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Abstract 

Establishing an identity builds a feeling that we belong to a society, defining and ensuring our 

social connection and offering a way of coping with our emotions. However, the influence of 

globalisation, digitalisation and international mobility, as well as the intersectionality of 

ethnicity, cultures and gender, change personal and societal notions of identity and the 

meaning of belonging. Theoretical arguments have revealed how the static identity has 

changed towards flexibility and fluidity in the late post-modern world, whereby identity adapts 

to the latest situation of world social challenges. As such, the personal and social sense of 

identity has become exposed to different social structures, gender roles and ethnicities, with 

new options that facilitates a flexible/fluid accumulated identity. In this research, these are 

exemplified in the life of adult migrants/refugees who are subjected to two asymmetrical 

cultural and social contexts — Western and Islamic social constructions and norms — which 

means they live in a state of liminality and in-betweenness. 

This creative practice-based research explored, exposed and symbolised the determination 

of identity or self as a concept in the liminal space of dissimilar socio-cultures and gender roles 

as a lived experience. This has been achieved through observation of a group of Afghan 

migrant/refugee women’s social interaction embedded in a community of practice (CoP) as a 

passage between static communities with low changeability and societal convention in the 

context of now living in Western communities demonstrating late post-modernity. Through 

incorporating the CoP as a method and focusing on women’s social activities, the concept of 

home and home performative tasks (cooking and crafts) were utilised. In my creative work, I 

also introduce the circle form to symbolise a connection point between cultures, cultural 

manner, and the way cultures are transferred among the group, and for how a dynamic and 

fluid identity is flexible in the context of socio-cultural changes. Familiar cooking materials such 

as salt, sugar, spices and herbs and their associated smells were selected as an artistic 

drawing tool with which to connect cultural memories and to act as a reminder of the cyclical 

nature of women’s domestic tasks. 

The main outputs from this creative project are abstract artefacts with metaphorical-symbolism 

of the deformed circular form in two different technical arrangements of installations: the floor 

installation and the mute video installation. The message conveyed through installations 

materialises and symbolises the transience of identity, which allows adult women 

migrants/refugees to flexibly socially interact with members of their new community; starting a 

new lifestyle and connecting fluidly with an unprecedented future. 
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This study strengthens the idea of developing a mutual understanding between 

migrants/refugees and Australian residents by exposing and visualising the challenges in the 

formation of a sense of belonging in liminal space, as created within the intersection of social 

groups and institutions. The contribution of this study, by symbolically representing the 

liminality and fluidity of being a migrant/refugee in a different culture, especially one where 

Islamophobic attitudes may be evident or growing, goes some way towards enhancing our 

awareness and understanding of Muslim migrants. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: The term ‘migrants/refugees’ refers to legal migrants, refugees and former refugees in the context 

of this research, to prevent any discrimination, patronisation, and other political disrespect.
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INTRODUCTION        _ 

Investigation 

This PhD creative practice-based research explores identity as concept and lived experience. 

Establishing an identity builds a feeling that we belong, defining and ensuring our social 

connection. However, the influence of globalisation, digitalisation and international mobility, 

as well as the intersectionality of ethnicity, culture and gender, can change personal notions 

of identity and the meaning of belonging. Theoretical arguments have revealed how the 

concept of a static (or traditional identity) has changed, becoming more flexible and fluid, thus 

allowing individuals to adapt to world social challenges (Goffman 1956, 1959; Giddens 1971, 

1991; Bauman 2007; Cregan 2012). As such, the affected and accumulated personal sense 

of identity is exposed to different social structures, gender roles and ethnicities. These 

phenomena are exemplified in the life of adult migrants/refugees who are subjected to many 

asymmetrical socio-cultural contexts, by this research, such as Western and Islamic social 

constructions, values and norms. 

This project evolved from my own experience of migration that began 28 years ago when I left 

Iran. My life journey includes a wide diversity of cultural experiences while living, studying and 

working in different cultures and social institutions. Such exposure to various cultural and 

social experiences has shaped my accumulated and flexible identity, while also providing a 

personally rewarding appreciation of diversity in shaping the world. My beliefs are founded in 

the sensibility of being a global citizen wanting to lay down roots, and yet knowing those origins 

from elsewhere drive an inherent desire to understand a deep and embodied meaning of 

cultural and social ‘communities of practice’ (Lave & Wenger 1991). This desire also connects 

to my experiences of being involved with an adult female group who are mainly from the 

migrant/refugee Afghan Hazara community (the Women’s Friendship Group) and who also 

came together with Australians in order to form friendships and to create a platform for sharing 

and learning.  

In this investigation, my background in practising multi-media and multi-materials arts as well 

as working in the community, in addition to my cultural heritage and being familiar with diverse 

cultures, enables me to identify and locate myself in an in-between space. I position myself 

as an artist, visual researcher, community worker and a facilitator who is working and living ‘in 

between’, exploring the liminal space connecting two asymmetrical cultural and social 
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practices, specifically the context in which groups of adult Afghan migrant/refugee women are 

negotiating and transitioning to Australian citizenship. I have established a practical visual 

research framework that utilises what this exegesis terms the ‘circle of engagement’ by 

occupying the liminal space between Islamic and Western social structures and socio-cultural 

practices of post-modernity. This exploration has been based on creating a discursive space 

in which the connections and exchanges are established through what Victor Turner (1974) 

calls a ‘liminoid experience’. By which “liminality as defined by Turner concerns traditional, 

collective, pre-industrial, ritual based practices such as rites of passage, while the liminoid is 

defined as post-industrial, individual, optional, leisure-based social acts” (Peirson-Smith 2021, 

p.6).  

In this project I have utilised a practice-based research methodology (community of practice), 

which focuses on cross-disciplinary art practices of community engagement via visual 

communication. The nature of this creative research and my interest in identity led me to 

examine the sociological research into identity, particularly that which notes how identity 

emerges from the individuals’ relationships and their interactions with a variety of cultures, 

social groups and institutions within the social structure. Sociological perspectives on identity 

have been included, drawing on frameworks and concepts from modernity to late post-

modernity. These have contributed to my overview of research into the experiences and 

transitions of identity (see Chapter 1). Specifically of theoretical interest to my artistic practice 

is how the intersections of ethnicity, migration and gender shape and create an accumulated 

and fluid identity. The accumulated identity influences the way migrants/refugees are thinking, 

acting and performing their tasks, which became the foundation of my investigation. 

Women are change makers. Migrant females make very important contributions to the social 

life of the place of leaving and the place of arrival. It appears that their role, however, unlike 

the male migrant, tends to be undocumented, irregular and/or casualised (O’Reilly 2012, 

p.43). In this creative process, I liaised with a volunteer organisation, which provided the 

platform for my research. The Women’s Friendship Group (WFG) was formed in Launceston1, 

North Tasmania in 2015 (Women’s Friendship Group 2015). The WFG as a community of 

practice (CoP) assists and facilitates the women’s settlement process in order to minimise 

isolation and improve social connection. It also provides migrant/refugee women with 

opportunities for learning social skills and practising the English language through two different 

approaches: educational programs and artistic practices including domestic tasks such as 

 

1 Reference to Wikipedia, ‘Launceston is a major city in the north of Tasmania, Australia, at the junction of the North Esk and 

South Esk rivers where they become the Tamar River (kanamaluka). Launceston has a population of 110,472 in the significant 
urban area in 2020 censes. Launceston is the second most populous city in Tasmania after the state capital, Hobart’. 
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cooking and crafts. By selecting CoP as a method, joining WFG and involving a group of 

Muslim female Afghan migrants/refugees in this visual research, it brings the focus to current 

world concerns such as mass migrations/refugees from the Middle East, the presence of 

Islamophobia in the media, the latest feminist movements, and the importance of social 

injustice. 

The challenges that the adult female migrants/refugees from the WFG recognised in this 

cultural space included their rapid crossing from past experiences to the present with an 

unprecedented future, a traditional lifestyle (solidness) to late post-modernity (flexibility), and 

collectivist to individualistic culture. Throughout this visual research, the main focus is on the 

most important and rooted cultural differences between collectivist and individualistic cultures, 

which can be described as differing approaches towards gendered social roles and socio-

cultural practices. One of the considerations in this study is how the aspects of a feminist 

social model, which is practised in Australian society as a part of Western lifestyle, could 

highlight different socio-cultural expectations of the female gender role (e.g. the centrality of 

waged work for gender equality for the women’s movement) and how this could impact on the 

cultural conditioning of migrant/refugee females in the intersection of asymmetrical socio-

cultures. Migrant women’s identity is challenged between these two socio-cultural practices: 

dominant traditional gender role in Islamic socio-cultural society that they are familiar with, 

versus a different and more flexible gender identity in Australia . They swing in between 

contradicting concepts of risk and opportunity, losing and gaining, and limitation and 

limitlessness which I refer to as points of ‘disconnection and connection’ in this visual research. 

As an artist, I was looking for points of connection that the women in the CoP were forming 

through the eyes of inter-culturalism and common points rather than disconnection, and the 

underlining differences between these aspects in cross-culturalism. 

Method and practical art backgrounds 

In this creative research, the CoP was deemed relevant as a methodology to help me build an 

understanding of the group’s identity challenges in the intersection of socio-cultural practices 

to which the adult Afghan women are subjected — those of their birth country and those in 

Australia. Wenger (2015) defines ‘community of practice’ as ‘groups of people who share a 

concern or passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact 

regularly’ (p. 1).  
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The CoP allows both cultural participation and reification2 to be interwoven and interplayed, 

allowing participants to create a social history of learning by accumulating memory of new 

socio-cultural experiences through practicing within a new environment and with new 

community members over a period of time. This is represented in conceptual and physical 

artefacts that are meaningful to each individual (Wenger 1998). The three crucial 

characteristics of a CoP have been identified by Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002) as: 

• A shared practice 

• A shared domain of interest 

• The members of the community interact and learn together 

The CoP, as evidenced through the WFG, was constructed on these three important points 

and provided a non-artistic (an educational) and an artistic platform through which to engage 

migrant/refugee women with  new socio-cultural practices. The social commitment of the 

women is remarkable in terms of the development of their subjectivity and identity through 

WFG practices.  

In establishing the practices for my study, I focused my attention on investigating how abstract 

installation art practices can explore and represent the challenges of female culture and 

gender identity particularly through domestic tasks. This influenced by own artistic 

contribution. I designed and led two creative art activities for the WFG group: Prayer mat 

(2016) in collaboration with the Peace Festival in Launceston (Tasmania), and Circular 

tablecloth (2017–2018), which took about a year to complete. Cooking and textiles are 

preceding skills that migrant women in the WFG bring to their new Australian context. Their 

skills in these areas mean that regardless of lacking proficiency as English language speakers, 

they can still build connections with Australian born citizens as well as other cultural 

background migrants (see Chapter 3). As an artist, I was inspired by herbs and spices which 

evoke the cultural specificity of smells, colours and softness such as salt, sugar, ground spices 

 

  
2 The reification is defined as ‘the process of attributing concrete form to an abstract concept’ according to Social Research 
Glossary-Quality Research International website. It also refers to Gajo Petrović (1965) who provided a definition for the process 

of developing reification as: ‘…”transformation of human beings into thing‑like beings, which do not behave in a human way but 
according to the laws of the thing‑world”. Although developed on the basis of Marx’s theory of alienation and commodity fetishism, 
Petrović defined it as “special’ case of alienation, its most radical and widespread form characteristic of modern capitalist society” 
(Harvey 2012-2020). 
 
Berger and Luckmann in their book published in 1966 (Naugle 2002, p.178) argued the “society as an objective reality” and 
defined the concept of “reification of social reality” through the following statement: …Reification is the apprehension of the 
products of human activity as if they were something else than human products –such as facts of nature, results of cosmic laws, 
or manifestations of divine will”…. According to Wikipedia on the page Reification (Marxism), Reification can take place when the 
natural or social processes are misunderstood, simplified or “when human specifically creations misconceived”.  
 
However, this visual research argues that the culture is not a complete object and is subject to social factors, which is transferable 
and flexible. Living within different socio-cultural norms can cause reification to take place and somehow is unavoidable.  
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and so forth that Afghan women gathered to cook. Through the aroma I recalled memories of 

childhood remembering how my mother, as a duty of care, would repeatedly cook for the 

family in exercising her cisgendered motherhood role as predestined by Afghan society.  

As a result of my CoP observations and personal memories, I selected mediums of salt, sugar, 

spices, herbs and water from the tasks of cooking as well as the patterns generated in the 

women’s craft activities, particularly the Prayer mat and Circular tablecloth. I combined the 

performative3 domestic tasks with metaphorical and symbolic objects (such as the mirror and 

circle) to embrace the cultural exchange of rituals, customs, feelings and values. For example, 

the mirror was a metaphor for a person's identity and presence, based on Cooley’s (1902) 

theory of ‘looking-glass-self, while the glass and mirror container in the final creative output of 

the project, the video installation, references the Afghan mirror embroidery as applied in the 

Circular tablecloth (2017–2018) activity. The circular shape has been used as a communal 

symbol across cultures and connects the creative outcomes of this research with the 

theoretical concepts. In sum, the CoP was a suitable method through which to visualise and 

convert this conceptual and immaterial cultural exchange into creative artworks (floor and 

video installation) to explore the experiences of in-betweenness4, and dynamism and fluidity 

of accumulated identity (see Chapter 4). The form, materials, patterns, installation location 

and technique utilised in my creative works have been selected based on the skills of the 

women’s group; the knowledge and skills they offer to the host society. This research is also 

influenced by Buddhist philosophies and associated arts such as the Ensō circle and the sand 

mandala, particularly ideas of ephemerality and transience.  

Simultaneously, while I was involved with observation and collection of visual data from the 

WFG, I was further investigating artists whose work resonates with this project’s practices. 

Many post-modern artists have engaged with current social issues such as mass 

migration/refugees, diaspora, displacement, home and mobility, which directly and indirectly 

impact on this creative study. Through this journey, I examined the artist-researchers’ 

experiments exploring post-modern world challenges such as the intersection of cultures, 

cultural conflict and contradiction, cultural confusion, and transformation. I established a 

context for my project through an examination of artists who pursue a community-engaged 

 

3 There are different ways they are a performance. They can be an enactment of gender roles and identity. This involves and the 
body moving in particular actions to complete the tasks. For clarity, Martha Rosler American Artist in her abstract video installation 
Semiotics of the kitchen (1975) introduce the cooking task as performative task in her kitchen scene.(Chapter 2- Page 34 & 35) 

4 'In-betweenness is related to liminality, is intermediary, interstitial, transitional and hybrid and has been theorised in anthropology 
as a culturally recognised liminal state that occurs during rites of passage or transition' (Summers & Clarke 2015). 
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practice, explore feminist and domestic themes, and create video installations and abstract 

installation works — in particular through the styles of surrealism, minimalism and symbolism. 

The intellectual focus or creative approaches of artists such as Mona Hatoum, Dacchi Dang 

and Taro Shinoda have particularly influenced my own creative art practices. The review of 

artists also highlights some of the known multi-national women art practitioners including 

Mona Hatoum who personally experienced diaspora but is settled in the intersection of 

cultures. My review also covers the works of Martha Rosler, who was inspired by social 

changes and, as a result, explored the evolvement of women’s roles (see Chapter 2). 

However, the challenge in the formation of my review was the limited numbers of artist-

researchers simultaneously informed by the method of community-engaged art practices with 

installation arts.  

Research question 

The focus of the project is shaped by the group of adult female migrants/refugees 

incorporating a CoP, the concept of home, and the performative of home tasks.  

I envisaged the CoP through WFG as a means of engaging in point of connection where the 

women’s social activities are embedded within a liminal space between the collective, 

traditional and less changeable culture, and that of current post-modern social practices and 

norms. In line with the method, the following research questions were developed: 

o How can I visually convert my understanding of the community of engaged practices 

to an abstract artefact based on group skills and experiences?  

o How can liminality as experienced by Afghan women be visually represented by 

creative art practices? 

o How can the artefacts generated by Afghan women through a ‘community of practice’ 

inform the development of creative art practices? 

Through exploring these questions and reflecting on the artworks produced by the women, I 

continued to explore the selected form, materials, patterns, and creative techniques to best 

represent the transitory nature, flexibility and fluidity of accumulated identity in the liminal 

space of culture and gender role, involving experiences of ‘disconnection and connection’.  
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Aim of study 

This project aims to expose and visualise the migrant/refugee challenges in forming a sense 

of belonging in the liminal space created within the intersection of social groups and 

institutions. Moreover, this brings the attention of audiences/viewers to world concerns about 

mass migration, Islamophobia, and women’s rights including gender equality.  

Specifically, the principal aims are:  

o To investigate ‘liminal space’ as a lived condition of identity transition through an 

understanding of how the intersections of ethnicity, migration and gender shape fluid 

and liminal identities. 

o To adopt a ‘community of practice’ method to creatively explore, expose and visualise 

moments of engagement, and development of migrant/refugee women’s experience 

throughout domestic tasks (cooking and textile craft).  

o To construct installation art based on the migrant/refugee women’s traditional crafts, 

which develops intercultural understandings.  

Application of CoP and the creative outcome 

By employing the community as a platform of investigation, the WFG as a CoP makes a link 

between different cultures and societies, including different social practices and gender roles. 

To undertake this project, an ethics application was submitted in May 2016 to the Tasmanian 

Social Sciences Human Research Ethics Committee. This included approval to undertake a 

survey, collect life stories, and create non–identifying videos and recordings of the women in 

the WFG. The research recorded, collected and documented the curated moments of 

exchanging knowledge and skills within the Australian/Tasmanian born and Afghan women’s 

community as local residents and their surroundings through photography and video 

recordings. These capture moments of the process, engagement, and exchange  through 

different domestic tasks (cooking and textile craft). Not only were the activities structured 

around the women’s skills and their main knowledge but also their actual needs, as they are 

mostly illiterate in their first language. The study considers key factors that impact on 

accelerating cultural connection such as illiteracy and lack of social skills among migrant 

Afghan women, and the actuality of the living within an Islamophobic atmosphere. Hence, 

visual communication (textile and craft) and embodied enactment (cooking and interacting 

with other women) were key means for moving beyond language. Community engaged 

workshops were organised, based on the sharing of migrant women’s skills and the 
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participants’ willingness to learn about ‘others’ in order to improve the process of integration 

through a circle of engagement. As mentioned, video and photographs showing the process 

of conceptual, visual and physical engagement, and the sharing, exchanging and 

development related to particular domestic tasks (cooking and crafting), were also collected. 

It is worth mentioning that the focus on the liminal space in this project shows the unstable 

atmosphere between cultures as an evolving and positive movement. This is achieved by 

emphasising the role of women who are transitioning from a traditional social structure to 

modernity within Australian society.  

To reflect this interest in liminality, in 2016 I started to experiment with materials (ink) and 

techniques (squeegee brush) on gloss paper in a series of abstract paintings entitled Circle of 

self. The selection of materials and techniques began to evolve based on ideas of using 

materials relevant to the domestic tasks performed by women who I observed in the CoP. By 

drawing on the artworks generated by the WFG, I began to explore the relationship and 

connection between the process of ‘poiesis’5 and the concept of ‘praxis’6. Key to these 

explorations was the symbolism of the circle. The circle was introduced as a connection point 

between cultures, cultural manner  reference to Katz and et. Al 1970, how cultures are 

transferred among the group, and as a graphical sign. Utilising the circle form of the sand 

mandala, Ensō circle and Islamic architecture as well as the circle of learning or culture circle7 

proposed by Brazilian educator and philosopher Paulo Freire (1970), I was able to connect 

the theory, method and practice. This further relates to the CoP, which forms a circle of 

learning or ‘circle of engagement’’ which are used interchangeably. 

The ‘circle of engagement and learning’ is a complex physical, visual and conceptual 

metaphor. This circle is consciously and unconsciously formed in both the mentioned projects 

of communities of engaged art, and as a symbol in my installation art as a means of exposing 

and visualising identity challenges. Symbolism became increasingly important to my creative 

art practice throughout my candidature. The abstract  

 

5 Poiesis: ‘In philosophy from Ancient Greek term (ποίησις) is "the activity in which a person brings something into being that  

did not exist before"’(Polkinghorne 2004). 
 
6 Praxis: ‘from Ancient Greek term (πρᾶξις) is the process by which a theory, lesson, or skill is enacted, embodied, or realized. 

"Praxis" may also refer to the act of engaging, applying, exercising, realizing, or practicing ideas’(Wikipedia: free encyclopedia). 

7 ‘The ‘dialogical action’ written about in Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Freire, 1970), years before Habermas published 
his Theory of Communication Action (2004a; 2004b – originally published in 1981), was based on years of Freire’s practice of 
teaching illiterate people in Brazil in the 1950s and 1960s. The axis of his practice was what he called ‘culture circle’, which is 
basically Habermas’ theory of free speech put into action’ (de Castro Chaib, p. 43). 
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artwork of Vision-in-between (2017) combined selected cooking materials and natural 

substances such as soil, sand, sugar, wheat, rice, bone and mineral stones with the symbolic 

circle on canvas. To respond effectively to the PhD visual project requirements, I decided to 

lower the position physically and changed the location of the artwork from the wall to the floor. 

Displaying the material on the floor seeks to evoke a sense of the challenge in a migrant’s 

resettlement, and symbolically represents an expanding sense of belonging. The traditional 

and cultural patterns of the Middle East are employed within a circle to connect the traditionally 

feminine crafts. This includes making use the memory of migrants: the familiar cooking 

materials such as salt, sugar, spices and herbs and the associated smells. These aspects 

were selected as an artistic drawing tool with which to connect with memories and to act as a 

reminder of the women’s predominant cyclic tasks.  

The visual outputs of this creative research are abstract artefacts using the symbolism of the 

circle in two different technical installations: the floor installations of Blending of cultures/smell 

of cultures (2018) and Intersection (2019), and the video installation Salt, sugar and water 

exchange (2018). These two distinct artworks under examination are utilising different media 

and materials and are brought together to make the final installation. The message conveyed 

through these installations materialises and symbolises the concepts of the transience of 

accumulated identity, and connecting fluidly with the women’s unprecedented futures within 

the space of different cultures and social role practices. While cultural connections and 

disconnections simultaneously occur, the stages of in-betweenness are not clearly delineated. 

However, the focus remained on converging common cultural interests and the participants’ 

role rather than pointing out diverging cultural issues. In this demonstration, the deformed 

circular shape encloses lines and patterns as a metaphorical-symbolic object in the floor 

installation, containing a characteristic of in-betweenness, transience/dynamism and 

fluidity/flexibility.  

The abstract mute video installation as one of the final outcome of this project utilises the 

same materials (salt and sugar), however it uses a container made of glass and mirror to 

reflect Cooley’s theory of ‘looking-glass-self’ (1902), and connects to the Afghan mirror 

embroidery applied in Circular tablecloth (2018). The use of water as a substance and the use 

of vibration in this video acts as a catalyst aimed to demonstrate a feeling of tension. In this 

regard, I was inspired by Hatoum’s The world map (2015) (see Chapter 2, Figure 2.28) to 

display migrants’/refugees’ feelings of uncertainty when they encounter Islamophobia. I used 

the process of salt/sugar dissolving in water to suggest that as a social and cultural tension 

the Islamophobic discourses had an in-depth impact on the speed of migrant women's 
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engagement and contribution within social activities. The final exhibition/examination is 

arranged in two different installations (floor installation and video installation) brought together 

which is planned to be exhibited in the end of January 2021.  

Outline of exegesis  

This brief summary provides an overview of the chapters of this exegesis, which are as follows:  

Chapter 1: Literature Review  This chapter covers the sociology of identity as a 

conceptual and theoretical background for this study in understanding and defining identity, 

self and body. The chapter briefly reviews the sociological framings of identity in modernity, 

post-modernity and late post-modernity. The chapter also explores how identity relates to the 

micro and macro levels of society, as well as the concepts of liminality and intersectionality 

particularly in relation ethnicity, culture and gender. In addition, the chapter offers an overview 

of the key terms used throughout this exegesis in connection with identities. 

Chapter   2:   Artistic Context  This chapter reviews relevant artists and contemporary 

approaches of art practitioners8. This is separated in two main sections: Gender, culture and 

liminality (section 2.2), and Symbolism of the circle (section 2.3). In these two sections, I 

examine artists who metaphorically consider society as a platform for their practice and pursue 

community-engaged practices. Also included are artists who explore: feminist and domestic 

themes with a focus on the intersection of cultures and gender; abstract installation works 

across several mediums including video installation; and those who feature surrealism, 

minimalism and symbolism influences in their work. This further includes artists whose 

creative works reflect on cultural transience and dynamism, and the fluidity of accumulated 

identity at socio-cultural intersections.  

Chapter 3: Community of Practice as a Methodology  This chapter defines 

‘community of practice’ and my role as an artist in creating and developing the CoP. It presents 

the creative works that migrant/refugee women have generated based on their skills and 

 

8 According to book Visual thinking by Arnheim (1969) and Oxford Lexico English Dictionary Abstract art and Abstraction have 

a specific art historical meaning, as credited by Russian artist Wassily Kandinsky (1866–1944) with producing the first abstract 
painting c.1910, and also reference to book Glossary of Art, Architecture and Design Since 1945 by John A. walker on 1992 
abstraction derived ultimately from Cubism by the work of German born American painter Hans Hofmann(1880-1966). 
 
The difference between symbolism and abstraction, representational and non-objective art are well explained in Glossary of Art, 
Architecture and Design 1945, by Walker, AJ 1992, and Balakian, A 1967. 
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enthusiasm. A discussion of the concerns/interests inherent in these artistic contexts are 

offered including how a CoP addresses these and how this has influenced my artistic practice. 

This chapter also focuses on ethnicity and the gender roles of Hazara migrant women from 

Afghanistan within the WFG using a CoP, namely their predominantly gendered roles 

including traditional domestic tasks such as ‘cooking and craft’. This is done to elaborate, 

expose and creatively visualise their social challenges within the liminal space of 

asymmetrical cultures.   

Chapter  4:  Creative Context   This chapter reveals the findings from long-term 

observations, studio practices, and critical thinking emergent from the methodology of 

practice-based research. It discusses how theory and practice -based research have led to 

the artworks. This chapter identifies, describes and discusses the distinct topics, methods and 

techniques that intertwined to expose, visualise and symbolise the migrant Afghan women’s 

gender roles and cultural identity challenges in the intersection of heterogeneous cultures and 

social roles. For the sake of clarity, the discussion of transience, fluidity, in-betweenness and 

the art process is outlined under five sub-headings: Fostering the form; Transposing material; 

Connecting symbolic form with materials; Connecting form and materials with space; and 

Linkage to symbolism. 

Chapter  5:  Conclusion  In conclusion, I offer a succinct appraisal of the argument in this 

PhD exegesis. The  imperceptible notion that I have identified, conceptualised and symbolised 

from this visual PhD practice-based research contributes toward an added conceptual and 

pragmatic perception of community of practice (CoP) and the visual interpretation of group 

generated artistic productions. It also comprises a conversion of  their cultural meaning to 

aesthetic of metaphoric-symbolism via abstract installations. The project commenced with 

recognising adult female migrants’/refugees’ identity challenges, and conceptualising identity 

accumulation and its transitory characteristics. It also led to representing liminal identity 

oscillation in between different socio-cultures via metaphorical and symbolical abstract 

installation. The  metaphorical and symbolical  artefacts that demonstrate the liminal identity 

sway between cultural contradictions and similarities, and moreover between collected 

memories and unprecedented future, which is interpreted in this visual project as a point of 

‘disconnection and connection’.  
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CHAPTER 1                              Literature Review  

1.1 Introduction 

Defining identity both as a concept and a lived experience is challenging due to its complexity, 

dynamism, and different conceptualisations across disciplines. From early psychological point 

of view, identity means a person's intrinsic traits, soul, personality, essence and entity that 

have been attributed to him/her (Martin & Barresi 2006), however in the last 50 years the 

personal identity became a particular challenge of adolescence (Erik Erikson1968). On the 

other hand, for sociologists, identity focuses on the self, individuality and subjectivity, and how 

these intersect with a range of social structures and groups including sexuality and ethnicity 

(Skinner, May & Rollock 2016).  

