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ABSTRACT 
 
 

This thesis acknowledges the current situation of political unrest in Hong Kong and 

examines the volatile horizons that began to emerge from late 2014, while also 

understanding those that came before.  The thesis unpacks the relationships between 

art, architecture and society and their significance in relation to Hong Kong. Through 

highlighting and identifying the potential restrictions and examining and responding to 

the legacy and logic of Occupy Central, this thesis proposes an expansion of the space 

of possibilities for art in Hong Kong.  

 

The interweaving of diverse subjects are part of an intersectional methodology. The 

frequent changing of artists, locations and subjects have evolved out of the geopolitical 

situation that this author was embedded within and the architectural conditions under 

consideration in the research.  By using techniques of close analysis and interviews, 

unpacking existing relationships, creating new temporary relationships 

(intersectionality) through exhibitions, reports, site visits and experimental curatorial 

strategies within the city, this thesis articulates the positions and subjectivities that can 

form around an artwork and its communities of production. 

 

This thesis navigates the haunted spaces concealed by ideological barriers, exposing 

varying sites of production and tensions through time and place. Research examines 

and proposes new ideas and approaches to art and art-working in Hong Kong while 

considering the marginalised, alienated and the xeno. 
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Through highlighting a hitherto absent sense of commonality between the government 

and its subjects and exploring all corners of the political spectrum, the research 

critically examines the roots of ideological logic as expressed in the city-form and sets 

out to expand the space of possibilities. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

This thesis is an object of minimal intrinsic value, but conducts much abstract value. It 

is a thesis of resistance, alternative and experimental modes of artistic and curatorial 

practice; an exploration of the new localised cultural vistas that are rapidly appearing 

in the context of Hong Kong (2014 – 2018). This position of exploration – comparative 

in nature – and critique is achieved by weaving between historic traditions of art and 

against the homogenising effects of closer economic unions that might be seen outside 

of independent research. The motivation for entering the field of art and academia in 

Hong Kong was not an attempt to colonise a new territory but a response to being in 

that space and its attendant radical social and political transformations. Further 

motivations also arose from direct encounters with local artists and the global art world 

as it moves through Asia. Since the political protest movement Occupy Central in 2014 

(discussed in more detail in Chapter One) there was an opportunity to track and respond 

to a shift of artistic practice and opinions in this moment of significant change. 

 

Art, writing and curatorial practice can offer both individual and collective voices. 

Artists take over materials to bend them to their own needs, which is perhaps more 

interesting than the linear solutions found elsewhere; this creates an arena for 

spontaneous and unexpected ideas to emerge. Not all art is for everyone, of course; 

curators can trot out the standard defensive responses but the question of interest here 

(and the one significant to this thesis) is about validation beyond artistic value and 

needs.  
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This thesis seeks to highlight and identify restrictions and consciously attempts to 

manifest an expansion of the space of possibilities for art in Hong Kong, through 

universal emancipation that opposes segregation and oppression by paying proper 

attention to possibilities that help to valorise this understanding. 

 

This thesis mobilises self-narration, overlapping bodies and a community that is 

construed through interrelationship, inscription and the lens of the written word. 

Throughout, artists and institutions have been invited to lead the search for new 

identifications, unfolding the accidental and non-addressed discussions that are 

transmitted through distributed, socio-political conductivity and resistance, and the 

collective suspicion that something is ‘not quite right’. The nature of this research and 

its undertone has specific reference to Hong Kong’s 2014 civil disobedience movement 

Occupy Central and its legacy and logic upon art and architecture. The thesis draws 

together a broad spectrum of references including interviews, original reports, 

exhibition practice and debate that will endeavour to find a new way of describing the 

relationship between this movement, urban engagement and Hong Kong by developing 

a deep thematic and mandate that is evidenced in an active context within the time 

frame of the thesis’ composition (2014 – 2018).  

 

In the thesis the term ‘Occupy Central’ specifically refers to the 2014 event led by 

Joshua Wong and is not to be confused with the also named Occupy movement of 2013 

started by Benny Tai and others. In 2014 the term ‘Occupy Central’ was used by the 

The Guardian, South China Morning Post, Wikipedia, the BBC, Washington Post and 
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China Daily amongst others. 1  The term ‘Occupy Central’ has been used 

interchangeably with the term ‘Umbrella Movement’ since 2014 by various local and 

international media outlets, hence its usage as such in sources cited by this thesis. 

 

This thesis does not discuss the movement started in 2013 per se; the term ‘Occupy 

Central’ as employed in this thesis relates directly to the actions of 2014 that occupied 

a number of sites such as Admiralty, Causeway Bay and Mong Kok. The focus on the 

Admiralty site is due to its larger numbers of occupants, its greater extent and its 

proximity to the Central Government offices, which are later referenced in the thesis 

through a series of images entitled ‘Vacant Occupy’. 

