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Tempelhof or Mediaspree versenken are two such examples
(these movements aimed at readjusting and preventing
investor-driven urban development in Berlin and succeeded
in referendums) - underline the political significance of such
a project: if alternatives are not impl d voluntarily by
policy makers, the public can be mobilized to radically change
urban policy in Berlin.

Nina Gribat is a senior researcher at the Habitar Unit, Department of International
Urbanism and Design (TU Berlin) and at SAGE, University of Strashourg. The
current focus of her research is on perspectives of planners on urban conflicts
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Participation
as a Battlefield

Interview with Damon Rich

Bernd Upmeyer interviewed the American designer, urban
planner, and visual artist Damon Rich, based in Newark,
New Jersey, who is known for investigating the politics
of the built environment. His work studies the shaping
of the world through laws, finance, and politics. In 1997,
Rich founded the Center for Urban Pedagogy (CUP), a
New York City-based nonprofit organization that uses the
power of design and art to improve civic engagement,
where he served as Executive Director and lead designer
from 1997 to 2007, when he retired from CUP staff while
continuing to serve on the Board of Directors through this
year. From 2008 to 2015, Rich served as the Planning
Director & Chief Urban Designer for the City of Newark,
New Jersey. He now is principal with Jae Shin of planning
and design firm Hector Design Service, while continuing
his practice as an educator and exhibition-maker. The
interview took place in September 2015.

Center for Urban Pedagogy

Bemd Upmever: In 2004 you wer of the first contributors to MONU Magazine wi
icle, written together with your “Center for Urban P ", for MONU's i

£1 entitled “Imagining the ubsidized Landscape”. Just a coupl Lt iousl
¥ou lounded the Center for Urban Pedagogy. a nonprofit organization that uses the

ded th nter for Urban Pedago nonprofit organization th .
U2 of design and art to improve the quality of public participation in urban lannin

munity design in New York City. What wer r_motivation: reating th
f9anization and why did you want it to focus on publi icipati hat time?

& your ideals and who were your role models from the past?
Damon Rich: Hello. Yes, | am remembering the legitimating thrill of being asked by a
European Journal (I pictured MONU as dour as the Frankfurt School) to report on some of
CUP's work. The feeling reflected the European orientation of my architectural education,
which heroized early 20th-century modernism through the distorting lens of the 1970s US
ast Coast architectural vanguard.

/
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Subsidized Landscape

“CUP projects
demystify the
urban policy and
planning issues
that impact our
communities,

so that more
individuals can
better participate

in shaping them.”







“Instead of
theorizing
participation as a
devious ploy or
pure nightmare,
she provides

a rubric for
strategic thinking
about modes

of participation
and their
attendant power
dynamics,...”

artists dealing with architecture as a form of institutionalization becayse my first
college were spent with the European post-structuralist vanguard of writers lie waso'
and Derrida, focused so intently on how minute details of representations and y
actions, including architecture and design, are implicated in identify formation il Socal
politics. | suppose it's not surprising if still disappointing that among other Popularp[:;:
that leap from art to architecture, the institutional critique of architecture never got
play. In practice, | was also able to find ways around this blockage through New";::
City's amazing ecology of design education institutions like the Brooklyn Center for the
Urban Environment, which occupied an originally squatted Brooklyn park building, the
Henry Street Settiement, and the Cooper-Hewitt Design Museum’s Summer D%@
Initiative and City of Neighborhoods program.

most importantly for setting CUP’s course were writers, teachers, and organizers
in traditions of popular education (like Septima Clark, Ella Baker, and Myles Horton) ang
community organizing (Saul Alinsky and dozens of people I've met and worked wity)
These people and the movements they represent, who worked on legitimating non-expert
. taking groups through analysis to action, and building people power, allowed
me to begin in eamest to connect my architectural ambitions to a wider world where the
agendas had to be developed by others. Weaving tools of architectural analysis and
tation into land use politics was only possible by translating them into the urgent
vocabulary of place-based politics.

Autonomy and Dependency

BU: When you started the Center for Urban Pedagogy you were quite young. in your
early 20s. and | guess you were endowed with a lot of enthusiasm and energy. In the
Netheriands the established and older generation is usually very eager to hear fresh
voices and sometimes tries to “make capital out of these new ideas and immediately
absorbs them in an unfair and ungenerous manner in order to make use of these new
ideas”. as Winy Maas put it in an interview we did with him for our issue #21. To what
extent did the Center for Urban Pedagogy become compromised during its first few years:
by the interests of communities. local governments, organisati

neo-liberal parties. etc. rather than working for individual citizens?

