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Affective Urban Practices:
a feminist approach to the ethics of care and creativity in contemporary urban practice

Introduction

This study emerges from my interest in architecture and feminist theory, 

with the belief that the practice of each can have an emancipatory 

effects.  During my postgraduate studies my professors ran a lecture 

series on architecture and participation.  The lectures and the debates 

they provoked began to change our (student’s) understanding of 

what architecture was, or at least what it could become.  It brought 

issues of the politics of space; the politics of resources; the politics of 

representation (both in the democratic sense and in the visual sense); 

questions of power and control; relations and hierarchies; roles and 

responsibilities.  The discussions emphasised that architecture was a 

process of making space and therefore could not be separated from the 

socio-political and economic conditions of its production.  It could thus 

be taken in an affirmative sense as a site of intervention for practice.  

The process of making space could therefore be empowering both 

through enabling people to take control of their environment, whilst 

positively recognising that this process is inseparable from its social 

formations, however temporary or lasting.  The talks and discussions 

suggested that new collective subjectivities and cultures of space could 

potentially be engendered through a spatial practice.

At the same moment in my studies I was introduced to French feminist 

texts, the work of Helene Cixous and Luce Irigaray in particular.  Their 

feminist redefinitions of subjectivity begin with the body and emphasise 

“the embodied and therefore sexually differentiated structure of the 

speaking subject.”1 What has latterly been called ‘feminism of sexual 

difference’ recognises the non-symmetry of the sexes, which “stretches 

all the way to the fundamental structures of being, including space 

and time.”2  Sexual difference and new forms of female subjectivity 

thus implies the “transformations of the very structures and images of 

thought.”3

On the basis that the feminine has never been expressed or represented 

by women themselves, Irigaray’s approach has been to tactically and 

mimetically, repossess the feminine.  This is a “political and intellectual 

strategy based on the subversive potential of repetitions.”4 one that 

aims to engender difference.  Irigaray stresses the need for women to 

first explore their differences to each other, to find expressions for a 

new symbolic system.5  Braidotti writes that this ‘feminine’ “is also an 

open multiplicity, a bodily immanent singularity constitutionally linked 

to a collectivity.”6  It is one that revalorises the feminine as a radical 

multiplicity of difference and openness to otherness.  Braidotti writes 

that “Difference has to be acted ON and acted OUT, collectively, in 

the here and now of our common world.”7  Bringing the ‘feminine’ 

to processes of making space brings the question of how a spatial 

practice could engender different, ‘feminine’ relations.

Brian Massumi writes that concepts are like bricks, you can build 

things with them or throw them through windows.8  For Deleuze, 

concepts are tools, which in fact suggests they are more versatile, 

they could: separate, join, melt, weld, splinter, dissolve and so on, they 

1 Braidotti, Rosi (1994). Nomadic Subjects: 
Embodiment and Sexual Difference in 
Contemporary Feminist Theory (New York: 
Columbia University Press)
 P.3

2 Ibid. 
 P.121

3 Ibid. 
 P.120-1

4 Ibid. 
 P.39

5 Irigaray, Luce (1993). An Ethics of Sexual 
Difference. Burke, Carolyn and Gill, Gillian C. 
(Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press)

 
6 Braidotti, Rosi (2002). Metamorphoses: Towards 
a Materialist Theory of Becoming (Cambridge: 
Polity Press)
 P.113

7 Braidotti, Rosi (1994). Nomadic Subjects: 
Embodiment and Sexual Difference in 
Contemporary Feminist Theory (New York: 
Columbia University Press)
 P.145

8 Massumi, Brian (1992). A User’s Guide to 
Capitalism and Schizophrenia.  Deviations from 
Deleuze and Guattari (London: MIT Press)
 P.5
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could manipulate things in all kinds of ways.  What do the concepts 

of feminist theory do to spatial practice?  More specifically, how can 

feminist ‘tools’ be used to create transformations of relations and 

space?

The meaning of the title and the direction of the research: affect 

and care

To turn to the title, ‘affect’ relates both to empowerment and to 

a ‘feminine’ logic.  Affect9 in Deleuze’s reading of Spinoza is the 

alteration of our capacity to act that results from the compositions of 

our subjectivity in relation to others and the world.  It concerns our 

capacity to act, to affect and to be affected. Affect is directly related to 

force: to be affected, you submit to a force whilst the capacity to affect 

is to release a force.10  According to Spinoza as we enter in relation 

with ‘things’, they ‘agree’ or ‘disagree’ with us, in composition (good) 

or decomposition (bad).  When they ‘agree’ with us, our power to act 

is increased, which the affect or feeling Spinoza called joy.  When 

things ‘disagree,’ the power to act is diminished, which Spinoza called 

sadness.11

Affections and feelings are often stereotypically associated with the 

feminine.  More affirmatively, love has for example, has been a positive 

and long standing theme in the works of feminists such as Irigaray and 

bell hooks.  It is my intention to further explore ‘care’ as an affective 

dimension of urban practice.  ‘Care’ as an ethics has multiple lineages: 

these include the work of feminist “ethics of care” developed by 

Gilligan,12 Noddings,13 Tronto,14 Sevenhuijsen;15 the ethics of care in the 

African-American tradition, where care is an emphathy16 and related 

with more holistic patterns of thought to others and the environment;17 

care as a feminist environmental practice in the work of Vandana 

Shiva;18 care work as an “affective labour” within the contemporary 

capitalist condition, as coined by Hardt and Negri.19

Affective Urban Practices is aiming to be a study of creative spatial 

practices that give rise to an increased capacity to affect and be 

affected, and valorise ‘care’ as an affective logic of the ‘feminine’ 

as a means to work with collective space.

This document is divided into five sections, each of which explore some 

of the literature in relation to the research questions.

1. Context of the Research: Expanding Architectural Practice

This is a short introductory section to begin to describe the use of 

the term urban practice.  I take practice in a borad sense to include 

behaviours, habits and values in addition to a site of work, such as 

an architectural practice or art practice.  I introduce practices that are 

potentially affective, such as participatory practices ones and activist 

ones to describe their context in relation to architecture.  Of particular 

importance is their connection to everyday life and the potential use of 

everyday practices as an affective practice and as a site of research.

9 Affect has multiple lineages of thought.  See 
Thrift, Nigel (2007). Non_Representational Theory.  
Space, Politics, Affect (London: Routledge)
 I choose to follow Deleuze, as he 
makes direct connections to empowerment. His 
project is the most radically liberating.

10 Massumi, Brian (1992). A User’s Guide to 
Capitalism and Schizophrenia.  Deviations from 
Deleuze and Guattari (London: MIT Press)
 P.10

11 Deleuze, Gilles (1988). Spinoza: Practical 
Philosophy. Hurley, Robert (San Francisco: City 
Lights books)
 P.50

12 Gilligan, Carol (1982). In a Different Voice.  
Psychological Theory and Women’s Development 
(London: Harvard University Press)
 
13 Noddings, Nel (1984). Caring: A Feminine 
Approach to Ethics and Moral Education (London: 
University of California Press)
 
14 Tronto, Joan C. (1993). Moral Boundaries: A 
Political Argument for an Ethic of Care (London: 
Routledge)
 
15 Sevenhuijsen, Selma (1998). Citizenship and 
the Ethics of Care: Feminist Considerations 
on Justice, Morality and Politics. Savage, Liz 
(London: Routledge)
 
16 See for example, Hill Collins, Patricia 
(1990). Black Feminist Thought.  Knowledge, 
Consciousness and the Politics of Empowerment 
(London: Unwin Hyman)
 P.200-220

17 African philosophy expresses a different and 
more connected or continuous view of the self in 
relation to others and nature.  See for example 
Nobles, Wade W. (2006). Seeking the Sakhu: 
Foundational Writings for an African Psychology 
(Chicago: Third World Press)
 P.1-22

The parallels between African thought and 
feminist ethics of care are discussed by Joan 
Tronto and Sandra Harding.  See
Tronto, Joan C. (1993). Moral Boundaries: A 
Political Argument for an Ethic of Care (London: 
Routledge)
 P.82-5

Harding, Sandra (1987). “The Curious 
Coincidence of Feminine and African Moralities: 
Challenges for Feminist Theory “. in Feder Kittay, 
Eva and Meyers, Diana T.  Women and Moral 
Theory  (New Jersey: Torowa). 296-315.
 

18 Shiva directly relates ‘women’ and ‘nature,’ 
and argues that both sustain and produce life, 
problematically suggesting women are more 
“natural” caretakers of the environment.
Shiva, Vandana (1988). Staying Alive: Women, 
Ecology and Development (London: Zed)
 
19 Hardt, Michael and Negri, Antonio (2000). 
Empire (London: Harvard University Press)
 P.292-3
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2. Feminist Knowledge Politics and Research Methods

This chapter brings some initial readings from feminist knowledge 

politics to begin to interrogate the politics and methods for this study.  

Feminist knowledge politics brings an important link between practices 

of power, empowerment and knowledge in the history of women’s 

political struggles and action.  It raises important questions of ‘location,’ 

where I am speaking from, and the relations constructed between 

myself as researcher and those people, places and things that are the 

subject of research.  Of importance here is the questioning of possible 

relations of knowledge and action in affective urban practices.  

3. Pedagogy and/as practice

This follows the questions raised of the relation of knowledge and 

action and begins to investigate the importance of collective modes of 

research, learning and their relation to empowerment.  Of importance 

are the radical and feminist pedagogies of Paulo Freire and bell hooks 

respectively as liberatory and empowering practices.  This sections 

begins to explore architectural pedagogical practices as modes of 

agency and working in public.

4. Some approaches to public, community and social relations in   

 art practice

Recent community based approaches to public art have had the 

ambition to empower people through participation in creative 

processes.  This section explores the critiques of such practices.  Of 

particular importance are the critiques of community and public in the 

work of Miwon Kwon and Rosalyn Deutsche.  Both bring post-modern 

feminist critiques of difference via the work of Iris Marion Young and 

Chantal Mouffe to bear on the understandings of collective identities 

(Kwon) and their relations to urban development and the politics of 

space (Kwon and Deutsche).  The focus on social relations as a site 

of practice has been theorised by Nicolas Bourriaud as ‘relational 

aesthetics.’  This is discussed here in relation to affective, urban 

practices.

5. Three Practices of Urban Caring

This section is the result of the most recent research and points to 

the further direction of the PhD.  I bring some of the readings from 

the feminist ethics of care together with the specific examples of 

spatial practices of Jean Francois-Prost, Meike Schalk and Apolonija 

Sustersic.  I begin to identify the qualities of care as an urban practice 

and suggest it brings questions of alternative economies of space and 

practice.  I suggest that ‘care’ must be directly connected to desire and 

affect if it is to be empowering.
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Context of the Research: Expanding Architectural 
Practice

If the study is of creative spatial practices, what is meant by this?  

There are many forms of practice that could be ‘affective urban 

practices.’  I do not wish to make an exhaustive list but I would 

like to introduce some relevant ones to the study here in particular, 

participatory practices, activist practices and everyday practices.  Other 

practices, such as pedagogical practices, or relational practices in art 

for example, are written in more detail in later chapters.

Participative Practices

The recent work of political geographers has been concerned with the 

changing form and role of the state in developed capitalist countries20.  

In particular these geographers analyse the relations between national 

and local government and the increasing ‘goal based’ forms of 

governance.  This is manifest in the complex forms of partnerships and 

networks between local authorities and other agents, from national 

and sub-national agencies, businesses and ‘community’ associations.  

This is increasingly the context in which architects are working, who 

are employed to work at a number of different scales and roles, from 

masterplanners, designers, client advisors or facilitators.  These new 

‘sites of regulation’, common to most developed capitalist states, are 

one of the conditions of architectural production.

The emergence of ‘active citizenship’ is closely associated with this 

shift in governance towards ‘governing through communities.’  In the 

architectural field, we have encountered this shift through programmes 

such as the New Deal for Communities for example, a 10 year 

programme initiated in mid-1990’s.  Other more recent regeneration 

initiatives are organised in partnership or in a networked form to 

initiate urban socio-economic change.  Within all of these regeneration 

programmes, in new planning initiatives and in any public work, 

‘participation’ now forms a mandatory part of the process in the shift of 

the state towards ‘active citizenship.’

The publication Architecture and Participation21 brought a critical 

understanding of participation at the precise moment it was becoming 

institutionalised in the UK.  Its contributors critically questioned the 

meaning of the word, where previous literatures had not.  In the 

context of regeneration processes, participation has become a buzz 

word ‘standing in for’ notions of a democratic process to transform 

a local built environment.  However, the editors of this book point to 

the fact that often the institutionalisation of the process stifles this 

very opportunity22. This book brought together historical examples, 

theoretical perspectives and current practices to show the politically 

radical origins and ambitions of seeking to work in a participatory way.

Sherry Arzenstein’s ‘ladder of participation’ produced in 1969 

still makes quite clear that many contemporaneous practices of 

participation, particularly those concerned with socio-economic 

regeneration, are anything but empowering.  As one of the editors, 

Doina Petrescu has argued, participation should not be taken as a 

20  Jones, Martin; Jones, Rhys and Woods, 
Michael (2004). An Introduction to Political 
Geography: Space, Place and Politics (London, 
New York: Routledge)
 

21 Blundell Jones, Peter; Petrescu, Doina; Till, 
Jeremy, Ed. (2005). Architecture and Participation. 
(London: Spon Press)
 

22 Ibid.
 p.xiv
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solution in itself but understood as a tool.  This tool she argues does 

not guarantee a liberating process, nor does it provide democratic 

access to decision making; mandatory or otherwise.23

In Architecture and Participation, groups such as aaa define themselves 

as ‘a professional structure and an activist group;’ whilst the group 

Stalker describes themselves as a “collective subject that engages in 

actions and research to catalyse creative motions in time and space, to 

produce self-organised environments and situations.”24  These groups 

work with the everyday activities of gardening, cooking, walking and 

playing to reinvent public spaces as catalytic ones.

There is an informal affiliation with the social movements and activism 

that emerged in 1970’s, specifically the ‘urban actions’ in New York 

City where sites were claimed as new public or community gardens 

in protest to local government policy to sell public land.  Since this 

time, ‘New Social Movements,’ such as feminism, black civil rights 

movement, gay rights for instance, emerged in response to variety of 

dispersed and different issues.  They are forms of citizen action that 

have developed both globally, for example the World Social Forum, and 

locally, which Castells called ‘urban movements’.25  As geographers 

have noted, that integral to these processes is a reconfiguration of 

spaces through which citizenship is performed.26 

As a point for departure for this research project, these examples point 

to an understanding of an alterative practice that is concerned with 

new ways of being together (community) and a radical re-imagining 

of ‘public’ space as a basis for transformations, both physical, social, 

individual and collective.

Activist Practices

In discussing approaches of architecture and activist practice it might 

be important to distinguish two related but different lineages. The 

approaches cited above are qualitatively different from approaches 

that have been called Design as Activism.27  Stalker for instance, work 

with a more anarchist politics of making collective space.  They do not 

describe what they do as activism, although it can be read as such.  In 

their work with a Kurdish community in Campo Boario, they invent and 

play games, eat together, they provide devices to mediate the space 

but without attempting to control the results.28

The examples of ‘design as activism,’29  emerge primarily from the 

community movement in the United States.  This approach is often 

concerned with the distribution of professional services, namely how 

designers can reach a greater number of people, particularly those who 

are in more urgent need, than economically advantaged clients.  In local 

community based projects in the United States, the role of the designer 

as ‘expert’ is used tactically, to mediate and negotiate for local groups.  

