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ANEESHA
DHARWADKER

EDITOR’S NOTE WE, the theme for this inaugural issue of  
Transect Magazine, was chosen several years 
ago when I was still in graduate school and 
Chicago Design Office was just a kernel of  an 
idea. The word suggests a pluralized community. 
It is syntactically subjective, in opposition to 
the objective “us.” It has multiple homophones: 
wee, whee, oui. It is vague, multi-dimensional, 
both inclusive and exclusive. It is, for me, the 
beginning and end of  a design project—the 
public audience and the professional coterie 
who inhabit, critique, exploit, love, ignore, alter, 
destroy, and ultimately, together, shape the built 
environment.

Wesley Morris addressed the “we” problematic 
in a November 2016 New York Times Magazine 
essay—part of  a pattern, I have noticed 
recently, of  journalists preempting designers by 
elucidating  professionally-relevant issues more 
quickly and succintly than “we” are able to do. In 
response to the U.S. Presidential election, Morris 
writes,               

Some of  us have a delusion of  “we”  that the rest of  
us know to be a fiction. We don’t talk to one another. 
We don’t live among one another. Our voting districts 
have been carved up to both reflect that segregation 
and capitalize on it. . . . 

[Trump] won, in part, by turning from “we”  to 
“other,”  which is what you become when you’ve been 
deemed ineligible for “we.”  Nobody would describe 
himself  or herself  that way. It’s a desgination for 
how some people organize their world.1

1. Wesley Morris, “We the People Aren’t Sure Who ‘We’ Even Are,” 
The New York Times Magazine, 14 Nov. 2016.    

The organization of  the world determines every 
decision we—humans—make in our lives. We—
designers—are responsible for the expertise 
required to build that world.     

The essays that follow consider varying 
communities and conditions of  “we” in different 
locations across the North American continent. 
Paola Aguirre Serrano questions the role of  the 
architect in both the Mexican and American 
contexts, questioning if  traditional architectural 
training is enough the qualify a designer to 
deal with today’s extremely complex urban 
conditions. In Desgning for Community 
Collaboration in Chicago’s South Side, she 
argues for contemporary architects to expand 
their roles well beyond technical expertise and 
become primary strategists and communicators 
in a larger, collaborative network of  design 
thinking and acting. Aguirre’s ongoing work 
with Habitat for Humanity Chicago is a case 
study for new, imaginitive ways for architects to 
operate in urban design processes.

In Canada, Encountered Christopher Alton 
focuses on two recent installations confronting 
Canada’s relationships with natural resources, 
infrastructure, and history: one billing itself  
as a “counter-pavilion” and the other as a 
“counter-history.” He discusses the potential 
meanings and consequences of  these “counter-” 
positions, and what they signal for a refreshed 
national narrative for Canada—one that, as a 
start, admits the state’s role in the repression 
of  indigenous cultures and in infrastructural 
disasters. Alton writes that “design has lagged 
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behind” in dealing with these uncomfortable and 
historically ignored truths, placing itself  in a 
reactive rather than proactive position. However, 
the emergence of  these two high-profile 
installations is evidence of  slow but visible 
ideological change.  

Keefer Dunn, a designer, labor rights activist, 
and Chicago resident, confronts the problem of  
activism in architecture directly, arguing that 
“architecture” in the form of  built space can 
never be activist in and of  itself; only architects, 
as people, can do that. In The Limits of  
Activist Architecture, he highlights the power 
of  young designers in the workplace, reminding 
us of  our power as a collective labor force. 

In 2015, Reinier de Graaf, principal at OMA, 
wrote that one of  the major problems with 
contemporary design pedagogy is that students 
are taught to be radical idealists in the studio, 
only to be rudely awakened to the forces of  
capitalism and client demands when they reach 
the office.2 This, for de Graaf, is one of  the most 
problematic contradictions of  the discipline. 
Dunn writes that a return to moral reasoning 
in the office (in short, activism) is possible in 
a capitalist setting through the witholding 
of  labor—a familiar Marxist argument that 
nevertheless has radical possibilities for the 
profession today.          

2. Reinier de Graaf, “Charisma allows the architect to speak with 
authority, even when he has no clue,” Dezeen, 29 Sept. 2015. 
https://www.dezeen.com/2015/09/29/renier-de-graaf-amo-oma-opin-
ion-architects-charisma-eisenman-rossi-van-eyck/

These essays together raise some fundamental 
questions about design practice:

• What is the role of  the architect today? 

• Who are “we”  in relation to the public, and 
what agency do “we”  have? 

• What kinds of  social change are possible 
through design? 

• And perhaps most importantly, how might 
design increase its political role in shaping new 
narratives about lived experience and local/
national identity?

In the 21st century (so far), architectural 
practice has become increasingly decentralized 
and dispersed. Like Chicago Design Office, 
there are many emerging small-scale firms with 
specific disciplinary agendas that reject standard 
business arrangements and relationships. The 
behemoth firms of  the 20th century, many 
of  which are responsible for major global 
development today, are often named after their 
founders and are profoundly client- and profit-
oriented. They are businesses that produce work 
for paying clients first, and make the case for 
environmental health, community interaction, 
and income equality later, if  at all. One does not 
often find the term “social justice” knitted into 
their marketing strategies. 

In contrast, more recent firms are developing 
identities based on actions, collective 
experiences, and embedded social missions—
MASS Design Group, Rebuild Foundation, 
Merge Architects, Assemble, and Project H 

ANEESHA DHARWADKER is the founder of  
Chicago Design Office and founding editor 
of  its quarterly publication, Transect Magazine. 
She is an architectural designer with interests in 
landscape architecture, global urbanism, and the 
North American built environment. 

Design are just a few examples among many. 
While they produce work for clients, they do 
so within a self-generated framework that 
supplies a fundamental approach to the design 
process, something that ties the body of  work 
together and produces tangible, sometimes 
radical changes in communities. Intentionally or 
not, these firms also support women and racial 
minorities in decision-making positions. I believe 
this is a cause, not an effect, of  their success.  

Greater creative risk is possible when one’s 
income is not exclusively dependent on one’s 
output. The necessity for designers to hold 
another day job, often an academic one, and 
to be associated with an institution capable of  
providing research support is still significant.

It is possible that this new trend in firm identity 
is the result of  the confluence of  many external 
factors: September 11, the Great Recession, the 
Syrian civil war, or the generally high visibility 
of  private lives in public forums, whether in 
the news or on social media. Although global 
poverty is at its lowest point in human history,3 
we are more visually exposed to suffering 
than ever before. This heightens the perpetual 
sense of  crisis many-fold. But I am optimistic 
that with this exposure will come a sense of  
deepened responsibility among young designers. 
With our technical skills and narrative 
imaginations, we can improve not only the 

3. According to 2013 statistics from the World Bank, 10.7% of  the 
world’s population (767 million people) lives on less than 1.90 USD per 
day, down from 35% in 1990 (1.85 billion people). 
http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/poverty/overview

  

built environment, but also public policy, public 
responsibility, and the communal psyche.