 

In addressing the challenging plurality of this subject, philosophical and art-historical 

voices and positions are taken into account along with linguistic building, empirical 

actions and the ability to contribute new knowledge to the field of art practice in Hong 

Kong. The objective is to be neither populist nor antagonistic but to highlight the 

possibility of a new space through revealing inscription. 

 

 
1	Tania	Branigan,	Jonathan	Kaiman,	‘Tens	of	thousands	join	pro-democracy	
protest	in	Hong	Kong’,	The	Guardian,	28	September	2014	
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/sep/28/hong-kong-occupy-
central-teargas-police-electoral-limits;	https://www.scmp.com/topics/occupy-
central;	‘Occupy	Central	Puts	Hong	Kong	On	Halt’,	China	Daily,	29	September	
2014,	http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2014-
09/29/content_18683640.htm;	‘2014	Hong	Kong	Protests’,	Wikipedia,	
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2014_Hong_Kong_protests;	‘Thousands	at	Hong	
Kong	protest	as	Occupy	Central	is	launched’,	BBC	News,	27	September	2014,	
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-29397738;	‘Hong	Kong	activists	
start	‘Occupy	Central’	protest’,	27	September	2019,	
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/hong-kong-activists-
start-occupy-central-protest/2014/09/27/95f4051c-468c-11e4-b437-
1a7368204804_story.html	(all	accessed	July	17,	2019)	
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The thesis throughout its development welcomed the participation of practitioners 

across the artistic disciplines, including those whose practices are post-studio, or 

performative; and those who work outside of traditional systems of support and 

exposure. It also at times invited the contributions of those working in other disciplines 

such as architects and activists, who have their own insights to bring to the 

conversation, and who can contribute diverse methods whereby to arrive at new 

knowledge – which is at the core of this pedagogical mission.  

 

This thesis states its apolitical nature at various points and does this for the following 
reasons: 
 

1. So it may be clearly distinct from party politics 

2. So that it may not employ existing political theories 

3. In an attempt to allow a political theory to emerge from the research itself; 

rather than impose connections to a Western-centric analysis. 

 

Starting from an intersectional approach to the disciplines of art practice, curatorship 

and academia (fields with natural interconnections and solidarities between them), this 

thesis has gone a step further to develop an approach which operates through the 

interrelations of the fields as such. This has a double function: first it allows a space 

and position in which to incorporate a shifting of perspectives between disciplines to 

re-examine how they define their objects; secondly, in parallel with this thesis’ 

reflections on architecture, the approach allows this space to be treated as a group object 

(art, exhibition, institutions, spaces, artists), fluid and defined also by the interrelations 

of its constituent parts – for example, how the barricade can re-structure concrete urban 

elements to create new spaces and function. 
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The term ‘Intersectionality’ was first used by the scholar and civil rights activist 

Kimberlie Crenshaw. 2  The term has Feminist roots that relate to how social and 

political discrimination overlap (or ‘intersect’) with gender. While gender is not the 

main concern of this thesis there are many aspects of Intersectional Feminism that 

resonate with its drive. These are related to interlocking systems of power relations and 

those most affected by marginalisation within society. The term is therefore expanded 

and repurposed to the Hong Kong context, while remaining open to its core values of 

seeking to identify discrimination and the possibility for a progressive, egalitarian 

arena. Forms explored are social identity, group working and collaborative decision-

making within different fields with different voices and accountabilities. This thesis 

takes into consideration art practice and art-working and aims to also address 

ideological positions and narratives.  

 
Laboria Cuboniks’ Xenofeminist Manifesto, published in 2018, builds on this notion: 

 
             ‘Freedom is not a given -- and it's certainly not given by anything  'natural'.  

The construction of freedom involves not less but more alienation; alienation 
is the labour of freedom's construction.  Nothing should be accepted as fixed, 
permanent, or 'given' -- neither material conditions nor social forms.  XF 
mutates, navigates and probes every horizon.   Anyone who's been deemed 
'unnatural' in the face of reigning biological norms, anyone who's experienced 
injustices wrought in the name of natural order, will realize that the 
glorification of 'nature' has nothing to offer us…’3 

 
 

‘Dissenting Art’ – which typically only occurs in major, wealthy institutional settings 

– is also under consideration in the research due to Hong Kong’s heightened state of 

 
2	‘What	Does	Intersectionality	Feminism	Actually	Mean?’,	International	Women’s	
Development	Agency,	accessed	July	20,	2019.	https://iwda.org.au/what-does-
intersectional-feminism-actually-mean/	
3	Laboria	Cuboniks,	‘XF	Manifesto’,	accessed	July	20,	2019,	
https://www.laboriacuboniks.net	
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apprehension as regards wealth. What is ‘natural’, what is ‘free’ and what is ‘normal’ 

all come under enquiry in this investigation. This methodology of intersecting through 

the changing use of artists evolved out of the very specific geopolitical situation of 

being located in Hong Kong and the architectural conditions under consideration. 