Design professionalism gives architects the authority to speak out on 

behalf of those marginalised and therefore aims to influence decision 

making in planning processes.  This is one tactic for practice that 

engages a representational politics in order to lever change.

23 Petrescu, Doina (2005). “Loosing Control 
Keeping Desire”. in Blundell Jones, Peter; 
Petrescu, Doina; Till, Jeremy  Architecture and 
Participation  (London: Spon Press).

 
24 Stalker Ibid.”Stalker and the big game of 
Campo Boario”. in: 226-233.
 p.227

25 Castells, Manuel (1983). The City and The 
Grassroots (London: Edward Arnold Publishers 
Ltd)
 
26 Jones, Martin; Jones, Rhys and Woods, 
Michael (2004). An Introduction to Political 
Geography: Space, Place and Politics (London, 
New York: Routledge)
 p.149.

27 Bell, Bryan and Wakeford, Katie, Ed. (2008). 
Expanding Architecture: Design as Activism. (New 
York: Bellerophon Publications Inc.)

 
28 Stalker (2005). “Stalker and the big game 
of Campo Boario”. in Blundell Jones, Peter; 
Petrescu, Doina; Till, Jeremy  Architecture and 
Participation  (London: Spon Press). 226-233.

 
29 Bell, Bryan and Wakeford, Katie, Ed. (2008). 
Expanding Architecture: Design as Activism. (New 
York: Bellerophon Publications Inc.)
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In the work of Stalker, Park Fiction and aaa, for example, the authority 

of the designer is removed, and these architects participate as citizens.  

Their approach is to not assert authority but to engender empowerment 

on the basis that making the space is collectively enacted.  This kind 

of public space, challenges architectural traditions and practice.  Luca 

Frei, in his fictional account of a cultural free space writes:

“The first to confront were of course the architects, who didn’t 

understand why we left so much space without precise attributes.  

They do it in urbanism, in housing, in cultural buildings, they pretended 

to come and help us define the different functions of the rooms 

architecturally: here we’ll dance, there we’ll rest, and there we’ll run, 

etc.  In other words an exact replica of what they impose in cities and 

the complexes they build, where the people that will live there know in 

advance where they will, and especially where they will not sleep, run, 

or eat etc […]

the ancient cities were lively precisely because they weren’t 

planned.”30 (my emphasis)

These latter approaches have an affinity with the Non-Plan tradition of 

the UK. The original Non-Plan31 by Cedric Price, Reyner Banham, Paul 

Barker and Peter Hall explored the idea of devolved power, suggesting 

that there would be no urban planning at all in certain zones in the UK.  

The unlegislated, experimental, free-zones were proposed to allow 

people to take control of their own space.  The book 30 years later, 

following the same name, additionally relates architects experiences 

and relations with political activism in the city, such as the London 

Squatters Campaign, the research of anarchist-architects such as Colin 

Ward, and architects’ participation in political publications, such as New 

Society.

Non-Plan and Architecture and Participation build a different history of 

architectural practice, documenting architects’ more overtly political 

projects and their contributions to political movements.  At the same 

time, they include the activities of squatting, gardening and walking, 

as practices that are spatial, political and a part of everyday life.  The 

recent exhibition, “Actions: What You Can Do With the City” at the 

Canadian Centre for Architecture, takes these common practices 

as ones that can instigate change.  They present 99 ‘experimental’ 

actions by architects, artists, “students, children, pastors, artists, 

skateboarders, cyclists, root eaters, pedestrians and many others 

who answer the question of what can be done to improve the urban 

experience.”32 These everyday activities are taken “beyond their usual 

definition [… to] show the potential influence personal involvement 

can have in shaping the city, and challenge fellow residents to 

participate.”33. 

Feminist writers in architecture often use the terms spatial practice34 as 

a means to expand architectural practice to allow for the inclusion of 

spaces and practices that would otherwise be excluded.  Jane Rendell 

argues that this is especially important for a feminist practice as it 

allows for the inclusion of spaces where women, and other marginal 

groups, spend much of their time.35 

30 Frei, Luca (2007). The so-called utopia of the 
centre beaubourg- An interpretation (London: 
Book Works)
 P.29

31 Non-Plan was a special issue of the political 
journal, New Society published in March 1969.

32 http://cca-actions.org/about

33 http://cca-actions.org/about

34 See for example: Rendell, Jane; Penner, 
Barbara; Borden Iain, Ed. (2000). Gender Space 
Architecture.  An Interdisciplinary Introduction. 
Architext. (London: Routledge)
 Pp.6-12.

Petrescu, Doina, Ed. (2007). Altering Practices: 
Feminist Politics and Poetics of Space. (London: 
Routledge)
 p.xviii

35 Rendell, Jane; Penner, Barbara; Borden Iain, 
Ed. (2000). Gender Space Architecture.  An 
Interdisciplinary Introduction. Architext. (London: 
Routledge)
 Pp.6-12
36 See for example:
Bloom, Brett, Ed. (2004). Belltown Paradise/ 
Making Their Own Plans. (Chicago: White Walls 
Inc.)
 
Haydn, Florian; Temel, Robert, Ed. (2006). 
Temporary Urban Spaces: Concepts for the Use 
of City Spaces. (Basel: Birkhauser)
 
Mörtenböck, Peter and Mooshammer, Helge, Ed. 
(2008). Networked Cultures: Parallel Architectues 
and the Politics of Space. (Rotterdam: NAi 
Publishers)
 
aaa/, peprav/, Ed. (2007). Urban Act: a handbook 
for alternative practice. (Montrouge, France: aaa)
 
And the collective living projects in Berlin: http://
www.wohnprojekte-berlin.info/
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Affiliations between urban activism, public space and architectural 

practice can be found in other contemporary publications36 that 

document heterogeneous groups of artists, architects, residents, 

sociologists, students working collectively.  Whilst the groups engage 

with specific, local contexts, they are at the same time reinventing 

traditional practices together.  Their commonality lies in their desire 

to be not only critical of ways of living and working in their cities, but 

to be creative in proposing alternatives.  In many cases the ways of 

working are not ‘service-led’ or ‘client-oriented.’  Work is based on 

action and an individual or group’s own engagement with politics of the 

places where they live.  Professional practice here is expanded to urban 

practice, which in Lefebvre’s terms would be “a way of life.”37 

Everyday Spatial Practices

The sociologist, Michel De Certeau’s use of spatial practices were part 

of his project on the ordinary practices of everyday life.38  He situated 

himself on the side of the ‘user’ or consumer to argue that use is a way 

of making.  In the way that the speaker is a tenant of language, who 

does not own but appropriates language to speak, for de Certeau the 

user/ consumer is a ‘tenant of culture’ who does not own what they 

use, but appropriates it, to make their own ways of operating.

De Certeau suggests that one can differentiate “styles of action”39 in 

spatial practices much in the same way we might make distinctions 

between literary styles.  He suggests these ‘styles’ of operating; ways 

of walking, reading, speaking, cooking, sewing etc.  involve operations 

that are specific to their circumstances and display logics that turn on 

these conditions.  They are a “making-do:” they work within what is 

given and make something do (something).  Everyday spatial practice 

in this sense is performative and therefore potentially subversive.  In his 

words:

“[…] generally, a way of using imposed systems constitutes the 

resistance to the historical law of a state of affairs and its dogmatic 

legitimations.  A practice of the order constructed by others 

redistributes its space; it creates at least a certain play in that order, 

a space for manoeuvre of unequal forces and for utopian points of 

reference.”40  (my emphasis)

De Certeau brings the ‘performative’ to everyday, cultural and spatial 

acts.  In doing this he distinguishes between space and place, where 

place is ruled by the law of the ‘proper’ and space is activated by use 

and movement over time.  He writes: “in relation to place, space is like 

the word when it is spoken, that is when it is caught in the ambiguity of 

actualisation…”41   Spatial practice makes use and “makes-do” with the 

‘signs’ of the place.

As an example of spatial practice, de Certeau brings the activity of 

walking and suggests that “walking is to the urban system what the 

speech act is to language.”  For him this involves, appropriation, 

walking appropriates the topography and it is a “spatial acting out of 

the place (just as speech is an acoustic acting out of language).”42

37 Lefebvre, Henri (2003). The Urban Revolution. 
Bononno, Robert (London: University of 
Minnesota Press)

 
38 de Certeau, Michel (1984). The Practice of 
Everday Life. Rendall, Steven (London: University 
of California Press)
 

39 Ibid. 
 P.30

40 Ibid. 
 P.18

41 Ibid. 
 P.117
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Walking distorts the ‘proper’ space of the city, abandoning some 

parts and exaggerating others.  The walker makes choices from the 

‘signifiers’ of the city, activating some and not others.  It forms a kind 

of counter practice allowing other meanings to emerge.  Walking has 

historically been used by the dada, the situationists and more recently 

as a method to explore the city by contemporary groups like Stalker 

and Chora.  Walking was regarded by Lucius Burckhardt, the German 

professor of urban planning as “the most minimal planning gesture.”43

Everyday practices raise the question what could be a ‘minimal,’ or 

the most modest, spatial practice when you don’t have very much.  If 

everyday practices are performative, they can therefore be subversive, 

as de Certeau suggests.44  In what way(s) could everyday spatial 

practices, be affective urban practices?

42 Ibid. 
 P.98

43 Haydn, Florian; Temel, Robert, Ed. (2006). 
Temporary Urban Spaces: Concepts for the Use 
of City Spaces. (Basel: Birkhauser)

 
44 In feminist theory, the use of performativity and 
particular Derrida’s critique of Speech Act theory 
has enormous importance in the work of Judith 
Butler, who brings performativity to ‘bodily acts.’  
This cannot be discussed in any detail, here, but 
will be elaborated separately in the remainder of 
the research period.
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Feminist Knowledge Politics and Research Methodologies

If affective practices are empowering and increase the capacity to act, 

what are the relations between knowledge and action?  What kinds of 

knowledge are needed? What are the relations that I create through 

the research process itself?  What is their ethics? For instance, are 

they reciprocal?  And should the relations be sustained? If so, how?

I am not able to fully answer these questions yet.  I began by exploring 

some of the literature of feminist knowledge politics and research 

methods, which in fact raised many of the questions.  The questions 

above and below are the results of the readings, not their initiator.

Feminist Standpoint

‘Feminist Standpoint Epistemology’ is an approach associated with 

Smith, Hartsock, Harding and the Black Feminist Standpoint theory of 

Patricia Hill Collins.  Hartsock, following a Marxian approach, argued 

that understandings of the world are rooted in material life conditions 

and therefore one’s epistemology is not and can never be neutral or 

value free.  Feminist standpoint theorists argued that women’s lives 

make available a particular vantage point to critique capitalist forms 

of patriarchy and that they therefore also constitute a standpoint.  

They argued that the identification and definition of problems and 

research are taken from a dominant (male) position whose practices 

mark some knowledges and voices as valid and subjugate others. 

Feminist standpoint epistemologies thus connected the production of 

knowledge and the practices of power.  A standpoint is therefore not a 

‘perspective’ or ‘point of view,’ but something that is achieved rather 

than obvious.  Hartsock writes:

“because the ruling group controls the means of mental as well as 

physical production […] the standpoint of the oppressed represents an 

achievement both of science (analysis) and of political struggle on the 

basis of which this analysis can be conducted.”1

Feminist standpoints brought women’s lives and concerns to the 

fore, concerns that were otherwise marginalised and dismissed 

as ‘private’ problems.  The use of the public-private dichotomy to 

dismiss women’s struggles lead to the feminist slogan ‘the personal is 

political.’ The slogan is associated with Carol Hanisch whose text in 

19692 concerned a discussion of whether the groups of the women’s 

movement were ‘really political.’  Women’s group meetings in the US 

and UK took an open, discursive format; each took turns to bring 

questions that were discussed by women in relation to their own 

personal experiences.  The criticism of the groups being ‘therapy’ or 

‘personal groups’ lead Hanisch to write:

“the reason I participate in these meetings is not to solve any personal 

problem. One of the first things we discover in these groups is that 

personal problems are political problems. There are no personal 

solutions at this time. There is only collective action for a collective 

solution.”3

1Hartsock, Nancy CM (1987). “The Feminist 
Standpoint:  Developing the Ground for a 
Specifically Feminist Historical Materialism”. in 
Harding, Sandra  Feminism and Methodology  
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press).
 P.162

2 Although the slogan is associated with Carol 
Hanisch, she has latterly written:
“It’s also important to realize the theory the paper 
contains did not come solely out of my individual 
brain. It came out of a movement (the Women’s 
Liberation Movement) and a specific group within 
that movement (New York Radical Women) and a 
specific group of women within New York Radical 
Women, sometimes referred to as the Pro-Woman 
Line faction.”
For both the original text and her later commentary 
see Hanisch, Carol. (2006). “The Personal is 
Political.” from http://scholar.alexanderstreet.com/
download/attachments/2259/Personal+Is+Pol.
pdf?version=1.
 

3 Ibid.
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The sociologist and activist Budd L Hall suggests that groups of the 

women’s movement can be understood as practicing participatory 

research:

“Women in the early days of the women’s movement experienced 

a set of processes which we might now call participatory research.  

They were certainly engaged in a process of social investigation in 

understanding gender privileges and penalties in their everyday lives”4

He argues that participatory research as a practice is not invented 

as such but has always existed when those “the ‘pushed-out’ have 

struggled collectively to understand their contexts, to learn about 

their worlds and take action.”5  These participatory practices were 

processes of a collective constructions of knowledge that took 

place in homes, universities, galleries, cafes and so on.  Feminist 

theoretical accounts of knowledge making practices, such as the 

feminist standpoint, evolved with political experiences and struggle.  

In researcher Bellacasa’s terms, they are ‘hybrid’ practices.6  They are 

not the result of ‘pure theory,’ nor action without thought.

For Hanisch, the women’s groups had a ‘theraputic’ dimension that 

was not directed to personal problems, nor curing ‘illness.’  She calls 

this a ‘political therapy,’ which helped women to understand their 

conditions as connected to wider, common oppression.  The ‘personal 

is political’ challenges the notion of the public, political terrain as 

‘value free’ and challenges the public-private dichotomy used to 

invalidates women’s and ‘other’s’ concerns.

The women’s groups validated everyday life experience as a site of 

knowledge, valorising narratives of stories, accounts and reflections 

in a collective way.  These feminist practices can be seen to valorise 

what Foucault calls ‘subjugated knowledge:’

“I believe that by subjugated knowledges one should understand […] 

a whole set of knowledges that have been disqualified as inadequate 

to their task or insufficiently elaborated: naïve knowledges, located 

low down on the hierarchy, beneath the required level of cognition or 

scientificity […] it is through the re-appearance of this knowledge, of 

these local popular knowledges, these disqualified knowledges that 

criticism performs its work.”7

The women’s groups brought the importance of knowledge-making 

practices and their connection to the everyday as an integral part 

of empowerment.  Feminist standpoint epistemologies connected 

practices of power and the production of knowledge.  They thus 

suggested that the methods by which research takes are closely 

aligned to one’s epistemological assumptions.

‘Situated Knowledges’ and the ‘Politics of Location’

The criticisms towards initial standpoint theories were directed 

towards their homogenising tendencies.  A feminist standpoint, or 

an African-American standpoint for example were not adequate to 

develop or allow for understandings of the multiplicity of differences 

4Hall, Budd L. (2001). “I wish this were a poem of 
practices of participatory research”. in Reason, 
Peter and Bradbury, Hilary  Handbook of Action 
Research: Participative  Inquiry and Practice  
(London: SAGE publishing).
 P.174

5 Ibid. in.
 P.174

6 Puig de la Bellacasa, Maria. (2000). “Feminist 
Knowledge Politics in Situated Zones.  A Different 
History of Knowledge Construction.”   Retrieved 
November, 2006, from http://orlando.women.it/
cyberarchive/files/puig.htm.

