Critical Spatial Practices: Setting Out a Feminist Approach to some Modes and what Matters in

Architecture’

Setting Out

This essay sets out some modes and matters, which are a current feature of the work of a
wide range of practitioners and theorists from various disciplines, interested in feminism
and architecture. It is an attempt to describe — here and now — the quality of the
interdisciplinary encounter between architecture and feminism. The ‘here’ is defined by the
place of writing — my own position as an intellectual who travels but is located within the
academy in London, UK, and the ‘now’ by the time of writing — the end of the first decade of
the twenty-first century. My setting-out notes some characteristic modes of working for
feminists engaging with architecture, and in so doing also draws attention to specific
matters of concern. It is not intended to be an overview survey or a detailed analysis: but
rather to put in place some markers, which highlight several particular thematics and their
relation to one another. This setting out has therefore a certain precision, but also
selectivity: it describes work that | have encountered directly, right here, right now, and

which | consider to offer a critical feminist alternative to conventional architectural practice.

Before starting to set things out in the here and now, I'd like to take a step back to the there
and then, to 1999, to a collection of essays, which | co-edited with lain Borden and Barbara
Penner. This book, Gender, Space, Architecture, aimed to provide a detailed map of the shifts in
the debate around feminism and architecture over a forty-year period, from the 1970s, when
(arguably) feminist debate in architecture first emerged, to the 1990s, when discussions
concerning the relationship between gender and space gained theoretical strength in the
academy.? At that time there were a number of collections on gender, feminism and
architecture, all of them fascinating, but none of them providing an overview of the subject
area. Gender, Space, Architecture attempted to address that gap and provide an
interdisciplinary approach which located architecture’s relation with feminism (and vice versa
of course) in a broader territory which explicitly acknowledged the ways in which anthropology,
art history, cultural studies, film theory, geography, psychoanalysis and philosophy had
provided useful tools and models for critiquing architectural culture — design, theory and

history.

While the other edited collections of the time had in common a multifaceted nature, composed

of specially commissioned essays,*> Gender, Space, Architecture comprised a collection of



existing seminal texts organised both chronologically and thematically and structured into three
parts. ‘Section 1: Gender’ introduced key debates in the development of feminism, women’s
studies and gender theory over the past century. ‘Section 2: Gender, Space’ covered different
ways of thinking about these terms from alternative academic positions, such as anthropology,
cultural studies, geography, philosophy and psychoanalysis and the different ways that
gendered representations had been produced and received in different cultural and social
practices — including writing, painting and dwelling. ‘Section 3: Gender, Space, Architecture’
consisted of chapters largely drawn from inside the discipline of architecture which dealt with
considerations of different forms of architectural practice — design, history and theory. While
Sections 1 and 3 offered two historical perspectives on how feminist thinking had changed over
time, outside architecture, in the former, and then inside architecture, in the latter, Section 2
had a spatial rather than historical quality to its epistemological framework, and attempted to

map the variations in debate across the disciplines across space rather than through time.

Gender, Space, Architecture looked at the series of changes architecture’s engagement with
gender difference had undergone, from the earlier more overtly politicized discourse of
feminism(s), where some, taking a liberal position, argued for equal representation in
architecture, and others, taking a more radical approach, called for the overturning of the
patriarchal profession of architecture and its replacement in the 1990s by a new form of
feminist practice. Through the course of the 1990s feminist research in architecture itself
shifted understandings of the role of theory in architecture, from an early position where
theory tended to be generated from inside architecture and operate as a form of ‘how-to-do-it’
or design prescription, to a later position in which the theoretical tools came from outside
architecture, from critical theory, and offered possibilities for the critique of design
methodologies from intellectual positions generated elsewhere, connecting architecture not
only to production, but also to reproduction through representation, consumption,

appropriation and occupation.

The work of feminist architectural practices such as muf in the United Kingdom, to whom |
will return later, and the one-time Liquid Incorporated in the United States, strived to relate
feminist theory to architectural design, built practice to written text, and dealt with issues of
femininity and decoration, relations of looking and the materiality of fluids.” The drawn and
written projects of American architect and critic, Jennifer Bloomer were highly influential in

this respect.’



Bloomer’s work aimed to reveal the insufficiency of logical and rational structures such as
spoken language to explain the world, and instead brought into operation the irrational and
subversive elements in written texts — the feminine. Bloomer’s work demonstrated that the
feminine can be a radical element in architectural practice. Drawing parallels between the
creation of a building, assumed to be a clean act of control and precision, and the mess of
childbirth, Bloomer questioned the gender of creativity. Through her dirty drawings and her
incorporation of parts of the female anatomy — breasts, milk, fluids, blood, hatching, udders
— into architecture, Bloomer generated a critique of the sterility of the architectural drawing
process. The feminine in her work was to be found in the so-called slippage of words, for
example, the term ‘big jugs’ placed within an architectural context, suggested many things,
including large breasts, but also the role of the feminine and female body as a container or
empty signifier used to represent patriarchal ideologies. This type of feminist work
influenced a number of other architectural design projects, which, drawing on theoretical
concerns, stimulated new forms of design, from the choosing of site to the articulation of

services.®

Another important aspect of feminist work in architecture in the late 1990s which also
tested architecture’s professional and disciplinary boundaries, was demonstrated through
the projects of architects who developed an artistic aspect of their practice, such as Maya
Lin, or collaborated with artists and other spatial practitioners in the public spaces of the
city.” Collaborating with those operating through other modes of spatial practice, for
example in dance, film, art and writing, provided architecture with new feminist spatial
tactics and strategies, where the role of audience, user and critic became increasingly vital

to the construction of subjectivity through aesthetic and spatial processes.

Feminist French philosopher Luce Irigaray has argued that if women are not speaking
subjects in the existing symbolic order, then the only way for women to represent
themselves is through an acknowledgement of this condition — through mimicking or
parodying their objectified position.® Architect Elizabeth Diller addressed this issue through a
project, which showed how feminist critiques of women’s role as domestic labourers could
be used to inspire creativity in architecture.’ Diller’s project involved a complex
choreography, where, by performing a series of folding movements similar to origami a

number of shirts were ironed into perfectly useless forms. This project can be understood as



a parody of the precision of housework and a reworking of the skills of the housewife for a

new function: feminist architectural design.

