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Introduction Speaking Transgression in Times of Crises

Carmen Popescu

In 1989, Félix Guattari published Three Ecologies, more an essay than a book, which expanded Arne Naess’s concept of ecosophy, pleading for what the French philosopher designated as an ethico-polical articulation of the three ecological spheres—environment, social relations, and human subjectivity.1 Guattari saw this entanglement as the only “genuine response” to the numerous mutations affecting the world. Meanwhile, this approach became common understanding, the mutations turned into severe crises that overlapped to form a hypercrisis.

Retrospectively, the year of the publication appears as significative for the troubles that agitated the world at the time. More than the end of history, as coined by Francis Fukuyama,2 the events bustling that year seemed to announce the end of modernity as it came to be perceived, with its flaws and benefices. Bruno Latour called 1989 “the year of miracles,” seeing in its events a perfect symmetry between its victories and defeats: on the one side, the fall of the “wall of shame” in Berlin; on the other, the first conferences on the global state of the planet, held in Paris and Amsterdam.3 Both the illusory triumph of the free world and the sudden consciousness that nature was not limitless addressed a plural malfunctioning of the mechanics of the world. Latour did not use the term modernity as such, but he invoked it through the perfect symmetry of the dismantled systems, shedding light on their interrelatedness as well as on their systemic failures.

To a certain extent, the end of modernity implies the end of history. Not in the acceptation of Francis Fukuyama, but rather in the understanding of Vilém Flusser’s “post-history”:4 not only getting away with Hegel’s historicity, but getting out of history, as the sign of a hypercrisis.

What has transgression to do with the current major crises anticipated or described by Guattari, Flusser, and Latour? Living in times of crisis involves a set of tactics and strategies indispensable for surpassing the consequences and their obstacles. Transgression is both a conceptual apparatus and a practical tool in the survival kit of tactics and strategies. Breaking the rules—physical, judicial, moral—is almost an inherent response to the perturbations brought by the crises. Hence the rather precipitous multiplication of transgressive acts, their abundance being directly proportional to the increasing challenges confronting our world. I propose considering this multiplication of various forms of transgressivity today as the manifestation of a new paradigm at work. But before I go further on with my brief analysis of this, I need to make a clarification. When I started to work on the concept of transgression and its meaning in our current societies, I was not aware that the tenth international Architectural Humanities Research Association (AHRA) conference treated the theme.5 When I learned about it, at first I felt disconcerted, anticipating all the possible duplications. Pursuing my work allowed me not only to grasp the vastness of the topic and its manifold implications in the functioning of our current societies, but also to realize that what I saw as an unfortunate coinciding research was proof of the paradigmatic nature of transgression today. And this reminded me of Donna Haraway’s surprise when she discovered that she was not the inventor of the term Capitalocene. It is not a side detail that Haraway discusses that in Staying with the Trouble, a book where the notion of crisis plays a central role; her words, related to this discovery, are particularly illuminating: “In an urgent historical conjuncture, words-to-think-with pop out all at once from many bubbling cauldrons because we all feel the need for better netbags to collect up the stuff crying out for attention.”6



Transgression is definitely a matter of trouble that became today an indispensable word-to-think with.


Modernity/After-modernity

Reflecting on how the concept of history could be interpreted in Flusser’s Post-history, the French philosopher Yves Citton comments that “after history comes what we live since the last several decades as a series of crises.”7

It is precisely this notion of crisis, the condition of it, that makes the difference between after-modernity and post-modernity. The “after” in “after-modernity” is not a mere suffix representing posterity but a temporality injunction that indicates a definitive break. There is no possibility, even if it were imagined, to go back to the world before. This break is not comparable or similar to the break analyzed by Hannah Arendt in Between Past and Future.8 There are no more questions of agonizing tensions between what was left behind and what lies ahead; there is only one question—if the future could exist and how. This is, in a certain way, the moral of Latour’s fictional planetarium: our world imagined as the aggregation of seven planets—Anthropocene/Modernity/Globalization/Exit/ Security/Vindication/Terrestrial—endorsing in his fable the role of Arendt’s forces of the past and future.9 If modernity was thought to be defined by the anxiety triggered both by the consciousness of a limitless world and by the problematic nature of the tools that humanity had shaped to tame it, what could be considered the condition of after-modernity? Could it be a consequence of capitalism’s schizophrenia, as theorized by Deleuze and Guattari?10 The word’s etymology play in favor of it, as well as the complex way Deleuze and Guattari describe the phenomenon—“schizophrenia is, altogether, the wall, breaking the wall and the failure of breaking it.”11 The notions of abnormality—out of order—and of “breaking-through”12 are almost an invitation for associating schizophrenia with transgression. Within the framework of a damaged world, transgression appears as a modus operandi, both the problem and the solution.13

The problem comes, among others, from the commanding ordering force of progress, a paradigm itself, embodying the very idea of modernity. Le Corbusier, whose name is associated for the best and for the worst with modernity in architecture, addressed this perhaps in the most convincing way:


Voilà qui est fondamental en notre nature:

ordonner;

ordonnancer.

Ordonner, ranger, disposer, mettre en ordre.

“Dieu a tout ordonné dans l’Univers”. [. . .]

Ordonnancer, acte émanant d’une autorité suprême.

De notre autorité vient le normal.

De notre laisser-aller surgit l’anormal, l’anormal envahissant,

destructeur . . . 14




Modernity’s excess of ordering and normativity encompassed both the physical and the elusive aspects of the world. Its unprecedented expansion in space and time operated in the era of modernity engendered as a corollary the necessity to keep this new oikumene under control—a frenzy of measuring and unifying time and space and their derivate byproducts (economic, social, cultural . . .), of deploying taxonomies and structuring knowledge as an instrument of power.15 Of deciding what is normal and what is abnormal, by including and excluding.

Michel Foucault related transgression to exclusion, for it allowed a critical reversal that “made it possible to circumvent notions like abnormality, fault and law.”16 By doing that, transgression replaced law as a reference with the notion of limit. Presenting the latter as the new reference, Foucault insisted that transgression does not designate “the passage from the licit to the illicit (beyond the prohibition),” but the “passage to the limit, beyond the limit, the passage to what is without rule, and consequently without representation.”

As a consequence, considering transgression as a paradigm is a paradox, given the furtiveness of its nature. It is the state of crisis—of multiple, overlapped crises confronting our world today (climate, economy, society, politics)—that makes possible this endorsement. Looking at transgression as a paradigm is thus a sign that we live in times of trouble, which are themselves related to the notion of limit. If transgression is a reaction against normativity in general, in our context of both excessive order and bursting crises, it turns into a strategy of subversion if not merely of survival. In this cumulative phase, transgressive acts have not only the line-like thinness of the limit; they embody its trajectory if not its very origin, to quote again Foucault.17 After-modernity embodies in the same time this imperceptible space and the absorbing void beyond the limit.



On Violence

Limits imply, above all, a spatial ordering. The Greek term for space, choros, contains in its etymology the idea of limits, a (ritual) circle defining it. Inside the polis, the realm of the city was determined by the boundaries between the households. And it is precisely this boundary line, as Hannah Arendt remarked, that originally embodied the law—an actual space, “a kind of no man’s land.”18 So, breaking a law, meant literally trespassing a boundary. Seen from this (physical) perspective, transgression is inseparable from the notion of limit.

But transgression is also closely related to the notion of possession, as the word for law, nomos, had complex connotations—Arendt noted that, as a derivative from nemein, it also meant to distribute, to possess, to dwell. Vilém Flusser went further, proposing two other significations, nomad and nemesis—the first designating a person seeking for specific areas where to enjoy a legal status, the second being related with the notion of return (but also with the derivative of revenge).19 All those meanings, as Flusser suggested, went back to the Indo-European root “n-m*,” complying with an order or with the law. Spatial organization (in terms of land and property) and judicial regulation were thus the triggering mechanics of a society where harmonic order and exclusion coexisted. Setting boundaries, appropriating the land within their limits, deciding that the world outside is a place of ban implied violence as an inherent form of functioning.20 This was precisely Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s message in his Discourse on the Origin of Inequality among Men: “The first person who, having fenced off a plot of ground, took into his head to say this is mine and found people simple enough to believe him, was the true founder of civil society. What crimes, wars, murders, what miseries and horrors would the human Race have been spared by someone who, uprooting the stakes or filling in the ditch, had shouted to his fellows: Beware of listening to this impostor [. . .]”21

If violence is intrinsic to the human condition, the era of modernity instrumented it in a systemic manner, both as a hidden fundament and an operative ordering tool. Writing the “Critique of Violence” Walter Benjamin insisted on the fact that “all violence as a means is either law-making or law-preserving”; law is hence a problematic matter, law-making leading to “power making.”22 It is in this process that what he called “mere” (and later translated as “bare”) life reveals its sacrificial nature, at the confluence of violence and law. Building on that and on Michel Foucault’s concept of biopolitics,23 Agamben saw at the center of this latter the link binding bare life to sovereign power, as the ultimate form of control.24 Biopolitics as the emanation of the era of modernity has nothing to do with Marx’s idea that “violence is the midwife of every old society pregnant with a new one,”25 but grasps the essence of modernity as based on a surreptitious control of the bare life, that is, of the vulnerable. What is daunting in this is that the Western society in its entirety, as the producer of modernity, can be perceived as a form of “sovereign power,” able to exercise full control without any impunity. This is the meaning of Ursula Le Guin’s fable on the fictitious city of Omelas, where the happiness of its inhabitants depends on the miserable life of a child enclosed in one of the broom closets of the city.26 All those living in Omelas know about the child and they also know that the perfect happiness of their city is made possible because of its suffering.

The child enclosed in the broom closet—signifying altogether coloniality but also precarization of the marginalized, exclusion of the vulnerable—was for a long time an image of quiet violence, as if modernity muted the deafening sounds of its inner mechanics. What happens in the after-modernity is that this image is unmuted. Acknowledging that the happiness brought by progress is the result of the torments inflicted to a countless number of bare lives unleashes a sudden understanding of the countless transgressive acts necessitated for those bare lives to survive.

Violence is an effective engine activating transgression.



Breaking the Rules in the Architectural Field

The title of the AHRA conference proceedings, Transgression: Towards an Expanded Field of Architecture, announced it clearly: the understanding of architecture has shifted dramatically in the past decades. The expression forged by Rosalind Krauss at the end of the 1970s as a reflexive tool for seizing the major mutations operated in the art field27 was purposely borrowed to emphasize this epistemic alteration in the conception and practice of architecture. Addressing transgression was a means of confirming this process in the making.

As it could have been expected, Bernard Tschumi was the special guest of the conference, being regarded as the architect who introduced transgression within the (conceptual) ground of discipline. “If you want to follow architecture’s first rule, break it”, stated one of Tschumi’s 1977 “advertisements for architecture” back in 1977.28 And he was indeed breaking rules with his complex analyses of reading the theoretical substance of architecture through a transgressive lens. His approach is to be understood as an attempt of deconstruction—twenty years after the publishing of his article on “Architecture and Transgression” in 1976,29 he would use the term “disjunction”: “Disjunction: the act of disjoining or condition of being disjoined; separation, disunion.”30 This definition is an implicit epistemological invitation to get into Tschumi’s approach: he dismembers, he breaks the understandings taken for granted, he recomposes, proposing uncanny reassemblages, and he dismembers again. He tackles in his analyses the relationship between bodies and architecture, justifying the latter through the presence of the first: “There is no architecture unless something happens to it.”31 He understands this interaction as a manifestation of violence—“there is no architecture without violence”: bodies “violat[ing] the purity of architectural spaces”, buildings inflicting “symbolic and physical violence” on their users.32 And even if Tschumi insists that the word “violence” should be seen as a metaphor describing the “intensity” of the relationship between individuals and their surrounding spaces, it reminds one of his debt to Georges Bataille and his “Dictionnaire critique,” where the French surrealist did not hesitate to follow the entry on “architecture” by “abbatoir” (slaughterhouse).33

Aside from theoretical debates (and Tschumi was not alone to immerse himself in transgressive reflections on the discipline and its object), transgression will take time to interest architects in their practice. As a matter of fact, the architects who realized the importance (and the force) of transgression in appropriating of space did so only by trading places, only by growing a new awareness toward the increasing deprivation of numerous populations of their right to space. It was only by acknowledging this imposed condition that architects adopted transgression as a rogue tool for their practice, actually feeding their modus operandi by the survival tactics of the vulnerable populations in the margins of our societies. This return of competences informs today the rethinking of the architectural project, which “needs to be undertaken based on the experience of those at the epistemic, ontological, social, and spatial interstices and peripheries of cities, including the more-than-human.”34

The fact is that margins speak differently in dealing with their challenging condition of inhabiting the world. The endeavor to stand for these populations combined with the increasingly important literature on the current multiple crises (Elizabeth Povinelli, Judith Butler, Bruno Latour, and Donna Haraway being some of the inspiring names composing this corpus) induced an epistemological shift that is in the making in architectural historiography. This latter is itself under a major reconstruction, which I should rather call a de-construction, inspired by the lessons of other disciplines reflecting on decolonizing thinking. See, in this sense, Walter Mignolo who builds on Anibal Quijano’s notion of “delinking” the powerful concept of “epistemic disobedience,”35 or Dipesh Chakrabarty who, after his famous Provincializing Europe (2000), now examines The Climate of History in a Planetary Age.36 Ariela Aïsha Azoulay’s Potential History is also a revealing example exhorting the “unlearning of imperialism” and thus stressing the importance of this process of dismantling knowledge today, in order to address it differently.37 All these, as well as other publications that I do not quote here, are partaking of an affirmed ethical positioning, explicitly taking sides. In 1976, Vilém Flusser questioned, in a lecture in Aix-en-Provence, the way scholarly research reflected the existential crisis of the time, stating that the “ethically neutral attitude” of “pure” research is a lie—“it is inhuman, an alienation, madness.”38 Epistemologically applicable when dealing with inanimate objects, this alienation becomes criminal when it touches on matters like “diseases, wars, injustice” and, thus, must change.39

What is sure is that in such a troubled world as ours one cannot speak of (architectural) history employing the same discursive tools forged within the frame of modernity. This is what Azoulay means by her “potential history.” But I would go further, saying that what we need to question in after-modernity are the very fundaments of history as a discipline.40



Architecture and its Multiple Transgressions

This volume, composed of a collection of essays, attempts to provide some of the necessary tools for understanding architecture and writing its history in the after-modernity. The authors gathered here are convinced that exploring transgression is critical for repositioning oneself today in the realm of architecture.

Without pretending to be exhaustive, the volume rather seeks to articulate a reflexive thinking around the concept of transgression as being constitutive of our era. Covering different geographies and circumstances, the texts gathered here tackle many of the subjects evoked above. Some do this from rather radical perspectives; some others challenge the thin limit between alternativity and transgressivity. By doing that, these latter complexify the understanding of transgression, stressing one of its elemental compounds that is also its defining condition—transiency. Michel Foucault called that “l’éclair de son passage”—the flash of its passage—when describing transgression as a “gesture concerning the limit.”41 As a condition, transiency clarifies the state of transition, critical for grasping the nature of transgression but not identical to it. Associating transition and transgression raises a question concerning the temporality of after-modernity, situating itself on the threshold, disputing limits. The alternativity discussed in some of the chapters here is revealing at least for two reasons. On the one hand, it marks our times as a transitory period, an in-betweenness seeking for viable (and urgent) solutions, hence the importance of transgression both as strategy and as tactics. On the other hand, by proposing “soft” solutions, which mainly embrace flexibility, agility, and unorthodox ways of thinking and acting, alternativity helps to better define transgression by contrast as a “non-positive affirmation,” to borrow from Foucault.42

The volume is structured in three sections, each addressing transgression, its various architectural manifestations and their implications, from complementary standpoints. Entitled Recodifying Inhabiting: On Societal Mutations and Resituating Margins, the first part analyzes the main cause of (physical) transgression in architecture, that is, the appropriation of space as a vital necessity. The second part, Bending Politics: On Moving the Lines, looks into the instrumentation of transgressive positionings and acts as powerful tools for making things change. Finally, Deviating Theory: On Concepts and Devices explores the conceptual strength of transgression and its capacity of breaking schemes and systems of thought. This structure represents but a possibility for understanding transgression and its different stances in the architectural realm. Other configurations would have been imaginable, but this particular one allows to engage with the topic of this book through three essential approaches—inhabiting, both as a compulsory necessity and the very object of architecture; politics, as the arena of confrontation between power and the bare life, between control and rogue resistance; theory, as the realm of all conceivable transgressions, but also as an effective apparatus for changing mindsets. Despite being allotted to distinct sections, each of the three approaches can permeate, to a certain extent, the territories of the two others. Associated to these three, the modi operandi (recodifying/moving/deviating) and their adjoined objects (mutations/lines/concepts and devices) enable a dynamic understanding of the composed nature of transgression.

The first part of the book—Recodifying Inhabiting: On Societal Mutations and Resituating Margins—brings together different vantage points for considering inhabiting, crossing the perspectives of architects, political deciders, experts, and activists. If the perspective of the dweller per se is less debated, it is nevertheless situated at the core of the four essays, all of them dealing with matters of appropriating space, from innovative typologies to strategies and tactics of appropriation. The action of “recodification,” referred to in the title, could be read in terms of inventing new ways for conceiving of society—implying alternativity and flexibility—but also of breaking the rules of normative codes.

The first two essays, “‘The Single-Persons Project’: Council Housing Beyond the Nuclear Family” (Savia Palate) and “The Representability of Interstitial Scenes” (Sarah Mills and Simon Baker) discuss their topics from the point of view of the architects seeking for flexible program solutions that can accompany societal and social changes. The two papers share the same geography (Great Britain), taking place in slightly different chronologies (early 1960s to 1980s for Palate, late 1960s to 2010s for Mills and Baker). Palate analyzes how the typology of the “Single-Persons Project,” seen as a revolutionary approach at the time, helped to break out the normative representation of the society, responding to the awareness for “new patterns of life.” However, this “transgressive domesticity,” as Palate calls it, had its limits politically and architecturally. Mills and Baker focus on how an architectural collective, Group Ginger (an evocative name), engages with participatory democracy through potentially subversive forms of reimagining public spaces, here two town markets projected on the backdrop of the concerted actions for revitalizing town centers. Group Ginger’s approach is examined in its theoretical sources of reflection (Walter Benjamin, Georges Perec, and so forth), which are feeding their practice that values ad-hoc and improvisation, working with interstitial spaces.

The last two essays on this part address more frontally the issue of marginalized populations and their place in society, questioning the (shifting) border between legality and illegality, between acceptance and exclusion. “On Relational Histories of Spatial Law and Transgression” (Tiago Castela) takes the example of an informally created subdivision in the periphery of Lisbon to decipher the concept of “spatial law.” Castela investigates with minute attention the fortune of this subdivision and how its status came to be perceived through the years, first by the press and then by the local government, as illegal. Interrogating margins through ideology and politics, his analysis contemplates meanwhile the necessity of changing the historian’s tools. A similar take, though on a different basis, is to be found in “On Weeds and Hospitality: An Architectural Point of View on (Bio)diversity” (Carmen Popescu). The essay proposes a conceptual reading of the mutations taking place in the Western world today, drawing a parallel between the officially supported vegetalization of Paris and the increasing presence of migrants in the French capital. Popescu associates the change in understanding urban nature as a complex (and more inclusive ecosystem) with the rise of debates around hospitability as being a primordial value. By doing so, she also activates references from the art field and from architectural historiography.

Margins and exclusion are equally debated in two of the chapters in the second part of the volume, Bending Politics: On Moving the Lines. “Limit(ation)s: Squatting in Naldöken, Izmir” (Gülsüm Baydar, Kıvanc Kılınç, and Ahenk Yılmaz) delivers an intricate interpretation of the architectural (peri)urban reality in today’s Turkey, questioning the furtive separation between law and lawlessness, and the entangled implication in this ambiguous situation of both officials (state agents, political figures) and inhabitants (gecekondu residents). By employing the gecekondu (which literally means “built over night”) phenomenon as an object of study, the authors ponder on the notions of norm and exception, thus rendering more complex the understanding of the concept of limit and limitation. A multitude of actors is also involved in “Living with the Museum: Uses of Memory and the Normalization of Struggles” (Leandro Peredo). The new permanent exhibition in the National Historical Museum of Rio de Janeiro, presenting the debris of a poor neighborhood demolished during the works for the 2016 Rio Olympics, allows Peredo to emphasize the unattended effects of institutional intervention in relation to activism on social memory, providing a thorough study of the broader implications of official institutions in supporting heritage activism. Investigating the contribution of social museology to the authorized heritage discourse, his essay shows how institutionalization may diminish the remit of transgression.

The two other essays examine the topic of this second part from the other side of the political realm, looking into rogue attitudes and actions, deployed on different scales. If both question the role of architecture, they do so from very singular positions. “Climbing Over, Stepping Across: Transgression as Lived Alternative in the Practice of Stalker” (Patrick Düblin) is based on the exploratory practices of the Italian group of architects, artists and activists Stalker which literally experiments transgression in peripheral urban spaces, a manner for eventually imagining solutions for integrating precarious places and populations. The history of the group offers Düblin the opportunity to reflect on transgression as a momentary act—and in this case also as a celebratory gesture—tackling the situationist détournement of boundaries and barriers, but also as an act of resistance, as demonstrated by the late actions of the group. The city is an essential element in “Liminality as Transgression: The Urban Ritual of XR” (Francesca Romana Dell’Aglio), as well. Dell’Aglio presents it as a theater of possibilities activated by the everyday rituals, which she interprets as transformative performances. This is even more so in the case of protests, which imply by their nature performativity (see the etymology of the term “protest”). Dell’Aglio analyzes the action of the decentralized network Extinction Rebellion as a case study for examining the ritual dimension of protests, whose spatialized dissatisfaction interrupts the city. Transgression lies in the liminality of this interruption, which creates a new image of the city.

At first glance, the last part of the book, Deviating Theory: On Concepts and Devices, seems to belong to a different logic of understanding transgression, one that has lost its relevance in the after-modernity. But even if this disjunction is real, the substantial rupture operated through theoretical postmodern concepts and devices was instrumental for repositioning architecture otherwise than in the normative Vitruvian terms. The displacement provoked by this rupture opened a path for a further reconsideration of the discipline. In this sense, it might appear as a paradox to have this precursory theoretical disjunction dealt with at the end of the volume. Its positioning is, however, tactical because not only does it remind of the decisive role of theory in disarticulating and annihilating systems, but it does so by employing some of the key notions considered in the first two parts. This repetition of concepts and notions, such as bare life, sacredness, exceptionality, and violence, is a revealer (almost in the photographic meaning of the term) of how the breach was opened—who were the instrumental figures and their inspirers (most of whom are quoted in the first two parts of the volume), and how this deviation diverged itself further on, leading to different understanding and positionings.

As expected, Bernard Tschumi is an important figure in this part on theory. He is at the core of “Transgression—Where Experience Meets with Concept? Tschumi’s ‘Paradox of Architecture’ Revisited” (Ole W. Fischer), where his at the time groundbreaking analysis of transgression and architecture is employed as an introspective tool in order to confront the author’s own experience of architectural decay. If relatable to rottenness (and, through it to eroticism, according to Tschumi), decay could be also explained through the sensual experience of space, as opposed to the conceptuality of the architectural product of architecture. The parallel drawn by Fischer between the decay of Le Corbusier’s Villa Savoye (object of Tschumi’s meditations on transgression) and that of the MVRDV’s Dutch pavilion at the Hannover EXPO 2000 offers the possibility to measure the temporally deviation of the concept of transgression.

Another authority figure is the subject of “Trapping, Dismembering and Crucifying Angels: Tracing the Sacred in Hejduk’s Bovisa” (Jesse Rafeiro): John Hejduk’s “Imagined Cities” are commented on here in terms of transgression and sacrifice, emphasizing their aim to reinstall signification in our desacralized societies. To grasp all the levels and discernments of resacralizing our world, Rafeiro revisits several other exemplary images of angels produced in the twentieth century, which he discusses as (potential) sources for Hejduk’s approach. He pushes further this parallel reading, by introducing the notion of “bare life” (in its interpretation by Giorgio Agamben) hence providing a new understanding of Hejduk’s fallen angels.

Finally, “Entwined Spaces of Boredom, Desire and Transgression” (Christian Parreno) introduces what might appear as a surprising angle to apprehend the concept of transgression. Boredom is presented as the consequence of a deficit of meaning, which urges transgression. By proposing this definition that he investigates in his essay on theoretical grounds, Parreno unveils an unexpected understanding of the paradigmatic dimension of transgression in after-modernity as being connected with the obsessive quest for meaning in our times of multiple crises. This closing essay, building on the state of desire (a notion cherished by Tschumi) and on the value of fugaciousness, sheds a new light on the dismantling of the convoluted layers of modernity.

Taken altogether or separately, these architectural stances contemplating transgression in various occurrences and manners illuminate the current state of our society. The recent past offers a most necessary lesson for understanding our troubled present, which, in turn, attempts to find solutions, be they transient, for a livable future. Hopefully these essays, while unpacking through their subjects new meanings in this process of relinking, relearning, and re-understanding, will also contribute to forge new instruments of practice and reflection.
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Part One Recodifying Inhabiting: On Societal Mutations and Resituating Margins





Chapter 1 “The Single-Persons Project”: Council Housing Beyond the Nuclear Family

Savia Palate


The housing problems of the lonely spinster or the unattached bachelor have always had a low priority in the social services. But in Leicester a special project—Operation Bedsit—is well under way to house them in their own tower block of flats [. . .] This revolution will take place in the Highfields development and sponsors of the project are the Minister of Housing and Local Government and the Leicester Housing Committee.1



William Kidd reported at Leicester Mercury in 1968, calling this “special” housing project a “revolution.” The Single-Persons Project in Leicester, introduced by the government in 1965, was, indeed, an unconventional proposition: it was the first council project to accommodate the needs of single people. Until then, council housing provision concentrated on “general needs,” which corresponded largely to the needs of the nuclear family. An increasing interest in housing the elderly also occurred during that time, but housing for single people below the age of 60 remained overlooked.2

This chapter introduces the Single-Persons Project in Leicester, as recorded in minutes of meetings of the Research and Development Group (R&D Group) of the Ministry of Housing and Local Government, as well as other organizations and stakeholders they consulted, now stored in the UK’s National Archives. It does so to explore the relationship between housing provision and societal frameworks, in this case, the seeming deviation from the nuclear family. It examines the way a state-led initiative that persistently focused on the provision of family housing came to also challenge it. The Single-Persons Project is read here as one way that the state acknowledged and established single people as a respectable category in the broader society: a social category that also deserved adequate housing and living conditions as active participants in the nation’s agency and economy.

There is, however, more to this deviation. Reading through the official documents of this state-led project, a specific representation emerged of what the single-person collective was considered to be, different from the diversity of that same collective as revealed by a series of secondary sources that helped to illustrate the housing conditions of single people in post-war Britain. Beyond young male professionals and middle-aged unmarried women, single people in need of accommodation also included queer people and young single women thrown out of their family homes due to pregnancy, as well as other social outcasts excluded from the traditional suburban nuclear home. The invisibility of those “other” single people that the state refused to mention in their documents, and most probably were also neglected in the Single-Persons Project, demonstrates the limits of transgression. Despite its potential to challenge the norm, it falls into the realization that transgression is inevitably contingent to the norm.

This paper introduces the Single-Persons Project, discussing it as a space of transgressive domesticity, a microcosm that catered for those whose ways of living were disallowed in the broader public sphere: those removed, ignored, or eradicated. At the same time, as a council housing project, the Single-Persons Project became only a threshold between the typical standardized dwelling for general needs and—as what Kidd called the Single-Persons Project—a “revolution” that embraces social diversity. The development, design, and implementation of the project were confined by a series of ambiguities and tensions, related to who belongs in the single-person collective. These ambiguities and tensions were inevitably imbued to this complexly signified space that the state aimed to provide for them: a space in which the heterogeneous single-person collective could find a shelter or a refuge, and yet remain trapped within that same space; a milestone toward financial, if not also sexual, freedom, retaining an atmosphere of anxiety caused by feelings of impermanence, transience, and insecurity of what the future for these single people may hold.



Challenging the Norm

The Single-Persons Project was part of a broader agenda of council housing provision in the early 1960s. The inception of the Single-Persons Project in 1964 followed the completion of the first experimental housing project of the R&D Group at West Ham, an industrial area in East London. The West Ham scheme, also called the “Family Houses Project,” was the first attempt to realize the “Adaptable House” as prescribed by the Parker Morris housing recommendations from the last official report on space standards published in Britain in 1961 that aimed for flexibility in the home.3 Even though the R&D group had no direct involvement in the formation of the Parker Morris standards, their projects ran concurrently with the findings of one informing the other.

The Parker Morris Report, titled Homes for Today and Tomorrow, was compiled under the aegis of the Central Housing Advisory Council by a committee chaired by Sir Parker Morris, a former town clerk of Westminster, responsible for implementing several housing projects. It was the first report on housing standards that did not arise in the aftermath of a world war, at a moment of a perceived crisis in housing.4 Instead, the new report was concerned with “new patterns of living” as the result of a postwar “social and economic revolution” that brought forth changes in social status and changes in household formation.5 These changes also included the increasing formation of smaller households—elderly couples, single young professionals, and unmarried women with little prospect for marriage due to the loss of men during the war—meaning that the typical four- to five-person family house was no longer the main product of council housing provision.

The inadequacy of housing for single people was first mentioned in official reports in 1951 with the publication of “Housing for Special Purposes,” a supplement to the 1949 Housing Manual.6 Since then, several housing reports continued to acknowledge this lack, but it was not until the 1970s that legislative action was put in place to improve the housing conditions of single people.7 The 1960s became a key period in paving the way for housing, beyond the nuclear family. The Parker Morris Report also played a role in this, with a first draft attempting a more extensive discussion on space standards for single people through two sections: “Dwellings for Young and Mobile Persons,” and “Dwellings for Other Single People.” Lack of time, but most importantly the realization that single people were not a homogeneous collective, as the Parker Morris committee initially assumed that “the design problem is somewhat simpler than it is with dwellings with families,”8 refrained from a thorough analysis on the matter, with the final publication including only a small section on standards for “Homes for Persons Living Alone.”9 The avoidance of the term “single people” was intentional, due to the diversity of the social group that makes its definition and classification still complex in a historical context.10



Mediating Transgression

In understanding the heterogeneity of single people as a social group and the diverse needs that the Single-Persons Project had to respond to, the R&D Group, formed by a design team and the Sociological Research Section,11 conducted three surveys. The surveys were necessary because of inadequate statistical evidence from the census about single people—another reflection of the group’s marginalization in the broader society.12

The first survey, the “Waiting List Survey,” involved research into Leicester’s Housing List to identify the number of single people applying for a council house in Leicester. It excluded single people close to retirement, above fifty-five years of age, because they could soon be eligible for elderly housing. The survey was followed by interviews with 206 applicants, of which the majority were single middle-aged women. This result was somewhat anticipated, because middle-aged single people, mostly women, of poor wages were often excluded from the housing question. This lack of resources often devolved from marital status, instead of gender per se; however, for middle-aged unmarried single women, this lack was paired with perceptions that still considered them a social problem.13 It was perhaps no coincidence that the priorities of the project involved a political debate, which was indeed genderized: for some of Leicester’s women councilors, the project was welcomed as “wonderful” and “a scheme with which every member of the council would agree.”14 For male councilors, the priorities seemed wrong. Subsidized elderly housing was considered a more pressing need because “subsidies for single young men and women possibly in their early twenties is morally wrong.”15

Aiming for a cross-sectional study, the R&D Group proceeded to the “Postal Survey,” asking the largest employers in Leicester to distribute a questionnaire to their single employees. This survey returned 382 completed questionnaires from single people between the ages of twenty- one and sixty. Again, focused interviews were conducted among 109 single people who expressed their eagerness to move out of their current home and willingness to rent new accommodation. Accompanying these interviews, members of the R&D Group met with personnel managers, and university staff, as well as the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) and the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA), two major institutions in Leicester (and the rest of the country) serving a large number of single people.16 The desire of these single people for a new home was a great motivator to the Single-Persons Project’s objectives, which aimed to avoid critiques that rushed to characterize it as “a glorified YMCA and YWCA mixed up into one.”17

Public denunciation and reluctance were expected, often paired with the stigmatization of single people as a “special class of people.”18 For this, the R&D Group considered the placement of the project into a larger housing estate that involved housing for couples and families too to mediate the tension between rupture and isolation, as well as the institutionalization of single people as, indeed, a social category of special needs. The final product was a tower block, known as the Goscote House, providing 134 flats for single people. (Fig. 1.1) It was one of the twenty-two-storey point blocks of the St. Peter’s Estate, a large-scale redevelopment scheme in Highfields, an area southeast of the city center. The Highfields area had been badly bombed during World War II and experienced an evident decline in the years that followed, and the council of Leicester was keen to revitalize it. The Goscote House tower’s placement was orchestrated to fit into St. Peter’s Estate, an otherwise typical family-housing council housing estate, for which the local authority of Leicester already had regeneration plans in place.

The building’s placement in a housing estate very close to the city center was another mediation to social preconceptions around the life of single people, who perceived the inner city as an escape from the suburban, yet familial, outskirts that interchanged notions of home and family.19 The detachment of single people from the suburbs was often an escape from social constraints, encompassing also a state of moral uncertainty.20 This mediation brought forth the design of the ground floor as a threshold between the city center and the seemingly suburban housing estate comprised mainly of family housing. Placed at deck level, the ground floor formed a small terrace providing a lounge, a TV room, and a laundry. The latter was according to the R&D Group’s research the most important communal area, “successful in encouraging social contact, much more so in many cases than are clubrooms and loungers.”21 The laundry, which for family life was generally the province of women and an invisible daily act of secrecy (the Parker Morris Report underlined this) for single people fostered visibility, if not also a sense of belonging among marginalized outcasts, irrespective of their gender.22 Another element of the hybrid public and private deck was the presence of a shop outside the building, which was open to the public, providing goods such as toiletries, food, safety pins, and newspapers every day until early evening, except Sundays. A challenge for the R&D Group, the building’s ground floor was treated as a well-incorporated “escape” into the city, a threshold between private and public space, isolation, and socialization. (Fig. 1.2)



[image: External view of one side of a free-standing high apartment building protruding above other buildings in the neighborhood.]
Figure 1.1: Exterior view of the Goscote House, 1975. (RIBA Archive, RIBApix)


The St. Peter’s Estate contained two- and three-bedroom accommodation in low-rise blocks and single-bedroom accommodation in point blocks, of which one would be devoted to the Single-Persons Project. As another means to avoid the project’s perception as an institutionalized home for single people, the project’s building envelope was not expected to differ much from any other housing block in the estate providing one-bedroom flats for couples. Despite appearances, the project’s housing block was expected to cost the same if couples were occupying these one-bedroom flats, positioning rent issues because “single people in Leicester in need of accommodation” had “neither the resources which come from combined family incomes, nor the earning capacity to pay more for their accommodation.”23 Housing provision was inevitably prescribed by the affordances of a married couple and the seeming prosperity provided by the nuclear family, and, for this, creative solutions in the interior spaces of the block were needed. These solutions were both regarding the communal and private areas of the block, with the former taking into consideration the prevalent impression that single people were forced to spend most of their wages, which left little money and even less time for leisure activities outside the home. This manifestation of scarcity was translated by the R&D Group into a design concern, suitable for a “building solution” that needed to encourage serendipitous encounters and enhance the social life of these people with limited resources.