 
7 Foucault, Michel (1980). Power/ Knowledge. 
Gordon, Colin et al. London, Harvester Wheatsheaf.

P82.
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within groups and within individuals.  In the case of a feminist 

standpoint it therefore maintained hegemonic interests of White, 

heterosexual, and Western.  To counter this, Rosi Braidotti brings the 

poet Adreinne Rich’s notion of “the politics of location.”  Braidotti 

argues:

“’Situating’ for Rich does not have the same resonance as in the 

existentialist call for being situated in the world.  It rather aims at 

bringing to the fore the importance of a lucid analysis of the material 

conditions that overdetermine one’s speaking position.  The fact of 

being a woman is no longer taken by Rich as sufficient evidence for a 

common position.”8

Rich’s ‘politics of location’ is a call for attention to, and accountability 

for, differences amongst women.  The ‘politics of location’ begins with 

the specificity of  our bodies: “to understand to locate myself in my 

body […] means recognising this white skin, the places it has taken 

me, the places it has not let me go.”9   The ‘politics of location’ is to 

question privilege and to “name the ground we are coming from, the 

conditions we have taken for granted”10 

Similarly standpoint theory as it has latterly been developed by 

Sandra Harding and Donna Haraway insists on the embodied, 

and therefore partial, nature of all knowledge. They have argued 

that ‘neutrality’ is not possible and the standards as what counts 

as knowledge, objectivity and rationality should be understood as 

political.  Haraway’s concept of ‘situated knowledge’ means that 

knowledge and the subject must be situated and that partiality must 

be acknowledged, in order to be objective:

 “[…] objectivity turns out to be a particular and specific embodiment, 

and definitely not about the false vision promising transcendence of 

all limits of responsibility.  The moral is simple: only partial perspective 

promises objective vision.”11

Sandra Harding has argued that feminist standpoint theories are 

not explanatory theories but theories of method that should make 

accountable the position of the subject (researcher) in relation to those 

researched.  She writes:

“[feminist analyses] insist that the inquirer him/herself be placed in 

the same critical plane as the overt subject matter, thereby recovering 

the entire research process for scrutiny in the results of research.  

That is, the class, race, culture and gender assumptions, beliefs and 

behaviours of the researcher him/ herself be placed within the frame of 

the picture she/ he attempts to paint”12 (my emphasis)

Although the reader of a work may arrive at very different conclusions 

to the researcher, of how the researchers situation and assumptions 

affects their interpretations, the aim is that:

“the researcher appears to us not as an invisible, anonymous voice 

of authority, but as a real, historical individual with concrete, specific 

desires and interests.”13

8 Braidotti, Rosi (1994). Nomadic Subjects: 
Embodiment and Sexual Difference in 
Contemporary Feminist Theory (New York: 
Columbia University Press)
 Pp.268-9

9 Rich, Adrienne (1986). “Notes Towards a Politics 
of Location”. in Rich, Adrienne  Blood, Bread and 
Poerty.  Selected Prose 1979-1985  (London: 
Virago).
 P.215-216

10 Ibid. in.
 P.219

11Haraway, Donna J (1991). Simians, Cyborgs and 
Women: The Reinvention of Nature (London: Free 
Association Books)
 P.190

12 Harding, Sandra, Ed. (1987). Feminism and 
Methodology. (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press)
 

13 Ibid.)
 P.9
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For Haraway a ‘situated knowledge’ must acknowledge the agency 

of the world.  The ‘object’ of knowledge is not inert or passive  but 

“pictured as an actor and agent, not a screen or a ground, or a 

resource.”14  There is an ethic that needs to be established between 

the researcher and researched; those researched (including objects, 

matter and spaces as well as people) must be able to ‘speak.’

A position or location is not (only) a list of factors: white, female, 

European, but something that needs to be established, it is a material 

and political location.  A location is therefore also a gesture.  It is to 

situate yourself in relation to others and to things.  This is something 

that needs to be attended to in this research.  What is my location?  

How do I engender a caring ethic in research between myself and the 

people, things and spaces that I study? 

Performativity of Knowledge and “Research Architecture”

Foucault in particular made the connection between the production 

of knowledge and practices of power explicit, coining the term 

‘power-knowledge relations’.  He suggested that power produces 

knowledges, not only because knowledge serves or is applied by 

power, but that they directly constitute one another. Foucault argued 

that discourse is not the expression of subjects nor is it formed 

around the objects that they purport to study.  Instead, discourses 

are practices that form subjects, their speaking positions, and their 

objects and concepts of study.15   For Foucault the subject is therefore 

not the origin of power or knowledge but actualises it through 

practices.

“These ‘power-knowledge relations’ are to be analysed, therefore not 

on the basis of a subject who is or is not free in relation to the power 

system; but on the contrary, the subject who knows, the objects to 

be known, and the modalities of knowledge must be regarded as so 

many effects of these fundamental implications of power-knowledge 

and their historical transformations.  In short it is not the activity of the 

subject of knowledge that produces a corpus of knowledge, useful or 

resistant to power, but power-knowledge, the processes and struggles 

that traverse it and of which it is made up, that determines forms and 

possible domains of knowledge.”16

For Foucault power relations are not always negative.  They are 

not always restricting, repressive or prohibitive but argues that the 

relations are active and productive, “it induces pleasure, forms 

knowledge, produces discourse.”17  Contemporary thinkers such as 

Elizabeth Grosz and Irit Rogoff argue that as knowledge is a practice, 

it should be understood as performative.  Grosz writes:

“Knowledge is an activity; it is a practice and not contemplative 

reflection.  It does things.”18

Whilst Irit Rogoff suggests:

“Beyond the disciplines and materials that make up this field 

[peformative urban practices], it is the encounter itself, an active 

14Haraway, Donna J (1991). Simians, Cyborgs and 
Women: The Reinvention of Nature (London: Free 
Association Books)

 P.198

15 Foucault, Michel (2003). The Archaeology 
of Knowledge. Sheridan Smith, A.M. (London: 
Routledge)
 

16 Foucault, Michel (1984) “The Body of the 
Condemned” in Rabinow, Paul  The Foucault 
Reader: An Introduction to Foucault’s Thought  
(London: Penguin Books).
 P.175

17 Foucault, Michel (1984). “Truth and Power”. 
in Rabinow, Paul  The Foucault Reader: An 
Introduction to Foucault’s Thought  (London: 
Penguin Books).
 P.61

18 Grosz, Elizabeth (1995). Space, Time and 
Perversion (London: Routledge)
 p.37

19 Rogoff, Irit (2008). “Unbounded”. in Mörtenböck, 
Peter and Mooshammer, Helge  Networked 
Cultures: Parallel Architectues and the Politics of 
Space  (Rotterdam: NAi Publishers).
 P.50
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performative cultural moment that is central to the operations of 

contemporary knowledge production.”19

The performativity of knowledge suggests different relations of 

knowing and doing, thinking and action than simple binaries.  

Similarly, Grosz argues that Deleuze’s work for example can 

be understood as “thinking as doing.”20  She argues his work 

reconceptualises thought and asks what the implications could be for 

architecture.

The relations of ‘thinking and doing’ are questioned and explored in 

the work of Eyal Weisman and The Centre for Research Architecture 

at Goldsmiths University.  Weisman argues their work sets out to use 

spatial practice as a form for critical enquiry.  Weisman suggests that 

the term ‘research architecture:’

“contests the utilitarian, means-to-ends relation between knowledge 

and action that is evoked by the term ‘research’ and the artificial 

opposition between theory and practice that it implies.”21

He suggests that in the work of the centre there is a “commitment to 

understand forms of research and theory as political acts and ways of 

space making in their own right.”22  He also suggests that practice in 

the field induces or provokes the subject of the research.  He writes:

“it’s by making provocative interventions and confronting the system, 

rather than passively researching it, that we believe a system will 

reveal itself to us in one of its various manifestations.”23

Drawing on his work of military operations in the zone of Israel-

Palestine, he argues that the Israeli military make random actions to 

force Palestinians to the surface, making their organisational structure 

visible.  They regard “raids as tools of research.”  In this case, the 

typical relation of knowledge and action is reversed, the action 

produces knowledge rather than knowledge leading to an action.  

They “act in order to know”24 the situation creates the knowledge 

needed.

As research and knowledge are practices, I will need to think how care 

will inform this particular site of practice.  I also hope to use spatial 

practice, however modest, as a further site of research.

Transdiciplinarity, Mobile Positioning and Nomadism

According to Foucault the disciplines have a regulative function 

with regard to knowledge.  Elizabeth Grosz writes that “The 

disciplines are effects of concrete, dynamic historically and culturally 

specific relations of power.”25  Women’s studies departments in 

universities were the first transdisciplinary departments, as issues 

of gender affected women in all disciplines.  According to Braidotti 

transdisciplinarity “means the crossing of disciplinary boundaries for 

the vertical distinctions which they have been organised.”26 

20 Grosz, Elizabeth (2001). Architecture from 
the Outside: Essays on Virtual and Real Space 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press)
 P.61

21Weisman, Eyal (2008). “Interview”. in Mörtenböck, 
Peter and Mooshammer, Helge  Networked 
Cultures: Parallel Architectues and the Politics of 
Space  (Rotterdam: NAi Publishers). 118-120.
 P118

22 Ibid. 
 

23 Ibid.

24 Ibid. 
 P.120

25Grosz, Elizabeth (1995). Space, Time and 
Perversion (London: Routledge)
 P.27

26Braidotti, Rosi (1994). Nomadic Subjects: 
Embodiment and Sexual Difference in 
Contemporary Feminist Theory (New York: 
Columbia University Press)
 P.36-7
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Irit Rogoff describes an ‘unbounded’ or ‘undisciplined’ approach.  

She argues that often interdisciplinary work, as she experienced in 

the 1980’s was one of “additive enrichment,” where disciplines were 

extended by importing materials from others.  She argues that in this 

type of a interdisciplinary approach we still remain tied or in relation 

to the disciplines and instead.  In order to refuse containment, she 

proposes an ‘undisciplined’ practice of research “in which new forms 

of study might be produced.”27

Many contemporary spatial practices refuse this containment: urban 

interventions, cartographies, research, activism, all are productive 

of knowledge and do not necessarily confine themselves to formal 

disciplines.

Rosi Braidotti’s “nomadic subject” involves the crossing of disciplinary 

boundaries in search of connections and affinities. Currently, I am 

trying to take this interdisciplinary movement as a research method.  

I have followed the disparate writings of: feminists; anarchists; 

teachers; artists; art critics; ‘witches’; architects; political theorists; 

philosophers; geographers and sociologists.  What is currently 

resulting, is a kind of ‘collage in progress’ along with the unfortunate 

effects that the work is messy, fragmentary and potentially lacks 

a coherence that would otherwise normally be expected from a 

researcher.  I appreciate the need to resolve this over the remaining 

course of study.

However, the nomadic subject is more than a ‘disciplinary’ movement.  

Nomadism, following Delueze and Guattari must not be tied to any 

source of authority, it is not connected to any territory or ownership.  

Issues of mobility have also been raised by Harding, who suggests 

that precisely because knowledge is situated and therefore we 

will not see or experience as others do there is a need to displace 

oneself, to move from ones own position.28  Mobility is needed to try 

to understand the position of others as well as possible and to give 

oneself a critical perspective on ones own privileges.  Mobility is 

also needed to search for possible affinities and connections.  This 

research then, must involve my own movement across boundaries, 

not only disciplinary ones of course, but more importantly of race, age, 

class and nationality to other, more marginal positions than my own.

27 Rogoff, Irit (2008). “Unbounded”. in Mörtenböck, 
Peter and Mooshammer, Helge  Networked 
Cultures: Parallel Architectues and the Politics of 
Space  (Rotterdam: NAi Publishers). 46-51.
 

28 Harding, Sandra (1991). Whose Science? Whose 
Knowledge.  Thinking From Women’s Lives (Milton 
Keynes: Open University Press)
 P.284-295
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Pedagogy and/as contemporary urban practice

My interest in pedagogy emerges in part from my teaching 

involvement at the school of architecture at Sheffield University. I am 

a tutor whilst at the same time still a student: officially on the phd 

course, and unofficially as a ‘student’ of teaching.  Learning and 

teaching are practices in my life.

My other interest in pedagogy emerges from the concern that any 

spatial practice that aims to be empowering or enabling would need 

to include elements of learning.  Ideally, it would enable self-education 

in the future.  Radical pedagogy is devoted to self-empowerment 

and has been a force of political, self-organising practices in Latin 

America.  Whilst, in a feminist conception, critical pedagogy is based 

on a feminist critique of knowledge and power.  It aims to foster a 

collective approach to knowledge that involves creating ‘community.’  

It is devoted to creating non-hieratical and non-dominating, relations 

between people.  In this sense pedagogy is both a site of practice 

within university teaching and could frame an approach to spatial 

practice.

Education as a practice of freedom: Paulo Freire

The South American educator Paulo Freire most famously developed 

radical education as a praxis.  Freire viewed education and knowledge 

as processes of inquiry.  For him, “liberating education consists in acts 

of cognition, not transferrals of information.”1 In radical pedagogy it 

is the task of the educator to help the student reveal to themselves 

that society is something unfinished.  He developed methods for 

a ‘problem-posing’ education that were directed at the everyday 

conditions in which oppressed people in Latin America found 

themselves; the process aimed to allow the individual to relate their 

personal experiences to wider societal problems.  He aimed to enable 

students to critically recognise the causes of the situations they found 

themselves in, rather than passively adapting to them.  He calls the 

process of becoming aware as ‘critical consciousness,’ a perception 

that must become a “force for action.”2

The aim of the process is not to integrate those individuals into 

the structures that oppress them, but to transform the structure.  

For Freire, this process must be dialogical, which cannot occur 

when some deny others the right to speak.3  For him, as in feminist 

pedagogy, dialogue is not a simple exchange, but is an encounter and 

“an act of creation”4

Radical pedagogy must confront and transform the student-teacher 

relation.  In his method the educator allows the programme content to 

be organised and developed within a dialogical process, it is not set in 

advance.  The group discovers the ‘generative themes,’ which are not 

things but exist in us and our relations with the world.5  He writes that 

the task of the dialogical teacher is to represent the thematic universe 

revealed by the students’ own investigations and to represent it as 

a problem, not a lecture.6  Radical education must problematize reality. 

1 Freire, Paulo (1972). Pedagogy of the Oppressed. 
Ramos, Myra Bergman (London: Penguin Books)
 P.52

2 Ibid. 
 P.26

3 Ibid. 
 P.61

4Ibid. 
 P.61-2

5Ibid. 
 P.79

6 Ibid. 
 P.89-90
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The ‘Engaged Pedagogy’ of bell hooks

Freire’s approach, although he is not a feminist, has much in common 

with feminist approaches to pedagogy. Both radical and feminist 

pedagogies are forms of praxis that take us and our relations with 

the world as subject.  Both emphasise the need to avoid abstractions 

in order to connect to the world; they both bring the importance of 

dialogue and question hierarchies, particularly the student-teacher 

relation.

However, feminist pedagogies, in particular, emphasise cooperation 

and valorise students own experiences and emotions as valid 

knowledge.  In feminist approaches, the learning process is no longer 

individualistic and competitive, but must necessarily be collective in 

order to be transformative.