In working across the boundary between theory and practice, and between architecture and
other disciplines, these significant and influential feminist projects of the 1990s point to certain
matters of concern, specifically critiques of disciplinary boundaries and procedures informed by
a political concern with subjectivity. Their work suggests new modes of enquiry and action,
which have since been developed through current endeavors, moving from providing a
gendered analysis of architecture and its multiple forms of representation, to the production of
work inside and outside the academy where subjects, selves and spaces are understood to be

performed and constructed rather than simply represented.

It is over a decade now since the publication of Gender, Space, Architecture, and it is clear that
much has changed. The rise of interdisciplinary and practice-led research in the UK,
accompanied by a more general shift in focus from theory to practice, has produced a state of
play where the work of contemporary feminist practitioners interested in architecture is
located at sites of encounter between different spatial disciplines. Such work highlights an
interest not only in the end product, but in the process of design itself, pointing to the
importance of the dialogue between theory and practice in architecture. In Gender, Space,
Architecture | called this mode of operation, ‘feminist architectural praxis’, but here | am more
interested in thinking about the feminist characteristics of critical spatial practice, for two
reasons. First, because the emphasis on interdisciplinary perspective needs to be strengthened
in order to accommodate the various forms of emergent criticality in contemporary feminism,
and for me the term ‘spatial’ signifies a more expanded field than ‘architectural’. Second,
because the term ‘praxis’ has a very precise technical meaning in Marxist literature, and
although | do want to retain a critique of capitalism here, | feel more comfortable using the
phrase ‘critical practice’, which also draws on a Marxist tradition, but that of the revisionist
work of the early Frankfurt School, whose practice of ‘critical theory’ as a reflective and

emancipatory activity | go on to discuss in more depth below.

This essay will now go on to set out in more detail certain feminist aspects of contemporary
critical spatial practice. | will suggest that specific terms and concepts, processes and modes of
analytic enquiry and interpretation, as well as aspects of critical and creative production appear

across the work of a wide range of feminist practitioners in and outside architecture. So



following this introduction and the subsequent definition of the term critical spatial practice,
the essay offers an account of five thematics | have noted in the current dialogue between
feminism and architecture, which | consider to characterize a particularly feminist approach to
critical spatial practice, and which feature as the location of original new research in academe

and the profession: collectivity, interiority, alterity, performativity, materiality.

Critical Spatial Practice

If the past decade has seen a flourishing of activity in feminism and architecture, driven by
interdisciplinary concerns, then one of the changes in knowledge and understanding this has
produced has been a rethinking of the role of theory, from a tool of analysis to a mode of
practice in its own right. | use the term ‘theory’ here not to refer to modes of enquiry in
science through either induction or deduction but rather to critical theory,™ specifically
because critical theories are forms of knowledge which are ‘reflective’ rather than
‘objectifying’ and take into account their own procedures and methods; they aim neither to
prove a hypothesis nor prescribe a particular methodology or solution to a problem but to
offer self-reflective modes of thought that seek to change the world.* | find it helpful to
extend the key qualities of ‘critical theory’ encapsulated by the Frankfurt School to include
the work of feminists and others whose thinking is also self-critical and desirous of social

change — who seek to transform rather than simply describe.™

In a fascinating conversation between philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Michel Foucault that
took place in 1972, Deleuze reveals quite directly, though certainly abstractly, how he
comprehends a ‘new relation between theory and practice’. Rather than understanding
practice as an application of theory or as the inspiration for theory, Deleuze suggests that
these ‘new relationships appear more fragmentary and partial’,"* and discusses their
relationship in terms of what he calls ‘relays’: ‘Practice is a set of relays from one theoretical
point to another, and theory is a relay from one practice to another. No theory can develop

without eventually encountering a wall, and practice is necessary for piercing this wall.”**

The Deleuzian view of the relationship between theory and practice as fragmentary and
partial resonates with key concerns of a feminist approach to critical spatial practice, as does
his notion that theory is ‘not for itself’: ‘A theory is exactly like a box of tools. ... It must be
useful. It must function. And not for itself. If no one uses it, beginning with the theoretician

himself (who then ceases to be a theoretician), then the theory is worthless or the moment



is inappropriate.”™ Much feminist practice in architecture and other related spatial
disciplines, sometimes with explicit reference to Deleuze, has developed ways of working
with the ‘useful’ aspect of theory, not necessarily from a pragmatic point of view, or in the
mode of application, but rather through the practice of theory in a speculative manner —
proactive and inventive. Deleuze notes that in its encounter with ‘obstacles, walls and
blockages’ theory requires transformation into another discourse to ‘eventually pass to a
different domain’.® In The Point of Theory, cultural historians and theorists, Mieke Bal and
Inge E. Boer, also point to the productive aspects of theory, and argue that theory is a way of

‘thinking through the relations between areas’ and ‘a way of interacting with objects’:"’

‘Theory’ only makes sense as an attitude; otherwise the generalization of the very
concept of ‘theory’ is pointless. Part of that attitude is the endorsement of
interdisciplinarity, of the need to think through the relations between areas where a
specific theory can be productive, and of the need to think philosophically about

even the most practical theoretical concepts, so-called ‘tools’.*®

This transformational passage, of ‘passing from one domain to another’ (Deleuze) or
‘thinking through the relations between areas’ (Bal and Boer), offers the potential for
change, and the possibility that an encounter with ‘an other’ brings; and as such has been
and continues to be a key inspiration for a feminist project which combines critique and

production.

A fascination with the critical, political and ethical possibilities of interdisciplinarity as the
site of exchange between theory and practice has been the key stimulus to the work of
many feminists. Over the past ten years this term’s status has changed dramatically, from
occupying the margins, to currently taking up centre stage of government and funding body
discourse in the UK at least, in ways, which sometimes bear little relation to the site of its
genesis. So it is worth saying a little bit here about how | understand the nature of
feminism’s affinity with interdisciplinarity and how this relates to the critical derivation of

this term.

In both academic and arts-based contexts, the term interdisciplinarity is often used
interchangeably with multidisciplinarity, but | understand the terms to mean quite different

things. Multidisciplinarity research for me describes a way of working where a number of



disciplines are present but maintain their own distinct identities and ways of doing things;
whereas in interdisciplinarity research individuals operate between, across and at the edge
of their disciplines and in so doing question the ways in which they usually work. This can
occur when one individual’s work moves from one discipline to another, and it can also
occur in collaborative work when individuals from different disciplines work with one
another getting closely engaged in the procedures and ideologies and structure each other’s

research paradigms in order to question and develop them.

