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Alejandro  Quinteros.  

Syncretic  practices  between  art  and architecture.  Towards  a critic al epistemic  

practice  for  social  engagement.  

 

Abstract.  

 

This thesis proceeds from an analysis and a critical assessment of socially engaged 

spatial practices that have arisen from the convergence, intersections and conflicts  

between public,  social art, and architectureÕs spatial practices;  specifically, those 

situated within informal settlements of marginalized communities  in Latin America.  

Through a literature review, the thesis identifies the persistence of a number of 

overarching misconceptions  informing the design thinking of art and architectureÕs 

spatial practices.   

This research is geographically framed in Latin America. The thesis develops within 

the contextual  arena of informality as a vernacular practice in the informal 

settlements of marginalized communities  at the borderlands of the Latin-American 

city. The thesis is informed by projects  and interventions that artist and architects  

have developed and constructed  within communities  in these borderlands sites. 

The thesis contends that public  and social art and architecture spatial practices in 

the site of poor marginalized communities  perpetuate the colonizing attitudes and 

processes of extractivist  capitalism. To substantiate this, claim the research has 

been informed by two case studies of art and architecture spatial practice.  The 

projects  this thesis focuses on are located in the informal settlements of La Perla in 
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San Juan, Puerto Rico, and in Ciudad Boliv‡r, Bogot‡, Colombia. These are the 

sites where the impact  and effect of artistsÕ and architectsÕ spatial practices were 

observed.  

The content  of this research results from conversations and observations within 

these communities,  thus weaving a communal narrative of epistemic injustices, 

resistance, appropriation  and place-making.  

The purpose of this thesis is to contribute  to the decolonization of the working 

paradigms of art and architectureÕs spatial practices.  It begins by outlining a 

methodology  for identifying epistemic and hermeneutical injustices in the design 

thinking of artists and architects;  this is followed by the proposal for a critical 

epistemology to guide the design thinking of art and architectureÕs spatial practices 

away from their epistemic errors. 

The thesis provides a model for further practical  exploration by uncovering the 

epistemological  problems in the design thinking of artist and architects.  This 

research speculates a design-thinking solution of a critical epistemic methodology  

for artists and architects  to develop a socially sensible epistemology of justice and 

solidarity for a socio-spatial practice that promotes social engagement in 

marginalized and disenfranchised communities.  
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Introduction.  

This introduction  frames an enquiry into the function of art and architecture in 

todayÕs consumer capitalist  society, discussed by a number of renowned spatial 

practitioners  and theorists (Rendell, 2006; Mouffe, 2007; Bishop, 2009; Miessen, 

2010; Foster, 2011; Cruz, 2012; Van Heeswijk, 2012). The art critic  Hal Foster 

reduced their function to Òattract business and to brand citiesÓ (Foster, 2011, p. vii). 

This enquiry arose from the sense of loss both disciplines seemed to convey in the 

early 90s and coalesced into an existential crisis after the global market crisis of 

2008. Many artists and architects  took refuge from the crisis by turning away from 

the bankrupted  professional market-driven sites of private architecture firms, 

commercial  galleries, academic institutions,  museums, international art fairs, and 

biennales, and towards the site of the social. The Òsocial turnÓ (Bishop, 2009) of 

both disciplines was meant to regain a social legitimacy that art and architecture 

practices had lost during the past decades, accused of elitism and of being reflexive 

practices (Awan, Schneider, and Till, 2011). In particular this turn would also allow 

young artists and architects  to develop their professional practice portfolios before 

trying to enter the private professional domain of their practices.  Thus, artists and 

architects  found themselves looking to each otherÕs disciplines for means to 

reinvent themselves in a new social spatial practice 1 (Chapter 4).  

Architecture has always been attracted  to art as a practice with subversive 

potential,  and artists have valued architecture for its institutional  credibility  (Rendell, 

                                                
1 Social spatial practice  comes from the combination  of two separate but related terms. 
Spatial practice  is Òa loose and expandable set of approaches that embrace the political  and 
the activist, the performative and the curatorial, the architecture and the urban.Ó (Dodd, 
2020). 
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2006). The artistÕs practice is deemed ÒspeculativeÓ and Òopen-endedÓ; architecture 

practice, on the other hand, has a clear and ÒobjectiveÓ function.  While architecture 

is tasked with building courthouses, schools, community  centres, shopping malls, 

parks and many other structures of public  gathering, place-making, and urban 

renewal, art is relegated in the way described by artist Barbara Kruger in an 

interview with W. J. T. Mitchell : Òif architecture is a slab of meat, then so-called 

public  art is a piece of garnish lying next to itÓ (Mitchell, 1991). 

The intangibility  of artÕs social effects and functions is often seen by governments, 

social institutions,  and society at large as masquerading a social importance 

beyond artÕs autonomy and traditional purposes of decoration,  entertainment, and 

pleasure. The art critic  and historian Hal Foster (2002, p. 40) wrote that Freud once 

argued: Òthe artist is the only figure allowed to be freely expressive in the first place, 

the only one exempted from many of the instinctual renunciations that the rest of us 

undergo as a matter of courseÓ (Freud, 1911). In contrast , the architect  is seldom 

given the opportunity  to have no function (Rendell, 2006). Therefore, to break away 

from these sets of traditional constraints, and the stigma of their own disciplines, 

artists and architects  have been borrowing,  appropriating,  absorbing and 

processing methods, behaviours, techniques and actions from each otherÕs 

practices.  The result has been a syncretic practice whereby art gains structure from 

architecture and architecture in turn gains informality from art. Furthermore, both 

disciplines have understood  their social turn to be concomitant  to spatial questions 

of justice, segregation, expulsion and informal urbanization. The urban theorist 

Edward W. Soja called the attention from many social disciplines towards these 

spatial questions the Òspatial turnÓ (Soja, 2010). The syncretic practices between art 
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and architecture become instrumentalized in the nexus of the socio-spatial 

dialectics  (Soja, 1989) between epistemologies of power and the social spatial site 

of the artist and architectÕs practice.  

*** 

This thesis explores the conjunctions  created between art and architectureÕs 

syncretic processes and the socio-spatial practices generated with their 

interventions in the site of the social. Hal Foster has referred to these intersections 

as the art-architecture complex. This ominous title refers more to the large-scale 

architecture and public  art projects  funded by private and government institutions.  

Another perspective belongs to the architectural historian and critic  Jane Rendell, 

who theorized ÒarchitectureÕs curiosity about contemporary artÓ (Rendell, 2006, p. 3) 

into a new practice that she named critical spatial practice. She argued that this 

practice Òallows us to describe work that transgresses the limits of art and 

architecture and engages with both the social and the aesthetic, the public  and the 

privateÓ (Rendell, 2006). However, this research investigated socially engaged 

spatial practices 2 that have coalesced from the syncretic relations between public , 

                                                
2 Socially engaged art is the most recent term to be used in art criticism  to refer to the 
artwork that is created to involve the social interaction of the public  and community.   
ÒSocially engaged practice,  also referred to as social practice or socially engaged art, can 
include any art form that involves people and communities  in debate, collaboration or social 
interactionÓ (Tate Art Terms, 2020). 
 Other names have previously been used to describe similar social works and initiatives that 
engaged the public  into the system of the artwork:  maintenance art (Mierle Lademan 
Ukeles, 1969), social sculpture (Joseph Beuys, 1970s), relational aesthetics (Nicolas 
Burriaud, 1998), new genre art (Suzanne Lacy, 1995), dialogical art (Bruce Barber, 2000s), 
experimental geography (Trevor Paglen, 2002), littoral  art (Grant H. Kester, 2004), social 
collaboration  and socially co-operative art (Claire Bishop, 2006). 
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social art, and social architecture3 practices Ð specifically those situated within the 

socio-political  sites of poor marginalized communities  in Latin America (Chapter 3).   

*** 

The word practice denotes a very specific  and disciplinary way of looking and 

working in the world. The colloquial sense of practice portrays a limited instrumental 

connotation ; an image of a very specialized and repetitive timeless activity that has 

been perfected over time and tradition.  Practice is thought  of as the skill, or tacit  

knowledge and presuppositions,  which underpin activities and actions without  

reflection. (Turner, 1994; Dreyfus, 1991). A recurrent disciplined  action, towards the 

perfecting Ð mastering a specific  goal. The value of a practice is contextualized 

within an epistemic hierarchy of a legitimizing agency. This agency is usually 

manifested in the forms of tradition,  culture and its sedimented culturalized values4. 

This instrumentalized view of practice does not reveal any epistemic curiosity, nor 

any creative intentionality towards transformative new knowledge; instead it is 

construed only by the mastering of techne over episteme. In contrast,  art practice is 

presented as speculative, experimental and open-ended (Ingold, 2013).  

This thesis posits the idea for a critical epistemic practice as a liberating informed 

socio-spatial practice for breaking with the hierarchical relations of the Òpolitics of 

                                                
3 Social architecture is by design the instrumentation  of space to procure a particular 
socially designed behaviour response. In my use of this term, the social relates more 
towards  the architectural  design that aims to disrupt  socially ingrained heteronormative and 
patriarchal behaviour of social hierarchies, class hegemonies and somatic norms. The 
ÒsocialÓ in art and architecture  refers in this case to the promotion  of relationships of 
solidarity and community -building, and the effects on and between peoples. 
4 Sedimented culturalized values refers to Òthe way things are done hereÓ. A defensive 
regimented posture of Òlocal valuesÓ as timeless national truths, to be defended, cherished 
and maintained as symbols of ÒlocalÓ national identity. 
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interpretationÓ (Said, 1982) embedded in the traditional structure of art and 

architectureÕs practice.  Socio-spatial practices are social approaches to practice 

founded and guided by the socio-spatial dialectics  (Soja, 1989) in the political  

structuring  of liveable space (Dodd, 2020). Edward W. Soja (2010) defined critical 

thinking as driven Òby strategic optimism and expectation, by a goal of making 

theoretical and practical-political sense of the world so that we can act more 

appropriately and effectivelyÓ (Soja, 2010, p. 199). A critical epistemic practice aims 

to create a socio-political ly informed and decolonized context  for artistsÕ and 

architectsÕ socio-spatial practices.  

The relation between the socially engaged artist and architect  lies in their mutual 

recognition that the intertwined social and spatial processes that reproduce 

oppressive and unjust relations between people have transformed their traditional 

practices. As Edward Soja mentioned, Òthe recognition of a new spatial 

consciousnessÓ is the first step towards a critical spatial perspective. This thesis 

argues that such a step will allow artists and architects  working in marginalized 

communities  in Latin America as socio-spatial agents5 to develop a socially sensible 

epistemology of justice and solidarity in their socio-spatial practices.  

*** 

The thesis argues that artist and architects  have situated their socio-spatial 

practices in the informal settlements of poor marginalized communities  in Latin 

                                                
5 Socio-spatial agents: for the purposes of this thesis, this term will be used to 
identify the particular kind of artists and architects  who have chosen to intervene 
and work in marginalized communities  in Latin America as site for their socio-spatial 
practices.  Also see section 3.1.1. The socio-spatial agent. 
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America. The reason that artist and architects  Ð especially those from Western 

developed cities, but also national artist and architects  Ð have been driven from the 

urban centre to these sites is the diminishing public  accessibility  to tightly regulated 

use of space in the city. This lack of working space has prompted  Western artists 

and architects  from developed countries to explore the openness of informality in 

the poor marginalized settlements at the fringes of the Latin American city. The 

thesis argues that a prevailing colonialist design thinking guiding the development 

of artistsÕ and architectsÕ socio-spatial practices,  projects  and interventions in the 

sites of the marginalized community  ended up reproducing  the same extractivist  

strategies of colonizing capitalism. 

The thesis presents the locus of this problem in a series of cognitive gaps and 

errors in the artists and architectsÕ design-thinking methodology  as socio-spatial 

agents.  

1-The implementation gap. 

There is a cognitive gap between how artists and architects  describe their purposes 

and the function of their socio-spatial practices in the social realm of marginalized 

communities;  and in how these practices are publicized in the rhetorical public  

discourse of museum exhibitions, reviews and catalogues. Art and architecture 

socio-spatial interventions are publicly  characterized as de facto social ÒgoodÓ, 

without  a clear understanding of what the actual results are for the communities  

where these practices took place (Chapter 1). 

2-Political blindness and epistemic ignorance. 
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The artist and architectÕs prejudicial perspective about the community  often affects 

their design thinking, aims, and the purpose of their work in the field of marginalized 

communities.  Their epistemic ignorance of ÒwhiteÓ6 privilege supersedes the need 

to know the local social and political  conditions.  This causes political  and social 

blind spots in the artistsÕ and architectsÕ role as agents of epistemic and technical 

authority (Chapter 5). 

3. The experience error. 

The artistsÕ and architectsÕ social perspective is construed by the Òexperience errorÓ 

(Merleau-Ponty, 1962) of their limited experience, centred on their own everyday 

life. Their limited life experience coalesces into epistemic errors in their social 

practice: the assumption of community,  the presumption of the need for help, and 

in the purpose of the forum of art and architecture publicity  (Chapter 6). 

The thesis posits the question, what does a decolonized paradigm of socio-spatially 

engaged art and architecture practice look like?  

The thesis proposes a methodology  for a critical epistemic practice to counteract  

the traditional  patriarchal design thinking that reproduces epistemic and 

hermeneutical injustices.  

This critical  epistemic methodology  starts with a critical reflection upon artistsÕ and 

architectsÕ socio-spatial practices with an intersectional contestation  of its political , 

ethical and aesthetic values. Before assembling methods, experiences, and designs 

                                                
6 White and whiteness are defined in this thesis not as skin colour but instead as 
performative social categories of power and epistemic authority (Castro-Gomez, 2014; 
Segato, 2018b). 
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from social and public art, social architecture, critical spatial practices7, and 

decolonial feminism to forge a functional  set of operations, tactics  and a critical  

decolonial8 and epistemological  perspective (Chapter 7). 

*** 

Summary.  The next section of this introduction  summarises the content  of each 

chapter. 

Chapter 1. Research methodology.  

This research takes a critical view at the practices that guide the traditional art and 

architectureÕs socio-spatial design practices. Following a self-reflexive and 

grounded theory with a critical analysis together with on-the-field experiences of 

many works of socio-spatial practice, the research presents a critical epistemic 

methodolog y and a speculative hypothesis to solve the methodological gaps in 

                                                
7 Jane Rendell introduced  the term Òcritical spatial practiceÓ in her article ÒA Place between 
Art, Architecture and Critical TheoryÓ, Proceedings to Place and and later consolidated  and 
developed the concept  in her book Art and Architecture.   
ÒI suggest a new term, Ôcritical spatial practiceÕ, which allows us to describe work that 
transgresses the limits of art and architecture and engages with both the social and the 
aesthetic, the public  and the private. This term draws attention not only to the importance of 
the critical, but also to the spatial, indicating the interest in exploring the specifically spatial 
aspects of interdisciplinary processes or practices that operate between art and 
architecture.ÕÓ (Rendell, 2006).  

For a further discussion of critical spatial practice in art and architecture see: 
Miassen, M. (2016). Crossbenching, Toward participation  as Critical Spatial Practice. 
Sternberg Press, London. 
8 Decolonial thought  challenges the matrix of colonial power, which perpetuates domination 
through totalizing forms of knowledge under global capitalism (Quijano, 2000). From 
different perspectives,  black feminism, queer theory, indigenous universities and various 
other movements and practices open cross-disciplinary spaces beyond global epistemic 
hierarchies, mobilizing subaltern identities and geopolitical  spaces to generate multiple 
varieties of situated knowledge that embodies other forms of imagination, action and being 
in the world (Grosfoguel, 2002). 
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socio-spatial art and architectureÕs practices,  decolonize traditional patriarchal 

pedagogy design thinking and ways to measure the success of socio-spatial 

practices. 

