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abstract

[em]powered spaces

Throughout time – preceding constructed civilization – ritual has been a predominant part of   
  life.  Early Native American settlers danced around fires chanting rituals and expressing 

their emotional connection to the physical earth.  Essentially, these are empowered spaces 
within which cultures have adapted along side both the earth and people – expressing 

faith in a driving force that is larger than any one man.  These empowering spaces have 
provided a vital force in the advancement of cultures, and their social fabrics.  Exis-

tential philosophy would suggest that even a fire – mentioned in the prior example 
– has the ability to transform a “space” into a “place”, but when does the fire 

transform beyond a simple flame?  The fire has a humble power, in that it 
 succumbs itself to a larger ideal.  This thesis ventures to suggest that space 

has the ability to locate an individual – however – a place has the ability 
to influence and empower an entire culture.  Ultimately lending itself 

to a focus on culture and identity – specifically “misplaced 
identity” – through the experience of spaces, that have adapted 

to a torn social, cultural, and urban fabric. The importance of 
these theories may be relevant, but what is equally if not more 

important is the theater.  It is the difference between at-
traction and intimacy.  The simple fire [noted above] has 

a humble power, where as the typical skyscraper serves  
              as a monument to mans ego.  The 

              skyscraper may be a representation of a    
            more sophisticated assembly – one that  

         speaks to the current culture – yet as   
    harmonious as its construction may be – 

it is merely a display of a displaced
   connection between body and earth.   
Space is typically thought of as an area of 
settlement – a locator of man.  Where as place 
is the embodiment of space – in that it goes 
beyond the limits of space.  Place is expressed 
through the interaction and adaptation of 
man, as well as built – natural – public – and 
private environments.  In order for space to 
transcend beyond itself to form place it is 
imperative that there is a cultural presence to 
reveal within the context of the site.  It is also 
necessary for a historical character to ex-
ist within both the contextual aspects of the 
space, as well as its inhabitants.  For this thesis 
circumstance it is almost preferable that the 
social fabric within the space be torn.  In that 
throughout time, the cultures identity has 
been “misplaced” [not necessarily lost].
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transcending space

Identity.
      

character.

center.

context.

experience.

interaction. 
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transcending space
	 Cultural identity is essential to the evolution of social and urban fabrics.  It is the very 
thing that empowers people, societies, cultures, and architecture to “be” in time, to con-
sciously exist along-side the world.  There is a co-dependent relationship between the people 
of a city, and the city itself.  Cultural identity defines the way people live and inhabit spaces.  
And architectural spaces are defined and established by the people who inhabit them.  Cultural 
identity provokes a visual, informational, and sensual emotion that speaks of who we are as a 
culture, and as individuals.  It is through cultural evolution that the human race has been able 
to advance.  It is our way in which beings, in the Heideggerian sense, live along-side the world, 
on the earth and beneath the sky, which enables a space to transcend into a place, this occurs 
through experience, interaction, and reaction to our environment –the lived world.
	 The essence of place is a tightly woven cohesive fabric, which allows us to experience it 
as a unified whole.  It is a fabric that does not separate itself from the core, but is rather some-
thing that radiates out from the core as a continuum.  This is evident when we look at cities 
such as Chicago or New York.  Although the outskirts of these cities are not as defined as the 
core, there is still a discernable identity that is inherently present in the people, the architec-
ture, and the fabric of the place.  This identity is present throughout the spaces between the 
core and the edges.  It enables people to identify who they are in the context of where they 
have been, where they are, and where they have the potential to go.  The neighborhoods and 
districts surrounding the core become the “in between” spaces that are part of this continuous 
composition.  The true identity of a city – a place – lies in the identity of its people, as defined 
by this composition.  Consequently, this begins to facilitate dwelling in terms of how people 
identify with the character of their place, and vice versa.  
	 What I am claiming here is that this identity has been “displaced” within the city of De-
troit, specifically in the neighborhoods that surround the core of the city.  This identity is not 
absent or lost, but rather hidden beneath a stereotype.  It has been imposed upon the city and 
its inhabitants like a stigma, a genetic disease that has plagued the city.  Displaced identity ap-
pears through the people, who are unable to relate to the space that they inhabit, where the 
city itself has been tainted by a stereotype.  This identity is also apparent within the city itself 
it is a direct reflection of society’s ability to “care about” the space, rather than to “care for” 
the place.  Its identity has, throughout the years, disappeared from the surface, sinking into the 
infrastructure that was once there, and has the potential to emerge again.  
As we will come to see, identity is essential to the emergence of place.  This will later be ex-
plored more in depth through the works of Norberg Schulz’s excerpts on “Man-Made Place,” 
“Place,” and “Dwelling and Existence.”  It is also necessary to draw on Juhani Pallasmaa’s no-
tions of architectural identity in relation to the social and built environments.  How both are co-
dependent on each other.  This will ultimately begin to define how dwelling is fostered within 
a place, through society’s ability to identify with their culture, their built environment, and the 
space that they inhabit.  
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[em]powered spaces

	 So then why should anyone care about this topic?  Identity is essential within a social 
fabric because without the identity of the people, the city – the urban fabric – would cease to 
exist.  This is the plight of many American cities, in that they have displaced the true meaning of 
place, and character in terms of the identity of the people that inhabit them.  This is important 
to all people who live along-side the world.  Without a cultural identity, space cannot transcend 
into place, and without place, dwelling cannot occur.
	 The problem of experiencing a displaced identity within a city relative to the culture that 
inhabits it is an ever present struggle that is unmistakably rooted in the city of Detroit, with a 
specific emphasis on the spaces between the core and the edges. The overpowering stigma that 
masks the identity of the people and the place has, and will forever change how the city itself is 
experienced.  Consequently, this has a direct effect on the people who attempt to dwell within 
the city.
	 To emphasize the differences between space and place it is necessary to lean heavily 
on Heidegger and Norberg – Schulz’s terminology.  Space, according to Heidegger is typi-
cally thought of as an area of settlement, a locator of man.  The true essence of space is, “…
something that has been made room for, something that is cleared and free, namely within a 
boundary.” 1  It defines a set of coordinates on a map that distinguishes one location as being 
different from another.  Space does not define itself; it is defined by its locale.  Heidegger claims 
that locations are things and by their very nature they allow for a site, and a site which allows 
for a space.  Furthermore, “space admits actions, and allows life to take place.” 2   This enables 
man to settle and inhabit, but does nothing more than define a boundary.  Moreover, Norberg 
Schulz claims that space is “…an implied presence of earth and sky.” 3   It is not meant to be 
experienced, nor is it meant to act as a way of defining an identity, “space is not something that 
faces man.  It is neither an external object nor an internal experience.” 4  It provides a boundary 
on earth and beneath the sky within which man, or “mortals” as Heidegger would say, have the 
potential to dwell.       
	 In contrast, place becomes the embodiment of space; in that place goes beyond the limits 
of space or what defines it as previously noted above.  Place is experienced and expressed 
through the interaction and adaptation of man – human beings.  It acknowledges the experien-
tial quality of space, as well as the relationship that is created between man and space.  “When 
the man-made environment is meaningful, man is at home.” 5   If place is the interaction and 
adaptation of man which consequently, is a direct result of a “settlement,” then the man-made 
environment is what begins to transcend space into place. 
	 	 “From the beginning of time man has recognized that to create a place means to express the essence of 		

                     being.  The man-made environment where he lives is not a mere practical tool or the result of arbitrary 
                    happenings, it has structure and embodies meanings.  These meanings and structures are reflections of 

                          man’s understanding of the natural environment.” 6
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transcending space

The environment is what differentiates space from place, in that “a concrete term for environ-
ment is place.” 7  But, is it enough to define place as an environment?  An environment whether 
it is built, natural, public or private is defined through experience.  Norberg – Schulz claims that 
concrete things within a location or space “determine an ‘environmental character’, which is 
the essence of place.” 8  This character is the “genius loci” or spirit of the place, which appears 
only though ones interaction and experience with the space.  The interaction and adaptation of 
man sets the stage for the surpassing, but it is the experience, the understanding and knowing 
of that environmental character that ultimately transcends space into place.  A place, according 
to Norberg Schulz, has the qualities of a concrete environment, as well as an imagined world.  
The two aspects co-depend on one another, enriching the experience for the individual.
	 Space is objective in terms of a location, which would seem to make place objective as 
well.  Yet, the experience of place is not objective; it is subjective in its very nature.  In order 
for something to take place suggests that it is to be “understood in a quantitative, ‘functional’ 
sense,” 9 in that it addresses factual elements.  But, “the functional approach…left out the place 
as a concrete ‘here’ having its particular identity.” 10  Therefore, in order to experience place it 
is necessary for it to be of a qualitative, subjective manner.  When place is experienced as “be-
ing qualitative totalities of a complex nature, places cannot be described by means of analytic, 
‘scientific’ concepts.  As a matter of principle science ‘abstracts’ from the given to arrive at neu-
tral, ‘objective’ knowledge” 11.  To enhance your understanding of the difference between space 
and place consider the following passage:

