
of the door for cheeky games and calling for others’ attention. But this did not 
happen with just any door. The door was also involved in these interactions as it was 
deprived of technical equipment narrowing its possible uses (without badges or bell 
system), but rather extending them (the latch suggests playing with being confined in 
the yard), and as it was appointed with familiar habits (‘we all know that this or that 
door should remain open/closed’). The caregiver noticed the breach and open 
interpretations of it (‘it’s a game to make us react’, he said, ‘but also his way to say “I 
exist”’). Doors were then augmenting reflexive views from these unusual interactions 
with them, whilst they saw their role extended, here for playing or drawing attention.  
 
Reflexivity within interactions 
 
The point is not that caregivers were against doors’ technological equipment, but 
that they valued a door that enabled noticing particularities within face-to-face 
interactions when involved with them. Baptiste’s door without a bell increased his 
abilities to work with youths, as they could engage with that door in unusual ways, 
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which gave Baptiste a clue about something going on with them. The bell also 
decreased his ability to react accordingly, since the interaction would be delegated to 
the sign. Not placing the bell on the door opened up a range of possibilities that 
were foreclosed by the sign. Of course, the bell could also enable different 
interactions, such as keeping a nervous teenager from pushing on it. The naked door 
escaped being deprived of more flexible interactions with it (this door can be opened 
or closed in many ways, depending on the youths’ reason to come and in which 
mood or hurry), and escaped the bell’s restriction of the many kinds of responses 
that the coordinator may have within the interaction.93 Most of the doors of the 
centre mediated mundane encounters between caregivers and the teenagers, and 
offered opportunities for youths to call others’ attention – sometime by playing with 
doors – and opening caregivers’ reflexive responses. Doors, then, raised reflexivity at 
the core of these interactions that were troubling for caregivers.  
 
So this emerging reflexivity happened precisely when noticing particularities within 
the face-to-face interactions with a youth, a naked door, and a caregiver. This was 
another mode of reflexivity other than debating rules in community meetings, for 
the developing of habits after having negotiated them. Here, the mode of reflexivity 
was done, enacted in the ongoing practice,94 surfing on discreet, implicit layers of 
common expectations that a youth’s response might trouble. Rules and habits were 
supposed to be integrated. Since a naked door enabled a youth to act informally and 
to breach rules or habits, a caregiver could open that breach and ask questions about 
what would trigger such a challenge of common expectations.95 The door then 
augments the possible occurrences of particular interactions, and their noticeability. 
Troubling interactions are less clear than breaches of habits, and do not lead to 
collective reflexivity being debated in community meetings. Instead they raise 
ambiguities upon layers of common expectations, for them to be occasions for 
caregivers to work with youths: occasions to notice that something might be wrong 
and to interrogate it with the concerned teenager. Insofar that morals lie in rules and 
habits, instead of a morality embedded in the material doors and its technological 
devices, it could be put to work in the care practice, in the course of particular 
interactions with those mere doors.  
  

                                                        
93 This echoes the aspect of ‘unpredictability’ in a script that allows for more flexibility in interactions 
(Pols & Moser, 2009, p. 173). The difference is that, here, it is not the object’s response that is 
unpredictable, but the caregivers’ and receivers’ actions and reactions when interacting with it that may 
happen in more different ways. 
94 About reflexivity that is enacted and distributed in practices (there, of hard sciences), much more 
implicit and discreet than the reflexivity uttered discursively, see Thoreau and Despret 2014. 
95 These responses contrast with Garfinkel’s (1967) ‘breaching experiment’: here, though the ‘breach’ 
also highlights implicit understanding shared in a social group, caregivers’ responses did not aim at 
immediately repairing the breach (that would sound to them as normalizing a deviating behaviour by, 
for instance, recalling the rule). Rather caregivers called into question problems that might be at stake 
for the ones who breached common assumptions. 
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Experimenting with debate  
 
Doors were not only technical means for access whose rules and habits were 
negotiated, or mediators of particular interactions. Panels hinged at doorways were 
also wood surfaces that raised the issue of their visual appearance. Here the morality 
of doors brings back the matter of aesthetic style of material spaces, with its related 
matters of involvement, interessement, and liveliness. Here, too, doors necessitate 
and forge reflexivity, in this case about what a panel should display, and in an 
unforeseen way.  
 
Doors as visual objects 
 
During a team meeting in preparation for the move to the new building, the medical 
director brought up a proposition that provoked a lot of noise. Doors could display 
a code with colours for teenagers: painted in red for forbidden ones, in orange for 
those allowed at certain times, and green for those with fully allowed access. 
According to her, this was a way to signal accessibility in a less explicit way than with 
signs. Same as with the matter of artworks, the team voices were raised in a 
contesting brouhaha. First, the colour codes, as signs, reminded of a hierarchy 
between youths and caregivers that the latter tried to blur. Second, this sort of 
‘traffic light’ code was certainly not how the team wished to make a rule exist 
between them and the teens. Third, that more formal code threatened the ‘liveliness’ 
that should be recreated in the new building. When moving into the new building, 
some of the doors ended up in green, orange, or red, without applying the code to 
the whole building. When I spoke with teenagers about these doors, however, the 
colour code had not struck them. Doors were just colourful, without reminding 
them of traffic light codes. The youths seemed much more pragmatic, as Kaïs 
explained to me: ‘It’s rather the badge reader. When you see one next to a door, then 
you know readily that only caregivers can access it.’ The colours of panels, for their 
parts, did not enable or disable anything.  
  
Kaïs made clear that, here, the morality of doors did firstly rely on the main script of 
a door (to give or restrict access), and hence on its normative technicalities that 
could impact what the youths could do or not. Yet, doors as part of the aesthetic 
style of the centre also opened up reflexivity among the group. This was directed at 
the pieces of the wall on which one would have placed a frame, or a doorframe with 
a two-side panel. However, door panels were a bit more of concern than frames on 
walls. Certain doors stood at strategic locations in the building, which impacted what 
they could display or not, depending from where and by whom a side of their panels 
were visible. Plus, doors were elements of the buildings. As such, they could not be 
easily removed like frames. Even though the doors-as-panels-to-display denoted a 
different way to relate to them than doors-to-pass-through, they entailed a potential 
normativity, a dynamic morality in the team’s and teenagers’ reflexivity about their 
appearance, as it was the case with the ‘traffic light’ code story. In this sense, the last 
story of this chapter is about one door that was subject to controversy. Although 
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this was not a story that occurred regularly in that care practice, that single door 
galvanised intense concerns, which lasted for months. These concerns led to 
experimenting with the conditions of the debate. The door made them tinker with 
their modes of reflexivity.  
 
From a wooden panel to a micro-controversy  
 
The door in question showed up at the very end of my fieldwork, during one of my 
last interviews. Baptiste deviated from my question with that story, and he was so 
animated by it and its strains that he proposed I revisit it with the people involved. I 
then extended my fieldwork a few extra days, in order to interview most of 
caregivers and youths implicated in the controversy, as well as to see drafts of the 
door project. I come to the end of the inquiry with that story, written with all their 
voices. 
 
The door stood at a strategic location. Between two corridors, it marked the entry 
into the day centre area, whereas other external professionals, teenagers, and parents 
came to consultation rooms but did not pass through that door. The door had to 
remain closed and was equipped with a door closer. Six months after moving in, a 
problem arose with that system; the door has become less smooth from being 
handled. It needed to be fixed. A wooden panel, not yet painted, replaced the former 
one. The psychiatrist saw it as an occasion to do an artistic workshop for repainting 
the door. Two projects were set up, with two different groups, purposed to each side 
of the door: one visible from outside, and the other from inside. Both were led by 
Hugo and Vinciane, the two caregivers who were also artists. The idea was that each 
participant would create a picture or a sentence, which would then be integrated in 
the common composition. They sketched, drew, and then assembled their work on a 
model. Participants easily had ideas come up, built upon what they liked, such as 
music, cartoons, brands, etc. But remaining interested in the project in the long run 
was less easy, especially for the group of the external side. Everyone did not work at 
the same pace within the group. The caregivers noticed that one of the groups for 
the inside panel became stronger: some youths showed greater involvement during 
workshops, and there had been a proliferation of exchanges between participants 
where no one could tell anymore from whom an idea had come. In short, a wave 
arose, but only in one of the groups. After five months, the two models were 
presented to the team. And debates began.  
 
A first matter that piqued some caregivers’ interest was that the model for the 
external side of the door pictured a very childish world – with rabbits or toys – 
rather than an adolescent one. This did not give the right picture of the centre, 
according to some caregivers, on a door seen by outside visitors who could not enter 
it. During a meeting, the medical director was clear about wanting to cancel that side, 
which she saw as a terrible aesthetic style. The expression blackboard resurfaced 
again during that discussion. The other side fit much better into the right aesthetic 
for the centre: conveying an adolescent world, playful, colourful, and cheerful, what 
the medical director saw as an appropriate aesthetic style. 
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However, that inside design, made by the stronger group, posed another problem. 
One teenager, Karl, had proposed including his own nickname. The debate then 
started within the team about using the ‘signature’ of a youth who wouldn’t stay in 
the centre for long anymore. On the one hand, this touched on questions that, for 
caregivers, were not solved yet: for how long should a youth’s traces stay in the 
place? When should the team erase them? How to create room for future teens? The 
door was a component of the building, the institution’s proper materiality, and not a 
frame or an object that could be easily removed. If some caregivers maintained that 
these layers of artworks made the ‘liveliness’ of the building, with their particular 
temporalities, the medical director called them ‘ghosts of the past’, hinting that they 
haunted the place in an improper, much less lively way. Moreover, the nickname 
appeared as a single big signature for a work made by a group. Yet, on the other 
hand, Karl had put a lot into his drawing of the nickname. During a period of five 
months, his involvement had consolidated into a strong interest; this motivated him 
to start classes at an art school the next year. Caregivers, especially the ones leading 
the workshops, could not just cut into that considerable interest. Caregivers knew it 
was counter-therapeutic to delete the work. Karl, the concerned youth, underscored 
that putting this signature on the door was a matter of ‘consideration’ regarding what 
he gave for it.  
 
Refreshing the practice 
 
It was at that point that the controversy came to experimenting with the conditions 
of debate, which therefore innovated the practice. Other participants of the stronger 
group, caught in that wave, had become interested in the signature drawing. The 
wave then formalised in a ‘door committee’, establishing with the nickname as a 
crew name, also supported by Hugo and Vinciane, the two caregivers-artists. That of 
teens group realised two actions through which they tinkered with the mode of 
collective reflexivity as it usually ran within the institution. First, they extended the 
workshop to prints on t-shirts with the nickname, inspired by the trend of ‘Je suis 
Charlie’ that spread at that period as a plea for liberty of expression. Second, they 
wore that t-shirt when, on a special request to defend their project for that door, 
they attended the clinical meeting, in front of the whole team and the medical 
director. 
 
These actions were unforeseen in the day centre: they provided extended conditions 
for the collective reflexivity that I described above, concerning the negotiation of 
rules and habits. The creation of a special committee, the use of workshop settings 
to make t-shirts for their claim, the reuse of an expression that was famous in the 
media at that time, and the attendance at the clinical meeting that is usually not 
allowed, all these new ingredients came to the arena. These ingredients joined, as 
they argued during that staff meeting, a request for the consideration of the time 
they had spent on the artworks, taking as evidence the other artworks displayed with 
signatures in the centre, and drawings of other members of that group, whose 
pictures were stated as other ways of signing. In other words, the door committee 
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enlarged the possible ingredients that came into the negotiation, in an unforeseen 
way. The rest of the team endorsed such creativity and innovation. Indeed, 
caregivers valued what could ‘bring a bit of fresh air’ to their practice: to get new 
feedback or ideas. It was part of their cultivation of their awareness for possibilities. 
Refreshing the practice, like variations of interests, was a core concern for the 
caregivers. It ensued that the door committee worked quite well for youths to grab 
the conditions for debate, beyond the dispositif of interessement to which they were 
usually proposed (e.g. community meetings, workshops, and, more implicitly, 
informal moments). Following their actions, the door committee convinced the team 
to finally paint the door with the compromise of putting the signature (now of the 
crew) on the door, albeit a bit smaller and less centred (figure 34).  
 
For sure, this long story was quite unusual in the day centre. But it shows that doors 
can also have normative potentialities as elements of visual display, at least when 
enough strength drives their possible realisation. Here, the strength of the door 
committee most probably relied on modest attachments that had already grown in 
consistency: a wave had risen, interest had been consolidated within a group. As for 
the other group, in charge of the external panel of the door, their interests flickered 
and faded, and their side of the door was never painted. The team had a concern 
about that part of the project that failed: they wondered if the weakness of the group 
was not due to its composition. Indeed, that workshop was scheduled at the same 
time than La Porte Bleue, the pedagogic workshop. This meant that the group was 
mainly composed with the adolescents who were not going to it, because they were 
not deemed by the team to be able enough to engage in school or other kinds of 
learning. Instead, they were involved in the door project, but had pictured a childish 
world that they did not defend at all. That side of the door, seen as a failure, 
therefore made the team question whether they had not overly segregated the youths 
who succeeded or failed to align, regarding the requirement of such a long-term 
project, and exposed them to the critique of whoever would see that door. If in the 
successful group, a certain dose of strength was needed to experiment with the 
collective mode of reflexivity, for putting youths’ and caregivers’ attachments under 
moral debate, such strength, when not there, also forced the team to question the 
good and bad conditions of their dispositif for avoiding such a failure again. 
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 Figure 34. The painted door  
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Conclusion: Modes of reflexivity 
 
The doors of the day centre entail a much more complex morality, beyond the 
provision or forbiddance of access that a newcomer could expect. Instead, the 
normative potentialities of these doors unfolded with different modes of reflexivity, 
recasting their moral status as well as the morality of attachments in the ongoing care 
practice. These doors seemed to provide much more implicit, supple prescriptions 
than just entering or not, which relied on their very technical details, or common 
habits or rules. Maybe the word ‘prescription’ has become a too strong word for 
them. Rather than clear prescribers for access, these doors also had subtle 
potentialities that were activated through more diverse interactions with them. In 
this chapter, I have related three (non-exhaustive) modes of reflexivity in the stories 
I recollected.  
 
First, there were doors that stood at the crossroad of different concerns about the 
circulation they enabled, such as those of the caregivers’ office or the door located at 
the back of the corridor. Caregivers could resort to different strategies for dealing 
with these divergent attempts with the same door: to display a sign or materialise 
solutions in devices, to enact the rule in practice, or to open a zone of negotiation in 
community meetings, for the rule to progressively translate into a habit. The last 
strategy goes through a ‘collective reflexivity’, i.e. a moral questioning that 
encompasses more diverse participants and ingredients, where not all of them are 
known in advance. The interesting point about that recourse to collective reflexivity, 
besides that it better matches with caregivers’ value of not imposing upon youths, 
was that a door’s normativity could be more dynamically challenged and redefined. 
Doors appointed with habits provided opportunities for breaches, easily noticeable 
within the group and therefore opened on new zones of negotiations for the re-
emergence their morality. Yet, all doors are not equal candidates to such a fluid 
moral life. As with the door of the team office, the importance of its role as a secret-
guarder for some of the caregivers most likely prevented it from being put under 
negotiation, causing it to remain a source of tension.  
 