[image: The entrance of the block includes a shaded terrace and a glass façade that is fully transparent. The lobby is adjoined to the tower that includes the flats.]
Figure 1.2: The entrance to the block, 1975. (RIBA Archive, RIBApix)




Reiterating Stereotypes

In terms of the project’s private rooms, the third and final step of the sociological survey, the “Hostels Survey,” focused on understanding design requirements for single people based on their current accommodation. The survey involved 141 interviews with single people staying in six hostels across the country, as well as fieldwork at additional places known to accommodate single people. This survey occurred outside Leicester given the intention to treat the Single-Persons Project as a prototype to be reproduced in the rest of the country. The focus on hostels was not coincidental, as the most updated official guidance, in 1951, encouraged hostels to offer full board to single people, where appropriate.24 This recommendation followed a series of policies, which since 1944 aimed to restrict overcrowding in council housing, applying tighter control to council housing tenants to take in lodgers. This reduced single people’s options in housing, which, until then, varied from bedsits and lodgings to boarding houses, while digs, flatlets, divans, or service rooms were terms also used for accommodation for single people, nuanced with race, class, and gender associations.25

The R&D Group observed an acute housing shortage in terms of lodgings, shared flats, and hostels: the preferred accommodation types by young workers and students, increasingly arriving in Leicester and demanding more and better housing. The situation was worse for single senior people, who were confined to multi-occupational housing under substandard conditions: rented rooms that lacked a bathroom or an indoor WC, with the most dismal cases sharing an outdoor WC among members not only of the same household but of neighboring households, too. Beyond hygiene standards, substandard housing conditions involved privacy issues, too. Indeed, the thin plasterboard internal partitions in derelict multi-occupied housing, hostels, and lodgings were porous borders, subdividing places of contradictory meanings: Shelters for the marginalized outcasts of society, who were trying to escape domestic norms,26 but also confinements of systemic class and racial inequality and the patriarchy,27 given the overcontrolling behaviors of landlords and landladies.28 Temporary stops, stepping stones from which young individuals could climb the social ladder, as well as a constant reminder of others’ lack of choice, forcing them to inescapably live with strangers, at a period when seeming affluence across the country claimed to break down class distinctions.29

The Single-Persons Project aimed to overcome noisy landlords and landladies, despite the presence of a porter in the building. This porter could be either a man or a woman, who “would have no supervisory duties but would look after the interests of residents in case of illness, and organise services such as post, milk, and repairs.”30 Interestingly, however, if the porter was a man it was suggested that his “wife [could] help,”31 reiterating stereotypes as illustrated in literature of bedsitters and lodgings in an otherwise transgressive scheme, such as the idea of a married couple watching over the tenants and the contradictory figure of the landlady; “an active businesswoman and yet also a servant. She was a householder catering for the respectable itinerant, wielding economic autonomy and domestic power.”32

The desire for privacy and independence was translated into the design of self-contained bed-sitting-room flat, introduced as a “new kind of unit.”33 This unit was available in four types: the first type, offered in two different sizes, small (260 sq.ft) and medium (300 sq.ft), combined a bed and sitting room area, large enough to fit a small study desk. (Fig. 1.3) A separate small kitchen was entirely hidden from the bedsit area via a sliding door. The flat was integrated with a delivery hatch, small storage adjoined to a fitted wardrobe, and an ensuite bathroom. The second type, even larger, was a one-bedroom flat (350 sq.ft), having the sitting room separated from the bedroom, but retaining the features of the previous type. (Fig. 1.4) What differentiated this “new kind of unit” from the typical one-bedroom flats already provided in council housing across the country was its size, providing space for one person instead of two (even though the Parker Morris Report suggested only one size for one-person accommodation, which was 320 sq.ft).

The functionality of this small unit was reflected by its furnishings, particularly the size of the bed. A single bed was discreetly placed in the corner of each of these flats, portraying the space of unmarried life. During the late nineteenth century, the absence of the conjugal bed in bedsits genderized them as masculine spaces.34 A bedroom dominated by the bed could be perceived as a reflection of a “lazy egotistical man,” whereas the bedroom of an “active man” places the bed as “an accessory, more succinct, less apparent [. . .] reduced for the rest needed for health.”35 By the 1960s, the idea of a bedroom merely as a place to rest, sleep, and reproduce was no longer viable—an issue heavily discussed by the Parker Morris committee in an effort to balance the communal and private life of family members within the home. The bedroom was the place for children to study in a quiet place away from the TV in the living room and a place for everyone to play and listen to music without interrupting the activities of the rest of the family. Bedrooms were enlarged to meet a variety of uses, including not only built-in wardrobes but also a desk and storage space for one’s paraphernalia. Ironically, the purportedly stigmatized bedsit of rented accommodation was now entering the family home.


[image: (a) small flat: left entrance with delivery hatch, storage, fitted wardrobe, window seat, bathroom, the bedsitting room (12’6” x 10’0” + 5’0” x 5’0”), and the kitchen, with the fridge under sink and cupboards over cooker. (b) medium flat (300 fs): left entrance with bathroom, kitchen, and bedsitting room. Kitchen: delivery hatch, storage, fitted wardrobe, fridge under, sink, cupboards and shelves, oven, and cooker. Bedsitting (17’0” x 12’0”) ]
Figure 1.3: Plan of the Small and Medium self-contained flat type. (National Archives, UK)



[image: Large flat (350 fs). Bottom middle entrance. Left: bedroom (10’0” x 8’0”), bathroom; Right: kitchen, and living room (10’0” x 14’0”). Bedroom: fitted wardrobe and storage. Kitchen: cooker, cupboards and shelves over sink and fridge under sink. Living room: dining and window seat.]
Figure 1.4: Plan of the Large self-contained flat type. (National Archives, UK)

The self-contained unit of the Single-Persons Project, however, remained a socioeconomic marker. This new kind of unit, combining a bedroom and a sitting room, was marked with unprecedented freedom for many single people. On the one hand, the spatial configuration of the bedsit was one way to reduce the stigma of sexual deviance, mostly assigned to unmarried women.36 Previously, inviting guests into their lodging room was simultaneously an invitation to their bedroom, and, therefore, a sign of immorality. On the other hand, it was another marker of class division, at least for those residing in the fringes of the housing market, because those affording it needed to be of middle-class status. While the project included other options for those not able or willing to afford a self-contained unit, these options involved again shared accommodation. Women and more senior people were more hesitant to share a flat, but according to the R&D Group’s sociological survey, young people were willing to share a bathroom or kitchen (better to share a bathroom than a kitchen), if sharing was among friends and relatives. For those willing to share, the “double flat” (525 sq.ft.) included two bedsits and a shared bathroom and kitchen. Bedsits were large enough to fit a small dining table with two chairs, reserving dining into one’s own room. (Fig. 1.5) Additionally, the “cluster flat” included four bedsits with all four tenants sharing the same kitchen and bathroom. Unlike the double flat, the cluster flat encompassed more social life, with the kitchen being large enough to fit a dining table for up to six people and a sitting room. (Fig. 1.6)



[image: Double flat (525 fs). Top left entrance. Bathroom, kitchen, and 2 bedsitting rooms (14’0” x 12’0”). Corridor with fitted storage, opposite the bathroom and kitchen. Kitchen: cooker, shelves above, sink, and fridge beneath. Bedsitting room 1: desk, window seat, dining area, rug, bed settee, and a moveable wardrobe. Bedsitting room 2: can be divided into two bedrooms with provisions for a moveable wardrobe and partition.]
Figure 1.5: Plan of the Double Flat type. (National Archives, UK)


[image: Cluster floor, which includes four bedsitting rooms sharing a communal area with a kitchen, dining, and sitting, one double flat, one small self-contained flat, one medium self-contained flat, and one large self-contained flat. In the center: a staircase and two lifts with a lobby that provide access to the flats as well as a smoke lobby with a refuse chute.]
Figure 1.6: Plan of the Cluster Floor type. (National Archives, UK)




Conclusion

The Single-Persons Project was a scheme challenging the norm, one that deviated from typical housing provision by the welfare state that prioritized accommodation for the nuclear family, underlining the potential of doing things differently. The project demonstrated an effort to include and establish single people as active participants in the nation’s prosperity in need of adequate housing. For a housing provision that reiterated the conceptualization of the home as a familial space, this council housing project inevitably raised a series of reactions and concerns on various fronts, at a point that it “would probably not have found room for in their [referring to Leicester’s council] programme if they had expected this to be at the expense of the number of family houses or old persons dwellings they were allowed to build.” Whereas the R&D Group failed to acknowledge the diversity of the single people collective, pursuing instead a rather homogenous, if not selective, lens of class, gender, or race, the overall procedure of the Single-Persons Project that involved a sociological method for design purposes still envisioned the development of this housing prototype as a refuge for single people striving for privacy, independence, and inclusion in the broader society. As a hybrid space between the private and public realm, detachment and inclusion, as well as socialization and isolation, the Single-Persons Project reconfigured the individual as a self-sufficient entity, yet indispensably connected to another kin network that was not necessarily biologically related.

At the same time, the project’s transgressive attitude remained entrapped to the council housing order and limitations, which by the end of the 1960s was facing various financial constraints, gradually becoming unaffordable to those in need. The seeming independence offered to single people remained costly, advising the continuation of the shared flat, as the most prominent housing typology for single people, and retaining feelings of dependence and the longing for familiarity and intimacy for the sake of making ends meet. Inevitably, symbiosis, sociability, and coexistence insisted on conceptualizations of belonging, despite the voluntary detachment from traditional family ties.

Goscote House was completed in 1974; however, the concept of the project as a pilot scheme to better accommodate single people was never reproduced. The project was caught up in housing policy amendments that led to the privatization of council housing in 1980, and subsequently ceased the R&D Group’s efforts. Housing provision for single people remains a contentious issue of affordable housing, which is only possible in the current climate with the financial security provided by the nuclear family unit.37 Goscote House was abandoned in 2018 because of structural insufficiency and is now demolished.38
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Chapter 2 The Representability of Interstitial Scenes

Sarah Mills and Simon Baker


Prelude

In 2013, the Grimsey Review published thirty-one recommendations in reaction to the increases in UK high street shop vacancies, high street business rates, online shopping, and increases in cost of living.1 The recommendations of the review can be grouped into three main conclusions: the need for radical government action; high streets as multi-functional hubs and the importance of local authority visions, plans and partnership working. In 2018, the UK central government dedicated £1 billion to the Future High Street Fund for towns to reinvent their high streets with suggested recommendations including an overhaul of the business rates system and a ban on out-of-town developments.2 A High Streets Task Force was launched in July 2019; the group’s role includes supporting towns shortlisted in the Future High Streets Fund through a process of drawing up plans for redevelopment.3 The High Street and Town Centres—Adaptive Strategy Report for London brought together the case for investment in high streets.4 In the report, Dan Hill, London mayor’s design advocate, presents the case for new modes of engagement5 and Professor Mariana Mazzucato suggested “missions” from state and local level governments to stimulate cross-sectoral, bottom-up innovation to meet specific place-based environmental, social, or economic challenges.6 UK architecture practices such as Muf, We Made That and Jan Kattein Architects reacted by identifying that high streets and heritage buildings are crucial in terms of transferring community and local narratives for the next generation; their projects recognize the value of the informal and the inherent creative potential of the ad-hoc and of improvisation.7

In response to this high street crisis, Group Ginger Architects decided to embrace a design approach based on transgressive ways of occupying space by turning central to their approach some of the histories and communities that were peripheral. The methodology was inspired by Peter Stallybrass and Allon White’s book The Politics and Poetics of Transgression, which proposes the notion that “what is socially peripheral is so frequently symbolically central”8 to an understanding of the relationship between individual and social life. A series of actions, which the authors explore through four categories—the human body, geographical space, psychic forces, and social formation—are introduced to analyze the less visible conditions of “transgressive events.” Stallybrass and White were interested in how liminal or minority experiences help to form larger social and cultural boundaries, their research “aim[ing] . . . [to map] domains of transgression where place, body, group identity and subjectivity interconnect. Points of antagonism, overlap, and intersection between high and the low, the classical and its ‘Other’, provide some of the richest and most powerful dissonances in culture.”9 We argue here that although transgression as a concept is often described as fleeting and often paradoxical in nature it can also have a lasting power, and permanent transgression eventually becomes transgressivity. Transgressivity in this sense means a state of movement from one distinct position or space to another, be this spatial or geographical.

Group Ginger’s approach to two market regeneration projects, Chesterfield Market and Scarborough Market Hall, are presented in this chapter via their histories, salvage, assemblages, associated activism, and projects of transgressive territorial transformation. Two of Stallybrass and White’s categories, geographical space and social formation, are used to argue that the boundary phenomenon “and its order are always constructed around the figures of its territorial edge.”10 Within the projects discussed it is the blurring of this boundary that reflects the expression within (participative) democracy.



Salvaging Two Markets

Chesterfield’s open-air market began with the granting of a Charter by King John in 1204.11Apart from the construction of the Market Hall, designed by Architects Danes and Sons in 1857, the market place has remained the same size.12 In 1848, produce was sold from stalls or carts running across the square towards the Shambles with side shows erected containing all the “curiosities and wonders of the world.”13 Fifty market stalls were occupied in 1850 and this rose to 270 by 1920. The expansion of the market stalls fundamentally changed the marketplace and people’s access to it, limiting space for entertainment, festivals, fairs, and areas to protest.

In 2020 Group Ginger and Planit I.E. Landscape Architects were commissioned by Chesterfield Borough Council as part of their “Revitalising the Heart of Chesterfield” ambitions to develop a detailed feasibility study for the marketplace, to include infrastructural requirements, address the number of vacant stalls, and put together a plan to accommodate additional events. The project has funding through the Derbyshire Business Rates Pilot, D2N2 Local Enterprise Partnership and Chesterfield Borough Council. Later phases are being funded as part of the council’s successful bid to the Government’s Levelling Up Fund, announced 2021. (Fig. 2.1)

The Scarborough Fair, permitted in a Royal Charter of 1253, was a six-week trading festival attracting merchants from all over Europe.14 In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries Scarborough developed into a seaside holiday destination largely due to the perceived health benefits of its spa waters, and its fishing industry declined. Scarborough is now within the top 20 percent of most deprived areas in the UK and is the largest seaside town in North Yorkshire.15 In 1852, Royal Assent was given to the Scarborough Public Market Act, and Borough Surveyor John Irvin developed plans to build a market hall in St Helen’s Square. The Old Shambles, which were made up of butcher’s stalls, slaughterhouses, tallow and bone yards, were cleared to make way.16 The Scarborough Public Market Company was set up to oversee the development of the new hall, which subsequently opened in 1853.17

Scarborough Council received a grant from the Coastal Communities Fund in 2014 and were looking to revitalize the original Victorian market hall, retaining the use of the grade two listed structure as a market and add new life and activity to the area through investment in local independent business. The market had deteriorated through a lack of vision and investment with fixed stalls, many of which were unrented. Group Ginger were appointed as Architects by Scarborough Council in 2015; a consultation with longstanding existing traders, customers, and new start-ups led to suggestions that the space be reprogrammed to include the daily market but to also host multiple interstitial events. The conversations took place when the local Futurist Theatre was under threat of demolition and Scarborough’s Crescent Street Arts potentially losing gallery and event space. The municipality of the market space being run by the council would mean that the spaces become accessible and could also support Scarborough’s existing festivals.


[image: (a) Overview of empty market stalls with green-white tarps on a square; (b) front view of one stall; (c) stalls placed around a monument on the square; (d) side view of a stall; (e) passage between buildings and stalls; (f) diagonal view.]
Figure 2.1: Chesterfield Marketplace, 2020. (Photograph by Group Ginger)



Fragments and Constellations

Group Ginger is an architecture and design practice based in Leeds, England. A “ginger group” is a formal or informal group within, for example, a political party seeking to influence the direction and activity of the organization as a whole.18 Ginger groups work to alter the party’s policies or practices, while still supporting some of its general goals.19

Group Ginger’s spatial practices use montage techniques of juxtaposition and recombination to develop projects and inform new critical constellations inspired by Walter Benjamin’s critical engagement with the cultural phenomena and the constellation as a mode of actualization and representation.20 These constellations, which prioritize interstitial scenes between oppositional programmes, have the potential to be transgressive. Challenging organic wholeness or completeness, the two projects proposed a coming together of new scenes of imaginability, revealing structures of power and authority while challenging accepted norms and making places for the tactics deployed by its inhabitants. Ultimately, representability of the interstitial scene enables it to penetrate, intervene, and interrogate seemingly peripheral and immutable figures as a form of transgressive, practice.21

Inspired by architects Flores & Plats,22 as well as author Georges Perec,23 philosopher Walter Benjamin, composer/directors Heiner Goebbels,24 and Hannah Arendt’s deployment of the theatre as a metaphor for the public sphere,25 Group Ginger works toward a possibility of a participatory democracy through an attention to disappearance and absence. Juxtaposing fragments to establish correspondences between diverse elements using montage, written texts, programs, and spaces informs a series of constellations resulting in interactions and resistance across a selection of local groups. The subversive and affective potentials of transgression are identified as moments of revelation as the resultant dialectical images become a non-synthetic thought image.26


It’s not that what is past casts its light on what is present, or what is present its light on the past; rather, image is that wherein what has been comes together in a flash with the now to inform a constellation.27



If an alternative contemporary version of historical happenings depends on a “flash” and coming together of past and present via a critical constellation could this inform a discussion about the future potentialities of a place? Capitalism’s ideological pledge of newness and progress intended as a motivational tool is presented in Benjamin’s The Arcades Project as a form of dreamlife with the ability of dialectical images to shock, which can awaken us from this collective dream.28 Instead of projects involving the reuse of spaces approached via critical historiographies linked to temporal relations, Group Ginger refers to Benjamin’s thinking as a major conceptual tool using methodologies of dialectical relations to create other more productive outcomes.

Commenting on The Arcades Project in the Dialectics of Seeing, Susan Buck-Morss uses Benjamin’s decision to work with montage as critical historiography to suggest that historical fragments can be constructed by removing them from a particular context, repositioning them in a series of juxtapositions, and that the fragments constitute a “constellation,” ultimately forming an image that is a new interpretation of the fragments’ relationship with one another. In her article “Fragment of the Imagination,”29 Jane Rendell proposes the “insertion of a ruined fragment of the past into a contemporary setting could be used to critique the version of the future it offered” with montage techniques providing active involvement with the viewer to invite them to engage in the gaps in meaning. Bernard Tschumi uses politized montage techniques of juxtaposition and methods of recombination within architectural projects, which he proposed would critique and destabilize one another.30

The two market projects demonstrate that techniques of montage when introduced on site can initiate an active involvement with the project, inviting users of the spaces and those on the periphery to engage with the gaps in meaning. Using a range of media, Group Ginger intended to explore the temporal dimension, without the need to erase or prioritize the past.



Activism

Chesterfield’s open-air market’s transformation is discussed here via “Save the Market”31 campaigns and heritage politics.32 In her paper “Commercial Heritage as Democratic Action: Historicizing the ‘Save the Market’ Campaigns in Bradford and Chesterfield (1969–76),”33 Sarah Mass argues that the traditional retail market produced a particular strand of heritage politics in the late 1960s and early 1970s Britain. Activists’ “Save the Market” from redevelopment campaign in Chesterfield focused on a combination of place-based citizenship and national “anti-development” mood in the early 1970s.34 The marketplace was maintained by local rates; its revenue relieved the rates of the town and city residents.35 The market traversed various groups, and registers made them vehicles for intersectional, factional, and amenity and heritage activism.36

In 1962, Chesterfield marketplace was designated as a Central Development Area (CDA) with proposals for the market square area and Victorian market hall to be replaced. Chesterfield Council and Hammerson presented their final CDA scheme to the city in 1972, a megastructure including two shopping malls and 630 parking places with Chesterfield’s open market diminishing to a small corner of the scheme. The serving of a writ to Chesterfield Council on April 1, 1974 was symbolic of ratepayer citizenship as market traders exploited an obscure element of the Local Government Act of 1933 in which ratepayers might appeal to the courts for a statutory declaration that their Council was mishandling the public purse or local public assets. Chesterfield’s writ servers accused the Council and Hammerson of entering into a relationship that was not in the financial interests of the town’s ratepayers and was unlawful because it would lead to a deficiency in the council’s accounts.37 A petition and a public march to the Town Hall along with national publicity created Chesterfield’s preservation debate.38

After Hammerson’s departure in the economic gloom of 1976, Chesterfield Council and the Department of the Environment approached conservation architects Feilden + Mawson, who had committed to conservation principles, for an alternative proposal.39 Following consultation with the community, Feilden + Mawson found that the majority of respondents were sympathetic to conservation goals. The practice believed that building preservation facilitated conversations between past and present, along with the multitudes of publics who comprised local society. The project conserved or preserved what was there but little in the marketplace changed.

The “Save the Market” campaign was initiated three years before the first publication of Tschumi’s Architectural Paradox, where he cautions that by giving an overall priority to historical processes, it often reduced space to one of the numerous socioeconomic products that are perpetuating the political status quo.40 Mass’s paper concentrates on the values of the retail market but less on other opportunities that the market space holds for a community beyond this. In 2023 there is little to no variety in stall type in the marketplace, with limited overall market infrastructure and flexibility for traders and other users; poor sight lines and a lack of zoning make the market difficult to navigate; and, overall, the 1970s’ group’s definition of “public” space is now challenged.



Assemblage

Chesterfield’s open-air market’s dialectical images were gathered via specific but contradictory ideas through community discussion. The project was conceived to include voices, actions, or events that have been written out of history, revealing aspects of the what-has-been that are spatially reconsidered for in the now. As Anthony Auerbach suggests when writing on Benjamin, “the constellation, triangulates the position of the materialist historian, and tests their ability to grasp—in the present—a fleeting dialectical image as a signal of revolutionary potential and to seize the moment that has invariably been missed.”41

When developing Chesterfield Market proposals, Group Ginger returned to Sigrid Weigel’s focus on the “thought image” or Denkbild.42 In Body-and Image-Space: Re-Reading Walter Benjamin, the term is used to describe Benjamin’s shorter text-pieces as dialectical images in written form, literally constellations in writing. For Benjamin, montage was a politicized form with the fragment interrupting the context into which it is inserted.43

Group Ginger’s proposals initially concentrated on the physical condition of the market square’s surface; the project aims to textualize the existing space by increasing one’s awareness of its physical characteristics. The textual compositions proposed consist of fragments of texts both historical, found or new conversations or exchanges, with the gaps between them providing pauses in interpretation. By positioning these writings, representing a variety of local voices, as part of the new and existing stone sets, flags and as part of digital projections at multiple angles, unexpected meanings were uncovered. New surfaces included in the proposition are laid in varying directions to change delineated zones and liberate the territorial bound of legitimate scenes. Next, removing sections of the market stalls created the possibility of combining into one scene the central, peripheral, and temporal events. Voices, actions, or events that may have been marginalized or written out of history, now reveal aspects of the “what-has-been” spatially reconsidered for the now. The new market stalls create a dense structure as framing device that works in two ways: it sets an expectation for audiences to look for the interstitial spaces being created by and between the presence of the frames, and by creating new moveable frames the community can reset and enhance a scene in action. The market user or spectator in this context is at once an object within the assemblage, a product that emerges from the material conditions of the encounter and is part of a new constellation of reading the past and present with the now, between market spaces, objects, images, and ideas.

In Constellations of Reading, Carlo Salzani dislocated Benjamin’s characters from The Arcades Project and juxtaposed them with contemporary texts. As an extension of “constellations of reading” he distinguishes Benjamin’s images as “ever changing force fields of configurations saturated with tension, which combine representation with what is not representable.”44 The interstitial scenes in the Chesterfield project provide places where differently experienced and imagined worlds come together.



Interstitial Scenes: Recombinations and Encounters

Interstitial space, where interstitium comes from the Latin with the meaning of in-between, is the fragment that usually falls out of the normative system. In architecture, from a structuralist point of view, the interstice is a leftover space, which remains between a planning process or between two discontinuous plans.45 From an event or evental perspective when movement is added, the interstice is the outcome of both interactions and affections among many actors that co-exist in a given spatial situation, understood as both ambience and pressure of a given place.46 In Bernard Tschumi’s Architecture of Disjunction, Part Three: The Transgression, differing programs are often in opposition to be bridged at what Tschumi calls the rotten point.47 According to Tschumi, the “rotten point” is at the junction of ideal and real spaces and is a “proscribed meeting space,” which is a threat to the distinction between concepts and spatial practices and is a place where environmental, historical, and social forces gather in concrete space. Group Ginger advocates Andrea Mubi Brighenti’s position that interstice is not simply a physical place, but also a happening “on the ground,” a “combination” or an “encounter” and in-between-ness that generates discursive field oscillating between connection and disjunction.48 The interstitial is an atmosphere that has been confined to a condition of invisibility, but it can no longer be separated from the persistent stories of the city. This is where the designer can lead the viewer to multiple distinct positions to create a coming together of an interstitial scene.49



Vue en scène

In Scarborough, flexible event spaces were introduced in the market hall as part of the project to allow for trading, community activities, entertainment, and other gatherings. Many of the new evening events are music related, transforming the atmosphere and formality of the existing fabric as the building dissolves via sound and projection but also holds the rapture of the community transfixed. (Fig. 2.2) In daylight, freestanding roofless market stalls, which are functionally inter-changeable, enable the full extent of the hall to be appreciated and preserve the view of all of the traders and the theatricality of the activity taking place in the market. A Vue en Scène is created via oblique angles, new intermediate levels, and opportunities for sideways glances, as a result of the reconfigurations. The events in the market speculate on a moment of synthesis of real space and ideal space. The interstitial scenes within, below, and above and between the food market/music/arts events create an imaginability of architecture, the coming together of scenes that place “theatricality” at the core of decision-making, through the interrogative collaging of imageries, texts, and marginalized voices.



[image: Top: people looking at an evening music gig on a square. Bottom: two customers looking at fruit and vegetables on display in a stall.]
Figure 2.2: Scarborough Market Hall, market day and evening music gig, 2018. (Photographs by Group Ginger and Jim Stephenson)




Shifting Sands

The event of immersive moving image and live performance Shifting Sands was produced by community cinema collective Sea/Film, with the support of National Lottery funding awarded by the BFI Film Audience Network, and took place in the Market Hall Vaults, in January 2020. (Fig. 2.3) It was through film, with the public as critic, that Benjamin suggested montage be used as an aesthetic process where “the absent-minded viewer” was able to critically experience and examine the work. Considered as a moment in the market’s program of events, Shifting Sands’ overlapping scenes offered a new lens to reconsider a compressed but possible future for the Yorkshire Coast. The dynamic spatial cuts in the vaults in combination with its underground routes dramatically polarized the filmic scenes and created constellations, “a flash” of coming together.

Large-screen installations were situated in four underground rooms within the market vaults.50 The vaults were candle lit, and the audience members walked around the installations before the performance started, composed of a talk by the film maker Esther Johnson and a set by Jayne Dent/melostme accompanied by film screenings. Paul Drury-Bradey and Martha Cattell, Sea/Film co-founders, used documentary, archive film, and community work to take people to unexpected places using stories from people in Scarborough, but also taking an unexpected perspective too by bringing in international films to the Yorkshire Coast for the first time and have artists and academics taking Scarborough life in a possible future.

Benjamin’s written work of apparently unconnected thoughts borrowed from the city, when recontextualized and physically installed in the market vault created new scenes and alternative ways of reading histories, possible futures and interpretations that might otherwise be overlooked. As Graham Gilloch reminded us, “As we continue to slumber in the dreamscapes of the here and now Benjamin reminds us of the urgency to read what was never written, to represent the fragmentary and to redeem hopes.”51 The capacity to extended body and self-awareness, with the user being asked to critically reinvent themselves as subject, is the outcome of recombining programs. In Tschumi’s Glass Video Gallery, which he presented in Groningen in 1990 for viewing music videos, issues of spectatorship and privacy were challenged. Made completely out of glass, the resultant structure gave priority to the image, the monitors inside and the glass reflections creating the impression of limitless space. In the extensive market vaults, the installations had a similar effect. Both Tschumi’s gallery and Shifting Sands questioned what is real and what is not real, and the structures provided an illusionistic spectacle. The transgressing of boundaries between virtual and real raises fundamental metaphysical issues of representation, and both projects presented the possibility of a coming together of scenes in a multi-dimensional world.


[image: Two people are standing in an immersive candlelit space with multiple projections.]
Figure 2.3: Scarborough Market Vaults, Shifting Sands, 2020. (Photograph by Sea/Sand Collective)



Transgressions

Working with past, present, and futures in constellation via histories, salvage, assemblages, and modes of activism to reinterpret, reconstruct, and reassess potentialities of place can create outcomes of transgressive territorial transformation. The approach avoids hierarchical ordering of elements according to classifying procedures driven by architectural drawing conventions, which, according to Theodor Adorno, would erase the idiosyncrasies of the object.52 In constellating, relationships between different elements are shifted, and independent layered textures and different voices compete for our attention. The effect, as discussed via scenes in Chesterfield and Scarborough markets, is that a dramatic conflict can become a feature of how these elements sit together within a space and it is up to the participants and spectators to create their own story from the disparate elements.

The representability of the interstitial scene enables it to penetrate, intervene, and interrogate seemingly immutable figures as a form of transgressive critical practice.53 Harnessing the real and the virtual is one that is likely to start in the cracks or between stronger territorial programs, or within strongly regulated territories, outside the initial client briefs. In the cases presented, the architectural experience is defined not only through a mode of distraction, according to Walter Benjamin, but also the revelation of a scene grafted with differential voices and gazes. These experiences echo what Benjamin had speculated to be the affinity between the filmic medium, architectural experience, and subjectivity of modern city inhabitants.54 Strategies of grafted scenes and reconfigurable fragments and assemblages as fragments–set–scene relations can lead to a different kind of architecture-making.55 As a transgressive practice, the personal is thus interwoven with the propositional, the past in co-presence with the current and the familiarity and strangeness of a potential future. Ultimately, creating opportunities to be opened up at the interstitial scenes results in a lasting power of transgressivity with interactions and resistance across a selection of individuals and local groups, programmes, events, and protests with meaningful impact.
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Chapter 3 On Relational Histories of Spatial Law and Transgression

Tiago Castela


“There are no boring landscapes, only landscapes we haven’t learned to see.”1




Introduction: A View from the End of the Bus Line

This chapter explores a particular aspect of spatial transgression, based on Henri Lefebvre’s conception of space–time as a category that involves both the built environment and social space,2 and inspired by the work of urbanist Ananya Roy and architectural historian Nezar AlSayyad on inhabitation under conditions of urban informality.3 My interest in the latter arose from my embodied, situated knowledge as a Lisboner, intrigued that Urban Informality did not include a chapter on an European city. Growing up, I often did not have school in the afternoons, and with a couple of other unwitting teenage derivists, took buses to the end of the line, and walked around. Much later, when I started preliminary doctoral fieldwork and walking around the informally created subdivision of Casal de Cambra (Fig. 3.1), the motivations of the first dwellers were both unexpected and sensible: they had moved from central Lisbon in the 1960s due to a lack of affordable housing, instead of being the rural migrants described in most accounts. As I started reading on the history of spatial law,4 checking land sales in Casal de Cambra, reading the minutes of Sintra’s Municipal Chamber or of the Improvements Committee of Casal de Cambra, as well as consulting the periodicals archive, I also realized with surprise that when “clandestine” subdivisions started being created in the late 1950s, these could hardly be characterized as illegal processes. Back to Berkeley, I did a walking tour of West Oakland with architectural historian Paul Groth, and it was striking how similar the subdivision and self-building processes were to those of “clandestine” neighborhoods in Portugal, despite differences in techniques and materials.5 And yet in California there had not been a drive by the press to illegalize, which was what had happened in Portugal. As a result, research moved away from the material built environment, and attempted to follow the productive relations between the history of informal subdivision and various kinds of spatial expertise, including architectural culture.


[image: Residential street. Houses have two or three stories, are mostly painted in white, and the roofs are covered in red tiles.]
Figure 3.1: Street in Casal de Cambra neighborhood, in the Sintra municipality near Lisbon, on August 16, 2007. (All photographs by the author)

Urban Informality reinterpreted a tradition of research on squatting and slums through the framework of the economics of informal labor.6 Roy in particular challenged the legalist approach of Hernando De Soto by employing a Foucauldian conception of power, defining informality as “a realm of regulation where ownership and user rights are established, maintained, and overturned through elaborate ‘extra-legal systems.’”7 In this chapter, spatial transgression thus denotes built environments and social spaces created by citizens for their own housing within what this chapter describes as an “economy of spatial illegalisms.” The main argument is for more relational histories, that is, for the need to intensify the application of historical methods to understand squatter settlements and informal subdivisions, instead of examining such housing spaces synchronically. In addition, the chapter argues that such partly lost worlds cannot be studied in isolation, but are instead “actants” through their relations with professional architectural culture, as well as with the formation of laws on the built environment. The latter relation is the focus of the chapter. This means that my conception of transgression sovereignty draws less on exception as understood by Schmitt or Agamben, and more on Ong’s anthropological idea of exception as an “extraordinary departure in policy that can be deployed to include.”8 The first part of the chapter foregrounds a relational understanding,9 briefly exploring the concept of an economy of spatial illegalisms, as it can allow research to focus on the dynamic relation of transgression with law. The following sections develop my past research on Portugal, to explore how spatial law kept being redefined by the state.



A Spatial Economy of Illegalisms?

By spatial law I mean not only explicit state laws and regulations on land subdivision, housing design, and building, but also the less explicit rules that arise from the unplanned intersection of various kinds of instruments, including master plans or rules for public subsidies for housing. In addition, spatial law can also include the even less visible local rules that arise from how a specific municipality interprets and applies explicit spatial law. As anthropology has long argued,10 social relations are maintained through rules that are not necessarily codified in written state law, or that even exist in relations of friction to the latter.