“You walk into a space.  An architectural remnant stands there.  It frames the space, both literally and 

metaphorically, giving it perspective.  The mental geometry of the work is all there.  All you have to do is 

yield to it.  And so you enter this large frame, sensing a tectonic concrete surface.  The frame soon pres-

ents itself as an entranceway and becomes a liminal passageway.  There is a long suspended wall above 

your head that leads you inside a space.  You walk beneath this structure, allowing it to guide you, as if 

preparing you for a walk – through experience.” 12

The above mentioned space is providing all of the factual, objective information needed to 
analyze the space.  But, if you read carefully it is only “preparing you for a walk through 
experience” it is not creating it.  All of the elements are there, but until this space is interacted 
with and experienced by man, it will continue to remain a space. 
	 How places are experienced and defined in the world rely greatly on the individuals who 
inhabit them.  The ‘environmental character’ of Detroit has over time deteriorated, causing the 
identity of both the urban and social fabric to become “displaced.”  This in turn has stained the 
city with a stigma that has been painted on itself, as well as its inhabitants.
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[em]powered spaces

	 In order to more clearly define this ‘stigma’ it is necessary for some historical back-
ground.  Detroit is a large city in Michigan.  It is located towards the southwest of the state, 
where much of the “core” of the city lies along the Detroit River.  It was founded in 1701 by 
the French, and initially was the home of the French Ribbon Farms.  It was a desirable location 
due to its proximity to the river.  This allowed for easy access to surrounding bodies of water 
and enabled trade to occur. 
	 The major population flux was during the development of the automobile industry, be-
tween 1900 and 1930.  It took the population from a couple hundred thousand, to over a mil-
lion in that period.  During this time the city itself began to flourish in its industrial glory, it was 
known as the “Motor City” capital of the world.  Although it was large compared to other cities 
such as New York and Chicago there was not enough room for the people who lived in the city 
to “dwell.”  The open spaces were few and far in-between, making it difficult for individuals to 
find a retreat that offered solitude.  
	 The late sixties and early seventies brought about a decline in the population.  People 
that lived in the city began to move outwards beyond the edges, or boundaries of what defined 
the city of Detroit.  This created what we now refer to as sprawl, or during that time it was 
referred to as the “the great white flight.” In most cases it was the people with higher positions 
in the automotive industry that could afford to flee the city, only to leave behind the minorities 
and less fortunate. 
	 This occurred for almost twenty years, and throughout that period the population had 
plummeted.  The people that remained in the city could not afford to leave or refused to.  But, 
with this decline in the population came a decline in jobs.  Many of the factories moved north 
along with the people.  In addition to the decline in jobs and people the mental institutions sur-
rounding the city closed their doors, forcing the patience out on the streets.  That act created 
an increase in the homeless population.  
	 During that time there was an increase in crime and vandalism.  Buildings were burnt and 
destroyed, people were robbed, and riots were common amongst the people.  Now, many of 
the buildings are abandoned and desolate.  All of the facts mentioned above began to paint a 
stigma upon the city.  People who lived outside the edges began to “care about” Detroit and its 
people, rather than “care for it,” causing them to refrain from entering the city for fear of their 
lives.
	 The “caring about” Detroit has remained the attitude towards the city and its people for 
more than thirty years, and while the city today is trying to change their image it still remains a 
common concern amongst many who live around the boundaries of what defines Detroit.  Yet, 
with all of the atrophy the city has encountered there is still life radiating from it.  There is a 
place, and people with an identity that are searching for a way to stitch their fabric back togeth-
er. 
	 With all of that being said, it is now time to delve into the heart of the site.  Focusing on a
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transcending space

specific boundary outlined between the core and the edges of the city.  The actual site is 
located along Grand River between Warren and Martin Luther King Boulevard.  There, one will 
find two distinctly different neighborhoods, one to the northeast of Grand River and one to the 
southwest.  The above outlined boundaries exist between three historic districts, Bricktown, 
Corktown, and Woodbridge.  Together the two neighborhoods are large enough to be consid-
ered a district, but as they stand now the definition of neighborhood is suspect.  The people 
who live in these areas are the “social fabric” of the space, and the context surrounding it is the 
“urban fabric.” 
	 The site itself and its surrounding context were extremely dense, and throughout time 
have dissipated due to sprawl and the stigma that remains on the city.  The two neighborhoods 
or social fabrics are distinctly different from one another.  The one to the northeast of the site 
is more tightly woven, there is a sense of community and culture present, but through intuitive 
experience of the space its identity or ‘environmental character’ seems hidden.  This is true of 
the neighborhood to the southwest as well, although the community base and culture is less 
obvious.
	 Pallasmaa claims that in order to experience the world within which we dwell we must 
be able to use our “bodily existence” to know and interpret what we experience.  “Our domi-
cile is the refuge of our body, memory and identity.” 13  The identity of the people is the cul-
tural identity that is necessary for the place itself to have an identity. Without the identity of the 
people the place will subsequently lack identity.  Yet, these notions are co-dependent on one 
another.  One cannot exist without the other.  These identities together create the environ-
mental character of the place, which creates the “genius loci,” or spirit of the place.  Without a 
cultural identity, an environmental character, and a genius loci place cannot exist, nor can dwell-
ing occur.
	 “We are in constant dialogue and interaction with the environment, to the degree that it 
is impossible to detach the image of the Self from its spatial and situational existence.” 14

	 Essentially, to reinforce how space transcends, there must first be a space, a location or 
a settlement that as Norberg – Schulz would claim, allows for life to occur.  Once that is estab-
lished there must be a culture.  Man must exist within the space allowing for it to “take place.”  
Furthermore, there must be an identity and a character that exists within the culture of the 
social fabric.  This enables the urban fabric to transcend from space into place.
	 Focusing on Pallasmaa’s claim that man’s interaction with the environment “always” 
resembles an image of “Self,” in that it is impossible to separate man from his environment, 
we will begin to consider the site.  At one point in time the site was part of the communities 
mentioned above.  Today, life occurs around the space itself, but does not currently embody 
human life.  It has reverted back to nature.  The buildings that once existed on the site were 
abandoned, and eventually demolished causing nature to reinfuse the space.  It is an open field 
enclosed only by a series of metal fences.  The communities that exist around the site hold a
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[em]powered spaces

culture and an identity that is displaced or lost, not absent.  Both the urban and social fabric 
share a history that is true to the essence of the place, but is displaced to the individual whom 
experiences it, creating a lack of place.
	 To reestablish the identity of the urban and social fabric within, and around the context of 
the site, there will be a focus on empowerment.  Empowerment is the act of creating a sense 
of pride and accomplishment within people, this enables them to establish a belief system ca-
tered to their personal identity.  To empower a space through architecture and function is to 
empower people, which in turn create a system for people to empower one another.  When 
people are empowered and believe in each other there is a sense of pride that radiates out-
ward, this creates an identity among a group of people – a “cultural identity.” 
	 To create this sense of empowerment among the community there must first be a “gath-
ering center” that draws people in.  “Centers are found on all environmental levels…The cen-
ter represents what is known…It is the point where man acquires position in space…The point 
where he lingers and lives in space.” 15   Norberg-Schulz’s center begins to define how a space 
can identify and orient an individual.   In order to more clearly define what is meant by a “gath-
ering center” I will also refer to Abraham:
		  “A place in which everything comes together, is concentrated, the site gathers unto 				  

	               itself, supremely and radically.  Its gathering power, gathers in and preserves all it had gathered, not like 		

	               an encapsulating shell, but rather by penetrating with its light all it had gathered, and only thus releasing 		

	  it into its own nature” 16.