This chapter adopts a sociological perspective in order to examine the different ways of 

defining and understanding identity, self and body, beginning an examination of the 

sociological approaches to self-concept from modernity to late post-modernity. The key 

theoretical argument is that identity is embodied and relational through the interplay of self 

and body (what can be called ‘self-image’). My visual research draws on sociological 

perspectives, as presented in this chapter, in order to reflect on the effect of the self-concept 

in the community, and the effect of community on self. This will include accounting for the 

intersectionality of identity, ethnicity and gender as they relate to migrant/refugee issues.  

Of particular interest in liminality and identity from sociological perspectives linked with 

creative art practice, I explore how the identity of migrant/refugee women will change to 

accumulated identity or multiple identities. While this identity remains fluid in response to rapid 

societal structural changes and the growing complexity of the contemporary world. This 

identity transformation occurs when a female migrant’s or refugee’s identity is facing new 

social structures and institutional rules, leading to a reassessment of her own individual values 

in interaction with others. This involves adjusting identity within a new society in order to 

reduce the risk of uncertainty, loss, isolation, disorientation or indeterminacy.  

The chapter offers an overview of the key terms used throughout this exegesis in connection 

with identity such as social interaction, social role, social performance and social systems. 

This overview also addresses the self and memory, multiple identities, fluidity and liminality. 

By exploring these sociologically, I aim to expound both the curiosity with which I have 

approached this research as well as the theoretical basis upon which it rests. 
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1.2 Identity in the modern, post-modern and late post-modern 

society 

According to a classical definition of identity indicates sameness, likeness or belonging to a 

place or a bigger group such as nation, culture, ethnicity and belief (Fearon 1999). It can also 

be a sign of a fact or state of remaining in the condition of being oneself (Kariger & Fierro 

1995). Nevertheless, it is apparent that most current sociological definitions of identity as 

expressed in late post-modern theories are built on the intersection of self and body with others 

in social interaction including the influence of social institutions such as family, education, 

government, economy, employment, religion and the mass media (Kehily 2009). According to 

Australian sociologist, Kate Cregan (2012), ‘In broad terms, identity can be said to be the 

result of the material and/or intellectual connections we make with others, with whom we have 

something in common’ (p. 113). Cregan (2012) further argued that ‘Identity is … also formed 

on the basis of rejection, on what we are not’ (p. 113, original emphasis), as individuals can 

identify who they are and who they are not. Identity, the self, body and society are interrelated, 

and unavoidably linked and dynamic. 

1.2.1 Identity construction 

There are three ways of looking at self, body and society sociologically — micro-level, meso 

and macro-level. These help to explain the rapid social changes and the current dynamic 

condition in constructing an identity from a sociological point of view. Serpa and Ferreira 

(2019) explain that micro-level sociology addresses the study of individual or group ‘behaviour 

in contexts of everyday direct interaction’ (p.121). In contrast, macro-level sociology refers to 

a larger scale of society and emphasises analysis of the social system, structural level and 

population (Calhoun 2002). Identity is approached from a micro-lens perspective, with 

considerations of how individual identity is impacted and influenced by the macro. This reveals 

the dynamism of self-identity, as it is not something that individuals are born with but rather 

something that is acquired and flexibly develops and evolves in interaction with others in the 

social context (Gidden 1997). The meso level is out of this visual research capacity and not to 

be included. 

Identity in modern and post-modern contexts 

Identity, self and body image have attracted considerable sociological attention since the turn 

of the twentieth century. Micro-level theorists such as American social psychologist Charles H 
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Cooley proposed a metaphor of ‘reflected’ or ‘looking-glass-self’ (1902). In his book Human 

nature and the social order (1902), Cooley contended that an individual's self-identity develops 

out of a society's relationships, communications and interactions, and the understanding of 

others.  For Cooley writing in the early twentieth century, identity develops from how the 

individual imagines how others perceive them, and so they tailor their look and interactions in 

order to meet these perceived expectations. This involves reflexive self-consciousness 

(Cooley 1902). He defined three principal elements of the idea of the self as emerging as 

follows: ‘the imagination of our appearance to the other person; the imagination of his[/her] 

judgment of that appearance, and some sort of self-feeling, such as pride or mortification’ 

(Cooley 1902, p. 184). This line of thinking could be fertile ground for exploring the identity of 

migrants/refugees in a new society, as most people are not conscious of this social-feeling 

unless or until ‘failure or disgrace arrives’ (Cooley 1902, p. 208).  

While Cooley’s arguments are based on identity as self-perception, American sociologist 

George H Mead (1934) is more concerned with social interactions. Mead saw ‘the self as 

emerging out of mind, the mind as arising and developing out of social interaction, which 

patterned social interaction as forming the basis of social structure’ (Stets & Burke 2003, p. 

4). He further developed the idea of ‘self-reflects-society’ by identifying two distinct aspects of 

the self — an ‘I’ and a ‘me’. ‘I’ is a productive and spontaneous agent of the self while being 

responsive and reactive to the reactions of others towards the ‘me’ self, which is experienced 

as an object: ‘The self is both a subject and an object, the “I” as the subject which thinks and 

acts, the “me” as the individual’s awareness of self as an object in the world existing for others’ 

(Swingewood 1991, p. 266). In terms of memory, the ‘I’ of this moment is present in the ‘me’ 

of the next moment. It is in memory that the ‘I’ is continuously present in experience (Mead 

1934). Therefore, the self is a dynamic interpretation of collected experiences and 

imaginations of an unprecedented future. This definition of self in terms of memory may 

explain the condition of migrant memory when they are in the threshold position of being 

disconnected with past experiences while connecting with an uncertain future. 

Influential Canadian Sociologist Erving Goffman (1956,1959) elaborated on Cooley’s 

argument through theatre as an analogy for people’s social interactions. While Cooley focused 

on an internal process — how we imagine others perceive us — Goffman focused more on 

social process and interactions. Goffman noted that people learn how to interact and present 

themselves to the world, and this occurs through social interaction. Goffman (1959) proposed 

a dramaturgical framework, and in this model, his concern was how the participants act 

differently when away from others’ eyes compared to when others are involved. He 
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distinguished performers’ behaviour by the region he calls ‘backstage’, where ‘the performer 

can relax; he can drop his front’ (1959, p. 112) and the frontstage where a ‘scenario’ 

demonstrates the interaction of an individual with others. Goffman believed that human 

interaction depends on the time, place and audiences. As such, migrants/refugees are more 

relaxed and act differently in a familiar environment (out of public view), which is in their 

comfort zone rather than when facing strangers (front stage/ in front of public view). Goffman 

(1959, pp. 112–113) referred to Simone de Beauvoir’s (1953) example that women alone are 

more relaxed with other women than with men because women are more conscious of playing 

a role in front of men.  

Goffman subsequently claims that a group of people’s social interactions often demonstrate 

patterns of common cultural and social scripts, and they use props and costumes to support 

their roles (such as their selection of clothing). Goffman (1959) asserted that the concept of 

‘role’ describes ‘the socially ascribed content of an inevitable aspect of social life through which 

we produce and present a range of “selves” to the world and thereby offer ourselves to the 

judgment of others’ (Sullivan & West-Newman 2007, p. 239). In terms of gender roles, 

Goffman (1979) in his work on gender and advertising, suggested that there is a diversity of 

ways of defining gender and one can say ‘there is no gender identity’ (p. 8). Our gender 

performances, however, are constrained by the ‘schedules’ that in social structure are 

available. As such, we are generally performing our gender role:  

… gender roles might be seen as things we ‘do’ rather than as an expression of what 

we ‘are’. In turn, some of these performances accord with dominant relations of 

power, while other performances resist or contest widespread social expectations 

(Matthewman & West-Newman & Curtis 2007, p. 208, original emphasis). 

Nevertheless, in the twenty-first century, the complexities of gender and gender roles as we 

experience them in contemporary Australia are influenced by the intersection of different 

cultures. Therefore, it is deemed difficult for the migrants/refugees who are living in between 

diverse social practices with role expectations to act correspondingly. Goffman(1959) asserts 

that people act based on the situation and also added that since the role a person will play in 

a given situation is not predictable, we should wait until a situation becomes clear and the 

person acts. It is, however, hard to imagine such interaction occurring for people who come 

from different socio-cultural conditions; they might not be able to understand the social scripts 

and may experience linguistic and cultural barriers. The social role seems to be an indistinct 

situation for a migrant/refugee upon entering into society, and it is also often left to the social 
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situation to define such a role. Therefore, it should not come as a surprise if migrant/refugee 

actions are different to the social norm.   

Understanding of identity requires self-awareness from both Cooley’s and Mead’s points of 

view (Cregan 2012). For Goffman (1959), identity is a performative and dramatic social 

outcome as introduced by the ‘mask’ which, through its application, we perform our role in 

different situations including home, at work, in private and public. Cooley, Mead and Goffman 

all attempted to refine and classify the self’s and body’s perception and action using different 

approaches in order to better understand the embodied nature of identity, however, they 

mostly consider the notion of societal structures as a stable concept, and consequently paid 

less attention to other participants’/actors’ actions and the influence of social factors and 

forces. Overall, according to my research observation, their assumptions were based on a 

stable social structure within a monolithic culture, which may not address the current world 

issues such as the challenge of human mass mobility and the intersection of cultures, ethnicity 

and gender. These appear to be the main challenges emerging from the migrant/refugee 

communities within a multicultural/cosmopolitan society.  

When considering social interactions in a symbolic interactionism approach, Herbert Blumer 

(1969) emphasises a situational approach (Sebnem & Fusun 2015) aligned with Goffman’s 

argument. From this point of view, ‘human society as an organisation is a framework, in which 

acting units develop their actions’ (Blumer 2005, pp. 98–99). Similarly to Goffman, this 

situational approach to self and society defines the self through interaction with other people. 

It considers society as a live platform which is always in the process of being and is formed 

by definitions and interpretation of actors in different situations or through coordinated 

interactions of individuals (Blumer 1969; Goffman 1959). As such, ‘structural features, such 

as “culture”, “social systems”, “social stratification”, or “social roles”, set conditions for their 

[individual] action but do not determine their action’ (Blumer 2005, p. 98). Therefore, culture 

andvalues are important because they create situations and symbols for actors and actions of 

individuals, but people also have agency. Individuals can engage reflexively with social 

structures and institutions: ‘the distinguishing feature of this argument appears in society, 

where people as acting units do not act towards culture, social structure or the like; they act 

towards [the] situation’ (Blumer 2005, p. 98). In Goffman and Blumer’s perspectives, the value 

of the culture does not work in isolation as a result of internal dynamics or the requirements 

of the system.  

In modern society, it is prevalent for situations to arise in which the actions of participants are 

not previously regulated or standardised (Blumer 2005, pp. 98–99). Therefore, it is notable 
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that ‘the modern self as developed by Cooley, Mead, Goffman, Blumer and … upon which 

modern notions of identity are predicted, is a quite different proposition from what is now called 

‘the post-modern self’’ (Sullivan & West-Newman 2007, p. 246). The significant debate in the 

transformation of modern identity to post-modern identity has been addressed by Bauman 

(1996), where transformation has been addressed as:  

If the modern problem of identity was how to construct an identity and keep it solid and 

stable, the post-modern problem of identity is primarily how to avoid fixation and keep 

the option open. In the case of identity, as in other cases, the catchword of modernity 

was creation; the catchword of postmodernity is recycling (Bauman 1996, p. 18). 

The next subsection provides an overview of postmodern identity challenges from a macro 

perspective.   

Post-modern identity in between micro and macro 

The above sociological approaches are informed by micro-perspectives that focus on 

individual agency. Prominent sociologist Anthony Giddens in New rules of sociological method 

(1976) criticised the divided approaches of macro-level and micro-level sociology. In his view 

of structuration, society is not a collective reality and nor should the individual be treated as 

the central unit of analysis in answering the question of whether it is individual action or social 

structures that shapes social lives. He defined structuration as involving ‘the duality of 

structure, which relates to the fundamentally recursive character of social life, and expresses 

the mutual dependence of structure and agency’ (1979, p. 69). The term ‘structuration’ applies 

where the actor meets and interacts with the social structure. Giddens argues that just as 

social structure constrains an individual’s independence, these social structures are adjusted 

and retained through the exercise of individual agency. This means that the social structure 

constrains individual behaviour, but individual behaviour also makes the social structure 

possible.  

Giddens (1991, Chapter 1) noted that features of social structures including cultures, 

traditions, social institutions, and sets of social expectations which are based on tradition are 

often viewed as static and stable and will be targeted for change. Individuals — either 

intentionally or unintentionally — reproduce social expectations through ignorance or in 

rejection of tradition. According to Giddens (1991):  
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A person's identity is not to be found in behavior, nor — important though this is — in 

the reactions of others, but in the capacity to keep a particular narrative going. The 

individual's biography, if she is to maintain regular interaction with others in the day-

to-day world, cannot be wholly fictive. It must continually integrate events which occur 

in the external world, and sort them into the ongoing ‘story’ about the self (Giddens 

1991, p. 54, original emphasis).  

He further emphasised that in contemporary society, individuals have access to unlimited 

unknown sources of information that affect decision-making, its consequences, and the 

following actions. We build, keep, modify and extend the story of our life and make new roles: 

‘What to do? How to act? Who to be? These are focal questions for everyone living in 

circumstances of late modernity — and ones which, on some level or another, all of us answer, 

either discursively or through day-to-day social behavior’ (Giddens 1991, p. 70). Giddens 

believes as affiliations to nations become more abstract, the increasing reflexivity of everyday 

life in developed countries leads to further fracturing of identity into the reflexive identities of 

post-modern individuals9. The person then takes on the responsibility of self-construction as 

a method of (self-)control in a world in which the certainties (work, family, community) of prior 

social formations have fractured (Giddens 1991).  

Cregan (2012) noted that ‘post-modern constructions of identity hold that none of these 

[Class/Caste, Colonialism/Post-colonialism, Difference, Disability/Ability, Race/Ethnicity] are 

fixed, therefore identity is not fixed’ (p. 114). Cregan (2012) proposed that ‘all the embodied 

aspects of identity are therefore open to adaptation, conscious presentation and re-

presentation’ (p. 114). Similarly, Sullivan & West-Newman (2007) further argued that: 

… the conditions under which the self was constituted had changed and moved 

beyond modern to a social climate and milieu that some theorists described as post-

modernism. Under these conditions, in late modernity individuals now have to rely on 

their own authority to make judgements and decisions about how to construct and live 

their selves and identities (Sullivan & West-Newman 2007, p.  247).  

According to Cregan (2012), Anderson (1991) has characterised this kind of identity ‘as our 

self-selecting membership of what, in post-modern societies, are “imagined communities”’  

 

9 This visual research followed a strand of migration studies that does deal with migrant identities, these are often related to 

settlement processes and living in between cultures (which overlaps with examining support structures). Therefore, other 
discussion of migrant studies and the support structure was not offered in this thesis. 
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(p. 113). Anderson imagined a nation as a community that is socially constructed, and people 

perceive or imagine themselves as a part of this community. For Anderson (1991), people 

living within the same geographical and cultural borders maintain a strong connection, a circle 

of unity and horizontal equality with the fellow citizen. They create a limited imagination of 

surroundings, even though this is based on the fact that may never know, meet or hear the 

voices of others — even experiencing injustice, unfairness and conflict. However, he expands 

this opinion to embrace the wider society and to encompass the global context.  

In recent decades, the imagined community 10extended beyond the nation-state, where the 

diverse and multiple nations are connected by growing technology and virtual networking: 

‘moreover, with the growth of technology, there is a proliferation of fragmented and incoherent 

images in the media to draw upon, as well as virtual worlds in which one can construct virtual 

identities free of the constraints and frameworks of modern social structures like family and 

community’ (Sullivan & West-Newman 2007, p. 247). Therefore, the limited imagination of 

national community crosses nation-state borders regardless of geographically distributed 

nations, and expands to a broader community worldwide. This is how Anderson (1991) 

explored the process found in vast array of relevant political and historical literature that 

argued the case for global ‘imagined communities’.  This worldwide approach brings with it a 

new era of setting a common goal in fighting for human rights, gender equality, eliminating 

terrorism, controlling climate change and eradication of poverty as a united global community. 

This is a new situation that late post-modern identity is encountering, which has challenges of 

its own with the potential risks and opportunities.  

Since the discussion of identity and self is expanding worldwide, Kehily (2009) has suggested 

that ‘identity matters more now because we have more choices’ (p. 1), clarifying the late 

modern social worlds as appearing to ‘offer fluidity, mobility and choice’(p. 1). Individuals may 

engage with ‘project identity’ (Castells 1997) to find and redefine their position in society, as 

based on the availability of social resources such as cultural materials offered to them. This 

allows the possibility of multiple and shifting selves ‘as a pastiche personality, … constantly 

borrowing bits and pieces of identity from whatever sources are available and constructing 

them to be useful or desirable in a given situation’ (Gergen 1991, p. 150).   

 

10 Imagined community is a concept developed and introduced to sociological literature by 
Benedict Anderson in his book 1983 Imagined Communities to provide a macro-level analysis of nationalism spread in early 
modern Europe (Phillips 2002). 

 
The discussion of virtual communication and networking is very vast, which is out of scope of this exegesis. 



 

 20 

These post-modern understandings of identity capture those of the migrant/refugee self. Their 

identity is formed through collecting bits and pieces of random information from different social 

structures, and through social networking and interpretation. As such, these sociological 

arguments are employed in this research to demonstrate the challenging condition of the 

migrant/refugee self in between two different social structures and social norms: one as a 

traditional society which is embedded in their initial identity, and the other in the late post-

modern dynamic structure of their recently adopted home. This study is committed to 

demonstrating how the identities of migrants/refugees are accumulated while being exposed 

to new influential social factors. My investigation conceptualises and visualises an evolvement 

in the transformation of the self in female migrants/refugees through their interaction within a 

community of practice, where learning is key. 

Identity in liminality of duality 

The first wave of migration notably after World war II and since in the late 19th century towards 

USA and others, we have seen increasing human mobility physically across geographical 

space as well as virtually. Therefore, migration has become the norm in the human routine. 

Living in a cosmopolitan society and crossing borders is very common due to the increasing 

numbers of international migrations and the movement of refugees en masse. Such current 

human mobility increases the numbers of diverse human connections and disconnections in 

the intersections of ethnicity, religion, culture,  gender, language, politics, education and race. 

These disconnections and connections situate migrants/refugees within ‘new space-time 

realities and hence a liminal positioning’ (Bhabha 2004, p. 2).  

This visual research intended, through a community of practice, to investigate the connection 

and disconnection emerging between asymmetrical cultures, social structures and institutions. 

Within the intersection of this connection, the aim was to explore the distances between 

gender role expectations and cultural differences (see Chapters 2 & 3). In particular, the 

migrants/refugees experience social interaction in the place where they are physically present 

while connecting to their past social experiences that occurred elsewhere. This can be 

explored through the concept of liminality. The creative study derived the term of liminal from 

Arnold Van Gennep (1960, 1977) who categorised liminality in three stages in a spatial ‘rites 

of passage’ model: separation (characterised as a detachment process); limen/threshold 

(characterised as an ambiguous and uncertain process); and incorporation or aggregation as 

a general human life transition. Van Gennep proposed ‘to call the rites of separation from a 

previous world, pre-liminal rites, those executed during the transitional stage liminal (or 
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threshold) rites, and the ceremonies of incorporation into the new world post-liminal rites’ (Van 

Gennep 1960, 1977, p. 21). Such transitions are addressed at the establishing of both 

temporal (across time) and different social experiences (Turner 1969). Turner11 (1969) built 

on this idea on liminality and defined ‘‘'threshold people” who are necessarily ambiguous since 

in this condition people elude or slip through the network of classifications that normally locate 

states and positions in cultural space’ (p.  95). According to Turner, ‘liminal entities are neither 

here nor there; they are betwixt and between’ (Turner 1969, p. 95). Such liminality can also 

be defined ‘as a reconstruction of identity (in which the sense of self is significantly disrupted) 

in such a way that the new identity is meaningful for the individual and their community’ (Beech 

2011, p. 287). To discuss this idea further in the context of migrants/refugees, the liminal space 

offers them a realm within which to reassess their own identity by participating in socio-cultural 

practices with new community members. In this visual research, the transition is interpreted 

as an evolutionary process. The focus on the Women’s Friendship Group (WFG) as a 

community of practice provided evidence of the lived transitory process and associated 

challenges that are experienced by migrant/refugee women. This study intends to identify the 

study of ‘liminoid experience’ as articulated by Turner (1974) to refer to experiences that have 

characteristics of liminal but distinguishable from liminal experiences by optionality, voluntarily 

and  informality and not involving a resolution of a personal crisis.  

However, the notion of liminal and liminoid experiences is subsequently extended into our 

contemporary life by growing technology and increasing the possibility of the intersection of 

different socio-cultures. As exposed in sociological debates, liminal becomes an uncertainty 

experienced by individuals in every moment of random connection and disconnection that is 

created by the transformation of social networking to limitless and broader worldwide 

networking (Bauman 200712). Turner (1974) believed that in complex modern societies ‘both 

types [of experiences: liminal and liminoid] coexist in a sort of cultural pluralism’ (p. 86). Turner 

(1974) further contended that both ‘liminal’ and ‘liminoid’ require ‘studying symbols in social 

action, in praxis’ (p. 86). 

 

11 Victor Witter Turner (1920 –1983) was a British (Glascow-Scotland) anthropologist who studied rituals and social change and 

was famous for developing the concept of "liminality," first introduced by Arnold van Gennep, and for coining the term 
"communitas." Turner's work revealed much about the processes of social change, both from the point of view of the individual 
experience and the development of common beliefs that characterize the social group. New World Encyclopedia, 
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Victor Turner. 
 
12 Zygmount Bauman as a Polish sociologist and philosopher in his books Liquid Modernity 2000 and Liquid times: living in an 
age of uncertainty 2007, interpreted ‘the present time, as a time which turns into a shapeless mass tending to a constant and 
relentless change’ (Palese 2013). 
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There are a large number of cross-sectional studies relating to identity and liminality 

(Thomassen 2009) which suggest that liminality occurs ‘at the intersection of structure and 

agency and so are particularly well fitted to expanding our understanding of self-identity/social-

identity mutual construction’ (Beech 2011, p. 286). This study uses the participatory 

atmosphere in the WFG, in which women voluntarily practise social and cultural competency 

and learn through sharing skills and knowledge from within this new community, which is 

progressive and evolving (see Chapter 3). Construction of identity is one of the outcome of 

the processes that participants engage in WFG as a CoP. Beech (2011) highlighted about 

identity construction formed ‘as a mutually co-constructive interaction between individuals and 

social structures’ (p. 285). As such, identity construction is ‘the process through which the 

individual agent constitutes and is constituted by their social setting and the discourses 

available to them and those around them’ (Beech 2011, p. 286). 

To pursue this visual research, I was influenced by Daskalaki, Butler and Petrovic’s 13(2016) 

argument of de/construction of liminal identities across different locations (or translocality). 

They argued that ‘social actors, who are perpetually in a liminal position, are constantly 

crossing the limen (threshold) and because of this, they identify with none and/or many 

positions at the same time’ (Daskalaki, Butler and Petrovic, 2016, p. 186). This means that 

their identity involves multiplicity, with ‘liminality and translocality [being] as embedded and 

embodied phenomena experienced in relational [lived relations], spatio-temporal [lived space-

time], and inter-corporeal [lived body] dimensions’ (Daskalaki, Butler and Petrovic 2016, p. 

184), all of which are unavoidably interconnected. The migrants/refugees have experienced 

such liminality in every single moment of life while living in between, and interacting with, 

divergent socio-cultures. However, according to my personal experiences, these positions 

appear differently for individuals to define, experience and react to because there is not a fixed 

socio-cultural pattern, symbol or role model. With regard to this argument, Daskalaki, Butler 

and Petrovic (2016) revealed much evidence among researchers who have articulated social 

actors’ experience of being in transitional liminality, and being in between the past and a new 

situation, and the consequent feelings of perpetual liminality and experience of ambiguity and 

in-betweenness.  

Turner and Turner (1978) note that in liminality, as well as in transition, potentiality exists.  

From  Ward’s (1993) point of view, this potentiality is materialised by the ‘boundary-dwellers’, 

 
13 ‘This article discusses the de/construction of liminal identities in relation to translocal patterns of work. Liminal identit ies are 
explored as socio-spatial, temporary crystallizations of translocal bodily experiences, disrupted by differentially embodying 
displacements and emplacements across space–time. Daskalaki, Butler and Petrovic’s (2016, Abstract). 
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namely ‘those who permanently live in between structures and cause threat to social order by 

constantly crossing boundaries (remain translocal)’ (Daskalaki, Butler & Petrovic  2016,  

p. 186). Understanding these multiple potentials requires self-reflection. Self-monitoring thus 

becomes a preferred strategy for the mutable self, from which emerges a self that evolves 

beyond the fixity of the self as an object to the liquidity of self as a process. Hence this research 

develops a strong backward-looking and forward-looking consciousness of migrants/refugees 

to temporally constructing a sense of self by considering the potentiality of their former and 

future identities that embrace translocality (Daskalaki, Butler & Petrovic  2016, p. 186). 

One of the aims of the WFG is assisting the process of settlement of migrants/refugees in their 

new socio-cultural space. This visual research utilises the concept of the liminal condition for 

understanding the experiences of these new arrivals who have joined the WFG, and employs 

the CoP as a method by which to observe the challenge of migrant/refugee women (see 

Chapter 3).  

Defining the identity as fragmented and unfixed reflects a dynamic and unsettled society, 

where there are no common historical myths and no fixed set of symbols (Turner 1969, 1974). 

This social network in which people live their lives is influenced by global networking, in which 

virtual and non-virtual networking are embedded. Therefore, identity can no longer be 

sustained and should be considered as continually fluid and adjusting, as well as being 

dynamic, complex and accumulated. In the following subsection I will define the concept of 

intersectionality and connect it to the focus group of migrant/refugee women from the WFG 

who have shared social activities. 

1.2.2 Identity, ethnicity, culture and gender 

According to the Oxford English Dictionary (OED, third edition 2015), the term 

‘intersectionality’ refers to ‘the interconnected nature of social categorisations such as race, 

class, and gender [as they apply to a given individual or group], regarded as creating 

overlapping and interdependent systems of discrimination or disadvantage; a theoretical 

approach based on such a premise’. 

