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HREXNBE
Investigating the Re-birth of the Community
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"Perception is actually more than just sensation. Perception is an active process through which we make sense of the world
around us." - Bryan Lawson, Language of Space, 2001.

The issue deals with the relationship of architecture and the idea of community. The focus lies on the perception of
buildings at the scale of communities - thus the interaction of users and inhabitants with the surrounding architec-
ture. Before taking a look at several projects related to this topic, a brief introduction on the idea of community and
the means of architecture in this context will build up the scope of this interdisciplinary approach.

The concept of community has appeared regularly throughout urban studies and is generally employed in refer-
ence to all aspects of the social life of cities. Traditionally used by anthropologists, sociologists, geographers and
urban planners to signify a set of social relationships operating within a specific boundary, location, or territory,
community is arguably one of the most contested concepts used in the study of the city and society. Although
conventionally evoked to describe the characteristics of a specific locality or area, the idea of community has also
been used in far more ideological terms as a means by which to substantiate a particular identity or to further a
specific political project. In general four broad approaches can be identified. The first approach conceives of com-
munity as a set of social relations occurring within a distinctly spatialized and geographical setting. There exists a
rich body of work that has focused upon the form and function of specific communities in this sense of the term.
A second approach conceptualizes community as the outcome of a particular mode of social interaction among
individuals or social groups. Premised upon varying degrees of consensus and conflict, this approach essentially
views community to be the product of ongoing negotiation between social actors. Community has been used in
a third sense to describe a particular type of social relationship between the individual and society. This perspec-
tive is perhaps closest to a commonsense interpretation of community, as it evokes the notion of community as a
search for belonging and desire for group membership. The fourth approach looks at how the foundational nature
of community has been decisively altered by innovations in the use of communications and computer technol-
ogy. According to this view, developments in communicative technology have fundamentally undermined more
traditional conceptualizations of community and radically altered the means by which individuals and social groups
generate bonds of attachment.
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The broad range of research related to this topic can only be broached in this context. For example, the Chicago
School of Urban Sociology proposed a vision of urban study in which the city was revealed as a composite “mosaic
of little worlds". Ethnographic explorations of everything from particular social groups, neighborhood locales, and
occupational niches(e.g., gangs, street corners, taxi-cab drivers, and many others) revealed distinct socio-cultural
enclaves of communal sentiment. Central to that analysis of urban growth and development was the employment
of a human ecology perspective in which the city was seen to develop and expand organically due to ongoing
waves of immigrant invasion and succession. A key insight of Chicago School scholarship was the recognition that
dynamics occurring at the local and community level had significant impact upon the overall structure of the city.
Additionally, many critically and Marxist oriented scholars have argued that the rise of global capitalism has proven
detrimental to the realization of community in contemporary urban settings. Arguing that the hegemony of global
capitalism has led to the displacement of community in city life, such perspectives suggest community to be an-
tithetical to the logic of a capitalist world order. Many such discussions have been conducted within the context
of debates on gentrification and urban regeneration. Furthermore, international migration has also fundamentally
altered the constitution of community in the contemporary global city. Characterized by the maintenance of trans-
national personal and economic networks, contemporary immigrant communities avail of the communicative and
technological innovations of globalization to forge links between homeland and host country.

Three broad trends can be discerned when considering the utility of the concept of community in contemporary
urban studies. A first trend is contained in communitarian debates regarding civic engagement. If identification with
a particular community is dependent upon the cultivation of a sense of belonging, the revival of civic associations
and local community networks are deemed essential. Combining an emphasis on the importance of community
with a stress on citizenship, the communitarian position is most clearly understood when conceived of as a position
that challenges the liberal emphasis placed upon individual autonomy and achievement of personal fulfillment.

A second trend suggests that the nature of community has become a far more voluntaristic means of social engage-
ment as individuals come together on the basis of similarity of ideas, taste and lifestyle. In this view, community is
heavily circumscribed by the nature of the particular identity or interest pursuit, and characterized by relatively fluid
and transient criteria of membership.
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Thirdly, the dis-embedding of community from local sites of social interaction, due to developments in media and
communicative technology, has decisively altered the means by which community is constituted. In this view, com-
munity has become less dependent upon face-to-face forms of social interaction and more upon virtual networks
of connectivity.