The second mode of reflexivity is much more discreet. Doors could activate it with 
face-to-face interactions, precisely because the object can mediate these interactions 
in unpredictable way. Doors offer opportunities for youths to call out for others’ 
attention. Some technological equipment, such as the bell that Baptiste refused to 
implement, may restrict these possibilities. Here, the mode of reflexivity is done, 
enacted in the ongoing practice, surfing on discreet and implicit layers of common 
expectations that may be troubled by youths’ responses. Troubling interactions are 
less clear and forceful responses than breaching habits. Here, these interactions with 
doors raised ambiguities, putting in motion caregivers’ reflexive gaze, and providing 
them occasion to work with teenagers: occasions to notice something might be 
wrong and to interrogate it with the concerned adolescent.  
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The third reflexive mode is an experimental one. Doors as visual elements drive 
broader concerns about the ways of attaching as part of that care practice: about 
involvements, interests, and liveliness. The creation of a ‘door committee’ enlarged 
the possible ingredients that came into the negotiation in an unforeseen way. The 
door that sparked tensions for months among youths and caregivers led to 
experimenting with the conditions of debate through which the centre as a whole 
collectively addressed moral issues. This was made possible as the team valued 
propositions that ‘refresh their practice’, but also since a certain dose of strength had 
already given consistency to attachments, a wave through which interest had 
consolidated enough for being creatively formalised in the institutional dispositif. 
When this dose of strength was not there, though, the team reflected on the 
conditions of that failure.  
 
With these different modes of reflexivity, the morality of these doors was from far 
fixed but dynamically varied in the ongoing care practice. Doors, with their very 
materiality, technicalities, appearance, and locations, can augment or reduce some of 
these reflexive modes.  
 
Opening parentheses  
 
Although there is now very little doubt that those doors entailed potentiality for 
caregivers and youths to engage with them morally, as well as with other issues of 
their concern, the contribution of these spatial elements to ways of attaching is less 
clear. Some of the door stories interrogate their limits: were these reflexive modes 
ways of attaching that gained enough consistency to speak of ‘attachments’?  
 
First, it is less clear what the attachments are that these reflexive modes interrogate. 
To what do caregivers and/or teens hold to when a door engages them in a moral 
fuss? Youths could hold to habits, when they retraced their familiar displacements. 
Others could hold to previous situations that pushed them to throw themselves on 
doors, or rather restrained them to stand in front of a panel. Caregivers, in turn, may 
become more sensitive, so also a bit more attached, to this or that adolescent who 
has troubled these rules. And others could hold to drawings that they had been 
working on for months, as well as to the ‘consideration’ they obligated. The reflexive 
modes engaged with such unpredictable attachments that might have come up when 
engaging with doors as circulation means or as long-lasting visual elements. Here 
again, attachments are many, in their smallest occurrences or greatest consistencies.  
 
But, second, are these reflexive modes taking part in ‘attachments’? Doors do not 
especially imply the activities of taste where participants and things unfold, although 
the controversial story showed that it may happen. Plus, the reflexivity enacted with 
them may concern very small occurrences and their ambiguities. Yet, doors entail 
potentialities for collective practices to make oneself more sensitive to bodies, 
objects, situations, and moments, where all of them co-emerge in sharper ways. 
What I see is that those interactions with doors, and reflection on them, put to the 
fore the reflexive part of attachments in the day centre, in the form of ‘opening 
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parentheses’. These reflexive moments constitute a practical emergence of 
sensibilities, through which participants may come to hold to some moral concerns, 
things, or habits, even if just a bit stronger. And these emergences happened through 
moments of attention, sensitively unfolding the abilities of things, caregivers, and 
teenagers, or hindering them. In that sense, these doors augmented attachments as 
they created room for disturbances, like breaching habits or challenging interactions 
with them, within the mundane flow of everyday casual movements and modes of 
attention. This joins the reflexive moments of amateurs when opening a parenthesis, 
shifting the mode of attention to a more interrogative one, sometimes shared 
collectively (Hennion, 2009). In that sense, doors and their modes of reflexivity add 
another stone to the attachments, by their potentialities to provoke disturbance and 
to open parentheses.   
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7 
 

Implications  
 
 
 
 
 

Why do we listen to the stories of others, if not 
to hear? And having heard, would we not desire 
to respond? Simply to listen is to be drawn into a 
world of ethical encounter: to hear is to witness; 
to witness is to become entangled. 
—Deborah Bird Rose, Reports from a Wild Country 

 
 
 
 
 
How can we ethically respond?  
 
In this inquiry, I have scrutinised how the material spaces of a psychiatric centre 
work in its daily care practice, looking at their potentialities, with their tensions, 
successes, and failures. And I have considered how these spaces and potentialities 
contribute to care. For this, I have recounted everyday trials through which the 
caregivers took advantage of material spaces to try to lure teenagers into responding 
with familiar bonds, in passing involvements, in sustaining their interests, in 
generating a certain liveliness, and modes of reflexivity. In doing so, these material 
spaces entail potentialities to enact various ways of attaching, from modest 
occurrences in the everyday flow, towards strong attachments having become of 
great matter. They are the many, most of them very small, affinities, emerging 
through caregivers’ attempts to to lure each teenager into responding as relational 
person within the dispositif of care. This thesis witnesses the potentialities of these material 
spaces for such modest attachments, and shows how they significantly contributed to the care work.  
 
With this concluding chapter, I seek to bring out this main contribution of my thesis 
in a committed way, by furthering the inquiry towards its ethical implications. These 
implications are not applications, formal advice coming from a theory and meant to 
be applied in practical situations. Far from formulating prescriptions, these 
implications are ‘ethical’ in empirical and relational senses. They are empirical, since 
they first learn from and with the normativity at stake in a care practice with its 
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striving, people, and materiality, rather than that in criteria defined in advance by 
researchers (Pols, 2015a). They are also relational, since these ethical implications are 
situated in an encounter: in the ways stories call us to witnessing, to listening with 
attentiveness, and to responding to them. This is what Rose (2004) designates as an 
‘ethics of connection’, which I highlight in the epigraph: a dialogical ethics that 
‘requires a “we” who share a time and space of attentiveness, and who bring our 
moral capabilities into the encounter’ (ibid., p. 30). 96 In this I see an ethics of 
connection as a major stake for gaining knowledge in a committed way: against easy 
indifference, against comfortable denial of consequences, and against 
homogenisation that erases differences, it is a recuperative work that witnesses 
damages and risks, concerned with ‘twisting violence back into flourishing and life-
affirming relationships’ (ibid., p. 7). The ethical implications with which I end this 
thesis are at once empirical and relational, and attempt a recuperative work when 
taking on consequential issues and challenges, which are called up in the stories 
heard along the inquiry. These implications are attempts to respond to the stories 
and their stakes, instead of closing them into a final claim of ‘truth’ about them. 
 
An empirical ethics of connection requires specifying this ‘we’ to whom the inquiry 
addresses. As a situated practice, such ethics lead to asking: who would be invited to 
the table of the ethical concerns raised by this inquiry? Who would be called to an 
attentiveness that could strengthen a moral capacity regarding them? A ‘we’ has 
already come in the descriptions provided throughout this thesis: the group of the 
therapeutic community, the team, the youths, and myself. Yet, the descriptions 
broaden this ‘we’ to a readership, as I have written them following three threads, 
three areas of interest that are always interweaving: 1) as an ethnography of 
institutional care, committed within the psychiatric landscape; 2) the developing of 
an approach to material spaces in terms of potentialities; and 3) elaborating on the 
concept of ‘attachments’ through the consideration of their formation with many 
modest ones. In each of these three threads, I saw risks and sometimes dangers or 
damage. These risks challenge the ethical implications that I intend for an ‘us’ 
widened toward readers who reflect on and/or cultivate attachments, especially 
those that are embryonic and precarious; who reflect on and/or make material 
spaces that are practised, that are crowded with discreet attachments and not empty; 
who reflect on and/or do institutional care with sensitive forces, especially in 
psychiatry. In this last chapter, I extend the inquiry by mobilising other stories or 
places as well, which these implications call to mind, in order to address them to this 
wider ‘us’: Knowing these stories of care, spaces, and ways of attaching, to what can 
we ethically pretend? For what do they make us accountable?  
 
Three ethical implications opens the conclusion of this work: 1) as it recharges the 
concept of ‘attachment’ with murmuring ones, with modest ones of quiet intensity, 
enacted in various forms, and whose strong unpredictability makes them precarious, 
therefore calling for a radically empirical attention to small and unexpected 
occurrences; 2) as it learns about the subtleties of material spaces’ potentialities in a 
                                                        
96 Hence not ‘dialogical’ as Platonic or Socratic dialogues, she specifies, that Hannah Arendt describes 
as silent dialogues within oneself (Rose, 2004, p. 21). 
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particular practice, which question the presupposition, in design practices, that 
spaces are ‘empty’, and call for an attention to the subtleties of spaces with the 
attachments that make them a specific place; and 3), as it calls to watch over 
attachments as sensitive forces, to watch over the ‘handling of contingencies’ that 
make them part of institutional care, since they are vulnerable in the ongoing 
psychiatric field and within the care work. No one of these three implications I argue 
for comes prior to others. If each of these implications accentuates a thread, the 
three of them are entangled with each other, at the intersection of ways of attaching, 
material spaces, and institutional care.  
 
First implication: Listening to murmurs of attachments 
 
The first implication comes with the practice of ‘attachment’. My inquiry witnesses 
many modest attachments, which are ‘murmuring’ when caregivers take advantage of 
the material spaces to spark personal responses from the teens; these attachments 
appeared highly unpredictable. These many, small, and unpredictable occurrences are 
therefore precarious. Yet, as they play a crucial role in the care work, they require 
empirical obligations: they call for us to remain empirically attentive to them.  
 
Murmuring in manifold ways 
 
In these chapters, I have explored how the material spaces entail potentialities for 
certain ways of attaching. Developing familiar bonds may occur when hanging 
around a temporary hotspot, a kitchen with its cook and smells, or with informal 
adjustments like spacing, glimpsing discreet glances, or easing bodily positions 
(chapter two). Passing involvements in activities also present themselves in many 
facets, appealing to different possible responses from participants and to the 
sensibilities that may emerge with them: whether when putting oneself in a bubble, 
doing technical tasks in assertive ways, displaying one’s curiosity in front of an 
artwork, letting oneself go in easier exchanges when walking, etc. Caregivers 
manipulate contrasting places and settings to create the conditions for lightly 
intensifying these experiences, adding the pulse of passing involvements into 
activities that then vanish in more casual ways of being (chapter three). The stories 
of those small occurrences might then grow into processes of interessement. Modest 
attachments could conslidate in stronger interests, but are never fully stable. Small 
appreciations may strengthen and deviate with the movement of a wave. Or 
apparently mundane occurrences may consolidate when one takes these particles 
that have been noticed in the daily practice and relates them in meetings where 
interests are confronted. In those ways, caregivers and youths are tactical dwellers 
who materialise attachments as they make the place vary, remaking it in a specific 
and lively way (chapter four). The making of attachments therefore become a story 
of time, or rather stories of the different temporalities involved when crafting an 
artwork, when temporarily sharing interests and narrating them, and with fleeting 
involvements outside activities, all at unpredictable paces. Particularly, artworks 
generate a certain liveliness that rests on these different temporalities (chapter five). 
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And doors are great protagonists for enacting different modes of reflexivity, about 
their own morality but also those of attachments when they occur, either discreetly 
or noisily, in the course of the practice (chapter six). This inquiry shows how 
material spaces have potentialities for these attachments that babble in manifold 
ways, from the tiny occurrences to more collective concerns that may come to 
anchor, sometimes materialising in that place. Before an attachment may be 
consolidated, these spaces babble with many possible ways of attaching. And all 
dissolve and are reconstituted along their ongoing evanescence and variations. These 
various attachments are very unsteady; they remain in the process of being 
constituted, or reconstituted, over time, and so are more vulnerable to appearing 
meaningless.  
 
This proliferation of many modest appreciations appears as ‘murmuring 
attachments’. This expression depicts the relationships that involve an appreciation, 
a holding on to something or someone that is not deeply intense or strongly 
anchored, but lightly enhanced and foaming with a diversity of possibilities. These 
attachments are like the quiet intensity of water rippling in small stream, the sound 
of a breeze making foliage whisper, or the slight thrill from a vivid sensation. Such 
murmurs provide extensions to the concept of ‘attachment’ as seen in the everyday 
moments of the care practice: it differs from amateurs’ passion in that they rest on 
the proliferation of many low, modest attachments, and on caregivers’ attempts to 
spark the slightest of them with the material environment. With the motif of 
‘murmur’, I mean to highlight two things that depict the particular dynamic of the 
potentialities of these material spaces. 
 
First, ‘murmuring’ in the sense of a slight noise expresses that the appreciations are 
of a moderate level of engagement, with less intense driving forces and weaker 
effervescence than the ‘attachments’ described in relation to passionate tastes. 
However, they remain sensitive differences that matter to those making themselves 
more present to the situations in which they live throughout the day (to paraphrase 
Hennion, 2005, p. 9). The care centre’s material spaces contributed to making 
attachments occur in small doses.  
 
Second, the motif of ‘murmuring’ emphasises the proliferation of many movements: 
the muddled, subdued, and confused noise emerging with many movements of teens 
and caregivers from and to luring spots, rises of attention, small occurrences, 
passages in moments that are lightly intensified when involved in an interaction or a 
doing, sometimes coming together in greater waves, in dissolving and rekindling 
interests, materialising in the place, unfolding different temporalities, or being put 
under debate, sometimes in unforeseen ways. This picture is dizzying; if some 
murmuring attachments temporarily consolidate, most of these attachments remain 
an unsteady substratum.  
 
Such murmurs of attachments differ from amateurs’ practices in that these 
appreciations are attempted through luring processes: caregivers attempt to create 
conditions to make attachments emerge, at any possible degree, seeking to foster the 
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smallest of attachments through the mediation of the spaces. In this way, caregivers 
can better notice what moved this or that teenager, and how each youth could have 
changed, or not, in their ongoing care work. The proliferation of murmuring 
attachments with which caregivers’ work is crucial, since it enlarges youths’ 
possibilities to respond to the dispositif of care. 
 
A dispositif for unpredictable responses 
 
As murmuring attachments are low and multitudinous, they put to the fore one 
aspect of this concept: the very unpredictability when one becomes a bit more attached, 
when the relationship with something, someone else, or a concern moderately 
intensifies.  
 
Unpredictability already characterises the making of amateurs’ attachments: it is 
about actively making emerge an event that enables them to be passively caught, and 
‘it might happen’ without guarantee and without locating the action outside that 
middle path. According to Hennion’s (2005) pragmatic perspective, the object’s 
feedback, bodily engagement, situation with its devices, and collective of people co-
emerge through the re-enactment of tasting activities. All of these four (non-
exhaustive) elements in the attachment process remain unpredictable. This 
unpredictability is also at stake during the moments of attention when a taster 
reflexively engages with a piece of music; no one can be sure in advance that the 
appreciation will actually occur. Yet, these unpredictable appreciations occur within 
particular dispositifs for assessing a particular sort of taste, like a rock concert or a 
music theory class.  
  