The theory of ‘intersectionality’ was coined by Kimberle W Crenshaw (1989) as an American 

Lawyer and human rights activist who argued that social justice movements ignored the issues 

of women of colour by not paying enough attention to the influence of intersecting identities 

(that is, gender and race/ethnicity). Crenshaw (1991) proposed that an awareness of the 

concept of intersectionality helped to make a framework for understanding the differences 
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among us and ground negotiation with regard to how these differences convey meaning in the 

administration of group politics. She believed ‘intersectionality might be more broadly useful 

as a way of mediating the tension between assertions of multiple identity and the ongoing 

necessity of group politics’ (p. 1245). In other words, this theory offers important assistance in 

understanding the interweaving of complex discrimination and disadvantaged peoples 

(individual, group) face in everyday life due to their differences in race, gender, and ethnicity 

(Dastagir 2017). A growing interest in intersectionality has created a large body of literature 

investigating this concept, including consideration of the complicated systemic social forces 

that impose marginalisation on an individual or a group. In 2013, Timothy.J. Berard expanded 

this argument by focusing more on the intersecting of issues associated with subcultures of 

class, race and ethnicity, sex and gender, ecology and human development in order to explain 

social injustice and crime. Berard (2013) overviewed how the movement has grown gradually, 

and the direction extended and changed. This direction focuses significantly on gender and 

sexuality as well as racial and ethnic inequalities and issues of class (such as economic 

inequality, poverty and financial insecurity).   

In the case of this visual research, it is then important to increase realisation of how women 

from the Afghan Shia Hazara group 14with different ethnic and cultural backgrounds perceive 

themselves as women in the context of cultural, gender and social positioning as well as how 

they are experiencing this positioning within the late post-modern gender role movement. 

Conceptualising the individual or group social and cultural interactions and experiences in the 

intersection can be developed in order to prevent misunderstanding of the condition and to 

improve the outcomes. As such, it was important to develop a research methodology that 

encouraged the women to participate in my visual research project and enable the capture of 

in-depth observations that gave insight into the subtle differences of cultural, ethnicity and 

gender understandings related to the identity, self and body and the social realities in which 

they exist. Therefore underpinning this visual project investigation within the liminal condition 

is the concept of intersectionality wherein differences may be observed in order to emphasise 

similarity and to enhance social inclusion.  

 

14 The Hazaras are an ethnic group native to, and primarily residing in, the mountainous region of Hazarajat, in central 

Afghanistan. They speak the Hazaragi dialect of Persian which is mutually intelligible with Dari, one of the two official 
languages of Afghanistan. Majority are Shia, uses Wikipedia as a reference. 
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Liminality and intersectionality experiences 

In light of these understandings of liminality and intersectionality, it is important to consider the 

features and activities of the WFG and CoP . In this project, the WFG represented a CoP 

which is within the intersection of asymmetrical socio-culture between Islamic 

traditional/religious culture and the culture of late post-modernity in Australia. It was shaped 

to foster connection and inclusion in order to build confidence in women through sharing and 

learning. It aimed to minimise the chance of isolation or disorientation of Muslim women due 

to their socio-cultural, race, gender, ethnicity, class and religious differences.  The CoP in this 

visual research was comprised of women from a community that has experienced socio-

cultural marginalisation, which has also been influenced by being part of the Afghan Hazaras-

Shia minority among the Suni majority in Afghanistan. In this traditional-religious social 

structure, gender inequality is commonly practised through male dominance and sense of 

superiority. These practices impose upon and force women to carry out limited pre-determined 

gender tasks in the household, which also includes being deprived of having preliminary 

education. These women have been brought up in a traditional culture that is resistant to 

change, defined by Levi Strauss as a ‘cold culture’ (cited in Subrt 2018). 

Adult female Afghans have therefore grown up in a monolithic ideological system and have a 

collective social connection while they are simultaneously exposed to and are interacting with 

a new social setting in the Australian social context, where individual choice is the norm. This 

context is a contemporary society with a generally high standard 15of living and one that has 

been influenced by the feminist movement (Gillis, Howard & Mumford 2007), namely one 

where the female gender role expectation has been redefined and presents diverse 

opportunities.  

Challenges face the migrant women's identity through being placed in between these two 

asymmetrical socio-cultural practices — Afghan and Australian — and their identity swings 

between these two cultures. However, this offers an opportunity for these women to practise 

both cultures. Afghan women are offered an opportunity to practise their own active agency 

free from male, ethnic and religious domination (Rostami-Povey 2007) in the Australian 

context and the associated social activities while maintaining their own cultural and gendered 

identities, which play out in the formation of flexible accumulated identity. Without doubt, a 

female migrant/refugee finds many challenges that contain paradoxes between constraint and 

 

15 It is important to acknowledge that contemporary Australian society is more complex than suggested in this visual research. 

There is a considerable poverty, particularly but not only, among first nations, migrants/refugees and older women. 



 

 26 

opportunity, and limitation and limitlessness. The platform that this PhD visual research 

intended to seek to provide flexibility and fluidity for the accumulated identity to evolve, which 

in turn helps a new situation to be better understood by migrants/refugees in order to act 

adequately and accordingly.  

As an artist, I look for the point of connection through the eyes of inter-culturalism and common 

points, rather than disconnection and underlining differences. However, how far women 

migrants/refugees go in the face of structural constraints and opportunities depends on the 

individual’s abilities and freedoms to assert their active agency.  

1.3 Chapter summary 

This chapter outlined the construction of identity, self and body through sociological 

perspectives, including a brief overview of sociological approaches to self-concept from 

modernity to late post-modernity. It describes the current dynamic condition and the rapid 

social changes in constructing an identity from scholars in the field. The study intends to 

investigate the theory of the self and body and structure, which could be linked to some extent 

to the current condition of traditional migrants’/refugees’ identity challenges and 

transformation within a current post-modern social structure and institutions. This chapter  

defines two ways of looking at self, body and society — micro-level and macro-level. Although 

identity is approached from a micro-lens perspective in sociology, studying the macro-level 

helped to reflect on the effect of the self-concept in the community and the effect of community 

on self.  The chapter has given an overview of the arguments of prominent sociologists such 

as Cooley, Mead, Goffman, Blumer, Gidden and Bauman in order to explore how our 

understandings of identity have changed through the concept of time. A brief discussion was 

offered from sociologists who studied the notion of identity from divided perspectives. The 

term of ‘structuration’, where the actor meets and interacts with the social structure, was 

further discussed, namely when the structure constrains individual behaviour, but also makes 

it possible. An important concept of ‘imagined community’ central to identity debates was 

proposed as being emotionally connected with mass anonymous people through social 

networking. Also included was the notion of multiple and shifting selves ‘as a pastiche 

personality’ that continually collects bits and pieces of identity from a range of sources.  

The concept of ‘liminality’, the ‘threshold people’ characteristic, and experiences of liminal and 

liminoid phenomena has also been discussed, that is where liminality and uncertainty 

experienced by individuals is extended to every moment of random connection and 

disconnection. Together, the studies examined indicate that, in the late contemporary social 
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condition, identity changes by the reciprocal impact of diverse situations on self and the 

diverse selves’ roles and actions on the structure. The actor receives mixed anonymous clear 

and unclear messages from known and unknown co-participants through worldwide social 

networking; no more is there a stable classical social structure, and identity can no longer be 

sustained. In other words, identities in post-modern societies are no longer fixed and are rather 

fluid and flexible. Identity is open to renegotiation and reconfiguration in response to social 

contexts and social change. This can be challenging as well as opportunistic for 

migrants/refugees who come from a less flexible culture or a ’cold culture’.  

The chapter also included a section on the intersectionality of identity, ethnicity and gender as 

they relate widely to migrant/refugee issues. In the intersectionality of identity section, I offered 

a brief overview of scholars’ findings and defined the meaning of the term and how it is applied 

to the society in the intersection of culture, gender and ethnicity. In the context of this visual 

research, I explain how the WFG as a CoP was shaped in the liminal space of asymmetrical 

socio-cultures in order to assist the migrants/refugees in reducing isolation and disorientation 

as they are living ‘in-between’ and need to be competent with social expectations through 

social learning.  

In the next chapter, I explore the artistic context relevant to this PhD research. The chapter 

will examine the work of a range of  artists  who metaphorically consider society as a platform 

for their practice, with a focus on the intersection of cultures and gender. This further includes 

artists whose creative works reflect on cultural transience and dynamism, and also the fluidity 

of accumulated identity in socio-cultural intersections. 
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CHAPTER 2                                  Artistic context 

2.1 Introduction 

This PhD research considers differing socio-cultural expectations of gender roles for migrant 

women and the impacts of these roles on their cultural conditioning within the intersection of 

asymmetrical socio-cultures. In my own creative practice, I have investigated their gendered 

domestic tasks in order to demonstrate the challenges of migrant women in this liminal space 

of in-betweenness. The PhD research visually explores how cultural practices performed by 

women within the home can be a point of connection between individuals and lead to the 

emergence of new socio-cultural practices (see Chapter 3). To situate these concerns, in this 

chapter I explore the artistic context relevant to this PhD research. The chapter will examine 

the work of a range of  artists  who focus on the intersection of cultures and gender. This 

further includes artists whose creative works reflect cultural transience and dynamism, and 

also the fluidity of accumulated identity in socio-cultural intersections.  

The social issues addressed by artists that are directly and indirectly relevant to my creative 

practice include:  

• mass migrations/refugees (Jacob Lawrence’s paintings Migration series 1940–1941; 

Pacita Abad, Immigrant experience 1992 from her painting series The American 

dreams; Mona Hatoum, Routes II 2002); 

• diaspora and displacement (Homecoming 2008, a video work by Brendan Fernandes);  

• identity (Sylvie Blocher, series of video works entitled Living pictures since 1993);  

• self-identity transformation (Liza Holden, photomontage entitled Bathers 2008);  

• placelessness (Antony Gormley, statues and installation art entitled Lost horizon I 

2008);  

• dispersion and destruction (Lida Abdul, film entitled The dome 2005);  

• home and mobility (Vito Acconci Mobile linear city 1991);   

• liminality (Dacchi Dang, installation art entitled Liminal 2005; Do-ho Suh, installation 

art entitled Staircase 2008, Corridor and staircase 2011–2012 and Home within home 

within… 2013); and 

• cultural space and transience (Taro Shinoda, installation art Abstraction of confusion 

2016;  Jonathan Jones, installation art entitled Untitled/Muyan 2010–2011).  
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Of particular inspiration for my art production are those contemporary artists who have either 

experienced or are influenced by cultural conflicts and contradictions, cultural confusion, 

cultural transformation, and gender inequality. My artworks are also inspired by feminist art 

practices. This predominantly includes women artists whose works reflect cultural transience, 

dynamism, fluidity and identity in the intersection of socio-cultures such as:  

• Palestinian-British artist Mona Hatoum, who is well known for her narrative-based 

video works and innovative installation and was very influential in the development of 

my creative practices;  

• Philippines-American artist Pacita Abad, who was inspired by people and culture and 

is highly motivated in using home-related materials, patterns and symbols; 

• American artist Martha Rosler whose work responds to the theme of feminism through 

community engagement. Her production of abstract photomontage and video 

installation is well known;  

• British-born artist based in the Netherlands, Lisa Holden, who is exploring gender 

identity through photomontage; 

• Lida Abdul, an Afghan-American whose video and performance art focuses on 

displacement, destruction and dispersion; 

• Taipei-French artist Charwei Tsai who reflects the concept of transitory nature of life 

in installation work; and 

Iranian-American artist Shirin Neshat who is well known in film, video and photography and 

uses text and scripts in support of Muslim women’s rights. This visual research is impacted by 

her approaches and works, however details are not followed further. 

Some specific works by these artists in relation to this study will be discussed later in this 

chapter.  

 

The intellectual focus and creative approaches of three artists have particularly influenced my 

creative art practices: Mona Hatoum, Dacchi Dang and Taro Shinoda. Their ground-breaking 

approaches express and display social issues that stimulate viewers and encourage them to 

stay, think and engage intellectually. 

Mona Hatoum is a female artist who has experienced intense separation from her homeland 

while living in a liminal space of socio-cultural contradiction between Palestinian and British 

culture. She transforms her experiences and concerns through her artworks that use domestic 

materials and tools with which audiences are particularly familiar, including home appliances. 

Hatoum utilises her innovation in installation and videos to engage viewers both emotionally 

and intellectually. In some of her installation works, she crosses the concept of time and 
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connects her work to the concept of space by involving the audience. Hatoum’s interest and 

her deep insight have inspired me and influenced my selection of technique, medium, and the 

graphical form used in my PhD creative practices including the installation. Further discussion 

of her selected works is provided in later sections of this chapter.  

Similarly, Dacchi Dang explores social uncertainty and dynamism in his installation artworks. 

Dang is a pre-eminent Vietnamese-Australian artist who expresses the complexity of diaspora 

and seeks to redefine the ideas of home in the search for belonging. Dang’s philosophical 

insight, his personal experiences and his graphical-symbolical approach in abstract 

installations helped to shape my approach in this creative practice. I explore one of his works 

in detail later in this chapter.   

Taro Shinoda is an artist based in Japan who engages with community to make his artworks. 

He considers the themes of the universe and cosmic space. Shinoda’s main concern is the 

impact and consequences of global-cultural change that add to confusion of cultural 

uncertainties. This aspect connects with my own approach, and Shinoda’s philosophical 

thinking, method of observing through a case study approach, attention to the concept of 

ephemerality embedded in Buddhist philosophy and transience, and employing every day and 

familiar materials, have had an impact on my final art making. The techniques and materials 

utilised in my artistic works have been selected and shaped based on the skills of a group of 

Afghan migrant women, and the primary domestic skills they offered to their new host society 

(see Chapter 3).  

I have therefore established the context for my project through an examination of artists who 

pursue a community-engaged practice, artists who explore feminist and domestic themes, and 

those who focus on abstract installation works across several mediums and video installation 

— in particular those who are considering these social issues through the styles of surrealism, 

minimalism and symbolism.  

In my artworks, I seek to communicate the dynamism of culture and identity through 

symbolism of this transience and fluidity. Therefore, the focus of my work has progressively 

moved towards symbolism. Choosing the circle, I use geometrical properties as a form of 

movement. The circle is a unified whole; a form that is strong and, in my creative outputs, 

represents repetition in the culture and gender role cycle. Circles are present in nature and 

the galaxy, and they appear in the expression of people’s spiritual beliefs. For example, the 

circle is seen in a light halo around the sacred person in different religions and cultures 

(Zelazko 2018), and as part of the graphic visualisation of individual boundaries (Schiller 
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1971). It represents people’s collective social behaviours and is utilised as a symbol of 

biological sex and gender in graphical signs worldwide (Stearn 1962). The circular shape is a 

complex physical, visual and conceptual metaphor that appears in the artworks of the WFG 

that have, in turn, inspired my artworks in exposing and visualising the challenges of identity. 

The circle has helped me to symbolise the challenges of settlement that migrant women 

experience in the liminal space of contradicting cultures. These undefined challenges rapidly 

cross from past experiences to the present and to an unprecedented future, a traditional 

lifestyle to late post-modernity, spiritual thinking to materiality, collectivist routine to 

individualism, social immobility to motion/movement, and solidness to flexibility. The circle 

employed in my creative practices metaphorically and symbolically contains cultural and social 

memory and stands for either individual or group ritual and social behaviour. In a later section 

of this chapter called ‘Symbolism of the circle’, I will offer an in-depth review of the artists who 

consider the circle as a metaphor/symbol to display their works from different perspectives 

and semantic cores. This review includes the works of Mona Hatoum, Dacchi Dang, Pacita 

Abad, Charwei Tsai and Lida Abdul.  

2.2 Gender, culture and liminality 

In this section, I refer to the artists who explore social challenges within the intersection of 

cultures and gender, and who often have personal migrant experiences. Most of the selected 

artists in this section are migrants who portray their experiences or challenges in a host culture 

at a cultural and social distance from their original homeland/s. I am most interested in  artists 

who use video or floor installation to express their ideas. 

2.2.1 Gender distance 

There are many modern and contemporary artists who are concerned with the disharmony of 

traditional lifestyles and socio-cultures, and those associated with modernity where ideas, 

beliefs or cultures are flowing and simultaneously changing or evolving. In other words, I am 

interested in artists who are examining the challenges of living in the intersections of dissimilar 

socio-cultures. These artists include Mona Hatoum, Martha Rosler and Lisa Holden. Their 

works derive from their personal experiences, observations, or from the perspective of others. 

As previously described Mona Hatoum is a Palestinian-British female artist who has 

experienced a phase of intense separation from her homeland while living in a liminal space 

of cultural conflict. Hatoum’s creative explorations are based on her personal experiences and 

understandings of the instability and conflict in the intersection of cultures and different social 
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norms. Christine Van Assche, an art historian, curator and critic in audio-visual art and a 

curator at the Pompidou Centre in Paris (Nayeri 2015, p. 1), commented on Hatoum’s artworks 

as follows:  

What I like about her [Hatoum] is her ability to combine different cultures: She was 

born in one particular place, settled in another, was adopted by it, and has managed 

to mix everything together in a universal way.  

Hatoum’s conceptual artworks range from small-scale ready-mades to large-scale immersive 

sculptures and installations in two and three dimensions, and narrative-based video 

installation. Of particular interest in my creative practice has been Hatoum’s artistic 

explorations of concepts of equality and displacement, and her utilisation of domestic objects.  

For example in her video work So much I want to say (1983), Hatoum explores gender 

inequality by focusing on the sexual forces, sexual discrimination and injustice of sexuality 

through performance. Such concerns also feature in her video Measures of distance (1988) 

(see Figure 2.1), where she explores ideas of female gender identity and sexuality by using 

images of her mother in the shower. Through this work, she argues against the predominant 

gender role allocated to Arab women as passive wives and mothers. Through a letter, written 

in Arabic script by her mother as a floating overlay on this video, Hatoum creates a veil that 

prevents full visual access to the images. The letter is emotional,  speaking of a sense of 

displacement, disorientation, exile and loss caused by war. Through this work, Hatoum 

crosses the cultural-religious boundaries to argue for freedom of the maternal body from 

traditional prohibition (Manchester 2000). This sexual and gender inequality has its roots in 

the religion-culture of many countries; the countries where men dominate women, and women 

are forced to follow orders and practise them. Such experiences are relevant for the women 

from the WFG. They are disadvantaged women who are considered as a passive gender and 

they practise a pre-dominated gender role. 

Hatoum explores the potential of multi-disciplinarity through her use of a range of materials 

and found objects in combination with her installations and video artworks as a way to express 

her ideas (Xuan-Mai-Ardia 2015). She always looks at a problem from diverse angles, such 

as social, political, psychological, literary and aesthetic, to bring women’s perspectives to the 

final output. 
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Figure 2.1: Mona Hatoum, Measures of distance 1988.  

She generally selects materials in an intuitive way, where the material resonates with feeling, 

enabling the audience to engage emotionally and intellectually. This includes selecting 

domestic items to demonstrate the ordinary and every day, such as her works Mobile home 

(2005) (Figure 2.2), Grater divide (2002) (Figure 2.3), and Home (1999) (Xuan-Mai-Ardia 

2015). These works resonate with her concern about cultural contradiction and conflict, 

uncertainty, tension and global disorientation. 

 

Figure 2.2: Mona Hatoum, Mobile home 2005. 

In her installation work Mobile home (2005), Hatoum suggests a sense of displacement, 

transience and vulnerability of a home in exile (Figure 2.2). The cluttering, disordering and 
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suspending personal belongings such as toys and travel luggage, display Hatoum’s mind’s 

concern. 

Her sculptural work Grater divide (2002) uses a scaled-up domestic food grater to generate a 

motif of metaphorical violence, and a sense of torment within humanity at the segregation in 

the  unsolvable conflict between Palestine and Israel. This reflects ‘a suspicious, insidious, 

and hostile environment’ (Mona Hatoum, exhibition in Paris 2015) (Figure 2.3). As such, she 

criticises human cruelty in terms of social values and morals.  The themes of exile, home and 

displacement are further explored in Twelve windows (2012–2013). In this work of 12 

Palestinian embroideries, Hatoum uses hand stitching to expose the sense of culture and 

language of patterns, as shown in Figure 2.4. 

 

Figure 2.3: Mona Hatoum, Grater Divide 2002. 

 

Figure 2.4: Mona Hatoum, Twelve windows 2012–2013. 

This use of hand stitching to explore political themes is also seen in Fiona Foley’s work. 

In her work for the 21st Biennale of Sydney 2017, she presented a stereotypical 
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representation of Australian Indigenous women’s sexuality while criticising racism beyond 

that. She demonstrated underlying race and gender discrimination in a series of artworks 

by producing her own iconography in Black velvet (1996), creating cotton dillybags with 

appliquéd red and black motifs representing a female genitaliaorgan (21st Biennale of 

Sydney 2017, p. 54; Foley 2017), as shown in Figure 2.5.  Foley is a contemporary 

Australian Indigenous multi-media artist, cultural and community leader, curator, writer and 

academic (Foley 2011; Genocchio 2001). Foley’s artwork often involves community 

engagement, and this an element I have explored as a method within my research. I have 

been fascinated and inspired by her thoughts, which have impacted on my own thinking. 

Figure 2.5: Fiona Foley, Black velvet 1996. 

I have also been fascinated and inspired by Hatoum’s evocative works since she defines a 

new meaning beyond the language of everyday objects and familiar spaces to describe the 

tension, menace, fear and insecurity which inflict pain and the sense of discomfort and 

diaspora that she has personally experienced. Edward Said, a literary theorist, made the 

following comment in his essay ‘The art of displacement: Mona Hatoum’s logic of 

irreconcilables’ (1999), which is republished in the exhibition catalogue (Xuan-Mai-Ardia 2015; 

Said 1999, p. 108): 

Familiarity and strangeness are locked together in the oddest way, adjacent and 

irreconcilable at the same time … Domesticity is thus transformed into a series of 

menacing and radically inhospitable objects whose new and presumably non-domestic 

use is waiting to be defined. 
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This artistic focus on domestic materials, practices and substances is relevant to traditionally 

defined female gender tasks, such as cooking and crafts (see Chapters 3 and 4). These tasks, 

and the associated materials and patterns, show the repetition of feminine labour work. These 

gender roles have, to some extent, limited the visibility of women in society over time, as 

discussed in Chapter 3. Domestic tasks such as cooking and crafts with their textures, 

patterns, and routines, have been used by different artists to explore women’s gendered, 

socio-cultural roles in the past and present.  

Many contemporary artists have deliberately and delicately employed the aesthetics of 

textures and patterns in their practice to participate in contemporary dialogues about feminism 

and intersectionality. This is witnessed in the work of Martha Rosler, whose work responds to 

the theme of feminism through community engagement and her production of abstract video 

installations such as Semiotics of the kitchen (1975). Her work is an important influence on 

my own as it echoes my use of metaphor and symbolism. As an American artist, Martha Rosler 

(b.1943) has focused on exploring the traditional gender roles of women in contemporary 

American society, which has included drawing on her own experiences. Her early artwork 

Semiotics of the kitchen (1975), is a feminist video and performance piece where she explores 

the invisibility of women’s activities in the private sphere in contrast to men’s dominance of 

public spaces (Figure 2.6). Through this work, Rosler exposes the privacy of the women’s 

place in the home to the public, revealing the predominant and repetitive role of housewife. 

This is peppered with the language of protest. By posing in the role of a cooking show host, 

she parodies the gendered representation of women such as the popular television cooking 

program of Julia Child from the 1960s (Martha Rosler: semiotics of the kitchen 1975). The 

following statement from Rosler (In conversation with Martha Rosler (interview) 2016) clearly 

highlights her view:  

I was concerned with something like the notion of ‘language speaking the subject’, and 

with the transformation of the woman herself into a sign in a system of signs that 

represent a system of food production, a system of harnessed subjectivity.            
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Figure 2.6:  Martha Rosler, Semiotics of the kitchen 1975, video still. 

In this work, Rosler is protesting against preconceived cultural biases and gender inequality 

in order to open up the conversation and define another perspective of the home. She pushes 

the social and cultural gender boundaries by using everyday objects in familiar spaces. 

Exploring an A to Z of kitchen utensils, she demonstrates their use in an increasingly 

aggressive display. This demonstrates her rebellion and protest against the dominant gender 

social order and the power of inequality. Women's lives and roles throughout history have 

been limited to the few tasks and responsibilities that are assigned in advance, and it is still 

ongoing. The roles and cultures that society is restructuring and imposing has continually 

fascinated me and as a female artist I find my positioning within a male-dominated society is 

to expose and express openly the subject matter. 

Rosler’s multi-material artworks, including photomontage, video, installation, sculpture and 

performance explore ideas of world nation cultural/ideology, and physical conflict, social 

inequality and instability. As a feminist artist, political activist and theorist, she has unceasingly 

criticised social discrepancy and social concerns such as gender norms, labour issues, social 

injustice and environmental issues. Rosler’s thoughts and technical approach have inspired 

me in a number of different ways. I am fascinated by the way she intertwines the social 

structure and social injustice with the theme of feminism, as seen in Semiotics of the kitchen 

(1975). Her work also interests me with regard to her exploration of gender norms, labour 

(paid and unpaid), and consumerism. In the series of photomontage artworks Below the 

surface displayed in Seattle Art Museum 2015–2016, Rosler created a collection of conceptual 

and visual artefacts with a characteristic of in-betweenness of social inequality, and sweet and 

bitter events, through the aesthetic of expressionism and surrealism. The Below the surface 

collection contains her artworks from the period 1967–1972 and the year 2004. An example 
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from this series is Back garden (2004) (Figure 2.7), where she creates parallel realities 

between contradictions/conflict and harmony/peace events by combining digital imagery. This 

is achieved by using photo montage, where she combines images of dead bodies of women 

killed in military conflict and women with veils who have been isolated and marginalised from 

society. This highlights social injustice and discrimination. Being on the threshold of different 

events, cultures and beliefs for reflecting and interpreting the condition of intersectionality is 

the common point between my own research and Rosler’s point of view.  

 

Figure 2.7: Martha Rosler, Back garden 2004  

(‘Below the surface’ series), photomontage. 

Likewise, through my creative research, I seek to demonstrate challenges faced by migrant 

women in the intersection of heterologous cultures, where the factors of tradition and 

modernity cross rapidly, and the concept of time and space has been blurred through liminality. 

As is the case with Rosler’s work, my own work is also influenced by a feminist agenda to 

explore women’s contradictory roles. In this creative practice, I use everyday items and 

familiar objects like Rosler’s Semiotics of the kitchen, as a way to connect with audiences. 

However, I am repurposing these everyday items and familiar objects in order to explore 

fragmented roles, rather than to express anger as Rosler does. Moreover, I am making a 

political statement about identity, belonging, and social integration. The concept of being in 

between cultures, social differences and norms, time and space is a key preoccupation in my 

project. 

Lisa Holden, a British-born artist based in the Netherlands, is another artist exploring gender 

identity transformation and its contradiction. I find how Holden responds to the crisis of 

women’s identity in some of her approaches, and creates parallel realities by combining digital 
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imagery with hand-painted layers, of specific interest. Some of Holden’s abstract artworks 

focus on representing and defining the dynamism of gender identity as being in between 

tradition and modernity, materiality and spirituality, construction and deconstruction, order and 

chaos. Such concerns are seen in her artworks Bathers (2008) (Figure 2.8) and Lilith series 

(2008), where she explores the multi-transitions of identity through the digitalised world, and 

how ‘displacement, adoption, and the reinvention of identity are as a necessity for survival’ 

(Contemporary Works 2007–2020). To explore these themes of women’s identity and change, 

Holden focuses on iconic femininity by using the human body. I am similarly interested in 

women’s identity and its transformation, but I do so through metaphor and symbolism. Her 

approach indirectly insinuates the fluidity of identity by displaying the layers in her abstract 

Bathers (2008) work. The layers are often used optimally to reveal a kind of transition of a 

vague concept such as time change or place replacement, which is in line with my expression 

utilised in the Salt, sugar, and water exchange (2018) abstract video work (see Chapter 4). 