	 The proposal is to establish a “community node,” a center that gathers people to a com-
mon place.  The experience of the program or function of the site will begin to establish a sense 
of permanence and place within and around the site.  What I am proposing is an urban market 
garden where the market itself acts as the “center,” and the surrounding site enables the gath-
ering and empowerment to occur, which creates the node.  Ultimately, “enabling life to occur” 
within the space. 
	 The architecture is meant to humble itself to the people; it is attempting to create an 
experience of the place while also establishing an identity.    “Buildings and towns enable us to 
structure, understand and remember the shapeless flow of reality, and ultimately, to recognize 
and remember who we are.” 17  Man-made environments begin to establish this permanence, 
which ultimately defines an identity and reveals a history of both a place and a culture.  “Archi-
tecture enables us to perceive and understand the dialectics of permanence and change, to settle 
ourselves in the world, and to place ourselves in the continuum of culture and time.” 18

	 To institute the urban market garden as a “gathering center” there will be a combination 
of paths, that are “general properties of man’s orientation in the world.” 19 Due to the gap that 
Grand River creates through the site there will be paths that begin to reconnect the two sides, 
while simultaneously drawing people inward.  They will 
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transcending space

extend over the physical boundaries of the site, and begin to infuse the surrounding context. 
This will begin to suggest a “stitching” of the two fabrics.  In addition to the paths there will 
be domains that “function as potential places for man’s actions.” 20  The domains will exist as 
“fields” or gardens where man is able to physically interact with the place itself.  The gardens 
will act as “nourishment” for the people and the place, as well as an educational tool that has 
the potential to empower people.
	 Norberg – Schulz claims that the degree to which a space is open also constitutes it 
ability to gather and create a sense of place.  The site currently is extremely open, the only 
boundary it has is the fence, which is not much of a boundary to begin with.  And, because the 
proposed program does not intend to encompass the entire site, nor does the architecture in-
tend to ever fully enclose the individual, the space will remain open, or at least be perceived as 
“open.”  Embodiment and architecture also begin to produce a sense of place in terms of ori-
entating the individual.  “Embodiment is determined by how an architectural form stands, rises, 
opens and closes, admittance depends on spatial organization in terms of centers, paths, and 
domains.” 21  Without a form of spatial organization the embodiment of the site and the people 
will be difficult to bring together.  “On all environmental levels works of architecture have to 
possess a spatial order of this kind, which is related to the given natural space as well as the pat-
terns of human action.” 22

	 The program attempts to create a “gathering center,” to “stitch” the fabric of the place 
back together, while simultaneously creating a “community node” that empowers a space, 
which in turn empowers people, ultimately, creating an experience that establishes a sense 
of place.  This center is a circle that is in continuum, a cycle much like the “cycle of life.”  It is 
meant to change with the seasons, and the life that inhabits it. 
	 The cycles and changes begin to create movements within the space, “these kinds of 
movements…are the precondition for traditions to be re-embedded in new contexts and with-
in new territorial units that exceed the limits of shared locales.” 23  Movements begin to create 
traditions, which occur within cultures, and also create an identity, or commonality amongst 
people.  According to Abraham, traditions have the capability to move between generations, 
but more importantly, through spaces.  “They move with people as they make their transitional 
journeys from old homes to new homes.” 24  This suggests that private dwelling has the ability 
to inform and create identity as well.
	 To dwell, Heidegger would claim that man and the environment have the ability to co-
exist alongside the world.  But, it is important to understand that “dwelling is not experienced 
as man’s being; dwelling is never thought of as the basic character of human being.” 26  Dwell-
ing is a way in which man knows or experiences the world.  It is a way for man to identify with 
his surroundings and vice versa, “the body is not a mere physical entity; it is enriched by both 
memory and dream, past and future…the world is 
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[em]powered spaces

reflected on the body, and the body is projected onto the world.” 27 There is a dualism that exists 
between man and world.  It is the dualism that fosters man’s ability to dwell within a place. 
	 The urban market garden combined with the surrounding context of the neighborhoods 
has the ability to foster dwelling, specifically private dwelling.  The place creates a way for man to 
come out of his home to know the world, “the house is one of the greatest powers of integration 
for the thoughts, memories, and dreams of mankind.” 28  For it is the experience of a space that 
creates a sense of place, but it is the actual experience that man has, and takes back with him, 
to his corner in the world (his home) to ponder, imagine, and daydream about his experiences.  
This process of knowing the world is the way that dwelling occurs within a place, specifically the 
urban market garden. 
	 With that being said, why should we care?  It is important to understand who we are as 
people within a place, as a culture.  We have begun to loose site of how we, as a society, iden-
tify with the places within which we dwell.  Detroit, in this specific case has been displaced as a 
whole.  The stigma that it has been stained with has driven the way in which people live and expe-
rience Detroit for too long.  And, although the proposed thesis does not answer the problem as 
a whole in terms of the entire city, it does begin to address how the people that live along Grand 
River can reestablish their identity and relationship to the place they inhabit.  It is about the spirit, 
the identity of the people and the place that is created through their environment.  The stigma 
took many years to alter the experience of the city and displace the identity of its inhabitants, 
but that does not mean the reversal of the stigma is impossible.  It will require an attitude that 
changes from a “caring about” the city to a “caring for” the place.  And that is what this theory, 
in essence, is attempting to do.  
	 I have described how a stigma that has been stained upon a city can displace the identity 
of the people, as well as the place itself.  I have also analyzed how, with the interaction and ad-
aptation of man, space has the ability to transcend to transcend beyond its limits.  But, accord-
ing to phenomenology this will remain a theory as long as the implementation and experience is 
absent. 
	  Due to the differentiations between places and cultures this theory cannot be implement-
ed everywhere.  This particular analysis is specific to Detroit, mostly because the theory involves 
the history of the city, as well as the people’s history that inhabit it.  If one were to implement 
this same theory in a city such as New York the analysis, and the outcome would be completely 
different due to the nature of the specific problems that are being questioned in Detroit.  And, 
more importantly one cannot dwell in Detroit the way they would in New York.
	 In order to reestablish a displaced identity the culture of the place, the space itself, and the 
architecture must co-exist together alongside the world.  Without the above mentioned aspects 
of a place the environmental character cannot exist, and without an environmental character 
there is no “genius loci.”  All of these things work together harmoniously to foster dwelling, and 
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transcending space

if man cannot dwell the essence of place does not exist.  It is a continuum set into motion by man 
that creates a never ending cycle within the world.  This has a resonating effect on architecture 
because it is man’s way of identifying with the environment, and through architecture the spirit 
of the place can be perceived and experienced formally.  Consequently, all architecture should 
attempt to define the spirit of the people and the place within which it exists.
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transcending space

all of the following precedent studies are based on the notion of transcending space.  In that 
each project resembles a way in which architecture can create a space that becomes a place

through the interaction of people and architecture.  This in turn creates a catalyst where place 
exists to create a space within which people and architecture fuse together to empower one an-
other.
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transcending space

interfaith spiritual center - office dA
								        small scale architecture that empowers - 

concept: 
	 To bring together many people of different religions, both cultural and 

	  spiritual orientations where people can pray, reflect, and engage in 

	  constructive dialogue.

context / site:
	  The project is located in Boston Massachusetts, specifically Northeastern University.  			    	

 	  This is a space within the university on the second floor of the university.  The surrounding context 

	   are classrooms and hallways. 

scale:
	 The interfaith spiritual center is a small room that is divided into smaller spaces to 				  

	 house both private and public dialogues.  There is a main area dedicated to public

	 speaking and practice, as well as smaller spaces that are more confined for a more

	 intimate dialogue.  

program:
	 The center functions as a spiritual center within which many different people from many different

	 religious organizations can come together to share knowledge, experiences and thoughts.  It functions

	 as a space to practice ones beliefs, as well as a space to share beliefs.  The space is open to both 

	 students on the campus and residents in the surrounding area.  It offers humble architecture for

	 people to come together and empower one another.

design:
	 The space itself is centered within a building so it does not have access to exterior windows or 

	 daylighting, and the architects felt that the space needed to capture and celebrate “natural light”

	 they chose to use a translucent material for the walls that resembled windows in order to capture 

	 the essence of the natural light.  The same goes for the void circles in the ceiling.  The space is not

	 lit by any natural light, but uses a backlighting configuration to represent what it would look like. 
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          mic globalization has wrought is in the connection between identity and place. ”
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la boca district [BUENOS AIRES] argentina
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transcending space

la boca district - the people of the city
								        large scale architecture that empowers - 

concept: 
	 To create a character of a place that reflects the identity of the people who inhabit it.  

