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Abstract

Situating household mold within a growing body of critical geography concerned with toxicity and expo-
sures, this paper interrogates the racial logics and temporal dynamics of “toxic” mold. Responding to
heightened public interest and governmental intervention in mold in the United Kingdom in recent
years, this paper addresses the underexamination of mold in both housing and toxic geography scholarship.
The “contemporary mold crisis” is located against a longer international history of toxic mold exposure,
revealing toxicity as a multivalent designation through which certain homes, spaces, and bodies are ren-
dered as toxic more readily than others. This paper argues that attuning closely to the materialities of
dwelling conditions can produce generative and highly precise work through which one can attain a better
understanding of modalities of violence and harm in a housing context. In parallel, it demonstrates the pol-
itical value of attending to a “mundane” and “banal” toxin such as mold in geography.
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death as specifically due to “toxic” or “black
toxic” mold (eClinicalMedicine  2022;
Nickalls 2022; Southwell 2022; Wall and Das
2022; Sealey 2023; Sigodo 2023). These add-
itional descriptors, however, were never
named in the Coroner’s report or outputs from
official proceedings.

In the United Kingdom, concern about house-
hold mold, including ““toxic mold,” has grown in
recent years, reflected in rapidly developing pol-
itical debate and intervention (Bonderup and
Middlemiss 2023). Most notably, Awaab’s

Introduction

On the 21st of December 2020, two-year-old
Awaab Ishak died after going into respiratory
distress. Awaab lived with his parents in a one-
bedroom flat on the Freehold estate in
Rochdale, Greater Manchester, later deemed
“unfit for human inhabitation” due to its exten-
sive mold problem (Topping 2022). The social
housing provider which owned the property
had been made aware of the mold in 2017—a
year before Awaab’s birth—but had taken no
action to treat it. In November 2022, the
Senior Coroner of Manchester North concluded
that Awaab died from prolonged mold expos-

ure (Kearsley 2022). Rapidly, a wide range of
sources—including popular media outlets, aca-
demic publications, and reports issued by gov-
emnmental and political bodies—reported the
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death led to the creation of Awaab’s Law, introdu-
cing time limits for social housing providers to
remedy reported mold, which passed as an Act
of Parliament in July 2023 and was announced
would be extended to private renters in the new
Labor Government’s first King’s Speech in July
2024 (Robathan 2024). Household mold,
however, is a global phenomenon, reported
across all climate zones, housing types, in the
rural and urban, and the Global South and
Global North (Coulburn and Miller 2022). Mold
has hence been identified as a housing hazard in
many countries, with concern heightened amidst
the 2021-2023 global energy crisis, when rising
fuel costs left many unable to heat their homes
adequately, increasing vulnerability to mold
exposure (Brooks et al. 2023; Champagne et al.
2023; Thom and Cook 2023). Nevertheless,
mold is not indiscriminate; exposure to household
mold has been repeatedly shown to be a racialized
and classed issue, shaped by factors such as
household income, housing tenure, and race/eth-
nicity (Ellaway and Macintyre  1998;
Howden-Chapman et al. 2005; Russell et al.
2019). Despite this, mold has rarely been fore-
grounded within geographical studies of
housing: some academic engagements have
delved into mold’s multiple geographies (Mee
et al. 2014; Tammi 2020; Serjeant, Kearns and
Coleman 2021; Serjeant, Coleman and Kearns
2022; Bonderup and Middlemiss 2023; Kane
2023), but most geographic research mentioning
mold does so only peripherally.

This agenda-setting review paper places
household mold—as an “emergent” domestic
hazard—in conversation with a broader body
of work on toxic geographies. It does this,
noting that toxicity has gained some prominence
within geography but remains understudied in
relation to housing and health (Chng, Reades
and Hubbard 2024). Geographical literatures
on toxicity have tended to focus on sites of
exposure associated with the activities of the
petrochemical, extractive, waste, and nuclear
industries (Davies 2018, 2022; Senanayake

2020; Kaur 2021; Bickerstaff 2022; Feltrin,
Mah and Brown 2022; Roberts et al. 2024).
While such locations incur heightened, above
“average,” levels of exposure for their surround-
ing inhabitants, researchers have also high-
lighted the everyday, mundane, and sometimes
banal nature of toxicity occurring below thresh-
olds of visibility (Landa 2016; Davies 2018,
2022). This paper follows in this tradition by
exploring the thoroughly quotidian and ordinary
“toxicity” of household mold. In doing so, it
switches focus away from “toxicants”—sub-
stances and materials produced by or circulated
through anthropogenic activities (Liboiron,
Tironi and Calvillo 2018)—to naturally occur-
ring “toxins” produced by living cells or organ-
isms.' This highlights the complex dynamics of
“toxic agency” in relation to non-human
natures, which have largely been examined as
victims of toxic harm or contaminated hosts
(Turnbull 2020; Liboiron 2021; Marquardt
2022).

The second section of this paper hence begins
by situating “toxic” household mold in relation
to an overview of developments in policy,
media exposure, and public awareness. In
doing so, it demonstrates how household mold
has come to be understood as a toxic threat,
clarifying its position in relation to the broader
scholarship on toxic geographies. The remain-
der of this paper identifies prominent concerns
within geographies of toxicity and interrogates
them in respect to household mold. The third
section draws on previous work on toxic geog-
raphies that have taken (slow) temporalities—
particularly concepts of “slow violence”
(Nixon 2011) and “slow death” (Berlant 2007)
—as a productive line of enquiry (Davies
2018; Senanayake 2020; O’Lear 2021; Dewan
and Sibilia 2024; Jha 2023). In doing so, it
first addresses the politics of (in)visibility of
household mold, noting the tension between
spectacular and mundane forms of violence,
and then moves to the spatial and temporal dis-
placement of harm and violence in relation to
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popular framings of mold as a “crisis” or “epi-
demic.” In the fourth section, a closer examin-
ation of the racial politics of toxic mold is
provided. Here the paper explores how race
intersects with the experiences of exposure to
toxic mold, building from work that has under-
scored the environmental racism baked into
toxic geographies (Davies 2018) and the raciali-
zation of (black) toxic mold itself. Through this
centering of racial politics, this paper pushes
against more mainstream framings that
“de-race the violence” in cases of housing
unsafety (Danewid 2020, 295).