 

Chapter 2. Case Studies. 

This thesis has been informed by visits to two successful projects  of social practice.  

The first project,  La Perla Bowl (2006) by the artist Chemi Rosado-Seigo, is located 

in the neighbourhood  of La Perla in San Juan, Puerto Rico. La Perla Bowl was built 

as an artist intervention in the form of a skate bowl/community  pool. The second 

project,  El Potocine (2016), was designed by the architecture collective Arquitectura 

Expandida and is situated in the neighbourhood  of Potoc’ in Ciudad Boliv‡r, 

Bogot‡, Colombia. El Potocine is a self-managed non-profit  movie theatre. It was 

built co-operatively between the community  organization Ojo al Sancocho and the 

members of Arquitectura Expandida. Both projects  remain in use, and are 

maintained by the community.  During my visits to the sites, many informal 

conversations took place with the artist and architects,  and with the community  

organizers, residents of the neighbourhood,  and visitors. It is from these 

conversations, and from the observations during the visits, that some key ideas 

arose for the development of a critical epistemic practice.  These informal 

conversations have informed the beginning of the methodological  approach for the 

thesis elaborated on in chapter 2 in the case studies.   

During conversations with the members of Arquitectura Expandida, two other 

projects  came to attention as examples of failed social intervention by artists and 
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architects  into marginalized communities.  The project  Escalera como Pr—tesis 

(2013) created in La Perla, Puerto Rico was poorly planned and ended up being 

neglected by the community  and later eroding into the sea. The second project,  La 

Casa del Viento (2010), built in San Cristobal, Bogot‡ became the centre of a 

communal dispute and was burned down. These two projects  served to illustrate 

the epistemic ignorance of artistsÕ and architectsÕ socio-spatial practices.  When 

artists and architects  intervene in communities  without  the necessary local 

knowledge, sensitivity, and openness to other voices beyond their own, their 

projects  become parachuting practices and the artistsÕ and architectsÕ social 

function becomes the colonizing agent (Chapter 4).  

 

Chapter 3. Framing the problem. 

This chapter explores the socio-spatial relationships that frame the sites of 

contention  where art and architectureÕs socio-spatial practices are nowadays 

entangled. Starting with a discussion on the marginalized as the site of practice for 

artists and architects  and the issues that start to contextualize marginality within the 

framework of habitable space in the modern city. The chapter follows with a series 

of definitions that elucidate the researchÕs thinking from an intersectional and 

decolonial perspective. The chapter ends presenting the methodological  gaps in art 

and architectureÕs social practices and proposing  a speculative hypothesis to be 

explored throughout  the thesis,  

Chapter 4. A crisis in art and architecture. 
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This chapter highlights the social conditions  that have contributed  to the crisis in 

social legitimacy of art and architecture practice.  It also shows how art and 

architectureÕs practices reaction undertook a Òsocial turnÓ (Thompson, 2004; 

Bishop, 2006) towards a socially conscious,  participatory  and collaborative design 

thinking in their individual professional practices.  The chapter continues with an 

analysis on the commodificat ion of art and architectureÕs practices,  as catalysts to 

the legitimacy crisis. The chapter closes with an overview of culture as the site of 

legitimization, and culturalism as the ontology of a recursive patriarchal design 

practice that has perpetuated the short-sighted social perspective of artist and 

architects.  

Chapter 5. The site and its marginalization. 

This chapter defines the informal settlements of poor migrants in the borderlands of 

the modern Latin American city as the site where artists and architects are 

implementing their socio-spatial practices.  The site of practice is analysed from a 

socio-political  economy of its main components:  the city, the community,  and the 

marginalized. The demystification  of the romantic image of imagined community  

and the construction  of the abject poor migrants as the marginalized are key 

elements on the critical deconstruction  of the socio-spatial terrain of the site. The 

chapter presents the social tectonics  of the site intertwined with prejudices towards 

the marginalized population.  Their informal economy and dwellings are categorized 

as a monstrous threat to metropolitan  society; while their vernacular behaviour of 

viveza is chastised as a form of resistance and a form of selfish individualism. 

Chapter 6. The syncretic practice.  
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This chapter explores a critical deconstruction  of artistsÕ and architectsÕ socio-

spatial practices in the site of marginalized communities.  The thesis posits that the 

methods and design thinking by which artists and architects  intervene with their 

practices in the site of marginalized communities  have arisen from a syncretic 

relationship between art and architectureÕs theory and praxis. The syncretism 

between art and architecture inherited traditional disciplinary practices of 

authoritarian patriarchal design thinking from Western academic thought . The 

chapter analyses what these traditional authoritarian practices are and how they 

have been detrimental in the artistsÕ and architectsÕ development of their socio-

spatial practices. The thesis posits that these practices create a baleful relationship 

of colonialism between the artist/architect  and the people who inhabit the site. This 

in turn creates epistemic errors that are carried throughout  the practice into 

misguided and prejudicial definitions of the public,  participation  and the socio-

spatial function of practice.   

Chapter 7. Towards a critical epistemic practice for art and architecture. 

This chapter presents a theoretical framework for the development of a critical 

epistemic practice for art and architecture. The thesis posits that such a practice 

would bridge the methodological  and cognitive gaps in the traditional social and 

participatory  practices that have proven to be ineffective, unjust and prejudicial in 

the site of marginalized communities. The process towards a critical epistemic 

practice starts with an introspective  critical contestation  of the artistsÕ and 

architectsÕ ethics, aesthetic values, and epistemic ignorance. This process would 

coalesce into a socially sensible practice of solidarity and epistemic resistance for 

the community.  
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Chapter 8. Conclusions. 

This chapter closes the thesis with a summary of the theoretical narrative of the 

development of a critical epistemic practice for a decolonized paradigm of socio-

spatially engaged art and architecture practice, followed by a critical reflection on 

the thesis, the limitations of the research, and possibilities  for further research. 

The thesis contribution  to knowledge radiates beyond the instrumentation of a 

critical epistemic practice for decolonizing the individual working paradigm of artists 

and architects  socio-spatial interventions. Through these processes the artist and 

the architect  can liberate themselves from traditional misguided patriarchal design 

methodologies.  This research is a theoretical foundation for a decolonizing 

pedagogy in design thinking and art making and more crucially, for the overall 

formation of the artist and architectÕs social perspective.  

*** 
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Chapter  1. Research  methodology.  

This research takes a critical view at the gamut of sedimented practices that guide 

the traditional  design practices of artists and architects  when working in the social 

realm of marginalized poor populations  living in informal settlements. Sedimented 

practices are ways of doing things, guided by uncritical knowledge taken for 

granted as ever-existing norms and behaviours. These practices constitute  the 

framework of influences and structure of ethical and moral judgments that shape 

our everyday behaviour. These are evident in the patriarchal-centred tradition of 

design pedagogy of art and architecture disciplines. Arturo Escobar argued the 

Òcultural-philosophical  armature from which design practice itself emerges (broadly 

patriarchal capitalist  modernity).Ó (Escobar, 2018; 3) need to be questioned. The 

tradition of patriarchal pedagogy is founded on the certitude  of Western patriarchal 

cultureÕs epistemic superiority. Its practices are guided by sedimented beliefs 

constructed  to corroborate  Western societyÕs knowledge, ethics, and morals as 

guiding universal ideals to be followed by the rest of the world. Patriarchal 

pedagogy positions the white heterosexual Western male as the locus of epistemic 

authority (Puwar, 2004; Segato, 2018). Western science biologized race and gender 

into inferior epistemic categories (Shiva, 1999; Quijano, 2000), thus fabricating the 

power asymmetries that would constitute  modern society (Loomba, 1998; Bhabha, 

1994; Said, 1993). Hence, traditional patriarchal design pedagogy reproduces the 

epistemic asymmetries between race, gender, class and sexuality into an 

extractivist  practice (Gago and Medrazza, 2017; G—mez-Barris, 2017), where 

knowledge from other voices is silenced as these voices become assimilated into 

Western academicÕs official design practice discourse. At this particular point  in 
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western academic thought,  Lucy Lippard wrote Òart can seem insignificant 

compared with the perils offered by life.Ó (Lippard, 2014).  Artists and architects  

need to outline new trajectories for Ôthinking otherwiseÕ. (Petrescu, 2007; Escobar, 

2018). 

Western art and architecture dogma have been accused of epistemic 

righteousness, paternal colonialist  attitudes  of hermeneutical ignorance, and 

cognitive blindness in disregard to the actual social and political  conditions of the 

ÒotherÓ Ð the subjects of colonization, who are the audience and users of the social 

practices that artist and architects  produce. (G—mez-Barris, 2017; Dornhof et al, 

2018; Davila, 2020). 

Art and architecture as disciplines have been the beacon of Western aesthetic and 

epistemic authority over the colonized Global South9. Globalized consumer 

capitalism has made Western art and architecture discourse and pedagogy the 

golden standard for true artistic knowledge and beauty. As capitalismÕs incessant 

march over the globe engulfed the earth, so did its prime concepts  of universal 

cognition:  desire, freedom and happiness. The promises of universal capitalism 

reside on homogenizing aesthetics of fashion, art and architecture. Their social 

attributes and political  services accompanied the levelling landscape of culture as 

the site for a universal menu of apparent choices for the new individualized persona 

of globalized consumer capitalism. Conformity  by consumption  of the appropriate  

                                                
9 This thesis utilizes the term Global South to refer to the so-called Òthird worldÓ of 
underdeveloped nations and territories. 
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combinations  of items of social recognition 10 as the apparatus for manufacture and 

social camouflage for personal identity and pseudo-choice are the social norm of 

this individualized persona. 

In this global consumer capitalismÕs paradigm of individualization by consumption,  

art and architecture had fallen behind in their ingenuity and creative ethos. Publicity 

and fashion had become the reigning influential epistemologies of capitalism in the 

21st century.  

In order to contextualize this thesisÕs critique of arts and architectureÕs socio-spatial 

practices and pedagogy, this research proposes the following principal questions: 

1-What are the cognitive gaps present in the design thinking and 

practices of many artists and architects  working as socio-spatial agents in 

marginalized communities? 

2-Why does a number of socio-spatial projects  in marginalized 

communities  tend to reproduce capitalismÕs colonizing extractivist  

practices? 

3- What are the reasons behind the success and failure of socio-spatial 

projects? 

The thesis developed through a critical reading and use of the literature, projects, 

interventions, and artefacts of public  and socially engaged art and architecture, 

together with the analysis of the two case studies. The answers to the questions 

informed the development of a methodology  for a critical epistemic practice to 

                                                
10 The production  of objects,  behaviours and events directed  by the social economy of 
fashion to distinguish class affiliation and social-capital influence define the items of social 
recognition . 
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serve as a point of departure for a socially sensible, and just practice of solidarity for 

art and architecture socio-spatial practices in the site of marginalized communities.  

Following a critical  grounded theory research together with on-the-field experiences 

of many works (through informal interviews and case studies methods of research) 

of socio-spatial practice, the objectives of the research emerged:  

 1- To influence the design thinking of the socio-spatial agent (artists 

and architects) away from academic patriarchal design thinking 

and practices.  

 2- To contribute  to decolonize the working paradigms of art and 

architecture socio-spatial practices. 

 3- To propose a critical epistemic practice of solidarity and a sensible, 

socially responsible socio-spatial practice in art and architecture.  

Starting with a critical review of the social assemblages (Dovey, 2010) that are the 

site, the audience/user and the forum of museums, galleries, biennials and 

academic institutions that legitimize art and architecture practices as crucial cultural 

and social needs. This research utilizes decolonial feminist theory as a constitutive  

part in the formation of a critical epistemic practice that engages with the social 

function of socio-spatial art and architecture practices. The research uses 

intersectionality (Crenshaw,1981) as a theoretical framework to represent social 

heterogeneity as an assemblage of interactions of multiple categories of social 

difference: race, class, gender, etc.(Vogel, 2018). The thesis follows an 

intersectional approach to inquiry into the socio-political  economy of the site of 
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marginalized communities  in Latin America (Gago, 2017). Also, an intersectional 

perspective is followed into deconstructing  the authoritarian patriarchal 

heteronormative and racialized condition  of the artist and architect  as agents of 

epistemic authority (Puwar, 2004; Fricker,2017 Lugones, 2010; Medina, 2013; 

Segato, 2018b; Valencia, 2018). 

The field of decolonial feminist theory and socio-spatial practice is virtually unknown 

in fine-arts pedagogy and was until very recently seldom referred in its practices. 

Therefore, it is not surprising that most arts-based research methodologies overlook 

socio-spatial aspects of transdisciplinary processes and practices that operate 

between art and architecture. Furthermore, as Jane Rendell points out, arts-based 

research methodologies  lack the theoretical background  necessary to Òallow us to 

describe work that transgresses the limits of art and architecture and engages both 

the social and the aesthetic, the public  and the privateÓ (Rendell, 2006).  The critical 

and cunning insights of decolonial feminist theory and social practices are a 

necessary theoretical framework for understanding and resisting the contemporary  

models that globalized consumer capitalism relies on.  

The intent of the thesis is to promote critical  thinking of the artist and architectÕs 

practice. First, by questioning the universal values of our own Western art and 

architecture education; and second by critically  deconstructing  these universal 

values that have guided traditional artist and architects  design practices.  

The site of this research is centred on the marginal informal settlements, so-called 

land invasions by government agencies. These are the sites that have attracted  the 

attention of artists and architects  in their own personal and professional quests. 

Artists and architects  all aspire to do some good for mankind.  To leave a mark in 
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society Ð hopefully by improving the lives of people who have been less privileged 

than them. This is why the sites of the disfranchised poor, the abject of society, are 

the places that attract artist and architects.  

In the social and political  infrastructures of these sites Ð the Òpueblos jovenesÓ 

(young towns), ÒbarriadasÓ (shanty towns), and Òasentamientos humanosÓ (the 

human settlements, or land invasions) of informal settlements Ð the regulatory 

formalities of the state are little to non-existent (Varlet, 2013; Yœdice, 1991; Roy, 

2005). The absence of the state has left these sites to be self-managed in an array 

of informal operations, from the provisions of water, power, sewage and education 

to new enclosures of informal economies (Gago, 2017; Federici, 2019). The 

informality of these sites is very attractive to artists and architects  as they can take 

advantage of the structural informality for developing their own projects  with very 

little to none of the bureaucracy and oversight that these projects  would be 

subjected to if done in other localities. In the case of the projects  that this research 

studied, in San Juan, Puerto Rico, and in Bogot‡, Colombia, the informality of these 

two communities  provided the artists and architects  with the freedom to develop 

their projects  without  being thwarted by zoning laws and the array of regulatory 

oversight by governmental institutions.  

In order to work within marginalized and disenfranchised communities  in Latin 

America, it is paramount to understand the instrumental agency that genderized 

and racialized processes of bureaucracy and institutionalized segregation, racism 

and violence have in the everyday life of the people that inhabit these sites. Beyond 

the traditional  Marxist short-sighted divisions of society into class and labour, the 

works of Edward Said (1993), Franz Fanon (1963), Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 
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(2012), Homi Bhabha (1990,1994), Anibal Quijano (2000), Rita Segato (2018a), 

Veronica Gago (2017), Maria Lugones (2010), Sayak Valencia (2018), Nirmal Puwar 

(2004), JosŽ Medina (2013) and Miranda Fricker (2010) are very important  key 

thinkers for understanding the present situation of these social, political  and cultural 

asymmetric relationships of power.  