In the classroom, feminist practices focus on the student-teacher 

relation as Freire did and focus on relations amongst students.  bell 

hooks writes that when she enters the classroom she assumes that 

“we must build ‘community’ in order to create a climate of openness 

and intellectual rigor”7  She follows Freire’s approach to emphasise 

that each voice, without exception, must be valued within a learning 

process.  This approach is used to counter the dynamics of exclusions 

and hierarchies that emerge within a group.  These may emerge from 

differences in class, race, gender, or some assume an authority of 

experience.  In trying to counter dominant voices, she tries to build 

a culture of listening to every, unique voice.  For her this is vital to 

nurture “habits of being as well as ideas.”8

bell hooks’ pedagogical practices aim to create different habits of 

being (together).  It is an affective and ‘therapeutic’9 practice that 

encourages connections and transformations of life practices.  

Feminist pedagogies often emphasise care in the classroom10 with the 

approach that we do not enter the classroom ‘disembodied.’  Feminist 

pedagogies “call attention to the body”11 yet what bell hooks brings 

that Freire and other feminist pedagogues do not is an emphasis on 

joy, or pleasure, in the classroom.  She follows the Buddhist teachings 

of monk Tich Nhat Hanh to describe an ‘engaged pedagogy,’ as 

a more holistic or spiritual approach.  An ‘engaged’ pedagogical 

practice should enhance our capacity to live fully, and aids ‘self-

actualisation’ for both teachers and students.  She differentiates 

this from a feminist or Freirean approach to pedagogy, as one that 

emphasises well being. 

Streetwork: The Exploding School

A critical approach to pedagogy in the history of architecture and 

urban practice can be found in Streetwork: The Exploding School12 

by Colin Ward and Anthony Fyson.  Streetwork was an ‘ideas book’ 

aimed at school teachers for the “environmental education of the 

non-academic urban child.”  Their work takes an anarchist approach 

following their contemporary thinkers such as Ivan Illich, rather than 

the work of Freire.  One of their major critiques was of the school as 

an isolated institution, both its physical isolation from the city and the 

7hooks, bell (1994). Teaching to Transgress: 
Education as the Practice of Freedom (New York: 
Routledge)
 P.40

8 Ibid. 
 P.8

9 I put theraputic in inverted commas to suggest 
that whilst engaged pedagogy has a healing or 
therapeutic dimension it is not ‘therapy’ per se.  
Whilst bell hooks advocates student participation, 
valorisation of experience, and challenges the 
mind-body dichotomy, she does not propose the 
classroom as a venue for personal therapy.

10 See for example, Noddings, Nel (1984). Caring: A 
Feminine Approach to Ethics and Moral Education 
(London: University of California Press)
 
11 hooks, bell (1994). Teaching to Transgress: 
Education as the Practice of Freedom (New York: 
Routledge)
 P.191

12 Ward, Colin and Fyson Anthony (1973). 
Streetwork: The Exploding School (London: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul PLC )
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isolation of the taught matter from local issues.  The Exploding School 

followed the ‘Schools without Walls’ movement of the late 1960’s early 

1970’s, to question the school as an institution that required a special 

building and expensive structures for isolated learning.  Instead they 

followed the idea that the city itself should become a ‘learning lab.’

Ward and Fyson bring examples from the educational experiments in 

the United States and the UK such as the Parkway Education Program 

in Philadelphia.  According to the authors there were eight ‘units’ or 

learning communities of 14-18 year olds.  Each group had a base with 

lockers for staff and children but there was no educational building 

as such, all teaching took place within the locality.  The experiments 

of ‘Schools without Walls’ proposed that students move around the 

city as they go from class to class: biology at the zoo, history at the 

museum and so on.  The idea was that learning programmes would 

not pay for their facilities but would look instead for networks of 

‘wasted space,’ such as cinemas, restaurants or other spaces that are 

otherwise unused during certain times of the day.  Other examples 

cited include the Métro Éducation Montréal, who used the city’s metro 

system as a base to operate a similar programme and move around 

the city.

Ward and Fyson argued for the importance of making concrete 

connections to everyday urban life and proposed that schools should 

become “Enquiring Schools,” where children take urban issues as 

subjects of research.  Ward and Fyson called this ‘streetwork;’ a 

coming to consciousness of local issues.  They proposed that the 

‘enquiring school’ would be a school of local researchers, whose 

work would be disseminated to a wider community and would make 

available information on local issues such as rent, housing, planning 

proposals and so on.

A contemporaneous example of the practice of ‘streetwork’ can be 

found in the work of the Center for Urban Pedagogy (CUP) in New 

York.  CUP are a group of artists, graphic designers, architects, urban 

planners.  They work in partnership with researchers, government 

officials, academics and service-providers to “make educational 

projects about places and how they change.”13  They run both youth 

educational and community education programmes:

“Youth education programs begin with a basic question about how 

cities work.  Where does drinking water come from? Where does 

garbage go? Who built public housing?  To find answers, high school 

students interview water engineers, photograph landfills, and propose 

new designs for housing.  Students practice active citizenship while 

building technical skills like videography, writing and model making.  

At the projects conclusion, youth publicly present their work by 

publishing magazines, mounting exhibitions and screening videos.”14

13 Centre for Urban Pedagogy. http:/www.
anothercupdevelopment.org
 

14 Ibid. 
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In collaboration with community groups, CUP produces exhibitions, 

media projects and events to help educate and empower local people.  

In aiming to empower people, they take a critical view towards the 

tradition of representation and advocacy and instead use tools of 

design such as drawings, models, creative exercises as pedagogical 

devices.  In this way they aim to clarify the conditions in which local 

people and agencies are operating.15

Possibilities of Institution: Architecture Schools

After the faculty building of the architecture school at TU Delft burnt 

down, the department used the opportunity to re-question the 

formation of the institution and its relation to the city.  For the Venice 

Biennale the faculty they organised a series of events and talks to 

open the process of re-imagining what an architectural faculty could 

and should be.   At the beinnale the architect and teacher Miguel 

Robles-Duran said:

“In 2008 and for the next decades, the last thing that the school of 

architecture needs is a new singular building in the old site.  Executing 

this action will undoubtedly reinforce the physical detachment from 

the city but also its image as an academic jewel box, isolated and 

distanced from the realities that surround it.”16

The idea of architecture schools engaging with their locality is 

not new.  In the United States one third of accredited schools of 

architecture are affiliated with a community design centre17 and many 

schools run ‘community-based’ studios.  The former often provide 

technical assistance and information through outreach programmes 

and the ‘community studio’ model provides architectural services ‘in 

the community’ whilst also being a means to educate architecture 

students.  One of the most known contemporary examples of this 

kind is probably Rural Studio.18  Those served by Rural Studio often 

have no access to any social security, and many live in conditions of 

exceptional poverty.  The architectural students, who gain experience 

in design, construction, management provide a free, charitable service 

to those in need.  Rural Studio takes the opportunity to use existing 

educational structures to turn them towards providing much needed 

aid.

In discussion of the future of the school of architecture at Delft, 

Teddy Cruz makes reference to ‘nomadic schools’ as schools that 

“move through the territory, that engage in the realities of that 

territory.  Minimal gestures for maximum effect.”19  He suggests that 

the architecture school should “be decentralised, should fold itself 

inside out, to make it enter the territory and the pockets of reality 

that might in turn, influence us as architects to re-tool ourselves, to 

re-conceptualise our procedures and ultimately rethink what is the 

meaning of architecture.”20 

As I understand him, he argues for a faculty that, rather than focusing 

on relief (in isolation at least) would research and engage with the 

urban mechanisms that cause oppression in the first instance.  He 

argues that architects should “participate in the redefinitions of 

15 Rich, Damon and Rios, Michael (2008). “On 
Education, Pluralist Planning, New Institutions and 
Language (A public interview).”  An Architektur 21: 
16-25.

16 Robles-Duran, Miguel (2008). “To the faculty of 
architecture as client: for urbanity after the TU Delft 
Fire.”  Archiphoenix. Rough Notes.  Beyond Power 
to Empowerment.  For Whom we Make 3.
 P.10

17 Dorgan, Kathy (2008). “Diversity in Practice.”  An 
Architektur 20: 6-9.
 P.8

18 Rural Studio is part of the Auburn University’s 
College of Architecture Design and Construction 
school.  It is design built studio based in Alabama, 
Hale County.  The studio consists of three 
programmes”
“In the second-year program typically 15 to 
20 Auburn University second year architecture 
students move to Hale County for one semester 
and typically build a charity home.  In the thesis 
program, typically 12 Auburn university thesis 
architecture students move to Hale County for 
their fith year, forming teams to plan, design and 
build community projects.  In the outreach program 
Non_auburn University graduates from around the 
world come to the Rural studio to work alongside 
thesis students.” Projects range from community 
halls, public parks, churches. See (An Arch. 19 
p.49.  see www.ruralstudio.org)

19 Archiphoenix. Rough Notes.  Beyond Power to 
Empowerment.  For Whom we Make.  Vol3
 P.14

20 Archiphoenix. Rough Notes.  Beyond Power to 
Empowerment.  For Whom we Make.  Vol3
 P.14
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institutions.  We could in fact be the producers of new agencies.  We 

must understand that no intervention in the territory could occur 

without exposing conditions of conflict.”21

Feminist Pedagogies and ‘Live Projects’

The school of architecture at Sheffield University has been running live 

studio projects for the last ten years.  Masters students work in groups 

for a range of clients and projects for a period of six weeks in the 

first semester.  “In some cases the projects involve actual building, in 

others design of urban masterplans, in others consultation exercises. 

In every case, the project is real, happening in real time with real 

people.”22

The approach of live projects shares much with feminist pedagogy.  

Live Projects are intended to engage students with the concerns of 

the everyday world whilst helping students learn collaboration and 

techniques of communication and participation.  The aim of the Live 

Projects is to “establish an awareness of the social responsibility of 

the architect.”23  According to Jeremy Till the Live Projects should 

bring something to a project that an architectural office would not 

normally be able to.24

Leslie Kanes Weisman has suggested that the question for 

architectural education is “how to improve the quality of architectural 

education and practice as inherently life related, life-affirming models 

for understanding the worlds at large, and each person’s special 

‘belongingess’ to it.”25 The live projects follow the idea that education 

can prepare students for other forms of architectural and research 

practice.

Feminist pedagogies in architecture place emphasis on analysing and 

critiquing power relations within both design and learning processes. 

Value is given to students own experiences, the knowledges of 

others, and relations to others in the process, be it other students, 

tutors, clients, ‘users’ to emphasise collaboration rather than single, 

genius-authorship.  In most cases the emphasis of live projects is 

the process, rather than the product.  The success of any project is 

dependent on collaboration.

In the ongoing reflection of live projects at Sheffield, a live project was 

dedicated to the analysis of live projects (the live project ‘live project’). 

26   Through interviews and platform discussions the live project ‘live 

project’ drew out a number of ambitions: such as the potential of 

the live projects to be student-led, or led by others; their potential 

to create opportunities for action; the potential to test the roles that 

architects can take.

The live project ‘live project’ also raised questions such as ‘how to 

keep criticality?’ (an especially difficult task, when there is urgency 

to deliver a project for a client); and ‘what is the dynamics of the 

live project ‘classroom’?’ (Contributors Katherin Böhm and Prue 

Chiles suggest that Live Projects can bring a problematic dual role 

to the tutor, that of responsibility of delivering a project to a client 

21 Archiphoenix. Rough Notes.  Beyond Power to 
Empowerment.  For Whom we Make.  Vol3
 P.5

22 http://www.liveprojects.org/

23 http://www.liveprojects.org/

24 IYO, Paper (2007). Live Projects and Alternative 
Ways of Practice (Sheffield). 1.1. 
 

25 (my emphsis) Kanes Weisman, Leslie (1996). 
“Diversity by Design: Feminist Reflections on the 
Future of Architectural Education and Practice”. 
in Agrest, Diana, Conway, Patricia and Kanes 
Weisman, Leslie  The Sex of Architecture  (New 
York: Harry N Abrams).
 P.273

26 IYO (Inconspicuous Yellow Office) was the name 
the students and tutors of the live project ‘live 
project’ gave themselves as a group.  The IYO 
paper, is the zine they produced documenting their 
research and their process.
IYO Paper (2007). Live Projects and Alternative 
Ways of Practice (Sheffield). 1.1. 
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as a practitioner, and the responsibilities of an educator, roles which 

may be in conflict with each other); and ‘how can live projects be 

kept ‘alive?’ after the initial six weeks, what can help them sustain 

themselves? 27

As a pedagogical form, it aims to create new relations between the 

institution and the city and could be seen in some cases as a “new 

form of agency” that Cruz speaks of.

Streetwork: Street pedagogy

In 2002 Ruth Morrow initiated ‘four days on the outside,’ a week long 

educational initiative for first year architectural students.  The students 

work in small groups with external visiting tutors.  She writes:

“the task for each group is to work with, or in ways visible to, people 

beyond the school of art and design.  Sometimes this translates 

into working with community groups, individual clients or simply in 

public space. The method of working is group based and although 

the outcomes relate to the built environment they are not necessarily 

architectural. Some projects resemble exhibitions, protests, 

happenings, consultative processes etc. whilst other groups build 

constructions in public space.”28

The project invites students to take action in the public realm and 

in doing so, through the necessary negotiations of access and 

ownership required, they often reveal the politics of the space.  

Additionally the project served as a means to make connections 

between the course and people in the locality:

“We wanted to ensure that people beyond the course knew of its 

existence and indeed its value as a conceptual machine.  The project 

aimed to develop relationships that offered future support; creating an 

event where learning and action in the public realm became a shared 

activity between studio and community, between university and city”29

Its intention is to help students learn about working with others, like 

clients, users, the public and to develop practical skills.  All the work 

is presented publicly, ‘on site’ and the fifth day is used for critical 

reflection.  In discussion Ruth has suggested that projects on the 

‘outside’ can have the effect of engendering a learning environment 

amongst others participating and suggests that it can catalyse a 

process30.

Ruth brings feminist pedagogy as a means to directly approach 

urban practice and working with public space.  She is part of the 

artist collective PS2 in Belfast, who in 2007 organised Space Shuttle 

(below).  Space Shuttle consisted of a mobile unit that acted as a 

miniature version of the group’s workspace and gallery.  The group, 

including university staff, organised six missions to explore the city 

and installed the unit in different locations across Belfast.

27 Ibid. 
 

28 http://www.fourdaysontheoutside.org/
background/index.html

29 Morrow, Ruth (2007). “Building Clouds Drifting 
Walls”. in Petrescu, Doina  Altering Practices: 
Feminist Politics and Poetics of Space  (London: 
Routledge). 190-200.

 
30 See Pedagogy as Practice seminar on http://
linesofflight.wordpress.com/
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The first mission was sited in the working class areas of Donegall Pass 

where the group, collaborating with the Community Forum, organised 

an 8-day series of events and workshops.  The mission was to learn 

about the environment of the Pass during the eight days they made 

a series of spatial explorations with children, (the “space walks”); 

collected historical maps and photographs of the area; collected ideas 

and complaints, had film showings.

The group set a research question of learning about the Pass, its 

people and its history, as a public one.  Ruth describes this project as 

a street-level pedagogy of creativity.31  She asks “who is in the class 

if the class is the street and this mobile object is what brings them 

together?”

In the original Streetwork Ward and Fyson, analyse the ways in which 

children are marginalised in their use of city spaces and describe 

instead some of the ways children make games, interpret and use 

the spaces of the city.  In this reading, Streetwork is not only about 

empowerment through access to ‘information’ but requires a different 

kind of engagement.  Practices like Ruth’s, and muf in particular, work 

directly with children and often invoke a playfulness as discovery.  

