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“Someone once said that it is easier to  
imagine the end of the world than to  
imagine the end of capitalism” (Jameson,  
2003), but what perpetuates this under- 
standing? It’s important to now question  
what lies beyond the modern project, 
of growth, development, consumption, 
competition and nation states. How  
can we talk about anything beyond 
that, when all we have is connected 
to this understanding of the world? 
Or is that really the case? What do we 
already have that can help us look 
beyond the limits and constraints of 
the modern project? Are we already 
thinking and working in ways that are 
rooted in totally different worldviews 
and understandings than those linked 
to the market economy? By looking 
back to tell a different history of how 
we have lived together, and by looking 
around us to identify already existing 
alternatives, we can imagine new 
futures that go beyond the limits of  
the modern project.
 
Architecture as a discipline is embedded  
within the crisis of the modern project,  
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explains Jeremy Till. Under the modern  
project, only certain types of knowledge  
are relevant, and they typically belong 
to professionals and experts such as  
architects. Therefore, the ways of work-
ing are intentionally exclusive, ensuring 
the authority and dominance of the 
knowledge holders. The traditions of 
mutual support, however, belong to 
the conceptual framework of the ‘never 
modern’ where a different sensibility 
for spatial production and ways of 
knowing prevail. They have existed 
alongside the modern project, although 
their normative histories have been 
suppressed by colonial knowledge 
systems. Till sees the potential of prac- 
ticing architecture through mutual 
support as a way of bringing multiple 
forms of knowledge and relationships 
together and to depart from an extrac-
tivist approach driven by market-led  
spatial production. The radical shift 
needed rests not only on the possibility 
to renew social, economic and inter- 
cultural relationships, but most impor-
tantly the way relationships are made 
with nature. The question remains: can 

we scale up ways of working through 
mutual support beyond individual pro- 
jects to address the central crisis of the  
modern project, the climate emergency?

A possible answer to this question 
could be Sho Konishi 's idea of symbiotic 
modernity, to which traditions of mutual  
support belong. It underscores ways  
of living with nature that acknowledge 
people's dependence on it, and therefore,  
strives for co-survival. This resonates  
with the discovery of symbiogenesis that  
tells how evolutionary development 
has resulted from mutual interaction 
and interdependence of organisms. In 
contrast, Western capitalist modernity 
has pursued competition where only  
the fittest individuals survive, and archi- 
tectural practices within this ideology 
have romanticized a ‘perfected finality’ 
independent of nature. On the other 
hand, when practiced through the 
symbiotic modernity of traditions 
like bayanihan, architecture becomes 
a process in which architects play an 
interdependent role with other ‘organs’ 
in the making of a mutually supporting 

BEYOND HOW WILL WE LIVE TOGETHER?
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community. The worldviews of mutual 
support mirror what Ishikawa Sanshiro 
described as ‘unity in multiplicity’ where  
a plurality of developments that result  
in common good is possible. Such a unity  
is free of the divide of individualism  
and collectivism in Western modernity.  
Practicing mutual support in contem- 
porary times makes it possible to 
imagine the future through the forgotten  
history of people’s everyday practice of  
cooperation for problem solving. At the  
same time, the myriad traditions of 
mutual support practiced throughout 
the world could form transnational con- 
nections that magnify their potential 
for co-survival. 

Pablo Helguera offers a deeper insight 
into the socially engaged role that archi- 
tects, and artists could play in fostering 
what could be a symbiotic relationship 
between place and people, and how 
this generates different forms of mutual 
support. This interrelation becomes 
particularly relevant with regards 
to public spaces and the way these 
are intended, understood and used. 

Helguera gives three distinct examples 
of such public spaces that illustrate the 
process of placemaking as dynamic 
and continuously being transformed 
by the people who give meaning to the 
space. What architects could contribute 
in this socially engaged placemaking  
process is to offer physical and situational  
conditions that promote the practice of 
mutual support.

By creating shared spaces within a care  
institution, Marisa Morán Jahn and Rafi 
Segal similarly explores the impact 
shared spaces can have on mutuality 
and care. Through a variety of social 
encounters and shared amenities, con- 
ditions for new forms of mutuality has 
the potential to emerge amongst the 
caregivers, their families and the  elderly  
that all live in the same building. Their  
project, Carehouse, is an example of how  
learning from examples of mutuality 
throughout history informs practical 
and meaningful architectural responses. 

This brings us to the idea of architecture’s  
duality which Nabeel Hamdi and Hans  

BEYOND HOW WILL WE LIVE TOGETHER?



Skotte introduce in their text. By duality, 
they mean that architecture is simulta- 
neously practical and strategic. However,  
the profession has become overly fo- 
cused on the practical—or appreciating  
architecture as objects. Particularly, the  
dependency to clients alienated archi- 
tects from their accountability to the  
people and environment. What is needed  
to make architecture relevant to the  
question of how we will live together 
lies in shifting the focus to the strategic— 
or architecture as processes that are 
embedded in place-specific cultures. It  
is about fulfilling our duties as architects  
to be accountable for the consequences  
of our actions and interventions. The 
culture of practices which emerges 
through understandings of architecture 
as symbiotic and critically aware of 
the roles and responsibilities of one 
another may lead our imaginaries 
beyond what architecture is towards 
what architecture does.

Jameson, F., 2003. Future city. New Left Review, 21, p.65.
Link: https://newleftreview.org/issues/ii21 
/articles/fredric-jameson-future-city.pdf

THE CLIMATE  
OF MUTUAL 
SUPPORT

Jeremy Till
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architect, he worked with Sarah Wigglesworth Architects 

on their pioneering building 9 Stock Orchard Street. As 
an educator, Till is Head of Central Saint Martins and Pro 

Vice-Chancellor at the University of Arts London. As a 
writer, Till’s extensive work includes the books, Flexible 

Housing, Architecture Depends and Spatial Agency, 
all three of which won the RIBA President’s Award for 

Research. He curated the UK Pavilion at the 2006 Venice 
Architecture Biennale and also at the 2013 Shenzhen 

Biennale of Architecture and Urbanism.

11 

BEYOND HOW WILL WE LIVE TOGETHER?



 13 

One of the defining features of the traditions of mutual 
support is that they sit outside of the hold and tenets of the 
modern project. This is not to say that mutual support is ‘not 
modern’, because that might suggest (at least in the eyes of 
the modern person) a backward-looking, nostalgic process. 
Instead, I follow Bruno Latour’s remarkable intellectual trick 
of persuading us that we were never modern: that we have 
continuously lived in a world of overlapping categories 
which the modern project failed to regulate. (Latour, 1993) 
Mutual support fits into this conceptual framework of the 
never modern, as a set of processes and knowledges that are 
deployed in a manner in which power and authority are not 
allowed to dominate.

Within the modern project, notions of reasons and expertise 
overwhelm shared discourse, and the voice of the professional is 
granted a privileged position at the table. The modern project 
is seen as a set of problems to be solved; only certain types of 
knowledge are deemed fit to be deployed in this quest. The 
rise of the professional, including architects, is consistent with 
this worldview. Professionals are hard-wired to see things in 
a certain way. Indeed, as Reyner Banham, noted, it is in the 
professional’s self-interest to define the world in a way that 
only they can productively intervene in: “a professional is a 
man with an interest, a continuing interest, in the existence  
of problems.” (Banham, 1972)

Mutual support demands a different sensibility of the 
professional and expert, in which they need to be alert and 
receptive to other modes of cognition, including the artisanal, 
the sensual, the embodied, and the vernacular. But this is not 
to say that the expert should abandon their own knowledge 
for fear that it brings along the taints of domination. To listen 
to other voices does not mean to lose one’s own, although the 
way it plays out in a shared context will be modified. I always 
have the warning of the philosopher Gillian Rose ringing in my 
ears when I approach participatory processes. Writing about 
versions of community architecture in which all the control is 
granted to the community, she notes: “the architect is demoted; 
the people do not accede to power.” (Rose, 1994, p. 337) 
Expertise is flattened in the false hope of avoiding domination; 
the result is a loss of the contribution of professional experience 
and with it the potential diminution of the project. This suggests 
that mutual support requires a hybridization of different forms 
of knowledge, a term introduced by Boaventura de Sousa 
Santos in his important book, The End of the Cognitive Empire. 
(Santos, 2018)

It needs hardly be repeated here that the modern project is also 
an exclusionary project, which asserts a particular Eurocentric 
worldview, and so dismisses other modes of thought and 
action as ‘irrational’ or ‘subjective’, and therefore diminished. 
The tradition of mutual support generally sits outside of the 
colonial system of knowledge of the North and thus has been 

JEREMY TILL THE CLIMATE OF MUTUAL SUPPORT
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Mutual support 
demands a different 
sensibility of the pro- 
fessional and expert, 
in which they need to 
be alert and receptive 
to other modes of 
cognition, including the 
artisanal, the sensual, 
the embodied, and the 
vernacular. 

suppressed in the normative histories of spatial production, 
which are constructed on the basis of the contributions of the 
individual expert. With an increasing awareness of the need 
for new imaginaries, now is a good time to see what systems 
of mutual support have to offer, not just through the details of 
individual projects, but more insistently through the lessons of 
cognition and agency that these projects have to offer. The real 
interest is in how these lessons then scale up to wider systems of 
spatial production beyond the individual building. Such scaling 
up will not be direct, in so much as the scale of say infrastructural 
design, demands different protocols and operations than that of  
a vernacular building. Instead, the scaling up is one of bringing 
the multiple intelligences and relationships found in mutual 
support to new contexts. 

However, to release the broader productive potential of mutual 
support, it will also have to address the central crisis of our time, 
that of the climate emergency. The depth of the emergency brings 
with it an immediate and probably fatal threat to the modern 
project, and with it the dominant modes of architecture that 
have hitched their flags to the modern project. In the face of the 
climate emergency, the modern project’s addictions to progress, 
growth and extraction become environmentally untenable and 
ethically corrupt. And with this, architecture as the handmaiden  
and symbolic vehicle for the modern project is equally threatened.  
This is the premise of the new research project that Tatjana 
Schneider and I have just started, entitled “Architecture after 

JEREMY TILL THE CLIMATE OF MUTUAL SUPPORT
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Architecture”. (Schneider and Till, 2020) The project speculates 
that the climate emergency demands radically new social, 
economic and intercultural relations and these will bring  
with them new spatial formations, which architecture as we 
know it is unable to deliver. We, therefore, need other ways 
of thinking through spatial practice which are detached from 
dependency on symbols of progress, instruments of growth 
and systems of extraction. 

Given my opening remark that mutual support sits outside of  
the realm of the modern project, some clues as to these new  
practices might emerge from it. However, this will only be the  
case if mutual support more firmly aligns itself with the issues  
that the climate emergency presents. While the vernacular context 
of many mutual support projects brings with it an embodied 
awareness of the environmental conditions, these are not always 
made explicit in the manner that the climate emergency demands. 
Because of the emphasis in the projects on interpersonal and 
social aspects, it is possible to get distracted from the broader 
environmental context of the climate emergency. We need to 
shift the guiding question of this Biennale (“How will we live 
together?”) from a humancentric focus to one that that asks: 
“How will we live together with this ravaged planet?”

