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When we were doing the research
on recent trends in community
design we had great difficulties in
finding current texts dealing with
community design that were neithar
variations on how-to manuals or
more or less merely descriptive
accounts of the field of community
designers’ work. To us, it seems that
there is a significant lack of critical
analysis and self-reflection in the
contemporary praxis of community
design. Such an analysis would pay
attention to the socio-political im-
pact and conditions for community
design, its possibilities, limitations
and contradictions.

We could say that these days there
are no programmatic texts like the
one from Davidoff on “Advocacy
Planning” from the mid-sixties, that
try to conceptualize community
design at a certain time, under cer-
tain conditions and with a specific
goal, and thus could promote dis-
cussions of the current horizon of
community design and its changing
social relations, as well as the
respective roles of planners and
architects. However, in our view, the
conceptual understanding and ana-
Iytical assessment of the current
state of community design are of
central importance: without such an
understanding of one’s own entan-
glement there is no possibility of
meaningful political action.

Michael, in this respect, your work is
of great interest to us, as you draw a
bow from the rather concrete and
applied building projects you have
been involved in to your currenl
increasingly theoretical work that
tries to conceptualize the practice

of community design. We are inler-
ested at first to know, how you
relate the different aspects of com-
munity design - the practical ones,
advisory activities, the theoretical
discussion = to each other and how
this relationship has changed since
the past. Maybe you can also shortly
trace your own personal develop-
ment from the involvement in the
Hamer Center at the Association for
Community Design up to your more
recenl activities.

Michael: Underlying ard also motivating
my practice are these central guestions:
*What is an ethical form of practice and
what is the role of the architect or planner
in creating social change?” Both ques-
tions ara probably somewhat unanswer-
abla, but they become a benchmark to
which we move in a cerlain trajectory,
despite the contradictions and lensions
that lie within the types of practices we
do. Thesa immanent questions ane vital
today when one considers that the twin
agendas of nealiberalism and militarism
overrida the public good and citizens’
rights, engendering a cnrsis of the com-
mans in contemporary society,

Te put my personal journey in chronologe
cal sequence. after studying architecture
and planming at Berkeley, Calfornia, | was
shorly involved with the early beginnings
of the Mew Urbanist movement which at
least in case of the California version is
less about nec-traditional histoncal
approaches but looks at different types

of urban form to address wsues such as
urban sprawl, envirgnmental concems,
fransit, affordable housing, and walkability.
Sao for me these firms in San Franocisca
working in this figld were sort of a conse-
quental place to begin my practice with
and to address — broadly speaking — some
societal issues, But | quickly became cymi-
cal about thal work, because there was
an overemphasis on the form, which was
not really responding back to the issue of
ethics.

The question of what is our role in terms
ot addressing social wswes more axplicitly
= nat just assuming that the form itsell will
addreas social issues — was prelty much
left out. So | quit that type of work and
staried volunteer work with NGOs in the

San Francieco Bay area.

Could you give an example of these
projects? How did they differ from
Mew Urbanist approaches?

Michael: The first project | would like to
present is a park project in Oakland, Cali-
fornia that was completed in 2005, where
I was part of a team that worked with a
community of 50.000 people, prmardy
Lating and African Amarican but thers
was also an Asian Amencan community.
This project revolved around organzing a
community to get a 9-acre psace of land
that was part of a former mdustrial site
and to transform it into a walerfront park.
We realized that this district in Oakland
had the highest amount of youth lving in
the city with the least amount of parks and
open spaces, S0 ulimately the framing of
the question becomes the motvation for
the type of project or mtervention that
drives all the decisions tharaafter. The
entire project took about § years. We
organized a series of events and empha-
sired education as a componant of that,
which eventually led to some early design
work. We used methodologees, ke the
idea of play, for making decissons that
halped to engage people's perceptions
about ther gwn environmants ina non-
technocratic way. | was also invaolved in
organizing a group of architects, land-
scape architects, university students and
we created a conceptual plan that eventu-
ally got carried through by several San

Francisco Bay-area firms.

The second project, which really camries
that trajectory, is the redesign of a fransit
gtation in the Mission District of San
Francisco where | was involved in argan-
izing, again, a group of architects, land-
scape architects, and planners. It was a
project with very different expectabons
about what that space was supposed 1o
provide for that community, Gentrification
was also a senous sswe, pushing not
only artists out but also a lot of the long-
established minority groups.(fig. 13) This
place was actually planned. or lat's say
managed by the police, as they were the
de facto architects. Every time they per-
cewed a prablem they would in a sense
militarize the space lo enclose it and fo
preclude the public from using i,
although their primarily target was the
homeless population. In a series of work-
shops, using a range of methodologies,
we tried 1o create a public understanding
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of what the key issues were, before mak-
ing a decision about what inlerventbons
were approprinte in this particular setting.
Some specific examples included focus
group meahngs with the homeless popu-
latwon using the site, advocates for univer-
sal accessibility, and local artists. In the
workshops, we used three-dimensional
models of the existng site as tha basis
for an interactve gaming exercise to pro-
gram and design the space. Tha final
project is called Plaza del Colibr, or
Plaza of the Humminghird, which has a
histonc association with migration from
Mewco to California and Canada but also
the symbaol of this neighborhood being
a central place for migrants early on -
German Ameancans, Inah Amaricans,
Mexican Amencans and more recently

Azian Americans.{fig. 14, 15)

Parallel to these practices you devel-
oped a theoretical approach to Com-
munity Design, Did the practical ex-
periences in realizing these concrete
projects influence your ideas about
a more ethical practice of planning?