By comparison, I see that murmuring attachments emerge in a dispositif of care that 
amplifies their unpredictability. These ways of attaching are first strongly 
unpredictable because they are not limited to one particular sort of taste. Instead 
these spaces work with a wide range of possibilities of doings, albeit not endless. As 
with the openness of suggestions of the living space that I detailed in chapter two, or 
with the diversity of workshops’ places and their things at hand that I described in 
chapter three. The material spaces of the day centre do not target one particular taste, 
but are especially open to many possibilities for participants to respond. The 
unpredictability, then, also concerns which appreciations may take up more room, 
with what, whom, when, and at which paces.  
 
And this is a second way in which I see an amplification of unpredictability with 
these murmurs of attachments: they move in a play of responses, not only of 
material objects when encountering them, but also of each youth and caregiver 
adjusting accordingly. For pointing more accurately to this play of responses and 
adjustments, I borrow the term ‘response’ from Despret (2012, pp. 191-199) who 
distinguishes it from the ‘reactions’ of animals studied in scientific practices that are 
passive, over-determined, and poorly consequential. In contrast, a ‘response’ implies 
experimenting with a meeting, for the one who makes the proposition to be re-
engaged differently as the respondent becomes interested in the proposal. A 
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response (from the animal) then obliges the proposer (the scientist) to respond in 
turn, within a dispositif that would create enough room for manifesting these 
responses. 
 
In the day centre, this dynamic of re-engagements, of adjustments according to 
responses, lay in luring processes that often worked better when much more implicit 
and ambiguous than with clear propositions (as with the living spaces’ suggestions, 
or with waves). Caregivers unceasingly adjusted their care work to teens’ responses, 
even with the lightest and fleeting involvements. Through this play of responses, 
their streams of personal and/or collective appreciations unpredictably varied over 
time. How would one know that Kevin might be able to ‘slow down in his bubble’ 
when making model or caring for animals? No one, but Maud eventually proposed 
for him a traineeship in bird rehabilitation. What could predispose Gregory, Etienne, 
and Sylvie to come across a video game all of them could come to enjoy? There was 
no clear idea, but the poster relating it must stay on the wall. Why would a group of 
girls, at some point, take over a previous teenager’s interest in beaded creations, and 
then start customising? Who knows, but it spawned a wave of Stylistique and its 
erosion. And so on. These responses are unpredictable because they are both 
relational and personal. Moreover, this play of responses informs and enacts what 
each youth and caregiver may be as a relational person. Indeed, the community work 
of the day centre appeared as a dispositif where the responses that caregivers sought 
to provoke, and to which teens replied, were not tightened by a conception of a 
person as a fully autonomous and rational individual. I see the reverse: the fabric of 
attachments expands the ranges of affinities that come to develop, together with 
youths’ specific personalities that become known through the care work.  
 
Such contingencies abound in many of the stories told above. Yet, this is not about a 
full permissiveness for the unconditional freedom of everyone; caregivers and youths 
worked with contingencies in particular ways, which I come back to in discussing the 
third implication. For now, I propose that the care dispositif and its material spaces 
amplified the unpredictable aspects of attachments, since they caused them to 
murmur when being open to many possible appreciations and made them move 
through a play of personal and relational responses, which unpredictably varied over 
time. In short, the manifold ways of attaching expand the unpredictable aspects of 
‘attachment’.  
 
Empirical obligations 
 
This proposition has an implication for the conditions of the existence of 
murmuring attachments, because their quiet intensity, their enactment in various 
forms, and their very unpredictability render them quite precarious. Across the 
stories I have told, the emergence of such attachments was not always successful, 
and in some cases sparked tensions. As, for instance, when cramped quarters 
hindered participants’ possibilities of spacing within a hotspot, provoking strong, 
impulsive, and violent attitudes. Or with a corkboard for pinning drawings that did 
not respond well to a dynamic of more spontaneous and casual involvement with 
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the object. Or when venturing into outside activities, participants’ disinvolvement 
was particularly highlighted, sometimes to the extent of foiling the main activity. 
However, these ways of attaching that did not develop smoothly for caregivers also 
counted for their care work.  
 
Indeed, youths’ possible attachments are far from given; chasing these affinities are 
in fact the team’s everyday inquiry. Making a murmur arise is first of all a problem of 
the care work; the team attempts to make them emerge at every possible degree, 
even the smallest ones. The team sought to better learn to what a youth could hold, 
and to notice if these attachments were varying over time with that teenager. In that 
sense, the very small occurrences that sketch these ways of attaching become 
important. I recall Safia’s surprising minor changes that troubled the familiar portrait 
we had become acquainted with so far, such as her dance steps when encountering a 
mirror, which then spread a great interest among the team and launched the idea of a 
hip-hop dance workshop. Or when the doors should allow troubling interactions, 
and how these abilities to raise ambiguity were part of the caregivers’ work. These 
may appear ridiculously tiny occurrences. But for whose scale? The caregivers 
cultivated their awareness of possibilities as they kept recounting these small 
particles. The smallest occurrences played a crucial role for the care work that 
caregivers attempted together with these teenagers and material things. Yet, these 
small occurrences were also discreet, modest, and highly unpredictable, which 
rendered them precarious.   
 
So, a first ethical implication ensues from attachments that are murmuring: since 
their smallness and unpredictability make them precarious, they require that the care 
work be radically empirical, in the sense of remaining attentive to small and 
unexpected occurrences that may come to matter in the ongoing daily practice. For 
instance, doors offered opportunities for troubling interactions, like when a youth 
played with them, and thus raised ambiguities, calling to caregivers to respond to 
these occurrences. Or even more discreet events: Safia’s dance step when 
encountering her image in a mirror, which Berenice recounted in the next morning 
meeting. The implication of empirical obligations relates to a question that has been 
asserted throughout these chapters: at which threshold does an attachment start, and 
start to matter? This is not and cannot be an essentialist question. Rather, the stories 
ask: when we can speak of an actual attachment, which may be recognised as 
sufficiently holding someone to some things? A clear story of such limited 
attachments is the one of the blackboard, with its easily erasable inscriptions, and the 
brief temporality of the writing, which was not easily translatable into therapeutic 
arguments. Murmuring attachments are precarious and then cause one to be 
obligated to remaining empirically attentive to them. The question of whether these 
embryonic attachments matter enough, then, needs to remain open and alive in that 
care work, when caregivers and youths listen to their murmur. 
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Second implication: Challenging so-called empty places 
 
Such attachments then teach about the potentialities of material spaces when being 
caught in a particular practice. This is the second stone of the inquiry’s implications, 
which now takes over the view on ‘material space’. Throughout this thesis, I have 
told stories of material spaces with their potentialities and obstacles when caregivers 
and teenagers engage with them. It ensues from these descriptions that there is no 
deterministic logic, and no spatial solutions to apply, for a particular arrangement to 
have a predictably determined influence on its users. Instead, the research brings out 
inspiring descriptions, in which material spaces work well or not, in their dynamic 
particular to psychiatric care work outside of a hospital. I have not looked at material 
spaces as matter ‘out there’, but as interactional elements, contributing to everyday 
care and attachments. It is through everyday attempts, moments of indeterminacy –
 namely, the trials – that material spaces may realise (or not) their potential, and to 
which caregivers and teens may enact different ways of attaching, which are 
meaningful for the care work.  
In what follows, I come back to the transition to the new building that put at stake 
how the spatial potentialities for attachments, and from the least of them, are subtle. 
Crucially, these subtleties motivate an ethical implication that calls a great 
cautiousness in presuming that a material space could be empty. That is, the subtle 
potentialities of these spaces call attention to the risks of considering these spaces as 
empty containers that must be filled, and of renewing them accordingly, whereas 
their materiality fosters, and is permeated with, discreet attachments that make a 
place specific. These subtleties alert one to details of spatial arrangement that are 
likely to hinder the making of attachment with a place.  
 
Relaying subtle potentialities 
 
The transition to the new building was a trial, a vibrant moment of indeterminacy, 
that taught many lessons about matters of space while the caregivers were required 
to relay their sense of the place. Nevertheless, every potentiality of the material 
spaces was not equally easy to transport from of the old townhouse to the new 
building. Some of these potentialities for attachments seemed quite obvious to the 
team, yet were not easy to grasp for the architects and directors that were external to 
the everyday care practice. The forces and weaknesses of material spaces, tested by 
caregivers in their ongoing work, had subtleties that could be difficult to relay. For 
example, while the centre’s coordinator succeeded in relaying to the directors and 
architects that naked doors were crucial for navigating interactions, the relevance of 
the blackboard and its fleeting involvements were less easy to convey to them. The 
everyday trials that characterised the potentialities of these spaces were subtle.  
 
I see these subtleties in the suggestions of the living spaces’, since they are unclear, 
and ambiguously and indirectly addressed. When the living spaces could contribute 
to familiarising newcomers, their trials succeeded if these youths engaged in more 
closeness, informality, and acquaintance (whether by joining hotspots of clusters, 
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loosening bodily positions, and so on), which did not work with straightforward and 
confronting propositions. Instead the subtlety of suggestions was crucial for 
initiating these very first moves of attachments, particularly as that care work implies 
uncomfortable relationships and institutional pressure.  
 
I see subtleties, too, in the contrasting places for activities, which play a key role in 
attempting to re-involve participants as they pass from one activity to another. It 
seemed that each place combined, in its respective way, potentialities providing clear 
clues about what to do there, and potentialities that were more open and ambiguous. 
Such as a sport field shows clear lines about the game to be played, but also entices 
distraction channels with side benches or the presence of girls. Or, in the clay atelier, 
the many objects present clearly indicated the process of crafting, but its convoluted 
layout also allowed participants’ flexibility when distributing their placement in the 
place. An atelier that was strictly organised according to functional tasks, as in 
traditional factories, would not work so cunningly. Therefore, the contrasting places 
of activities provide subtle possibilities for caregivers and teenagers to tinker with 
both their clear propositions and their more ambiguous, indirect suggestions.  
 
And I see subtleties as well when the material arrangements enabled noticing very 
small occurrences in the flow of everyday events. Indeed, in the ongoing practice, 
caregivers took over teenagers’ unpredictable responses, even very brief ones, to try 
to enrol their interest in tactical ways, through waves or with institutional tools (like 
staff or community meetings). Or when a troubling interaction with doors, without 
the technological equipment that restricted it, might open on ambiguities and on 
reflexivity. Certain arrangements can also hinder these processes, such as a resting 
room for caregivers that was too far away to be immersed in the everyday life of the 
centre. 
 
These subtle potentialities asked that effort be relayed to external people, for the 
ones who conveyed them and for those who listened. I see a lesson in that 
experience. The lesson was that – after having learnt how to know these material 
spaces, after having closely enquired into the daily interactions with them, after 
having heard them making attachments whisper, mutter, babble, sometimes noisily 
streaming in greater movements, sometimes recording these noises materially – these 
stories call for a great cautiousness in presuming that a material space could be 
empty. Indeed, the act of relaying to external people puts at risk a design that 
mistakes the reproduction of subtle potentialities of the everyday practice. With the 
story of the transition to the new building, this risk renders more visible two 
conceptions of material spaces: on one hand, moving to a new building presumes an 
‘empty space’ to be fulfilled with things, whereas, on the other hand, the everyday 
subtle potentialities permeate the materiality with attachments and complicate this 
assumption.  
 
Indeed, during many visits to the building site, the team and the teens often repeated 
that they feared how they would inhabit that ‘empty space’. The long white corridor 
and desk at the entrance reinforced this emptiness as it lacked the character of the 
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old townhouse and made the new place obviously devoted to institutional tasks. Yet, 
this ‘emptiness’ was overcome after a few months of having engaged with the new 
place. This probably means that the trials of the moving broadly succeeded, that the 
conditions for making attachments babble again were recreated. Of course, there is 
little doubt that something was lost from the old townhouse; the new building is not 
a converted domestic house anymore. But, besides that loss, which was obvious at 
first impression, the new building also became crowded with specificities in relation 
to its dwellers, at unpredictable paces.   
 
The dangers of ‘empty spaces’ 
 
Nevertheless, the transition to a new building did not always succeed in the effort to 
convey subtleties. The necessity for conveying and listening when relaying what 
makes a place special now makes clearer why I got a sheer fright when, while 
finishing fieldwork, the administrative director appointed me to speak about current 
problems, and prospective ideas, for several other houses of the institution. This 
fright seized me when he showed me sketches made by an architect six years earlier, 
proposing to raze part of the site, and to implement right in its middle a big 
cylindrical building whose envelope was mostly shaped with glass, no matter that the 
existing houses had been progressively adjusted during decades by the therapeutic 
communities still running there, no matter that caregivers and receivers could later 
tinker with such new arrangements through the everyday trials of their daily practice. 
Due to other unexpected reasons, those sketches were never translated into a 
building. But, retrospectively, that episode stresses the importance of plenty of 
moments I observed when caregivers hesitated about many details, whether in 
numerous meetings with architects or the contractor, staff meetings, community 
meetings, visits to the building sites, or when speaking in apprehension of the move, 
or during the installation phase, in the caregivers’ common office or in other nooks. 
These many moments now appear as ways of paying attention to the old townhouse 
as a material place that was meaningfully crowded, for more carefully transporting its 
potentialities for different ways of attaching in care to the new building.       
 
Moreover, I believe that trying to transport a specific place, permeated with subtle 
ways of attaching, into an empty one, is more than a risk: it is a danger, in view of 
the damage it might inflict. I believe this for two reasons.  
 
First, I see a danger because the notion that a place could be empty demonstrates a 
lack of cautiousness towards place. The subtleties that I observed, which were 
difficult to convey, makes me interrogate planning or design practices that assume a 
place can be emptied and then filled. Other anthropological studies challenge this 
assumption about space, which works through a logic of innovation and replacement, 
of destruction and inscription of new arrangements, in the pulse of a narrative of 
progress.97 In such a logic, material spaces are ‘empty containers’, inert and passive 
                                                        
97 Numerous anthropologists point out this presupposition. Among them, two recent works inspire my 
understanding of the tensions I encountered in my fieldwork, as a struggle between space conceived as 
empty or already crowded. First, Rose (2004) brings out how, in the colonisation of Australian lands, 
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and then fulfilled with a new organisation by designers, owners, and users. In this 
thesis, I have gone into the details of another, particular dynamic: the daily existence 
of a building, whose potentialities remain unpredictable in the care practice 
inhabiting it. The subtle potentialities of material spaces for modest attachments, 
then, complicate and caution us about any conception of spaces as re-fillable because, 
far from being inert, what these spaces do in the care practice is very subtle and 
contingent. The conception of spaces as empty containers to be filled is dangerous, 
here, because it paves the way to leave external interlocutors deaf to the subtleties of 
material spaces when rearranging them. So this close look at their daily existence 
prompts a warning against a conception of spaces as empty; the potentialities of 
these spaces are nuanced, requiring effort to convey to external deciders. The ways 
of attaching explored above call for paying attention to the subtle potentialities of 
material arrangements, according to the particular practices inhabiting these places.  
 