DR: The unhappiness expressed by Maas’s quotation | think is familiar to anyone in
contact with fields and industries where worth is attached to appearing to have new ideas
or worse, actually documenting those ideas for legal battles over intellectual property
rights. (Of course, the same design festivals that will pay for my flight and hotel to talk on
their panel about “designing equity” will also enthusiastically link the design industries o
modemn magic contemporary capitalist “creativity” and “innovation.”) I'm happy to leave
the principal of intellectual possession to the self-heroizing cultural vanguardists and
capitalist ideologues.

On the other hand, | don't harbor much resentment on this account as | didn't spend
time working in any master’s atelier who would have had occasion to steal my ideas. In
fact, being a young practitioner in New York introduced me personally to 2 121G set of
older people who offered great inspiration and encouragement like Sharon Zukin, Greg
Sholette, Alan Moore, Doug Ashford, Gayatri Spivak, and the aforementioned Marthe
Rosler. The book edited by Julie Ault on New York City artist- and architect-run Spaces
in the 1970s and 1980s introduces the scene that | was able to leam about from those
who lived it.

In CUP’s case, much youthful enthusiasm was expended in building 3 semi—auww
organizational infrastructure: registering with the state as a corporation, with the f =
govemment as a nonprofit, tax-exempt entity, opening bank accounts, figuring out 12K
and bookkeeping. In my ten years as CUP’s Executive Director, | leamed 1008

with the typical headaches of a small nonprofit: developing programs and p2

affing, 9TOWing a reputation, finding relationships with funders. As a generation coming

fier institutional critique, it felt right to focus deeply on building better institutions! Today,
; s gratifying to me that CUP now provides full-ime jobs to eight people working with
design and justice, and provide them health care! So maybe a young Winy working at
CuP would have fewer reasons to complain.

Your question also brings up the cenuallqyestion of whose interests CUP serves. | would
pe a bad student of community orga.nlzmg if | didn’t recommend performing a power
analysis of CUP; the point of establishing an institution is to sustain privileges! The
process institutionalization is, when done well, strategic co-optation: how an organization
structures its internal and external relationships to enable practice. Extemnally, these
relationships are recorded in lists of partners (including advocates for tenants, low-
income workers, community organizations, street vendors, and public schools) and
funders (ranging from government agencies to private foundations oriented to the fine
aris). Intemally, it's the push and pull of staff and board members.

gecause of its relatively independent (never formally affiliated with a larger established
institution or organization) and slow (eight years of work before having full-time staff)
growth, CUP has in some ways had less stringent strings than many nonprofits. Due to
attending @ tuition-free college for two years of my education, | was able to contribute
surplus labor to CUP instead of a student lender, our first office was a “secret” construction
in the building where | worked as a part-time building superintendent after leaving the
Parks department, and many early projects benefited from the uncompensated and
under-compensated work of very many collaborators. Unlike many nonprofits, CUP was
not brought to life by a combination of someone’s family wealth and guilty conscience.
And even without great resources or connections, being in the thick nonprofit and media
stew of New York meant we could find advocacy partners and get covered.

Productively describing and structuring CUP’s role among its partners, collaborators, and
others has been an ongoing process. For example, in beginning to seek grant funding,
we realized that competing with housing advocates or tenant organizers would alienate
our intended partners, so we began to use technical assistance (third-party-funded)
and other models for supporting projects. For this reason among others, CUP has not
presented itself as an advocacy organization, but as a design and art organization that
always works with advocates and community-based organizations in specific ways. As
an organization dedicated to education, we wanted to avoid solution-mongering and
hold open a space for real discovery, for seeing the conflicts all around us in their deep
complexity as learning opportunities. Myles Horton wrote about this as preserving the
educational moment alongside but always a bit separated from and critical of activist
politics.

But overall, when you ask how CUP has been “ruled and co-opted by the interests of
communities, local governments, organisations, neo-liberal parties, etc. rather than
working for individual citizens?”, | am proud to say CUP has been productively ruled
and co-opted in more ways than | can list! (I'd rather this not be true only of the “neo-
liberal parties™ part, but then | must also wish that the United States had a non-neo-
liberal party!) The intent of CUP's organizational structure, as well as the structure of
programs like Making Policy Public, was to open it to the agendas of people orgaﬂiz_ed to
advocate for political change, not to operate on the idea of serving atomized “individual
cfizens” (perhaps itself a neoliberal invention). The tradition of community organzing
taught me a lot about reading the landscape of organizational power and how to begin
relationships with people already organized around their interests in change. | wonder if
you think the landscape of power is changing in Europe, where many of my friends see a
growing US-style liberalization of markets creating monstrous architectures (see Vienna
train station district) and supporting stark inequality. Maybe US-style neoliberalization
and the withdrawal of the national government from the welfare state promises will also
dalectically force the creation of a more US-style web of community-based organizations

“This
differentiated
sense of the
potentials of
participation
(participation
as a field of
battle, not a
unitary concept)
highlighted all
sorts of alluring
potential design
briefs...”