As much as it offers a different future, design 
can also, very powerfully, reveal hidden histories 
and processes. It can be a tool of  popular 
education—something equally or even more 
impactful than digital discourse—and is far more 
difficult to erase. In a universe where emotions, 
ideas, and facts are increasingly fleeting, tactility, 
materiality, and expertise are urgently needed 
to distill the past and reimagine the present for 
the sake of  the future. In different ways, the 
essays presented here all argue for this critical 
enterprise.   

https://massdesigngroup.org/
https://rebuild-foundation.org/
http://mergearchitects.com/
http://assemblestudio.co.uk/
http://www.projecthdesign.org/
http://www.chicagodesignoffice.com/
http://www.projecthdesign.org/
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DESIGNING FOR 
COMMUNITY 
COLLABORATION 
IN CHICAGO’S 
SOUTH SIDE
PAOLA AGUIRRE 
SERRANO

THERE ARE NO SHORTCUTS to designing 
collaboration and participatory planning 
processes that are specific to a community—it is 
a highly layered endeavor. It requires enabling 
constant dialogue among the organizers, 
community members and stakeholders; 
capturing and synthesizing both objective 
information (such as data and facts) and abstract 
input (such as aspirations) that might support 
healthy and dynamic discussions; and creating 
strong connections among people through 
meaningful and diverse interactions. Since very 
early in my career I have been curious about 
dynamics, relationships, and distinctions created 
between communities (or “the public”) and 
stakeholders (or “decision makers”), especially 
those enabled by public participatory processes.

One of  the experiences that shaped my 
understanding of  the public tremendously was 
working for the municipal planning agency 
in the City of   Chihuahua, my hometown in 
Northern Mexico, during the mid-2000s. As 
a young architectural designer, I was exposed 
to participatory processes and interactions for 
urban planning purposes, and also supported 
multiple technical urban studies and thematic 
plans: environmental, mobility, social dynamics, 
housing—all very much under traditional and 
institutional methods, though—which later 
became discussion items with the public. It was 
after a couple of  years that we combined all 
these studies to develop our long-term master 
plan for the city, and engaged in a larger public 
participation campaign. In retrospect, it was 
more informative than interactive, and therefore 

limited in its outcome and impact; yet, it was 
a remarkable effort to advance the culture of  
public participation in our city. One needs to 
keep in mind that public participatory processes 
related to urban planning in Mexico are still 
relatively recent—even more recent in second-
tier cities such as Chihuahua, which started 
developing its own city planning documents 
in the mid-nineties. In addition, still today, 
the majority of  Mexican cities have none or 
limited offerings of  urban planning or urbanism 
degree programs, and therefore architects 
(who are assumed to have the strongest spatial 
understanding of  cities) have dominated by 
default the roles of  urban planners in both the 
public and private practices.

The challenging aspect to this undertaking 
is that architecture training programs do not 
necessarily have a strong emphasis in the role 
of  the public or the role of  the architectural 
profession toward the public good; therefore, the 
goals and methods of  public participation in 
city-shaping processes are constantly poorly 
managed or implemented. Working in a team 
of  architects undertaking the role of  urban 
planners, I perceived one of  the main challenges 
to be our limited communication and facilitation 
skills to engage, enable productive dialogues, 
and exchange perspectives among different 
community groups who contributed to this 
process: public officials, the business community, 
neighborhood leaders, professional groups, 
government agencies, and so on. In contrast, 
what architecture training does very well is 
to prepare professionals with the ability to 
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synthesize—but often just focused on a project. 
Nonetheless, I think architects could contribute 
more proactively within community participation 
processes by leveraging their synthetic ability 
to capture the voices of  people with different 
vocabularies and aspirations into shared 
visions—we have the latent opportunity to 
take a more holistic and active role as listener/
facilitator/synthesizer in our communities.

After a few years of  urban design and planning 
practice in the United States, I made another 
significant observation about our work in 
Chihuahua related to our identification of  
stakeholders and groups of  interest: there is a lack 
of  non-profit organizations in Mexico, primarily 
because there are not many in medium size 
cities there. (The civic role of  advocacy for the 
public conducted by non-profit groups or civil 
associations is relatively new as well.) In great 
part, that explains my continued interest in the 
culture and work of  non-profit organizations in 

the United States—especially those addressing 
urban issues, and by working closely with them 
it has provided me with the opportunity to better 
understand and explore how to enable positive 
dialogues between “the public” and the “decision 
makers” from a “neutral ground.”

One of  my main reflections from practicing 
urban design in Chicago is how essential 
maintaining open and consistent dialogues with 
the communities that we collaborate with is. 
It is our best chance to better understand our 
roles as design professionals within different 
neighborhood development processes, and to 
advance community design thinking while 
offering some creative ways to exchange and 
engage. Since 2013, I have been a volunteer with 
Habitat for Humanity Chicago (HFHC)—the 
opportunity to work with Chicago South Side 
communities has been a strong foundation for 
my design and planning practice, which is highly 
invested in connecting communities to design. 
Habitat’s work during the last five years in 
Chicago has been focused on the Far South Side 
neighborhood of  West Pullman, and I have been 
incredibly encouraged by Habitat’s expanded 
scope of  building stronger communities beyond 
the boundaries of  housing project sites. Initially 
a collaboration with Habitat’s Neighborhood 
Engagement Initiative in West Pullman, 
our work was focused on making stronger 
connections between community initiatives 
and residents. To contribute to this endeavor, a 
group of  four to five initiative members invested 
energy and time learning about West Pullman 
both through site visits and by speaking with 

the residents. The initiative developed multiple 
survey and mapping exercises to document 
observations and resident’s perspectives that 
build a strong foundation to establish informed 
dialogues. 

After a couple of  years of  chairing Habitat’s 
Site Selection Committee, and contributing to 
shape the research, fieldwork, and community 
outreach—analysis that helped Habitat to 
select the next community to invest in and 
partner with— I had the great opportunity to 
design and co-lead the Summer 2016 kick-off  
charrette in Greater Grand Crossing. HFHC 
has been working for over three years in West 
Pullman, and strategically searching through 
the work of  their Site Selection Committee 
for where to expand their affordable housing 
project sites. For this charrette, we gathered 
participants from architecture, urban design, and 
planning communities, as well as neighborhood 
organizations, residents, and city-wide 
stakeholders to brainstorm collaboratively 
about design and planning opportunities for the 
neighborhood and its healthy future. Experts 
had a chance to listen to residents, residents had 

a chance to work alongside their community 
organizations, and organizations (including 
Habitat) had a chance to learn from both experts 
and residents.  Although just an initial step, this 
charrette was a process milestone and a major 
statement for Habitat about their commitment 
to enable a collaborative design and planning 
process for their affordable housing projects, 
and the foundation of  a platform to help build a 
stronger neighborhood. 

As an architectural and urban designer 
contributing to lead this process, I define my 
role as connector, integrator, and strategist. 
First, I connect with people from different areas 
of  expertise that can help inform our design 
and planning efforts, including residents, since 
they are experts about their neighborhood 
life. We are also very fortunate at Habitat 
to have an incredibly diverse and extensive 
network of  experts in different areas of  
neighborhood development that are enthusiastic 
about contributing with their knowledge and 
experience. Second, I integrate different types 
of  information (research, data, ideas and voices 
from the community and stakeholders) that 
inform our design elements and/or urban 
planning strategies; significant effort goes to 
translating input or dialogues into visuals, and 
constantly thinking about how information can 
flow in different directions. Finally, I strategize 
how to create communication loops among the 
different groups of  residents and stakeholders 
considered strategic partners for HFHC’s 
neighborhood development processes.