The ‘Space Walks’ (below)  invite a curious exploration as though the 

children have arrived from outer space.  They are invited to explore 

their locality with a sense of wonder.

31 For Ruth, creativity is exceptionally important 
in post-conflict situation.  After the brutality of 
violence, it is something that has to be re-learnt as 

part of the culture.
Morrow, Ruth (2007). “Pass Marks: A Street-level 
Pedagogy of Creativity”. in Morrow, Ruth and 
Mutschler, Peter  Space Shuttle: Six Projects of 
Urban Creativity and Social Interaction, Belfast  

(Belfast: PS2).

 P.79-84

Images of the space shuttle on Donegall Pass, 
children map-making, and ‘the big-whinge box’ 
complaints collection, taken from:
Morrow, Ruth (2007). Pass Marks: A Street-level 
Pedagogy of Creativity. Space Shuttle: Six Projects 
of Urban Creativity and Social Interaction, Belfast. 
Morrow, Ruth and Mutschler, Peter. Belfast, PS2.

Images of the space walks taken from:
Morrow, Ruth (2007). Pass Marks: A Street-level 
Pedagogy of Creativity. Space Shuttle: Six Projects 
of Urban Creativity and Social Interaction, Belfast. 
Morrow, Ruth and Mutschler, Peter. Belfast, PS2.
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Muf are consistently attentive to working with children.  In their 

projects ‘a horses tale’ or ‘roots and wings’, for example they engage 

children in public space research.  For ‘a horses tale’ muf were invited 

to create a community garden on an estate in Tilbury, what their brief 

did not mention was the occupation of the space by ponies.  The 

ponies presence, although valued by the locality were considered 

illegitimate by local authorities. ‘A Horses Tale’ set out to test the 

claims of the ponies to public space. 

With muf, school children documented the horses presence with 

photographs and maps; the children dressed up as ponies and 

photographed each other, inhabiting the spaces as though they are 

ponies.  The children’s photographs were then displayed publicly, at 

bus stops (above).  This, along with the gymkhanas and processions 

organised for the project (below), makes space for what is otherwise 

suppressed or marginalised . Spatial practice here is as a collective 

form of critical inquiry, testing marginal claims to space.  As a 

pedagogical-research project, it has a playfulness to it, one that tests 

adult limits, whilst generating a network of involvement 

children’s performance and photography for a 
horses tale, images from:
www.muf.co.uk/ahorsestale

A horses tale, procession (below) and gymkhana 
day (left).  Images from:
www.muf.co.uk/ahorsestale
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Things in Common.  Creating learning communities

One of the events of the Space Shuttle was ‘shiny sparkly Sunday.’ 

a temporary beauty centre in the mobile unit for the women on the 

pass.  This event was directed towards the women of the pass, many 

of whom are ‘body-conscious.’  In this case Ruth described how the 

care of women’s bodies, became a thing in common and a means to 

transcend class and educational background.  It became an excuse 

to meet and to chat.32  I asked Ruth which  aspects of her practice 

she felt could be transferable to other cities and to what extent it 

could form a model for others.  She suggested that the identification 

of possible solidarities, identifying what can bring people together, 

is context specific, but that its identification may be the common 

‘approach’33 

If a thing in common is a precondition to create a learning community, 

one thing in common may be the explicit need to learn itself.  The 

group Constant in Brussels, is a non-profit group, concerned with 

digital and new media, and develops radio, electronic music and 

database projects. Over period from 2006-7 they organised a series 

of meetings, debates and workshops and established a group called 

Samedi Femmes et Logiciels Libre (or Saturday Women and Open 

Source Software).  Constant responded to the need that women 

working in more precarious labour in Brussels needed access to 

technology and training.  Every Saturday for six weeks Constant 

organised workshops around the construction, installation and 

maintenance of a server to enable the transfer and exchange of 

technical skills.  Not only did it allow the group to learn technical 

aspects, but simultaneously allowed them to build their own network 

of mutual assistance and exchange of knowledge.

In the case of Space Shuttle, the women who met for the temporary 

beauty parlour, now meet regularly and is the first women’s group 

on the Pass for a number of years.  In both Ruth and Constant’s 

practices, there is a modesty to the approach, each generates a 

learning community around small things, like servers and manicures.

A feminist pedagogy in architecture, in Sharon Sutton’s view, “requires 

that we simultaneously strive for professional excellence as defined by 

the dominant culture while seeking to serve the interests of those who 

have been marginalised by that culture’s power structure.”34  Ruth, 

muf and Constant are all concerned with “who is in the classroom” 

in these instances, precarious workers, the diverse residents of a 

working class area in Belfast, children, and ponies.

Pedagogical practices, both in the university and in participatory 

urban practices, could be understood as “affective” they generate 

networks; engender collective, subjective transformations and 

produce collective knowledge.

32 In the context of Northern Ireland, Ruth 
explained the difficulty of getting people together 
or involved, suggesting that there is often a 
latent desire to not want to participate, to not do 
any thing creative or different, for fear of setting 
yourself ‘above the community.

33 “Pedagogy as Practice” downloadable from 
http://linesofflight.wordpress.com/

34 Sutton, Sharon E. (1996). “Resisting 
thePatriarchal Norms of Professional Education”. 
in Agrest, Diana, Conway, Patricia and Kanes 
Weisman, Leslie  The Sex of Architecture  (New 
York: Harry N Abrams).
 P.292

http://linesofflight.wordpress.com/
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Some approaches to public, community and social relations in art practice

In contemporary art there have been a wide range of practices and 

discourses that investigate social relations as the site of artistic 

practice: Nicolas Bourriaud’s “Relational Aesthetics;”1 Susanne Lacy’s 

“New Genre Public Art”2 as a socially committed and participatory 

public art practice; Grant Kester’s” Dialogical Aesthetics” 3  where art 

is a vehicle for dialogue and political change; Maria Lind’s writings 

on collaboration;4 Clare Bishops’ edited volume on participation5 and 

the critiques of art’s role in the spatial politics of urban development, 

particularly in the writings of Rosalyn Deutsche.6  Although 

heterogeneous, taken together they signify a general interest in 

art’s capacity as a means for empowerment through practices that 

take social relations, ‘communities’ and urban spatial politics as the 

location for practice.  In this context art practices have a degree of 

overlap and collaboration with contemporary architectural practice.

Some connections of art to urban spatial politics

For critics like Hal Foster and Grant Kester art remains generally 

problematic in its function as a tool in urban development and 

gentrification. For as artist Martha Rosler argues, both the 

presence and sources of monetary support can never be viewed 

as neutral.7  Most public art is commissioned by state agencies, 

and many community based practices are supported by urban 

development, both privately and by the state.  Currently in the UK, 

state development agencies now directly fund art projects and set 

their objectives.8  The question of how to negotiate these kinds of 

conditions has long been a dilemma for architecture, so what can be 

learnt from art and art criticism here?

Rosalyn Deutsche has critically documented and analysed the 

planning strategies that took place in New York in the 1970’s and 

1980’s, to focus on art and architecture’s role in these processes.9  

Deutsche’s overarching argument is that evictions are always made in 

order to protect a space, both the physical space of the urban public 

realm and the spaces of discourse.  She argues that evictions are 

made via mechanisms that simultaneously ‘neutralise’ them to make 

them seem natural and inevitable whilst simultaneously concealing 

them.  She argues:

“the dominant paradigm of urban-aesthetic interdisciplinary and the 

most influential radical critiques of that paradigm- although they both 

mobilize a democratic rhetoric of ‘openness’ and ‘accessibility’ and 

used to the defence of public space- are structured by exclusions and 

moreover, by attempts to erase the traces of those exclusions.”10

Deutsche directly calls into question the relationship of urban public 

space to democratic culture.  Her concern is to question what the 

spatial operations are (evictions amongst others) that produce a space 

of politics.11  She argues that in public art discourse the assumed task 

of democracy is to settle conflict and that public space is therefore 

represented as something that must be protected from conflict.

 
1 Bourriaud, Nicolas (2002). Relational Aesthetics. 
Copeland, Simon Pleasance and Fronze Woods 
with Mathieu (France: Les Presses du Reel)
 
2 Lacy, Suzanne, Ed. (1995). Mapping the Terrain: 
New Genre Public Art. (Seattle: Bay Press)
 
3 Kester, Grant H. (2004). Conversation Pieces: 
Community and Communication in Modern Art 
(Berkeley: University of California Press)
 
4 Lind, Maria (2007). “The Collaborative Turn”. in 
Billing, Johanna; Lind, Maria; Nilsson, Lars  Taking 
the Matter Into Common Hands  (London: Black 
Dog Publishing). 15-31.
 
5 Bishop, Claire, Ed. (2006). Participation. 
Documents of Contemporary Art. (London: MIT 
Press and The Whitechapel Art Gallery)
 
6 Deutsche, Rosalyn (1996). Evictions: Art and 
Spatial Politics (London: MIT Press)
 

7 Rosler, Martha (1998). “Theses on Defunding”. 
in Kester, Grant H.  Art, Activism and 
Oppositionality:  Essays from Afterimage  (Durham 
(US), London: Duke University Press). 94-102.
 

8 See for example the arts projects commissioned 
by the London Thames Gateway Development 
Coroporation in Smith, Bob and Roberta (2007). 
Art U Need: My Part in the Public Art Revolution 
(London: Black Dog Publishing)
 

9 Deutsche, Rosalyn (1996). Evictions: Art and 
Spatial Politics (London: MIT Press)
 

10 Ibid. 
 P.xii
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Deutsche argues that in urban public spaces, state and commercial 

powers designate the space a ‘proper’ and therefore incontestable 

meaning.  Bringing examples from New York development she 

argues that discourses of use and utility were used to exclude and 

marginalise others, specifically homeless people.  She argues that the 

perception of a coherent space cannot be separated from a sense of 

what threatens that space.  Urban design and the discourse of proper 

use, designated the homeless person as the bringer of conflict rather 

than the product of it.  Public urban spaces are thus given as sources 

of unity and their particular uses taken as evident.  For Deutsche, this 

is to close down public space and although public space is equated 

with political space in these uses it becomes “a weapon against, 

rather than a means of political struggle.”12 

Deutsche brings in particular the arguments of Claude Lefort, Bruce 

Robbins and Mouffe and Laclau to bear on issues of democracy 

and urban public space. For Lefort democracy involves “the 

disappearance of certainty of foundations of social life.”13  Deutsche 

proposes that public space should thus be understood as a social 

space “where in the absence of a foundation, the meaning and unity 

of the social is negotiated- at once constructed and put at risk.” 

Deutsche argues that democracy and public space are brought into 

existence by abandoning the idea that the social is founded on a 

substantial basis.

She critiques the connection of democratic public space with 

consensus, coherence and universality and follows instead 

postmodern feminist critiques of knowledge and vision to critque 

impartiality. For Robbins, and feminist critics such as Young and 

Fraser ideals of inclusiveness and accessibility have always been 

illusory, where consensus is based on the repression of difference and 

is therefore deceptive and oppressive.14 Following Laclau and Mouffe, 

Deutsche argues that political identities comes through a relation with 

the ‘other’ and therefore cannot be ‘total,’ but “What is recognized in 

public space is the legitimacy of debate about what is legitimate and 

what is illegitimate”15 

For Deutsche public art can be viewed as a tool that helps produce a 

public space or questions the domination of a space that has officially 

been ordained as ‘public’.16  The questions are particularly relevant 

in relation to the art strategies employed for contemporary planning 

policies and development.  Particularly the use of art and cultural 

activities to make more ‘diverse’ environments and particularly to 

‘democratise’ development through participation.  The role of cultural 

actors in neo-liberal planning is critiqued by the Dutch research 

group BAVO.  For them the question is not whether artists or cultural 

producers can adopt a critical role in the process, which in fact is 

already assigned to them, but:

“how they can subject this process itself to a thorough critical 

analysis.  This raises issues such as the undemocratic character of 

urban developments, the transformation of the city into a consumer 

commodity, spatial planning as an extension of the market and so 

forth.  To adequately tackle these issues, an intermediary position is 

needed, whereby the cultural actor has both feet in the process, but at 

11 Ibid. 
 P.289
12 Ibid. 
 P.290

13 Ibid. 

 
14 See Fraser, Nancy (1992). “Rethinking the Public 
Sphere: A contribution to the Critique of Actually 
Existing Democracy”. in Calhoun, Craig  Habermas 
and the Public Sphere  (Lonon: MIT Press). 109-
142.
 And 
Young, Iris Marion (1990). Justice and the Politics 
of Difference (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton 
University Press)
 
15 Deutsche, Rosalyn (1996). Evictions: Art and 
Spatial Politics (London: MIT Press)
 P.273

16 Ibid. 
 P.288
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the same time is not part of it- an ‘extimate’ position”17 

For BAVO the only way for cultural actors to politicise the production 

of space is to take an unshakable position of “sticking your neck 

out.”  As an example of this practice, they point to landscape 

architect Adriaan Geuze.  In a documentary of the Groene Hart (the 

Green Heart is a large area of natural beauty in the Randstad, West 

Netherlands) Geuze made unconditional criticisms of the surrounding 

developments that have eaten into it, fragmented it and hence put its 

existence as a ‘green heart’ into question.  On the basis of the cultural 

heritage of the landscape in Dutch art and on the ecological basis of 

water management, greenhouse effect deterioration of quality of the 

area, he argued unconditionally against the developments that have 

fragmented it.  Although he was criticised for romanticising landscape 

and ignoring the demands of ‘social trends’ BAVO argue that it is 

precisely Geuze’s inflexibility that “broke through the transference 

relationship in which today’s designers are often trapped.  Within 

Dutch spatial planning, transformed into a negotiating process of give 

and take, he took on the role of an uncompromising idealist.”18

BAVO argue that this is the only responsible role cultural actors 

involved in urban development should take, and should use their 

expertise accordingly:

“If they are now being presented as the only ones who can bring 

about the necessary fertile artistic climate or alternative spatial quality 

of an urban development, they should do this with the same idealism 

and the same uncompromising attitude as Geuze.”19

It is only by forcing questions of who benefits from the current trends 

in planning will the cultural sector be able to politicise the production 

of space.  BAVO’s argument is that, outside of economic negotiation, 

by obstinately sticking to your point, you open a space for a brief 

moment where the process, and specifically the terms of negotiation 

are called into question.20  What BAVO effectively call for, as I 

understand them is that the cultural actor must instigate a democratic 

public space into planning.

Miwon Kwon’s Critique of Community-Based Art Practices

Whilst Grant Kester has made explicit the historic relation of artwork 

and social work in urban reform, 21  Miwon Kwon extends this to 

analyse the urban and political role of community-based practices.  

She traces various US government movements, commissioning 

agencies and media reactions to argue that the artist does not work 

autonomously but is tied economically, and therefore ideologically, to 

certain institutions and their ambitions.

She goes on to argue that site-specific and community-based art in 

neo-liberal societies is now appropriated for the valorisation of urban 

identities through its use in conjunction with other media such as 

advertising to promote a ‘vision of the city’ within a global economic 

hierarchy.22  She argues that it is the performative aspect of the artists 

work that becomes a commodity for hire and thus one that circulates.  