Vienna Train SIatOn St




“From a
disciplinary
perspective,
coming from

the planet of
axonometric
models, |
wanted to put
architecture back
into the world.”

fighting for their corner of the world?

Early on, the worst, though rare, accusation about CUP's connection 1
when, because of similarly named, more artistically oriented endeavors |jk
for Land Use Interpretation in Los Angeles, people guessed CUP to bg a
or performance. On the contrary, we wanted to learn to not let oyr cult
encumber us, and actually to be an institution that advanced democratic dani

down and dirty political world. That means making ongoing decisions aboyt wﬁr‘: In the
and on what to work, a discussion and debate that continues among cup H Whom
board. On the other hand, in terms of visual style, yes, we have for severa| yaa:lﬂ and
campaigns like that for a potentially predatory health insurer that use i Sssean
friendly bear that look eerily similar to some of CUP's work, But better to have yo?J, ofa
compromised than your politics. style
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Improving the Quality of Participation

participation in_urban planning and_community design through the Center for Urpan
Pedagogy? Can you give some examples? What kind of projects did you do in relaliny
i i ey located?
DR: From a disciplinary perspective, coming from the planet of axonometric models, |
wanted to put architecture back into the world. Rather than only insisting on responsible
design In panel discussions with other architects, | wanted to join people working
systematically increase democratic control of the built environment in a context dominated
by property-rights. This meant asking, in public, to whom design responds. | wanted to be
helpful in the steady and slow work of turning around institutions and design processes
that use abstraction to link democracy and the built environment in order to put something
like a public in its deserved place. | bring up the disciplinary issue because | found these
to be some of the biggest impediments to designers working well with partners outside
of the field.

A design buzzword in my world that is hopefully near its expiration is ‘reimagine," asn
*so-and-so designer reimagines the spoon! or the house! or your city!" I'd like to makea
flag that says “Reimagine reimagining!" By that | mean down with the agency of the idea,
the historic roots of design’s definition as action-at-a-distance: | produce this drawing,
and someone else does the labor of making it. Against the idea that any temporary act
of imagination can revolutionize. Criticizing this idea means down with design idealisms,
for example how architecture is generally taught as an “architecture without planning’
where most design exercises contemplate isolated sites while a single semester urban
studio provides the academic training for building in society. It also means exposing how
the tab that pops up when you buy your Apple product saying “Designed in Califolﬂlﬂ'
covers over the sweated labor of workers an ocean away from California, CriticiZng
design idealisms can help us talk with non-designers.

Contrary to the way it is sometimes read, the somewhat unfortunate word “pedagogy’ I
one version of CUP's name was not originally intended to portray ourselves as _—
but instead to highlight the pedagogical function of the designed environment: how l’:
material world, especially in cities, channels power and norms behavior. S0 s 2
cent word expressed my desire to understand the social microdynamics of powerI:|
the built environment. As a discipline that in theory concerned itself with the c,oncemqlh
and material arrangement of the human environment, it made sense that archltects z'“
political ambitions should study the point in the system at which they might 9“9[: p
authority, starting with the physical details. If narratives of oppression & bu'l",mves
landscape (most often appearing as lack of consideration amidst more brute. in the
serving larger masters), designers can learn from how this has gone down o I(r)n
tradition of trying to steer otherwise. The idea that only market forces should gov®

Ives whers L uncgntested, TOF’?Y I think of this as growing the constituenc
It aecountable development, with my specifc nterest being in Design for Organizin ):
{hink about how to design things that attract the desires and narratives of others Thi?l' s
that when E0MeATE asks et SFanding there “Who put this here?" the slomeorgl
I something productive 1o say besides “some architect thought it was a good dea
1o opose.” Maybe something like “people in this city fought for this in this place and
against great odds won." | could tell you about a bright orange boardwalk in Newark that
has now attracted over a dozen stories.