By placing household mold in conversation
with the literature on toxic geographies, this
paper makes two interrelated contributions.
Firstly, it proposes that reading mold through
toxic geographies, or reading mold-as-toxic, can
tease out the temporal, spatial, and racial dynamics
of a common housing hazard. In parallel, it argues
that attending to often overlooked, mundane
“toxins,” such as mold, can draw to the fore
often implicit tensions underscoring the notion of
“toxicity”” as well as create new political openings
for consideration for those interested in toxic geog-
raphies. Together, by examining “toxic mold”” both
as a material phenomenon and object of discourse,
this paper argues geographers need to attend to the
precise “matter” of housing and toxicity. In doing
so, it notes the growing interest in both mold and
toxicity in geography, offering a critical review
of existing work concerning toxicity and
housing, and synthesizing these two largely separ-
ate bodies of work. Although the focus here is on
contemporary UK housing, it also engages with
research on moldy and toxic geographies more
globally. The United States is prominent here
given the nation’s well-documented engagement
with the topic of toxic mold and the influence
this has had in framing toxic mold internationally.

Situating toxic mold

While mold is often mentioned by housing
scholars or geographers in work that highlights

poor living conditions, this is often cursory,
with mold listed amongst other markers of
poor housing—such as pests, overcrowding, or
inadequate temperature control. For instance, a
study on the stigmatization of two Glasgow
housing estates identified problems “associated
with high-rise flats,” including mold, in almost
half of all negative news articles about the
estates across a l4-year period (Kearns,
Kearns and Lawson 2013, 590). In Watt’s
(2021, 373) work on estate regeneration, mold
is indicative of deteriorating conditions along-
side “the mice and the rats and the damp and
the dust.” Similarly, Pain (2019, 393) highlights
mold as one of the “deteriorating, proliferating
ecologies [...] essential to the process of
managed decline.” Mold has further featured
in qualitative household research, for instance,
on occupant practices, attitudes and beliefs relat-
ing to their experiences of indoor weather
(Serjeant, Kearns and Coleman 2021; Serjeant,
Coleman and Kearns 2022), dampness (Blay,
Agyekum and Opoku 2019) and energy vulner-
ability (Butler and Sherriff 2017).

This at times more perfunctorily engagement
with household mold, especially within the UK
context, is perhaps unsurprising. Cases such as
Awaab Ishak’s have ushered mold into the spot-
light, alongside prominent reporting such the
catalyzing 2021  documentary  Surviving
Squalor: Britain’s Housing Shame, which
received the “biggest response ITV News had
had to a home story in a generation” (Levelling
Up Housing and Communities Committee 2022,
7). Yet prior to this, mold and its toxic potential
were largely peripheral topics in the United
Kingdom. Illustratively, research conducted in
2017-2018 revealed while mold was a common
part of everyday life in England, it was viewed
as a low risk in contrast to other housing
hazards and relative to international comparators
—though the authors acknowledge a marked
rise in interest in it between the time of field
research and the paper’s publication (Bonderup
and Middlemiss 2023).
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However, some notable work has brought
mold to the fore and approached it as an
object of geographical study, in line with
Pain’s (2019: 395) assertion that the material
fabric of places is “not simply the backdrop.”
Work by Kane (2023) examines mold in con-
temporary Scotland, advancing the argument
that mold is one way people encounter the
austere political violence of the housing crisis.
Kane locates the violence of mold in its uncan-
niness—the intrusion of that which is “out
there” into the home (5). Likewise, the political
ecology framing of mold in Australia offered by
Mee et al. (2014) focuses on the feelings of dis-
comfort provoked by mold as a manifestation of
“troublesome water,” the intrusion of which dis-
rupts our sense of home-as-boundary—*‘a place
liberated from fear and anxiety, a place sup-
posedly untouched by social, political, and
natural processes” (Kaika 2005, 372). In this
respect, both engage with household mold as
problematic due to its “out-of-place” manifest-
ation (Douglas 1966): something where it
should not be.

Why “toxic” mold?

While the previous discussion points to a
growing engagement with household mold, the
issue of its toxicity has received less attention.
That is not to say existing work is incompatible
or oppositional to reading mold toxically. In
fact, Kane (2023) notably interpolates Davies’
(2022) work on toxic geographies and his adop-
tion of the idea of “slow violence” (Nixon
2011), when suggesting that the decaying
materialities of austere housing conditions
erode homely borders. As such, research high-
lighting the ambivalent relationship between
boundaries, permeability, and porosity in rela-
tion to toxic landscapes (Roberts 2017) can
help enhance readings of mold as an
“out-of-place” intruder that disturbs domestic
borders, in a similar vein to that shown in
work concerning insects and toxic pesticides

in domestic ecologies (Biehler 2009).
However, there is great value in strengthening
this link between toxic geographies and house-
hold mold in order to more robustly unpack
the complexities of toxic mold exposures.

But what exactly is toxic about mold?
Notably, the seemingly broad phrase “toxic
mold” often refers to the species Stachybotrys
chartarum, also known as “black mold” or
“toxic black mold.” S. chartarum is a fungus
with a proclivity for cellulose-rich building
materials and a notoriety for its toxigenic poten-
tial; though it is not the most common house-
hold mold, it is certainly one of the most
feared (Hyde et al. 2018). This popular concep-
tion be traced back to the hospitalization of 10
black infants with idiopathic pulmonary hemor-
rhage (IPH) in Cleveland, Ohio, 1993-1994.
Given the typical rarity of IPH, the hospital
began a case-control study in response to this
unexplained cluster, acting with regional and
national public health officials. Three years
later, the first publications on the IPH cluster
highlighted the IPH infants’ water-damaged
homes as a primary environmental risk factor,
noting high levels of S. chartarum within them
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
1997; Montana et al. 1997). After this, toxic
mold “took on a life of its own” (Chang and
Gershwin 2019, 449). Media stories and law-
suits entered “a logarithmic phase of multiplica-
tion”—in the case of one Texan insurance
company, mold claims rose from 12 in 1999
to 10,000 in 2001 (Money 2004, 5).