Architecture training 
programs do not necessarily 
have a strong emphasis in 
the role of the public or 
the role of the architectural 
profession towards the 
public good.

As an architectural and urban 
designer contributing to lead 
this process, I define my role 
as connector, integrator, and 
strategist.

https://www.windycityhabitat.org/
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Habitat for Humanity Design Charette One
Gary Comer Youth Center, Greater Grand Crossing
June 2016
  
Photo: Zoki Zoran 
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Habitat for Humanity Design Charette One
Gary Comer Youth Center, Greater Grand Crossing
June 2016
  
Photo: Zoki Zoran 
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Photo: Zoki Zoran 

Collaborating alongside and learning from 
organizations like Habitat, which work closely 
with communities, has expanded my practice 
horizon tremendously. There are multiple 
process gaps for which design thinking strategies 
are very valuable; as designers, I think we 
have the potential to identify those gaps and 
contribute from our field to amplify community 
participatory processes: What type of  research 
can support a workshop or work session? How 
can we synthesize, visualize and communicate 
it? How to bring everyone to the same page or 
balance the equation of  understanding challenges 
and aspirations? How can we position ideas at 
a table where everyone has different priorities? 
We have learned recently about a great reference 
point: [bc] Workshop, a Texas-based non-profit 
community design center mostly focused in 
Dallas and Brownsville. For me, their innovation 
and success lie in their capacity to enable true 
connections with communities. This is beyond 
active listening; this is active community 
engagement, education, and capacity-building 
while developing design responses.

The roles of  “the public” and “decision makers” 
are experiencing interesting changes, supported 
by processes of  empowerment and stewardship 
at the forefront of  community development. If  
we agree that any process related to community 
planning should be driven by mutual exchange and 
learning instead of  delivery-focused or one-way 
conversations, then the question to focus on is, 
what skills and knowledge do we need support with in 
order to move forward the changes that we aim for? 

In the case of  Habitat, we are constantly 
in the process of  designing and rethinking 
those engagement processes with both the 
Greater Grand Crossing and West Pullman 
neighborhoods. With the first one, our 
relationship just started; with the latter, while 
trust, communication, and relationships have 
been established, we are enthusiastic about 
advancing our engagement processes to provide 
alternative home designs and neighborhood 
initiative responses to the specific challenges of  
these communities. ◊

PAOLA AGUIRRE SERRANO is an 
architectural and urban designer. She is the 
founder of  Borderless Studio, collaborative 
and interdisciplinary design consultancy based 
in Chicago, and The Borderless Workshop, a 
collaborative research platform focused on the 
future of  cities in the US-Mexico border region. 
She currently teaches at the School of  the Art 
Institute of  Chicago and Archeworks. 

http://www.bcworkshop.org/
http://www.borderless-studio.com/
http://theborderlessworkshop.com/
http://www.saic.edu/profiles/faculty/paolaaguirreserrano/
http://www.saic.edu/profiles/faculty/paolaaguirreserrano/
https://archeworks.org/about/team/
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CANADA,
ENCOUNTERED

CHRISTOPHER
ALTON

CANADIAN CULTURE is one of  myth and 
forgetting. Instead of: a settler state founded 
on genocide and imperialism, a place where 
modernity wrestled claims to knowledge of  land 
and life away from Indigenous populations; a 
particular mode of  accumulation, where a space 
of  negotiation between economies is replaced 
by modes of  annexation, dispossession; and an 
indoctrination of  remoteness and wilderness; we 
get: the audacity of  exploration; the benevolence 
of  natural resources and their secondary and 
tertiary economies; and good governance. This 
is the short story, anyway. What might it mean 
to challenge this narrative in the next century, 
to acknowledge the former and extinguish the 
latter? As disciplines that work across cultural 
production and built form, how may architecture 
and design offer their services to instead render 
a vision of  society based on historic truths? In 
our current moment of  crisis, spatial strategies 
may continue to engage with an established 
vision for the future, or may embrace a new 
one that does not presume the infallibility of  
industrial society. 

\ede\ noun 1. a circular movement of  water, counter 
to a main current, causing a small whirlpool.

Implored by a powerful Indigenous resurgence 
in the era of  Justin Trudeau1, the most 
convincing forces of  Canadian cultural 
production have attempted to reconcile 

1. Justin Trudeau became Prime Minister in October 2015, promising 
renewed nation-to-nation relations between the Canadian government 
and First Nations. The subsequent year and a half  has seen the hope of  
this promise fade. See David Akin, “‘What do we have to celebrate? The 
high suicides?’ Indigenous leaders disappointed with Trudeau’s record,” 
The National Post, 6 Dec. 2016. 

traditional boundaries between the state, the 
environment, and production—both industrial 
and artistic.2 The architectural establishment 
is likewise becoming increasingly reliant on 
new scales (territorial, historic) to assert its 
place within any new cultural narrative, aided 
by the important recognition of  the urban as 
a field of  study unmoored from the bounded 
confines of  the city.3 As architectural historian 
Alessandra Ponte has written, “…design 
disciplines and artistic practices have exhibited 
a growing fascination with theories informing 

2. See for one example among many: Unceded Voices: Anticolonial Street 
Artists Convergence, “a biennial convergence of  primarily Indigenous-
identified and women of  color street artists in Tiotia:ke (also known as 
Montréal). The first two gatherings took place in Tiotia:ke in the month 
of  August in 2014 and 2015.” https://decolonizingstreetart.com/

3. For a review of  this literature within Urban Political Ecology (UPE) 
see for example: Hillary Angelo and David Wachsmuth, “Urbanizing 
Urban Political Ecology: A Critique of  Methodological Cityism,” Interna-
tional Journal of  Urban and Regional Research 39.1 (2015): 16-27. Angelo 
and Wachsmuth characterize “the dimensions of  urbanization processes 
that exceed the confines of  the traditional city… even if  there is as yet 
no consensus on the precise character and scope of  these new dimen-
sions” (16-17) as evidenced by recent scholarship inter alia: On ‘planetary 
urbanization’ in Neil Brenner, “Theses on Urbanization,” Public Culture 
25.1 (2013): 85–114; and Andy Merrifield, “The Urban Question Under 
Planetary Urbanization,” International Journal of  Urban and Regional Re-
search 37.3 (2013): 909–22; on ‘worlding cities’ in Ananya Roy, “The 21st-
Century Metropolis: New Geographies of  Theory,” Regional Studies 43.6 
(2009): 819–30; and on the ‘urban age’ in Edward Soja and Miguel Kanai, 
“The Urbanization of  the World: Putting Cities First” in R. Burdettand 
D. Sudjic, eds.,  The Endless City: The Urban Age Project by the London 
School of  Economics and Deutsche Bank’s Alfred Herrhausen Society (London: 
Phaidon, 2007); and in Neil Brenner and Christian Schmid, “The ‘Urban 
Age’ in Question,” International Journal of  Urban and Regional Research 
38.3 (2014): 731–55.
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geography…”4 As calls for decolonized practices 
in design gain traction5, it follows that Canadian 
architectural research would absorb methods 
and strategies, if  not merely signs and signifiers, 
developed within geography.