 

One objective of this thesis is to broaden its readers’ horizons in terms of their critical 

and artistic range, offering a series of different points of view and the conceptual tools 

with which to assess the city of Hong Kong and its development, as well as an 

opportunity to discuss and critically influence the future of Hong Kong art itself. 

 

Composing experience within the volatile horizons of scale and space is a term that is 

used throughout the thesis at various stages and can be separated into its constituent 

parts implying the following: Composing experience implies that experience is 

something that can change and is not a given – and additionally implies that experience 

can be changed. The particular idea of what constitutes experience is in this case: art, a 

transformative social environment, and architecture. This suggests that experience is 

something passively received but also something that can be constructed and composed. 

The experience of what exactly this is has been presented in the format of case studies 

and examples. 

 

The thesis responds to scale and space in a way that creates relationships to scale and 

space both materially and metaphorically. The volatility is the potential horizon that 

exists between what constitutes experience and space: a physically changing city, of 

relations, interpersonal relations, and an experience that changes it and changes with it. 
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Although the physical architecture of Hong Kong has changed little in recent years the 

state of architecture which operates through it has changed. Therefore the space into 

which the subjecthood of its inhabitants is formed (the city itself), though unchanged 

on the surface it is potentially totally different and therefore one could suggest that this 

shift in power troubles and identities is the horizon (of subjects) and volatile. The 

changing narrative of Hong Kong since the Occupy Central movement in 2014 could 

be described as what Dylan Trigg called Topophobia: an inquiry into how anxiety plays 

a formative part in the constitution of subjectivity4.  

 

The legacy of Occupy Central upon the social consciousness in Hong Kong is widely 

acknowledged, contested and embraced – the transformation of the imagined social 

space thus necessitates a re-evaluation of the language employed to describe it (in both 

the visual and literary senses). This has been achieved by using projects, case studies 

and individual analyses of artworks, together with interviews to re-think the parameters 

of art as practiced, contested and perhaps over-determined in Hong Kong. ‘Over-

determination’ is not explicitly resolved in this thesis however there are enough 

indicators to warrant its use. The choice of interviewees and participants in this research 

was based on personal connections, professional outreach and experience in the field, 

and aims to provide the best possible outcomes – offering in-depth and local knowledge 

alongside outsider perspectives with equally important, varied bodies of knowledge.  

 

The political events of Hong Kong’s recent history consistently underpin the structure 

of the thesis but are not its main focus, and although historically aware the research 

 
4	Dylan	Trigg,	Topophobia:	A	Phenomenology	of	Anxiety		(New	York:	Bloomsbury	
Publishing	Plc,	(2017).		
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does not go back to earlier significant upheavals in Hong Kong such as those of 1967 

since they are not entirely comparable to Occupy, or relevant to this work.  

 

The thesis is separated into three chapters. Chapter One is about Art, Architecture, 

Politics and their relation to the archive; in this chapter interviews and examples 

question notions of bestowed legitimacy and the defensive architecture of the self. It 

concludes with speculation about the legacy and logic of Occupy Central upon Hong 

Kong.  

 

Chapter Two is about barricades and evidences the relationship between the acts of 

responding to architecture and producing a viable architectural response, with 

immanent and localised transcendence and includes substantial research conducted 

outside of Hong Kong.  

 

Chapter Three discusses the main curatorial case studies initiated by this thesis, which 

took place in Hong Kong – it includes examples, interview and analysis and unpacks 

the complex unities that can form around an artwork and its production. What unites all 

these chapters is that they represent, evidence and offer tools for dismantling 

established bodies through providing viable alternatives for transformation and change. 

‘To criticize and reject absolute space is simply to refuse a particular representation, 

that of a container. Waiting to be filled by a content – i.e matter, or bodies.’5  In 

accepting that space is not a pre-existing void it is also necessary to go against a purely 

 
5 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2008), 
170. 
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psycho-geographical study of architecture – one which is often reduced to texts and 

documentation and therefore has no bearing on architectural practice.  

 

In going beyond the city as perceived by the flâneur and place as observed by Walter 

Benjamin affections are bypassed by looking at more contemporary voices on flows 

and architecture such as Levi Bryant. Bryant is a notable contemporary authority on 

ontological developments and makes reference to catalytic operators which refer to 

membranes – in the architectural sense – and their separations of flows and bodies.6 

This notion is explored in Chapter Two alongside a study of the dynamic of ‘the 

barricade as object and refusal, architecture and symbol’ to articulate how the organic 

body and the city enmesh.  

