
7 stop. A
re they running aw

ay? D
id they m

iss the last bus the previous night? D
o they have anyw

here to go?
Should I buy them

 som
e breakfast? Should I give them

 m
y m

obile phone to docum
ent their story and upload

it to som
e social netw

orking site? I feel incapable of doing anything, let alone the right thing.

It’s much easier to respond to a direct approach than it is to intervene.

There are quite a few
 retirem

ent villages in this outer w
orld, clustered around the shopping centre, yet severed

from
 the landscape. N

ot so long ago, I w
as w

alking hom
e from

 the bus stop, w
aiting to cross the m

ain road,
w

hich at eight lanes w
ide often feels like a life and death undertaking. I’ve crossed on the w

alk sign m
any

tim
es as cars w

hizzed by, oblivious to the traffic signals and to m
e. I’m

 not the only one: a w
hite cross

adorned w
ith flow

ers is staked into the traffic island, com
m

em
orating 15 year old Joline.

A
n elderly w

om
an paused beside m

e as I w
aited, then asked if she could w

alk across the road w
ith m

e
because it’s so w

ide. I w
as pleased to oblige and offered her m

y arm
. So w

e chatted and she said that she
had visited the doctor but w

asn’t sure of her w
ay hom

e. W
here do you live, I asked her. A

nd she replied
w

ith the nam
e of her retirem

ent village. A
s w

e stepped onto the road, I told that I w
as sure that it w

as in
the other direction. N

o, no, she said, it’s up there – and she pointed in the direction that she w
as facing. So

I suggested w
e ask at the pet shop on the other side of the road. T

here, they confirm
ed that the retirem

ent
village is located in the other direction. She w

as em
barrassed and agitated, saying that she usually cam

e out
in the car. A

s I escorted her, I tried to be reassuring. It can happen to anyone, I told her as w
e returned

across the road and head to the next intersection w
here I suspected she could see her desination. Sure

enough, w
hen she sighted the landm

ark shopping centre, she knew
 w

here she w
as going. A

fter thanking
m

e for m
y help, she turned aw

ay to w
alk safely hom

e.
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assistance if needed. I tell others I live over the road from
 her and they are strangely curious about this

proxim
ity. H

ow
ever, in reality, this m

eans there are roughly 10 lanes of road to cross betw
een m

y house and
hers, including the m

ain arterial highw
ay that connects to the north coast. T

hat is, the road pictured has
expanded to eight lanes, increasing to 10 in parts. It is a road that is w

idened as other suburban outposts are
built further north. It is a road that soaks up public w

orks funding w
hile play facilities sit in ruin and the

com
m

unity retreats. O
n the bus, I can m

ore readily com
m

ute to the city than to the next suburb.

Proposition O
ne: G

athering, conversation, dwelling
Som

ething changed recently – an aw
areness perhaps – and I started searching for alternatives, w

ays of
engaging com

m
unities in conversation about change: E

ither the change that needs to happen or the change
that w

ill happen. Richard Ingersoll evokes synoikismos, as an ancient process of city-m
aking through agreeing

to live together in dialogue, to dw
ell together. In synoikismos, Ingersoll presents a poetic possibility – “to

accept one’s responsibility tow
ard others, to take care of the environm

ent, to participate in dialogues that
define and resolve collective problem

s is to negotiate w
ays of finding

freedom
, even w

ithin the confines of consum
erism

. T
he polis w

as
a city based on dialogue. Spraw

l is conducive to escapist m
onologues.”

A
nd so I am

 trying to im
agine how

 the conversation that needs to
happen m

ight unfurl w
hen other system

s of governance and
participation seem

 to have ossified. It needs to be som
ething else.

T
hat is, place needs to have a place. T

his synoikismos needs to happen in
place in a w

ay that involves place and in a w
ay that evokes place. It

is a transform
ative idea of place found in chorography and founded

on learning to dwell.
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9 in the com
m

unity or to be w
ith each other. Providing the labour for

m
ost of the fast food outlets and chain stores in this area, they are pushed

into cars and shopping centres in search of som
ething to do. N

ew
 spaces

that provide alternatives for m
aking, thinking, changing and doing are

only part of the picture. It’s som
ew

here to start. T
he vacant ‘servo’ on

the m
ain road w

ould m
ake a reasonable com

m
unity space com

prised
of a cluster of tem

porary structures w
here young people can be at ease

w
ithout being furtive or taking flight. To sim

ply have the choice. G
iven

that that the ‘servo’ is centrally located and w
alking distance from

 the
high school, caravan parks and hom

es, it’s suitable for a gathering space,
a point of connection. U

sing portable structures, the site can be tem
porarily

rehabilitated so that young people can have a presence, engage and
connect rather than disappear.

E
ach vacant and underutilised site represents a loss for a com

m
unity - a loss of freedom

 and a loss of care.
W

ith several em
pty shopfronts dotted throughout the locality, these econom

ically and socially dorm
ant sites

can incubate change. These kinds of social and cultural installations should ‘just crop up’ in other underutilised
spaces, facilitated by com

m
unity groups that are able to access a ‘library’ of portable and flexible structures.

It involves a type of represencing. W
hile only a sm

all change, it can m
ake a difference or provide an alternative

in a suburban w
orld that offers so few.
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4

In M
alik’s essays, he proposes that hum

ans have the capacity for
change and that the character of a culture can change. T

hese
things are fluid and negotiable. W

hen the idea of som
ething being

‘out of character’ (w
hether that som

ething is the introduction
of social housing, a new

 building height or a set of traffic lights),
there is both an assertion of non-negotiable identity or character,
and the rejection of the possibility of change (or difference). A

s
M

alik says, “is defines ought”. T
hat is, just because som

ething
is, it som

ehow
 m

eans it is right and, therefore, ought to be retained,
continued or preserved. W

hen som
eone says that som

ething is ‘out of character’ they are saying that it is
not consistent w

ith w
hat is. It does not belong and therefore is not perm

issible or desirable. O
pposing

developm
ent or change is not the sam

e as citizen-based participating in planning and design. C
onflicts over

values are not readily settled, particularly given claim
s about rightness and rights w

hich can be hardened in
their presence. T

his is not akin to synoikismos.

H
ow can the conditions for gathering and conversation be created - presenced - so that dwelling

is embedded as possibility?

Proposition T
w

o: A
n early attempt

W
hile w

alking along the footpath by the m
ain road, m

y partner, John, and I w
ere hassled by cars insisting

on parking on the footpath outside the big brand franchise pizza shop. It’s not the first tim
e it happened

and it w
as com

m
on for pedestrians to have to negotiate cars as they w

alked along here. There could regularly 5
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