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A b s t r a c t 

As a nation, we are proud of our commitment to 

diversity, however increasing tensions due to 

immigration and interprovincial migration are 

placing a strain on the everyday culture of our 

cities. 

This project presents an investigation of the 

social influences that have impacted Canada's 

history of difference and how these are being 

represented through the design of our public 

space. 

I have found that in trying to define and protect 

a national identity, our social institutions and built 

environment have supported policies that have 

effectively excluded the cultural contribution of 

our ethnic minorities. As those whose work 

impacts public culture, I am suggesting that we 

reconsider the design strategies that have 

contributed to the unintentional suppression of 

the voice of the cultural Other. 

Through the design of a new building for 

Calgary's Multicultural Centre, I propose an 

alternative approach that stresses social context 

as a first step towards designing for 

opportunities for freedom of expression and 

accessibility. The intent is to provide the 

conditions for dialogue and exchange that will 

foster a renewed respect for ethnicity and the 

diversity of Canadian society. 



This project has evolved through a contextual 

understanding of the site, this country and through 

my lived experience as a first generation Canadian, 

black, woman, raised in an immigrant household 

located in one of the most exclusive, Anglo-Saxon 

neighbourhoods in Montreal, Quebec. 
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P o l i t i c s of difference and identity 

In assessing the effect of increased migration in 

Canadian cities, I have found a schism between 

the idealistic visions of a mosaic and the realities 

of living in a highly diversified society. 

This first chapter describes the context of race 

relations and difference that has influenced the 

character and role of Canada's urban spaces. 

Former Prime Minister Pierre Elliot Trudeau had 

a vision of a Just Society that would "promote 

equality of opportunity" (Trudeau 1993:87). In 

recognition of the tensions that prevent us from 

realizing this ideal, public policy has since sought 

to celebrate regional and ethnic subcultures and 

establish basic rights for the cultural Other. 

The chapters that follow investigate the nature 

of public space relative to the Other and the 

design of a public building that is an instrument 

for valuing diversity. 



P o l i t i c s of d i f f e r e n c e 

Origins of racial tension 

The tension between English and French 

Canada existed long before this country was 

formed. 

The French were initially in the New World to 

establish trading posts and to convert the 

indigenous tribes to Christianity. As they 

adjusted to the harsh living conditions, high 

fertility rates and migration demanded that they 

establish more permanent settlements. The 

British, on the other hand, had set out to acquire 

new territory and did so, in Canada, through 

battle and large-scale immigration. The paths 

of the two peoples were forever redefined as 

the British conquered the French, in 1760. 

As "the children of a beaten people" (Bernier 

1991:83) French Canadians accepted their role 

as cultivators and the economic dominance of 

the British Empire. To reconcile the differences 

between the two cultures, the British North 

America Act of 1867 provided French Canadian 

representation within the federal cabinet and 

established Quebec as a distinct region with a 

capital city. The Act did little to diminish the 

influence of the English-speaking elite despite 

their minority status in Quebec. The frustration 

of the French Canadians grew as they realized 

that the ideal of a bicultural nation, where French 

and English were equally cherished in all parts 

of the land, was just a dream. 

By the 1960's and 1970's, an elite class of 

French-speaking professionals and intellectuals 

made increasing demands of the federal 

government in an effort to gain greater control 

of Quebec. The French Canadians had resolved 

to gain control of their culture, religion and 

language by renouncing their minority status in 

Canada and embracing their majority in Quebec. 



"The Quebec nation lives in a country that does not 

belong to it, which has been taken away from it... 

The Quebec nation, because of Confederation, has 

neither control over its political nor over its economic 

life. This is a fact of utmost importance and it must 

be noted that Confederation is the framework for all 

the forms of domination under which Quebec suffers." 

(Editors of Parti Pris, in 1965, quoted in Bernier 

1991:89) 

Anti-French sentiment, on the other hand, 

heightened as a weak Quebec economy drew 

more federal support than did the provinces to 

its west. As late as the 1980's, provincial 

governments in BC, Alberta, Manitoba and New 

Brunswick debated the value of language rights 

and official language education. 

The economic realities of high unemployment 

and the need for federal support temporarily 

quashed separatist sentiment when the Liberal 

Party was elected in Quebec, in 1985. However 

the desire to acquire and maintain a distinct 

status continues to resurface because 

Quebecers, sandwiched between English-

speaking Canada and the United States, fear 

the isolation and danger of extinction. 

The provincial government's response has been 

to introduce language laws, such as Bill 1 0 1 — 

the contested law requiring signs in commercial 

establishments to be in French only. Measures 

have also been taken to ensure the translation 

of English-language movies and television 

programs and oblige children of immigrants to 

attend French schools. 

The determination of Quebecers to protect their 

heritage and claim to parts of this country and 

the reluctance of English-speaking Canadians 

to grant them a distinct set of rights continue to 

fuel the debate between the country's founding 

cultures. 
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1 — Regionalism 

The size of this country, one of the largest in the 

world, has presented geographic challenges to 

our national unity. The jurisdictional boundaries, 

reinforced through a decentralized system of 

municipal, provincial and federal governments, 

that have been established to divide the vast 

land into more manageable units, have created 

sub-identities that are at times easier to relate 

to than the national one. 

Natural resources and population distribution 

provide additional terms of reference for the 

same areas. In economic discussions we often 

refer to groups of provinces and territories as 

the Atlantic Provinces, Central Canada, the 

Prairies, Western Canada and the North. In 

reference to urban sprawls we identify the areas 

on the periphery of larger cities as greater 

Toronto, Vancouver or Montreal. All of these 

groupings reinforce alliances to subsets of the 

national community. 

Economics significantly influences regional 

sentiment and resentment (Robinson 1991:36). 