It is possible to describe this kind of work as having a spatial patterning (in terms of critical
spatial practice) that prioritizes horizontal actions (surveying a field, examining the fissures,
boundaries, folds, overlaps, tears and rips — the points where disciplines come apart, and the
places where they come together) over the vertical procedures favoured by traditional
research (going in depth into a subject). | have often understood my own work in terms of
what it means to travel outside my discipline into another in order to provide a new vantage

point, a chance to understand one discipline from the perspective offered by another.

In exploring questions of method or process that discussions of interdisciplinarity and the
relationship between theory and practice inevitably bring to the fore, Julia Kristeva has

argued for the construction of ‘a diagonal axis’:

Interdisciplinarity is always a site where expressions of resistance are latent.
Many academics are locked within the specificity of their field: that is a fact .. ..
the first obstacle is often linked to individual competence, coupled with a
tendency to jealously protect one’s own domain. Specialists are often too
protective of their own prerogatives, do not actually work with other
colleagues, and therefore do not teach their students to construct a diagonal

axis in their methodology.*

In my view, engaging with this diagonal axis demands that we call into question what we
normally take for granted, that we question our methodologies, the way we do things, and

our terminologies, the words we give to the things we do.

The construction of ‘a diagonal axis’ is necessarily a difficult business. Kristeva’s phrase

‘expressions of resistance’ points to the unconscious operations at work in interdisciplinary



practice.” And cultural theorist Homi Bhabha also describes the encounter between
disciplines in psychoanalytic terms as an ‘ambivalent movement between pedagogical and
performative address’ — suggesting that we are both attracted by and fearful of the

interdisciplinary.”

It is precisely for this reason that | am a passionate advocate for interdisciplinarity; because
interdisciplinary projects are for me both ethical and political — interdisciplinary work is
difficult — not only critically and intellectually, but also emotionally and psychically. In
demanding that we exchange what we know for what we don’t know, and give up the safety
of competence for the dangers of inability, the transformational experience of
interdisciplinary work produces a potentially destabilising engagement with dominant

power structures allowing the emergence of new and often uncertain forms of knowledge.

The aim of such work is to question dominant processes that seek to control intellectual and
creative production, and instead generate new resistant forms and modes of knowledge and
understanding. It seems to me that this is why an interdisciplinary approach, as | have
defined it here, is crucial for feminism. Interdisciplinarity does not, | argue, reflect a desire to
work to existing standards, rather it is the kind of transformative activity that intellectual

and creative life requires to critique and question such ‘norms’.

It is only through the interdisciplinary, that the opposition between history/theory/criticism (or
activities which write about architecture) and design (or activities which produce architecture)
can be reformulated as an interaction or productive exchange. Within academia, the rise in
what has been termed ‘practice-led/-based research’®” as well as the influence of the writings
of Henri Lefebvre and Michel de Certeau on spatial practice, has produced an understanding of
practice as a process which occurs not only through the design of buildings but also through the
activities of using, occupying and experiencing them, and through the mode of writing and
imaging used to describe, analyze and interrogate them. This has allowed architectural design
to be understood in a more extended way, and has thus opened architecture out to fascinating
engagements with other creative disciplines, particularly art, design, film, performance, poetics,
theatre. At the same time, the realm of professional architectural practice has seen the rise of
collaborative and interdisciplinary work across art and architecture, where the constructing of
relationships between disciplines and a focus on the process as well as the product of design

has started to play a key role and shape debate in the shaping of the public realm.



In Michel de Certeau’s discussion of spatial practices, he uses the terms strategy and tactic.
For de Certeau, strategies seek to create places that conform to abstract models; whereas
tactics do not obey the laws of places.”®> While for Henri Lefebvre, spatial practices, along
with representations of space and spaces of representation, form a trialectical model where
space is produced through three inter-related modes.** For Lefebvre, spatial practices can be
understood in terms of perception and representations of space in terms of conception.
Lefebvre also makes a careful distinction between representations of space and spaces of
representation; the first he sees as operations which involve a systematized set of abstract
and dominant codes, the second as the spaces of resistance, where invention and

imagination flourish.

It is possible to draw connections between de Certeau’s strategies and Lefebvre’s
representations of space on the one hand, and de Certeau’s tactics and Lefebvres’ spaces of
representation on the other, and suggest a distinction between those practices (strategies) that
operate to maintain and reinforce existing social and spatial orders, and those practices (tactics)
that seek to critique and question them. | favour such a distinction and have called the latter —
‘critical spatial practice’ — a term which serves to describe both everyday activities and creative

practices which seek to resist the dominant social order of global corporate capitalism.”

In the context of this particular collection of essays, it is pertinent now to consider whether
there is a set of particular qualities, which together or apart might characterize a specifically
feminist approach to critical spatial practice. | suggest that the following five themes —
collectivity, interiority, alterity, materiality, performativity — start to hint at the subject matters
that resonate with feminists as well as modes of operation that feature strongly in a

predominantly feminist mode of spatial practice.

Collectivity

[insert image 2.1]

In Hanley, in 1998, muf won an open competition set up by Stoke City Council with the

Public Art Commissioning Agency. muf’s brief was to make a lifting barrier to prevent illegal

traffic entering Hanley town centre as part of a larger urban regeneration project. In



dialogue with the council planner at an initial stage of the project, the brief was opened out
to reveal how ‘art can contribute to a safer, more social environment’.?® The proposal was to
make two ceramic benches in close collaboration with Armitage Shanks from a design
generated by muf. The Stoke area has a strong tradition of ceramic production, today
branching out into sanitary ware, and this was the inspiration for the design of the bench,
ceramic patterned with oversized fragments of a blue dinner plate design positioned among
white birches and roses. Projected overhead, in close physical proximity to the benches, a
video showing portraits of people’s faces, was a documentation of the design process and
underscored the benches’ role in tracing the relationships between the various people who
produced the work, as well as their position as prompts for future conversations between
those who lived and worked around them about the site and its culture of ceramic
production: ‘We wanted to reveal this as the place where the hands of the person you sit
next to on a bus or pass in the street are the hands of the person who shaped the plate from

which you eat your dinner.’”’