 

Figure 2.8: Lisa Holden, Bathers 2008, photomontage. 

The above discussion has included the most relevant multi-national female art practitioners 

who inspired or explored similar concepts, but with different approaches including installation 

methods, media, material, form and technique. The concept of gender distance in cultural 

intersection is a significant focus. Some of the above artists also employed objects from the 

home and familiar daily items as tools in their installations and video installations in order to 

creatively present their ideas. These selections drove me to focus on the home and to use 

daily substances from the home, and how to apply them for displaying the final creative output 

(see Chapter 4). 
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The next section presents selected installation artists from diverse cultural backgrounds who 

have focused on the space between oppositional terms and events as well as contradiction in 

social and cultural practices by testing different materials, media and forms in order to display 

their ideas. The main focus is on transience and dynamism.  

2.2.2 Cultural spaces 

In general understanding, cultural spaces could be defined as a physical, metaphorical or 

conceptual space in between different ways of living, thinking and responding to internal and 

external environmental events. The cultural space can be physical and private, such as home, 

or could be metaphorical such as the internet (Martin & Nakayama 2010). In the context of 

this creative research, space is about different social lifestyles, norms and ideologies 

institutionalised in different socio-cultural contexts, and which can create individual and group 

boundaries. For example, women from traditional, ‘Cold’ and less changeable societies (Levi 

Strauss 1971 cited in Subrt 2018) are exposed to different socio-cultural expectations and 

standards of those in late post-modern society, where women’s rights and freedom of 

expressions are practised. It is a space in which one can be free, but also confused, lost or 

swinging in between. This creates a dynamic and transient platform with which to structure a 

new culture and lifestyle, and form a fluid identity, but this may be difficult or pose challenges 

where cold cultures still hold influence. As such, the women from the WFG may experience 

contradictory spaces that influence and have an impact on their fluid identity. 

Artists who have influenced and had an impact on my creative exploration of cultural spaces 

include Charwei Tsai, Lee Mingwei and Taro Shinoda. Their works have been influential in my 

developing creative practices due to their explorations of dynamism and transience in the 

space of contradictory worlds, and the use of soft, natural materials including sand and ochre 

in their installation artworks.  

This concept of the transitory nature of life is reflected in the installation work Spiral incense 

mantra/bardo (2016) by female Taipei-French artist Charwei Tsai. This work was presented 

in the ‘Embassy of transition’ at the 20th Biennale of Sydney, and is described by Noble (2016) 

as being ‘inscribed with philosophic Tibetan text; they are meditations on death and, equally 

a reflection of life transience’. As such, Tsai’s work displays the indeterminate state between 

death and rebirth. The conceptually rites of passage and the continuous cycles of life and 

death are configured by suspending the circular spiral domes made from herbal textures in 

the form of rope, which has been delicately inscribed with Buddhist texts created with a tiny 

brush and ink. In the Biennale exhibition, it gently swung above the old and abandoned 
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platform of Mortuary train station in Sydney, understood as a place of transition and final 

farewells (the Mortuary train was a special train service that transported the deceased from 

the city to the final resting place in Rookwood Cemetery, see Figure 2.9) (#20BOS 2016). 

Tsai's innovative work has influenced my project in several ways, such as the ephemerality of 

Tibetan philosophy including the interplay of death and rebirth, and the circular (spiral) form 

for demonstrating the life cycle and repetition. On the other hand, it shows instability by 

suspending, floating and swaying the created work.   

 

Figure 2.9: Charwei Tsai, Spiral incense mantra/bardo  2016. 

Taking the form of a large-scale interactive floor installation in coloured sand, Guernica in sand 

(2015) by Lee Mingwei was also presented at the 20th Biennale of Sydney. This work 

recreates Picasso’s Guernica (1937), with Mingwei being inspired by the same concept to 

demonstrate cycles of destruction and creation (Noble 2016). Through destroying the floor 

installation by swift sweeping actions, this artwork integrates the idea of transience and 

impermanence. The artist’s intention is to recreate the powerful idea of anti-war, which was 

also the underlying concept of Picasso’s large painting. Spirituality and the underlying 

meaning of transience in the nature of existence are revealed, which I have found inspiring. 

In my creative practices, I was guided by how Mingawei has connected and used materials 

and different techniques in order to illustrate concepts of transience and dynamism. This is a 

crucial focus on my creative works Smell of culture (2018) and Salt, sugar and water exchange 

(2018).  
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Figure 2.10: Lee Mingwei, Guernica in sand  2015. 

 

Cultural dynamism and transient experience are also evident in Taro Shinoda’s Abstraction of 

confusion (2016), also presented at the 20th Biennale of Sydney. Shinoda exposes and 

expresses cultural uncertainty and confusion by implicating community experiences into his 

creative practice. He criticises the process of the current intensive socio-cultural changes 

through employing natural materials such as ochre and clay. His interest lies where human 

activities co-exist with nature, and his education in landscape design and gardening has 

shaped his artworks. This is specifically related to karesansui, which is a form of Japanese 

gardening that is based on Zen meditation and space of contemplation. Beyond its spiritual 

significance, karesansui is dry landscape gardening. In karesansui, rocks and white sand are 

employed in order to recreate a natural landscape and express images of mountains and 

rivers without using water. The white sand scattered in the garden symbolises purity, and is 

used to create a platform for rituals and ceremonies. The circular and striped patterns in the 

sand represent waves. These patterns are vulnerable when exposed to the rain, wind and 

other outdoor factors and need to be maintained (Matcha 2016). Shinoda’s philosophical 

insight emerged in his Abstraction of confusion (2016) work. The core focus of Shinoda’s 

meditative installation and contemplative sculptural artwork is on the concept of transience 

and transition in the space of asymmetrical cultures, which is experienced through the impact 

of globalisation. By adopting materials from Australian Aboriginal culture such as ochre and 

clay, as well as considering philosophical principles of the Zen Buddhist religion, Shinoda 

hopes people will contemplate the cultural ‘confusion’ for Australian Aboriginal peoples in 

contact with Western culture (Rodgers 2016). In Abstraction of confusion (2016), this process 

of change and cultural conflict was articulated by gradually drying wet ceramic and ochre 

(Noble 2016) (Figure 2.11). For Rodgers (2016), Shinoda’s work displays ‘nature as an 
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evolving and inclusive entity, coexisting alongside human activities. His works possess an 

intrinsic meditative simplicity and beauty, reflecting a deep consideration of nature, humanity, 

philosophy and science’ (Rodgers 2016). 

 

Figure 2.11: Taro Shinoda, Abstraction of confusion 2016. 

My creative PhD research shares a similar approach by utilising  the method of community of 

practice, making observations, and collecting visual data to see how participants interact with 

the environment in a new social institution and with new norms (see Chapter 3). My research 

derives from my personal migration experiences, but is heavily influenced by my observations 

of and outputs from the migrant women’s group activities. The concepts of ephemerality and 

dynamism explored within this project demonstrate that the nature of cultural identity and 

social role in the intersection of cultures and social structures is dynamic ⎯ the changing 

social structures and societal expectations enable fluidity and flexibility. This idea is reflected 

in shaping this project (see Chapters 3 and 4). 

However, in contrast to the types of material selected by Shinoda, I choose to utilise 

consumable materials from the home that are associated with the domestic tasks of cooking. 

The smells generated by cooking is a phenomenon that replicates cultural memories, home 

and nourishment, while incense in Charwei Tsai’s artwork evokes spirituality, theology and 

mortality. I also explored and employed the existing patterns from traditional designs on the 

daily objects, such as traditional clothes and handcrafts, or interior design of the traditional 

architecture such as mosque walls and dome. In my own creative practice, my choice of 

techniques and materials have been intensively influenced and shaped by the skills of a group 

of Afghan migrant women, and the primary skills they offer to the host (Australian) society (see 

Chapter 3). 
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Shinoda, in his art practice, delicately creates a link between immaterialism and materialism 

as well as tradition and modernity. He shows a sense of pessimism and loss by the gradual 

cracking and drying of the clay, which is irreparable. However, Shinoda’s practice does not 

take into account the positive side of this transition. He defines this transition as distraction 

and confusion, and frames public awareness of cultural liminality as unconstructive. On the 

other hand, in this PhD creative artwork, my focus is on the positive side of emerging, as 

affiliated to evolvement, renovation and harmonisation for conceptualising and visualising the 

idea. 

2.2.3 Liminality 

As explored in Chapter 1, liminality is a stage or space that each person can experience 

differently, and involves being in between boundaries.  

The concept of liminality is relevant for understanding the creative work of South Korean artist 

Do-Ho Suh. Suh’s artworks are derived from his personal experiences of migration, and are a 

response to transience, displacement, diasporic experience, and past reminiscence. He uses 

sculpture, installation, drawing and film to address being in liminal spaces, particularly 

domestic spaces. His concern is about home, identity and belonging. What I am exploring and 

exposing in my creative work is to some extent aligned with the thoughts and practices from 

Do-ho Suh, namely the concept of migrant challenges in the period of settlement and 

belonging, and gender differences that are particularly relevant to home spaces. His large 

monochrome fabric installations in Apt. A, corridor and staircase, 348 West 22nd Street, New 

York NY 10011, USA 2011–2012 (Figure 2.12) and in Home within home within home within 

home within home (2013) (Figure 2.13) delicately re-materialise his memories and make a 

connection between the concept of time and space. These installation works are made of 

sheer fabric where the transparency of the material induces a feeling of insecurity and threat 

to the home (Shea 2018). Nicole Shea (2018) expresses her views: 

Artist Do-Ho-Suh uses translucent fabrics and mathematical processes to create works 

built around the idea of home, only his fabrics are collapsible, thereby questioning the 

connotations of ‘home’ and ‘belonging’ with the familiar, comforting, and safe. The 

perception of a safe home is closely linked with the populist view that women’s 

‘intended role’ is at home, as dutiful wife and mother, whereby any step outside the 

home context is threatened by sexual aggression …  
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Cultural uncertainty and dynamism have also been explored by Dr Dacchi Dang in his 

extensive collection of artworks in the exhibition An omen near and far (2017) (de Almeida 

2017) commissioned by 4A Centre for Contemporary Asian Art, Sydney. Dang is one of the 

pre-eminent Vietnamese-Australian contemporary artists who came to Australia as a refugee 

during the latter years of the Vietnam War. His works are mainly based on his direct 

experience of trauma and loss. His principal concern is to articulate the complex nature of the 

diasporic experience and an ongoing redefinition of ideas of place, home and search for 

belonging, which he explores through multi-media and installation art.  

The similarity between his feelings as a former refugee and the migration challenges 

associated with the Afghan women I have met have helped me make a stronger connection 

with Dang’s works. Dacchi Dang’s expression of his experiences as a refugee and an artist 

has become a significant reference in my study and creative practices. For example, in Liminal 

(2005) Dang combines photography and floor installation. The work comprises a selection of 

photographic images and patterns including a series of historical images of the Vietnam War 

printed on the circular platforms (de Almeida 2017) (see Figure 2.14). In this work, Dang 

explores the experiences of Australian and Vietnamese-Australian military veterans in the 

Vietnam War and engages with the extensive collection and archive of the Australian War 

Memorial, thereby beginning to expose and establish a new understanding of Vietnamese 

veterans’ narratives within Australian communities. 

  

Figure 2.12: Do-Ho Suh, Apt. A, corridor and 

staircase, 348 West 22nd Street, New York NY 

10011, USA, 2011–2012. 

Figure 2.13: Do-Ho Suh, Home within home 

within home within home within home, 

2013. 
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Figure 2.14: Dacchi Dang, Liminal 2005. 

In his artworks, and in particular in Liminal (2005), Dang has demonstrated the space of time 

between two events that both he and veterans have experienced (namely, between past and 

present, and loss and gain). The dynamism presented in the form of a circle expresses the 

cycle of events where war has taken place. This induces a feeling of uncertainty due to the 

impact of war, and being between past memories of grief and future hope. These images 

printed onto circular platforms not only address the loss in place and time, but also reveal a 

repetition that might occur in the passage of time.  

The influence of multi-national art practitioners such as Mona Hatoum, Lisa Holden, Do-Ho 

Suh and Dacchi Dang and their experiences of migration have led me to interconnect and 

intertwine the concepts of transience, dynamism and the fluidity of being in between different 

socio-cultural contexts within my artworks. An essential element that has resulted from these 

explorations is the symbolism of the circle: the utilisation of a circle as a symbol of eternity, as 

well as a cosmic unity. The circle is repeated in many cultures and religions, playing a vital 

role in conveying a universal message. As such, the circle has deep roots in the formation of 

many cultural traditions and social practices, and consequently in one’s individual memory 

(see Chapter 3). This has persuaded me to investigate the presence of the circle to symbolise 

identity in the form of a visual, conceptual, individual and group ritual and social behaviour, 

which will be discussed in detail in the next section. 
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2.3 Symbolism16 of the circle 

According to social anthropologist, Miranda Bruce-Mitford (1996), a symbol serves to visually 

signify and define a thought, an idea, a philosophy, an objective or human relationship. A 

symbol may distinguish between similarities or differences in experience. The circles 

employed in my creative practice stand for either individual or group ritual and social 

behaviour, and are linked to their roles and meanings. For instance, the circle can symbolise 

the individual as a border of personal protection, and as a symbol of togetherness of 

individuals within a group in order to accomplish a common target. Floating in the border of 

the circle is an attempt to be flexible towards new situations and ideas,  facing challenges, or 

the accommodation of new members and cultural exchange. In this visual research, floating 

in the border promotes engagement with new things, and presents the pre-dominant female 

gender tasks (cooking, crafting and caring) that continue. The selected choice of the 

incomplete circle is a common denominator in the liminal space of cultures, which implies the 

presence of revolutionary movement of women’s role. In my creative artworks (see Chapter 

4), this also shows their flexibility by and in breaking the concept of time and space in the 

intercultural context. 

In this section, I will examine the relevance of the circle by focusing on spirituality, ritual and 

custom, learning, and as an abstract form in contemporary art. This examination reveals that 

the circle is used symbolically to communicate a range of roles and meanings. This includes 

the Ensō circle as a symbol of Zen Buddhism and the Buddhist traditional Tibetan sand 

mandalas that illustrate time-lapse, transience, creation and destruction. The proposed theory 

of the learning/culture circle by Paulo Freire (1970) (de Castro Chaib 2010) and the ‘Circle 

Dancing’ of June Watts (2006) show that many tribal and traditional cultures have used the 

circle to symbolise togetherness and cultural exchange. I also consider the importance of the 

circle in Islamic culture and its architecture, which is used to represent the unity of a 

monotheistic God (Lee 2004). In addition, the circle as a symbol of gender is a pictogram or 

glyph widely used in modern society to represent and distinguish male and female (Stearn 

1962). I will now explore the symbolic significance of the circle in more detail.  

 

  

 

16 Symbolic design communicates an idea or feeling with designs that may be realistic, decorative or abstract, whereas 

abstract design expresses ideas or feelings that tend to differ from what's normally found in physical form (Spacy 2016),  
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2.3.1 Circle of sacred unity: In spirituality, arts and architecture 

The utilisation of a circle as a symbol of eternity, as well as a cosmic unity, is repeated in many 

cultures and religions, and plays a vital role in conveying a universal holiness/sanctity 

message (Howard 2011). Using the circle of light halo around the sacred person in different 

religions and cultures has symbolised purity, and religious belief. According to German art 

historian, Gertrud Schiller (1971) it is also employed as a reminder of cultural and religious 

legitimacy, which has been depicted in arts (and architecture. This is witnessed in the Ensō 

circle in Zen Buddhism (Aleph 2013), which symbolises an ‘aspect of no-mind to be free from 

thoughts and emotions and being present in the here and now’ (Yuki 2016). This philosophy 

and spirituality is depicted artistically in Japanese freehand brush calligraphy based on Shodo 

technique, as shown in Figure 2.15. 

 

Figure 2.15:  Yuki,  Ensō 2016. 

Buddhist traditional Tibetan sand mandalas employ a spiritual and ritual symbolism that 

incorporates a circular pattern to illustrate time-lapse and transience, which involves creation 

and destruction (Picone 2015). The exchange of ideology, culture, and collective behaviours 

around a spiritual circle circulates throughout Buddhist art practices (Figure 2.16). 
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It is noteworthy that the circle of sacred unity is carrying and presenting a  culture and belief 

meaning. This is also seen in Islamic philosophy and epistemology, where the circle is applied 

in literature, arts, design, architecture (Lee 2004), and customs and rituals. The repetition of 

pure geometrical patterns of circles is used as cosmic symbolism. Traditionally, in Islamic 

culture, the guiding motif informs the design of interior and outdoor gates, palaces and 

mosques in the Middle East. The circle makes a deep cultural link and has at its a core a 

sacred unity (Domiri Ganji 2019) (Figure 2.17).  

In addition the Pantheon, a former Roman temple, currently in use as a church, located in 

Region IX Circus Flaminius, Italy and built in 113–125 AD, is an example of a past circular 

dome in European architecture (Squires 2011) with a core of sacred unity (Figure 2.18).   

 

Figure 2.16: Buddhist traditional Tibetan sand mandala. 

  

Figure 2.17: Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque Ceiling, 

Isfahan, Iran depicts Islamic calligraphy and 

the illumination pattern on the ceiling of a holy 

shrine.  

 

Figure 2.18: The Pantheon's hemispherical dome 

is punctured by a 30ft-wide circular hole known as 

the 'oculus’. 
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In Santiago, Chile, the Bahá'í House of Worship, a sacred space, is an excellent example of 

contemporary art and architectural design (Figure 2.19). Here, the circle has been used as a 

sacred point of unity for multi-national followers and believers. The dome was designed and 

built using computer modelling, as well as custom glass, all of which culminated in nine 

monumental veils that frame an open worship space for hundreds of visitors (Santos 2017) 

(Figure 2.19). Designer Siamak Hariri stated that the ‘brief was for a new type of sacred space, 

a place of worship that is attractive, open, and inviting to people of all faiths or none at all. 

Innovation was at the heart of the project. The award is a testimony to the deep collaboration 

of literally hundreds of people’ (Santos 2017). 

 

Figure 2.19: A Bahá'í House of Worship designed by Siamak Hariri, Santiago, Chile. 

2.3.2 Circle of sacred unity: In ritual and customs 

The ‘Circle Dancing’ of June Watts (2006) shows many tribal and traditional cultures as a point 

of togetherness and cultural exchange. Watts, in her book, looks for a connection between the 

modern ‘Sacred Dance’ movement and its historic heritage going back to the Stone Age. 

For instance, Dabke is a popular women’s circular group dance in many Middle Eastern 

countries. Other circle dancing includes Khigga, an Assyrian folk dance which is performed in 

their wedding ceremonies and at cultural festivals, and Kocgari, an Armenian, Azerbaijanian 

and Kurds’ folk dance. The Ganggangsullae folk dance in Korea and many more have been 

established throughout world dance history (Han 2013) (Figure 2.20).  
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Figure 2.20: Ganggang Sulae, Korea_Namsan folk dance. 

Celebrating religious ritual, customs and cultural aspects through sacred circular movement 

is a performative act/rite, which occurs annually in the Islamic world, examples of which are 

shown in Figure 2.21 and Figure 2.22. 

  

Figure 2.21: Annual Muslim pilgrims pray 

around the Ka’bah, the holiest site in Mecca, 

Hajj events in Saudi Arabia. 

Figure 2.22: Shia Ashura ritual and custom in 

Bushehr provinces in Iran.  

Another example is the Sufi or Dervish religious-mystical dance, which has a history dating 

back 700 years. In most Islamic countries, it is common among Sufis, especially in Egypt. The 

purpose of whirling and repeating the name of God is to become withdrawn from daily life and 

join in unity with God (Dunn 2013) (Figure 2.23). 
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Figure 2.23: Sophism/Darvish whirling in Egypt, Sema Dance. 

2.3.3 Circle of learning 

The theory of the learning culture circle by Brazilian philosopher, educator and activist Paulo 

Freire (1970) symbolises learning social and cultural behaviours. He promotes this theory to 

support education through problem-based learning, which develops dialogue and creates a 

platform of co-operative engagement where students together with the teacher are involved 

in learning (de Castro Chaib 2010). It is a way of informal teaching and learning, which applies 

to many child and adult cultural and artistic training centres around the world. 

Cultivating a traditional circle of training and learning in Islamic clerical seminaries, as shown 

in Figure 2.24, is a common expression of culture. The exchange of ideology, culture, thinking 

and behaviour around this spiritual circle circulates through collective discussion. The spirit of 

this intimacy in a circle of learning and sharing makes a deep cultural link and unity, focusing 

on sacred unity. There is evidence that this circle is present in family and friends’ gatherings 

throughout the collectivist culture, as shown in Figure 2.24 and Figure 2.25. 
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Figure 2.24: Circles formed in making the traditional 

ring/circle of training and learning in Islamic cleric 

seminaries (Ring of epistemology). 

Fifty Bedar is one of the ancient rituals practised in the state of Qazvin (Iran), and perhaps the 

most important of these is the request for God to bring rain, which is held on 19 May each 

year. This occurs with the presence of people in a lush natural environment in the city (Figure 

2.25). The family and friends gather in parks in the form of a circle and offer their prayers in 

small groups. The unity exercised in this event strengthens the community in encountering 

difficult situations of water scarcity. 

 

Figure 2.25: Fifty Bedar, family and friends gathering 

during one of the traditional Persian Eve festivals in Iran. 

The circles of learning and cultural connection in the Prayer mat (2016) and Circular tablecloth 

projects (2018), as developed during this visual research, had a unique characteristic of 
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equality in learning. These creative works involved a collective working together, whereby 

there was no classified hierarchy between multi-cultural members, learners and trainers.  

This imaginary and conceptual circular shape has also appeared in many contemporary 

abstract artists’ artworks such as Dacchi Dang (see Figure 2.14), Pacita Abad, Mona Hatoum 

and Afghan-American Lida Abdul, each with a different core of meaning and perspective. I will 

now turn to exploring this further.  

2.3.4  Abstract circles 

Hatoum, in her installation artwork Undercurrent (red) (2008), has used domestic and familiar 

items from the home, including a red rug, to create a work of minimalist and surrealist visual 

language to communicate the universal human need for security (Mona Hatoum, exhibition in 

Paris 2015) (Figure 2.26). 

 

Figure 2.26: Mona Hatoum, Undercurrent (red) 2008. 
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In addition, Hatoum, in her work + and – 1994–2004 (2014), presented a rotating motor-driven 

arm that simultaneously and in chronological order sweeps slowly over the circular surface of 

a giant sandpit, thereby creating and erasing circular lines in soft and formable sand. This 

work also represents the interplay between the two opposite and never-ending forces of 

reconstruction and deconstruction, which occur in a continuous cycle (Hatoum 2014). Her 

language of minimalism, evident in the use of symbols and geometrical shapes, and the 

application of movement in a two-dimensional sphere, connects the concepts of time and 

space with the concept of temporality (Figure 2.27). These artworks from Hatoum have 

influenced my creative works 

In Hatoum’s The world map (2015) (Figure 2.28) and Turbulence (black) (2014) (Figure 2.29), 

thousands of transparent or black glass marbles in irregular sizes are situated in a square and 

circle shape on the floor, creating a liquid atmosphere of undulating surface (Martens 2003). 

Through these works, Hatoum was seeking to address the sensitivity of the tensions, instability 

and insecurity existing in today's world or those she has experienced in the past. The circle in 

her work represents the world map, and each marble is a sphere to show the potential of 

movement and instability. In a different approach, I demonstrated the social tensions in liminal 

space between contradicting cultures and social norms in my video installation Salt, sugar and 

water exchange (2018) (see Chapter 4), which is a performance of vibration, tension and 

transparency as fostered from Hatoum’s Turbulence (black) (2014) artwork. 

 

Figure 2.27: Mona Hatoum, + and – 1994–2004 (2015). 
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Figure 2.28: Mona Hatoum, The world map 2015. 

 

 

Figure 2.29: Mona Hatoum, Turbulence (black) 2014. 

Hatoum’s interest and deep insight have inspired me strongly and influenced my selected 

choice of technique, medium and illustrations/graphics for creative practices as well as 

determining the design of my final installation. However, Hatoum’s visual language in her 

works is generally controversial, polemic and radical (Xuan-Mai-Ardia 2015), which is not in 

line with my visual languages in Smell of culture (2018) and Salt, sugar and water exchange 

(2018). I have deliberately sought to gently explore migrants’ issues and considered linking, 

merging and fluidity to find harmony and balance in the liminal space of cultures. I also looked 

for evolution rather than extirpation while considering the challenges faced in the case of the 

migrant group. In my view, the international community needs to find solutions instead of 

portraying problems in order to achieve peace. I believe that remembering cultural beauty, 

rituals and rites could be another way of thinking about social inequality and suffering. 
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There is a clear distinction between Hatoum’s work and my own. The form of circles that are 

employed in Hatoum’s works are mainly representing the universe and universal conflict-

related issues. The circles employed in my creative practices metaphorically stand for either 

individual or group ritual and social behaviour. The incomplete circle in my creative practice 

stands for flexibility of identity in the face of varying circumstances and the influence of 

environment on these changes. In other words, this undefined accumulated identity is formed 

in between different social norms, and through learning can be flexible between cultures.  

The concept of the circular shape and incomplete circle helped me to expose the idea of fluidity 

and dynamic of identity similar to that concept expressed by Farnsworth et al. (2016): ‘The 

learning happens in time and space and identity itself is a time/space concept’, or ‘identity is 

a kind of ongoing work rather than a [stable] thing’ (p. 149). Therefore, in shaping common 

identity, the signifiers of time and space play a major role, which I have explored in this 

exegesis (see Chapter 1).  

Another artist from whom I’ve drawn inspiration is Pacita Abad (1946–2004). Abad was a 

contemporary Asian artist with a Philippine-American background. She was a well-known 

female artist, particularly with regard to her large 3D multi-material colourful paintings. In these 

paintings, she used a variety of materials such as buttons, sequins, mirrors, fabric, paper and 

print, which is known as ‘Trapunto painting’. She created colourful abstract circles with 

countless designs, some with traditional patterns. In Abad’s multi-material artworks, such as 

the oil painting Wheels of fortune (2000), and in a series of paper abstractions, print and mixed 

media assemblages titled Circles in my mind (2003–2004), the subject matter was drawn from 

Abad’s migrant experiences around the world (Figure 2.30). She was inspired by the culture, 

people and characteristics of place and nature where she travelled. She presented arguments 

about social injustice, racial identity crises and women of colour, family violence and women’s 

rights in many of her artworks (Pacita Abad: her life and work (Part 2 of 2) 2009). In the course 

of her artistic activities, she changed how she portrayed her ideas and used her materials 

many times. The main reason for these changes was the change in her perception of life and 

due to the influences of the mobility that occurred while she was facing new circumstances. 

Her final painting (Bridge of art 2004) included 2000 colourful circles with different patterns 

painted on a bridge in Singapore in 2004, which was designed to connect people and celebrate 

peace (Pacita Abad: her life and work (Part 2 of 2) 2009). Although the technique and material 

that Abad used in her last artwork are not aligned with this creative project, the concept, insight 

and the form employed for demonstrating the idea has been influential. 
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Figure 2.30: Pacita Abad, Circles on my mind 2004. 

