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WHAT
ARCHITECTURE IN
ACTIVISM

MEANS TO US



To acknowledge the limited role of the architect/ure to affect change
Architecture is in the custody of larger social and political forces. It is a tool and mediator that is
designed and created by several authors.

To work on behalf of a neglected, excluded or disadvantaged group

Activist movements stem from minorities, private individuals and organizations. The context of
Southeast Asia limits the success of completely ground-up initiatives as top-down bureaucratic
regulations and restrictions are typically implemented on developmental states. Architecture could
serve to enable marginalized and neglected groups by returning agency within a higher authorial
power.

To recognize the continuous and circulatory effects of activism

In this digital age, activism is no longer localized at its spatial point of intervention. The widespread
media continues to perpetuate ideas and discussions that drive activist movement. This aligns with
architecture’s cyclical process of design, construction, occupancy and demolition that impacts other
entities. Activism may be embedded at any point of architecture’s creation, destruction and
preservation.

To publicly reveal or frame a problem or challenging issue

Beyond attempting to solve problems, architecture serves to make underlying problems visible.
Architects may engineer people’s perception of buildings within a historical and social context to
unravel an activist agenda. Activist movements, unlike design movements, do not prescribe or imply
a common design approach in architecture that is physical in nature.

To propose and derive new imagination from difficult scenarios

Challenging issues catalyse architecture. However, this is not relegated to solving problems or
providing infrastructure. The architectural work may be projective in addressing issues to generate
possibilities.

Architecture inevitably participates in activism.

Architecture is squarely cemented as a pedagogical tool in activism as it creates environments that
can be seen and inhabited. It s ability to engage in cultural and social discourse does not hinge on its
success or failure as a piece of physical infrastructure.
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@y ANN THORPE

ot 8 Defining Design as Activism

Approaches to Design Activism
1. Conventional activism by designers
e.g. Architecture 2030 used to educate about design’s role in climate change

2. Design elements of protest, Spaces of contestations
e.g. reinforcement of formal patterns of congregating in Yitzak Rabin Square in Tel Aviv

3. Collections of cause-oriented case studies
e.g. green building, humanitarian design, participatory design, community design

4. Critical Design and Critical Architecture
e.g. Daniel Libeskind’s Holocaust Museum, Maya Lin’s Vietnam Veterans Memorial

5. Protest of bad design [perspective of researchers within sociology and political science)

Defining Design in Activism (protest/resistance]

4 basic criteria:

1. Publicly reveals or frames a problem or challenging issue

2. Makes a contentious claim for change based on that problem or issue

3. Works on behalf of a neglected, excluded or disadvantaged group

4. Disrupts routine practices, or systems of authority, which gives it the characteristic of being
unconventional or unorthodoc- outside traditional channels of change

Framework from the ‘Sociology’ standpoint

Design Activism may thus manifest itself in these forms:

1. Demonstration Artifact (that reveals positive alternatives to the status quo)

2. Act of Communication (making information visual)

3. Conventional Actions (proposing legislation]

4. Service Artifact (humanitarian aid)

5. Events (such as conferences/ talks)

6. Protest Artifact (deliberate confrontation of situation to raise critical reflection)



JACQUES JACQUES RANCIERE
AN[®lg4d The Politics of Aesthetics

Disruptive Aesthetics of Design Activism, Thomas Mackussen

“The aesthetic act is characterised with the introduction of new, heterogeneous subjects into the
social field of perception. It reorients perceptual space, thereby disrupting socio-culturally
entrenched forms of belonging in and inhabiting the everyday world.”

Defining characteristics of the aesthetic act:

Introduces new, heterogeneous subjects into the social field of perception

Affects people’s experiences and reorients perceptual space, and thus disrupting socio-culturally
entrenched forms of belonging

Contains a significant and hitherto unexplored contribution to the theorisation of design activism.

“The aesthetic act is to be enacted according to the logic of dissensus.”

Consensus:
Defines hierarchical systems where individuals are assigned certain roles/ place.
Delimits people’s freedom and doings and entails a common “feeling of what is right and wrong”.

Aesthetic Dissensus

Of egalitarian social order

Demonstration of a certain impropriety, which disrupts consensus (reveals a gap between what
people do and feel

Non-violent unsettling of the self-evidence, with which existing systems of power can control and
restrict the unfolding of everyday interaction.

“The disruptive character of the aesthetic dissensus lies in the subtle way it cuts across and
exposes hierarchies, so that zones can emerge where processes of subjectiviisation might take
place.”

Political Dissensus
Manifests as a struggle between two or more groups that have goals of reordering the relation of
power between them

Urban design activism: A distribution of urban space and time and constructure of alternative
ways for individuals to participate in a “common” public environment.

How Urban Design Activism matters

Urban Experiences in terms of 5 urban act categories: Walking, Dwelling, Playin, Gardening,
Re-cycling
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JEREMY TILL
Architecture and Participation

The term "participation’:

The story of participation runs parallel to that of democracy - that soothing, Hellenic etymology which
is continually disturbed by undercurrents of power, manipulation and disenfranchisement.

These undercurrents are equally true in participation, too.

We should be surprised, therefore, when the term ‘participation’ is so
willingly (and uncritically) tossed around as being “for the common good”.

In order to avoid participation in architecture and urban design becoming merely a politically required
token of democratic involvement - a kind of fake participation that does not actually engage the
participants in any meaningful way - architects, planners, and designers need to commit themselves
and relinquish control, as Jeremy Till claims.

