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Introduction 

Writing about the relationship between mobility and home, Massey acknowledged that 

disorientation was a common reaction to intensified globalisation. In response to 

suggestions that increased mobility gave rise to encounters that ͚uŶdeƌŵiŶed a plaĐe Đalled 

home and left us placeless and disoriented͛ (1992, 3), she invited geographers to develop a 

ŵoƌe ͚pƌogƌessiǀe͛ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of plaĐe that is Ŷot sedeŶtaƌǇ oƌ ďouŶded aŶd theƌefoƌe 

at risk of being undermined by intensified mobility but, rather, is constituted through its 

dynamic relations with other places. Since then, geographers of mobility have illuminated 

the diverse ways in which places and bodies are relationally constituted by their mobilities 

(Cresswell, 2010; Adey, 2006), and how home itself is more adequately comprehended as a 

dynamic process, formed through the multiple mobilities and encounters of bodies, objects 

and ideas (Blunt, 2005).  

 

Our papeƌ ƌeǀisits MasseǇ͛s ƌeŵaƌks about the disorienting bodily effects of mobility to 

develop this underexplored geographical concept. Traditionally, disorientation refers to the 

loss of locational knowledge felt most keenly in unfamiliar places (Harbin, 2016). Yet 

MasseǇ͛s usage indicates that disorientation is a potentially more intriguing term related to 

how different bodies register the differential effects of mobility. We develop the concept of 

disorientation by exploring how it might be a much more constitutive everyday experience, 

felt through bodily encounters with intimately familiar others in familiar places. Our central 

argument is that disorientation is a productive geographical concept for acknowledging 

how, at times, bodies can lose their orienting relations to other bodies, to actions, and to 

situations. We explore these losses through the themes of incomprehension, confusion, and 

disintegration, respectively. In drawing attention to bodies that are not necessarily—or at 

least not always—oriented by their relations, we highlight how analytical logics of 
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disconnection and undoing (Harrison, 2011) are potentially better suited to describing 

disorientation than those of connection and construction that have dominated geographical 

enquiry in recent times (Anderson and Harrison, 2010). Contributing to ongoing debates in 

geography on relationality and encounter, our paper explores how our orienting relations 

can become undone, and it opens up space for thinking differently about what, exactly, is 

being encountered in disorienting experiences.  

 

Our paper pairs a conceptual focus on disorientation with an attempt to understand the 

complexity of mobile worker households in Australia, a situation where one partner works 

away from home for a period of time. Disorientation emerged as a significant concept 

through interviews with female partners of mobile workers who shared their challenges of 

keeping their households afloat in the periodic absence and presence of their partner. 

Rather than highlighting connections, these moving encounters demonstrated relations 

becoming undone. Based on our impressionistic presentation of three stories, we suggest 

that incomprehension, confusion and disintegration are themes that draw attention to the 

spatiality of disorientation. We diagnose this both sensorially, in terms of the felt space that 

opens up in disorienting experiences, and practically, in terms of the spatial practices of 

home that disorienting experiences catalyse. Our paper comprises five sections. Section one 

explains the geographical significance of disorientation. Section two outlines our 

methodological approach. Section three presents impressionistic portraits of three 

interview encounters that draw out the subtleties required to discern disorientation. 

Section four analyses these disorientations through the themes of incomprehension, 

confusion and disintegration. Section five explains the significance of our claims in terms of 

mobile geographies.  

 

1 Mobilising disorientation 

Disorientation is a geographical concept intimately associated with mobility. Whilst, as 

Hughes aŶd Mee ;ϮϬϭϴ, ϮͿ poiŶt out, ͚ŵuĐh of ǁhat is ĐuƌƌeŶtlǇ ǁƌitteŶ aďout ŵoďilitǇ still 

carries an underlying assumption that the mobility path is known or intended; that bodies 

kŶoǁ ǁheƌe theǇ aƌe goiŶg,͛ disoriented bodies have featured as a minor thread through a 

diverse set of mobile geographical literatures. Three qualities of disorientation can be 

discerned. First, disorientation involves embodied encounters with unfamiliar others or 

A
u
th

o
r 

M
a
n
u
s
c
ri
p
t



 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved 

experiences in unfamiliar places. With regard to the former, as our opening discussion 

indicates, Massey (1992) uses the term in her development of a progressive understanding 

of place to flag reactionary responses to the arrival of unknown others that unsettle an 

(illusory) sense of place as stable. With regard to the latter, disorientation has been 

approached as an embodied experience felt in unfamiliar places, addressed through 

practices such as wayfinding (Laurier and Brown, 2008). Second, disorientation is viewed 

pejoratively and something to be overcome. This quality is especially manifested in 

historical geographical research where disorientation features in accounts of imperial 

exploration manifested through experiences such as bewilderment (Driver, 2004). Third, 

disorientation is a temporally-discrete experience that subsides over time. As Tuan (1983, 

13) writes, people ͚leaƌŶ to loĐate theŵselǀes͛ thƌough eǆpeƌieŶĐes so that ͚iŶitial 

ĐoŶfusioŶ͛, ͚stƌaŶgeŶess͛, aŶd ͚disoƌieŶtatioŶ͛ eǀeŶtuallǇ suďside. This ƋualitǇ is 

demonstrated by migration geographers, where disorientation has been acknowledged as 

an embodied experience of arrival in an unfamiliar place for transnational migrants (Marcu, 

2014), and cultural geographical research on the displaced sensation of mobility-induced 

jet-lag (Anderson, 2015). 

 

We develop disorientation in a new direction by turning the spotlight to the home to 

reimagine disorientation as a more everyday embodied experience and a more common 

quality of intimate socio-spatial formations in familiar places. In this regard, we build on 

research that has explored how home is a site of everyday practices, material cultures and 

social relations that are characterised by multiple forms of mobility (Blunt, 2005). Home is 

particularly significant given that, for Tuan, it is where we are ͚so completely oriented that 

the idea of oƌieŶtatioŶ does Ŷot aƌise͛ ;ϭϵϴϯ, ϭϯ, original emphasis). Yet, as Harbin suggests, 

experiences of disorientation can feel like we are ͚Ŷot at hoŵe͛ (2016, 2). With this tension 

at the fore, we explore how oscillatory mobility to and from the home in the context of 

mobile worker households can give rise to multiple experiences of disorientation that signal 

a loss of bodily capacity to know others; to know how to proceed; and to know how to hold 

a situation together. The geographical significance of this expanded sense of disorientation 

is twofold.  

 

i. Undoing relations 
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First, our paper aims to enhance geographical sensitivity to how bodily relations that orient 

us become undone. This contrasts with a focus on relation construction that has been a 

hallŵaƌk of geogƌaphǇ͛s ͚ƌelatioŶal tuƌŶ͛. To ĐoŶteǆtualise, aĐtoƌ-network and complexity 

theories (Hetherington and Law, 2000) have been influential in understanding socio-spatial 

foƌŵatioŶs as the ͚peƌpetual ďeĐoŵiŶg of heteƌogeŶeous Ŷetǁoƌks aŶd eǀeŶts͛ ;JoŶes, 

ϮϬϬϵ, ϰϵϭͿ. Asseŵďlage appƌoaĐhes haǀe pushed this ͚ĐoŶstƌuĐtioŶist͛ ;AŶdeƌsoŶ aŶd 

McFarlane, 2011, 125) trend further, emphasising how socio-spatial formations emerge 

from heterogenous entities coming together. For their part, non-representational theories 

have developed a relational understanding of bodies themselves through a focus on the 

͚effiĐaĐǇ͛ of pƌaĐtiĐal aĐtiǀitǇ ;AŶdeƌsoŶ aŶd HaƌƌisoŶ, ϮϬϭϬ, ϴͿ, explaining how ͚it is fƌoŵ the 

active, productive, and continual weaving of the multiplicity of bits and pieces that we 

eŵeƌge͛ ;iďidͿ. With paƌallels iŶ feŵiŶist geogƌaphies that eŵphasise ͚the ties that ďiŶd͛ 

(Valentine, 2008), bodies have increasingly become understood in terms of their 

͚iŶteƌdepeŶdeŶt assoĐiatioŶs oƌ iŶteƌaĐtioŶs͛ ;Thƌift, ϮϬϬϰ, ϭϮϲͿ. BuildiŶg oŶ ǁoƌk oŶ 

performativity, which stressed how orientations develop through repeated bodily practices 

(Nash, 2000), such relations are understood to intensify through the repetition of practices 

in specific milieus, creating a ͚ŵeldiŶg ďetǁeeŶ suďjeĐts aŶd theiƌ ͞eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶts͟... a 

melding that goes faƌ ďeǇoŶd a siŵple iteƌatiǀe iŶteƌaĐtioŶ͛ ;Thƌift, ϮϬϬϴ, ϴϯ–84). 