Michael: After | did this work | wanted 1o
have the possibility 1o reflact on what this
really means in terms of architectural prac-
tice and switched 1o a university setting,
running a university-based Community
Design Center for esght years, There
space for greater reflecton was provided,
nat only about the methods and techniquas
of parbcipatwve design but also concern-
ing the question of the ethical form of
practica — how much change is really being

fg. 1) Poster for a Pubbc Hearing
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generated by this type of wark? | tned to
avaluate this work beyond the assumption
that ths 15 all geod work, tryng to be mare
critical of the work itself. Rather recently |
then moved to more theoretical aspects of
spatial preduchon questioning the role of
architects tharein but also searching for
an ethical basis — a basis o use projects
as vehiclas lo reconstitute social relations
and than participate i larger social move-

ments around change in the city

This leads me to the question of what con
stitutes community design practice. | call
community design a cooperative practice.
It is in & sense very collabosative, it involves
not just an indiidual, but many, and there
ia a lot of dversity and pluraiism in the
work. Although | am trained as an archi-
tect, planner, and most recently a geogra-
pher. | have assumed tha roke of a commu-
nity organizer, art curator, manager, cost
estimator, and evaluator. That's not unigue:
we do what we need to do for circumstan
tial purposes. Furthermore there is great
variaticn in practice across scales, from
more site specific interventions to engage-
ment in issues of planning and design at

the public pobcy level

But thare s also an operative side to tha
work that we do, it is intentional and it
requires an amount of reflesivity to under-
stand our relation to power. Do we leave
open possibilities for the future in terms of
new political projects or are our actions
reinforcing existing social relations? To
me those questions do require dialectic
between the achon of practice and the

reflection of the work, because there 18
neither a single solution nor i this discus-
saon leading to an and, but is moving in a
trapoctory toward some notion of an ethi-

cal type of practice.

Damon, you are part of CUP, the
New York-based Canter for Urban
Padagogy. You initiate and partici-
pate in a lot of thematic exhibitions.
Educational services and mediation
are of central importance in your
work, which is strongly influenced
by and related to the field of art and
cultural production. We were won-
dering how you conceptualize this
approach and the variety of educa-
tional projects you conduct in rela-
tion to an understanding of archi-
tectural practice on the one hand
and political work on the other. Do
you see your work as activating peo-
ple to become active themselves?
As a service you offer to those lack-
ing it?

Damon: To give an extended answer (o
your question, | will start about 25 years
before | was borm: One important histari-
cal framework for me = when it comes to
the question of what community design is
- is the demand for participation in state
operaticns of planning. Going back fo the
late 1940s in the United States we had
our first national law, known as Urban
Renewal, which contrary to its bad reputa-
tion (which is in good part deservad) was
actually the first law in the US that man-
dated fhat governments had to involve cif-



fig. 121 “PHTV: Pubsic Housing Toiovision”, teievision show, New York 2004

izens in the planning of their lving environ-
ments. A little bit later, in the early 1850s,
we had some of the earkest participatory
expenments on the local scale. In Manhat-
tan for example, the first official commu-
nity planning boards emerged, which ware
amall segments of New York City dinded
up to faciitate locally generated responses
to large scale planning. However, just sim-
ply putting the demand or the abstract
structure in place dosan’t necessarily
soive the problam. So when | and a lot

of my collaborators were students we
bacame interested in the curent status
of these structures and stared fo attend
some of these functions like pubhc hear-
ings that wara set up to provide public
participation.

What we experienced is thal quite often
almost no one showed up for those hear-
ings. This was pretty interesting to sse
because ta us, a public forum for the peo-
ple to come and have their say was so the-
oretically exciting.(fig. 11) On the one
hand it seemed like a failure and a lost
opporunity, on the other hand however it
seamad 1o pose very acutely the question
of who the public was, This paralleled the
critique of representation that had been
underaken by French philosophers dunng
tha 1860a which were en vogue when
we were gtudying in the late 1980s.

Thus, at this pant in tima, perhaps more
important than the question of whethar
there is participation is the question of the
quality af that paricipation. How does it
actually work? How can you actually go

through a public process that results in a
physical proposal? All of CUF's projects
are frying to investigate that question:
How can you create high quality condi-

tione for participation?
Well, then, how can you do it?

Damon: CUP started very much as a
design collective, oftentimes working n
an exhibition format.(fig. 21) Qur mterest
in axhibitions was 1o take the space of the
gailery as an opportunity to re-examme
some of these pra-existing structures of
paricipation. Apart from the day- to-day
combat of politics, where you only stand
up if a proposal affects your housa or your
block, the exhibition format is a way to
take the documants of these polihcal bat-
ties and ook at them m a new contaxt.
The exhibitons were basad on research
and included materials on the city's build-
meg depariment, pubbc heanngs, and
structures of representation.(hg. 17) We
tried to develop modes of representation
to understand the power dynamics sur-
rounding planning issues and to refocus
or re-contexiuaiize these poltical ques-
tiong and procesaes. In this reapact the
strategies from late 20th century artistic
practices of insttutional cnbgue, from peo-
ple like Hans Haacke or Martha Rosler,
warg very imporiant o us.