	 “Neighborhoods towns, and regions that have held onto their authentic identities attract us by their 		

             toughness and individualism” (Speck, 10).

context / site:
	  This is the la boca district in Argentina.  It is located on the river plate of the city, hence the name

	   “la boca” which translates to “the mouth of the river.”  It has a distinct relationship to the industry 

	   that supports the district, as well as the river.

scale:
	 The district itself is at a smaller scale than a “typical” city, but compared to an architectural project it

	 is a large scale design.    

program:
	 The district functions as both a large tourist attraction, as well as a home to Argentina’s shipping 

	 industry and its people.  It aims to create a walkable and economical attraction for its people and its

	 visitors.

design:
	 The districts ethnic roots which are heavily Italian, and its industrial base which are sailing, shipping, and

	 boat repair worked in harmony together to create the identity of the place early on.  The neighborhood 	

	 itself is a “proud working class” environment.  Part of la boca’s identity is also related to the “tango,” 

	 as well as its self bread soccer team.  The people that inhabit la boca are part of what we would refer

	 to as a “lower class” - at least economically.  Many people begged for materials from local shipping 

	 industries such as sheet metal and paint to create the facades of their buildings.  The colors and the 

	 character of the place is inherently visible in the images.  They exude a confidence and a sense of 

	 pride in their community.  It did not require large sums of money or expensive architecture, only a 

	 sense of community and an identity that was present among la boca’s people.  
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voromuro installation - office dA
						               small scale design that questions the meaning of place - 
concept: 
	 To create a receprosity between parametric and structural qualities, as well as a relationship

	 between form and fabrication.  

context / site:
	 Essentially, all installations are placeless because regardless of their reason for creation they are 

	 temporarry pieces of art.  They may house a specific activity or program, but eventually are removed

	 from their original place of creation.  Voromuro was created for a specific space.  The installation is 

	 located in a civil war era fort in boston that has been converted to a museum.  The building has stood 

	 as a reminder of war for so long, and part of the reason for creating the installation was to transform

	 the meaning of the building.  

scale:
	 Its scale ranges from large to small.  It is a dynamic flowing structure that unfolds to 

	 reveal a wall that undulates into a vaulted dome.

program:
	 The district functions as both a large tourist attraction, as well as a home to Argentina’s shipping 

	 industry and its people.  It aims to create a walkable and economical attration for its people and its

	 visitors.

design:
	 The design itself is based on a mathematical diagram.  It starts out as a square with a point in the center 

	 of it.  The initial point begins to address other points in the square which in turn begins to manipulate

	 its form.  The end result being that none of the pieces are the same shape or size.  The point creates

	 interdependent forms in that each form needs the previous to be created, but no two shapes are the

	 same.  The installation creates a timeline from past to present, and ultimately making a suggestion

	 for the future.  If it is considered in the application of the two previous precedent studies we can look

	 at it as where we have been, where we are, and where we are going.  For example, the la boca district 

	 is a city that identifies with its people.  It has a place and an identity.  The interfaith center creates a 

	 sense of place with the interaction of people.  But as for the installation, no matter how many people

	 experience or interact with it, it will never create a sense of place for its people because of the very 

	 nature of an installation.  It is meant to transform and manipulate space, not to create a sense of place.

	 It is purely an art form that does not address the culture, character, or identity of the people within

	 its context, and in my oppinion it begins to address the way we have begun to treat architecture today.
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	T he location of the site must be in an urban area.  It must be located in a heavily 
residential area to become an incubator.  It must also address the various seasonal qualities that 
michigan has, and must also have direct sunlight in order for the crops to grow.  The site must 
also be in an area that receives a decent amount of rainfall per season, as well as higher levels of 
humidity to account for proper crop growth.  There must be local schools and businesses sur-
rounding the area in order to have the site and the program function at maximum potential.

	T here must be an obvious lack of community and identity within the area in order to address 
the concept of “displaced identity.”  For the community supported gardens and market to sustain 
itself there the location must also have a large unemployment rate, in addition to a shortage of 
food services in the area.  Most importantly, there must be evidential support that the community 
was not doing well, but due to an increase in infill and attention to the area it would suggest 
that someone does “care,” and there are people taking an initiatives within and around the sur-
rounding communities.  

31



site

[em]powered spaces

criteria

32



transcending space

	T he site itself must have the ability to interact and adapt – not only with the architecture 
– but more importantly with the people who inhabit it.  It will be the inter[action] with the culture 
that facilitates the sites ability to be “experienced” as a “place”. The site, as well as the architecture 
must have the ability to recognize and “house” the past, present and future.  In that it must be able 
to relate to what and how it was with what it has become.  Essentially, the manifestation of the 
sites history must present itself in order to create an interaction between the individual and the 
place.
	A long with the above mentioned criteria it will be necessary to consider the sites physical 
attributes.  An urban context will promote the center, or the point at which the site and the 
architecture have the ability to gather people as well as its surroundings.  A natural context is 
also important to consider in terms of the identity of the site.  In that historically, nature was the 
determining aspect of settlement.  It is also important to understand that nature is not only 
necessary for our existence, but that it is and always has been a part of our lived-world.  The 
natural aspect will also be essential in helping to define “urban farming” – which is an aspect that 
this thesis is considering.  
	I t may also prove to be beneficial to the thesis that sustainability be considered in the selec-
tion of the site, as well as the existing architecture within the site.  It will more so address sustain-
able concepts, such as using local materials and farming within the community – not necessarily 
“green design”.
	T he program has begun to emerge through the articulation of the circumstance and the 
criteria of the site.  It is  A gathering center – a point at which society comes together to not only 
interact, but to also gain knowledge and re[identify]  with the fabric of the community.  This the-
sis is lending itself to an exploration of a market place with a direct connection to an urban farm, 
as well as a larger vender within the local area.  The market will facilitate the notion of bringing 
a community together, and the urban farm will incorporate the ideals of sustainability.
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This site is located in a more rural area on the eastern side of the city.  It met many of the cir-
cumstantial and criteria requirements for the project such as:  

It includes a vast open area of green space that was inherently necessary for gar-

dens and green space.

It is surrounded by a fairly dense residential area on all four sides which supports 

the idea of CSA [community supported agriculture].

There is a school in close proximity to the site which would help to facilitate the 

need for students to not only participate in cultivating the land, but also to study 

sustainability by learning how to plant, grow and maintain a garden to feed them-

selves as well as to earn a profit from it.

The site itself has wetlands located on the actual site which promoted the notion 

of sustainability and could be useful in collecting rainwater to use for irrigation as 

well as drinking.

The major reason for choosing not to use this site was due to its close proximity to Eastern 
Market.  The project type is an urban market with community supported gardens, so the site 
met all of the criteria, but the context did not.  I originally thought that it would be beneficial to 
be near Eastern Market because its selling days for fruits and vegetables are only on the week-
ends, so there could have been a collaborative effort between the residents of the area and 
Eastern Market in terms of use, and selling conditions.  
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The site becomes a node in the center of a network.

The circles represent the network that the node begins to create.

The yellow areas are residential blocks that will work to become incubators.

The red blocks represent local businesses in the area that line the main 
thoroughfare that accesses the site.

The black areas represent industrial, commercial, and institutional areas.

[In the end I wound delving into Detroit’s history a little more and finding that Western Market 
used to exist on the West side of the city, which was destroyed to make way for the Chrysler 
freeway so my interests began to shift slightly.]

This study was done in an attempt to analyze the site within its context.  How the surround-
ing areas could become part of the network that the node begins to address.  In addition it was 
looking at what functional aspects existed around the site itself [eg: zoning, walkability, etc...].
It was also used to find out “potentially” the distance this node would radiate out from its 
central location.
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The site is located along grand river between forest and warren.  The brightest red area is the 
actual site, and the fading red blocks around the site are residential blocks.  The purpose of the 
fading is to establish the walkability of the area.  The brownish - red colored blocks are furthest 
away from the site, and the more vibrant areas resemble the blocks in closest vicinity to the 
site.  

Grand River runs along the southwest edge of the site and creates a boundary between the 
neighborhoods to the northeast and southwest of the site.