 

Contrasting with this constructionist trend, our interest in undoing relations prompts us to 

consider how things fall apart. However, in contrast to work on infrastructural disruption 

(Graham, 2010), industrial ruins (Edensor, 2005), and degraded environments (Crang, 2010), 

we foreground the intimate, bodily dimensions of undoing relations which are less visible 

but no less significant. Disorientation alerts us to situations where bodies are not necessarily 

always oƌieŶted ďǇ theiƌ ƌelatioŶs. We fiŶd HaƌƌisoŶ͛s ;ϮϬϬϳͿ teƌŵ ͚ŶoŶ-ƌelatioŶal͛ ǀaluaďle 

since it emphasises this notion of relations becoming undone, rather than merely 

reconfigured, directing our attention to the ͚gaps͛ that result from the loss of relations that 

previously oriented us. Whilst we are not denying that bodies are relationally constituted, to 

pursue analytical logics of connection and construction by thinking about disoriented 

situations as merely changed relations leaves little space for considering foƌŵs of ͚distaŶĐe, 

ǁithdƌaǁal, aŶd disappeaƌaŶĐe͛ ;HaƌƌisoŶ, ϮϬϭϭ, ϭϱϵͿ, aŶd the soĐio-spatial (de)formations 

that result. Philo͛s idea of ͚less-than-huŵaŶ geogƌaphǇ͛ is a useful accompanying term, since 
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a body dis-oriented by its loss of relations shifts our attention to the incapacities that can 

result, signalling that ǁhiĐh ͚diminishes the human, cribs and confines it, curtails or destroys 

its ĐapaĐities, sileŶĐiŶg its affeĐtiǀe gƌip, ďaŶishiŶg its iŶǀolǀeŵeŶts͛ ;ϮϬϭϳ, ϮϱϴͿ. We 

contribute to these debates on relationality by developing the concept of disorientation to 

consider the loss of orienting relations through experiences of incomprehension, confusion 

and disintegration.  

 

ii. Encountering limits 

Second, in developing the concept of disorientation, our paper aims to contribute to 

debates on mobile geographies of encounter by considering what is being encountered in 

experiences of disorientation when relations become undone. Encounter has become an 

important political concept to evaluate how relations are constructed and negotiated 

through contact. Two relevant strands of research on mobility draw attention different 

qualities of encounter. The first ĐoŶĐeƌŶs pƌopiŶƋuitous eŶĐouŶteƌs. WilsoŶ͛s ;ϮϬϭϭͿ 

research on enlivening and depleting encounters with unfamiliar others in spaces of transit 

is exemplary, building on earlier work by Laurier and Philo (2006) who explore the political 

possiďilities of ͚light touĐh͛ contact with strangers. Others have attended to unexpected 

encounters in the home created through the mobility of non-human others (Gillon, 2014). 

The second concerns encounters over distance (Conradson and McKay, 2007). Walsh (2009) 

highlights how intimate relations can develop with those not co-present, building on work 

by Huang and Yeoh (2007) who outline how emotional labour is required to sustain 

distanced connections. Others have shown how encounters at a distance that enable 

intimacy are assisted by communication technologies (Urry and Elliott 2010), grounded in 

earlier work on mediated connected presence (Licoppe, 2004).  

 

These two strands of literature emphasise encounters where bodies come into contact with 

other bodies. Yet we suggest that what is in part being encountered in experiences of 

disorientation is a limit, as if hitting a wall, however briefly, that we cannot breach. To 

appreciate this, HaƌďiŶ͛s ǁoƌk oŶ the bodily palpability of disorientation is useful. She 

argues that disorientations are impasses, in that they are experiences of becoming 

͚disĐooƌdiŶated, uŶaďle to ƌespoŶd defiŶitiǀelǇ͛ ;ϮϬϭϲ, ϱͿ. TheǇ aƌe ͚eǆpeƌieŶĐes that ŵake it 

diffiĐult to kŶoǁ hoǁ to go oŶ͛ ;ϮϬϭϲ, ϭϯͿ. DisoƌieŶtatioŶs aƌe difficult in the sense that 
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͚theǇ add stƌaiŶ to aŶ iŶdiǀidual͛s life͛ ;ϮϬϭϲ, ϭϴͿ. AŶd disoƌieŶtatioŶs aƌe palpably felt in 

ďodilǇ seŶsatioŶ, suĐh that oŶe ͚loses oŶe͛s footiŶg aŶd is adƌift iŶ deep, uŶpƌediĐtaďle 

ǁateƌs͛ ;ϮϬϭϲ, ϯͿ. As suĐh, iŶ ĐoŶtƌast to the focus on connection and contact that 

characterises current work on mobility and encounter, the themes of incomprehension, 

confusion, and disintegration compel us to consider encounters with limits themselves. 

DƌaǁiŶg suĐĐouƌ fƌoŵ HaƌďiŶ͛s description of being ͚adrift͛, we suggest that these limits can 

be described in terms of the felt space that opens up in experiences of disorientation, where 

we become distanced from others; from the onflow of action; and from being in control of 

situations. Rather than encounters over distance, incomprehension, confusion and 

disintegration are encounters with distance.  

 

In bringing these two themes together, disorientation is attuned to a distinctive bodily 

immobility. Geographers have explored bodily immobility from a number of perspectives. 

Tracing power geometries, geographers have drawn attention to how some bodies can be 

physically immobilised by the mobility of others (Massey, 1994). Interrogating practices of 

travel, they have described how durations of immobility are often required to be mobile, 

through waiting and queuing (Adey, 2006). Exploring travel time, they have described how 

durations of physical immobility can be put to productive use (Jain and Lyons, 2008). We 

contribute to these debates on bodily immobility by suggesting that experiences of 

incomprehension, confusion and disintegration are a different form of immobility, 

characterised by a sense of being distanced from other people, from future actions, and 

from situations.  

 

2 (Un)knowing mobile households 

Substantively, our project set out to explore the variability of bodily experiences of mobile 

worker households. Work-related mobility (Cresswell et al., 2016) has become a prominent 

policy concern in Australia recently arising from the increase in fly-in fly-out (FIFO) labour 

used to power the resources sector, where workers travel from their homes in coastal cities 

to liǀe iŶ ͚host͛ ĐoŵŵuŶities foƌ daǇs oƌ ǁeeks at a tiŵe. BetǁeeŶ ϮϬϬϲ aŶd ϮϬϭϭ, the 

number of mobile workers in Australia increased by 37% to 213,773 (2% of the population) 

(KPMG, 2013). Concern is evidenced in a parliamentary inquiry into the challenges of FIFO 

work that stresses the under-researched impact on households (Parliament of Australia, 
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2013). Sheppard highlights that the iŵpaĐt of ŵoďile ǁoƌk ͚foƌ ǁoƌkiŶg ĐoŶditioŶs, geŶdeƌ 

and family relations... remains unclear and under-ƌeseaƌĐhed͛ ;ϮϬϭϯ, ϮϳϱͿ. We fouŶd this 

troubling because previous research suggested that the risks of mobile working practices 

are increasingly individualised to households (Carrington et al., 2011).  

 

Mobilities and migration geographers have begun to rectify this gap concerning households 

by exploring the eŶaďleŵeŶts aŶd ĐoŶstƌaiŶts eǆpeƌieŶĐed ďǇ faŵilǇ ŵeŵďeƌs ͚left-ďehiŶd͛ 

(Toyota et al., 2007), particularly children (Hoang et al., 2012). Studies that do focus on 

partners have drawn attention to a range of positive and negative impacts. Citing benefits, 

Walsh (2012) insists that households can achieve financial and familial stability through a 

partner working away; Markey et al. (2015) highlight how communities can be strengthened 

since the left-behind partner actively searches out greater community involvement; and 

McEvoy et al. (2012) show how left-behind women can experience greater employment and 

social freedom in the absence of the male partner in spite of still being constrained by 

gendered expectations of conduct. More negatively, while Torres and Carte (2016) explain 

how left-behind females experience a greater burden of care for other family members in 

the absence of their working partners, Markey et al. (2015) highlight relationship difficulties. 

 

These studies showcase the diverse issues experienced by mobile worker households. 