 

The new knowledge in this thesis is presented precisely through its strategy and 

research outcomes that together constitute a contribution to the field of Visual Arts in 

Hong Kong. The writing and projects that took place are an expansion of the 

understanding of experience, art and place in Hong Kong that has emerged through a 

mounting need to reassess what is possible. The contribution to the field of art in Hong 

Kong consists of exhibitions, curatorial practice, experimentation, research and 

interviews and collaborations with Cosmin Costinas (director of Para Site, Hong Kong), 

Sam Basu (artist and director of Treignac Projet, France), Alasdair Duncan (UK based 

artist with an interest in Lacanian Psychoanalysis), Yang Yeung (academic and founder 

of SoundPocket, Hong Kong), Ben Gough (Hong Kong based architect), Tze Woon 

Chan (Hong Kong activist and director of the film Yellowing), Samson Young (Hong 

 
6 Levi Bryant ‘Machine-Oriented Architecture’, 2015, 13. 
larvalsubjects.wordpress.com, accessed 11 November 2015. 
https://larvalsubjects.files.wordpress.com/2015/03/btexasamarchitecture.pdf	
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Kong’s representative artist at the 57th Venice Biennale) and others. The interviews aim 

to punctuate the thesis as a structuring device, moving from character to character you 

are not supposed to follow any of them. What can be found in these reports and 

interviews also reveals as much as what can be found outside of them. 

 

The shortcomings of contemporary art in Hong Kong will become increasingly evident 

if it fails to overcome conventional power structures and relations that inhibit real 

agency; therefore the questions of how art produces itself, and credible influence 

beyond itself are brought to the fore. A model of co-action so as to promote a 

progressive as well as destabilised model has been presented in an attempt to adequately 

and rigorously take responsibility for an emerging arts practice that is multiple, data-

intelligent and severally located.  

 

The thesis unfolds through critical and intuitive modes of production by working 

closely with artists and other disciplines to deliver exhibitions, co-structured writing, 

recursive dialogue and critique which are all part of the palette of approaches to the 

subject. Through these means it has been possible to properly test the propositions and 

strategies of distributed decision-making and the possibilities of its rhetoric whereby 

the author comes to be at the heart of a complex of author-agents whose opinions are 

derived directly from the researches and evidence of their own practices. By offering 

differing voices within the field, and inviting participation in this arena of activity the 

thesis mixes conventional practice with newer methods of working.  

 

One of the ways in which we might begin to appreciate how new forms of collaboration 

might work is by studying how groups interact internally. Dispersed art practice, 
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migration, co-action and various forms of recursive approaches to art are grass-roots 

artist-led responses to current practice. Often arts activities considerably predate the 

ability of arts infrastructures to acknowledge them or to be able to host them. This thesis 

comes from artists talking to each other and working together and these methodologies 

demand new approaches to what an institution is and what it can do.  

 

It is important not to confuse recursivity with circularity. The mirror reflecting a mirror 

ad infinitum is not our aim; there must be a final clause. If one doesn’t understand this 

artwork, one may look at the other artwork. Thus one may carry on until one does reach 

understanding, escaping the vortex. It then becomes a question of context. A problem 

arises when non-art disciplines are imported into the processes of art in order to support 

it, but cannot come under the enquiry of the artwork due to their supporting role. 

Recursivity provides a way to absorb progressively larger arenas; artworks bounce off 

one another, effectively doing the work of context but within interrelated art practice 

rather than simply being added in afterwards. This process may be observed in the 

Urban Exotic Dilemma project initiated in Hong Kong in 2015 and referenced 

throughout the thesis. 

 

 

Context is a way of stepping outside of a work to validate it, but this stepping outside 

may also be occasioned using the viewpoint of other disciplines such as politics and 

ethics. How can this examination of context occur within art practice? If two or more 

artists work on or about each other, a similar stepping out effect occurs, but within art 

practice. The judgements that this process produces and the way that art receives itself 

are given significant contemplation, especially in the latter part of the thesis, which 
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makes informed assumptions and explores the way that a theory of art can be produced 

directly from the art itself. 

 

The individuals and institutions in this thesis have been included and/or invited due to 

their important work in the field, their influence or opposition or because they represent 

a section of society or demonstrate a practice not otherwise available in Hong Kong.  

 

This diverse methodology has been applied precisely because the enquiries made into 

the socio-political sphere in relation to art, experience and architecture in Hong Kong 

are vulnerable to a cascade of foreclosures, as identified in later chapters. The research 

therefore goes beyond describing developments but articulates new forms and models 

through language and exhibition practice. 
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METHOD FOR THE SURVEYOR 
 

 
This thesis looks to a number of theorists and architects, such as J.E Malpas and Rem 

Koolhaas, for an understanding of the possibility of grasping a subject area outside 

one’s own field of expertise. In this case that subject is Hong Kong, for how can one 

possess a city? How are social and political movements received (directly/ indirectly) 

by those that choose to ignore or avoid them? This thesis develops ideas of constructed 

experience and perception from the writings of Heidegger and Sartre, coupled with case 

studies in Hong Kong and elsewhere that build upon the construct of social and material 

consciousness and perception. 