This article discusses two contributions to 
the Canadian architectural discourse that have 
abandoned more traditional object-oriented or 
formal understandings of  the discipline. Set in 
the shadow of  national celebrations surrounding 
Canada’s 150th anniversary of  confederation, 

4. In her essay “Maps and Territories,” architectural historian Alessan-
dra Ponte condenses a history of  geographic practice within architecture, 
passing through the Situationists, Rem Koolhaas’ The Project for the City, 
and the forensics of  Eyal Weizman. Landscape architecture projects 
led by James Corner are referenced, and a marked renewal in mapping 
influenced the work of  Alan Berger, Anuradha Mathur, STOSS, and 
Charles Waldheim. Calling it a “geographic turn,” these projects have 
the intent “…to renew and ‘expand’ the field of  architecture through the 
appropriation of  cartographic techniques and geographic theories” (208). 
This represents, for Ponte, an anxiety within architecture to remain 
relevant at a territorial scale, and suggests that this ‘turn’ requires a 
means of  readdressing space and territory as well as “an investigation 
of  the frontiers and agency of  each design discipline” (210).  See Ales-
sandra Ponte, “Maps and Territories” in The House of  Light and Entropy, 
(London:, AA, 2014): 169-221. 

5. While projects like the Intersectional Perspectives on Design, Politics 
and Power: Symposium Programme at the Mälmo University School of  
Art and Communication (http://www.decolonisingdesign.com/) engage 
important critical discourses within design thinking, it remains the 
responsibility of  settler designers and academics (such as myself) that 
engagement with decolonization theory not become a ‘settler move to in-
nocence.’ Engagement with the politics of  land is necessary: “In our view, 
decolonization in the settler colonial context must involve the repatria-
tion of  land simultaneous to the recognition of  how land and relations to 
land have always already been differently understood and enacted; that is, 
all of  the land, and not just symbolically.” (Tuck and Yang, 8). Relations 
to land are reasserted through occupation, indicating settler colonialism 
is a structure and not an event. Further, “The metaphorization of  decoloni-
zation makes possible a set of  evasions, or “settler moves to innocence,” 
that problematically attempt to reconcile settler guilt and complicity, 
and rescue settler futurity.” Much more debate is required within the 
design disciplines with regard to metaphorization, given disciplinary 
relationships with land and history. See: Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang. 
“Decolonization is Not a Metaphor.” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education 
and Society 1(1) (2012). 

two concurrent architectural exhibitions 
have chosen to engage the material, social, 
and spiritual sacrifices on which this country 
has persisted. Through these exhibitions, 
we may explore the possibility that elements 
of  the Canadian architectural establishment 
are interested in using this moment as an 
opportunity to question the positivism of  
the past era while naturalizing new critical 
spaces of  inquiry. Both projects seem to beg 
the question, “Yes, but is this architecture?” in 
anticipation of  their own response, “It is now.” 
Representing the country at the Venice Biennale 
of  Architecture from May to November 2016 
was Extraction, curated by Pierre Bélanger of  
OPSYS6; the Canadian Centre for Architecture 
(CCA) presents It’s All Happening So Fast, 
curated by Mirko Zardini, open through April 
2017. Both projects were crafted in anticipation 
of  national celebrations through 2017, and, to 
different extents, act to subvert commemoration 
by instead attuning design research toward 
issues of  land, resource extraction, ongoing 
colonialism, and the degrading environment.

1. A Counter-Pavilion

The Canadian Pavilion at Venice sought 
to decenter the foundational myths of  the 
Canadian state, understanding land as the 
central arbitrator between historical modes of  
accumulation by extraction and dispossession, 

6. Working with OPSYS, I acted as researcher and project manager for 
Extraction leading up to the opening at Venice. Pierre Bélanger, alongside 
architecture design firm RVTR and Zannah Matson, led the exhibition 
design and installation. Atelier Hume and Beites and Co. fabricated the 
gold stake and Corian disk, respectively. 
http://extraction.ca/bios.html

and strategies of  resistance. More than 89% of  
Canadian land is owned by Federal or Provincial 
governments “in the name of  the monarch,”7 
and this legacy is reflective not only of  ongoing 
colonial relationships, but also of  an essentially 
economic relationship with nature. This logic 
now extends outward as empire, where fully 
2/3 of  the world’s mining operations are 
based in Canada.8 Due to the temporary and 
inopportunely-timed closing of  the Canadian 
Pavilion for renovations, Extraction was forced 
outside, both metaphorically and literally planted 
in the ground. As a result of  this displacement, 
Extraction sat under the leafy tree canopy of  the 
Giardini itself, surrounded in a cul-de-sac section 
of  the grounds by the much larger German, 
French, and British pavilions. A bleach-white, 

7. V.P. Neimanis, “Crown Land,” The Canadian Encyclopedia: Geography, 
Historical Foundation of  Canada. 

8. Foreign Affairs Trade and Development Canada, Canada’s Enhanced 
Corporate Social Responsibility Strategy to Strengthen Canada’s Extractive 
Sector Abroad. 
http://www.international.gc.ca/trade-agreements-accords-
commerciaux/topics- domaines/other-autre/csr-strat-rse.aspx?lang=eng

200-pound Corian disk, on which an inverted 
map of  the world was cut, held a 24-carat gold 
survey stake at its center. This disk constituted 
the project’s primary structure. Here, one 
dropped to one’s knees, in effect bowing in the 
direction of  the British Pavilion, and through 
a pinhole at the center of  the survey stake, one 
viewed a bewildering slideshow of  artefacts 
displayed underground, tracking “800 artefacts 
over 800 years”9 of  legal manoeuvring that has 
inscribed colonial values for the purposes of  
resource extraction—and Crown rule—over new 
‘found’ land.

Whether this is an effective educational device 
or not seems to be a secondary concern; it is 
rhetoric. The subterranean visuals appeared 
at breakneck pace, but the story played out: 
Originating before contact, dispossession began 
with royal tenure, a legal order weaponized 
by John Cabot and Pierre Trudeau alike for 
the purposes of  bleeding a landmass dry from 
coast to coast to coast at the expense of  the 
Indigenous populations standing in the way of  
industrial development. In effect, as a piece of  
research, it is more A Clockwork Orange than 
Harold Innis, but Extraction was also more 
an experiential provocation than a traditional 
architectural exhibition. Noting here as well the 
unfortunate physical barriers to participation, it 
was a demanding scene. One at a time, spectators 
dropped to grade and hunched in twisted 
positions to take a quick peek, for however long 

9. Pierre Bélanger, quoted in Finn Macleod, “Confronting Our National 
Demons: The anti-monarchy, pro-First Nations movement gets a 
megaphone,” The Walrus, 26 July 2016. 
https://thewalrus.ca/confronting-our-national-demons/

As disciplines that work 
across cultural production 
and built form, how may 
architecture and design offer 
their services to instead 
render a vision of society 
based on historic truths?

http://www.extraction.ca/english.html
http://www.cca.qc.ca/en/calendar?event=39571
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“Extraction,” the Canadian Pavilion 
15th International Architecture Exhibition

2016 Venice Biennale 

Photo: Sam Gillis 

they could withstand such a posture. “We’re 
personally interested in how we can change 
people one person at a time,” declared Bélanger. 
“So, it’s not a pavilion, it’s a counter-pavilion; 
it’s not an exhibition, it’s not an installation; it’s 
an intervention. [It] is essentially a counter-
monument.”10 The looping, heavy beats of  hip-
hop trio A Tribe Called Red emanated from under 
the Corian, a telltale sound as visitors walked 
away from the experience with, at the very least, 
some purposeful confusion.