In 1975, as part of his challenge to theories inspired by Marx that subsumed social struggles under labor exploitation, Michel Foucault argued that a shift in both social rules and written state law happened in France with the increased domination of society by the capitalist mode. This argument drew on earlier work on transgression, commented at length in the introduction to this volume by Carmen Popescu. In Discipline and Punish, Foucault described written state law and its practice by the state apparatus as an “economy of illegalities.”11 Restructuring the latter entailed defining as “violent transfer of ownership” practices that had hitherto been tolerated.12 Simultaneously, “the bourgeoisie was to reserve to itself the illegality of rights: the possibility of getting round its own regulations and its own laws, of ensuring for itself an immense sector of economic circulation by a skilful manipulation of gaps.”13 Gilles Deleuze later clearly defined the law itself as the dynamic result of constant conflict between social groups.14

Although Foucault or Deleuze did not dwell on the role of the built environment in the economy of illegalities, later research influenced by Henri Lefebvre showed how the rise of a liberal political economy entailed both a radical transformation of property, as well as of the social rules and written laws concerning land and buildings.15 Hence, an aspect to consider when reflecting today about Foucault’s challenge is the commodification of space, that is, the processes through which space, since the liberal revolutions of the nineteenth century in Europe and the Americas, became a commodity that can be easily valued and traded and provide capital for reinvestment.16 Thus, rules about the built environment are inevitably also about space as a commodity. This does not mean that all laws related to space treat it as a commodity; on the contrary, many laws hope to regulate or even impede commodification. Besides, not all transactions are part of a market exchange, and even the latter cannot be conflated with “capitalism.”17 Yet, since space in the present is also a commodity, any law about the built environment establishes a relation with spatial capital, implicitly or explicitly.

It is also important to be aware of the role of categories of difference in particular societies, as emphasized by Foucault. When people created housing informally, including in Europe, who gets to be tolerated or punished, either through demolition or illegalization, can depend on perceived rank in terms of occupation and material wealth. For example, the developer of the informal subdivision of Casal de Cambra became the “number one” founding shareholder of one of Portugal’s main private banks, in 1985.18 His profit achieved through land sales was fully legal. In contrast, for low-income households that moved to Casal de Cambra in search of homeownership, and that started organizing collectively in January 1974, obtaining a housing permit for a house built in the 1960s or formalizing further land subdivision of their own lots has always been an expensive and laborious process, partly due to ex post facto rules, some of which will be addressed. Squatters, and particularly black squatters (Fig. 3.2), are treated with even greater forcefulness.
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Figure 3.2: Quinta da Serra neighborhood in the Loures municipality, near the Lisbon airport, on August 15, 2007. The neighborhood was being slowly demolished by the municipality at the time, and no longer exists.

Thinking about squatter settlements or informal subdivisions through a relational understanding, attentive both to connections between different kinds of transactions, as well as to the role of perceived societal rank in the application of the law, allows one to examine how such spaces contribute to circulations of capital that are characteristic of an economy of spatial illegalisms. More architectural histories on squatter settlements and informal subdivisions could be attentive to the role of such spaces in an economy of spatial illegalisms, researching how laws on space are contingently formed, and how this contingent formation is political and contested, that is, how certain social groups are benefited and others adversely affected, as well as the ways in which the contingent formation and application of laws on space has a productive relation with trends in the commodification of space.




Lisbon’s “Clandestine” Subdivisions

The following sections focus on a specific historical process. So-called “clandestine” subdivision started in the municipalities around Lisbon in the 1950s.19 In Lisbon proper, where about 800,000 lived, after two decades of fast growth low-income households had few options beyond renting a room or building a shack in occupied land.20 However, after 1945 it became feasible to commute from hitherto agricultural areas that were distant from the two suburban railway lines to the north of the city, due to the creation and rapid expansion of a public bus system within Lisbon, and the creation of private suburban bus lines.21 It was now possible to simply walk from the city limits to new self-built housing in a former farm.22

At the time, it was perfectly legal to detach a lot from a large farm and sell it, as will be explained in detail. Lot splits were only made illegal in 1973.23 If the lot was large enough, it was also legal to build a house in the lot. In addition, unless the house was next to some kind of public road or street, there was no obligation to ask for a building permit. There was not even a law that allowed private subdivision of a whole former farm, so developers planned subdivisions de facto and then detached one lot at a time. The process may be characterized as “informal,” as it was a new kind of practice that was different from the dominant modes of suburban building and planning: railroad apartments suburbs and more privileged single-family housing suburbs. But the process was initially not illegal.

It is important to understand in detail this juncture in the economy of spatial illegalisms in Portugal. After the beginning of the military dictatorship in Portugal in 1926, the state apparatus started intervening more in how land was divided for building, where buildings must be authorized by the state, and how housing was rented. It is through the conjunction of various unrelated written laws that “clandestine” subdivision emerged as an informal and legal practice. By 1936, two years after the start of the Salazar dictatorship, a new Administrative Code tacitly illegalized private forms of subdivision.24 However, the detachment of rural lots with at least 5,000 square meters was still allowed by the 1929 Fiscal Reform Law,25 which remained valid until 1970.26 The 1936 Code demanded building permits for construction next to “streets and other public places.”27 It was reviewed in 1940, and licensing was made mandatory for “any construction work in land next to streets and other public places.”28 In 1944, the Ministry of Public Works and Communications under João Pinto da Costa Leite, a former assistant of Salazar at Coimbra’s Faculty of Law, defined that all municipalities had to develop “general plans for the urbanization and expansion of the seats of the municipalities,” and the concept of a “rural protection zone” was introduced to impede urban sprawl.29 In these zones, building licenses would be mandatory and urban extension would not be allowed. Architect Etienne de Gröer, a lecturer at the Paris Urbanism Institute who had moved to Portugal in 1940, defined Lisbon’s three-kilometer wide rural protection zone in 1948 and forbid “buildings or settlements of urban character” there.30 One-fifth of the more than hundred informal subdivisions created between 1950 and 1970 ended up being built in this zone that surrounded Lisbon proper.31 It must be noted that even though masterplans were created and guided the practices of municipalities, the plans were never formally published, with the exception of the 1948 Sun Coast Urbanization Plan,32 and it may be argued that consequently the rural protection zones had no legal existence.33 Municipal licensing was thus not necessarily mandatory in the areas defined as rural protection zones in the unpublished plans, except for building in lots adjacent to public “streets and other public places.”

It is at this moment that a change in rental housing laws strongly stimulated suburbanization in both Lisbon and Porto. At the same time that the regime aimed at better controlling how space was divided and sold, and how cities were extended, the same regime aimed at liberalizing the rental housing market. In 1948, a new law eliminated urban rent controls,34 with two very important exceptions: the cities of Lisbon and Porto, where urban rents were frozen, with the effect of reducing the availability of rental housing there.35

By 1951, a new General Code for Urban Buildings was published, and it clearly stated that new buildings in “rural protection zones” were also encompassed by the code,36 even though the “rural protection zones” had no formal existence, as we have seen. Yet, the only punishment for building without a permit was the payment of a fine to the municipality; it was probably cheaper and easier for most to pay a fine than hiring one of the then rare professionals who could submit a design to the municipality, and paying the required fees, as mentioned in the press.37

By the early 1960s, informal subdivision was explicitly defined as illegal at first not by any state entity, but by the press. Many planning experts clearly saw, from the point of view of the central state and of Lisbon proper, the “clandestine” attempts at suburban living as a challenge to societal discipline and order that should be discouraged. But documents from the late 1950s do not define informal processes as illegal ones, even though it is clear, for example in the 1959 law proposal for the first regional plan by the Minister of Public Works under military engineer Eduardo Arantes de Oliveira, that the central state was well aware of the informal creation of subdivisions. The proposal argued that, because of the lack of a regional plan, it:


has not been possible to stop the disordered growth of suburban settlements and the creation of new population nuclei, according to private initiatives. The latter are moved in most cases by the simple purposes of land speculation or with the objective of evading the discipline of the urbanization plans to which the most important population centers are subjected.38





Disorder, Illegality, and Progress

Three years later, the daily newspaper Diário Ilustrado publishes a series of articles on the new Brandoa neighborhood, describing what was happening as “criminal illegality.”39 The first article started by asking: “Should one conclude that disrespect for the law can be tolerated?” The reporter noted that all that builders do is to pay a fine of 800 or 1,600 Escudos, arguing that they refused to stop building, as purportedly municipalities needed to take each individual case to court if demolition was to be achieved.40 It is interesting to compare these public pronouncements by city journalists to the statements of suburban municipal council members in their weekly public meetings. In the minutes, one can often find arguments on how these new neighborhoods were bringing hardworking, honest families with children to the municipality, and in fact represented “progress.” In contrast to the coeval “transgressive domesticity” analyzed by Savia Palate in another chapter in this section, in Lisbon spatial transgression was most often deployed to participate in the construction of the new normative domesticity of the nuclear family that the Salazar dictatorship fostered through its formal housing policies. For example, in 1964 a council member in Sintra stated the following during a discussion titled “Clandestine Buildings” in the minutes, which addressed the potential demolition of ten houses, described as “shacks” in the minutes, built on ten lots that “family chiefs” had bought in A-da-Beja, a village next to the Casal de Cambra subdivision:


[T]hose who work in this municipality and here toil spending their lives to gain means of sustenance, but at the same time for the progress of this municipality, have the right to a minimum of living conditions inherent to their quality and dignity of human person.41



Amidst these different kinds of discourses, alternatively focusing on “disordered growth,” “illegality,” or “progress,” during the 1960s and early 1970s Portugal’s central state apparatus proceeded to gradually illegalize the informal. In 1962, one month after the Diário Ilustrado campaign, the building code was amended to allow municipalities to demolish or halt construction in the absence of permits, and to evict renters if there had been no building permit.42 In the following year, a new amendment made it possible to refuse the granting of permits in the absence of extant public infrastructure.43 In 1965 it became possible to license subdivision by private developers.44 By 1973, the state introduced the first legal instrument that defined the “clandestine” as an exceptional domain, instead of changing the general laws, by creating special rules for the “renovation” of informal subdivisions.45 Later that same year, a crucial change was introduced that illegalized informal subdivision as it had been practiced for two decades, as detachment of individual lots became impossible.46

With the revolution in 1974–75 and the start of political democratization, one could have hoped that this process could have been reconsidered. For the conservative dictatorship those in “clandestine” neighborhoods were undesirable due to their disrespect for planning order, but tolerable to a certain extent due to their interest in homeownership. In addition, in the final years of the dictatorship the exposure of architects to “clandestine” inhabitation arguably shaped the situated emergence in Portugal of the global architectural discourse on participation, in ways that are not too distant from the discourse on participation and transgression explored in another chapter in this section. However, in the emerging progressive regime an interest by laborers in the comforts of suburban single-family housing was often considered suspect, as will be addressed at the end of this section. Of course, experts before the revolution had already been aware of the role of these neighborhoods in the circulation of capital, in contrast to the “shack” neighborhoods, and of the relation between spatial planning and commodification:


[T]he main areas of clandestine constructions forming groupings are concentrated mostly in the periphery of the Capital [. . .] close to agglomerates with plans that have been already approved, one must foreground the abnormality of the extraordinary rise of the prices of land destined to new urbanizations, in those plans, making prohibitive its use for housing of the less favored social strata of the population that, for that reason, embark on clandestine building.47



A decade later, in an interview during the revolution, then Deputy Minister for Housing Nuno Portas, an architect, completely refused to continue extending the interventions by the Housing Development Fund, or interventions by the new SAAL program, to “clandestine” subdivisions.48 Portas claimed that informal subdivisions were due to the “lack of [municipal] land reserves [. . .] and to the retention of land by private landowners, because of the expectation of increases in land values.” He added:


I prefer to call these savages, in the sense that one cannot designate as clandestine those subdivisions that, although illegal, were intensely publicized in newspapers and in television, and addressed through the condescendence [. . .] of the authorities of the old regime.



He also defended that the new regime should abstain from creating any kind of public infrastructure, as “any kind of improvement in these areas, at the moment, would only foster the processes that created them.” Later, from the 1980s onwards, after the emergence of a first wave of academic urban scholarship,49 some proposed moving away from the initial focus on the political economy these authors had proposed, and also conceiving the “clandestine” as rural;50 perhaps this can be understood as an argument emphasizing another kind of transgression, now of normative urbanity.

In the case of less well-known left-wing political actors after the 1974 military coup that ended the Caetano dictatorship, informal subdivision could be viewed as a kind of class betrayal, or at least without an openness to self-building. During an interview with a former associative leader in the informally created subdivision of Casal da Silveira, focusing on relations with the communist-led Loures municipality, the leader recalled how they were criticized due to their ambition of living in a single-family housing neighborhood: “Because one day they accused us here of wanting to be the Restelo of Loures, can you imagine that, [the process] was so out of their control, ‘these guys want to be the Restelo of Loures?’”51 This recalls Lila Leontidou’s argument on laborers in Southern Europe:


Some of their everyday manifestations like informality, community life and socializing, song and football attendance, or mutual aid and illegal building, meet the indifference and scorn of marxists, even the Communist Parties of their own countries.52



In addition, it also recalls the criticism by Henri Lefebvre of the lack of “creative capacity” of state socialism.53 Nevertheless, in practice Lefebvre was not engaged in an optimistic perspective on urban informality. In a visit to Lisbon for a roundtable at the National Laboratory of Civil Engineering on “Marxist Thought and the City” during Portugal’s revolutionary period of 1974–76, he stated: “Dreadful . . . I was driven through the suburbs . . . and what I saw was horrible. You will need a whole generation to remediate all that.”54



Towards Relational Histories of Spatial Transgression

Common to all the expert knowledge from the period addressed in the previous section is a lack of interest in the history of informal subdivision. Why was there a moral panic in early 1960s Lisbon about suburban houses that were hard to distinguish from new buildings in Portuguese villages or towns from the same period? Here the issue of the postwar rationality of development, and its articulation in colonialist countries such as Portugal, could be explored in future work. Indeed, the prospective exercises of those most privileged was arguably haunted by “the Europe” beyond the Pyrenees. Never mind that squatter settlements existed at the time around Paris, or Rome; or informal subdivision around many Italian cities. In post-democratization Portugal, “clandestine” neighborhoods continued expanding and being tolerated (Fig. 3.3); but few municipal actors used extant laws to re-legalize the informal. By 1995, a new law on Urban Areas of Illegal Genesis maintained many neighborhoods in a state of expectancy until today.55


[image: Newspaper clip titled “Clandestinity pays?” below a photo of building foundations against the backdrop of completed houses.]
Figure 3.3: News article from 1977 titled “Clandestinity Pays?” comparing the speed of self-building with the slowness of the prefabricated CAR public housing program. Expresso, July 30, 1977. (Photograph taken at the Hemeroteca Municipal de Lisboa on June 21, 2008)

Architecture can strive toward studying spatial transgression by also understanding the productive relationship both with spatial law and with expert knowledge. Each change in spatial law is integral to a situated, contingent, and unequal political moment, instead of a mere technical improvement within a broader path to national development. In consequence, present-day spatial law is partly a legacy of the past projects of authoritarianism and colonialism, which are inimical to democratization. It is particularly important to do relational architectural histories of transgression in Europe, where a rich history of urban informality has been neglected until very recently.

Methodologically, and the previous section attempted to convey this, the difficulty is that an architectural historian will rarely find pertinent boxes in the archive; and professional architects are rarely involved, so there is also little access to drawings or plans. In the case of squatter settlements, the difficulties increase, because in the absence of formal ownership by the residents, built environments tend to be demolished and places of inhabitation disappear. Inspired by critiques of the colonial archive such as Stoler’s,56 or Rabinow’s conception of ethnography in French Modern, this chapter rehearses a view “from the end of the bus line,” so to speak, arguing in favor of archives that an architectural historian must create out of fragments from municipal minutes, newspaper articles, private notebooks, interviews, aerial photography, and all other unconventional sources of information. This would arguably potentiate the contribution of architectural history, during the present global housing crisis, to the imagination of new ways of building and living together.
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Chapter 4 On Weeds and Hospitality: An Architectural Point of View On (Bio)Diversity

Carmen Popescu

In 1989, Félix Guattari published Three Ecologies, a booklet revisiting Arne Naess’s concept of ecosophy and pleading for what the French philosopher designated as an ethico-polical articulation of the three ecological registers—environment, social relations, and human subjectivity.1 Guattari saw this entanglement as the only “escape from the major crises of our era.” Meanwhile, his approach became common understanding, and the envisioned major crises turned into a hypercrisis, encompassing all the spheres of our world.

An odd quotation opens the Three Ecologies. Taken from Gregory Bateson’s Steps to an Ecology of Mind (1972), it reads: “there is an ecology of bad ideas, just as there is an ecology of weeds.”2 In the context of the book, this targets the seemingly good idea that proves to be a basic error propagating all over the system, “branch[ing] out like a rooted parasite through the tissues of life.”3 If Bateson referred here metaphorically to weeds, at the time when his book was published these latter fascinated botanists who started to develop urban ecology as a distinctive subfield.4 While ruderal ecologies enthused new ways of understanding nature in the city, they turned into a wider object of reflection within the field of decolonial studies, inspiring, among others, numerous artists in their practice. Encouraging biodiversity and the greening of our overly expanded concrete metropolises, opened up more space for wild herbs to take root along the sidewalks, at the bottom-line of the facades, and in parks and gardens. Wild herbs might appear as a contemporary replica of natura naturans versus the natura naturata of what was used to be seen as “common” gardening and landscaping. But, given the political turn of ecology, their proliferation could be interpreted as a form of militant engagement.


What about architecture in this context? Aside vegetalized roofs and facades, bio-sourced materials, and so forth, is there a possible different connection between the new approaches in architecture and the plea for (bio)diversity? I argue here that the changing position towards the place of the vegetation in the city and, in particular, of ruderal plants might shed light on the emerging policies, on the backdrop of the hypercrisis, in favor of hospitable cities, welcoming displaced/unplaced populations (homeless/migrants/refugees). I would look at how architectural responses echo the rewilding of Western cities, taking the vegetalization of Paris as a backdrop.


A Preamble: Turning Paris Green

In 2014, Paris municipality launched an open call to vegetalize its streets, insisting on “the need for nature” and the capacity of vegetalization to “valorize and qualify public spaces which today are neglected if not deteriorated.”5 Besides the “need for nature,” a genuine problem for the city that was (and still is) among the most mineral metropolises,6 the call fulfilled a political scope, reflecting the ambitions of the new municipal team elected that very year. The intention became clearer with the introduction, in 2015, of the first “vegetalization permit,” imagined as a “visible concrete realization,”7 much necessary for showing Paris’s ecological engagement as the French capital was preparing to host, in only few months, the 21st Conference of the Parties. But if the call for vegetalization pertained to the “strategic orientation” of the city—Paris Plan for Climate and Energy and Paris Plan for Biodiversity—it was meanwhile also presented as a strong symbol of citizen action,8 both as a propeller of participatory democracy and an acknowledgment of the (meagerly) rising interest of its inhabitants for ecology policies.9 The previous debates of the municipal council insisted on the “proximity”10 and “innovative”11 character of vegetalization; the permit went further on describing it as a “possibility for the citizens to express themselves through vegetalizing [urban] spaces.” The fact that the permit allowed a “temporary occupation of the public domain, free of charge” for those “projects contributing to develop nature in the city,” represented a noteworthy turn in the conceiving of the right to the city. Until then was accepted only the use of mobile planters by the associations wishing to vegetalize public space;12 thus the possibility for all the citizens (associations as well as individuals) to occupy the public domain, even if temporary, opened a new way of relating to public space.

Following the launching of the permit, numerous previously neglected spaces were vegetalized—namely the spots of land around existing trees, planted with typical garden flowers (roses, tulips, irises, and so forth) or decorated with pots—while improvised planters were installed in many streets. Paris was turning green(ish), proudly displaying wooden and cardboard signs indicating the participatory acts of vegetalization. (Fig. 4.1) If there was a clear enthusiasm about participatory gardening—several streets were labeled “garden-streets”—there was also criticism pointing mainly at the decayed aesthetics of the city. The movement #SaccageParis (ransacking Paris), founded in 2021, accused the municipality and, in particular, the mayoress Anne Hidalgo of having spoiled the image of the capital due to weeds growing everywhere.13

This vegetal rewilding of the capital corresponded to a change in understanding urban landscape both in terms of biodiversity and sensible aesthetics. The interest in spontaneous nature and resilient local plants, weeds included, was not new. As Matthew Gandy noted, the second half of the last century saw a growing number of specialists committed to study in the spontaneous flora of the cities. Additionally, this “wild” vegetation came to be understood not only as a marker of the urban ecological paradigm, but also a “symbolic indicator [. . .] for shifting ideological contours in the urban landscape.”14 This sensibility for ruderal ecologies and for neglected spaces of the city was shared by French landscapists as well.
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Figure 4.1: Rue du Jourdain (20th arr., Paris)—renamed by its inhabitants “Rue du jardin” (Garden’s Street). (Photo by the author)


But when wild herbs and weeds came to grow more and more in Paris, more visible in certain neighborhoods and almost inexistent in the center of the capital, it was because they were allowed to develop. Phytosanitary substances were restrained (afterwards forbidden),15 while the citizens’ enthusiasm for the vegetalization permits increased exponentially. This enthusiasm was not a matter of collective claims; it merely reflected a new vision about urbanity.16



A Short Intermezzo: Under the Open Sky

The image of a man seeking shelter under a tree is quite well-known in architectural history. When Claude-Nicolas Ledoux published in 1804 his L’architecture considérée sous le rapport de l’art, des mœurs et de la législation, he included, among the model-typologies for residential and public buildings gathered in the volume, “l’abri du pauvre,” the shelter of the poor. (Fig. 4.2) Strange choice, given the fact that there was no architecture involved. A man is seated under a tree, with no roof above his head but the branches of the tree and the sky: “this vast universe that might surprise you is the house of the poor,” wrote Ledoux; “he has the azure vault for dome and communicates with Gods’ assembly.”17 These lines, which strangely resonate of Martin Heidegger’s concept of “a primal oneness the four—earth and sky, divinities and mortals”18 do not bare poetical intention: “the poor is asking for a house,” stated Ledoux, insisting on the fulfillment of everybody’s “exact needs.”19

The figure under the tree could be the image of unsituated and displaced populations: homeless, migrants, refugees. (S)he is close to nature not because (s)he feels like fraternizing with it, but because (s)he is reduced to his/her natural condition. Ledoux himself paralled his poor with animals, but only to deplore his misery: “the bee has a house, the ant vaults itself its abode [. . .]; and the poor [. . .] does not have a shelter for his head.”20 The figure under the open sky appears thus as a subhuman, the same way herbs and weeds are considered subnature, to borrow David Gissen’s expression—“peripheral and often denigrated forms of nature [. . .] deemed primitive [. . .], filthy [. . .], fearsome [. . .], or uncontrollable.”21



[image: At the bottom left on a small island in the sea a naked is man sitting on a rock under a tree. Rays of sun pierce down through a cloud cover in the sky far above him. On the clouds a gathering of gods and heroes.]
Figure 4.2: Claude-Nicolas Ledoux, “The Shelter of the Poor” (plate 33, L’architecture considérée sous le rapport de l’art, des moeurs et de la législation, 1804). (© Bibliothèque Nationale de France)

The figure under the tree is deprived of space. And even if his/her “exact needs” are fulfilled—in Ledoux’s text, these latter curiously prefigurate, more than one century before, the functionalist principles of existenzminimum—(s)he does not have the right to produce space. Beyond the need for a shelter, there is the need to integrate the space of a community, the right to social integration, as Lefebvre put it, who was a harsh critic of the functionalist concept of “need.”22

Inhabiting is thus not only about finding a shelter. Ivan Illich affirmed that “most languages use living in the sense of dwelling”23—but how can one live when (s)he can’t dwell?



Another Intermezzo: What Do Weeds Teach Us

There is an undeniable proximity between weeds and migration, well-known to botanists who lengthily analyzed it through the circulation of seeds and the transmutation of species. Recently, this proximity was turned into a rich topic of concern by artists embracing decolonial approaches. One of Lois Weinberger’s projects for documenta X is a striking example of such a critique of the era of modernity. “Das über die Planzen/is eins mit Ihnen” (What is beyond of the plants/is at one with them) was composed of ruderal neophytes, bursting out along the railway next to the station in Kassel. Weinberger planted those from his “garden archive,” in the periphery of Vienna, where he gathered herbs from different areas in South-Eastern Europe, carefully listing their provenance. One of the sketches for this project shows approximately drawn oval and circular forms, inside of which are hastily written names of plants and their provenance regions24—looking like a fictional map, disorderly reconstituted along the schematic image of a railway, lasting symbol of cross circulation and expanding horizons. As noted in the documenta guide, “this kind of vegetation grows rapidly, spreading out over large surfaces and combating the indigenous flora. A struggle begins: a vegetal metaphor for the migratory problems of our day [. . .]”25

Weinberger’s installation in Kassel interrogated a long-lasting idea developed by the world of art/architectural history, paralleling culture and its natural environment. Since its beginnings as a discipline, architectural history was eager to learn from the study of nature, borrowing its taxonomic methods for ordering its own vast production. But also, botanical metaphors were employed to explain the corruption of the ideal models of the Greek and Roman antiquity and the aesthetic breach between these and the buildings produced through the succeeding centuries in various geographical areas. If Quatremère de Quincy compared the perpetuation of architectural archetypes to plants and seeds acclimated to foreign, arid soils,26 Seroux d’Agincourt went further: “The admission of [barbarian] nations in the [Ancient Greek] state produced the same effect as weeds in a cultivated field.”27 From there it was but a step to Hippolyte Taine’s theory, almost fifty years later, on race–milieu–moment, establishing a deterministic frame for assessing the values of both works of art and the peoples who produced them.28 For the 1889 Universal Exhibition in Paris, the Opera’s architect, Charles Garnier, created an attraction that reflected the taxonomic entanglement between culture and nature. Each of the houses of the “History of Human Habitation” was surrounded by a garden relevant to its character, composed out of plants indigenous to its origin29—history was hence connected to geography, forging implied racial references. This intellectual shortcut lingered through decades. Writing on Weinberger, Tom Trevor remarked that Margaret Thatcher proposed as a remedy against  the early 1980s inner city riots to organize garden festivals, bringing plants from all over the world to celebrate multiculturalism.30

It is in this biased context that should be understood Gilles Clément’s Manifesto for the Third Landscape, which states that primary environments and wastelands are resourceful places, participating in a “planetary cross-fertilization” and constituting a “planetary garden.”31 For Clément urban gardening entered a new phase, understanding that nature’s anarchical appearance is the expression of the particular order of biology, and “instead of fighting this force, it might be interesting to use it for creating a garden.”32

Educated as a horticulturist and landscapist, Clément likes to introduce himself as a gardener—this unpretentiousness conceals a continuity with a certain French tradition of socio-political thinking, reminding one of Voltaire’s and Rousseau’s different philosophical uses of vegetal metaphors and fables. The manifesto opens with this remark: “Third landscape relates to Third Estate (not to the Third-World).”33 The precision in the parenthesis might seem a pun, but is essential to Clément’s statement: revaluing neglected spaces and their spontaneous flora is not about being uncultured—uncultivated, if we really look for a pun. Introducing the reference to the Third Estate, commonly associated to laboratores, implicitly politicizes his discourse.



Hospitability 1: The Weed’s Strategy

Going back to Paris, part of the new urbanity emerging in the first two decades of the twenty-first century was also an understanding of hospitality as a public concern.

A few months before the measure promoting vegetalization through the appropriation of the public space, the association Les Enfants du Canal (The Canal Children)34 started to explore the possibility of creating a nomadic hosting center based on the temporary vacant plots of land of the capital. The association asked the help of PEROU (Pôle d’exploration des ressources urbaines—Exploratory Pole of Urban Resources), an aggregate of multiple civic actors which came to be known for its transgressive operating methods, under the active coordination of a political scientist, Sébastien Thiery, and the presidency of Gilles Clément.35

According to Thiery,36 the initiative confronted several official positions. It tackled the pluriannual program for developing Greater Paris, proposing to replace the scale extension of the city by an expansion of its civic consciousness. It mocked the call for innovative urban projects, launched in 2014 through the operation “Reinventing Paris.”37 And, above all, it brought a radical reply to a phrase often pronounced by the French politicians that France does not have the means “to host all the misery of the world.”38
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Figure 4.3: PEROU, Paris d’hospitalité. Specifi cations: The four situational hypotheses. (Courtesy PEROU/Echelle inconnue (Stany Cambot)).


After the exploration listed 150 various vacant spaces, a multidisciplinary study analyzed the needs of a nomadic hosting center: “For somebody who comes from the street, where the space is infinite, the air, the impression of freedom . . . One should readjust to structured spaces.”39 In 2014, an international call, entitled “Paris d’hospitalité” (a pun translatable also as Hospitality bets), asked for experimental projects for hosting homeless in the interstitial urban spaces of the capital. (Fig. 4.3) Some fifty proposals were submitted by more than 150 architects, engineers, artists, designers, urban planners, and so on, the winning projects being selected by a jury including former homeless.

The use of urban interstices was already a tactic of those deprived of space—sleeping under porches and under bridges, in abandoned spaces, and so on. Albeit now it was proposed as an accepted move—PEROU had the support of several public actors and hoped to gain also the agreement of the officialdom.

Fill in the urban interstices is also the tactic of wild herbs and weeds, which started to be tolerated in Paris almost at the same moment, following the vegetalization call.



Hospitability 2: Political Ecology under the Open Sky

In 2015, when Paris municipality launched its first permit for vegetalization, it also adopted a mobilization plan for hosting refugees.40 Many migrants have joined the city, especially the following year, after the dismantling of the camp near Calais, known as the “Jungle.” Sleeping under the open sky, several of them started to gather in parks. #SaccageParis didn’t miss the opportunity to complain about “confiscated garden and parks,” particularly in the North of Paris, with squatters frightening away their usual familial users.41

Among the parks quoted by #SaccageParis, the Jardins d’Eole can be seen as a particular example, for many reasons.42 The future park was designed on the abandoned site of a merchandise railway station, in one of the poorest neighborhoods of the city. The first idea of its creation emerged in 1993, as an electoral promise made by the future socialist mayor of the arrondissement. As nothing happened, in 1997 the inhabitants of the neighborhood formed an association entitled Jardins d’Eole (after the name of the fast-urban train crossing the area). In 2002, the municipality of Paris eventually approved the project, a competition being launched one year later. The winning team, led by Michel Corajoud, was committed to a new understanding of the urban vegetal nature, while favoring a clear connection with the urban context. The result preserved a sense of the history of the site: an open, horizontal composition, including, among others, a gravel garden planted with indigenous species echoing the flora of the former wasteland. Applauded by the specialized press,43 the park fulfilled only partially—great opening toward the landscape of the city, a usable space for everybody—the expectations of the inhabitants, who were dreaming of trees and beautiful flowers.



[image: In the foreground of a large park, a narrow channel with water and a strip of uncultivated land with ruderal plants. In the background, on the grass, a large group of people gathered under a couple of trees.]
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Figure 4.4a–b. Jardins d’Eole—migrants living in the park. (Photos by the author)


In 2016, after the police raids against the migrants’ camps installed in Paris, some 800 persons moved to the Jardins d’Eole. (Fig. 4a-b) Starting with the summer of the same year, the association Quartiers Solidaires (Solidary Neighborhoods) took the charge of serving migrants breakfast each morning. PEROU joined in 2018 and proposed to “ritualize the[se] gestures of hospitality.” A rogue artistic performance, which renamed the nearby metro station “Cour de Maroc [former name of the area]—acts of hospitality,” was followed by a call to render perennial this sense of solidarity.44 The call was presented as a belated [fake] completion of the municipality operation “Embellishing Paris,” which sought to revitalize twenty dysfunctional places (one per arrondissement) through artworks selected after an international competition.45 PEROU staged the call as an artistic event, in the art center MAC VAL, disclosing a pretended last version of the official document hand annotated by the mayoress Anne Hidalgo. The Jardins d’Eole was declared the twenty-first site on the list, added in red ink and described as “qualifying the territory,” “augmenting the landscape,” “the beauty of [. . .] solidarity,” “the vitality of what unites us.”46 All over the document, brief annotations in red changed the sense of its wording. “[. . .] an invitation to have a new perception of the current urban landscape” was completed by “migrants?” The document stated that “Embellishing Paris” was meant to allow the capital to reveal itself for what it truly was, “the most beautiful city in the world”—in red being added “the world to come?”, and an arrow pointing to a possible explanation: “act of hospitality [as] World heritage.”
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Figure 4.5: PEROU, “Très Grand Hôtel. Work in Progress”: “Cour du Maroc, Paris 19th arr. Petits déjeuners solidaires”—available rooms and places in the neighborhood. (Graphics by Maëlle Berthoumieu)


Indeed, the major scope of this call/artistic event was to make public PEROU’s (and its partners’) initiative to inscribe hospitality on the UNESCO list of intangible cultural heritage. Citing numerous situations of hosting migrants (Lesbos, Calais, Ventimiglia, Lampedusa . . .), the proposal presented the acts of hospitality developed in the north area of Paris as an ineffable construction. It imagined this immaterial architecture, as a “Très Grand Hôtel,” able to virtually gather the innumerable rooms offered to migrants in the inhabitants’ apartments.47 In a drawing, looking like a micellar ecosystem (Fig. 4.5), the diffuse body of this architecture is traced by a constellation of connections between the different actors making things possible.



Conclusions: Where Finally Transgression is Named as Such

The actions of hospitality imagined by PEROU with their associative partners can be seen as acts of resistance. That can be understood both in terms of confrontation and of resilience—like the opposition between natura naturata and natura naturans (“classic” Western gardens vs. Clément’s third landscapes) and the resilience of ruderal ecologies. For Clément third landscapes are, naturally, territories accommodating the multiple species that cannot find a place elsewhere.48 Interpreting that, diversity becomes a matter of hospitality.

By putting together this piecemeal of disparate facts and acts, I was interested in revealing a furtive mechanics of transgression. My point was that the different correspondences I have proposed in this text seem to indicate a mutation in the midst of happening.

Different forms of transgression are at play here. The basic one consists in the appropriation of the space—the first transgressive act when inhabiting architecture. For Lefebvre “to inhabit [. . .] is to appropriate something,” a process that always implies a conflict.49 Implicit in most usual situations, this conflict becomes radical in the case of the population deprived of space for whom finding a shelter often equals to breaking the rules.