The neighborhood to the northeast is dense and has a sense of community.  The neighborhood 
to the southwest is much less dense with areas of infill.  
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images of the neighborhoods northeast of the site

       

images of the neighborhoods southwest of the site
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images of the actual site and surrounding buildings
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each study in the following pages speaks to both the attitude of the site as well as the 
experience in terms of its emotional aspects.  it attempts to analyze the history of the site - its 
evolution from 1949 to the 
present.  each individual study takes into consideration both the density in terms of the built 
environment, as well as the density in terms of actual people.  

its about where the site has been, where it is currently and where it can go.  each model is a 
representation of an experiential analysis of the boundaries and borders of the site that has been 
created throughout its history
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transcending spaceIn 1949 the site was flourishing - the city was in the peak 
of its industrial glory, and many people were moving in
and around the city.  It was a desirable place to be due to
the high demand in jobs that the automotive industry created.

As you can see in the image to the left each block was so heavily
populated there was not room for much of anything else.  At
this point in time the city was incredibly dense, and residents were 
beginning to run out of space - especially green space in the area.

The model begins to look at Grand River the road that is highlighted green in the image to the 
left.  Then it was a narrow two lane road that was a direct connection from the North of the
city to the South (downtown).  The districts on either side were closely knit and surrounded 
by a diverse, and incredibly dense residential core.  There was a clear connection between the 
two sides and Grand River did not interrupt that.  The model speaks to that gesture in that the 
area had no boundaries, there were no difficulties in people coming together to interact with 
one another.  At this point in time there was also an Eastern, Western, and Central market in 
				    Detroit due to the immense size of the city.  The city is large, but it
					     was full of life and although incredibly dense, it was “open” in
										             terms of its accessibility 
										             with people and functional
										               aspects.  It is really 
										                the options, and choices 
										                  that were available to the
											             people at the time.  It
											             is important to note 
											             that I am not suggesting
											               that I know what it 
											                what it was like to live
											                  during that time, but
											                   by studying the 
												            changes in the site,
												               as well as various
													             sources it 
												                 has been 
												                  suggested.
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transcending spaceIn 1956 the density of the area was at its maximum.  Each block 
was at full capacity in terms of housing.  The city itself was cramped
an people started to look elsewhere to find “space” and relaxation.
So the “sprawl” began, starting with the motor companies big wigs, 
to move further away from their jobs.  It started with retreats, or
vacation homes, and then it turned into everyday living.  Many people
began to feel the same within the city so they started to move outward,
expanding their options in terms of green space and freedom from the city.

At the same time the automotive industry was still thriving in the city, and
major thoroughfares were widened to handle the increased amount of
vehicles on the roads.  Grand River was also widened from a two-lane 
road to a four-lane “highway” almost.  It was one of the main connection points that 
enabled people to get from what had been coined as the “suburbs” to the city.  So, people 
were still moving through the area, but the desire to actually live in the city was dwindling.  
		
		  The model below begins to address that notion of density, and the increase in 		
		   sprawl.  With the widening of Grand River the separation between the northeast          	
		      side of the site, and the southwest was also increasing.  The road began to 
		        create a barrier, from both its size as well as the speed at which traffic began to 	
	                                                            pass.  It was fairly difficult to move from one side to 		
						               the other.

							               The model speaks to both this shift in density
								            as well as the boundary that has begun to 
								            emerge from Grand River.  It is reaching
								            out from the center to the people - asking 	
								          for a sense of community that it was 
								            inherently beginning to lose.  
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transcending spaceIn 1981 the decrease in density, and the increase in commercial and
industrial buildings was apparent.  This was after the riots that began 
in the late 60’s and continued through to the 70’s.  The site in 
particular [which is highlighted in green] was “empty.”  Most of the 
housing was either lost to fire, or left abandoned.  The city had
crashed, and it was no longer was a safe and desirable place to 
live, or conduct business.  It was fading like quick sand.

With the residents sprawling to the north, the business began to move also.
Taking jobs and people with them, leaving behind individuals that could either not 
afford to or did not want to leave.  During this period of time was also when the mental health 
facilities began to close their doors.  This left many without homes or jobs, and so began 
Detroit’s every increasing problem with hopelessness.  

Due to all of the issues mentioned above the site was doomed, in that it would never again be 
what it was twenty-some years ago.  So it began to ask the question - does it want to be that 
again?  Should we ignore what it has become due to events that have transpired, or do we 
acknowledge where it was and [re]define what it could be in the future?

The model speaks to those questions in terms of the absence of active life as well as the 
boundary that now exists between the two sides of the site.  It has started to become a 
fortress, keeping all that they possible could out - even their neighbors.  Bars started going up
on windows and doors to prevent burglary and theft, people lived in fear of the night, hoping 
that their homes would not fall victim to arson, or vandalism.  

The city lost its vivaciousness, its
charisma and its active life 
force that was once the 
way that so many yearned
to be like.  In turn, the 
formal aspects of all 
of this began to 
develop in a
conceptual 
model 
form.
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This model speaks to the site and its 
surrounding context.  It begins to look at the 
street wall on either side of Grand River, as well 
as the “tear” that it creates between the two 
sides of the site.  The white and the black are 
representative of density.  The black represents 
the more heavily populated residential areas, 
and the white represents the more sparse 
areas.  It also begins to question the ease to 
which an individual can cross the street to gain 
access to either the site, or the few commercial 
buildings that exist on the opposite side of the 
street.
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This model looks specifically at the site and the ease to which it can 
be accessed.  There is a fence that borders all but one side of the site, 
inherently closing it off along the main thoroughfare and the school to 
the North.  Yet, with the one side open it leaves the site vulnerable to 
use due to the fact that although it is private property, it is still 
accessible.  It also questions the ease to which an individual has in 
terms of utilizing the site, and the green space that exists on it.  The 
ground plane is uneven and difficult to walk on, and due to its immense 
size, it is also difficult for people traveling along Grand River to see 
someone using the site.  This makes it dangerous to people that do at-
tempt to use the site for its vast open green space.
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This model speaks to the ease at 
which the site currently joins to the 
surrounding neighborhoods.  Due to 
the fact that the site is fenced in, and 
the fact that the blocks that are locat-
ed directly around the site are vacant 
its connection to the surrounding     	
	 community is vague and 
	  incoherent.  This model  also 	
	  begins to take into account 	
	    the social fabric of the area.  	
	 There are not many people 	
	 that use the surrounding area 
on foot or bike, it is mainly traveled 
by car [which is of course typical 
for Detroit]. In addition to that, the 
social fabric in terms of community 
is also torn between the two side of 
the site, as well as the local business 
and schools 
surrounding the area.  
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This model and the few pages that follow it are looking deeper into the socail fabric and what it 
was like to experience the disconnect between the surrounding areas of the site.  This model in 
particular was addressing the void of people in the area.  The schools surrounding the 
residential areas were unapproachable, and vacant.  The communities on either side had a few 
people here and there, but for the most part the place was void of a spirit, or life it seemed at 
some points.
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This model looks directly at the various cross roads in the area and identifies where each meet, 
or open up to the site.  The places on the site where that occurs are reflected in the model 
where the material bunches together, and then opens up to reveal an inner material that also 
extends the length of the model.  The material was also chosen carefully to represent the 
feeling of the site.  Cold, hard and dark except where there was a quick passerby, or some 
instance where a person passed on foot or bike.   
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This model speaks to the social disconnect in the area.  The edges that are hardly traveled 
which are unclean and unkept.  It also addresses the clear boundaries and barriers that exist 
throughout the surrounding context.  Many individuals have fences around their homes and 
property, in addition to bars on the windows [I am aware that this is also typically found in 
Detroit and many other large cities].  This is the point at which the sense of community and 
pride was lost.  It did not have an inviting welcoming feeling, nor was there one individual out 
experiencing the day.  The wall with the clear boundaries on one side represents the 
neighborhood fences, and the torn, jagged edges on the other represent the areas that are less 
clearly defined by an apparent boundary, so the boundary line is less clear.
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The following pages are images of the schematic design, and design development phase.  
Schematic design had a large impact on the design development phase where the formal as-
pects were carried through.  Each are detailed as to what is being referred to.
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formal
evolution

The evolution of the form transpired from the site analysis studies.  It speaks to the 
     history, the movement, and the barriers that had begun to emerge from the experiential 
        attitude of the area.