Needless to say, it would be difficult to build a diverse coalition if the only goal were to
produce more interesting architecture to architects. One set of partners for me has been
educators and their institutions including schools. Here, we talk about civic engagement
and the power of design and its tools of abstraction and projection in civics education, We
{ry to find ways of talking about how new urban citizenship requires new urban Iiteracl;ies
and how approaches to studying the world from architecture and art can help all kinds o}
students understand how the physical forms of the observed world connects to abstract
political, economic agendas. This hopefully builds towards critical education for social
decision-making, moving out from primordialist understandings of the landscape (that
{hat portrayed by Robert Smithson in his “Monuments of Passaic") and towards training a
regulatory imagination for the long haul, how we as citizens hitch our imaginations to the
administration of the state to design our lives.

In addition to educators, there is a set of potential partners operating in the world of place-
based politics. With these groups, we can talk about disassembling the expertise usually
entrenched in the architect or planner so that these tools are available to a broader
constituency. For example, by becoming more fluent in the intricacies and contradictions
of affordable housing categories, these organized groups increase their power and
agency to shape the world. In Newark |'ve learned to call this “praying with your feet."

Coming from architecture affords me to open up the politics of what might otherwise pass
as technical. “Faith in the possibility of a radically democratized mode of participation
implied faith in the possibility of a radically different city than redevelopment had typically
wrought." Architectural reasoning in public on behalf of the public. When conservatives
fighting against even semi-socialized healthcare say “We need to tell young voters they
will be paying for a bunch of old sick people they don’t even know!", we need to tell stories
from the other side about how the state can be put to use for shared benefit

In this way, CUP's goal was never simply to design and communicate information
e!!eglively‘ but to help train minds able to interpret information critically. For educating
archn'ecls and urban designers, this means teaching through conflict investigation to
practice a dialectical view of cobbles and bollards and their relationships to the circulation
of power in space, and not just when they are flying through the air!

So an early example, from 2001, was a series of exhibitions and public events
commemorating the centennial of New York City's first building code, the Tenement House
Act. The exhibitions brought together explanatory representations of mechanisms like
ig:'r:‘s land rent contu"ol with contributions from a wide variety of advocacy organizations
fsalunf] ed o the built environment. A two-channel video presented a mock talk show
hn lgles'mual government officials, architects, designers, housing advocates, and
it ing about ‘the rules we use to govern the environment. The pro;ect a|S?
P ‘a poste( designed in partnership with tenant organization Metropolitan Council
ousing that it the major NYC tenant rights onto a door-sized print.

E:n’?;’:[ﬁgladls progressed through partnerships with schools, which still form a large
collaboratly PS annuél work. An early move in this direction was Gafbage Problems, a
a public hi e '“VGStIggtmn of New York City's garbage infrastructure with Clty-as~SchgoI,

¢ high school in lower Manhattan. Students and CUP teaching architects, policy

Orange boardwalk in Newark

“Faith in the
possibility of

a radically
democratized
mode of
participation
implied faith in
the possibility
of a radically
different city than
redevelopment
had typically
wrought.”
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door-sized print

“..., | believe
that public
participation,
construed
widely to

include activities
like going to
meetings, writing
letters, hanging
out a local bar,
staging protests,
and running

for elected
office, is a truly
critical method
of political and
aesthetic urban
engagement, ...”

analyst, and flmmakers visited garbage i'nfrastructure, intervieweq People |
garbage problems, and made a poster series, video, public event. MVolved
Another step towards CUP's current form were a series of projects about
in New York City produced in partnership with Public Housing Resident
East Side. In this case, following sitting for an interview with CUp student
organization engaged CUP to raise funds and execute a project ingly
posters and a public access television show.
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Limits of Participation

: ? Could you j
quality of public participation? If yes, what was the impact of Q_amciggtigﬂoangn L‘;Vr he
you encounter limits and problems? How effective were your projects? id
DR: The itinerary of CUP’s work was a nourishing education forme as a designer, afforgin
the chance to develop a set of ideas with a growing set of partners in increasingly Speciﬁg
and fascinating contexts. As is probably obvious, the work began with a less than panoptic
view of the field to make general pronouncements about public participation in genera|
But certainly the first few years helped me get better at participating with the public! By‘
this | mean recognizing the necessity and learning the discipline of translating myselfinto
other perspectives. Saul Alinsky writes about being able to talk to people persuasively in
terms of their own languages and interests. So | saw the growing set of partners seeking
out CUP over the years as a promising sign.

In terms of effectiveness, a crucial question in a field where self-congratulations is the
norm, how do you measure? Early on, the impacts were not clear. | used to talk about
how everything would be worth it if at an exhibition opening, a community organizer
would spill her wine on an architect, who would step on the shiny shoe of a politician, unti
the whole room was squirming. No matter how happy the opening party, though, it was
always sad when time to box up or destroy an elaborate installation. This dissatisfaction
led to developing program models like Making Policy Public, where CUP structures
collaborations between its own staff, visual thinkers, and advocates with a constituency
that result in fold-out posters for education and organizing. It took years for us to distil
programs where it even made sense to talk about actually indicators of impact and how
they could be captured in metrics.