The disparity between the financial performance 

of each region affects the amount of federal aid 

it receives, the living standards and attrition of 

its population. The wealth of Alberta, for 

example, has meant lower federal taxes, no 

provincial sales tax, higher employment rates, 

lower commodity prices and consequently the 

fastest growing population in Canada. Between 

July 1998 and July 1999, the province grew at 

a rate of 2 % more than the Canadian average, 

with Calgary receiving the most interprovincial 

migrants of all the nation's cities (Statistics 

Canada 1999:4,5,10). 

Despite the size of the country, factors like the 

harsh climate, varied growing seasons, amount 

of usable land and fertile soil, make only a small 

percentage of it practical for habitation. Thus, 

since the Second World War, the country's few 

urban areas have had to adjust to an irreversible 

flow of inhabitants from rural areas and beyond 

(Robinson 1991:54). 

The demands on these cities have increased 

as migrants and immigrants move to the areas 

that are most prosperous. Demographic records 

show that Toronto is home to V* of Canada's 

immigrant population and 1/12 of the country's 

total population (Vincent 2001:55). Toronto is 

projected to have a population of 5 million by 

2004 — Calgary and Edmonton, 1 million each 

(Statistics Canada 1999:8). The large influx of 

people and capital, in such a short period of time, 

puts a considerable amount of pressure on these 

centres as they struggle to respond to the 

demands while maintaining their standards of 

service. 

Regionalism is reinforced as a result of the 

resentment of communities outside the region 

that cannot profit from the boom and those within 

who must deal with changes to the status quo. 

These emotions are, at times, directed towards 

ethnic groups who are the most visible 

representation of the instability and population 

flux. 
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2 — S e g r e g a t i o n 

The dominance of the British and French 

diminished significantly after waves of 

immigration followed the Second World War. In 

some cities, notably Toronto, the British no longer 

represent the largest ethnic group. According 

to a recent article in Canadian Geographic, more 

than 100 languages are spoken in the city, the 

top three, after English, being Chinese, Italian 

and Portuguese (Vincent 2001: 55). 

Many of the social problems that some 

immigrants face have to do with being 

segregated in the less desirable residential 

districts of the city. This segregation is a double-

edged sword that can provide the comfort of 

being among like-minded people while also 

making it easier to not get involved with the 

mainstream culture and consequently be the 

target of dissatisfaction. 

T. R. Balakrishnan suggests that there are three 

schools of thought as to the cause of residential 

segregation (2000: 122,123). The first argues 

that the segregation is simply a reflection of 

socio-economic classes. Some communities 

have a higher proportion of lower income, 

unskilled members, which leaves them little 

choice of the neighbourhoods where they can 

afford to settle. According to this argument, as 

their social positions and finances improve, they 

tend to move out of the inner cities to more 

desirable areas of the community. In Toronto, the area of Parkdale, with large Victorian 

homes that have been subdivided to accommodate 

a larger number of tenants, is said to be the primary 

stepping stone for new immigrants. (Collins 1991: 

165) 



A second theory argues that segregation is 

based on the unwillingness of certain 

ethnocultural groups to live near or with others. 

Exclusion of other groups allows these 

homogeneous areas to take root. The more 

established they become, the greater their 

influence and control over their territory. Over 

time, the larger community identifies 

neighbourhoods like Chinatown and Little Italy, 

with their respective ethnic groups. 

The third theory is closely linked to the second. 

It is based on the need for a social support 

system. Members of the same ethnic group do 

not intentionally exclude others however they 

seek to reside in close proximity to maximize 

their interaction with each other. The greater 

the number of members within a defined area, 

the easier it is for them to establish specialized 

social networks and services. 

"In the morning, I go to the Korean comer store to 

buy "Le Devoir" and "The Gazette". Then I get my 

fresh challah at the European Kosher Bakery and 

say bonjour to my Greek neighbour. This may or 

may not be your Canada, but it's my neighbourhood. 

And my neighbourhood is my Canada." 

(Marie-Louise Gay, Canadian author and illustrator 

quoted in Minister of Public Works 2000:10) 

Will Kymlicka (1998:81-83) associates the 

degree to which some ethnic groups have 

integrated into Canadian society compared to 

others, to their perceived "whiteness". He 

suggests that immigrant groups who share 

Anglo-Saxon values and most closely resemble 

this white image, have gained the social 

acceptance enjoyed by white North Americans. 

He questions the appropriateness of the term 

"visible minority" because when it was first 

adopted, in the 70's, the ethnic determinant was 

white/non-white. He argues that the term "visible 

minority" assumes that ethnic groups are 

necessarily, not-white therefore some 

ethnocultural groups, such as those of European 

decent, are considered to be white, not 

minorities. Should he be correct, integration will 

be difficult for those immigrant groups of colour 

who cannot help but looking dark (Kymlicka 

1998:81-83). 



P o l i t i c s of Identity 

Robert Beauregard (2000:56) argues that 

liberal democracies are founded on an image 

of an idealized Bourgeois citizen who, in the 

political arena, seeks consensus and rational 

debate to resolve issues, in the interest of the 

common good. Historically, this citizen has been 

arbitrarily portrayed in the image of the 

European, white male. The problem with this 

image is that it is not receptive to other 

conceptions, opinions or arguments. This 

exclusion presupposes that the status quo is 

desirable for all and ensures that future actions 

reinforce the existing conditions. Consequently, 

the understanding is that to be accepted as a 

legitimate participant in society, one would have 

to deny one's individual characteristics in order 

to mimic the persona of the idealized citizen. 

The rationale for this political perspective is 

concerning because it suggests the existence 

of universal or "best" solutions— shared values 

that will be defended by the political citizen. The 

legitimacy of diverse perspectives is therefore 

put into question because if there truly is one 

set of values that will best address the common 

condition, all others must necessarily be 

inadequate (Beauregard 2000:57). 