A disciplinary and aesthetic transgression is also present, tackling the limits of the discipline and its theoretical fundaments. The ephemerality associated with the architectural act of temporarily sheltering those deprived of space contradicts the first principle of the Vitruvian triad—firmitas—being replaced by flexibility of solutions and agility in action, learned precisely from the tactics of unsituated populations. Moreover, conceiving architecture as immaterial—reduced to an acting concept, as happened with the Très Grand Hôtel—defies both its etymology and its history, where materiality, tectonics, and constructive techniques are central. Not to mention that aesthetics is deliberately not a priority for the architectural acts mentioned here. This happens also in the urban landscapes that are about to emerge, echoing somehow Lois Weinberger’s words as being “against the aesthetics of the Pure and the True, against the ordering forces.”50

But when architecture becomes a verb whose first scope is to build connections, this goes beyond disciplinary transgression. This shift from object to verb implies that inhabiting is more important than the habitat. For Lefebvre, the latter is “a morphological description, a frame,” while the first is “an activity, a situation.”51 This mutation of goal (and of substance, finally) politicizes the architectural act, turning it into a form of resistance. Hence the idea of counter-places,52 like the different ZADs (Zone à défendre—zone to defend) that emerged on the French territory. Beyond shielding a certain space indispensable for living, the aim of such counter-places is to defend a form of living in the world—a form of culture. Seen from this perspective, Sébastien Thiery’s proposal to inscribe hospitality on the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) list gains a new meaning. As he noted: “The hospitality act is henceforth a decisive constructive technique and it is urgent to recognize it as such.”53

While disobeying order and limitations, transgressive acts pertain, however, to a certain systemic logic. Commenting on his series of works “Brennen und Gehen” (1992–97), where plants burst out of fractured spots of tarmac, Weinberger invoked in this sense botanic insurgency: “this energy field is symptomatic of an area of spontaneous chaos which gives way to a precise botanical system.”54 Places created through transgressive acts are, to quote Weinberger, “Where the Living Reveals Itself above the Orderly.”55

The disorder has to do with indetermination, with indecision—Weinberger was interested in abandoned/abandoning gardens, seeing them as “random systems”;56 Clément sees third landscapes as paces of indecision, escaping the control produced by “all organized society.”57 This “garden in motion”58 can be related to Claude Lefort’s understanding of democracy as based on indetermination.59

The transgression at work in the current reconceptualizing of architecture as well as in third landscapes announces a change of paradigm. Its disregard, if not radical rejection of the order installed by the era of modernity, which has paramountly contributed to the current hypercrisis, heralds the entrance in after-modernity, the age of post-history, to borrow from Vilém Flusser60 (not to be confounded with the “end of history”). Post-history implies a certain form of abandonment—nature itself becomes “post-culture nature”, “post-history nature”—61 but above all it engages a dismantling of systems. This is what Flusser meant when he affirmed that we need to learn to inhabit differently our world in order to be able to look in its face our past, because “the face of the future have the traces of our past” and “our progress is a method to avoid being devoured by the past that chases us”; he anticipated the current condition of our world, concluding that “we are myopic programmers: we do not grasp the essence of the migration of people.”62

Could we take the bio-diversity of third landscapes as a model for such a new form of inhabiting the world? Almost at the same moment that groups of migrants started to occupy the Jardins d’Eole, biodiversity became a consistent preoccupation for Paris municipality.63 This pure coincidence can be seen as a sign that Guattari’s ecological entanglement might start to work, a materialization of Clément’s “planetary crossfertilization.”

But, obviously, speaking of a “planetary garden” is a manifesto language. Planting is not an anodyne gesture—Flusser considered it “perverse.” No wonder that the etymology of its most structured form, agricultura, meant for the Romans “controlled agitation.”64
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Part Two Bending Politics: On Moving the Lines





Chapter 5 Limit(ation)s: Squatting in Naldöken, İzmir

Gülsüm Baydar, Kıvanç Kılınç, and Ahenk Yılmaz


Prelude

Limit is a key term in critical theories of transgression, led by such figures as George Bataille, Michel Foucault, and Julia Kristeva.1 For these thinkers, transgression marks the limit of reason, language, and thought. As such, it is a positive act that opens the door to the not-yet-thinkable. Transgression and limit are complementary terms, whereby transgressions can reinforce, expand, or modify the limit. Our article tells the story of the changing nature of the limit(s) that demarcate the border between the Law and its transgression in the context of a squatter neighborhood in Naldöken, İzmir.2 We weave our account with excerpts from Latife Tekin’s magical realist novel Berji Kristen: Tales from the Garbage Hills, which is set in an imaginary squatter neighborhood near a garbage heap (which is ironically named Flower Hill by officials) in an anonymous city in Turkey.3 Tekin’s novel voices the complicated encounters between different subjects within and outside Garbage Hills, and inspires our article in exploring the fluidity of the boundaries that constitute the limits and limitations for transgressive acts in Naldöken.

Below we focus on specific instances that highlight intricate, sometimes unexpected, but mostly pliable acts that unravel the impossibility of fixing a definable limit between law and lawlessness. Tekin’s poetic account and our academic perspective run parallel, generating a productive opportunity to surface the multiplicity of agents that are entangled in the ever-changing boundaries between norms and exceptions, transgressions and interdictions. We aim to complicate the understanding of the concept of limit to comprehend the multilayered relationship between these agents including governmental discourses, political figures, gecekondu residents, legal measures, social housing projects, and squatter settlements, whose positions can hardly be reduced to oppositional arguments.



Genesis


One winter night, on a hill where the huge refuse bins came daily and dumped the city’s waste, eight shelters were set up by lantern light near the garbage heaps. In the morning the first snow of the year fell, and the earliest scavengers saw these eight huts pieced together from materials bought on credit—sheets of pitch paper, wood from building sites, and breezeblocks brought from the brickyards by horse and cart.4



These are the opening sentences of Berji Kristen. Eight makeshift shelters that appear overnight on a garbage hill mark the genesis of an alternative lifestyle, unknown to the proper citizens of established neighborhoods. Yet the squatters, which shortly proliferate in numbers, manage to remain beyond the reach of legislative bodies for only a limited time before demolition men arrive at the hill. From then on, the site turns to be a battle line between urban authorities and squatters; profit-seekers and charlatans; survivors and negotiators.

Tekin’s story is inspired by the gecekondu phenomenon in Turkey, which was highly politicized during the 1960s and 1970s. Meaning “built overnight,” gecekondu neighborhoods had proliferated in major cities since the 1950s, due to the increasing volume of internal migration from the countryside.5 At that time, the central government’s desire to build orderly cities clashed with the stark reality of rapid informal urban development. Self-built settlements grew first at the margins of large cities, and as these cities expanded exponentially, they gradually became part of the urban fabric. City authorities constantly attempted to eliminate, if not rehabilitate and discipline them. The following statement of Izmir Municipality’s Directorate of Reconstruction in 1971 exemplifies this situation: “As their literal meaning suggests, gecekondus are unauthorized buildings built on land plots that are not owned by their residents, without abiding by the legislations and general provisions which regulate reconstruction and building activities [. . .] Since such buildings are generally not hygienic, a significant amount of work is being done on their reclamation.”6


As numerous accounts like this show, the 1950s saw the initiation of an official discourse around gecekondus, which was elaborated through legal codes, municipal regulations, political declarations, and squatters’ accounts that were regularly covered in the media. This discourse produced a new limit for urban order, which placed the gecekondus beyond the border of legality. It is important to emphasize here that only after their initial encounter with urban authorities are squatters identified as the limit of normative urbanity, that is, the limit of hygiene, discipline, structure, organization, reason, and in short, Law. Any information about gecekondus is accessible to us via this discourse. Tekin’s introductory section to her story is significant in that context, as the builders of the first eight shelters mark a theoretical moment and a founding act of transgression prior to the formation of an official discourse. In Foucault words, “Perhaps [transgression] is like a flash of lightning in the night which, from the beginning of time, gives a dense and black intensity to the night it denies, which lights up the night from the inside, from top to bottom, yet owes to the dark the stark clarity of its manifestation, its harrowing and poised singularity.”7 We contend that the singularity of the erection of the first gecekondu is a transgressive act that can never be repeated. It establishes an unprecedented limit to urban order that generates a set of legal measures and negotiations involving a diverse range of actors.

There is a significant distinction between the theoretical moment of the erection of the first gecekondus, and the officialization of a gecekondu discourse due to the spread of such illegal settlements. This distinction can be theorized by Kristeva’s concept of “pseudo-transgression,” and Bataille’s notion of “extreme limit.” According to Kristeva, pseudo-transgression refers to an act that only compensates for monologism and “operates according to a principle of law anticipating its own transgression.”8 Inspired by Kristeva’s critical position, we propose that following the illegalization of gecekondus, all interactions between squatters and urban administrators take place within the limit that the initial act of transgression had already established, that is, within the boundaries of legality. Even during the 1970s, when the political left in Turkey ascribed a positive meaning to the gecekondu as a site of revolutionary struggle,9 and urban professionals and students joined the gecekondu dwellers to resist demolitions and to build more squatter houses,10 their romanticization against privileged urban neighborhoods and bourgeois lifestyles relied on the duality of the norm and its opposition. Bataille’s notion of the extreme limit, on the other hand, posits a realm beyond the reach of law. Language, according to him, however transgressive it becomes, can only lead to the discovery of the limits of reason but can never go to the extreme limit; “the essential is the extreme limit of the ‘possible,’ where God himself no longer knows, despairs and kills.”11

We will return to this point after a critical examination of the limit that emerged with the rise of the gecekondu discourse, which saw the mobilization of binary oppositions such as hygiene versus dirt; health versus sickness; order versus chaos; and law versus lawlessness to regulate and control the squatter neighborhoods. As the example of Naldöken gecekondus shows, however, the boundary between these oppositions is never stable.



Confrontation


One morning they [the children] flew down from the hill like birds and announced that a gang of men carrying gleaming pickaxes were heading straight for the huts. Before anyone could draw breath the gleaming pickaxes had attacked the hut walls. The hut people hurled themselves at the wreckers but were stopped by the trucks and, in a single moment, earth and huts became one.12



Earth and huts become one many times in Berji Kristen. These events echo the nightmares of gecekondu residents in many cities in Turkey, where violent confrontations with police forces were the grim reality of the 1960s and 1970s. As the settlers crossed a number of legal boundaries concerning construction licensing and land ownership, the limit of urban order turned into a battle line.

On April 16, 1966, a local newspaper in İzmir announced that 130 gecekondus, which were built on proprietary land in Naldöken, were soon going to be demolished.13 Elected mayor Osman Kibar, a member of the conservative Justice Party (AP) in power, declared this decision as follows: “All procedures for demolishing these gecekondus are completed and the owners are given a second notification today. On April 25, Monday morning our teams will demolish these gecekondus in joint action with the police [. . .] From now on, we will work with all our might to see that not even one gecekondu is built in the city. Our decision is final on this matter.”14

Based on the mayor’s statement on the collaboration of municipality workers and the police, the confrontation between the gecekondu owners and law keepers seems to have been predicted from the beginning. Indeed, on April 25, 1,000 gecekondu dwellers got into a fight with 300 policemen by each side throwing stones at the other. A local newspaper dramatically announced the event with headlines stating, “heartbreaking screams of women and children echoed in the hills during the fight where fifteen people were injured.”15

Four gecekondu dwellers were arrested the following day, and demolition continued under the supervision of twelve mounted policemen, twenty-five community police, and forty gendarmerie officers. Rendered armless, gecekondu dwellers silently removed their belongings without further resistance. Kibar passed by the demolition site and watched the process from a municipal office nearby. As a news report stated, “he could not enter the site,”16 most likely in fear of being the target of further protests.

By April 27, as silence fell on Naldöken, the power hierarchy that governed urban order was momentarily restored. Protesters were arrested; the mayor’s authority was unshaken; and armed forces completed their mission. Yet such violent confrontation is but one of the possibilities for fixing the limit of urban law. Complicated relations between different parties can turn the limit into a site of maneuvers in a number of different ways.



Maneuvering


When the refrigerator factory got going on Panty Way the rumor spread that anyone on Flower Hill who had registered in Kurd Cemal’s party would find work in the plant. The Flower Hill people all registered with Kurd Cemal, and the men gathered humbly at the top of the garbage hills or in front of the town hall to get recommendation cards from Kurd Cemal or Garbage Owner. But then youth—the cream of Flower Hill—went to work for Mr. Izak and the rest had their names struck off Kurd Cemal’s party register.17




Personal benefits, opportunism, political interests, and sometimes sly deals are customary affairs of everyday life in Flower Hill. At times it is difficult to follow who is on whose side in various negotiations that take place between different agents including gecekondu dwellers, politicians, factory workers, and industrialists. Norm and normality turn out to be oppositional terms, and which side breaches or represents urban order becomes unclear.

Like the imaginary residents of Flower Hill, who easily changed their political alliance based on conflicts of interest, Naldöken squatters turned their demands into instruments of party politics. Shortly after the events of April 25, a reporter in a local newspaper pointed out the Municipal officials’ claim regarding the opposition parties’ interference in the events, and the accounts of two Naldöken residents expressing their regrets about participating in the events “due to their ignorance.”18 In a parliamentary meeting following the events in Naldöken, a deputy from the Nation Party (MP) blamed the ruling Justice Party (AP) representatives, stating that “it is a given fact that during election periods, the ruling party encourages citizens to build gecekondus on private-registered lands. [. . .] Regrettable events erupted because of politically motivated attitudes and practices. The real culprits should be chased there. The citizens should not believe in those who are responsible but act irresponsibly.”19

After the confrontation with police forces, “nearly 100 heads of households applied to register to the People’s Republican Party (CHP).”20 A network of maneuvers also involved municipal authorities and policemen who were bribed by gecekondu dwellers to prevent the demolition of their houses. In Naldöken, upon receiving the municipal notice that their houses would be demolished on April 25, 1966, residents reported against the Municipality to a local newspaper, stating that during election periods police forces could have easily controlled the only road to transport the building materials for the gecekondus, but accepted bribe money instead.21

The squatters protesting demolition apparently relied on a law that was passed in 1948, whereby houses built on treasury land within municipal borders were legalized. The mayor, on the other hand, claimed that only houses built on privately owned parcels would be demolished. The confusion over land ownership was resolved, albeit temporarily, by the Gecekondu Law of 1966, which stated that all unauthorized buildings, regardless of their land ownership status, would immediately be demolished by the state police, without any need for prior arbitration.22


In Naldöken the limit of legality turns out to be slippery in the various maneuvers of different agents, including not only municipal authorities and gecekondu dwellers but also police officers and members of different political parties. The limit is repeatedly crossed over by its gatekeepers and offenders alike, based on interests, profit incentives, and political benefits as well as the basic need for survival in dire economic conditions.



Displacement


Spurred on by the squatters, he [Mustafa Gülibik] made a stirring speech before the municipal office which began, “‘Atatürk, for whom I would willingly lay down my life”‘ [. . .] and did not forget to mention that his grandfather and his dog died fighting the Greeks. “Atatürk gave Flower Hill into our keeping” he spluttered, flinging the words at the municipal office. [. . .] Wiping away the sweat with one hand, he raised the other in the air and swore an oath that they would never hand over Flower Hill to be anyone else’s property.23



Mustafa Gülibik, one of the colorful characters in Tekin’s book, has a job producing armchair tassels in a workshop at Flower Hill Industries. When the government announces that Flower Hill belongs to a foundation, and demands a hefty settlement fee from the squatters to let them keep their huts, he becomes the leading figure of a protest. His speech strategically includes the buzzword of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the founder of the Republic of Turkey, whose righteousness was unquestionable by any governmental authority at that time. Also claiming his family’s role in the war against the Greeks, Gülibik aims to ally with the authorities on the officially indisputable ideology of nationalism.

In Tekin’s story, the limit of legality in relation to squatting is displaced to overlap with the limit of national ideology. A supposedly irrefutable common ground is established between lawmakers and lawbreakers. Naldöken squatters adopted a surprisingly similar strategy on April 25, 1966. As a local newspaper reported, upon receiving the news that demolition would begin at 9 a.m., “Naldöken gecekondu dwellers, who did not send their men to work, and their children to school,” gathered at the intersection of the main road.24 Akin to Flower Hill residents who resorted to nationalism to save their huts, Naldöken residents carried Turkish flags, Atatürk posters, and banners in their hands. The slogans on the banners read: “We are not communists but Turkish citizens,” “we are not living under the Soviet regime,” and “we did not come from Siberia.”25

If the leap from Naldöken gecekondus to Soviet communism seems strange at first glance, one only needs to consider the heated political atmosphere of the Cold War in mid-1960s Turkey. Aligning with the Western bloc, the Turkish government actively propagated against communism at all levels of everyday life, trying to counter the rising popularity of leftist ideologies in the country. Scenes of police forces confronting leftist demonstrators were common. Furthermore, gecekondu settlements became the locus of radical politics for various leftist movements in the 1970s.26

By adopting the dominant ideological discourse of the government against the communist regime, Naldöken squatters creatively displaced the terms of their relationship with the Municipal authorities from conflict to solidarity: After all, they were not like leftist militants who opposed the official ideology. The slogan, “We are not living under the Soviet regime,” is significant as it dissociates the present government from its most ardent enemy, so long as their gecekondus are not demolished. Although their tactic did not work, Naldöken residents surfaced an instant whereby the decisive limit of their existence as squatters was displaced from the administrative realm of urban law to the ideological realm of anti-communism.



Incorporation


[Garbage Grocer] announced he would go into bureaucracy when he was elected headman of Flower Hill and referred to the party and the flag, spreading the word that he would distribute title deeds for the huts. He talked about gleaming golden water taps in the homes, promising that Flower Hill would be flooded with lights, and that power lines would encircle the huts.27



Garbage Grocer’s promise of providing municipal services and distributing title deeds for the huts remains an ephemeral instance in Tekin’s story. His strategy to appeal for the squatters’ votes, however, was not unfounded since it had a direct correspondence to the Gecekondu policies of Turkey. Issued by the Ministry of Construction, municipal administrations were put in charge to enforce the Gecekondu Law.28 The law adopted a tripartite strategy of rehabilitation, elimination, and prevention.29 Rehabilitation applied to gecekondus that were in relatively decent condition, which would be revamped and granted title deeds. Elimination referred to demolishment, and prevention meant stopping new development. Although Naldöken fell into the second group, it is worth focusing briefly on the strategy of rehabilitation.

Despite the fact that zoning amnesty had been partially granted to gecekondu residents since 1948, the rise of the ratio of gecekondu population to the urban population from 14.7 percent to 26.1 percent between 1955 and 1980 clearly turned this policy into a political propaganda instrument.30 İzmir municipality’s 1974 annual report stated that municipal services would be delivered in order to enable the social and economic development of residents who would also receive title deeds.31 Since the supply of social housing in İzmir was far from meeting the demand, rehabilitation appeared to be a more practical formula.32 Likewise, Izmir municipality’s decision to implement new transportation routes from squatter settlements to central city districts in 1975 exemplifies the reluctant inclusion of the “rehabilitated” form of the gecekondu into the mainstream political and planning discourse.33

Municipal Council Meetings show that gecekondu residents too were ambivalent about the official status of their houses. In 1972, several Naldöken residents petitioned for their settlement to be exempted from the gecekondu zone and be included in the regular city plan.34 In one appeal, they came up with a name for their newly legalized neighborhood as Zübeyde Hanım, which is Atatürk’s mother’s name.35 One could read this as an attempt at reappropriation—the formerly marginalized seeking to be incorporated into the norm. Three years later, in a contrary move, several other residents petitioned for their informal settlements to be granted “official” gecekondu status so that they could benefit from municipal services.36 Such a shift, they might have thought, would bring the much-needed recognition to them in the eyes of the authorities, until their gecekondus are ultimately included under planned neighborhoods.

These instances show the constant fluctuation between the seemingly fixed categories of the exceptional (informal settlements) and the normal (planned neighborhoods). While existing values of normality are not denied, its limits are continuously negotiated by various attempts to incorporate the exceptional.




Assimilation


At the same time the men of Flower Hill were struggling to find work, a shiny blue sign—“Nato Avenue”—was hung on the wall of one of the chocolate factories up Rubbish Road. United by curiosity they marched with their sideways walk until they arrived under the street sign, but as they could not figure out what the writing on it stood for or why it had been put up, they turned back. They were quite pleased, but after lengthy discussions, they decided this road could not possibly be an “avenue.”37



Flower Hill residents are apparently ambivalent toward the name Nato Avenue, which is given to the road that leads up to their gecekondus. The shiny blue sign is attractive but foreign. They are pleased that it is put up but cannot identify themselves with it. For the administrative authorities on the other hand, Nato signifies the country’s alliance with the developed and civilized world of the US. We suggest that Flower Hill residents’ ambivalence toward a seemingly attractive but unfamiliar sign parallels Naldöken squatters’ ambivalence toward the modern social housing units that were offered to them by the Municipality in 1966.

In the 1960s, it proved increasingly difficult for lower-income residents in İzmir to find decent housing, except for ever-expanding squatter settlements.38 In search of a solution to the spread of gecekondus, and forming partnerships with housing cooperatives to develop affordable housing settlements, the central and municipal governments have called to arms social housing projects.39 In the City Council meeting on June 22, 1966, Mayor Osman Kibar proudly stated that the demolition of Naldöken gecekondus had significantly reduced the number of new constructions, and announced that the construction of new social housing units would immediately begin in Cumhuriyet Mahallesi.40 The first social housing project initiated in the neighborhood consisted of 100 moderate-size semi-detached single-story houses, consisting of two bedrooms and covering an approximate area of 60 square meters.

The houses were intended to be allocated to squatters in exchange for a decade-long installment payment plan. However, the inhabitants of Naldöken strongly rejected the idea of relocating to these houses, which they insultingly referred to as “poultry coops.” A news report of April 25 stated that the squatters came together the night before the demolition and took an oath not to move to these houses.41 According to this account, Naldöken squatters raised concerns regarding several inadequacies, including the exorbitant pricing in relation to the size and quality of the houses; the substantial investment already made in their existing squatter dwellings; the absence of electricity in the social housing units; and the considerable distance from their places of work. They particularly emphasized that they would not be able to afford monthly payments with their current weekly incomes.

Amidst the outcry of these complaints, Mayor Kibar heralded the news of the construction of apartment blocks that will provide “more developed and modern” housing units, much greater in number.42 In his 1966 speech addressing the city council, Kibar stated that the demolition victims of Naldöken would be provided with these apartments, which would be completed soon. In addition to the mayor’s announcement, aiming to alleviate the public’s reactions, the deputy mayor informed a newspaper that the new housing units would be constructed according to the needs of larger families, with the prior allocation of municipal services such as sewage, road, water, and electricity, as well as a nursery and a primary school.43 As neither the mayor nor his deputy specified any completion date at the time of demolition, those who were rendered homeless seemed to have been left to find their own way during the interim period.

Social housing projects mark instances of assimilation, as the legal-administrative apparatuses attempt to forge former gecekondu dwellers to fit into the given urban order. Yet by stripping the latter of all agency in the production of their own living environments, they only produced new forms of homelessness and new battles between law and lawlessness.44



The “Extreme Limit”


Later in the morning when the wreckers returned they saw a little girl on the hill playing house where the huts had been. They circled around her, then departed, and from that day on they never came back.45



The parallelism between Tekin’s story and ours ends here. In her poetic realm of magical realism, Tekin points to the genesis of a different world. This is the world beyond the reach of law and its accompanying violence within the established codes of normativity; a world to be born out of the wreckage of unresolvable conflicts between victors and victims; winners and losers; and the powerful and the marginalized. Tekin’s is a world of difference where nobody is rendered homeless. There, the limit is no longer marked by the Law, but the very opposition between the Law and its other. The little girl playing house points to the limit of the world of binary oppositions.

In the events involving Naldöken squatters, the actions and strategies including confrontations, maneuvers, displacements, and incorporations, were governed by the binary opposition of law and lawlessness. Although the limit of the law turned out to be flexible, manipulatable, and even displaceable, the boundary between the law and its other remained within the realm of language. Both the lawmakers and the squatters fought their battles on a common understanding of, and desire for order, which is based on rational behavior constrained by considerations of profit and productivity. In other words, the squatters desired to be recognized by the existing system by stretching its boundaries, rather than questioning its very basis. This proposition is neither to devalue their battles nor to prove them wrong, but to invite our readers to consider a critical perspective to understand transgression as suggested by Bataille’s notion of the extreme limit beyond the reach of Law. Along similar lines with Bataille, and privileging Bakhtin’s account of the carnival as an act of transgression, Kristeva contends that the transgression of linguistic, logical, and social codes within the carnivalesque only exists because the carnival accepts “another law.”46 Her reference to the carnival leads to the association of transgression with joyful affirmation. For Foucault too “[t]ransgression is an affirmative movement, opening the possibility of difference, but only in and at the limit, not outside; it does not provide a stabilizing boundary, even in the infinite.”47

As our analysis of Naldöken surfaces, the joyful affirmation that characterizes the extreme limit is not available within the boundaries of the linguistic codes where the limit is negotiated. The power of Tekin’s novel is that it never ceases to be the reminder of Bataille’s extreme limit, where language gives way to different ways of expression, outside the realm of rational production. Bataille argues that the extreme limit is a window to transgressive sovereignty, which is a mode of existence that is not wedded to hegemonic instruments of power and the grip of instrumental rationalism that governs existing laws, norms, and most everyday practices. As the Naldöken case manifests, in the absence of transgressive sovereignty, limits are conveniently turned into limitations by means of administrative, political, and legal power mechanisms. Poetically metaphorized by Tekin’s little girl playing house, transgressive sovereignty needs to be continuously kept in sight, not only in the context of squatter settlements but also in the larger realm of the organization of social life where the will to sovereignty is often overwritten by the necessity of productive labor at the service of the Law.
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Chapter 6 Living with the Museum: Uses of Memory and the Normalization of Struggles

Leandro Peredo

In 2018, the National Historical Museum of Brazil presented its plans for a future permanent exhibition dedicated to the country’s contemporary history, which would gather new collection items including the debris of a favela destroyed during the construction works for the 2016 Olympic Games in Rio de Janeiro.

In this chapter, using a situational approach,1 I analyze the public announcement of the exhibition—a scene2 uniting the national museum and the displaced favela dwellers—by focusing on how different actors who encountered the same set of objects imprinted transgressive or normalizing meanings based on their respective standpoints.

A situational approach has widely contributed to epistemological debates on the scales of inquiry and interpretation in anthropology. If ethnographies are resolutely based on the relationship established between the observer and the subjects of investigation, the situational approach places the former in an encounter with an external reality that suddenly imposes itself. This approach made it possible to consider political situations marked by unpredictability, or by an extraordinary and uncertain character, where change could be studied.3

Applying this approach allowed me to observe porous forms of heritage discourse production at play, linked to both social struggle and state normalization. At the same time, the situation took me to other places in time, where the staged forms of transgression and normalization had begun, demonstrating that the political categories at stake were defined by moving boundaries. Instead of being an example of hasty opposition, the situation allowed the observance of the integrative role of transgression in preserving the memory of the dispossessed, while also endorsing the dawn of a new dominant discourse.


The Situation

May 2018. Cloudy afternoon. Rio de Janeiro. People are gathered at the Catete Palace, former headquarters of Brazilian presidency, to attend a public event marking the International Day of Museums. I discover that the venue is organized in celebration of the anniversary of a community museum4 named Museu das Remoções (“Eviction Museum”—my translation). The event begins with the screening of a documentary5 on the struggle of a group of residents against the long process of destruction of their neighbourhood by the forces of order. Concomitant to the raising of the venue for the 2016 Rio Olympic Games, the newly built sport facilities would eventually lead to the expulsion of the population and the quasi-total disappearance of a neighborhood named Vila Autódromo. Some forty minutes later, and as the lights are turned on, I identify some of the documentary’s “characters” sitting on stage at the back of the room.

Following a brief introduction, an officer from the National Historic Museum (NHM) takes the floor to present the plans for Lutas por direitos (“Struggles for rights”), the museum’s new permanent exhibition devoted to the twentieth century. She explains that the collection for the intended exhibition integrates debris from the destroyed Vila Autódromo. The exhibited debris would represent “the beginning of a new curatorial approach,”6 advocating for the re-interpretation of Brazilian republican history, a period that, according to her, has always been particularly difficult in terms of museography for the NHM. Rejecting the perspective of “innate civil rights,”7 the future exhibition would advocate for an understanding of civil rights fulfilment as intrinsically dependent on struggles for recognition. The museum officer points out that, since its creation, NHM has been closely aligned with official history, promoting “the memory of the army, the state and the Catholic Church,”8 giving the impression of a “conservative museum.” To move away from this image, NHM sought to give visibility to under-represented social groups and started engaging in “the construction of plural histories.”9 In this context, the acquisition of objects from Vila Autódromo constituted a “first rapprochement to historically neglected groups.”10 Addressing the struggle for the right to housing, in collaboration with Museu das Remoções, was a “timely opportunity” to tell the twentieth-century history through the prism of the struggles for rights.

Her presentation continues with the screening of a 3D model of the future exhibition. Details are provided on the visit, circuits, location of objects, descriptive panels, and the space dedicated to the debris. At that point, the audience discovers the remains of the destroyed houses from Vila Autódromo to be displayed: tiles, electricity boxes, carpentry, bricks, and window protection grills (fig. 6.1). We are told that the museography of the future exhibition plans to place the debris together with tiles of the façade of a seventeenth-century Jesuit church, razed to the ground during Rio’s first major urban reform in the early twentieth century.11 At that time, recalls the officer, the commemoration of the centenary of Brazil’s independence12 justified the modernization of the capital of the young South American nation, in which the Portuguese colonial church had not had a chance. Hence, the new exhibition aimed to create a curatorial juxtaposition of the two events. In her words: “Vila Autódromo was destroyed because of the Olympic Games in 2016 and the convent because of the centenary fair of 1922. There is always a vitrine, an excuse, and an attempt to mask the city, which violates the rights of its citizens. This is the main message of our future exhibition.”13

As her presentation comes to an end, the other people on stage take the floor, among whom Mario Chagas and Ines Gouveia, prominent scholars and activists in the field of museology in Brazil, who contribute with their views on the experience of Museu das Remoções. In these ensuing presentations, we learn that a tiny part of Vila Autódromo survived the forced eviction. The resident and activist, Sandra Maria de Souza, is also present on stage. When the floor is given to her, the audience receives a vivid first-person account of the daunting story displayed earlier in the documentary screening. Following the eviction, de Souza decided to study history as both a personal and intellectual pursuit, shaped by the broader socio-political context of her neighborhood’s unraveling fate. While expressing her gratitude to NHM for bringing to the general audience the history of her neighborhood, she finalises with an eloquent statement: “For me, social museology goes beyond museology itself, and even goes beyond the preservation of memory; it is a tool in our struggle, which we appropriate to assert our rights.”14




A Few Steps Backwards

The destruction of favelas in Brazil prior to the World Cup of football in 2014 and the Olympic Games in 2016 drew significant public attention.15 At the time, many commentators denounced a hidden hygienic motivation to expel lower-class populations from the surroundings of sports facilities.16 Vila Autódromo was a favela amid this context of massive evictions. Located adjacent to the Jacarepaguá lagoon, in immediate physical proximity to the Olympic village, its destruction attracted great media coverage. Journalists and filmmakers were not very far away when the bulldozers arrived (fig. 6.2).

The history of Vila Autódromo was marked by evictions’ intents and intertwined with Rio’s urban development.17 Right after the settling of the first fishermen in the 1960s, the favela attracted a working population during the construction of Lucio Costa’s master plan for Barra da Tijuca area (1969).18 The first eviction dates back to the late 1980s, and led to the creation of the local association of fishermen and dwellers in 1987.19

The most-recent Olympic-related evictions combined different tactics to expel the population. As pointed out by Barros,20 authorities proposed material and financial compensation on an individual basis, which, combined with daily coercion, fractured local solidarity, exhausted the residents, and encouraged them to leave. While some were resettled in isolated social housing compounds, others received compensation for their displacement.21 Slowly and through an ever-escalating tension, the initial neighbourhood of 600 families was whittled down to just 20, who managed to sign a housing agreement with the municipality.22 Today, nothing remains of the shacks built in the 1960s; instead, twenty brand new white cube-shaped houses stand along a single treeless paved street.

Because of the publicized struggle against its destruction, Vila Autódromo became an “emblematic case of political space”23 in Rio de Janeiro. The remaining group of families founded, in collaboration with activists, the Museu das Remoções, whose motto became “Memory cannot be removed.”24 Conceived as an open-air museum to document the history of struggle and to preserve the connection, emotional memory of the evicted residents, the creation of the museum was presented as being the second face of Vila Autódromo.25 As first initiatives, memory-mapping workshops were held with remaining and evicted residents,26 resulting in sculptures made of debris representing significant places that had undergone destruction, such as the church and the association headquarters. In 2017, the museum planning document was created stating its organizational development and mission: “to use memory and history as tools in the collective struggle for the right to housing and right to the city in communities suffering from evictions and speculative practices, thus giving visibility to the cause and preserving local memory.”27



[image: Screenshot showcasing collection items: Camiseta (T-Shirt, not displayed), Grade (iron window grille), Bloco (paving block), Camiseta (T-shirt, not displayed), Faca unipolar (fragmento) (electrical switch), Janela basculante (louvered aluminum and glass window), Bomba Sapo (water pump), Medidor de luz (light meter), Bloco (paving block), Azulejo (tile in shades of blue), Tijolo (fragmento) (clay brick), Alvenaria (fragmento) (plaster)]
Figure 6.1: Objects from the collection of the Museu Histórico Nacional coming from Museu das Remoções. (© Museu Histórico Nacional/ Ibram)


[image: Partially demolished houses with remnants of buildings and vegetation in the foreground. Left: a Brazilian flag waving atop the remains of an upper floor. Center: an inhabited house with visible repairs and makeshift modifications. A tarp is draped over part of the roof, and “ASSOCIAÇÃO DOS MORADORES DA VILA AUTÓDROMO” is painted on a wall.]
Figure 6.2: Vila Autódromo during the eviction and demolition process, prior to 2016. (© Museu das Remoções)


If the intense social activity was decisive for the setting up of the Museu das Remoções, its creation is linked to the prolific social museology movement in Rio. In the 1960s, a critique emerged within the museum field claiming for broader social engagement, which expressed a shift in meaning about the representational capacity of museums.28 The ideas carried by this way of looking at museums arrived in Brazil, during the 1992 UN Earth Summit in Rio,29 resulting in the establishment of the first favela museums. This new approach had different names at the time: popular museology, active museology, community museology, critical museology, and finally, social museology, as it is best known in Brazil. According to Mario Chagas, and Inês Gouveia, two scholars sitting on stage at Catete Palace that afternoon in May 2018, these multiple designations of social museology indicate its creative power and the invention capacity to circumvent and resist the attempts of standardization and control.30 What gives social museology its meaning, they say, is not its existence in society, but rather the commitments for social transformation that it assumes and to which it is deeply linked.31

Authors have argued that social museology significantly influenced the creation of a national museum governance in Brazil, notably through the 2003 National Museum Policy and the 2009 National Statute of Museums.32 These policies emphasize the political role of museums in shaping and transforming Brazilian society, framed as their “social function.”33 They also led to the establishment of the Brazilian Institute of Museums (IBRAM)34 in 2009, the first independent federal institution for museums, marking the separation of museum administration from the heritage sector.35 The new administrative set made it possible for the advent of the programme Pontos de Mémoria (“Memory Points”), dedicated to drawing up participatory inventories of community spaces and museums.36 The program initial phases included the documentation of social memory and traditions of vulnerable groups from peripherical urban areas.37 Beyond cataloging nearly extinct traditional ways of life, Pontos de Mémoria brought to light memories of struggle, which spoke of processes of land occupation and resistance, documenting the organiational strategies of marginalized groups.38 The program was the first seed in the establishment of networks of community museums that included many favela museums and would lead to the creation in 2013 of a network of social museology in Rio.39 The formation of the network sparked the creation of further community museums in other favelas—many intrinsically linked to local struggles for land, services, and local movements, as pointed out by one of the actors on stage at Catete Palace, during an interview:


Social movements become in general more active when the guarantees of rights are under greater threat [. . .] if the network remains active today, it’s because these museums are showcasing the struggles of the people behind them. They are not mere repositories of territorial memory, but become a large platform, in which very diverse struggles can thrive, such as the struggle for housing.40



This brief genealogy of Museu das Remoções illustrates what Baydar, Kılınç, and Yılmaz (chapter 5 of the present volume) aptly highlight as a “founding act of transgression prior to the formation of an official discourse.” As such, social museology was a civil society transgressive act that gave rise to a new approach to museums administration, emphasizing their critical role in transforming society and contributing to policy reforms—a new official discourse that could mature in IBRAM’s documentation of local memories in urban peripheries. Yet, despite the positive change brought by the new official discourse, social struggle remains significant in Brazilian society, continuing to drive the need for social museology in society.