2. A Counter-History

Decidedly less bellicose, the CCA, led by 
director Mirko Zardini, explores the Canadian 
environment as a series of  disasters of  the 
contemporary era with It’s All Happening So 
Fast. From a 1998 ice storm debilitating the 
energy grid to Alberta’s tar sands and Sudbury’s 
famed “Super Stack” (the tallest chimney in the 
western hemisphere), an engagement with the 
material ecologies of  the environment directly 
confronts the established Canadian narrative. 
From the country that brought you Greenpeace: 
unmitigated environmental catastrophes. Over 
the six main rooms of  the CCA’s Montréal 
exhibition space, familiar themes are grouped as 
representative: The ‘north,’ oil, nuclear energy, 
water; fish, air, woods. But in each room, the 
underbelly of  a resource culture is exposed.

10. Pierre Bélanger, quoted in ArchDaily. “Pierre Bélanger Explains 
‘EXTRACTION,’ the Canadian Contribution to the 2016 Venice 
Biennale,” 2 Aug. 2016. 
http://www.archdaily.com/792555/video-pierre-belanger-
explains-extraction-the-canadian-contribution-to-the-2016-venice-
biennaleAchdaily

With dozens of  case studies, naïve national 
falsehoods are held to account. For the absurd, 
witness Project Oilsand, Richfield Oil’s submitted 
proposal to detonate a nuclear bomb under 
the Athabasca tar sands, producing a cavity 
of  liquid hydrocarbon that could be extracted 
through conventional drilling. The plan 
was actually approved by all the necessary 
authorities in Canada and the United States, 
until public pressure forced Prime Minister John 
Diefenbaker to terminate the project himself  in 
1962. Absurdity persists to the present day, as 
the August 2014 tailings dam collapse at Mount 
Polley attests. The operator, Imperial Metals, 
had been running beyond capacity since 2011, 
yet after their spilling of  24 million cubic meters 
of  contaminated waste water into the watershed, 
the provincial government of  British Columbia 
nevertheless issued a permit to reopen the mine 
in November 2015. Across the exhibition’s 
timeline, the state is shown to be immune to 
lessons of  the past, the continuation of  a logic 
of  environmental negligence as active now as 
ever.

The histories in this exhibition are told through 
a contrasting interpretation of  the social value 
of  land and nature. In the case of  sculptor Peter 
von Tiesenhausen, it is told through art and 
law. In Lifeline, land-art gains legal status, as 
von Tiesenhausen copyrighted outdoor art on 
his property (and indeed the property itself) in 
northwest Alberta in order to delay and divert 
a proposed incursion from Alliance Pipeline 
Ltd. In other cases, stories are told as theatre, 
as when the “Pollution Probe” held a mock 
funeral for the Don River in Toronto. Many are 
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told through community, such as those ripped 
apart by the collapse of  the cod fisheries in 
Newfoundland. Forefronted within these knitted 
histories are the principal actors–the metabolism 
of  labor and community rests on equal footing 
with the metabolism of  nature, each fending off  
the inertia of  the extractive settler state. It is 
here that the energy of  labor unions, Indigenous 
groups, and the rest of  civil society are relied 
upon in the representation of  the Canadian 
environment: “Stop Acid Rain” protesters 
climbed a 120-meter Ontario Hydro smokestack 
while 200 people were arrested at the barricades 
in Clayoquot Sound for blocking the largest 
forest company in British Columbia from clear-
cutting old growth rainforest. In sum, this 
collection of  events is shown to be contested, 
while sometimes the magnitude of  the human 
trauma is beyond redress; take the aftermath 
to a run-away oil tanker in Lac Mégantic, 
Québec where 49 lost their lives. These stories 
are exhibited through contemporary media 
coverage, letters, photography, and large 
infographics that dwarf  exhibition visitors.

When It’s All Happening So Fast is most 
successful, these histories are told as the 
composition of  a society simultaneously 
learning what it means to have a present and 
a past, anxious it may be too late to save itself  
from its own future. This is reflected in the 
exhibition’s subtitle, A Counter-History of  the 
Modern Canadian Environment. In prioritizing 
these moments, the writing of  the dominant 
narrative of  the Canadian state is overturned, 
and while the project struggles to establish a 
central thesis, the exhibition is more interested 
in allowing one to “feel the conflicts of  being 
fully present in a complicated world,” as Rebecca 
Solnit once wrote of  the work of  landscape 
photographer Richard Misrach.11 Canada here is 
sublime, in its scale and complexity, while never 
being seduced into inaction.12 

Both openings in Venice and Montréal were 
fortunate to have the participation of  Eriel 
Tchekwie Deranger, an Indigenous activist and 
member of  the Athabasca Chipewyan First 
Nation, Treaty 8, down and upstream from 
tar sands operations on the Athabasca river in 
Alberta. Invited to the Biennale to sit alongside 
Alessandra Ponte, Nigerian photographer 
George Osodi, and founding principal of  SvN 
John van Nostrand for a panel discussion on 
Extraction, Deranger offered a spoken-word 
treatise on the state of  her nation in the 
threatened Peace-Athabasca delta, and the threat 
of  industrial statehood on the continuation of  

11. Rebecca Solnit, Storming the Gates of  Paradise: Landscapes for Politics 
(Berkeley: University of  California Press, 2007): 3.

12. The French title for the CCA exhibition is Le Temps Presse, “Hurry 
Up” in English. 

life. Six months later at the opening in Montréal 
(this time alongside landscape architect Cornelia 
Oberlander, environmentalist David Suzuki, 
playwright Annabel Soutar, and artist and 
writer Douglas Coupland), Deranger explained 
our current collective trauma as derived from 
Wetiko, the disease of  the psyche that resides 
within those people and societies who see the 
earth and the body as inextricable, the former 
in service of  the latter. Wetiko exists as lore 
within many different Indigenous societies as 
that which gives rise to, and justification for, 
cannibalism. Described by Jack Forbes, himself  
of  Powhatan-Renápe and Delaware-Lenápe 
background, in his book Columbus and other 
Cannibals, Indigenous communities believed 
Wetiko must reside within the colonialists, as a 
disease that dwells within conquest, expressed 
as the means through which we cannibalize 
ourselves, as our settler societies cannibalize 
themselves, as extraction and colonialism befall 
the violent dislocation between flesh, mind, 
and land. More than parable, Wetiko is also a 
fitting reflection of  what incubates in the act 
of  cultural forgetting. Deranger warns of  
the blinding totality of  the disease by way of  
quoting Marshall McLuhan: “We don’t know 
who discovered water, but we’re pretty sure it 
wasn’t a fish.”13 

13. During this period McLuhan viewed Canada as a “counter-envi-
ronment” to the United States, and, remarking in his Marfleet lectures 
from 1967: “the one thing you can never see is the element in which 
you move…we don’t know who discovered water, but we’re pretty sure 
it wasn’t a fish.” Herbert Marshall McLuhan,“Canada, The Borderline 
Case” (1967), in Stephanie McLuhan and David Staines, eds., Understand-
ing Me: Lectures and Interviews (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart Ltd., 
2005): 105-106.