The other perspective that this research critically analysed was the amalgam of 

artworks, interventions, architectures, workshops  and the like that many artists, 

architects,  and activists  have done in the past years in sites of marginalized and 

disfranchised communities.  These works have informed this research with their 

failures and successes for the development of a methodology  for what a critical 

epistemic practice can do for community  building when synthesizing the 

complementary  fields of socially engaged art and architecture, and decolonial 

theory.  

Many artists and architects  launched their professional careers on the back of the 

publicity  that their works gained because of the site of poor marginalized 

communities.   

The following projects  have informed the research into socially engaged spatial 

practices: Tiza (1999Ð2003) in Lima, Perœ (Fig.1), and Land Mark (footprints) (Fig.2), 

ÒUnder DiscussionÓ (2005), and Returning a Sound (2004) in Vieques, Puerto Rico, 

by artists Jennifer Allora and Guillermo Calzadilla. Whose socio-spatial practices 

have achieved international recognition as well as having been criticized as socio-

political  opportunism  in Puerto Rico and Peru. 
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When Faith Moves Mountains (2002) outside Lima, Perœ, by Francis AlØs (Fig.3 & 4). 

Hotel Fuentes De Hebro (1997) by artists Lara Almarcegui and Bergo–a Movellan. 

Residuos Urbanos Solidos (Urban Solid Waste) (2008) by the architecture collective 

Basurama. Immigrant Movement International (2011) by artist Tania Bruguera. 

Revival Field (1991Ðongoing) by artist Mel Chin. Casa Rompecabezas (Puzzle 

House) (2002Ð2004) by architect Santiago Cirugeda. Museo de la Calle (1999) by 

the Cambalache Collective (Carolina Caycedo, Adriana Garcia, Alonso Gil, and 

Federico Guzman). The School of Panamerican Unrest (2003Ð2006) by artist Pablo 

Helguera. Proyecto Casa Comedor San Martin (2007Ðpresent) in Lima, Perœ, by the 

social-architecture collective Fitekantropus. These have been examples of well 

intentioned socio-spatial practices of artists. Nevertheless these works informed the 

research in what is latter developed as the artists and architectsÕ cognitive gaps and 

epistemic errors in chapter 6. 

 Escalera como Protesis (Stairs as Prosthesis) (2013) (Fig.5) in San Juan, Puerto 

Rico, and La Casa del Viento (House of Wind) (2010) (Fig.6), San Cristobal, Bogot‡, 

Colombia by architecture collective Arquitecture Expandida. Where chosen as 

examples of fail architectural interventions, which illustrated the cognitive gaps and 

epistemic errors of socio-spatial practices.   

La Perla Bowl (2006) (Fig.7) in San Juan, Puerto Rico, by artist Chemi Rosado-Seigo 

and Boly CortŽs, and  El Potocine (2013Ðpresent) (Fig.8) in Ciudad Boliv‡r, Bogot‡, 

Colombia, by Ojo al Sancocho and the architecture collective Arquitecture 

Expandida were chosen as the case studies to inform this research because both 

have remained for many years in continuous use by the community.  La Perla Bowl 

was a project  built by an artist, and El Potocine was a project  built by an 
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architecture collective in co-operation with a community  organization. The ways in 

which these projects  came to be designed and constructed  revealed practices from 

both sides of a syncretic practice between art and architecture that this thesis 

posits as a methodology  assembled between these two disciplines to reinvent their 

practices since art and architecture took the Òsocial turnÓ (Bishop, 2006; Bourriaud, 

2002; Thompson, 2012) into the site of marginalized communities  in the early 90s. In 

these two projects  the artistsÕ and architectsÕ unique perspectives can be seen 

working in tandem with the communitiesÕ vision. This makes these two projects  

unique cases where the necessary characteristics  for what this thesis posits  as a 

socially sensible socio-spatial practice of solidarity with the community  can be seen 

in practice. 
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Figure 1. Jennifer Allora and Guillermo Calzadilla. Tiza (1999Ð2003). Lima, Perœ. 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 2. Jennifer Allora and Guillermo Calzadilla. Land Mark (footprints) (2001Ð2004). Vieques, 
Puerto Rico. 
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Figure 3. Francis AlØs. When Faith Moves Mountains (2002). Outside Lima, Perœ.  
 
 

 
 
Figure 4. Francis AlØs. When Faith Moves Mountains (2002). Outside Lima, Perœ.  
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Figure 5. Arquitecture Expandida. Escalera como Protesis (Stairs as Prosthesis) (2013). La Perla, San 
Juan, Puerto Rico. 
 

 
 
Figure 6. Arquitecture Expandida. La Casa del Viento (House of Wind) (2010). Community Library, 
San Cristobal, Bogot‡, Colombia.  
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Figure 7. Chemi Rosado-Seigo and Boly CortŽs. La Perla Bowl (2006). La Perla, San Juan, Puerto 
Rico. 
 
 

 

Figure 8. El Potocine (April 17, 2018). Potoc’  barrio, Ciudad Boliv‡r, Bogot‡, Colombia. 
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*** 

 1.1. The methodological  gap.  

Stanley Cohen argued in 1985 Òwords are real sources of power for guiding and 

justifying policy changes and for insulating the system from criticismÓ. Here, he was 

talking about community  control  and the rhetorical quest for community.  But his 

point on the importance of the words that are used to define, in this case policy  

parameters, are as important  or even more than the actual social acts performed 

according  to these same words. What this means is that there will always be a 

cognitive gap between things described by words and the thing acted upon, 

described by experience. This is what he called Òthe 'implementation  gap'  between 

rhetoric and reality, it is the rhetoric itself which becomes the problemÓ (Cohen, 

1985, p. 115). 

The rhetoric implied in this case refers to the usual socio-spatial practices of art and 

architecture when it comes to describe their purposes and function when dealing 

with works done in public  and in the social realm of marginalized populations.  As it 

is the case of the socially engaged art and architectural practices where their 

museum exhibitions, reviews and catalogues are full of the rhetoric of Òthe socialÓ 

as the site where art and architecture do good. 

Language is like history in that both are determined and narrated by the reigning 

power and act as a tool to conserve and protect  their hegemony. Thus, cognitive 

gaps are created in the interstices left on translation and the interpretation between 

the communication  dialectics  between subjected groups. All social groups create 

their own linguistic codes (Bernstein, 1960). From upper to lower classes, all 
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develop some form of exclusionary linguistic  codes to restrict and protect  their own 

social relations. Hence, in the realm of social art and architecture practices the first 

hurdle to overcome is language. That is why it is of great importance that we are 

working within the same definitions. I would return to specifically define a set of 

necessary terms for the acting upon the social arena.(see section. 3.1.Definitions.) 

Two of the most noted blind spots caused by cognitive gaps between artists and 

architects  working on the field of marginalized communities,  and thus affecting any 

social design methodology  for their works, are politic al blindness and the claim of 

epistemic ignorance. 

Political blindness is not something new in art and architecture. Although art has 

had at times a fashionably radical political  avant-garde in challenge to the political  

status quo, most of the time art and architecture end up as the publicity  and 

propaganda services of the agreed politics  of the state; and both produce  works to 

legitimize the political  and social visions of the state and its nationalisms. 

As in politics,  the ideal of truth and rightfulness has been equally elusive to grasp in 

the social practices of art and architecture. We all want to aspire to be Òthe good 

guyÓ. The selfless individual that goes against the grain of the normative 

individualization and commodification  of a life of convenience, the anti-

consumerism capitalist  persona that renounces her privilege and gives herself 

whole to the community.  There is always the elusive notion of truth of purpose that 

chases all artist and architects  in the question of their intent, when working in 

marginalized communities.   
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Epistemic ignorance goes together with the claim of political  blindness. They are 

both rhetorical stances where the author claims not to have known beforehand the 

history, politics,  social circumstances,  etc., of the field, and thus claim unwitting  

ignorance of the situation and hence unaccountability  and guilt-free release. 

(Medina, 2013; Fricker, 2007)  

Ignorance and blindness in the context  of epistemology are not to be taken in the 

context  of a search for truth, as truth is such a relative concept.  The search for truth 

becomes a forensic endeavour. 

Eyal Weizman posits that forensics is the practice on which people rely for the 

articulation and legitimization of Òthe contemporary notions of public  truthÓ 

(Weizman, 2014). ÒPublic truthÓ is in itself a cognitive mŽlange full of hermeneutical 

and epistemic traps (Fricker, 2007). A white unicorn hidden in a vast fantasy forest 

of democracy.  

Weizman continues to present that in forensics the ÒinterrogationÓ in search for Òa 

truthÓ is between Òtwo constitute  sites of forensicsÓ, one being fields and the other 

forums. For the purposes of this research this determination between these two 

constitute  sites is of value, as this researchÕs intentions are to identify the ways by 

which the practices of socially engaged art and architecture have had positive 

effects and where and how have they failed in their purpose on the site of 

marginalized and disfranchised communities.  

A forensics overview of socially engaged practice must be taken in detail on the 

field and forum. For this account  the field is the social and geographic site, where 

these art and architecture interventions have taken place. The field in BourdieuÕs 
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sense (Bourdieu,1977) is not a neutral ground; on the contrary it is a dynamic and 

elastic territory, a highly politicized and historically fractured terrain. Socially and 

politically,  a historical understanding of the interactions on the field is of key 

importance for the understanding of the social dynamics on the site. Because the 

field is not only a place of occurrence for these interactions; the field shapes these 

interactions, as a social and political  site of confrontation.   Based upon these 

understandings, a more complete perspective of the social and political  landscape 

of the field could be gained by the socio-spatial agents (artists and architects) who 

are performing a practice upon these sites. Hence avoiding the cognitive gaps 

represented by the epistemic ignorance and political  blindness portrayed by such 

socio-spatial agents in many of their intervention and works.  

ÒOne primary site of artistic intervention today is the gap itself that has been 
produced  between cultural institutions and the publicÓ (Cruz, 2012, p. 11).  

What or where are the methodological  gaps in the design thinking of the practices 

of socially engaged art and architecture? By identifying such gaps, and a critical 

understanding of their ontological  causes, it is possible to develop a counter-

hegemonic design and social practice for socially engaged spatial art and 

architecture projects that do not reproduce socio-economic and political  

stratification  and disenfranchisement.  

The methodological  gap lies in the hermeneutical gap left open by the plasticity  of 

the words and the Òexperience errorÓ in the socio-spatial agentsÕ perspective. Other 

methodological  gaps appear in the social practice of artists and architects  as 

epistemic errors in regard to the site of the community:  the assumption  of 
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community,  the presumption  of the need for help, and in the forum of art and 

architecture publicity.  These epistemic errors are discussed in Chapter 6. 

*** 

1.2. Measuring  success.  

A critical  assessment of any project  needs a prior clear definition of what success 

means in terms of the project  and in terms of the institutions that legitimize art and 

architecture as valuable social and cultural practices. 

Such validations change from different places and cultures. Although the globalized 

hegemony of Euro-American universal values has been unquestionably imposed on 

the aesthetics and purposes of art and architecture practices worldwide,  the 

universalism of value caveats the critical understanding of new inchoate socio-

spatial practices worldwide.  To measure successful projects that this research has 

investigated it has been necessary to define what success means in terms of the 

particular social conditions  of each project.  A universal definition of success for 

socially engaged spatial art and architecture projects  simplifies the specificity  of 

place and reduces the whole social experience of the project to that of a site. 

Success, in terms of what it means for the institution  of the international art world11 

and culture industry, is particularly collusive. Success is a relational definition, 

                                                
11 Howard S. Becker argued: ÒI have used the term [art world] in a more technical way, to 
denote the network of people whose cooperative activity, organized via their joint 
knowledge of conventional means of doing things, produces the kind of art works that the 
art world is noted forÓ (Becker, 1982, p. x). The art world comprises the networked  
conglomerate of worldwide  art institutions:  museums, biennials, art fairs, galleries, 
universities, academies, publications,  and private individuals that legitimate and speculate 
with the value system of the work of art as an international market commodity.  
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because its meaning is shaped by the context  from which this term is represented. 

In short terms, the question can be posed: Success is according  to whom and for 

whom? 

Success according  to the international art world comes with dialectical frictions 

between what the definition of success is within the institutional  legitimized social 

definitions versus the vanguard of a pseudo avant-garde of contemporary  art 

practices, especially when it comes to the socially engaged art definition. These 

currents are being named here as pseudo avant-garde, because only initially they 

appear to be insurgent practices as they appear Ð again Ð to be practices of 

interruption of the status-quo of the art-world institutions  that legitimized what is 

good art and what is bad art. Thus, characterizing a particular aesthetic as what is 

success and what is not. Surely this legitimization by the institutionalized art world 

is shaped also by market forces and not only by the hegemony of taste, and the 

aesthetic value of the bourgeois. It is another dialectical context  between 

commodity  fetishization of the artwork versus pure aesthetic value that contributes  

to the shaping of what is the proper social and economic  context  for the proper 

value of the artwork.  

Aesthetic value understood as another dialectical construction  that is shaped 

between the tensions of economic  standing and class status. The back and forth of 

what is the primacy of value in the case of the art object;  if it is first a commodity  

value or a class value. 

The issue at point  will be to design a methodology for a critical epistemic practice to 

counteract  the traditional practices that perpetuate epistemic and hermeneutical 
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injustices that plague the design thinking of socio-spatial art and architecture 

projects.  

Art and architecture share and dissent on many issues regarding their own research 

methods, creative processes, and social practices and their perceived social and 

individual purpose and responsibilities.  At times these differences seem contrary 

and even antagonistic.  Nevertheless, both share a common ancestry as they 

developed simultaneously in many cultures around the earth, not as distinct  

disciplines but as one and the same. The modern academic differentiation and 

professionalization into separate specialized disciplines has had the detrimental 

effect of fomenting closed, authoritative and individualized approaches when 

working in the social realm; the way in which art and architecture approach projects  

that deal directly with people, communities  and social-political  life. This has been 

their methodological  gap; the modus operandi of art and architecture as hegemonic 

self-reflective practices. A socially detached form of practice restricted  to only what 

the artist and architect  experiences from their own privileged partial perspective 

(Haraway, 1988) as their own everyday life experience. This detachment  from other 

perspectives of life has created a narcissistic and myopic  design process in both art 

and architecture. It perpetuated and legitimized the aesthetics of class hierarchies 

and of taste cultures (Gans,1974). 

A more effective social practice can be formed from an assemblage of the distinct  

modes of operation from art and architecture together with social activism and 

community -building approaches to space and place-making. Using and adapting 

aspects of decolonial feminist theory and practices of resistance (Segato, 2018; 

Lugones, 2010; Gago, 2017; Creshaw, 1991), transgressive informal and vernacular 
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architecture and an attitude of contrapuntal  reading (Said,1992) of urban design, a 

proper transdisciplinary perspective can be developed.  

*** 

 

1.3. Research  methods.  

The research follows a qualitative social constructivist  perspective with informal and 

flexible approach to interviews, open conversations and free dialogues with 

community  members and artists and architects . In this process the researcher 

considers the diversity of local worlds, multiple realities, and the complexities  of 

particular worlds, views, voices and actions. (Creswell, 2009). 

 The methodology  includes a mix-methods approach, including information 

gathering, a learning approach to the multiplicity  of voices from theory and 

participants , grounded theory and critical  analysis, multiple visits to sites of socially 

engaged projects  and two case studies, where direct critical  observations12 were 

conducted  and informal conversations with artists, architects and people who live 

around the sites took place.  

The meta-narrative of the research is inescapably framed within self-reflexive 

contingent  experiences of the researcher as artist, architect  and author. The voice 

and positioning  of the author is clearly identified in section1.5. AuthorÕs position. 