The starting point for this realignment has to be a straight- 
forward acknowledgement of our relationship with nature. 
Here I depart company from Bruno Latour’s construction 

JEREMY TILL THE CLIMATE OF MUTUAL SUPPORT

of ‘hybridism’, in which he collapses human life (society) 
and non-human life (nature) into uncontrollable hybrids, 
in which the distinctive features of both are lost, and in 
particular the notion of human intentionality. I agree with 
Andreas Malm’s critique of Latour in his book, The Progress of 
this Storm: “Exactly contrary to the message of hybridism, it 
follows that the more problems of environmental degradation 
we confront, the more imperative it is to pick the unities apart 
at their poles. Far from abolishing it, the ecological crises 
render the distinction between the social and natural more 
essential than ever.” (Malm, 2018, p. 62) We have to reassert 
the difference between human and natural agency if we 
are to identify that modern project is at heart an exercise in 
man’s dominion over nature, in which progress and growth 
are measured in manners removed from the lifeworld, and in 
which nature is treated as an abstract entity simply available 
for extraction. 

Only by finding clarity through distancing are we able to 
identify the cause of the climate emergency as clearly related to 
the modern project, and in particular in its latter-day exercise of 
hyper-capitalism. It is only then that we can come to our senses 
and recognize that our future is dependent on understanding 
the entanglement of human and natural formations and using 
our human agency intentionally to address that entanglement in a 
way that both avoids and halts the excesses of the modern project. 
We have to abandon the promises of modernity--the realm 
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of unfettered freedom, the tying of progress to growth, the 
separation of man from nature--and instead, as Clive Hamilton 
notes, become embedded subjects, embedded that is in the forces 
of the natural world that we inhabit. “The new anthropocentric 
self does not float free like the modern subject, but is always woven 
into nature, a knot in the fabric of nature.” (Hamilton, 2017, p. 62)

This notion of embeddedness is extremely challenging to 
standard conceptions of architecture, the extractive discipline 
par excellence, in which sides of mountains become shining 
walls of buildings, where dumb earth is transformed in a 
crucible into pillars of steel, and where a raw meal of limestone is 
tortured into becoming cement, releasing 8% of all global carbon 
in the process. Architecture has consistently been founded on 
a detachment from nature, in order to be able to better exploit 
nature. Architecture is not just part of an extractivist industry, 
it is also consistent with what de Sousa Santos identifies as 
an extractivist form of knowledge, whereby the extracting 
mind appropriates chunks of knowledge, lifting them from 
their embodied and situated context. Architectural culture in 
the modern era has been particularly guilty of this extraction, 
whether it is the superficial raids on post-structuralist discourse 
in the 1980s, or more recent grabs of biodiversity to decorate 
buildings with green frippery. It is the combination of material 
and intellectual extraction that is so damaging in the face of the 
climate emergency, the former because of the environmental 
and ecological damage to the natural world, the latter because  

JEREMY TILL THE CLIMATE OF MUTUAL SUPPORT

it perpetuates the methods of the modern project, which in  
turn caused the emergency. 

In place of the extractivist version of intellectual activity 
(which he associates with the North) De Sousa Santos posits 
a nonextractivist model, found in the South, which “consist 
of every process capable of trustworthy, reliable knowledge 
in a nonextractivist way, that is through cooperation among 
knowing subjects.” (Santos, 2018, p. 130) This model chimes 
with the curatorial description of mutual support as presented 
in the Philippine Pavilion as “a process that builds social 
relationships, reciprocity and community cohesion.” I sense 
that mutual support will only fulfil its wider potential, in terms 
of being scaled up and deployed in other contexts, if it extends 
this nonextractivist approach into an engagement with the 
urgencies of the climate emergency. This is consistent with the 
principles of mutual support for three reasons. First, in terms 
of social inclusion, because at heart climate justice is entangled 
with social justice; one cannot be achieved without the other. 
Second, because the climate emergency demands a break from 
the addictions and false promises of the neoliberal economy, 
and the processes of mutual support provide useful alternative 
models in the way that they sidestep the strictures of market-
led spatial production. And finally, to address the climate 
emergency we need individual will and collective action, and 
this is in turn a wider sense of what mutual support means.
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As our scientific knowledge has expanded over the ages, so too 
has our subjectivity been expanding, reaching simultaneously 
outwards to the cosmos and downwards into the microsphere 
of particles, electrons and microbiology, the seen and unseen.  
As we expand our knowledge, at each step we have created 
new ways to relate to one another, co-inhabit and co-survive in 
that expanding world, together with the nature that surrounds 
us and upon which we depend.  We are not just a part of such 
a world, but in this epoch of the Anthropocene, we powerfully 
shape that very world.  Moreover, holding this fragile earth’s 
future in our broad, heavy hands, we know the power we have 
over it. That knowledge in turn shapes us.  We have eradicated 
the lives of other different species, controlled and mastered 
everything around us for our own survival--or so we have 
claimed.  The UN predicts that we will manage to eradicate 
a million more species in just the next few decades. Like the 
king Ozymandias in Shelley’s poem, we have built gigantic 
monuments to ourselves that are only buried and covered over 
in time by the light sands of the desert, blown by the soft wind 
as the earth rotates.  

 ‘Living together’ for co-survival is a topic of utmost urgency 
for architects and artists.  Hand in hand with majoritarian 
democracy, Western capitalist modernity--state-centric, 
conceptually composed of hierarchical bifurcations of civilized 
and uncivilized, white and coloured, modern and premodern, 
Christian and non-Christian, North and South, West and East-- 

has long claimed its departure from nature. Francis Fukuyama 
characterised it as “the end of history” following the twentieth- 
century Cold War of competing ideologies. Such an interpretation  
and politics of historical time have only contributed to creating 
the conditions for the total end of human history altogether.  

The Philippine Pavilion, designed and built in a cooperative 
project by Alexander Furunes and Sudarshan Khadka with  
community members of Angat, is helping to bury the monument  
to Western capitalist modernity. It does so humbly but powerfully,  
like the sand and wind that buried Ozymandias’s monument. 
In its idea and practice, it brings to our consciousness another 
competing form of modernity: symbiotic modernity. It is 
symbiotic with nature rather than constantly seeking a de- 
parture from nature. It embodies co-survival among humans 
rather than the survival of the fittest.  It relies on nature to 
survive in nature.  The latest scientific discoveries are carefully 
reflected not only in what is constructed, but in how it is 
constructed, and the materials that are used. The contributors 
to this process of design and construction are of all ages and 
genders.  With their own freedom and will, they demonstrate 
this symbiotic modern subjectivity as the ingrained concept  
of Bayanihan.  That is, Bayanihan simultaneously embraces 
individualism and collectivism that defies the existing under- 
standing of a divide between individualism and collectivism 
derived from Western modernity. After all, individual difference  
is a key to mutual aid.  

SHO KONISHI SYMBIOGENESIS: THE ART OF BAYANIHAN ARCHITECTURE
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As inhabitants of one of the 7,640 islands that constitute the 
Philippines, the contributors to and participants in Bayanihan 
perpetually and increasingly face the destructive effects of a 
severe nature that surrounds them in the form of devastating 
typhoons and storms.  We may recall the absolute devastation 
of Typhoon Haiyan in 2013.  Despite this constant threat, 
Bayanihan doesn’t mean to try to change the logic of nature.  
Rather, Bayanihan ‘follows’ nature, by incorporating the logic 
of nature into culture.  Not only the nature of the materials 
used for the architecture, but the buildings’ design, purpose, 
and the very process of constructing them may be described as 
symbiogenesis, both metaphorically and practically.  

While symbiogenesis is a term from evolutionary biology, I 
believe it should also be applied to the sphere of human creation 
and culture.  In this case of the Philippine Pavilion, members of 
community in Angat participate cooperatively and democratically 
to give birth to a library and conflict resolution centre.   Like the 
orphanage and community centre from an earlier project with 
the community of Tagpuro, once constructed, that architecture 
is designed to interact with other ‘organs’ in the community 
that are mutually supportive of one another.  Considering 
the elements of nature, from the direction of the wind to the 
nature of the soil, community members adopt and adapt the 
form and design to fit the logic of the surrounding nature and 
give birth to symbiotic creation, or ‘symbiogenesis’.  For the 
survival of the community, these grassroots designers have not 

SHO KONISHI SYMBIOGENESIS: THE ART OF BAYANIHAN ARCHITECTURE

tried to fight against or change the logic of nature, but absorb 
it, learn from it and try to survive and live with it, generating 
a new culture of living together.  Symbiogenesis here refers to 
a cooperatively executed process of architectural design, in 
which the architects become ‘merely’ one of the participants, 
each one playing their own part as ordinary people to produce 
extraordinary art.  Their architecture allows architects to 
become part and parcel of creating communities, not to lead 
them or manage them, but to be with them, help them and 
be helped by them, in a symbiotic manner that reflects both 
a human-human and human-nature relationship.  This is the 
symbiogenesis of the art of Bayanihan.  

It is these conceptual shifts in theory and practice that will 
make human survival possible under existential threat.  The 
key term for this consciousness of alternative human progress 
is the term these people in the community have given to their 
own doing on the ground, an important moral guidance of 
everyday life for future co-survival.  Overcoming the border 
between the self and the other, and the language of division 
and hierarchy in capitalist modernity, the architecture that 
this community has built reflects and generates symbiotic 
modernity on the ground in the face of severe nature.     
 
Alexander Furunes and Sudarshan Khadka’s work on the 
Philippine Pavilion changes and challenges the fundamentals  
of modernity through their architectural project.   
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It horizontalizes the ‘design’, destroys the bifurcated world 
view, and ‘bayanihanizes’ it, meaning, it generates symbiotic 
worldviews.  While in Western modernity architecture often 
expressed a utopian imagination of perfected finality, in 
the symbiotic modernity of Bayanihan, architecture is a 
process.  This is a conscious practice by ordinary people in 
the Philippines and the architects that concretely and tangibly 
demonstrates to us a new time for future human survival, 
coexistence and cohabitation.  

Here, architects are neither the elite, nor rational leaders nor 
theo-kings, whose structures manage people in the community 
to control human behavior.  Rather, in Bayanihan architecture, 
architects are ‘mere’ participants, important ones yes, but ones 
who act in tandem with and interdependently with the rest of 
the community who are the architectural partners.  The soil, 
air, water, the direction of wind, the ‘logic’ of natural materials, 
are all part of the shape and form of the architectural structure.   
Everyone involved takes centre stage.  Everyone is a leader 
--or no one is--of a centerless world that is necessary in order 
to build the most effective and desirable structures to help 
one another survive and thrive as a community.  Bayanihan 
architecture as an interactive and perhaps never ending 
communicative and interdependent process of community 
building was conceived with the principle of mutual aid in 
mind.  It is an art of symbiogenesis in symbiotic modern time, 
a new time for the future survival of human beings, to live 
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together with each other and with nature, to come face to face, 
head on with the existential crisis of today.  The Philippine 
Pavilion is thus metaphorically, historically, scientifically and 
practically, in all aspects, a history of the future. 