 

This is neither an exercise in free-association nor an encyclopedia of Hong Kong in this 

respect. The value of such an approach is certainly not excluded without caution. Robert 

Burton’s The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621) is a great testament to its ability to add 

value to the fields of literature and scholarly practice. When looking for a cause, in this 

case that of inscription, we must acknowledge Burton’s practice alongside that of the 

much later and the more widely recognised work Arcade Projects by Walter Benjamin. 

The fascination with Burton and indeed Benjamin lies in recognising that this project 

of art cannot be like theirs – as comprehensive, as satisfied, as encyclopaedic. However 

the ambitions of both Burton and Benjamin are heartfelt and resonate deeply with the 

possibilities of what this thesis is and what it could be. 

 
This first chapter begins to refine the purpose of the discourse by unpacking 

relationships between buildings and society and their significance in relation to Hong 

Kong. This is achieved through conversations and by presenting examples of 
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architecture, situations and experiences that consider varying sites of production, time 

and place. 

 

The emergence of a body of work is a thinking activity that weaves together the formal 

(as observed) and the speculative (what it could be). It is a preliminary enquiry into 

varying tensions between place and space and an articulation of creative thinking 

around the notion of discourse used as a means to create a space wherein ideas can 

collide, such that they may throw new light on the subject matter. 

 

This thesis uses close analysis and interview to navigate haunted spaces concealed by 

ideological barriers. The approach is helpful in developing a structured format to 

provoke a hitherto absent sense of commonality. By introducing each question with a 

short preface followed by an afterword, it will shed light on the theoretical context that 

informs these questions, while also offering supplementary assumptions to support the 

changing environment of diagnosable conditions in order that it may help unpack 

relationships. Where introductory notes are missing one has tried to avoid 

misconstruing the author’s intention, so that the unfolding of the narrative and 

investigation may bypass any presumptions on the part of the reader.  

 

The contributors, co-authors and collaborators included in the thesis were invited as 

part of an ongoing research process; therefore participants at the later stages of research 

may have had access to more information than those at the beginning. It is in these 

architrave moments that one might expect to produce original thinking and knowledge, 

diagnosable conditions and commonality through a process that involves a deep 
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mandate and thematic; one whereby a myriad of small things may come together to 

become an edifice. 

 

The space of Hong Kong in the form it took when this research began was in a state of 

protest, in which highly densely populated and pedestrianised areas such as Mong Kok, 

Causeway Bay and Admiralty were those most affected by the Occupy Central 

demonstrations. 7  The Occupy Central protests were part of a civil disobedience 

movement, which in its 2014 incarnation was fronted by Joshua Wong, a student 

activist and politician whose involvement in the protests elevated him to the 

international stage and, in October 2014, the cover of TIME magazine.  

 

The situation and act of protest in Hong Kong prior to Occupy Central in 2014 has been 

documented by Francis L. F. Lee and Joseph M. Chan in their publication Media, Social 

Mobilization and Mass Protests in Post-Colonial Hong Kong. This book focuses on the 

ritual of protest, its publics and perceptions.8 Likewise, creativity and discontent in the 

context of art in Hong Kong between 2005-2014 is discussed in Frank Vigneron’s Hong 

Kong Soft Power: Art Practices in the Special Administrative Region.9 It is not the 

intention of this thesis to echo work that has already been done, but instead to present 

new ideas from the post-2014 era, when new and volatile horizons began to form.  

 
7 Rishi Iyengar, ‘Occupy Central’, TIME Magazine, accessed November 13, 2018. 
http://time.com/3471366/hong-kong-umbrella-revolution-occupy-central-democracy-
explainer-6-questions/. 
8	Francis	L.	F.	Lee	and	Joseph	M.	Chan,	Media,	Social	Mobilization	and	Mass	
Protests	in	Post-Colonial	Hong	Kong	(Oxon:	Routledge,	2011)	
9	Frank	Vigneron,	Hong	Kong	Soft	Power:	Art	Practices	in	the	Special	
Administrative	Region,	2005-2014	(Hong	Kong:	The	Chinese	University	Press,	
2018)	
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The Hong-Kong based Facebook page 新名校 Secrets Commenters10 allows users to 

submit comments anonymously for the administrators to re-post on the group’s wall. 