However, what is arguably less present in these studies is a sensitivity to the experiential 

͚ŵessiŶess͛ foƌ iŶdiǀidual households. Ouƌ appƌoaĐh theƌefoƌe diffeƌs fƌoŵ these studies of 

left-behind partners in two ways. First, in contrast to previous work that focuses on 

diagnosing the longer-duration effects of mobile work on households (Dillon and Walsh, 

2012; Markey et al., 2015), our project develops an attunement to the shorter-duration 

temporal variability of the experience of home, focusing on specific encounters and 

eŵďodied pƌaĐtiĐes suĐh as ŵoďile ǁoƌkeƌs͛ depaƌtuƌe aŶd ƌetuƌŶ. “eĐoŶd, aŶd ƌelatedlǇ, 

our approach attempts to be more attuned to the experiential ambiguities that Zhang 

(2018) argues need to more strongly articulated in research on work-related mobility. She 

suggests that ͚ŵodels of stƌoŶg ageŶĐǇ ƌeŵaiŶ iŵpliĐit͛ ;ϮϬϭϴ, ϭϵϵͿ iŶ teƌŵs of people͛s 

capacities to make informed decisions and evaluate their situation. In response, we are 

inspired by feminist geographical work on transnational migrant families that is highly 

attuned to the experiential ambiguities of families separated by distance. For instance, 
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“ilǀeǇ͛s ;ϮϬϬϲ, ϯϯͿ ƌeseaƌĐh oŶ IŶdoŶesiaŶ ŵigƌaŶt ǁoŵeŶ ǁoƌkiŶg iŶ “audi Aƌaďia is highly 

attuned to the complexities of family separation, alerting us to the difficulties of sense-

making between separated partners. Similarly, Pƌatt͛s ;ϮϬϭϮͿ ethŶogƌaphǇ ǁith Filipino 

female migrant domestic workers in Canada highlights the complex emotional 

entanglements experienced by these women, alerting us to the impossibilities of generating 

strong narratives about family separation.  

 

We conducted Skype interviews with mobile worker households so that we could speak to a 

diversity of people from across Australia. Indeed, this mode of communication is familiar to 

mobile worker households, and it is effective for probing embodied experiences (Adams-

Hutcheson and Longhurst, 2017). We interviewed 60 participants, a combination of mobile 

workers and partners, recruited through social media advertisements. We found three 

interview encounters with female mobile worker partners especially affecting. As well as 

highlighting the gendered dimensions of mobile worker households (McEvoy et al., 2012), 

they catalysed conceptual questions about disorientation. As we analysed their transcripts, 

we became cogŶisaŶt of Williaŵs͛s ǁaƌŶiŶg that ͚all the kŶoǁŶ Đoŵpleǆities, the 

experienced tensions, shifts, and uncertainties, the intricate forms of unevenness and 

confusion, are against the terms of reduction and soon, by extension, against social analysis 

itself͛ ;ϭϵϳϳ, ϭϮϵ-30). These encounters evidenced a complexity that we wanted to retain 

rather than reduce through excising key quotations. Wheƌe otheƌ geogƌapheƌs͛ fidelitǇ to 

complexity has focussed on specific pinch-point moments in interviews (Bondi, 2014), we 

have developed impressionistic ͚portraits͛. The combination of quotes, re-tellings, and in-

situ reactions attempts to ͚stoƌǇ͛ the eǆpeƌieŶtial ĐoŵpleǆitǇ of these ǁoŵeŶ͛s situatioŶs ďǇ 

foregrounding bodily dimensions of emotionally charged intensities; the intimate dynamics 

with their partner; and the evaluative instabilities, where things are not necessarily framed 

as positive or negative (Pratt, 2012). As Rose explains, stories can be understood as the 

origins of our thinking. Whilst they attempt to resonate with something, their purpose is to 

͚affeĐt, ŵoǀe, oƌ iŶĐite͛ ;ϮϬϭϲ, ϭϯϱͿ.  

 

Prior to the interviews, these three women provided background information about their 

situation through a survey. Claire, in her late 30s, lives in Perth, and is the partner of a 

mobile worker employed in the resource sector. Theresa, in her late 40s, lives in Darwin, 
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and is the partner of a mobile worker also employed in the resource sector. Kate, in her late 

30s, lives in Brisbane, and is the partner of a mobile worker employed in the IT sector. We 

share this information here to give a sense of what we knew before these encounters.  

 

3 Impressions of encounters 

 

i. Claire 

They met doing fly-in fly-out work together. Claire says that this gives her empathy for what 

he͛s goiŶg thƌough. ͞I oďǀiouslǇ haǀe doŶe it so I kiŶd of kŶoǁ ǁhat the life is like,͟ she saǇs, 

somewhat knowingly. Her partner does a fixed eight days away, six days home roster, which 

works better than his previous fourteen-daǇ aǁaǇ stiŶt. ͞BǇ the tǁelfth daǇ Ǉou staƌt to go 

loopǇ. You͛ƌe just losiŶg it. You just ĐaŶ͛t ƌeallǇ keep it togetheƌ,͟ she adds. ͞AŶd it ǁasŶ͛t 

just us, eǀeƌǇoŶe ǁould haǀe that ĐoŶǀeƌsatioŶ.͟ But Ǉou ŵust keep it togetheƌ, stop thiŶgs 

from ͞unravelling further͟. “he saǇs, ͞Afteƌ teŶ Ǉeaƌs ǁe͛ǀe got to the poiŶt ǁheƌe ǁe ĐaŶ 

kind of pull ďaĐk just ďefoƌe it gets just poiŶtless. Just stupid.͟ “he saǇs that theƌe aƌe tiŵes 

that theǇ͛ll haǀe ďeeŶ ͞sŶipiŶg at eaĐh otheƌ,͟ disagƌeeŵeŶts at a distaŶĐe. ͞If ǁe͛ƌe ďoth 

ďeiŶg iŵŵatuƌe,͟ she saǇs, ͞ǁe ĐaŶ usuallǇ ĐatĐh ouƌselǀes just ďefoƌe ǁe͛ƌe goiŶg to ďƌeak 

into a big fight, trying to make sure that we do talk about the things before we get 

aŶŶoǇed.͟ But tiŵe apaƌt isŶ͛t ĐoŶduĐiǀe to ďig ĐoŶǀeƌsatioŶs. ͞He͛s ĐalliŶg ďeĐause he͛s 

loŶelǇ,͟ she saǇs, pausiŶg ďƌieflǇ. ͞AŶd saŵe thiŶg foƌ ŵe.͟ 

 

Claire saǇs she fiŶds ͞Đoŵfoƌt iŶ ƌoutiŶe͟. Theiƌ ďaďǇ Ŷeeds ƌoutiŶe too. ͞We haǀe the saŵe 

kiŶd of ƌoutiŶe eǀeƌǇ daǇ,͟ she saǇs. The dog aŶĐhoƌs this ƌoutiŶe, ĐiƌĐuit ƌoutes that aƌĐ out 

from the house. When her partner gets home this routine frays. She saǇs, ͞It gets slightlǇ 

ŵoƌe ĐhaotiĐ ǁheŶ he͛s aƌouŶd.͟ “he likes ƌoutiŶe, ďut she saǇs that she likes it ďƌokeŶ too. 

It͛s ŵoƌe diffiĐult to plaŶ ǁheŶ he͛s ďaĐk. ͞The ƌoutiŶe ŵassiǀelǇ goes out.͟ “he stops, as if 

thinking that she might have implied that she pƌefeƌs hiŵ ďeiŶg aǁaǇ. ͞I͛ŵ defiŶitelǇ dǇiŶg 

foƌ hiŵ to Đoŵe doǁŶ,͟ she adds. ͞The ŵeŶtal load. I haǀe these kiŶd of stupid thought 

pƌoĐesses,͟ she saǇs. ͞If I fall aŶd theŶ I kŶoĐk ŵǇself out, aŶd theŶ the ďaďǇ…͟ She pauses 

agaiŶ ďut doesŶ͛t fiŶish this thought. I sense the edge of loneliness again. She says, more 

joǀiallǇ, ͞it͛s ŶiĐe Ŷot to haǀe to ǁoƌƌǇ,͟ aŶd adds, ͞ďut at the saŵe tiŵe it iŶtƌoduĐes a 

diffeƌeŶt kiŶd of ŵeŶtal load.͟  
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Perplexing relationships bead our conversation. Claire says at the ͚ŵuŵs͛ gƌoups͛, 

misunderstandings are easily whipped up, riding the cusps of excitable chatter. She gets the 

seŶse that these people ͞pƌoďaďlǇ thiŶk that the peƌsoŶ up oŶ site is doiŶg ǁhateǀeƌ theǇ 

