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The 34th Space Prize for International Students of Architecture Design
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Architecture in a Precarious World
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Minsuk Cho (Principal, Mass Studies)
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Hello.1am Architect Minsuk Cho, a juror this year, 2021, for the 34th Space Prize for International
Students of Architecture Design.
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| am an Architect based in Seoul, South Korea, and dedicate myself to making buildings.
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The title of this year’s theme is “Architecture in a Precarious World.”
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As you can imagine, not just in the past year, but in past decades, we have encountered
precarious ecological or economic conditions that are too huge and complex to intervene. The
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intention is to define and explore these precarious situations, which demand critical responses
and significant changes.
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If there is one positive thing in this rampant situation, it’s that it is so diverse and widespread.
In a way, there are many ideas within our reach that we directly encounter in our daily lives, and
our hope is that such things will be reconsidered.
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As a student architecture award, it is essential for us to unearth outstanding talent from
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participants who will soon be actively involved in society as architects of the near future.
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However, at the same time, especially in the current situation, this competition allows us to look
closely at the numerous challenges we face together as a collective effort and simultaneously
can become a kind of survey.
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So, in a way, rather than a competition that yields complete designs, although it is important
to represent your ideas at a high level, we hope the high quality of completeness comes from
thinking and through your explorations, guided by the methods we suggest and provide. We
hope for a competition that stands apart from the rest.
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Speaking of collective efforts, when | was asked to jury this year’s award, | invited another juror.
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Since this is an international competition, | invited someone who is not Korean and comes
from a different background. Since | am an architect, | invited an architectural/urban historian/
theorist.
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Anthony Fontenot is currently a professor in the School of Architecture at Woodbury University
in California.
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He is actively engaged in various writings and will soon have an important book published this
year, titled “Non-Design: Architecture, Liberalism, and the Market.”
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“Non-Design: Architecture, Liberalism, and the Market” is his massive doctoral dissertation
from Princeton University, which will be published by the University of Chicago Press.
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Friedrich Hayek, the spiritual anchor, a kind of role model, to President Reagan and Prime
Minister Thatcher, was an Austrian economist in the mid-20th century who advocated the so-
called neoliberal economic theory without so much as casting a glance at anyone. Now, in a
way, for the last 40 years, it has become the driving force in changing capitalist cities across
the globe. Anthony Fontenot’s critical look at the initial situation of this system will soon be
published with much anticipation.
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Prof. Fontenot has also planned many international symposiums and exhibitions. His
relationship with me, and with Korea, began exactly 10 years ago when Architect Seung-H Sang
and Artist Ai Weiwei co-directed the Gwangju Design Biennale, titled “Design is Design is not
Design B 7 [& 3F ¥ [&,” where Anthony and | co-curated the “Named Design” exhibition.
Thus, this occasion marks his encounter with Korea in 10 years since.
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Prof. Anthony Fontenot will present the text on the main theme. He is currently a kind of refugee.
In Los Angeles, where he lives, the news reported two months ago that one out of every three
people has already suffered from COVID-19. He is currently in Costa Rica, on a beach, where
there aren’t many people, and thanks to technology, he has been teaching classes online for
months. Again, not on vacation, but in refuge.

Let’sfirstlistentoanexplanation of the mainthemethroughavideo sentin by Anthony Fontenot.

Professor Anthony Fontenot, Woodbury University School of Architecture
OtEL| EH| v, SEHE| Cistn xR