The symbolism of the circle is also evident in works by Lida Abdul, who is an Afghan-American 

video and performance artist. Her video work A beautiful encounter with chance (2008), 

articulates the conceptual context of displacement, destruction and dispersion by connecting 

the ritual performance Sufi circular dance with a destroyed circular dome, which becomes an 

elegy for her earlier film, The dome (2005). In this video, a young boy whirls in a circular 

manner under a demolished dome.  Abdul’s intention was to critique the insecurity that war 

has caused and which has damaged the dome (Lida Abdul: ‘A beautiful encounter with 

chance’ 2008) (Figure 2.31).  

 

Figure 2.31: Lida Abdul, A beautiful encounter with chance 2008, video still. 

Abdul’s approach in this piece of work involves using existing visual and conceptual circles. 

The connection of time and space has strongly inspired me and influenced my strategies in 

the final creative output for this research. Abdul has delicately made a link between theory 



 

 59 

and practice. In a similar manner, I connect the existing conceptual and visual circular shapes 

in my investigation to symbolise the challenges of being in the intersection of socio-cultures. 

Another influential work for my practice, which focused on domestic tasks to investigate 

community engagement and used the circle as a tie/link, was Stitchfield (2016). Stitchfied was 

a collaborative artwork project between Elliat Rich, a wide-spectrum designer, and Claire 

Scorpo, an architect. Design Tasmania commissioned this project to take place in Launceston, 

Tasmania. Stitchfield was designed as an irregular suspended shape, having brass 

components with a few repeated different geometrical internal patterns on each circular knot. 

They fitted and folded together in unprescribed and endless numbers to create a suspended 

metallic weave. This abstract expression, through its formation, proposes a new way of 

addressing the changes and flexibility expected in a new lifestyle. Stitchfield also created an 

opportunity for conversation, women’s company, and developing a future network through its 

making. These formations celebrated the often undervalued ‘knitting circle’, and provided a 

site of knowledge transfer, collaboration and innovation (Figure 2.32). 

 

Figure 2.32: Elliat Rich and Claire Scorpo, Stitchfield 2016. 

By suspending the installation and by creating an unprescribed and suspended waving metal 

mat with thousands of repeated circular and graphical shapes of metal components, the ties 

of knitting were represented as a metaphorical symbol of  transformation, deformation and 

changes in the cycle of repetition. The materials used in this work were acid-etched brass, 

cord and particle board toggle-tied together, with every single stitch having a dimension of 72 

mm x 82 mm. The natural brass allowed for the fingerprints of the makers to be embedded 

within the piece through its assembly. The output of this project includes the conceptual circle 

of learning, which was developed in a multi-national gathering of participating women.  
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This PhD investigation aims to materialise non-material cultural elements by combining 

domestic tasks with metaphorical and symbolic objects that embrace the exchange of 

customs, feelings and values. This would not have been possible without considering the 

existing artistic research undertaken by artists. This chapter has presented the investigation 

into art practitioners who respond to the themes of feminism, community engagement and 

domestic tasks, in addition to those who have made installations and emphasising minimalism 

and symbolism as a language through which to express ideas. In this chapter, an attempt was 

made to examine the most relevant artists and their works in order to point out their 

philosophical and conceptual implications and the influences they have had on my creative 

project.  

2.4 Chapter summary 

This chapter has reviewed the most relevant avant-garde and contemporary approaches of 

art practitioners, and their associated insight as well as philosophical thinking in two main 

sections:  

1. Gender, culture and liminality, and  

2. Symbolism of the circle. 

In these two sections, I have sought to establish and discuss the context for my project through 

an examination of abstract artists who pursue a community-engaged practice; artists who 

explore feminist and domestic themes, and those who focus on abstract installation works 

across several mediums and video installation, and who also consider these social matters 

within a theme of surrealism, minimalism and symbolism. This chapter sought  to 

communicate the dynamism of culture and identity with the focus being on the female gender 

role and attempts to symbolise this in relation to transience and fluidity. This focused direction 

aided my progressive development towards symbolising and use of the circular shape to make 

a connection between theory and praxis. 

Of critical importance, my visual research has theoretically and practically been inspired by 

Buddhist philosophy, and associated metaphorical and symbolic artworks. To investigate the 

technique, form and materials, I critically reviewed those artists who were inspired by the same 

philosophical thinking, as well as experiencing the challenge of confusion in the liminal space 

of cultures and social norms.  
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The review included Taro Shinoda, who employs the community as a platform for 

investigation, where findings provide a metaphorically central platform to build an intense 

creative construction. This review has also highlighted some of the known multi-national 

women art practitioners such as Mona Hatoum, who personally has experienced diaspora but 

settled in the intersection of cultures. She emphasised the theme of feminism and domestic 

tasks to explore the predominantly female role. The review has also discussed the works of 

Martha Rosler, who was inspired by social changes and introduced the evolvement of 

women’s roles. The insights from the above artists and their approaches had a significant 

influence on different aspects of my creative practices. 

These artists, all of whom have experienced the challenges of being in undefined liminal space 

testify to the lived experience of transience and formlessness. The asymmetrical terms 

commonly used are life and death, tradition and modernity, the past and present, war and 

peace, equality and inequality of gender, racial justice and injustice, and being in 

heterogeneous cultures and social structures. Liminality is outlined as a confusing, insecure 

and uncertain space. This space is often interpreted and portrayed negatively by artists such 

as Taro Shinoda, Lisa Holden and Dacchi Dang. However, this creative project tries to explore, 

interpret and show this unstable atmosphere of cultures as an evolving and positive movement 

by emphasising the role of women transitioning from a traditional social structure to modernity. 

It should be emphasised that due to the nature of this project, the techniques and materials 

utilised in my artistic practices have been mainly influenced and shaped based on the skills of 

a group of Afghan migrant women, and the primary skills they offer to the host society (see 

Chapter 3). In elaborating on the circle as a metaphorical symbol to show the migrant women’s 

challenges and the role changes in the intersection of different social statuses, I utilised the 

circle form from the sand mandala, Ensō circle, and Islamic architecture. I also borrowed the 

circle from the theory of the learning/culture circle by Paulo Freire to develop a connection 

between the methodology of a community of practice in my research (see Chapter 3) and the 

creation of an abstract installation that would achieve the project objectives. In this regard, I 

investigated artists who employ the circular shape, such as Mona Hatoum, Lida Abdul, Dr 

Dacchi Dang and Pacita Abad.  

The circle presented in this study has become a point of connection, an intersection linking 

theory and poiesis together. The circles employed in my creative practice stand metaphorically 

for either individual or group ritual and social behaviour. Floating and remaining incomplete in 

this border of protection is an attempt to be flexible towards new information and social norms. 

The circle stands, in this creative practice, to show the flexibility of identity in the face of varying 
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circumstances and the influence of environment. Although the circle in this practical research 

illustrates something that is lost — a loss of cultural pattern and cultural sense as intangible 

heritage (see Chapter 3 and Chapter 4) — it also represents the gaining of cultural fluidity and 

flexibility. In other words, the undefined accumulated identity formed between different social 

norms through learning can be flexible between cultures. 

The next chapter, discusses the ways in which the WFG (Women’s Friendship Group), as a 

CoP (community of practice) and social learning, has informed my creative art practice. In 

particular, I am politically engaged with, and an advocate for awareness of, the intersecting 

experiences of gender and ethnicity of Hazara Afghan women migrants in the Tasmanian city 

of Launceston (Australia). With this idea in mind, I chose the CoP as a methodology (Lave & 

Wenger 1991) for my study, whereby these migrant women are negotiating and transitioning 

to Australian citizenship.  
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CHAPTER 3                     Community of Practice  

3.1 Introduction 

When women [are] doing well, their families do well, and our economy and the nation 

prosper[s] …  (Incumbent Federal Minister for Women, Hon. Kelly O’Dwyer 2018).  

According to Mahbod Ebrahimi report 2018there has been a modest presence and 

participation of women in social, civic, political, judicial, architectural, scientific, cultural, 

educational and employment issues in Middle-Eastern countries both historically and 

contemporarily. As a migrant woman from Iran and as an artist, I celebrate the contributions 

of women. In investigating community-engaged practices, I position myself both as an art 

practitioner and as a facilitator who is working ‘in between’; exploring the liminal space 

between two asymmetrical cultures and social practices. Through volunteering with a 

community of practice (CoP) — the Women’s Friendship Group (WFG) in Launceston — I 

have witnessed the changes in women's behavioural and cultural roles as migrants/refugees 

in Australia. These migrant/refugee women are confronted by a new civil society with different 

government organisations, social norms, culture and discourses where gender and citizenship 

are defined, practised and experienced differently to their homeland. I have witnessed how 

these women with their limited social and cultural skills, having been deprived of education, 

meaning they are illiterate, endeavour to establish cultural and social connections with each 

other and with the broader Australian society. Significantly, the formation of this CoP has 

occurred at a time of global socio-political propaganda and fear over Islamic religious/political 

ideology. This atmosphere dramatically affects the development of bilateral connections 

between Australian society and Afghan migrants/refugees (Booth 2016; Ozalp 2017; Siddique 

2017). It is here within the Australian female migrants’/refugees’ experiences that the research 

base for my PhD and my creative art portfolio originate.  

I chose the CoP as a methodology (Lave & Wenger 1991) for my study, to build the answer 

into the research questions. The processes in this chapter seeks to explore, what 

migrant/refugee women are negotiating and transitioning to be Australian citizenship.  

 

I will first outline the theory of CoP and how this relates to my creative art practice. I will also 

outline selected activities of the WFG, with a focus on those practices that have helped to 

direct and shape my creative art practices, namely cooking and crafts. Finally, this chapter 

concludes by highlighting the significance of CoP to the final PhD artwork.   
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3.2 Methodology 

3.2.1 A community of practice  

As a term, ‘community of practice’ (CoP) has been defined by Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 

(1992) represent positions emerging from anthropology and linguistics respectively as ‘an 

aggregate of people who come together around mutual engagement in an endeavour 

…defined by its membership and practices’ (p. 464). It has also been defined as ‘groups of 

people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen 

their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis’ (Wenger, 

McDermott & Snyder 2002, p. 4), As such, a CoP involves a group of people with shared 

interests coming together to engage in learning and social practices. These crucial 

characteristics of a CoP have been identified by Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002,  

p. 27) as: 

• A shared practice: the members are practitioners. They develop a shared repertoire 

of resources: experiences, stories, tools or ways of addressing recurring problems and 

generating knowledge, which takes time and sustained interaction.  

• A shared domain of interest: being members of the community of practice, therefore 

implies a commitment to the domain, and a shared competence that distinguishes the 

members from other people.  

• The members of the community interact and learn together: each CoP will consist 

of members with different needs and interests who, as a collective, will consistently 

revise the interests and foci of the CoP. 

As such, learning is a central goal of a CoP, and has a transformative potential. Learning 

allows an individual or the group to explore and ask questions to reassess and redefine their 

previously gained knowledge. Wenger (1998) also believes that ‘learning transforms our 

identities and abilities to participate in the world by changing all at once who we are, our 

practices and our communities’ (p. 227). CoPs can therefore change the individuals who form 

it. Individuals can establish relationships with others and shape their own identity through this 

interchange. In fact, the identity of an individual or a group is being built through a CoP, where 

members are engaged actively in a process of learning to respond to other's actions, demands 

and queries. This mutual engagement can be face-to-face (Holmes & Meyerhoff 1999) or 

virtual (Wenger 1998). Pyrko et al. (2017) believes that mutual engagement is the essential 

element of CoP. This mutual engagement can also connect the members of a CoP to the 

wider community through their practices. In this connection, Wenger (1998) locates the social 



 

 65 

and individual to constitute each other temporally, creating a relationship of participation. Over 

time, both participation and reification remain as interplay to create a memory of history of 

social learning, which will be reflected in meaningful conceptual and physical artefacts 

(Wenger 1998) such as vocabularies and crafts. Therefore, engagement in social contexts 

involves a dual process of meaning-making (Wenger 1998, Chapter 1). Understanding the 

CoP as a social learning system (Lave & Wenger 1991), where learning connects participants 

and the world outside (Wenger 2010), is the key to understanding how a CoP influenced my 

creative art practices. With an interest in the intersection between gender and ethnicity 

amongst Afghan women migrants/refugees in Launceston, I joined the Women’s Friendship 

Group in August 2015. I was interested to see how migrants’/refugees’ competency could be 

built and developed through their interaction in a cultural setting different to that of their 

homeland.   

Through the WFG, women engaged directly in activities, conversation, reflection and other 

forms of personal and group participation in social life. It is a platform of social connections to 

address the needs of participants. The participants involved in these practices produce 

meaningful physical and conceptual artefacts such as vocabulary, routine works, sensibilities, 

styles, tools, methods, stories, documents, and crafts to build their competence to respond 

and react to social expectations. This has created a social history of learning or ‘regime of 

competence’ which has given rise ‘to a set of criteria and expectations by which participants 

recognize membership’ (Wenger 1998, p. 136) within the community to which they belong. 

Importantly, the participants define what counts as ‘competence’ (Wenger 2010, p. 180). 

According to Wenger (2010), ‘this competence includes [participants] being able to engage 

productively with others in the community and using appropriately the repertoire of resources 

that community has accumulated through its history of learning’ (p. 180). In this depth of 

engagement, where participants’ mind, body, thinking and emotions are involved, belonging 

will occur (Wenger 2010); therefore, by participating, new participants will become part of a 

community. However, to build efficient engagement, ‘mutual interaction, competence and 

continuity’ needs to be maintained within the CoP (Wenger 1998, pp. 237–238). These are 

the key factors that have been applied in WFG social practices. 

As Wenger pointed out to be competent, participants need to understand what is essential 

and what the problem is in the CoP community to reflect the accountability of the joint 

enterprise (Wenger 2010, p.180). The challenges of being between the loss of previous 

experiences and the gaining of a new competence are what promotes learning. As a group of 

participants, they value their collective/collected competence and learn from each other 
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(Wenger 1998) and that requires a good understanding of social practices to be able to share 

with other members of the CoP community and the wider community. This includes common 

ways of doing things by thinking together, familiarisation of social discourse, and 

understanding and memorising these norms through sharing among members of community 

(Tusting 2005). The new experiences might lead to the need to reassess and redefine the 

enterprise, and the requirement to add new elements to the repertoire of their practice 

(Wenger 1998). Learning can be seen as a process of continuous interaction between 

experience and competence (Wenger 1998). 

Accordingly, continuous interaction between experience and competence within new social 

practices, and being commutable and flexible to promote learning, the new participants of the 

CoP build a dynamic and open-ended platform of accumulated learning. This fluidity and 

flexibility towards variable platforms allows easy modification for responding to altered and 

dynamic circumstances (Ernst and Young: Creating a Culture of Flexibility 2017); (Gutsy 

Thinking: Flexibility to Generate Possibility | Sara Gombash Lampe 2017). The CoP will 

gradually find a common identity defined by a shared domain of interest (Wenger, McDermott 

& Snyder 2002). In shaping this common identity, the signifiers of time and space play the 

major role. This is because ‘learning happens in time and space and identity itself is [a] time 

space concept’, therefore, ‘identity is a kind of ongoing work rather than a thing’ (Farnsworth, 

Kleanthous & Wenger-Trayner 2016, p. 149). On the other hand, we require a platform of 

engagement to connect unlike domains of interest in order to experience new things that 

appear in between and also to add new elements to their repertoire of resources, which cross 

the cultural and social boundaries. 

In this PhD research, art and domestic tasks are utilised for engaging with a CoP. The CoP 

acts as a platform to develop and create in-betweenness artefacts through the work of 

migrants/refugees and the contributions of local participants, which the outcome of which are 

signifiers of time and space. Once this platform was developed, it provided a unique 

opportunity for the participants to communicate and share their previous experiences and 

competence through their cultural performative skills with new co-participants. This made 

them ready for garnering new experiences. Through this cultural interchange, in the 

intersection of cultures, the participants become ready to reassess their own experiences. 

They demonstrate their tendencies either to offer their own culture or become ready for cultural 

transformation through practising new things. Wenger-Trayner (2014) pointed out that 

“learning entail[s] an evolving combination of engagement, imagination and alignment within 

landscape of practices” (Farnsworth, Kleanthous & Wenger-Trayner 2016, p. 153). The output 
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of this conceptual communication and connection are visual compositions/narratives, which 

are a mixture of cultural stories possessed in common by women. 

Through five years observation of these community-engaged art practices, I was influenced 

to showcase metaphorically the concept of the women’s participation in social and cultural 

challenges. These creative practices were abstract floor-installations and a mute video 

installation that reflect on the female gender performative role in between cultures (see 

Chapter 4 for an elaboration of this idea and its visual impact within the PhD). I employed the 

CoP as a methodology, involving the WFG as a case study for observation, and developed 

activities and a collection of evidence that has fed into my creative practices. As  an Iranian 

migrant woman who was brought up in and experienced the culture of Middle East, I selected 

Muslim Afghan women from a culturally and socially disadvantaged group to show how the 

structural changes in their adopted society — with a well-developed social discourse of 

women’s empowerment — can rapidly change the historical and cultural role of the newly-

arrived women through their social interaction and learning. Nevertheless, this formation has 

occurred at a time of global socio-political propaganda, where media and right-wing politicians 

and radical groups are focusing on migrants/refugees particularly Muslim migrants/refugees, 

and associating them with terrorism and violence, which has produced community fears and 

Islamophobia (Poynting & Briskman 2018). This view in society and the community can 

negatively impact the acceptance of new arrivals in urban, rural and regional communities. 

Muslim participants are often identified by their dress, which is why it is crucial to foster 

incorporation as quickly as possible in order to overcome these negative stereotypes 

(Lindström  2016). 

 

The observation of group and individual engagement in the WFG gave me a better perception 

of the Muslim migrant/refugee women’s social interaction. They sway in the liminal space of 

cultures from home to those of Australia, and this is apparent in their behaviour while 

encountering social/cultural contradictions. They try hard to align themselves with the new role 

to play and to imagine how life is perceived in the new society. Meanwhile, they are 

maintaining their own culture within the late post-modern and dynamic culture of Australia. 

These observations provided me with sufficient material to depict my understanding about the 

group and individual capabilities and their participation in a new society. This occurs in the 

liminal space of cultures that plays as an indescribable concept for these women, but who can 

express themselves in the language of handicraft and cooking tasks.  
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3.2.2 Women’s Friendship Group  

The Women’s Friendship Group (WFG) is a voluntary group run by women from different 

professional and cultural backgrounds in Launceston, Tasmania (Australia). The WFG 

supports and assists existing refugee and migrant women. The participants are predominantly 

Afghan Hazara, with a small number of humanitarian Sudanese, Eritrean, Egyptian, Pakistani 

and Iranian migrants. This includes Shia and Sunni Muslims. Participants have arrived in 

Launceston as migrants/refugees at different times, and they are at various stages of their 

settlement journey. The women are supported by local and state governments to receive 

educational opportunities, transportation, affordable housing and employment opportunities. 

The WFG provides voluntary social support and, with the enthusiasm of community groups, 

invites migrant/refugee women and their families to become involved with the wider society. 

Attending the WFG is their choice; it is not a requirement of their resettlement. 

The WFG approach is based on sharing, mutual learning, regular contact, and listening to and 

responding to the concerns and needs of the women. The WFG aims include, but are not 

limited to, English conversation, familiarisation with Australian culture and law, information 

from providers about their services, and essential topics such as health, family violence, self-

care, employment, upcoming community events and planning for enterprises. This has been 

expanded from the initial focus of WFG, which to address illiteracy and the lack of social skills 

among the women. The WFG response to social demands on women’s roles is in line with the 

Australian expectations and standards, as women’s legal issues and statutes in Australian 

differ from those of women coming from Middle-Eastern countries. The WFG has tried to 

reduce social isolation by providing regular social contact with members including activities 

and social art practices, which provide meaningful interaction with the Launceston 

communities.  

The WFG is an important platform that has been utilised in the development of my artistic 

work, where CoP methodologies were applied to investigate the aim of this research work. 

The following subsections describe the twofold functions of the WFG.  

Educational approach/practices 

The WFG acts as a central point of connection with a broader society through proficiency in 

Australian socio-cultural rules. These include respect, societal law, information about service 

providers, and essential topics such as health, family violence, self-care, employment, 

upcoming community events and planning for enterprises. 
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The social commitment through the WFG is remarkable in terms of the development of 

women’s social subjectivity through practices. This is achieved through education and their 

realisation of differences in lifestyle and social roles. The WFG’s activities and practices have 

also spread beyond women to include their families, especially their adolescent children. 

Connections to the wider community are particularly pertinent when imagery of 

migrants/refugees in the media, particularly those who are Muslims, is sometimes linked to 

terrorism, often giving rise to community fear, persecution and racism (Poynting & Briskman 

2018). These educational practices are the first step in social connection for women, the 

majority of whom strictly follow their traditional gendered roles and duties predetermined 

for . In their society ‘economic reliance’ is legally given to men, which justifies the silence of 

most women because of dependency. In Australian society, this discourse has been long 

raised in public with social advocator and within organisations that defend women rights 

(Victorian Women’s Trust  2019). Therefore, these legal differences are challenges between 

tradition and liberty, and risk and opportunity (Giddens 1991) for the women who are newly 

establishing competencies and social alignment.  

The education they receive is practical, operational and collaboratively co-existent along with 

artistic practices and domestic tasks. This provides an environment in which artistic practices 

may prepare a platform for better social interaction. However, educational social commitment 

is not essential to this creative project, which focuses on bilateral engagement through 

domestic tasks and artistic practices.   

The participants’ involvement with those educational practices has provided a place for my 

experiment as to whether and to what degree individual and group cultural boundaries 

gradually fade, and further, whether that also leads to a desire for change in cultural and 

gender role behaviours. This intangible role transformation and how the women’s identity 

gradually absorbs new experiences through social interaction shapes the fundamentals of my 

creative practices. I have been observing how they are learning and switching between their 

past history and the new experiences; how they try to find a point of connection between the 

unfamiliar domain of interests and how, in spite of their uncertainty, to be flexible in order to 

embrace upcoming opportunities (see Chapter 4). 

Domestic tasks and artistic practices 

A series of activities are introduced in the WFG to acknowledge art and creativity as an 

essential need of humans to express intellectual challenges, social intolerance, social 

deprivation and fundamental human emotions. The activities also include the desire of the 
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participating women to build a platform for communication through their own culture and 

customs to maintain their cultural skills as household women. To a large extent, the 

performative tasks of cooking and crafts are the best approaches to expressing women’s 

individual and social needs. These practices form a platform through which to pursue and 

engage everyone’s different capabilities and diverse backgrounds, and their different social 

and personal expressions. These are familiar tasks for all of the women, and these practices 

allow the women to push their boundaries, and to access a broad range of cultural and social 

experiences and competencies. In a supported environment, they use their skills and 

knowledge more effectively. Such conceptual and physical practices make a unique 

connection between time and space (their past and present), and can link seemingly unrelated 

ideas and understandings. Their growing mind connects to a broader perspective and further 

imagination.  

 

In this PhD research, cooking, crafts and associated materials are seen as symbols of 

domestic practice and a metaphor for the traditional female sphere (see Chapter 2), which 

often carry the signs of caring and moral goodness. I closely consider the elements and 

material involved in cooking and crafts, which document shared cultural memories. That is, 

the domain of women where artefacts are made in demonstrate in-betweenness and where 

my creative practice is established. These practices made me confident in forming the 

required techniques, selecting the materials and patterns, and how to present the visual 

creative presentation (physical location of installation).  

3.3 Gender and domestic tasks: The creative impact 

It is important to consider women’s roles in traditional societies. The narrative of local and 

traditional decorative handicraft and the art of cooking at home to some extent has protected 

the presence of women in society over time, which in itself has preserved their cultural, 

political, social and artistic contributions, and demonstrates their predetermined gender roles. 

The home performative arts are doors to communication with the new community in advance 

of developing verbal communication, but that capability should be aligned with social 

competence in order to have tendency for social interaction. 

The gender role of a Middle-Eastern woman is mostly limited to housework and, as such, often 

limits the activities of females to repetitive tasks at home, looking after family members and 

childbearing. This limitation prevents them from being exposed to more complex social issues 

and capability in making decisions. This view often has its roots in traditional culture, religion, 
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tribal and ethnic collectivism, which in many cases is at odds with a culture (as it is in Australia) 

which is based on the rights of the individual. Being caught in these societies, women are 

deprived of participating in society and are not aware of their legal rights and lack of social 

skills, and are being subjected to religious instruction, thereby limiting their engagement within 

society. 

The WFG project, with this knowledge in mind, was linked with Red Cross to provide the 

FoodRedi/Food safety program, enabling women to gain knowledge about nutrition and 

cooking healthy foods. Women are the target group for this program because of  their risk of 

social isolation (see Figure 3.1a & Figure 3.1b).  

  

a: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, FoodRedi program, 

2 March 2017. 

b: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, FoodRedi 

program,16 March 2017. 

Figure 3.1: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, FoodRedi program, Australian Red Cross Launceston, 

March-May 2017, Launceston, Tasmania. 

The WFG is committed to supporting women to complete food safety and food handling 

certificates. Additionally, it provides information about employment opportunities, links them 

to relevant services, and encourages them to start their own enterprises and do seasonal 

work. The social capital developed is used to benefit migrant/refugee women. 

Their determination to learn during this program and the guidance provided in line with the 

aims and objectives of both the WFG and my PhD research, accelerated their willingness to 

overcome cultural and social role differences. They tried to adjust their cultural competencies 

and skills in line with their new social expectations, and were prepared to contribute to social 

interaction through performative cultural tasks. Transforming some components of the 

traditional art of cooking, and preparing and serving the food produced to the wider community 

as a new form of social performance, was part of developing these new socio-cultural and 

personal skills (shown in Figures 3.2 and 3.3). The effective connections that the women 
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establish with each other and the broader community are obvious through every single stage 

of this creative cultural endeavour. Through the educational training and associated practices, 

the women learned how to share their common interests with  new members, while 

experiencing new individual and social role for themselves in Australian society. It was 

successful in making new competencies while acquiring new skills and greater confidence, 

and a shared repertoire both for migrants and the research project.  

Their interest in skilfully displaying the significance of selected foods such as traditional baked 

and steamed bread (as shown in Figure 3.2), demonstrates their affective capabilities. The 

women's capability in preparing the food, caring for others and running a good household in 

traditional societies are benchmarks for evaluating them against other competent women. 

They set a cultural standard for the quality and the associated manner of serving (see Chapter 

2). It is expected that women should be qualified and well competent in those tasks. There is 

an intangible relationship between the traditional women’s role and the capability of using 

these cooking materials to make a perfect taste and its association with the significant smells 

that permeated the air. This is a sign of completion in a cooking process. These smells invited 

people to come together for ‘good things’, the signs of ‘good things’ to share. The women try 

to discuss their cultural understanding and the meaning through the form, colour, flavour and 

smell of cooking and the manner of serving the meals. It is an assigned female gender role to 

be able to maintain the history of cultural food memory of their own family and community 

members in traditional society. Therefore, the art of cooking itself represents a cultural and 

religious aesthetic, economic condition of people as well as their diet and nutrition, which is 

mainly associated with spices, salt, sugar, flour and herbs. Over the centuries, these spices 

were valued and used as a source of exchange and trade. They also have a dual purpose, 

important for cooking and medicines (McCormick Science Institute 2015). Over the centuries 

these cooking materials, with their various compositions and considering the smells and 

flavours, have created cultural memories and mark a special geographical place on Earth. 