ǁaŶt aŶd doesŶ͛t haǀe to ǁoƌƌǇ aďout ŵakiŶg diŶŶeƌ.͟ “he sŵiles, addiŶg, ͞The peƌsoŶ 

doing the fly-in-fly-out probably thinks the person looking after the kid is having a great old 

time watching The Wiggles aŶd ĐhilliŶg out.͟ “he pauses agaiŶ. ͞It͛s soŵethiŶg I guess ǁe 

stƌuggle ǁith a ďit.͟ “oĐial gƌoups aƌe meant to reduce loneliness but Claire saǇs that theǇ͛ƌe 

diffiĐult. ͞I doŶ͛t kŶoǁ ǁhat to talk to these ĐhiĐks aďout,͟ she saǇs. “he goes eǀeƌǇ ǁeek, 

ďut fiŶds it ͞Ƌuite haƌd aŶd isolatiŶg,͟ ĐatapultiŶg heƌ ďaĐk to loŶg-outgrown schoolyard 

aŶgst. ͞This plaĐe ŵakes ŵe feel ĐƌappǇ aďout ŵǇself,͟ she adŵits. ͞AŶd theŶ I felt ďad foƌ 

mǇ daughteƌ. MaǇďe I didŶ͛t loǀe heƌ as ŵuĐh as the otheƌ ŵuŵs did?͟ But she saǇs, ͞a lot 

of the people ǁho seeŵed to gƌaǀitate toǁaƌds those gƌoups aƌe at the eŶd of theiƌ tetheƌ.͟ 

DistaŶĐiŶg heƌself fuƌtheƌ, she tells ŵe that ͞the people ŵost ǀoĐal aƌe pƌoďaďlǇ the people 

ǁho aƌe the ŵost Ŷuts. TheǇ just ǁaŶt to ďe aŶŶoǇed. I just doŶ͛t ǁaŶt to kŶoǁ that this 

kiŶd of peƌsoŶ eǆists.͟ 

 

My mind goes back to the earlier part of our conversation. I can sense something of both 

her desire to be part of social groups but also appreciate the quiet terror of feeling out of 

place. We share a nice moment about the perils of introversion which momentarily cut 

across some of our own lines of diffeƌeŶĐe. IŶ tƌǇiŶg to help ŵe uŶdeƌstaŶd, she saǇs ͞You 

get siĐk of ďeiŶg iŶ the house. It͛s so ďoƌiŶg.͟ IŶ a daft ǀoiĐe, she adds, ͞Yeah let͛s staĐk the 

Đups agaiŶ!͟ “he looks at ŵe aŶd shakes heƌ head sloǁlǇ. ͞You kŶoǁ, it͛s Ŷot the ŵost 

mentally stimulatiŶg.͟ A little ŵoƌe ǀeheŵeŶtlǇ, she adds, ͞I feel like I͛ŵ fiŶished, I͛ŵ doŶe 

ǁith it Ŷoǁ.͟ I ask heƌ aďout theiƌ futuƌe plaŶs. “he eǆplaiŶs that heƌ paƌtŶeƌ is lookiŶg foƌ 

ǁoƌk iŶ Peƌth ͞ďut Ŷot iŶ a sad despeƌate ǁaǇ!͟ “he saǇs, ͞We͛ƌe goiŶg to keep doiŶg the 

fly-in-fly-out thiŶg as loŶg as it ǁoƌks.͟ “he shƌugs aŶd saǇs, ͞it͛s kiŶd of a ďit up iŶ the aiƌ at 

the ŵoŵeŶt as to ǁhat͛s goiŶg oŶ.͟ 

 

ii. Theresa 

Theresa met her husband-to-be whilst he was working fly-in fly-out. She should have known 

what she was getting into, so he said. He did hospitality but other guys on the mine site 
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were earning ͞bucket loads͟, so he became a miner, seduced by the mining boom 

rollercoaster. The nosedive of 2008 silenced his ͞bragging rights͟ to a $8k monthly salary, 

wiped to $350 fortnight social security and ͞debt up to their eyeballs͟. “he saǇs, ͞ǁe had to 

hide a lot fƌoŵ eǀeƌǇďodǇ.͟ The shaŵe of selliŶg the house aŶd ƌeŶtiŶg sĐoƌĐhed hiŵ 

eŶough to staƌt ǁoƌkiŶg oǀeƌseas, ǁheƌe the ŵoŶeǇ͛s tǁiĐe as high. “he saǇs Ǉou ƌeplace 

the ǁashiŶg ŵaĐhiŶe, fƌidge, ͞ďut eǀeŶtuallǇ theƌe͛s Ŷot eŶough Đash, so Ǉou͛ǀe got to go 

aŶd get a Đƌedit Đaƌd, aŶd aloŶg Đoŵes the stuŵďliŶg paƌt, heƌe ǁe go agaiŶ.͟ TheǇ͛ƌe still 

togetheƌ ďǇ a thƌead afteƌ fifteeŶ Ǉeaƌs. “he saǇs, ͞foƌ us, ǁe Đould͛ǀe diǀoƌĐed fiftǇ-

thousaŶd tiŵes. But foƌ soŵe ƌeasoŶ ǁheŶ it͛s ƌight oŶ that dooƌstep, oŶe pulls the otheƌ 

oŶe ďaĐk.͟ “he saǇs that ͞Ǉou ĐaŶ͛t help it, Ǉou͛ƌe hatiŶg eaĐh otheƌ aŶd theŶ the ďlaŵe 

game starts. And it all goes around money. You put a hiccup iŶ theƌe aŶd it͛s like a paĐk of 

Đaƌds falliŶg.͟ 

 

She dropped him at the airport two months ago, facing each other, a glass wall between 

theŵ. ͞He put his haŶd up to ǁaǀe aŶd he Đƌuŵďled. It ǁas the fiƌst tiŵe iŶ ouƌ ǁhole life 

together we both burst into teaƌs.͟ TheǇ͛d just ƌeloĐated iŶteƌstate, aŶd he ǁas leaǀiŶg heƌ 

to ƌeasseŵďle theiƌ life. ͞He ǁoŶ͛t ever tell you that, ͚I never ĐƌǇ.͛ Bullshit.͟ “he saǇs that 

she alǁaǇs tƌies to pƌepaƌe foƌ the depaƌtuƌe a daǇ ďefoƌe. ͞You distaŶĐe Ǉouƌself.͟ 

Homecoming is different. He brings the mine site back, arrogance through the roof with his 

͞ape-man, puffed-out Đhest͟. “he tells ŵe, oŶĐe, she piĐked hiŵ up fƌoŵ the aiƌpoƌt aŶd 

͞he͛s, just ͚ŵe aŶd this ďoǇ, ǁe͛ƌe goiŶg to kŶoĐk the shit out of eaĐh otheƌ͛. ͚I doŶ͛t thiŶk 

so!͛ You͛ǀe got to tƌeat theŵ like a Đhild. “hut Ǉouƌ tƌap!͟ “he tells hiŵ ͞You͛ƌe speaking 

shit. You͛ƌe at home, snap out of it, I͛ll talk to you lateƌ.͟ Last tiŵe he Đaŵe hoŵe, the dog 

didŶ͛t ƌeĐogŶise his oĐkeƌ sǁaggeƌ, ďaƌƌiŶg hiŵ like a ǀisitoƌ. His paƌeŶts saǁ soŵeoŶe else 

iŶ hiŵ too. ͞Toŵoƌƌoǁ, he͛ll ǁake up,͟ Theresa ƌeassuƌed theŵ. ͞You ǁoŶ͛t ƌeĐogŶise hiŵ, 

he͛ll ďe ďaĐk to the soŶ Ǉou kŶoǁ.͟ “he saǇs, ͞He ĐoŵpletelǇ loses peƌĐeptioŶ of ƌealitǇ 

heƌe. WheŶ theǇ Đoŵe ďaĐk theǇ thiŶk theǇ͛ǀe got to piĐk up ǁheƌe theǇ left off. You͛ǀe 

already moved forward two months.͟ 

 

The unspeakability is palpable here. Theresa says that the wives have a code when their 

partners are away. ͞You͛ƌe not allowed to cry; Ǉou͛ƌe not allowed to say Ǉou͛ƌe not coping, 

so you have to do all this ŵeŶtal lǇiŶg.͟ “he ĐoƌƌeĐts heƌself: ͞It͛s outƌight lǇiŶg.͟ “he saǇs 
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that if they fall apart, their husbands lose their focus oŶ the joď. ͞TheǇ staƌt to softeŶ up aŶd 

theŶ the otheƌ guǇs ŵight ƌeĐogŶise, oƌ theǇ ĐaŶ͛t,͟ she adds, afteƌ a pause. WheŶ theǇ͛ƌe 

hoŵe, she saǇs ͞You ďeĐoŵe theiƌ ĐouŶselloƌ, Ǉou ďeĐoŵe eǀeƌǇthiŶg.͟ But theƌe͛s so ŵuĐh 

uŶsaid. ͞I Đall it a ͚peƌsoŶal saďotage͛. TheǇ͛ƌe pushing it,͟ she saǇs. Haƌd dƌiŶk aŶd ǀeƌďal 

attaĐks. ͞TheǇ͛ƌe begging for someone to notice.͟ CoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶ ǁith hiŵ is ͞pƌettǇ Ŷil͟ 