For us, the nohon of the public as a socially
constituted thing, and that this can be a
liberating and energizing notion, i central.
So rather than saying ihat the public does
not really mean anything, and that there is

no proper reference to what that word
means, we focus on the notion of the pub-
lic as a point where you can intervens,

This idea of the public is interesting
to us. Maybe you could explain with
some examples how you address the
public in your projects, Especially the
role of education seems crucial here.

Damon: More recently the course of the
development of our organzation has been
about taking techniques and meathodolo-
gies that we inihally developed for our
own work and trymg to find ways that they
may be usaful for other paople, | would
like briefly touch on two areas where we
have found some amount of success in
spinming off these methodologies to serve
a larger publc: youth educaton pragrams
and coltieborabons with community based
ganizabions

The education programs we undertake
are both in-school and out-of-school pro-
grams, generally with students aged from
15 10 22. Qur intention in teaching is not
only to make students aware of design as
a potantal profession, but to use the ooks
of dessgn as methods of investigation, as
an opporunity to build civic engagement
We take the most basic operations that
ona learns as a designer and apply them
to some very simple public questions. For
example, when wa wera warking with dth
graders, and even youngear groups, wWe
took a large abandonod Beaux Arts court-
house in the Bronx and asked the students
to imagine what could this be? Nothing
very complicated, just quick weas: a home-
less shalter, a dancing department, a rap
factory, a Domimican house, and things
Ik this. After they decided on that, we
asked tham the next gueston: What would
il take to make that kappen?ifig. 18, 20)
We tnied fo frame this not so much as a
design specialty but as something that in
a democracy ideally would ba part of all of
our palibcal lves.

For us, teaching is an extension of the
practice we developed dunng the exhibi-
tions: ldentify a topec, for example the
decision making struciures around gar-
bage in New York city (fig. 18), take bunch
of students and ourselves, conduct miar-
views, viait site, then bring the collactad
material back to the studwo and try to maks
diffarent forms of representation 10 com
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figg. 13) “March of the Evicted™, ponstor
San Fncacs 1999

municate what we have leamed.

The second area I'd like 10 1ouch on is our
collaborative work with community-based
arganizations and the attempt to find
methodologies that can be usaful to them
Mast of the organizations that we wark
with are tenant organzations Or environ-
mental justice organizations, The latter
started in the 1980s as an offshoot and
criigue of the mamstream smaronmenial
mavement in the US and focus on the dif-
ferential impacts of things like garbage
dumps, wastewater treatment facilities.
and tomc waste disposal facilities along
race and class Iines, how they aftect peo-
pla with less power.

In these projects we again use design
fools to augment the capacities of thess
arganizations. For example, we made a
poster in association with the Metropali-
tan Council on Housang, who praviously
had a small totally packed handout listing
renters’ nghts in Mew York City. What we
did was simply ta take some good old
European Swiss Mademnist graphic design
and make an attractve poster that fits on
the back of a door, which we could sell in
an exhibibon to subsidize free distrbubion
10 organeations to use in ther organizing.

Ancther project engaging housing s a el
evision show called Public Housing Telew-
sion.ifig. 12} Every year the public housing
authonty in Mew York & mandated by the
tederal government to have ane public
hearing where the people lving in public
housing apariments can come and gve
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their opinion about the naxt year's plan
This is a real challenge for advocates and
arganizers of public housing tenants,
because the plan comes out around the
first wsek m June and then the heanng 15
one month later, This means that the
experts have only around 10 days 10 ana-
Iyze this very bureaucratic plan in order to

decide what they think are the most press-

ing issues, and to communicate that to &s
many people as possible, to get them to
come and show the strength of the ten-
ants al the meeting. In the video, which is
shown on public access television and in
living room screenings, we Iry to make
these issuss more ransparent, more
understandable. and therafore more open
te demands for change from residents.

In our view there are a great deal of
references and similar objectives
between CUP's work and the prac-
tice of community design although
CUP does not consider or label
itself as a Community Design Cen-
ter. Can you comment on CUP's
development and work in relation to
community design? If it is not com-
munity design, where do you see the
reference (and also the target) for
your practice?

Damon: Let me try to answer your guas-
tion af how CUP refates to community
design, or advocacy planning. First of all,
CUP constitutes of a mixed team with
peoples from difierent backgrounds, and
of my major callaborator, Rosten Waoo,
wha comes out of a policy and govern-

ment background

Yet geen from a more conceptual perspec:
tive the work we do comes from a critique
of the notion of empowerment. Empower-
ment has been vary much of a buzzword
that can be traced back to the late 1860s,
to the War on Povarty of the Johnson
admenistration, it 15 related to an idea that
the government or those in power can
give ther pawer away 10 people to use it
However, in practice, one leamead that peo-
ple usually only give away as much power
to others as necessary for those athers to
pursug the goals of the anes wha had the
power in the first place.