Following the IPH cases, interest grew in
other common indoor molds and their myco-
toxin production, such as those in the
Aspergillus genus (Nielsen 2003). This raised
the profile of toxic household mold in the
United States, mirroring wider anxieties
among the white and middle class about the
“toxicity of everyday life” (Gabrielson 2016,
85). Here, toxic threats were presented as an
omnipresent reality of contemporary living—
no longer confined to certain areas or
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communities: “anyone” could become a victim
of toxic exposure, not just the poor and racia-
lized. Beyond the United States, the indoor life-
styles of many continue to drive attention
toward indoor atmospheres and pollution
(Garnett 2020; Tammi 2020). Mycotoxin and
mold exposure were increasingly associated
with a variety of toxic and non-toxic health
effects—from the contested “toxic mold syn-
drome” or “mold injury” (Seppéld, Finell and
Kaikkonen 2022) to asthma exacerbation
(May, McGilligan and Ucci 2019). Household
mold, therefore, emerged as a potential (toxic)
threat in a world that, for many, seemed and
was increasingly toxic and increasingly indoors.

However, it should be noted that the “tox-
icity” of mold remains controversial and is
subject to ongoing debate in medio-scientific
fields. Not more than a few years after S. char-
tarum had been implicated in morbidity was it
called into question: in 1999, the Center for
Disease Control published a review which
called their initial study flawed on multiple
levels, stating that “associations should be con-
sidered not proven” (Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention 2000). Since then,
researchers have criticized the ongoing propos-
ition that inhaled mycotoxins in homes,
schools, and offices adversely impact human
health as unproven or resting on insufficient
and low-quality data (Chapman et al. 2003;
Hardin, Kelman and Saxon 2003; Miller, Rand
and Jarvis 2003; Bush et al. 2006; Githang’a
et al. 2019), including by the World Health
Organization, who characterized the evidence
base as “extremely weak” (Heseltine and
Rosen 2009, 81). Toxic mold syndrome has
been subject to distinct scrutiny, with some
dubbing the phenomenon as “junk science,”
highlighting the prevalence of disreputable
labs charging high fees to patients in the
absence of an ordering physician, and the
illogical use of anti-fungal medications for
mycotoxicosis (Borchers et al. 2017; Chang
and Gershwin 2019).”

The idea that mold might not be toxic may at
first seem contradictory, not least because there
is both consensus that many indoor molds harm
human health and acknowledgment that many
such molds, including S. chartarum, produce
mycotoxins. To briefly unpack this, it is import-
ant to clarify that not all harm is necessarily due
to toxicity. Pollen, dust mites, and the common
cold harm the health of many, but through aller-
genic, irritant, and infectious processes.
Likewise, molds can cause harm through infec-
tions and allergies without this being through
toxicity. Secondly, variability of dose and
mode of exposure are core tenets in understand-
ing and determining toxicity. Epidemiological
and environmental health research has shown
that, through inhalation, concentrations of
“toxic mold” at a level where they become
toxic to human health are extremely unlikely
even in severely contaminated buildings
(ACOEM Council on Scientific Affairs 2002;
Terr 2009), with one significant systemic
review demonstrating that airborne mycotoxins
were below the “concentration of no toxico-
logical concern” in the indoor built environ-
ment—the level that would produce no hazard
if someone was exposed continuously through-
out a 70-year lifetime (Hardin et al. 2009).

These two observations begin to demonstrate
that something can be considered both harmful
and produce toxins without necessarily being
helpfully thought of as foxic in many settings
and contexts. Toxicology has increasingly priori-
tized the interaction between the toxic substance
and exposed organism concurrent with a shift
from viewing toxicity as a property toward it
being considered an outcome of said interaction
(Miickter 2003). This sentiment also underscores
approaches to toxicity within the social sciences.
These remind us that toxicity is already and
always an inherently relational category (Nash
2006; Chen 2012; Theriault and Kang 2021);
rather than naturally predetermined, it is “stimu-
lated, constructed, rehearsed and contested
through a myriad set of social, epistemological,
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historical, economic, material, biological and
governance systems and structures” (Liboiron,
Tironi and Calvillo 2018, 334).

There do exist, in comparison to the above,
some researchers and practitioners who con-
tinue to support the proposition that molds
harm human health toxically (Gutarowska,
Sulyok and Krska 2010; Janik et al. 2020),
and others who foreground the uncertainty sur-
rounding the issue. However, the popular
notion of mold as toxic persists without qualifi-
cation or caveat. In some localities, this framing
has become more prominent over time, despite a
scientific field which, while polarized, increas-
ingly casts doubt on the toxic mold panic of
the 1990s and early 2000s. In the United
Kingdom, while mold’s allergic, irritant, and
infectious risks have long been recognized
(May, McGilligan and Ucci 2019), and
concern about toxicity has been dismissed by
previous Governments (Kidd et al. 2010), the
most recent official guidance puts toxin produc-
tion on equal footing with other risks to human
health (Ministry of Housing Communities &
Local Government, Department of Health &
Social Care and UK Health Security Agency
2024). In this respect, it seems that the “toxic”
label is hard to shake when it comes to mold.
As illustrated in the case of Awaab Ishak’s
death, the idea of the “toxic” is readily attached
to the popular understanding of (harmful)
indoor mold, even without confirmation of it.