               The form is a growth, a manipulation of an experiential interpretation of how the 
		  site, and the attitude of the site felt to walk through.  It addresses the notions of
	   	    both barrier and growth.  The beams begin to fold out of the site to express the
	      	        the notion of growth from the ground upwards.  Its dynamism is attributed 
	          		 the changes [both positive and negative] that the site has gone through
		     	     over the course of its history.  The light that is transmitted through the
		        	         openings of each beam speaks to the movement of the people, the 
		            		   society and its identity.  It is vivid and bright, yet diffused and sparse
			       	      in some areas.

					       The initial concept behind the form was to express the above
					            mentioned experiential factors together within one 			 
						      “space,” to delve into ideals that are difficult to interpret
						          through words, but are immediately felt by walking 
						              taking each stride step-by-step.  It is both open and 
								            closed, expressing the notion that one 
								                could immediately experience by 
								                 passing through or by the site.
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These are a series of images that show the initial form and how it transpires in elevation and 
      plan.  This is not a representation of the entire form, it only exemplifies a quarter of what
	 the actual building will be.  

	        In elevation - the image at the top right - shows how the entry will unfold from the 
		  ground up.  How the entry unwraps at a human scale into a slightly larger form and 	
		      then twists, rotates, and turns to reveal a much wider open space, which then 		
		         converts back into a smaller more human scale at the exit.  

			         In plan, each individual piece meets to create a corner piece that forms
				    into two more pieces.  The edges and sides undulate just like the 
				       roof plan does in order to express this notion of dynamism and 
				          folding.  
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  The following images are sketches of the model and are expressive of both 
      form and material suggestions.  These images were used to begin to 
	 study, in detail how the form would later come to be more realistically
	      built.  In addition to studying what the actual scale of the form is 
	          considering it is still at a very conceptual level.  

74



transcending space

               
                  
	             
	                    
	                    

75



[em]powered spaces76



transcending space 77



[em]powered spaces

topography
studies

78



transcending space 79



[em]powered spaces

formal
studies

80



transcending space 81



project

[em]powered spaces

program

82



transcending space 83Quantitative Program:

	
	
	 Site: 600,000 sq. ft

		  Green Space: 290,000 sq. ft
	
		  Rotating Crops: 150,000 sq. ft

	
	 Main Level: 77,000 sq. ft

		  Kiosks: 4,250 sq. ft
			   17 @ 250 sq. ft each

		  Classrooms: 5,820 sq. ft
			   4 @ 1,450 sq. ft each

		  Toilets: 4,000 sq. ft
			   4 @ 1,000 sq. ft each

		  Exhibition/ Gallery/ Convention Space: 17,000 sq. ft

		  Leasable Space: 6,500 sq. ft

		  Administrative Space: 1,150 sq. ft

		  Restaurant / Bar: 4,500 sq. ft

	
	 Lower Level: 10,000 sq. ft

		  Storage Space: 6,500 sq. ft

	
	 Upper Level: 10,000 sq. ft

		  Exhibition Loft: 5,000 sq. ft

		  Cafe/ Coffee Bar: 3,500 sq. ft
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Site: 600,000 sq. ft

The site is compiled of both green space as well as rotating crops.  The crops are 
community supported, in that they are “hand grown” by individuals that inhabit the 
surrounding neighborhoods.  It is available to individuals outside of the area as well, 
but is focused mainly on the social network within the area.  

The purpose for starting out with less crop space than green is due to the initial 
reaction of the community.  The crops must first be grown, then proven to be sus-
tainable and finally maintained.  Also, since this is a phasing portion of the project 
the community must first prove their ability to gain knowledge, grow the plants, 
and then harvest them.  The green space has the potential to be converted [ro-
tated] into crops at any time, when the supply and demand for the fruits and veg-
etables reach a more profitable point.

Main Level: 77,000 sq. ft

The building on the site opens towards three major roads.  It continues the streets 
that have been cut off by Grand River and the site as pedestrian streets.  The 
overall skin of the building is only meant to shield people from the elements such 
as wind, rain and snow.  It is not heated or cooled.  The interior skeleton on the 
other hand is fully enclosed, and heated and cooled.

	 Kiosks: 4,250 sq. ft

There are 17 individual kiosks beneath the “pavilion,” or skin if you will.  Each are 
approximately 250 square feet each.  Their smaller, more personable size allows 
for each fruit or vegetable to be sold independently.  They are comprised of a main 
area that can be fully opened or closed to the interior of the pavilion with a smaller 
area for a cashier and storage station.  There would not be much storage on the 
main level, so the lower level storage will be used for larger items. 

	 Classrooms: 5,820 sq. ft

There are four main classrooms located towards the west end of the building.  
These are meant to hold a variety of functions.  Some would include “community” 
type organized classes where people from the community come together to learn 
about crop growth and stainability.  In some cases the spaces will also be used as 
“typical” community center rooms where one could find a variety of lessons from 
sewing to first aid to night classes for individuals without a high school diploma. 
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	 Toilets: 4,000 sq. ft

There are four main toilets [2 women and 2 men].  These rooms are larger than 
what is typically required for that size building do to the fact that the pavilion it-
self is meant to serve as a pedestrian path for people to use on a regular basis, as 
a thoroughfare to get from point a to point b.  So it was necessary to account for 
more people than what the functional space can actually hold.

	 Exhibition/ Gallery/ Convention Space: 17,000 sq. ft

Along Grand River there are approximately 3 or 4 different artist’s galleries, in ad-
dition to local businesses and schools that would use this space.  The local artists 
have the ability to display their work on a regular basis.  The local businesses can 
use the space as a convention center to help generate interest, as well as become 
an incubator for more business to come to the area.  It was also considered that 
this space would also be used as a lecture hall where the community could use the 
space as not only a town hall, but also as an “awareness” center.  A space to learn 
about various ways to be, live, and eat healthier, as well as gain access and knowl-
edge about creating a sustainable lifestyle for the community and its surroundings. 

	 Leasable Space: 6,500 sq. ft

This space is meant to bring smaller [short or long term] vendors into the area.  
The idea is that an individual would be able to find a florist, a bakery, a dry cleaners 
or a newsstand within the space as well.  Due to the fact that grocery stores are 
few and far between.  In addition to the fact that Eastern Market is too far to walk 
to from this area, as well as the issue that it is only functional on the weekends.

	 Administrative Space: 1,150 sq. ft

This space is meant to house cubicles, and small offices for the individuals that 
handle finances, and organizational issues within the market.  It will also house a 
general curator for the exhibition space, as well as any on site security personnel.  
This is also part of the phasing concept considering that the market will need to 
generate a profit prior to being able to afford personnel of that nature, and at that 
cost.

[em]powered spaces86



transcending space	
	
	
	 Restaurant / Bar: 4,500 sq. ft

This space is meant to cook and sell most of the food that is grown on site.  It will 
be necessary to bring in some outside food sources, but the general notion is to 
keep the food purchasing and consumption within Detroit.  This space also helps 
to act as “eyes,” and “ears” on the street due to the notion that this is a venue that 
will be open later than some of the other functions within the space.  It is attempt-
ing to attract both a day and night crowd.

Lower Level: 10,000 sq. ft

	 Storage Space: 6,500 sq. ft

The lower level is meant to house supplies for the various individuals within the 
community planting, growing and harvesting crops.  This space is also to be used as 
a storage space for the various vendors and artists that use the space.  It is slightly 
larger than what is required to account for additional crop space, which will in turn 
require additional storage space.

Upper Level [lofted]: 10,000 sq. ft

	 Lofted Exhibition space: 5,000 sq. ft

This space is a continuation of the exhibition space on the main level.  It is open to 
both above and below.  This space allows for two or more different functions to 
go on at the same time, or it enlarges the space for one event.  The loft was done 
to enhance the main level ceiling, as well as to attach the walls from the main level 
to the beams that hold up the skin of the pavilion.  

