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The late sixties nﬁd early seventies are
generally seen as times of great political
awareness of students.

Strikes, marches, sit-ins were common and
the cry "don't trust anybody over thirty"
was a period slogan.

The fact that in 1983 it is difficult to
find a student willing to sit on the Senate
while whole universities were closed down
by strikes to acquire that very right
describes the change of mood concisely.

Since 1 was a student at McGill {n those
heady days, 1 suggested that we i{nvite a
very active student of that era to write
down his current views on "Politics and
Architecture”. My good friend Barry Pinsky
fits the bill. Through the good offices of
Maureen Anderson we also print a copy of

an article by Barry in the 1971 AUS
handbook.

Pieter Sijpkes

Dear Pieter:

| was pleased to hear from you and to
have this opportunity to write on a
theme so important to me, one which |
was beginning to think had very little
currency in the architectural thinking of
the Eighties. With so little time between
your call and my leaving again for
Mozambique, | have abandoned all
possibilities for a scholarly treatise but
hope that this rambling, personal ac-
count will still do the topic justice.

In its most essential, politics is a pro-
cess of questions and choices. It starts
with simple questions: Who pays for
and who benefits from the work | am do-
ing? How much control do people really
have over the decisions that affect
them?

| started asking these questions in the
Sixties, apparently a more affluent time
and certainly a more heady and militant
era than today. Looking back at the
AUS Handbook and my first attempts at

soclal commentary, there are the views
of a concerned and, | think, not too im-
mature student questioning the design
and content of courses and procedures.
Can professors really be as
knowledgeable as they sometimes pre-
tend, especially in such a fluid and
often subjective field such as our own?
Why couldn't there be student input in-
to administrative matters - darkroom
hours, choosing a new director? Why
did the Dean of Engineering keep
political files on myself and other
students? Lots of hot stuff in those
days and we organized McGill's first
ever student strike. It lasted four days
and at the end of it, a student-faculty
advisory committee was struck. | think
it resulted in some constructive discus-
sion but never really overcame faculty
intrigues and mistrust of student inten-
tions. The School was not ready for too
much democracy.

This questioning quickly extended to
the University. At that time the Board of
Governers had no student, women, or
minority members. Who did it really
represent? Why was a group of elite
Anglo businessmen making decisions
about our education, when if fact the
people of Quebec paid eighy percent of
the bills and students paid most of the
rest? Unfortunately, my fellow students
gave me a chance to become even more
frustrated over these issues by electing
me to the Students Council. At the
same time, my neighbourhood, Milton-
Park, was under attack by the La Cité
developers and the War Measures Act
troops were breaking into the house
every few days just in case Mr. Cross
was in the basement.

The next logical step seemed to be less
talk in the comfortable university
climate and more direct action trying to
use some of the skills which | had been
lucky enough to acquire. (How often do

we remember that university is a
privilege enjoyed by a small minority?)
Fortunately, Joe Baker was thinking the
same way and the Community Design
Workshop was created. We began to
work with neighbourhood and tenants
groups, day care centres and communi-
ty clinics. In the process we started one
of the first three ‘modern-era’ housing
co-operatives in Canada.

Our motivating idea was to work direct-
ly with people so that they could begin
to make decisions about their own
habitat. We were particularly concerned
to help people who would not normally
have access to professional skills and
in the process we began to define a
popular architectural idiom. We moved
away from the notion of architect as
genius and towards a pro-active defini-
tion of architect as social agent serving
those other than the wealthy and
powerful. We found American friends
doing similar things and for a while
storefront architecture was at least a
minor rage.

The new role we were playing not only
involved the nitty-gritty of renovating
hundred year old slums, it also meant
kitchen "and community meetings,
demonstrating for welfare rights, and
building our own version of Berkeley's
People's Park in Montreal's Pointe St.
Charles. Taking the idea of direct action
to one of its limits, and much to our
retrospective credit, | think, three
McGill architects were arrested defen-
ding Milton-Park along with fifty-five
other residents. Not incidentally, we
were also fighting the architects who
work for block-busting developers - ‘so-
meone has to design it and we are go-
ing to do the best job possible’. Cité
Concordia was the result! (Much to his
credit, Ray Affleck gave up the job.) |
still don't talk to some of the others and
they will never work on one of our new
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At this point, my own career become
somewhat checkered, moving along
from grant to grant, sometimes sustain-
ed thanks only to Unemployment In-
surance. | defined myself as an activist
who happened to be an architect and
continued to work on co-ops, seniors
housing, playgrounds and other com-
munity projects all leading up to a
serious case of ‘burn-out’. Ready for a
new place and some new thoughts, |
enrolled in the Faculty of Environmen-
tal Studies, York University, Toronto.

