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ABSTRACT

Contemporary lifestyles are changing due to influences of globalization,
urbanization, and financial crisis. While cities are increasingly crowded and
continuously expanding, many rural areas face a crisis of labor shortage
and changes of land types, blurring the boundaries between urban and
rural areas. Under this background, the scope of community empowerment
has been expanded to a larger scale, from one certain community to the
whole urban-rural integration to deal with urban problems caused by
rural-urban migration. The interviewee, Jui-mao Huang, shared his views
on identity, public participation, roles of designers, etc. basing on his 20-
year experience of community empowerment. He pointed out that over
time, designers’ focus has shifted from creating spaces to meet dwellers’
demands to affecting dwellers’ lifestyles with practices of community
empowerment, and to realizing a harmonious living for different community
stakeholders.
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How do you understand public
participation basing on your over-20-year
practices of community empowerment?

Jui-mao HUANG (HUANG
hereafter): In his book The Scope of
Social Architecture, Richard Hatch
stated that “One important function
of participation is the creation of
demand, the rekindling of desire....
The true significance of participation
lies in its effects on the participants,
not on architecture.... Participation is
the arena in which people can relearn
environmental competence, experience
the pleasures of collective work....”!")
Before my practices in community
empowerment, this argument was very
much in line with my understanding
of “public participation” that it invites
people to participate in construction.
Now, however, I realize that community
empowerment is more of giving back the
right of design to the public. By using
the term “community empowerment,”
rather than “community building,”
the essence of “empowerment” is
emphasized in community design,
which encourages more people to
devote to the revitalization of Taiwan
after its colonial period. After World
War II, “empowerment” became

the key to the development of some
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relevant disciplines of space design.

For example, Community Architecture
in the UK emerged with a focus on
urban transformation and community
regeneration, while Social Architecture
came into being in the USA to improve
public services and infrastructure.
Thus, on the basis of empowerment,
practices of community empowerment
aim to create living spaces to meet the
needs of dwellers. Specifically, there

are three main approaches to achieving
empowerment: first is to encourage
public participation, especially the
disadvantaged groups; second is to
provide an open platform for people to
freely express their intentions; and third,
to establish a mechanism of supervision
to ensure credible results.

By now, gated communities have
resulted in a living style which makes
the urban population alienate from
each other. A sociologist pointed out
that “As far as identity, which concerns
personal preferences, we do not have to
deliberately create an identity.””” Do you
agree with this argument? If not, how
could we create such sense of identity?

HUANG: According to the whole

urban process, time not only witnesses

the expansion of physical spaces, but
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also influences people’s attitude towards
living. City, like all of us, is a constant
carrier of time. Thus, comparing to

the memories and identified localities,
it is more important to represent our
past life experience, to be understood
as the “shape of time,” which has been
ironed in our city environment. This

is more valuable and responsive to the
presence surrounding of the city.With
urban expansion, people have become
accustomed to commute between

the urban and rural areas for school

or for work. As a result, community
empowerment should also cover a lager
range from houses to communities,
and to the whole urban and rural
areas. Due to the heavy traffic and
extensive block development, there
have been disproportionate numbers
of streets, blocks, and communities, for
which future urban planning should
focus on the configuration of streets

in communities or neighborhoods to
establish a network of safe, convenient,
and comfortable streets which could
support a diversity of activities.
Meanwhile, the sense of identity should
also be explored in a larger scale than
the community itself, while advocating
sustainable, green, and low-carbon
development with a more extensive

public participation, to finally improve



urban living conditions. It is also a
process to alleviate the problem of urban
alienation by transforming the capital-
oriented development to the citizen-

oriented one.

Does community empowerment vary

in urban and rural areas?

HUANG: Although the urban
and rural areas were considered to be
completely different, the boundary
between these two areas has become
fuzzy due to urban expansion. More
rural lands have been or will be
transformed into construction lands for
urban development through government
intervention.

There are also changes in social
affairs in both urban and rural areas.
In the past 50 years, employment
opportunities in some Asian cities
have resulted in a large amount of
rural migrant workers, which not only
promotes urban development, but also
causes labor shortage in villages. Thus,
nowadays there are and will be more
cities formed as “immigrant cities.”
However, it is undeniable that public

services and employment opportunities
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in cities are getting strengthened, with
more medical, educational, and social
welfares. According to the Annual
Report on Urban Development of China
(2009), 75% of China’s population will
live in cities by 2050"!. After decades of
development, on recognizing differences
between various living styles, designers
have shifted their focus from creating
spaces to meet dwellers” demands to
exploring approaches which could affect
dwellers’ lifestyles with practices of
community empowerment. Therefore, it
is unnecessary to discuss the urban-rural

boundaries in such a context.

How could designers affect dwellers’
lifestyles with practices of community

empowerment?

HUANG: The process of
globalization and the financial crisis
have widened the global gap between
the rich and the poor, resulting in a
decline of the dominated and most
stable “middle class.” Pressures such
as the skyrocketing real estate price,
which makes it impossible for young
people to live in their own houses,

increasingly serious problems of

aging and low birth rate, and heavy
responsibilities in childcare, education,
and health issues have overwhelmed
most of the urban dwellers.

Practices of urban renewal,
community empowerment, or urban
design, should focus not only on space,
but also on the urban resilience to
changes in the physical environment.
While the mode of urban governance
shifting from development to
management, shaping and providing
places for citizens could make it
easier to realize the management.
Community empowerment, although
usually regarded as a design strategy or
solution to problems, should have been
a part of our daily lives. However, the
awareness and acceptance of community
empowerment will not be easily realized
in rather a short time, even if it could be
reinforced with a great deal of practices
and reflections.

Nevertheless, efforts have been
made to stimulate discussions on
community-based living and to clarify
the relationship between community
stakeholders, during which process
our focus shifted from affecting

dwellers’ lifestyles with practices of
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community empowerment to realizing
a harmonious living for different
community stakeholders. For instance,
we represented the conflict of interests
of different social groups in a role-
playing manner in the “Cooperative
Landscapes” workshop held in Tongji
University in April 2017. By raising the
question that “can different stakeholders
live harmoniously in a community,”

I encouraged the audience to further
reflect on rebuilding community

lifestyles.

What competences could help
designers better introduce community

empowerment into their practices?

HUANG: Taking architecture
design for instance, we used to
discuss Community Architecture
with the Established Building System
as different and paralleled fields. In
the contemporary context, however,
with their boundary blurring, more
opportunities have been provided for
designers to focus on Community
Architecture.

Designers, in response to new

challenges, have to act with initiative
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to find and solve problems in people’s
daily lives with spatial design, instead
of doing design passively according
to specifications. Once noticing these
problems, designers should actively
propose architectural programmes to
meet demands of dwellers, and local
and environmental development, rather
than simply satisfying the clients.
Interdisciplinary collaboration is also
significant in this process, for which we
could make full use of different values or
methodology from other disciplines, such
as fieldwork in anthropology, which is
also the core of architectural design and
spatial agency, and public participation
in sociology, which generates feasible
and shared ideas in practices.

We should also be aware of the fact
that the design work never ends even
if the construction is completed or the
building is open to users. Further steps
are to be conducted with reflections on
previous works by experiencing and
evaluating the real building in use, its
relationship with the surroundings,
the power of a place, and finally, the
possible innovations to further improve
the quality of the site. Although

troubles inevitably exist in the design
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process, what matters is our ability to
summarize lessons or methodologies
from these setbacks. Moreover, existing
achievements should also motivate
designers to rethink whether the
communities are changed due to their
efforts and, more importantly, what do
they expect to achieve next. LAF
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