17 BAVO (2008). “The Dutch Neoliberal City and 
the Cultural Activist as the Last of the Idealists”. in 
Boomgaard, Jeroen  Highrise- Common Ground.  
Art and the Amsterdam Zuidas Area  (Amsterdam: 
Valiz Publishers). 219-254.
 P.243

18 Ibid.
 P.247-8

19 Ibid.
 

20 Ibid.
 

21 He argues that the focus too often is on 
‘individual reform’ as a means to solve problems, 
rather than actually acknowledging addressing the 
problem as an urban, social one.  Kester, Grant 
H. (2004). Conversation Pieces: Community and 
Communication in Modern Art (Berkeley: University 
of California Press)
 P.131

22 Kwon, Miwon (2002). One Place After Another: 
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It is this movement, from gallery to gallery or city to city that she 

argues brings a ‘serialisation’ of practice, irrespective of place.  These 

practices bring the erasure or reconstruction of differences between 

places and communities, and difference becomes serialised in her 

words “one place after another.”23

Miwon Kwon documents a shift in site specific art, from considering 

the site as a place towards the site conceived as a community, 

or social relations between groups.  She analyses community art 

practices, in particular “new genre public art,”24 as practices that 

engage communities through participatory art projects and conceive 

the artist and the role of art as a social force.  They aim to engage 

marginal groups in their own cultural representation groups in order to 

‘give’ them political voice.25 

Kwon argues that many participatory practices such as these, are 

problematically underpinned by notions of democracy based on 

conceptions of inclusivity, consensus, and multicultural representation.  

She questions the assumptions of radicalism, empowerment, and 

democracy that supports “new genre public art” and similar types of 

community-based practice.  Whilst the goals of empowerment and 

radicalism are valuable Kwon argues many examples of this kind of 

public art can exacerbate uneven power relations, re-marginalise and 

sometimes colonise already marginal groups.

Kwon examines the ethical issues of uneven power relations between 

artist, curator, institution and community groups.  She follows in 

particular here the critiques of Hal Foster who brings the ethics of 

ethnographic practices to bear on community art.  His critiques of the 

artist as ethnographer26 suggest that art operates as a practice that 

brings an authority of artist as outsider.  For Foster, arts engagement 

with ‘real’ people can have the effect of objectifying the ‘other’ of 

dominant culture. Here, community based artists may (inadvertently) 

aid the colonisation of difference, where the marginalised group 

becomes “co-producer of their own self-appropriation in the name of 

self-affirmation.”27

For critics such as Grant Kester the artist is not a vehicle of 

unmediated expression of communities and he therefore raises the 

problems of “speaking for” a community group.  Kwon brings to this 

analysis the critical role institutions play in mediating the relations 

of artist and community.  This includes not only selecting the artist 

but also selecting the ‘right’ community group and proposing and 

directing the possible topics for work.  But what Kwon brings 

specifically to the debate of participatory, community art practices, is 

a critical discussion of the definition of community itself:

“Generally speaking, an unquestioned presumption designates the 

community as a group of people identified with each other by a set of 

common concerns, or backgrounds, who are collectively oppressed 

by the dominant culture, and with whom, in the context of community-

based art, artists and art agencies seek to establish a collaborative 

relationship (to address if not challenge this oppression).”28

Site Specific Art and Locational Identity 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press)

 P.54
23 Ibid. 
 

24 Lacy, Suzanne, Ed. (1995). Mapping the Terrain: 
New Genre Public Art. (Seattle: Bay Press)
 

25 Kwon, Miwon (2002). One Place After 
Another: Site Specific Art and Locational Identity 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press)
 P.115

26 Foster, Hal (1996). The Return of The Real.  The 
Avant-Garde at the End of the Century (Cambridge: 
MIT Press, October Books)
 

27 Kwon, Miwon (2002). One Place After 
Another: Site Specific Art and Locational Identity 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press)
 P.139

28 Kwon, Miwon (2002). One Place After 
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In particular, she focuses her argument on the problem of the term of 

community in its ambiguity and flexibility within political rhetoric.  It is 

used both to describe disenfranchised groups and defines groupings 

of people on basis of identification.  Yet the term is also used by the 

right in a de-particular sense to further exclusionary policies of the 

privatisation, decentralisation and fragmentation of state services.

She argues that often pre-existing community groups, which are seen 

by others to be ‘coherent,’ are susceptible to appropriation by artists 

and projects.  In these cases the identity of the community group 

“comes to serve as the thematic content of the art work, representing 

this or that social issue in an isolated and reified way.  In the process 

the community can become reified as well”29

She critiques the view of communities as something already fully 

formed, considered as diverse yet distinct and discrete social 

categories such as an ‘ethnic minority,’ or ‘women’.  In this instance, 

difference is not understood “as a process of continual identification/

(mis)recognition and alienation/ (mis)recognition intrinsic to the (self) 

construction of identity and subjectivity- that is as a complex relational 

process”30

She draws on postmodern feminist Iris Marion Young and philosopher 

Jean Luc Nancy to raise questions of the extent to which the definition 

of a community remains open as a scene of political struggle.  For 

Young conceptions of community often privilege unity over difference 

and overlook differences between subjects. “[It] denies difference as 

a constitutive element in the process of subject formation.”31  Kwon 

argues that the ideal of community, imagined as a kind of wholeness 

produces and maintains borders, exclusions and homogeneity.  She 

argues that this essentialising process takes place in community 

based art practices when a single point of commonality is identified to 

define a community, such as gender, race, social concerns, territory.  

In these cases Identification is presented as “conveying the identity of 

the community itself”32

In her analysis of the role of art institutions, Kwon argues that art 

practices take a role as a “soft” kind of social engineering, defusing 

rather than addressing tensions as a part of urban reform.  Given the 

commodification of local cultures and colonisation of marginal groups, 

Kwon effectively asks ‘how will community based art practice have 

any contestational power?’

She proposes here Nancy’s33 “inoperative community’ as a guide, 

where community is not a work or a project, but what is ‘unworked.’  

Community art is not a descriptive practice and, in her reading of 

Nancy, it should be to suggest the impossibility of community as a 

unity or wholeness.  She argues that community as an impossibility 

can become the basis for theorizing “collective artistic praxis” and 

proposes a mode of “projective practice:”

“It involves a provisional group, produced as a function of specific 

circumstances instigated by an artist and/ or cultural institution, aware 

of the effects of these circumstances on the very conditions of the 

interaction, performing its own coming together and coming apart 

Another: Site Specific Art and Locational Identity 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press)
 P.145
29 Ibid. 
 P.146

30 Ibid. 
 P.148

31 Ibid. 
 P.149

32 Ibid. 
 P.151
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as a necessarily incomplete modelling or working-out of a collective 

social process.  Here a coherent representation of the group’s identity 

is always out of grasp.  And the very status of the ‘other’ inevitably 

remains unsettled, since contingencies of the negotiations inherent 

in collaborative art projects- between individuals within the group 

and various ‘outside’ forces- would entail the continuous circulation 

of such as position.  Such a praxis also involves a questioning of the 

exclusions that fortify yet threaten the group’s own identity.”34 (My 

emphasis)

This is what she understands by ‘inoperative community’ and brings 

to the question of practice.  The group must always be understood as 

provisional in its formation, which is not to say chaos, but that only a 

community that “questions its legitimacy is legitimate.”35

Nicolas Bourriaud: “Relational Aesthetics”

In the 1990’s Nicolas Bourriaud coined the term “Relational 

Aesthetics”36 to describe the modes of artistic practice that took 

social relations as their site.  A relational art is  “an art taking as its 

theoretical horizon the realm of human interactions and its social 

context.”37  He argues that “artistic praxis” is a venue for social 

experiment and that the artwork’s role is now “to be ways of living 

and models of action within the existing real, whatever the scale 

chosen by the artist”38  For him, it provides a means to escape the 

ways in which social relations are most severely affected by a culture 

of consumerism and profitability. For Bourriaud the “issue resides […] 

in experiencing art’s capacities of resistance within the overall social 

arena.”39

In relational aesthetics the work of art should create new ‘life 

possibilities’ of subjectivity and sociability.  Whilst art has always been 

relational, for example its objects provoke may dialogue, for Bourriaud 

the relational aesthetic “represents a social interstice.”40  He follows 

Marx to describe an ‘interstice’ as one that generally fits within an 

overall system but suggests other possibilities than those in effect 

within the system.  The role of the gallery and exhibition are key to 

his theory of interstice, as for him they create a ‘free-space’ within 

the capitalist system and constitute a break or contrast with everyday 

life.  For him the gallery space is a unique place where “momentary 

groupings occur governed by differing principles”41 and the exhibition 

gives rise to an “arena of exchange.”

Relational practices, in this meaning, have been criticised for their 

confinement to the gallery and their corresponding denial or avoidance 

of existing social conflicts and divergence.  Bourriaud argues however, 

that they are not “sociological forms of art,” but should be judged in 

aesthetic terms.42  Relational practices in his view are experiments and 

potential forms for socio-political projects, rather than the projects 

themselves.  Yet what would enable the transition or the ‘take up’ of 

these forms to everyday life is not yet clear to me.

33 Nancy, Jean-Luc (1991). The Inoperative 
Community University of Minnesota Press)
 
34Kwon, Miwon (2002). One Place After Another: 
Site Specific Art and Locational Identity 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press)
 P.154

35 Ibid. 
 P.155

36 Bourriaud, Nicolas (2002). Relational Aesthetics. 
Copeland, Simon Pleasance and Fronze Woods 
with Mathieu (France: Les Presses du Reel)

 
37 Ibid. 
 P.14

38 Ibid. 
 P.13

39 Ibid. 
 P.31

40 Ibid. 
 P.16

41 Ibid. 
 P.17

42 Ibid. 
 P.82
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43 Felix Guattari, Chaosmosis.  Quoted in Ibid. 
 P.31

44 Wright, Stephen (2007). The Future of the 
Reciprocal Readymade: An Essay on Use-Value 
and Art-Related Practice. http://transition.
turbulence.org/blog/2005/05/13/the-future-of-the-
reciprocal-readymade
 

45 Ibid. 
 
46 Petrescu, Doina (2006). “Working With 
Uncertainty Toward Real Public Space”. in 
Douglas, Anna  If You Can’t Find It Give Us a Ring  

At the same time Bourriaud follows Guattari to propose relational 

aesthetics as ‘microscopic’ attempts to allow the emergence of new 

subjectivities and social forms.  He quotes Guattari:

“Just as I think it is illusory to aim at a step by step transformation of 

society, so I think that microscopic attempts, of the community and 

neighbourhood committee type, the organisation of day-nurseries in 

the faculty, and the like, play an absolutely crucial role.”43

For Bourriaud the ‘separation’ from everyday life is a strategy, yet 

art theorist Stephen Wright criticises the general ‘separation’ of art 

practice as a means to operate politically.  He writes:

“Invariably, when some artwork or other is threatened with censorship, 

the artworld’s reaction is to assert the work’s art status, upholding the 

privileged status it enjoys in the symbolic order.  Ironically however, 

in so doing, it is implicitly acknowledged that it is merely art, not the 

dangerous, and thus potentially censorship-deserving, real thing. 

In other words, cordoning art off from the real has, in many cases, 

afforded art a place in the public eye, but it has done so at the 

considerable cost of stripping art of its capacity to find a way to have 

any real use-value and undermining its claim to do much damage to 

the dominant order of signs.”44

Wright describes instead what he calls a ‘stealth’ art, one that 

infiltrates other spheres, of everyday life, of commerce, and begins 

to operate beyond the field of art.  In ‘stealth art’, art can deploy its 

symbolic force in other social processes.  He questions who benefits 

from the uses to which art skills are put and questions how they can 

be channelled in a different way towards empowerment.  He writes:

 “What happens when art crops up in the everyday, not to aestheticize 

it, but to inform it? When art appears not in terms of its specific ends 

(artwork) but in terms of its specific means (competence)? Well, for 

one thing, it has an exceedingly low coefficient of artistic visibility: 

something is seen, but not as art, for without the validating framework 

of the artworld, art cannot be recognized as such, which is one reason 

why it is from time to time useful to reterritorialize it in an art-specific 

space through documentation.”45

Following this, Petrescu asks, what would be an architecture by 

‘stealth’?46  She asks what are architecture’s means (its competences), 

rather than its products?  What is an architecture that “crops up in 

the everyday” to help inform it?  This important question will need 

continuous revisiting, for what may be empowering in one context 

may be completely ineffectual or disempowering in another.  As the 

everyday continually changes, any engagement with it will also need 

to change.  Whilst I have proposed ‘affective urban practices’ as the 

subject of research, it will be important to address specifically in the 

thesis the relation with architectural practice, given that this is my 

background and training.

For me, an affective urban practices are relational ones, but with some 

alteration to Bourriaud’s notion.  A real relational practice, one that 

lives up to Bourriaud’s ambition of “new forms of social life” would 
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have to do so in engagement with everyday life, it might have to be 

by ‘stealth’ than by privileged separation.  I think it would have to be 

“sociological” as he says, and aesthetic.  But from an architectural 

view point, something more would be needed.  A strategy or 

consideration at least, of how the work provides possibilities to be 

taken up by others in everyday life, now and in the future.

“Project Exhibition:” Art practices that create counterpublic 

spaces

Curator Marion von Osten argues that alongside the strategies of 

institutional critique47 in the 1960’s a less celebrated, yet tactical use 

of space took place within art institutions.  This included using the 

exhibition spaces “for debates, meetings, workshops, film programs, 

community projects etc.”48  She argues that exhibition making itself 

became a counter-public strategy, citing the Woman’s Building in 

Los Angeles in 1970-4 and the AIR gallery in New York49 as examples 

of groups forming their own spaces.  Von Osten argues that an 

important element of feminist art and use of gallery space concerned 

the formation of groups, which “now tested new working methods 

and concepts of the public that were different from the abstract 

public of the exhibition space.”50  At that time, she argues, feminist 

artists needed to create spaces of their own to develop their own 

representations and methods of production.

She proposes the “project exhibition” as an artistic strategy that 

involves the creation of “counterpublic” space.  Counterpublic is 

a term coined by political theorist Nancy Fraser to designate an 

alternative public to ‘the’ liberal, bourgeois public and is characterised 

by its conflictual nature to it.   She suggests counter publics expand 

the discursive space of the public whilst functioning as “spaces of 

regrouping.”  She comments on the close relation between public 

spheres and social identities, specifically bringing examples from 

feminist groups in the 1970s.  Counterpublic spheres “consist in 

culturally specific institutions, including for example, various journals 

and social geographies of urban space.” 51  

Von Osten’s own project Sex and Space (below) at Shedhalle in Zurich 

uses the strategy of ‘project exhibition’ to investigate “how space as a 

social, cultural and political structure produces specifically gendered 

identities and how the construction of difference has been inscribed in 

our notions of space”52

(Birmingham: ARTicle Press Publishers and iaxa PA 
Ltd). 77-91.
 
47 In the movement known as institutional critique 
artists such as Hans Haacke, Daniel Buren and 
Mierle Laderman Ukeles intervened in the ‘social 
technology’ of the gallery. They critiqued both 
exhibition conventions and their architecture, often 
through the performance of the work itself.  They 
sought to demonstrate the gallery’s ideological 
functions and expanded the site of their work to 
include socio-economic process of both the gallery 
and associated systems of art practice. Artists 
reflected on their own procedures and methods 
and actively worked to make the usually ‘invisible’ 
political conditions of the work’s production and in 
some cases the art public’s construction, apparent.

48 von Osten, Marion (2005). “A Question of 
Attitude.  Changing Methods, Shifting Discourses, 
Producing Publics, Organising Exhibitions”. in 
Skeikh, Simon  In the Place of the Public Sphere?  
(Berlin: b_books). 142-159.
 