In this relation, the means and role of architecture have to be scrutinized critically. In general architecture refers
both to those parts of the built environment that are designed by architects and the collective designation of the
profession. This basic definition is complicated by a number of factors, not least of which is the fact that the types
of buildings that can “properly” be considered architecture are of significant controversy and struggle, as are the
right of designers to be recognized as architects. Research that situates architectural practice within particular urban
contexts, political regimes, and capitalist models problematizes architecture’s claims to autonomy from these pro-
cesses. The profession’s position somewhere between an art, primarily concerned with aesthetics and the creation
of socially meaningful forms and spaces, and as a primarily functional response to material issues, is an important
consideration in this regard. For example, the architectural discourse of postmodernism served to reinvigorate dis-
cussion of architecture’s social meaning, not least by opening up the potential for multiple readings of buildings and
spaces, and by celebrating a plurality of stylistic traditions. In other words, the built forms of architecture become
meaningful to users and other citizens as markers of urban space and as reflections of a diverse range of social reali-
ties. At the same time, a primary focus on architecture’s capacity to support diverse social meanings can often be at
the expense of a deeper critique of the unequal power relations that underpin the social production of architecture.
The projects outlined in this issue show the attempt to link community and architecture on the basis of interaction.
The range includes projects on personal scale (i.e. El Lasso Community Center from Romera y Ruiz Arquitectos), on
community scale (i.e. Lons-le-Saunier Mediatheque from du Besset-Lyon Architectes) and on urban scale (i.e. Akiha
Ward Cultural Center from Chiaki Arai Urban and Architecture Design). Andreas Marx
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If we take a look at the numerous opinions out there on architecture and its
relationship to community, we can observe that a colorful debate is ongoing
and sentiments are very mixed. Not only because the word ‘community” itself
covers a number of meanings and diverse scales, but most certainly because
it brings up the role of public authorities in architecture and whether architec-
ture can be a solution to sociological questions or not.

The projects described in this chapter are forms of community facilities, lo-
cated in different corners of the world. They all come with their community
‘missions” and aspirations, but they are first and foremost places where people
gather. The act of gathering is something we have been doing for centuries
and the assembly of people has been a driver for both the development of
certain architectural types as well as sets of actions that can be referred to as
rituals. Community centers embody these rituals and give birth to new ones. In
doing so they blend past and present, help community bonds grow, increase
participation and stimulate encounters. Whilst globalization makes us wary of
our identity and instils the fear of losing it, the four projects shown here dem-
onstrate that regional otherness still occurs and that the relationship between
architecture and the notion of community commands for architectural prac-
tices that commit not only to the form of the built environment, but also its
content.

BEFI#EES Victory Street Community Center/Scenic Architecture

BRI FA X El Lasso Community Center/Romera y Ruiz Arquitectos
KERENSHEIE _Dapto Anglican Church Auditorium/Silvester Fuller
R Rk 42218 _Nesher Memorial /SO Architecture

Bis% <=8 _Building Gathering Spaces/Tom Van Malderen
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The relationship between architecture and the notion of commu-
nity has always been a very animated one, bringing up bags of
sentiments and diverse opinions. Whether we trace back in time
to the many 20th century manifestos or look for more recent es-
says, blogs posts or social media blurbs, we find a very rich and
active debate about architectures’ role, promise and responsibility
towards community. The opinions out there are very diverse and
the tone ranges from the very optimistic to the very problematic.
The meaning of the word community itself covers a wide variety
of scales and levels, from identifying a very specific group to the
idea of an all-encompassing world community, and from refer-
ring to a physically defined area to a conceptual representation
or psychological sense of community. When taking a closer look
at the built examples of community architecture in this chapter,
these multiple levels and scales come to the foreground in a va-
riety of combinations, and add to the rich relationship between
architecture and the notion of community and the many opinions
towards it.

Most community building projects are initiated, commissioned
and sponsored by a form of public authority. This support by a
form of authority is at the same time also a point of contention
that raises criticism from all ends of the spectrum. On the one
hand the argument is being raised that it forms part of a top-down
approach with the “enlightened” architects in charge of helping
the community through their work. And in doing so these author-
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ity sponsored works are criticized of bypassing any participatory
processes or community-based decision framework. On the other
hand there is the ongoing lobby from the private developers’
front against the same public sponsored community architecture.
They accuse it of being social engineering attempts and call it a
remainder of the large state-collectivist ideas that were in fashion
up to a few decades ago and often failed.

It is continuous to be one of the great debates whether architec-
ture can or should solve sociological issues or not. Certainly at a
time where the idea of “community” is less and less considered to
be a product of society; but instead increasingly used to refer to
very specific parts of that same society. Amongst these parts the
rising popularity of the gated community is probably the most
uneasy one. Paradoxically, this is a community that is predomi-
nant about private space with little to no interest towards com-
munity space in the real sense, let alone space for gathering or
accidental encounters.

Space for gathering is something that the four projects we will
take a closer look at in this chapter all have in common. El Lasso
Community Center and Nesher Memorial have outdoor gathering
spaces carved out of the landscape. Dapto Anglican Church Au-
ditorium organizes the gathering through a set of indoor spaces,
whilst Victory Street Community Center stitches and weaves a
whole cluster of gathering spaces together.