This uneasiness around whether mold is
“truly” toxic, combined with the relatively
recent identification of it as a potential toxic
threat (outside of the United States), is a poten-
tial reason for the more general focus on “mold”
rather than “toxic mold” in the social sciences,
despite the popular prominence of the latter
term. However, this uncertainty provides scope
for engagement with work that has fore-
grounded the contested, unsettled nature of tox-
icity itself (Murphy 2006), painting toxic
geographies as “disputed and ambiguous
spaces” (Davies 2022, 421). For instance,

Tammi’s (2020) research, which understands
toxic molds as participants in more-than-human
agencements in Finnish schools, highlights that
toxic mold generates new uncertainties.
Likewise, for Schemann (2020), formative
modes of speculation, including technological
apparatuses, function as attempts to fix mold’s
uncertainty. Drawing on such uncertainties,
rather than blankly treating mold as toxic, is not
so much a matter of accuracy but rather an
attempt to embrace “toxicity”’ as a mode of think-
ing and being rather than as a fixed biological
thing, serving as a reminder of its production via
continual processes of (re)negotiation.

This instability is ripe terrain for unpacking
both the harms of toxic mold both as a material
phenomenon as an object of discourse. Rather
than simply taking the idea of “toxic mold” as
a neutral descriptor, by thinking through
mold’s toxicity, it is possible to map commonal-
ities between seemingly quotidian and banal
housing hazards and geographies of toxic
wounding. Thinking about mold beyond just
something many react to with emotive disgust,
the broader social science literature on toxicity
confronts a wider spectrum of vulnerability,
framing “the slow brutalities of toxicity” as
“the violence of “letting die” (Davies 2018,
1538). Thus, by placing mold in conversation
with toxic geographies, mold comes to be posi-
tioned as political or sanctioned violence in rela-
tion to the urban poor, the racialized, and the
marginalized—in short, all those made vulner-
able through housing conditions. Meanwhile,
mold as a subject matter pushes the commitment
of toxic geographies further toward the
mundane and provides a “natural” counterpart
to think through the “quintessentially uncertain
events” of exposures (Murphy 2006, 14).

Slow and invisible? Unpacking the
violence of household mold

Geography, specifically that engaging with tox-
icity, has demonstrated a mounting interest in
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modalities of violence overlooked in part due to
their slowness. The prominent work by Nixon
(2011) characterizes “slow violence” through
two key features: its relative invisibility and
temporal and spatial dispersion. Given the
typical insidious onset of mold and the material
degradation of housing conditions more
broadly, reading mold in relation to these con-
cepts produces generative lines of thinking
that push against popular framings of fast, spec-
tacularized “crisis” and draw out the tensions
generated by the mundane and the accretive.

Between the spectacular and the mundane:
Viewing mold as violence

For Nixon (2011: 2), the challenge of slow vio-
lence is the fact it is “not typically viewed as
violence at all.” Encompassing forms of vio-
lence and harm which build up slowly over
time, slow violence 1is characterized as
“spectacle-deficient” (46). Yet mold is not invis-
ible. Unlike some toxins, which may hang in our
atmosphere or water supply without registering
sensorily, mold often eventually manifests
visibly and olfactorily. In fact, it is mold’s per-
ceptibility that is a key source of harm and dis-
tress for many who live with it (Mee et al. 2014;
Butler and Sherriff 2017; Tammi 2020;
Serjeant, Coleman and Kearns 2022; Kane
2023).

Moreover, at points the violence of toxic
mold can feel anything but spectacle-deficient.
The devastating case of Awaab Ishak, high-
lighted at the start of this paper, is not anomal-
ous. As shown by the National Child Mortality
Database for England, in 2019/20, 123 of all
2,738 child deaths (1 in 20), had a reported
housing issue on their records, with one of the
most common issues recorded in the circum-
stances of death being damp and mold (Odd
et al. 2021). The figures provided by this
research are likely “the minimum number of
deaths where these factors were present” (16).
In New Zealand, it has been estimated

addressing damp and moldy housing would
result in an estimated 19% reduction annually
in childhood admissions for acute respiratory
infection (Ingham et al. 2019). Beyond this,
moments of widespread media exposure and
public intervention, as recently seen in the
United Kingdom for example, further compli-
cate this understanding of mold as
“out-of-sight,” or spectacle-deficient, revealing
it as something which can, under the right con-
ditions, become an “event.”

However, these more notable moments and
cases, which pull mold out of dark crevices
and into the spotlight, run counter to the long,
enduring toxic exposures many of its cohabi-
tants have been and are subjected to. While
mold may be something we can see and touch,
it is also something rather ordinary, reducing
the understanding of it as violence. Mold is
something we are never without—even when
not visible or otherwise sensorily perceptible.
As one “mold injury” sufferer remarked, exasp-
erated, on an Australian news broadcast,
“there’s mold on the International Space
Station—you can’t escape this” (SBS The
Feed 2021); our very bodies remain “a vehicle
for contamination, a vector for pollen, spores
and mold” (Mbembe and Shread 2021, s59).
This ubiquity dampens the urgency to address
the harm of household mold and allows its
slow accretive violence to ensue. Across mul-
tiple geographies there is an entrenched under-
standing that mold is not aberrational, but an
unavoidable, even mundane, part of dwelling
many are resigned to tolerating. Exemplifying
this, research in New Zealand highlights the per-
ception of enduring mold in rental accommoda-
tion as akin to a national rite of passage
(Serjeant, Coleman and Kearns 2022).