So, one thing we try to do with CUP s fo
ask: “Is there another role?” rather than
“We are the advocates of the people”,

which also relates to ontiques ol represen-
1ation given by writers ke Gayatri Spivak
who examine the power dynamics and
potitica of representation, of the problem
of speaking for people or giving voice to
the voicaless. With CUP we make clear
to our collaborators that we are neither
here to give them power, nor to be their
advocate, but that we think that the tols
of desygn can be used fo clarify the condi-
tions in which they are operating. Mo mat-
ter if it is a legal, a political, or a financsal
structure = providing educational toals 1o
groups already invoheed in political strug-
gles would be a useful role for designers
o play.

To ilustrate that, | would like to mention
anather propect thal we've done recently.
One of the great ideas thal Germany gave
to the US was Social Security, old age
msurance. Recently there was a dabate in
the LS about prvatizing, or basically to a
large degree of gatting rid of that system
Oine of the main arguments against Social
Security was the accusation that it is a shiff
structure that would nun out of money, go
bankrupt, stop working, and that we there-
fore had to get nd of . CUP produced a
small publication that explained the basic
machancs of the system, how it works
and how it is a very flexible system. Maybe
that can be seen as empawermant, but a
better version that scrupulously cammuni-
cates all the aspects of the social
Processes

CUP's work broadens and extends
the practice of community design by
introducing artistic working meth-
ods, cultural aspects and alternative
ways of representation. Michasl,
you try to both extend and specify
the possibilities and limitations of
community and urban design
through a more theoretical engage-
ment with the topic. In this respect,
we are very much interested in your
classification of the different mod-
els of the interdependency of citi-
zenship and urban design - the lib-
eral, the communitarian and the plu-
ralistic model - and their conse-
guences for a critical architectural
and planning practice.

Michaal: | wanted to develop a critical
perspective back nto the field and thus
tried to figure out what types of fraditions



fig. 14} “Plaza del Coabei®, San Francsco

community design barrows from. | wanted
to analyze the relation batwesan design
practice and different models of democ-
racy in tha LS. Histoncally, looking at
pelitical developments and the respective
rolas architects assume thersin: VWhat is
ther architect’s role in a parbcular type of
model in farms of the dstnbubon or redis-
tribution of socal goods, place-makng, or
buitding cultural capacity?

One of them is the liberal model and |
should clanfy, we are not talking about the
neoliberal model here, we are talking about
the liberal tradition in the Amencan form of
democracy with its notion of the welfare
siate. Thie model focuses more on rabional
econamic and distnbutive purposes, in
terms of msues of public transit, allocation
of public space, and those sors of things.
It comes from a partscular political philoso-
phy that i best represented in a John
Rawlsian notion of justice. Accordingly, the
way to achieve jushice is through a rational
way of distributing our social public goods
- and that is a moded that a lot of the early
generation of community designers were
advocatng for, realizing thal poor people
had no resources and the wealthy had all.
So the question thus is how do we use
design as a way to redisiribute those
resourcas, those sors of goods in the city,
whether they are housing, parks, commu-
nity gardens or anything similar. That model
or type of practice is still implicit ina kot of
community design wark taday,

Thi second modal, the communitanan
ong, focuses on civic valees and derves

from a civic republican nobion that goes
back to Alexis de Tocqueville and his
observations of Amencan culture. This
fradition of design puts a stronger ampha-
siza on the civic purpose of design and
how visions of kinship can be matenalzed
through design. So you have a move
toward reinforcing the symbals and his-
tanc forms of the dommant culture, which
is Anglo-Amancan in tha US, as well as to
maore contextual approaches to place-mak-
ing and emphasis on the local, Thers is
even diversity within the communitanan
model of practice, whers also MNew
Urbanism guite fits.

The third model 5 less specific and has
to do with the growing diversity within the
field. It iz a pluralistic model that bagins to
acknowledge a multiplicity of viewpoints.
This pluralistic model amms to incorporate
different and often conflicting wewpoints,
and does not gloss over tensions, but
looks &t how different groups can begin
to have a dialogue. A Iot of this wark s
influsnced by feminist political theory, and
aims to move beyond representation,
beyond having a seal al the table bul
towards the notion of recognetion, of actual

pawer.

Moreover, just as the discourse of empow-

erment has received critique, now consen-

sus has heen receiving crtique as well,
because there 15 no such thing. Again, i
you assume that we [ve in a plural society,
which manifests in the US along race,
class and gender ines, and when you talk
about integrating groups into decision-

fig. 15) lnauguration ceremony, “Plaza del Colbr®

making, whose culture are you integrating
those groups into? The questian then is
whather your practice fosters an assimila-
tionist's nofion or if it really respects thoee
naw “third spaces”, that move beyond the
binary logic of dominant cultural values

and minonty volces.