"Uniformity is neither desirable nor possible in a 

country the size of Canada. We should not even be 

able to agree upon the kind of Canadian to choose 

as a model, let alone persuade most people to 

emulate it. There are surely few policies potentially 

more disastrous for Canada than to tell all Canadians 

that they must be alike. There is no such thing as a 

model or ideal Canadian. What could be more absurd 

than the concept of an 'all-Canadian' boy or girl? A 

society which emphasizes uniformity is one which 

creates intolerance and hate. A society which 

eulogizes the average citizen is one which breeds 

mediocrity." 

(Trudeau quoted in Liberal Party of Canada 1984:41) 
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Stan Stein and Tom Harper (2000:69) have 

grouped critiques of the dominant culture into 

three arguments. They call the first group Attack 

the dominant. These critiques question the 

paternalistic, hierarchical thinking that seems to 

have been influenced by the Enlightenment, the 

intellectual movement of 18th century Europe. 

Postmodernist and feminist thought, in particular, 

question the resultant vocabulary, ideas and 

social structures, which they feel oppress women 

and minority groups. Marxist and other 

modernist ideologies that fall into this category 

are said to use the promise of progress and 

development to mask their efforts to assimilate 

non-dominant cultures. The vocabulary of 

modernist rhetoric is said to presuppose certain 

conditions, such as levels of development, and 

assign labels to identify non-conformists 

(2000:68). Labels such as backward, primitive 

and underdeveloped define their targets in 

reference to a universal norm established by the 

dominant group. Critics argue that this standard 

is a control mechanism and that it should be 

replaced by something more legitimate. 

The second argument, Provide a replacement, 

groups critical thinkers like Michel Foucault and 

Jacques Derrida who react against power 

relations and what their followers refer to as 

normalization. These postmodernists maintain 

that the individual's activities are organized and 

labeled according to standards dictated by the 

Dominant. Derrida argues that these referents 

are arbitrary though they have been legitimized 

to the extent that they now appear to be rational 

and self-evident. He argues that the old 

vocabulary can and should be replaced with an 

alternative that will express a value for difference 

and the Other as well as restore power and 

control back to the individual (Stein and Harper 

2000:69). 

The last argument, Plead for respect for "Other" 

Narratives, seeks recognition of the multiple 

voices in a society. Arguments, such as 

Trudeau's, are made against the idea that there 

is only one legitimate viewpoint, be it alternate 

or dominant. Simply admitting that there are 

diverse interests is not enough. These 

Postmodernists believe that it is important to 

minimize the emphasis on the dominant culture 

to allow for different narratives to be explored. 

They propose a Politics of Identity within which 

public institutions play the crucial role of not only 

acknowledging the value of difference but 

legitimizing it as well (Stein and Harper 2000:70). 



"I grew up as a primarily English-speaking person in 

a province where French is the official language. I 

grew up as a Jew in a city where the majority of the 

population was Catholic. I grew up as a philosopher 

among pragmatists who valued probability over 

possibility. I have been the Other all my life. I learned 

to belong and appear the same. I learned to survive, 

creatively, intellectually and yet, it was only when I 

began to exercise my own voice, that I began to live." 

(Rudakoff 1998:7) 

A Politics of Identity challenges universality, as 

it pertains to the individual. The notion that at 

the core of every subject is "an irreducible, 

stable...essence " has led liberal democracies 

to support policies in which all individuals are 

treated as equals. As in the discussion of the 

political subject, equality whether in the political 

or urban landscape, suggests sameness and 

suppresses difference. 

C r i t i c s propose that identity is socially 

constructed rather than innate. Identity, they 

suggest is formed through legitimized interaction 

with other people, places and cultural symbols 

(Bondi 1993: 86). This self-awareness has 

prompted marginalized groups—feminists, 

visible minorities, homosexuals and the disabled 

among others, to insist for recognition of their 

uniqueness and "respect equal to that of the 

dominant group" (Jencks 1993:10). 



"A Just Society" 

Immigrants and other visible minorities held 

former Prime Minister Trudeau, in high regard. 

The affection was due in part, to his political 

philosophy that the strength of this nation 

depended on the ability of every individual to 

freely exercise their voice and that that was a 

right that no government could take away 

(Trudeau 1993:322). Trudeau's vision of what 

he called A Just Society, one which promoted 

"equality of opportunity and giving the most help 

to those who were the most disadvantaged" 

(1993:87), is now a tenet of Canadian society. 

"...the Government of Canada recognizes the 

diversity of Canadians as regards race, national or 

ethnic origin, colour and religion as a fundamental 

characteristic of Canadian society and is committed 

to a policy of multiculturalism designed to preserve 

and enhance the multicultural heritage of Canadians 

while working to achieve the equality of all Canadians 

in the economic, social, cultural and political life of 

Canada." 

(excerpt from the Multiculturalism Act, July 1988) 

In the political arena, the government has 

intervened whenever actions by the dominant 

culture have been perceived as a threat to the 

rights of less influential groups. Establishing the 

two official languages, is an example, though 

singling out French and English as 

representative of the nation has, in the current 

multicultural context, unintentionally reinforced 

the dominance of these two cultures. 
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The spirit of the Multiculturalism Act of 1988, 

attempts to legitimize the voices of the cultural 

Other by breaking down the barriers that put 

marginalized groups at a disadvantage and 

providing them with the tools necessary to 

become fully functional members of a Canadian 

society. Social barriers, such as financial 

influence, limit the participation of marginalized 

groups. Despite their diminishing numbers, 

dominant groups essentially have the ability to 

institutionalize their values, without contest, by 

virtue of the influence that they exert on public 

policy, social institutions and economics (Mitchell 

1997:174). 