The page is not dedicated to politics but on 3rd July, 2019 a member of the group shared 

a list of Hong Kong social discontents from 2003-2019 that have all involved protest 

and objection. The list helps to contextualise local frustrations before, during and after 

Occupy Central. The list is quoted below without editing but has English translations: 

 

2003，被隱瞞的沙士。(concealed information by the government over SARS), 

2003，基本法二十三條 (Proposal to implament Article 23 of the Basic Law),  

2004，自由行 (Individual visit scheme for mainland Chinese people to Hong Kong) 

2005，領匯上市 (Link REIT was listed in the Hang Seng Index)  

2007，皇后碼頭事件。(Queen’s Pier dismantling and protests) 

2010，高鐵撥款，由 669億超支至 900億元 (Over budget: the price of the High 

Speed rail increased from 66.9 billion Yuan to 90 billion Yuan) 

2012，國民洗腦科。(Unwanted changes to the national curriculum that some 

viewed as ‘brainwashing’) 

2013，香港電視攞唔到牌照。(The failure of a tender that was used for TV 

licening) 

2014，版權修訂條例草案（網絡廿三條）。(Copyright amendment bill regarding 

Article 23) 

2014，「袋住先」篩選普選。(Unsatisfactory electoral procedure) 

2014，新界東北撥款，暫時 335億 (33.5 billion invested in New Territories 

 
10	Anonymous	post,	Facebook,	accessed	July	8,	2019.	
https://www.facebook.com/groups/new.school.commenters/.		
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redevelopment that would cause unwanted re-homing for many) 

2015，啟晴邨鉛水事件。(Contaminated water incident) 

2015，銅鑼灣書局事件。(Causeway Bay book sellers were unlawfully taken to 

China for prolonged interrogation) 

2015，三跑填海，由原本 550億超支到預計 1415億元，仍未完成 (Land 

reclaimation project for airport substantially over-budget) 

2016，DQ議員。(Disqualification of Hong Kong lawmakers over oath taking) 

2016，港珠澳大橋撥款，由原本 762億超支到 1177億元 (Hong Kong, Macau, 

Zhuhai bridge) 

2017，國歌法 (Antagonistic use of the Chinese national anthem) 

2018，割地兩檢。(Mainland Chinese customs officials to be stationed in Hong 

Kong for the new highspeed rail link) 

2018，飛沙風中線。(Sha Tin to Central rail link over budget and troubled by 

quality contral standards) 

2018，山竹「安全渡過」論。(Typhoon Mangkhut) 

2018，馬凱不獲簽證。(Senior Financial Times editor refused entry to Hong Kong) 

2018，被隱瞞非洲豬瘟疫情  (African Swine fever) 

2019，修訂逃犯條例 及 警察使用過度武力。Mass protests over proposed 

extradition Law with excessive use of Police force on protestors) 

2019，中環海濱送中。(Part of Hong Kong’s harbourfront to be given to Chinese 

army)                                                                                                                                                                                
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A more formal history of protests in Hong Kong with accurate data and statistics was 

also published by the South China Morning Post on the 2019 anniversary of the 

Tiananmen Square Massacre.11 

 

Between 2009 and 2015, art and protest came together in the form of physical 

exhibition space Woofer Ten.12  Founder Lee Chun Fung agreed to talk about the 

motivations behind the venue, which emphasised the provision of activist and artist 

space on a grass-roots level. The following is a summary of a private meeting that took 

place in a tea shop near the former Woofer Ten premises in Yau Ma Tei on June 28, 

2019.   

 

Lee Chun Fung expressed that prior to Occupy Central in 2014 activism was already a 

known and established part of life for groups of Hong Kong people. One of the most 

notable and defining examples was the 1967 labour dispute13 – a reaction to social 

disparity resulting in 51 deaths. Another was the 2007 Lee Tung Street protests, 

designed to prevent demolition on what is also known as ‘Wedding Card Street’ in the 

Wan Chai district of Hong Kong. 14  Financialisation and architecture both played 

significant roles in these events. 

 
11	Marcelo	Duhalde	and	Han	Huang.	‘History	of	Hong	Kong	Protests’	,	South	China	
Morning	Post,	July	4,	2019,	accessed	July	9,	2019.	
https://multimedia.scmp.com/infographics/news/hong-
kong/article/3016815/hong-kong-protest-city/index.html/.	
12	Woofer	Ten	Blog,	accessed	July	9,	2019.	http://wooferten.blogspot.com/.		
13	Kate	Whitehead.	‘Witnesses	to	anarchy:	the	1967	riots	in	Hong	Kong,	by	some	
of	those	caught	up	in	the	violence’,	South	China	Morning	Post,	April	22,	2017,	
accessed	January	9,	2020	https://www.scmp.com/magazines/post-
magazine/long-reads/article/2089195/witnesses-anarchy-1967-riots-hong-
kong-some-those.	
14	Dennis	Chong.	‘Protesters	clash	with	police	over	Wedding	Card	Street	
demolition’,	South	China	Morning	Post,	October	6,	2007,	accessed	July	9,	2019.	
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Woofer Ten in their 6-year tenure attempted to defend the rights of public space, 

challenge the ideas of property and the exploitation of space, and to open up political 

space through artistic means. In 2014 their horizons shifted because of Occupy Central; 

political space was expanding through the larger and highly organised mass 

mobilisation of groups and advances in communication and social networks.  