The global pandemic has seriously impacted the ongoing social, economic, and ecological
crisis, giving rise to a world of extreme precariousness. These changes are marked by income
inequality and devastating effects of climate change. This is the context in which Architecture
in a Precarious World is conceived. This crisis demands radical forms of strategic thinking,
imagination, and action. How might architecture be explored as a relevant tool for addressing
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such a precarious world? Can design respond to these overwhelming challenges? These are
some of the questions that we hope will be explored in the proposals. This competition is a
call to reexamine the everyday world around us and to identify fragile sites, by which we mean,
precarious social and ecological conditions that urgently need to be addressed. We encourage
participants to explore alternative approaches to resilience through design. This is an appeal to
imagine new forms of commons and to set a bold new path for future architects.
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As a strategy, we employ three concepts - LOCAL AND HYPER-SPECIFIC, the NON-
ANTHROPOCENTRIC, and ABSENCE - as a point of departure for thinking about design
interventions. Participants should carefully study the various local aspects of a place. We
encourage a hyper-specific approach to local conditions, issues, and knowledge, as a challenge
to the persistent forces of homogenization. The scale of intervention can range from large
to extremely small. What is most important is the ability to situate one’s design within the
specific conditions of the site while instigating new forms of local engagement. The NON-
ANTHROPOCENTRIC view maintains that other subjects should be regarded as having equal
significance ashuman beings. We urge you to considervarious non-anthropocentricapproaches
that give ecosystems prominence in the overall framework of the design intervention. The
world is defined by complex relationships between humans and non-human agents, including
animals, plants, and landscapes. Successfully working with these agents require careful
observation and nurturing. To fully investigate its design implications, we encourage new ways
of connecting ecology, landscape, and the city. We invite you to explore the idea of ABSENCE,
or the strategic removal of certain aspects of the city. The demise of one thing, might instigate
the rise of a new thing. For example, one might develop a scenario in which the private house
disappears. What types of new dwellings might emerge to replace it? What might happen if
the private car would disappear? What would become of all the parking lots and garages, for
example?
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The proposed method of working follows a sequence of four steps.
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1. Each participant should interpret what a precarious state means for them and define a thesis.
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2. Given that architects cannot solve such complex issues alone, participants should situate

themselves as an engaged architect - on align that works with diverse groups representing the

public sector, such as activists, community leaders, and workers.
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3. Locate the intervention in a specific context. Explore the urban landscapes of the early 21st
century to find new opportunities within the existing conditions of a place.
3. 5T HHEAEQ JNUGLICE o 21M[7] X9 £A| FES BHSIH 7|ESH= &A ZU0M MER
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4. Design with intention - and regardless of the outcome, be prepared to explore and defend
unorthodox approaches to design.
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Finally, we hope that by engaging some of the more fundamental questions of our time, future
architects might expand the possibilities of architecture. We wish you best of luck and thank
you.
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Minsuk Cho (Principal, Mass Studies)
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You have just heard an explanation of the main theme, and | will provide some additional
insight.
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This open topic first suggests a strategy. The three strategies are thoughts that we jurors shared
while dealing with the current pandemic. It is not mandatory to follow these strategies, but you
can refer to them and consider them hints.
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Participants are more than welcome to share surprising perspectives and insights.
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The first strategy is that of the “Local and Hyper-Specific.” We have come to realize two things
through the pandemic, of which, first, it is a global biological event. However, depending on
the region of the world and the country, the pattern is very different according to its culture and
history. Inthatrespect,therewill bevariousinsightsinto the presentstate of each participantand
very specific solutions. Another thing is that the pandemic has, of course, reduced everyone’s
radius of movement. For example, you might be worried about the Amazon Rainforest within
the current environmental crisis, but it might be a little abstract for people in Korea. Instead, we
can think of a way to coexist with the ecosystem that can be found around us. For example, you
can start with very specific observations, like the coexistence of stray cats right outside your
door. We do not have to discuss the New Normal being mentioned in Silicon Valley or chase
grandiose and up-and-coming stories like the Great Reset from the World Economic Forum’s
Davos Agenda. We hope there will be various unique stories and issues.
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to recognize collectively through the pandemic is the experience of destroying the myth that
mankind is the only protagonist to have control on Earth. Of course, we have coexisted with
others, and for decades, this kind of awakening has been a constant demand. Now, as we
feel it bone-deep, we have lost sight of and endangered the other subjects, such as animals,
plants, and landscape. Until now, urban and architectural practices have been human-centric
disciplines. This time, in a different way of thinking, ways to coexist with nature in a unique
way are ideal for Seoul, and we hope that diverse views and networks will emerge from various
parts of the world.
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The third is a hint about “Absence.” It h
imagination. To imagine what is not in the world, the process of imagining something and

as to do with imagination. Architecture is based on

implementing it - there is a word, ‘pa-sang (#%). ‘Pa’ as in ‘destroy. To imagine what is
present and what is absent. We live in a time where the power of such thinking is necessary.
Through the pandemic, we see images on the Internet of the suddenly empty space of Times
Square in NY or the San Marco Square in Venice, not filled with tourists but instead with a sea
of rising water. These surreal images unfold as scenes of reality. They are not just images on
the Internet, but when you walk down the street in your daily life, you experience empty shops
revealing their innards and ghost towns. Having such observations and experiences, a way to
think about a new urban space or architecture is not necessarily additive, and it is not a task to



make something. It can encourage one to imagine the ‘absence’ of something as a method of
working. Imaging a world without the atomic bomb could be a motive. How will the city change
when there are no cars and all private cars are shared? In fact, this was a question posed in a
competition | juried in Korea a few years ago. There are many other questions. It can be thought
of as a reverse-imagination, a counterproposal.
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Again, do not feel compelled to stick to these three strategies. We hope that you present to us
other kinds of free-thinking and imagination.

