THE MULTIPLICITY OF OTHER
Afaina de Jong

The Multiplicity of Other is a reality
that fuels values and knowledge for a
new design paradigm.

The Multiplicity of Other exists not
as part of a greater whole but as a
reality on its own.

The Multiplicity of Other is not to
be taken into account as a group of
tothers’, e.g., people who are female,
Black, Indigenous, of colour, queer,
or differently abled that need to

be managed or given space in some
diversity initiative.

The Multiplicity of Other is the
majority of information, practices and
values that are out there, but which
are not part of the dominant paradigm.

The Multiplicity of Other is a world of
difference within itself.

The Multiplicity of Other identifies
the spatial knowledge of the over-
whelming majority of othered groups
as fundamental to designing spaces in
which we can live together in actual
freedom.

Where can one find freedom within the
spatial context of the contemporary
city? Freedom to express oneself
publicly and the freedom of assembly
are concepts linked to the idea
notion of public space as part of the
public domain. What was once public
(think of parks, pedestrian streets,
squares and marketplaces) is becoming
private with little publicity.

Through privatization, public spaces
are increasingly being designhed for
affluent and singular groups of people
to engage in consumption.

The false promise of public spaces

A general definition of public space
is that it is comprised of places that
are open and accessible to all people,
regardless of gender, race, ethnicity,
age, ability or socio-economic level.
But are spaces free when they are
‘éfreely accessible’ or is there a
deeper condition they have to meet

in order to be considered ‘free’? In
the creation of the public sphere,
constitutional exclusion on the basis
of gender and race was an important
ideal of western enlightenment. The
assumption that enlightenment thinking
promotes universal humanity is central
to the misunderstanding that freedom
exists for all in the context of

urban spaces. The actual reality of
public space is one of control, where
the ideal of freedom of expression

and assembly is often contested and

is not a given for all. The idea of
public space is an ongoing practice
and social struggle in which many who
are not seen as normative have to make
space for themselves.'

Gentrification is difficult to avoid
in today’s spatial practice. It
relates to almost everything that

is going on in the context of the
city, from social relationships to
how we experience space and of course
who is welcome in public spaces.
Almost inconspicuously, public spaces
are morphing into places centred

on a homogenous concept of people,
deprioritizing heterogeneity. As

in many contemporary cities, the



old-school bottom-up version of
gentrification has evolved into a
top-down gentrification process of
redevelopment bent on redefining
public space. Under the guise of
beautification efforts meant to
enhance the quality of 1life, this
ongoing process of limiting the
usability and accessibility of public
spaces leads to a decrease in the
presence of people who are considered
outsiders?, undesirables®, or other
than the norm. For those who can
identify as part of the normative

or dominant culture, public space
might be a place of freedom, but only
when abiding by its rules and the
unspoken conventions of an essentially
patriarchal, sexist and racist system.

Nirmal Puwar describes the socio-
spatial impact of racialized and
gendered bodies in places where

they are not the norm‘. Because the
universal individual is exclusionary,
when different bodies belonging to
‘other’ places enter a public space,
their presence is felt as if they

are ‘space invaders’. Universality

- a modernist ideal - informs the
exclusive hierarchies that have formed
the public realm and that make the
right to enter and exist an issue

of freedom for all who challenge

the universal norm of whiteness,
gender, class, or ability. Under these
conditions, public space as a place
of freedom can today only exist in
brief moments of confrontation with
the norm. Public space is therefore
guaranteed neither as a civic concept
nor a static physical environment. No
longer permanent, it is an assemblage
of intermittent actions. And freedom
is found in an ongoing practice of
participation and appropriation by
people for whom freedom within public
space is not a givena.

Whose freedom do architects envision?

It is within this dynamic context
that architects also seek freedom
within the spatial context of the
contemporary city. But the tension
between architectural space and
public space is ever-present because
architectural space subtends the
structures of gender, race, class
and ability that constitute public
space. For instance, in 2018 the

16th International Architecture
Exhibition of La Biennale di Venezia
explored the theme of ‘Freespace’.
Its manifesto stated that: ¢FREESPACE
celebrates architecture’s capacity

to find additional and unexpected
generosity in each project - even
within the most private, defensive,
exclusive or commercially restricted
conditions.’® But how can this language
represent the daily reality of many
whilst creating an idealized place
for carefree experimentation or
possibly even a comfortable place for
resurrecting the architect’s social
agenda?

Sara Ahmed describes her concept of
ifeeling fetishism’: ¢the availability
of comfort for some bodies may

depend on the labour of others, and
the burden of concealment. Comfort
may operate as a form of %feeling
fetishism”: some bodies can “have”
comfort, only as an effect of the work
of others, where the work itself is
concealed from view.’’ When applied

to the content of the Freespace
Biennale 2018, one might consider



that this discomfort of others who

are considered out of place is not
part of the equation for those who

are comfortable and free within

public space - and who also have the
privilege of designing public spaces.
Furthermore, the concealment of the
work of others plays an intrinsic role
in the physical creation of space

and is hardly ever addressed within
architecture. The focus rather lies on
the perception created by the Biennale
of architects doing something for the
greater good and feeling good about
it. While an array of socially engaged
architecture projects were proudly
displayed to the world, what seemed

to actually be on display was the
privileged position of t
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The idea of a place being void,

of being full of nothingness, is
unfortunately not only a passé
colonial way of thinking, but

still a common and revered way of
thinking about space and place in

the architectural profession. This

can come as no surprise, since
architecture history still considers
colonialism a historical period

rather than a system of domination.
Modernism is not considered a system
of organizing space according to
colonial rationality but a paradigm of
aesthetic shifts.® Coupled with design
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is possible.”"