Second, I see a danger because many psychiatric places, or places for institutional 
care,98 are still arranged with certain material traits that deprive them of potentialities 
for making patients’ attachments murmuring. Throughout this research, I have 
encountered such places, or caregivers or patients who have described them to me. 
Those material spaces may likely clear a place of their dwellers’ attachments. This 
does not mean that nothing is enacted when interacting with these spaces, but that 
they enable other sorts of situations, relationships, and responses, and disable their 
attachment. This emptiness is not especially bound to a whole place, but often lies in 
material details. These details, then, give a concrete idea of how this emptiness can 
be achieved in places for institutional care, hence being less (or not) in touch with 
personal affinities, and less liveable. Empty places might be a site where everything 
that is arranged is purely functional, and few objects exceed this functionality. Few 
spaces are left for unpredictable occurrences, like adjusting one’s distance. Few 
things tell stories or open the imagination. These places sometimes look like (for 
some of them luxurious) hotels, where settings for comfort are reproduced the same 
floor after floor. I heard this referred to as the ‘serial bedrooms’ pattern. Walls may 
be naked, or decorated with indifference, with paintings that are supposed to meet 
everyone’s taste but actually meet nobody’s, giving an impression of waiting rooms. 
In these places, patients rarely go to the dining room before the precise time to start 
a line to receive food in plastic boxes. Doors are many, and noisy as they often slam. 
The omnipresence of technological devices might display, and enact, the prevalence 
of security norms over other concerns. Odours of antiseptic products cover other 

                                                                                                                                           
the conception of ‘empty spaces’ lays in the organisation of the built environment by settlers, in a 
dynamic of destruction of a country and the inscription of a new civilisation. In doing so, they wiped 
out the crowded spaces of Aboriginal people whose stories embedded there engaged them in ways of 
living and in moral commitments. With this narrative, she underlines the unethical position assumed 
when acting as if places are empty (ibid., p. 189). Second, Segaud (2007) shares a similar argument, 
albeit without granting places an active role. About the implementation of modern built environments, 
she calls for an anthropology of spaces that accounts the complex relationships that inhabitants develop 
to their everyday places, in contrast with a logic of innovation and homogenisation that has prevailed in 
architectural and urban design planning (Segaud, 2007, pp. 213-219). 
98 I mean by ‘places for instituional care’, places where professional caregivers take charge of other 
people in their everyday life.  
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possible smells. And these spaces appear sterile; few variations are noticeable over 
time. At least with these details, still existing today, institutional places for care are 
emptied of attachments.   
 
The dangers of assuming that places could be ‘empty’, and even more if their 
arrangements foster modest attachments in subtle ways, call for paying attention to 
their potentialities for the particular practices inhabiting these places. Such an art of 
attention implies no instructions or formulas other than experimenting with certain 
questions in sight, like, what necessitates the transport of attachments that are 
precarious yet crucial for the daily practice? Until which degree of empirical 
attentiveness do they call caregivers and architects to pay attention? All material 
arrangements and things for attachments are not equally easy to transport. The 
second ethical implication of the inquiry, then, claims that certain places necessitate 
deeper explorations of their specificities, of their subtle potentialities for relational 
interests and sensibilities that their dwellers cultivate in a particular practice. 
 

Third implication:  

Watching over sensitive forces in institutional care  
 
Having listened to murmuring attachments makes one finally wonder about the care 
work, especially within the ongoing psychiatric field. The third ethical implication of 
these stories, now regarding institutional care, is to call for watching over the 
sensitive forces that these ways of attaching put into play in such practices and 
places. First, those attachments are sensitive forces because they are vulnerable 
within the contemporary psychiatric landscapes or within the care work. Second, 
they are sensitive forces because they may turn out to have powerful effects on 
youths and the team. I see in caregivers’ work an ability to handle contingencies that 
ask great cautiousness, to keep weighing what dose of attachment is bearable, and 
when and to whom. The sensitivity of these plays of forces in institutional care call 
to watch over them, in the expression’s paradoxical sense of staying alert when 
observing (at the limit of surveilling their risks) and of taking care of and protecting 
them (in French, ‘veiller’).  
 
Vulnerable attachments in care 
 
As I related in the first chapter, my choice to analyse the material spaces of the 
community work follows a research commitment regarding their current 
vulnerability in the changing psychiatric landscape. This commitment is motivated by 
a sense of loss of psychodynamic practices that need time, availability, and money. 
This loss is witnessed in anthropological studies (as with the development of 
managed care in the United States), and this disappearance is also palpable in the day 
care centre, where the community work is rendered vulnerable by public reforms 
favouring the establishment of ambulatory care with mobile teams. This vulnerability 
of psychotherapeutic techniques matter because it implies the possible upcoming 
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loss, within a care setting, of providing patients with the possibility of responding 
according to their own experience. This sense of loss urges me to write stories about 
a practice and place that still gives room to a dispositif for personal responses. Not 
as autonomous and rational, but as people in relation with and through their 
affinities. I believe that the dispositif of psychiatric care that I have encountered still 
enables the flourishing of what a person may be, through the making of attachments 
that provides them with more specific affinities. The subsistence of attachments that 
I have described above is therefore highly uncertain.  
 
Beyond the risk of the disappearance of community work, the making of 
attachments is also vulnerable when it has to be justified within the care work. This 
vulnerability has to do, I think, with the informal knowledge that caregivers build in 
their community work and share in their everyday meetings and chats. When being 
debated, tensions about the hierarchy of knowledge are often palpable. The 
biomedical knowledge of psychiatrists can easily silence caregivers’ informal ways of 
knowing each adolescent. As in many teams in psychiatry, the team I came to know 
crafted while mingling biomedical and psychodynamic practices and discourses. But a 
difference lays between them: scientific expertise relies on definitions of diseases, 
formulated in terms of deficiencies in need of being fixed, whereas community work 
seeks to develop personal affinities. When debating treatment, this last practice and 
way of knowing is more vulnerable when faced with disease diagnoses, since it is not 
recognised scientifically. It is not taught in psychiatry departments in universities or 
in nursing education.  
Also, the therapeutic efficacy of attachments is hard to prove. As with the brief 
erasable inscriptions on the blackboard, they were hardly translatable into 
therapeutic arguments. Although there is little doubt that the many small 
attachments unleash forces that very likely had effects for the care work, these 
effects do not meet an ‘efficacy’ that implies causes in clear and direct interventions, 
from means to end. Moreover, it is difficult to prove that the attachments are 
effective since one cannot isolate it from other parts of the care practice, such as the 
use of medication, with which the community work mingles.  
 
And yet, as I related in the first chapter, as caregivers’ together compose a portrait of 
teens based on their different observations of and interactions with them, it happens 
that this informal knowledge may have the potency to inflect a decision about 
medicines and diagnoses. Crucially, I see a risk in that this informal knowledge 
sounds poorly convincing when having to meet a scientific legitimacy. Therefore, 
this risk engenders a following risk: leaving little room for the flourishing of personal 
affinities, along a much more liveable and enriched therapeutic care work. Knowing 
that attachments are vulnerable within the care work, due to their effects being hard 
if not impossible to prove, this vulnerable aspect cannot dismiss that caregivers and 
youths not only form attachments through handling everyday moments and 
situations that emerge but also benefit from them. 
 
The sense of loss in the changing psychiatric landscape, and the vulnerable aspect of 
modest attachments within the care work, call for an ethical implication to watch 
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over these sensitive forces in institutional care and therapy. One way to do that is to 
keep doing this community work, especially in situations where it has become the 
only way in which care can be accomplished.99 Another way I see is to tell of it and 
defend it as a practice: the whispering of personal attachments in care, with its 
particular abilities to play with the potentialities of an environment.  

 
The handling of contingencies  
 
With the dispositif of this institutional care, caregivers engage in a particular 
technique that often seems very intuitive and implicit: they handle contingencies. 
They take advantage of the material space, the social environment, and the 
unexpected occurrences that happen in a moment when a person is responding to 
that milieu, with all of their affinities or disfavours, and then they adjust to those 
responses. Caregivers handle contingencies in this highly unpredictable play of 
responses. Moreover, what I heard is that this ability to benefit from contingencies 
spreads in the hands of other members of the community, like trainees or youths 
who have spent time in the centre. But this way of doing, and of caring, is also 
handling forces that are sensitive; they can harm as much as do good. In this sense, 
the work of making attachments emerge also obligates a balancing of it with 
detachments. The implication to watch over the sensitive forces, with which the 
team worked, is therefore also motivated by the empirical ethics of their emergence 
and dissipation in the course of the practice.  
   
Unpredictability is a characteristic of the notion of ‘attachment’, one that is even 
more amplified in the day centre, in a dispositif set up for manifold ways of attaching. 
The ones I told of in the inquiry are not exhaustive, but are those that became visible 
when investigating everyday interactions with the material spaces: the making of 
familiar bonds, of involvements in activities that tackle sensibilities, of variations of 
interests, the paces of things’ liveliness, and the small occurrences with doors. All are 
unpredictable, due to each of the people involved, without a deterministic cause 
located somewhere. Even the attachments that can strongly stabilise come to move 
over time. As with repeating routines when one’s familiarity is anchored, it keeps 
shifting with mobile hotspots or the more discreet, surprising, minor changes of a 
teenager. At least, in the care work, the team sought to give more room to the 
contingencies when making attachments murmur. According to the unpredictable 
responses of an adolescent to the dispositif, caregivers adjusted their responses 
through their attitudes and propositions. With such a dispositif, caregivers together 
with teens give more presence to contingencies, and know how to benefit from them 
                                                        
99 As an example, in Gent, Belgium, a day centre has been running since 2010 as a ‘meeting house’. It 
hosts homeless people suffering from psychiatric troubles in combination with an addiction to illegal 
drugs, described as ‘alarming care avoiders’ by the institutions who have come to refuse them (i.e. they 
accused these homeless people of therapy resistance). This project necessitates working as a therapeutic 
community, without any treatment relying on formulations of deficits, in order to make the encounter 
between people possible, and for the visitors to develop personal affinities. A list of Dutch- and 
English-language literature is available about it on http://villavoortman.be (consulted on Aug 26 2017). 
For an account of the project and its spatial variations, see d'Hoop (forthcoming). 
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in the ongoing care work. In doing so, they whisper possible appreciations to the 
youths, in more or less indirect and ambiguous ways. To the team, there is little 
doubt to them that the work with contingencies and its adjustments are therapeutic 
interventions. It is a psychodynamic practice enacted, and attachments with their 
trials put forces at play within it. Here I want to point out this ability to handle 
contingencies, through which attachments can come into existence. The handling of 
contingencies leaves room for caregivers to try things out with different people, 
without guarantees, in very unpredictable ways, and with caution. 
 
Moreover, that dispositif engages to become more able to handle contingencies. The 
trainees I met, and the traineeship I experienced in the community work, render 
more palpable an incremental learning to benefit from everyday unpredictable 
responses. I think this goes through a process of being affected and being asked to 
act by other members of the group, without this process being very explicitly given. 
That is, being affected by the perceptions, feelings, and effects of the community 
life, and being asked to recount particles and events in meetings, and to contribute to 
an awareness of possibilities with these stories (as I developed in chapter four). The 
back and forth between an immersion in the group’s daily life, with its lightly 
intensified moments, and the team or community meetings, where these moments 
were shared, seems a central constituent of that learning. Whilst this experience 
modified our abilities to perceive and respond to daily occurrences, we were also 
caught in a net of light power dynamics when trying to lure one another.  
 
The trainees are not the only apprentices of this process: I also noticed many 
teenagers who were or let themselves get caught in the game. This is how I 
understand, today, the surprise of my very first encounter with them. I came to a 
community meeting to introduce my research, and was present for the whole 
discussion. The ways participants paid attention to what was going on struck me. A 
next point in the agenda was the rearrangement of the yard. I jotted it down in my 
journal. A youth glimpsed this gesture and let out, ‘we could take advantage of our 
new trainee in architecture to arrange the yard together with her!’ Surprised by this 
response, I jotted down it as well, without clearly understanding what sounds so 
uncommon in it. Today I better see that the teenagers, too, were being trained to 
handle contingencies, as members of a therapeutic community, therefore opening up 
more possibilities for certain appreciations to be realised.  
 
Nonetheless, the handling of contingencies is not only about the making of 
attachments, but also about trying to steer their risky effects. The different ways of 
attaching are also forces that may be revealed to be more powerful than expected, 
for ill as well as for good. Caregivers’ luring techniques are the first noticeable step, 
since to attach a newcomer to many mundane or significant things is their first 
challenge. Many of the youths with whom they work are reluctant about 
participating in explicit therapeutic programmes, especially if they have been worn 
down by too many times in institutions. But they often can let themselves be caught 
in the day centre, through the luring process of whispering attachments that is not 
directly confronting. That the team is averse to relating to youths through educative 
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relationships makes quite clear they want to work only with a light amount of power 
through the pull of whispering attachments. There is no given ethical solution to this 
power; to the team the best thing to be done was to keep the debate about these 
relationships and their conditions open as much as possible.  
 
But an attachment can also turn too forceful, affecting youths, caregivers, and their 
ethical engagement in their practice. Attachments that are too strong can counteract 
the care work, and require the team to reflect on them and to shift their intuitive 
technique. Another part of the community work is tempering these forces by 
inducing detachment. Concretely, one situation that demands this shift is the time 
preceding the departure of an adolescent. This is done, for instance, when trying to 
refocus a youth’s interest onto visiting other places or trying a traineeship, etc. 
Another situation, much more extreme but often feared amongst the team’ 
concerns, is suicide.100 The team spoke of the possibilities of suicide when affinities 
have become unbearable, and hence may drive forces in destructive way. Without 
digging further into these situations, the point here is that the handling of 
contingencies does not only contribute to ways of attaching; it takes also part in the 
care work to ethically weigh and balance attachment and detachment, examining the 
good and bad ones at stake.101 The third implication to watch over attachments as 
sensitive forces in the ongoing care work, is therefore not only motivated by their 
vulnerability, but also by that empirical ethics of their emergence and dissipation in 
the course of the practice, in psychiatry or other places for institutional care. In other 
words, ‘watching over’ means staying alert to these institutional dispositifs that 
provide room to contingencies and to their sensitive forces, where murmuring 
attachments give the tune of a specific and liveable place, whose materiality is not 
mute – not external, passive, and inert – but entails subtle potentialities for them.  
 
 
 
 

                                                        
100 Material spaces embed that concern too, in their opportunities and obstacles, like with windows 
whose security devices can be activated in case of worry.  
101 This form of empirical ethics in care comes nearer to Latour’s (2000) proposals on the concept of 
‘attachment’ and its moral and political dimensions.  
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Summary 
 
Institutional care buildings have been largely transformed as the psychiatric field has 
undergone significant changes over the last fifty years. Instead of the disciplining 
spaces of hospitals, teams of caregivers now work in smaller centres located in the 
community. This thesis brings the reader into one of these places, a psychiatric day 
care centre for teenagers in Brussels. It dives into the details of its everyday material 
arrangements, and asks, How do material spaces work in the everyday practice of a psychiatric 
centre? How do they contribute to institutional care? What are their potentialities, with their 
tensions, successes, and failures? Presented over seven chapters, the dissertation describes 
how these spaces help make modest attachments emerge. ‘Modest attachments’ 
proliferate as caregivers attempt to spark even the smallest appreciations by 
mediation of the material environment. Material spaces play active roles in enacting 
various ways of becoming attached, from small affinities in the everyday flow, 
towards appreciations that become of great concern. The thesis witnesses the 
potentialities of these material spaces for such modest attachments and shows how 
these significantly contribute to the care work.  
 