As such, the response of Vila Autódromo residents to the violent eviction—seeking to preserve their symbolic connection with displaced peers—reflects both the creative culmination of decades of transgressive practices and discourses in Rio de Janeiro, and the enduring engine of violence that underscores the renewed need to intertwine social memory with struggle.




Returning to the Situation and Final Reckoning

Authors have argued that by the turn of the twentieth century, anthropology has moved heritage out of the supposedly neutral realm of conservation to highlight the full responsibility of working with the past in the reproduction of authority in the present.41 This discursive turn inherited from Michel Foucault the relational notion of power,42 which sees it as a conduct defining the possibilities of action of some over others, beyond an exclusively coercive and negative understanding, and rather as an everyday, socialized, and embodied phenomenon.43

In its wake, Laurajane Smith gives a special place to subaltern heritage discourses, arguing that even if heritage generally represents state and institutional authorized discourses, “it can become the focus of a different meaning for those who disagree.”44 The advent of social museology is seen by her as a response to the dominant ideology, as “it challenged the traditional ideas of curatorial expertise and objectivity.”45 Nevertheless, the ascension of the Vila Autódromo debris into a museum collection can be interpreted as a contradictory argument, based on this understanding: the situation at Catete stages the moment when the museum intersects with social struggle and integrates a transgressive discourse on local memory into one about national history. Created in a perspective of emancipatory citizenship, Museum das Remoções’ intent was more than a fight over access to a piece of land; it was a claim over the right to exist in the global city that was emerging ahead of the Olympic Games. Despite this transgressive nature, the accessioned debris, now part of the NHM collection, endorse a new discourse about the nation’s republican history, by a state institution willing to acquire a public image aligned with its current aspirations (moving away from the image of “a conservative museum,” in the words of the museum officer).

The operation by NHM also manifests the integrative role of the urban poor in justifying the edification of a new discourse on a more participatory Brazilian republic. It encapsulates the participation of trans-gressive communities in reinforcing an authorized discourse, evoking what Smith identified as “arenas of justification” in the role of museums in legitimizing and justifying historical and social narratives, as well as political values.46

As such, the commemorative event for the accessioning of the debris at Catete Palace becomes the stage of a particular social dynamic disclosing a new discourse on agonistic nation-building (“Struggles for rights” was the name of the exhibition), prone to the integration of dissident discourses over the past. Therefore, the binarity assumption according to which the subaltern is an offset in relation to the authorized does not quite hold water, as the complex dynamics of social conflict reveal a scenario of continuous expansion, in which the transgressive is continuously captured into the authorized.

Pushing this interpretation to the political realm, Bonnie Honig’s agonistic thinking may be helpful to shed light on the situation. Honig discusses the integrative role of conflict, arguing that politics is by nature a disruptive practice, resisting the consolidations of administrative and legal settlement for the sake of the perpetuity of contest.47 Instead of celebrating a world without points of stabilization, she recalls that rights and law are part of political contest rather than the instruments of its closure. “Attempts to shut down the agon perpetually fail, the best (or worst) they do is to displace polities onto other sites and topics, where the struggle of identity and difference, resistance, and closure, is then repeated.”48

The uses of memory identified in the situation are intrinsically agonistic, as the objects and discourses at stake cannot be reduced to pure consensus (settlement or closure in Boning’s terms), nor to pure transgression. While the latter could be interpreted in the discourse of Museu das Remoções, in its aspiration of preserving the memory of the evicted, consensus rises from the displaying of a new republican discourse, built upon the very utopias of those dispossessed. The integration of the representation of a forced eviction into the official language of national heritage reveals the normalizing remit of the Catete Palace situation, in that the bonds of the authorized are not broken. If one accepts the Foucauldian interpretation of power as an embedded social phenomenon, the present scene is an exemplary performance of power: insofar as authorized discourses are continuously being instilled, transgression becomes a permanent social necessity.

As Carmen Popescu argues at the introduction of this volume, progress and modernity have historically implied violence as an inherent form of functioning, working as an engine activating countless transgressive acts popping in our troubled present. Not just a modus operandi, transgression became an actual need to survive and realize a livable future in after-modernity. This article sought to contribute to the understanding that such a need is increasingly less confined to the margins of our societies, as core institutions also draw from the language and acts of transgression to strengthen themselves in our time of crisis. As much as transgression may provide the conditions for something new and “grant access to the unknown territory” (Patrick Dublin’s in chapter 7 of the present book), transgression is inherently a state of transition in social life, positioned in areas of confrontation, where intents of control and resistance are concomitantly claimed. As Baydar, Kılınç, and Yılmaz point out (chapter 5), in the absence of “transgressive sovereignty,” the grip of control—and I dare add, the grip of violence—conveniently limit the imprint of the initial transgressive erection. If transgression is a keystone of after-modernity, the situation at Catete Palace manifests how daunting the well-trodden paths of order and normativity are.



Postscript

In this chapter, I analyzed a situation involving a curatorial practice of an institutionalized museum in collaboration with a grassroots movement. Looking back, I shed light on the engagements of social museology to question the transformative dimension of such a partnership. However, my critique would not be fully accountable without calling into question my own standpoint, agency, and institutional location in this process. It is no news to anthropologists how much reflexivity is a backbone of ethnographic practice and writing. Yet, I do question the sort of ontological paradise49 I find myself in when analyzing this situation.

The objects described in the pages above are not evocative to my personal memories or struggle; and I am not a museum practitioner trying to transform a professional practice by opening it up to other actors in a context of structural inequalities and state violence. In the situation presented, I did not assume the figure of the “citizen anthropologist”50 whose points of view converge with those of the interlocutors and who puts him/herself at the service of their cause. The interpretation that I produce in this chapter takes place in a relationship of tension and open to the possibility of bringing out the unprecedented. “Anthropologists intrigue more than they reassure,” once wrote Marc Abélès.51

This postscript, if necessary, stems from my understanding of my position in an essentially political relationship with the social phenomenon I observe and seek to interpret. If politics resides in the display of tensions and in their scenography, as Abélès also asserts,52 then anthropologists would no longer be primarily concerned with identity cohesion, but rather with highlighting the points of friction and displacement that characterize the relationship between transgression and normalization in their complexity.
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Chapter 7 Climbing Over, Stepping Across: Transgression as Lived Alternative in the Practice of Stalker

Patrick Düblin

On October 5, 1995, a group of about fifteen architects, researchers, and designers in their late twenties put on their backpacks and hiking boots, and set out on an expedition to explore the “hidden corners” of Rome. For four days, they circumnavigated the city along a loosely defined route of about 70 kilometers by roaming through its vast outskirts: crossing rivers, railway tracks, and wide cornfields, traversing an abandoned subway station, climbing walls and slipping through holes in fences. (Fig. 7.1) For the group Stalker, whose name was inspired by Andrei Tarkovsky’s epic film, traversal was much more than a byproduct of this initiative. It was both a means and an end. “Crossing is for us a creative act,” they write in their manifesto, “that means creating a system of relations within the chaotic juxtaposition of times and spaces that characterizes ‘Actual Territories.’”1 For Stalker, “Actual Territories” are interstitial spaces, wastelands, unstable, transitory areas that the group penetrated by walking across various boundaries of the metropolis. (Fig. 7.3)


[image: A group of six people with backpacks are crossing two railroad tracks in a desolate area. Two of them are sliding down a slope, two are on the tracks and two already reached the opposite side.]
Figure 7.1: Stalker, Tour of Rome, October 1995. (Photo: Lorenzo Romito)


Transgressive crossing is not limited to Stalker’s prolific walking and mapping practice for which the Tour of Rome set the premise; rather it has permeated the collective’s eclectic work from its origin to this day.2 In what follows, I will highlight the dimensions of transgression in Stalker’s practice by focusing on three topoi: the drawing board, the fence, and the stranger. By thus dwelling on educational obstacles, territorial barriers, and social boundaries, I will show that the body takes center stage in the collective’s actions in that it bridges traditional architectural intentions of transforming space and reinventing the city with activist tactics of resistance. Based on this, I argue that the practice of Stalker offers a discussion about transgression as lived alternative.


The Drawing Board: Transgressing Architectural Education

In December 1989, as, according to Francis Fukuyama, world history was about to reach its final destination,3 students in Italy were manning the barricades to call for a new beginning. (Fig. 7.2) The first occupations of assembly halls in Palermo coincided with the escape of a panther from a private zoo in Rome, which gave the nation-wide student movement the name La pantera (the panther).4 Rome’s architecture students declared the state of exception at their venerable Valle Giulia Faculty of Architecture by turning it into a three-month hub for political debate, artistic experimentation, and social exchange. While the common denominator of the movement was its resistance against an announced university reform, the students also protested against the structural overload of their institution and an antiquated curriculum. Specifically, they criticized the way architecture was taught in their school as detached from real life and the current issues of the city; they deplored their teachers’ misappropriation of the university as a hideaway for the production of self-referential theories and images.5 The idealization of the architectural drawing beyond its practical meaning as design tool—and instead as discourse, artistic work, and sanctuary—is a paradigmatic symptom for the disengagement of the academy from urban realities. Paolo Portoghesi, one of the stars among the professors at the Valle Giulia school, defended the proliferation of drawn architecture as a remedy “not to get their hands dirty in the arena of professionalism” and as the creation of “surrogates” to establish “a new architecture,” evoking the “dreamed architecture” of Renaissance masters.6



[image: A large group of people gather in front of a multistore building. Some of them hang a banner over the entrance saying “Architettura è occupata” next to other banners.]
Figure 7.2: Occupation of the Valle Giulia Faculty of Architecture in Rome, January 1990. (Photo: Francesco Galli)

The students, however, did not share this enthusiasm for paper architecture. Rather, they saw it as an embodiment of their teachers’ impotence and complacency. In an expression of their refusal, they carried their experience of artistically engaging with a physical site—that they had learned during the celebratory occupation of the faculty—into the city. In the summer of 1993 and 1994, an abandoned riverbank in the industrial Marconi district was temporarily redesigned by a collective coming out of the Pantera movement, many of its members later forming the Stalker group. They cleared the area of syringes and reused waste materials found on the site to build paths, benches, a bar, a theater stage, and various sculptures. A journalist described the initiative as “Drawing a space not with pencil but with the elements already present on-site,”7 echoing its implicit critique of architectural pedagogy.

The intention to illegitimately occupy a certain space for a few days and activate it with festive interventions calls to mind Hakim Bey’s manifesto Temporary Autonomous Zone, as well as the concurrent phenomena of autonomous social centers.8 For the founding act of Stalker, however, the writings of the Situationist International (S. I.), which had been translated into Italian in 1994,9 had a more significant impact. With their concepts of the dérive and détournement, the S. I. offered instruments of intervening in and disrupting real places in the city, not only as a critique of spectacle and consumer culture but also as a protest against current tendencies in architecture and urbanism. Stalker carried this critique from the center of Paris into the periphery of Rome.



The Fence: Transgressing Deadlocked Urbanism

Property speculation and unauthorized construction have been driving forces behind the urban layout of Rome. The economic boom in the post-war era and the absence of governmental control and regulation in the city’s periphery resulted in the construction of entire settlements outside of the urban plan and often without the necessary infrastructure. By the end of the twentieth century, a third of Rome’s vast territory—the largest one in Europe—had been built illegally.10 As a consequence, the unhinged building industry paralyzed both city planners and architects. Architectural historian Heinrich Klotz stated in the late 1980s that in Rome “the most brutal business of housing people has blocked any way out.”11

Ultimately, Stalker was born from this deadlocked situation in which only the unauthorized and clandestine seemed to succeed. The practice of the collective was an attempt to find ways out of and answers to the irreversible urban chaos, but explicitly refusing architectural and urbanist solutions in the traditional sense. Instead, they recognized the interstitial spaces and informal dynamics that had emerged alongside uncontrolled construction and attempted to catalyze them. In contrast to their teachers who were afraid of getting their hands dirty, Stalker sought the exact opposite: direct bodily contact with the terrain in its wildest manifestations.



[image: Map with light fragments on a dark background, getting denser and larger towards the inside and smaller towards the outside.]
Figure 7.3: Stalker, Tour of Rome, acrylic on polyester print, 1995. The map shows fragments of built and defined areas floating in a sea of open spaces and territories in transition. The dotted line indicates the trace of the group’s four-day walk.

The premise of their Tour of Rome—to connect the undefined areas (the “Actual Territories”) around Rome into a temporary circuit via walking—implied a practice of treading unbeaten paths and disregarding boundaries between public and private areas. In this sense, Stalker’s actions are transgressions in the double sense of the word, both in its common understanding, as infringement, violation of a law or moral code, and in its actual meaning of trespassing, as a physical action. For Stalker, transgression lies at the heart of the group’s rambles through abandoned and neglected areas, specifically in its manifestation of walking across and climbing over, as indicated by the Latin etymology.

In this respect, Stalker’s walking practice corresponds to Michel de Certeau’s linking of walking as an utterance and a clandestine act. In the movements of pedestrians, the French philosopher recognizes a “delinquent narrativity” that “begins with the inscription of the body in the order’s text.”12 Yet, unlike de Certeau’s walkers who by moving through the streets add another textual layer to the city, Stalker hardly moves within the existing “text” but rather against it, seeking to subvert it from the margins. By creating a spatial continuity that did not exist before, walking becomes a subversive act that consequently opposes the paths and spaces designated by planners, architects, and politicians as accessible and walkable.

As implicit expression of an alternative, realized as a collectively organized physical intervention, Stalker’s walking practice resembles what activists and anarchists call “direct action.” Direct action refers to the exercise of power in the here and now, without recourse to the mediation of other institutions, especially the state. As an immediate intervention, it bypasses bureaucratic processes and disdains forms of political representation. It has an explicitly physical dimension and can express itself in various non-violent or even violent forms. In direct action, David Graeber points out, “means and ends become, effectively, indistinguishable”; it is “a way of actively engaging with the world to bring about change, in which the form of the action—or at least, the organization of the action—is itself a model for the change one wishes to bring about.”13 While Stalker’s walks constitute physical interventions in the “here and now,” they are not explicit political manifestations. Nevertheless, they oppose representation and thus the “subjugation” of certain territories by planning and architecture.14 An overlap of means and ends can be detected in that the disregard and leveling of existing boundaries practiced in walking is accompanied by the creation of new (albeit ephemeral) connections, paths, systems of reference, as well as ways of thinking and seeing. Indeed, Aldo Innocenzi, a founding member of the group, highlights the inherent intention to formulate an alternative: in traversing neglected outskirts and in-between spaces, Stalker, he contends, may offer “alternative points of view to the common logics of the use of urban space. Also, because the logic of urban planning is actually an economic logic, it is precisely the spaces that lie outside of this logic that interest us, both socially and ecologically.”15

While transgressive walking can offer critical distance to the status quo and utter tentative suggestions of different routes and uses of marginal urban space, transgressive climbing, on the other hand, sheds light on transgression as a momentary act. Unlike Stalker’s crossing as an expression of a surreptitious entering and penetrating (as actual stalking), the group’s transgressions become emphatic in the moment of overcoming a specific boundary. The photographs and videos that show the collective climbing over fences and walls suggest bodily crossing of material boundaries as passionate, even celebratory acts.16 (Fig. 7.4) By deliberately using fences and walls as gateways, Stalker gives new meaning to the barrier in question. This détournement of boundaries is again only momentary. Appropriately, Michel Foucault characterized the relationship between transgression and boundary (or limit) as play: “transgression incessantly crosses and recrosses a line which closes up behind it in a wave of extremely short duration, and thus it is made to return once more right to the horizon of the uncrossable.”17 It is true that while climbing over a fence may undermine its function temporarily, the crossings of Stalker eventually do not cause those boundaries to collapse. The contradictory nature of Stalker’s walks lies in the fact that, on the one hand, they advocate free movement and a borderless world. On the other hand, however, the collective appreciates the wild and marvelous appearance of those forgotten and neglected areas, most of which received their extraordinary feature precisely due to enclosure and partition. Akin to Tarkovsky’s film, the seclusion and difficult accessibility is a precondition for the existence and peculiarity of the Zone.

The implicit political nature of unbounded crossing stands in contrast with the aesthetic experience that follows from it. Lorenzo Romito, another founding member, recalled: “Every time we climbed over a wall or we went through a hole in a chain-link fence, we experienced apprehension, which made us more attentive to these unknown places, even if they are in our backyard.”18 The statement implies transgression as a kind of trigger on the level of individual perception. It indicates a connection between the physical overcoming of a boundary and the change of the state of mind, generating both unease and vigilance. Moreover, the reason for this transformative power of crossing a threshold (illegitimately) is reminiscent of the interplay between rituals and taboos that seem to be anthropological constants. Arnold van Gennep described the prohibition of stepping onto a demarcated territory as “intrinsically magico-religious.”19 Anyone who passes from neutral zones to sacred ones, or vice versa, enters a liminal state for a certain period of time, “waver[ing] between two worlds.”20 Georges Bataille, too, highlights the connection between prohibition and sacrality in the moment of transgression. For him, transgression represents an ambivalence between fear and desire, akin to the “experience of sin.” Moreover, “religious sensibility” is at the threshold of these contradictory feelings.21 Against this backdrop, the simple act of jumping over a fence is much more than a banal gesture of trespassing; rather, it seems to open up a spiritual dimension. It reintroduces sacredness into a disenchanted world, however, only temporarily, as Bataille points out: “a transgression . . . suspends a taboo without suppressing it.”22 The leap over a wall undermines its separating function for the moment of the crossing, but does not change its existence. Instead of eliminating the border, the act of crossing rather confirms it.23



[image: Six 6 columns of 11 frames each showing the consecutive stages of a person climbing over a fence or wall.]
Figure 7.4: Stalker, Scavalchi (Trespassing), collage by Fortunato della Guerra with video stills by Aldo Innocenzi, circa 1998.



[image: Tables and chairs are arranged in a circle in a large courtyard. People are lining up for a buffet.]
Figure 7.5: Stalker, Pranzo Boario, 1999. Intercultural lunch with Kurds, Roma, and Italians at the site of a former slaughterhouse in Rome. (Photo: © Giorgio Cosulich de Pecine)




The Stranger: Transgressing Inhospitality and Social Confines

By the end of the 1990s, Stalker’s practice underwent a social turn. Instead of roaming peripheral urban spaces, the collective started to conduct long-term projects on specific sites and became more attentive to marginalized groups. As a result, rather than acts of emphatic trespassing, subtler means became crucial in order to gain trust, overcome prejudice and fear, and eventually allow for transformations of precarious places. In 2004, as Stalker/Osservatorio Nomade (ON), they undertook a series of micro-interventions in the Corviale, a one-kilometer-long neglected social housing complex on Rome’s southern periphery. One of the main goals was to overcome the negative reputation of the building, which they realized by establishing a neighborhood television program organized by the inhabitants.24 From 2007, the group stepped up its activist support for Roma communities in response to a political campaign to destroy existing Roma settlements and relocate them to supervised container camps outside the city. The numerous projects that Stalker/ON undertook in this context demonstrate that transgressive action need not necessarily be unlawful—on the contrary: violating unwritten rules by simply giving visibility to the invisible may in fact represent an even more radical act of transgression than the outright breaking of official law.25

In May 1999, Stalker took action in the former cattle market Campo Boario that was part of an abandoned slaughterhouse in the Testaccio district. In reaction to the influx of hundreds of Kurdish refugees at the time, many of whom had to sleep in public parks, they squatted the compound’s former veterinary building and re-designed it. As part of a workshop with students, they cleaned the building and set up thematic spaces, inspired by the organization of a cardboard favela where some of the Kurdish residents were forced to seek shelter before. For five days, the collective and the students worked, lived, and slept there, in sleeping bags or hammocks. In the evenings, they drank tea together and listened to the stories of the newly arrived Kurds. (Fig. 7.6) The latter named the building “Ararat,” after the biblical mountain where Noah’s ark first struck land, and thus established a self-managed center for refuge and Kurdish culture.

The conversion of the derelict building into the house Ararat laid the foundation for Stalker’s long-term involvement with the reality of the Kurds and other minorities present on the adjacent area. The group’s general goal of transforming “a boundary into a public space”26 was pursued with interactive installations, happenings, intercultural lunches (Fig. 7.5), and the illicit creation of a community garden.27 Stalker’s endeavor to reshape boundaries through these various actions calls into mind Georg Simmel’s early claim that the “boundary is not a spatial fact with sociological effects, but a sociological fact that takes shape spatially.”28 More recently, Gloria Anzaldúa added to this rather abstract formula the lived experience of migrants, highlighting that for many people borders are not divisions but actual habitats:


Borders are set up to define the places that are safe and unsafe, to distinguish us from them. A border is a dividing line, a narrow strip along a steep edge. A borderland is a vague and undetermined place created by the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary. It is in a constant state of transition. The prohibited and forbidden are its inhabitants. Los atravesados live here: the squint-eyed, the perverse, the queer, the troublesome, the mongrel, the mulato, the half-breed, the half dead; in short, those who cross over, pass over, or go through the confines of the “normal.”29



If the act of crossing a borderline is an instantaneous experience that exemplifies the reciprocal dynamic between border/boundary/limit and transgression, in borderlands, this dynamic is recurring and multiplied. Incessant acts of crossing and recrossing happen on various levels: social, political, and spatial realities overlap, creating new volatile residues. So too on the Campo Boario, which had already been an exceptional border space, housing an autonomous social center, a Roma community, African migrants, and homeless people, among others. When Stalker brought in Kurdish migrants and an artistic practice, they added new layers to this complex palimpsest.



[image: A room crammed with people sitting on the floor around a small table.]
Figure 7.6: Stalker, Workshop From Cartonia to Kurdistan Square, 1999. Photo: Romolo Ottaviani (Stalker), “Tea Room,” an image from the photographic work “Ararat—Campo Boario,” Rome, 1999.

While interacting with social groups required new methods, Stalker’s approach nevertheless remained grounded on presence and direct experience. The creation of Ararat began with visiting the Kurds in the cardboard favela, meeting with people from the social center, evicting the drug dealers who had occupied the building, cleaning, repairing, and furnishing it, inhabiting the house together with students, welcoming Kurdish families on site, and fostering exchange through convivial events. All these actions were characterized by direct involvement with the place and the people. Thus, physical presence and interaction remained a core value. But was it transgressive, too?

Aside from the obvious illegal act of reclaiming state property through squatting, the action suggests a more profound boundary crossing by showcasing two alternatives: first, it demonstrated an attitude of radical hospitality toward the homeless Kurds that stood in stark contrast to the state’s inaction. Second, it can be read as an implicit critique of the discipline of architecture and its pedagogy. Founding member Giovanna Ripepi recalls her euphoria over the initial cleaning of the building, concluding: “For us architects of the Roman scene, the act of making is like a distant mirage.”30 Unlike their alienating architectural training at the Valle Giulia school, Stalker’s first pedagogical format was decidedly hands-on. Even more so, cleaning the building of garbage and the traces of heroin consumption was an emphatic act of literally “making their hands dirty” in order to do architecture. Thus, once again, the spatial, political, and educational transgressions were intertwined, resulting in a collective experience that for the participants had a self-transgressive effect—at least for the group of Italians. Despite Stalker’s hospitable ethos, meeting Kurdish refugees and other minorities at eye level proved to be a challenge, as Anna Lombardi’s self-critical reflection with respect to the initial workshop demonstrates:


We had convinced fifteen or so initially perplexed and morose students to participate in a sort of role-playing game, that of the clandestine architect. We started by inhabiting the place night and day, from breakfast to taking a dump. Then a Kurdish family, to whom the word “workshop” was totally exotic, recounted the experience of the journey, of the road, of the life of someone who is actually clandestine.31



The quotation illuminates two different modes of transgression: as self-chosen play vs. imposed state of coercion. The stateless Kurdish refugees—similar to los atravesados described by Anzaldúa—found themselves in a transitory gray space beyond the realm of the normal, caught in an imposed state of uncertainty. The transgressive role-play of Stalker and their students, on the other hand, required a stable departure point, such as citizenship, from which they were able to “step across.” At the same time, however, crossing the boundaries of the legitimate was an attempt to access, or at least approximate the Kurds’ unstable terrain, and in so doing, establish a common “borderland,” a shared liminal area beyond the realm of the official where different layers of transgression intermingle. Creating connections on these unstable grounds, building bridges between these two worlds, inevitably remains a balancing act that always entails the danger of missteps. Hence, to employ transgression as a working method requires heeding its dual nature between danger and desire.



Conclusion: The Potential and Precariousness of Transgressive Action

At first sight, transgression exemplified by the Stalker collective seems to be at odds with architecture. As fleeting crossings into uncertain terrain, transgressive acts are contrary to Vitruvian firmness. Structures are not being built, rather overcome (in the case of “border architectures”) or reshaped from within with simple tools. Additionally, representation—a central component of an architectural project—is almost completely replaced by direct experience and in situ acting. While Stalker’s teachers were evoking the architect as an individual genius akin to Renaissance artists, the collective’s modus operandi is rather a medieval one. It entails working collaboratively on site, “drawing” directly on the ground, and operating in an open-ended manner, step by step. Such an approach is in line with what Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari called “nomad science.” Contrary to the established “royal science” who examines solids, seeks exact results, and observes from distance, “nomad science” favors the vague, the fluid, and operates intuitively from the middle of things. Instead of examining a river from the safe position of its bank, a nomadic approach means “to be carried away by a vortical flow.”32 Thus, deliberately stepping into flows, transgressing stable boundaries, entails both tolerating the unexpected and a readiness to alter the self. Consequently, Stalker first and foremost challenges the self-conception of the architect by shifting it from the ingenious creator to the participative enabler, and by replacing his or her distant drawing and planning with direct contact to the terrain and group in question. The collective’s approach to urban and architectural problems accepts the unpredictable and hence unplannable outcome of an intervention. Stalker’s “design activity does not focus on determining a goal but rather on instigating change in the state of reality by illuminating it with new perspectives.”33

By reconnecting, expanding, and reinterpreting existing areas, mental perceptions are shifted at the same time as physical spaces are being transformed. Such an approach may seem modest, soft, and above all short-lived. In fact, it is no coincidence that softness and momentariness, fluidity and uncertainty are anathema to the discipline of the built environment. But Stalker’s opposition remains rather ambivalent. In a way, architecture is the group’s taboo in the Bataillean sense. It attracts transgression but it is neither rejected nor revolutionized, rather nomadically bypassed, criticized from beyond, and anarchically misappropriated. Stalker’s border crossings are not least methods to find ways beyond the limitations of architectural and political processes. In this sense, transgressive acts not only grant access to unknown territory but also provide the conditions for something new. At its most basic, they may expand an individual’s perspective on the reality; at its most elaborate, they may showcase models of lived alternative.

Transgression, both as a concept and exemplified by Stalker’s practice, is something fleeting and hence precarious, something that demands recurring iteration, calibration, or re-crossing. But precisely therefore it may embody a suitable response to the volatile and ever-changing state of cities and ecologies. Contrary to all-encompassing solutions that suggest seemingly eternal structures through plans and drawings, cement and steel, transgression offers a flexible and resistant alternative. Yet, as a marginal phenomenon, as a guerrilla tactic, it depends on a dominant adversary. The contradictory nature of transgression lies in the fact that it requires the very obstacles it seeks to overcome—established rules, stable boundaries, and “bad” architecture and urban planning. After all, they provide the conditions for stepping across.
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Chapter 8 Liminality as Transgression: The Urban Ritual of XR

Francesca Romana Dell’Aglio


Social Drama

On April 15, 2019, the environmental movement Extinction Rebellion transformed Waterloo Bridge, a busy infrastructure at the heart of London, into a temporary occupied zone. For a few days Waterloo Bridge became a collective space where guardrails were turned into benches or shelves (Fig. 8.1); the asphalt was used as a chalkboard (Fig. 8.2); a lorry was repurposed as a stage set for concerts (Fig. 8.3) and small hints of domestic occupations, such as sleeping bags, plants, and a little kitchen serving food to participants became the traces of the daily life of those who dwelled in the temporarily pedestrianized bridge, while the monumental Southbank Centre sat on the background, like a mute witness to the play (Fig. 8.4). Built in 1817 and later demolished and rebuilt by Sir Gilbert Scott in the 1840s, since its construction Waterloo Bridge has been conceived as an infrastructure to connect the two riverbanks of the Thames, with the exception of a few civic spectacles such as its inauguration ceremony (Fig. 8.5). To this day Waterloo Bridge remains a rather trafficked arterial route in the heart of the city, which during XR’s actions, however, was transformed into a static urban theatre, occupied by the climate protesters for several days with a cadence of activities that alternate yoga and debate sessions, playgrounds and live concerts.

Waterloo Bridge represented a significant place to be reclaimed, among other targets of XR rebellion—Oxford Circus, Marble Arch, Piccadilly Circus, and Parliament Square; an urban symbol of the chaotic contemporary society that was put at halt by a sudden ritual that had the power to inhabit the urban space differently. XR protests emerged as temporary rituals in the city that opened the possibility of a new urbanity; their actions revealed a new form of space in the city, one that contrasted with its daily uses, closely related to efficiency and commerce, and that can be halted with new temporary collective actions that use transgression as a lived alternative1 capable of transforming bridges into squares and streets into rooms.



[image: A protester with a backpack and flag is sitting on the lower part of a guardrail, while other demonstrators lean on the upper part, which is used as a shelf for fruit, a plate, and a lunch box.]
Figure 8.1: Waterloo Bridge. Shelves and chair. April 2019. (Photo: Lauren Marina. Courtesy of XR Picture Archive)


[image: Colourful chalk drawings on the asphalt of a road.]
Figure 8.2: Waterloo Bridge. Asphalt as chalkboard. April 2019. (Photo: Lauren Marina. Courtesy of XR Picture Archive)


[image: A white lorry set up as a stage. It is decorated with XR flags and various signs. People are sitting next to and on top of the lorry.]
Figure 8.3: Waterloo Bridge. Lorry as stage. April 2019. (Photo: Lauren Marina. Courtesy of XR Picture Archive)

In his late work on ritual and theatre, Victor Turner described rituals as a “transformative performance revealing major classifications, categories and contradictions of cultural processes.”2 He introduced the concept of social drama, public actions, “units of a harmonic or disharmonic social process, arising in conflict situations.”3 Far from being ordered, rigid, and scripted actions, rituals according to Turner can be otherwise read as critical moments in the social process, when actions begin with a breach of norm-governed social relations, creating a temporary crisis, which generates a liminal condition within which social action takes place.4



[image: Protesters with flags are sitting and discussing on the asphalt on grass carpets and hay stools against the backdrop of grey concrete buildings.]
Figure 8.4: Waterloo Bridge, April 2019. (Photo: Lauren Marina. Courtesy of XR Picture Archive)


[image: A large bridge decorated with flags crossing a river full of barges. The bridge is crowded with people.]
Figure 8.5: George IV and the Duke of Wellington visiting Waterloo Bridge for the first time on June 18, 1817. (© London Metropolitan Archives - City of London)


A performance is also a crucial component of a protest. Etymologically, the word “protest” comes from the Latin protestari, meaning “to bear witness publicly.” A protest is a public act that needs the stage of the city to be performed in front of an audience—this being the state or the crowd. A protest can thus become a performative act, a form of nonviolent and hedonistic gathering that intends to deliver a message in a form of a festive collaboration. These transgressive actions against the authority of the state and its legislation can reveal a condition of sacredness in which collective rituals take place. The presence of the public is, therefore, a fundamental presence in the understanding of the protest as a ritual, as a collective and political act of appearance. Paraphrasing John Berger’s words about the ‘68 revolution, mass protest diverges from a simple mass gathering, because it is an act whose main function is to congregate in order to conceive a message:5 protesters are rebels with a cause.

This paper investigates how the actions of XR manage to combine both the discontent of a community with the performative actions of a ritual process, by looking at the city of London and the spatial consequences derived from the political presence of XR’s social dramas. Richard Sennett and Mary Douglas identified the collapse of the collective sphere with the death of civic spaces,6 yet XR’s performances reflected and reacted to the current condition of collective spaces in London blurred between private ownership and infrastructure. Such foreseen collapse has in fact not prevented the staging of collective discontent, which must, indeed, be considered a form of collective gathering. XR spatialized dissatisfaction into a marginal condition, one that bell hooks described as a space of possibility, a central location for a new subjectivity to emerge, “for the production of a counter-hegemonic discourse that is not just found in words but in habits of being and the way one lives […] it is a site one stays in, clings even, because it nourishes one’s capacity to resist.”7 This definition of spaces of resistance accompanies the following reading of XR’s performances as rituals of a protest that emerged as an opportunity to see, create, and imagine a temporary but alternative urban form.