So how have architects envisioned
freedom? Le Corbusier approached
architectural freedom through the
development of the open floorplan,
which, together with the free fagade
represented a freedom of aesthetic
possibilities achieved by modern
technology, and consequently the ideal
space for modernist universal man. But
whose freedom is represented in the
architectural designs of this icon of
modernist architecture? Le Corbusier’s




proposal for Mussolini three months
after the conquest of Addis Ababa in
1936 presented massive destruction

and transformation. Le Corbusier
considered Ethiopia to be a tabula
rasa, architectural ‘virgin territory’,
though Addis Ababa was the Ethiopian
capital since 1886.'> By viewing the
country as devoid of significant or
rational architectural structures, Le
Corbusier and other architects and
planners propagated the freedom of
colonial power to experiment at length
without any consideration of what was
already there.'
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Carving out an ‘other’ space
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give voice and in doing so create an
imagination of possible futures; this
freedom to imagine through spatial
practice is an actual spatial language
of its own.

Foucault’s concept of heterotopia
highlights the co-dependency of
freedom and unfreedom, wherein only
the collective or the normative
individual can experience the city

as free, because there are spaces

of unfreedom. The one cannot exist
without the other. Spaces of freedom
need a parallel space (such as
prisons, detention centres, etc.) which
contains undesirable bodies - this
makes the utopilan space possible.'” The
tother’ spaces as described before can
be considered heterotopias of ritual,
l.e., spaces that are not freely
accessible, such as a public place
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discussion is often disconnected from
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The ability for architects to affect
change is limited while their
educations are still rooted in a
highly paternalistic viewpoint. Even
though spaces often seem neutral or
given, people’s movements, activities
and life are always dictated by the
way space is produced. More often than



not, the spaces we inhabit have been
and still are designhed by white men
and are idealized, rational, clean and
(white) as a silent but very present
way to repress otherness. In ‘The
master’s tools will never dismantle
the master’s house’ Audre Lorde drafts
an ethical principle of how to disrupt
the status quo. When applied to the
field of architecture, the embrace

of voices, bodies and practices that
have been left out is essential to

the depatriarchalization of not only
the profession but space and the city
itself.'

For architecture to arrive at a place
of freedom and to design spaces of
freedom, a movement will have to

form that looks outward - towards
liberation of itself and towards The
Multiplicity of Other - a concrete
presence in the city that challenges
the fagade of universal thought,
theory and reason. This presence of
highly particular voices from every
gender, race, class, and ability can
no longer be seen as the confirmation
of the premises and prejudices of the
past but exists as a reality of its
own. This Multiplicity of Other is
where new spatial languages will drive
the content to redefine and liberate
the dominant architectural paradigms
from its own dystopia.



1 Don Mitchell, The Right to The City:
Social Justice and the Fight for Public
Space (New York: Guilford Press, 2003).

2 Stavros Stavrides, Common Space: The
City as Commons (London: Zed Books,
2016).

3 William H. Whyte, The Social Life of
Small Urban Spaces (Washington, DC: The
Conservation Foundation, 1980).

4 Nirmal Puwar, Space Invaders: Race,
Gender and Bodies Out of Place (Oxford:
Berg Publishers, 2004).

S5 Robles Duran, ‘For the Brief Moments
of Confrontation.’ In Make_Shift City:
Renegotiating the Urban Commons, ed.
Francesca Ferguson (Berlin: Jovis,
2014).

6 Yvonne Farrell and Shelley McNamara,
¢Introduction,’ www.labiennale.org/en/
architecture/2018/introduction-yvonne-
farrell-and-shelley-mcnamara

7 Sara Ahmed, ‘Collective Feelings: Or,
the Impressions Left by Others,’ in
Theory, Culture and Society No. 21 (2).

8 Adriaan Geuze et al., Colonizing the
Void (Rotterdam: NAI Publishers, 1996).

9 Léopold Lambert, ‘Colonialism as

a Continuous Process, Architecture
as a Spatial Apparatus’ (2015).
https://archinect.com/features/
article/149994523/uncovering-the-
architecture-of-colonialism-with-the-
funambulist.

10 Puwar, Space Invadersa.

11 Rem Koolhaas, ‘Imagining
Nothingness’ (1985). https://th3.fr/
theme.php?id=M0SA1.

12 Rixt Woudstra, ‘Le Corbusier’s
Vision for Fascist Addis Ababa’ for
FailedArchitecture.com, https://
failedarchitecture.com/le-corbusiers-
visions-for-fascist-addis-ababa/.

13 Woudstra, ‘Le Corbusier’s Vision.’
14 Ahmed, ‘Collective Feelings.’

15 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the
Oppressed (London: Bloomsbury
Publishing, 2018).

16 Mario Gooden, Dark Space:
Architecture, Representation, Black
Identity (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2016).

17 Michel Foucault, “0Of Other
Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias,’
in Architecture/Mouvement/Continuité,
October 1984. Transl. Jay Miskowiec.

18 bell hooks, ‘Black Vernacular:
Architecture as Cultural Practice,’ In
Art on My Mind: Visual Politics (New
York: The New Press, 1995).

19 Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider: Essays
and Speeches (Trumansburg, New York:
The Crossing Press, 1984).