ǁheŶ he͛s aǁaǇ. ͞“oŵetiŵes he͛ll ring in the morning. But theǇ͛ƌe iŶ that aƌsehole ǁoƌk 

ŵode, so I͛ǀe just said doŶ͛t Đall iŶ the ŵoƌŶiŶg aŶǇŵoƌe.͟ “he speaks foŶdlǇ aďout a Đouple 

of fƌieŶds, ǁiǀes of ŵiŶeƌs. ͞I͛ǀe got this oŶe,͟ she saǇs, ͞It shits ŵe ďeĐause I kŶoǁ she͛s 

falliŶg apaƌt, though she ǁill Ŷeǀeƌ saǇ it.͟  

 

͞The boys become so detaĐhed,͟ she saǇs. ͞Having to go to the bank and do this, think 

ahead, go down and get it, and they lose all of that.͟ PaƌtŶeƌs lose otheƌ thiŶgs. A fƌieŶd͛s 

paƌtŶeƌ also ǁoƌks aǁaǇ. ͞MǇ ǁife thinks I͛ŵ at a ƌesoƌt,͟ he saǇs to heƌ. Theresa tells him 

to Skype her around his room. ͞Walk her around, Ǉou͛ƌe absolutely jet black, she can see in 

your face that Ǉou͛ƌe exhausted, Ǉou͛ƌe tired. Show her the crappy, dirty disgusting toilet, 

the crappy shower and then show her how tiny your ƌooŵ is.͟ Theresa takes a deep breath 

aŶd sighs. ͞This last siǆ ŵoŶths foƌ us has ďeeŶ the ǁoƌst it͛s eǀeƌ ďeeŶ.͟ Otheƌ thiŶgs 

happened. Cancers, deaths, a grief-stƌuĐk house of Đaƌds. “he saǇs ͞he ǁas a ŵess. He 

staƌtiŶg to talk sillǇ stuff͟ ǁheŶ he ǁas hoŵe. ͞He saǇs, ͚Ǉou'll get iŶsuƌaŶĐe, I͛ŵ doŶe, I͛ŵ 

so eǆhausted, I ĐaŶ͛t keep doiŶg this, ďut I ĐaŶ͛t stop doiŶg it ďeĐause ǁe ĐaŶ͛t keep goiŶg.͟ 

 

iii. Kate 

The choice of jumping off point to begin a story can be challenging, especially when it later 

transpires that the threads began unravelling long ago. Kate began her story with a dramatic 

change in life situation. She was made redundant two years ago. And then, shortly after, her 

husband quit his stable city job. I find it hard to get my head around the circumstances, but 

she adŵits that theǇ didŶ͛t ƌealise theiƌ fiŶaŶĐial ďuffeƌ ǁas iŶsuffiĐieŶt. “o, he took up a joď 

in a remote location, working away for three weeks, and then at home for three weeks. It 

was good money, she says, too much to refuse. I imagine that the work is strenuous. She 

saǇs, ͞OďǀiouslǇ I haǀeŶ͛t ďeeŶ theƌe, aŶd I doŶ͛t kŶoǁ ǁhat it͛s like.͟ “he saǇs, ͞IŶ the eaƌlǇ 

daǇs theƌe ǁeƌeŶ͛t too ŵaŶǇ issues.͟ “he saǇs that lots of thiŶgs staǇed the saŵe. “he 

continued to do most of the childcare, even though having to do all the cooking was hard. 
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They continued to play computer games together at a distance, talking over the voice coms. 

͞It͛s alŵost the saŵe,͟ she saǇs. ͞EǆĐept I ĐouldŶ͛t get hiŵ to ŵake ŵe a Đup of tea.͟  

 

It was heƌ stoƌǇ aďout the ĐhildƌeŶ͛s Chƌistmas presents that really got me. Kate lost them in 

heƌ house. OŶ Chƌistŵas Eǀe she ĐouldŶ͛t ƌeŵeŵďeƌ ǁheƌe she͛d hiddeŶ theŵ. I iŵagiŶed 

how such a thing might crack the delicate semblance of confidence about living on her own 

for weeks at a time, pounding heartbeats as the same cupboard doors were thrown open 

again and again. But still, without him there, there were no arguments, no petty 

ƌeseŶtŵeŶts to ŵaŶoeuǀƌe aƌouŶd. “he said, ͞I thiŶk ƌealisiŶg that aĐtuallǇ a lot of the tasks 

were easier when I didn͛t haǀe to ƌelǇ oŶ hiŵ, oƌ I didŶ͛t haǀe the disappoiŶtŵeŶt of hiŵ 

Ŷot helpiŶg out, ǁeƌe aĐtuallǇ Ƌuite ĐƌitiĐal iŶ ŵǇ deĐisioŶ to sepaƌate.͟ Theƌe ǁas a sileŶĐe, 

aŶd I fiŶd ŵǇself iŶ the aǁkǁaƌdŶess holloǁed ďǇ this uŶaŶtiĐipated ƌeǀelatioŶ. ͞I͛ŵ okaǇ 

with it,͟ she saǇs eŵphatiĐallǇ. ͞I ŵeaŶ he͛s still iŶ deŶial. But I doŶ͛t haǀe aŶǇ pƌoďleŵ 

talkiŶg aďout it,͟ the ƌepetitioŶ of heƌ seŶtiŵeŶt seeŵiŶglǇ ǁoƌkiŶg to ƌeaffiƌŵ heƌ deĐisioŶ. 

͞IŶ all hoŶestǇ, ouƌ ƌelatioŶship has ďeeŶ goiŶg doǁŶhill foƌ aďout the last eight Ǉeaƌs.͟ “he 

saǇs that theƌe ǁas a tiŵe that thiŶgs ǁeƌe lookiŶg up. ͞He ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ felt that ǁas a 

reinvigorating of our relationship. Unfortunately, as soon as he went away again, the 

ďehaǀiouƌs Đaŵe ďaĐk.͟ “he ĐoŶfides aďout hoǁ the ĐoŵpulsioŶs he entertained whilst 

away were spinning out of control, quietly normalised up there, things that she understands 

as being stress-ƌelieǀiŶg. ͞He had a ďit ŵoƌe fƌeedoŵ,͟ she saǇs. ͞He had a ďit ŵoƌe ƌope to 

haŶg hiŵself ǁith.͟  

 

Less a trigger and more a catalyst, living together apart may have intensified things. Kate 

ƌefeƌs to ͞the ǁhole eǆpeĐtatioŶ of ďeiŶg pƌeseŶt͟ to desĐƌiďe the diffiĐultǇ of adjustiŶg to 

life ďaĐk hoŵe afteƌ thƌee ǁeeks of ďeiŶg aǁaǇ, aŶd ͞haǀiŶg to take soŵeďodǇ else͛s 

situation and eŵotioŶs iŶto ĐoŶsideƌatioŶ.͟ “he saǇs, uŶeƋuiǀoĐallǇ, ͞The fiƌst feǁ daǇs 

ďaĐk is alǁaǇs aŶ aďsolute shit shoǁ.͟ The ǁoƌk aǁaǇ is haƌd. But she desĐƌiďes it as if he is 

a passenger, iŶstitutioŶalised eǀeŶ. ͞He doesŶ͛t haǀe all the ďaggage aŶd phǇsiĐal detritus 

that Ǉou haǀe ǁheŶ Ǉou haǀe tǁo kids, tǁo dogs, tǁo Đats, thƌee ĐhiĐkeŶs aŶd tǁeŶtǇ fish.͟ 

No washing, no cooking, no cleaning. She says that she feels guilty about asking him to do 

thiŶgs at hoŵe, as he ǁould saǇ ͞I͛ǀe speŶt the last thƌee ǁeeks ǁorking my fingers to the 

ďoŶe, aŶd I Đoŵe hoŵe, aŶd the house is iŶ a state, aŶd the kids haǀeŶ͛t eǀeŶ got aŶǇ ĐleaŶ 