To turn the vision of a Just Society into reality, 

we must be able to recognize that most of 

Canada's provinces, as reflected by its judicial 

system, architectural styles and public 

institutions, reinforce Anglo-Saxon values. In 

the case of Quebec, the dominant culture is 

French Canadian while social and legal 

institutions are based on French (European), 

models. 

Whether in Quebec or the rest of Canada, as 

our population diversifies culturally, we must 

find a balance between homogeneity and the 

tensions that could ultimately lead to 

fragmentation. Though some of the issues 

discussed in the section "Politics of Difference" 

are diffcult to address through architecture 

alone, I believe that using our public buildings 

and urban landscapes as examples, designers 

can develop a language of inclusion and 

accessibility that will encourage a public culture 

of acceptance. 
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P o l i t i c s of urban s p a c e 

Public space, in the context of this document, is 

defined as the shared p l a c e s — b u i l d i n g s , 

infrastructure and landscape, that support a 

society. "Legibility and identity are 

interdependent" (Zukin 1996: 49) therefore 

careful consideration must be given to the 

message that is being projected by these sites 

so that they do not, unintentionally, suppress 

alternate representation of culture. 

This chapter continues the discussion of 

difference with an emphasis on the 

interdependency of the social and built form. An 

understanding of the influences that impact the 

symbolic interpretation of an intervention will 

help the designer respectfully depict the 

character and values of a Just Society. 



The nature of p u b l i c s p a c e 

The need for public space to represent the social 

image of the city has gained importance as the 

influence of public institutions to do the same, 

has diminished (Zukin 1995:3). In my opinion, 

truly public space presupposes, unbiased and 

unlimited expression and unrestricted access. 

To celebrate public culture, the site and sights 

of society should promote "association rather 

than individualism" (Zukin 1996: 51), dialogue 

instead of coercion and inclusion instead of 

exclusion. 

The attitude represented by some of this 

country's public spaces runs counter to the 

characteristics that we have come to associate 

with our national identity. Among other things, 

the following script from a well-received 

advertising campaign demonstrates that we 

identify ourselves as being a society that 

respects difference and dialogue. 

I'm not a lumberjack or a fur trader 
I don't live in an igloo, 
or eat blubber or own a dog sled 
and [ don't know Jimmy, Salty or Suzy from Canada 
— although I'm certain they're really, really nice 

I have a Prime Minister, not a President 
I speak English and French, not American 
and I pronounce it about, not a boot 
I can proudly sew my country's flag on my backpack 

I believe in peacekeeping, not policing 
Diversity, not assimilation 
and that the beaver is a truly proud and noble animal 

a toque is a hat 
a chesterfield is a couch 
and it is pronounced Zed, not Zee—Zed 

Canada is the 2nd largest land mass 
the 1st nation of hockey 
and the best part of North America 

My name is Joe and I am Canadian 

(advertisement for Molson's Canadian beer, 2000) 

For me, the disparity between our national 

image and reality lies in the message reflected 

by the policies of some of our social control 

agencies and emerging trends in the design of 

public space. Two things in particular give me 

cause for c o n c e r n — restricted access and 

censored expression. 



Limited a c c e ss 

Calgary's urban environment is densifying at a 

very rapid rate in an effort to keep up with a 

steady influx of migrants. Homebuilders are 

responding to the demand by acquiring large 

housing lots and undeveloped land as quickly 

as they become available. As a result, green 

space within the city is diminishing and problems 

often associated with large urban centres are 

surfacing in Calgary—increased numbers of 

homeless people, street kids, drug users and 

violent crime. 

The builders' response to these urban concerns, 

has been to provide the conditions for increased 

control of the shared spaces. New suburban 

developments return some of the public space 

that they take from the city, however these areas 

are often physically enclosed and access is 

restricted to paying members and their guests. 

To the community members the increased ability 

to control cleanliness and security justifies their 

private ownership of the parks, playgrounds and 

man-made lakes that would, at one time, have 

been space for the public. An implied meaning 

of their protection methods is that they are 

claiming and gaining the "Right to Put a Padlock 

on a Public Space"(New York Times quoted in 

Deutsche 1996: 276). 

Calgary also has a growing number of sites that 

are seemingly public but which are in fact, 

privately owned. Shopping malls, office lobbies, 

indoor gardens and Plus 15s provide large sites 

for dialogue and exchange however since they 

are privately owned, these social activities can 

only occur during prescribed times. Ownership 

also gives proprietors the right to subjectively 

filter visual representation and the justification 

to deny access to unwanted members of the 

public, at any time. 

Social institutions and the media legitimize 

restricted access to public space when they 

mistakenly identify the requests of 

neighbourhood groups and business 

associations as the voice of the general public. 

These special interest groups are not a 

representative sample of all affected parties nor 

do they objectively defend the rights of all 

individuals. (Deutsche 1996: 276). The threat 

to the other parties in these disputes is that when 

the intentions of the interest groups are 

generalized to the public at large, the concerns 

of the Other are negated. 



Censored Expression 

"Not only does taste identify a particular way of life 

with a particular class fragment through daily 

practices of consumption and lifestyle, it also 

legitimates that taste and casts others into doubt". 

(Mitchell 1997:169) 

In a homogeneous society a universal language 

of representation is not questioned because it 

reflects commonly understood symbols. In 

Canada, our history of difference and tension 

should caution us against valuing the 

representations of one culture over another 

however influential ethnocultural groups have 

traditionally set the standard for the character 

of our urban environments which, in effect, 

negates our social and political efforts to 

encourage otherness. 

James Duncan (1976:400) comments that 

"every landscape has ...guardians whose job it 

is, in part at least, to maintain appropriate 

definitions" of their material environment. This 

statement is true of Canadian cities where the 

preferences of influential social groups have 

been enforced and protected through zoning 

bylaws, building codes, community development 

boards and standardized construction practices. 