As an architectural practice, muf’s work, also included elsewhere in this book, has made
influential and inspirational contributions to feminist architecture over the past twenty
years, while never (at least almost never!) referring to themselves as feminists. There was a
period in the first decade of the twenty-first century when muf was frequently criticized in
mainstream architectural discourse for not producing any ‘architecture’, but this was
because the discourse was unable to recognize architecture as the production of anything
other than stand alone object-buildings. muf’s very mode of operation continues to evolve
and invent new feminist approaches to critical spatial practice precisely because its way of
working is itself a critique of architectural design methodologies that emphasize form and
object making. muf’s working method highlights the importance of exchange across art and
architecture, the participation of users in the design process and the importance of
collaborating with other producers. For muf, the architectural design process is not an
activity that leads to the making of a product, but is rather the location of the work itself. As
one architect member of muf comments in reference to an artist colleague: ‘There is a sharp
contrast with what Katherine [Clarke] has taught me — that the conclusion is unknown — with

the deceptive reassurances of architects who begin by describing a conclusion.’”®

muf’s methodology is established out of a critique of the brief, and through the ensuing

development of a dialogue between clients, artists, architects and various other material



fabricators, between those who produce the work and those who use it. In architecture, to
position a building as a ‘methodology’ rather than as the end result of the method or
process that makes a building, is a radical proposition. This approach to practice, that the
process is the product, is familiar to those working in the field of fine art, for whom the
terms ‘social sculpture’ and ‘relational aesthetics’ are common place, and where it is not
hard to consider the making of relationships or the processes of materialization to convey
aesthetic values, but architecture and other built environment disciplines are still challenged
by the idea that aesthetic values might not only be object-driven but also related to time,
process and subjectivity.”’ There are many collectives current in art practice, but although,
perhaps because, architecture is produced by numerous people, the collaborative qualities
of design tend to be normalized as part of day-to-day practice, and are rarely raised as part
of a critical discourse.* In the 1970s and 1980s there was evidence of socialist design build
collectives which operated to critique the capitalism system of building production, the
feminist architectural cooperative Matrix was part of this tradition at its outset.*' The early
1990s saw the rise of various practices, such as muf, but also fat and Fluid, which highlighted
their collaborative intent by choosing non-proper nouns as names to challenge the use of
the name if the leading director as usual single architectural signature of authorship, and
currently there are in operation at least two fascinating versions of a particularly feminist

collective practice: FATALE and taking place.*

Interiority

[insert image 2.2]

The philosophy of deconstruction developed by Jacques Derrida has allowed us to critique
binary thinking and understand how the hierarchical relationship often assigned to two
terms in a pair is not natural or pre-given but a social construction that can change according
to how we are positioned. In a binary model, everything that one is, the other cannot be,
thus limiting the possibility of thinking of two terms together. Such a model operates
hierarchically, where one of the two terms is placed in a dominant position. Derrida’s project
aims to expose the ways in which binary systems allow things to be only ‘like’ or ‘not like’
the dominant category and replaces such prevailing intellectual norms with new
formulations.®® The radical move deconstruction offers is to think ‘both/and’ rather than

‘either/or’, putting deferrals and differences into play and suggesting instead



‘undecideability’ and slippage.** Feminist theorist Diane Elam has observed that Derrida’s
understanding of ‘undecideability’ is not indeterminate but rather a ‘determinate oscillation
between possibilities’ and argues that by refusing to choose between one and another such

a position offers a political potential.*®

Feminist critique has been particularly effective in mobilizing the possibilities of Derridean
deconstruction in architecture, to allow a thorough and ongoing critique of a number of binary
oppositions, but most specifically the separate spheres or the ‘public-private’ division of
gendered space manifest in different cultures at various historical periods. This work has drawn
attention to the spaces both marginalized within gendered binaries in mainstream architectural
discourse such as the domestic and the interior, and/or positioned as the term which exceeds
such a binary distinction, such as the margin, the between, the everyday, the heterotopic and

the abject.*®

The interior and the domestic have been perhaps the most thoroughly explored of these ‘other
spaces’ as they have both been directly associated with the private sphere, and as such
subordinated to the public city, in both patriarchal and capitalist cultures, and within the
discourse of modernity. There is a huge feminist literature, which critiques the separate
spheres, and revalues the private sphere, but what is significant in this newer work, is the lack
of defensive positioning. The arguments are not necessarily fore grounded in the separate
spheres debate, nor launched from a specifically feminist position, and often forge alliances

with texts that are not part of the feminist lineage.*’

The research on the interior has a different resonance, with, | think, a unique set of reasons
surrounding its current emergence. First, the newfound confidence of interior design or interior
architecture, a professional and academic discipline, which has long been marginalized in
relation to architecture.®® Mark Taylor and Julieanna Preston’s reader Intimus, for example,
sketches out an intellectual context for interior design and architecture, which celebrates its
difference from the main stream profession, and in so doing draws on a rich and far more
densely textured field of reference.* Preston’s own work as an architecture-artist engages with
the interior through a wonderfully rich range of sculptural work, which has transformed
through several stages, one of which involved physically working into standard modularized

building materials to reveal their unique and often sensual interiors.



Second, the interior — as has been pointed out by Charles Rice — is both a space and an image,*

and as Rice so eloquently discusses, its emergence in the bourgeois culture of late-nineteenth
century Europe, links it closely to the birth of psychoanalysis as a discipline. This is a subject
explored in relation to writing practice by both Diane Fuss and Victoria Rosner.*! The
significance of current interest in the interior might then be understood then in terms of the
position it occupies as the site of convergence between space and subjectivity, place and

psyche.

In visual and spatial culture, feminists have drawn extensively on psychoanalytic theory to
further understand relationships between the spatial politics of internal psychical figures
and external cultural geographies.*” The field of psychoanalysis explores these various
thresholds and boundaries between private and public, inner and outer, subject and object,
personal and social in terms of a complex understanding of the relationship between
‘internal’ and ‘external’ space. The work of Elizabeth Grosz and Steve Pile has been
particularly influential in this area,® as have the writings of key Australian feminist
philosophers, such as Moira Gatens and Genevieve Lloyd, whose thinking has revealed, from
a feminist perspective, the spatial qualities of mainstream philosophy. One of the most
interesting forms of critical spatial practice emerging today continues this feminist challenge
to conventional spatial epistemologies, and located in Australia, seeks to forge relations
between the separated professions of interior and landscape architecture. Informed perhaps
by the extent of Australia’s own enormous interior landmass, as well as its rich feminist
traditions in philosophy and in public/land art, this extraordinarily creative vein of practice
considers both ‘the interior’ as a form of landscape, but also external landscapes and masses

to have interior qualities.**

Alterity

[insert image 2.3]

The 1990s saw a rise in the relevance and pertinence of identity politics focusing on class,
gender, race, ethnicity, and sexuality. Emerging through, and at times diverging from, this
discourse, has been the work of post-structuralist feminists, which has been particularly
important for architecture in offering metaphorical insights through their focus on location.