Using the combination of herbs, spices, flour, salt and other ingredients in a simple way, 

without using any measuring scales, made the scenes revealed in Figures 3.2 culturally 

unique, witnessed in the making of various traditional meals of different tastes and 

appearance.  

The use of salt, sugar, spices, flour and herbs as common elements in cooking could be a 

bridge to reaching diverse cultures and for forming connections with other members of society. 
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Figure 3.2:  Cooking task, Tavern Restaurant,  

July 2018, Launceston (WFG archive). 

Figure  3.3: Serving customers, Tavern 

Restaurant, May 2018, Launceston  

(WFG  archive). 

Transforming and expanding this historical women’s role of cooking and its associated caring 

tasks into a community kitchen has created a unique opportunity of sharing skills among 

women, which can lead to a source of income for individuals or groups. Use of these cooking 

elements has paved the way in developing the idea of employing cooking ingredients as a 

medium in my creative art.   

 

Having gained Food Alert certificates, food handling knowledge, and practice in the 

Community Kitchen (shown in Figures 3.2 and 3.3), some women, together with their families, 

ran Afghan food stalls at local markets and were invited to cater for events such as the 

Salvation Army Employment Plus Easter Dinner and the state conference of the Greens 

political party. This was extended to younger people, who trained in front-of-house skills at the 

Community Kitchen (see Figure 3.3), allowing them to contribute to family enterprises and to 

gain part-time work. 

3.4 Artistic practice: The creative impact 

As discussed previously, in religious countries in the Middle-East, there is an ongoing 

historical absence of women from most professional disciplines including engineering, industry 

and science, art and architecture, trade, politics, literature, philosophy and religion, which 

remains apparent even today (Tucker 1983; Meriwether & Tucker 2019). This is a very strong 

reason for promoting women’s presence and their participation in social interaction within 

Australian society in order to avoid further social isolation and disadvantage. In this section, I 

consider the power of crafts and patterns as a visual communicator, often depicting religious, 

cultural and mythical scenes, or social classes and their accomplishments. These elements 
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are enlisted in my creative efforts to abstractly demonstrate the subject matter in the fluid 

space between cultures (see Chapter 4).  

As a first attempt at a group craft activity in the CoP, I acted as an art practitioner and provided 

an opportunity for women to be part of the Tamar Valley Peace Festival in Launceston in May 

2016.  This festival focuses on using arts and crafts as a source of community integration and 

communication. The project built ongoing links with the Tamar Valley Peace Festival, leading 

to participation in the Global Village event in August 2018 that showcased Afghan and 

Egyptian food, Iranian calligraphy and henna painting, alongside local creative and domestic 

practices. These events provided the context for interaction for the WFG, and the sharing of 

different domains of interest through common practices.  

These craft projects were developed at a time of social concern in Australia regarding the 

presence of Muslim women which, as mentioned above, makes the situation more susceptible 

and sensitive for these women living in between cultures at the time of their resettlement. 

Therefore, the focus of the project was drawn to the fact that they are confined in a social 

tension, utterly dependent on global and political affairs (see Chapter 4, Salt, sugar and water 

exchange 2018, an abstraction mute video). In an attempt to improve intercultural acceptance 

and demonstrate their positive social contribution, women were involved in activities towards 

developing social peace.  

These are open practices in respecting other cultures and as a clear indication of living in 

diversity and liminal spaces of cultures. Considering group and personal boundaries, and 

respecting diversity as a positive intervention, is one aim in my PhD project. This leads to 

thinking about the in-betweenness artefacts, which can bring cultures and people together, 

such as the Prayer mat 2016 and Circular tablecloth 2018 project. This is discussed in further 

detail, including and connecting the pre- and post-liminal memory of participating women. 

3.4.1 Prayer mat project: Tamar Valley Peace Festival (May to 

August 2016)  

Religious item as a point of connection 

Beginning in May 2016, the WFG was the driving mechanism for supporting and encouraging 

the creation of a Peace Mat as a part of the Tamar Valley Peace Festival. The rug-hooking 

took place at LINC Launceston (the library) on successive Saturdays from May until 30 August 

2016 (Tamar Valley Festival of Peace 2016). The primary participants were Afghan women, 
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but the general public was invited to join in. The most satisfying sessions were the ones where 

the Afghan women practised their English skills with Launceston locals, while teaching them 

how to sew the Peace Mat, thus transferring their skills. These sessions resulted in a sharing 

domain creating an activity of learning together for the benefit of the community.  

The community of Afghan and local women came together to talk and work together as a 

heterogeneous group.  The session, led by me as the facilitator, was designed to deliver peace 

and the idea that Islam is a peaceful religion in a time of Islamophobia. It was planned to 

showcase the harmony of understanding and respect for all religions. It was a first attempt for 

a direct connection as a group with the broader Australian society. They worked together to 

create a mat (Prayer mat) to present a symbol of religious identity, which facilitates peace 

through the context of Islam. The program builds self-belief with each knot made, creating a 

meaningful artefact through shared practice and learning with cultural patterns as the point of 

connection (see Figure 3.4a–d). 

  

a: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, 11 June 2016. b: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, 18 June 2016. 

  

c: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, 30 July 2016. d: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, 6 August 2016. 

Figure 3.4: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, the process of making Prayer mat, May to August 2016, 

LINC, Launceston. 
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This activity was designed to practice community and social engagement based on gender 

role and religious identity. Through this performative craft activity, which was a conceptual 

‘circle of mutual engagement’ and representative of gender identity, an in-betweenness textile 

artefact was created. I selected this approach to directly connect two parallel and 

asymmetrical cultures and social practices through the historically gendered tasks of stitching 

and weaving. This created an environment to enhance a circle of learning and sharing.  

Through this symbol, a learning platform was developed for participants to negotiate their 

views and beliefs, and share their cultural and gendered-life experiences through visual 

communication and the performative task in a circular gathering manner. Testing the stitching 

and weaving as a shared cultural platform created a link between the Afghan women group 

and the broader society. In this participation and engagement, the competencies of all 

participants were jointly constructed. What seems to be most important is the ability to 

communicate and establish the point of connection between cultures. This leads to mutual 

recognition of competencies.  

I initially had to design a simple mat pattern to include Middle-Eastern cultural and religious 

patterns. The mat was designed to be an object symbolising the experience of living  in-

between two cultures. I selected a pattern from the Middle-East and the technique, ‘hooky and 

proggy mats’, comes from northern England (Hooky and proggy mats: a beginner's guide 

2013). This act of cultural-exchange made participants familiar with the unfamiliar cultural 

patterns as well as learning the new technique of mat making. These activities are part of 

women’s domesticity role. This exercise helped them to go beyond cultural boundaries to look 

for the common points rather than differences. The cross-cultural mat created a secure 

connection, and became a point of intercultural unity.  

The circles of gathering developed during these workshops had the unique characteristic of 

equality in learning and sharing between women from diverse cultural backgrounds. More than 

50 pairs of hands participated in this mat making. Interaction and sharing between participants 

were shaped and developed, and there was no classified hierarchy between members. 

Development of the circle of unity improved the learning and communication skills of 

participants through the development of a practical outcome. Learning could not have 

occurred merely through presence and observation of the activity. This highlights the 

importance of considering participation, interaction and sharing at the same time for learning 

to occur. Participation, interaction and sharing are crucial to learning, which may not have 

been as effective if the women had only been present as observers. 
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Upon completion, the mat (see Figure 3.5) was exhibited on the ground floor of LINC 

Launceston where the public were invited to join these migrant/refugee women for 

conversation and further interaction. Displaying this cross-cultural artefact shared the 

achievements with significantly more community members. Through this approach, the 

audiences were encouraged to get involved and to think about unity and integrity. 

Many positive achievements arose from this project. For example, the migrant/refugee women 

involved assimilated their work and became familiar with the local culture. They could raise 

their voice in developing new activities they would like to undertake, utilising the knowledge 

and skills they own from their cultural background. They wish to seek peer position to become 

competent in contact with new co-participants within the new social structure and institution. 

By tapping into their creative skills and cultural heritage, this workshop was developed to give 

the women another opportunity to reflect their values.  

  

Figure 3.5: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Prayer mat, September 2016 to May 2017, NICS/LGH 

Building, Launceston (left); May–August 2017, LINC, Launceston (right). 

I believe the Prayer mat can be considered a successful in-between project for the following 

reasons. The workshop promoted the women’s presence and their participation in social 

interaction to avoid isolation. The workshop enabled these women to experience visual ways 

of expressing themselves and making connections, thereby enhancing their ability to 

communicate in the community at large and in between cultures. They could practice freedom 

of expression and respect for others. With this ability they can convey their message, and talk 

about Islamic heritage and cultural motifs with others in a more effective way. Regarding my 

creative practice, the Prayer mat is a religious item that interpreted and demonstrated a 

connection point of interchange in the intersection of cultures and social structures. However, 

in this craft workshop, the women were not involved in facilitating the pattern or design of the 
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mat, thereby their involvement was planned for the next cultural workshop with the title of 

Circular tablecloth. Moreover, the memorised patterns in this workshop and the Circular 

tablecloth since been employed in my creative practices (see Chapter 4, Blending of 

cultures/smell of cultures 2018 and Intersection 2019). 

3.4.2 Circular tablecloth project (July 2017 to July 2018) 

Home item as a point of connection: practising freedom of expression and choice 

The success of the Peace Mat and how the-act-of-making brings these women together was 

the impetus behind the Circular tablecloth art and craft practice. This cohort of women had 

already demonstrated enthusiasm for undertaking creative endeavours, commitment to 

finishing a project, willingness to engage with others including speaking a different language 

beyond their community language, and the capability for learning new skills quickly. These 

women readily learned how to assemble brass components to assist in completing an art 

sculpture/Installation at Design Tasmania (see Chapter 2). The adoption of new textile 

techniques (a familiar medium from their heritage) was deemed achievable and could lead to 

a source of income for individuals or groups of women. The inclusion of non-migrant 

participants has offered the opportunity for migrants/refugees to improve their English skills 

and their comfort levels in the community at large while also creating a meaningful artefact.  

The Circular tablecloth project started with making motifs in different sizes by cutting more 

than 150 circular pieces of cotton fabric (in two layers). It was planned to use these pieces of 

fabric to create larger motifs in three different sizes (the circles had a diameter of 9 cm, 12 cm 

and 15 cm) (see Figure 3.6). One of the basic tasks to be performed was putting a very thin 

filler in between two layers of cloth to make it thicker for stitching. This was the start of the 

project and a way of introduction so participants could engage in teamwork. The participants 

were mainly Afghan women, but Australians and other nationalities were invited to join the 

project. 
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Figure 3.6: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Initial preparation, July 2017.  

 

The Afghan women and Australian born women individually and freely selected the pattern 

and the decorative material of choice from each  pieces of motifs. They were guided in drawing 

and colouring their own pattern before starting stitching. Each of these motifs was planned to 

be unique. Through this task, they had an opportunity to communicate in groups, learning new 

words and understanding their values in contributing to society. Each group gave a 

presentation to inform the others what they did, how they did it, and what they learned in 

creating the motif. Each motif (a decorative design or pattern) was designed using the Afghan 

mirror embroidery technique. In this project, the mirror, in addition to creating beauty and glow, 

was a metaphor for the person's identity and presence. 

Different types of silk, cotton and wool yarns were used for embroidery on a range of different 

fabrics. Metallic threads, spangles, sequins, mirrors (shisha) and metallic braids were often 

also incorporated into the designs, as shown in Figure 3.7. 

   

Figure 3.7: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Sample motif, July 2017 to July 2018. 
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To connect these motifs, participants sat around a table, moving and selecting the motifs and 

finding the best possible ways for them to be employed in the tablecloth. This exercise 

provided an opportunity to develop and practise Australian social values such as sharing 

ideas, respecting others’ opinions, teamwork, constructive criticism, agreeing via a majority 

vote, and so forth. Through such sharing, the division between migrants/refugees and 

Australians  gradually disappeared in the spirit of acceptance.  

This object is a good example of migrant re-settlement in their new home. The final decision 

about design was a transformation of their past imagination, and their memory of a mosque’s 

dome and pillars’ designs (shown in Figures 3.8 and 3.9). Referencing and addressing the 

actual history and memory of migrants to create a connection between images of the past 

place and time with the current place and time, is exceptionally vital. It involves transferring 

their actual historical event experiences to the new environment. It also improves their self-

esteem in regard to what they have to share, where their system of knowledge, faith and 

cultural skills transfers through practising social connection. Here is a social connection 

opportunity that was not previously possible; this is a new life dream/imagination. The final 

output created an in-betweenness artefact from multi-national domestic and local tasks, which 

has brought together signifiers of time and place (see Figures 3.8 and 3.10a–d). 

  



 

 81 

 

Figure 3.8:   The lower photograph shows the selected design, May 2018 (WFG Archive). 

 

 

Figure 3.9: Mosque of Isfahan Jami - Photo by Ali Kordzadeh, Screen Shot 2018-12-01 at 1.27.25 

pm, http://rm1344.blogfa.com/post/1328. 
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a: assembling the motifs at NICS/LGH. b: assembling the motifs at home. 

  

c: completed Circular tablecloth. d: exhibiting Circular tablecloth in NICS/LGH. 

Figure 3.10: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, the process of making Circular tablecloth July 2018, 

Exhibition September 2018–2020, NICS/LGH, Launceston (bottom right). 

 

The final celebration of the entire process included a display of the pieces to the general public 

at the Tamar Valley Peace Festival (Global Village celebration 4–5 August 2018) and was 

then was exhibited in the Launceston General Hospital (LGH)/Northern Integrated Care 

Services (NICS) building from 10 September 2018 (shown in Figure 3.10a–d). This was 

published twice in The Examiner, a Launceston-based newspaper (Slatter 2018a; Slatter 

2018b,) and (Tamar Valley Festival of Peace 2018). Promotion through these local 

newspapers helped a better connection of the group to the broader society. 

The Circular tablecloth project is a successful in-between project similar to the Prayer mat but 

with additional achievements. It is worth mentioning that the workshop helped members of the 

WFG to promote their community presence and their participation, and enabled them to 

experience how to develop a visual and tactile means of expression in the intersection of 
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cultures. They practiced freedom of expression and choice as well as how to respect others. 

With this ability they could convey their cultural message, and talk about their heritage and 

cultural motifs with others, thereby expanding the diverse resources and heritage of the city. 

By overseeing the Circular tablecloth project, a culturally in-betweenness artefact was created, 

being made by women from different cultural background. The skillfully-made piece 

showcased their culture and creativity, as well as their willingness to learn, leading them to 

cross the signifiers of time and place. The opportunity to share domains of interest through 

common practices also allowed for the construction of a shared history of learning. As a result 

of these practices, the accumulated identity has been structured by learning. This has had a 

profound effect on the creative work pursued in this research. The memorised patterns in this 

workshop have had significant impact on my creative practices (see Chapter 4, Blending of 

cultures/smell of cultures 2018 and Intersection 2019). Regarding my creative practice, the 

Circular tablecloth itself, as a cultural and female gender role item, demonstrated a connection 

point of interchange in the intersection of cultures.  

3.5 Chapter summary 

To pursue my aims, I worked with a group of former Afghan refugee women in order to 

understand their identity challenges in the intersection with Australia’s social groups and 

institutions. 

This chapter has focused on ethnicity and the gender roles of Hazara migrant women from 

Afghanistan through their predominant roles and domestic tasks, cooking and craft, to 

elaborate, expose and creatively visualise their social challenges within the liminal space 

of asymmetrical cultures. In this space, migrant women are confronted with a new civil 

society with unfamiliar government organisations, social norms, culture and discourses, 

where gender and citizenship are defined, practised and experienced differently from their 

homeland. 

The chapter has discussed the importance of maintaining their engagement within a new 

society through community-engaged practices in an artistic platform. The historic absence of 

women in many disciplines given the past and in the current situation in the Middle East is a 

solid reason to promote women’s presence and their participation in social interaction in order 

to avoid social isolation and disadvantage in a new society.  

This chapter has discussed, how in order to meet the aims of my PhD visual research, I 

became involved with the CoP — the Women’s Friendship Group (WFG) — a heterogenous 
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group of Launceston-based Afghan women who are assisted by volunteers through artistic 

and non-artistic social practices based on their needs. I positioned myself as a volunteer art 

practitioner and an activator by collaborating with the WFG, developing participatory art 

projects based on the Afghan women’s existing skills and knowledge.  

This chapter seeks to demonstrate how the theory of CoP as described by Eckert & 

McConnell-Ginet (1992), functions as a methodology, and following Lave & Wenger (1991) 

considers learning in this context as a socially engaged practice (. The three crucial 

characteristics of a CoP have been considered: a shared domain of interest, a shared 

practice; and a community. The chapter has answered the question of how the theory of 

CoP as a method can help this creative practice-based research.  It has made a link 

between divided geographic and institutional societies, practices and roles, which are 

simultaneously influenced by dynamic circumstances, although all the participants in the 

CoP are united as ‘women’. 

The CoP’s practices in the WFG has had a noteworthy influence on the women’s wider 

social development and has impacted upon my PhD creative outputs. The CoP was formed 

at a time of global socio-political propaganda and fear about Islamic religious and political 

ideology. Furthermore, Afghan women’s illiteracy and lack of social knowledge reduces 

their social engagement in their new cultural environment. However, despite their illiteracy, 

and the negative media and social atmosphere and their cultural restrictions, the WFG 

experienced acceptable interactions through social activities. These women have gained 

confidence by building social skills, which enabled them to share their experiences while 

settling in Launceston. This was also observed in the existing group as the women are 

welcoming to new members and new volunteers. They started to share common resources 

that create, maintain and reinforce a community of practice (Wenger 1998), such as calling 

themselves ‘women’s group’, a shared term in linguistics including slang, jargon and 

specialised terminology (Meyerhoff 2006). They now contribute seriously in different social 

activities and respect each other’s ideas in decision making, and also in planning further 

activities. This has built leadership skills and resilience, and with increased diversity within the 

group it develops understanding, acceptance and reconciliation. Regular ongoing contact in 

an atmosphere of mutual learning and trust enables the women to voice their needs. I 

witnessed the women’s role transform through their endeavours and their desire to 

overcome social role differences so as to have better social interaction. Through artistic 

activities such as the Prayer mat (2016) and Circular tablecloth (2018), the participants in the 

WFG shared their interests to make a new history of learning and to build competence through 
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shared practices with the new community members. The artistic practices created spaces for 

engagement, negotiation and shared enterprise, particularly in identity formation. The artistic 

practices tried to connect parallel social role practices from dissimilar broader socio-cultures 

through common and ordinary domestic tasks. This resulted in a meaningful artefact, which is 

a symbol of in-betweenness that crosses the signifiers of time and place. The chapter has 

shown how the WFG as a CoP of practices and social learning has informed my PhD creative 

practices, and how by observing the process of the CoP, techniques, relevant materials and 

patterns have been selected for my creative outputs, which are detailed in the next chapter. 

In the next chapter, I reveal my process of experimental studio practice and in doing so I 

synthesise my theoretical investigations, observations within the CoP, my context reflection 

as an art-practitioner, and my philosophical and critical thinking through abstract installations 

and art techniques (floor installation and video installation). I visualise the concept through 

form, line and patterns. I also elaborate a link between artwork and audience by incorporating 

the mediums of salt, sugar, spices and herbs and their associated smells. These smells, as 

an intangible cultural heritage, offer the potential to directly connect the audience’s mind to 

the history of memory including the memory of place and situations they have experienced. 
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CHAPTER 4                                Creative Context 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter offers a compilation of the findings from my PhD research. This includes 

explorations, intuitive observations of life experiences, experimental practices, critical thinking, 

and analytical expressions of my process-driven abstract artworks. Overall, the methodology 

I adopted for this project is that of practice-based research which allows for a significant focus 

on creative practice, both guiding and justifying the PhD research and its creative artistic 

output. Practice-based research is a method that exists between a theoretical approach (the 

process of research including visual research development) and poiesis, a process that 

produces or leads (a thing) into being and the sensory embodiments of art-making 

(Whitehead 2003). This is distinguished in praxis, which is the process of transformation 

encountered between the artist and the art in the unfolding of making. Praxis consists of both 

spatial and temporal qualities and can, therefore, involve space and time for the purpose of 

showcasing the ideas (Dorsch 2013).  

The nature of this artistic journey has been shaped through my formal and non-formal art and 

graphic education and practices since 1985. It is an accumulation of visual art experiments 

with multiple materials and methods through which I have sought to blur borders between 

Buddhist philosophy and associated tradition, the art movement of Abstract Expressionism, 

and contemporary graphic design practices. My background as a female visual artist engaging 

with the community in an Australian context, in addition to my Middle-Eastern cultural heritage, 

enables me to identify and locate myself in between the two different cultures and social 

structures, that include distinct cultural identities and differences in gender roles. Through my 

involvement with the WFG as a CoP, I have seen how Afghan migrant women have a deep 

connection with their own cultural understanding, and rely on this familiarity to express their 

stories, art and crafts and social connections (see Chapter 3).  

My artistic approach combines community-engaged art using the CoP model (see Chapter 3), 

and creative practice through different installation techniques, as described in this chapter. 

Therefore, in utilising the method of the community of engaged practices, the following 

research questions were developed:  

• How can I visually convert my understanding of the community of engaged practices 

to an abstract artefact based on group skills and experiences?  
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• How can liminality as experienced by Afghan women be visually represented by 

creative art practices? 

• How can the artefacts generated by Afghan women through a community of practice 

inform the development of creative art practices? 

The CoP as a method helped me to visualise the intangible cultural and role exchanges of the 

Afghan migrant women in Launceston (Tasmania) through the use of carefully chosen 

materials being developed into tangible creative artefacts which explore concepts of 

transience, fluidity and the in-betweenness of accumulated identity. The creative art practices 

formed in the intersection of the community engagement and studio practice were additionally 

influenced by cultural and philosophical thinking (see Chapter 2 and Chapter 1) as reference 

points. The process of this creative practice is also influenced and guided by art practitioners 

who previously explored similar theoretical concerns and creative practices (see Chapter 2). 

This visual art project created opportunities for exploring and exposing in-betweenness by 

merging different art techniques and methods. As a result, the research objectives were 

addressed by using two performative domestic tasks (cooking and textile crafts) obtained from 

the CoP to create two forms of abstract installation (floor installation and video installation). In 

particular, the research objectives were achieved by establishing a framework for practical 

research utilising specific installation techniques, tools, mediums, installation location and 

forms. The final practical output metaphorically, symbolically and graphically addresses the 

conceptual content of transience and fluidity of accumulated identity of migrant Afghan women 

in the intersection of dissimilar socio-cultures and role practices. 

4.2 Transience, fluidity, and in-betweenness and the art process 

French philosopher Jean-Francois Lyotard (1982) described the challenge of transforming the 

invisible: ‘To make visible that there is something which can be conceived and which neither 

can be seen nor made visible: this is what is at stake in modern painting [art]. But how to make 

visible that there is something that cannot be seen?’ (Haberkorn 2018, p. 1). 

At the beginning of this PhD project, the initial challenge was how visual metaphors and 

abstraction could convey adult migrant women's identity challenges and evolve into a 

meaningful body of artworks. As an artist working closely with the Afghan migrant women 

community, I was able to collect some unique perspectives conceptually and visually through 

observing these women’s activities in a variety of projects, mostly facilitated through 

collaborating with the WFG as a CoP, as seen in domestic tasks (textile crafts, cooking). 
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Through my emphasis on the  performance of domestic tasks in the home, I recognised these 

can be doors to communication within a new community in advance of developing verbal 

communication among migrants and the host society. Through the CoP, I was able to think 

about how to visualise and materialise non-material cultural elements by combining domestic 

tasks with metaphorical and symbolical objects that reflect Afghan migrant women’s cultural 

memories, customs, sense of place, values and norms, and their exchange of feelings in the 

intersection of disparate socio-cultural practices. Such opportunities allowed me to observe 

the women’s lived experiences of cultural and gender roles, temporality and transience. Within 

the CoP, the women were learning and sharing while simultaneously ⎯ consciously and 

unconsciously ⎯ shaping a conceptual and visual circle of engagement. In this intersection of 

dissimilar cultures and gender roles, migrant women experienced both cultural similarities and 

differences, with points of resemblance and incongruity. Practising exchange and mutual 

interaction of cultural and gender role experiences through their domestic tasks diminished 

difference and created common ground. As these relationships unfolded, I could record 

through my observation and documentation, how the women were pushing the boundaries of 

in-betweenness to create a new definition of cultural and gender roles — they were sharing 

experiences and shaping new memories. It was during this time that their migrant identity 

began to evolve through social interaction and learning. While this was forming in a liminal 

space, the potential to facilitate mutual transformation from traditional to contemporary 

modalities shaped a circular form of engagement and learning where the migrant women’s 

cultural and gender performative role evolved. The challenge of evolvement through social 

interaction may be described as ‘floating’, ‘fluid’, ‘switching’, ‘swinging’, ‘free-flowing’ and 

‘rolling’; a way in which accumulated identity may flexibly adjust to new roles and situations. 

The underpinning of this thinking was visual (in their performative tasks output) and conceptual 

(in the outcome of the manner of performing) continuity that flows between the traditional 

lifestyle of Afghan women, and their willingness to embrace modernity. They were crossing 

from the past to reach an unprecedented future. This led me to explore the circle as a 

metaphor for the fluidity of accumulated identity in this project. The radius lines of the circle 

sometimes came close together (conversion point) to blend and create new meanings, but 

sometimes parted (diversion point) in figurative or non-figurative forms. These parallel lines 

continue to be connected and disconnected in familiar and unfamiliar points, simultaneously 

forming a non-linear continuum pattern. In my practices, significantly in Blending of 

cultures/smell of cultures (2018) and Intersection (2019), lines and intersection points in the 

patterns, within a circle of installation work, are adopted and interchangeable to reflect warping 

of thought.  
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These concepts and ideas intertwined into my PhD investigation, and I began ruminating 

about the connection between my observations (conceptually and visually), theoretical 

investigations, and practical experiments. This artistic direction was shaped progressively, 

while the circular shape has been a communal metaphorical-symbol to connect the creative 

artworks with theoretical concepts in this visual research. It builds on insights from the sacred 

symbol of the Ensō circle of life (see Chapter 2) and the conceptual and visual circular shape 

which was consistently — consciously and unconsciously — formed in the domestic tasks 

practiced in the CoP (see Chapter 3). I was fascinated by the relationship between the lived 

experience of migrant women's cultural and social behaviour in social group activities while 

learning and sharing, and the significance of the symbolic and graphic object of the circle. 

Choosing the circle, I used its geometric properties as a unified whole and a form of instability 

and movement, which also represents repetition in the culture and role cycle (see Chapter 2). 

An incomplete/deformed circle, which was chosen later in the progress of the project, to 

represent symbolically women's cultural cyclic role in transformation and evolvement in the 

liminal space of cultures through social learning.  