3. Ede

While Extraction proposes a “counter-monument, 
counter-pavilion,” It’s All Happening So Fast 
explores a “counter-history” of  the Canadian 
environment. What are we to make of  these 
“counter”-positions? As often as the prefix is 
used in an ad-hoc manner alongside any word 
standing in for hegemony, neither Bélanger nor 
Zardini chose their descriptions at random but as 
a means of  engaging with geographic thought, 
or at least as an engagement in a discourse 
that wants to know itself: To be a reflexive 
participant in a new national narrative. “Stories 
about Canada closely follow the discovery 
and appropriation of  vast and varied natural 
resources as well as changing ideas of  the 
proper relationship between people and their 
environment,”14 states the CCA’s opening text. 
It is to acknowledge then that design has lagged 
behind; it has not led as it could have, but has 
been reactive in the presence of  more salient 
national doctrines.15 By virtue of  slow industrial 
violence rendered on the country’s most 
vulnerable geographies, the counter-stories told 
in both exhibitions are framed as originating 
as part of  but also outside the city and ultimately 
serve to  demonstrate another truth altogether: 
The disaster itself  is a blindness at the center, 
expressed by the legions who peddle in folksy 
myths of  lumberjacks and homesteaders, 
cartoonish Mounties, and the compassionate 

14. It‘s All Happening So Fast, A Counter-History of  the Modern Canadian 
Environment. The Canadian Centre for Architecture. 
http://www.cca.qc.ca/en/calendar?event=39571

15. For Zardini, It’s All Happening So Fast is one in a series of  CCA 
projects investigating architecture and the environment. See also: 1973: 
Sorry, Out of  Gas. http://www.sorryoutofgas.org/

These histories are told as 
the composition of a society 
simultaneously learning what 
it means to have a present 
and a past, anxious it may be 
too late to save itself from its 
own future.
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Model: Fallen transmission tower
Douglas Coupland. The Ice Storm, 2014. Welded 
steel, enamel paint. Collection of  the Vancouver 
Art Gallery, purchased with funds donated by TD 
Bank.  

It’s All Happening So Fast: A Counter-History of  the 
Modern Canadian Environment. Installation view, 
2016. © CCA 
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Wallpaper on left: Oil spill cleanup at Ambleside 
Beach, Vancouver, 1973 
Photograph by John Denniston. Exhibition print.
 
Center: 8,090 + 876 = 8,966 ACCIDENTS/
INCIDENTS, 2010 - 2015.  Designed by Pitis e Associati.

Wallpaper on right: View from the Boulevard des 
Vétérans, one kilometre from the train accident, 
four hours after the disaster, Lac-Mégantic, 6 July 2013 
Photograph by Michel Boulet. Exhibition print.

It’s All Happening So Fast: A Counter-History of  the 
Modern Canadian Environment. Installation view, 2016. 
© CCA
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welfare of  the liberal class. It all melts away so 
fast when the mirror is tilted just right, and the 
sun is shining.

If  a national narrative informs a certain logic 
required by the state to reproduce itself, then a 
counter-narrative will presumably undermine 
these claims, not through amending facts per 
se, but by offering a hopeful and allied vision 
for the future. Counter-narratives are meant 
to offer an alternative vision by way of  a 
reappraisal of  the assumed, hegemonic order. 
Importantly, counter-narratives are themselves 
strategies, used by broad members of  civil 
society.16 Ultimately offering to “counter-” means 
coming to terms with and naming the dominant 
or hegemonic narrative, with the aim “to cast 
doubt on the validity of  accepted premises or 
myths, especially ones held by the majority.”17 
Maintaining a colonial and extractive 
relationship with the land requires Canada 
planting the dominant narrative firmly within 
celebrations through 2017.

In her look at how architects employ geography, 
Alessandra Ponte describes mapping as the 
tool par excellence. Fittingly, the usage of  
“counter-” within geography is perhaps most 
immediately associated with cartography—a 
form of  representation akin to exhibition in its 
abstracted portrayal of  space and relationships 
of  power. University of  California-Berkeley 
professor Nancy Peluso first used the term 

16. Henry Tuck and Tanya Silverman, The Counter-Narrative Handbook 
Institute for Strategic Dialogue. http://www.strategicdialogue.org/wp-
content/uploads/2016/06/Counter-narrative-Handbook_1.pdf. 

17. Richard Delgado and Jean Stefancic, Critical Race Theory: An Intro-
duction (New York: New York University Press, 2012): 4. 

“counter-mapping” in 1995, describing means 
through which Indigenous populations in 
Indonesia drew their own maps to contest the 
state’s interpretation, calling these counter-
hegemonic maps.18 Geographer Joel Wainwright, 
now of  Ohio State University, was working 
on the Maya Atlas project during this period, 
where Ke’Kechi and Mopan people of  southern 
Belize managed an effort to protect their land 
through the telling of  their experience through 
a series of  self-authored maps. This most 
certainly structured Wainwright’s thinking, 
and he would go on to implore his profession, 
writing that “we must counter-map, and yet 
relentlessly critique those maps, always reading 
towards the concepts and strategies that will 
produce the strongest and most radically open, 
anticolonial modes of  working the world.”19 For 
Wainwright, counter-mapping overthrows the 
cartography of  imperialism, and will “overthrow 

18. Nancy Peluso, “Whose Woods are These? Counter-Mapping Forest 
Territories in Kalimantan, Indonesia,” Antipode 4.27 (1995): 383–406. See 
also: Dallas Hunt and Shaun A. Stevenson, “Decolonizing Geographies 
of  Power: Indigenous Digital Counter-mapping Practices on Turtle 
Island,” Settler Colonial Studies 0.0 (2016). 

19. Joel Wainwright, Decolonizing Development: Colonial Power and the 
Maya (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2008): 317.  

the map of  Europe.”20 This duality is articulated 
succinctly by Edward Said, as he identifies the 
struggle at the heart of  the jargon: “Geography 
is therefore the art of  war but can also be the 
art of  resistance if  there is a counter map and a 
counter strategy.”21

Methods of  drawing and exhibition, often 
because of  their abstraction, may come to 
form strategies that ultimately undermine the 
Euclidean boundaries that currently guide 
western architectural, design, and planning 
practices. To “counter-” is to fully confront 
power relations and the emancipatory realization 
of  the plan and the map, as strategy and tactic 
respectively.22 It is not anti-; it is not the refusal 
of  power itself, but rather the redistribution of  
it. Underlying all these interpretations, these 
two exhibitions and the ones that follow must be 
more than representational, as they can become 
strategies. To this end, design professions may 
decide that their clients are no longer in the 
service of  colonialism but of  resurgence, and 
work co-productively with Indigenous, black, 
and queer communities: communities held 
outside the dominant narrative. Designers must 
increasingly use the tools of  geography, such 
as counter-mapping, which tells the story of  
place by shedding its myths, to take such a turn. 
Questioning the premises on which colonial 
forms of  expression become architectural 
practice are increasingly required within serious 
discussions of  Canadian design. In the case of  

20. Ibid: 322. 

21. Edward Said, The Politics of  Dispossession: The Struggle for Palestinian 
Self-determination, 1969-1994 (New York: Pantheon Books, 1994): 416. 