Ritual is Habitual

It is important to begin this spatial reading of rituals by better understanding how their relationship with architecture and the city is rather rooted in social relations; in the need to take ritual “down from its hallowed pedestal and putting it to work in the everyday world.”8 Prehistorians have often tended to elevate rituals to a sacred sphere of exception, while dismissing habits to the mundane everyday behaviors: Richard Bradley in his recent work on ritual and domestic life in prehistoric Europe revealed that such distinction might have not been so straightforward after all.9 Bradley pictures one main reality in which actions take place, some of which simply assume a more performative character than others. According to Bradley, rituals are actions of a specialized kind that “emphasise key transactions in social life,”10 where participation and commitment is what matters the most.

At the beginning of the 1900, Emile Durkheim developed a not so dissimilar theory. In Les Formes Élémentaires de la Vie Religieuse, he wrote that society consists of two sides: the ideal and the real, and one cannot exist without the other: “the ideal society is not outside the real but is part of it.”11 It is through the ideal that a society can reinvent itself, and give meaning to the real: the ideal, which is for Durkheim the spiritual, the sacred, and the ritual is nothing but a “natural product of social life […] the act by which society makes itself, and remakes itself, periodically.”12 Durkheim’s unprecedented argument is that rituals have indeed a sacred meaning, but they have social implications as well: they develop within a social condition and only within the frame of a cooperative society they can generate culture. In associating “cult” with “culture,” Durkheim framed the understanding of ritual within a social belief capable of gluing society together. Later in the century, Catherine Bell strengthened Durkheim’s theory claiming that over the last two centuries, anthropologists have moved from the common association of rituals with religion, to them being “fundamental to the dynamic of culture.”13 Bell, in fact, reframes rituals as a communication among people rather than one between individuals and the divine.14

It is quite uncommon to desacralize rituals and ground them to the quotidian life, and in the architectural discussion this approach has particularly struggled to emerge. Architect Kari Jormakka was among the first in the field to suggest that ritual should not be entirely related to religion symbolism or ceremonial gatherings, but it should be instead read as “the constitution and perpetuation of quotidian social relations through the interaction of the body with a structured environment.”15 Ritual is “a performance which is defined by its own conventions” that can take place in different contexts, from “local, informal, and ephemeral to the public and highly organised, and their social contexts vary accordingly.”16 Rituals can be considered for the first time not solely collective actions, but also individual action that bear collective implications.

Anthropologist Tim Ingold recently pushes this learning further by aligning the meaning of ritual with that of habit. Ingold revises Pierre Bourdieu’s theory on habit, according to which habit—or habitus—is a drive for capitalist production that grows engrained in people’s life and behavior and that can be easily misunderstood as a natural feeling.17 Ingold instead elevates habit to a fundamental step in the production of cultural knowledge. Habit contributes to the production of the self, but also to the construction of knowledge that will affect the individual role in society. Ingold does so by discussing the habit of craftsmen, artisans, and musicians, as an embodied knowledge according to which the production of knowledge depends on the repetition of their techniques.18 Every individual activity gains cultural values only when it is subjected to a collective agreement and decision. Society is above all “an act of cooperation”19 between individuals, their rituals and habits, and culture is what stems from it.



Liminality as Transgression

It is through the repetition of a formalized and recognizable rhythm of behaviors that ritual develops a cultural impact; through a repeated set of actions carefully performed and attentively followed, ritual increases its cultural value and acquires collective meaning.20 Architecture contributes to this cyclical cadence by translating ritual actions into a defined form. One can thus claim that architecture ensures the cultural recognition of a ritual, its perpetuation and reenactment across time. When actions become form, however, they can be replicable everywhere, eventually emerging as a rule, a standard—a type: a theatre often implies the presence of stalls and stages; a Parliament is generally formed of lines of seatings facing one another; a classroom consists of rows of chairs and desks in front of a—sometimes elevated—teaching post. Once culturally viable a ritual with its own belief and formality can generate a built typology, which solidifies behaviors into a script or a set of regulations.

Indeed, like rituals, architecture implies legibility: “the will to geometrically organize space also responds to one of the most important features of early sedentary communities: the ritualization of life” writes Pier Vittorio Aureli. “Rituals,” Aureli continues, “provide an orientation and continuity upon which patterns of behaviors can be both established and preserved. For early nomadic communities, daily life meant confronting extreme environmental conditions, and the ritual offered a way to crystallize necessary routines against the chronic unpredictability of existence.”21 In Aureli’s words, ritual thanks to architecture has the power of generating social constructs and cultural life as a result. However, according to Durkheim, a ritual is an ideal that allows society to reinvent itself, which means that reducing architecture to being the solidification of a ritual practice, seemingly becomes a limitation to its social implications. This acceptance, in fact, might have somewhat encouraged the proliferation of replicable standardized built form in our cities: it is not by chance perhaps that Victor Turner remarked in the late twentieth century that a rigid, stereotyped, and obsessive connotation of ritual is nothing but a prejudice of Western societies.22 In the course of time, such formalization of rituals has favored an automatism of our behaviors that can bring its participants to lose awareness of action, meaning, and belief that were originally socially agreed. Architecture thus acts as a formal but tacit agreement of acceptable behaviors in collective spaces; if silence in a library is a primary rule, so is removing our shoes in a temple: our behaviors change in the moment we crossed that spatial threshold.

The act of crossing a threshold introduces another important anthropological, and architectural, characteristic of ritual, that of liminality, which Arnold van Gennep describes as a signal of a movement of status that creates a formal condition of exception.23 Deriving from limen, the Latin word for threshold, liminality in architecture soon came to mean boundary. This may be partly because, limes the Latin word for boundary, shares the same root as limen but has a slightly different meaning. Liminality in architecture is thereby (mis)interpreted as enclosure, a spatial concept that justifies the separation of rituals as emphatic actions from the rest of our daily interactions. Ritual according to this notion of sacredness, of being set apart from the ordinary, is therefore entirely constructed around separation, from which derives the most common understanding of ritual, as an extraordinary action—from the Latin construct extra-ordinem, outside the common course of events. However, the meaning of liminality as a state of passage reminds us indeed of an interruption, but this does not have to be strictly identified with a limited enclosure. If a ritual exists in a liminal condition, it means that it dwells in a transient space, a threshold, which Walter Benjamin stresses to be different from a boundary: “a Schwelle (threshold) is a zone. Transformation, passage, wave action are in the word Schwelle.”24 Liminality reveals another significant aspect of a ritual, its ephemerality, that of an action performed within a limited time span, where rules and moral codes of daily behavior halt in favor of a set of actions that opposes itself to an existing condition. This is what Victor Turner called the anti-structural communitas, something purely and naturally formed by the collective will of individuals against hierarchical, normalized, and structured society.25

The communitas happens in what Turner defines a temporary condition, or liminal condition, where social conventions are momentarily altered in a state of potential change of place, social position, and age.26 And this is where the association of rituals with transgression becomes more evident. Transgression, like liminality, is concerned with a passage, a change of state—trans-gredio is a Latin word that indicates “going over, going across”; if applied to a protest, it means to interrupt the regular life of the street.27 The interruption is, according to John Berger, one of the key elements of a good protest. In analyzing the 1968’s students protest, he wrote that “demonstrators interrupt the regular life of the streets they march through or of the open spaces they fill. They ‘cut off these areas.’”28 Berger’s words can be easily used to describe XR actions, where the liminal condition described by van Gennep become an ephemeral stage in the heart of the city, which turns a liminal condition into an arterial one, an “in-between,” a state of potential action where movement is the primary condition of the subject involved: “a movement of generation and dissolution in a world of becoming where things are not yet given.”29




A Polite Transgression

The climate activism of XR spatialized this understanding of liminality as transgression, into a space of movement and action. In their first appearances in the city, XR staged unprecedented protests that have occupied the arteries of London, spreading like a network of discontent that unveiled an entirely different use of the city, and served as a latent and strident collective action capable of exposing the friction between behaviors and fixed urban form; a breach in the urban scene, where just for one moment, the city is challenged by a transgressive act, a ritual, and it is ultimately unveiled as space for gathering and not simply as an infrastructure for movement. This act of transgression opens up an alternative perspective on the space of the city, which is capable of violating the capitalist logic of its commercial spaces.30

In one of their first actions in 2018, XR placed a pink boat in the iconic Oxford Circus in London.31 The boat signified a sinking world that ironically remains stuck to the ground while the color was peaceful enough to stress the non-violent intention of the act [Fig. 8.6]. The urban stage and the architecture where the boat was placed was not a direct translation of a ritual action; it was rather a direct interlocutor, a symbol of their discontent; to the toxic shopping culture of Oxford Street, where herds of wandering tourists stroll every day, and to which XR counter-posed their static and loud call for action: the climate change awareness emerged in an alien scene of a boat floating on the asphalt.


[image: Demonstrators occupying a crossroads are gathered around a pink sailing boat decorated with flags and banners.]
Figure 8.6: Pink Boat in Oxford Circus, April 2019. (Photo: Lauren Marina. Courtesy of XR Picture Archive)


XR’s protests were a manifestation of mistrusts and resistance against those powers that administrate citizens’ life, and that architecture symbolically represents. As such, their actions carried a series of conflicts and confrontations, which can be often perceived as damaging, dangerous, and occasionally harmful and whose intensity might damage the principles and messages that guided the protest as a political act. It must be acknowledged, however, that violence mostly emerges as a consequence of a confrontation against the body that defends the legislation issued by a state, that is, in this case, police. Violence, according to XR is a powerful tool for funneling attention, yet it can be very counterproductive if used to create discussion on progressive change: the group claimed that “violence destroys democracy and the relationships with the opponents which are vital to creating peaceful outcomes to social conflict.”32

XR contrasted this notion, by transforming transgression into spatial and social awareness, a form of action that often required a courageous interruption that targeted the comforts of the daily life we came to accept. And courage, according to Hannah Arendt, is a fundamental component of a political action; it means to be eager to renounce one’s individual interests in favor of a collective living. An attitude that is very much akin to XR moral principles: “members of XR are ready to sacrifice their liberty for the principles they fight for, they are willing to be imprisoned for non-violent civil disobedience […] seeking arrest means putting yourself on the line: rebel with a cause, gently disarming the arm of the law by linking arms with it.”33



A Protest is a Political Performance

XR opposed to the daily rhythm of society a contemporary rebellion that differed from any of its precedents through a planned and careful cadence of exceptional performances, or acts of appearance that became political and clearly manifested in the spaces of the city. In XR’s actions the appearance of their act was a declaration of their presence in the city; the city thus became the crucial stage where their virtuous actions were invested with a political meaning.34 Hannah Arendt identifies a virtuous action that gains meaning while it lasts with a political one: the equation between message and action reveals the strong affinity that the performance of a protest has with its political nature.35


In 2019 XR staged a funeral procession in Parliament Square to mourn the loss of our planet36 at the end of the London Fashion Week [Fig. 8.7]. The performance was a procession that called for the closure of the event; it included a funeral band walking through the Strand and participants with funereal costumes gathered around two coffins symbolizing the death of the London Fashion Week together with that of our futures. The locations of these events were not casual, but were rather the necessary interlocutors for their denunciation and therefore the urgent stage to alter. In the same year they played “Fashion: Circus of Excess,” a staged symbolic catwalk in Oxford Circus to bring attention to the impact that fashion has on the climate and environmental emergency [Fig. 8.8]; or they called for the government’s attention by the planting of trees in Parliament Square and inviting to a collective discussion on the climate and ecological crisis. The protest in these events became what Turner calls a “symbolic transgression,”37 where both audience and participants coexist in a cathartic process where the crisis is staged and witnessed. Each architecture, each location for their staging became both a revised urban scenography and an interlocutor to whom their message is addressed.


[image: A large group of demonstrators carrying flags and banners are performing a funeral procession on a road, while police on the pavement follow the event.]
Figure 8.7: Funeral Procession on The Strand, November 2018. (Photo: Francesca E. Harris. Courtesy of XR Picture Archive)


[image: A protester wearing a costume made up of various maps of the world and a mask depicting a skull, walks on a pink carpet on the street surrounded by photographers. ]
Figure 8.8: Circus of Excess. Fashion show in Oxford Circus, April 2019. (Photo: The Lightscaper. Courtesy of XR Picture Archive)


A protest as a performance relies both on the immediacy of its act of appearance, as explained by Hannah Arendt, but also on the process of preparation and staging. It is Berger who pins for us the artifice of a protest: “a demonstration, however much spontaneity it may contain, is a created event which arbitrarily separates itself from ordinary life. Its value is the result of its artificiality, for therein lies its prophetic, rehearsing possibilities.”38 The staging of a protest is historically identified with the barricade—a structure made of barrels (barriques), erected by protesters and diffused in various insurrections throughout the late eighteenth-century France to protect and defend themselves against foot soldiers, police, and cavalry. A physical gesture that created a confrontational disruption, which often broke off into a bodily clash with the police.39 But the barricade was not just a moment of physical encounter but of potential change as well: the whole act of construction of the barricade was an active part of the ritual of protest, which “helped focus the participants’ attention and strengthen their willingness to resist.”40 This act of construction of the barricade can be read as part of a ritual that gains meaning in the immediate intention of challenging state’s authority.

More than two centuries later, XR translated that same act of rebellion into a theatre that turned transgression into an act of awareness, where the same spatial interruption was legible in the presence of bodies on the urban stage: the body as an actor was conceived not as an individual identity, but as a body-community that substituted the old barricade, not just as a physical urban presence but also as a means of expression. Rebels glued their hands to one another, on the floor or on top of a train, sat down on roads, painted governmental buildings, blocked bridges and roads: all non-violent acts of transgression through which XR pursued a radical disruption of the flux of daily life. In these actions, the body-community was not simply an actor; it became a symbol that carried a clear message, akin to an architecture that framed a possible space where new discussions can emerge. Transgression was detached from being a mere urban blockage and was instead embraced as a space of dialogue, of moral significance.41



An Alternative City?

When these bodies transgressed the London’s every day, a threat became visible: they interrupted the accessibility of roads and bridges, the main arteries that nurture the intellectual and physical labor behind the city’s economic success. Their attack targeted the lymph of this body-economy, where any transgression to its current state interrupts the efficiency of the machine. And this inevitably generated a state of emergency that the highest ranks in power were forced to address and not neglect, by engaging in a global discussion around the climate emergency.

Additionally, when these bodies contrasted the images of the city, it was briefly possible to map a new—or better alternative—image of the city. Before XR, protests always occupied the same roads closer to the architecture-target of their protests: Buckingham Palace, Trafalgar Square, and Parliament Square are all part of a triangulation of powers, connected by straight lines that were initially designed by John Nash in the late nineteenth century. In this triangle between civic, political, and sacred powers, the roads as lines shaped the processions in an almost predictable form. XR, however, shacked this urban readability by creating a network of movement across the spaces of the city, uncovering the new powers exercised on it: Shell building, Google headquarters, BBC media studios, Heathrow Airport, and all the other global symbols that direct the decisional powers against which the movement intends to transgress. While targeting punctual and symbolic architectures across the city, XR preferred to use its ground floor as a potential stage for everyone to access, and ultimately read differently. The urban fabric in XR actions was far from being cancelled; it was rather reinterpreted and given a second chance to act as a civic and political space, albeit for a fleeting moment.

On December 31, 2022, XR released a statement titled “We Quit,” where the movement acknowledged that “very little has changed” since their first appearance in the spaces of the city back in 2018: they announced that their next move will radically change tactic prioritizing “attendance over arrest and relationships over roadblocks, as we stand together and become impossible to ignore.”42 “Communitas cannot stand alone” reminds us Victor Turner; it cannot last forever unless it turns into a new structure: in this oscillation of powers a new cycle begins. The communitas of XR, however, had a transgressive moment when another language, another law43 took shape in the city. In this view, the city can be read as a terrain of new possibilities, as something that was not yet conceivable. By using the city as an interlocutor and occupying its networks, XR unveiled their potential, yet powerful, spatial character. Through their rhythmic rituals of gathering, XR uncover alternative spaces across the city, allowing new relationship between bodies, rhythms, and cultures to emerge in “transgressive sovereignty,” where different powers can coexist in a constant dialogue between law and lawlessness, or what Kevin Lynch, in the architectural discussion, calls fit—the match between form and behavior—and misfit—the human misappropriation of a given form.

By turning bridges into square, streets into camps, and roads into rooms, XR transgressed the space of the city staging an alternative urban life. A city suspended beyond the reach of Law,44 which suggests that the act of design can learn to challenge the status quo of the city instead of accepting it as fixed and given; something that can only be revealed through an act of transgression to the normative legislations that makes the city a stiff canvas that we learned to accept instead of inhabiting. XR unveiled a possible city that can be read as an invite for architects to resist its objectification and the reduction of its behaviors into numbers and datas, in favor of a more careful observation and participation in its spaces as a fundamental step for the design process. An invite to use these moments of social interruption as a potential instrument for reconsidering the spaces of the city, far from their mere infrastructural nature but as spaces where our rituals and habits can collaborate to its ever-changing social and cultural life.
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Part Three Deviating Theory: On Concepts and Devices





Chapter 9 Transgression—Where Experience Meets with Concept? Tschumi’s “Paradox of Architecture” Revisited

Ole W. Fischer

In 1976, the Franco-Swiss architect and educator Bernard Tschumi, a recently arrived member of the New York Institute of Architecture and Urban Studies (IAUS), published the article “Architecture and Transgression” on the institute’s theoretical platform Oppositions.1 Aiming both at the very title of the journal, as well as at some of its main protagonists, he identified a seemingly unsurpassable “paradox of architecture” between the concept of space and spatial practice.2 Skeptical of the linguistically informed “neo-avantgardes” and their distancing from societal reality by means of “disciplinary autonomy,” Tschumi identified an underlying dialectic of idea versus social reality implied in their arguments. Unwilling to play out these dialectics and be forced into a deadlock of silence, he proposed transgression as “a way around the paradox.”3 Borrowing from George Bataille, Tschumi construed two “correspondences”: the first parallels architecture with eroticism, as a sort of intellectual sensuality, which unites both individual experience with universal rationality. The second links architecture with another taboo of modern Western society: death, decay, and putrefaction. Taking his trip to the decomposed Villa Savoye by Le Corbusier as an example, Tschumi explains that in the moment where knowledge meets with disgust—or concept with sensuality—the paradox of architecture would be overcome, at least momentarily.

This re-vision of Tschumi’s seminal essay on transgression explores its contexts and layers, unfolding its intertextual references to George Bataille and Roland Barthes, and invites the reader to follow the author on an intellectual re-enactment: similar to the sensual shock caused by the ruinous Villa Savoye for a Corbusian in the 1960s, the author toured the disintegrated former Dutch Pavilion of the EXPO 2000 in Hannover by MVRVD in the 2010s. Like Tschumi, the author was confronted by a highly conceptual building in the physical state of rot. Prior knowledge of the smart concept of stacked landscapes met with immediate sensual impression. Yet for the author, this self-experiment did not deliver the transgressive “architectural event” Tschumi had promised; rather, it opened into a void of silence.


Beyond the “Good Taste” of Modern and Postmodern Architecture

Antony Vidler, editor of the seventh issue of Oppositions, classified Tschumi’s manifesto-like article on “Architecture and Transgression” under the journal’s section “Theory” and provided it with a foreword that spans from modernism’s therapeutic repression to Sigmund Freud’s pleasure principle to Human Ordure, Botanically Considered by Jonathan Swift.4 Like Vidler, Tschumi had arrived from the United Kingdom, where he had taught at the Architectural Association School in London under chairman Alvin Boyarsky, by injecting literature (Don Juan, Finnegans Wake, and so on) as program for architectural studio. This educational approach to learn from the model of writing led him and his students to explore alternative modes of representation for temporal actions and events (stills from film noir, notations from choreography, theory of montage from Sergei Eisenstein, and so forth), in order to question and criticize the nature of architecture:5 why should there be a causal relationship between form and function, why should this be fixed in permanent structures, and why should architecture express societal values such as monumentality or meaning?

Yet despite this sympathy for architectural textuality, Tschumi, in contrast to many other protagonists of the IAUS, remained critical of the search for a “conceptual architecture” and “architectural autonomy,” which were supposedly to be found in the syntactical rules to combine its elements (wall, floor plate, opening, column, and so on). These were in themselves counter-positions to the early post-modern moment, when some young architects discussed meaning, semiotics, and iconicity, such as Robert Venturi, George Baird, and Charles Jencks, while some historians and sociologists scrutinized architecture’s deep involvement with capitalist development, such as Manfredo Tafuri, Manuel Castells, and Henri Lefebvre.6 After his diploma at ETH Zurich, Tschumi shared sympathies for the latter, since he participated in the revolutionary events of May 1968 in Paris where he was working for Georges Candilis. In the aftermath of this revolt he sought for the revolutionary potential of architecture and do-it-yourself city.7 By the mid-1970s Tschumi shifted his focus away from social and participatory issues and, as the texts “Questions of Space” (1975) and “Architecture and Transgression” (1976) demonstrate, he repositioned himself against both Late Modernism and the postmodern notions of typology, history, image, sign, and syntactics. To him, these debates in architecture seemed to be limited to differences in rules, replacing one set against another, rather than addressing the question of rules themselves.8

Instead, he saw a double paradox of architecture at work: Tschumi identified a split of space that could either be sensually experienced or rationally understood, either be practiced or represented—yet just not both at the same time.9 Similarly, one could define space by either making it distinct (praxis, experience) or by stating its nature (concept, theory).10 For the modern movement of the early twentieth century, Tschumi diagnosed a divergence between its utopian claims versus the limited—if not negative—impact on social reality. For the more recent time, the post-1968 years with its annihilation of revolutionary hopes and their political readings of architecture and space, Tschumi traced a “Hegelian reaction” with recourse to “artistic supplement,”11 that is, a return to early nineteenth-century idealist notions of the “art of building” distinguished from mere technical practice providing for structure and use. For Tschumi, this tradition of the “artistic supplement” reappeared in the paper projects of the neo-avant-gardes and “radical architecture” of Austrian and Italian descent, such as Superstudio, Archizoom, and Hans Hollein, who risk diluting the discipline altogether. Yet, for him, the counter-movement of grounding the discipline with “rational architecture” that manifested itself in 1973 at the XV Triennale di Milano around Aldo Rossi, would also fall under the same fallacy: both semiotics and syntactics view architecture as representation, as sign, and hence as rule-based, conceptual, and separated from daily life and experience.12 Tschumi interpreted this split between the “real space,” as “product of social praxis,”13 and the “ideal space” of representation as an ideological construction, what he called the “paradox of architecture,” which he understood in itself as highly political.14 Its inability to question and experience space at the same time led architecture toward an “expression of a lack, of a shortcoming, or something incomplete.”15

Architecture in the 1970s seemed to be caught between the acknowledgment of its social determination and its retreat into artistic autonomy—which both would remain within capitalist structures and status quo conservatism. Tschumi warned that architecture might fall into cultural silence, even into self-annihilation, as he pointed out with reference to Tafuri’s “L’architecture dans le Boudoir” published in a prior issue of Oppositions.16 Against the false choice between cultural determinism and social ineffectiveness, between autonomy and commitment, between ideal and real space, Tschumi embraced the self-negation of architecture in Western utilitarian society through its “radical uselessness”17 and proposed immediate experience as way out of the conundrum: “It is even more tempting another way around this paradox: to refute the silence the paradox seems to imply, even if this alternative proves intolerable.”18 And so he enticed the reader into a labyrinth of taboo and transgression.



Reading Intertextuality: Tschumi, Bataille, Barthes

The “labyrinth” in Tschumi’s text stands for life, subjectivity, sensuality, experience, immediacy, materiality, presence, and the real, in contrast with the “pyramid” as edifice of discourse, concept, representation, dematerialization, absence, the abstract, and autonomous as well as ideal.19 The “pyramid” produces imprisonment, dematerialization, and death—a tomb, after all—while he characterizes the “labyrinth” as a dark space of enhanced senses and feelings, which excludes overview, plan, and orientation.20 The labyrinth does not even provide for an outside since every path and every opening must lead to another “inside.”21 Tschumi borrowed these metaphors from Denis Hollier and his 1974 essay on Georges Bataille,22 who proposed that the “pyramid of Reason” of Western philosophy, which attempts to overcome nature, human drives, and emotions, is built on the labyrinth of subjective senses, feelings, and irrationality, yet unable to escape it.23 Hollier explained that Bataille imagined the pyramid as a theoretical, scientific, and philosophical system, as substance, and as a geometric optical cone (which is close to a pyramid), distanced from the subject hence separated from life. The labyrinth, by contrast, would stand for a space of immediacy, of tactility and human animality (or hybridity—the Minotaur—whose creation and domestication were engineered by Daedalus, the mythological founder of architecture). Yet Bataille did not simply offer the pyramid and the labyrinth as alternatives; rather one would imply the other. He used them to attack the “philosophical edifice” of Kant and Hegel, the “architectonics” of Western idealism,24 and their reliance on structure, concepts, and words.25 Against their transcendentalism and what Bataille ridiculed as their “mathematical frock coats” (redingotes mathématiques), he proposed “interior experience” (l’expérience intérieure) as bodily, imaginative, and subjective meditation, even agitated corporeal states of drunken and mystical ecstasy. In this critique of ocular- and logocentrism, of conventional philosophical practice of building arguments and providing reason, he echoed Nietzsche’s claims of the “big reason of the body” and the cultic intoxicated state of Dionysian artistic drive.26

While Bataille directed his criticism against Western philosophy and rationality, Tschumi translated it to architecture, where he claims that every form of representation (“words, plans, or pictures”) would already be “outside architecture,” “extraterritorial,” a “world of death.”27 “Real life” would only be found in subjectivity, sensuality, and experience—with references to empathy theories of the late nineteenth century and early twentieth.28 Hence against the danger of dematerialization through conceptual architecture, structuralist linguistics, or semiotics, Tschumi suggested an immediate bodily experience, bridging between subject and reason, between sensuality and concept, between system and excess.29 To him, the “paradox of architecture” and the silence it entails could only be overcome with “spatial praxis” and subjectivity (“interior experience”),30 and Tschumi employed Bataille’s example of “eroticism” that would ignite a temporary flash between reason and pleasure, a conceptualization of the act and the sensual engagement with the Other. Applied to architecture, eroticism would provide for a “double pleasure” of both mental concepts and sensuality of space,31 a singular event where real and ideal space are able to meet momentarily.

Thereby Tschumi perverts his reference text, since Bataille is known for his characterization of architecture as prison, “project,” and institution, which stands for the “mathematical frock coats” of form, rationalism, and geometry.32 Instead Bataille favored “l’informe” of dust, spit, or spider.33 With this coupling of “pleasure” and “excess” Tschumi’s argument seems not only informed by Bataille, but also by Roland Barthes’ Le plaisir du texte from 1973.34 In this personal and meandering essay Barthes differentiated between two effects of literary texts: one creates plaisir (with reference to Freud’s pleasure principle35) as comfortable experience that confirms cultural values and the readers’ subjectivity. In contrast Barthes evoked a reading experience that provides jouissance (that can be understood as bliss, but also as orgasm), which challenges the readers’ expectations, fragments their subjectivity, and subverts the codes of literature and society36—with Barthes’ prime example being the erotic novels of George Bataille: “Neither culture nor its destruction is erotic; it is the seam between them, the fault, the flaw, which becomes so. [. . .] what pleasure wants is the site of a loss [. . .].”37

As with Bataille, Tschumi appropriated from Barthes his readerly perspective and the erotic dimension of loss, in order to transcribe them to the discipline of architecture: it would have to negate society’s expectations of form and use in order to achieve a pleasurable state of discomfort and loss.38 And in echo to Barthes, Tschumi claimed the subjective and universal character of the phenomenon of pleasure (and of jouissance),39 since its experiences are highly subjective and particular yet considered universal—or at least shared intersubjective—human attitudes.40



Experiencing Le Corbusier with Bataille: On the Eroticism of Ruins and Rot

While Bataille defined eroticism as consciousness and voluptuousness, mental constructs (imagination) and corporeal sensuality (experience), Tschumi paralleled the libidinous body of literature with the desirable architectural object. Invigorated from this metaphorical chain from body to text to space, Tschumi claimed that the architectural act is able to “reveal both the traces of history [concept, objective] and its own immediate experiential truth [sensual, subjective].”41 Yet he did not stop with his insinuating “first correspondence” at the unspeakable of sex, but advanced with the second into the realm of life and death.42 Again, he did not picture them only in dialectic opposition, but rather as tangential and intertwined pair, if even momentarily. Employing the bodily metaphor on architecture, Tschumi recalled a student field trip of the ETH Zurich to the buildings of Le Corbusier in 1965. At the time, the Villa Savoye was considered the pinnacle of the development of the heroic phase of modern architecture, and probably on every student’s mind (at least at the strictly Corbusian ETH). While the disciplinary knowledge prepared him for a white box on stilts, a promenade architecturale, the conclusion of the cinq points de l’architecture moderne, and diagrams about the turning radius of a limousine, what Tschumi encountered was a ruin in a sad state of assault. Yet, and this is Tschumi’s “rotten point,” the clash between rational imagination and sensual experience opened a small temporal window where death and life were present and observable simultaneously: rot, decay, putrefaction (since the former weekend retreat was stinking of urine and feces spread on its walls), the fouling flesh of the burst architectural corpse triggered a sensuality of the obscene where experiential repulse and disgust met with conceptual admiration. Ideal and real space coincided and reinforced each other—at the same time:


But in the opinion of this author [. . .] the Villa Savoye was never so moving as when plaster fell off its concrete blocks. [. . .] the moment of architecture is that moment when architecture is life and death at the same time, when the experience of space becomes its own concept. In the paradox of architecture, the contradiction between architectural concept and sensual experience of space resolves itself at one point of tangency: the rotten point, the very point that taboos and culture have always rejected. This metaphorical rot is where architecture lies. Rot bridges sensory pleasure and reason.43



Again, Tschumi referenced Bataille, who recursively wrote about death, feces, blood, urine, spit, sickness, and so forth with regard to his concept of “base materialism.” Which brings back the parallel to eroticism: both death and sexual reproduction are kept as taboos within Western society, hence any discourse about life, death, and putrefaction contains a discourse on sex.44 More so, they are directly connected, since at the contact point of life and death there is no reproduction, only sex. Hence, Tschumi concluded with Bataille (and through Bataille’s writings also with Marquis de Sade45): if eroticism is framed as sex without reproduction (voluptuousness) then the transition from life to death must be erotic.46

And Tschumi’s example of the ruinous Villa Savoye by Le Corbusier was well chosen, since modern architects admired both life and death, but strictly separated: the youthful life of pure machine-aesthetic or clean hygiene of the tuberculosis sanatorium versus the decent death of white skeletal ruins of the temple of antiquity. Yet they eschewed the realm between life and death, such as decomposing morbid buildings and traces of time, as the infamous “mold” of the “old snail shell” lamented by Le Corbusier47—by recalling the emotional capacity of the rotten Villa Savoye Tschumi aimed at disciplinary preconceptions similar to Bataille who infringed upon the norms and moral values of French bourgeois society with his obscene texts, such as L’histoire de l’œil and Madame Edwarda, dwelling on fetishism, incest, and other taboos.48 And of course, this state of decay celebrated by Tschumi for its momentary sensuous quality was deemed unacceptable for the Villa Savoye: while the ruinous structure had barely been saved from demolition in 1959, a campaign by modern architects called for the French state for its protection and restoration, which began in 1963. Today, Le Corbusier’s modernist masterpiece stands in its pseudo-original purity as a UNESCO World Heritage site that provides for a clean museum experience, without a trace.



This Way Out: Transgression, Negation, Event

From this as he calls it “distasteful demonstration” on eroticism and rot, Tschumi sketches out four concluding “correspondences” for architecture in his text to overcome the paradox of ideal versus real.49 First, that this moment of life and death contains a spatial aspect, that it establishes a literal “meeting place” where spatial praxis convenes with mental construct, and where the two interdependent but mutually exclusive aspects of architecture coincide.50 Or, as he later reflected: “if death as the ultimate abstraction juxtaposed with life as the absolute immediacy of sensation, the boundary between the two [. . .] is eroticism.”51 And this boundary condition Tschumi found revealed in the broken corpse of the Villa Savoye. Second, that this “meeting place” shows markings of time and use (and traces of decay).52 Since architects preferably think of their buildings as perfect copies of their mental concepts, values of newness and timelessness prevail. Especially modern architecture modeled after industrial design sports clean, spotless surfaces and the pictures are taken before the inhabitants move in, the public takes over, the wear and tear begins. Yet that is exactly Tschumi’s point, that the bodily sensual presence of people, their interaction with the building, its metabolism and material base, maintenance and change over time, its transformation and eventual decomposition, charges space with emotionality.53 More, that the tension between concept and sensuality driven to the extreme would allow for pleasurable excess, as in the case of the rotten Villa Savoye, where time was present twofold in the momentary experience of the observer and the layered-in time of the ruin. Third, that this “meeting place” undermines both the concept of architectural autonomy and the “rules” of architectural transformation, typology, semiology, and so on.54 Tschumi traces these back to the conditioning of architects through education and theory, where rules would be presented in abstract without relation to societal values (or fears), and hence resist comprehension and change. Therefore, he declared in his advertisements of architecture: “If you want to follow architecture’s first rule, break it.”55 And fourth, this “meeting place” presents “ultimately architecture,” since only here it may avoid the paradox between autonomy and commitment, which both fall prey to capitalist appropriation: “architecture seems to survive in its erotic capacity only wherever it negates itself, where it transcends its paradoxical nature by negating the form that society expects of it. [. . .] it is not a matter of destruction or ‘avant-garde’ subversion, but of transgression.”56 Here, negation addresses the contractual relationship of architects as service providers to clients directly, but also the numbers, laws, regulations, and norms involved in architecture as well as the conventional practice following precedent (a term inherited from law). It refers also to the paradox of architecture, to its dissociation into conceptual and experienced space, a condition to be questioned and overcome, at least momentarily. And it alludes indirectly to architecture and the built environment as taken for granted, as naturalized human artifact that represents various political, religious, economic, moral, legal, and philosophical ideas of prior societies. These traditional “expectations” often reduced to cliché or the subconscious are nevertheless formative—for both design and use or experience of the built environment. Even if he agreed with the diagnosis of architecture’s restrictive effect on society,57 Tschumi did not follow earlier twentieth-century avant-garde models who called for a revolutionary break with history in order to install a “better” social-architectural plan of a utopia. The concept of transgression instead allowed for a temporary rule-breaking, a moment where they become both perceptible and porous, yet where they remain intact once the transgressive event is over, as he made clear with his opening quote from Bataille’s Eroticism: “Transgression opens the door into what lies beyond the limits usually observed, but it maintains these limits just the same. Transgression is complementary to the profane world, exceeding its limits but not destroying it.”58

Yet Tschumi’s “way out” of the architectural paradox between conceptual and sensual space remains strictly limited to the temporal: their convergence occurs in a singular event, a momentary crossing of established rules and limits, a punctum into taboo, a “flash of light” between dialectical opposites, as Foucault called it.59 Similarly to the “Advertisements for Architecture” that accompany Tschumi’s text in Oppositions, they provoke a strong emotional reaction from the reader, call up social (or disciplinary) norms, transgress them with a surprising twist, but after an expansive moment of wit, these rules remain, as already Tschumi and Bataille realized.60 One might wonder: rules destabilized, altered, or reinstated?