                                                
12 Critical observations are bounded by historical references. They constitute a source of 
informed experience and knowledge, beyond merely being empirical observations, which 
only reflect to the observerÕs limited experience of the context of the act observed. 
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Nevertheless, within the cognitive frame between the agency of the researcher and 

the subject being researched, there will always be the uncertainty of ÒUnknown 

unknownsÓ (Luft and Ingham, 1955). What this proposition means is that it will 

always be risks included in any social situation  were the unexpected could not be 

considered or foreseen.  

The uncertainty revealed in this process arrives from the context  of research the 

author believes following Frederik SteierÕs (1991) account on his own research 

methods, Òin my research is in no way existent apart from my involvement in it Ðit is 

not out thereÓ. (Steier, 1991, p. 1). Also, Steier emphasized that the research has the 

potential to Òreveal an existent universe that might be known apart from my 

knowing activity and its entailments.Ó (Steier, ibid.). 

 
 
 

1.3.1. Self-reflexiv ity  approach.  

Reflexivity as a research method could be considered an attitude towards  the 

context  of knowledge construction,  especially to the effect of the researcher, at 

every step of the research process. The idea of knowledge as embedded within a 

Òsocially constructed  as person-constructing  process between the researcher as a 

in-a-cultureÓ. (Shweder and Miller, 1985, p. 4) and the subject of his/her research as 

bounded by a socio-cultural system of language, traditions and politics.  Within a 

reflexive system the perspective  or position of the researcher shapes all research.  

Kirsti Malterud (2001) describes the reflexive approach as the position where ÒThe 

researcher's background  and position will affect what they choose to investigate, 

the angle of investigation, the methods judged most adequate for this purpose, the 
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findings considered most appropriate,  and the framing and communication  of 

, p. conclusions"  (Malterud, 2001 483).  

Frederick Steier (1991) wrote, ÒWe create worlds through the questions that we 

askÉÓ. Steier continued to argue Òwe as researchers construct  that which we claim 

, p. to findÓ. (Steier, 1991 1). Steier was arguing about the context  of the researcher 

constructions,  as observer, either active or passive could not keep out of Òhis own 

and to hold onto vestiges of objectivism,Ó was a na•ve propositi on. , p. (Steier, 1991

4). The objective positioning,  following Donna Haraway (1988) is understood  for this 

research methodology  as another ÒunmarkÓ categories of patriarchal privilege 

simplifying knowledge and epistemology as universal. Haraway argued, ÒFeminist 

objectivity  means quite simply situated knowledges.Ó (Haraway,1988, p. 583). 

Therefore, Haraway posited,  ÒpositioningÓ, in this case of the author/researcher as 

the Òkey practice in grounding knowledge.Ó (Haraway, 1988, p. 587). Thus, situating 

knowledge to location instead to a transcendence, Òallows us to become 

answerable for what we learn how to see.Ó (Haraway,1988, p. 583). Whereby it is the 

position of this thesis not to follow Kantian objectivism (Schott, 1988) in this 

research process.  

This thesis relied on informal conversations, not on scripted  interviews, thus the 

positioning of the researcher towards the field conditions  (Allen, 2009) situating the 

researcher is of paramount importance to take into account. This type of research is 

in no way independent or detached from the authorÕs involvement within it (Steir, 

Therefore, following a self-reflexive approach to research the researcherÕs 1991). 

background  and positioning  shapes and situates his/her interpretation.  
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Arturo Escobar argued about the self-reflexive relationship of the artist and the 

architects  have with the design process. Escobar posited,  ÒIn designing tools, we 

(humans) design the conditions  of our existence and, in turn, the conditions  of our 

designingÉ  we design tools and these tools design us back.Ó (Escobar, 2018, p. 

110). This statement has been a dictum for this research methodology.  

reflexivity is understood  as a Òbending back on itselfÓ Furthermore, the notion of 

(G.H. Mead, 1962). Thus, since reflexivity is a Òturning-back of oneÕs experience 

upon oneselfÓ (Steier, 1991 2). I, as the researcher should be aware that my own , p. 

agency as an artist and architect  is not autonomous, instead it is bounded to a 

socially constructed  process dependent on what Winograd and Flores (1986) called 

the deep questions of design. They wrote, ÒWe recognize that in designing tools we 

are designing ways of being.Ó (Winograd and Flores, 1986 xi).  What this means , p. 

is that the framework of how a research is planned and organized, together with all 

the Òunknown-unknownsÓ on-the-field experience will inevitably change the 

structure of the research as the research progresses.  

The anthropologist  Clifford Geertz (1973) wrote that the researcher becomes aware 

of his own research activities as Òtelling ourselves a story about ourselvesÓ. In this 

research there will always be issues of self-reference that informed the 

methodologies  and the research process in general. Nevertheless, the research was 

considered more as process of social reflexivity, and then, of self-reflexivity as 

social process (Turner, 1981). The cognitive jump that this research hoped to 

achieve from the position of the researcher was to be reflective (in showing 

ourselves to ourselves) and reflexive (being conscious of ourselves as we see 

ourselves) Steier (1991).   
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*** 

1.3.2. Grounded  theory  and critical  analysis . 

 

Grounded theory is a good design tool to use when a theory is not available to 

explain a process (Creswell, 2007).  

This particular approach was chosen as part of a mix-methods research approach, 

because of the need to fill a gap in the literature about the particular research 

problems this thesis confronted.  Although, a phenomenological  approach could 

have emphasized the meaning of an experience for a number of individuals involved 

and affected by the interventions and works analyzed during the research, the intent 

here was to follow a mix-methods research, including a grounded theory design to 

move beyond mere description  and to generate a theory, and outline an abstract 

analytical schema to promote a process of action and change (Strauss & Corbin, 

1998). 

 

The thesis presents the research problem composed  of a series of cognitive gaps 

and errors in the artists and architectsÕ design-thinking methodology,  pedagogy and 

practices as they intervene as socio-spatial agents working in marginalized 

communities  in Latin America. It appears that very little have been written in the 

context  of these interventions in Latin America. Much of what has been written is in 

the context  of uncritical praise in review articles in museum and exhibition 

catalogues and in art and architecture magazines, reviews and portfolios.  A few 

books have been published in the past 20 years. Books by Luis Camnitzer (2007), 
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Juan Vicente Aliaga and JosŽ Miguel G. CortŽs (2014), Bill Kelley Jr. and Grant H. 

Kester (2017), and Macarena G—mez-Barris (2017, 2018) have been some of the few 

notable investigations on contemporary  art and socio-spatial currents and practices 

in Latin America. Nevertheless, most of these books take a historical narrative and 

less a critical examination on socio-spatial practices.  Only G—mez-Barris books 

(2017 & 2018) are a contemporary  review of performative and socially engaged art 

practices from Latin America. Nevertheless, G—mez-Barris narrative is more focused 

on praising the works because of the site and the artistsÕ subaltern conditions,  

rather than bringing a critical engagement with the ethics of participation,  

commercial  and professional opportunism,  epistemological  and labour extractivism 

and other cognitive errors that this thesis posits as axial conditions  materializing 

into a colonizing attitude in artists and architectsÕ socio-spatial practices in the site 

of marginalized populations  in Latin America. 

The theory in this research was generated or ÒgroundedÓ in conversations with 

participants  who have experienced the process and the sites visited and studied. 

The researcher generated a general explanation (a theory) of these processes, 

actions and interactions influence and informed by the views of the participants  

(Strauss & Corbin, 1998), together with a critical analysis of literature review. The 

social situation of marginalization, disenfranchisement and poverty of the 

populations  that became sites for artist and architectÕs socio-spatial practices form 

the researchÕs unit of analysis. The researcher took an epistemic position away from 

the Òall knowing analystÓ to the Òacknowledged participantÓ observer (Clarke, 2005, 

xxvii). Therefore, during the on-the-field research, a theory developed, informed p. 
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by the researcherÕs views, positions and learning experiences of the local situations, 

relationships, and hierarchies of power in the populations  of these sites. 

The general framework of thought  of the researcher was contextualized within the 

following questions that the researcher kept present during the processes of 

observation to understand the process of how individuals experienced the sites. 

1-What are the cognitive gaps present in the design thinking and 

practices of many artists and architects  working as socio-spatial agents in 

marginalized communities? 

2-Why does a number of socio-spatial projects  in marginalized 

communities  tend to reproduce capitalismÕs colonizing extractivist  

practices? 

3- What are the reasons behind the success and failure of socio-spatial 

projects? 

The challenges in the research were primarily the researcherÕs needs to set aside, 

as much as possible, a priori theoretical ideas or notions so that a substantive 

theory could emerge. Thus was the need for not conducting  scripted  interviews, 

instead opening the research process to Òuninvited participationÓ (Schalk, et al, 

 of informal conversations, observations and encounters. 2018)

 

Critical  analysis:  

Gary Genosko (1996) wrote about how Michel Foucault expressed his feelings 

towards theory, Òconcepts were after all nothing but tools and that theories were 

equivalent to the boxes that contain them.Ó (Genosko, 1996 173). , p. 
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Critical analyses of the literature review were the method to shape Òthe boxesÓ for 

the theory developed here.  Critical analysis is a tool to properly contextualize the 

thesis arguments to the wealth of theory already in existence. 

From a vast bibliography  of well over 300 sources contained within this research, 

texts are more or less divided between, texts with new ideas and texts referential to 

new ideas, which in turn reinforce and expand these ideas. The only way to critically 

analyse the usefulness of a text in the context  of this research is by a continuous 

process of referencing texts to other texts, a kind of archaeological support  and 

validation system. From a very large array of texts from the fields of philosophy,  

sociology,  anthropology,  political  economy, geography, art, architecture, urbanism, 

and decolonial feminist theory, many pivotal thinkers and theories emerged as axial 

thinkers for this research. 

In order to understand the effects of socio-spatial agentsÕ interventions within 

marginalized and disenfranchised communities  in Latin America it is essential to 

comprehend the instrumental agency, class, gender and race have as 

institutionalized methods of segregation, racism and violence in everyday life of the 

people that inhabit these sites. The works of Edward Said (1993), Franz Fanon 

(1963), Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (2012), Homi Bhabha (1990,1994), Anibal 

Quijano (2000), Rita Segato (2018), Veronica Gago (2017), Maria Lugones (2010), 

Sayak Valencia (2018), Nirmal Puwar (2004), JosŽ Medina (2013) and Miranda 

Fricker (2010) are very important  key thinkers for understanding the present 

situation of these social, political  and cultural asymmetric relationships of power.  

The works of decolonial feministÕs theorist have been important  to understand the 

processes of colonialism beyond the traditional patriarchal perspective: Rita Segato 
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(2018), Maria Lugones (2010), Veronica Gago (2017), Audre Lorde (1978, 1984) and 

Kimberle Crenshaw (1989, 1991,1991). 

The principal authors that influenced this research, from a philosophical  perspective  

were: Donna Haraway (1988), Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1962), Martin Heidegger 

(1954, 1971, 2002), Michel De Certeau (1984), Michel Foucault (1969, 1978, 1980, 

1984), Walter Benjamin (1968), and Roland Barthes (1977). 

From the art and architectural perspective: Elizabeth Grosz (1992, 1993, 2001), 

Rosalyn Deutsche (1984,1998), Jane Rendell (2003, 2006), Jeremy Till (1998, 2006, 

2011), and Hal Foster (1983, 1987, 1996, 2002, 2011). 

From the sociology position: Agnes Heller (1977, 1984, 1994), Chantal Mouffe 

(2000, 2002, 2007, 2013), Saskia Sassen (2005, 2006, 2014), and Edward Soja 

(1989, 1996, 2010). 

Many more works have informed this research, some more than others. Throughout 

this thesis a vast landscape of theory is presented as Ôarchaeological supportÕ to 

this thesis findings and conclusions.   

*** 

1.3.3. Informal  conversations.  
 
 
The on-the-field knowledge learned during the time of research and travel for this 

thesis relied on informal conversations and critical observations, not on scripted  

interviews and structured  visits that would have required and are depended on the 

afterthoughts  of transcription.  Transcription further emphasises the role of the 
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researcher as interpreter and translator of the experience of the other as seen, 

represented, filtered and translated through the inadequacies of the language and 

aesthetics of the researcher. Who by this action become the de-facto speaker and 

narrator for the other. This represents a hierarchical positioning  of the author as 

epistemic translator, which further illustrates the ingrained prejudice about the 

otherÕs agency or lack thereof not being able to speak for himself or herself. This is 

a clear act of epistemic injustice and silencing (Fricker, 2007; Medina, 2013). 

Frederik Steier (1991) argued, that during the process of interview between the 

researcher and the subjects of his research Òin respondentsÕ reports [É ] that 

respondents are perhaps shifting, during the interview, their ÔconstructionÕ of the 

person to whom their responses are directed [É ] from researcher as expertÓ. 

(Steier, 1991, p. 7). This example further illustrates the need to blur the hierarchies 

between positions of subject and object  of the research. 

A conversation should not be transcribed as it defeats its purpose to sense the field 

(Bourdieau, 1984) of complexities  of the otherÕs experience, beliefs and affects. The 

futility of transcription  of a conversation ruins the essence of the informality and the 

unrehearsed, spontaneous improvised qualities of the moment of exchange 

Keith Jenkins (1991) argued, ÒIn every act of communication  there between people. 

is an act of translation going on; that every act of speech is an interpretation 

between privaciesÓ (Jenkins, 1991 39). However, to grasp the intangible nuances , p. 

of the otherÕs experience, a conversation is the closest to a free enterprise between 

peoples. 

Conversations were chosen over interviews or dialogues for the field research part 

of the case studies because interviews are a form of scripted participation  with a 
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clear path to interpretation  and hierarchical positioning.  A dialogue in the other hand 

that which takes place in an irrevocably asymmetrical relationship.Ó (Karatani, is Ò

2005 73), it, p.  promotes debate between conflictual  conditions  searching for the 

banality of an imaginary consensus. (Bakhin, 1981). Therefore, a conversation is a 

perfect form of Òuninvited participationÓ (Schalk, et al, 2018) to an open-ended 

relationship between unclassified agents and hierarchies. Conversations are the 

only relationships that allows us an imagining of Òother worldsÓ (Lugones, 1987; 

Petrescu, 2007; Mouffe, 2013).  Since language and languaging are inseparable 

from the particularity  of its context  (Steier, 1991), conversation allow for an open 

encounter with the other to become a Òtransformative learning experience.Ó (AltŽs 

Arlandis, 2018). Frederick Steier (1991) synthesized the context  of the conversation, 

ÒMultiple conversations are, in effect, multiple realities, no one being the real 

conversationÓ none of them is a meta-conversation. ÒThey simple involve different 

domains [É ] moving from one conversation to another requires an understanding of 

issues of translation.Ó (Steier, 1991, p. 6). The overall purpose of this research was 

then to become a learning experience not a statistical  exercise on collecting  data. 

*** 

 

1.4. A critical  epistemic  methodology.  

This thesis proposes a critical epistemic methodology  that would start by looking 

inwards in a critical  intersectional contestation  of its political  and aesthetic values. It 

would then assemble methods, experiences, and designs from social and public art, 



   

 57 

social architecture and critical spatial practices13 to forge a functional  set of 

operations, tactics and a critical decolonial and epistemological  perspective.  

The epistemic injustices and colonial thinking that permeate art and architecture  

practices have to be recognized. Followed by a critique of how this knowledge has 

been created, legitimized and disseminated to the communities  where these 

projects  are intervening. Only then can it be understood  the epistemic injustices and 

silencing that these communities  have been subjected to by the practices of socially 

engaged interventions. 