In the building industry, visual expression must 

be justified relative to these subjective 

standards and if approved by the guardians, is 

usually implemented at a higher cost. 

Accepting practices that aid in promoting a 

dominant image is ind i c a t i v e of our 

governments' attitude towards diversity and 

inclusion, more so, in fact, than their written 

statements. While our civic policies claim 

support for the uniqueness of the Other, our 

public space, which is the forum for manifesting 

our various cultural i d e n t i t i e s , has not 

expressed the same commitment. 
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"When [...] guardians of public space refer their 

power to a source of social unity outside the social", 

"power becomes incompatible with democratic 

values and public space is, to borrow a term from 

[Charles] Lefort, "appropriated."" 

(Deutsche 1996:275) 

In Vancouver, in the late 1980's, conflict erupted 

when financially stable immigrants from Hong 

Kong bought property in Shaughnessy Heights, 

one of the older Anglo-Saxon neighbourhoods. 

Prior to 1980, maintaining high real estate values 

ensured that only a certain segment of the 

population could afford to live in the community 

thereby protecting the uniformity of 

Shaughnessy's landscape (Smart and Smart 

1996:39). This new group of migrants with the 

financial means to challenge the exclusive 

membership redefined the established image of 

the neighbourhood. 

The immigrants met with tremendous public 

outcry when they demolished the colonial 

houses they had bought to erect larger, dubbed 

"monster", homes that better reflected their 

cultural associations with real estate. In contrast 

to the dominant culture of Shaughnessy, the 

residents from Hong Kong valued their 

properties for profit not heritage. The larger 

homes were built to allow extended families to 

live comfortably and better attract other buyers. 

Verbal accounts suggest that some homes were 

resold 3 or 4 times in the same year (Mitchell 

1993:275). 

"Yes, we have a Canadian identity and Canadians 

should beware of persons who say we don't while 

they try to rebuild Canada in a different mould for 

their own purpose and profit." 

(Western News, 1989 quoted in Mitchell 1993:275) 

Non-immigrants felt threatened and outraged as 

they watched the destruction of neighbouring 

colonial homes and mature trees - symbols they 

associated with status and privilege. Unable to 

exercise a financial advantage to deter the 

newcomers, they used their social influence to 

protect Canadian interests. They successfully 

lobbied civic authorities to impose architectural 

controls that protected the old elite's preferences 

and outlawed alternate expression (Smart and 

Smart 1996: 39). 

The surprisingly uniform, built landscape that 

has developed from coast to coast, despite 

Canada's regional, s o c i a l and economic 

diversity, suggests that control and influence 

transcends ethnic relations. Dominant groups 

protecting a subjective definition of Canadianess 

exist in many forums. Arguments for the voice 

of the Other can therefore be applied in many 

situations where an alternate point of view is 

stifled or ignored. 



Re-defining p u b l i c s p a c e 

The public forum 

Another way of thinking of public space is to view 

it as a public forum. Rosalyn Deutsche 

(1996:273) states that in a democratic state, 

"power stems from the people but belongs to 

nobody" therefore, I would add that no one group 

should have the opportunity to use their 

influence to dominate others. Deutsche, 

referring to French philosopher Charles Lefort's 

work, proposes that democracy has created 

public space to be the forum for "debate about 

what is legitimate" (Deutsche 1996:273). 

Regardless of whether we are speaking of 

ethnic, social or political diversity, Canadians 

have agreed, through civic policy, that every 

member of our society has the right to defend 

their interests. Formally recognizing the need 

for such an open forum distinguishes this country 

from other nations. It is what makes ours a more 

"Just Society". To reinforce Canadians'value for 

acceptance, our public forum, where the 

marginalized Other can excercise their voice, 

must be protected and remain accesible, to all 

citizens, at all times. 

As a society, therefore, we cannot allow clusters 

of citizens to claim a right to appropriate our 

shared space. As designers, we have the ability 

to encourage respect for the integrity of the 

forum. We can choose to continue to erect 

physical barriers to access or alternately, adopt 

a work ethic that will allow us to better 

understand how to address the needs of the 

various members of our communities. 



Designing truly public space 

Gaining an understanding of the social 

relationships that influence a built landscape— 

either through lived experience, user group 

interviews or by collaborating with social 

scientists, will help the architect address potential 

"readings" of the proposed intervention. 

Because a public building is a representation of 

society, it is loaded with cultural meaning. It is 

important that the designer be aware of the 

social significance of their work to avoid 

unintentionally, aggravating underlying tensions 

or further marginalizing less dominant interests. 

"Respect conceived as the mere acceptance of 

difference stymies interaction, dialogue, and mutual 

learning. It enjoins us to appreciate others but not to 

engage them in mutual critical reflection. The end 

product of multiculturalism misinterpreted as mere 

acceptance can thus be isolation (we're us and 

they're them). This is not respect but neglect." 

For the design of a cultural center in New 

Caledonia, for the K a n a k — t h e indigenous 

people of the French territory, architect Renzo 

Piano included an anthropologist on his team. 

The inclusion of the noted expert on the culture 

of the Kanak people, gained continued respect 

for both the designer and the project (Findley 

2000:421). 

"I had to create a symbol: a cultural center devoted 
to Kanak civilization, the place that would represent 
them to foreigners and that would pass on their 
memory to their grandchildren. Nothing could have 
been more loaded with symbolic expectations." 

(Renzo Piano quoted in Findley 2000: 421) 

While Piano chose to include an expert on 

his team, I am not suggesting that every 

designer necessarily do the same. The 

relevance of this example is to demonstrate 

the importance of recognizing the potential 

impact of a public intervention and the ability 

of a design team to responsibly address social 

concerns. 