Looking at slow violence as experienced by
incarcerated mothers, mold has also been identi-
fied as a “hyper-visible” form of violence within
the toxic environments of prison buildings
(Fedock, Doria and Malcome 2024, 1074),
rather than “out of sight.” Instead, mundanity
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becomes a driving factor in the persistence of
such harm, alongside the discounting of wit-
nesses. In a similar vein, Davies (2022) has pro-
blematized the relative invisibility that Nixon
presents as central to slow violence, arguing it
downplays observations made by frontline com-
munities: instead Davies draws on the relation-
ship between structural (Galtung 1969) and
epistemic violence (Spivak 1988), to posit the
slow violence of toxic geographies not as defi-
cient of stories, but as beholding of stories
which do not count. Following the idea that
understandings of violence are “deeply shaped
by gendered epistemologies and binary think-
ing,” the manifestation of household mold—in
the private sphere and often characterized as
banal and everyday—further obscure it as
violent (Christian and Dowler 2019, 1068).
Exposure to toxic mold is, therefore, a form of
violence that sits below the “threshold of accept-
ability” (Laing Ebbensgaard 2022, 14), some-
thing that certain populations can justifiably be
subjected to, and whose accounts of harm
from their mundane encounters with it are
discountable.

While death and severe illness can transform
mold exposure into an event that registers as vio-
lence, for the most part it has been allowed to
wind on, unabated, as part of the everyday lives
of many. The banal nature of mold therefore
becomes a central facet of its capacity to harm,
as in Berlant’s (2007, 759) articulation of “slow
death” as “often identified with the presentness
of ordinariness itself, that domain of living on.”
While the literature on toxic exposures has a
demonstrated interest in how toxicity can be
masked as mundane, mold exemplifies this ordin-
ary character, revealing the centrality of banality
to the accretion of toxic landscapes.

The spatial and temporal displacement of
harm

Slow violence is gradual, attritional, not bound
or easily traceable to a singular event. This

slowness is relevant: a mold problem does not
appear overnight. Instead, it develops over
time, taking weeks of growth to become
visible on a surface and often first appearing in
“out-of-sight” locations, such as behind furni-
ture, where it is comparatively undisturbed by
sunlight and human activity. This gives rise to
a heterogeneous temporality, in which mold
both “slowly encroaches into the home” and
seemingly (re)appears all at once (Kane 2023,
6). This aligns with work that reemphasizes
the feminist geographical tradition preceding
Nixon’s ideas and proposes working against
the binary of slow/fast violence to instead
show it as operating as a single complex
(Christian and Dowler 2019; Tyner 2020).

Yet despite this, the dominant framings of the
“mold crisis” (Dodge 2020; McPhee 2022; Cuff
2023; Halliday 2023) and “mold epidemic”
(Worsley 2018; Anderson 2022; Heath 2022;
Spratt 2022; Stevens 2022; Haringey Council
2023, 1), suggest a rapidity to its manifestation,
revealing the prominence of an ‘“‘epidemio-
logical imaginary” in popular discourse (Lavin
and Russill 2010). For many, crisis is still under-
stood as “an experience of temporary abnormal-
ity” (Vigh 2008, 7) and epidemic as a period of
rapid increase—yet, conversely, toxic mold is
both chronic and endemic. Though others have
productively shown how victims of slow vio-
lence can concentrate protracted suffering into
crises-like designations to demand action
(Ahmann 2018), it is important to consider
how those with more power might similarly
mark something as a crisis, and therefore aberra-
tional, to obfuscate longer stories of harm and
causalities. While “crisis” has become a main-
stay of housing discourses (Heslop and
Ormerod 2020), attuning to slowness is neces-
sary to recognize the long genealogies of con-
temporary crisis, situating them as chronic
rather than temporary aberrations from an ima-
gined stable normality (Pain 2019).

This perspective requires looking beyond
contemporary  snapshots toward housing
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histories and investments in an extended time
span. In the United Kingdom, evidence shows
that disrepair has functioned as a tactic used
by the state to displace social housing tenants
in line with a neoliberal housing project charac-
terized by financialization and privatization
(Watt 2021). Under Thatcher’s Conservative
government, 1979-1990, extreme cuts to
housing budgets served to incentivize Right to
Buy and stock transfers, leaving an estimated
£19bn maintenance backlog for social housing
by 1997 (Hodkinson and Essen 2015). In paral-
lel, others have shown that long-term ideologic-
ally driven neglect can generate permeability to
both pests and toxic pesticides (Biehler 2009).
In relation to cases like Awaab Ishak’s, ideas
of culpability then stretch far beyond the imme-
diate, with toxic landscapes accumulating not
just over years, but decades.

The slow cultivation of mold can also become a
means to facilitate profits from the housing market.
This should be of note to those working within the
sub-discipline of toxic geographies, which have
typically focused on human-made “toxicants” in
part due to the presumed heavier political signifi-
cance they have over naturally-occurring and gen-
erally smaller scale “toxins” (Liboiron, Tironi and
Calvillo 2018). In work exploring racial capitalism
in UK housing associations, researchers how prop-
erties are deliberately run-down to encourage the
displacement of tenants and enable the subsequent
sale of the property, providing a cash injection for
housing associations “through an often racialized
realization of a ‘rent gap’” (Clare et al. 2022, 6).
Following the revelations of Surviving Squalor,
the Chair of the GI5 group representing the
UK’s largest Housing Associations, framed
severe, widespread mold on one estate in a
context of needing to ‘“encourage people to
move” as part of its planned regeneration-
by-demolition (Simpson 2021). The notion of pro-
viders deliberately running down estates to justify
regeneration was also prominently discussed in a
government inquiry focusing on severe damp
and mold endemic in much social housing

(Levelling Up Housing and Communities
Committee 2022). Not limited to British social
housing, research on private rentals in Albany
Park, Chicago, shows disrepair and poor structural
conditions function as “discrete yet accretive vio-
lence” aiming to displace low-income and racia-
lized communities (Huq and Harwood 2019,
711). Further to this, it is also the association
with decay that functions as epistemic violence
foundational to the process of dispossession
(Ferreri 2020, 1010)—warranting further empirical
research is hence needed to draw out the potential
relationship between household mold, the designa-
tion of certain types of homes as “toxic” and
violent urban processes like dispossession. The
above discussion, however, runs contrary to such
implicit assumptions around the political work of
toxins, demonstrating that, much like toxicants,
they too can “produce ‘invisible opportunities’
for capital accumulation and other consolidations
of power” (Ofrias 2017, 16).