 

Lee Chun Fung recognises that 2014 represented a peak in political discourse in Hong 

Kong unlike anything that had taken place before, and that afterwards funding bodies 

became more conservative in their attitude to places like Woofer Ten. What was unique 

about Woofer Ten was their ability to communicate using emotion and sympathy rather 

than simply hard politics, qualities which won them support from the local community.  

 

The political spectrum in Hong Kong has shifted since 2014 and it has become apparent 

that this thesis must take in consideration the new and changing ways that mass groups 

are interacting with and perceiving architecture. This relates to the perception of 

political and artistic space but also the connecting element of time.  

 

Since 2014 protests were smaller in scale until June 16, 2019 when a claimed 2 million 

people marched against a bill that would enable extradition of criminals to Mainland 

China among other places.15 Lee Chun Fung describes the nature of this period as ‘溫

 
https://www.scmp.com/article/610449/protesters-clash-police-over-wedding-
card-street-demolition/.	
15	‘As	it	happened:	A	historic	day	in	Hong	Kong	concludes	peacefully	as	
organisers	claim	almost	2	million	people	came	out	in	protest	against	the	fugitive	
bill’,	South	China	Morning	Post,	June	16,	2019,	accessed	July	9,	2019.	
https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/politics/article/3014695/sea-black-
hong-kong-will-march-against-suspended/.	
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水煮蛙’ which can be loosely translated as ‘suffering like a frog in a slow boiling pot 

over time’ or ‘cooking the thought’ – i.e. a change to intolerable conditions which is so 

gradual as to be imperceptible. However we may well say that the pot exploded on July 

1, 2019 as the Legislative Council building was stormed by protestors, leading to a new 

unknown frontier in Hong Kong politics and activism. 

 

The chapter will also look at ambitions and examples in architecture and how to further 

understand these complex interrelations in the context of Hong Kong. The end of this 

chapter will aim to synthesise the relationships with an interview by Hong Kong 

filmmaker and activist Chan Tze Woon of Yellowing documentary fame. 

 

The opening gambit of this chapter is also to question if art that may appear politically 

subversive is conservative and possibly aesthetically bankrupt – not because it 

promotes conservative views, but because it conserves an assumed position between 

poles of the argument. Defenders of such art may claim that it reveals truth, or 

undermines the power of the ideology it attacks. To attempt to expand the space of 

possibilities, we must work against foreclosures and the restriction of space, and 

towards its expansion. We must also remain open to artwork that exploits art’s capacity 

to act unbound to explore all corners of the political spectrum so that we may expand 

our understanding. It is the objective of this thesis to remain sympathetic and 

understanding to the many voices of Hong Kong in order to speak openly and rigorously 

with its residents. 

 

Taipei Contemporary Art Centre (TCAC) in Taiwan is a platform which occupies a 

physical location, and advocates for a space in which self-organising and independent 
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operations may go ahead, free from the influence of governments and the logic of free 

market - and may in turn receive criticism and opposition. The subject of resistance was 

brought up in September 2015 at a TCAC forum entitled ‘Made in Public Taipei Forum 

on Property, Protest, Commons and the Alternative Economies of Art’, which included 

local and regional voices on art and activism.16  The trends of the global Occupy 

movements, according to journalist Paul Mason, owe much to the networked 

individual, the internet, the hyper community, stalking, online communities and 

multiple personalities.17 The situation in 2014 Hong Kong was totally different, despite 

the perhaps unfortunate label of ‘Occupy’ associating it with a movement that has often 

spiralled into obscurity rather than harnessing significant direct power. 

 

Through observation of the protest sites themselves – witnessing the social impact of 

the protest, its creativity and organisation, and in the months thereafter reflecting on 

these actions and following up their outcomes on social media, in news reports and 

exhibitions – it became clear that some of the cultural action from this event was now 

being considered by the Hong Kong art world for a place in the archive and the museum. 

There are two main groups involved in preserving artwork from the protest sites; these 

are The Umbrella Movement Visual Archive and Research Collective founded by Hong 

Kong artists Wen Yau and Sampson Wong and Umbrella Movement Art Preservation 

led by Hong Kong artists Meaghan McGurgan and Kacey Wong. Both groups have 

 
16 ‘Made in Public Taipei Forum on Property, Protest, Commons and the Alternative 
Economies of Art’, Taipei Contemporary Art Centre website, accessed May 31, 2018. 
http://www.tcac.tw/made-in-public/. 
17 Paul Mason, WHY IT’S STILL KICKING OFF EVERYWHERE (London: Verso, 
2013), 136-39.	