Re-Enactment: The Dutch Pavilion in Hannover (2000, 2011, 2021)

To test the validity of Tschumi’s very personal argument, the author proposes a self-experiment of inter-generational re-enactment. Similar for a Corbusian to visit the derelict Villa Savoye in 1965 was the trip of the author to the Dutch Pavilion for the EXPO 2000 in Hannover by MVRDV, as an iconic building being on most architects’ minds who studied in the 1990s.61 While on the brink of the new millennium the Hannover World Fair themed “Humans, Nature and Technology” was supposed to showcase “sustainable development” as it had been defined by the UN Brundtland report and translated into architecture with the “Hannover Principles,”62 the self-imposed concept of reuse of corporate and national pavilions after the end of the EXPO was by and large a failure. While the extension and update of the Hannover fairgrounds and infrastructure brought lasting improvements, the projected adaptation of the structures along the central avenue of the eastern EXPO park for business, offices, and housing did not materialize.

One of the most drastic examples is arguably the Dutch Pavilion itself, which the author—at the time a student at ETH Zurich like Tschumi—had known conceptually as key example of stacked landscapes, architectural diagramming, and playful handling of national cliché (tulips and windmill). The smart pavilion design stood for the “Super-Dutch” moment of the late 1990s,63 brought fame to its architects Winy Maas, Jacob van Rijs, and Nathalie de Vries, and had turned immediately into an icon of the EXPO 2000 Hannover, its most popular site. Yet after the end of the world fair, it demonstrated the hubris of EXPOs up to this day: the building was decommissioned, sold, fell into ruin, offered for one symbolic Euro, and left behind empty and decaying in the partially reclaimed office park at the edge of the city. When the author happened to visit Hannover again in the 2010s, the once load-carrying tree trunks had died, the pavilion was covered with graffiti, traces of arson and other forms of assault—it had become a safety hazard fenced off by protective grating. The author sneaked in, yet what he experienced was not the “eroticism” of rot, decay, and putrefaction suggested by Tschumi, but rather a sad moment of architectural despair. Instead of a “meeting place” of ideal and real, of mental concept, and sensual experience delivered through an architectural event, the ruinous pavilion triggered silence, emptiness, and disillusionment. This is a closure and possibly a lesson about unsustainable practices of iconic architecture staged at global events such as world fairs and biennials.

Upon the last visit in Hannover in November 2021, however, the author was taken by surprise about construction work on the site: the former Dutch Pavilion had been partially dismantled, partially secured, the site cleared of the spontaneous vegetation of the last two decades. Construction signs with renderings by the office MVRDV—the original authors—show that the former icon turned savaged ruin will now be integrated into a mixed-use student housing and office scheme dubbed “EXPO Pavilion 2.0.” In another twist, the structure underwent life–death–decay–rebirth, yet quite different from both the sustainable goals of the original EXPO and from Tschumi’s transgressive appropriation of rot.




Conclusion: Beyond Limits of Transgression?

Tschumi’s essay on transgression remains limited to a mode of architectural reception, where concept—the knowledge about the building, its architect, its historic significance, and iconic status—precede the actual experience of space, an emotional response that might even turn erotic by infringing on a taboo, such as Tschumi’s involvement with the rotten Villa Savoye. Or with Bataille touring the slaughterhouses of Paris La Villette in 1929 and showing pictures of animal carcasses,64 the same site that Tschumi would transform into a key example of deconstructivist architecture after winning the international competition in 1983 with references to Bataille—and hence going full circle.

But what about this other side—architectural design? Tschumi was (and still is) a practicing architect, he taught design studio, and his theoretic production of the 1970s should not be seen isolated from his parallel search for alternative methods for architectural design. As in his texts he took care to avoid both modern functionalism and postmodern historicism, imagery, typology, contextualism, or conceptual syntactics. Yet the essay on transgression deals with architecture in very general terms, as a discipline with rules and taboos, as a form of knowledge caught in a paradoxical split between ideal and real space, as a cultural practice maneuvering between social commitment and artistic autonomy. It does not deliver a blueprint of how to create spaces, how to practice architectural design, respectively how to handle architectural norms, rules, and limits once one stepped over them in a sacrilegious event. For this, the reader might have to look into other texts accompanying “Architecture and Transgression,” such as “The Pleasure of Architecture” of 1977,65 and especially into the later phase of The Manhattan Transcripts and the Parc de La Villette competition of the 1980s,66 where Tschumi seems to have drawn conclusions from his theoretical inquiries of the 1970s.67

The limiting focus on architectural reception may, however, also result from modeling his text after Barthes, who declared in Le plaisir du texte the death of the author,68 in order to draw primary attention on the readers’ experience—its transgressive effects and affects.69 Celebrating the productivity of reading one can trace very few passages in Barthes’ text that address writing, such as his comments on the impossibility to respond to a text of jouissance. Confronted with such a fragmentizing event, the reader-writer would have to react through transgression, affirmation, or repetition:


With the writer of bliss (and his reader) begins the untenable text, the impossible text. This text is outside pleasure, outside criticism, unless it is reached through another text of bliss: you cannot speak »on« such a text, you can only speak »in« it, in its fashion, enter into a desperate plagiarism, hysterically affirm the void of bliss (and no longer obsessively repeat the letter of pleasure).70



Barthes’ notion that a non-classical work of art cannot be reached by criticism except for through another work of art—aka creative criticism—is a trope inherited from Romanticism, a point to be returned to later. Barthes referred to the experience of transgressive literature rather than fine arts or architecture. Yet significantly he switched to the example of contemporary art—in an arguably derogatory way—when in another instance he tried to illustrate the question of creative writing practice. Ironically, he alluded to artworks of the minimal and post-minimal phase that neo-avant-gardist architects of the 1970s were trying to model their designs on:


The bliss of the text is not precarious, it is worse: precocious; it does not come in its own good time, it does not depend on any ripening. Everything is wrought to a transport at one and the same moment. This transport is evident in painting, today’s painting: as soon as it is understood, the principle of loss becomes ineffective, one must go on to something else. Everything comes about; indeed in every sense everything comes—at first glance.71



Despite Barthes’ overly masculine physiological metaphor of ejaculation, shall one not “read’” much of the diagram architecture of MVRDV, OMA, BIG, and so on in a similar vein? A design of smart surprise, didactic explanation, rational excess (of statistics, program, or sun angles), delivered all at once, yet not much left to experience once it is “understood”?

Yet even within the limited focus on reception, there remain further questions to be asked: why is the transgressive event bridging between concept and sensuality exemplified with a building as an open corpse, as in Tschumi’s (and the author’s) tour of a ruin? What about architectural objects that are able to capture both rational conception and sensual experience while they are fully “alive” and in use? What about the erotic transgressive potential of libidinous architecture of jouissance? And how should one think of the gender (and sexual orientation) of the “architectural body” charmed by Tschumi? Finally, with his “reading” of the transgressive potential of the decomposing Villa Savoye Tschumi does not only refer to Surrealism, but obviously also to romanticist sentiment and (male) subjectivism as the motto taken from Novalis (and indirectly from Friedrich Schlegel) demonstrates.72 Here, Tschumi finds himself less at the forefront of architectural transdisciplinary practices imported from cinema, choreography, or philosophy, but rather deeply engaged in a nostalgic contemplative mood of subjective introspection of ruins, fragments, nature, imperfections, mysticism, inner feelings, sexuality, taboos, and the female body73—and yes, also death and decay—situated in the Romantic Western tradition of emotional masculinity and experiential speculation since the 1800s. Maybe this is an end rather than a beginning?



Notes


	1 Bernard Tschumi, “Architecture and Transgression,” Oppositions 7 (Winter 1976): 55–63.


	2 Ibid., 58.


	3 Ibid.


	4 A[nthony] V[idler], [Introduction], Oppositions 7 (Winter 1976): 55.


	5 Bernard Tschumi, “Le jardin de Don Juan ou la ville masquée,” L’architecture d’aujourd’hui 187 (Octobre-Novembre 1976): 82–83.


	6 All mentioned by Tschumi in the texts of this period, see: Bernard Tschumi, “Questions of Space: The Pyramid and the Labyrinth (or the Architectural Paradox),” Studio International 190 (September-October 1975): 137–42, here: 139 note 3.


	7 Fernando Montes and Bernard Tschumi, “Do-it-yourself-city,” L’architecture d’aujourd’hui 148 (février-mars 1970): 98–105; for the shift in Tschumi’s writing between post-1968 and the mid-1970s see: Louis Martin, “Transpositions: On the Intellectual Origins of Tschumi’s Architectural Theory,” Assemblage 11 (April 1990): 22–35; for an earlier account see: Kate Linker, “Bernard Tschumi: Architecture, Eroticism, and Art,” Arts Magazine 53 (November 3, 1978): 108; cf.: Renata Hejduk, “Death Becomes Her: Transgression, Decay, and eROTicism in Bernard Tschumi’s Early Writings and Projects,” The Journal of Architecture 12, no, 4 (2007): 393–404.


	8 Tschumi, “Architecture and Transgression,” 57, cf: Tschumi, “Questions of Space,” 142.


	9 Tschumi, “Questions of Space,” 137.


	10 Ibid.


	11 Tschumi, “Questions of Space,” 138, and here the reference to Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, The Philosophy of Fine Art, Vol. 1 (London: G. Bell and sons, 1920).


	12 Tschumi, “Architecture and Transgression,” 58 with reference to embodied empathy theory of August Schmarsow of the late nineteenth century and discourse theory of Michel Foucault.


	13 Tschumi, “Questions of Space,” 139, reference to Henri Lefebvre, La production de l’espace (Paris: Anthropos, 1974); Tschumi’s categories of “real space,” “ideal space,” and “spatial experience” seem informed by Lefebvre, despite their differences.


	14 Tschumi, “Architecture and Transgression,” 58.


	15 Ibid.


	16 Tschumi, “Questions of Space,” 139; reference to: Manfredo Tafuri, “L’architecture dans le Boudoir. The Language of Criticism and the Criticism of Language,” Oppositions 3 (May 1974): 38–62.


	17 Tschumi, “Questions of Space,” 142: “Its radicalism constitutes its very strength in a society where profit is prevalent.”


	18 Tschumi, “Architecture and Transgression,” 58.


	19 Tschumi, “Questions of Space,” 138; 139–40; note the subtitle of the essay: “The Pyramid and the Labyrinth.”


	20 Tschumi, “Questions of Space,” 140: “[. . .] the first moment of perception carries the experience itself.”


	21 Ibid.


	22 Ibid. Here reference to Denis Hollier, La Prise de la Concorde. Essais sur Georges Bataille (Paris: Gallimard, 1974).


	23 Tschumi, “Questions of Space,” 140.


	24 George Bataille quoted after Denis Hollier, Against Architecture. The Writings of Georges Bataille (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1989), p. 57; original French: La Prise de la Concorde, 1974.


	25 Hollier, Against Architecture, 72: Hollier confirms that for Bataille the labyrinth is also language; since words are only relational, they render individual experiences as something mediated, not immediate.


	26 Friedrich Nietzsche, “Die grosse Vernunft des Körpers herrscht über den Geist“—Also sprach Zarathustra. Erster Theil. Von den Verächtern des Leibes. Cited after: Giorgio Colli and Mazzino Montinari (eds.), Friedrich Nietzsche. Kritische Studienausgabe KSA, Vol. 4 (Munich: dtv/de Gruyter, 1988), p. 39ff.


	27 Tschumi, “Architecture and Transgression,” 57.


	28 Ibid., 58, here footnote 6, here probably with respect to August Schmarsow and Theodor Lipps.


	29 Tschumi, “Questions of Space,” 142.


	30 Tschumi, “Architecture and Transgression,” 60, see also: Tschumi, “Questions of Space,” 142, his use of the term “praxis” instead of “practice” might have been informed by then contemporary discourses on dynamic individual agency and actions of the human body, such as Pierre Bourdieu, Esquisse d’une théorie de la pratique. Précédé de Trois études d’ethnologie Kabyle (Geneva: Librairie Droz, 1972); note also Tschumi’s proximity to theories of the performative arts such as dance, theatre, and cinema.


	31 Tschumi, “Questions of Space,” 142; Tschumi, “Architecture and Transgression,” 59: “Sensuality is as different from eroticism as a simple spatial perception is different from architecture. »Eroticism is not the excess of pleasure, but the pleasure of excess«: [. . .] the »pleasure of excess« requires consciousness as well as voluptuousness. Just as eroticism means double pleasure that involves both mental constructs and sensuality, the resolution of the architectural paradox calls for architectural concepts and at the same instant the immediate experience of space.”


	32 Martin, “Transpositions,” 28.


	33 Georges Bataille, “Informe,” Documents: Doctrines, Archéologie, Beaux-Arts, Ethnographie 1, no. 7 (December 1929), 382; cf. Yve-Alain Bois and Rosalind Krauss, L’Informe. Mode d’Emploi (Paris: Centre Georges Pompidou, 1996), in English: Yve-Alain Bois and Rosalind Krauss, Formless. A User’s Guide (New York: Zone Books, 1997).


	34 Roland Barthes, Le Plaisir du Texte (Paris: Édition du Seuil, 1973), in English: Yve-Alain Bois and Rosalind Krauss, The Pleasure of the Text (New York: Hill and Wang, 1975).


	35 Sigmund Freud, Jenseits des Lustprinzips (Vienna: Internationaler Psychoanalytischer Verlag, 1920), in English, Sigmund Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle (Vienna: The International Psycho-Analytical Press, 1922).


	36 Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, 14.


	37 Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, 7.


	38 Tschumi, “Architecture and Transgression,” 61; see Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, 19.


	39 Ibid., 59; see Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, 62.


	40 Ibid., 60; see Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, 55.


	41 Ibid., 59.


	42 Ibid., 58–59.


	43 Ibid., 60.


	44 Ibid., 60.


	45 The influence of the texts by Donatien Alphonse François, Marquis de Sade on Georges Bataille has been pointed out repeatedly, both by himself (Georges Bataille, “La Valeur d’usage de D. A. F. de Sade,” 1929, reprinted) as well as by critics (cf.: Melissa M. Russell: “Transgression, Excess and the Sacred: Bataille’s Erotic in Sade,” in Desire, Performance, and Classification: Critical Perspectives on the Erotic, ed. Jessica R. Pfeffer (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 37–46). Bataille took part in the attempt to rehabilitate de Sade in the 1950s, while he publicly defended the editor Jean-Jacques Pauvert against obscenity charges after he had published de Sade’s collected writings; see: Jean-Jacques Pauvert [defendant], L’affaire Sade (Paris: J. J. Pauvert, 1957). Tschumi referred frequently to de Sade in his own texts; see, for example: Tschumi, “The Pleasure of Architecture,” 217.


	46 Tschumi, “Architecture and Transgression,” 60.


	47 Le Corbusier, Toward an Architecture, introduction by Jean-Louis Cohen; translation by John Goodman (Los Angeles: Getty Foundation, 2007), translation of the 1928 printing of Vers une architecture, 2nd ed. (Paris: Crés, 1924), 297.


	48 Lord Auch [Georges Bataille], L’histoire de l’œil, 3rd printing (Paris: Jean-Jacques Pauvert, 1928, 1947, 1951); Pierre Angélique [Georges Bataille], Madame Edwarda, 3rd printing (Paris: Jean-Jacques Pauvert, 1941, 1945, 1956).


	49 Tschumi, “Architecture and Transgression,” 60.


	50 Ibid.


	51 Bernard Tschumi, “Advertisements for Architecture,” in Transgression: Towards an Expanded Field of Architecture, eds. Louis Rice and David Littlefield (New York: Routledge, 2015), 10–16, here: 12–14.


	52 Tschumi, “Architecture and Transgression,” 60.


	53 This topic has received renewed attention, cf. Angelika Fitz and Elke Krasny eds., Critical Care: Architecture and Urbanism for a Broken Planet (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2019).


	54 Tschumi, “Architecture and Transgression,” 60–61.


	55 Tschumi, “Advertisements for Architecture,” 13.


	56 Tschumi, “Architecture and Transgression,” 61 (italics added).


	57 Ibid.


	58 Ibid., 57.


	59 Michel Foucault, “A Preface to Transgression (1963),” in Bataille. A Critical Reader, eds. Fred Botting and Scott Wilson (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1997), 24–40, here 27–28, originally published, Michel Foucault, “Préface à la transgression,” Critique, 195–96; “Hommage à Georges Bataille” (1963): 751–70.


	60 Tschumi, “Architecture and Transgression,” 61; see also “Architecture and Transgression,” 57.


	61 Louis Rice and David Littlefield ask similarly, when adapting the concept of transgression to architecture: “Might a Structure of Social Value be Ever Permitted to Fall into Ruination?”, see in their “Introduction,” in Transgression. Towards an Expanded Field of Architecture, eds. Louis Rice and David Littlefield (New York: Routledge, 2015), 1–9, here: 4.


	62 William McDonough and Michael Braungart, “The Hannover Principles—Design for Sustainability,” 1992.


	63 Bart Lootsma, Super Dutch: New Architecture in the Netherlands (London: Thames & Hudson, 2000).


	64 Georges Bataille, “Dictionnaire: Abattoir,” Documents: Doctrines, Archéologie, Beaux-Arts, Ethnographie 1, no. 6 (November 1929): 330–34 featuring drastic photographs of the abattoirs or slaughterhouses of La Villette.


	65 Bernard Tschumi, “The Pleasure of Architecture,” Architectural Design AD 47, no. 3 (March 1977): 214–18.


	66 Bernard Tschumi, The Manhattan Transcripts (London: Academy Editions; New: York: St. Martin’s Press, 1981).


	67 See Louis Martin, “Architectural Theory after 1968: Analysis of the Works of Rem Koolhaas and Bernard Tschumi,” thesis, MIT, 1986, here especially chapter 3/B “Tschumi and the Idea,” 128–49.


	68 Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, 27.


	69 Although there are some comments that are dealing with the perspective of writing in Barthes, such as in his criticism of Bachelard’s poetic, he makes a difference between the pleasure of reading versus the bliss of writing (or “perceived in terms of a writing” (Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, 37).


	70 Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, 22.


	71 Ibid., 52–53.


	72 Tschumi, “Architecture and Transgression,” 57: “If one has the passion for the absolute that cannot be healed, there is no other way out than to constantly contradict oneself and to reconcile opposite extremes.” Frederic Schlegel, quoted by Novalis in Blütenstaub,” c.f. Novalis, “Blüthenstaub.” Athenaeum 1 (1798): 70–106; see also Martin, “Architectural Theory after 1968,” 93: “The philosophical problem of the subject was introduced in the analysis of architecture and its resolution was possible only through the discovery of a subjective practice, like in literature.”


	73 For a critical assessment of gender stereotypes in German-speaking Romantic literature, see: Rita Morrien, Sinn und Sinnlichkeit. Der weibliche Körper in der deutschen Literatur der Bürgerzeit (Köln: Böhlau Verlag, 2001).






Bibliography


	Barthes, Roland. Le Plaisir du Texte. Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 1973.


	Barthes, Roland. The Pleasure of the Text. New York: Hill and Wang, 1975.


	Bataille, Georges. “Dictionnaire: Abattoir.” Documents: Doctrines, Archéologie, Beaux-Arts, Ethnographie 1, no. 6 (November 1929): 330–34.


	Bataille, Georges. “Informe.” Documents: Doctrines, Archéologie, Beaux-Arts, Ethnographie 1,no. 7 (December 1929): 382.


	Bataille, Georges. “La Valeur d’usage de D. A. F. de Sade.” 1929, reprinted in Bataille, Georges. La valeur d’usage de D.A.F. de Sade: décembre 1929–janvier 1930. Paris: 2015.



	[Bataille, Georges] Lord Auch. L’histoire de l’œil. 3rd printing, Paris: Jean-Jacques Pauvert, 1928, 1947, 1951.


	[Bataille, Georges] Pierre Angélique. Madame Edwarda. 3rd printing, Paris: Jean-Jacques Pauvert, 1941, 1945, 1956.


	Bois, Yve-Alain, and Rosalind Krauss. L’Informe. Mode d’Emploi. Paris: Centre Georges Pompidou, 1996.


	Bois, Yve-Alain, and Rosalind Krauss. Formless. A User’s Guide. Cambridge: MA: Zone Books, 1997. Bourdieu, Pierre. Esquisse d’une théorie de la pratique. Précédé de Trois études d’ethnologie Kabyle. Geneva: Librairie Droz, 1972.


	Fischer, Ole W. “Architecture In/Out of the Boudoir? The Autonomy of Architecture and the Architecture of Autonomy.” In This Thing Called Theory, edited by Teresa Stoppani, Giorgio Ponzo, and George Themistokleous, 33–44. New York: Routledge, 2017.


	Fitz, Angelika, and Elke Krasny, eds. Critical Care: Architecture and Urbanism for a Broken Planet. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2019.


	Foucault, Michel. “A Preface to Transgression (1963).” In Bataille. A Critical Reader, edited by Fred Botting and Scott Wilson. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1997, 24–40, originally published as Foucault, Michel. “Préface à la transgression.” Critique, 195–96; “Hommage à Georges Bataille” (1963): 751–70.


	Freud, Sigmund. Jenseits des Lustprinzips. Vienna: Internationaler Psychoanalytischer Verlag, 1920, in English: Freud, Sigmund. Beyond the Pleasure Principle. Vienna: The International Psycho-Analytical Press, 1922.


	Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich. The Philosophy of Fine Art. Vol. 1. London: G. Bell and sons, 1920.


	Hejduk, Renata. “Death Becomes Her: Transgression, Decay, and eROTicism in Bernard Tschumi’s Early Writings and Projects.” The Journal of Architecture 12, 4 (2007): 393–404.


	Hollier, Denis. La Prise de la Concorde. Essais sur Georges Bataille. Paris: Gallimard 1974.


	Hollier, Denis. Against Architecture. The Writings of Georges Bataille. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1989.


	Le Corbusier. Toward an Architecture. Introduction by Jean-Louis Cohen. Translated by John Goodman. Los Angeles: Getty Foundation, 2007. Translation of the 1928 printing of Vers une architecture. 2nd ed. Crés, 1924.


	Lefebvre, Henri. La production de l’espace. Paris: Anthropos, 1974.


	Lefebvre, Henri. The Production of Space. Oxford: Blackwell, 1991.


	Linker, Kate. “Bernard Tschumi: Architecture, Eroticism, and Art.” Arts Magazine 53 (November 3, 1978): 108.


	Lootsma, Bart. Super Dutch: New Architecture in the Netherlands. London: Thames & Hudson, 2000.


	Martin, Louis. “Architectural Theory after 1968: Analysis of the Works of Rem Koolhaas and Bernard Tschumi.” Thesis, MIT, 1986.


	Martin, Louis. “Transpositions: On the Intellectual Origins of Tschumi’s Architectural Theory.” Assemblage 11 (April 1990): 22–35.


	McDonough, William, and Michael Braungart. “The Hannover Principles: Design for Sustainability,” 1992.


	Montes, Fernando, and Bernard Tschumi. “Do-it-yourself-city.” L’architecture d’aujourd’hui 148 (février-mars 1970): 98–105.


	Morrien, Rita. Sinn und Sinnlichkeit. Der weibliche Körper in der deutschen Literatur der Bürgerzeit. Köln: Böhlau Verlag, 2001.


	Nietzsche, Friedrich. Also sprach Zarathustra. Erster Theil. Von den Verächtern des Leibes. Cited after: Giorgio Colli, and Mazzino Montinari, eds. Friedrich Nietzsche. Kritische Studienausgabe KSA. Vol. 4 dtv/de Gruyter, 1988.



	Novalis [Georg Philipp Friedrich von Hardenberg]. “Blüthenstaub.“ Athenaeum 1 (1798): 70–106.


	Pauvert, Jean-Jacques [defendant]. L’affaire Sade: compte-rendu exact de procès intenté par le Ministère public aux Éditions Jean-Jacques Pauvert contient notamment les témoignages de Georges Bataille, André Breton, Jean Cocteau, Jean Paulhan et le teste intégral de la plaidoirie prononcée par Maurice Garçon. Paris: J. J. Pauvert, 1957.


	Rice, Louis, and David Littlefield. “Introduction.” In Transgression. Towards an Expanded Field of Architecture, edited by Louis Rice and David Littlefield, 1–9. New York: Routledge, 2015.


	Russell, Melissa M. “Transgression, Excess and the Sacred: Bataille’s Erotic in Sade.” In Desire, Performance, and Classification: Critical Perspectives on the Erotic, edited by Jessica R. Pfeffer. Leiden: Brill, 2013, 37–46.


	Tafuri, Manfredo. “L’architecture dans le Boudoir. The Language of Criticism and the Criticism of Language.” Oppositions 3 (May 1974): 38–62.


	Tschumi, Bernard. “Advertisements for Architecture.” In Louis Rice and David Littlefield (eds.). Transgression. Towards an Expanded Field of Architecture, 10–16. New York: Routledge, 2015.


	Tschumi, Bernard. “Architecture and Transgression.” Oppositions 7 (Winter 1976): 55–63.


	Tschumi, Bernard. “Le jardin de Don Juan ou la ville masquée.” L’architecture d’aujourd’hui 187 (Octobre-Novembre 1976): 82–83.


	Tschumi, Bernard. “Questions of Space: The Pyramid and the Labyrinth (or the Architectural Paradox).” Studio International 190 (September–October 1975): 137–42.


	Tschumi, Bernard. The Manhattan Transcripts. London: Academy Editions; New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1981.


	Tschumi, Bernard. “The Pleasure of Architecture.” Architectural Design AD 47, 3 (March 1977): 214–18.


	V[idler], A[nthony]. [Introduction]. Oppositions 7 (Winter 1976): 55.









Chapter 10 Trapping, Dismembering, and Crucifying Angels: Tracing the Sacred in Hejduk’s Bovisa

Jesse Rafeiro

Transgression is a necessary social process through which we consciously violate and surpass the prohibitions, boundaries, and conventions that order our collective reality. Whether they initiate significant changes—conceptual as well as social, political, and so on—or merely emphasize the very constraints we intend to destabilize, transgressive acts transcend the pre-existing limits and expose us to the limitlessness of existence. In this way, transgression serves a deeply sacred function.

Seen through this lens, the American architect and educator John Hejduk (1929–2000) emerges as a distinctly transgressive figure, whose engagement with the sacred differentiated him from other late avantgarde architects. His oeuvre, most notably since the 1970s, defied the boundaries of conventional architectural practice and its obligation to build, instead interrogating it through political, social, and spiritual themes in writing and drawing. Throughout his later career, his drawings conjured new worlds, mystifying viewers with unfamiliar building forms and functions that continue to challenge our assumptions about the role of the architect as a builder and social visionary.

These ideas are especially vehiculated by the drawings of Bovisa, a proposal submitted to the “Nine Projects for Nine Cities” theme of 17th Triennale di Milano of 1988. The proposal contains buildings, scenes, apparatuses, and public displays that trap, dismember, and crucify angels. The varied character of the angel figure as both supernatural and corporeal, deviant and victim, sacred and profane complicates any straightforward interpretation of their meaning. By depicting angelic encounters that awaken the violent past dormant in space, Hejduk reestablished the relevance of metaphysical and spiritual pursuits within the discipline during its “postmodern turn.” Through this, he exceeded the rational boundaries of historical and cultural contexts that positivist architectural ideologies enforced through functional, technological, and scientific criteria. Reading Hejduk’s angels across theories of representation, transgression, and sacrifice, this chapter reveals his vision of architecture as a medium for redefining the sacred. A final comparison between Bovisa and two built works exposes the angels’ prophetic purpose in imagining new sociopolitical constructions of memory in the city.


Angels across the Threshold of After-modernity

Across his angelology, Massimo Cacciari located the “necessity” of angels as a response to the irreconcilable tensions of the human condition, revealed through a state of being where “the antinomy of creation manifests itself polyphonically.”1 This polyphonic condition is foreshadowed by several notable pieces of literature, art, and film throughout the twentieth century, which framed angels as a means to grapple with a crisis of meaning in a largely areligious world shaped by two world wars and repressive regimes. In this sense, Rainer Maria Rilke’s Duino Elegies (Duineser Elegien) represent a pivotal point of transformation for angels in modernity where exchanges between angel and poet capture the collapse of previous religious and metaphysical certainties. As Kathleen Komar remarked, his angels—simultaneously glorious and terrifying, transcendent and imminent—served both as a source of higher consciousness and a reminder of human limits.2 They were a likely inspiration for Hejduk, given his frequent reference to the poet3 including Bovisa where the Record Keeper of Hallucinations reads Rilke’s poetry “to the point of obsession.”4

Another major example is Paul Klee’s monoprint, Angelus novus (1920), later immortalized by the writings of Walter Benjamin who wrote about it recurringly throughout his life. Benjamin crafted his interpretation, as Annie Bourneuf showed, through the dialectical juxtaposition of religious representation—particularly Jewish mysticism and Christian theology—that the philosopher deemed crucial for shaping “new religious orders” and spiritual orientation within the modern social landscape.5 A similar deliberate conflation of religious traditions is also characteristic of Hejduk’s drawings where layered significances express the unsolvable social, political, and spiritual tensions that converge in the sacred. Most famously, Benjamin described Klee’s angel as “the Angel of history” in his 1940 essay “Theses on the Philosophy of History.”6 Despite its will to fix the past, the angel is constantly pushed toward the future by a storm of progress blowing from Paradise. By looking back, the angel is a messenger for the inevitable repetition of history, allowing it to be reenacted under new conditions and possibilities—yet, ultimately doomed to fail at its paradisaic mission, achieving salvation only in a temporary and fleeting way.7 Benjamin’s “Angel of History” was later referred to by Massimo Cacciari in terms of architectural theory, employing it as a metaphor of the “completed nihilism” of the modern metropolis—a rationalized state of no return, marked by coexisting tensions and irreconcilable conflicts. For Cacciari, the angel of history found expression in Adolf Loos’ work, who, while establishing the principles of modernism, simultaneously resisted its totalizing tendencies through the preservation of traditional craft.8

Finally, to take another example, in Wim Wenders’ 1987 film, Wings of Desire (Der Himmel Über Berlin), two angels act as silent witnesses over the divided city of Berlin and its inhabitants. As mediators between the visible and the invisible, the angels’ unique vantage point allows the film to transcend the city’s physical and temporal barriers and to witness the individual and collective trauma of Berlin as a site of Holocaust atrocities and Cold War tensions. As Wenders stated: “this latent past keeps appearing to the angels on their turns through present-day Berlin [. . .] this yesterday is still present everywhere, as a ‘parallel world’.”9 Like Benjamin’s angel, the angels in Wenders’ film are mere witnesses, observing the relentless progression of the present and the enduring violence of the past.10 However tempting it may be to draw a parallel between Hejduk’s Bovisa, which laid the groundwork for his later exploration of Berlin’s urban traumas, and Wenders’ work, there is no evidence of a direct connection between the two, despite their chronological proximity.11

Like in the examples quoted above, Hejduk’s work reflects a search for the sacred within the irreversible threshold between postmodernity and after-modernity. His angels not only embody the existential and religious tensions found in Rilke and Klee, but, like Benjamin and Wenders, reflect on modernism’s violent undercurrents, exposing past trauma and revealing the hidden forces that shape our current reality. Yet, they diverge from the other angels I have briefly evoked through their crucifixion and dismemberment, a condition that I will endeavor to analyze here in terms of transgression.



The Chapel of the Dead Angel

In “Chapel of the Dead Angel” (Fig. 10.1), the varied expressions of the angels are key to revealing the transgressive spirit of Hejduk’s search for the sacred. The drawing’s spatial rules, like many of Hejduk’s works, defy the fixity of Cartesian perspective12 by instead depicting space through multiple viewpoints, evoking a sense of embodied experience within the drawing.13 Active participation is needed to construe meaning from an assortment of signifiers,14 functioning more according to the rules of a late Medieval painting than those of an architectural drawing,15 as Hejduk deviated here from the linear progression of Western spatial representation and its presumed culmination in linear perspective.16 By challenging the dominance of reductive perspectival systems, Hejduk’s work resonated with the broader critiques of modernism that emerged in the late twentieth century. Unlike other postmodern architects who subverted conventions exclusively through provocative and ironical formal experiments, Hejduk’s work explored space as a dynamic interplay of symbolic, existential, and societal dimensions, transforming architectural representation into a medium for interrogating the human condition.

Like Wender’s film, the Bovisa drawings employ an angelic vision capable of drifting between interior and exterior, personal and public spaces of the city. Walls are simultaneously transparent and opaque, dissolving architecture’s purely physical definition. Outside the chapel, three figures carry banners supported by crucifixes, suggesting their potential involvement in delivering the angel’s corpse. Inside, the angel occupies a central yet diminished presence, stripped of familial comforts or personal identity. While there is nothing unusual about the use of chapels in funerary practices, the scene is complexified by other drawings from the series, which depict angels being crucified and dismembered. Historically and etymologically, angels of the Judeo-Christian tradition, from the Greek angelos, were depicted as messengers of God, as guides to the afterlife or as symbols of comfort for the deceased. Here instead, a single fallen angel lies dead on a trolley observed by two indifferent bystanders dressed in uniform. The chapel has a circular floor plan suggesting a range of symbolic associations like centrally planned churches, cemetery chapels, or martyriums. However, the chapel is enclosed by steel clad walls, protruding spikes, and an observatory-like dome for a roof that might be interpreted as a defense or surveillance mechanism against the fallen angels penetrating our world. Rather than transcendental beings, angels are reduced to an elemental and vulnerable state of existence.