	 Cafe / Coffee Bar: 3,500 sq. ft

This space is a less formal lofted continuation of the main level as well.  Its pur-
pose is to entertain the guests that use the exhibition space.  This space also has an 
open balcony area where individuals can sit and watch the functions that are going 
on below on the main level.  Its function also helps to continue the main floor walls 
up to the beams of the pavilion.
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The following pages are images from the final presentation.  Beginning with the site and the site 
model and continuing through to the individual details of the project.
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lower level

key
1 storage
2 kiosks
3 classrooms
4 toilets
5 administrative offices
6 leaseable space
7 exhibition / gallery / 
convention space
8 cafe / lounge space
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	 People in society are identified by the culture within which they inhabit.  The influences 
that the social “norms” or majorities have on individuals and their behaviors dictate how people 
function as a whole within a group.  Individuals identify themselves with society, social “norms,” 
and cultural practices.  Thus, identity and culture are interchangeable.  
	 Culture, according to Rivkin and Ryan is “The way people behave while eating, talking 
with each other, becoming sexual partners, interacting at work, engaging in ritualized behavior 
such as family gatherings, and the like…” 29  Each culture creates an identity that individuals 
inhabit, whether it be continued and advanced from previous generations or a relatively new 
social “norm,” yet its people within the various cultures that create the identity which defines 
the culture they inhabit.  Therefore, people [society] cannot exist without culture, and culture 
cannot transcend [in that it goes beyond the current generation, and manifests itself within the 
growth and transition of a new generation] generations without people.  This is evidently true 
with historical texts.  If individuals do not exist to tell the story – the story would cease to exist.   
	 Locality is also an incubator in the identity of a culture and the individuals that inhabit it.  
Place – defined by Heidegger as boundaries beyond that of a given space – works to describe 
its inhabitants through architecture, language, and the belief systems that function together to 
create an identity of its people.  Rivkin and Ryan also describe culture as “Both a means of dom-
ination, of assuring the rule of one class or group over another…” 30  In that the Spaces – areas 
of land identified on a map by a given boundary – individuals inhabit over time only become 
Places through the means of domination.  One group [the majorities] creates an identity and 
from there it is meant to be the common ideological view among the whole.  But, how then is 
that domination retaliated against by minorities?  Rivkin and Ryan would claim that it is a “Re-
sistance to such domination, a way of articulating oppositional points of view to those in domi-
nance.” 31  This is not a typical response in the culture we as humans live in today.  The voice 
is typically silenced by any means necessary.  Thus, asserting the dominant role that social and 
class status have over a group of people.  The dominant group in terms of social and class sta-
tus are also defined by the location of the culture, but is typically determined by the group that 
gains the most “followers.”  If an individual is part of the majority in a given area – Place – their 
identity is most certainly defined by the culture they inhabit.  But, if an individual is part of the 
minority their identity is lost in the sea of socially accepted “norms,” and their voice is silenced.    
	 My master’s thesis is working to investigate how that voice is heard more clearly, and 
stands out in society through the creation of “empowered space,” which is defined by its archi-
tecture as well as by the people who inhabit it.  Empowered spaces work to “vocalize” a si-
lenced voice, or re-Place if you will the identity of the people in a small district within the city of 
Detroit.  The site is along Grand River just south of Forest Avenue.  Woodbridge neighborhood 
surrounds the site to the northeast, and the Inner Core City neighborhood surrounds the site 
to the southwest.  Historically, Grand River was a small two lane road that cut through the two 
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sides of the site ever so quietly, but now it is a four lane, major thoroughfare between the 
suburbs and downtown Detroit  It has torn through the area like a knife slicing the two neigh-
borhoods in half, creating an “urban river” between the two sides.  Both neighborhoods have 
an identity of their own.  Woodbridge is older, in fact it is a historical district within the city, and 
Core – although it was once part of Woodbridge – is a more recent revitalization project that 
uses infill to increase its density.  Both sides, individually, speak to the majority of the culture 
within the immediate area they inhabit.  Their voices are read as “displaced,” and in some cases 
absent due to how society has viewed the city as “stained” [referring to the distain and utter 
chaos that “exists,” according to the majority group within the city of Detroit since the mid 60’s 
to early 70’s].  This is intriguing considering most of the majority group that “speaks” for De-
troit commutes from the northern suburbs, and does not actually live in city.
	 Today, society participates in mass globalization, rendering services and goods to various 
cultures around the world with a “pop-culture” [what the majority group believes to be popu-
lar and “in demand” at the “moment] tag on everything.  We make things as inexpensively as 
possible and then we sell them for triple what they cost to make, and then throw them away 
when something better comes along.  The life span on products and services are short-lived, in-
evitably placing an emphasis on creating an even shorter lifespan on culture and social “norms.”  
We throw away culture like we throw away yesterdays newspaper.  Although this technique of 
mass globalization has enabled mass production to exist within our society, [which inherently 
came out of the industrial revolution, what Detroit’s economy and success thrived on for so 
many years] it has also created capitalism and monopolies, which help to further create “mass 
culture” around the world because “culture now impresses the same stamp on everything.” 32 
With this above mentioned notion of “mass culture,” how then are the various cultures autono-
mies identified around the world, more specifically Northern America’s, and in particular to my 
thesis, Detroit’s?  The general consensus is that they are not identifiable, and will become invis-
ible if we continue down this destructive path where we “throw away” our culture, as we will 
come to see.
	 According to Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, authors of The Culture Industry 
as Mass Deception, “Interested parties explain the culture industry in technological terms.  It is 
alleged that because millions participate in it, certain reproduction processes are necessary that 
inevitably require identical needs in innumerable places to be satisfied with identical goods.” 33  
But, today’s needs are metaphorical “wants” based on what the media, as the voice of “popular 
culture,” deems necessary to our everyday survival.  Material goods are claimed to be repre-
sentative of who we are as a culture, yet every culture has these goods made available to them 
in their backyard.  So, how then do we moderate and define what material goods we truly 
“need” in order to survive, to identify who we are as people, and furthermore to define our-
selves as a culture?  Are material goods, the products and services that drive our nation, neces-
sary for survival?  Today, the answer would most certainly be yes 
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because we have integrated technology and “things” so far into our day-to-day survival that we 
would be lost without them.  In contrast, sixty some years ago the answer would be no.  If that 
is the case, how then do we find the identity that culture once possessed, and do we want to?  
If technology defines who we are as a culture due to advancements and achievements in life, 
the consensus to the question above would be no, there is no need to revert back to “the way 
life was” sixty some years ago.  But have we lost that part of our culture, or if filtered, can it be 
found amongst society today?
	 We brand ourselves with labels and “ideological” styles that are not unique to individual 
cultures, but rather are mass produced and can be found around the world within many dif-
ferent cultures.  Without these manufactured goods, we as individuals cannot and will not be 
accepted in certain majority groups.  These goods are viewed by the majority group within 
society as “needs.”  This notion in turn begins to create a cycle of displaced identity throughout 
various Places and cultures around the world, in Detroit more specifically.  Displaced identity 
comes directly from the notion of “need” versus “want,” and what truly defines the two con-
cepts.  The identity of the minority group has been silenced – suppressed – and has resulted in 
a lack of identity altogether due to the power that the majority class and social status has over 
them.  “The need which might resist central control has already been suppressed by the con-
trol of the individual consciousness…” 34  Any individual that attempts to “stand outside” of the 
social majority, or automatically does due to race and ethnicity almost instantaneously becomes 
part of the minority – suppressed and displaced within society.  But, is diversity among individu-
als in society not what helps to create this transition from one generation to the next? 
	 It is not homogeneity among individuals that creates culture, but rather it is the notion of 
experience, view points, and ideologies that bring people together to share the knowledge and 
information they have learned.  Emile Durkheim suggests that in order to truly function within 
society and adapt to culture it is important to envelop all that surrounds ones self within the 
environment they inhabit.  “One sees… to what man would be reduced if there were with-
drawn from him all that he has derived from society: he would fall to the level of an animal.  If 
he had been able to surpass the stage at which animals have stopped, it is primarily because he 
is not reduced to the fruit only of his personal efforts, but co-operates regularly with his fellow-
creatures; and this makes the activity of each more productive.” 35  Furthermore, he claims that 
it is due to this notion of “co-operation” with diversification that “products of the work of one 
generation are not lost for that which follows.” 36 This suggests that in order for one generation 
to pass on their ideologies and practices to another it is necessary for an individual to diversify 
themselves within a group, but also that the society within which this information is passed re-
main intact.  “For in order that the legacy of each generation may be able to be preserved and 
added to others, it is necessary that there be a moral personality which lasts beyond the gen-
erations that pass, which binds them to one another: it is society.” 37  It is exactly this notion of 
diversification that has been displaced within 
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society through what we refer to today as our “popular culture” belief system, that suppos-
edly deems what our societies “needs” based on the majorities rule.  But where in the equation 
does that leave the diversified [minorities] voice?   
	 The culture industry exists due to our “needs” within society [supply and demand], we 
should note that it is actually part of the system that [destructively] creates these “needs” we 
cannot live without, “The so-called dominant idea is like a file which ensures order but not co-
herence.” 38  It provides a path for individuals to follow in order to “fit in,” but does not portray 
the true identity of any of its members.  This attitude towards the culture industry leads to false 
interpretations, imitations of what many believe to be the “status quo” of a particular society.
	 Architecture, although we would like to argue otherwise, has fallen victim to the same 
fate as culture.  Historically, it was a way in which “man” defined their culture, in that it was 
a way to show culture had something to leave behind.  Take the Roman’s for example.  They 
were so far ahead of their time when it came to building construction and function – it was un-
conceivable to any other culture at the time.  They were responsible for creating the aqueducts 
[which captured water and drained it into a communal type fountain] which enabled people to 
have a version of “running water” in their homes and facilities.  And for many years the tech-
nique was lost due to lack of documentation as well as information transcending generations.  
That extremely advanced culture that existed so many years ago has also fallen victim to our 
“mass reproduction” we have taken that style, those ideals of construction and materials and 
created a mockery of them.  We have created false facades, and materials that “represent” the 
true material that was once used because not only was it popular [so it must be used again], but 
it was also expensive [so we must find a cheap alternative for now].  We no longer create archi-
tecture that represents who we are and where we come from, we create architecture and our 
identity from what is popular and cheap to build at the time.  A passage from Horkheimer and 
Adorno concretizes this notion: 