In this work new ways of knowing and being have been discussed in spatial terms,



developing conceptual and critical tools such as ‘situated knowledge’ and ‘standpoint
theory’ to examine the inter-relations between location, identity and knowledge.* The
groundbreaking personal/poetic writing of black women such as bell hooks is seminal here,
as well as the work of Rosi Braidotti who exemplifies this beautifully, for her the figure of the
‘nomadic subject’ describes not only a spatial state of movement, but also an

epistemological condition, a kind of knowingness (or unknowingness) that refuses fixity.*®

This subtle understanding of position as physical, emotional and ideological, and difference
as multiple rather than binary, well as a diversified knowledge of the role of colonializing
practices/discourses, is present in new understandings of positioned knowledge from a
range of post-structuralist feminists as Seyla Benhabib, Sue Best, Rosalyn Diprose, Jane Flax,
Moira Gatens, Sandra Harding, Elspeth Probyn, Linda Nicholson, Andrea Nye, Gayatri Spivak.
As this work makes clear, identities are contingent and situated, and constructed in
response to particular times and places, the notion of gender difference as essentialist —as a
historical and ageographical — has been thoroughly critiqued. Many of those with an
Anglophone perspective have been wary of the ‘feminine’ for its association with biological
essentialism, but for those with a training in continental philosophy and in the French
language, it is clear that the ‘feminine’ is not only biological but also cultural, and has been
associated with the other, lack (following Jacques Lacan), and the is located as the site of
difference itself (Derrida). The feminine is a term which allows an engagement with
aesthetic experience and as one feminist critic has suggested, can the role of females in

producing architectural space be examined without recourse to the ‘feminine’?*’

An important and timely volume, Altering Practices, edited by Doina Petrescu and published in
2007 focuses the debate around feminism and architecture around the ‘poetics and politics of
the feminine’.*® In taking account of the feminine, rather than, or at least as well as, the
feminist, essays in this book acknowledge the role of aesthetics as well as ethics, form as well as
function, in architecture, turning the focus to the processes through which practices of space
are gendered. The volume originates in a conference held between L’Ecole d’Architecture Paris
Villemin and L’Ecole Nationale Superieure des Beaux Arts in 1999 in Paris, under the title of
Alterities. The focus on the other, and within the book the development of an understanding of
practices which aim to change, transform or alter — as forms of practicing ‘otherwise’ or

‘otherhow’ — evidences the diverse range of feminist work current in architecture in a clear,

articulate and political way. Petrescu’s own practice as an architect with aaa (atelier



d’architecture autogérée), and the ECObox project based in the La Chapelle area of Paris, is
trans-disciplinary, locally focused and works to produce small ecological and cultural changes

on a micro level in the community.*

The question of alterity and difference taken up and explored by feminists, draws on the
important work done in post-colonial theory. In architecture, research in this area has
transformed from ‘critical regionalism’ into a more profoundly politicized and radical arena.
Although Felipe Hernandez’s work does not deal explicitly with gender, it is of importance in
that he has chosen to develop the critical concept of ‘transculturation’ generated by the Cuban
anthropologist, Fernando Ortiz, in the early 1940s, in relation to his own research on Latin
American architecture, as a pointedly political alternative to the more usual use of the ‘holy
trinity’ of Homi Bhabha, Edward Said and Gayatri Spivak, whose theoretical writings are the
backbone of postcolonial studies, yet whose own locational positions are rarely taken into
account. For Hernandez, the use of a critical concept generated in the Caribbean, is an
important part of his project, which raises the issue of the location of post -colonial theory in
architecture.” Lilian Chee’s work attempts to ‘locate’ research practice by bringing together
both feminist and post-colonial discussions of difference through her invention of ‘spider
writing” as a new form of architectural history which grows out of an ‘intimate encounter’ with

the postcolonial site of the Raffle’s Hotel, Singapore.*

Lesley Lokko has addressed issues of black identity in her edited book White Papers, Black
Marks: Architecture, Race, Culture’ which holds fast to a strong sense of desire for political
change while recognizing the often contingent and situated conditions of race and identity >
This collection is subdivided into three sections by scale: ‘1: 125,000 — Urban Angles’, ‘1: 1250-
Displacement/Diaspora’, ‘1:1 — One on One’. Scale operates from the macro to the micro in
terms of the physical scale of the practices described, from strategic planning and policy making
to architectural details and small-scale art projects. Scale also describes a differential mapping
of subjectivity, from the huge distances covered by movements of migration created through
colonialisation and subsequent diasporic displacements, to the close-up proximity of more
intimate relationships. Such shifts of scale also operate within many of the chapters
themselves. For example, in Ana Betancour’s and Peter Hasdell’s discussion of tango, the
intimate spatial tension between two dancers is used a way of exploring the interactions of
colonized and colonizer in the urban history of Buenos Aires. In Feleccia Davis’ chapter, the

artist’s small-scale critical art interventions in Manhattan make visible much broader cultural



histories in the development of New York, previously embedded in the urban fabric. This spatial
structuring device demonstrates the book’s main aim: the bringing of architectural modes of
operation, the use of scale as a mode of knowing, into the very writing of urban and
architectural history and theory. This is evidence of the spatialisation of the discipline not just in
content but also in form. White Papers, Black Marks is a highly creative text, where differences
of race are shown to be intrinsic to architecture, and where architectural thinking — or at least

spatial thinking — informs the very ways in which we understand racial difference.