GIVING BAYANIHAN MODERN HISTORY 
FOR ITS GLOBAL FUTURE 

Symbiogenesis is a term that was first used by the Russian 
evolutionary biologist Konstantin Merezhkovsky in 1909, 
but its evolutionary concept was well accepted by the late 
19th century by other Russian biologists like Ilya Mechnikov. 
Mechnikov discovered phagocytes, for which he was awarded 
the Nobel Prize.  Not all scientists of symbiogenesis lived in 
symbiotic modern time, but those who adhered to the idea of 
symbiotic modernity did embrace symbiogenesis.  Mechnikov 
disclosed the symbiotic nature of nature, in this case on the 
micro-most level within the core of the human body itself, 
as scientific reality.  He revealed the symbiotic functioning 
of the natural world within the human body by discovering 
evolutionary developments on the cellular level resulting from 
symbiotic interdependencies of bacteria and cells within the 
body.  The human body discovered by Mechnikov was a body 
functioning in mutual interaction and interdependence with 
its environment from within.  Mechnikov’s understanding of 
multiple levels of ‘social’ relations among organisms within  
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and outside the human body led him to reflect in his writings 
on how an understanding of humans’ symbiotic relations with 
the very microbiotic world within themselves can serve to 
prolong individual lives.  The interdependent and symbiotic 
relations from the very internal workings of human beings 
themselves at the smallest microbiotic level of life negated 
Malthusian assumptions on the struggle for survival promoted 
by social Darwinism that supported a Western civilizational 
discourse of hierarchy and imperialism.

In early twentieth-century Japan, it was symbiotic modernists 
who popularized the latest scientific knowledge like Mechnikov’s.   
They embraced science and technology, but they saw their 
purpose and use to be for symbiotic co-survival.  These 
modernists sought to realize the findings and assumptions 
of the latest scientific knowledge by reflecting them in their 
cultural expressions.   
 
Today, every child in Japan grows up reading the so-called 
‘dung beetle book’ written by the French entomologist Jean 
Henri Fabre and introduced and translated by the Japanese 
symbiotic modernist, Osugi Sakae.  The charming nickname 
for the eponymous hero of this book is the ‘dung ball roller’ 
(funkorogashi).  This fascinating little creature of the world 
of excrement has played a vital role for human civilization 
throughout the ages, since the inception of livestock agriculture.  
Considered sacred by the ancient Egyptians, the dung or scarab 
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beetle’s daily labour, on which the health of the environment 
relies, was vividly captured in Osugi’s translation.  Fabre’s book 
has been the Mother Goose of Japan since its introduction in 
that country in the early twentieth century, just around the time 
the term symbiogenesis began to be used.  Fabre’s depiction of 
insect society and the sociality of symbiosis, illustrated through 
the precious and hardworking life of the dung ball roller, captured  
the imaginations of most Japanese, both adults and children.   
They have not let go since.  

Interestingly, the Japanese imperial state in pursuit of Western 
modernity immediately banned this book when it came out as 
containing dangerous thought, but the banned dung beetle far 
outlasted the imperial ideology that banned it.  In our readings 
of Japanese history, we continue to focus on Japan’s imperial 
ideology and the Pacific War that killed so many innocent lives, 
yet we have ignored the presence and historical meaning of 
the dung beetle and its popular embrace in Japan.  The scarab 
manifests the sharp chasm between the ubiquitous presence of 
this little creature in twentieth-century Japanese popular culture, 
and its perfect absence in our writing of history.  

Although primatology as a scientific field was not yet formulated  
in the early twentieth century, at that time the Japanese researcher  
Imanishi Kinji began studying primate culture and society, or  
‘culture in nature’.  He did so not in order to gaze at nature 
separated from culture, much like a modern zoo, but ultimately 
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to understand the origins and nature of our own behaviour.  
Today Imanishi is considered a father of primatology.  In his 
work animal ‘culture’, as a product of invention and mutual 
learning for social empathy and survival, offers biologists today 
exciting new ways to understand species’ survival at large.    

Symbiogenesis was the intellectual foundation for a scientific 
current based in early twentieth-century Russia.  Many decades 
later, it was picked up by Lynn Margulis, a microbiologist in 
America who has been one of the most influential biologists 
in contemporary times.  Much indebted to the notion of 
symbiogenesis that had developed in Russia, Margulis 
borrowed Russian scientists’ idea.  She viewed the evolution 
of cells through the lens of symbiotic dependencies in a 
manner similar to Mechnikov.  In the late 1960s, Margulis 
discovered the work of Boris Kozo-Polyansky, who wrote 
the book, Symbiogenesis: A New Principle of Evolution in 
1924.  The Russian biologist’s work was unknown in the 
West, but it served to redefine cell theory.  Later, prompted by 
her findings of the symbiotic origins of evolution, Margulis 
codeveloped with James Lovelock the theory of global 
synergy called ‘Gaia’.  According to the notion of Gaia, the 
earth consists of a self-regulating biosphere dependent 
on microorganisms’ maintenance of the environment in a 
homeostasis favourable for life. The anti-capitalist conclusions 
drawn by Margulis herself remind one of the manner in which 
symbiotic modernists of early 20th-century Japan reflected on 
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Mechnikov’s findings on micro-organisms to develop their 
claims of the relevance of the mutual aid for human culture and 
civilisational progress. The controversy prompted by studies of 
bacteria and other microorganisms as a dynamic starting point 
for thinking about the nature of evolution—and ‘progress’ 
itself—was as compelling in early 20th-century Japan as it is 
today.  While the natural sciences have now long depended on 
notions from symbiogenesis, it seems the arts, humanities and 
social sciences have not caught up.  Yet in this exhibition on 
Bayanihan, architectural culture reflects the latest knowledge 
and discoveries in the biological sciences on the symbiotic 
logic of nature.

The art of Bayanihan architecture in the Philippines is a 
fresh attempt at realising a vision of human co-survival and 
symbiotic progress.  It is a careful orchestration in the process of 
creation.  It not only connects people in the local community, 
but it also serves as a kind of hub with the potential to further 
interlink actors more broadly beyond the town through ever 
widening and strengthening practices of mutual aid, nationally, 
transnationally and globally.  Such local but clear expressions 
of mutual aid in contemporary times like Bayanihan allow us 
to see this history into the future by serving as a site for future 
reproduction and magnification, helping to draw lines and 
transnationally connect the myriad dotted expressions and 
manifestations of this vision throughout the world. Indeed, 
once modern history is given to the art of Bayanihan and 
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vice versa, it allows us to connect with many other cultures 
expressed in other human languages, although with different 
etymological and epistemological origins in different natural 
surroundings and climate zones.  For example, we see a similar 
expression in the widely used term sōgo fujo in Japanese, meithal 
in Irish, dugnad in Norwegian, gotong-royong in Indonesian.  
The Philippine Pavilion allows us to interconnect modern 
transnational identity for a symbiotic modern.  It is a concept 
universally ingrained in all societies and socialities:  to live 
together and co-survive in the face of the severe nature that 
surrounds us and on which we depend.

In modern history, we have seen many grand architectural 
structures, from gigantic towers and temples, tombs of kings 
and queens, statues of famous military generals and politicians 
of nation states, skyscrapers for global corporations, all forming 
central parts of modern historical narratives.  At the core of 
this modern progress, there was a notion that civilized life 
is meant to depart from nature.  Civilization, culture and the 
cultured, were the antitheses to nature.  Within these conceptual 
contours, many value-laden words like ‘peace’, ‘human rights’, 
‘democracy’, ‘law’, ‘world order’ and ‘freedom’ have been 
conceptualised within the broader assumption of our departure 
from nature.  Jared Diamond recently characterised the survival 
of Japanese civilization in the modern historical context in the 
following terms :“opening Japan to the West, learning from the 
West, and. . . strengthening Japan.”1  The Bayanihan civilization 
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expressed in Furunes and Khadka’s architecture turns this 
monolithic narrative of modern progress for survival in the 
short term, upside down.  Such conceptions of survival appear 
to have only contributed to threaten the end of all human 
existence. These ubiquitous narratives of modern progress in 
the ‘East’ celebrate the development of atomized individualist 
modes of existence over the collective.  They are laden with 
hierarchically weighted bifurcations, of female and male, 
East and West, colored and white, colonized and colonizer, 
uncivilized and civilized--morally valued bifurcations that  
define progress.  Cultural productions tainted by these 
conceptual bifurcations have long followed suit.   

We have forgotten, however, that we have also been part and 
parcel of another, competing vision of modernity, idea and 
practice of progress, that simultaneously existed in modern 
history.  It becomes most visible in times of crisis, such as 
typhoons, tsunami, earthquakes, global warming, and pandemics, 
in the face of the relentless nature that we are part of, indeed that 
is a part of us.   We are faced with the choice of coexistence and 
cooperation for survival or co-extinction.  Survival of the fittest 
does not depend so much on competition and power but rather 
on our cooperative and symbiotic constitution, from within the 
primordial structure of our very cells.  

The earlier mentioned microbiologist, Ilya Mechnikov, had  
an older brother and symbiotic modernist, Lev Mechnikov, 

1. Diamond, Jared. Upheaval: Turning Points for Nations in  

Crisis (New York: Little, Brown and Company, 2019). p. 135.
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who was a revolutionary with a keen interest in Japan’s island 
culture.  Lev self-studied Japanese while in exile in Switzerland 
and travelled to Japan when it was still in the throes of modern 
revolution in 1874.  The samurai revolutionary hero, Saigo 
Takamori, supplied him a secret invitation to come to Japan to 
teach former samurai.  Based on Lev’s observations of Japanese 
civilization and culture in the aftermath of the Meiji Revolution, 
he developed an influential theory of world civilizational 
development which was published in France in 1889.  
Mechnikov looked at the role of human relations to water--first 
rivers, then seas, and finally oceans--as shaping and developing 
human civilizations along progressive, increasingly democratic, 
stages over time.  In his writings, he emphasized human agency, 
people’s creative ability to overcome adverse surroundings. 
Rather than striving to create an environment in which human 
behaviour could be directly controlled, he endeavoured to 
reveal how human beings use their wits and strengths within a 
powerful natural environment to create positive conditions for 
the collective good.