The context described in the previous chapter, 

that of racial tension, regionalism and 

segregation suggests an inherent challenge in 

addressing such a variety of interests through 

the design of public buildings in Canada. 

Consequently, I believe that it is invaluable and 

necessary for designers to have an appreciation 

of Canadian and local cultural contexts in order 

to create the conditions for acceptance - a truly 

public space where multiple voices can 

respectfully dialogue and exchange. 

(Brian Fay quoted in Forester 2000:147) 
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D e s i g n i n g an urban place for d i f f e r e n c e 

In the preceding chapter, I discussed urban 

spaces that have contributed to the suppression 

of the cultural Other's voice. I suggested that 

more sympathetic public spaces can be 

designed by providing opportunities for 

unrestricted: 

accessibility 

expression 

exchange 

The rationale for the design decisions described 

in this chapter, are based on these concepts and 

an understanding of how built form can address 

the street, human scale, mixed use and 

materiality to legibly suggest and foster 

acceptance. 



Project C o n t e x t 

As a member of Calgary's ethnic community, I 

was excited when I first learned of the existence 

of the Calgary Multicultural Centre's (CMC). I 

was encouraged by the idea that there was an 

organization entirely devoted to promoting 

respect for the interests of the Other and that it 

wasn't a government agency mandated to do 

so. 

The joy quickly turned into anger and frustration, 

when I visited the current facility. The old building 

and its location in one of the less desirable areas 

of the city, at the corner of 7th avenue and 5th 

street SE is lost in the shadow of City Hall and 

reinforces the downtrodden image of the cultural 

Other. 

Like those who argue for recognition of their 

identity, I sensed a lack of appreciation for the 

value of this organization to our community. 

The CMC's efforts to create a "society founded on principles of non-violence and 

respect for diversity" are impeded by a its poor location, as well as inadequate 

facilities. The site itself presents problems in terms of prostitution, limited parking 

and little pedestrian traffic. The building they currently rent is an old structure with 

little fenestration, poor artificial lighting, a crowded office and a main entrance that 

is not very visible. Another design consideration is that most of the spaces are 

used in the evenings and weekends and left empty during the day. 



Site Context 

As a first step, moving the CMC to the northwest 

corner of the Plaza immediately increases its 

visibility and prominence within the community. 

Olympic Plaza is part of the legacy of the 1988 

Winter Games that were hosted by Calgary. At 

the time, it served as the podium for the medal 

ceremonies. The Plaza is surfaced with bricks 

enscribed with the names of the patrons who 

financially supported the construction of the site. 

Out of respect for the historical significance of 

the site, I have not altered the built up areas of 

the public site. 

Today, Olympic Plaza is a site full of unrealized 

potential. The landscaped area in the northwest 

corner would be a nice place to sit and watch 

the activities of the city, were it not for the lack of 

people and the lack of buffer from the c-train 

traffic. When there are no large-scale events 

planned to attract crowds, the space feels quite 

barren, cold and threatening. 



The proposed building, in contrast to the old, 

stands proudly among some of the city's most 

prominent public b u i l d i n g s - t h e Calgary 

Municipal Building, the Telus Convention 

Centre, the Calgary Performing Arts Centre and 

the Glenbow Museum, defining and protecting 

space for public culture. 

The new building is semi-public in that it is 

primarily for the use of a non-profit association. 

However its true publicness comes from giving 

itself to the general public, allowing the CMC to 

better achieve their mandate and potentially 

increase their sources of funding, and the 

community to enjoy a more animated urban 

space. 

The neutral surfaces embody a quietness in the 

form of a spatial and structural clarity that sets it 

apart from the busy environment of the 

downtown buildings. Through its' relationships 

with the community, surrounding buildings and 

users, the intervention promotes an attitude of 

inclusion, a curiosity for the unexpected and a 

respect for difference. 



Design Concept 

"Infrastructure works not so much to propose specific 

buildings on given sites, but to construct the site itself. 

Infrastructure prepares the ground for future building 

and creates the conditions for future events. Its 

primary modes of operation are: [...] the 

establishment of networks for movement, 

communication and exchange." 

(Allen 1999:54) 

The concept of infrastructure is a very 

appropriate metaphor for the way in which the 

new building will provide the conditions for a 

more inclusive public space. 

Its structure and enclosure, which are meant to 

permanently establish the presence of the 

building, recede into the built landscape 

suggesting a subordinate role to the activities 

housed within. The building, as infrastructure, 

supports programmed activities and 

encourages participation by suggesting and 

being open to uses which may not have been 

anticipated. An acceptance of different 

conceptions of the use of space is reflected in 

the flexibility and adaptation encouraged in the 

layout of the designed spaces. 

For example, different conceptions of the 

relationship of the kitchen, interaction and 

celebration are facilitated by the its physical 

location, in both halls, and its potential to be 

either in the background or the centre of activity. 

As well, Ample storage is provided for panels 

and sliding doors that can manipulated to 

subdivide or amplify the experience of the events 

in the gallery, halls and their adjoining exterior 

spaces. 

By designing a structure that expects to change, 

over time, the building reflects a sensitive 

understanding of the nature of Canadian society, 

encouraging acceptance and respect for both it 

and the message that it wishes to impart. 
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As infrastructure, the building sits quietly on the 

site providing visual and physical opportunities 

for potential activity. Activated by the flow of 

people through the programmed and unplanned 

spaces of the Centre, enriched with formal and 

unconventional visual expression of its public 

culture, the building embodies a desire for 

acceptance and provides the means for the 

dialogue and exchange of truly public space. 

This chart relates the concepts which I have 

associated with truly public space and 

infrastructure. The discussion which follows, of 

the building and its intentions references this 

methodology. 