*** 

Gregory BatesonÕs ideas towards what Frank Barron (1995) called the ecology of 

creativity comes to play a fundamental role in this researchÕs perspective when 

defining a transdisciplinary approach to inquiry that recognizes the lived experience 

and subjectivity  of the inquirer (Montuori, 2005). Furthermore, the development of 

creative integrations between practices that Bateson (2002, p. 19) had alluded to, 

which Òbring to peopleÕs attention a number of cases in which two or more 

information sources come together to give information of a sort different from what 

was in either source separately.Ó This is necessary to start a critical epistemic 

practice. Pursuing a transdisciplinary way of inquiry that acknowledges the 

multiplicity  of voices, knowledge, simultaneity, trans-geography and epistemic 

injustices of the hegemonic ways of legitimizing, interpreting, experience and 

testimony is the beginning of understanding what a critical epistemic practice could 

                                                
13 For a further discussion of critical spatial practice in art and architecture see: 
Marcus Miassen. 2016. ÔCrossbenching, Toward partic ipation as Critical Spatial Practice. 
London: Sternberg Press. 
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be. Also, it is necessary to acknowledge that there is not a single universal 

perspective that will contribute  towards an epistemology of justice approach to 

practice between audience/user and artist and architect.  The artist and architect  as 

social agents inherit the responsibility  to be just and inclusive in an ecological way 

that promotes communal consciousness of solidarity, sustainability, community -

building and critical citizenship. Otherwise, the artist and architect  are extractivist  

agents of the same colonialist capitalism that perpetuates the condition  of abjection 

of the poor and marginalized populations.  

The methodological  gaps created by epistemic injustices can be bridged by further 

expanding the nexus between socially engaged practices of art and architecture 

with decolonial feminist theory and socio-spatial practices.  If a pattern of 

connections  can be established through a transdisciplinary inquiry between these 

fields, a meshwork of relationships might be able to be contextualized as a practice 

(Bateson, 1972; Barron, 1995; Montuori,  2005). Thus, a theoretical and practical  

foundation for an epistemology of resistance (Medina, 2013) could be enabled 

between the audience/user Ð the subaltern marginalized Ð  and socially engaged 

artist and architectÕs practice concerning the social engagement, community -

building, and the self-management of public  and socially engaged art and 

architecture initiatives.  

*** 
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1.5. A speculative  hypothesis.  

Before speculating whether or not some socially engaged projects  are successful, a 

clear definition of what success is for the purposes of this thesis has to be stated. 

Success initially appears to be defined by how long the project is still in use by the 

community.  

Socially engaged art and architecture projects  that have been successful initially 

appear to be because the projects  were appropriated  and connected  to the 

everyday life narrative of the inhabitants of the places and surroundings where 

these projects were constructed.  These projects  appear to be the ones that the 

community  helped to build,  and the physical structure of the project became a 

gathering place where the inhabitants started to meet and share not only in the 

activities initially designed within the projectÕs design. Instead, the people around 

the project  started to create by themselves new uses and activities beyond the 

projectÕs initial design characteristics.  Thus, the people intended to be the audience 

became users, and re-contextualized the project  under their own function beyond 

the artist and architectÕs initial social and cultural vision. It could be inferred that the 

community  appropriated  the project  into their own narrative. The projects  that this 

research studied Ð La Perla Bowl (2006Ðpresent) in San Juan, Puerto Rico and El 

Potocine (2013Ðpresent) in Ciudad Boliv‡r, Bogot‡, Colombia Ð both share this 

narrative of projects appropriated  and recontextualized into the everyday narrative 

of the community.  Testament to this is that both projects are still today in daily use 

and being maintained by the community.  For this reason, these projects were 

chosen to be the case studies of this thesis.  
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The success of socially engaged projects appears to greatly vary depending on 

whether there was an existing organized community  residing in the place and 

surroundings where the projects took place. It seems to be much harder to create a 

lasting socially engaged art or architecture project  when there is not a prior sense of 

community.  Therefore, this thesis speculates, the success of socially engaged 

projects  depends on the projects  being undertaken where there are established 

social and communitarian structures organized in already politically  empowered 

communities.  Furthermore, the thesis posits,  the socially engaged projects by 

themselves are insufficient to create a sense of place and community  

consciousness. 

Thus, we see the unravelling of the Robinson Crusoe myth (Said, 1992), of artists 

and architects as socio-spatial agents, whereby they arrive to a ÒwildernessÓ and 

tame it into Òcivilized cultureÓ by means of their own technical expertise and ethical, 

moral, and cultural superiority. These ideas can be rendered as parachuting 

practices of outdated  cultural imperialisms, remnants of the colonizing missions of 

the age of Empire.  

If the design program of the projects  intended to be constructed  on these sites lack 

an integrated social relationship with the communities  residing on the site, then they 

would be taken as ÒparachutingÓ practice. This means that the projectÕs ÒlifeÓ will be 

only temporary; that the projectÕs communal relationships will not last beyond the 

projectÕs construction  and exhibition life.14 Such projects tend not to continue very 

                                                
14 By Òexhibition lifeÓ I am referring to the period of time that the social agent is working with 
the project  and other cultural or social institutions  are covering the development  of the 
project, creating a sort of public  life of the project.   
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long after the social agents of the artist or architect  leave. Examples of this type of 

unsuccessful project in Puerto Rico are: La Perla, Abiertamente (2005) (Fig.1) by the 

artist Ana Rivera Marrero, which has been abandoned for many years; Live-Savers 

(2005) by the artist Aaron Salabarrias; and Escalera como Protesis (2013) by 

Arquitectura Expandida. The latter two no longer exist as the sea eroded them both. 

Another project by Arquitectura Expandida, in San Cristobal, Bogot‡, Colombia, La 

Casa del Viento (2010), was burned by members of the community. 15 Although this 

research is focused only on projects based in Puerto Rico and Colombia for the 

case studies, many similarities can be found in the social impact  these types of 

projects  have in other parts of the world. Other failed socially engaged projects will 

be discussed later in the thesis. 

 

Figure 9. Ana Rivera Marrero. La Perla (2005). Abiertamente.. 

                                                
15 The projects  Escalera como Protesis and La Casa del Viento are documented  and 
discussed in Chapter 2 in the ÒCase studiesÓ section. 
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Figure 10. La Perla (2020). Abiertamente. 

*** 

1.6. AuthorÕs position.  

ÒOnce again I repeat that I am not an impartial critic.  My judgements are nourished 

by my ideals, my sentiments, my passions.Ó 

      JosŽ Carlos Mari‡tegui. Lima, Perœ 1928. 

 

Roland Barthes wrote, ÒOnce the Author is removed, the claim to decipher a text 

becomes quite futile.Ó (Barthes, 1977, p. 147). Following BarthesÕ assertion on the 

necessity to ÒknowÓ the author in order to make sense of the narration, I thus follow 

with a brief disclosure of who I am as the author and narrator of this research. 
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I experience the world around me in the same manner as David Chariandy 

described his own writing process, Òrooted in a very specific  embodimentÓ 

(Fournier; 2021). Chariandy described himself in his writings as a black man of the 

Caribbean diaspora. Chariandy was keenly aware of the racialized subjectivity  

imposed on him and his practice by the world-system (Wallerstein, 2004) that 

surrounded him. 

I embody the agency of the Òepistemological colonistÓ (Willis, 2015). I am a trained 

artist, informal architect  and academic educated in the western academic tradition 

doing research and building dwellings in Latin America (Fig 11,12,13,14). I have 

chosen to describe my practice in architecture as informal, as I choose to remain 

outside the regulated, licensed and professionalized parameters of architecture. 

My epistemological  agency arises from the privilege of a Òpartial perspectiveÓ and 

Òthe conquering gazeÓ (Haraway;1988) of a male body. I inhabit a curious interstice 

between race, class, diaspora and tourism. I am considered, phenotypically  a 

mestizo16. Nevertheless, in my country of birth, Perœ, my social position is as Ð

white17 male, and a tourist  since I only live there part-time. I have been treated as a 

ÔminorityÕ, a white-Hispanic male in the United States, where I studied a BFA and 

MFA, and I am considered a privilege bourgeois university professor in the country 

where I reside, Puerto Rico. I embody the foreigner, sometimes I camouflage as 

Peruvian diaspora in the Caribbean Island country of my mother, Puerto Rico, the 

last colony, an unincorporated  territory of the Unites States since 1898.  
                                                
16 Mestizo, it is one of many colonial categorizations to divide peoples by racial mix to 
legitimize asymmetrical power divisions between indigenous, settlers and European colonist 
in the Americas. 
17  In this thesis it is argued that ÔwhiteÕ and ÔwhitenessÕ are not a dependent or relational 
categories of skin color. Instead, they are performative conditions of power. (Castro-G—mez, 
2005). 
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Camouflaging as a foreigner has allowed me to move easily with a critical distance 

and very little social investment to lose. Albert Camus wrote it succinctly  in 

LÕƒtranger, Òje mÕouvrais pour la premi•re  fois ‡ la tender indifference du monde. 

 I opened myself to the gentle indifference of the world.Ó (Camus, 1942, p. 9). As an 

apparent foreigner, a transitory figure of exoticism, a place between treat and 

seduction, I experience everyday life from a privilege position of motion. I am a 

white-mestizo male with a foreign accent (my vernacular language is Castellano Ð

Spanish, peppered with an array of national and regional accents from the many 

countries where I grew up). This particular condition  has allowed me to move 

between countries with the luxury of doubt . Doubt about my national, and ethnic 

origins has permitted  me to maintain a motion in between static definitions and 

allegiances of nationhood and citizenship.  

 

The philosopher of science Donna Haraway once argued, Òpositioning is, the key 

practice in grounding knowledge.Ó (Haraway, 1988, p. 587). As an artist, architect 

and academic I position myself to see, observe, experience my surroundings 

critically aware of my own vantage point of a Òprivilege partial perspectiveÓ 

(Haraway, 1988) of a privilege educated bourgeois Ðsometimes white male. Thus, I 

continuously  have to check, and re-check myself into a self-reflexive exercise, 

almost a kind of auto-ethnography of my privilege Òunmark position of manÓ 

(Haraway, 1988). This Òunmark positionÓ a ÒcategoryÓ that have allowed me to Òsee 

and not be seen, to represent while escaping representationÓ (Haraway, 1988; 581) 

have made me conscious of how we (men) decide to act upon and express our 

position, privilege and agency in our everyday living, and how this positionality  will 
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inevitably construct  our perspective and position towards  every subject of our 

effects, affects, love and contingencies.  

 

Privilege becomes a sedimented practice when it remains unchecked, 

unquestioned and unmarked, almost an ontological  vectoring prerogative that 

frames and contextualizes every experience of everyday life experience. I have a 

necessity to achieve a cognitive jump beyond the confines of simplistic  patriarchal 

Cartesian world-views towards  a personal everyday Òpractice of freedomÓ 

(Freire,1976) critically aware of my own positioning  and prejudices. 

As a male researcher from Perœ, I find it necessary to start my practice as an artist, 

informal architect and professor with Òthe notion of the self as siteÓ (Kossak, 

Petrescu, Schneider, Tyszczuk, and Walker, 2009). Elizabeth Grosz argued that the 

body itself could be regarded as Òthe locus and site of inscription  for specific  

modes of subjectivity.Ó (Grosz, 1992, p. 241). Thus, it is in the action to excavate my 

own subjectivities  that became the process of a self-deconstruction  towards  

decolonizing myself from patriarchal expectations  and desires. It has not been an 

easy proposition  to achieve.  

Elizabeth Grosz positions agency as dependant on how we choose to accept  that 

Òdesignated positionÓ of privilege and related to Òthe degree to which we refuse itÓ 

(Grosz, 2001; 22). Moreover, our identities are tied to this agency and privilege. As 

Grosz points out Òwe are effects more than causes [...]Ó (Grosz, ibid.). 

This thesis is grounded at its core to the question of agency and how we position 

ourselves within Òthe tricky weÓ (Reisinger and Schalk; 2017). We as a group 
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composed  of artists and architects  with the agency, illusions and hopes to 

endeavour to be good social agents for social change. 

We, artists and architects  who venture into the realm of the social, to work with and 

for marginalized communities  on the borderlands of the cities of the Global-South, 

are to embody the cognitive jump away from extractivist  colonizer agents who 

appropriate  knowledge,  labour and bodies to further our professional careers, 

towards instead becoming an engaged socio-spatial agent for change. 

 

I started this research quite naively from the opposite  side of what this research 

eventually became. I initially thought of myself as a socio-spatial agent, an 

artist/architect  interested in working in the public  space of marginalized 

communities.  I thought of my thesis as a practice lead research involving myself 

conducting  an intervention to transform public  space for open access and 

participation  with the community  (Fig. 15). I played into the myth of the artist (Schalk, 

2007). I thought  of my intervention as an everyday transforming event, a place-

making device. I could not be more wrong in my initial na•ve assessment of what an 

artistÕs intervention actually does in the social realm. I designed prototypes  to 

construct  interactive structures that I hoped would engage the public  in playful 

relations towards nurturing conversations and eventually a better understanding 

between the participants  (Fig. 16, 17).  My previous work as an artist had made me 

curious of the social relations formed through interactions and conversations. I 

explored the uses of technology  and architectures as means to enable deeper 

relationships through conversations (Fig.18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23). Nevertheless, as I 

started to visit other sites where artists and architects  had intervened with their 
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works as socio-spatial agents, my initial ideas started to change, I questioned what 

is the role artists and architects  embody in these sites. I started to see with 

suspicion my own subjective positioning and practice.  The more I travelled visiting 

sites of artistsÕ and architectsÕ interventions, the more I was repeatedly confronted  

with the notion that our practices on the site of poor and marginalized communities  

that we were aiming to help, were only reproducing  the same colonizing and 

extractivist  practices that we were criticizing governments and institutions  for 

embracing neoliberal capitalist  policies. Thus, my first cognitive jump towards  a 

self-deconstruction  was away from my own academic training as artist and 

architect.  I hoped this apparent jump into a void would allow me a critical  distance 

from the academic disciplines that have shaped the way I perceive and position my 

practice. The apparent jump into a void was not at all into an empty space, rather it 

was into the space of decolonial feminist theory and practice.  The axial relationship 

decolonial theory took within my intellectual understanding of my own processes as 

a man, artist and architect were crucial to my belief that my practice could be 

decolonized and become more effective beyond the traditional parameters of 

academia and the institutions  of art and architecture. 

The following pages of this thesis could be read as my own personal road map 

through the processes of decolonizing my practice and myself. 
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Figure 11. Stone House. Rancas, Huayhuaysh Range. Perœ. 2007 
 
 

 

Figure 12. Stone House. Rancas, Huayhuaysh Range. Perœ. 2017. 
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Figure 13. ArtistÕs studio forest cabin. Karso Range. Ciales. Puerto Rico.1993. 

 

Figure 14. Casa Pukara. Karso Range. Ciales. Puerto Rico.1994. 
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Figure 15. Skater/conversation  bench. 2013.  

 

Figure 16. Prototype play box .2013.  
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Figure 17. Swearing ball. Reactive record-play sound toy/sculpture. 2008.  

 

Figure 18. La conversaci—n / the conversation. Kinetic, sound and video interactive installation 2004. 
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Figure 19. La conversaci—n / the conversation. 2004. 

 

Figure 20. La conversaci—n / the conversation. MAX/MSP patch.  2004. 
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Figure 21. The Panopticon. Interactive video/sound  installation. 2005. 

 

Figure 22. The Panopticon. Interactive video/sound  installation. 2005. 
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Figure 23. The Panopticon. MAX/MSP patch. 2005. 