Lev Mechnikov saw the cultures of port cities and islands like 
the Philippines, where powerful oceanic forces and the wrath 
of their storms made existence precarious, as the most likely 
sites for advanced cooperative social development.  Between 
his departure from Japan in 1876 and his death a decade later, 
Mechnikov travelled to island nations and ports across the 
Pacific, including Hawaii, Thailand, Indonesia, Vietnam,  
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Sri Lanka, and Singapore, to further explore this idea. The 
culture of Bayanihan and the architectural project featured 
here in the Philippine Pavilion perfectly express his notion of 
island culture as having embedded in it the global potential 
to lie at the revolution in evolution–our future human 
civilizational development.  

BAYANIHAN DEMOCRACY

The idea of cooperatist ‘democracy’ is inseparable from active 
popular practices like Bayanihan to overcome economic 
hardship.  ‘Democracy’ may be redefined as a practical means to 
solve people’s everyday problems and concretely improve their 
lives in a more equitable and more mutually beneficial manner, 
through spontaneous associations of people to cooperatively 
solve shared problems through mutual aid.  In this way, 
the democratic practice of Bayanihan gives shape to the 
development of cooperatist society and sociality, or symbiotic 
‘civil society’ if you like. 

Bayanihan has the potential to give progressive meaning to the 
everyday cooperative practices of ordinary people, and their 
corresponding antihierarchical relationality and subjectivity.   
Once given a modern identity and history and consequently 
a global future, cooperative living, ranging from the micro-
level of everyday life to transnational interdependencies 
between peoples of different ethnicities, races, gender and 
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cultural backgrounds, may be identified as the key to achieving 
democratic society and freedom on a global scale. 

The spontaneous activities of Bayanihan from below to solve 
real everyday problems on the spot are reminiscent of the 
popular Japanese phrase in "Kayui tokoro ni te ga todoku" (the 
dexterous hand is able to itch just the right spot).  Let me quote 
here from one of the symbiotic modernists of early twentieth-
century Japan, Ishikawa Sanshiro. Ishikawa coined a new term 
for cooperatist democracy of mutual aid as everyday practice. 
He created the term "domin seikatsu", or "the life of people on the 
soil". While domin seikatsu stirs up images of farmers tending to 
the soil, Ishikawa was in fact referring to the organic rootedness 
of all people in their God-given nature, or virtue. Ishikawa 
believed that each individual has a will (ishi) or subjectivity/
virtue (jitsusei), which was uniquely different in each person. 
This will, or talent, may be realised only through hard work 
and the repeated practice of it. Ishikawa called this activity 
of work and practice "nenriki", which is the energy or power 
everyone has to work on and realise their virtue. He called the 
resulting force that is created in realising one’s virtue "katsudō", 
or active motion in community.  ‘Freedom’ (jiyū) was the 
possibility given to each individual to discover and realise his 
or her own personal God-given will and virtue. This freedom 
was the very source of human development, which he called 
"sensa banshu" (one thousand differences, one million kinds). 
This realisation of the plurality of individual development, the 
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so-called ‘million ways’ of participation in the human community, 
was what Ishikawa meant when he reinvented democracy as 
"domin seikatsu". Ishikawa saw democracy as an expression of 
what he called the ‘new cosmology’ defined by the centreless 
universe. He described the "unity in multiplicity" that would lead 
to independence and interdependence in human community.2 
For Ishikawa, the infinity that characterised our centreless 
universe dictated the absence of an absolute subject of power.

Ishikawa would have agreed that human subjectivity is 
simultaneously both individual and collective.  Subjectivity 
in Bayanihan is both individual and collective at the same 
time, defying our normative language of distinction.  Only by 
recognizing such Bayanihan modern symbiotic subjectivity, in 
individual freedom, expressed as each one doing, and in that 
individualised doing while conscious of its benefit for others, 
lies the democratic practice of cooperatism.  

Openness was a consideration for the building in Angat, 
guided by the concept of maaliwalas which emphasizes the 
importance of good ventilation to cope with the tropical 
climate. And the openness of the post-Haiyan reconstruction in 
Tacloban/Tagpuro allows strong winds to pass through, which 
was important for the building to withstand several strong 
typhoons.  The beauty of the designs of these buildings lies in 
their cumulative expression of cooperatism, their embrace of, 
rather than rejection of, the forces of nature, and their purpose 

of community making.  The temporality of their work of art 
and architecture is not only the present and the past but the 
future.  It is bonded with a symbiotic future that is yet to come, 
brought to light by mutual aid subjectivity.  This is why the 
Philippine Pavillion, in my view, belongs to everyone.  
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THE PLAZA,  
THE PIAZZA  

AND THE  
OCCUPIED

SQUARE

Pablo Helguera

Pablo Helguera (Mexico City, 1971) is a visual artist living 
in New York. His work involves performance, drawing, 

installation, theater and other literary strategies. A recipient 
of international grants and awards, he is often considered 

a pioneering figure in the field of socially engaged art. 
He is the author of many books, including Education for 

Socially Engaged Art (2011, and The Parable Conference 
(2014). He is currently Assistant Professor of Arts 

Management and Entrepreneurship at The College of the 
Performing Arts at The New School. 

In recent years, in the United States the term, “Creative Place- 
making”, has gained widespread usage in the spheres of urban 
design, public art, cultural development, and art education. 
The term, as defined by the National Endowment of the 
Arts, means “when artists, arts organizations, and community 
development practitioners deliberately integrate arts and culture 
into community revitalization work-placing arts at the table with 
land-use, transportation, economic development, education, 
housing, infrastructure, and public safety strategies.”

As a practitioner in the visual arts doing performance, public art,  
pedagogy, and that which became known as socially engaged 
art over the last 20 years, I can attest to the fact that the term 
“creative placemaking” had never entered into our lexicon 
until fairly recently. Rather the focus of the debates over the 
last decade have included dialogic practices (Kester, 2004), 
the mediation between the visual and performance studies 
(Jackson, 2011), spectatorship and antagonism (Bishop, 2012) 
and cooperation (Finkelpearl, 2013). Furthermore, the ideas 
around social practice over the last two decades have focused 
on people, not places; and while being responsive to localities, 
the primordial principle is to follow commonly held goals 
around topics like social justice and the transformative role  
of art in community work.

I make mention of this recent new term because its usage by 
cultural policymakers in the United States has made the need 
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The ideas around 
social practice over the 
last two decades have 
focused on people, not 
places; and while being 
responsive to localities, 
the primordial principle 
is to follow commonly 
held goals around topics 
like social justice and the 
transformative role of art 
in community work.

to define the exact role of “place” particularly important. This 
is due to a few reasons: one of them is that the word “place”, in 
its most conventional usage, refers to a physical location, not a 
metaphorical one, and that the term, “creative”, implies (but not 
exclusively refers to) art making. The second reason is that the 
liberal use of “creative placemaking” as a catchphrase to attract 
funders and city governments, is used so widely to the point of 
meaning very little as a progressive form of practice; particularly 
in the sense that the emphasis on physical location at times 
appears to displace people (for whom the place is ostensibly 
conceived to benefit). Most importantly—and this is why I 
believe this topic is relevant to the context of this biennial— 
it presents the question of what is the role of the term “place” 
in socially engaged art, and what does it mean to do socially 
engaged “placemaking”.

In this brief text I will explore that question, and the way in 
which physically or theoretically constructed spaces contribute 
to mutual support, as invoked with the term, of Bayanihan. I 
will do so by speaking about three kinds of public spaces and 
the human uses and relationships that stem from them, and 
offer a few thoughts about what these examples could help 
illustrate about Bayanihan.

PABLO HELGUERA THE PLAZA, THE PIAZZA AND THE OCCUPIED SQUARE

↖ Central "piazza",  
Diana municipal preschool, 
Reggio Emilia

© Preschools and Infant-
toddler Centers – Istituzione 
of the Municipality of 
Reggio Emilia from One 
City, Many Children. Reggio 
Emilia, a History of the 
Present, Reggio Children 
Publishing, 2012, page 138
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I.

My early experiences of public space dynamics are informed 
by the public square in Mexico.  After the conquest and the 
beginning of what would become the New Spain, the Spanish 
built cities that followed the predominant urban plan of the 
period in the 16th century in Europe. This primarily meant that 
the most important buildings (that is, the church and the seat 
of government) would be adjacent to one another in the center 
of the town. The organizing structure was the public square 
or plaza. (It is important to note that the governmental and  
religious and ceremonial center in Aztec culture was also located 
at the center of the city, as it was in the case of the Templo Mayor 
in Tenochtitlán, today’s Mexico City, although the main center 
did not function in the same way as the European plaza did). 

Part of my family is from Lagos de Moreno, a medium size town 
in the state of Jalisco. While my family lived in Mexico City, 
where I was born and raised,  every year or so we would visit 
relatives there. In contrast to the vast and chaotic metropolis 
that is Mexico City, Lagos was (and is) comparatively quaint and 
peaceful, a place where time seems to stretch for long periods. 
For us it was a place to get some rest, and there was not much 
to do other than walking around the town. At night, it was 
customary to walk to the main square, where there were one or 
two paleterías (popsicle parlors), buy a paleta and then hang out 
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in the plaza where one would often socialize with others. My 
father, who had been going to Lagos since the 1930s, explained 
to me the dynamics of the plaza which to that day still held: 
teenage women in packs, paleta in hand, would walk around the 
plaza, and young men would interact with them. The plaza was 
in this sense the location for romantic encounters and courtship.

Henri Lefevre (1974) argued that public space can be understood  
in three modalities: as “perceived space”, “conceived space” and 
“lived space”, or rather, the space as it is intended, understood 
and used through daily practice. The plaza in Lagos, intended for 
public use, ostensibly was not “conceived” for this kind of “lived” 
courtship approach, albeit it could be argued that this particular 
use is comprised within the larger intention of making the urban 
space available for public use.

For those of us who work in the realm of either socially engaged  
art or architecture, we share an awareness of the gap between 
what is conceived or intended by the artist and the way it is in- 
habited, understood and used by others; and as such we need  
to be very intentional in the construction of those spaces, allowing 
that freedom of use as well as the malleability that others will give 
to that space. This means that a successful participatory model 
needs to take into consideration the agency of the potential 
user in adapting the environment to something that would 
meaningfully work for them.
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II.
 
The use of the square as an intentional pedagogical structure is 
particularly important in early education systems like Reggio 
Emilia. A system developed in the early years of the postwar era, 
Reggio Emilia educators sought to create a type of pedagogy 
that fully acknowledged and respected the identity and the 
human rights of the child and invited their creativity and their 
agency in the attainment of their own education; but at the same 
time it promoted the idea that even at an early age an individual 
should understand and assume their role in civic society, thus 
hopefully becoming a good future citizen of the world.