CtE2 Lol thol E5=2| S0,

Next, | will speak more about the methods.
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As previously mentloned, we are not necessarily asklng for a complete design product, rather,
here, we ask that you specifically organize your thinking in four parts so that they can be
compared side to side.

un

M = 20| /EIZ2 HERIX], HMES0| 2t A= FHOM 2 = U= U S, ofH FES0
O AMO|A

A7t ot JiMo] ERTHKA|, o S0 tigh 20| 240[Z+F K.

First, identify a precarious state. What are your interests, subjects that you find around you?
What parts need care and nurturing? These kinds of questions should come first.
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Second, of course, is that architecture alone will not solve these complex issues. It will be an
opportunity for you to imagine what kind of cooperation is possible and outline new forms
of collaboration. There will be cooperation from the public sector in many ways, which will
require a different way of working than from the market logic. There are a number of community
activists, experts, and environmental groups, etc., that have similar goals and interests in many
places, including Korea. For example, take Architect Shigeru Ban. After the Kobe earthquake
30 years ago, if it had not been for the UN and the connection of various other activities, there
might not have been such outstanding achievements and influences. The aimis to include such
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imaginations of collaboration in your proposals. Architects cannot do it alone.
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7tE HE0| 2 X[ kgLt 22 59| SSEFoM T2 2|2 JfRE= Z452 FE0 MY
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The next question is where to intervene. This will take into consideration the importance of
location and place. As | mentioned earlier, | hope that these places are found in your daily lives
- sites with specific persuasive power. | encourage you to achieve an understanding of a very
specific place and simultaneously develop it into a universal narrative. If | take present-day
Seoul as an example of my experience as an architect, there aren’t so many idle, unused spaces
and land opportunities. Especially in the public domain, places developed with good intentions
are met with many constraints, thus requiring ingenuity. Selecting a site is more important than
the design. Much of this challenge, as mentioned earlier, is involved in the current situation
where, due to the current economic system, many public spheres, which become commodified,
are gradually eroding.

O 022 0K 2 A=IH7L |0 M o 2| =5 Hetd| 7HX| 1 o] Y| BHAIE AM M HAIE StXt= ALICt.
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The last step is to become an architect and design with intention through these four methods. |
have been working as a professional architect for nearly 30 years. Most of the tasks given to me
are only at the fourth stage. You are still students, and you will have to prepare for some of the
great things you will face in the world. You will have to prepare for the challenges you will meet
that | will not. This will be a chance for me to learn, but for the participants, this can be one of
the few opportunities left for you to explore before entering society. By taking advantage of this
opportunity, | hope that this can be a kind of guide to what we mention at the end of the brief
as the “role of the future architect” and how to navigate the world as an architect.
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Some say that the new industries of the world, especially Al and robots, will encroach on many
jobs in the future. | recently read an article. In the future, Al diagnosis through big data and
deep learning will be more accurate than the diagnosis by a doctor even if the process is not
understood. So, doctors’ jobs will disappear. But | also read an article that the nurses’ jobs
will remain. It’s an intriguing story. | say this because architects consider themselves to be like
doctors, solving a given problem very logically, coming up with answers wherever they go,
playing the role of the “form giver.” But this role is being threatened by Al. A nurse’s role is to
care and empathize and observe patients at length in a more intimate relationship. Doctors, of
course, have that in common, but they have a different role and importance. In a way, | think it
might serve us better to think about the role of a nurse for the architect to survive.
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We hope that this competition will provid reat opportunity t

architects and architecture can do.
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Lastly, this competition is in partnership with Korean Pavilion Future School, under the
direction of architect Haewon Shin, at the 17th Venice Architecture Biennale. The Biennale has
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been delayed for a year now. But if according to plan, it will start in May of this year. The Korean
Pavilion Future School is not a traditional exhibition but rather a platform to share thoughts
and dialog about issues such as the environment and the climate crisis, to name just a few. It is
a great occasion to share our ideas as well. Please show your interest and engagement. | hope
this gives us a chance to understand the difficulties of this world together. Thank you.
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