A
u
th

o
r 

M
a
n
u
s
c
ri
p
t



 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved 

Đlothes. “oƌt Ǉouƌself out!͟ Heƌ telliŶg osĐillates ďetǁeeŶ pƌeseŶt aŶd past teŶse, as if heƌ 

recent change of relationship status makes the situatioŶs that she͛s ƌeĐouŶtiŶg to ŵe teeteƌ 

uŶeasilǇ ďetǁeeŶ soŵethiŶg that is happeŶiŶg Ŷoǁ, aŶd soŵethiŶg that is past. ͞I thiŶk he 

stƌuggled to adjust fƌoŵ a liŵited ĐoŶtƌolled eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt to the Đhaos of faŵilǇ life.͟  

 

Kate saǇs that he͛s still ǁoƌkiŶg aǁaǇ todaǇ. ͞I oŶlǇ iŶitiated the sepaƌatioŶ last ǁeek.͟ I 

sense the instability of the present situation anew. ͞Whetheƌ ǁe ĐaŶ ŵake it ǁoƌk oƌ Ŷot is 

a diffeƌeŶt stoƌǇ,͟ she saǇs. “he tells ŵe that ǁith hiŵ ǁoƌkiŶg aǁaǇ, his aďilitǇ to eǆplaiŶ 

away his ͞ďehaǀiouƌs͟ has just falleŶ aǁaǇ. “he saǇs that ďefoƌe, ͞If he doesŶ͛t ǁaŶt to talk 

aďout it, he ǁalks aǁaǇ. But if I doŶ͛t ǁaŶt to talk aďout it, he folloǁs ŵe.͟ WoƌkiŶg aǁaǇ 

stopped these well-worn dance routines, the power games that they created dissipated. ͞I 

thiŶk that͛s soŵethiŶg that he fouŶd ƌeallǇ haƌd,͟ she ĐoŶĐedes. “he saǇs that a ǁeek oƌ so 

ago she needed some time away. She took the children camping for the weekend. He was 

ĐoŶfused. ͞It ŵust ďe haƌd foƌ hiŵ to ďe tƌapped iŶ that ĐoŶtƌolled environment, knowing 

that stuff is goiŶg oŶ that Ǉou ĐaŶ͛t ĐoŶtƌol.͟  

 

4 Sensing disorientation 

One way of making sense of these stories would be to focus on how these women cope with 

their difficult circumstances through the development of practical tactics. De Ceƌteau͛s 

;ϭϵϴϴͿ ŶotioŶ of the ͚taĐtiĐ͛ has ďeeŶ a productive geographical device (Mould, 2014) 

referring to the multiplicity of everyday practices that are undertaken in response to 

dominant institutional oppressive ͚stƌategies͛, ǁhiĐh heƌe Đould ďe iŶteƌpƌeted as the 

economic regime that these mobile worker households live with. These women are clearly 

stƌiǀiŶg to Đƌeate a life ďeǇoŶd theiƌ paƌtŶeƌs͛ ŵoďilitǇ, a life that deals with distance and 

the challenges of intimacy. However, these three encounters challenged our analytical 

ĐapaĐities to ŵake seŶse of these ǁoŵeŶ͛s ĐiƌĐuŵstaŶĐes iŶ teƌŵs of ĐoŶstƌuĐtiǀe aĐtiǀitǇ 

alone. What drew us to these transcripts initially was that they challenged the narrative 

conventions of testimony being a story of forward movement (Harrison, 2010). Part of our 

challenge was how to make sense of the gaps that Massey (2005, 107) invokes when she 

describes how socio-spatial formations are made and unmade, ͚ĐoŶstaŶtlǇ disĐoŶŶeĐted ďǇ 

new arrivals … full of holes, of disconnections.͛ So, rather than just focusing on the 

constructive work of relation-building which Đould daŵpeŶ ͚the iŶtƌiĐate foƌŵs of 
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unevenness and confusion͛ ;Williams, 1977, 129) in a situation, we want to be faithful to the 

tenor of these three portraits by lingering on the loss of orienting relations.  

 

We describe three dis-orientations at play: incomprehension, confusion and disintegration. 

Each refers to bodily experiences where a limit is encountered that cannot be transcended, 

however momentarily. Incomprehension is about a limit to knowing others; confusion is 

about a limit to knowing how to proceed; disintegration is about a limit to knowing how to 

hold a situation together. Where, for Harbin (2016, 18), this ͚limit͛ aspect of disorientation is 

palpaďlǇ felt as ͚stƌaiŶ͛, ǁe ďuild oŶ this ďǇ suggesting two spatial dimensions to how limits 

are experienced. The first spatial dimension concerns the feeling of the distance associated 

with the loss of orienting relations. As Harrison (2010) argues, a body whose relational 

threads get severed becomes distanced and inaccessible. Wheƌe MasseǇ͛s (2005) 

vocabulary of ͚holes͛ aŶd ͚disĐoŶŶeĐtioŶs͛ provides an abstract notion of this sense of space, 

we suggest that losing orienting relations can be palpably felt as space. Incomprehension 

refers to the felt space between us and others; confusion refers to the felt space between a 

present situation and our response; and disintegration refers to the felt space between us 

and our control of a situation. The second spatial dimension concerns bodily responses to 

these disorientations. For each theme of disorientation, we draw out the spatial practices of 

home that the three women develop in response to their felt disorientations.  

 

i. Incomprehension 

Each of the three women, to different extents, draw attention to the felt space between 

them and others that is iŶteŶsified ďǇ theiƌ household͛s ŵoďile ǁoƌkiŶg ƌhǇthŵs. For Claire, 

the opening up of a felt space between her and her partner happens whilst they are 

physically apart. This is discernible through the disagreements that they have at a distance, 

͞sniping͟ perhaps implying a loss of mutual empathetic understanding, which seems to 

intensify how home is experienced as a space of loneliness. She admits that their struggle 

with incomprehension is mutual, although she does not elaďoƌate. Theƌesa͛s ƌefleĐtioŶs aƌe 

more striking. She suggests, for instance, that her partner returns from working away a 

different person, unrecognisable to his visiting parents and, perhaps more poignantly, the 

family dog. Significant here is her allusion to how the felt space between them becomes 

most apparent when they are physically co-present, rather than separated, through ͞his loss 
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of perception of (her) realitǇ.͟ She describes how this is felt most sharply on his return 

home through emotionally charged confrontations. For Kate, the felt space of 

incomprehension opens up in not being able to relate to eaĐh otheƌ͛s haƌdships. OŶ oŶe 

haŶd, she adŵits to siŵplǇ Ŷot kŶoǁiŶg ǁhat heƌ paƌtŶeƌ͛s ǁoƌk plaĐe is like. OŶ the otheƌ 

hand, she acknowledges his difficulty in understanding her own challenges of keeping a 

household afloat. Yet rather than this gap manifesting in a charged confrontation or 

loneliness, Kate signals relief she felt at not being able to be let down or to let others down, 

implying that home is a calmer place iŶ heƌ paƌtŶeƌ͛s aďseŶĐe.  

 

We suggest that the bodily registration of these incomprehensions catalyses spatial 

practices that alter the sense of home for these women in the process. Claiƌe͛s ƌefleĐtioŶs 

on the limits of phone communication has given rise to a realisation that time apart is not 

conducive to weighty conversations. We surmise that her sense of loneliness might be 

exacerbated by this feeling of decisions being deferred, such that home iŶ heƌ paƌtŶeƌ͛s 

absence becomes experienced as stagnation. Whilst Claire admits that this feeling has 

compelled her to search out new relations iŶ ŵotheƌs͛ gƌoups with others who find 

themselves in an ostensibly similar situation, rather than connection-forming, she signals 

another felt space ďetǁeeŶ heƌ aŶd otheƌs, iŶteŶsifǇiŶg heƌ seŶse of alieŶatioŶ. Theƌesa͛s 

spatial responses to incomprehension involve quarantining her partner when he arrives 

home as well as engaging in the labour of reassuring others that he will change, given time. 

Whilst affected by this felt space, Theresa also demonstrates a highly reflexive empathy of 

the incomprehension that left-ďehiŶd paƌtŶeƌs haǀe foƌ theiƌ paƌtŶeƌ͛s daǇ-to-day toils, 

where a dirty, intense mining site can become misunderstood by the partner as a ͞holiday 

resort͟ freed from the hardships of domestic life. This empathy can be discerned in the 

advice that she gives others to do a ͞show and tell͟ of their worksite when at home. Yet 

paƌt of Theƌesa͛s response involves the creation of further spaces through, for instance, 

concealing her financial situation from others. For Kate, ǁhilst heƌ paƌtŶeƌ͛s 

incomprehension of their current situation has manifested in denial, it has compelled her to 

take control of her situation through a separation.  