This principle of the Reggio Emilia approach is best exemplified 
by the design of their schools, and modeled by the central Diana 
school, perhaps the most famous of all Reggio Emilia schools. 
The Diana, surrounded by beautiful gardens (the connection 
with nature is also an important component of the Reggio 
Emilia system) welcomes children every morning into an open 
space known as the Piazza, which functions as a microcosm of 
the public square. In the piazza, children gather for a range of 
learning activities that can be reconfigured by the instructors. 
The piazza system is central to the learning approach in several 
ways, as it offers children a level of agency to select the activities 
they will engage  in; but it also introduces, in a simple way, the 
public stage onto which we all need to engage with as part of 
civil society.  Further, in contrast to other systems that are very 
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individually oriented, the collaborative nature of many of the 
Reggio Emilia activities provides a practical way for children  
to appreciate the educational potential of cooperation  
and mutuality.

The pedagogisti and teaching artists in the classroom guide 
the students through collective play to pursue their own ideas 
without losing sight of the uniqueness of each child.  In referring 
to the multiplicity of ways by which we all learn, Loris Malaguzzi, 
a founding thinker of the Reggio Emilia approach, spoke of the 
“100 languages of children”, an idea that was later developed 
in cognitive psychology by Howard Gardner with his theory of 
multiple intelligence (Gardner, 1983). Last but definitely not least, 
the concept of the piazza in Reggio Emilia is the crucial basis for 
the notion of the environment as a third teacher.

III.

In September 2011, the Occupy Wall Street movement emerged 
as a protest to the increasing economic inequality that had been 
greatly exacerbated by the 2008 recession  and the greed shown 
by the corporate, mortgage, and financial services sectors in 
the United States. Protesters had difficulty finding a location in 
the financial district of New York City where they could stage 
their activities. They finally  centered on Zuccotti Park, which 
is a privately owned public space (POPS) owned by Brookfield 
Properties and Goldman Sachs. Protesters occupied the park for 
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about two months until they were finally evicted by the New 
York City police in November of 2011.

It is important to note here that Occupy Wall Street protests, by 
virtue of their own existence, laid bare the fact that the notion 
of “public space” in American cities is very restrictive, in that 
even when a place is technically a public location (such as a city 
park), it is not possible to use it for a wide range of purposes 
(e.g. something as simple as camping). This is what led the 
OCW movement to settle in Zuccotti Park which fell in the more 
specific category of POPS.

In spite of its short presence in this location, Occupy Wall Street 
was greatly influential all across the United States and Europe, 
where many similar movements arose. But aside from its 
political/historical importance, what I want to note here is the 
particular kind of cooperative culture that emerged in Zuccotti 
Park.  Quite a range of collective, communal and democratic 
activities were organized with the purpose of supporting the 
movement. These included: the use of “progressive stacks”, 
allowing members of certain minorities the right to speak before 
the simple majorities; the use of the “human microphone”, 
whereby a single speaker’s voice is amplified by repeating their 
words by a whole group of people to give it greater volume; 
and, the use of a wide range of communal resources, such as a 
people’s library, free workshops, activities for children, food, and 
many other forms of support.
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Occupy Wall street was embraced and supported by many 
artists, but in the spirit of the movement, it did not have a 
specific leader nor a hierarchical structure. Instead, it was a 
spontaneous and organic movement that sought to construct  
its own democratic logic as it unfolded. 

--

I have laid out a brief description of three different dynamics in 
public spaces. One of them, the Mexican town plaza, was laid 
out by urban planners in a traditional way, leading to specifically 
developed rituals that are not exactly intended, but not entirely 
unexpected. The second is an intentionally constructed, and 
fictionalized, version of that space inside a Reggio Emilia school, 
with the explicit hope that the structure will allow for a certain 
level of agency by the user (the child) throughpretend play, but 
ultimately with the hope that it will lead to the learning of a civic 
purpose (i.e., the child becoming a future good citizen). And the 
third (Occupy Wall Street in Zuccotti Park) is a public space that 
was completely, albeit temporarily, reimagined in terms of its 
public use to produced conditions of mutuality.

None of these examples are explicit instances of architecture or 
artmaking, even if conventional aspects of urban or architectural 
design were sometimes part of the equation. Nonetheless, 
they offer a simplified taxonomy of models about the socially 
engaged role that the artist/architect can play in the construction 



of the socially engaged commons, a space that can integrate 
the free interpretive impulses of human beings in shaping their 
own environment without being overly prescriptive. Going 
back to Lefevre, intentionality, perception, and actual use of the 
space are components that are all relevant in the construction 
of a project that could have the necessary malleability for its 
community of users to inhabit and transform it, while at the 
same time offer a structure that would encourage and support 
the social processes of bonding and conviviality that result in 
communal unity.

Practicing socially engaged placemaking with these conside- 
rations in mind, and with the tools of architecture, can make 
the now often employed term of “Creative Placemaking” truly 
become meaningful, no longer as an urban development 
strategy with a vague reference to cultural production, but as an 
approach that explicitly embraces its role as an art form and also 
offers physical and situational conditions for communities to 
become stronger in their collaborative spirit.

 — Bishop, Claire. (2012) Artificial hells : participatory art and the 
politics of spectatorship. London :Verso.

 — Finkelpearl, Tom. (2013) What we made: conversations on art and 
social cooperation. Durham: Duke University Press.

 — Gardner, Howard. (1983) Frames of mind: the theory of multiple 
intelligences. New York: Basic Books. 

 — Jackson, Shannon. (2011) Social works: performing art, supporting 
publics. (2011) London: Routledge.

 — Kester, Grant. (Aug. 12, 2004) Conversation pieces: community 
and communication in modern art. Berkeley: University of California 

Press.

 — Lefevre, Henri. (1974) La production de l'espace. Paris: Éditions 

Anthropos.

 — Various Authors (2012), One City, Many Children. Reggio Emilia, 
a History of the Present, Reggio Emilia: Reggio Children.  
www.reggiochildren.it
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A GLOBAL CARE CRISIS  

Globalization in the 1990s involved not only massive shifts 
in finance, transnational labor, and the concentration of 
wealth in cities but the resulting restructuring of the domestic 
sphere. As women in industrialized countries continued to 
relocate en masse to workplaces in locations geographically 
farther away from their aging relatives’ homes, dual income-
earning households began relying on the labor of millions 
of domestic workers emigrating from the Global South to 
the Global North (Parreñas, 2015). Within this new curo-
sphere emerged new forms of multinational statecraft and 
infrastructure to manage care (Onuki, 2009).

In the Philippines, a surging population of working-age young 
adults, an economic downturn, and growing civil unrest in 
the1970s led then President Ferdinand Marcos to rapidly 
craft an economic development plan for a “New Society”. 
Among other strategies, this plan relied heavily upon the 
creation of overseas employment opportunities to appease 
a disenfranchised but highly educated, aspiring-middle class. 
Originally conceived of as a temporary measure, the 1974 Labor 
Export program encouraged a massive exodus of Fillipinx 
migration abroad which continues today. 

As the demand for cheap labor increased in the 1990s, public 
and private entities began institutionalizing pre-departure 
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training, job placement programs, and promotional materials 
that framed working abroad and sending wages home as a 
form of civic duty. As a result, the Philippines became more 
active than any other labor-exporting country in terms of 
the number of workers sent abroad (2.2 million per year1), 
remittances sent home (211 billion Philippine pesos or $4.4 
billion US dollars2), and contribution to the national gross 
domestic product (10%3).

Yet the public image of those working abroad are often at 
a mismatch with the harsh reality of life in labor-receiving 
countries. Aquilina Soriana Verzosa, Executive Director of the 
Los Angeles-based Pilipino Worker Center (PWC), points out 
that in the Philippines, caregiving is regarded as a profession 
within the spectrum of the medical industry, alongside  nurses 
and doctors. In contrast, the devaluing of both older adults 
and caregivers in the United States came as a shock.4 

1. “Total Number of OFW’s Estimated at 2 Million.” Philippines 

Statistic Authority. 4 June 2020, https://psa.gov.ph/statistics/

survey/labor-and-employment/survey-overseas-filipinos. 

Accessed 3/21/21.

2.  Ibid.

3. Bajpai, P. “Emerging markets: Analyzing the Philippines' 

GDP.” New York: Newstex. 4 May 2020. https://www.

investopedia.com/articles/investing/091815/emerging-markets-

analyzing-philippines-gdp.asp.  Accessed 3/21/2021.

4. As interviewed by Marisa Morán Jahn, Summer 2014.
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After working for years in the Philippines’ Department of 
Agrarian Reform and later in tourism, Erlinda Alvarez emigrated 
to Chicago to work as a caregiver for older adults. “In the 
Philippines, we take pride in how well we care for our old 
people. I think that’s why we come to places like America: 
to get paid for our care while helping to improve poverty 
back home.”5 Erlinda, known for being joyous, immediately 
brightens when asked if she can share her superpowers as a 
caregiver. “My special talent is my voice. I like to sing to the 
people I care for because it brings people together. Singing to 
those who have lost their memory opens a new door; they are 
surprised—and comforted—to be able to access their previous 
life.” She sings a few songs but then suddenly breaks down in 
tears to confide about the many humiliations she endured on 
the job. “If I had known how shameful this work would be I 
would not have come to the U.S.—but now I’m stuck here and 
my family back home relies on my wages.” Nearing what in the 
U.S. would be considered retirement age, Erlinda is not much 
younger than those she cares for. “I worry what will happen 
to me when I get older,” she says. “Some of us even die while 
caring for others. It costs thousands and thousands of dollars 
to ship the body back home by plane to the Philippines so that 
it can be buried according to our culture’s customs. Can you 
imagine having to struggle in life and in death?” 

5.  As interviewed by Marisa Morán Jahn, April 2015. 

RAFI SEGAL & MARISA MORÁN JAHN TOWARDS AN ARCHITECTURE OF CARE

PARADOX OF CARE

Erlinda’s story embodies the paradox of care across the United 
States and in many industrialized countries in the Global 
North. On the one hand, domestic workers provide essential 
labor by ensuring that our loved ones eat nutritious meals, 
attend medical appointments, take prescriptions, socialize, and 
stay healthy. On the other hand, despite this critical function, 
caregiving in the United States is an industry characterized by 
low wages and high turnover. Working in isolation and with 
weak labor protections, caregivers disproportionately suffer 
from workplace injuries and sexual abuse on the job. While 
caregiving is the U.S.’s fastest growing workforce, this growth is 
unable to keep apace with the aging baby boomer population 
and smaller, dispersed families that are unable to care for aging 
and disabled individuals.6 

6. Summarized from an interview with Ari Medoff, a home 

care specialist, circa January 2018. Additional sources include 

Miller, Mark. “The future of U.S. caregiving: high demand, scarce 

workers.” Reuters, 3 August 2017, https://www.reuters.com/article/

us-column-miller-caregivers/the-future-of-u-s-caregiving-high-

demand-scarce-workers-idUSKBN1AJ1JQ. Accessed 3/21/21. 
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The consequence of this care deficit impacts individuals, families, 
and society at large. According to the nation’s largest senior 
living association, Argentum, the average time to fill an hourly 
wage job in caregiving is 42 days—a critical gap during which 
elders are unable to receive basic, daily care and often suffer 
preventable injuries or missed medication. These care deficits 
result in costly hospital visits ranging between $8,000 and 
$15,0007 that are internalized by patients, their insurance 
companies, or public taxpayers. According to Ai-jen Poo, 
Executive Director of the National Domestic Workers Alliance, 
this care crisis is only growing more acute: 

By the year 2050, we could have a situation where every single 
family could be in a state of crisis when 27 million of us are 
going to need some form of long-term care just to meet our 
basic daily needs. It's a situation that will impact the entire 
economy and shake up every family... unless we really embrace 
the situation and come up with the solutions we need.8

7. Golshan, Tara. “The answer to America’s health care cost 

problem may be in Maryland.” Vox. 22 Jan  2020,  https://www.vox.

com/policy-and-politics/2020/1/22/21055118/maryland-health-

care-global-hospital-budge. Accessed 3/19/21.