22. Manuel Castells, “Communication, Power and Counter-power in the 
Network Society,” International Journal of  Communication 1 (2007).

these two exhibitions, it is fair to ask if  Bélanger 
and Zardini are suitable heirs to these stories, 
even if  only to keep them lit before passing them 
along. And if  so, will Canadian architecture 
follow through on the précis set out in Venice 
and Montréal? As exhibitions, their effectiveness 
should be measured at least somewhat in these 
terms. ◊ 

CHRISTOPHER ALTON is a Doctor of  
Philosophy student in the Department of  
Geography & Planning at the University 
of  Toronto. He holds degrees in Urbanism, 
Landscape, and Ecology from the Harvard 
University Graduate School of  Design, and in 
Urban and Regional Planning from Ryerson 
University. 

Design has lagged behind; it 
has not led as it could have, 
but has been reactive in the 
presence of more salient 
national doctrines.

http://geography.utoronto.ca/profiles/christopher-alton/
http://geography.utoronto.ca/profiles/christopher-alton/
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THE LIMITS 
OF ACTIVIST 
ARCHITECTURE 

KEEFER DUNN

This piece was originally requested for Transect 
Magazine, but given its relevance at the time of  the 
Presidential Election, it was published on November 
13, 2016 by the author on medium.com under the 
title “Radical Praxis: Activism Within and Beyond 
Architecture.”  The version here contains some minor 
edits since the initial publication.

I STARTED WRITING THIS before 
the election. But, given everything that has 
happened in the last few days the question 
of  what architects can do to build a more 
progressive society has taken on a new urgency. 
Many people I went to architecture school 
with participated in their first protests in 
recent weeks and have started using the word 
resistance in a serious way. It’s great that people 
are getting more involved in activism and are 
talking about organizing even if  it took such 
a grave turn of  events to light a fire under 
everyone’s collective ass. Perhaps if  there had 
been similar mobilizations over the last eight 
years, we could have pushed the Democratic 
Party toward a left-wing populism that 
addressed the issues of  precarity and economic 
inequity at the core of  the Trump phenomenon. 
Nevertheless, here we are now, facing a president 
whose government will be judged by history on 
a scale of  Bush to Hitler. In that context, I think 
it is worth reopening some of  the dogmas of  
radical architecture and reflecting on the failure 
of  architects to produce meaningful change over 
the last decades. My aim is not to browbeat. 
Rather, I want to delve into the failed thinking 
about the ways in which architecture creates 

change in order to unpack some of  the lessons 
valuable to architects who are becoming activists 
and wondering what to do now. 

1. Cultural criticism is no substitute for 
activism. 

Architecture school is, at least by appearance, a 
radical place. Much of  the standard curriculum 
would be blank without covering the politically 
radical avant-gardes from decades past (think 
Constructivism) or theory that is not somehow 
shaped by Marxist thought (think Henri 
Lefebvre or David Harvey). And even though 
it’s less explicitly political, most conversations 
in schools take social and ecological 
conscientiousness as a given. Nevertheless, you’d 
be forgiven for wondering where all the radical 
architects are. If  architecture school proves the 
perennial Republican suspicion that the Academy 
is a den of  left-wing indoctrination, propaganda 
and machination, then the conservatism of  
the profession ultimately shows that they have 
nothing to worry about.

A central reason for this is that our mode 
of  radicalism has for decades been shaped 
by the defeat of  the populist left in the 70s. 
The consequences of  this loss were real and 
frightening—Reagans and Thatchers came to 
power and instituted conservative economic and 
social policies that reverberate to the present. 
Without the infrastructure or popularity to 
push for progressive policies, the mainstream 
left absorbed the neoliberal program (a 
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major reason for Clinton’s defeat), and in its 
subsequent isolation the radical left had to 
make itself  content to theorize the rise and 
horrors of  neoliberalism from the sidelines. 
Over the decades that followed, the radical 
left internalized this condition, developing a 
cynicism around the plausibility of  broad system 
change.

Architecture’s contemporary theory shibboleths 
were all written in this context of  this cynicism; 
Delirious New York was penned in 1978. The 
current generation of  architecture professors 
lived through the radical moment of  the late 
60’s and its decline. As a result, students have 
been taught that a revolutionary praxis means 
a dialectical relationship between cultural 

criticism and speculative projects, rather than a 
relationship between critique and acting in the 
broader social, economic, and political world. 
Cynicism about the possibilities for broad 
political action outside of  the architectural 
academy has reduced the history of  radical 
architecture movements to aesthetics and largely 
divorced them from the much larger political 
contexts the in which the groups operated. In 
vulgar Marxist parlance, our understanding of  
the system is all superstructure and no base. 
This condition also pushed the radical segment 
of  architects to stop taking professional practice 
courses and the “business” side of  architecture 
seriously. The vacuum this created was filled by 
the needs of  economy—resulting in professional 
practice courses that emphasize workplace skills 
over deeper understandings of  the financial 
underpinnings of  architecture. In this way the 
potential of  a serious critique of  architecture’s 
political economy was abdicated to a system that 
prioritized training students to enter the world 
of  work acritically.

The cynicism undergirding all of  this is on its 
way out. Clinton lost the election in part because 
her politics of  “realism” and incrementalism 
failed to adequately mobilize an electorate that 
believes sweeping systemic change is possible 
in the face of  rampant inequity. Donald Trump 
tapped into a version of  this sentiment to win, 
but so did Bernie Sanders, whose social justice 
brand of  economic populism was immensely 
popular. Moving forward, architects should 
take heed. Cultural criticism (and theory 

more broadly) shapes our interpretation of  
the world—but our modes of  action in the 
world must go beyond the space of  cynicism. 
Speculative projects should be understood as 
a mode of  criticism and not a mode of  action. 
The architectural imaginary should no longer 
be considered progressive on its own terms. If  
we believe that architects have something to 
contribute to the vision of  a progressive society, 
then we must insert ourselves into the real space 
of  politics and let that recursively reflect on our 
theory.

2. Participatory- and community-focused 
design are not equivalent to system change.

We must not, however, confuse acting in 
the political sphere with the fetishization 
of  community-centered and participatory 
design, which have been the dominant mode 
of  architectural activism over the last decade. 
I want to tread carefully here because such 
projects have without a doubt the potential to 
enrich lives and create genuinely safe spaces 
for the disenfranchised. In the best cases, they 
leverage architecture’s ability to create a place 
of  comfort in a world that is hostile to the 
emotional, financial, and physical well-being of  
so many.     These projects use architecture as a 
salve to soothe the wounds created by a society 
premised on systemic inequality.

However, we should be clear-minded about the 
utility of  community-focused and participatory 
projects to a larger emancipatory project. For 

every project that plays an important part in 
aiding the disenfranchised, there are a dozen 
that are wrapped up in marketing exercises 
for developers and a web of  NGO’s that make 
up the non-profit industrial complex. As the 
activist group INCITE! notes, the non-profit 
industrial complex serves to divert public 
monies into private hands through foundations, 
manage and control dissent, redirect activist 
energies away from mass movements, allow 
corporations to mask their exploitative and 
colonial work practices through “philanthropic” 
work, and encourage social movements to model 
themselves after capitalist structures rather than 
to challenge them. The same critiques can be 
leveled at pushes for sustainable architecture.

The bottom line is that architects looking to 
get active in the shadow of  a Donald Trump 
presidency should tread cautiously and 
retain criticality in the existing network of  

If architecture school proves 
the perennial Republican 
suspicion that the Academy 
is a den of left-wing 
indoctrination, propaganda 
and machination, then 
the conservatism of the 
profession ultimately shows 
that they have nothing to 
worry about.