 

To evaluate the incomprehensions that these women invoke as merely reconfigured 

relations overlooks how part of what makes incomprehensions distinctive is that something 
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is lost. A space opens up between us and others. This insight offers a rejoinder to research 

that has emphasised the techniques that purport to reduce the felt space between us and 

others in the context of various forms of mobility, such as the role of communication 

devices (Elliott and Urry, 2010; Pini and Mayes, 2012) or the spaces of community that aim 

to reduce loneliness for mobile worker partners (Sibbel, 2010). Certainly, Kate͛s desĐƌiptioŶ 

of the continuity of playing videogames with her partner whilst he works away echoes these 

insights. Yet Theresa and Claire͛s eǆpeƌieŶĐes of the felt spaĐe ďetǁeeŶ theŵ aŶd theiƌ 

partners growing through phone contact is an example of how such technologies of 

connection might, perversely, serve to catalyse incomprehension. As such, whereas 

incomprehension has been understood as a felt quality of initial strangeness between 

people who are not acquainted (Jackson et al., 2017), these three portraits indicate how 

incomprehension can be felt in even well-known and intimate settings, where the once 

familiar becomes strange.  

 

ii. Confusion 

Confusion refers to the felt space between a present situation and our response. Each of 

these women share accounts of a profound feeling of confusion about what is happening, 

intended, or required, which is intensified by their mobile working lives. For Claire, we 

discern confusion in her reflections on present experience and future plans. This interview 

foregrounded the depleting dimensions of home that culminate in the strong declaration ͞I 

feel like I͛ŵ fiŶished, I͛ŵ doŶe ǁith it Ŷoǁ͟. Yet she proceeds by suggesting that this 

lifestyle will continue ͞as long as it works͟. As if recognising this disjuncture, her pause and 

then qualification that ͞it͛s kiŶd of a ďit up iŶ the aiƌ at the ŵoŵeŶt as to ǁhat͛s goiŶg oŶ͟ 

seems to intensify this felt space between her present situation and response. For Theresa, 

we discern confusion about why she and her husband are still together, given their 

circumstances. When describing being pushed to the brink of separation, her use of the 

phrase ͞for some reason͟ highlights a difficulty in grasping what might be happening. Her 

suggestion that mobile workers lose their capacity to carry out simple everyday activities on 

returning home alludes to a different form of not knowing what to do. For Kate, confusion is 

something that is likely being experienced more intensely now by her partner, now that she 

has initiated separation. This is voiced through her remark on his confusion at her taking the 

ĐhildƌeŶ aǁaǇ foƌ a ǁeekeŶd. “he also ƌefeƌs to heƌ paƌtŶeƌ͛s ĐoŶfusioŶ of how he should 
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respond to her now, since their previous habits of interaction had become so obdurate. Yet 

even for Kate, her shift in tenses between past and present suggests a confusion about how 

to inhabit her current situation, teetering on the edge of something undetermined, or 

perhaps even that they might get back together, as implied by ͞whether we can make it 

work or not is a different story͟.  

 

In terms of spatial responses, we suggest that Claiƌe͛s ĐoŶfusioŶ has a pƌoduĐtiǀe ƌole iŶ 

offering relief to suppress the frustrations of home life monotony, perhaps the sense of 

endlessness exacerbated by her newborn baby. Her spatial practice may therefore involve 

anticipation work to help her to feel this uncertainty with greater intensity whilst at home. 

In anticipating that there might be an end to this routine, even if she also knows that there 

might not be, confusion seems to operate for Claire as a temporal tactic making it easier for 

her to undertake domestic labour, suppressing resentment for being contained by domestic 

life. The ĐoŶfusioŶ that Theƌesa͛s husďaŶd deŵoŶstƌates oŶ ƌetuƌŶiŶg hoŵe iŶĐƌeases the 

burden of care for her. As implied by ͚Ǉou ďeĐoŵe theiƌ ĐouŶselloƌ, Ǉou ďeĐoŵe eǀeƌǇthiŶg͛, 

his ƌetuƌŶ hoŵe ĐhaŶges heƌ ƌole to oŶe of Đaƌegiǀeƌ, ǁhiĐh likelǇ ĐhaŶges Theƌesa͛s spatial 

practices markedly. On one hand we sense the encumbrance that his confusion has for her 

but, on the other, this encumbrance seems to provide a resolution of sorts to the confusion 

she voices about why they remain togetheƌ. Kate͛s suggestioŶ that ͞in all honesty, our 

relationship has been going downhill for about the last eight years͟ suggests she may have 

been inhabiting a space of confusion for some time, given the length of time that she has 

remained with her partner in spite of this feeling. We speculate that her bodily burdens of 

domestic labour in his absence was likely compounded by the mental burdens of her 

suspicions about his ͞behaviours͟ on site. The redistributing of confusion to her partner 

through her decision to separate suggests that in spite of the present instability, home may 

have become a much more empowering space for her.  

 

To evaluate the confusions that these women invoke as merely reconfigured relations 

overlooks how part of what makes confusions distinctive is that something is lost. A space 

opeŶs up ďetǁeeŶ the pƌeseŶt situatioŶ aŶd a ƌespoŶse, ǁheƌe oŶe͛s ĐapaĐitǇ to pƌoĐeed 

with conviction breaks down. This observation challenges research that understands mobile 

worker households through the efficacy of strategic plans that mobile worker households 
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make (Acedera and Yeoh, 2018). Such research indicates that households are guided by firm 

decision-making practices aligned with economics, health or lifestyle rationales (Hardill and 

Green, 2003; Walsh, 2012). Whilst such logics were present in these interviews, from a more 

fine-grained temporality, these ǁoŵeŶ͛s reflections indicate that not knowing what to do 

and being hesitant about how to proceed is an integral but overlooked quality of bodily 

experience for some mobile worker households. In contrast to its occasional usage in 

geography, where confusion has been invoked as a fieldwork risk to be minimised (Bondi, 

2014), and a strategic dimension of statist thought (Woodward, 2014), we suggest that 

confusion is an integral quality of intimate life. These portraits indicate that rather than an 

initial friction to be overcome, confusion is a pervasive felt quality with differently uplifting 

and depleting effects. 

 

iii. Disintegration 

Disintegration concerns the opening up of a felt space between our capacities and our 

control of a situation. Claire, Theresa, and Kate each refer to situations of not knowing how 

to hold things together. For Claire, we sense two forms of disintegration at play, one mental 

and the other practical. She explicitly signals the challenges of ͞keeping it together͟ whilst 

her partner previously worked away for longer when, she says, ͞you start to go loopy. 

You͛ƌe just losiŶg it,͟ owing to the ͞mental load.͟ When her partner returns home, she 

desĐƌiďes disiŶtegƌatioŶ iŶ teƌŵs of the ĐhaotiĐ ͚fƌaǇiŶg͛ of heƌ ƌoutiŶe. UŶlike Claiƌe, the 

suďjeĐt of Theƌesa͛s ƌefleĐtioŶs oŶ disiŶtegƌatioŶ aƌe laƌgelǇ about her partner͛s ͞self-

sabotage͟ with alcohol and his remarks about being exhausted, talking ͞silly stuff.͟ Theresa, 

in contrast, expresses a need to hold thiŶgs togetheƌ ǁheŶ she talks aďout hoǁ ͚ǁiǀes͛ 

cannot ͞fall apart͟ and jeopaƌdise theiƌ paƌtŶeƌs͛ ͞focus on the job.͟ Yet her description of 

͞crumbling͟ at the airport, and the ͞falling pack of cards͟ analogy repeated throughout the 

interview, indicates the limits of holdiŶg thiŶgs togetheƌ. Kate͛s desĐƌiptioŶ of the ͞shit-

show͟ of heƌ paƌtŶeƌ͛s aƌƌiǀal hoŵe offers a more dramatic version of Claiƌe͛s diffiĐulties. 