Once there, it seemed that | picked up
where | had left off at McGill. Could it
have been that the transformation was
permanent? | was turned down for a job
teaching design because | was “too
radical”. Was that because | didn't
think design was entirely a mystical,
philosophical and intellectual process?
instead, | was still looking for ways to
involve the too often victims of design.
Perhaps it was because | was a little too
noisy about the absence of a student
voice in choosing a new Dean - some
things never change!

In any case, | at least added a new set
of questions to my repetoire. These
concerned appropriate sizes and types
of orgnaizations for human develop-
ment and social change balanced with
a new concern of the natural environ-
ment. Visions of a decentralized,
rural/urban society danced in my head
although not without many questions
about how to get there.

Turning outward once again, | did some
volunteer work with an east end Toron-
to community group trying to develop a
recreation centre and | became excited
by the potentials of neighbourhood
planning. Aimost unbelievable, at least
to a Montreal lad, the City actually hired
planners to work in neighbourhood of-
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fices. This provided opportunities for
neighbourhood voices in local planning
but it soon became clear that most of
the cards were held by the big
developers and the neighbourhoods
were most often being saved for those
who could afford them. The architec-
turally pleasing effects of ‘gentrifica-
tion" were only a slightly less insidious
form of slum removal - removing the
people instead of the buildings. The
same old questions popped up - who
benefits and who pays? Still, compared
to Montreal, the temperature level of
debate at City Council was hot and a lot
of housing, including many non-profit
co-ops, have been built downtown.

In 1976, with my Master's degree almost
in hand, | went to the biggest human
settiements show in the world - the UN
Habitat Conference. Lo and behoid,
there were a whole lot more people ask-
ing gquestions about their work as ar-
chitects and planners, only the context
had been changed. The slums were in
Asia or Africa, physical problems were
that much more acute and the vast ma-
jority of people seemed to have very lit-
tle to say aobut their own en-
vironments, indeed, their own futures.
Of course, the logical happened and
soon | was off to the People’s Republic
of Mozambique. (Doesn’'t that have an
odd ring to the North American ear?)
Mozambique is a country which, having
suffered mightily at the hands of Por-
tuguese colonialism, gained its in-
dependence only in 1975. With few skill-
ed people and a massive unprovoked
exodus by the settlers, there were only
twelve architects in the National Hous-
ing Directorate when | arrived and most
of those were expatriates. Having
decided on a strategy of pilot projects
to develop housing, | soon found myself
working with community groups to im-
prove basic living conditions in a huge
shantytown around the capital,
Maputo. There was no room left for the
grandiose architectural fantasies of the
colonial architects; people needed
roads, water, electricity and better
latrines. In a way, | was at home for the
first time. | wasn't working on the fr-
inge, our work set the guidelines for na-
tional policy.

Since returning, | have tried hard to
create a niche here, one which still
allows for my kind of questions to be
asked. | have been fortunate that some
of our earlier work has flowered to the
extent that housing co-operatives are
an accepted part of the Canadian hous-
ing scene. | don't think that | ever would
have thought that building townhouse
co-ops in suburban Toronto might be at
all satisfying. This isn't Mozambique
and our movement is a small one, but
we do work losely with people and em-
power them to control at least one part
of their lives - their housing. At the
same time, | am about to join the board
of a community centre in my own
neighbourhood and | stay active in ac-
tivities related to both city politics and
more recently to Third World solidarity.

| started out by suggesting that politics
is a simple thing - asking questions. It
quickly becomes more difficult if you
don’t like the answers and try to do
something about them. It may be
especially hard for an architect to com-
bine politics and her or his profession.
It means helping to create a new
system of self-valuing. Shantytowns
and suburban housing co-ops do not
look great in the glossy mags and the
clients often don't have too much to
pay. The real satisfaction is in knowing
you are part of creating a new world
based on new values of individual worth
and community participation.

Another satisfaction is knowing that
you are not alone. Lots of us late Sixties
types still seem to be at it. Jai Sen
works in the shanties of Calcutta and
Richard Beardmore has been building
co-ops in Lesotho. Cassie Gottlieb has
been helping to save neighbourhoods in
Baltimore, Herb Stovel is trying to
preserve Ontario’s architectural
heritage, and of course Joe Baker never
ceases his activities. | hope that we are
not all dinosaurs, relics of a lost era.
There is too much to be done, the ques-
tions are getting bigger. How big a pile
of dust will all our architectural master-
pleces make when hit by twenty
megaton bombs?

Pieter, | hope this is what you were look-
ing for. Thanks again for the opportuni-
ty.

Best Regards,

Barry
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