In the work | do, | am always conscious of
these issues becauss | think it gets closer
o mnfrnnlmg powar relabons, closer to
one's place in decision making and also
challenges some of the dominant techno-
cratic and bursaucratic discourss that is
often used by government agencees,
Imphcitly, it also suggests that thare is not
& single agsthetic or single approach to
thes collective work, but one of multiplicity
It is really trying 1o broaden the horzons of
design practice, whather it is about hous-
ng or the design of public space, but also
begins to challenge the methodologies of
participation. Understanding that commu-
nication and dialogue happen differently
with different groups, leads to a valoriza
tion of those indigenous forms of commu
nication, and finally to a ncher and, in
terms of moving 1o greater participation,
far more democrabic design

Mow, | am not suggesting that the baral
and communrtanan models are mralevant,
bt that the plural model begins to mave
design from an object focus to a process
focus. Design becomes really a vehicle of
olr social practice ta form new palitical
communities that ara not necessary part
of the state. So the guestion is: how can
we encourage, facilitate and organize

20



ligg. 16) “Garbage Problems’, educationsal poster and model on wasto managament in New York City,

iratallabion al apeart, Mew York 2002

groups towards some collective action?
Again, it's about a larger sphere of infiu-
ence beyand architect and client. This
nstigates a larger philosophical question
about the polibcal role of architects, not In
the sense of politcizing an issue, but poli-
fics in terms of how do we coenst and
how do we ordar our coanstence as polit-

ical communities?

While preparing the talk we came
across the notion of “pluralistic
action research”. Can you tell us
more about the idea behind that?

Michael: It comes out of a research tradi-
tion that began in the 19408 and 19580s,
which is called ‘participatary action
research’, There s a whole histary and
influences from educators like Paolo Frains,
which gets to the focus of Damon's work
as well, It starts with a dialogue and,
specifically, the use of methodologies 1o
produce atternative spaces of discourse.
To return to my openng statement about
the origis in contemporary society, | firmly
believe that parbicipatory action research
challenges us to recognize the existance
of “multiple publice”, to borrow a term
from Mancy Fraser, and to dispense with
the myth of a unified, liberal public.
Deaper engagement with communities
revedls a public divided by gender, race,
and class, and lead to the broader recog-
nitign of the limits of deliberative democ-
racy as espoused by liberals and commu-
nitanians alike—despite the best intentions
For example, planning projects often
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begin with state actors saying, “Well, this
community, this neighborhood is in decay.
We need to fix it up to do certan things.”
And then the architect steps in and has
to respond to a problam that has been
definad apron. Participatory action
research suggests that in this example,
the architect would say “ls that the right
question we should be asking 7™ and
would then use participatory methods
with community members lo frame the
appropriale types of questiona, which
then become the driving force for subse-
quent decision making.(fig. 18) Based on
the training in most schools of architec-
tural design, it ia quite difficult for archi-
tects not to already create a vision in their
mind rather than faciltate dialogue and to
hopefully manifest the resulta of those dia-
loguas throwgh design. It requires ques-
tioning of some of the normative tach-
niques that we use. Perhaps it's introduc-
ing a pedormative dimension of commu-
nity design that iz in line with a pluralstic
notion of political communities, Not all
technigues can fit with the specificity of
situations that certain communities face
Multicentresm, agonistic demaocracy, and
competing viziona of the common good
pravide the basis for a wider, mora inclhu-
sive, civic vision, Democratic design will
require simultaneous creative engagement
by a breadth of citizens, groups, and net-
works, including architects

Whereas Michael refers - especially
with the case study of the plaza ren-
ovation - to a direct invalvement of

17} “The Programmable City®, exh, on budding codes

Saprefront foe Art ard Aschisooture, Mow York 2001

the architect in the planning and con-
struction process, we regard your
wark, Damon, as rather situated in
an in-between position. "Educa-
tional services" is the first point on
the list of your program areas, exhi-
bitions and the production of media
projects come next as you men-
tioned. Those projects seem to be
primarily analytical and interpreta-
tive: learning to read the city, obtain-
ing an understanding of its condi-
tions, contradictions and function-
ing, changing its interpretation
rather than changing the city itself.
We would like to know how you con-
nect the idea of a pluralistic, con-
flictual social practice with the idea
of education and pedagogy and
where do you see the limits of this
pedagogical work?

Damon: In the beginning we were inter-
ested in the noticn of pedagogy from two
different directions, One was very straght
forward; we were simply interesied in edu
cation and explanation. One the other hand,
we ware interested in the pedagogical
operation of matenal culture, how the
designed world educates us. You begin ta
interpret what the world 1s telling you, you
figure out how things that are sven consid-
ered to be un-designed send messages to
people, how they shape your understand-
ing of yourself and your roe in society, what
the bult emvironment tedls you about how
to act and how ta relate to other people.
Under the flag of “disjunctive pedagogy,”



wt fry to undo the damage of educational
aystems that promote easy syntheses and
false unities. We like to make fun of prac-
tices like Model Unted Nations where
evisryana in the class divides up to play
the role of a different country, spend a few
hours arguing back and ferth, and at the
end averyone shakes hands and goes

to the cafeteria for lunch. That always
seemed like a very inadequate expenence
for prepanng anyone to be involved in real
palitics. Because real polifics doesn't have
a neal conclusian like that and of coursa
real politice involves a constant stream of
conlradiciory messages. In day-to-day
politics, you are oftentimes working while
the rules are unfolding and changing, and
we hope that our pedagogical methods
help prepare learners for thass tumul-
fuous realities,

Michael, you are also searching for
possibilities of evaluation of com-
munity design. What are your crite-
ria to evaluate community design,
and where do you aim at by estab-
lishing those gualifications? What
could be possible topics and focal
points of a future community work?
What are dead ends and pitfalls (of
being taken over for example) that
should be avoided? And how can
one escape them? How do you
relate the practice of community
design to the claims of a capitalist
production of space? Any emanci-
patory concepts in sight?