Alongside this episodic account, a longer-duration disintegration can be discerned through 

heƌ desĐƌiptioŶs of heƌ paƌtŶeƌ͛s ͞compulsions͟ that were ͞spinning out of control͟ that 

gave him ͞more rope to hang himself with.͟  
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In terms of spatial responses, whilst Claiƌe͛s domestic routines are a source of encumbrance 

in terms of the boredom she alludes to, they are also her salve. The strict routines that 

characterise her home life provide her with comfort and, we might surmise, possibly help to 

hold things together in the face of the catastrophising that she says she is susceptible to 

when she is home alone. Furthermore, her effort to distinguish herself from people who are 

͞more loopy͟ could be read as a further tactic to hold things together. Theresa͛s 

experiences of disintegration have led her to form relationships with other women in similar 

situations. In spite of these support networks, however, heƌ desĐƌiptioŶ of the ǁiǀes͛ 

strategy of ͞outright lying͟ to themselves and each other indicates how the hardships of 

home life become privatised. A veneer of composure is maintained for each other and for 

partners but performing this veneer takes its toll, especially on homecoming. Disintegration 

is experienced, for instance, as Theresa witnesses her husband falling apart through alcohol 

consumption and verbal attacks. She demonstrates care for him, yet her description of his 

͞self-sabotage͟ indicates that these practices are difficult for her to accommodate, leading 

her to distance herself. For Kate, her realisation that she could hold domestic life together 

ŵoƌe effeĐtiǀelǇ iŶ heƌ paƌtŶeƌ͛s aďseŶĐe as ǁell as acknowledgement of his ͞behaviours͟ 

spinning out of control outside the home have, over a long duration, resulted in a tipping 

point of separation.  

 

To evaluate these disintegrations as merely reconfigured relations overlooks how part of 

what makes disintegration distinctive is that something is lost. A space opens up between 

our current capacities and our ability to hold a situation together. Research on mobile 

worker households has described the practices that are developed by families to make their 

situations work, such as through the gradual development of new routines and 

experimenting with new modes of relating (Elliott and Urry, 2010). Certainly, we can discern 

from these three portraits how these households are trying to hold things together. Yet 

these women also reflect on the felt space between their capacities and their control of 

their household situation. Not knowing exactly how to hold things together, where 

situations are spinning out of control to varying extents, is therefore an integral experience 

that characterises lives of some mobile worker households, changing their sense of home. 

Whereas, for geography, habit is the dynamic by which new and potentially uncomfortable 

forms of mobility become easier to bear through repetition (Schwanen et al., 2011), what 
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we witness here is how the intuitive routine bodily knowledges that control a situation can 

disintegrate. 

 

5. Evaluating disorientation 

Our paper has explored an increasingly common living situation where employment takes 

one partner away from home for a period of time. Our accounts of encounters with three 

female partners of mobile workers suggested that their situations evidenced not just 

changing relations, but also lost relations, relations becoming undone. Contrasting with a 

narrower definition of disorientation as the loss of locational knowledge associated with 

unfamiliar places, we have explained how disorientation can be expanded to refer to the 

loss of bearings of a different kind: in terms of incapacity for knowing others, knowing how 

to proceed, and knowing how to hold a situation together. With a few exceptions (Harrison, 

2010, 2011), geography has been slow to acknowledge the role of such bodily experiences, 

focusing instead on how relations are constructed. An explicit consideration of how lives 

fray, hit walls, and encounter impasses, both big and small, has been less well articulated. In 

response, this paper has sought to develop geographical thinking by highlighting the 

͚oƌdiŶaƌǇ iŶseĐuƌitǇ͛ ;BoŶdi, ϮϬϭϰͿ of disorientation.  

 

Our analysis indicates that home can be a space of disorientation for mobile worker 

households. Our findings therefore build on geographical critiques of romantic 

understandings of home as a space of familiar orientation (Tuan, 1983, 13), aligning with 

others who have shown how home is a ŵoƌe ͚Đoŵpleǆ politiĐal site͛ ;NoǁiĐki, ϮϬϭϰ, ϳϴϴͿ 

where diverse hardships can be experienced (Blunt and Dowling, 2006). Geographers have 

explored the dramatic destruction of home through the highly insecure circumstances of 

eviction through war and resettlement projects (Nowicki, 2014). However, the stories of our 

mobile worker partners evidence ŵoƌe suďtle aŶd iŶtiŵate foƌŵs of ͚hoŵe uŶďeĐoŵiŶg͛ 

(Baxter and Brickell 2014) that can happen through the rhythms of mobile worker 

households where one partner works away and then returns, changing the nature of home 

in the process. For these households, these oscillations of presence and absence catalyse 

distinctive experiences of disorientation that are intensified through repetition, rather than 

becoming more easily accommodated over time. 
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Disorientation offers an alternative way of thinking about the politics of (im)mobility for 

mobile worker households (Cresswell, 2010). On one hand, we discern that the mobility of 

male workers effectively immobilises their female partners whose domestic labour 

responsibilities are intensified and whose employment opportunities are curtailed. In this 

regard, these thoroughly co-dependent power relations replicate the highly gendered 

politiĐs of these ǁoŵeŶ͛s fiŶaŶĐial depeŶdeŶĐǇ oŶ theiƌ ŵale ǁoƌkeƌ paƌtŶeƌ, aŶd the 

ǁoƌkeƌ͛s eŵotioŶal depeŶdeŶĐǇ oŶ theiƌ partner (Uteng and Cresswell, 2008). There are 

clearly macropolitical forces that giǀe ƌise to these household͛s situatioŶs suĐh as the 

institutional and governmental policy regimes that have enabled FIFO to proliferate. 

However, the hardships experienced by the people invoked through the portraits are not 

necessarily just a result of encountering a constraining body or object (cf. Merriman, 2018). 

Although our attention was drawn to myriad uplifting and depleting encounters between 

bodies, in experiences of disorientation perhaps what is encountered most forcefully are 

the limits of our capacities to relate to people, futures, or situations. In other words, 

experiences of incomprehension, confusion, and disintegration open up felt spaces in terms 

of our disconnects with other people, our sense of what to do next, and our control of a 

situation. Disorientation might therefore be conceived as an immobility of a different kind 

to the physical immobility that has preoccupied geographers (Adey, 2006). Rather than 

bodies just being physically immobilised by the mobility of others, disorientation provides a 

way of also admitting the kinds of ͚distanced͛ immobility that characterises experiences of 

incomprehension, confusion and disintegration. 

 

Our analytical attention to disorientation has sought to provide a counterbalance to the 

͚ĐoŶstƌuĐtiǀist͛ diŵeŶsioŶs of ƌelatioŶ ďuildiŶg that ĐhaƌaĐteƌises ŵuĐh ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌǇ 

geographical research. Yet whilst we have drawn out multiple dimensions of disorientation, 

our analysis suggests a delicate interplay between the destructive and constructive 

eleŵeŶts of these ǁoŵeŶ͛s liǀes. These mobile worker households are not wholly undone, 

descending into chaos. A loss of relations does not have to be catastrophic. As Harrison 

suggests, it might be aďout aĐkŶoǁledgiŶg ͚tǇpes of ďeiŶg [that] do Ŷot kŶoǁ, that hesitate, 

… aŶd ĐaŶ ďe uŶĐeƌtaiŶ aŶd iŶdeĐisiǀe aďout suĐh thiŶgs͛ ;HaƌƌisoŶ, ϮϬϭϭ, ϭϱϵͿ. The 

practices drawn out in our analysis demonstrate how, at times, the people invoked in the 

portraits actively respond rather than passively flail in the face of the disorientations that 
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they experience. Indeed, as Harbin (2016) suggests, new possibilities for action can open up 

in experiences of disorientation. Yet where previous research on homemaking practices has 

tended to emphasise the efficacy of practical action (Dowling and Mee, 2007), the spatial 

practices described in our analysis might be better understood as tentative responses to 

encountering limits, rather than indicators of a stronger sense of agency (Zhang, 2018).  

 

In closing, we suggest that disorientation presents ethical implications. As Harbin writes, we 

haǀe ƌespoŶsiďilities ͚to Đƌeate soĐial ĐoŶditioŶs hospitaďle to those ǁho aƌe disoƌieŶted͛ 

(2016, 155). Aspects of disorientation might be alleviated by mobile work employers who 

could provide less-punishing rosters, and even specialist counselling for FIFO households 

who are experiencing difficulties. However, our development of the concept has also 

highlighted that incomprehension, confusion and disintegration are experiences that cannot 

necessarily be easily alleviated. Indeed, such experiences might at times be valued as 

beneficial. Admitting the significance of the loss of relations that bodies rely on to orient in 

the world ultimately helps to generate a more fragile understanding of our bodily 

ĐoŵpeteŶĐies. As MasseǇ ǁƌites, ͚those ǁho todaǇ ǁoƌƌǇ aďout a seŶse of disoƌieŶtatioŶ 

and a loss of control must once have felt they knew exactly where they were, and that they 

had ĐoŶtƌol͛ ;ϭϵϵϰ, ϭϲϱ, eŵphasis iŶ oƌigiŶalͿ. For geographers, this might involve just the 

simple acknowledgement of this irreducible bodily fragility in others and ourselves; to be a 

little more forgiving in situations that we cannot make sense of; to acknowledge the space 

between you and I (Harrison, 2011).  
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