8. As interviewed by Marisa Morán Jahn, Chicago, April 2015.
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CHANGE 

In the past decade, labor policies in the United States have begun 
to catch up to recognize that increasing the stability of caregivers 
directly impacts the well-being of older and disabled people as 
well as working families. 

Driving this movement for change are women like Aquilina, 
Erlinda, and 10,000 other domestic workers and advocates 
from diverse cultures throughout the United States. Organized 
through the National Domestic Workers Alliance, this immigrant 
and women-led movement has passed new laws in ten states 
and two cities granting domestic workers basic workplace rights. 
This vision for the racial and economic justice for the United 
States’ two million domestic workers9 includes increasing living 
wages, strengthening workforce protections, and curbing abuses 
on the job. 

Alongside critical policy shifts that can ideally scale along national 
lines, the United States needs bold solutions for how our urban 
environment can center and mutualize care. This means not only 
transforming/updating our homes and cities to support what’s 
referred to as congregate care (or group care) but also shifting how 
our society values care through monuments, architecture, and the 
arts that recognize this essential labor. As Ai-jen puts forward, 
“Art allows us to dream bigger, dream futures into being that 
we’ve never experienced and create new protagonists.” 

9. This is a conservative statistic provided by the National 

Domestic Workers Alliance as of March 2021. 
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CAREHAUS: A NEW MODEL  
FOR LIVING AND CARE

“Most of the monuments in our cities 
commemorate war and conquest. Imagine 
what it would look like to build monuments 
commemorating care — and the labor of care?” 
— Marisa Morán Jahn, Artist

In 2010, artist Marisa Morán Jahn began collaborating with 
domestic workers first in New York then nationwide on a 
series of public art and creative media projects. Over the 
course of a decade, Jahn and her collaborators co-designed 
various public policy toolkits, interactive media works, a film 
series, a music album, and choreographed dances. Jahn also 
created two mobile studios—the NannyVan and CareForce 
One—which enabled her, her baby, and creative media team 
to travel over 10,000 miles meeting caregivers, advocates, and 
care-receivers like Aqui, Erlinda, Ai-jen, and countless others. 
As the NannyVan and CareForce One unfolded as a series 
of media and craft carts, Jahn’s team could pop up at public 
libraries, parks, markets, transit stops, and worker centers to 
share resources and stories. Often told at a great cost, stories 
transform both listener and storyteller alike; so, too, does the 
process of co-creation build solidarity.
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↑ CareForce Disco (a rally on steps 
of City Hall, Los Angeles). Lead Artist: 
Marisa Morán Jahn (Studio REV-) 
With CHRLA, Pilipino Worker Center, 
National Domestic Workers Alliance 
Graphics/Illustrations: Marisa Morán 
Jahn 2016. Photo by Marc Shavitz 
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Over and over again, the stories Jahn heard about housing 
precarity along her journey inspired her to explore what a 
living monument to care might look like. She turned to Rafi 
Segal, an architect working on innovative designs for co-living 
spaces in Israel, the U.S., and the Philippines. Segal’s work on 
co-living models  spans scales from the individual building 
to the neighborhood block and further to include the entire 
community, as in his work with Kibbutz settlements in israel. 
The Kibbutz, a communal settlement type that emerged in 
the early 20th century, has in recent years undergone both 
social and spatial transformations. The demand for larger 
family units, varying degrees of private and shared spaces, 
and the integration of new neighborhoods into the carefully 
woven network of open spaces, stand at the core of Segal’s 
contribution in developing a ‘next kibbutz’ model. This new 
version of communal living establishes a hybrid ownership 
model that balances privacy and collectivity. Residents build 
their own homes based on types developed with the architect, 
within a neighborhood designed around different degrees of 
shared spaces, thus allowing a variety of social encounters and 
shared activities. 

Together, Jahn and Segal joined forces with real estate developer 
 and urban planner Ernst Valery, and healthcare and finance 
expert Ellen Itkovitz to establish Carehaus —the United States’ 
first care-based co-housing project. Carehaus is a new type 
of residential building for older adults, disabled people, and 

← As seen on Carehaus’ Baltimore’s 
3rd floor, residential units cluster 
around a shared kitchen space and 
an open terrace. A variety of single, 
double, and triple bedroom units 
accommodate residents’ varying 
household sizes. The abundance of 
open shared space makes caregiving 
more efficient and safer: caregivers 
can take turns keeping an eye on 
those who need close monitoring or 
support each other in tasks. 

Credit: Carehaus Baltimore, 2020. 
Architect: Rafi Segal A+U with 
collaborating artist Marisa Morán Jahn



caregivers and their families. Carehaus provides independent 
living units for all its residents clustered around shared spaces 
that support shared meals, childcare, and various other activities  
such as art, fitness, physical therapy, financial literacy courses, and 
horticulture in the open garden spaces. Combined with culturally 
relevant  programs in partnership with local arts organizations, 
Carehaus’ art initiatives aid in improving cognitive health and 
create a unique sense of place.  

Here’s how Carehaus works: older and disabled adults receive 
quality care and homes. In exchange for their labor, caregivers 
receive good wages, subsidized meals and housing, childcare, 
and other benefits. Carehaus designs for “congregate care” 
or “care-sharing” makes caregiving more efficient and safer: 
caregivers can take turns keeping an eye on those who need 
close monitoring or lend a hand to support tasks such as leaning 
over to lift residents. Through accessible architecture, design 
and programming, Carehaus enables its residents, older adults, 
disabled people and caregivers, to feel they are an integrated 
part of their community, revalidating and enabling their 
participation in a democratic society.

Carehaus is founded on the belief that consistent quality care 
requires attending to caregivers’ needs. In 2019, domestic 
workers in the United States earned an average of $17,000 
per year; 60% struggle to feed their own families and regularly 
skip meals to make ends meet.10 By providing a sustainable 

10. Statistics from National Domestic Workers Alliance, 2019. 
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work environment and housing designed to balance their 
need for privacy with shared amenities, Carehaus increases 
job retention and reduces turnover. These cost-savings are 
passed as more hours of quality care than residents would 
normally be able to afford. By centering caregivers’ needs 
in balance with those of older adults, Carehaus forges 
solidarity across socio-economic and racial divides that 
 have typically striated institutionalized modes of care.

Carehaus’ first building is scheduled to be constructed in a 
historically divested neighborhood  of Baltimore, Maryland 
as a five-story corner building of twenty units. This site will 
house about fourteen older and/or disabled adults, and 
four caregivers, as well as two additional residencies that 
contribute to a communal art and health program. Carehaus 
Baltimore has been designed in response to the community’s 
self-identified needs of stabilizing the streetscape through 
retail, activities, and social integration. Adopting a similar 
method of designing spaces for mutualizing care and 
housing along with iterative codesign sessions with 
caregivers, older adults, disability advocates, local residents, 
and medical practitioners, the Carehaus team is taking this 
approach to other sites and cities. 



CONCLUSION

The idea of mutualizing care, cooking, and other domestic 
labor is, of course, not a new idea. In many cultures around 
the world, multi-generational households have proliferated 
and continue to do so. However, with the goal of designing  
a more just and inclusive curo-scape, let’s fully leverage a few  
key opportunities for change: in industrialized countries where 
care shortages will only grow more acute, mutualized care and 
living can address critical social, economic, and healthcare 
challenges. Further, in the wake of the pandemic and in this 
moment of economic recovery when caregivers’ role as first 
responders has been ever-present, we must re-value care 
work. In this time of rebuilding, we can harness the power  
of art and architecture to participate as a counterforce against 
the crisis of late capitalism, our fractured care grid, and stark 
economic precarity. We work towards economic self-reliance, 
political solidarity, and racial justice. In striving to recover and 
strengthen that which brings us together, we ask, how can art 
and architecture provide new ways of shaping communal self-
determination, wealth, and wellbeing? 

 — Parreñas, R. (2015) Servants of Globalization: Migration and 
Domestic Work, second edition, Stanford: Stanford University 

Press, 2015.

 — Onuki, H. (2009). “Care, Social (Re)production and Global 
Labour Migration: Japan's ‘Special Gift’ toward ‘Innately Gifted’ 
Filipino Workers.” New Political Economy (pp. 489-516) DOI: 

10.1080/13563460903287306. (accessed 3/20/21).
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Some years ago, a meeting of architects and academics 
was convened to again discuss the meaning and 
purpose of architecture. As the endless debate dragged 
on and on, one member of the meeting stood up and 
said: We can all go on talking about the meaning and 
purpose of architecture, or instead we can stop and ask - 
what does it take to become more relevant? 

So, then, what does it take to be relevant to some of the big 
issues we face today while still be rigorous to the discipline  
of architecture?  

Before we go into a deeper discussion, we have to recognize 
that the practice of architecture has changed significantly in the 
last couple of generations. Aside from the elite of starchitects 
and the group of small unica-offices, the majority of practicing 
architects today are directly linked to, and dependent on 
contractors and developers, not to clients. This has changed 
the discipline, making architects more like production labor in 
service of ‘Corporate Money’. Much of the discipline’s societal 
relevance has been lost in this transfer. All the more so since the 
structural purpose of ‘Corporate Money’ is to generate more 
money, not respond to the crucially disturbing issues we face 
today. This has left architects’ organizations, and educational 
institutions in somehow apprehensiveon. What they perceive 
as their proud history tends to make them slow in moving 
with the changing times, – despite recognizing the signs. So 
where does a relevant change lie? 

Bringing relevance back into present -day architecture means 
acknowledging the duality of architecture, in a way similar 
to how Giddens conceptualizes society as the tension and 
interdependence between structure and agency (Giddens, 1984). 
Architecture is thus simultaneously strategic and practical. These 
were insights John Turner put forward years ago: "It’s what a house 
does, not only what it is" (Turner & Fichter, 1972) - that makes 
us understand architecture. What it does, contains its strategic 
dimension; what it is, its practical dimension. The latter has 
traditionally ruled the profession. Change lies as much in the way 
we understand or conceptualize the discipline of architecture as  
it does to the way we see ourselves as professionals. 