Michael; The internal evaluation and cri-

lique of our own work is of central impor-
tance. When | did a survey of U5, Com-
munity Design Centers = a lot of tham are
based at universities 50 you would expect
that they are evaluating or at least getting
somenne to evaluate their work — out of
the B0 ar 70 that | looked at, including
sOME non-university ones, only something
like 16% =aid that thay were avaluating
theer work, Well, this was a salf-reporting
survey instrument, so | bat the actual per-
centage is closer to 1090 What often
happens when community design centers
start i that they think they have come upan
a new phenomeanon. In some cases this
may be true, but for the most part there is
no nead to rainvent the wheel. There is a
lot to leamn from our individual and collec-
tive expanences, both from the best prac-
tices bui also from the really bad ones =
not to rapeal those mistakes. A critical an-
alysis of our actions has to also deal with
the quakty and results of participation as
community myolament is more than feel-
ing good about the work we do, but also
has to be questioned towards its way of
functioning. For example, how can com-
munity involvement be directly tied to
design proposals and strategies in an
integral way?

Anather concemn 5 the pedagogical dimen-
sipn: how are participatary forms aof prac-
tice furthering lsarning in genaral? So, in
a university setting, when | crganize these
projects with students, | also evaluate
whathar this type of work goes bayond
praviding a technical expanence, but help
thosa indwiduals to reflect on their roles
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as futura practitroners and the values that
should be part of that work. At the same
time, evaluation should not only concemn
student learming but alzo the individuals
and collectives invalved in these projects
- “non-designers”-who are ultimately
responsible for stewarding a project to its
completion. This addresses at least two
questions: how do projects facilitate ind-
vidual and organizational capacity build-
ing, and how do projects as a form of
advocacy shape regulatory and policy
changes?

Let me give you an example: Looking at
the quality of the paricipation and the re-
design of the transi staton in San Fran
cisco | discussed earier, the different
groups = the palice, the homeless, the
residents, arists and transdt users = inr
fially were at each others throats. Haw-
ever during that projact, by creating a
comfortable space for dalogue and leam:
ing, they discovered the ability to advo
cate for one another, There was one res
dent who wanted to sweep the homeless
away, but through the process she gues
tiened her attitude and finally stood up,
and she sad: *| got involved wath thes prog-
ect because | felt we had to take care of
the homeless problem, but what | realize
now, it's not their prablem, it's our prob-
lem, and they have an aqual right to use
the space as much as we do.” This wouch-
ing for others was ona measura of the qual-
ity of participation in that particular project,
which than fitered up to tuture projects,

In that project we were modestly success:
ful in terms of the connection betwesn
communily imvolvemant, understanding
and physical changes to a particular site.
But at the sams time wa werne able to
touch policy concerns and the regional
distribution of resources around transit,
which for over 20 years was skewed 1o
predominantly white Amencan suburban
locations in the San Francisco Bay area.
As @ result of the progect, participation
became a new requirement for the renova-
tion of transit facilities n the urban core,
For me it becomes pratty clear. We have
1o link these modest inlerventons that we
do as archtects o larger policy matters at
the urban, metropolitan, and even siate,
scales and, in the process, reflexvaly
question the muiual exclusmity matenal
interventions, capacty bulding, and pol-
icy change, That's where we can begin to
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connect up with other ikeminded collec-
tivas around changmg the use and the
meaning aof the ity

Daman, you recently started work-
ing for a municipal planning office.
That s something that at least the
older community design centers
didn’t do, they were starting as an
opposition against exactly that:
municipal planning authorities,
urban renewal plans. You now
became part of that former oppo-
nent. Can you tell us more about
the motivations of this turn?

Dameon: It has a paralisl 10 the relafion
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ship between community design and com-

munity development, even more clearly
exemplified n the US by the rise of the
Commurity Developmant Corporations.
After the withdrawal of the federal govem-
meni from planning in the earfy 1970s,
many smaller organizations appeared,
connected to specific communitias but
not necassanly reprasenting these com-
munities in their entirety, They were very
much the lovechild of two intersecting
dynamics: an the one hand the interest
of the palitical right in retrenching and
shrinking the government and the welfare
state, and on the other side a certam
aspect of tha left that was interested in
decentralization and local inhativas. In a
lot of ways we still live i this era today,
even though arguably it's hitting the end
of its golden period of success. Mastly
because the crisis of cities m the US
resulted in a ot of vacant city-owned land
that was then available to these Commu-
nity Development Carporations for very
cheap 1o do things like buld housing, has
now been used up, at least in cities where
| wark