The veil and the associated practice of purdah, >* which involves separating and hiding
women through clothing and architecture — veils, screens and walls — from the public male
gaze, have in many ways occupied a key position in recent debates around gender and space
in post-colonial studies. The origins of purdah are highly debated culturally, religiously and
geographically,>® connected to class as well as gender,>® and have provoked much
controversy, especially in feminism.?® In an account of arguments for and against the veil
raised in early twentieth-century Egypt in response to the publication in 1899 of Qassim
Amin's Tahrir AI-Mar'a (The Liberation of Woman), feminist cultural historian Leila Ahmed
argues that in identifying the veil as a tool of female oppression, feminism has, perhaps
unwittingly, along with anthropology, played the role of ‘handmaid’ to colonialism.>” In using
the veil to represent Muslim culture as backward, the aim of unveiling women in order to
liberate them from repression, has operated as the mode of justification for one patriarchal
culture to possess another. This is an attitude and practice witnessed historically, for
example, in the French colonization of Algeria, where, as Ahmed quotes from Franz Fanon’s
A Dying Colonialism (1967), ‘the occupier was bent on unveiling Algeria’.”® More recently
unveiling was given as one of the reasons to justify the invasion of Afghanistan by today’s
crusaders — the United States, the United Kingdom and their allies — to depose a regime,

which, as well as supporting terrorists, also oppressed women through its use of the veil.

The rise in interest in the veil through cultural forms — film and literature — has increased
dramatically since the western invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq.”® Iranian director Moshen
Makhmalbaf’s film Kandahar (2001) tells the story of an Afghan woman journalist living in
Canada who travels back to Afghanistan when her sister writes from Kandahar to say she is
going to kill herself before the next solar eclipse. The female protagonist’s journey is at
times filmed from behind the burqga she is wearing, offering western audiences a view out

from the inside of the veil, so reversing the usual media representation of the camera



imaging a covered faceless figure.®® And it is the disguise offered by the veil in Yasmina
Khadra’s The Swallows of Kabul, that allows the central characters — two Afghan women —to
change positions unnoticed and dramatically alter the narrative as agents of their own
history.®! Describing how under the Taliban regime, in Shia areas such as Herat, in western
Afghanistan, women’s lives were the most oppressed, Christina Lamb’s The Sewing Circles of
Heart discovers how, in order for women writers to read, share ideas and study banned
foreign literature, they had to meet under the guise of sewing groups, such as the Golden
Needle Sewing Circle.®?But these stories told from ‘behind the veil’ are often authored by
those who have not experienced this reality directly, extending the problem of the western-
dominated representation of the veil in the media, which in Christina Noelle-Karimi’s
opinion has rendered Afghan women faceless and voiceless: the veil obscures their faces;
while others tell their stories,® returning us to a key question for feminism and architecture:

what does it mean to intervene, to write, to design for an another, or on their behalf?

Performativity

[insert image 2.4]

The insights of psychoanalysis, or the exploration of one’s relation to another, have slowly
but surely infused architectural theory in recent years, destabilizing understandings of both
the boundaries of the subject of architecture and the researching subject him/herself,
placing emphasis on the performance of subjectivities and sexualities. The differing impact
of the theoretical insights concerning the relationship between subjects, objects and spaces,
emerging out of the writings of Sigmund Freud, Jacques Lacan, Julia Kristeva and Luce
Irigaray, and their interpreters in philosophy and cultural geography have been highly
influential in engendering a shift in architectural theory which has (finally) begin to take

guestions around subjectivity seriously.

Although architecture has been informed by psychoanalysis at the level of theoretical
interpretation of buildings, images and texts, what is new in the feminist work in this area, is
the degree to which understandings of subjectivity are informing the position of the writing
subject and construction of the theoretical texts themselves. The level of self-reflectivity in
architectural debate lags behind other disciplines, namely art and literature.®® Although,

there has been, in architecture, some degree of exploration of the relation between



criticism, history and theory, ® there has been, to my knowledge, very little explicit
discussion of the situated-ness of the critic herself, and therefore the relation between
criticism and practice. The Critical Architecture conference, which | co-organised at the

Bartlett School of Architecture in 2004, aimed to address this relation.®®

In the ‘Architecture-Writing’ session of the conference | was keen to bring the debate on art-
writing, which informed my own practice of ‘site-writing’ into architectural criticism. The
possibilities opened up for criticism by art-writing engage closely with debates around the
relationship between theory and critical practice in the visual and spatial arts. But what
happens when such ideas are taken into architectural criticism? Are such concepts and
creative modes of production derived from elsewhere seen to be as relevant to architecture
as those generated within the discipline itself? For some, interdisciplinary debate is a
distraction: critical enquiry and architectural production are relevant only when they emerge
out of architecture itself.*’ ‘Travelling concepts’ are indispensable,®® they allow us to
challenge assumptions internal to disciplines and to re-think, in this instance, what
architecture is, what it might be and how we might think, write and make buildings critically.
This is not to ignore the particularity of the context in which architectural criticism is located
—the architectural profession — but to return to it, having been transformed through ideas

experienced somewhere else.

In my own work | have begun to recognize how movements of exchange between
disciplinary sites creates a spatial pattern — moving outside a discipline to a new one from
which it is possible to review the mechanisms of operation of a former discipline, before
returning in order to suggest alternative modes of enquiry. Although my aim has been
constant, | have sought to make manifest the position of the writing subject and her choice
of objects of study and subject matters, processes of intellectual enquiry and creative
production; my methods have transformed from the more literal attempt to produce a
feminist Marxist architectural history to current work which is more lateral and
metaphoric.® It was through the process of writing Art and Architecture: A Place Between —
a theorised study of projects that occupy places between art and architecture and which |
call critical spatial practice — that | came to understand how my position between art,
architecture and theory was constantly changing and that this migratory aspect of the
research influenced my interpretative accounts. | concluded Art and Architecture by arguing

that criticism is a form of situated practice in its own right, one that is critical and spatial.”



This new work explores the position of the author, not only in relation to theoretical ideas,

art objects, and architectural spaces, but also to the site of writing itself.

‘Site-Writing’ is what happens when discussions concerning site-specificity extend to involve
art criticism, and the spatial qualities of the writing become as important in conveying
meaning as the content of the criticism.”* Conceptual concerns frame my argument for the
spatialisation of criticism as a form of critical spatial practice, but the criticism operates as a
form of practice, where site-writings transform over time depending on their specific
locations.’”” My suggestion is that this kind of criticism or critical spatial writing, in operating
as a mode of practice in its own right, questions the terms of reference that relate the critic
to the work positioned ‘under’ critique. This is an active writing, composed of a constellation
of voices that spatially structure the text, constructing as well as tracing the sites of relation

between critic and work.