*** 

Chapter  2. Case studies.   

Why these sites were chosen? Frederick Steier (1991) wrote Òconstructing is a 

social process, rooted in language, not located inside oneÕs headÉhow  one might 

be heard and that meaning is constructedÉthus,  a reflexive researcher requires an 

understanding of languageÓ. (Steier, 1991, p. 5). 

Beyond the understanding of the vernacular language of any site, I believe any 

researcher needs to have a feel of the field (Bourdieu, 1984), otherwise the 

researcher risks only hearing half the story. Arturo Escobar (2018) argued that 

cognition is not based on the manipulation of knowledge towards achieving an 

objective. Instead, that the observer (the researcher) is not separated from the 

conditions  of the world that he/she observes. The researcher Òcreates the 
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phenomenal domains within which she/he acts; and the world is created through 

language.Ó (Escobar, 2018, p.111). It is because of these conditions  that to choose 

a site of study that it is far removed from the researcherÕs life conditions  has the 

potent ial to become an experience on extractivist  tourism rather than an insightful 

epistemic exercise of learning, understanding, sharing and solidarity. This is why I 

chose the following sites for research. I have a long personal connection  with both 

countries and cities San Juan, Puerto Rico and Bogota, Colombia and with the 

regions where these sites are located. I have friends and colleges that I have known 

for many years who live in these locations. Because of these connections,  I was 

welcomed in these communities. I felt at ease, not because I belonged to them, but 

rather because my agency as a foreigner was recognized and accepted as a visitor. 

This research has been informed by two case studies and an array of personal 

experiences throughout  my years working as an artist/architect  visiting various 

projects  in The United States, Perœ, Puerto Rico, and Colombia. After experiencing 

many projects  of socially engaged art and architecture in many countries, I 

observed that many of them fall in disuse and abandonment a short time after the 

socio-spatial agent leaves the site. Nevertheless, in the literature produced  by the 

institutions  that sponsored these projects: museums, galleries, local governments, 

NGOs, cultural institutions and universities, the life of these projects is only 

documented  to the point of exhibition and catalogue. The archive for socially 

engaged projects  appears more engaged in the portfolio  of the individual artists and 

architects,  the exhibition and catalogue, rather than in the effects on the 

communit ies where these works were initially designed to fulfil a specific  social 

need. 
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The two case studies selected to inform the research were chosen because both 

works of socio-spatial practice are of the few examples of projects  that have lasted 

long after the interest for archive, portfolio  and exhibition have dwindle.  

The first work is La Perla Bowl, located in La Perla neighbourhood in San Juan, 

Puerto Rico. This work was initially designed and built as an artwork and open 

community  pool/skate  park. The second work selected is El Potocine18, located in 

the Òbarriada" of Potoc’,  an informal settlement, part of Ciudad Boliv‡r in Bogot‡, 

Colombia. This work was designed to be a community  movie theatre and 

community  art centre.   

The two projects  were chosen for this research because both projects have been 

successful as being appropriated  by their surrounding communities  and continue to 

be actively used many years after the initial artists and architects  that designed 

them have left the sites. The sense is that both projects  appeared to have fulfilled 

their initial functions as design objects  and social objects . Both projects have lasted 

for many years after the artist and architects  that designed and built them have left 

and that both projects  are in constant use being taken care of by the community  for 

whom they were designed. This all signals that both projects have been integrated 

into the everyday lives of the communitiesÕ inhabitants. 

The research on the case studies site was conducted  following a social 

constructivist  qualitative approach (Creswell, 2009) of mix-methods. These 

                                                
18 The name Potocine can be translated as: poto , from the name of the Barrio Potoc’, and 
cine, which means Òmovie theatreÓ. 
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included: grounded theory research, multiple visits to the sites, field notes and 

observations and informal conversations.  

The informal conversations were conducted  with adult persons who were at the 

time of the visits living in the area. Most of the persons that were part of the 

conversations had been born and raised in the areas. Some of them had in fact 

helped build the projects,  and some of them continue to take care of the projects.  

Also included were conversations and visits to the sites with the artist, the 

architects  and the community  organizers and other people that participated  with 

these projects  and continue to be involved in running or maintaining the projects.  

The conversations and personal observations on the sites helped to inform the 

conclusions of this research. Together with academic theorizing from the fields of 

sociology,  anthropology,  political  economy, geography, art, architecture, urbanism, 

and decolonial feminist theory, these conversations and field observations framed 

these theorizations into a praxis. 

This research studied the apparent successes of these socially engaged projects  as 

a means to understand how the design thinking and process together with social 

relationships between the socio-spatial agents and the community  that inhabits 

these places were developed. What were the specific  practice, social and cultural 

aspects of these projects  that made these two projects  last, in continuous use, from 

their construction  to today?  

*** 
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2.1. Case study  1: La Perla  Bowl .  

 

Figure 24. La Perla Bowl community  pool and skate bowl  (2020). 

La Perla,  San Juan.  Puerto  Rico.  2006Ðpresent.  

Artist: Chemi Rosado-Seijo, in collaboration  with Roberto ÔBolyÕ CortŽs.  

The case study research was informed by several in person visits by the researcher 

to document  research through field notes and informal conversations with various 

people, including the following persons during the years 2013, 2016, 2017, 2018: 

Chemi Rosado-Seijo, artist. Marisol Plard, artist and resident of La Perla. Marina 

Moscoso,  insurgent urban planner. Omayra Rivera Crespo, architect and organizer 

of Taller Creando sin Encargos. Sofia Unanue, community  organizer, founder of La 
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Mara–a, human centred design atelier. Erika Font‡nez Torres, professor 

jurisprudence, legal theory and property  law, University of Puerto Rico Law School. 

 

Artist Chemi Rosado-Seijo describes the artwork:  ÒIn 2006, La Perla Bowl (Fig.5), a 

skateboarding bowl and an actual pool, was completed.  Done in partnership 

between artist Chemi Rosado-Seijo with Roberto ÔBolyÕ CortŽs, who was a veteran 

skateboarder since 1976, in teamwork with the neighbours from La Perla 

community,  and with the help of skaters, surfers and people from around the island 

of Puerto Rico. The bowl  was handmade and collaboratively built in front of the 

Atlantic Ocean on reclaimed land, outside the Old San Juan walls, like the 

community  where it stands. La Perla Bowl has gained international recognition 

through skateboarding magazines and global mediaÓ (Rosado-Seijo, 2015).  

 

Figure 25. La Perla surrounded by the colonial walls of Old San Juan (2020). Google Earth. 

La Perla neighbourhood  (Fig.6) is located just outside the city walls of the Old San 

Juan colonial town centre; fronted by the Atlantic Ocean on its northern side, and 
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flanked on three sides by the walls of the colonial city built by the Spanish 

conquerors from 1586 and fully encircling the city of San Juan by 1783. 

La Perla was established around the late 19th century as the abattoir  for the old 

colonial city. It is located on a spit of leftover rocky coast outside the city walls. Its 

original residents were slaves and the poor workers of the slaughterhouses and it 

was the place for the townÕs Santa Maria Magdalena Cemetery. In time the families 

of the abattoirÕs workers moved in as the slaughterhouses began to be relocated to 

other areas of the island. La Perla remained a small community  of around no more 

than 4,000 people, with a reputation as a slum riddled with poverty, crime, 

prostitution  and drug trafficking.  La Perla remains occupied  by the informal 

dwellings built by its own inhabitants, on land deemed by the state as an illegal 

occupation  of the stateÕs land. La Perla maintains its informal infrastructure  by 

ÒstealingÓ electricity  and water from the public  stateÕs companies; sewage remains 

discharged untreated to the ocean from a multitude of home-made septic tanks, 

and the livelihood of its inhabitants is reputedly sustained through government 

welfare and a ÒsubterraneanÓ informal economy that includes smuggling and drug 

trafficking.   

Since the late 70s, La Perla has attracted  a style of bohemianism because it is 

exalted as a poor and marginalized community  that keeps on resisting the 

governmentÕs interventions for their eviction. This bohemianism has attracted  all 

kinds of artists, writers and musicians to La Perla. The subsistence of poverty and 

suffering of La PerlaÕs inhabitants has been romanticized in songs, literature and 

paintings, coalescing an imaginary community  for artists, poets and musicians. In 

1978 Ismael Rivera, one of the great international performers of salsa, co-wrote a hit 
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song with Curet Alonso about La Perla. This event started a fashion in art and music 

circles of using La Perla as a backdrop  for legitimizing the Òstreet creditÓ of the 

artist. 

In 2009 mainstream performer of Òurban rapÓ Calle 13, together with internationally 

famed musician Ruben Blades, again composed,  performed and made a music 

video for another ÒtributeÓ song to La Perla as a romantic ideal of social struggle. 

However, in the last twenty years La Perla has been being slowly art-washed and 

gentrified, initially by art students from the School of Plastic Arts that it is located 

close by, just on the inside of the city walls. At the time when he started to build the 

artwork La Perla Bowl, in late 2005, artist Chemi Rosado-Seigo was an art student 

at the School of Plastic Arts and was living in La Perla. It is very common for poor 

neighbourhoods  to attract  art students because of the cheap rents and the 

romanticized bohemian lifestyle of living in dangerous, disfranchised areas of 

society. 

*** 

Nowadays, La Perla has been pacified by the popular attention it has gained since. 

It has become a favourite site for art fairs, installations and interventions by 

architects,  and for filming music videos. Nowadays, La Perla is a tourist  attraction,  

having been pacified by artists and made world-wide famous by the 2017 Luis 

Fonsi and Daddy Yankee megahit music video ÒDespacitoÓ, filmed using La Perla 

Bowl as background.  The attention brought  to La Perla since the early days of the 

90s has made public  its informal economy and occupation.  This has attracted  the 

attention of the government to La PerlaÕs informality,  which has had the effect 
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described by Veronica Gago (2017) of the insertion of the stateÕs formal institutions 

and laws into informal communities.  Gago described the consequences for a 

marginalized community  of losing their informality as a loss of identity and authority 

over their own economic  and social welfare. Once a marginalized community  is 

ÒintegratedÓ into the logic of the state, it becomes dependant on a stateÕs system of 

bureaucracy and corruption.  Therefore, the community  starts to lose its autonomy 

and flexibility and its idiosyncrasy as a united community.  

The residents of La Perla have been for more than a century an actual community  of 

interrelated families and peoples who have inhabited this place for generations. La 

Perla maintained its cohesive and closed community  in large part because of the 

abjection and anomie it has been represented by for centuries. This marginalization 

from the city next to them reinforced their communal bonds as a means of survival. 

Their viveza generated an informal economy and livelihood independent of the state 

and in resistance to the periodic  incursions of the police to vacate them from La 

Perla. These bonds of resistance made the residents of La Perla a singular resilient, 

independent and defiant community.  

La Perla, by 2010, was in the process of Òurban renewalÓ. This phase was initiated 

by a series of public  art festivals sponsored by the government following the 

attention that La Perla Bowl had received by the international art world and art 

biennales. Artist Chemi Rosado-Seigo has remained active, organizing other public  

art projects  in La Perla. La PerlaÕs Portrait is an annual kite festival created by 

Rosado-Seigo and supported  since 2013 by a grant from the Creative Capital 

organization based in New York. These events brought  the attention of land 
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developers, the government and other private interests that saw in La Perla, just as 

its name suggests, a pearl sitting  on oceanfront location waiting to be developed. 

*** 

La Perla has been known to me since the early 90s, when I was a young artist hired 

to teach sculpture at the School of Plastic Arts. Then, La Perla was still considered 

a dangerous neighbourhood  and was not at all considered a tourist attraction.  Art 

students from the School of Plastic Arts routinely found cheap lodging there and 

started to use La Perla as site for their artworks. My first visit to La Perla as an art 

teacher was in 1993, as part of a class critique: a student had displayed, to the side 

of a bar in the main street of La Perla known for the sale of illegal narcotics,  a 

sculpture designed to be a hiding place for illegal narcotics  during police raids. By 

the time the artist Chemi Rosado-Seigo, then still a student the School of Plastic 

Arts, started to build La Perla Bowl in 2006, the community  of La Perla was well 

accustomed  to the presence of student artists and their art-class projects.  

Artist Chemi Rosado-SeigoÕs practice building of the La Perla Bowl took a couple of 

years to coalesce into the artwork as it is known today. This artwork has lasted for 

more than a decade, and is consciously  being used and maintained by the 

community  of residents of La Perla, even though La Perla is going through a period 

of tourist  development and gentrification.  This is largely attributed  to a series of 

conditio ns that Rosado-Seigo generated in his relationship as an artist with the 

community  of La Perla, before and during the building of La Perla Bowl. Rosado-

SeigoÕs personal relationships with the community  and the social cohesion of La 

PerlaÕs community  made it possible for this place to become the site for Rosado-
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SeigoÕs social practice. It could be said that Rosado-Seigo unknowingly developed 

his own social practice with a sensibility, solidarity, and critical  epistemology 

naturally flowing from his learning experiences with the community.  

The series of relationship can be catalogued as follows: 

 - The artist was a resident of La Perla during his school years as an art 

student. He knew members of the community  and was known by the 

community.  

 - La Perla was already a tightly knit community  with a clear and defined 

leadership before the artist arrived. 

 - The artist as a young art student and resident of La Perla attracted  the 

curiosity of members of the community  when he, together with Boly CortŽs, 

started clearing an abandoned vacant space, and started to gather found 

materials around La Perla. 

 - Members of the community  started to donate sacks of cement and leftover 

cinder blocks to the artist. It is important  to note that La Perla is a self-build 

dwelling, where most residents continuously  construct  and reconstruct  their 

own dwellings. Thus, building knowledge and techniques of working with 

cement, rebar and cinder block are part of the vernacular architecture of La 

Perla. 

 - Chemi Rosado-SeigoÕs humble, friendly and open-to-learning attitude 

attracted  the solidarity of members of the community,  who freely started 
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helping him in the building of La Perla Bowl; women from the community  

even started to feed the artist and his helpers as they took a liking to them. 

 - Although the community  initially did not understand the idea of the artwork, 

they understood  the function of a pool in their community.  

 - The fact that Rosado-Seigo was a young artist not affiliated with any art 

institution  or government program created a personal sense of trust between 

him and the community.  

 - The community  always (and does still today) saw the artist just as Chemi the 

person, and not as an artist incarnating the role of expert agent of social 

change. 

 - This became a process of open participation  by members of the community  

that transformed the original purpose of the artwork from a skate rink for 

surfers and skaters to include also the role as community  pool open to 

everybody. 
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Figure 26. La Perla and La Perla Bowl (2020). Google Earth. 

Through multiple visits to La Perla Bowl (Fig.7) between 2016 and 2018, many 

conversations took place with residents and national visitors, as well as with 

tourists. There is not a single consensus within each group or between groups 

about the social impact  of La Perla Bowl beyond that all enjoy using it. 

Rosado-SeigoÕs artwork predated all the developments that were to come to La 

Perla. It is very possible that La Perla Bowl anticipated and at some extent 

promoted  the ultimate pacification by art19, gentrification  and ultimately the 

expulsion of the community  of La Perla. 

It is also true that the development of La Perla was eventually to happen, if not 

catalyzed by the permanence of Rosado-SeigoÕs artwork then by real-estate 

development following the tourism boom brought  by the Bourdain effect20 on 

travelling in the so-called Òthird worldÓ. In todayÕs globalized consumer capitalism 

there is nothing that can remain local for long. Glocalites (Meyrowitz,  2005) is the 

new name for the oxymoronic  representation of a positivist  naive attitude that seeks 

to resist globalized consumer-capitalism homogenizing desires by thinking that the 

local can be sustained even in a globalized society. Sociologist  Roland Robertson 

(1980), who coined the term glocalization, meant "the simultaneityÑ the co-

presenceÑ of both universalizing and particularizing tendenciesÓ (Robertson, 1980). 