A preamble anchors the study in the history of psychiatric care work, by connecting 
the arrangements of the day care centre today to past experiments. The notion of 
‘milieu’, which came to hold a prominent role in the contestation movements of the 
psychiatric field in the 1960s, indicates a shift in the understanding of material spaces. 
In older, disciplinary asylums, spaces were conceptualised as determinative and 
causal of behaviour. Milieu-focused care, in contrast, conceived of spaces as 
experimental, undetermined environments, made up of humans and things. The 
relationships emerging in a place could then also shaped their environment. These 
experiments invite a study of material spaces in terms of the potentialities for certain 
affinities to emerge, and for making a place specific according to those attachments.  
 
The first chapter situates the inquiry by describing the fieldwork on which the thesis 
is based and the theoretical affiliations involved. The thesis focuses on a particular 
day care centre for teenagers that relocated from an old townhouse to a new building, 
a process in which I was immersed before, during, and after the move. This 
transition required caregivers to articulate matters of space and to relay them to 
architects and directors. While I became involved in a relational exploration of that 
specific place, the transition, due to its move, enabled me to learn about the 
contribution of these spaces to the caregivers’ practice. I learned about what those 
spaces facilitate or hinder, attending to caregivers’ reflections about the place with 
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which they work. The shared experience of that transition animates the analysis 
along three closely interwoven conceptual threads.  
 
The first thread of the thesis is an ethnography of institutional care within the 
changing psychiatric landscape. Much of the care work described in this thesis is 
shaped by the notion of therapeutic communities, in which each person in the centre 
is invited to take part in its everyday organisation and social life. Such community 
work with patients is given less importance in today’s psychiatric field: public 
reforms favour the establishment of mobile outreach teams, without reflecting on 
institutional places that offer an alternative to hospitalisation. Yet, community work 
creates possibilities for patients – especially for those most reluctant to being cared 
for – to position themselves or to be positioned as a relational person in what I call a 
‘dispositif of care’. They can respond with their specific affinities and disinterests, 
rather than being understood through the deficiencies of a disease. The ethnography 
dissects the crucial roles of material spaces for this particular kind of institutional, 
community work, one that enables the flourishing of what a person may become 
through the making of attachments. Therefore, it adds to the changing psychiatric 
landscape where these places seem forgotten when envisioning mental health care 
facilities.  
 
The second thread of the thesis develops an approach to analysing material spaces in 
terms of potentialities. This approach pays ethnographic attention to the possibilities 
that material spaces unleash in interactions with those giving and receiving care. 
What do these spaces enable caregivers and teenagers to do? And what do they do to 
those spaces? Such an approach traces a path between architectural studies that 
show design projects and geographical studies that report on people’s ideas about 
these places. This path aligns with recent work in science and technology studies 
(STS) and the material-semiotic tradition. These studies are relevant for looking at 
the potentialities of material spaces because they focus on local dynamics through 
which things and ideas come into being, maintain their existence, and change 
relationally in practices. The thesis develops a material-semiotic sensibility regarding 
the materiality of a place, looking at how ideas take shape in and with the material 
arrangements of the space involved in the ongoing care practice. 
 
The third thread elaborates the concept of ‘attachments’, a term that designates the 
co-creation of affinities, things, bodily engagements, and collectives that develop 
when a person or a group comes to strongly like something. This thread builds upon 
studies of attachment in the cultivation of taste, which describe how amateurs come 
to appreciate certain objects, like music or wine. These studies show how sensations 
become refined in practice, as people are   in touch with the objects deploying them 
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and hence become better able to distinguish them. The emergence of such 
sensibilities involves material elements, moments of attention, gestures, bodies, 
things, situations, and collectives of people. In such a view, spatial arrangements 
mediate how an attachment may take form, just as, for example, a concert hall 
orients how those present pay attention and listen. In the day centre, attachments are 
often modest appreciations, of quiet intensity, more diffuse and dilute in informal 
moments and daily activities: a seat that becomes familiar, a displayed drawing that 
draws a lingering gaze, or a videogame that sparks a momentary shared interest. 
These appreciations differ from the intensity of amateurs’ passions in that they rest 
on the proliferation of many low, modest attachments. Yet, modest attachments are 
sensitive differences that matter. Caregivers attempt to spark even the slightest of 
attachments by mediation of the material environment. They notice, compare, and 
discuss those attachments amongst the other caregivers, creating an informal 
knowledge base that enables them to respond to each youth accordingly. The thesis 
shows how these tangible arrangements contribute to awaken and strengthen 
mundane, everyday attachments as part of the care work itself. The following 
chapters unfold different ways that the spaces of the day centre make modest 
attachments emerge, and narrate them in the style of a journey through a field 
journal.  
 
The second chapter begins with the first few weeks of fieldwork. I explore the 
materiality of the living spaces that seem to foster familiarity in everyday interactions 
with them. Familiarity is central for the caregivers’ work, as it provides them with an 
informal knowledge of the teenagers. It enables the team to notice minor changes 
with this or that teenager, or to open zones of negotiation when a youth threatens 
familiar relationships. I then reflect on the notions of opportunities (that can be 
seized for doing something) and affordances (that depend on the material properties 
of a thing) to describe potentialities for enacting familiar bonds. I find five different 
ways that the care centre’s living spaces foster or hinder the creation of familiarity: 
(1) objects attract others to join in and incite the improvisation of clusters of youths 
in what I call ‘hotspots’; (2) objects invite engagement because they are displayed 
within a situated permissiveness (in which all objects are available to anyone to 
engage with) and the articulation of the rooms creates sightlines that invite discreet 
glances, facilitating contact; (3) anchoring or leaning elements afford the body a 
chance to relax, therefore calling for a casual togetherness and informal postures; (4) 
the presence of several rooms and of corners creates opportunities for withdrawing, 
both of which help youths modulate their distance to others; and (5) a semi-open 
kitchen stirs encounters since it suggests people to hang around the cook and smell a 
dinner in the making. The chapter concludes that the living spaces, with their 
opportunities and affordances, encourage familiarization through suggestions that 
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appeal to teenagers and caregivers in open, indirect, and ambiguous ways. The 
unclear character of these suggestions is crucial to creating relational ease, since the 
contacts with youths should not be confrontational.  
 
The third chapter travels to different places inside and outside the centre, where 
caregivers and youths engage in workshops. It describes the conditions under which 
material spaces do incite or not the youths to involve themselves in different 
activities. The term ‘involvement’ delineates certain forms of immersion in 
interactions with things and others, showing that one may become more or less 
captivated by an activity. Caregivers notice and discuss these unpredictable 
engagements, such as gestures, ways to pay attention, expressions of ideas, of 
hesitation or avoidances. By comparing the various ways that teenagers enact their 
sensibilities, the team nourishes their informal knowledge: they better see what a 
youth is more inclined to do and how, as well as the accompanying forces and 
difficulties. In doing so, they become better able to respond to a youth accordingly. I 
then explore different activities with regard to their material spaces. The setting of a 
pedagogical workshop allows caregivers to adjust to teenagers’ unsteady involvement 
in learning tasks. For instance, walking together to the workshop rooms gives 
caregivers an opportunity to feel the participants’ dynamic before starting a session, 
and to adapt in response. Two other workshops show sharp differences in their 
settings, in their respective way to lead the youths to focus on a task (writing a text 
or watching a movie), and then to shift to group exchanges. Finally, when activities 
take place outside, conditions are more open to youths’ possible disengagement, yet 
it also makes them more prone to easier exchanges. Across these activities and 
venues, it appears that the contrasts among their specific settings play a key role in 
attempting to re-involve participants as they pass from one to another. In this way, 
the places of activities entail potentialities for ‘passing involvements’: the brief 
responses of youths to the dispositif of one activity, when an attachment begins to 
form but remains on the verge of fading. These passing involvements in activities are 
relevant for the care work since they trigger many facets of the youths’ sensibilities 
and enrich the team’s informal knowledge.  
 
The fourth chapter explores the problem of ‘interessement’, of sustaining interest 
among teenagers and caregivers in activities. Occurring week after week, workshops 
risk leaving room for boredom and thus require variations over time. Caregivers and 
teenagers interact with their environment by rearranging it, following their interests 
that decline and rekindle. They redistribute objects and rooms, and become involved 
with new places when they partially redefine activities or establishe new ones. While 
I look at the ways the spaces varied, I first encounter the notion of ‘waves’, which 
evokes how participants’ interests slightly deviate with a temporary group cohesion 
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as its composition reshapes. Waves occur informally, since they start with very small 
interpersonal encounters in workshops or in other mundane moments. They build 
upon existing appreciations already circulating among the group members. When 
these coalesce in a wave, it drives a variation of their interests and of activities with 
their material settings. The enrolment of participants and things in successive waves 
appears to me as ‘tactical dwelling’: they are ways of inhabiting the place by seizing 
occasions in propitious moments and, this way, of combining heterogeneous 
elements. I then look at several institutional tools to see how caregivers generate and 
sustain interessement in workshops. With a flexible chart for activities, staff 
meetings, or community meetings that include teens, the variations of workshops 
and spaces emphasise how caregivers cultivate their awareness of possibilities. They 
remain attentive to mundane occurrences throughout the day as much as to 
propositions in meetings, and they understand what they have noticed as emerging 
possibilities, even if most of these ideas are not realised. The conclusion comes back 
to the potentialities of material spaces for these processes of interessement: waves 
and institutional tools both encompass tactics of enrolment that make the place 
specific to the group members, and to their attachments that re-emerge in the course 
of the care practice.  
 
The fifth chapter turns to another issue that became explicit with the transition to 
the new building: the aesthetic style of the house, conveyed by the artworks that 
permeate the place. The caregivers want these things to impart the new building with 
‘something lively’. Stories about drawings, paintings, sculptures, frames, posters, 
mosaic tiles, and a chalkboard that slowly permeate the white walls of the new 
building bring out how these things entail potentialities for liveliness. These artworks 
show that that liveliness rests on the temporalities such things carry, such as when 
these things enfold moments from workshops, with the nuances of participants’ 
involvement. Other artworks can also evoke a temporary interest, causing group 
members to tell stories about them, hence expanding the present time to other 
moments, places, and paces. Or when a chalkboard appeals to brief, casual 
involvements in writing inscriptions, its liveliness is so unpredictable and ephemeral 
that it remains a source of tension among caregivers. These descriptions train 
attention to the different temporalities enacted with these artworks, the 
unpredictable paces at which certain attachments come into being, and how the care 
work rests on these unpredictable temporalities.  
 
The main protagonists of the sixth chapter are doors. In the daily practice of the 
centre, their prescriptions (of the actions supposed to be accomplished with them) 
go beyond the issue of access, and its binary logic of entering or not. Instead, the 
doors that I observe held different normative potentialities. These doors provoke 
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disturbances and hence put under debate the everyday morality of the care work, as 
well as that of youths’ attachments, through different modes of reflexivity. These 
modes of reflexivity are central in the care work, because the hierarchy and authority 
embedded in doors are not given but debated; they confront caregivers’ moral and 
political concerns. After specifying how I approach the everyday morality of doors, 
and their complex roles in psychiatry, this chapter unfolds three modes of reflexivity 
in relation to the role of doors in the centre. First, when doors spark tensions about 
circulation, caregivers resort to several strategies, like installing signs, using 
technological devices, or developing a ‘collective reflexivity’ about the role of a door, 
by discussing it in community meetings. The last strategy comes with different 
consequences: whereas tensions remain with the use of signs or devices, discussing 
the rule then stabilises the rule as a habit that one might breach again later, opening 
new negotiations. Second, interactions with doors offer youths’ opportunities to call 
for others’ attention, such as by slamming doors or playing with them. Such 
troubling interactions with doors raise ambiguities: they provide occasions for 
caregivers to notice that something might be wrong and to investigate it with the 
concerned teenager. The third mode of reflexivity experiments with the ‘collective 
reflexivity’ in relation to debates about a door’s visual appearance. Hence the 
morality of this door recalls the issue of the aesthetic style of material spaces, and 
related matters of involvement, interessement, and liveliness. Here, too, the door 
necessitates and forges reflexivity: some youths created a ‘door committee’ to defend 
their interest in it. By doing so, they enlarge the possible ingredients that come into 
the negotiation in an unforeseen way. This chapter ends by linking these reflexive 
modes around doors to the notion of attachment. Although doors are not purposed 
to mediate appreciations, their role in facilitating disturbances may augment 
attachments. Indeed, those disturbances with doors open reflexive parentheses about 
the moral considerations to which the caregivers and youths hold. 
 
The seventh chapter concludes the thesis by furthering the inquiry towards its ethical 
implications. Far from formulating prescriptions, these implications are ‘ethical’ in 
empirical and relational senses. They are empirical, since they first learn from and 
with the normativity at stake in a care practice. And they are relational, since these 
implications are situated in an encounter: in the ways stories call us to witness and to 
respond. Three ethical implications open the conclusion by revisiting the three 
conceptual threads of the thesis: ‘attachment’, the potentialities of spaces, and the 
psychiatric care work.  
 
The first implication elaborates the notion of ‘modest attachments’, of quiet intensity 
and enacted in various forms. These attachments are not limited to one particular 
sort of taste but open to many possible appreciations from different members of the 
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group. The dispositif of care entails a play of personal and relational responses that 
make those appreciations vary unpredictably over time, some growing stronger and 
other fading away. These modest attachments are particular in that their 
accomplishment is highly unpredictable. They call for a radically empirical attention 
to very small and unexpected occurrences, and to the conditions of their emergence.  
 
The second implication concerns the potentialities of material spaces in a particular 
practice, such as in community care work. These potentialities are subtle, in several 
ways. First, suggestions like those of the living spaces are subtle because they are 
ambiguous: they don’t work with straightforward propositions but remain 
contingent to different possible responses. Second, material spaces may combine 
such ambiguous potentialities with clearer clues about what to do in a place, as with 
different settings of activities. Third, as certain doors have shown, arrangements may 
also be subtle since they enable the noticing of very small occurrences in the flow of 
everyday events. With the transition to the new building, these subtleties were 
difficult to convey to deciders external to the everyday practice. This difficulty 
interrogates the assumption, in planning or design practices, that material spaces are 
passive, ‘empty containers’ to be filled with a new organisation by designers and 
users. The potentialities for modest attachments complicate and caution us about 
conceiving of spaces as re-fillable because, far from being inert, what these spaces do 
in the care practice is very subtle and contingent. 
 