49 see http://www.airgallery.org

50 von Osten, Marion (2005). “A Question of 
Attitude.  Changing Methods, Shifting Discourses, 
Producing Publics, Organising Exhibitions”. in 
Skeikh, Simon  In the Place of the Public Sphere?  
(Berlin: b_books). 142-159.
 155

51 Fraser, Nancy (1992). “Rethinking the Public 
Sphere: A contribution to the Critique of Actually 
Existing Democracy”. in Calhoun, Craig  Habermas 
and the Public Sphere  (Lonon: MIT Press). 109-
142.
 P.127

52 von Osten, Marion (2007). “Sex & Space: space/ 
gender/ economy”. in Petrescu, Doina  Altering 

Sex&Space discussion panel and Poster. Images 
from von Osten, Marion (2007). Sex & Space: 
space/ gender/ economy. Altering Practices.  
Feminist Politics and Poetics of Space. Petrescu, 
Doina. London, Routledge.
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The project confronted issues of “public” and “private,” both as 

sites of work for women and sites of gendered representations. 

The exhibition included panels, lectures, workshops, and city 

tours.  Part of the gallery imitated sets from movies or television, 

with the “exhibition space serving as a production studio for 

counter representations.” The group collaborated with local feminist 

organisations, produced fanzines, films and other material.  Von Osten 

summarises the practices of ‘project exhibition’ as:

“[…] opening the art space for an audience that has little or nothing 

to do with art, collectively producing new spaces of knowledge, the 

self-assertion of social groups instead of their representation in works 

of art, the use of the art space for theme-specific discussions, and the 

establishment of transdisciplinary networks that can be productive 

and active beyond the context of the exhibition in other social 

fields.”53(my emphasis)
Practices.  Feminist Politics and Poetics of Space  
(London: Routledge). 215-239.
 P.215

53 Ibid. 
 P.156

54 Wallis, Brian, Ed. (1991). If You Lived Here: 
The City in Art, Theory and Social Activism.  A 
Project by Martha Rosler. Dia Art Discussions on 
Contemporary Culture vol.6. (Seattle: Bay Press)

 
55 Rosler, Martha (1991). “Fragments of a 
Metropolitan Viewpoint”. in Wallis, Brian  If You 
Lived Here.  The City in Art, Theory and Social 
Activism  (Seattle: Bay Press.).
 P.35

56 Ibid.
 P.36

57 Ibid.
 P41

“If You Lived Here...” exhibition, Febrauary 11th- 
March 18th 1989. 
Images from Wallis, Brian, Ed. (1991). If You Lived 
Here: The City in Art, Theory and Social Activism.  
A Project by Martha Rosler. Dia Art Discussions on 
Contemporary Culture vol.6. Seattle, Bay Press.

A similar strategy is used in activist art-practices, a well known 

example is “If You Lived Here,”54 organised and curated by Martha 

Rosler.   The exhibition (above) examined the gentrification taking 

place in the New York district of the gallery and focussed its critique 

on the creation and subsequent displacement of homeless people 

caused by development and policy.  The exhibition sought to 

document the conditions and causes surrounding homelessness 

and “intended to suggest how art communities (might) take on such 

questions.”55

Accompanying the exhibition, the artists opened the space to groups, 

they made available a reading room with “flyers for demonstrations 

and protests to organisational brochures for tenants and homeless 

people, activists and volunteers.”56  Much of the exhibitions content 

was produced in collaboration with tenants groups, individuals 

affected by urban restructuring taking place. Martha Rosler writes:

“[…] the diverse groups and people who made up these shows and 

forums brought a significant portion of the audience: church workers, 

elected representatives, New York City school children, college 

students, architects, urban planners, activists, advocates, homeless 

people, volunteers, film makers and video makers, painters, poets, 

muralists, sculptors, photojournalists, and art photographers.”57

She explains that each event was separately advertised and thus also 

brought different, interested people.  The exhibition calls a different 

public into being, disseminates information and facilitates discussion.  
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Von Osten argues that “If you Lived Here” is a seminal project in that 

it opened up art to political themes and to people that had no prior 

access whilst politicising the location and role of the gallery in the 

very processes they critique.  The technique of ‘project exhibition’ is 

currently used by practices such as the Centre for Urban Pedagogy 

and artist-architect Apolonija Sustersic.

Sustersic’s project ‘Community Research Office’ critqued the role that 

galleries and artists are taking in processes of urban gentrification.  

Taking a specific case study of the ibid gallery in Hackney in East 

London she established a project base there:

“Community Research Office started with an empty gallery. Gradually, 

it was filled with a variety of collected information, project logo, office 

furniture, books, maps...The regular visitors to the gallery became 

an important source of information. Meetings with city officials, local 

inhabitants, artists, gallery owners, social geographers, urban planners, 

were initiated. The gallery’s white cube gave way to an office space for 

this work-in-progress. At the same time, Community Research Office 

also provided suggestions for the hypothetical future development of 

IBID Projects.”58

58Šušteršic, Apolonija (2004). Community Research 
Office (Frankfurt-am Main: Revolver)

Images of Community Research Office filling up 
over time.  images from Šušteršic, Apolonija (2004). 
Community Research Office (Frankfurt-am Main: 
Revolver)

The actual themes of investigation of the research office came from 

others, from visitors through meetings, interviews and discussions 

to set the agenda. Šušteršic and her colleagues organised a series 

of public events both within the gallery space and across the area 

addressing the themes. The space thus became a base to discuss 

other local issues and the project became a means to organize.

One of the differences between these approaches and those normally 

associated with ‘relational aesthetics’ is that they call different publics 

into being in relation to real issues.  They create networks, in which 

the gallery is one venue amongst others and not necessarily the 

privileged one.  By making connections to the everyday issues, of 

housing, gender or gentrification for example, they potentially bring 

the question of the ‘aesthetics’ of the relation to bear on actually 

existing social (and therefore power) relations.
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Three Tales of Caring for Public Space: the work of Apolonija Sustersic, Meike 

Schalk and Jean-François Prost

What does caring for ‘public space’ involve?  For political theorist 

Joan Tronto ‘care’ can generally be recognized as a practice when “it 

is aimed at maintaining, continuing or repairing the world,”1 but to say 

that ‘caring for place’ would only be recognizable as maintenance or 

repair would not be right.  The role of ‘caretaker,’ a person charged 

with the responsibility for the maintenance and repair of a building 

or a place, would need to be expanded somehow. In feminist 

writings, care has been described as a diverse activity rather than a 

set of principles.2  To think of caretaking in other professions such 

as nursing, or roles like parenting, the caretaker is looking after by: 

nourishing; stimulating; healing; loving; teaching and so on. What is it 

that ‘urban caretakers’ do when looking after public space?

To explore this question I borrow the work of Apolonija Sustersic, 

Meike Schalk and Jean-François Prost.  All three practitioners use 

theory as tools within their practice and all produce their own writings 

on their practices.  So whilst there is no need to re-theorize their 

work, what I try to do is highlight dimensions of their practice that I 

find important for ‘urban caring,’ and thus the qualities I would like 

to see and develop in my own work. The ethics of care, as it evolves 

in feminism, emerges from real life practices and so will be the case 

here.  Some sideways connections referencing the literature of 

feminist work on care is made via the side notes.

‘Adaptive Actions’: collected and initiated by Jean-François Prost

The adaptive actions project is a database of residents’ alterations 

to the built environment.3  These include interventions such as 

steps made from snow to facilitate access, temporary shelters, or 

‘corrections’ to elements, enabling barriers to function as seating for 

example (below).  The database collects and shares examples of how 

the formal organization of space can be challenged whilst encouraging 

participation and the appropriation of space.

adaptive actions from left to right:
“Snow Shovelling” (Montreal)
http://www.adaptiveactions.net/action/112/
“Anti-use design alterations bench project”
(Liverpool)
http://www.adaptiveactions.net/action/21/

1 Tronto, Joan C. (1993). Moral Boundaries: A 
Political Argument for an Ethic of Care London, 
Routledge.
 P.104
2 Carol Gilligan observed “two ways of speaking 
about moral problems, two modes of describing 
the relationship between other and self.”  She 
argued that previous studies of moral development, 
tied notions of morality to liberal notions of justice 
and therefore privileged “a reflective understanding 
of human rights.” Her work critiques the logic of 
abstract equality and reciprocity, critiquing the view 
that self and other are equal, and therefore ‘equally 
interchangeable.’ For Gilligan, the liberal logic of 
autonomy and impartiality privileges separation and 
posits the individual as primary, over the relations 
themselves.  She challenges the commonly held 
liberal notion that the individual has the right to 
do as she or he pleases without interfering in the 
rights of another, and instead points to a second, 
different, mode of making moral judgments.

Her “different voice” emerges from the study 
of women’s responses to moral dilemmas and 
reflections of decisions taken in their own lives.  
Gilligan emphasizes the contextual and detailed 
nature of their responses.  She argues that their 
narratives privilege the consideration of relations 
and responsibilities in making judgments over 
the consideration of rules and competing rights.  
Common aspects include the participants’ 
emphasis on the particularity of situations and the 
differences in needs between those in conflict. 
Gilligan emphasizes participants’ empathy for 
others, and their concern for the sustainability of 
relations.

Gilligan valorised an aspect of women’s lived 
experience that was otherwise judged to be inferior.  
In distinguishing it from the language of rights and 
justice, Gilligan named this connected mode of 
thinking as ‘care’.  It is not regarded as a set of 
principles but as an activity that is tied to concrete 
circumstances.

3 www.adaptiveactions.net/
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‘Adaptive Actions’ are tactical actions that Prost suggests also 

function as indicators of unfulfilled needs, for example:

“The submitted action ‘Atwater,’ [below] showing bird feeders 

installed on the balcony of a large repetitive concrete tower, is an 

interesting addition; a (possibly) missing element in the conception of 

this important twenty- five floor, 150-metre-long residential project. 

Environmental studies have proven that similar towers in urban 

centres have a negative impact on bird life: they create barriers, 

disrupt flight patterns and reduce sources of food. This action, the 

initiator of which is unknown, could serve as an indicator—a sign of an 

unfulfilled need. It has been integrated into a new architectural project 

and programme.”4

4 Prost, Jean-François (2008). “Adaptive Actions.” 
Field 2: 139-149.

The adaptations are made independently by residents, or sometimes 

made by Prost in collaboration with local groups.  Most of the 

interventions would only be known locally, so Prost created a 

database to collect them together.  This act of collecting “creates a 

vocabulary with which the collective imagination may express itself.”5 

“By observing, revealing and sharing residents’ adaptive actions, 

this project aims at encouraging others to act and engage with their 

environment as well as informing designers on possible extensions to 

their programme.”6  Prost’s database enables their possible effects 

reach further than their immediate locality.

The ‘Adaptive Actions’ are small-scale examples of people taking 

care of public spaces.  They are not making a claim to spaces for 

themselves, but rather offer gifts to the existing public spaces to 

make them more liveable.  A gift in Derrida’s conception, if it is truly 

a gift, must not enter into an exchange.  There must be no need for 

reciprocity or for debt otherwise the gift is annulled.7  Derrida argues 

that in order to avoid circulation and exchange the gift, and the act 

of giving, must escape recognition both by those giving and those 

receiving.  In the instances of ‘adaptive actions,’ whilst these public 

gifts are present and therefore recognised, they remain anonymous.  

A passer by, or user of the intervention, does not know who to thank.  

There is no opportunity for exchange or reciprocity between the 

potential user and giver.

 
5 Ibid.

 
6 Ibid.

 
7 Derrida, Jacques (1992). Given Time 1: 
Counterfeit Money. Kamuf, Peggy London, 
University of Chicago.
 P.12

adaptive action 470 Atwater Street (Montreal)
http://www.adaptiveactions.net/action/71/
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Economist Nancy Folbre argues that “caring labor” or care work 

is outside the logic of exchange.  She argues it is a fundamentally 

different form of economy and is therefore different from other kinds of 

labour:

“it is not as reducible to the logic of exchange or to the logic of 

central planning and bureaucratic administration. It is an intrinsically 

personal, intrinsically emotional kind of exchange that requires long-

term relationships between people. And that is not something that 

the grand theoreticians of capitalism thought about, and it is not 

something that the grand theoreticians of socialism thought about 

either. So it is in the middle, it is a kind of neglected by both sides.”8

Care involves an emotional, long-term relation between people.  For 

Folbre, it is personal and present at a ‘microeconomic’ level, such as 

in a family, and for her has the potential to become ‘generalisable’ 

as an ‘alternative economy’ at a larger scale.  Care work in an urban 

sense, like the gift, has a different economy.9

Prost suggests that some of adaptations assume an activating role: 

“a multiplicity of actions—like displacing and leaving a chair in an 

unplanned place can have an impact on our urban lives.”10  The gift 

itself, may reside in the potential of unknown events or effects, rather 

than in the act of adapting or giving.  Precisely as gifts they should 

be “machines for provoking events.”11  As signs of unfulfilled needs 

or desires, ‘adaptive actions’ are gifts that potentially elicit others to 

action.

‘Gardening Agency,’ Edinburgh: Apolonija Sustersic and Meike 

Schalk

Gardening Agency begins with the recognition of an ‘adaptive action.’  

Sustersic and Schalk were invited to participate in “Jardins Publics”, 

an arts project initiated by The Common Guild for the four weeks of 

the Edinburgh International Festival.  The project invited three artists 

to work on four sites in Edinburgh to create works to explore the 

garden as a social space.12  When investigating the city of Edinburgh 

to find potential sites for the project, Sustersic and Schalk observed 

the discrete gardening activities of a resident at Chessels Court, a 

small square close to the Royal Mile.  The square, surrounded by 

houses each with no private garden, consisted of a raised grassed 

area at one end and terrace with concrete paviors at the other.  In 

this space, they found some of the paviors had been taken up, put to 

one side, and plants planted in their place.  This subtle, and almost 

unnoticeable activity signaled that a desire to garden already existed in 

one of the residents.  In their attentiveness to reading the signs of the 

place, their approach is not one from above or outside, but tactically 

rooted in paying attention to others.13

Sustersic and Schalk spent several months communicating and 

building relations with the residents of Chessels Court, to plan and 

organise events for the four weeks of the festival: talks; tea parties; 

installations and gardening workshops with experts.  This careful 

8 She argues that care work cannot adequately 
be provided in a market system, capitalist or any 
‘market version of socialism.’  She suggests that 
care work is ‘devalued’ for a number of reasons.  
Historically, as it was traditionally provided by 
women at a low cost, it operated outside the 
market economy and hence it has tended to be 
taken for granted.  As many ‘caring’ jobs are still 
carried out by women, they are paid less than 
men and hence the costs become lower.  She also 
suggests that the qualities of care work actually 
operate to ‘de-value’ it, that “care workers care 
about the people they are taking care of,” and 
cannot bargain in the same way other workers can, 
such as withholding services, “they are hostage to 
their own commitments and their own affections for 
the people they are caring for.”  The other, principle 
reason it is undervalued is that people who need 
care, children, elderly, or the infirm usually are not 
in a position to pay a lot, if anything, for it.
See Folbre, Nancy. (2003). “Caring Labour.” from 
http://republicart.net/disc/aeas/folbre01_en.htm.
 

9 The concept of care as an ‘alternative economy’ 
will be further explored as an economy of space, 
through the concept of ‘Chora’ and ‘urban curating’ 
as a urban practice; curating sharing the Latin 
etymological root ‘cura’ meaning care.