Like many other toxic substances, mold’s
violence is not just dispersed temporally, but
spatially, revealing a sense that the comfort of
Western domesticity remains precarious to dis-
ruption from seemingly far-flung global
events. In a Finnish context, Tammi (2020,
1329) names Western energy crises during the
1970s, resulting from the interruption of
Middle Eastern oil exports amid the 1973
Arab-Israeli War, as a “crucial entrance point”
for the contemporary mold problems in
schools. Similarly, in the United States, the
emergence of toxic mold and “Sick Building
Syndrome” have both been tied the 1970s
energy crises (Money 2004; Murphy 2006). In
these instances, it is argued that an increase in
indoor toxicity has resulted from widespread
practices of “sealing” buildings (through
improved double glazing and insulation) to
reduce heating costs. This proposition that
mold can be spurred by the “sealing in” of atmo-
spheres troubles framings of it as an intrusion of
the banished “outside” (Mee et al. 2014; Kane
2023). In this sense, these events reveal the
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“interactive and entangled nature of domestic
life and geopolitics, collapsing together the
dualism often set up between small ‘p’ non-state
politics (read: home) and big ‘P’ politics (read:
geopolitics)” (Brickell 2012, 576).

Such international displacement of the caus-
alities of toxic mold exposure is likely to be
further catalyzed by anthropogenic climate
change, both due to slower changes in local cli-
mates and weather patterns including increased
rainfall and humidity, and with more frequent
extreme weather events like hurricanes and
flooding (Vardoulakis et al. 2015; Michaels
2017; Neumeister-Kemp, Kemp and Tijsen
2023). In the case of the latter, mold then man-
ifests as an aftermath of a “hot” or “fast” event
(Christian and Dowler 2019), where its long
endurance again mirrors the slow toxic expo-
sures of the poor and racialized. From New
Orleans following Hurricane Katrina, 2005,
where health complications due to toxic mold
were dubbed the “Katrina Cough” (Franklin
2006, 191), to Houston following Hurricane
Harvey: mold ultimately marks “the divide
between the people who can afford to escape it
and people for whom the storm doesn’t end”
(Hamblin 2017).

Mold is not just, then, a “newly emergent”
materiality produced by austerity (Kane 2023,
1). Given toxicity demands geographers think
porously—about the permeable edges of bodies,
spaces, things—the “crises” of mold and
housing are shown to be multiply constitutive of
each other, as blurred and amorphous. In this
context of slow crises, rather than resulting from
a singular, bounded, “housing crisis,” mold is
one manifestation of exposure to a “state of
injury” (Mbembe 2003, 21). We may think of
mold as a continual process of being generated
as a political or profit-driven accumulation and
neglect, left unfettered in its spread and persist-
ence in communities where “the premise of
their disposability is already firmly entrenched”
(Pain 2019, 394). This slow process of unabated
exposure and re-exposure, and the gradual

production of vulnerable geographies, operates
to make those most vulnerable to mold akin to
the “chemically wounded” (Shapiro 2015, 370)
who “may never have the culprit of their injuries
revealed or proven” (Davies 2022, 418).

Black mold and black skin: Race
and toxic mold

Scholarship on toxic environments has a long-
standing engagement with environmental
racism, including documenting the racially
uneven impact of toxic exposure (Davies
2018, 2022; Hicken et al. 2021; Liboiron
2021; Mansfield 2022; Bruno 2024). Such
work illustrates how the “racial condemnation”
of “normal life” is “spatially evident in the
sites of toxicity” (McKittrick 2013, 6).
However, alongside attending to the racialized
spatialization of toxic mold, this section exam-
ines the racialization of toxic mold itself with
reference to Chen’s (2012) work on toxic ani-
macies. As such, the moldy racializations of
bodies and locations and the ways in which
they shift across time and context, reveal how
“matter coheres onto the organization of exist-
ing mattering” (Waterton and Yusoff 2017, 5).

Racialized regimes of exposure to
household mold

Living with mold is often a highly racialized
experience. In the United Kingdom, “mixed”
or black Caribbean households were found to
be over four times more likely to have damp
and mold problems than white British house-
holds (Department for Levelling Up Housing
and Communities 2020). Epidemiological
research has further shown how Black, Asian,
and Minority Ethnic (BAME) households are
disproportionately impacted by damp and
mold in terms of disease burdens due to the
inequalities both in exposure to mold and in
the underlying health conditions of black and
minority ethnic groups (Clark et al. 2023; UK
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Health Security Agency 2023). In the United
States, racialized minorities have been shown
to have higher rates of mold exposure than
non-Latinx whites (Sun and Sundell 2011;
Reponen et al. 2013). These racial disparities
often persist even when factors like tenure
type are accounted for. For instance, among
private renters in New Zealand, 16.7% of
those of European ethnicity live in homes with
patches of mold larger than an A4 sheet of
paper—the lowest rate amongst any ethnic
group—compared with 33% of Maori and
41.8% of Pasifika renters  (Statistics
Tatauranga Aotearoa 2020).

The intersection between race and class in
housing provision means that racialized people
are more likely to live in homes made toxic by
mold. However, it is also the case that residents
often face racial discrimination when seeking
remediation (Levelling Up Housing and
Communities Committee 2022). The inquest
into Awaab Ishak’s death revealed that
Rochdale Boroughwide Housing had blamed
the mold on presumed “lifestyle choices” of
his parents, who came to the United Kingdom
from Sudan as asylum seekers in 2015, which
staff assumed involved “ritual bathing” (Cuffe
2023). In an ITV report, one tenant spoke of
receiving a “better response” from his housing
provider when using only his surname, a
choice he made due to the suspicion that his
first name, Leroy, identified him as black and
therefore as a person they “don’t want to deal
with” (Hewitt 2021). While anecdotal, these
accounts align with research showing that
BAME residents on London council estates per-
ceived there to be a “racialization of space
which blamed them for the conditions” (Lees
and Hubbard 2022, 353). Similarly, research
on toxic mold exposure in the First Nations
Haisla community in British Columbia,
Canada, shows the pervasive blaming of local
cultures and practices “effectively obscures sys-
temic and distal drivers of poor health, thereby
rendering marginalized groups as the authors

and not the victims of population health inequi-
ties” (Stephenson and Stephenson 2016, 303).
Schemann (2020) describes mold as a semiotic
element beyond its materiality that signals
guilt and shame. Here, we see how that maps
onto racial structuring, of importance given the-
orizations of shame as racialization (Fetta
2018). Considering this, we can extend
Davies’ (2022) argument further: it is not just
that the toxic exposures of marginalized and
racialized communities do not count, but
instead, are often counted against them.