“In the culture industry this imitation finally becomes absolute.  Having ceased to be anything but 

style, it reveals the latter’s secret: obedience to the social hierarchy.  Today aesthetic barbarity 

completes what has threatened the creations of the spirit since they were gathered together as a 

culture and neutralized.  To speak of culture was always contrary to culture.  Culture as a common 

denominator already contains in embryo that schematization and process of cataloging and clas-

sification which bring culture within the sphere of administration.  And it is precisely the industrial-

ized, the consequent, subsumption which entirely accords with this notion of culture.  By subordi-

nating in the same way and to the same end all areas of intellectual creation, by occupying men’s 

senses from the time they leave the factory in the evening to the time they clock in again the next 

morning with matter that bears the impress of the labor process they themselves have to sustain 

throughout the day, this subsumption mockingly satisfies the concept of a unified culture which the 

philosophers of personality contrasted with mass culture.” 39               
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To express what is referred to above as architecture representing culture, a primary example 
would be Antonio Gaudi, a famous architect who attempted this notion of culture through one 
single piece of architecture.  La Sagrada Famillia consumed fifty-five years of his life, and he was 
completely devoted to it the last fifteen years prior to his death.  It is the tallest structure in 
Barcelona [and zoning has complied to this day], its construction began over a hundred years 
ago, and was purposefully scheduled to require hundreds of years to be built for two integral 
reasons.  One was so his style and technique of architecture could be passed on through gener-
ations.  Secondly, Gaudi wanted each generation and or culture that came about over the build-
ings construction life-span to have an influence on how the architecture manifested itself, to 
compose the historical technique of constructing with the modern or contemporary technique 
into one piece of art.  It remains true to its concept and materiality in that there are no false 
representations of what it should be.  The building began construction in the mid 1800’s, and 
is scheduled for completion in 2026.  The building is about an ideal much bigger than any one 
individual or culture for that matter, this truly represents “real” placed cultural identity in that it 
goes beyond the limits of one generation and transcends into many.  It exists as a work of art – 
in the true Heideggerian form where the work of art does not represent something that once 
was, but rather it simply is because it is true.  Durkheim refers to these notions as a system of 
beliefs that manifests first within the individual as “mental states which apply only to ourselves 
and to the events of our personal lives,” 40 which represents each individual being, but later as a 
totality of form, a social being.      
Architecture is no longer about “us” and our advancements throughout history and generations.  
It no longer holds true to who we are as a culture, as a composition of various generations, and 
as individuals.  It has become static in “pop-culture,” about today, the dollar [or the equivalent 
of trading means], capitalism, monopolies, mass production, the computer, the media, and most 
importantly our attitudes towards life, history and anthropology.  What kind of impression does 
this leave on our society today, and more specifically the displaced identity of the individuals 
[which make up the group] that inhabits Detroit?  And is this act of “throwing away” culture a 
conscious one, or do we believe that this is the answer to defining ourselves in history as peo-
ple, a generation, and a culture – a human race? 
The thesis project manifested itself as a community supported urban market and gardens, a pe-
destrian path that metaphorically bridges the torn districts of Grand River.  Its axial organization 
is arranged to continue a path that has been interrupted by both Grand River and the site itself.  
It creates an organization of movement from one space to another where individuals have the 
ability to fuse together with architecture.  To interact, integrate, communicate, and gain knowl-
edge from one another.  It this notion of sharing stories, information, and techniques with one 
another that channels what Durkheim refers to as diversification and co-operation into a single 
social being or form.  
The market and gardens act as a source of sustainability for the residents of the area.  In that it 
generates revenue, not from “pop-culture,” but rather from a true “needs” basis, in that we
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cannot survive or sustain ourselves without nutrients and sustenance.  Furthermore, it works to 
create a sense of pride that, through experience, the site and the district itself is clearly lacking.  
The pride then becomes an incubator within the individuals to function as a whole, to create 
an identity that represents who they are as a culture, where they have been, where they are 
and where they are going.  [It should be noted that historically, prior to the industrial revolu-
tion, Detroit was home to the French Ribbon Farms in the mid 1700’s.  The city was founded 
mainly because of its location and access points to the various waterways surrounding Michigan, 
in addition to its rich soil potentials].  In an effort to not become a “representation” of what 
used to be, and to remain true to the people and the site the building also has further program-
matic functions that identify with various businesses surrounding the local area, and classroom 
engagement for furthering knowledge within the inhabitants of the area.  It also has a restaurant 
and bar where the food that is grown on site, is cooked and sold for a profit.
The form itself is a response to this shift in culture, displaced identity, and a loss of density.  It 
begins as an opening that addresses the main axial points of the grid that was once there, but it 
skews and rotates to create a dynamic form that speaks to the movement of both the inhabit-
ants of the area [the culture], as well as how the site has transitioned over time.  It is a move-
ment that crosses intergenerational, cultural, and historical lines and fuses them together at 
three points – a historical point, a generational point, and a cultural point that acknowledges the 
city and the people.  
The ultimate goal of the project is to serve as an incubator to re-place an identity, as well as to 
bring diversification into the area.  In that the site and the architecture become a hub, or a node 
rather, along a network of individuals that with the notion of people empowering one another 
fuses together architecture, people – culture – and the city, not to become what it used to be, 
but rather to not ignore what it used to be and become what it has the true potential to be 
today, to exist without the culture industry, the media, and mass production.
	 Sure, it could be argued that what has been suggested is trying to solve all of the prob-
lems of Detroit through an ideology that will not, and could not ever manifest itself through an 
urban market and gardens.  But, it is important to realize how the inhabitants – the culture – of 
a space have the ability to transcend space into place through the interaction of both creation 
and diversification.  To refer back to the notion of “empowered space” and what it means to 
both physically and metaphorically empower a space it can be found that this is what opens 
doors to unlimited possibilities, to interaction, to knowledge, and more importantly to an ideal 
that is beyond that of an individual. 



transcending space 117



conclusion

[em]powered spaces118



transcending space

After having taken a step back from my project I realized that there were many things that 
could have been done differently.  There were many mistakes that were made, as well as many 
things that should have been considered, but all in all I learned a lot through this process.  The 
most valuable thing that I learned was how to create a project from beginning to end.  Due to 
the fact that each individual student is their own client, architect, and consultant [with the 
added assistance of the professor] there were many decisions that needed to be made and 
overall the process really proves each students capability to be independent thinkers.  Yet, we 
all know in the real-world it is never independent, it will always be a collaborative process in 
some way.  

The project may, in my mind, have followed the guidelines I set forth for it to accomplish, but I 
feel as though the project accomplished the sculptural qualities that I set forth for it, in terms of 
the conceptual ideas as an experience, but functionally I believe there were holes that, if 
noticed earlier could have really drove home the concept.  
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