[image: Next to a high tower building, a circular planned chapel rendered with invisible walls to reveal the body of an angel on a trolley, two people stand looking at the trolley. Outside three other people walk towards the tower.]
Figure 10.1: John Hejduk, “Chapel of the Dead Angel” from Bovisa, 1986. John Hejduk fonds, Canadian Centre for Architecture. Permission Granted by The Estate of John Hejduk. (© Estate of John Hejduk)


Across Bovisa, angels embody a field of tensions that parallel Giorgio Agamben’s analysis of the sacred. For Agamben, the sacred is a political condition best understood through the enigmatic ancient Roman political status of the homo sacer (sacred man)17 who, positioned outside the normal range of laws and citizen protections, existed in a zone of indistinction between divine and human, life and death, and the boundaries separating the sacred and the profane. For Agamben, the ancient concept of sacer—a state of damnation in which an individual may be killed with impunity but cannot be sacrificed to the gods—epitomizes the difference between bare life (zoē) from political life (bios). Associating the sacred with the state of exception, Agamben points out how this condition permeates our contemporary world by reinforcing exceptional measures of power and exercising control through the sacralization of all bare life. Hejduk’s angels occupy precisely this liminal zone such that “Chapel of the Dead Angel” can be read as an architectural manifestation of the homo sacer, where the angel, stripped of its divine protections stands for our potential subjection to sovereign violence under the state of exception. By depicting the violation of these formerly divine figures, Hejduk’s sacred revealed the fragility of our political existence.



The Sacred and the Profane

There is a dimension to Hejduk’s sacred that can be explained through Georges Bataille’s Erotism: Death and Sensuality, which the architect claimed to have been fascinated with.18 Although it is uncertain whether Hejduk had read Bataille prior to the Bovisa drawings, there are significant parallels that can be observed.19 In Bataille’s “The Notion of Expenditure,” the meaning of sacrifice implies more than the literal offering: “sacrifice is nothing other than the production of sacred things.”20 As an exemplification, Bataille described the construction of “sumptuary monuments” and “the use of sites for ceremonies and spectacles” within the framework of loss similar to the act of sacrifice.21 To clarify, both sacrifice and symbolic acts are, for Bataille, associated with unproductive forms of expenditure since “these represent activities which, at least in primitive circumstances, have no end beyond themselves.”22 This aspect of sacrifice, understood as symbolic expenditure, gives depth to Hejduk’s chapel.

Hejduk’s accumulation of symbols illustrates both the scientific disenchantment with the human body (through the modern hospital bed) and with the cosmos (through the observatory roof) which, together, have contributed to the secularization of modern society, turning it profane. It is this same scientific disenchantment that underpins our disbelief in angels—a condition of loss that Hejduk discloses in his chapel. Likewise, the homo sacer embodied in the angel lives under a constant threat of power, which can monitor and execute him without consequence, the symbols associated with control and manipulation (through cranes and elevated watchpoints) being rendered uselessly as functional design elements. By transgressing the regulative instruments of disenchantment and control, redeploying them in unproductive, symbolic ways, Hejduk’s chapel acquires Bataille’s sacrificial status and sacred aura.

For Bataille, “human society is not only a world of work. Simultaneously—or successively—it is made up of the profane and the sacred, its two complementary forms. The profane world is the world of taboos. The sacred world depends on limited acts of transgression.”23 For Jim Williamson, Hejduk’s lack of disparity between the sacred and the profane came from his Catholic background, a religion that the architect once referred to as “essentially pagan—a combination of both the sacred and the profane—and its convincing strength lays in this fact.”24 Bovisa erases the distinction between the sacred and the profane since it lacks a discernable plan or organizational strategy where the ordinary and extraordinary can “co-exist and co-habit.”25 Here, the sacred and the profane coexist on an equal footing in the city, playing out their inevitable social roles.

This complementarity of the sacred as transgression and profane as taboo is evident in “Via of the Crucified Angels” (Fig. 10.2), which depicts a uniform row of crucified angels along the edge of a highway ramp. The arrangement of angel corpses runs parallel to vehicular traffic, exposing death to the mundane movement of everyday life. The drawing recounts Roman crucifixion sites where roadsides acted as demonstrations of the empire’s power against its transgressors and enemies. Here, the crucified body can be read as a disruption of the very order it is meant to reinforce, recalling Agamben’s “paradox of sovereignty” where the power to transgress its own rules paradoxically defines the sacred.26


[image: A highway ramp lined with crucified angels is set against the backdrop of tightly packed buildings.]
Figure 10.2: John Hejduk, “Via of the Crucified Angels” from Bovisa, 1986. John Hejduk fonds, Canadian Centre for Architecture. Permission Granted by The Estate of John Hejduk. (© Estate of John Hejduk)

For Agamben, sacralized life today is a life “exposed to a violence without precedent precisely in the most profane and banal ways. Our age is the one in which a holiday weekend produces more victims on Europe’s highways than a war campaign, but to speak of a ‘sacredness of the highway railing’ is obviously only an antiphrastic definition.”27 Read through Agamben, Hejduk’s drawing makes this repressive spatial logic visible by exposing the dual condition of the sacred as a form of disobedience and victimization. Interpreted as transgressive figures of Roman sacrifices the angels serve as a reminder of the consequences of disobeying social taboo. Interpreted as a victim of contemporary spatial politics, they attain an elevated sacred status marked by exclusion, lying outside the normal range of social protections and laws. The angels traverse history to redefine architectural representation as a critical and transgressive inquiry that reveals the invisible dimensions of our ongoing exposure to forms of control and the complacency of architects and urban designers that enable them.




Transgression and the Sacred

The role of transgression as articulated by Hejduk’s daughter Renata Hejduk, aligns with Bataille’s concept of the sacred and extends to the architectural intentions of Bovisa. Her interpretation is a break from conservative views of contemporary architecture in which the sacred is inherent to architectural form itself.28 In her framework, transgression is instead a means through which to partake in the sacred as an antithesis to the modes of production of everyday life and the replication of the functionalist planning of contemporary cities as “a form or method of release from the imposed binds of reason.”29 Following this, her father’s angel narratives might be understood as acts of transgression, tackling architecture’s late twentieth century constraints. Thomas Mical notes the role of the angels as a break from the modern through the portrayal of invisible potential,30 operating as a “counter-memory” to modern functionalist architecture to make visible that which is excluded.31 Through this, they transgress the real, rational and visible as they are structured by contemporary life.

Beyond Hejduk’s paper narratives, different groups constituted by former colleagues, departments of architecture at universities, and city planning initiatives have gotten together to build some of his works for public display, both during his lifetime and posthumously. This is closely tied to Hejduk’s understanding of ritual in architecture as a form of public participatory building. He emphasized the social and political involvement of this practice, referring to it as a “strange celebration” and “reinstituting a certain method which has to do with ritual and sacredness.”32 Renata Hejduk echoes this through describing the emblematic concept of the social sacred of the late twentieth century as “the acts and events that bring groups (small and large) of people together that help us to break out of the systems that we consciously and unconsciously partake in to structure society and find community and transcendence.”33 This reading sheds light on how her father conceived of the many public bodies that built his installations, paralleling the nature of sacrifice and its relation to religious architecture in ancient Greece, which involved “the deconstruction and reconstruction of the victim’s body” as “foundation myths for religious rituals” and “a precondition for the erection of temples.”34 This reconstructive aspect of the sacrificial ritual was embodied in two of Hejduk’s built works conceived as sites of civic remembrance.


A comparison of these built works with drawings from Bovisa substantiates the transgressive role of the angel to expose the sociopolitical dynamics of the sacred. One of Hejduk’s installations, The Collapse of Time (Fig. 10.3), constructed in Bedford Square, in London, as a memorial for the victims of the Gestapo torture chambers of World War II, resembles the scene depicted in “The Crucified Angel” (Fig. 10.4). The memorial was built in 1986 as part of Hejduk’s Victims project, being one of sixty-eight structures presented to the city of Berlin. A video by the Architectural Association School of Architecture in London depicts the construction process of the structure by emphasizing the participatory nature of the event.35 The parallels between the drawing and video speak for themselves at a formal level but there is also a connection between the crucifixion event and the built structure symbolizing the Gestapo victims. The Jew under Nazism is Agamben’s purest articulation of homo sacer who may be killed yet not subject to sacrifice.36 Hejduk’s angels, crucified rather than sacrificed, mirror this condition while the devices that crucify them are symbolically re-enacted in built equivalents to memorialize victims of the past.

The dialogue between the drawings in Bovisa and the built artifact is reminiscent of ancient Greek tropes. In Greek the verb τρόπος (trope), means to style, turn, or to twist meanings. According to George Hersey, the concept was employed metaphorically in the construction of trophies following victories of ancient warfare. Here, the victims’ body parts and war gear were reassembled by their victors as sacrificial offerings to the gods to avoid punishment.37 In architecture likewise, trophies were manifested through visually recasting the memory of victims into stone. In Hejduk’s drawings, a similar dismembering of dead angels’ wings can be seen in examples like “The Angel Collector.” In the case of The Collapse of Time, a victim of murder was also resurrected by a public body who memorialized their death in a ritual act of reassembly. The memorial’s erection serves no productive purpose beyond itself. Similarly, for Bataille, “sacrifice is the antithesis of production, which is accomplished with a view to the future; it is consumption that is concerned only with the moment.”38 The memorial pauses the progression of time by symbolically reassembling the victim’s murder in the form of an architectural trophy.


[image: On a road a group of people are pulling ropes to erect a wooden trebuchet-like structure on the nearby square.]
Figure 10.3: John Hejduk, “The Collapse of Time,” 1986. (© Copyright of the Architectural Association Archives)



[image: A group of eight people pulling ropes to erect a wooden trebuchet-like structure holding a crucified angel. On the foreground, another person is building a cross.]
Figure 10.4: John Hejduk, “The Crucified Angel” from Bovisa, 1986. John Hejduk fonds, Canadian Centre for Architecture. Permission Granted by The Estate of John Hejduk. (© Estate of John Hejduk)

A comparison of drawings from Bovisa with another built memorial uncovers the ambiguity of the angel as both deviant and victim. In “The Taking” an airborne angel is a deviant, who lusts for human flesh from above. “The Angel Catcher” (Fig. 10.5) responds through a spiked steel apparatus to capture these airborne transgressors. The left memorial in “The Record Keeper of Hallucinations” (Fig. 10.6) employs an identical visual language to the angel-capturing device and anticipates the construction of The House of the Suicide and The House of the Mother of the Suicide (Fig. 10.7). The memorial was built by students from the Georgia Institute of Technology in 1986 under the supervision of Jim Williamson as a dedication to Jan Palach, who self-immolated in Wenceslas Square in 1969 in protest of the Soviet occupation of Czechoslovakia. The spikes in “The Angel Catcher” drawing were reinterpreted in the memorial as the flames that led to Palach’s death. The dual reading of the memorial as a weapon and symbolic gesture for the fire that took Palach’s life emphasizes his deviance and victimization at once. Renata Hejduk describes how her father interpreted the spikes “as a sunburst, as sonic,” which recall Palach’s “sound going out into the universe [. . .] He set himself on fire to set them on fire.”39 Palach is remembered through the symbolic representation of his death as a victim of oppression who protested the indifference of his peers and the imposition of Soviet control. His funeral turned into a mass demonstration of opposition to Soviet rule and subsequent protesters like Jan Zajíc and others across Eastern Europe followed his example of self-immolation.40 The self-immolation in this case transcended itself as an isolated individual act, motivating collective resistance to Soviet occupation.41

Hejduk interrogated the occupation of the Czechoslovakian territory as a state of exception. But in this case, unlike the victims of the Holocaust, Palach was a transgressive figure whose protest disrupted the normalized suspension of law and revealed the fragile underpinnings of his occupiers. Palach’s act exemplifies a form of resistance akin to Benjamin’s “pure” or “divine” violence described in his 1921 Critique of Violence.42 Benjamin considered this form of violence essential to “the real state of exception”—a revolutionary deposition of law from outside of its bounds as “a human action that has shed [deposto] every relation to law.”43 As opposed to the general state of exception—the norm we are all constantly subjected to—it represents a revolutionary moment where the fictions of sovereignty and law are dismantled and exposed, opening the possibility for an alternative reality unbound by oppressive constructs.44 Interpreted through Benjamin, Palach’s self-immolation exemplifies divine violence by severing all ties to existing sovereign and legal systems, exposing their foundations as mythical and arbitrary.45 This violence does not seek to deliberately negotiate or propose alternatives to sovereign power but to undermine its legitimacy by creating a void that fractures its established social and political norms. The House of the Suicide and The House of the Mother of the Suicide tropes Palach’s revolutionary act of resistance into a physical civic memory that constitutes new forms of symbolic sacrifice. Hejduk’s built work in this case survives as a pure expression of this political condition and the capacity of transgression in individual and collective acts to delegitimize it.


[image: A figure stands inside a rectangular metal frame with spikes above that pierce into a motionless airborne angel.]
Figure 10.5: John Hejduk, “The Angel Catcher” from Bovisa, 1986. John Hejduk fonds, Canadian Centre for Architecture. Permission Granted by The Estate of John Hejduk. (© Estate of John Hejduk)



[image: Two spiked structures in a fenced courtyard, the spikes of the left one deviate to the sides. A man and a woman stand next to the right one.]
Figure 10.6: John Hejduk, “The Record Keeper of Hallucinations” from Bovisa, 1986. John Hejduk fonds, Canadian Centre for Architecture. Permission Granted by The Estate of John Hejduk. (© Estate of John Hejduk)


[image: Two spiked metal structures on a square, identical to the structures in figure 10.6.]
Figure 10.7: John Hejduk, The House of the Suicide and the House of the Mother of the Suicide, 1986. (© Wikimedia Commons, photo by: Jaro Zastoupil—Gampe, 2015. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_House_of_the_Suicide_and_the_House_of_the_Mother_of_the_Suicide_%281098%29.jpg)




Angelic Refigurations

The original act of transgression of the Judeo-Christian tradition was symbolized by the temptation to eat the forbidden fruit, leading to the fall of Adam and Eve. This resulted in the commencement of a new order for the world, separating human and divine by a transcendent vertical axis. Following Nietzsche’s proclamation of the death of God, this axis has fallen and, along with it, hope of final transcendence. As Hejduk showed, the angels, too, have fallen, making them susceptible to our capture and control; our instruments of reason; to dismemberments and crucifixions.

Like Benjamin’s reading of Angelus novus, Hejduk’s angels are an entanglement of significances, traditions, and memories framed by a theological concern that commented on modernity and its various forms of cultural oppressions. His drawings materialized his visions of a renewed sense of the sacred where angel narratives transgressed the generic modern formalism of architecture. Through this, he offered poignant philosophical commentary for re-evaluating contemporary culture, exposing its continuities and refigurations of the ancient past. His drawings made this apparent by disclosing the gaps between visible and invisible, with angel crucifixion narratives manifested into physical memorials of victims of states of exception. Encapsulated in “The Crucified Angel” drawing and its translation into The Collapse of Time memorial, as well as in “The Angel Catcher” drawing, dedicated to Jan Palach’s memory in The House of the Suicide and The House of the Mother of the Suicide, these transgressive acts are imagined as memorials that channel the sacrificial impulse, refiguring our understanding of the sacred. These memorials embody acts of defiance to the linear passage of time, providing fleeting glimpses of irreversible loss from invisible pasts through which the contemplation of death is a necessary existential condition of life to ground value to the present. Hejduk’s angels expose and transcend the restrictive dimensions of everyday life before they are reasserted, momentarily uncovering the profound loss inherent to the paradisaic storm of historical progress.
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Chapter 11 Entwined Spaces of Boredom, Desire, and Transgression

Christian Parreno

For Roland Barthes, boredom is “bliss seen from the shores of pleasure.”1 This formulation denies binding boredom to any single locus, for the condition, despite its dependence on the encircling architecture, meanders between territories. By constantly oscillating, boredom acknowledges where one is while also gesturing toward where one wants to be, impelling the bridging of those opposites. This dynamic—of a separation that demands an impossible closeness—resonates with elaborations by Plato on the nature of beings. In the dialogues of the Symposium, which philosophize on love as a corporeal act as well as the motive behind courage and even the victory over the fear of death, the distance that parts the divine and the human, earth and sky, body and soul is mediated by desire, deified in Eros.2 The god of sensuality entails “yearning” and “lack,” paradoxically suturing and severing; in her exchange with Socrates about the value of pursuing beautiful souls, Diotima of Mantinea notes that “desire is a bastard got by Wealth on Poverty and ever at home in a life of want.”3 Boredom aggravates desire by interrogating its determination, relentlessly, lingering in an eternal present. The consequent deficit of meaning, involuntary and often unexpected, triggers the disaffection with the old that drives the advent of the new.

The innovation and experimentation urged by boredom promotes transgression. To surpass what is deemed uninteresting and irrelevant, the boundaries of what already exist must first be identified before being reconsidered. This process anticipates a threshold of possibilities, and its crossing promises a qualitative leap into other dimensions, non-boring on account of their newness.4 From stillness and undirected action, boredom evolves into resolute movement, establishing a cycle in which  its inseparable duality with desire morphs into the infringement of law and duty, with the expectation of transcendence. If the outcome of this sequence is fugacious, failing to grasp attention or accomplish fulfilment, then boredom returns, in a circular pattern. Although analogue to other sensibilities of the past, the triad of boredom, desire, and transgression is all the more pervasive in the transition from the modern to the postmodern era due to the crisis of belief in the promises of progress and the consequent need to provide alternatives: existential and cultural values, architectures and infrastructures, physical and virtual modes of inhabitation. Furthermore, capitalist economies that fuel the ideation, production, and eventual consumption of the future, its use and desertion, appear devoid of teleology, transforming their products into the routinization of novelty.5

This essay explores transgression in its fundamental connection with the discomfort of boredom and the prospects of desire. Far from considering transgression messianic, the variety of circumstances that surround it unveils its mundanity, with deeds carried out for the sake of undergoing them and justified through discourses of irascibility with an excessively ordered everyday life.6 The study of this concatenation, a modus operandi of a stagnation that enforces criticality and creativity, necessitates the contribution of many disciplines, including philosophy, history, and architectural theory. In this unfolding, the built environment is a traversing axis that ignites the recognition that limits—the shores, as imagined by Barthes—can be loosened and trespassed, foreseeing spaces yet to be represented. In addition, it enables flows between interiority, the realm of emotions and thoughts, and exteriority, the domain of the body and society.7 When seen through the lens of boredom, desire, and transgression, architecture becomes anticipation and unpredictability, imbued with sedition.


Boredom

By surfacing through inhabitation, boredom projects architecture as a place-making practice rather than as the design of spaces to be passively occupied. Surroundings inform and support an array of experiences that are not solely determined by their tangible qualities; to Martin Heidegger, who emphasizes how the preoccupation with time intertwines with modernity, boredom “is a hybrid, partly objective, partly subjective.”8 The condition belongs neither to a bored individual nor to a boring setting. Instead, it structures a relationship of rejection and withdrawal from the environment—the space in which one is immersed.

Boredom is unwanted, arising involuntarily, prompted by meaninglessness. As a lack, it cannot indicate what circumstance is missing: what could be added or subtracted. Heidegger observes that this indeterminacy induces superficial busyness and, by doing so, imposes an existential crisis that paralyses the search for a genuine dwelling in the world.9 Notwithstanding boredom necessitates engagement with the outside, it perpetuates an innermost indifference, slowing or even dissolving any ontological articulation—Dasein, the experience of being human, turns “empty.”10 In turn, boredom ought to promote “movedness,” a movement that begins either in physical displacement or in intangible processes capable of actualizing the present and hence realizing one’s disposition within the entwining architecture.11 Understanding how one is thrown into existence compels the differentiation between the aloofness of abstract space and the significance of the particularities of place. Traveling in space does not equate to growing in place; this is why the modern individual, often residing in the city, is in a constant state of both idleness, desiring a place of belonging, and restlessness, transgressing to discover a more genuine abode. Boredom engages space but problematizes place, being ontologically out of place by yearning to be somewhere else.

This relationship, without a distinct narrative, reveals boredom as a mood. Dissimilar to the fleeting specificity of emotions, such as happiness, frustration, or guilt, a mood is enduring, with a regular intensity, less likely to be triggered by isolated events.12 Emerging from the entirety of the self, from the I, moods bind the psyche with the body and the environment, conditioning all human operations. Heidegger observes that moods—attunements, Stimmung—are ever-present, not simultaneously but in a fluctuation in which some lie dormant while one remains active.13 They are and are not there, in ambiguity: “whatever is sleeping is in a peculiar way absent yet there. [. . .] This is strange.”14 In this manner, boredom entails a quiescent desire, an inability to participate with the surroundings but disclosing the latency of such connection.

The space of boredom, however, is as completely empty as it is overly full. It fails to suggest how to satisfy desire, and desire capitalizes on the anticipations roused by boredom.15 Both are unsolvable and interminable, relying on each other and resembling either voids awaiting completion or swarming spaces requiring curation to adopt a significant form. Unlike desire, which can temporarily distinguish an object of fixation, boredom resists any specific expression; although it may be induced by uniformity and repetition, it bears numerous embryonic configurations and, with them, countless architectures.16 Boredom sustains the illusion that, in some imminent moment, a space of desire could be designed and inhabited meaningfully—a forthcoming new place. In this temporal spatiality, the present becomes an outdated future, suspended between that which happens and that which does not occur; the past is an old new, disregarded as a valid reference because it led to the disquiet of boredom; and the future promises a novel new with a difference yet to encounter.17



Boredom, Desire

Although Heidegger’s examination is still regarded as the most detailed and structured account of boredom, the rise of postmodernism, in the late 1970s, marked a change in its character. Boredom shifted from being associated with monotony to becoming an enabler of creation—a necessary, sometimes urgent, moment of pause. While it remains negative, undesired, and preferably avoidable, postmodern boredom advances its criticality to instigate the emergence of previously unseen environments; by its transgressive nature, it embeds relief. In contrast to early modernism’s focus on time and interiority, postmodernism is characterized by a spatial turn and a search for variety in exteriority, a response to a waned sensibility.18 In his analysis of the cultural logic of late capitalism, Fredric Jameson argues that boredom is “not so much an objective property of things and works” but rather “a response to the blockage of energies (whether those be grasped in terms of desire or praxis).”19 Boredom becomes momentous as a reaction to paralysis and also as a potential defense mechanism or avoidance strategy. The condition imposes distance—between objects, individuals, temporalities, spaces—which, contradictorily for it offers associations, can become instru-mental by serving as “a precious symptom of our own existential, ideological, and cultural limits, an index of what has to be refused in the way of other people’s cultural practices and their threat to our own rationalizations about the nature and value of art.”20 Boredom is fecund as long as it is understood relationally and spatially, rejecting the boring as an aesthetic judgment because what may appear as such to some may be the opposite for others. Jameson writes, “it is a paradox one can get used to: if a boring text can also be good (or interesting, as we now put it), exciting texts, which incorporate diversion, distraction, temporal commodification, can also perhaps sometimes be ‘bad.’”21

The postmodern pursuit of diversity, multiplicity, and simultaneity—that which lacks unified attraction, without a sole gravitational force—is indicative of boredom, a demonstration of the evolution of modernism, equally progressive and catastrophic. In the last quarter of the twentieth century, this ambiguity is architecturally manifest in the fascination with history, the literal juxtaposition of its motifs, and even an obsession with preservation. Jameson observes that “the complacent eclecticism of postmodern architecture, which randomly and without principle but with gusto cannibalizes all the architectural styles of the past and combines them in overstimulating ensembles,” cannot be simply explained through “nostalgia,” an “exceedingly polysemous” term among architects.22 Instead, different from the austere spaces favored by the linear routines of organized modernity, the preference for “the simultaneity of the nonsimultaneous”—the enactment of “nostalgia for nostalgia,” “the spatialization of the temporal”—signal to the eventful and variegated as the need to escape and, concurrently, utilize boredom; it is an “appropriation of the negative by a positive.”23 The transition from the modern to the postmodern is thus evinced by the efforts to procure the new, which, in turn, “loses its meaning and becomes itself something of a modernist survival”: “even the surviving historical monuments, now all cleaned up, become glittering simulacra of the past.”24



Boredom, Desire, Transgression

Boredom is not only the desire for desire but also the disruption of the course of desire. While undergoing boredom, one cannot turn to the surroundings with interest; spatial perception is altered, attenuating or accentuating self-awareness. Both instances cause desynchronization with the world. To regain wholeness, the bored individual adopts transgression to alter or realign their involvement with the environment; the aim is to secure a meaningful situation—to become one with an architecture that enables such proximity. Because in late modernity urban living and technological ubiquity provide high amounts of information and banal distraction, exploratory endeavors—skateboarding, graffiti, among others—infringe upon socially accepted standards of conduct, morality, and taste to confirm individuality.25 These acts, often pressing and eager, yield radical experiences that defy calculability and predictability.

As a retort to a reigning but no longer acceptable circumstance, transgression is driven by frustration and estrangement. It reflects cultural distinctions and social hierarchies, exposing an exhausted capacity to tolerate dissimilarities; the other and the rest—otherness—become boring. Discontent with capitalist ideologies, for instance, has propelled actions that seek to impugn as well as to alleviate. Contravening all functionalist planning, Critical Mass rides, UrbEx excursions, carnival rituals, and similar performative demonstrations rebel against routinization and the corporate forces of globalization.26 By ignoring the intended purpose of the built environment, in attempts to recapture traditions that echo pre-modern ideals of social organization, these generally considered illegal infractions employ public spaces to disobey the organized city.27 In 1996, when the collective Reclaim the Streets shut down the M41 motorway in London, the subsequent “festival of resistance” featured live music, art, and the outdoor use of interior furniture—all under a banner that cautioned: “The Society That Abolishes Every Adventure Makes Its Own Abolition The Only Possible Adventure.”28 Renovating this contention, in a speech delivered through a megaphone in the Tent City University, the occupied public space outside Saint Paul’s Cathedral in 2011 and 2012, Manuel Castells affirmed not only that the current situation of economic inequality will continue to generate social violence through the sabotage of technology, but also that modernity—in its different versions and stages, with boredom as an index of unfulfilled desires—has not ended.29

These manifestations relate to Situationist sensibilities and the subversive slogans that animated the uprising of Paris in May 1968.30 In 1953, anticipating Guy Debord’s pronouncements against the sameness of modern planning, Ivan Chtcheglov declared the need for a new urbanism. His activism, poetic and politically enraged, contested architectural modernization and the ensuing obliteration of the layers of history, instead advocating for a geological and spontaneous accumulation of buildings and spaces. Despising the plans of Le Corbusier, “whose face is as ugly as his conceptions of the world,” he firmly declared:


We are bored in the city, there is no longer any Temple of the Sun. [. . .] We are bored in the city, we really have to strain to still discover mysteries on the sidewalk billboards, the latest state of humour and poetry.

[. . .]

We don’t intend to prolong the mechanistic civilizations and frigid architecture that ultimately lead to boring leisure.

[. . .]

A mental disease has swept the planet: banalization. Everyone is hypnotized by production and conveniences—sewage systems, elevators, bathrooms, washing machines.31



In the late 1970s, a similar sentiment arose in London through the incendiary politics of Punk, an expression of dissatisfaction with the establishment. The inconformity of their militants was grounded in anti-authoritarianism, do-it-yourself ethics, and defiance of selling out. Though not all of them coincided with the same principles, which denoted inclusivity and openness to variety, the plea to change as much as possible was accepted as a common foundation; the intention was to demystify and debase modern progress. Punk dissented from religion and the state, the division of time in work and leisure, and the structure of home and conventional family. Different to early twentieth-century nihilism, the resultant discourse stemmed from sincerity, commitment, and passion, evident in its music.32 Jon Savage recounts that Punk rock “spoke of boredom” and became “a theatrical expression of boredom’s prison, [. . .] boredom described the expansive, occluded, utopian politics that built up at the Sex Pistols’s core [. . .] the Sex Pistols instinctively realized boredom’s spatial aspect and used its rhetoric as a key.”33 The so-called “twisted and disaffected sarcasm” of Punk was held by boredom—the dimension to escape but also to appropriate—as a universal trope.34 The city, the then epitome of welfare and production, became not only the arena to be seen and passively invade, interrupting the high velocity of the modern routine, but also the symbol of “No Future,” a maxim made popular in 1977 by the Sex Pistols in “God Save the Queen.” The same year, Jamie Reid, taking inspiration from Situationist imagery, designed a poster for their song “Pretty Vacant.” The composition features two buses against a blank background; both headed to allied destinations, one to “Nowhere” and the other to “Boredom,” the available escapes within the vacuity of the status quo. With comparable attitude, The Clash, the band whose lyrics touched upon the crisis of urban living, denounced in 1979 that London was “burning with boredom.”35 The perfected infrastructure of the city, its “great traffic system” and accompanying bright atmosphere, left the rush of speeding as the only way “to spend the night.”36

Transgression often involves activities of risk, commonly leading to the breaking of the law by causing bodily harm to oneself and to others.37 Through American Psycho (1991) by Bret Easton Ellis and Crash (1996) by David Cronenberg, based on the eponymous novel by J. G. Ballard (1973), Lars Svendsen portrays extreme violence as a ramification of the frenzies of modernity. Patrick Bateman, the main character of American Psycho, embodies the distressed individual in a milieu of banality; and the roads of London, the setting of Crash, facilitate deliberate aggressions against the corporeal integrity of many. According to Svendsen, who philosophically normalizes boredom as a human constituent, both stories present characters incapable of constructing coherent existential narratives. Their experiences do not amount to a coalesced and stable being due to a debilitated capacity to relate to the nearby phenomena. In a reality dominated by abundant but fragmented stimulation, extremism presents itself as a paradigm, materialized in pathologies of hostility, unsafe and erratic behaviors, eating and sexual disorders, depression and anxiety, substance abuse and criminality. Bateman, “bored, in a rush,” says, “‘I’d want to bring a Harrison AK-47 assault rifle’ [. . .] ‘with a thirty-round magazine so after thoroughly blowing your fat mother’s head off with it I could use it on that fag brother of yours.’”38 Meanwhile in London, a motorist remarks, “I was aware of all these drivers, of the volumes their bodies had occupied, their assignations, escapes, boredom that pre-empted any response of my own.”39 Rather than exceptional calamities, these fictions depict attitudes striving the introspection required for assembling oneself or seeking energy to continue the trajectory of becoming, each time pursuing more forceful sensations after the climax has been expended.

Through the excesses of the body, extreme transgression aspires for the inhabitation of intangible realms. If boredom and desire start and finish within one’s own experience, then an antidote to this potentially endless and fatal cycle is to displace the coordinates of reference—beliefs of engagement. Other ontological situations, with their attendant architectures and habits, may advance redemption and reconstitution. Svendsen contemplates this alternative through Andy Warhol, who, to avoid boredom, constructed a sense of uniqueness based on spectacle.40 Warhol’s insistence on insignificance transpired as a strategy to cope with his own ordinariness, replacing his fundamental being with his persona as an artist, aptly adopting a life of exhibitionism and voyeurism.41 Describing this ethos, he wrote:


I’m sure I’m going to look into the mirror and see nothing. People are always calling me a mirror and if a mirror looks into a mirror, what is there to see? [. . .] Some critics called me Nothingness Himself and that didn’t help my sense of existence any. Then I realized that existence itself is nothing and I felt better.42



His oeuvre, bidimensional and direct, functions like a fetish that intentionally confounds gratification with validation, consolidating a presence without desire, allusions of the past, or the will to be authentic. Warhol avows, “the thing is to think of nothing [. . .] nothing is exciting, nothing is sexy, nothing is not embarrassing.”43 By becoming a reflection and so erasing every memory, turning into a product to be rapidly ingested by others, his art annihilates culture as the extension of individuality; if one is what subsists and has already succeeded elsewhere, then survival depends on absorbing and projecting one’s surroundings.

Assaults against oneself can escalate into collective crimes that challenge the modern quest for stasis—the space where nothing happens, the aspiration of a safeguarded future. Jorg Kustermans and Erik Ringmar correlate the Western efforts to obtain international peace, through treaties and institutions, to the progressive view of history that emerged during the Enlightenment. In their study of the political implications of this pursuit, peaceful societies have inadvertently created bored populations in need of excitement. To counteract the torpid sameness of peace, war asserts existential significance; “as a means of overcoming boredom, we are increasingly fascinated by violence, and war is glorified as a means of restoring our ability to act [. . .] Since society causes boredom, and war relieves it, wars will continue to take place.”44 In the postmodern era, boredom is implicated in the failure of communities to uphold curiosity, maintain cohesion, and collaborate toward the construction of an ideal land. Societies have become more anomic, doubting consensual norms and conventions. The dearth of social participation intensifies the search for individuality, ultimately fostering alienation and a disconnection from one’s sense of self in relation to others.45

To restore meaning to everyday life, armed combat—persistent and palpable in technologies that obliterate the built environment—merges political ideologies with personal creeds to evoke a life-affirming consciousness. The peril of annihilation is thus perceived as preferable to the quietude and contentment of amity.46 For those on the battlefield, war, frequently described as “long periods of boredom punctuated by sheer moments of terror,” entails the commission of acts against fellow human beings.47 Kustermans and Ringmar cite testimony from USA soldiers who witnessed atrocities during the “global war on terror,” launched in 2001 under the administration of George W. Bush: “in the years following the occupation, wrongfully imprisoned Iraqis were systematically threatened with dogs, stripped and beaten, put in stress positions and subject to sleep deprivation.”48 Torture surfaces as “the ultimate transgressive act” as it also serves as “the ultimate affirmation of one’s agency.”49 Unlike the uncertainty inherent in war, sadistic transgressions provide an illusion of control, power, and domination.50



Bored to Death

In 1979, a year before he died, Barthes complained of being “bored to death.” His weariness stemmed from truncated desire, an inability to extend himself beyond the limits of others. With resignation, describing a scene with one of his lovers, he reflected in his diary:


I asked him to come and sit beside me on the bed during my nap; he came willingly enough, sat on the edge of the bed, looked at an art book; his body was very far away—if I stretched out an arm toward him, he didn’t move, [. . .] he soon went into the other room. A sort of despair overcame me . . . How clearly I saw that I would have to give up boys, because none of them felt any desire for me, and I was either too scrupulous or too clumsy to impose my desire on them; that this is an unavoidable fact, averred by all my efforts of flirting, that I have melancholy life, that, finally, I’m bored to death by it.51




As this confession implies, boredom, desire, and transgression organize, in gradations from the gentle to the aggressive and violent, the erosion of barriers and the invasion of territories. The three, each with unique intricacies and shared intersections, deflect architecture as the assembly of buildings to propound architecture as the encounter of the sensuous and intellectual, the individual and communal, the functional and existential.52 Inhabitation thus emerges as a critical enquiry, an ongoing negotiation of meaning between individuals and their surroundings, eliciting responses that prompt the reconsideration of one’s ontological position and relationship to the world. Behaviors that deviate from established norms often constitute efforts to resolve the conundrum of how we stand and how things stand with us.53 Through the provocations of transgression, exhorted by boredom and coerced by desire, architecture gains authority not from stylistic features but from its capacity to intimate experiences, constrained only by the finitude that defines humanity. The slow and unrelenting passage of time in boredom evokes mortality, framing transgression as either a denial of death’s inevitability or a validation of the impetus to discover other dimensions—for the pleasure of doing so.
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