Feminists in cultural, literary and post-colonial criticism, such as Héléne Cixous and Gloria
Anzaldua, have woven the autobiographical into the critical in their texts, combining poetic
writing with theoretical analysis to articulate hybrid voices.”* A ‘voice’ in criticism can be
objective and subjective, distant and intimate. From the close-up to the glance, from the
caress to the accidental brush, such an approach to the writing of criticism can draw on
spaces as they are remembered, dreamed and imagined, as well as observed, in order to
take into account the critic’s position in relation to a work and challenge criticism as a form
of knowledge with a singular and static point of view located in the here and now. Mieke
Bal’s exploration of the critic’s ‘engagement’ with art explores this territory in art history, as
someone coming from literary criticism; her interest in narrative opens up ways of thinking

about subject positions in criticism.”*

In architecture, Guiliana Bruno, another interdisciplinary traveller, moving this time from
film criticism to architecture, also points to the situated nature of writing about architecture,
outlining both a personal journey in the introduction to her Atlas of Emotion, as well as
suggest that the book itself adopts a spatial structure.” Rather than write about the work, |
am interested in how the critic constructs his or her writing in relation to and in dialogue
with the work. The focus on the preposition here allows a direct connection to be made

between the positional and the relational.”®



The work of Katja Grillner and her colleague Rolf Hughes, and one-time students, now
colleagues, Katerina Bonnevier and Malin Zimm, at KTH, Stockholm, has been developing in
similar directions. Interestingly Grillner when links the two words — architecture and writing
— she does it the other way around: “Writing Architecture’, not architecture-writing.”” What
difference does it make if one word comes before another, or if a preposition, for example,
‘for’, ‘with’, ‘to’, is inserted between the two terms?’® And what of the hyphen? This small
line that brings the architecture and writing into close proximity allows us to think of one in
relation to the other, but also creates a hybrid form. It is important that we focus here on
this insignificant point of conjunction, on such a tiny detail as the hyphen, to demonstrate
the importance of the decisions we make in designing the position of words — writing
constructs as well as reflects meaning. The role of writing as a form of practice in its own
right, has been explored by Hughes in his discussion of the prose poem as a hybrid genre
which combines critical and creative writing practices and in relation to what is called
practice-led or based research.”’ Bonnevier operates a performative writing which stages

theoretical analysis and historical research to re-examine queer space.®

The discipline of performance studies is increasingly becoming a central reference point for
feminists writing in architecture, mainly because it is within performance practice, including
theatre, that one finds the conceptual depth to the thinking-through of ‘performativity’.
Here | want to make particular reference to the collaborative work of feminist practitioners,
such as Dorita Hannah (performance designer and scenographer) and Carol Burns (dancer
and choregrapher) and their consideration of the relation of the female body to architecture
through performance,®! but also the more broadly based approach of performance writing,
generated out of the MA with that name operating at Dartington College in the 1990s, and
also the speculative work of theorists and practitioners based in academic settings in the UK

today.®

The autobiographical approach to Peggy Phelan’s commentaries on performance art have
developed a mode of writing criticism that declares its own performativity and the presence
of the body of the critic in the writing as ‘marked’.?* In drawing attention to the conditions
of its own making at the level of the signifier, not only the signified, much autobiographical
writing is performative. In Della Pollock’s highly informative discussion of the key qualities of
performance writing, she includes being subjective, as well as evocative, metonymic,

nervous, citational and consequential as exceptional aspects of this type of writing.* And in



Gavin Butt’s edited volume The End of Criticism, the attempt by critics and practitioners to

‘renew criticism’s energies’ within fine art occurs specifically through a ‘theatrical turn’.®

Across the arena of experimental and critical writing, new possibilities are being invented,
usually performative, which question the distanced objectivity of academic writing styles.®
This includes artists producing text-based works,®” writers exploring the poetics of
criticism,®® as well as performance writers,® poet-artist practitioners,’® and philosophers
who question subjectivity through alternative visual writing forms.** Spatial practitioners can
draw inspiration from this intensely creative and theoretically rigorous strand of speculative
criticism, yet within it there is also a very particular focus for those engaged in architecture:
to enhance writing’s spatial qualities and in so doing to explore the ‘position’ of the writer
through the spatial and material qualities of the text. In architecture there is a growing
feminist interest in the critical, interdisciplinary performative qualities of writing, as a form
of materialized philosophy, in the work of Hélene Frichot and Stephen Loo; art practice, in

the work of Linda Maria Walker; and criticism, in the work of Naomi Stead.*?

Materiality

[insert image 2.5]

Although some critics are also beginning to consider the possibilities that the medium of
their work affords and many have written about the spatial potential writing affords, fewer
have actively exploited its textual and material possibilities, the patterning of words on a
page, the design of a page itself — its edges, boundaries, thresholds, surfaces, the relation of
one page to another, or wondered what it would mean for criticism to take on new forms —
those of art, film or even architecture.”® Each medium surely has its own architectonics — a
series of procedures for the material organisation and structuring of space. Literary critic
Mary Ann Caws’s concept of ‘architexture’ is helpful here in allowing us to take texts,
structures which are not buildings, as architecture, a move which is rather more closely
guarded against in architecture itself, where the professional view still tends to dominate. A
term that refers to the act of reading rather than writing, for Caws, architexture ‘situates the
text in the world of other texts’ ** drawing attention to the surface and texture of the text,
and suggesting rather implicitly, or certainly this is what | draw out of her work, that we

might consider the text as a form of material construction or architecture. And to return to



Jennifer Bloomer briefly, her texts have a materiality that is spatially structured, operating as
metaphoric sites through which imaginative narratives are explored, as well as employing
metonymic devices to bring the non-appropriate into architecture. For Bloomer, different
modes of writing express new ways of understanding architecture through the intimate and
personal, the subjective rather than objective, though sensual rather purely visual
stimulation. Bloomer’s text is her architecture; her textual strategies are used to interpret
architectural drawings and spaces but also to create new notions of space and creativity,

allowing links to be made between architectural design and theory

It is possible to consider how this kind of research positions the modes in which we practice
theory and criticism to be more than a description of content, but to define critical positions.
The ‘architecture’ of the writing of history, theory or criticism, might then take into account
the structure, processes and materials of the medium employed, considering these modes
as integral to the construction of the writing, indicating that the spatial practices of history,
theory and criticism have a materiality, thus offering a new way of connecting with

architecture through a particularly feminist and material aspect of critical spatial practice.