As Danewid (2020, 304) argues in the case of
the Grenfell Tower fire, mold alerts us to “the
racial structuring of neoliberal urban govern-
ance.” Attending to the racial realities of
“unliveable” conditions of toxic mold makes
visible who is allowed to inhabit the liveable
and who is subjugated to “death-in-life”
(Mbembe 2003, 21). In this sense, the experi-
ence of living with toxic mold in the context
of the slow crises of UK housing can be read
necropolitically—as an experience of being
left to die.

Toxic mold’s racialization

Toxic mold further takes on its own racializa-
tion, in line with the notion that a toxin is
readily racialized because “it can be detached
and reattached to diverse cultural and biological
forms” (Chen 2012, 187). In their work on
animacy, Chen charts how the inanimate toxin
of lead became subject to complex racialization.
As part of this, they highlight how, despite an
earlier association of black children with lead
intoxication, they became a “less-urgent popula-
tion under threat” during the 2007 “lead panic”
in the United States compared to the white
American child (Chen 2012, 184). Chen
argues this in part occurs because the medica-
lized symptoms of lead neurotoxicity, including
the lowering of intelligence quotient (IQ), hold
affinities with the racial construction of black-
ness. Therefore, for the white body, toxic
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contamination by lead represents a double racial
contamination: first, with the dirty black toxin
itself; and secondly, through the threat to
“class-elaborated white racial celebreality”
(Chen 2012, 185), underscored by a long
history of contamination discourses where
blackness is already-always seen as both con-
taminated and a contaminant. While Chen
talks about “dead” lead in the context of
animacy toxic, mold is very much alive;
indeed, this is a core part of the uncanniness
Kane (2023) highlights, alongside other read-
ings of “subnature” (Campkin 20135). Despite
this difference, there are strong parallels here
with mold narratives.

Firstly, a similar reprioritization of toxic vul-
nerability is evident in toxic mold narratives in a
US context. Despite its “ground zero” being in
the cases of the poor and black in Cleveland suf-
fering from severe illness, and studies which
pointed to higher rates of exposure for margina-
lized groups, anxiety grew among white and
middle- and upper-class individuals around non-
specific symptoms grouped under the label
“toxic mold syndrome”. Thus, once legal cases
began to soar, white homeowners became
more urgently vulnerable population to toxic
mold. This echoes the development of “Sick
Building Syndrome,” another contested illness
associated with indoor exposure often linked
to mold exposure (Straus 2009), where minor
health complaints became foregrounded “in
conditions of relative privilege and luxury”
(Murphy 2006, 3).

Accompanying this shift in who was consid-
ered most urgently vulnerable to the threat of
toxic mold exposure is, as with Chen’s lead, a
racialization of the toxin itself. Many of the
neurological symptoms linked to mold toxicity
—such as increased anger and agitation, cogni-
tive decline, language and reasoning problems,
slowed mental processing, and poor educational
performance in children (Baldo, Ahmad and
Ruff 2002; Anyanwu, Campbell and Vojdani
2003; Lees-Haley 2003)—mirror Chen’s

proposition concerning the black racial con-
struction of toxic lead. Similarly, for Kane,
mold’s presence provokes the fear of becoming
the socially constructed “dirty body” (Kane
2023, 7), a construction already proximate to
blackness in the white imaginary (Berthold
2010). Further highlighting mold’s racialization
is the foregrounding of the color, the blackness,
of toxic S. chartarum. In a natural history of
toxic mold, mycologist Money (2004, 40) char-
acterizes black molds as “shrouded by their mel-
anism” (molds get their blackness from the same
melanin that pigments human skin); their black-
ness is his explanation for their “their menace to
humanity”—a provocatively racial phrasing.
The blackness of mold and human skin are com-
pared: for instance, he argues that traits such as
disparities in economic prosperity ‘“associated
with skin pigmentation in humans offer a
useful analogy” to those associated with
fungal melanization in that they are “remote
rather than direct consequences of being
black” (Money 2004, 117). This racializing
process has been identified in cultural depictions
of black mold also. Considering the present
popularity of mold narratives in 21st century
fiction,® Keetley (2021) argues that the use of
black mold has come to serve as ‘“‘anxious
stories not of species death but of white death
in the face of a spreading and racialized ‘dark-
ness’” (45), where characters strive “to
contain, control, and expel a black mold that is
equated with black flesh, with Black people”
(61).