The third implication concerns the crafting modest attachments for institutional care. 
Caregivers take advantage of material spaces and the social environment while being 
attentive to a youth’s personal responses to the care dispositif, with their affinities 
and disinterests. These unexpected responses shape caregivers’ informal knowledge 
and enable them to adjust the care work accordingly. The thesis defends this 
‘handling of contingencies’ as caregivers’ attempt to spark teenagers’ personal and 
relational responses by mediations of material spaces. This intuitive technique is 
vulnerable in the current psychiatric field because community work requires time, 
availability, and money, and hence is less favoured than mobile teams. Also, the 
therapeutic efficacy of modest attachments is hard to prove when facing scientific 
discourses in psychiatry. Caregivers’ ability to handle contingencies requires watching 
over these dispositifs of care for the emergence of modest attachments, in a place 
whose materiality is not mute – not external, passive, and inert – but entails subtle 
potentialities. 
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Résumé 
 
Les lieux de soin institutionnels ont été fortement transformés par les secousses qu’a 
connu le champ psychiatrique depuis un demi-siècle. Aujourd’hui, des équipes de 
soignants travaillent dans des centres de soin plus petits, à l’intérieur des villes, plutôt 
que dans les espaces disciplinaires des hôpitaux. Cette thèse conduit le lecteur dans 
l’un de ces lieux, un centre de jour pour adolescents à Bruxelles. Elle plonge dans les 
détails de ses aménagements matériels et ordinaires, et pose ces questions : Comment 
fonctionnent les espaces matériels dans la pratique quotidienne d’un centre psychiatrique ? Comment 
contribuent-ils au soin institutionnel ? Quelles en sont les potentialités, avec leurs tensions, leurs 
réussites, leurs échecs ? Au long de sept chapitres, la thèse décrit la manière dont ces 
espaces contribuent à faire émerger des attachements modestes. Les attachements 
modestes sont des inclinations modérées et variées, qui prolifèrent alors que les 
soignants tentent de susciter la moindre de ces appréciations par le biais de 
l’environnement matériel. Ces espaces jouent un rôle actif dans la constitution de 
diverses manières de devenir attaché, allant des petites affinités qui se manifestent au 
fil de la journée jusqu’aux goûts qui finissent par revêtir une grande importance. 
Cette thèse témoigne des potentialités de ces espaces matériels pour de tels 
attachements modestes et montre comment ceux-ci contribuent de façon 
significative au travail de soin. 
 
Un préambule ancre la thèse dans un héritage historique de la psychiatrie, en liant les 
aménagements du centre de soin de jour actuel à des expérimentations passées. La 
notion de « milieu », qui fut importante dans les mouvements de contestation de la 
psychiatrie pendant les années 1960, a entraîné un déplacement dans la 
compréhension des espaces matériels. Les principes appliqués préalablement aux 
asiles, à des fins disciplinaires, impliquaient une conception déterministe ou causale 
du rapport entre les espaces et les comportements de leurs occupants. En revanche, 
dans les pratiques de soin par les milieux, les espaces furent pensés de manière à 
constituer des environnements expérimentaux et indéterminés, composés d’humains 
et de choses. Les relations qui émergeaient dans un lieu pouvaient alors également 
façonner leur environnement. Ces expérimentations de milieux invitent à étudier les 
espaces matériels du point de vue des potentialités qu’ils présentent pour 
l’émergence de certaines affinités et pour la constitution d’un lieu tenant sa 
spécificité de ces attachements. 
 
Le premier chapitre situe l’enquête en présentant son terrain et ses affiliations 
théoriques. La thèse se rapporte au centre de soin de jour pour adolescents dans 
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lequel je me suis immergée avant, pendant et après son déménagement d’une 
ancienne maison de ville dans un nouveau bâtiment. Cette transition exigea des 
soignants qu’ils formulent des questions d’espace et les communiquent aux 
architectes et aux chefs de projet. Alors que je m’impliquais dans une exploration 
relationnelle de ce lieu spécifique, la transition, en raison du déménagement vers un 
autre site, m’instruisit à propos de la contribution de ces espaces à la pratique des 
soignants. J’ai appris à propos de ce que ces espaces permettent ou entravent tout en 
suivant la réflexion des soignants concernant le lieu avec lequel ils travaillent. 
L’expérience partagée de cette transition anime l’analyse en suivant trois fils 
conceptuels, intimement entrelacés. 
 
Le premier fil suivi par cette thèse est une ethnographie du soin institutionnel à 
l’intérieur d’un paysage psychiatrique changeant. La description se concentre sur la 
partie du soin institutionnel qui hérite des communautés thérapeutiques. Dans cette 
forme de soin communautaire, chaque personne dans le centre est invitée à prendre 
part à l’organisation quotidienne et à la vie sociale du lieu. Ce travail communautaire 
avec les patients est déconsidéré dans le champ psychiatrique actuel : les réformes 
publiques favorisent l’établissement d’équipes mobiles, sans envisager les lieux 
institutionnels qui constituent une alternative à l’hospitalisation. Le travail 
communautaire crée pourtant des possibilités pour les patients – particulièrement 
pour les plus réticents à la prise en charge – de se situer ou d’être situés comme des 
personnes relationnelles dans un dispositif de soin. Ils peuvent répondre avec leurs 
affinités et désintérêts, au lieu de se voir compris au prisme des déficiences d’une 
maladie. L’ethnographie menée ici décortique les rôles cruciaux que jouent les 
espaces matériels pour ce travail communautaire et institutionnel, qui permet 
l’épanouissement de ce qu’une personne, à travers la fabrication d’attachements, 
pourrait devenir. Ce faisant, elle ajoute à ce paysage psychiatrique changeant, où ces 
lieux semblent oblitérés lorsqu’il est question des établissements de santé mentale. 
 
Cette thèse suit comme second fil le développement d’une approche des espaces 
matériels saisis du point de vue de leurs potentialités. Cette approche prête une 
attention ethnographique aux possibilités qu’ouvrent ou non les espaces dans leurs 
interactions avec ceux qui donnent ou reçoivent le soin. Qu’est-ce que ces espaces 
font faire aux soignants et aux adolescents ? Et que font ces derniers à ces espaces ? 
Cette approche trace une autre voie, entre les études en architecture qui présentent 
des projets de conception et les études en géographie qui rendent comptent des idées 
des personnes à propos des lieux. Cette autre voie s’inscrit dans une tradition de 
Science and Technology Studies (STS, études des sciences et des techniques) et dans une 
approche matérielle-sémiotique. Ces travaux sont pertinents pour étudier les 
potentialités des espaces matériels, car ils se concentrent sur les dynamiques locales à 
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travers lesquelles les choses et les idées viennent à l’existence, se maintiennent et se 
modifient relationnellement dans des pratiques. La thèse développe une sensibilité 
matérielle-sémiotique à l’égard de la matérialité d’un lieu, afin de voir comment les 
idées prennent forme dans et avec les aménagements matériels, au cours de la pratique 
de soin. 
 
Le troisième fil met au travail le concept d’« attachement ». Celui-ci désigne la co-
constitution d’affinités, de choses, d’engagements corporels et de collectifs, qui se 
développe quand une personne ou un groupe en vient à tenir à quelque chose. Ce fil 
prend appui sur l’étude de l’« attachement » dans la culture du goût, c’est-à-dire sur la 
description des manières par lesquelles des amateurs en viennent à apprécier les 
objets de leur passion, tels que la musique ou le vin. Ces études montrent comment 
des sensations s’affinent en pratique, à mesure que les personnes, en prise avec les 
objets qui les déploient, y deviennent plus sensibles. Ces émergences de sensibilité en 
pratique incluent des éléments matériels, des moments d’attention, des gestes, des 
corps, des choses, des situations et des collectifs de personnes. Dans cette 
perspective, les aménagements spatiaux jouent un rôle médiateur dans la manière 
dont un attachement peut prendre forme. Une salle de concert oriente par exemple 
la manière dont les personnes présentes prêtent attention et écoutent. Dans le centre 
de jour, les attachements sont souvent des appréciations modestes, d’intensité 
tranquille, plus diffuses et diluées dans des moments informels et des activités 
journalières : une place assise devient familière, un regard s’attarde sur une peinture 
exposée ou encore un intérêt devient temporairement partagé pour un jeu vidéo. Ces 
appréciations diffèrent de la passion des amateurs en ce qu’elles reposent sur la 
prolifération de nombreux attachements modestes, moins forts que lorsqu’il s’agit de 
« goûter ». Les attachements modestes sont toutefois des différences délicates qui 
comptent. Les soignants essaient, par le biais de l’environnement matériel, d’inciter la 
moindre de ces inclinations. Ils remarquent ces attachements, les comparent, en 
discutent, façonnant ainsi un savoir informel qui leur permet de répondre à chaque 
jeune en conséquence. La thèse montre comment ces aménagements tangibles 
contribuent à éveiller et renforcer des attachements banals et quotidiens, qui font 
partie du travail de soin. Les chapitres qui suivent déplient différentes manières par 
lesquelles les espaces du centre de jour font émerger des attachements modestes. Ils 
les relatent dans un récit de voyage à travers un journal de terrain. 
 
Le deuxième chapitre commence avec les premières semaines de terrain. J’explore la 
matérialité des espaces de vie qui semblent encourager la familiarité lors 
d’interactions quotidiennes avec eux. La familiarité est centrale pour le travail des 
soignants, car elle leur fournit une connaissance informelle des adolescents. Celle-ci 
leur permet de remarquer des changements mineurs et surprenants chez tel ou tel 
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adolescent, ou d’ouvrir des zones de négociations lorsqu’un des jeunes menaçe les 
relations familières. Je distingue ensuite les notions d’opportunités (qui peuvent être 
saisies pour faire quelque chose) et d’affordances (qui dépendent des propriétés 
matérielles d’une chose), afin de décrire les potentialités des espaces pour donner 
consistance à des liens familiers. Dans le centre, je repère cinq manières par 
lesquelles les espaces de vie encouragent ou entravent la fabrication de familiarité : 
(1) des objets suscitent des groupements improvisés de jeunes et appellent à s’y 
joindre (je les nomme des  « points chauds ») ; (2) de nombreux objets invitent à 
l’interaction alors qu’ils se trouvent disponibles dans une permissivité située (où 
chacun peut s’engager avec ces objets), et l’articulation des pièces crée des lignes de 
visibilité qui invitent les coups d’œil discrets et facilitent le contact ; (3) des éléments 
d’appui ou d’ancrage donnent aux corps des occasions de se relaxer, appelant ainsi 
des postures informelles et des manières d’être ensemble décontractées ; (4) 
l’articulation de plusieurs pièces et la présence de recoins pour se retirer aident à 
trouver sa propre distance ; et (5) une cuisine semi-ouverte brasse des rencontres car 
elle incite à venir flâner autour de la cuisinière et à flairer l’odeur des préparations. Le 
chapitre conclut que les espaces de vie, avec leurs opportunités et affordances, 
invitent à la familiarisation par des suggestions qui appâtent les adolescents et les 
soignants de manières ouvertes, indirectes et ambigües. Le caractère peu clair de ces 
suggestions est crucial en vue d’une meilleure aisance relationnelle et afin d’éviter 
que le contact avec les jeunes soit confrontant. 
 
Le troisième chapitre se déplace dans différent lieux à l’intérieur et hors du centre, 
où les soignants et jeunes prennent part à des ateliers. Il décrit les conditions selon 
lesquelles les espaces matériels incitent ou non les jeunes à s’impliquer dans 
différentes activités. Le terme « implication » est employé pour caractériser certaines 
formes d’immersion dans des interactions avec des choses et avec autrui, indiquant le 
fait d’être plus ou moins captivé par une activité. Les soignants tiennent compte et 
débattent de ces engagements imprévisibles, qui prennent la forme de gestes, de 
manières de prêter attention, d’expressions de leurs idées ou hésitations, et 
d’évitements. En comparant ces manières variées par lesquelles les jeunes 
développent leurs sensibilités, l’équipe nourrit sa connaissance informelle : les 
soignants discernent mieux ce qu’un jeune est plus enclin à faire et comment, ainsi 
que ses forces et difficultés. Ce faisant, ils deviennent plus aptes à répondre à un 
jeune de façon pertinente. J’explore ensuite différentes activités du point de vue de 
leurs espaces matériels. La configuration d’un atelier pédagogique permet aux 
soignants de s’ajuster à l’implication fluctuante des adolescents dans des tâches 
d’apprentissage. Par exemple, le chemin parcouru ensemble vers les locaux donne 
l’occasion aux soignants de sentir la dynamique des participants avant de commencer 
une séance, et d’adapter cette dernière en fonction de cette dynamique. Deux autres 
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ateliers montrent de nettes différences quant à leur configuration, quant à leur 
manière respective d’amener les jeunes à se focaliser sur une tâche (écrire un texte ou 
regarder un film), puis à se tourner vers des échanges en groupe. Enfin, lorsque les 
activités se déroulent en extérieur, les conditions se révèlent plus ouvertes à de 
possibles désengagements des jeunes, tout en facilitant leur disposition à converser. 
Ces déplacements à travers ces activités et leurs espaces montrent que les contrastes 
entre leurs configurations spécifiques jouent un rôle clé pour tenter de ré-impliquer 
les participants alors qu’ils passent de l’une à l’autre. Les lieux d’activité ouvrent ainsi 
des potentialités pour des « implications passagères » : les brèves réponses des jeunes 
au dispositif d’une activité, lorsqu’un attachement commence à se former mais reste 
sur le point de s’estomper. Ces implications passagères dans les activités sont 
pertinentes pour le travail du soin parce qu’elles provoquent les sensibilités des 
jeunes sous diverses facettes et enrichissent la connaissance informelle de l’équipe.  
 
Le quatrième chapitre explore le problème de l’« intéressement », du maintien de 
l’intérêt des adolescents et des soignants dans les activités. Semaine après semaine, 
les ateliers risquent de laisser la place à l’ennui, ce qui nécessite des variations au 
cours du temps. Les soignants et adolescents interagissent avec leur environnement 
en le réarrangeant, selon leurs intérêts qui déclinent et se ravivent. Ils redistribuent 
des objets ou des locaux, ou encore investissent de nouveaux lieux lorsqu’ils 
redéfinissent partiellement les activités ou en mettent en place de nouvelles. 
L’observation des espaces qui varient me conduit d’abord à la notion de « vagues ». 
Cette notion évoque comment les intérêts des participants dévient lorsqu’ils sont pris 
dans une cohésion de groupe temporaire, alors que celui-ci se recompose. Ces 
vagues adviennent informellement, car elles débutent par de petites rencontres 
interpersonnelles lors d’ateliers ou d’autres moments ordinaires. Elles partent 
d’appréciations déjà existantes qui circulent parmi les membres du groupe. Quand 
ceux-ci sont pris par une vague, celle-ci entraîne une variation de leurs intérêts et des 
activités avec leurs aménagements matériels. L’enrôlement des participants et des 
choses dans des vagues successives m’apparaît comme « tactique d’habiter » : ces 
vagues sont des manières d’habiter le lieu en saisissant des occasions au moment 
propice, y combinant par là des éléments hétérogènes. Ensuite, je parcours plusieurs 
outils institutionnels pour voir comment le maintien d’intérêts peut s’accomplir de 
façons plus formelles. Par le biais d’un tableau des activités, de réunions d’équipe ou 
de réunions communautaires qui incluent les jeunes, les variations d’ateliers et de 
leurs espaces font ressortir comment les soignants cultivent une attention aux 
possibilités. Ceux-ci restent attentifs aux événements fortuits au fil de la journée tout 
autant qu’aux propositions en réunion, et saisissent ces repérages comme des 
possibilités émergentes, même si la plupart d’entre elles ne sont pas réalisées. En 
conclusion, le chapitre revient sur les potentialités des espaces matériels en ce qui 
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concerne ces processus d’intéressement : les vagues et outils institutionnels sont des 
tactiques d’enrôlement qui rendent le lieu spécifique aux membres du groupe, ainsi 
qu’à leurs attachements qui ré-émergent au cours de la pratique de soin. 
 