4.2.1 Fostering the form 

The existence of circular forms, circular customs/rituals and circular learning are all discussed 

in detail in ‘Symbolism of the circle’ (Chapter 2). One of the prominent conceptual and visual 

structural forms that emerged through the migrant Afghan women social group activities, as 

presented in Chapter 3, was the circle of co-operation, engagement and movement with a 

focus on learning and sharing. This complemented my interest and use of the Ensō circle of 

life, which symbolises delicacy, strength and having conscious wisdom (shown in Figure 2.15 

of Chapter 2). Therefore, utilising the circular form as metaphorical symbol became the 

foundation of my creativity in this practical exegesis. In other words, using the language of the 

circular shape was a platform through which to explore the potential of visual communication 

to unfold and understand the migrant women’s identity transformation and transition through 

social learning. Through the deformed circle, I reflect on the idea that identity is not rigid by 

itself — it is dynamic and changeable through social interaction and learning in the context of 

time (see Chapter 3 and Chapter 1).  

The Self-identity transition series (2016), shown in Figures 4.1, 4.2 and 4.3, were the initial 

stages of employing the circle in this project, as inspired by Ensō circle philosophy, artworks 

and materials. The circles illustrate the first step in materialising the concept for this PhD 

project. That is, I saw the circle as a point of crossing from project concept to visualisation. 
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These works occurred early within the visual research, when my ideas became gradually 

focused on the home performative tasks and social engagement of a group of Hazare Afghan 

migrant women in the Australian context (see Chapter 3). In this series of artworks, the 

metaphor of the circular shape demonstrates the women’s personal boundaries, individual 

values and norms, and occasional presence in the community. The incomplete circle form or 

the deformed circle was used to visually represent invisible women’s culture and gender role 

evolvement, experienced when they experiment with freedom of expression as a fundamental 

right in the Australian society. The deformed circle is an image of crossing the cultural and 

gender role boundaries as well as intransigence. This series of artworks answers my concern 

about crossing from past to present, tradition to modernity, and rigidness to flexibility. In other 

words, this series expresses the fluidity and transience of self-identity by deforming the circle. 

The deformed circle becomes a symbol of individual awareness and consciousness.  

In this series, a circle in its simplest form is drawn by ink. I adopted the ink from oriental 

calligraphy, but used the squeegee brush over the glossy paper instead of the Ensō circle’s 

traditional brush and paper. These artworks also reflect the amalgamation of my earlier 

Persian calligraphy practices (shown in Figure 4a) and Xieyi technique (traditional Chinese 

painting free brush) (shown in Figure 4b). The past experiences of flexuous movements of the 

bamboo pen on the glossy paper to create the works of calligraphy, or brush on the Chinese 

rice paper, created the power of movement in making this body of artworks. The abstract 

painting of the Self-identity transition series (2016) evaluated the chosen form, colour and 

location of installation. I experienced the materiality and effect of colours, while offering the 

circle as the symbolic object. I was gently applying different colours while adding the curved 

lines to illustrate the familiar colour of nature. The clockwise direction of patterns shows the 

context of time. The 21 circles are shown in Figure 4.1.  
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Figure 4a: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Seasons cycle: spring 2011, Persian calligraphy (Nastaliq). 

 

 

Figure 4b: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Chrysanthemum flowers 2007, Chinese painting Xieyi style. 
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Figure 4.1: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Self-identity transition 1 2016, ink and gloss paper,  

21 x 42 x 30 cm. 

Figure 4.2 shows my employment of curvature, with waving lines and the 

interruption/disconnection of lines. These are aimed at evoking fluidity and movement while 

considering the idea of cultural connection and disconnection in the context of identity.  

Figure 4.3 illustrates the bringing of self into the society and shows challenges through the 

change of the colours and deformation of the circle. It also shows a free sense of movement 

and floating similar to that found in Figure 2.8, Lisa Holden’s Bathers (2008) in Chapter 2 (a 

photomontage with women’s body images). 

The amalgamation of my past and contemporary arts experiences with the aforementioned 

conceptual framework offered a challenge and opportunity to explore the possibilities of new 

ideas and experiences in art-making processes. I started to link the circular symbols and the 

conceptual meaning of the circular form with consumable, culinary materials and associated 

smells, and the traditional patterns that Afghan women demonstrate in their craft activities with 

the concepts of in-betweenness and liminality, in order to achieve the project objectives. 
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Figure 4.2: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Self-

identity transition 2 2016, ink and gloss paper,  

210 x 80 cm. 

Figure 4.3: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Self-

identity transition 3 2016, ink and gloss paper,  

210 x 80 cm.  

4.2.2 Transposing material 

In the series Self-identity transition (2016) (Figures 4.1 to 4.3), the limitation of my practices 

— related to the surface of the paper and allocated tools — made me think about freeing 

myself. The employed graphical form, colours and freedom of squeegee brush movement on 

glossy paper could answer some of the project questions, but could not tell the narrative of 

being in-between or expose transience and fluidity. The feeling of a lack of connection 

between concept and practice, and my curiosity to find a better link, drove me towards other 

approaches.  

Therefore the nature of the research was gradually adjusted, based on ideas that were 

prompted by the domestic tasks performed by the WFG. Using textile craft and cooking were 

among the skills that women routinely practised, and this led me to examine the 

domestic/home performative tasks of cooking and craft as key prompts for concepts of 

dynamism, fluidity and in-betweenness.   
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I was inspired by the herbs and spices, which have the potential to evoke cultural smells, 

colour and quality of softness, as the Afghan women gathered to cook. The scent of these 

materials fill the air, and create the feeling of being in another place. I recalled my memory of 

childhood while my mother, as a duty of care, persistently cooked for family in exercising her 

motherhood role. It also reminded me of the time when we used to go to a herbal shop, located 

in the traditional cosy bazaar in my hometown, to buy ingredients for a unique cuisine to 

celebrate a cultural festival. The celebration was associated with the traditional dress around 

a table (Sofreh), set up on the floor with our friends and families around it, and the sweet 

memories of waiting for mum to serve the meal. The food, in addition to feeding us, healed 

our souls and provided a pleasant feeling of support and security. The traditional and cultural 

cooking together with the women’s hospitality, manner and caring, had to be performed as a 

legitimate protocol for a female role in the society. Therefore, it is of prime importance to 

understand the aesthetic properties of Afghan culture for setting the base of the abstract 

installation artworks in this project. The vibrancy of the colours of spices goes beyond 

appearance. They are reminders of the custom colour that applies to handcrafted rug motifs 

— beauty of graphical shape, flowers (Gul) and Cyprus Corn shape (Boteh Jegheh), which 

are in harmony with traditional cloths, interior house design, and even depicted in patterns on 

the walls and domes of mosques.  

Sugar and salt were also chosen because they are two ingredients commonly found in pantries 

across the world. In addition, they are complementary since they contain opposing 

characteristics. Salt and sugar have a long history in literature, and are found in phrases and 

idioms across the world (for example, calling someone ‘sweet as sugar’). In this abstract 

artwork, salt and sugar are representing symbols of difference on the one hand, but as a 

complement in maintaining the body's electrolyte balance on the other. It is an attempt to show 

unity while maintaining differences (see Figure  4.10 and Figure 4.30). 

The traditional domestic task of cooking, its materials and associated smells, and craft 

patterns, were identified as a means of reflecting on the challenges of being in between 

cultures and the concept of past memory. This was derived from the non-linear procedure in 

which humans observe and experience time, and the future. At the same time, I was reviewing 

the abstract installation artists who had the experience of living and working in cultural 

intersections, especially women art practitioners, and utilised their applied methods and 

techniques (as described in Chapter 2). 

Given the other art practitioners’ experiences whom I was inspired in this research 

investigation and the cooking materials outlined above, the materials employed in the Self-
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identity transition series (2016) were replaced in order to satisfy my objectives in this project. 

Salt, sugar, herbs and spices and their associated smells were selected as my materials to 

address the sense of belonging, and to demonstrate a feeling of being safe at home. This 

aligns with Hatoum who exploited similar materials in some of her works. Choosing these  

materials was crucial in shaping the next step of my investigation.  

In essence, the characteristics of my PhD practices moved towards utilising and combining 

metaphors, minimalism and symbolism through graphical forms, and with new selected 

materials to express the concepts through abstract artwork. The first piece of work was named 

Vision-in-between (2017), as shown in Figure 4.4.  

4.2.3 Connecting symbolic form with materials 

The abstract artwork of Vision-in-between (2017) (Figure 4.4) combined selected cooking 

materials and natural substances such as soil and sand with the symbol of a circle (metaphor 

of the eye’s pupil), and the concept of being in between paradoxical worlds and events, to 

reflect on migrant Afghan women’s experiences. I used materials including compost soil, 

mineral stones, rusted scrap iron, stone salts, table salt, sugar, wheat, rice, bone and acrylic 

paints, and this work was shown at the exhibition Imagining food: art, aesthetic and design 

(Tasmanian 10 Days on the Island festival during May–July 2017). The work addressed the 

idea of visualising the conceptual circle and materialisation of being in-between. This also 

refers to my position as an woman artist in between the two different cultures involved with 

this project (the third eye in-between). The circle is made in the form of the pupil of an eye, 

and the design defines a vision in between pain and pleasure. The materials are reflective of 

available foods, with dark and light contrasting each other, as well as soft (salt) and harsh 

(mineral stones), and emptiness (hole) and existence. This abstract work illustrates the pain 

and loss by having holes on the canvas in contradiction to pleasure and gain. The work 

demonstrates that migrant women are living in the liminal space of between defined 

paradoxical worlds and events such as life and death; good and bad; pleasure and pain; gain 

and loss; truth and falsehood; and asymmetrical cultures and beliefs. These notions are 

always in the spectrum and oscillation between creation and obliteration in relationship with 

time and temporality.  

One of humans’ emotional instincts and motivation to gain pleasure is a feeling of being rid of 

discomfort, insecurity, hunger, and having a feeling of satiety. Among such feelings, food is 

considered to be a source of pleasure. However, the word pleasure can be shaped along a 

broad spectrum/continuum. In the space between such paradoxes and meanings of pain and 
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pleasure, hunger and satiety, a semantic transformation occurs, which offers strong potential 

for narratives to unfold and be signified in visual, verbal and textual contexts. 

 

Figure 4.4: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Vision-in-between 2017, compost soil, mineral stones, rusted 

scrap iron, stone salts, wheat, rice, bone, acrylic paints, canvas, 100 x 100 cm.  

The artwork in Figure 4.4 presents the theme of in-betweenness, but lacking in terms of fluidity 

and dynamism. This navigated the study towards sand mandala works. Chapter 2 discusses 

my investigation of the artwork produced by Tibetan monks, the sand mandala, and the 

philosophy of dynamism beyond the practice (Tenphel 2019), which is a spiritual and 

metaphorical symbol depicting the universe and the cosmos. This proved crucial in my PhD 

inquiry because of the connection between my earlier art practices and new practices. One of 

the influences gained from mandala art was the method of performance, and the location of 

installation. My study of the artists who were aligned with this concept and approach influenced 

and shaped my PhD project and artistic outputs. 

4.2.4 Connecting form and materials with space 

Creating links between abstract painting and installation practices became prominent in the 

development of my artistic practices. In the process, my practical methods included a 

transformation of materials, media, and physical location of installation. Firstly, the 

experiments on the paper banner and the canvas, which were suspended on the wall, 

consciously shifted to the floor installation. From a physical point of view, a descending 

position and the lowering of the art pieces to the floor was a turning point in helping me to 
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creatively explore the research objectives. Displaying the material on the floor seeks to evoke 

a sense of the challenges in a migrant’s settlement, and shows the expansion of the sense of 

belonging. It also links with roots and searching for life opportunities (with an emphasis on 

disadvantaged Afghan migrant women), and also acts symbolically to represent the 

transformation from spirituality to materiality (a differentiation between Islamic cultures and 

western cultures). The placement of the work in direct relationship to the floor makes a 

connection with its surrounding space, and the way the cooking materials are used highlights 

an adaptation to change.  

The floor installation artworks Blending of cultures/smell of cultures (2018) (Figures 4.9, 4.10, 

4.12, 4.13 and 4.15), incorporating the mediums of salt, sugar, spices, and herbs and 

associated smells, were situated on the floor in the Inveresk postgraduate studio at the 

University of Tasmania. This studio practice addressed one of the research questions by 

involving visual and olfactory human senses, and aimed to trigger a better connection between 

audiences and the liminal space of cultural differences. It also provided a better understanding 

of the effect of the conceptual potential of the materials, being adapted from cooking materials 

to media for  abstract artistic expression.   

These creative practices are conceptually linked to the philosophy of ephemerality and 

transience in order to address the history of passage and fading of cultural memories in the 

context of time, while generating new memories. These practices are influenced by the 

creation of mandalas and their shape refers to the underlying message of the cosmos circle 

of Buddhist traditional Tibetan sand mandalas, which are steeped in the profound philosophy 

and symbolism of impermanence (Picone 2015). A sand mandala is  

ritualistically dismantled once it has been completed, and the accompanying ceremonies and 

associated viewing symbolise the Buddhist doctrinal belief in the transitory nature of material 

life. This process represents the ultimate impermanence of all things. The sand is swept into 

the rivers where it is believed that the river waters will carry the blessed sand far and wide, 

representing purifying the ordinary mind into the enlightened mind. This influenced my works, 

Blending of cultures/smell of cultures (2018) and Intersection (2019), where I fade the edges 

of the patterns, and dismantle the work after completion as practised in sand mandalas. The 

insights and practices of art practitioners who employed the same method and philosophy, 

such as Taro Shinoda, Lee Mingwei and Charwei Tsai, assisted my creation of a series of 

floor-based installations. Therefore, this creative practice intends to seek and produce 

artworks by exploring the potential to re-contextualise a combination of the ancient tradition of 

the sand mandala methods while considering Islamic and cultural Middle Eastern design. 
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These studio practices involved the cultural patterns and the memory of place inherited by 

Afghan migrant women in Circular tablecloth (2018), and my own from Prayer mat (2016), 

which created a connection between different times and places. I chose to work with specific 

cultural patterns including the Peacock Feather, Cyprus Cone (Boteh Jegheh), and Zarih, 

surrounded by/within the circular form. These cultural patterns were derived from the patterns 

and motifs from the Afghan women’s cultural memory seen in the Circular tablecloth (2018) 

(shown in Figures 4.5, 4.6 and 4.11). These patterns blended with my cultural memory 

presented in Prayer mat (2016) (design shown in Figure 3.5 in Chapter 3). Some of the 

patterns made by women indicate in-betweenness design ⎯ a combination of traditional and 

modern techniques — that created an in-betweenness artefact. Hence, selected materials, 

patterns and technique in my own creative work are directly related to two performative tasks 

(cooking and crafting) and the in-betweenness of cultural challenges experienced by these 

women.  

It is worth mentioning that no measuring tools were used in designing the floor installation. I 

used my hand as, in the past, women used the sensory abilities of their body in a intuitive way 

to measure their cooking ingredients and mix them in their recipes.   

The performance of making the artwork Blending of cultures/smell of cultures (2018) and 

Intersection (2019) seeks to represent the traditional styles in cooking and craft activity which 

exist in the Afghan informal hospitality style and caring manner (as described in section 4.2.2 

Transposing material). A range of spices and herbs, including salt and sugar, were used in 

order to show that life can be both sweet and sour; sweet and sour is part of life. With the 

focus on the circular form and through comparison of Islamic geometrical art techniques and 

their philosophy that are popular in Middle Eastern culture, I drew out some common 

paradigms such as: unity and harmony, the universe and the cosmos, symmetrical and 

geometrical patterns, and repetition. I also drew on differences in transformation as a 

consequence of constant change, and limitation in duration to being transient/unsustainable 

according to the art and philosophy of the sand mandala. 

The first pattern that I created is named Peacock feather (2018), which was inspired by the 

motifs shown in Figures 4.5 and 4.6 from the Circular tablecloth (2018) (see Chapter 3) and 

from the interior design of the dome of the Sheikh Lutf-allah Mosque (in Iran). The mosque 

dome is inset with a network of prismatic cell-shaped compartments (the parallel lines come 

to the point of connection and thereupon become apart), which increase in size as they 
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descend from a formalised peacock pattern that is inlaid on plain stucco, as shown in Figure 

4.7.  

  

Figure 4.5: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Circular 

tablecloth July 2018, 240 x 240 cm, fabric (satin and 

cotton), mirror embroidery. 

Figure 4.6: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Motif 

April 2018, diameter 15cm, cotton,  

mirror embroidery.  

The house roof can be a metaphorical symbol of a safe house, and its collapsing is an 

indication of insecurity., which has been demonstrated in Lila Abdul’s video work, A beautiful 

encounter with chance (2008) (see Chapter 2). Transferring the design from the group cultural 

memory of the mosque’s dome interior design to the tablecloth and then my memory to a floor 

installation was an opportunity to induce feelings of connectivity and belonging to the new 

place in the context of time and place.  

  

Figure 4.7: Sheikh Lutf-allah Mosque ceiling, Isfahan, 

Iran depicts Islamic calligraphy and the illumination 

pattern on the ceiling of a holy shrine  

(source: Domiri Ganji 2019). 

Figure 4.8: Crochet knitting handicraft 

(source: Buscar posts: Crochet doilies, 

crochet napkin). 
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Figure 4.9: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, 

Blending of cultures or smell of cultures – 

Peacock feather February 2018, salt, sugar, 

spices and herbs, diameter 350 cm. 

Figure 4.10: Blending of cultures or smell of cultures 

– Peacock feather, February 2018  

(photography Scott Gelston). 

The pattern of the male peacock feathers shown in Figures 4.9 and 4.10 in this studio practice 

was created particularly to address the objective of the study. It critiques the government and 

the people ignorance of the women’s role in social integration and gender equity, which has 

occurred for centuries in the Middle Eastern regions. 

The pattern starts from the centre point of the circle, and the cavities grow in size as they 

spread outwards from the centre point. Incomplete cavities seek to evoke a sense of  the 

melting away of cultural memories through new social practices in the liminal space between 

cultures. Connectivity between lines is very meaningful in forming the peacock feathers, as 

discussed on pages 85 and 86 of this chapter. The pattern and the way it is designed represent 

flexibility in cultural connection (social interaction with new members of community, new 

lifestyle and with unprecedented futures) and disconnection (with the past cultural limitation 

and role repetition), which is inspired by the mosque dome design as shown in Figure 4.7 and 

women’s crochet knitting handicraft, as shown in Figure 4.8. 

The second design has been inspired by the motif shown in Figure 4.11, which is borrowed 

from the Cyprus Cone or Boteh Jegheh pattern. The resulting outcome is Rug: Mother and 

child (2018) in the floor installation shown in Figures 4.12 and 4.13. This is a common pattern 

found in Iranian and Afghan rugs, kilims (tapestry-like rugs), traditional cloths and so forth. 

The pattern also emphasises the rug knots as practised in the Prayer mat (2016) project (see 

Chapter 3). The installation was made in an incomplete circular form with the edges fading. 
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This represents the lack of clarity in the migrant’s unprecedented future plans as well as 

liminality (see Figure 4.12). 

 

Figure 4.11 : Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Motif October 2017, diameter 15 cm,  

cotton, mirror embroidery.  

 

 

Figure 4.12: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Blending of cultures or smell of cultures – Rug: mother and child 

February 2018, diameter 300 cm, salt, sugar, spices and herbs (photography: Scott Gelston). 
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A mesh/grid form known as Zarih is an ornate, usually gilded lattice structure that encloses a 

grave in a mosque or Islamic shrine. This Islamic architectural pattern is embedded in Iranians’ 

and Afghan Hazara migrants’ memories since it is part of their religious background. Zarihs 

serve as a marker for the tombs of religious figures, and as a symbol of their sacred nature 

(see Figure 4.16). This influenced my thinking regarding the exploration of individual 

boundaries. Zarihs17 demonstrate the dedication of believers to the strong ideas of Shias, 

generally linked with the green colour shown in Figure 4.15 and 4.16. The design represents 

the influence of culture and beliefs which are embedded beyond the symbols. One of the 

inspirations influencing the creation of this floor design in my creative artwork is the connection 

points between parallel lines in texture, or the warp and weft of the jute sack fabric (the fabric 

that was chosen for making Prayer mat in 2016, shown in Figure 3.4), which emerged while 

making Prayer mat (2016). This reflects and links to the memory of the place of religion. The 

motif shown in Figure 4.14 has developed this idea by explicitly offering the intersection of 

lines and the centre points. 

 

 

17 Reference to Wikipedia, a Zarih (Persian: َضر  ی ح) or ḍarīḥ (Arabic: َضر  ی ح) is an ornate, usually gilded, lattice structure, that 
encloses a grave in a mosque or Islamic shrine. Zarihs serve as a marker for the tombs of religious figures, and as a symbol of 
their sacred nature. Zarihs are funded by donations, it is considered a blessing to do so, according to Shia [believers]. The 
construction and installation of Zarihs are often done on a volunteer basis, made as a waqf with its creators demanding no pay 
for their work.   

 

 Figure 4.13: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Blending of cultures or smell of cultures – Rug: mother and child 

February 2018, diameter 300 cm, salt, sugar, spices and herbs (photography: Scott Gelston). 
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Figure 4.14: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Motif October 

2017, diameter 15 cm, cotton, mirror embroidery. 

 

 

Following these creative explorations, I was still seeking a stronger link between the project’s 

concept and my practical experiments in the studio — a work that could address, highlight and 

visualise the details of women’s identity in the intersections of ethnicity, culture and gender 

role, and the challenges they must confront.  

  

Figure 4.15: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Zarih 

2018, diameter 300 cm, salt, sugar,  

spices and herbs. 

Figure 4.16: Construction of new Zarih of shrine 

of Imam Hussein, completed 2012 

(photography:  Mohsen Saeidi). 
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In a group exhibition at the University of Tasmania Academy Gallery in 2019, my creative work 

with titled of Intersections (2019) (Figures 4.17 and 4.28) was installed on the corridor floor. 

Using salt, sugar, spices and herbs, the entire design incorporated incomplete circles all 

together, which were blocked by walls and corners. I chose the half-circular shape to frame a 

challenge between the past and the future of migrant women; a past whose experiences might 

not play a big role in the future and will not be repeated in the new society. I chose the wall 

and a half circle to show the migrant challenging past barriers. 

This half circle was created using selected cultural patterns: Peacock Feather, Boteh Jegheh, 

Zarih and Rug. The patterns were retrieved from the cultural memory and aesthetic of the 

refined design (as discussed in section 4.2.2: Transposing material), but also display 

transience and ephemerality in larger dimensions by changing the patterns at regular intervals. 

Dismantling the patterns and replacing them with new patterns (depicted in Figures 4.17 to 

4.28) gave a new sense of movement. Consistently changing the patterns and moving them 

in different directions was the initial aim, which was achieved successfully over the duration 

of  the exhibition. The direction of movement was set clockwise, but also anti-clockwise to 

cross time and place and to metaphorically show the decay of memory. This was inspired by 

Mona Hatoum’s idea in + and – 1994–2004 (2015). Also, in Intersections (2019), the dimming 

of memory was represented by displaying the temporality and fading at the edges of the 

patterns.  

The artwork was presented as an experiment where I held some discussions with visitors to 

gain general feedback about the artwork. The conversations were focused around the work in 

general, and its technique and symbolism in particular. Viewers, including Afghan women from 

the CoP, visited the exhibition and were excited about encountering the changing patterns, 

and expected to see further changes. The smells were another significant outcome resulting 

from the raw spices and herbs used in this exhibition. Audience reactions to these changes 

and the associated smells were a great outcome from these floor installations, as recorded 

during their visits. The audience was fascinated by the impact of these memory-provoking 

substances. For the women from the CoP, they agreed that these smells took them to Middle 

Eastern bazaars/homes and simulated a feeling of connection with place. 

Visualising the intangible changes in life through the creation of something familiar, tangible 

and touchable, helped people gain a better understanding of cultural changes experienced by 

newly-arrived Afghan migrant women. Gradually merging patterns to create a new pattern by 

washing out the existing patterns allowed the project to transform the invisible items into visible 

objects.  
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The last pattern displayed in the series of floor installations was the crescent moon pattern, 

as shown in Figure 4.25. The design was gradually simplified, symbolised and naturalised to 

present a liminal cultural pattern. The moon/circle acts as a metaphor for an uncompleted but 

flexible identity which is expecting completion. 

   

Figure 4.17: Mehrangiz M 

Tabatabaei, Intersections: 

peacock feather 4 July 2019, 

salt, sugar, spices and herbs, 

radius 350 cm. 

Figure 4.18: Mehrangiz M 

Tabatabaei, Intersections: 

peacock feather 4 July 2019, 

salt, sugar, spices and herbs, 

radius 350 cm. 

Figure 4.19: Mehrangiz M 

Tabatabaei, Intersections 

peacock feather 11 July 2019, 

salt, sugar, spices and herbs, 

radius 350 cm. 

   

Figure 4.20: Mehrangiz M 

Tabatabaei, Intersections: 

Zarih 12 July 2019, salt, sugar, 

spices and herbs,  

radius 350 cm.  

Figure 4.21: Mehrangiz M 

Tabatabaei, Intersections: 

Zarih 17 July 2019, salt, 

sugar, spices and herbs, 

radius 350 cm.  

Figure 4.22: Mehrangiz M 

Tabatabaei, Intersections: rug 

17 July 2019, salt, sugar, spices 

and herbs, radius 350 cm. 
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Figure 4.23: Mehrangiz M 

Tabatabaei, Intersections: rug 

17 July 2019, salt, sugar, 

spices and herbs,  

radius 350 cm. 

Figure 4.24: Mehrangiz M 

Tabatabaei, Intersections 22 

July 2019, salt, sugar, spices 

and herbs, radius 350 cm. 

Figure 4.25: Mehrangiz M 

Tabatabaei, Intersections: 

crescent moon 22 July 2019, 

salt, sugar, spices and herbs, 

radius 350 cm. 

   

Figure 4.26 : Mehrangiz M 

Tabatabaei, Intersections 1 

August 2019, salt, sugar, 

spices and herbs,  

radius 350 cm. 

 

Figure 4.27 : Mehrangiz M 

Tabatabaei, Intersections 16 

August 2019, dismantling. 

Figure 4.28: Mehrangiz M 

Tabatabaei, Intersections 16 

August 2019, dismantling. 

Through the project process, I intended to embrace the rapid technological changes in 

connecting tradition to modernity, since this is what the Afghan migrant community has 

encountered within a short period of time. However, my focus remained on the in-between 

artefacts made by the Afghan women in the CoP, because there appeared a great potential 

to be explored. Therefore, I continued to explore the selected materials and creative 

techniques to best present their transitory and fluid accumulated identity in the liminal space 

of cultural differences; in-between cultural disconnection and connection.   
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The outcome of the floor installations revealed the limitations of this technique in illustrating 

the concept of fluidity. Hence, I developed a new framework to include digital techniques for 

imaging, interpreting, and presenting the project concept in combination with floor installation. 

This is presented in the project’s final creative outcome, which utilises salt and sugar as 

complementary materials and adds water as a solvent/catalyst. I will discuss this development 

in the following section.  

4.2.5 Linkage to symbolism 

Due to wanting further development and in response to the visual research questions, my 

practice moved from a two-dimensional floor installation to include a short muted-video 

installation. This was designed  to illustrate dynamism and fluidity in a more eloquent visual 

language. This resulted in the production of a short art video named Salt, sugar and water 

exchange in March 2018 (Figures 4.29 and 4.30). This change of media also provided an 

opportunity to shift from handmade art to digital, which reflects a movement from a traditional 

to postmodern society. My choice of muted video seek to communicates the notion that 

disadvantaged Afghan migrant women still do not have a voice in the postmodern digital world. 