Of course these centers also have their underlying “public” agen-
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das, missions or expectations and can even come across as a little
over-determined at first glance, but they all form part of a long
tradition of building gathering spaces. The authorities that started
off these projects may sure hope these centers mask certain short-
comings within their society, fight alienation, make poverty bear-
able or suppress public violence. However, their first motive is not
to be found in changing behavior, nor in addressing a passing
trend but in being part of infrastructures that cater for a centuries-
old habit or ritual of gathering. These infrastructures go back to
longstanding constructs like the Greek agora and way beyond.

- Gathering holds a close affinity to the sequence of activities or

sets of actions and movements that are inherent to rituals. Ritu-
als feature in most societies and cultures. Together with seasons,
light, topography, material, crafts and occupation, architecture
has always been an active agent in the process of ritual. Nowa-
days, rituals may feel very much like something from the past and
only faintly resonate in our actions or even go unnoticed. None-
theless they expand the physical space and can provide a deeper
layer of meaning to a building. In fact, we shouldn't exclude that
architecture can give birth to contemporary rituals.

El Lasso Community Center in Granada reflects many cultural
identifiers that relate to rituals, both old and new ones. For the
creation of the gathering space between the building and the sea,
the architects scraped the inner garden out of the islands’ topog-
raphy, similar to the way their ancestors prepared the fields for
cultivation and protected them with stone walls to break the wind
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and avoid erosion. And although Romera y Ruiz Arquitectos often
employ selected colors in their work, for the facade bordering the
outdoor community garden they chose to incorporate a play on
all the colors. In doing so, it reflects a rainbow and echoes the
contemporary symbol for social tolerance and equality.

The presented projects all make use of a dialogue between past
and present. Community bonds will take time to grow, the same
way it will take time for the building to be loved and contribute
to the self-esteem and pride of a neighborhood. This is where the
beauty of a building, its visual form starts to contribute. Aesthetic
and physical quality are important values to a social projects that
shouldn't be forgotten. Architecture can offer a physical space
and a group or community often needs a physical space to be
recognized in a society.

There was not much physical space available to Silvester Fuller
Architects when they were invited to design Dapto Anglican
Church Auditorium. Once the perimeter mass of the new build-
ing was defined, circulation spaces were carved out of the mass.
Circulation connects the auditorium with the existing church and
preschool building to create an integrated community space with
a delicate balance between generosity and intimacy; with some
spaces open to the landscape and others completely sealed from
it. The masses and voids become like a spongy tissue, defined in a
continuous exchange with its surroundings.

Also in Victory Street Community Center, designed by Scenic Ar-
chitecture the circulation layout takes up a crucial role on the mi-
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cro urban scale. This project is located in a water-town in Qingpu,
Shanghai, and makes use of the traditional approach of lacing cir-
culations together, not only to address the planning regulations
of this historical preservation district, but to reassure a dialogue
with the aged neighboring buildings. The architects indulged in a
configuration of threading and knitting the courtyard spaces with
the rhythm of light and silence. They did not pursue a contempo-
rary approach which they successfully apply in their other projects
but the tight and intimate structure of these quickly disappearing
communities. To quote the architects: “Scenic Architecture believes
that the spirit of architecture exists in how people perceive the basics
of nature and living. We use architecture to explore how space and
time stimulate and absorb each other, and how to establish balanced
and dynamic relevance among human, nature and society.”
Another way the community centers organize the physical space
is by balancing the gathering spaces with areas designed for
personal space. The transitions between the communal or pub-
lic spaces and more private spaces encourages encounters and
strengthens communities. Democratic space means creating a
forum for “strangers” to interact. Playing with the character and
scale of these private and public spaces and the transition be-
tween them are essential to community buildings.

In Nesher, SO Architecture was invited by the municipality to re-
think a memorial place, and give the place a meaning for gather-
ing throughout the whole year. The architects included an audi-
torium that runs a public program of lectures, youth events and
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film screenings, and transformed the adjacent square by adding
a viewing platform, a grandstand and improving the connection
with the neighbourhood children’s playground. Amidst the gath-
ering spaces there is also a more contemplative space called the
Memory Box. The windows used for this memory space produce a
sense of intimacy and provide for a more personal space to reflect
and commemorate.

So whilst the four projects shown here, strictly speaking, haven't
been designed by means of a full participatory process including
small neighbourhood associations, institutions, informal working
teams and individuals themselves; the built results all engage par-
ticipation in their use and show proof of communicative quali-
ties in their architecture. The four projects also demonstrate that
regional differences continue to exist, and that regional otherness
and identity influence the manner in which the communities are
organized, form finds its shape and materials are applied. Only re-
cently, it was argued that architects are in charge of the form of
the built environment, not its content. These projects show excel-
lent examples from architectural practices that don't try to absolve
themselves of the responsibility for the full range of implications
of their projects. When looking for the relationship between archi-
tecture and the notion of community, one undoubtedly comes
across the relationship between architecture and politics.

Tom Van Malderen
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