| feal very lucky to work with a group like
CUP, first of all because of the enormgus
freadom of experimentation that we have.
The fact that we are small scale, and
maybe also because we never conceplu-
alized ourselves as a community design
center insodar as we dan't even pretend to
anyone that we are representing a cam-
minity, gave us the fresdom to do things
that we hope are useful but without hav-
ing to speak in anyone’s name. Although
wie have grown dunng the last years and
our budget will be something like one-
guarter of a million dollars, which we're
very proud of, we're still a small organza-
tion, especally in a city of 8 milllon people
[ike Mew York City. With that in mind, my
interest has been on ane hand of course
to be oppostional in a cefain sense, 10
try 10 find better ways of doing things, to
try to pomt out shortcomings in the official
process On the other hand we were not
contant with stapping with critsque, but
amed 1o create new instifutions. We are
very much aware of the crtique of ingtitu-
ticns from people who came before us,
and have benefited from i, but | think it
makes sense 1o say that we are now very
awara of canain power dynamics within
msitutions, whether it s the mstifution of
advocacy planning or art or exhibiton

spaces. With that in mind, my interest
shifted fowards the question of how to
usa that critical knowledge to build better
insttutions that incorporate these lessons.
Az for CUP, | was always interested in
craating an organization that was sustamn-
able and could to be passed off to other
people and become the work of others,
and not just the personal project of a few

peopie.

Thie city that I've just started working in
about ten weeks ago is Mewark, New Jar-
sy, |t is located nght outside of Mew York
City, about 20 minutes by train, a much
smaller city than NY, around 280.000
people, but 56l the largest city in the state
of Mew Jersey. Due to the crsis of the
cities that | referred to before, US cities
are heavily stigmatized along class and
race lines, and Mewark still bears that
mark, in both positive and negatve ways.
By positive and negative | maan; you have
a county, which is the larger structura. the
county that we're i — wathout Newark — i
95% whnte, with a median annual income
of about $78,000. If you look at Newark,
we're 820 Black and Latno, and we have
a medan income of $30,000. In many
ways it represents all of the ssues of
Amarican cities, so for me it's a place o
take some of the things that | have leamed
thraugh the expenmaents of CUR, and fry
to apply them at a larger scale, nat from
the: margin, where you are a voice of cri-
fique, or a voice of an alternative, but from
the center. Often critical people tend to
be apologetc for having certan kinds of
priviages — being a white person or a nch
person — yel | think 1t iz shortsighted to
simply hide and disavow thess things,
Daing this has a lot to do with trying 1o
disavow one's complcity with larger struc-
{ures, so at least for now, I'm very inter-
ested in tryeng to use that complicity to
try something new.,

Michael: | warted to underscore what
Damon just said. | think one of the biggest
challenges we face nght now — and it's
nat just about community design, but also
about community daveloprmant, not anky
cities but rural areas — is how do we
begin to buldd naw coalitions and institu-
tional structures that are a departure from
the currant ones, that expose the limits of
current torms of governance. Then it also
begs the quasthon: what ara the roles of cit-
izens and crtizen participation? Who are
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the citizens in bulding those instilutional
struclures? It gets to the core of bath an
opportunity and a challenge, i doesn't
maan {hat wa have to assuma ona iden-
tity. but wdentify the gaps and create new
spaces for discourse al multple levels

Talking about new institutions, we
would like to know who pays for
your projects. Where does the
money come from? And does the
question of funding atfect your
practice?

Michael: Every project has different
types of resources that go nto the proj-
ect, both formal and informal. Thers are
mstances where there is no money, a lot
of hope, and even more sweat equity.
There are other instances where it's know-
ing thane are state sources of funding,
ihat wa have 1o position ourselves techni-
cally to justify spending state money on
our projects as opposed to somebody
else's projects. So it's public monay, pr-
vale money, i1's far more blending, it's
hybrid, not an ideological purity, | would
even go as far as to say # = an expresson
of Amencan pragrmatism.

To give you some examples. somelimes
Frm serving in the role of advocate when
there are no resourcas, In the park project
| descnbed sarler, there was a grant from
a foundation to support urban parks which
helped fund several community organizers
and youth to participate in the project.
The completed project was going to cost
38 millian. so that grant wasn't going to
stretch that far. So we were strategic
enough lo realize thal we had to frame

the discourse arcund the project to res-
onata at multiple juridical scales, the city,
the state, etc. We were able to, in one
instance, use the park project to demon-
strate to politiciang that this was impor-
tant, and we had partners, non-profits,
that war wdentiflng politicians at the state
level, who ware going to support the acqui-
sition of land for a park and public open
space. We tied these two strategies to-
gether such that the then California
Spaaker of the Housa legeslatura, Antonia
Vilaragosa, who's now the Mayor of Log
Angeles. announced a statewide voter
bond measure to fund parks at the site of
our project. We pasitioned the project to
then recewe the funding when the citizens