Such indicators and metrics accompany the deliberation processes CUP uses to imagine
the future of the organization. Becoming a nonprofit and competing to win funding
required articulating a “theory of change” and producing multiyear strategic plans, whfch
for a decade have been linked to annual program guidelines produced by the Executive
Director in discussion with the board of directors. None of this is original, but builds flmm
templates and conventions of the US nonprofit world around mission-based organizathns
and impact. To inform its work as well as justify it to supporters, CUP tracks everyt_hlﬂg
from internet video views to former students who go on to join community organizators
You can find all kinds of specific stories on CUP’s website.

Power of People

in, what would
f politicd
Jy have

2 | h r for n Pe all over

rentl form publi icipation into a truly critical
itizens real

ic urban engagement? To what extent might individual 2
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DR: Since your question conveys an understandable skepticism of h
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spaces, to be clear, | believe that public participation, construed widely to include
activities like going to meetlngsi writing Iettgrs, hanging out a local bar, staging protests,
and running for elected office, is a truly crmc.alkmelhod of political and aesthetic urbar;
engagement, and beyond engagemem 2 '?a"z'”g i_istounding forms of architecture and
Jife in democracy! But of course CUP is a microscopic plankton in the wide seas of place-
pased politics, O | see Ipts of needs for other and different agencies and audiences. My
goals are 0 peehiiding 'h.e movement of organized people demanding design and
development that is democratically accountable, and to design things connected in deep
ways to struggles over such demands. | have a hundred stories to break your heart, but
afew dozen to make anyone believe in the power of the people.

perversely, the contemporary villains in this fight include a growing legion of “public
panicipalion" consultants. Onr‘a‘once.told me he offered governments a “bulletproof
process” that no amount of cAmze.n disruption could stop! This marginalizing strategy
also manifests as the convention in much US urban planning to reserve a stand-alone
element of a city's master plan for public engagement, instead of seeing all planning and
development as a sustained community-organizing campaign. So one area for continued
intervention is within the disciplinary organizations of architects and planners, both the
mainstream ones like American Institute of Architects and American Planning Association
as well as left-wing subgroups like the Architects, Designers, and Planners for Socially
Responsible Design and Planners Network.

Certainly, | see room for work getting people who want to do this work into municipal
government. There’s also definitely possibilities on more regional and national levels,
finding ways to support work like CUP's in other cities.

Damon Rich is a designer, urban planner, and visual artist, based in Newark, New Jersey, who is known for
investigating the politics of the built environment. His work studies the shaping of the world through laws, finance,
and politics. He explains his approach as follows. “My exhibitions function as a kind of case study or expenment;
each begins with a group of investigators who know little about the subject at hand, acting as stand-ins for the
general public.” In 1997, Rich founded the Center for Urban Pedagogy (CUP), a New York City-based nonprofit
Organization that uses the power of design and art to improve civic engagement, where he served as Executive
Director and lead designer from 1997 to 2007, when he retired from CUP staff while continuing to serve on the
Board of Directors through this year. From 2008 to 2015, Rich served as the Planning Director & Chief Urban
Designer for the City of Newark, New Jersey, where he led the design and construction of the city’s first riverfront
parks, was founding director of the city’s first public art programme, and was primary author of the city’s first new
2oning law since 1954. He now is principal with Jae Shin of planning and design firm Hector Design Service, while
continuing his practice as an educator and exhibition-maker.

Bemd Upmeyer is the editor-in-chief and founder of MONU Magazine. He is also the founder of the Rotterdam-
based Bureau of Architecture, Research, and Design (BOARD). He studied architecture and urban design at the
University of Kassel (Germany) and the Technical University of Delft (Netherlands). Since June 2012 Upmeyer and

his office BOARD are part of the group, led by STAR - strategies + architecture, that has been choosen as one of

the new six teams of architects and urban planners appointed by the Atelier International Grand Paris (AIGP) to be
Partof the Scientific Committee for the mission: Grand Paris: pour une métropole durable. He holds a PhD (Dr-
Ing.)in Urban Studies from the University of Kassel (Germany). He is the author of the book “Binational Urbanism
~Onthe Road to Paradise’, in which he creates a theory of binational urbanism, a term coined by him.
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“One once told
me he offered
governments

a “bulletproof
process” that no
amount of citizen
disruption could
stop!”