Household mold has also been treated as
migratory and foreign in nature. Broadly,
mold is frequently treated as non-human
entity foreign to, and unwanted in, the domestic
space. One mycology paper describes S. char-
tarum as an “altogether unwelcome lodger
that should be evicted as quickly and carefully
as possible” (Hyde et al. 2018, 177).
Recalling the earlier-discussed political
ecology and psychoanalytic framings, it
belongs elsewhere (Campkin 2013a; Mee
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et al. 2014; Kane 2023). However, toxic mold
has also been characterized as crossing national
boundaries. The doctor who treated the IPH
infants in Cleveland suggested the toxic S.
chartarum they encountered was unwittingly
imported from Canada, while researchers at
the Environmental Protection Agency posited
it traveled from Eastern Europe (Money 2004,
122-123). The racialization of toxic black
mold therefore extends, as with people,
beyond color and to perceived uprootedness
(Ang, Ho and Yeoh 2022). Spurred by the US
government reports of S. chartarum mycotox-
ins being used as biological warfare
(Wannemacher and Wiener 1997), sensational-
istic accounts have suggested that toxic black
mold can only be found in Western homes
because of its supposed development as a bio-
weapon by countries such as Vietnam, the
Soviet Union, Egypt, and Iraq (Money 2004,
72-76; ABC Adelaide 2018; Exposing Mold
2022; Damage Control 911 2023). Here,
toxic black mold is not just migratory by
chance, but interpreted through a frame of
deliberative harm in line with cultural imagin-
aries of threatened security in the US and the
West.

Considering the above, like other toxins,
toxic mold adheres to existing racial and
spatial dynamics, both materially and discur-
sively. From this departure point, its presumed
physical toxicity reveals the logics of dispos-
ability that allow certain groups to be more
readily exposed to harm in a very real sense,
while in parallel drawing out how certain
homes, spaces, and bodies are rendered as
toxic more readily than others. Through inter-
polating Chen’s work on toxic lead panics in
the case of mold, this establishes a more multi-
valent understanding of toxicity. Such an
approach can push geographical scholarship
on toxicity further, bringing to the fore what is
at stake in the “toxic” beyond a narrow
framing of harm. This has scope to provide
value for thinking through the layered racial

dynamics of toxicity beyond racialized sites of
exposure.

Concluding discussion: Growing
the toxic in geography
Returning to the case of Awaab Ishak, I want to
conclude by considering again the fact that the
cause of his death was widely reported as
“toxic black mold” or “toxic mold,” despite
the Coroner not specifying cause beyond
“mold exposure.” To some degree, this reveals
a popular preoccupation with the “toxic” as a
form of threat. More specifically, however,
this framing of toxicity creates space to consider
how Awaab Ishak’s death, like that of other
victims of chemical wounding, demands a
tracing of the temporally and spatially dispersed
antecedents of violence rather than just the
immediate context. This approach also bridges
struggles for housing justice and the long histor-
ies of international environmental justice move-
ments, to “recognizing the interconnectedness
of the structures that create our unbreathable
contexts” (Thompson 2023, 1701). But the cir-
culation of this “toxic” label—even without sci-
entific  confirmation—perhaps shows us
something else about what is at stake in the des-
ignation “toxic.” Recognizing the racial and
classed logic underpinning the toxicity of
mold, it is critical to consider if the discourse
of toxicity adhered to Awaab’s case because
he and his family were black, were poor, lived
in a social housing tower block, were asylum
seekers from Sudan. In other words, Awaab
Ishak’s home was labeled as toxic because it
had always already been understood to be pol-
luted, even without the mold. And indeed, it
was in such an environment, of material, discur-
sive, symbolic devaluation, that the material
toxicity of mold was able to grow and flourish.
This paper has placed the topic of household
mold in conversation with a broader body of
geographical and other social science literature
concerned with toxicity. It thus makes the case
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for both attending to the materialities within
both research fields—as subjects rather than
background objects—and for a wider analytical
gaze in toxic geographies. “Growing the toxic”
in geography means looking beyond “classic”
toxic substances to consider the more
mundane, quotidian ones, including
naturally-occurring toxins. Doing so not only
provides new avenues for the topic of toxicity,
and draws to the fore their political salience,
but serves to reaffirm an ethical commitment
to overlooked, contested, and insidious forms
of harm and violence. Building from existing
critical geographical scholarship to read mold
through the angle of toxicity, therefore,
reminds us that while “exposure to some form
of toxicity is an unavoidable and necessary
part of everyday life,” it is the “discriminatory
geographies of pollution ensure that certain
populations are subjected to the power of
death more readily” (Davies 2018, 1359).

As the “mold epidemic” and UK housing crisis
continue as embedded and embodied realities for
many, attending to it toxically can help unpack
slower lineages of violence alongside broader
struggles beyond housing justice. Similarly,
research into toxic geographies benefits from a
closer focus on the discrete toxic matter in question
rather than unspecified treatment under a broader
umbrella. Doing so opens the possibility of gener-
ating research which attends to the particular and
multivalent manifestations of the substance at
hand—from the material and medico-scientific to
the cultural and discursive—as such, creating
scope for a richer body of work which acknowl-
edges that human interactions with toxic material-
ities are not uniform. As demonstrated, viewing
something so seemingly ubiquitous and mundane
through a lens of toxicity can provide room for pro-
vocative political discussion; in this respect, it
underscores the case for closer examination of
that which many overlook. Redirecting attention
to a “natural” toxic object undoes the notion that
there is such a thing as a pre-toxic past for us to
return to. In other words, the focus should not

only be solely placed on the toxin itself, but also
the suffocating regimes of exposure that unevenly
inure people to them.
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Notes

1. In practice, the distinction between these two
terms is not consistently upheld, with the label
“toxin” often being used to describe what is tech-
nically a “toxicant.”

2. The treatment of cases of mycotoxicosis with anti-
fungal medication is proposed as illogical because
anti-fungal medications treat fungal infections,
not the effects of toxins.

3. In her analysis, Keetley focuses on the film / Am
the Pretty Thing That Lives in the House
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(Perkins 2016), a miniseries adaptation of The
Haunting of Hill House (Flanagan, 2016), and
the segment “Gray Matter” in Shudder’s reboot
of Creepshow (2019). In addition, she also high-
lights other notable instances of black mold in
21st century fiction alongside other works part
of a broader “fungal weird.” Since the publication
of her chapter, black mold has continued to have
prominence in fiction media, particularly within
the horror genre, including the film Black Mold
(Pata 2024), the Netflix series Archive 81
(Sonnenshine 2022), and the BBC radio-drama
Spores (Kirkbride and Aphonica 2023).
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