of Calfornia voted yes o the measure,

Damon: The budget that CUP works
with is half from granis, which includas
federal and state grants, generally for arts.
and also private foundations. generalty
under categones like community develop-
ment or citzen engagement. Then we get
40% of our money from contracts, like
when we are providing a service fo a
school or a community based organiza-
tion, and they are paying us — although of
course thal money has its own sources.
Finally, about 10% of our money comes
from peivate contributions; we have a

party, and people come and pay %15,

Whether it is regarded as appeasement or
not, one has to be scrupulous in keeping
these relatonships visible. But since none
of us is independently wealthy and able to
be autonomous in that way, we need this
funding. We cerainly debate within CUP
where we should pursue it, what is going

o best serve our purposes with the least
amount of strange emanglements. But it's
trua, avery non-profit laces siluations
where you have a fundar whao is like: “Lis-
tan, I'm willing o fund this program, but
what would you think about doing this -
tla thing too?” Thal & why you need to be
clear on your guiding principles; so that
you actually have a basis 1o decsde if that
15 & diversion o a compromisa from your
mession o something that is worthwhile to
do.

The projects of both of you are
based on a local level involving
minority groups and communities

of different origins. So there is proba-
bly not anly a prablem of the expert
language of the planners that might
not be understood by the community,
but also the very concrete question of
which language do people under-
stand and speak? We can imagine
that language becomes a crucial tool
in addressing people. How do you
deal with this?

Michael: | would say that language s
part of a larger set of cuttural repartoiras.
| participated in the redesign of a park in
East Cakland where there was a signifi-
cant immigrant Vietnamese population. So
in addition 1o creating outreach flyers in
English and Spanish, flyers were trans-
lated into Vietnamese. The result was that
Spanish participants came 1o the meeting,
English speaking partcipants came, but
the Vietnamese group was not well repre-
sented. So, we were wandenng what was
going an here, Afterwards | spoke to a
Yietnamese person from the neghbar-
hood, which really opened up my eyes
and made me understand how this group
of people was socially organized in the
restaurants that occupy that particular
neighborhood. She told me that there was
an infarmal social hserarchy in the commu-
nity and we first had 1o meel with some of
the 'gatekespers' 1o get thewr blessing in
order for tha rest of the community to par-
ticipate. Onca we did that, the Vetnamese
population showed up 1o the next meet-
ing. It is really important to find cultural
alies, faciltators, and even ‘transtators’ o
that ane does not make biased assump-
ticns about intarest in a partcular project,
how a group uses a space, elc. And stard
there and design a process around that
organic form of culture in a particular
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place as opposed to Supanmpasing our
own norms of how 10 make decisions,
design space, and so forth,

Daman: | think it makes a lot of sense in
terms of takeng the time o study exsting
social etructures, Sometimes one may
assume that you can communicate directly
with people through posting a flyer or
something ke that, but to really angage
people it requires understanding existing
power structures within the community.
Thase atructures of course always anast
even in the most marginalized groups that
you might imaging. This does not neces-
ganly mean accepting thal power struciure
as it is, but it does mean working with and
accommodating it. You somehow have fo
have a crtical mbmacy with it, rather than
trying 1o circumyent it through other
Means

How do you define yourself as an
expert in planning questions
towards non-experts, e.g. the school
kids or your community partners?

Damon: Of course you can have the very
beast intentions not to be sean as the expert,
but especially if you are working acrass
class or race lines of lines of educational
level, being regarded as the expart @ often
difficult to avoed. In my expenence there is
not one answer for defusing that siuabon
or undoing it, but there are many tactics
that you can try. I'vie always felt that wark-
ing through ar or architecture, about the
built amdronment, gives you a great begin-
ning. For example, if | teach & class in a
majority black neighborhood it gives me
the chance to say that | am just a strange
white guy that carme here for the first time
today, | don't know anything about this
place at all, so peophs have to tell me. I'm
not saying that this neceasarnly acoom-
plishes the goal but it stafs an exchange
and the hard waork of making those power
dynamics clear. | don't think that power
aoes away If you ignora it. t's more about
making it wvisible and allowing a group to
actually talk about it and perhaps find a
way to deal with it

Michael: | want 1o add, that once you get
to that point of mutual understanding, a
dialogue about the different expectations
has to start. When people come to the
meetings or workshops to make a deci-
sion about strestscape improvernents, for
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axample, often we too gquickly assume that
all participanis are there far the same rea-
gon, But that's not always the case, You
have to wentify the diferent motwations
and goals and than foster 8 process to
collectively define what the rules of the
game are, And if someona does not want
to follow these collective rules then he or
she has the right not to participate; and
that's ok toa.

Yet one strategy in this process has to be
to educate elected othoials, bring them fo
those meetinga so that they listen for a
change. And when that strategy doesn’t
work thare's nothing wrang with good old
callective action o organize communities
and eltes across the spectrum to realize
your demands. That's what it often comes
down to.

Damon: Sure, that is also my new posi-
tipn in the city. Thera are some very well
organized groups in New York. In fact, the
absence of any organized city planning for
a quarter of a century has meant that any
planning that has gotten done has been
daone by community-based organizations.
It means whan thera is something hap-
pering that thay don’t ke, they bring ther
people on the bus 1o the meeting to yel
and scream. Because that's the only way
we're going to be kept honest about what

we are doing.
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