The scope of the discussion reassesses to what extent individual citizens really can and should
become proactive in the production and development of cities and in the shaping of neighborhoods,

and where the limits of such Participatory Urbanism really lie.

A certain doubt with regard to the functioning and effectiveness of participation procedures is to a
certain extent understandable, however, as such processes easily become too complicated and
impossible to manage.

Bringing more people to the table certainly does not make things easier, as so many people are

involved in architectural and urban projects already, even without citizens' participation. The process
might get complicated and even dangerous when people participate in projects.
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MARKUS MIESSEN
The Nightmare of Participation

The term ‘crisis’:

The concept of participation and the term crisis seems to be equally present in current
discussion about cultural politics.

It seems that the two concepts are closely linked - they complement each other as indispensable
parts within contemporary political rhetorics. Crisis is the problem, participation the therapy.

It is useful to consider if collaborative practices can help to solve or to survive the crisis.

How do collaborative practices work in a time of crisis and how does a crisis play itself out
within the space of a collaborative practice?

Modes of participation have, in terms of state politics, but also on smaller, less formal scales, most
recently been used as a kind of placebo.

For example, look at the United Kingdom or The Netherlands. What was once thought of as
a pro-active mode of individual engagement has been cleverly revamped as a
populist tool to regain a larger consensus, even if agendas do not add up or
meet.

However, there is the question of what we are really talking about when we talk about crisis? Are we
talking about a content crisis or an economic one, which then leaves us with infrastructural changes
that have an effect and affect on the cultural landscape?

There is a danger of calling everything a state of crisis today. This is similar to the danger of
refereeing to the notion of urgency. If we only ever deal with the urgent we may in fact forget the
important. Collaborative approaches can on the one hand be sustainable while on the other they can
produce and foster specificity, which would otherwise be very difficult to achieve.
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CONFLICT
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Booming market economies
led to encouraging institutional
environment.

SOUTHEAST ASIA

A

2nd Generation of NGOs or voluntary

organisations emerged

Colonial Rule

SINGAPORE

50s

60s

CAMBODIA

1965
Independence

Cambodia’s history and political culture have been heavily influenced by
Hindu-Buddhist notions of hierarchy and status. This long tradition of
absolutism and hierarchy hindred emergence of institutions between
individual and state.

VIETNAM

Vietnam’s “creeping pluralism” gives rise to a political fluidity that
NGOs can use to occupy new political spaces, to represent new and
competing interests independently of the Vietnamese Communist Party
and state-controlled mass organisations.

Pridi Bhanomyong:
reforming bureaucracy

THAILAND

Buddhadasa Bhikku:
Buddhism to alleviate suffering

Thailand Rural Reconstruction
Movement, TTRM

Development NGOs emerged in response to the most centralised state
in non-communist SEA and effective bias in Thai government policy
against agriculture and rural poor.

MALAYSIA

Dr. Mahathir criticised foreign manipulators using the worldwide
network of NGOs to promote causes in third world countries and
described them as “thorns in the government’s flesh”.

1966
Societies Act was applied
harshly to prevent emergence
of politically-vocal NGOs.

POLITICS OF NGOs IN SOUTHEAST ASIA

GERALD CLARK



Cause and effect of broader political change
in SEA. NGOs challenged the legitimacy of
SEA regimes and provided an institutional

partner that facilitated relations between the

state and important constituencies.

A

3rd Generation of NGOs or voluntary
organisations emerged

70s

W Range and number of voluntary
organisations, trade unions and
student assosiations, declined.

80s 90s

Emigration forced government to
strengthen civil society for an
inclusive community.

A\ 'nterest groups and
voluntary organisations
gradually re-emerged.

A\ New types of NGOs (broad
political conern] emerged.
e.9. Nature Society [NSS), AWARE

W Unsucessful attempt to
set up independent media
watch initiative.

70s

PAP was consolidating its power.

A\ Small number of civic/ voluntary
organisations first emerged.

80s 90s 00s 10s
1984 1985 early 90s late 90s-2001 2004
PAP's poor “Great Marriage Wave of emigration Officials monitor Low ranking on
performance in Debate” internet content and Press Freedom
general elections. circulate reports online. Index

A 'ndigenous NGOs
first emerged.
15t NGO: KHEMARA

W Mo successful private
sector to support NGOs.
[Only Buddhism survived)

70s
1972-75
General Lon Nol Regime

80s 90s 00s
1991 1948-99
Paris Peace Accords Khmer Rouge
[transition period] 1993 Communist Rule
General Elections
[More NGOs emerging)

A NGOs were legalised.
The concept of NGO is still alien.

70s

80s 90s 00s
1991 1996
To operate under 5 Government consulted international
principal state-controlled and national NGOs on a framewaork
mass organisations to be introduced by law, but is
constrained by power of the 5 org.

A Development NGOs g4 NGOs deemed leftist A\ NGOs reopened.
proliferated rapidly. were suppressed. Many,
like TTRm, closed.
70s 80s 90s 00s
1973-76 1980-88

Military rule replaced by
parliamentary democracy.

w975
Registration of new Human
Rights Org was denied.

Military Coup

General Prem Tinsulandond
introduced tentative reforms.

w1987 A1788 1992
Wave of arrests NGO reps appointed Mahathir sought a Go\rl—N(grelations
to coordinate truce with env, NGOs.  deteriorated again.
economic policy.

70s

Government was threatened.
[further amendment to Act]

80s 90s 00s
1996-97
NGOs won greater political Forced cancellation of Asia
space through militant ~ Pacific Conference by Human
campaigning and pressure Rights NGO.
poitics.
Registrar of Companies raided
3 NGOs.
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