Condition: Methodology. 

accessibility and exchange manipulation and emulation of the ground plane 

exchange the provision of amenties that will encourage 

formal and informal gatherings 

expression the use of translucent and transparent walls, 

projection screens and open areas 
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A p l a c e f o r d i f f e r e n c e 

Some days, activity just consumes the building—the 

flow of people, the visual expression, the interaction, 

one could spend hours watching it all unfold. Other 

days, nothing. You never know... 



Inclusive public space: accessibility, exchange 

Although this building is constructed with 

traditional commercial products, such as curtain 

walls and glass stacking doors, these are used 

to define spaces, amenities and views that are 

not typically associated with public properties. 

For example, some of the most desirable 

commercial spaces, those at street level and 

those that are readily accessible to the general 

public--the exterior court (1), terrace (2) and 

sunken plaza (3) are open spaces that are 

shared, without restriction, with the community. 

I think that the reason that our urban spaces 

are becoming more exclusive is because 

designers are responding to predominant 

concerns for profit and increased control as 

opposed to exploring the diverse needs of the 

larger society. When we talk about the design 

of shared space, our work will have 

repercussions in terms of influencing a public 

culture. For my design, I chose not to reinforce 

existing exclusive practices. Having a more 

open building is a risk however I have faith that 

the value of providing a public forum will 

encourage community members to protect the 

new Centre and its spirit of inclusion, through a 

shared ownership with its ideals. 



I designed the access points to the building's 

spaces to coincide with the movement patterns 

that are currently evident on the site. 

The main entries of the gallery allow pedestrians 

to flow from 7th avenue, through the exhibits then 

into Olympic Plaza. These doors also each 

provide access directly from the street to the 

2nd level terrace. 



Secondary entrances allow larger flows of traffic 

to enter directly into the Main and Small Halls. 

Ramps, stairs and an elevator provide passage 

from grade to the sunken plaza and the sliding 

doors that enclose the Main Hall. 

The circulation space on the east end however 

is on the exterior of the building enclosure 

providing unlimited access to the upper level. 

A stair, adjacent to the sidewalk, on the southwest 

corner of the site reaches up to the 2nd level, leading 

to the reading room, terrace and small hall. This entry 

will be locked when the staff closes the Centre at night. 
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-A seemingly seamless connection with the 

terrace allows the Plus 15 to read as an 

extension of this floor plate—encouraging 

pedestrians to occupy both spaces. 

The link bridges 7th avenue to connect to a stair 

adjacent to the C-train platform and the terrace 

of a high-rise apartment building. The high-rise 

in turn links to a Plus 15 that leads into the 

Calgary Public Library. 



Inclusive public space: exchange 

The Main Hall is the largest programmed space 

in the Centre and presently, the least used since 

most of the activities that it houses occur in the 

evening and on weekends. At these times, I 

can imagine dances, weddings, formal dinners 

and plays that invite up to 400 people to the site. 

I have designed the hall to primarily meet the 

functional and spatial needs of the larger events 

and considered how best to make use of the 

space during the other days of the week. 

The commercial scale amenties such as the 

kitchen provide an opportunity for the Centre to 

reach out to the community in ways which their 

mandate may not specifically suggest. Offering 

cooking classes or sharing the stage, storage 

and equipment with low budget theatre groups, 

for example, will attract users who may not 

otherwise come in contact with the CMC or this 

urban space. 
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In terms of its location within the overall structure, I weighed the benefits of placing 

such an important space at grade against the negative impact of erecting a privately 

controlled barrier to the public plaza. Instead of claiming a large amount of space 

that would only be needed a few days a month, I have placed the hall on a lower 

level, thereby maintaining public access to Olympic Plaza. 



Once surfaced, the roof of the Main 

Hall becomes the most flexible and 

potentially vibrant space of the 

Centre. By including a few amenities 

to encourage gatherings and 

exchange (benches, storage, 

electrical and water sources) the 

open court defined by the plaza-side 

of the building, the projection screen 

and Olympic Plaza itself, invites 

individuals to have lunch, 

merchants, farmers and crafts 

people to set up booths as well as 

events of a larger scale. 

This outdoor space can mark the 

start and end of the City's numerous 

street festivals and parades that now 

pass through Steven Avenue Mall. 

Perhaps becoming a favored space 

over Prince's Island's fenced venue 

since the celebration could be In the winter, the music, laughter and smells of the occasion will invite pedestrians to look into the glazed wall 

shared at a community scale rather on 7th ave or the one, illustrated above, facing the ramp to the Plaza. During a Chinook, the activity in the Main 

than being restricted to the few with Hall will most likely spill out of the contained space, into the sunken plaza and perhaps even up the street level 

tickets. court. 
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Most of the 2nd level is unprogrammed space for 

the general public, accessible at all times through 

an exterior stair and elevator. For those who 

prefer a more secluded space to rest or who 

prefer to view the neighbourhood activities from 

above, I have replaced the north and south walls 

of this level with a railing—transforming the 

space into a covered Terrace. 

Furnishings such as tables and chairs provide a 

clear invitation to stay as is its positioning relative 

to the Plaza's stage and the CMC's projection 

screen. 

The 3rd level provides space for other 

community oriented organizations who need 

temporary or long term office space. Associating 

with these other groups allows the CMC to share 

maintenance costs, volunteers and the facilities 

which would otherwise be wasted and vacant. 

This level also includes two small meeting 

rooms, a lounge and lunchroom for the staff. 

• • 
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Inclusive public space: expression 

The Gallery is a space that I have added to the 

Centre's programme. I intend this space to be 

the primary visual interface for the CMC. 

This is an opportunity for the Centre's members 

to exhibit the work of local or foreign artists. 