I think it is worth reopening 
some of the dogmas of 
radical architecture and 
reflecting on the failure 
of architects to produce 
meaningful change over the 
last decades.
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architecture non-profits. Altruism is right and 
necessary in a society predicated on fear, but we 
must go beyond asking ourselves “what can we 
do as architects to improve people’s lives?” to 
also ask “what can we do as architects to end the 
systemic inequality that ruins live in the first 
place?” 

3. There is no such thing as an activist 
architecture, only activist architects.

The answer to the question of  what we can do 
as architects to end systemic inequality is by 
necessity bigger than any one project, person, 
or firm, and even architecture itself. This 
statement should be obvious, but the insularity 
of  the discipline has created an echo-chamber 
that vastly overplays the capabilities of  “good 
design.” We cannot design our way out of  
a system of  global capital that perpetuates 
inequality. Only mass movements from below 
can threaten that system and fight for reforms. 
Hopefully Trump’s election will precipitate such 
resistance. A politics based on cynicism (as in 
point 1) or localism (as in point 2) is not enough. 
Architects must reach beyond the profession and 
locate their activism in the context of  mass-
movements. 

In some ways, architects can be left off  the 
hook for failing to engage in mass-movement 
activism given the scarcity of  such movements 
over the last few decades. However, architects 
tend to see themselves as part of  a cultural 
elite slowly shaping behavior and opinion and 
imagine the change they effect as incremental. 
These attitudes pose evident psychological 
barriers to meaningful participation in mass-
movement activism when it does emerge and are 
largely self-imposed ideological constructions. 
Architects cling to the self-image of  the 
“gentlemanly professional” in spite of  the fact 
that the standardization of  our tools has created 
work processes more akin to a factory than a 
studio. The reality is that this proletarianization 
of  immaterial labor has made most architects 
workers. Relatively privileged workers to be 
sure, but workers nonetheless. It is on that 
basis that we can understand ourselves less as 
architects and more as global citizens fighting 
for justice. In short, we should focus less on the 
limited agency of  buildings to make change and 
more on the agency we have as people. Go to a 
protest, act in solidarity with the marginalized, 
find a local grassroots activist formation (there 
are many) and join it. 

A genuinely progressive spatial practice 
will follow from those activities. We often 
forget that our radical idols—groups like the 
Constructivists, Superstudio, Archizoom, and 
even the Situationists—were following what was 
happening on the streets and not leading it. In 
each case, these groups found a different way 
to mobilize architecture in support of  a mass 
movement. In the case of  Constructivists it was 

the forging of  a new aesthetic to match a newly 
ordered society, for Superstudio and Archizoom 
it was using paper architecture to estrange and 
elucidate the spatial conditions of  the capitalist 
city. The Situationists theorized the way that 
aesthetics have been operationalized for systems 
of  control—particularly apropos given that the 
all of  the above movements and many more have 
been aestheticized into impotence. The continued 
regurgitation of  images from more radical times 
has helped create generations of  designers who 
are unwitting experts at translating radical ideas 
into something salable.

3. The site of  political agency is not the 
product of  our labor—buildings—but rather 
in the conditions of  their production.

This kind of  co-option of  radical architecture 
underwrites the importance of  operationalizing 
spatial expertise beyond building. For 
instance, as part of  non-architectural activist 
formations we can use our knowledge of  the 
legal dimension of  the construction process 
to fight gentrification. Likewise, we can use 
our understanding of  space to maximize the 
effectiveness of  civil disobedience actions. 

I do not, however, mean to imply that we must 
unilaterally abandon architecture altogether in 

favor of  hitting the streets. The time pressures 
of  architecture and architecture school often 
stand in the way of  doing so, and most of  us are 
not privileged enough to be full-time activists. 
Struggles within architecture can be linked to 
activism outside of  architecture. For instance, 
a key demand of  our program should be fair 
compensation for all architects as well as the 
reduction of  working hours so that we can 
actually engage in the ways described above.

The biggest lesson we can take away from labor 
struggles outside of  architecture is that work is 
great inequalizer. Those entering the profession 
after years of  architecture school have learned 
first-hand that our universal subservience to 
the forces of  economic development obviate the 
cultural agency we were trained to leverage. 
The technology-fueled proletarianization of  our 
work means that we will not find an agency in 
the buildings that we design—our agency is no 
longer located in the sphere of  culture but the 
field of  production. 

We only go to work because we need to sell our 
labor to survive. While many of  us would still 
opt to be architects in a world without work 
it would be on vastly different terms. Still, the 
very fact that we are laborers gives us power in 
the space of  production for the simple reason 
that the system falls apart without our work. 
Our largest and best point of  leverage is in the 
collective denial of  our labor power—or at least 
the threat thereof. Imagine the interns walking 
out of  an office building a prison. Imagine the 
production staff  of  an architecture office en 
masse refusing to work for the General Services 

What can we do as architects 
to end the systemic 
inequality that ruins lives in 
the first place?

Imagine a strike for equal 
pay. Imagine a strike for 
more pay.
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Administration under a Trump administration. 
Imagine a strike for equal pay. Imagine a strike 
for more pay. 

To be sure, we are very far away from achieving 
that kind of  collectivization in the architecture 
industry, but consciousness changes fast in 
moments of  upheaval. What we do know now is 
that our existing institutions, namely the AIA, 
are not equipped to be the force behind that 
collectivization. They represent a managerial 
class that, although at times sympathetic to the 
needs of  architectural workers, still is not their 
natural ally, as it often stands to benefit from 
neoliberal development. Never was this clearer 
than in the AIA’s positive response to Donald 
Trump’s election. As the Architecture Lobby, 
a group in which I proudly count myself  as a 
member, wrote in response to that statement: 
“The AIA’s rhetoric has always emphasized the 
importance of  women and people of  color to the 
architectural profession, but only as a product 
of  their economic utility. Now that the business 
proposition has changed, disenfranchised 
communities are left in the cold.”

To their credit, the AIA has slowly begun to 
realize that there is a crisis in architectural work. 
In their conferences and workshops, they often 
discuss “the live-work equation” and “finding 
the right fit” of  values between employees and 
employers. Their solutions, however, are colored 
by their privilege. They emphasize attitudinal 
shifts and making the right personal choices 
as an employee. While it would certainly be 
nice if  architectural work were a consensual 
relationship, the immediate power dynamic of  

the employee-manager relationship, and the need 
to have a job in the first place (especially given 
massive student loans) limit and obviate the 
ability of  most of  us to make a choice at all.  

We can fight for an architecture where we do 
have an ability to make those choices, but it 
means rethinking and reordering the innate 
economic structures of  the profession and of  
capital itself. This fight against the brutality, 
banality, and inequity imposed by neoliberal 
capital is precisely where our demands as 
activist-architects will intersect most with the 
burgeoning anti-Trump progressive resistance. 
Architecture is but one front amongst many in 
the larger movement against precarity, sexism, 
racism, homophobia, and xenophobia. It’s a 
fight that will be carried out on the streets 
as well in young and old institutions and 
activist formations. The structures of  systemic 
oppression can be upended if  we organize and 
collectivize. It’s been amazing to see so many 
rising for the first time. Now we have to keep it 
up. ◊ 

Thanks to Marianela D’Aprile, whose notes on this 
piece were invaluable.
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