Le cinquième chapitre se tourne vers un autre problème qui devint explicite avec la 
transition vers le nouveau bâtiment : le style esthétique de la maison lié aux œuvres 
dispersées dans le lieu. Les soignants souhaitent que ces œuvres confèrent au 
nouveau bâtiment « quelque chose de vivant ». Des histoires à propos de dessins, de 
peintures, de sculptures, de cadres, d’affiches, de carrelages en mosaïque, et d’un 
tableau noir, dont la présence imprègne (ou non) les murs blancs du nouveau 
bâtiment, dénotent la capacité de ces choses à générer ce « quelque chose de vivant ». 
Ces œuvres montrent que leur allure vivante repose sur les temporalités qu’elles 
véhiculent, par exemple lorsqu’elles enveloppent des moments d’ateliers, avec les 
nuances quant à l’implication des participants dans ceux-ci. D’autres œuvres peuvent 
aussi présenter un intérêt temporaire, et entraîner les membres du groupe à raconter 
des histoires à propos de ceux-ci ; cela dilate alors le présent à d’autres moments, 
lieux et rythmes. Ou encore lorsqu’un tableau d’expression induit de brèves 
implications désinvoltes, celles de tracer des inscriptions à la craie, son allure vivante 
est si imprévisible et éphémère qu’elle reste une source de tension parmi les 
soignants. Ces descriptions attirent l’attention sur les différentes temporalités 
effectuées par ces œuvres, cruciales pour créer cette expression vivante du lieu. Ces 
œuvres se rapportent aux rythmes imprévisibles avec lesquels certains attachements 
viennent à l’existence, et montrent combien le travail du soin dépend de ces 
temporalités.  
 
Les portes sont les principaux protagonistes du sixième chapitre. Dans la vie 
courante du centre, leurs prescriptions (les actions supposées être accomplies avec 
ces portes) vont au-delà du problème de l’accès et de sa logique binaire d’entrer ou 
pas. Les portes que j’observe manifestent différentes potentialités normatives. Ces 
portes provoquent des perturbations et mettent en débat la moralité quotidienne du 
travail de soin, ainsi que la moralité due aux attachements des jeunes, et ce à travers 
différents modes de réflexivité. Ces modes réflexifs sont centraux pour le travail du 
soin parce que la hiérarchie et l’autorité mobilisées dans le cas des portes ne sont pas 
proprement données mais débattues : elles activent les préoccupations morales et 
politiques des soignants. Après avoir spécifié ma manière de considérer la moralité 
des portes au quotidien ainsi que leurs rôles complexes en psychiatrie, je déplie dans 
ce chapitre trois modes de réflexivité liés aux rôles des portes dans le centre. 
Premièrement, quand les portes catalysent des tensions à propos de la circulation, les 
soignants ont recours à plusieurs stratégies, tels que des signes, des systèmes 
technologiques ou une « réflexivité collective » à propos du rôle d’une porte, débattu 
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en réunion communautaire. Cette dernière stratégie implique d’autres conséquences : 
si, avec le signe ou les systèmes technologiques, les tensions restent, lorsque la règle 
est mise en débat, elle se stabilise en une habitude qui pourrait être à nouveau 
rompue, plus tard, rouvrant alors les négociations. Deuxièmement, des interactions 
avec les portes donnent l’opportunité aux jeunes d’attirer l’attention d’autrui, par 
exemple lorsqu’ils jouent avec l’une d’entre elles ou en claquent une autre. De telles 
interactions troublantes soulèvent des ambiguïtés : elles présentent des occasions aux 
soignants de remarquer que quelque chose pourrait ne pas aller et d’en discuter avec 
l’adolescent en question. Le troisième mode expérimente avec la « réflexivité 
collective », alors requise par une micro-controverse. Dans ce cas-ci, la porte soulève 
des débats à propos de son apparence visuelle. La moralité de cette porte ramène 
alors le problème du style esthétique du lieu, lié à ceux de l’implication, de 
l’intéressement et du caractère vivant qu’exprime le lieu. Ici aussi, la porte nécessite 
et forge une réflexivité : des jeunes formèrent un « comité porte » pour défendre leur 
intérêt à l’égard de celle-ci. Ce faisant, ils élargissent la liste des ingrédients possibles 
au sein de la négociation, d’une manière inédite. Ce chapitre s’achève en reliant à la 
notion d’attachement ces modes réflexifs concernant les portes. Bien que celles-ci ne 
soient pas supposées médier des appréciations, leurs rôles enclins aux perturbations 
peuvent renforcer des attachements. En effet, ces perturbations relatives aux portes 
ouvrent des parenthèses réflexives à propos des considérations morales auxquelles 
les soignants et les jeunes tiennent. 
 
Le septième chapitre conclut la thèse en poursuivant l’enquête dans ses implications 
éthiques. Loin de formuler des recommandations, ces implications sont « éthiques » 
dans des sens empiriques et relationnels. Elles sont empiriques car elles apprennent 
de et avec la normativité en jeu dans la pratique de soin. Et elles sont relationnelles 
car ces implications sont situées dans une rencontre : dans les façons dont ces 
histoires nous appellent à témoigner et à répondre. Trois implications éthiques 
ouvrent la conclusion en revisitant les trois fils conceptuels de la thèse : à propos de 
l’« attachement », des potentialités des espaces et du travail de soin psychiatrique. 
 
La première implication élabore la notion d’« attachements modestes », d’intensité 
tranquille et effectués sous des formes variées. Ces attachements ne sont pas limités 
à une sorte de goût en particulier mais ouvrent sur de nombreuses inclinations 
possibles parmi les membres du groupe. Le dispositif de soin entraîne un jeu de 
réponses à la fois personnelles et relationnelles, qui font varier ces appréciations de 
manière imprévisible au cours du temps, certaines prenant plus de consistance et 
d’autres s’estompant. Ces attachements modestes ont ceci de particulier que leur 
accomplissement est fortement imprévisible. Ils appellent alors à une attention 
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radicalement empirique aux petits événements fortuits et aux conditions de leur 
émergence. 
 
La seconde implication touche aux potentialités des espaces matériels dans une 
pratique particulière telle que le travail du soin communautaire. Ces potentialités sont 
subtiles, et ce de plusieurs façons. Premièrement, les suggestions telles que celles qui 
imprègnent les espaces de vie sont subtiles car elles sont ambiguës : elles ne 
fonctionnent pas comme des propositions directes et restent contingentes quant aux 
différentes réponses qui peuvent y donner suite. Ensuite, les espaces matériels 
peuvent combiner différemment de telles potentialités ambigües avec des indices 
plus clairs d’actions à mener dans un lieu, comme c’est le cas de chaque disposition 
particulière ayant trait à une activité. Enfin, et certaines portes l’ont montré, des 
aménagements peuvent aussi être subtils en ce qu’ils permettent de remarquer de 
petits événements qui surviennent au jour le jour. Lors de la transition vers le 
nouveau bâtiment, ces subtilités furent difficiles à transmettre aux décideurs 
extérieurs à la pratique quotidienne. Cette difficulté met en question la 
présupposition, dans les pratiques de conception et de planification, selon laquelle les 
espaces matériels sont des contenants vides et passifs, que les concepteurs et usagers 
doivent remplir avec une nouvelle organisation. Les potentialités d’attachements 
modestes compliquent cette conception des espaces remplissables et inertes. Elles 
mettent en garde contre cette conception car le caractère subtil et contingent de ce 
que ces espaces font dans la pratique de soin les rend difficile à relayer à des décideurs 
extérieurs. 
 
La troisième implication concerne la confection d’attachements modestes dans le 
soin institutionnel. Les soignants tirent parti des espaces matériels et de 
l’environnement social en prêtant attention aux différentes réponses des jeunes au 
dispositif de soin, avec leurs affinités et désintérêts. Ces réponses imprévues 
façonnent la connaissance informelle des soignants et leur permettent d’ajuster le 
travail du soin en conséquence. Cette thèse défend ce « maniement des 
contingences » lorsque les soignants tentent de déclencher les réponses personnelles 
et relationnelles des jeunes par le biais des espaces matériels. Cette technique 
intuitive est vulnérable dans le champ psychiatrique actuel parce que le travail 
communautaire demande du temps, de la disponibilité et de l’argent, et se trouve de 
ce fait moins favorisé que les équipes mobiles. Par ailleurs, l’efficacité thérapeutique 
des attachements modestes est difficile à prouver face aux discours scientifiques en 
psychiatrie. La capacité des soignants à manier les contingences exige donc de veiller 
sur ces dispositifs de soin qui génèrent ces attachements modestes, par la médiation 
de lieux dont la matérialité n’est pas muette – pas externe, passive, ni inerte – mais 
ouvre de subtiles potentialités pour ces attachements.  
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Samenvatting 
 
Door de grote veranderingen in de psychiatrie in de afgelopen 50 jaar zijn gebouwen 
van de institutionele zorg getransformeerd. De disciplinerende ruimtes in 
ziekenhuizen zijn vervangen door kleinere gebouwen in de wijk. Dit proefschrift 
neemt de lezer mee naar een van deze plekken : een psychiatrisch dagverblijf voor 
tieners in Brussel. Ik onderzoek de details van de alledaagse materiële inrichting van 
deze plek en stel de vraag: Hoe functioneren materiële ruimtes in de alledaagse praktijk van een 
psychiatrisch dagcentrum? Hoe dragen materiële elementen bij aan de institutionele zorg? Welke 
mogelijkheden biedt de ruimte, waar leiden interacties met het gebouw tot spanning, succes en 
mislukkingen? In zeven hoofdstukken beschrijft dit proefschrift hoe deze ruimtes 
bescheiden verbindingen (modest attachments) mogelijk maken. Bescheiden verbindingen 
ontstaan wanneer de materiële omgeving, al dan niet geregisseerd door zorgverleners, 
de waardering, hoe klein ook, van de jongeren opwekken. Materiële ruimtes nodigen 
actief uit tot verbinding, van de kleinste dagelijkse affiniteit - een rustig plekje- tot 
waarderingen die voor een jongere van groot belang worden, zoals een belangstelling 
voor tekenen. Dit proefschrift demonstreert de mogelijkheden tot bescheiden 
verbindingen door en met  materiële ruimtes, en laat het belang van deze 
verbindingen zien voor het zorgproces.  
 
De inleiding verbindt het onderzoek met de geschiedenis van de psychiatrische zorg 
in België, door een relatie te leggen tussen de inrichting van het huidige dagverblijf 
en historische experimenten met de ruimte in de psychiatrie. Het begrip ‘milieu’ of 
omgeving speelde een prominente rol in de psychiatrische tegenbewegingen in de 
jaren zestig. Dit wijst op een verschuiving in het begrip van materiële ruimtes. In 
oudere, medisch georiënteerdeinstellingen werden ruimtes geconceptualiseerd als 
gedragsbepalend. Omgevingsgerichte zorg beschouwde ruimtes als experimentele, 
ondergedetermineerde omgevingen, gevormd door mensen en dingen. Deze 
experimenten vormden voor mij een uitnodiging om het potentieel van materiële 
ruimtes te onderzoeken, specifiek waar de ruimte affiniteiten en verbindingen helpt 
onstaan. 
 
Het eerste hoofdstuk situeert ik het veldwerk en de theoretische concepten waarmee 
ik mijn onderzoek heb gedaan. Het dagverblijf voor tieners verhuisde tijdens mijn 
onderzoek van een oude gezinswoning naar een nieuw gebouw. Bij dit proces was ik 
voor, tijdens als na de verhuizing nauw betrokken. De verhuizing vroeg 
zorgverleners na te denken over relevante concepten met betrekking tot de ruimte, 
om kwesties van ruimte en wensen daaromtrent onder woorden te brengen en te 
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vertalen zodat ze voor architecten en directeuren inzichtelijk werden. Door de 
verhuizing kon ik goed zien wat de bijdrage was van de ruimtes aan de zorgpraktijk. 
Ik heb geleerd wat die ruimtes mogelijk kunnen maken of hinderen. De verhuizing 
brengt kwesties van ruimte aan de oppervlakte. Ik ontwikkel mijn bevindingen langs 
drie nauw verwoven conceptuele lijnen. 

 
De eerste rode draad van dit proefschrift is de etnografie van institutionele zorg 
binnen het veranderende psychiatrische landschap. De zorg beschreven in dit 
proefschrift is mede vormgegeven met behulp van het begrip ‘therapeutische 
gemeenschappen’. In een therapeutische gemeenschap neemt  iedere aanwezige deel 
aan het dagelijkse reilen en zeilen en aan het sociale leven. De samenwerking met en 
tussen patiënten krijgt minder aandacht in de huidige psychiatrie. Hervormingen zijn 
meer gericht op de ontwikkeling van mobiele outreach-teams die zorg aan huis 
bieden. De aandacht voor institutionele alternatieven tussent huis wonen en opname 
is gering. Toch creëert samenwerking mogelijkheden voor patiënten – vooral voor 
diegenen die het minst bereikbaar zijn voor de zorg. Die mogelijkheden komen 
voort uit de positionering van de patiënten als relationeel wezen binnen een 
‘dispositief van zorg’. Dit dispositief vormt een set van voorwaarden waarbinnen 
bezoekers  kunnen reageren vanuit hun specifieke affiniteiten en interesses. Daarmee 
worden ze niet begrepen vanuit tekortkomingen of ziekte, maar vanuit hun 
ontwikkelingsmogelijkheden en belangstelling. Door het etnografisch onderzoek 
ontleed ik de cruciale rol van materiële ruimtes in dezesamenwerking binnen het 
dagcentrum. De ruimtes geven ruimte aan het opbloeien van de jongeren door het 
aanbieden van verbindingen.  
 