Three themes emerge when examining relevance in architecture  
most of them embedded within the strategic agenda. They 
all serve to redraw the boundaries of architecture and tey 
demands that we redefine the scope and purpose of practice.

THE DUALITY OF ARCHITECTURE
 
First we have to recognize the value of and the relationships 
between emergent structures and designed structures. Between 
what emerges and impacts our environment in spite of, or as 
a consequence of what we design. There are forces out there 
we do not control. Left unrecognized they may thwart our 
strategic efforts, but when addressed, may support them. The 
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emergence of informal settlements in the Global South is an 
arresting example. They pop up in spite of formal plans, in spite 
of well designed environments. They self-organize and thrive in 
their own way and may represent a significant force for societal 
change, if acknowledged. An appropriate example could be 
the well designed housing scheme of 23 de Enero in Caracas, 
Venezuela from the mid-50s, part of the worldwide politically 
driven modernization made manifest in ‘modern architecture’. 

Now, look how it evolved (see next page)! It has now become 
an integral part of an informal settlement.1 All because of not 
addressing emergent forces that were there all the time, making 
up the ‘context of the context’ as Rahul Mehrotra would call 
it. Another example from the post-WWII history of Norway 
may show another aspect of its significance. Ottar Brox, a 
Norwegian sociologist scholar claims that had the post-WWII 
government of Norway recognized the energy of the people 
displaced and their obsession to return to their own regions, 
the reconstruction would have been much more efficient as it 
would have been shaped by the life strategies of the returning 
population (Brox 2019). Instead, the displaced were prohibited 
from returning. New regional plans had to be finalized first.  
People returned all the same, creating the largest civil disobedi- 
ence movement in Norway’s history. The government subse- 
quently had to change their plans but were unable to utilize the 
emergent energy of the returning population.  
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1. For the full story of 23 de Enero, re. Simone Rots’ recent 

PhD from TU Delft https://repository.tudelft.nl/islandora/object/

uuid:bee74041-d6fc-4c7a-9036-a374c8bef3d5

Becoming relevant 
depends on architects 
recognizing what others 
find meaningful. And 
that goes beyond the 
well-designed.

There is no way 
architecture can claim 
societal relevance when 
the practitioners of 
architecture ignore the 
people most affected 
by their interventions.
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← de Enero in 
Caracas, Venezuela 
2018. The Squatted 
New Town: Modern 
Movement meets 
Self-organization in 
Venezuela by Simone 
Rots, TU Delft, 2021, 
pp. 172-173.

↙ de Enero in 
Caracas, Venezuela 
when built, mid-50s, 
Archivo Fotográfico de 
Caracas Despacho del 
Cronista

NABEEL HAMDI & HANS SKOTTE THE RIGOUR OF RELEVANCE IN ARCHITECTURE



 73 

The tension between emergence and design, between structure 
and agency, could also be labeled ‘bottom-top planning’. We 
could even throw Jane Jacobs vs. Lewis Mumford into the pot. 
This bottom-top approach has been thoroughly discussed in 
Pablo Sendra & Richard Sennett’s recent Designing Disorder; 
Experiments and Disruptions in the City (2020).

Becoming relevant depends on architects recognizing what 
others find meaningful. And that goes beyond the well-designed.

DESIGNING PROCESSES 
 
Secondly, we have to realize that we also design processes, not 
merely inert products. This is the case whether we acknowl- 
edge it or not. To stay relevant, architects are obliged to design 
these processes so that people affected are enabled by their 
work. This stands at the core of architecture. It might be a 
profession serving the mighty, but the rigor of architecture, 
the raison d'être of the discipline lies in serving the common 
good. This in turn requires architecture practitioners to treat 
the people affected by their intervention, be they displaced, 
evicted, or have lose their livelihood, treat them on similar 
terms as those who pay for their services.  Admittedly a hard 
bargain, but one often seen in the architectural marketplace 
(Sudjic, 2005; Till, 2009; Spencer, 2016). Take the case of 
the 2008 Olympics in Beijing. The Geneva based Centre 
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on Housing Rights and Evictions reported that about 1,5 
million people were displaced to make room for the facilities 
required to stage the 2008 games (COHRE 2008). When the 
architect for one of the main structures was interviewed in the 
Financial Times (FT), he replied, as most architects would do: 
“… architects just build the thing”. The evictions, the strategic 
dimension of their intervention, were not acknowledged as 
part of their architectural endeavor. He furthermore justified  
what FT described as a “monumental building” for a dictator- 
ship, by claiming that their structure was “a little part of trans- 
forming China step by step” (FT July 26, 2008). Similar hollow 
claims flourish among international offices these days. It is 
debasing the societal mission of architecture. 

It is an alarming truth that architects, as a matter of course, take 
on the client’s perspective, not the consequences on the people 
affected. This refers to architects in general and starchitects 
in particular. The latter not only stands to represent corporate 
money but may be seen as apologist for oligarchs and national 
autocrats. The rights of the people most directly affected, their 
dignity, their hopes and aspirations architects seem to ignore in 
favor of the ‘ambitious aspiration’ of their clients. 

There is no way architecture can claim societal relevance when 
the practitioners of architecture ignore the people most affected 
by their interventions.
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ETHICS 
 
Ethics is the third issue related to the relevance of architecture. 
This is an issue permeating everything architects do, but which  
they often stand accused of bypassing for opportunistic reasons.  
Much of what we have dealt with above are invariably linked 
to ethical deliberations. These guide our actions and determine 
how we practice as architects. Yet schools of architecture give 
little attention, if any at all, to the issue in spite of it often being 
at the center of architectural practice. National associations of 
architecture have not defined what may be deemed ethically 
inappropriate in practicing architecture. The Norwegian associ- 
ation only acts on ethical issues when it comes to inappropriate 
dealings between architects, not between architects and society. 
The following figure might clarify how ethics relates to society 
and to the theory and practice of architecture. They’re all in  
it together.

The Pakistani architect, Arif Hasan, published An Oath for 
Architects and Planners in 1983 (http://arifhasan.org/), a pledge 
where he reiterates in practical terms the relationship between 
ethics, architecture and society:  
 
“I will not do any projects that will irreparably damage the ecology 
and environment of the area in which they are located. I will not 
do projects that increase poverty, dislocate people and destroy the 
tangible cultural heritage of the communities that live in the city; 
I will not do projects that destroy multi-class public space and 
violate building byelaws and zoning regulations; and I will always 
object to insensitive projects that do all this, provided I can offer 
other viable alternatives.” 

↑  How ethics relates to 
society and to the theory and 
practice of architecture  
© Skotte/Wellinger
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He recently added that staying true to his pledge all these 
years, his career as an architect-planner has not been adversely 
affected, on the contrary, he said.

If we look closer at Hasan’s oath, we can decipher three princi- 
ples. The first is honesty. Not to be involved in anything illegal, 
any complicity to deceive, and not engage in the design of 
dangerous structures, structures that will irreparably damage 
the environment or structures of oppression. Let it be known 
that much of what is being built in places like Dubai and 
Panama City, for instance, is funded through laundered money, 
‘drug money’, according to Thomas Fisher. “Donald Trump’s 
development organization, for example, has licensed its name 
to buildings that have reportedly served as money laundries, 
from Panama to India to Indonesia”, he writes (2019). How 
can architecture claim societal relevance if its practitioners are 
playing along with crooks?

Secondly, we must acknowledge the true fallout of our client’s 
intervention, the immediate and long-term consequences 
to people and the environment that, by definition, are not 
part of the client’s (or the architect’s) project. Much of this has 
been dealt with earlier in this article. On the practical side, 
this requires a thorough and a critically honest contextual 
risk assessment, not merely as a required exercise, but as 
conceptually embedded in architecture. Had they done so 
when planning 23 de Enero in Caracas (presented above), 

the present situation could maybe have been foretold. 
There is a growing understanding of this, of what we could 
call a ‘conceptual expansion’ of architecture. What David 
Chipperfield writes in the book presenting the winners of the 
Aga Khan Award for Architecture 2019 is worth highlighting. 
In his article “Expanding the Agency of Architecture”, he writes: 
“As Architects and planners, we will be required to adjust our 
concerns and recognize our responsibilities, seeing these issues  
not as specific regional emergencies, but at being at the core of  
our professional duties and our relevance” (Lepig, 2019 pp.277).

Even though Hassan’s oath held no cultural references, we 
know that cultural contexts do condition our values, what 
is sensed as right or wrong. Given the internationalization 
of architecture, there may be a tendency for practitioners to 
generalize and act on right and wrongs as if the norms of their 
own societies are absolute and relevant everywhere. They 
are not. In his book The Architecture of Ethics (2017), Thomas 
Fisher refers to Jonathan Haidt and his colleagues and the 
moral foundations theory which rests on six foundational 
ideas that guide our moral judgements irrespective of cultural 
context. They include:

1. The care and protection of others. 
2. Fairness and proportionality in how we interact with others. 
3. A love of liberty and freedom from coercion.
4. Respect for authority and tradition. 
5. A sense of sanctity and avoidance of disgusting things. 
6. Loyalty to family, friends, group and nation.
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However, Haidt and his colleagues have found that the people 
of Western, liberal democracies, where most of the international 
architects come from, primarily hold the first three issues dearest-- 
care, fairness, and liberty, whereas people from non-Western 
societies cherish the last three just as much (Fisher, 2017). With- 
out realizing this difference, we inadvertently uphold a colonial  
tradition. No profession achieves relevance by remaining on 
the outside of the culture in which they work. 

CONCLUDING IN PEAS
 
All of the above demand that we look again at the skills and 
competences demanded of architects and built environment 
professionals so as to redefine their roles, responsibilities, and 
relationships to people and place.  It demands that we consider 
cyclically what we should provide in relationship to what we 
want to enable (the “is/practical” and the “does/strategic”), and 
how it can be adapted to ensure a good fit over time and how 
it can be sustained. To effectively link practical and strategic 
work, we are called to accept four overlapping sets of activities 
and responsibilities which we will call PEAS (Hamdi, 2010)-- 
providing, enabling, adapting, and sustaining.

First, to be an effective enabler one has to be a prudent provider.   
Providing on its own, however, in response to need, whether 
housing, schools or no matter what, becomes either top down, 

prescriptive or charity.  Solutions become over-standardized in 
search of averages and lowest common denominators.  People 
become dependent on having everything provided.  Creativity 
becomes the mandate of the elite and gifted; power relations are 
re-enforced.  As charity, it induces a moral superiority amongst 
providers and is rarely sustainable. What to provide must be 
considered in relationship to what it is one is trying to enable, 
which inevitably demands an interdisciplinary approach.  

