
The Profanity of Suspended Space 
Katharine Sarah Moody offers a comprehensive overview of the different 
ways I’ve wrestled with issues concerning identity in my work and raises 
some important questions. I’d like to respond in a more indirect and 
biographical way for two reasons: firstly, because the idea of Suspended 
Space is deeply related to my experiences of growing up in Northern 
Ireland; and, secondly, because Moody has already done a good job of 
outlining my theoretical reflections to date. 

There are three interlaced experiences in my life that I keep 
returning to as I attempt to reflect on the themes of otherness, identity and 
reconciliation in my work – experiences that provided the soil out of 
which my theoretical reflections grew. The first of these relates to a time 
in my twenties and thirties, when I lived for nearly a decade in a rented 
house that gradually became a squat. It was a large, rundown property, 
generally housing seven people but often more, known colloquially as 
‘Tates Modern’ – referencing not only the street, Tates Avenue, but also 
the Tate Modern – because it looked like the type of instillation dreamed 
up by artist Tracey Emin. It was in a state of general disintegration: doors 
that didn’t open, floors that couldn’t be walked on, walls that couldn’t be 
touched, taps that didn’t work, and ceilings that regularly collapsed. Over 
the years, dozens of different people lived at Tates Modern and it was a 
chaotic, beautiful experiment in community that remains with me as my 
main model of life together. I could fill volumes on these incredible 
people and the way they touched my life. It was often fun, sometimes 
fraught, but never dull. There was nothing clean and tidy about the house 
or the people who lived in it: Catholics and Protestants, PhD students and 
drug dealers, artists and activists, blue collar workers and the 
unemployed, gay and straight, black and white, musicians and runaways. 
I came to see this as my first lived experience of identity suspension. And 
it was a form of communal life hard won through offensive jokes, 
difficult conversations and many shared experiences.  

Offensive discourse was part and parcel of life in this environment; 
it was how you knew that the ice was broken and that you had surpassed 
social niceties. Someone was clearly no longer merely an acquaintance if 
they made fun of your identity as a man or woman, Catholic or 
Protestant, Republican or Loyalist. Jokes about different religions, the 
Royal Ulster Constabulary, the British Army and the various paramilitary 



groups would fly back and forth. Women would make fun of men and 
men would make fun of women, and everyone would make fun of 
themselves. What happened in the bars, in the backseats of taxi cabs and 
in the backstreets of Belfast was a world away from some kind of clean, 
respectable discourse held up as the ideal within some circles of critical 
theorists. The conversations were often dirty, off-colour, piercing and 
painfully funny. Only after a slew of insults were traded would it be 
possible to clear the way for conversations about relationships, work and 
politics. The unspoken contract was that we could offend each other, 
knowing that it was all in the service of deeper connection – or from fear 
of committing the sin of letting a good joke go to waste! Even now I’m 
part of some social media groups where activists regularly trade in this 
type of discourse. This isn’t being done by racist or sectarian individuals, 
or by people removed from the communities they are talking about and 
working in. This is done by people who have dedicated their lives to 
helping their local community, often putting their lives on the line, and a 
world away from someone making similar jokes from the outside.1  

The second experience fundamental to my way of thinking about 
identity was my work with two homeless shelters on the Falls Road – a 
dangerous but enriching time in my life. The Falls Road lay at the heart 
of the conflict and I was very much an outsider; having attended one of 
the most infamous Protestant working class schools, I was initially 
viewed with deep suspicion. But, again, I found community among those 
who both worked and lived in the shelters that reflected my experience of 
Tates Modern. It was often rough, sectarian, sexist and racist – except 
that the people who lived and worked there represented the various 
genders, religious affiliations, and races that were being joked about. If 
someone made a humorous slur about my identity, I knew that I was 
accepted and that I didn’t need to fear them. If I was able to reciprocate in 
kind, it signaled that they could trust me. Before long, people were 
making fun of themselves and laughing at the stereotypes most closely 
associated with their identities. 

The value of these types of attitudes towards ourselves and 
exchanges with others was further confirmed for me in a third experience 
																																																								
1 When I moved to America, for example, some academics joked about me growing up during The 
Troubles. While the jokes themselves were tame in comparison to what had been said to me in my 
work and community back at home, there was no connection between us, no shared agreement, and it 
was meant as an attack. 



– working with young people in the area of conflict resolution. 
Considering that The Troubles had claimed the lives of 3,500 people, and 
given the small population of Belfast, almost all of these young people 
knew someone who had been killed or maimed in the violence. These 
youth had grown up hating their neighbouring community. The results of 
bringing them together to talk openly and honestly were often incredible, 
yet rarely clean, safe or respectful in the way that we commonly employ 
those words.  

I don’t want to claim that these experiences of a type of Suspended 
Space are the best models for church. Moody asks important and complex 
questions in her article that I, quite honestly, feel ill-equipped to answer. 
But I do feel that, in those experiences of living in a community of 
outsiders, all the questions and concerns found in academic literature on 
difference were being worked out in concrete, messy ways. The only 
thing that those of us in Tates Modern really held in common was the 
commitment to live together for a time and allow those we lived with to 
brush up against us and pollute our identities. I saw how solidarity and 
connection grew in the cracks, fractures and fissures in our identities – 
identities that were both fundamental to us, and yet, somehow, when 
sharing a sofa, not that important at all. This experience of both the 
importance and the unimportance of identity is something I have tried to 
reflect in the way I describe the liturgical structure of Suspended Space as 
both performative and temporary. In other words, one still embraces 
one’s identities in daily life but, because of regular exposure to a type of 
Suspended Space, these identities are taken up differently.  

I’m still looking for ways to articulate these formative experiences. 
Currently, Žižek – who also grew up in a time and place of extreme 
violence – is the thinker who has helped me most. That is not to say my 
current thoughts on what the church might look like are my last thoughts 
on the subject, which would be disastrous. But these formative 
experiences are likely the ones to which I will return again and again as I 
reflect on what it might mean to live in a rich, diverse, and enlivening 
community. 
	