In de tweede lijn van dit proefschrift ontwikkel ik een benadering voor het 
analyseren van materiële ruimtes in termen van mogelijkheden (‘potentials’). Deze 
etnografische benadering analyseert het potentieel dat materiële ruimtes bieden in 
interacties tussen hulpverleners en zorgontvangers. Wat doen de ruimtes met hen? 
En wat doen zij met de ruimtes? Deze benadering volgt het pad dat loopt tussen 
architectuurstudies (die ontwerpen van gebouwen tonen), en geografische studies 
(die rapporteren over ideeën van mensen over plaatsen). Dit pad sluit aan bij recent 
werk in de wetenschap- en techniek studies (STS) en de materiële-semiotiek. Deze 
laatste studies zijn relevant om te kunnen kijken naar de potentie van materiële 
ruimtes. Het is mogelijk de lokale dynamiek bestuderen waarbinnen kwesties tot 
leven komen en veranderen in de praktijk. Dit proefschrift ontwikkelt een materieel-
semiotische gevoeligheid voor de materialiteit van een plek, door te kijken hoe 
ideeën vormkrijgen in en met de materiële inrichting van de ruimte waar zorg wordt 
verleend. 
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Als  derde rode draad ontwikkel ik het concept van ‘verbindingen’ (in het Frans : 
attachments). Dit begrip beschrijft hoe affiniteiten dingen, lichamelijke betrekkingen 
en collectieven elkaar vormgeven. Een verbinding (attachement) ontstaat wanneer 
een persoon of groep iets gaat waarderen. Het begrip ‘attachment’ komt voort uit 
studies naar het ontstaan en cultiveren van smaak, bijvoorbeeld voor muziek of wijn. 
Deze studies laten zien hoe gevoelens in de praktijk verfijnder worden, omdat 
mensen de objecten waar ze zich mee verbonden voelen steeds beter leren kennen, 
en ze vervolgens steeds beter kunnen analyseren. Het ontwikkelen van gevoeligheid 
voor smaak bevat materiële elementen, zoals gebaren, lichamen, dingen, situaties en 
groepen mensen. Ruimtelijke inrichtingen mediëren de manier waarop een 
verbinding vorm gegeven kan worden. Denk aan een concertzaal die vorm geeft aan 
hoe het publiek oplet, kijkt en luistert. In het dagverblijf bleken verbindingen vaak 
bescheiden waarderingen. Ze zijn van een stille intensiteit, diffuus en vermengd met 
informele momenten en alledaagse activiteiten: het kan gaan om een stoel die 
vertrouwd is, een tekening aan de muur die de aandacht trekt, of een videospel dat 
interesse wekt. Deze waarderingen verschillen in intensiteit van de passies zoals die 
voor muziek, en daarom noem ik ze bescheiden verbindingen. Toch zijn bescheiden 
verbindingen heel belangrijk. Zorgverleners proberen zelfs de kleinste waarderingen 
op te wekken door de materiële omgeving. Zij observeren, vergelijken en 
bediscussiëren die waarderingen met de andere zorgverleners. Hiermee vormen ze 
een basis van informele kennis over de jongeren. Die stelt  hen in staat om passend 
te reageren op elke tiener. Het proefschrift toont hoe het opwekken en versterken 
van alledaagse verbindingen cruciaal is voor de zorg. In de volgende hoofdstukken 
laat ik zien hoe de ruimtes van het dagverblijf uitnodigen tot bescheiden 
verbindingen. De tekst vormt een reisverslag door het veldwerk. 
 
Het tweede hoofdstuk begint met de eerste weken veldwerk. Ik verken de 
materiëliteit van de leefruimten die bekendheid of vertrouwdheid (familiarity) 
creëren. Vertrouwdheid is centraal in het werk van de zorgverleners, omdat het ze 
informele kennis geeft over de tieners. Het biedt het team de mogelijkheid om kleine 
veranderingen op te merken, of om oplossingen te zoeken wanneer iemand de 
vertrouwde relaties dreigt te verstoren. Ik gebruik het begrip kansen (opportunities) 
of en mogelijkheden (affordances) voor de situaties die materiële elementen biede 
om vertrouwdheid te creëren. Ik presenteer vijf verschillende manieren waarop de 
leefruimtes van het dagverblijf vertrouwdheid mogelijk maken of juist hinderen: (1) 
objecten trekken mensen aan om iets samen te doen in wat ik ‘hotspots’ noem; (2) 
objecten nodigen betrokkenheid uit omdat zij zichtbaar zijn voor iedereen, terwijl de 
positie van de kamers zichtlijnen creëert die de blik richten en uitnodigen tot 
contact; (3) elementen om tegenaan te leunen bieden het lichaam de gelegenheid om 
te ontspannen, en nodigen uit tot saamhorigheid; (4) de aanwezigheid van sommige 
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kamers en hoeken maakt het mogelijk zich terug te trekken, zodat de jongeren de 
afstand tot anderen kunnen bepalen; en (5) een halfopen keuken nodigt uit tot 
ontmoetingen, omdat mensen graag rond de kok te hangen en etensgeuren 
opsnuiven. Het hoofdstuk concludeert dat leefruimtes vertrouwdheid stimuleren 
door aantrekkelijke suggesties te geven aan  tieners en zorgverleners. Het open en 
indirecte karakter van deze suggesties is essentieel voor het ontstaan van 
verbindingen ; die komen zelden tot stand door rechtstreekse confrontatie.  
 
Het derde hoofdstuk reist naar verschillende plekken waar tieners en zorgverleners 
workshops houden, binnen en buiten het centrum. Ik beschrijf de omstandigheden 
waarbinnen materiële ruimtes jongeren aanmoedigen tot betrokkenheid. De term 
‘betrokkenheid’ wijst op een onderdompeling in interacties met dingen en anderen 
doordat iemand geïnteresseerd is. Zorgverleners bemerken en bediscussiëren deze 
onvoorspelbare betrokkenheden, door te kijken naar gebaren, manieren van opletten, 
het formuleren van ideeën, door aarzeling of door iets te ontwijken. Zo ontwikkelt 
het team haar informele kennis: zij zien wat een tiener wel of niet interesseert, en ze 
zien de kracht en moeilijkheden daarbij.  
Vervolgens verken ik de verschillende activiteiten in hun materiële ruimtes. De 
setting van een bepaalde workshop maakt het zorgverleners mogelijk zich aan te 
passen aan de fluctuerende betrokkenheid van tieners bij het leren van taken. Het 
samen lopen naar de ruimtes van de workshop bijvoorbeeld, biedt zorgverleners de 
gelegenheid de dynamiek tussen de deelnemers te voelen alvorens een sessie te 
beginnen. Twee andere workshopruimtes tonen grote verschillen in inrichting die de 
tieners een specifieke focus geven op een specifieke taak : het schrijven van een tekst 
of het bekijken van een film. Als activiteiten buiten plaatsvinden, kunnen jongeren 
zich gemakkelijker terugtrekken, maar zijn er ook meer mogelijkheden voor 
makkelijke uitwisseling.  
Ik concludeer dat de contrasten tussen de specifieke omgevingen een rol spelen in 
pogingen om deelnemerst te betrekken. Op deze manier brengen de locaties van de 
activiteiten mogelijkheden voor het creëren van ‘voorbijgaande betrokkenheid’: een 
korte reactie van jongeren op de mogelijkheden van een activiteit. Verbinding kan 
plaatsvinden, maar kan ook vervagen. De voorbijgaande betrokkenheid bij 
activiteiten is relevant voor de zorg omdat daarmee de wisselende gevoeligheden van 
de jongeren naar voren komen. 
 
Het vierde hoofdstuk gaat over ‘interesse’ in activiteiten en het behouden ervan. 
Omdat workshops elke week weer plaatsvinden, bestaat het risico op verveling. 
Variatie voorkomt dat. Zorgverleners en tieners brengen die variatie aan door de 
ruimte anders in te richten in relatie tot toenemende of afnemende interesses. 
Ruimtes worden opnieuw ingedeeld, activiteiten opnieuw gedefinieerd of in het 
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leven geroepen door de jongeren, de zorgverleners raken betrokken bij nieuwe 
plekken. Ik beschrijf deze variatie met het begrip ‘golven’. Dit begrip laat zien hoe de 
interesses van deelnemers en de cohesie van de groep komt en gaat. Golven ontstaan 
informeel, ze beginnen met alledaagse interpersoonlijke ontmoetingen en 
waarderingen. Als ze zich verenigen in een golf, zwelt de intensiteitaan. De 
hulpverleners spelen in op de opeenvolgende golven. Ze grijpen gebeurtenissen aan 
op gunstige momenten. 
Vervolgens beschrijf ik institutionele instrumenten die zorgveleners genereren om 
interesse in workshops te behouden: er is een flexibele tabel voor activiteiten, ze 
organiseren nieuwe begeleiders, en overleggen met de jongeren. De variaties tussen 
workshops en ruimtes benadrukken hoe zorgveleners die mogelijkheden cultiveren. 
Zij letten op opkomende mogelijkheden in alledaagse gebeurtenissen, zelfs als veel 
ideeën niet worden gerealiseerd. In de conclusie omschrijf ik het potentieel van 
materiële ruimtes voor deze processen van interesse: golven en institutionele 
instrumenten bevatten tactieken om betrokkenheid te creëren. 
 
Het vijfde hoofdstuk gaat overde esthetische stijl van het huis, een discussie die op 
gang kwam door de kunst in het nieuwe gebouw. De zorgverleners willen dat kunst 
‘iets levendigs’ bracht. Verhalen over tekeningen, schilderijen, beeldhouwwerken, 
lijsten, posters, mozaïektegels, en een krijtbord, laten zien hoe deze dingen 
mogelijkheden tot levendigheid bieden. De kunstwerken laten zien dat levendigheid 
schuilt in de gesitueerdheid van dit soort objecten, omdat ze verwijzen naar de 
workshops waarin ze gemaakt zijn, en waar betrokkenheid van de deelnemers een rol 
speelt. Groepsleden gaan daardoor verhalen vertellen over zichzelf en over hoe het 
kunstwerk tot stand is gekomen. Hierdoor ontstaat een verbinding tussen de huidige 
tijd en andere momenten, plekken, en tempo’s. Het krijtbord roept korte, informele 
betrokkenheid op, waardoor de levendigheid zo onvoorspelbaar en kortstondig 
wordt, dat het een bron van spanning bleek voor zorgverleners.  
De beschrijvingen richten de aandacht op de verschillende tijdelijkheden die horen 
bij deze kunstwerken, de onvoorspelbare tempo’s waarop bepaalde verbindingen tot 
stand komen, en het belang van deze onvoorspelbare tijdelijkheden voor de zorg. 
 
De hoofdrolspelers van het zesde hoofdstuk zijn deuren. In de dagelijkste praktijk 
van het centrum doen de deuren meer dan alleen toegang verschaffen of toegang 
onmogelijk maken. De deuren bieden verschillende normatieve potentiëlen. Ze 
veroorzaken bijvoorbeeld ongeregeldheden, waarmee ze de alledaagse moraliteit van 
de zorg ter discussie stellen. Dit leidt tot vormen van reflexiviteit die essentieel zijn 
voor de zorg, omdat de hiërarchie en autoriteit van deuren ter discussie staan. 
Deuren maken de morele en politieke belangen van de zorgverleners expliciet. Ik 
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behandel drie vormen van reflexiviteit in relatie met de rol van deuren in het 
centrum.   
Ten eerste, wanneer de deuren spanningen veroorzaken met betrekking tot de vrije 
doorgang, gebruiken de zorgverleners meerdere strategiën, zoals het plaatsen van 
bordjes, of ze ontwikkelen een ‘collectieve reflexiviteit’ over de rol van een deur 
door die te bespreken in  gezamelijke bijeenkomsten met de jongeren. Deze laatste 
strategie kan verschilende gevolgen hebben: het bespreken van een regel kan leiden 
tot een gewoonte die men later weer kan doorbreken, middels nieuwe 
onderhandelingen.  
De tweede vorm van reflexiviteit verwijst naar interacties met deuren die de jongeren 
kansen bieden om de aandacht van anderen te krijgen, zoals door met deuren te 
slaan of ermee te spelen. Dergelijke meer verontrustende interacties met deuren 
bieden gelegenheid aan de zorgverleners om op te merken dat er misschien iets mis 
is, en om dat verder te onderzoeken met de tiener in kwestie.  
De derde wijze van reflexiviteit experimentert met de ‘collectieve reflexiviteit’ over 
het uiterlijk van een deuren daarmee aan het belang van betrokkenheid, interesse en 
levendigheid. Ook hier maakt de deur reflexiviteit noodzakelijk: In één geval richten 
de tieners een ‘deurencommissie’ op om hun belangen te verdedigen. Hierdoor 
breiden zij op een onverwachte manier de mogelijke ingrediënten uit die ter discussie 
konden worden gesteld. Ook al zijn de deuren niet bedoeld om te verbinden, hun rol 
in het faciliteren van ongeregeldheden kan verbindingen versterken.  
 
Het slothoofdstuk vervolgt met de ethische implicaties van het onderzoek. Deze 
implicaties zijn ‘ethisch’ in empirische en relationele zin. Ze zijn empirisch, omdat ze 
leren over de normativiteit die op het spel staat in een zorgpraktijk. Zij zijn 
relationeel, omdat deze implicaties gesitueerd zijn in een ontmoeting: in de manier 
waarop verhalen uitnodigen te reageren. Drie ethische implicaties trekken de drie 
rode draden van dit proefschrift door naar het slot: verbindingen, de potentie van 
ruimtes, en de psychiatrische zorg. 
 
De eerste implicatie betreft het begrip van ‘bescheiden verbindingen’, hun stille 
intensiteit en diverse uitingsvormen. Deze  vebindingen zijn niet beperkt tot één 
specifieke smaak, maar staan open voor verschillende waarderingen van 
verschillende groepsleden. Deze waarderingen en verbindingen variëren met de tijd, 
waarbij sommige sterker worden en andere vervagen. Deze bescheiden verbindingen 
zijn onvoorspelbaar en wisselvallig. Om ze op te merken is een gevoelige empirische 
blik nodig, om in kaart te brengen hoe de bescheiden verbindingen tot standkomen, 
en wat daarvoor de voorwaarden zijn.  
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De tweede implicatie betreft de potentiëlen van materiële ruimtes in de praktijk van 
de zorg voor groepen mensen. Deze mogelijkheden zijn subtiel en dubbelzinnig: ze 
werken niet met duidelijke oorzaak-gevolg relaties, maar bieden ruimte voor 
verschillende mogelijke reacties. Materiële ruimtes kunnen ook dubbelzinnige 
mogelijkheden combineren met duidelijkere aanwijzingen over wat te doen in zo’n 
plek, zoals de verschillende settingen voor activiteiten. De analyse van de deuren liet 
zien dat de inrichting subtiel kan zijn, omdat die ruimte biedt om kleine 
gebeurtenissen op een de dag op te merken. Met de overgang naar het nieuwe 
gebouw bleken de subtiliele activiteiten van de materiële ruimte moeilijk duidelijk te 
maken aan besluitvormers die buiten de alledaagse praktijk staan. Materiële ruimtes 
zijn niet passief, het zijn geen ‘lege containers’ die gevuld moeten worden door 
ontwerpers en gebruikers. De mogelijkheden voor bescheiden verbindingen vragen 
om voorzichtigheid bij het inrichten van een ruimte. Wat de ruimtes kunnen doen is 
heel subtiel. 
 
De derde implicatie betreft het belang van bescheiden verbindingen in de 
institutionele zorg. Zorgverleners maken gebruik van materiële ruimtes en de sociale 
omgeving om aandacht te geven aan de persoonlijke reacties van een tiener, voor 
hun affiniteiten en desinteresses. Deze onverwachte reacties vormen de informele 
kennis van zorgverleners en stellen hen in staat de zorg aan te passen. Ik breek een 
lans voor dit ‘omgaan met onvoorziene omstandigheden’. Deze intuïtieve techniek is 
kwetsbaar in de huidige psychiatrie, omdat groepswerk tijd, ruimte en geld kost, 
terwijl het accent ligt op zorg aan huis. Ook is de therapeutische effectiviteit van 
bescheiden verbindingen moeilijk te bewijzen met behulp van wetenschappelijke 
methoden die gangbaar zijn in de psychiatrie. Het vermogen van zorgverleners om 
met onvoorziene omstandigheden om te gaan, verdient ondersteuning door 
onderzoeksmethodieken die gevoelig zijn voor het potentieel van de materieële 
ruimte. 
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