Second, in deciding enablement one should consider community  
enablement (capacities, choice, etc.); political enablement 
(standards, discrimination, etc.); market enablement (partner- 
ships, social enterprises, etc.); and design enablement.  Design 
is a process of enablement that cultivates an environment of 
choice and opportunity, and encourages improvisation in search 
of order, the kind that liberates the resourcefulness of others.  

The third aspect of PEAS is about adaptability and change, 
about acknowledging time.  One needs to accept that places 
grow and change, in order to sustain a good fit between people 
and places. This is as much an issue in architecture as it is in 
planning.  To change to fit, how do we make places fit for 
change?  How do we invite change that creates an architecture 
of opportunity, an architecture of invitation?  How should we 
design to liberate rather than to confine all the ingenuity and 
resourcefulness of emergence? 
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The fourth consideration is about sustainability--ecological, 
social, political, and economic.  It is about providing catalysts 
in whatever form in order to enable the capacity for change to 
ensure a good fit over time.  Defining a culture of practice both 
practical in its objectives and strategic in its purpose, gives us 
a definition of sustainability guided by an agenda which is 
practical, strategic, and moral.

If we translate into architecture Martin Luther King’s powerful 
statement: “Peace is not just the absence of conflict but also the 
development of Justice“, we realize that architecture is not just 
a practical objective but also the development of social and 
environmental sustainability. 
  

 — Brox, O. 2019. “Hvordan skulle Finnmark gjenreises» in Plan no 

3, 2019 pp12-18. Oslo: Universitetsforlaget

 — COHRE (Center for Housing Rights and Evictions) 2008. One 
World, Whose Dream? Housing Rights Violations and the Beijing 
Olympic Games. https://dev.humanitarianlibrary.org/resource/

one-world-whose-dream-housing-rights-violations-and-beijing-

olympic-games-0 

 — ‘Bird’s Nest allows Beijing to prove its mettle’,  FT (Financial 

Times), 26 July 2008. Available at: https://www.ft.com/

content/c7e54fde-5a68-11dd-bf96-000077b07658. 

(Accessed:10-04-2021)

 — Brox, O. (2019)  ‘Hvordan skulle Finnmark gjenreises’,  
Plan no 3,  pp. 12-18. Oslo: Universitetsforlaget

 — COHRE (Center for Housing Rights and Evictions). (2008) 

One world, whose dream? housing rights violations and the Beijing 
Olympic Games. Available at: https://dev.humanitarianlibrary.

org/resource/one-world-whose-dream-housing-rights-

violationsand-beijing-olympic-games-0. (Accessed: 10-04-

2021) 

 — Fisher, T. (2017) The architecture of ethics. London and New 

York: Routledge.

 — Fisher, T. (2019) ‘Architecture's ethical moment’, ARCHITECT. 

Available at: https://www.architectmagazine.com/practice/

architectures-ethical-moment_o. (Accessed: 10-04-2021) 

 — Giddens, A. (1984) The constitution of society: outline of the 
theory of structuration. Cambridge, UK; Malden MA., USA: Polity 

Press.

 — Hamdi,N. (2010) The placemaker’s guide to building 
community. London: Earthscan.

 — Lepig, A. (ed.) (2019) Architecture in dialogue, Aga Khan Award 
for Architecture, ArchiTangle: Berlin

 — Sendra, P. & Sennett, R. (2020) Designing disorder; experiments 
and disruptions in the city. London and New York: Verso.

 — Spencer, D. (2016) The architecture of neoliberalism. how 
contemporary architecture became an  instrument of control and 
compliance. London: Bloomsbury.

 — Sudjic, D. (2005) The edifice complex: how the rich and 
powerful shape the world. London: The Penguin Press. 

 — Till, J. (2009) Architecture depends; polemics and reflections on 
how to bridge the gap between what architecture actually is and 
what architects want it to be. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

 — Turner, J. & Fichter, R. (eds.) (1972) Freedom to build: dweller 
control of the housing process. New York: Macmillan.



 83 

BEYOND 
STRUCTURES 
OF MUTUAL 
SUPPORT

Alexander Eriksson Furunes  
& Sudarshan V. Khadka Jr.

82 
Could working through mutual support  
fundamentally change relationships em- 
bedded in architectural practices? As  
contributors to the catalogues describe 
in their texts, dominant modes of archi- 
tecture have been practiced within the 
framework of the modern project (Till, 
Beyond) where architects exert control 
over nature, the finished product, and 
how people should live with the built 
environment (Skotte, Framework). The 
structures embedded in traditions of 
mutual support radically challenges the 
way of thinking about architecture as 
well as how we live together. The text 
below brings together ideas presented by 
different contributors to the catalogues 
with the hope of keeping the dialogue 
alive beyond the Venice Biennale. 
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Under the modern project, collective 
and individual values are understood 
separately, competition instead of 
co-survival leads to progress, and 
civilization equals departure from 
nature (Konishi, Beyond). On the 
other hand, traditions of mutual 
support predate modern times 
when collective efforts were driven 
by shared values and non-hieratical 
relationships (Lorentzen, Theory). 
Mutual support belongs to the ‘never 
modern’ paradigm (Till, Beyond) 
where symbiotic relationships 
govern all living forms, be it human 
or nature (Konishi, Beyond). This 
makes architecture a process where 
everyone gets to contribute, starting 
from developing shared ideas on 
what is needed and how to realize 

those ideas, to the actual making and 
living with what has been built. It 
is a process of mutualism where an 
architect is one of many contributors, 
and critically, the agencies of those 
who give meanings to the building 
become central to the entire process. A 
common consciousness, or a form of 
solidarity, emerges through the process 
where traditional beliefs and practices 
foster trust and collective efforts are 
made possible through different skills 
and interests (Jaukkuri, Framework). 
It is a solidarity that stands on a 
common goal but also on individual 
differences. In this context, agency 
means the freedom of discovering and 
realizing one’s own way of taking part 
in symbiotic relationships (Konishi; 
Helguera, Beyond).
 

POLITICAL

BEYOND STRUCTURES OF MUTUAL SUPPORT
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↑ 01.04.2021 - The pieces of the 
library arriving Arsenale after being 
shipped from the Philippines.

BEYOND STRUCTURES OF MUTUAL SUPPORT
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Framing architecture as a process 
driven by symbiotic relationships 
has implications on the system 
of knowledge involved. When 
professionals like architects, engineers 
or contractors are the technical 
experts who solve problems for 
the people, the needs and interests 
of the people become inputs to be 
extracted and processed by experts 
(Curato, Framework; Till, Beyond). 
On the other hand, a non-hierarchical 
understanding of the knowledge 
system makes architects dependent on 
the knowledge of others, making their 
‘expertise’ just one part of the collective 
effort. Traditions of mutual support 
rely on multiple forms of knowledge, 
particularly tacit knowledge that is 
hard to put in words but which is 

recorded in memories through action 
(Jaukkuri, Framework). It is about 
people’s everyday experience of living 
in a place that embodies its historicity, 
culture and dependency to its 
surroundings. It belongs to a relational 
world where forms of knowing cannot 
be defined by a dualistic worldview 
that divides nature from culture and 
humans from non-humans (Aruga, 
Theory). Instead, knowledge on 
nature is acquired over time through 
incorporating its logic into the way of 
living and not by changing its logic to 
meet human needs (Konishi, Beyond).

KNOWLEDGE
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↑ 07.04.2021 - Reassembly of the 
structure within the space of the 
Philippine Pavilion.
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How can we harness different forms 
of knowledge in architectural practices 
when the influence of the modern 
project is so pervasive? Holding an 
open dialogue is a way to create a 
common consciousness or a mutual 
understanding of a situation and to 
be able to identify shared interests 
and aims (Jaukkuri, Framework). 
This requires skills to listen to others 
carefully and embrace different 
perspectives (Curato, Framework). But 
working with communities means 
stepping into entangled relationships 
with power imbalances stemming 
from differences in race, ethnicity, 
gender, age, land ownership, class, 
level of education and so on. There 
is also a ‘position bias’ that deems 
knowledge of professionals more 

relevant in architectural practices 
(Skotte, Framework). How can a 
shared understanding be created on a 
mutual basis when there are structural 
inequalities that make exercising 
one’s agency difficult? In practices 
of mutual support, a large part of 
the communication is done through 
action. Translating this approach into 
architectural practice brings light to 
different ways of expressing oneself. 
Through the process of making objects 
in collective efforts, it is possible 
to externalize different ideas and 
understandings into something that 
embodies a representation of a shared 
understanding. A new, critical and 
collective understanding of a situation 
could emerge through a collective 
analysis process.
 

COMMUNICATION

BEYOND STRUCTURES OF MUTUAL SUPPORT
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↑ 19.04.2021 - Image of the 
reconstruction of the library for the 
biennale.
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The practice of mutual support 
becomes particularly evident in times 
of hardships. A historical perspective 
of bayanihan demonstrates a strong 
co-relation between exposure to risks 
and dangers and reliance on mutual 
support (Bankoff, Theory). In the face 
of the covid-19 pandemic, the call for 
bayanihan became widespread in the 
Philippines and people responded 
with acts of social solidarity (Ladrido, 
Theory). But the practice can also 
be co-opted, particularly when it 
becomes a tool to mobilize people on 
inegalitarian terms (Furunes & Khadka, 
Theory). When we talk about mutual 
support, the intent is not to talk about 
collaboration in abstract terms, but to 
speak to and from people’s experience. 

CRITICAL 
PRAXIS

Whether it is bayanihan, dugnad or 
other traditions, they speak to people’s 
everyday experience, memories and 
stories that belong to them and the 
specific places. These traditions offer a 
new past, from which we can imagine 
new futures where our understanding 
of the world recognizes symbiotic 
relationships among all living beings 
(Konishi, Beyond). As Skotte says, 
“Architects could never on their own 
come up with a building that carries 
the traces of time, of past experiences, 
of spaces embodying meaning” 
(Framework). Practicing architecture 
through mutual support becomes a 
point of departure to talk about what it 
means to work together so that we can 
collectively answer the question, “How 
will we live together?”

BEYOND STRUCTURES OF MUTUAL SUPPORT
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Mutual support exists within a network 
of overlapping and intersecting 
discourses which all have their own 
cultural specificities. The modern 
project and climate change, mutualism 
and care, symbiogenesis and the never 
modern, socially engaged art and 
creative placemaking, and the ethics 
and relevance of the architectural 
profession are all interconnected ideas 
which challenges the ways architecture 
is practiced. At the same time, each 
idea enriches our efforts toward 
creating architectural practices that  
are rooted in different worldviews. 

The climate emergency demands an 
alternative to the modern project argues 
Jeremy Till. One such alternative could 
be what Sho Konishi calls symbiotic 
architecture. Through the lens of 
mutuality, Pablo Helguera explores 
public spaces, while Marisa Morán Jahn 
and Rafi Segal explore domestic and 
institutional spheres. Nabeel Hamdi and 
Hans Skotte call for a renewed focus 
on what architecture does with an 
understanding of mutuality.