                                                
19 Pacification by art is a take on Sharon ZukinÕs term pacification by cappuccino  (1995). 
20 Bourdain effect: named after cook,  writer and media personality Anthony Bourdain. The 
adventuring free bohemian spirit of a neo-colonizing tourism as traveller of the white 
heterosexual male who fashionizes and pacifies dangerous and marginal Òthird worldÓ 
locations in his search for adventure. 
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Nevertheless, La Perla is today a tourist  attraction,  listed in Airbnb as Òan old and 

very particular neighborhood  that became famous after the recording of the music 

video ÔDes-pa-citoÕ (Luis Fonsi ft. Daddy Yankee)Ó (Airbnb review, 2020). Rosado-

SeigoÕs artwork La Perla Bowl remains as a testament to the power artistÕs 

interventions do have on marginalized communities.  Some people in the community  

say that this was for the good of the community;  others see it as the trigger that 

started their eventual expulsion from La Perla.  

*** 

After La Perla Bowl gained notoriety in the international art world, La Perla became 

a fashionable site for more government-sponsored artist and architect interventions. 

In 2013 an architecture collective based in San Juan Puerto Rico, Taller Creando sin 

Encargos, comprising  architects  Yazm’n M. Crespo, Irvis Gonz‡lez, Omayra Rivera 

and Andrea Bauza, with the sponsorship  of the School of Architecture of the 

Pontificate Catholic University of Puerto Rico, organized a series of interventions 

and workshops  in La Perla. Their aim was Òto create a forum for participative  work 

between universities, students, academics, international guests, artists, 

communities [É]  focusing on the laboratory and actionÓ (arquitecturaexpandida.org,  

2013). Their work constituted  a series of workshops  and architectural interventions. 

Their methodology  and praxis remained within the formalities of the traditional,  

Henry SanoffÕs community -based design learning model and praxis (Sanoff, 1999). 

Thus, their works consisted of the parachuting practices critiqued in this thesis. 

Their workshops  and interventions lasted a week, without  leaving any discernible 

contribution  to the community. Nevertheless, a series of catalogues and publicity  

was produced  to show the universityÕs engagement with socially marginalized poor 
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communities,  and the collective Taller Creando sin Encargos gained a legitimizing 

project  to show in their own publicity. The atelier Arquitecture Expandida based in 

Bogot‡, Colombia was invited to participate.  Their contribution  was quite ÒsillyÓ, to 

quote some of the residents of La Perla who witnessed the event (Fig 8). It 

consisted of fixing a cement staircase that led to the coast from the street above in 

La Perla. The stairs have been eroded and the last few steps were demolished in 

the passing storm a few years back. Arquitecture  Expandida proposed  building 

back the stairs to help the community  regain access to the beach, and adding a 

station for surfers to change. The project was named Escalera como Protesis (Stairs 

as Prosthesis). Part of the proposal  was for members of the community  to 

participate  with students of the School of Architecture  of the Pontificate Catholic 

University of Puerto Rico. Therefore, the community  and the students would engage 

in a participatory  learning experience on modern techniques. The result was not 

what the community  expected.  The members of La Perla community  are adept 

builders on concrete and masonry. Most of them have constructed  their own 

houses in a communal vernacular form of organized construction  that dates almost 

a century. 
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Figure 27. Intervention by Arquitecture  Expandida (2013). View of the remaining stairs leading to the 

beach, before the workshops.  

  

Figure 28. Arquitecture Expandida and the students from the School of Architecture of the 

Pontificate Catholic University. Escalera como Protesis (Stairs as Prosthesis) (2013).   
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The community  members did not participate  in the construction  or the workshops.  

The project  was built by students from the School of Architecture of the Pontificate 

Catholic University (Fig.9). The whole exercise resulted in an example of 

architecture as a reflexive practice,  and the marginalized community as backdrop  to 

legitimize an inconsequential event. Nonetheless, this event still appears in the 

universityÕs publicity  to illustrate their social commitment  with poor and 

marginalized communities.  

*** 

During on the field visits to La Perla, I had many conversations with artist Chemi 

Rosado-Seijo and artist Marisol Plard. Many ideas started to sprout about the role 

of the artist and architectÕs interventions in marginalized communities.  During this 

time the idea that the artist and architect  were acting as a form of colonizer agent 

began to appear. This concept  I further develop in chapter 6.  

In conversations with the insurgent urban planner Marina Moscoso,  ideas on a 

critique on traditional planning participation  and the misconceptions  on community  

and marginalization were brought  to the forefront of the social problematic  in artists 

and architects  social practices, which I later developed on chapter 5. 

The architect  and organizer of Taller Creando sin Encargos, Omayra Rivera Crespo, 

together with Sofia Unanue, community  organizer and founder of La Mara–a, human 

centred design atelier, both were important  for this research to see and experience 

in action the cognitive gaps in participatory  urban planning and community  

participation  methodology , which architect  Meike Schalk describes as, prescribed 

tokenism (Schalk, et al, 2018). These experiences contributed  to develop the ideas 
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of cognitive gaps in art and architectureÕs socio spatial practices, which I later 

develop in chapter 4. 

The conversations with legal theory and jurisprudence professor Erika Font‡nez 

Torres, brought  to the forefront the importance of a political  framework necessary 

for a in depth site analysis, specially when working in marginalize communities.  

These ideas for a socio-political framework for site analysis I further develop in 

chapter 5. 

*** 
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Figure 29. El Potocine, community  self-managed movie theatre (2016). Ciudad Boliv‡r, Bogot‡, 

Colombia. 
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2.2. Case study  2: El Potocine   

Ciudad  Boliv‡r,  Bogot‡,  Colombia.  2016Ðpresent.  

Architects:  Atelier Arquitectura Expandida Ð Architect  Harold Guyaux, Belgium, and 

Architect  Ana L—pez Ortego, Spain.  

Commissioned by the community  organization Ojo al Sancocho. 

The case study research was informed by several in person visits by the researcher 

to document  research through fieldwork notes and informal conversations with 

various individuals, the following persons informed this case study during the years 

2017, 2018, 2019: Angie Santiago, and Carolina Dorado, organizers Ojo al 

Sancocho community organization. Liliana Parra, participant  of Ojo al SancochoÕs 

video making workshops,  and resident of Ciudad Bolivar. Gladys Angulo, 

anthropologist  based on Bogota Colombia. Architects  Ana L—pez Ortega (Spain) 

and Harold Guyaux (Belgium) founders of atelier Arquitectura Expandida.  

El Potocine is a social-architecture design project  (Fig.17). It is a community  self-

managed movie theatre, designed by the architecture collective Arquitectura 

Expandida, based in Bogot‡ and commissioned  by Ojo al Sancocho, a local NGO 

community  organization. It was co-operatively built by the architecture collective  

Arquitectura Expandida together with the community  organization Ojo al Sancocho, 

and the collectives Monstruaci—n, and Golpe de Barrio (Esquizofrenia Crew). El 

Potocine is located in the neighbourhood  Barrio in Potoc’  in the barriada21 of Ciudad 

                                                
21Barriadas is the local word  used in Latin American Spanish for marginalized, poor and 
informal settlements constructed  in the periphery cities. Other words used to name such 
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Boliv‡r in Bogot‡, Colombia. The community  organization Ojo al Sancocho remains 

in charge of El PotocineÕs management, activities and education programming.   

The social tectonics of Ciudad Boliv‡r have changed enormously in the past 30 

years. There has been exponential population  growth over the past 30 years, 

together with the subsequent enormous land occupations  that have periodically 

continued since the initial informal settlements in the 1940s. Ciudad Boliv‡r today, 

with an estimated population  of more than 1 million, is the largest informal human 

settlement in Colombia. The name barriada no longer applies to Ciudad Boliv‡r; its 

size has caused it to be recognized by the official government of Bogot‡ as its 19th 

district.  Nevertheless, Ciudad Boliv‡r continues to grow, and its expanding margins 

are still informal settlements of great poverty without  any public  infrastructure. The 

neighbourhood  of Barrio in Potoc’,  where El Potocine is located, is an older part of 

Ciudad Boliv‡r, and it is now a more developed part of Ciudad Boliv‡r where public  

utilities and schools are present. Still, the community  relies heavily on its grassroots 

community  organizations to run and maintain the limited public  infrastructure 

provided by the state. The community  organizations that work within Ciudad Boliv‡r 

have to balance and negotiate their own presence and actions in a paradoxical  

balance between the armed forces of Colombia, the local police and the 

narcotraficantes22 that are firmly established in the community.   

                                                                                                                                                  
settlements are favelas (in Brazil) and pueblos jovenes (in Perœ); a close translation in 
English would be ÒslumsÓ. 
22Narcotraficantes are drug traffickers.  
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Figure 30. El Potocine, community  self-managed movie theatre (2016). View of Ciudad Boliv‡r. 

El Potocine has a different story to most other projects  of social architecture. El 

Potocine was not the independent initiative of the design collective Atelier 

Arquitectura Expandida that designed and helped with its construction.  El Potocine 

was an idea created by the community  organization Ojo al Sancocho, based in the 

neighbourhood  of Ciudad Boliv‡r. Ojo al Sancocho is a grassroots organization 

created by young persons who are native residents of Ciudad Boliv‡r. Together with 

other organizations based in Ciudad Boliv‡r, they decided to build El Potocine. To 

this end Ojo al Sancocho approached the Atelier Arquitectura  Expandida for help in 

the design of El Potocine. 
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The Atelier Arquitectura Expandida has been based in Bogot‡ from the early 2010s 

and was known for its works on social-architecture projects in poor communities.  

I visited the members of Arquitectura Expandida in March 2018. We shared many 

interesting conversations about their works in Colombia and their intervention in 

Puerto Rico, which they themselves categorized as an unsuccessful event. They put 

me in contact  with members of Ojo al Sancocho, who invited me to visit Ciudad 

Boliv‡r and took me on a tour of El Potocine. During the conversation between the 

many members of Ojo al Sancocho as well with Harold Guyaux and Ana L—pez 

Ortego of Arquitectura Expandida, many observations came to light about the 

design process and practice that have made El Potocine a successful lasting work 

of social architecture. The observations are as follows: 

 - The Atelier Arquitectura Expandida was invited into the community  by a local 

community  organization. Arquitectura Expandida did not parachute into the 

community  with an already designed project.  

 - The design of the project was made in conversation with the members of Ojo 

al Sancocho, who are native local residents who clearly could define what 

they needed as a community.  Arquitectura  Expandida listened to their voices 

throughout  the design process. 

 - Arquitectura Expandida did not engage in traditional participatory  strategies 

of human-centred design, nor did they try to follow collaborative design 

practices of community -based design architecture. 
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 - Arquitectura Expandida related to the communityÕs needs as a client-

architect model. Arquitectura Expandida listened to the community  as a 

client and not as a helpless, poor, ignorant community.  

 - The design, materials and construction  techniques were based on readily 

available cheap, re-used and donated materials. The construction  was based 

on vernacular building techniques. Thus, members of the community  

participated  in the construction  of El Potocine. 

 - The construction of El Potocine became a social communal event, 

reminiscent of the communal work ÒfaenasÓ done by rural native communities  

in the Andean region of Colombia. 

These events constituted  a critical epistemic practice of solidarity and sensibility 

towards the community  and their living space. It is because of this practice that El 

Potocine continues to serve and be appreciated by its community.   

*** 
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Figure 31. La Casa del Viento burns (2010). 

La Casa del Viento (House of Wind) (Fig.was a community  library designed by 

Arquitectura Expandida in 2010 in the district  of San Cristobal in Bogot‡. In this 

case the project was built without  knowing the political  differences and rivalries 

between the leadership of the community.  In San Cristobal it was the case that one 

of the community  leaders was affiliated with the ruling government party. The 

community  organizations that worked with Arquitectura Expandida were 

independent organizations separate from the political -party leadership. The mistake 

with this project  was the assumption  that the community  was a single united entity 

and the failure to see that within the community  there were many conflictive parties 

competing  for leadership. The leader of one part of the community  saw the building 

of La Casa del Viento as a threat to his own political  aspirations. It is thought  that 

this leader was responsible for the arson of La Casa del Viento. This experience 

educated the members of Arquitectura Expandida to take a critical  perspective  in 

the politics  of the communiti es and to avoid the perspective  error of assuming a 

community  as a unitary homogeneous political  social structure. 

*** 

During my field visits, I had the opportunity  to meet a person who was a young girl 

when El Potocine was being built.  Liliana Parra conveyed to me the importance that 

this work had on her education.  Her school periodically participated  in film and 

video workshops  offered in El Potocine by Ojo al Sancocho, and she regularly 

attended film festivals organized in El Potocine. She said that El Potocine opened to 

her a world beyond Ciudad Boliv‡r. Today, she lives on the north coast of Colombia 
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and is involved with environmental organizations and activism protecting  

ColombiaÕs natural heritage. This particular moment enlightened me to the positive 

possibilities  these kind of projects could have if done epistemically responsible and 

socially sensible together with the people and communities  that inhabit these sites. 

These methods I further explore in chapter 7. 

During these conversations on the field with organizers Angie Santiago, and 

Carolina Dorado, founders of Ojo al Sancocho and participants  like Liliana Parra, in 

Ciudad Bolivar were when my first suspicions appeared about the traditional  script  

of community  participation.  The conversations between architect Ana L—pez Ortega 

and architect  Harold Guyaux further asserted these doubts.  In my field notes Ana 

L—pez Ortega called participation  in these kinds of community  architecture projects  

a simulacra pasted over the conflicts  of coexistence. Ana L—pez Ortega and Harold 

Guyaux referred to their practice that evolved through the years of working in 

Colombia as a kind of tactical  provocations  and a rupture with the machine of 

consensus. These concepts  became key ideas in developing my critique on the 

public as a hypothesis and on the myth of participation  (Chapter 6). 

The Colombian anthropologist  Gladys Angulo brought  further attention to what she 

explained as a consistent  lack of local and national knowledge not only from foreign 

artists and architects  working in disfranchised communities  in the informal human 

settlements surrounding Bogota, but also from national artists and architect who, 

she said, were more knowledgeable about international styles and Americo-

European political  history than the local history of the communities  where they were 

working. These points reinforced my initial ideas about the need for a socio-political  
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formation for artists and architects , which I start to explore in Chapter 3 as a key 

cognitive gap in the traditional art and design patriarchal pedagogy. 

 

Chapter  3. Framing  the  problem . 

 

This chapter explores the socio-spatial situations where art and architectureÕs social 

practices are nowadays situated. The artist and architect  have been since the early 

90s involved in generating new socio-spatial processes that opened new fields of 

practice for their disciplines. However, both disciplines have attempted  a social 

practice since the early 60s, with environment art, happenings and ÒactivitiesÓ as 

forms of social practice, from the Situationist  International 1952Ð1972 (Kaprow, 

1993), social sculpture (Beuys, 1970s), Gordon Matta-ClarkÕs New York City artistsÕ 

co-operative project  FOOD (1971Ð73), to the Latin American social conceptualism  

movement Tucuman Arde (1968) public  interventions and political  happenings 

(Camnitzer, 2007). Architecture  also searched for a new function in new forms of 

intervention in the social realm, from Cedric Price, Paul Barker, and Reyner 

BanhamÕs (1969) Non-Plan urban planning proposal,  to the interactive social 

environments experiments of the utopian architecture group Archigram (1961), and 

the works of the Anarchitecture group (1970s). Another strong influence came from 

the side of social housing research and praxis.  Some of the influences that 

established an early foundation for an art and architecture social practice were the 

work architect  John F. C. Turner did on informal architecture and social organization 

in marginalized, poor settlements outside Lima, Perœ (1976), the work architect 
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Nabeel HamdiÕs (1991) participatory  social housing research in India and London, 

and Samuel Mockbee and D. K RuthÕs Rural Studio (1993) pedagogy for 

collaborative design housing practices in communities  in extreme poverty in the 

southern United States. 