10 Prost, Jean-François (2008). “Adaptive Actions.” 
Field 2: 139-149.
 

11 Derrida, Jacques (1992). Given Time 1: 
Counterfeit Money. Kamuf, Peggy London, 
University of Chicago.
 P.81-96

12 http://www.thecommonguild.org.uk/events/
jardins-publics

13 Joan Tronto calls this activity “caring about,” 
one of her four interconnected aspects of caring.  
“Caring About” involves the recognition of a need 
in the first instance.  Yet Sustersic and Schalk’s 
recognition is of need, desire and the need for 
desire.
See Tronto, Joan C. (1993). Moral Boundaries: A 
Political Argument for an Ethic of Care London, 
Routledge.
 P.106
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process activates both the use of the space through, the tradition of 

gardening, and the formation of the group with the understanding that 

the two (can never be separated.14  With the organization of talks and 

workshops they also bring a pedagogical dimension to their practice.  

They think towards what would enable future action, when the project 

for Sustersic and Schalk at least is over.  Their approach activates the 

space as a social space and attempts to care for its sustainability.

Sustainability is a key aspect of feminist ethics of care. The feminist 

and environmental activist Vandana Shiva writes of women as 

guardians or custodians of the environment.15 Although her work 

is criticized for its essentialist nature, it signifies an important link 

between caring practices and the environment.  Perhaps a better, 

and commonly quoted definition of care comes from Joan Tronto and 

Berenice Fisher:

“On the most general level, we suggest that caring be viewed as a 

species activity that includes everything that we do to maintain, continue 

and repair our ‘world’ so we can live in it as well as possible.  That would 

include our bodies, our selves and our environment, all of which we 

seek to interweave in a complex life-sustaining web.” 16

Guattari’s ecosophy engages three registers: our mental ecology or 

subjectivity; a social ecology, our relations; and the environment.  

He argues that we must not consider ecology only within technical 

paradigms but must necessarily engage aesthetic ones.17  Care, as 

a ‘feminine’ practice of sustainability then, should be a poetic and 

political approach for working with three ecologies, not only one.

14 This is a principle of the work of aaa, please see
Petrescu, Doina (2007). Making community as well 
as the space for it. Space Shuttle: Six Projects of 
Urban Creativity and Social Interaction, Belfast. 
Morrow, Ruth and Mutschler, Peter. Belfast, PS2.

 
15 Shiva, Vandana (1988). Staying Alive: Women, 
Ecology and Development London, Zed.
 

16 Tronto, Joan C. (1993). Moral Boundaries: A 
Political Argument for an Ethic of Care London, 
Routledge.
 P.103

17 Guattari, Félix (2008). Three Ecologies. Pindar, 
Ian and Sutton Paul London, Continuum.
 

gardening agency images of installations, steps 
and the temporary garden from:
http://www.thecommonguild.org.uk

The physical interventions made by Sustersic and Schalk included 

the design and installation of furniture for the garden, such as stairs, 

table and chairs to make areas accessible and habitable (above).  A 

temporary garden was installed (see above), and for this they made 

use of big plastic planters. Their careful choice of material deliberately 

made visible the condition of temporariness, both to be truthful (the 

garden was temporary) but also in activating desire;18 the installation 

gives a taste of what could be possible in the future.  Yet, this 

temporariness, also keeps a sense of openness, they make visible that 

the garden is unfinished and therefore others have agency to alter it.

18 Activating desire is vital to a caring practice.  
Rosi Braidotti asks, “what makes us care?”  One 
of the major criticisms she levels at the ‘ethics of 
care’ is that it relies on a liberal view of the subject 
as a moral agent.  She suggests that as a theory it 
therefore cannot answer the issue of constructing 
“subjects who actively desire to care.”  Instead 
Braidotti proposes that the interconnectedness 
care-ethicists seek would be “best served by 
a nomadic, non-unitary vision of the subject 
which has dissolved the boundaries of bourgeois 
individualism and redefined itself as a collective, 
multi-layered yet singular entity.”
Braidotti, Rosi (2006). Transpositions: On Nomadic 
Ethics Cambridge,UK, Polity Press.
 P.119
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In their presentation of the project19 Sustersic and Schalk draw 

attention to the work of Patrick Geddes, a former resident of the 

Royal Mile and biologist, urban planner and educator.  Patrick Geddes 

believed in the importance of the garden as a social space and 

believed in the close relation of social form and space. Sustersic and 

Schalk work with his ideas in what they call an “old/new paradigm.”  

They respectfully bring his ‘old values’ of sociability and relations to 

space but in contemporary form.  For example, making visible the 

temporality of the garden also makes visible the provisionality of the 

social construction.

Here there is perhaps a paradox of sustainability and temporality, 

how can something that is temporary be discussed in terms of 

sustainability?  Sustainability does not mean ‘lasting for ever,’ and any 

architectural project conceived as ‘lasting for ever’ is often difficult 

to maintain over time.  Human life has rhythms and perhaps working 

with temporality is a way to engage these.  Creating a temporary 

garden and making the duration visible, Sustersic and Schalk make 

clear that they are only there to take responsibility for the project for 

a short period of time.  They provide certain means, such as skills, 

enthusiasm, and the energy of the group to enable another garden to 

be initiated beyond this time if it is needed or wanted. Through events, 

like the temporary garden, the talks and the tea parties, Sustersic and 

Schalk use temporality to generate a rhythm of things over time.  It 

gives the project a momentum for the group to come to know each 

other.

In the discussion that followed their presentation, one student equated 

the taking care of the space with ownership.  He felt that irrespective 

of any physical boundary, the space was no longer ‘public’ as it 

had been ‘privately’ appropriated.  This criticism rests on static and 

abstract notion of public that is idealized as being open to everyone 

without exclusions.  As Doreen Massey says:

“the tendency to romanticize public space as an emptiness which 

enables free and equal speech does not take on board the need to 

theorise space and place as the product of social relations which 

are most likely conflicting and unequal […] From the greatest public 

square to the smallest public park these places are a product of, and 

internally dislocated by, heterogeneous and sometimes conflicting 

social identities and relations ”20

Instead Massey argues for the need to face up to the necessities 

of “negotiated exclusion.”21  If the ideal of publicness as openness 

is recognized as a fantasy, but still an ideal we want to pursue then 

Massey suggests we need “a concept of spatiality which keeps 

always under scrutiny the play of social relations which construct 

them.”22

Sustersic and Schalk are critical of the logic that often accompanies 

an ideal of openness.  In their talk they brought familiar images of 

signs in public spaces; the ones forbidding games, activities or 

access, such as ‘keep off the grass.’  Sustersic and Schalk suggest 

that these signs, which are dedicated towards protecting public space 

19 Meike Schalk & Apolonija Šušteršic (2008) Taking 
Care of Public Space,  Paper given at the “Agency” 
Architectural Humanities Research Association 5th 
International Conference, 15th November 2008, 

Sheffield University School of Architecture.

20 Massey, Doreen (2005). For Space London, Sage 
Publications Ltd.
 p.152

21 Ibid.
 P.152

22 Ibid.
 P.153
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for all, in fact negate publicness through forbidding use and hence 

preventing any challenge to the space.

To develop their approach Sustersic and Schalk draw on Chantal 

Mouffe’s conception of ‘agonistic pluralism’ as a tool.  Mouffe draws a 

distinction between ‘politics’ and ‘the political.’  By ‘politics’ she refers 

to the institutions and practices through which a society organizes 

itself and creates order.  By ‘the political’ she refers to the dimension 

of antagonism that she takes be constitutive of human societies.23  

She argues that liberal conceptions of politics, which believe that a 

universal consensus based on reason is possible, do not adequately 

grasp the plural nature of societies.  They therefore do not grasp the 

nature of conflicts that this plurality entails, “conflicts for which no 

rational solution could exist.”24  For Mouffe the antagonistic dimension 

of societies cannot be eliminated and she argues that:

“To acknowledge the dimension of ‘the political’ as the every present 

possibility of antagonism requires coming to terms with the lack 

of a final ground and the undecidability that pervades every order 

[…] Things could always be otherwise and therefore every order is 

predicated on the exclusion of other possibilities”25

For her a radical democracy must acknowledge antagonism and 

therefore find alternative ways to understand and work with conflict.  

For Mouffe this does not mean ‘overcoming’ the difference between 

one group and another but involves the reconfiguration of the relation 

and how the political identities of the groups are constituted.  For 

this she proposes a type of relation she calls ‘agonism:’ which exists 

when the parties, who have no shared ground, are in conflict and 

acknowledge there is no rational solution yet “recognize the legitimacy 

of their opponents.”26 They are not competitors, they are still enemies 

but do not destroy one another.  She writes:

“An agonistic conception of democracy acknowledges the contingent 

character of the hegemonic politico-economic articulations which 

determine the specific configuration of society at a given moment.  

They are precarious and pragmatic constructions which can be 

disarticulated and transformed as a result of the agonistic struggle 

among the adversaries.”27 (my emphasis)

For Mouffe in an agonistic public space, exclusions would be made 

visible in order that they can be contested, there would be a ‘lack of 

final ground.’  Sustersic and Schalk thus insist on the openness of the 

space to contestation.  Whilst some residents felt the space should be 

enclosed with a fence, Sustersic and Schalk insisted that as a public 

space it should remain open.  In recognising the residents’ claim to 

space, notions of an idealized open public space are inadequate.  

Rather than conflating care and appropriation with ownership, 

Sustersic and Schalk’s approach should be understood as engaging 

the very real, fluid, and therefore shifting, plurality of public spaces.

Before the project, the terraced area was neglected and considered 

by the council potentially unsafe to use through lack of maintenance.  

‘Gardening Agency’ enabled the residents to take control of the space 

23 Mouffe, Chantal (2008). Public Spaces and 
Democractic Politics. Highrise- Common Ground.  
Art and the Amsterdam Zuidas Area. Boomgaard, 
Jeroen. Amsterdam Netherlands, Valiz Publishers: 
135-156.
 P.137

24 Ibid.
 P.138

25 Ibid.
 P.142-3

26 Ibid.
 P.146

27 Ibid.
 P.146-7
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28 http://www.thecommonguild.org.uk/events/
jardins-publics

Stills from the film alienation.  Showing the exterior 
and interior of the Space Park. Images from http://
www.kunst-im-oeffentlichen-raum-bremen.de

where they live and engendered a caring for space where before there 

was none.  It initiates both a group to take care of a public space and 

the simultaneous realization of the group’s agency through gardening. 

As I understand it, the commissioning agency wanted artwork to 

prompt the consideration of “the garden as an essentially social rather 

than natural space, a cultivated, created, man-made environment.”28  

As well as reflecting on this, ‘Gardening Agency’ performs it.  

Alienation, Bremen: Apolonija Sustersic and Meike Schalk

The documentary film “Alienation,” focuses on the development in 

post-industrial Bremen.  Like many Western European cities, Bremen 

has suffered from the relocation and restructuring of industries, 

causing conditions of unemployment and large scale financial 

problems for the city as a whole.  The city authority, with private 

business, planned for economic regeneration via a speculative, 

‘iconic’ approach. Namely, they intended to use a landmark 

development to brand the city; to create a space of consumption; and 

to attract finance from outside.  In Bremen, this approach manifested 

itself in the ‘Space Park’ (below).  The Space Park was:

“conceived as a Space ‘infotainment’ Centre together with one 

of Europe’s largest shopping malls, which in fact never saw the 

opening of a single shop. The mall was planned over eleven 

years, but only the Space Centre ever opened in 2003. It was 

open only for nine months before closing down.”29

Sustersic and Schalk conducted a series of interviews with those 

connected to the project: politicians, planners, local residents, 

activists, users of the building, to reveal multiple and contradictory 

voices of how this particular project came into being.  This bringing 

together of voices, exposes different views of those who plan and 

those who are planned for.  Such a large project was not sustainable 

in this city or region and the interviews of ‘Alienation’ attest that this 

would have been known in advance if the views of local people, 

activists and others had been listened to and taken seriously.  

Alienation thus “interrogates the gap or alienation between investment 

politics, urban planning procedures and local everyday life.”30

29 aaa/, peprav/, Ed. (2007). Urban Act: a handbook 
for alternative practice. Montrouge, France, aaa.
 p.226

30 Ibid.
 p.226
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The film critiques top-down planning and speculative approaches 

to development for economic regeneration, along with the ‘white 

elephants’31 this approach consistently produces. Yet at the same 

time, Sustersic and Schalk recognize that this condition exists in the 

present.  The building is now built and continues to be a considerable 

ongoing cost for the locality.  Through consultation they try to find 

possible connections back to everyday life of the people that live 

there.  They ask the question what could be done with the centre, they 

take responsibility to find out how this ‘elephant’ could meet others’ 

needs and desires.

Whilst giving a critique of the political mechanisms of planning, it is a 

simultaneous affirmation of the need to pay attention to others.

Urban Caring as “Affective Labour”

By way of a small conclusion, these three practices of caring for 

urban space are all actively working with desire and affect.  Gardening 

Agency in particular could be what Hardt and Negri describe as 

“affective labour”:

“affective labor is better understood by beginning from what feminist 

analyses of ‘women’s work’ have called ‘labor in the bodily mode.’  

Caring labor is certainly entirely immersed in the corporeal, the 

somatic, but the affects it produces are none the less immaterial.  

What affective labor produces are social networks, forms of 

community, biopower.”32

Gardening Agency in particular is both an example of ‘caring for 

public space’ and also an affective urban practice, producing “social 

networks, forms of community” and the space with it.

Theorists such as Negri and Lazzarato distinguish between biopower33 

and biopolitics, where biopolitics is the creative engagement or 

resistance to biopower. Lazzarato suggests a shift of biopower as ‘the 

art of governance’ to biopolitics as “the production and government of 

new forms of life.”34

This study will work more with the concepts of biopower and 

biopolitics. If care as ‘affective labour’ produces biopower, it 

should shift to become a biopolitical practice if it is intended to be 

empowering.  What is a practice of urban caring that is biopolitical?

31 “The term White Elephant originally derives from 
a South East Asian custom, where a monarch 
would give an albino elephant to people who 
would stand in his disfavour. Because this animal 
was regarded sacred and was not allowed to 
be put to work, the high costs of just feeding it 
would eventually ruin the owner.  Based on this 
tradition a White Elephant has become a term for 
anything that might be too expensive to maintain 
but too valuable to discard. In architecture a White 
Elephant would be, for example, a building which 
has been build but which has never been used, 
because the costs to run it turned out to be actually 
higher than the profits it would bring.” From http://
www.whiteelephantcollective.com/about.html

32 Hardt, Michael and Negri, Antonio (2000). Empire 

London, Harvard University Press.

 P.293

33 Foucault’s notion of ‘biopower’ concerns the 
practices of power as the regulation of life.  It is an 
‘art of governance’ whose target is the social body 
rather than the body of an individual.  It is not a 
single source of power, but exist in relations and 
actions by subjects upon themselves and upon 
others:
“a multitude of forces that act and react amongst 
each other according to relations of command 
and obedience. The relations between man and 
woman, master and student, doctor and patient, 
employer and worker, that Foucault uses to 
illustrate the dynamics of the social body are 
relations between forces that always involve a 
power relation.” Concerned with the ways in 
which subjects are constructed as such, Foucault 
researched “how do subjects become active, 
how is the government of the self and others 
open to subjectifications that are independent of 
the biopolitical art of government?” Or “how is it 
possible to resist?”
See: Lazzarato, Maurizo. “From Biopower to 
Biopolitics.” from http://www.generation-online.
org/c/fcbiopolitics.htm 
 accessed 2009. 

34 Ibid.
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