Art provides the opportunity to similarly express 

messages of inclusivity and acceptance. This 

medium's advantage lies in its freedom to be 

more explicit about the conditions that inspried 

the work. The gallery and the other wall 

surfaces are another opportunity to engage 

individuals and groups who may not otherwise 

interact with the Centre. 
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The gallery itself, is meant to be an informal 

setting, with display cases, easels and floor 

space for installtions. The spatial simplicity of 

the gallery will provide a neutral background for 

different types of artistic work. The lack of 

specialized equipment and technology will make 

it more appealing for individuals or groups to 

make use of the space. 

The space will also provide a colourful backdrop 

for executive meetings. The CMC's 

administrators occasionally meet important 

guests to discuss the activities of the Centre. 

Setting the discussion inside the gallery will allow 

them to demonstrate the connections they have 

made with the community, the exposure the built 

space has created for their members and the 

value of the organization to the city. 



The main entries to the gallery building, off 7th 

avenue, will direct visitors through and 

alongside the exhibit space. As this image 

shows, the structure itself is elevated to match 

the height of the opposing C-train platform so 

that commuters can be visually drawn into the 

building. The full height, glazed walls on the 

north and south faces of the gallery set up a 

transparency that allows both pedestrians and 

commuters to transcend the boundaries of the 

gallery and view the activities in the central 

court. 



Additional exhibit space exists on a display wall 

that rises up, two stories from the second level, 

facing the Telus Convention Centre. 

Both this wall and a projection surface on the 

south end of the central court 

provide space for large-scale video and 

installation art. 

These two surfaces along with the west wall of 

the 3rd floor meeting rooms draw connections 

with the community in a manner similar to the 

transparency of the gallery. 

The larger scale allows the work to reach 

beyond the immediate site. The display wall 

for example, will be best viewed from within the 

Convention Centre and the projection screen, 

from the apartment building and offices across 

the street. 

The long blank wall, along the service access 

ramp, on the south face of the hall will most likely 

be an attractive place for graffiti. Although this 

space was not initially programmed, I have not 

changed the wall surface or attempted to deter 

the activity. I believe that informal artwork would 

be a nice contrast to the other work displayed in 

and around the CMC. 

This could also present an opportunity to 

positively involve street kids in the activiites of 

the Centre. Some cities, such as New York and 

Barcelona, have sponsored contests to beautify 

degrading buildings or used walls around 

construction sites to turn grafitti into street art. 



Security 

Security, loitering and cleanliness are the 

primary reasons that access is controlled in 

public spaces. Rather than erecting physical 

barriers, I believe that these issues can be 

addressed through the building's design and an 

understanding of human behavior. 

For this project, I have placed transparent and 

translucent walls, fenestration and railings for 

symbolic reasons and specifically, in some 

places, for security. The circulation space, on 

the east end, that is accessible at all time, is the 

most problematic. To deter crime and loitering, 

the elevator is glazed on all sides and sits within 

an open steel shaft. The stairs have open risers 

and the walls are broken down as much as 

structurally possible, to provide sight lines up and 

through the vertical space. 

The building closes off the terrace on the west 

side however all of its other edges have open 

railings. I believe that most of the activity on the 

terrace will be visible to either the commuters 

waiting for a train, individuals on the Plaza or 

residents and employees in the high-rises 

across 7th avenue. 

The sunken plaza is naturally sheltered by the 

difference in grade elevation and on the other 

side, by the Main Hall. This area is very visible 

from above while giving parents a more 

controlled place to let their children play. 

I have conscientiously tried to avoid designing 

dark corners, opaque walls and exterior 

vestibules in areas where illegal activity would 

be tempting. The Centre itself, through its 

activities and amenities for the community, will 

make the Plaza safer by attracting a more steady 

flow of people. The higher traffic and implicit 

safety of a larger group will resolve some of the 

security concerns while maintain an inclusive 

environment. 
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This project, "Re-presenting ethnicity" has 

discussed a different way of thinking about 

multiculturalism. Through my discussion of a 

Politics of Identity, I established the importance 

of recognizing an individual's right to defend their 

uniqueness. Accepting this right became the 

starting point for the urban design investigation 

because it suggests that there must necessarily 

be different ways of addressing the built 

environment - even when dealing with shared 

space. 

To design the conditions for dialogue and 

exchange that would create a place for the Other 

to voice their uniqueness, I used a methodology 

based on an understanding of infrastructure. 

With reference to the its function as opposed 

to its physical manifestation, I intentionally 

manipulated the site to provide building access 

along exisiting paths. This reinforces the notion 

of accessibility that I found lacking in Calgary's 

public buildings and encouraged pedestrian 

traffic to engage the Multicultural Cantre and its 

activites. 

My intent was to allow the public to freely use 

the building and observers to witness cultural 

statements and practices that may be unfamiliar 

to them. I believe that by encouraging a non-

threathening engagement with the Other, this 

building becomes the means to the discovery 

and participation with the various facets of our 

society. 

The new building is in contrast to the original in 

terms of a more prominent location, a better use 

of an underutilized space and a more sensitive 

understanding of how the structure can help the 

CMC achieve its mandate. The building reacts 

to emerging building trends towards exclusion 

and profit by catering to a non-traditional 

conception of client - the larger society. As 

Canadians come to terms with the rapid growth 

and diversity of our population, the idea of 

inclusive public space may become second 

nature. 

At present the freedom of a c c e s s and 

representation emphasized in this project may 

seem idealistic however as a society, we are 

currently speaking of respect and recognition 

through other forms of social commentary. 

Artists, for example, have used their medium to 

bring attention to issues of difference in ways 

which surpass simply displaying text or images 

on canvas. 

Through its engagement with community, at 

many levels, I believe that architecture and this 

project in particular, can re-present how we 

relate to the Other. My belief is that built form 

can add to the discourse of how we can better 

generate the respect and acceptance that the 

international community has come to 

understand as being truly Canadian. 
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