Thus, following Cedric PriceÕs assertion that Òarchitecture is too slow to solve 

problems"   (Price, 2003, p. 57), many architects  interested in developing a social 

practice went on to look for ways to Òcreate new appetites, new hungersÓ in the 

social realm of the marginalized poor community  to reinvent their practices into a 

valuable social function. 

 

*** 

 

This research is centred in the conflictual  negotiations between the Western 

academic tradition of art and architecture social practice and the human 

geographies where these practices are exercised. The locations where these 

practices of socially engaged art and architecture projects, interventions, 

collaborations,  artworks and workshops  take place have been chosen by the artists 

and architects  because of their unique appeal of their human constituency  and the 

openness in their social and polit ical informality.  This informality is understood  to be 

a way of navigating everyday life outside the social, political  and juridical order of 

the state (Nezar, 2004). The locations where these populations  of poor, displaced, 

and migrant workers settled at Òthe marginsÓ of the city in search of a better life are 

usually regarded as informal settlements constituted  by the ÒcommunityÓ of the 

ÒmarginalizedÓ.  
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These are the locations, and social relationships, that have attracted  artists and 

architects  to work in the public  spaces and social conditions  of the Òcommunity of 

the marginalizedÓ. Within the context  of the social-public  space, the artistsÕ and 

architectsÕ operations of their practices are different to the usual academic 

practices of the private space of the artist and the architectÕs design studio. 

Therefore, an understanding of the geopolitical  situation of the human populations  

that inhabit these locations, their social and political  interrelations and the causality 

of why artists and architects  have chosen to work within these locations are the 

interest of this thesis. 

A socio-cultural and political -economy overview of the location is necessary to start 

to understand why marginalized communities  have been attractive to artists and 

architects.  As well as a critique of art and architectural practices, their patriarchal 

and colonial ideological origins, their commodification,  and their subsequent crisis 

of legitimacy are necessary to understand as a practice that is situated in social 

fields instead of private studio spaces. The so-called social-turn (Bishop, 2006) in 

art and architecture practices has to be understood in terms beyond the artist and 

architect protagonist  mythology,  the art-object,  and the architecture. It also needs 

to be thought in terms of its social effect and political  legacy on the social field and 

the social actors (Bourdieu, 1977) Ð the people who inhabit the day-to-day places 

where these practices take place. Who are these people? What do they gain from 

these practices of artists and architects  who at times seem to surprisingly 

parachute into their communities? What are these artists and architects  looking for 

by engaging in these social practices? These are some of the transcendental 

questions it is necessary to appropriately  frame.  
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*** 

3.1. Definitions.  

 ÒWhen thereÕs no name for a problem, you canÕt solve it. When you canÕt see a 

problem, you canÕt solve itÓ (Crenshaw, 2016). 

 

KimberlŽ Crenshaw presents us with the principal problem that lies at the nexus of 

art and architectureÕs social practices:  the problem of naming. In the course of this 

research this caveat will come to be deconstructed  into the array of epistemic errors 

that have contributed  to the ineffective and exploitative social practices of artist and 

architects.  Naming is a complex authoritarian process that reifies hierarchies and 

sediments historyÕs narrative from the perspective of the victors. 

This is not a glossary; it is a critical overview of key concepts  in this research. This 

section contains a series of definitions of key terms that consolidate abstract ideas 

into tangible, graspable concepts  necessary for properly understanding this 

research. The speculative nature of these definitions is framed by the conceptual  

blindness that lies between the universal character of the Eurocentric colonial 

definitions and the localized character of the decolonial definitions. 

This thesis challenges many established practices in art and architecture practices 

and theory. It also finds antinomies in our own social praxis and consciousness of 

how we come to feel and understand the functions of art and architecture in our 

own lives. The thesis critically questions the sedimented practices that we take for 

granted as normative, unquestionable and ever-present in our everyday relationship 

with art and architecture. This thesis is to question from a decolonial feminist 



   

 104 

critique the hermeneutical conditioning  that we have grown accustomed  to accept 

as an unchallenged set of interpretations and epistemic legitimization and 

hegemonic agency of power structures and institutions  over everyday life practices. 

In order to avoid the uncritical epistemic pitfalls of reproducing knowledge 

produced  somewhere else, critical  epistemic perspective and hermeneutics has 

been taken in analysing their localized social meaning and purposes. This is not by 

any means a simple reinterpretation of terms. On the contrary, these are sceptical  

observations of how language becomes a weapon and to whom these weapons 

serve. 

This thesis will be challenging many reified definitions that structure our quotidian 

experiences of daily life. Followed by speculating on concomitant,  simultaneous and 

transversal alternative definitions to envision and understand the everyday 

experience beyond our own socio-political  position ing and life experience. The 

thesis argues that we all experience our everyday life from and within a limited 

social perspective,  framed by segregations of class, gender, sexuality, ÒraceÓ23, 

family, phenotype, etc.  

The parameters that enclose our individual understandings lie in the social 

positioning that each of us occupy  and are designated to play in the society and 

culture we inhabit. This social, political  and cultural positioning  is dictated  by social 

                                                
23The invention of race was created on the 1500s to biologically  and theologically  legitimize, 
both ethically and morally, the colonization of the new world and the extraction  of slave 
labour from the bodies of the conquered. ÒThe codification  of the differences between the 
conqueror  and the conquered in the idea of ÔraceÕ, a supposedly different biological  
structure that placed some in a natural situation of inferiority to the othersÓ (Quijano, 2000, 
p. 533).  
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determinants that affect all of us; and determine the social expressions that we 

inhabit from positions of power to marginalization, sexual identities and our somatic 

depths, experiences and somatic norms (Puwar, 2004). Some of us were born into 

one of these social expressions, but many more were forced into one by being 

expelled from their own. 

In order to decolonize our understanding of the living environment around us, we 

have to start by recognizing the ways by which, historically, meanings have been 

constructed  and assimilated into our social consciousness in order to name and 

define the world around us in support  of asymmetric power relations based on 

class, race and gender. Perpetuating culturalisms (Segato, 2018), fundamentalisms, 

nationalisms, political  structures and social hierarchies concomitan t with consumer 

capitalism colonizing practices; together with the global gospel of commodification  

of the everyday life experience, desire and convenience. 

Charles Mills criticized the field of the academy for unquestionably accepting 

Òtacitly taking the white body as normativeÓ (Mills, 1998, p. 120). Privileging and 

supporting  the vision and history of the world from the perspective of the universal 

norm of the Anglo-European heteronormative male white body: the universal human 

form and somatic norm (Puwar.2004). Therefore, the complicity  of language as an 

instrument of power is the site to start challenging universalism and the resulting 

colonizing sedimented genderized and racialized social and political  practices. 

Thus, all previous definitions from the established hegemonic institutions  of 

knowledge legitimization Ð: museums, academia, and the state Ð are to be viewed 

with suspicion. As Rita Segato pronounced in 2019 during LimaÕs International 
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Book Fair in Perœ: Òeverything that reinforces our own certitudes has to be seen with 

suspicionÓ. 

The fundamental institutions  that are the locus of the fabrication of an imaginary 

cosmology  of epistemic legitimacy that rationalizes the paradigms of social control  

and power dynamics of desire, class, gender, and the racialized hierarchies 

embodied in the construction  of the mythologies of the nation, are the visible state 

and the invisible forces of capitalism.  

*** 

There are many conflicts  when writing about these kinds of projects that are built in 

marginalized communities. Many of the terminologies used to describe the site and 

the people who live there are pejorative and continue to reproduce racist, sexist, 

and patriarchal attitudes  and violence over these communities.  

It is difficult  to name the type of settlements where these works are placed. The 

places where these works are located have been called by many names throughout  

the years. As government policies change, social and community  organizations 

arise from within these settlements and the influence of the presence of third-sector 

organizations is more visible; the words that have been used to name, describe and 

thus stigmatize these communities  are in constant  flux. 

The traditional  term in use was barriada. Favela is the Brazilian-Portuguese 

translation, and is the most popularly known term in common usage in academic, 

political  and social literature. A proper English translation would  be slum. Barriada 
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has always been a derogatory term used to stigmatize its inhabitants to the lowest 

abject strata of society.  

Herein lies the problem of using terms that reproduce patriarchal colonialist  disdain 

and hierarchy. It is important,  when we are using them, that we recognize their 

proper historical context  to avoid washing over the historical injustices that have 

been perpetrated towards  these populations.  Then, the use of terms such as 

barriada should be used as means to reaffirm that the injustices are still in place. 

Wash-over terms, installed by governmental agencies and third-sector 

organizations to name the barriada, have included: land invasions, informal 

settlements, young towns, and the latest appeasing term, human settlements. Each 

new term carries with it the power of language as an instrument of the ruling class. 

Each term does bring an image of the legality, temporality  and agency or lack 

thereof that each settlement has. 

The same goes for the use of the term the marginalized. It is another problematic  

term to use or to disavow. Sayak Valencia (2018) argued that the use of this term 

should be stopped  because it perpetuates a condition  of intellectual complacency  

and political  idyll necessary to stop the martyrization of the poor as victims or 

heroes. This is further discussed in Chapter 3, under the section ÔThe MarginalizedÕ. 

 

*** 
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3.1.1. The socio -spatia l agent.  

This thesis is concerned with the socio-spatial practices that a particular kind of 

artists and architects  has chosen to follow in the social realm of marginalized 

populations,  especially, in the context  of this research located in the Global South. 

These practices have been addressed in art and architecture by many names, being 

the latest widely used term, socially engaged practices.  

Borrowing the term Òspatial agentÓ from Matrix Feminist Design Co-operative 

(Dwyer and Thorne, 2007), together with Gerald Raunig (2009), who suggested the 

term Òcritically engaged artistic practiceÓ, to explain a practice,  which interweaves 

social criticism,  institutional  critique and self-criticism as its mode of operation. For 

the purposes of this research, I would be addressing these artists and architects  

who are working within the social and spatial context  of marginalized communities  

in the Global South as socio-spatial agents. Following RaunigÕs (2009) postulate of 

an artistic practice as being critically engage this thesis argues that the socio-

spatial agent in many cases lacks the socio-political  and historical foundations to 

act critically within the context  of its own positioning  within its own practice.  

Critically refers to works that simultaneously question hegemonic ideologies, socio-

political  problems, while exploring the particular disciplinary procedures that confine 

art and architecture into an instrumentalist  function instead of an Òemancipatory 

projectÓ (Lahiji, 2016). 

 

Nevertheless, the socio-spatial agent designs, structures and orchestrates the 

system-project,  the participation  and the epistemic agency and production.  The 

intention of naming the socio-spatial agent is to group together an array of 
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individuals and practitioners  from the artistic to the architectural including the 

syncretic manifestations that sprout between the interstices of these disciplines 

when working within the realm of the social. This relational practice grounded on the 

social as site and context  is further problematized by the paradoxical conditions  of 

the artist and architectÕs role as expert professionals and agents of epistemic 

hegemony, simultaneously located in the seemingly emancipatory role of the social 

agent for social good, participation,  collaboration  and solidarity. 

Here the thesis confronts  another paradoxical condition  in the use of what Karin 

Reisinger and Meike Schalk describe as the Òtricky weÓ (Reisinger and Schalk, 

2017). The allusion to the use of the pronoun ÒweÓ during the research and writing 

of this thesis refers to the relational condition  of a syncretic academic identity that 

categorizes the author as an artist as well as an architect.  This ÒweÓ, refers to the 

ideas that Meike Schalk and Karin Reisinger outlined as a feminist strategy to make 

visible the author, to understand how to see ourselves in relation to, and by others 

Ònot as a foundation,  but what we are working toward.Ó (Ahmed, 2017, p.  7). 

Following what Donna Haraway (2016) described ÒweÓ as Òpart of an environment 

and entangled in multiple dependencies.Ó (Haraway,2016, p. 7). 

*** 

 

3.1.2. Intersectionality.  

The principal lacuna embedded in the methodologies of socio-spatial agents 

practices lies in the failure to recognize the root of any social problem as composed  

by many intersecting social, economic,  political,  gender, racial, class, and cultural 

elements. The simultaneous dynamic relations between all these elements, 
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contextualized within conflictual  constructs  between an official institutional  history 

vs. a local history, makes the design of a social practice a complex endeavour. 

Nevertheless, the design of a responsible social practice needs to understand and 

apply an intersectional approach to its research and praxis. 

KimberlŽ Williams Crenshaw initially coined the term intersectionality in 1989. The 

praxis of intersectionality  presented how the intersecting conditions  of gender, race 

and class structured  the social and judicial systems of segregation and 

discrimination  of black women (Crenshaw, 1989). The theory has been proven to 

provide an insightful landscape of the multiple conditions  Ð race, gender, class, 

phenotype, sex, sexuality, ability, nationality, citizenship, religion and body type Ð 

that intersect to frame the relationships of power in contemporary  Western capitalist  

societies. 

Patricia Hill Collins (2015) referred to intersectionality  as Òthe critical insight that 

race, class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, nation, ability, and age operate not as 

unitary, mutually exclusive entities, but rather as reciprocally constructing  

phenomenaÓ (Hill Collins, 2015, p.1). Intersectionality is a method to describe how 

our overlapping social categories, constructed  identities and power relationships 

relate to the structures of racism and oppression sedimented on our everyday 

practices. Intersectionality presents how a problem is not the result of a single 

condition  but instead is the additive effects of multiple simultaneous and historical 

conditions  brought  into the mix to result into a new contemporary  condition.  

Crenshaw argued that ÒThe problem is, in part, a framing problemÓ (Crenshaw, 

2016); the necessity to have a clear frame of references from where locates and 
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names the locus of injustice. ÒWithout frames that are capacious enough to address 

all the ways that disadvantages and burdens play out for all members of a particular 

group, the efforts to mobilize resources to address a social problem will be partial 

and exclusionaryÓ (Crenshaw, 2016). 

Standing at the intersection of socio-political  injustices; intersectionality  operates on 

multiple levels, creating multidimensional experiences. Hence, for this research the 

practice of intersectionality  has been as Patricia Hill Collins argued: Òa knowledge 

project  whose raison dÕ•tre lies in its attentiveness to power relations and social 

inequalitiesÓ.  Thus, this research followed Patricia Hill CollinsÕs argument: 

Òintersectionality as an analytical strategy that provides new angles of vision on 

social phenomena; and intersectionality as critical praxis that informs social justice 

projectsÓ (Hill Collins, 2015, p. 1). For this research intersectionality  is a 

methodology,  a praxis, and most importantly  a way to feel through the invisibilities 

of power interrelationships that structure  injustices from the somatic to the 

epistemic, to the violence monopoly  of the state, to the epistemic error embedded 

in the social practices of the artists and architects.  Intersectionality is not an 

approach to problem solving; instead it is a method to identify the sources of the 

problem.  

*** 

3.1.3. Plasticity  of words.  

Jean Baudrillard called words Òbearers and generators of ideas Ð perhaps even 

more than the reverseÓ (Baudrillard, 2003, p. ix). He continuous to address those 

words acquire dynamic meanings as words Òmetabolise into one another by kind of 
























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