In Salt, sugar and water exchange (2018), the same cooking materials were utilised (salt and 

sugar), but a liquid substance was added to act as a catalyst. By using different installation 

techniques, I used symbolism to demonstrate the impact of social tension (namely 

Islamophobic discourses) on the emerging cultural identity. I used the process of salt/sugar 

dissolving to suggest that Islamophobia had an in-depth impact on the speed of migrant 

women's engagement in and contribution to social activities. The Media shifting used in this 

artwork does not only ‘perform’ transience and fluidity by dissolving sugar and salt in the water, 

but also reflects the challenges of cultural connectivity and disconnectivity in the context of 

time. The work developed from my observation about the women migrants’ culture and their 

role pattern in the intersection, gradually reaching to common points. Therefore the cultural 

pattern, which was employed in the previous art practices, has been simplified and 

minimalised into the deformed circle form to shape a single entity and unity. The use of sugar 

and salt symbolises Western and Islamic cultural differences, and the process of filming the 

salt and sugar dissolving was aimed at reaching to the point of entity and unity within the 

community, as based on common points. In addition, salt and sugar are complementary 

substances within our body that are necessary for the development of electrolyte balance. On 

31 March 2018, a short video was recorded to show dissolving salt and sugar in the water. 

For the experimental set-up, there was no wind or other disturbances present at the time of 

recording and the air and water were stationary. It took seven hours for the sugar and salt to 
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disappear at room temperature (17 degrees) in daylight at low humidity. High humidity has an 

accelerating influence on the rate of descending salt and sugar in water. If the humidity is high, 

both salt and sugar are initially sticky and remain on the surface, but then descend into the 

water at a lower rate. The dimension of metal container used for the experiment was  

16 cm x 16 cm x 1 cm. The materials were 500cc tap water, 50gr white sugar and 50gr table 

salt. A funnel was used to release the materials into the water evenly. The released materials 

appeared in a ring form, as shown in Figure 4.29. Throughout the experiment, images were 

recorded at frequent intervals in order to film the entire process of dissolving of salt and sugar 

into the water until they disappeared. The water evaporation was insignificant. 

 

Figure 4.29: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Salt, sugar and water exchange March 2018, video still.  

The output from this experiment is a 3D form floating abstract circular shape which consists 

of different layers and shades, the characteristic of both spatial and temporal terms. The 

gradual circular patterns’ disappearance was the outcome of this experiment, which is aimed 

at suggesting an emerging unity that metaphorically shows a new individual or group identity 

merging with the society. This keeps unity and balance in society while maintaining 

differences.  

The same experiment was repeated with a new container on 27 July 2018. This time the 

container was made of glass. A mirror at the bottom of the container was added to provide 

reflection and refraction, whereas in previous artworks the mirror represented identity (for 

example, in Circular tablecloth 2018 (see Chapter 3) (Figure 3.6)). The white sugar was 

replaced with raw coloured sugar in order to be distinguishable from the salt. The size of the 

container was 28 cm x 20 cm x 4 cm. To respond to one of the project objectives another 

dimension was added to the experiment. The vibration of the container simulated the impact 
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of media news and social tensions related to Islamophobia, which speeds dynamism and 

transience in a space of cultural conflict (as shown in Figure 4.30). Slippage and instability 

and the vibration of marbles on a polished laminate surface is observed in Mona Hatoum’s 

works The world map (2015) and Turbulence (black) (2014) (see Chapter 2). In Hatoum’s 

work, any vibration in the atmosphere of the work impacted on the movement of the marbles, 

which provided me with great inspiration in the creation of this muted video. 

 

Figure 4.30: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Salt, sugar and water exchange July 2018, video still.  

The final exhibition for this PhD research brings together the video and the floor-based 

installation. The video is projected onto the centre of the circular form installation that has 

patterns as shown in Figures 4.31.a and 4.31.b. The exhibition displays and projects the 

captured video onto the centre of the created large floor design that includes salt, sugar, spices 

and herbs. This establishes a strong connection between past and present, between tradition 

and modernity, between rigidness and flexibility, and between immobility and 

motion/movement.  
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a: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Peacock feather. b: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Peacock feather. 

Figure 4.31: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Peacock feather March 2020, scratchpad. 

Hence the abstract symbolic, conceptual and physical artwork is displayed by using visual 

language semantics that draw on domestic tasks to creatively present the in-betweenness 

and liminality of cultural belonging and identity. The materials associated with cooking and 

stitching become signifiers that showcase the challenges and transition in the migrant 

women's culture and gender role in the intersection of metamorphoses of socio-cultural 

practices.  

4.3 Chapter summary 

This chapter has sought to identify, describe and discuss distinct topics, methods and 

techniques that intertwined in my artwork to expose, visualise and symbolise migrant Afghan 

women’s gender and their cultural identity challenges in the intersection of heterogeneous 

cultures and social roles. In addressing the aims of the project, my approach responds to the 

visual research questions by exploring identity challenges in the liminal space of cultures. The 

investigation explored the concept of accumulated identity challenges within the CoP, and 

their lived experiences of concepts such as in-betweenness, transience/dynamism and 

fluidity/flexibility. The study materialises and symbolises the transience of accumulated 

identity, and the fluid and flexible connection (social interaction with new members of the 

community, new lifestyle and with unprecedented future) and disconnection (with the past 
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cultural limitation and role repetition) in different cultures and social role practices. While 

simultaneous connections and disconnections occur, the stages of in-between are not clearly 

delineated — they, like the identities of the women from the CoP, remain flexible and fluid. 

However, the focus of my creative practice remained on converging towards common cultural 

interests and the participants’ role and experiences of this, rather than pointing out diverging 

issues. The study considers the key influential factors that impact on accelerating cultural and 

role connection, such as illiteracy and lack of social skills of migrant Afghan women, and the 

actuality and impact of an Islamophobic atmosphere.  

 

The study borrows the concept of liminality and threshold from Arnold van Gennep (1960) and 

Victor Turner (1964, 1969, 1974) to create a platform for exploring the relation between two 

heterogeneous cultures, social practices, and social institutions (Islamic and Western culture). 

The project incorporates sociological debates on identity and liminality. My creative practice 

has been enriched through the community of practice method (Jean Lave & Etienne Wenger 

1991) (Eckert/Wegner 2005), considerations of Buddhist philosophy, Ensō and sand mandala 

techniques, and Islamic patterns. The investigation is enhanced by reviewing many bi-cultural 

art practitioners who explored feminist and domestic themes, and those who focus on abstract 

installation to display different forms of abstract creative installation art techniques. As 

explored in ‘Transience, fluidity, and in-betweenness and the art process’ (section 4.2), this 

led me to explore the following issues in my own creative practices: 

 

• Fostering the form 

• Transposing material 

• Connecting symbolic form with materials 

• Connecting form and materials with space 

• Linkage to symbolism 

 

To expose and visualise the aforementioned terms, the project offers the visual language of 

metaphorical-symbolism in a circular form, which is introduced as a common point between 

cultures and as a way for cultures to be transferred. This space provides possibilities of 

shaping various and numerous combinations of cultural factors. The creative practices also 

focus on interpreting two domestic tasks to create the final artefacts — cooking and textile 

crafts — as informed through the method of CoP. The Middle Eastern traditional and cultural 

patterns are borrowed,  connecting the task of textile crafts as well as making use of the 

memory of migrants, while cooking materials and the associated smells from domestic and 

performative tasks connect memories and act as a reminder of the Afghan women’s 
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predominant cyclic and gendered tasks. The incomplete circles exhibited in different studio 

practices reflect cultural and gender role transformation and evolution, which demonstrate 

adaptability to cultural and social changes. 

 

Simplifying the cultural patterns into a circular form, and later into an incomplete/formless 

circle to represent evolvement, develops an argument concerning how the project, in its 

investigation of in-between cultures, focuses on connection points to create a symbol of unity 

rather than tension and turbulence. The final visual installation outputs from this creative 

practice are combinations that emerge from the intertwining of concepts and practices. These 

include the nature of temporality, formlessness, uncertainty, fluidity, vibration, movement, 

shifting and in-betweenness. It presents the nature of being between past and an 

unprecedented future, tradition and modernity, rigidness and flexibility, and repetition and 

discontinuation.  
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CHAPTER  5                                  CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, I offer a succinct appraisal of the argument that has been demonstrated in this 

PhD exegesis. Through this visual PhD practice based-research, I have contributed towards 

community-engaged practice through a creative interpretation of group-generated artefacts, 

drawing on items and practices that have traditionally defined the role of Afghan women in 

order to symbolise and explore their identity and transitions into Australian socio-cultures. This 

also includes their cultural meanings, converting these to the aesthetic of metaphoric-

symbolism via abstract installations.  

 

The project started by recognising adult female migrants’/refugees’ undefined identity 

challenges; conceptualising the notion of identity accumulation and its transitory characteristic. 

This revealed liminal identity oscillation in between different socio-cultures, swaying between 

cultural contradictions and similarities, and between past reserves and future learning, which 

were interpreted in this visual project as a point of ‘disconnection and connection’. The project 

focused on highlighting the point of connection in inter-cultural relations rather than underlining 

differences in the cross-cultural, which I explored artistically via metaphorical and symbolical 

abstract installation.  

 

The process of making creative artworks within studio practices was based on the community 

of practice (CoP), which guided the conceptual outcome and practical output results. In other 

words, this visual research was shaped based on conceptual and visual findings from 

observations of and outputs from the CoP. The investigation and selection of materials, forms, 

patterns and techniques are emergent from the CoP and its artistic activities, which occur in 

the intersection of asymmetrical socio-cultures and gender role differences.  

 

In conducting this creative practice, beyond my personal experiences, I have focused on the 

Afghan women’s group from Middle Eastern countries who have a modest presence and 

participation in different aspects of social and civic life. I employed a practice based-research 

model and set up a platform for addressing the social concerns such as mass 

migration/refugees, intersectionality, and the contemporary women’s movement in my 

investigation. As a woman artist, Middle-Eastern migrant and community worker, I have 

always had a concern about the intersectionality of identities, while witnessing negative 

Islamophobic discourses in politics and the media. The practice based-research model 

through the CoP helped me to answer my curiosity about this subject matter. The female 
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migrants’/refugees’ identity challenges and their determination in the process of settlement 

revealed a dynamic characteristic of liminal identity/accumulated identity, as well as the impact 

of the social structure and institutions on individual and group agency. The self-challenges in 

this inter-cultural space faced by these Afghan women include the rapid crossing from past 

experiences to the present, and to an unprecedented future in Australia. This involves 

movement from a traditional lifestyle to one of late post-modernity, spiritual thinking to 

materiality, collectivist routine to individualism, social immobility to motion/movement, and less 

changeability to flexibility, as evidenced in WFG through CoP methodology. Therefore, the 

main cultural and role challenges faced by these women and considered in this study were 

learning, memorising and transitioning. Through this approach and as witnessed in my 

artworks, I guide attention to the intersectionality of identities, ethnicities, and gender issues. 

 

In line with the method of the CoP to answer the developed project questions, I examined 

artists who pursue a community-engaged practice; artists who explore feminist and domestic 

themes, artists who focus on installation works using various media including video, and those 

who explore social matters informed by art movements such as Surrealism, Minimalism and 

Symbolism. I explored the concept of ephemerality and transience through Buddhist 

philosophy and associated artworks (Ensō and sand mandala) to address the transitory nature 

of liminal/accumulated identity. Theoretically I adopted a sociological perspective from which 

to examine t different ways of defining and understanding identity, self and body, which was 

influenced following observation of the target community group. 

 

The significant major and minor conceptual outcomes and practical achievements in the visual 

art context of this inter-cultural visual research are as follows: 

• Employing the CoP as a method (a lived platform for observation and recording) in the 

liminal space of dissymmetrical socio-cultures, which enhanced my approaches to 

creative studio practices. 

• The CoP and associated social activities had a significant impact on women’s 

perception of participation and their social position, which aided the development of 

their social connections and social empowerment. This included identifying their 

accumulated identity through social learning.   

• Converting the visual interpretation of the CoP by drawing on the group generated 

artworks. This involved focusing on the cultural meaning and converting that to the 

creative studio practices. This also involved bridging the gap of the CoP’s artistic 

practices and theoretical concepts and ideas into  creative and innovative 
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investigation. In essence, my project reflects an interwoven interconnectivity of the 

CoP’s artistic productions and my creative studio practices.  

• Converting intangible concepts to a tangible production by crossing the context of time 

and space (for example, migrant movements from one culture to another, and the 

merging of different socio-cultures) through the CoP artwork productions. 

• Employing home performative tasks — crafts and cooking — and the associated 

patterns and materials, as a way to engage everyone in the CoP. This involved 

respecting their different capabilities from diverse backgrounds, and with different 

social and personal expressions in these performative activities.  

• Selection of materials, forms, techniques, patterns and location of installation for my 

creative artworks was inspired through the observation and interpretation of the CoP 

outcomes, including the artefacts that they produced.  

• Visualising cultural memory of those in the CoP by bringing the aromatic cooking 

materials into play, which engages the sense of smell. 

• Visualising the proposed concept through metaphorical-symbolism expression, using 

the mirror and circular shape. 

• Establishing the concept and form of deformed circle as a symbol to represent flexible 

self-identity. 

• Transitioning from two-dimensional installation art to video installation utilising creative 

studio practice, while combining two- and three-dimensional installations in the final 

exhibition to demonstrate the concept of liminality and ephemerality. 

• The project explored, interpreted and displayed the unstable atmosphere of cultures 

as an evolving and positive movement by emphasising the role of women who are 

transitioning from a traditional social structure to that of modernity. 

• The context of time was significantly important but was limited. The visual research as 

mentioned above was in corporation with participants in a group study, which made 

the condition challenging at times to achieve the aims of the study. The second 

limitation was determining the relevant group and their availability for the study. These 

are the contributing factors in leading the direction of the study to migrant adult Afghan 

women after few months of consultation.  

• For further research the CoP appears a good platform for group investigation to be 

applied even in a different discipline. This visual research has a potential to be 

expanded to a broader community and include international study. There are many 

gaps that could be considered as a valid question for further research which are noted 

at the end of this section (see page 117). 
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Synopsis of presented chapters: 

 

In summary, the Introduction chapter provided an overview of my motivation, curiosities and 

intentions. A brief introduction to concepts and pertinent philosophy, together with the key 

terms that the project has used, was offered. I have included the relevant artists, the proposed 

methodology, strategies undertaken in observing the selected group, and my role as an artist 

within the context of practice-based research. The research questions and aims were 

presented, as well as a brief summary on the method of the CoP, practical art background, 

and the final creative outcome expected. 

 

The Literature Review chapter offered an overview of existing research that has explored the 

construction of identity, self and body through sociological perspectives. It commenced with 

examining sociological approaches of self-concept from modernity to late post-modernity, as 

well as the concepts of liminality and intersectionality. The theoretical study investigated the 

theory of the self, body, and social structure, which are reflective of the current condition of 

migrants’/refugees’ identity challenges within post-modern social structures and institutions. 

In addition, it offered an overview of the key terms used throughout this exegesis in connection 

with identities such as social interaction, social role, social performance and social systems 

as well as fluidity and liminality. My visual research draws on these sociological perspectives 

to reflect on the effect of the self-concept in the community and the effect of community on 

self. Scholars such as Cooley, Mead, Goffman, Blumer, Giddens, Bauman and Skinner have 

broadly approached, from a sociological understanding, definitions of identity from micro-level 

and macro-level perspectives. In this chapter, I looked at the recent definition of liminality from 

different perspectives and also briefly explained liminoid and liminal experiences in the cultural 

space. The concept of intersectionality as related to identity, gender and ethnicity is another 

argument in this chapter, which is an ongoing debate. 

 

In the Artistic Context chapter, a review was offered of the most relevant current and 

contemporary approaches of art practitioners, and their associated insight as well as 

philosophical thinking in two main sections: a) Gender, culture and liminality, and b) symbolism 

of the circle. In the process of this review, I was inspired mostly by contemporary 

migrant/refugee artists who have either personally experienced or were influenced by cultural 

conflicts, contradictions, confusion, transformation, and gender equity. This included mainly 

women artists whose work reflects the transience and dynamism, fluidity and identity in the 

intersection of socio-cultures, such as Mona Hatoum, Pacita Abad, Martha Rosler, Charwei 

Tsai, Do-ho Suh, Lee Mingwei, Lida Abdul and Dacchi Dang. The intellectual focus and 
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creative approaches of a few artists have particularly influenced my own creative art practices 

— multi-national women art practitioners such as Mona Hatoum who personally experienced 

diaspora but settled in the intersection of cultures, and emphasised the theme of feminism 

using domestic tasks. I was also influenced by Taro Shinoda who employed the community 

as a platform for investigation, where findings provide a metaphorical platform to build an 

intense creative construction. This review also highlighted some works from Martha Rosler, 

who was inspired by social changes and introduced the evolvement of women’s social roles. 

The work of Dacchi Dang was also discussed, who explored social uncertainty and dynamism 

in his installation artworks. The insights from the above artists and their approaches had a 

significant influence on different aspects of my creative practices. While not directly associated 

with what I had to explore and expose, I significantly learnt from all the approaches and 

interests of these artists. 

 

In the Community of Practice chapter I established the CoP (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet 

1992) as a method, and considered learning as a social structure (Lave & Wenger 1991). 

The Women’s Friendship Group (WFG) was introduced as a CoP for investigation and for 

linking divided geographic and institutional societies, practices and roles. The WFG 

embeds social activities that the members practise, and is located in the liminal space of 

different cultures and role differences. A group of Hazara Afghan migrant/refugee women 

are active in the WFG, who are disadvantaged in the past having never been given the 

opportunity for social participation including education. This contrasts with late post-modern 

society where women's liberation, equality and social rights are recognised. This is the stage 

of conflicting socio-cultures from the past and the present to which migrant/refugee women’s 

selves are exposed. The WFG is a safe and welcoming platform for voluntary participation of 

women groups (Afghan Hazara and volunteers) to engage, learn and share, or what Turner 

(1974) called a ‘liminoid experience’, without any discrimination. It is a place in which women 

engage directly in social activities, conversation, reflection and other forms of personal and 

group participation. The WFG follows three crucial characteristics of a CoP, identified by 

Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002) as a shared practice, a shared domain of interest, 

and the members of the community interacting and learning together. As a result, learning 

became a central goal of the CoP with transformative potential including to their identity. The 

investigation was challenged how to create a social history of learning or ‘regime of 

competence', where participants and members of the community recognise membership 

(Wenger 1998) and mutual interaction (Pyrko,  Dorfler &  Eden 2017), which depends on how 

much they are deeply engaged. To be deeply engaged, mutual interaction, competence and 

consistency are needed (Wenger 1998). These are the key factors that have been applied to 
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the WFG social practices in this study. Accordingly, participants were encouraged to engage 

in continuous interaction involving experience and competence within new social practices 

and to be flexible, which allows new participants to build a dynamic and open-ended platform 

of accumulated learning. This approach helped the migrants/refugees to have more choices 

in the inter-cultural space, which was limited in the traditional monolithic social and cultural 

environments, and thus influenced their identity. This appeared as fluid and flexible, and easily 

modified for responding to altered and dynamic circumstances. Due to the dynamism and 

ephemerality of late post-modern society, the migrants’/refugees’ culture and gender role 

remained sensitive, rendering them ready to learn and to respond to new situations.    

 

The proposed methodology of the CoP for harnessing and exploring this transition through 

learning allowed the memory of participants to be represented in meaningful 

artefacts/artworks that they produced (Wenger 1998). Throughout the study, the participants 

involved produced meaningful physical and conceptual artefacts to build their competence, 

which made them able to respond and react to social expectations. The CoP’s practices in 

the WFG has had a noteworthy influence on the women’s wider social role development, 

and strongly impacted on the PhD creative outputs. I witnessed how these women with their 

limited social and cultural skills, and having been deprived of literacy, endeavour to establish 

cultural and social connections with each other and with the broader Australian society. They 

demonstrated willingness to change through their social participation and the creation of small 

jobs such as cooking for social events and participating in group art projects. By 

acknowledging such willingness, I established the art and craft practical framework that 

utilised the ‘circle of engagement’, based on their skills and capability as household women, 

mainly domestic tasks of crafts and cooking. These practices formed a platform to pursue and 

engage everyone from diverse backgrounds, and having different capabilities and social and 

personal expressions. Once this platform was developed, it provided a unique opportunity for 

the women to communicate and to share their previous experiences and competencies 

through their cultural performative skills with the new co-participants, with all involved 

obtaining new experiences through the sharing of culture or practising new things.  

 

The output of this are visual compositions/narratives, which are a mixture of cultural stories 

from migrant/refugee women’s perspectives. The two artistic projects of Prayer mat (2016) 

and Circular tablecloth (2018) were designed and facilitated by myself, with the final pieces 

being the result of the women’s group contributions. Prayer mat (2016) and Circular tablecloth 

(2018)  highlight the power of crafts and patterns as a visual communicator, and for depicting 

religious, cultural and mythical scenes. These projects demonstrated that culture and religion 
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can be a point of connection rather than segregation. The mat and tablecloth were designed 

as objects of in-between cultures, breaking time and place. For instance, the Circular 

tablecloth (2018) design is a transformation of migrants/refugees past imagination and their 

memory of a mosque’s dome and pillars (shown in Figures 3.8 and 3.9) into the present. 

Referencing and addressing the history and memory of migrants to create a connection 

between images of the place and time in the past to the current place and time, is vital due to 

two reasons. Firstly, this allows transferring historical memory to the new environment, and 

secondly, giving women self-esteem in what they have to share, where knowledge, faith, and 

cultural skills that make their lifestyle transfers to create social connections. Upon completion 

of these artefacts, I have been inspired in selecting patterns for my studio creative practices 

by utilising the output of those projects.  

 

The circles of gathering developed during CoP workshops had the unique characteristic of 

equality in learning and sharing between women from diverse cultural backgrounds, and was 

also featured in the craft activities. Symbolically, a circle connects with being alive, change, 

formation and deformation (shown in Figures 3.4a and c). Therefore, the focus of the project 

progressively moved towards symbolism. Circles are present in nature and the galaxy, and in 

the visualisation and collective behaviours (such as rituals) of people, and as symbols of 

gender. Choosing the circle, I used geometrical properties to represent movement as well as 

a unified whole; a form that is strong and repetitious in the culture and gender role cycle.  

 

In transforming the findings from the CoP into the installation arts, I was inspired by salt, sugar, 

herbs and spices as gathered by the Afghan women for cooking tasks, which in essence have 

cultural smells, colours and softness. The scent of these materials fill the space and induce a 

feeling of being in another place and time. The location of the floor installation (shown in the 

Creative Context chapter, section 4.2.2 Transposing material) was also inspired by the way 

Afghans traditionally set up the table (Sofreh) and serving meals on the floor.  

 

By drawing on the visual artworks generated by women, I explored the relationship and 

connection between poiesis, sensory embodiments of art-making, and the concept of praxis. 

As reflected in the Creative Context chapter, I explored and visually analysed the entire 

process of experimental studio practices that were guided by my theoretical investigation, 

observation of others’ life experiences, artworks generated by the CoP, my context reflection, 

and philosophical and critical thinking. Over time, this led to combining two abstract art 

techniques (floor installation and video installation). I visualised a concept through form, line 

and patterns, and incorporated the mediums of salt, sugar, spices and herbs and the 
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associated smells. It is believed that smell has an intangible cultural heritage and the potential 

to directly connect the audience’s mind to the memory of place and provide them with the 

opportunity to compare personal situations they have experienced. The details of artworks 

associated with the circular concept are presented in Chapter 4.  

 

In Intersection (2019) studio practices, I stepped forward by adding the context of time and 

merging and blending patterns to demonstrate the transience of the memory from the past 

more explicitly. I displayed the reformation and deformation cycle of designs through 

movement and changes of the patterns. Due to lack of adequate response to the project 

questions, the practice moved from a two-dimensional floor installation to a short muted video 

installation to illustrate dynamism and fluidity more eloquently. This change of media provided 

an opportunity to shift from handmade art to digital.  

 

In my creative practice, the installation is a creative response to the learning, and seek to 

evoke a sense of cultural awareness in the viewer. It seeks to demonstrate that accumulated 

identity will gradually settle and form through social learning, despite the challenging process 

it may pose. This process is time-consuming, with the speed of development influenced by 

circumstances including Islamophobia, and the space between cultural disconnection and 

connection. The technical shifting used in this artwork not only symbolises transience and 

fluidity, but also reflects the challenges of cultural disconnectivity and connectivity in the 

context of time. The installation is a creative response to the learning that I have undertaken 

through the community outreach. The work seek to express how the women’s culture and their 

role in this intersection gradually converge towards a common point. Therefore, in this visual 

output, the cultural pattern which was employed in the previous art practices has been 

simplified and minimalised into a deformed circle form to shape a single entity and unity. 

Simplifying the cultural patterns into a circular form, and into an abstract incomplete/formless 

circle, addresses temporality, formlessness, uncertainty, fluidity, vibration, movement, shifting 

and in-betweenness. For the purposes of this research the deformed circle is also a symbol 

of individual awareness. 

 

The current study is based on a small sample of participants (a female migrant/refugee group), 

but it has the potential to expand into other fields of research. My further research may 

determine the effectiveness of a CoP as a strong and reliable platform for observation, which 

can be theoretically or visually studied and extended in a broader community. Significantly, 

the project revealed the undefined identity challenges of women in the WFG, and explored 

identity accumulation and its transitory characteristic. It also led to demonstrating liminal 



 

 121 

identity oscillation in between different socio-cultures via metaphorical and symbolic abstract 

installation. This included considering the liminal space formed in the intersection of different 

cultures and social structures, and the dynamic of factors such as place,  time  and people. 

Complex factors like age, race, class, politics, gender, ethnicity, literature, religion and 

economics can overlap to create different narratives. An area that has a high potential for 

elaboration in future research is the post-modern women’s movement in the intersection of 

different socio-cultures, with gender equality still far from realisation across the world. This is 

a gap that artists and researchers could address.  

Final Exhibition/Examination Artwork 

 

a: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Self-identity in Intersection 
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b: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Self-identity in Intersection 

Figure 5.1: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Self-identity in Intersection 22 January 2021, diameter 10 

m, salt, sugar, spices and herbs (stage of making). 
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Figure 5.2: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Self-identity in Intersection 27 January 2021, diameter 

10 m, salt, sugar, spices and herbs (340 Kg), and video installation (diameter 3 m), 

(photography Christopher Jackson) (stage of completion). 

 

 

Figure 5.3: Mehrangiz M Tabatabaei, Self-identity in Intersection 3 February 2021, diameter 10 m, 

salt, sugar, spices and herbs (stage of dismantling). 
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Appendix 

The outbreak of COVID-19 pandemic disrupted human life around the globe, with no exception 

to Tasmania. The confinement implemented in Australia, such as border restriction, has 

significantly influenced students' performances at a higher degree. Therefore, a new 

procedure has been introduced essential for the exhibition/examination of the visual art, in 

compliance with the new situation. As a result, and due to border restrictions, examiners' 

physical presence for the exhibition is restricted. Alternatively, to comply with the UTAS 

examination policy and procedure, the supervisory team suggested a three-dimensional 

recording of the demonstration and high-resolution photography. In order to capture every 

detail of this installation art, three wooden boxes are posted to examiners, which contain 

sampled materials utilised in the design of the scene. These materials are of particular interest 

to convey the sense of aroma associated with the features demonstrated in the installation 

art. The box also contains a USB drive consisting of the 3D recording of floor installation, the 

video recording projected over the floor installation, and the exegesis's digital copy.   
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