The influence of Marxist methodologies in architectural history has played a key role in
critiquing a type of architectural history, which placed the designer and the form of the building
at the forefront of the discipline. Historical materialism pointed instead to the ‘social
production of space’ — to the role of the construction industry, cultural/social context, as well as
the reproduction of space through its representation and use. Such methodologies were
adopted/adapted by certain feminists in the field to highlight the gendering of processes of
production and reproduction, but also through feminism’s own version of materialist analysis,
which involves an understanding of the role of body as matter, following on from the rich

discussions of chora, foundational in the feminist architectural work of the early 1990s.

More recently, this understanding of ‘materiality’ or matter has started to produce work where
material is not only as the social and economic context for architecture but also viewed as an
active ingredient in the processes of making architecture. This might appear to be more obvious
in its relation to architectural design, but feminist explorations of the different potential of
architectural materials from the conceptual design to the level of the detail remain limited.
Sarah Wigglesworth Architecture is one practice, which has consistently exploration new

potentials for materials, most famously in 9 Stock Orchard Street, the Straw House, 2001.%



It is also the case that new considerations of materiality have informed processes of
researching and writing architecture, placing emphasis on embodiment, narrative and voice,
and articulating texts that are patterned, and that create topographies of intersecting
epistemologies and ontologies. * In Peg Rawes’ theoretical writings she explores spatial figures
in philosophy while drawing attention to different theories of subjectivity, criticality and
materiality, while Katie Lloyd Thomas has looked specifically at the role of matter and its

relation to writing in the architectural specification. *’

Setting In

| am aware that the range of feminist approaches to critical spatial practice that | have
described here — characterized by their modes and matters in terms of a specific set of
thematics — might appear to be quite an exclusive gathering. This is in part because my own
focus on art criticism as a form of feminist critical spatial practice in recent years has
produced a narrow focus. In attempting to look for commonalities, | may well have
presented a sense of easy alighnment between those present inside the terrain of my setting
out and thereby suggested a new-found integration across the diversity of this practice
which leaves aside the productive tensions that exist across difference — | hope this has not
been the case. | am also aware that a great breadth of feminist critical spatial practice exists
outside the markers | have set out here, so in the final paragraphs of this essay, | would like
acknowledge that my setting out has limits, and point towards the presence of work that lies
beneath, beyond or outside the themes | have been discussing in order to push the debate

into new arenas.”®

Issues raised by feminism and taken forward through debates on the ‘feminine’ and gender
difference have infused architecture to such an extent that they are no longer visible
explicitly in terms of concerns generated out of sexual politics. Conditions of visibility have
been very much part of feminist debate over the past decades, in particular the ways in
which vital contribution of feminist forbears have often been obscured, thus we must be
careful now not to produce a new version of ‘hidden from history’ and partake in the act of
obscuring feminism’s political imperative, while still allowing it to be indirect and to diffuse.
Feminist architectural historian Karen Burns has noted very recently that the despite the
large number of feminist publications in the 1990s, this was also the decade that saw the

absence of feminist texts in major architectural theory anthologies and the inclusion of the



‘feminine’ in such anthologies through invited contributions authored by men. Most
provocatively she makes the excellent point that feminist architectural discourse and
practice has, in various instances, in particular the discussions between Jacques Derrida and
Peter Eisenman, been conducted by men through the bodies of women — through choric

space.”

The topic of feminism in architecture itself has perhaps been less than visible in recent years.
There seem to have been fewer sole authored publications on topics of feminism in
architecture than in other disciplines such as visual culture, art history and cultural
geography and recent edited collections which have deepened the exploration of certain
gendered dimensions of architectural design and culture have done so in a more nuanced,
subtle and implicit way than earlier work. These collections often examine themes derived
from feminist enquiry, for example, domesticity, materiality, interiority, criticality and
pattern, but, for the non-informed and often non-feminist reader, the association with the
concerns of gender and sexual politics might not be at all obvious, at least not at first! Such
collections have been edited by feminists who ten years ago would have made their feminist
agenda explicit (and | include myself here) but now perhaps because of the theoretical
advances feminism has made in some parts of the academy they no longer feel the need to
directly flag up their political position, making it possible not necessarily to abandon politics,

but to explore alternative, perhaps less oppositional, ways of being feminist.

However, the danger is that, unless the references to feminism are made clear, we are
unwittingly ‘unwriting’ architecture’s feminist genealogy. This then poses questions about
acknowledgement, and raises the dangers of invisibility and of appropriation, to quote the
Guerilla Girls, of ‘seeing your ideas live on in others’. Additionally and more importantly, to
focus myopically on this issue, is to be blind to today’s context where far more urgent forms
of oppression, marginalization and difference demand our attention right now. Some of
these remain directly connected with sex and gender, others are less obviously connected,
for example operations of resistance against neo-conservative and neo-liberal politics at
work in architecture, connections between military domination and oil consumption, the
uneven distribution of wealth between the majority and minority world, and the rapid
unfolding of environmental catastrophes. Most recently we have witnessed gross acts of
finance acquisition, where in the name of ‘bank bailouts’, wealth is being transferred, with

government consent, to a tiny majority, while the catastrophic amounts of debt owed by



ordinary people are ignored, and very conditions that created the so-called credit crunch in
the first place are not placed under review. In this situation, in the UK to name just one
country, in the ComDem Government’s Comprehensive Spending Review of 2010, women

have been named as one group of society to loose out.'®

It is important to recognize the international dimensions of the feminist struggle as well as
the gendered dimensions of transglobal power — dominant and resistant. Because these
operate at both macro and micro levels connections need to be constructed between the
large scale and the small detail, linking up concerns of the marginalized in the north and the
south. It strikes me that this is the task for a feminist critical spatial practice in the second
decade of the twenty-first century — this is the matter at hand and that the modes of
working characteristic to a feminist approach to critical spatial practice which | have set out
in this essay are highly appropriate for tackling the three stranded collapse of ecology,
energy and economy that faces us now — the disasters produced by climate chaos; the
resource crises, including peak oil, mineral depletion and food scarcity; and the
unacceptable inequalities created by a capitalist global economy driven by credit and debt —

all three are now setting in.
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