 

22 
 

Facebook pages with thousands of followers and Kacey Wong’s group has been trying 

to convince museums in Hong Kong to display or house the work, without success.18 19 

 

The Made in Public Taipei Forum on Property, Protest, Commons and the Alternative 

Economies of Art is an example of the current discourse around the notion of bestowing 

legitimacy. The connection between the TCAC forum and Hong Kong is that the event 

was also part of series of workshops at Asia Art Archive.20 

 

Curator Kit Hammonds was present at the TCAC forum and brought with him a wealth 

of experience from role as a senior tutor at the Royal College of Art’s Curating 

Contemporary Art programme (2007-2015). In order that this thesis might benefit from 

a broader perspective and understanding of events, Hammonds was invited to answer 

some post-forum questions.21 The choice of questions presented to Hammonds aims to 

give him space to make his points while allowing this writer to develop arguments and 

positions without those claims being over-determined. The following is a summary of 

the questions and answers in which Hammonds recalls significant moments from the 

forum and in particular the post-presentation discussions that took place afterwards – a 

 
18 Suzanne Sataline. ‘Will Hong Kong’s protest art be saved?’, The Boston Globe, 
November 16, 2014. accessed June 22, 2018. 
https://www.bostonglobe.com/ideas/2014/11/16/will-hong-kong-protest-art-
saved/K5i9zT8PyR4lcAU74Dcl8O/story.html. 
19 Objects from the Umbrella Movement Visual Archive have since been collected by 
The Chinese University of Hong Kong. ‘Objects collected from Umbrella Movement 
Visual Archive’, Chinese University of Hong Kong, accessed June 2, 2018. 
http://archives.lib.cuhk.edu.hk/repositories/5/archival_objects/253747. 
20 ‘Property, Protest, Commons and the Alternative Economies of Art’, Asia Art 
Archive, accessed June, 1, 2018. 
https://aaa.org.hk/en/programmes/programmes/marysia-lewandowska-property-
protest-commons-and-the-alternative-economies-of-art/period/past.	
21 See Appendix 1. 
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moment for reflection after the participants had given their presentations and the debate 

extended to the floor.  

 

The first important point made concerned the distinction between art and protest and 

where that distinction might rest. If we think about protest art as being essentially a tool 

(an action, object or thing made at a particular time to serve a particular function or 

send a particular message), then after the protest the protest art (which is energised and 

activated by the event) cannot fulfil its primary function. ‘This idea can be mapped onto 

Graham Harman’s theorem’, a text that rejects the privileging of human existence over 

nonhuman objects.22 This school of thought aims to ‘build on Heidegger’s idea of 

object and tool’, which discovers ‘unusability not by looking and ascertaining 

properties, but rather by paying attention to the dealings in which we use it’.23 

 

One of the dangers involved in importing protest art into arenas such as galleries and 

museums is that it becomes merely aesthetic in nature and loses its original purpose. 

‘John Jordan’s Clandestine Insurgent Rebel Clown Army is an example of when art 

and protest successfully enmesh as useful tools’. The Clandestine Insurgent Rebel 

Clown Army (CIRCA) was formed in London, 2003 with a:  

 

premise that mocking and utterly confusing the enemy can be more powerful 
than direct confrontation. In one instance, a seventy-person-strong gaggle of 
clowns walked straight through a line of UK riot cops who, strangely, could not 
hold their line. When the video footage of the event was examined, it turned out 
that beneath their visors the cops were laughing too much to be able to 
concentrate. Other clowns filled their pockets with so much strange junk that it 
took hours and lots of paper work when stop-and-searches occurred. A favourite 
tactic was to walk into army recruitment agencies and, in a clownish way, try to 

 
22 Graham Harman, Tool-Being (USA: Open Court Publishing Company, 2002), 2. 
23 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time. Rev ed. Schmidt. (New York: State University 
of New York Press, 2010), 72.	
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join up, thus causing so much chaos that the agencies had to close down for the 
day, whereupon CIRCA would set up its own shabby recruitment stall outside.’ 
And self proclaim the their success as ‘…a gateway for lots of people to get 
involved in radical politics who were otherwise put off by its seriousness. For 
many recruits, it was their first experience of civil disobedience, but the 
playfulness and mask-like make-up empowered them to be deeply disobedient, 
often in unexpectedly absurd and creative ways.24 

 

From the statements made on the CIRCA website it is clear that Jordan’s project 

emphasises that their work is protest-first; protest takes precedence over the other 

processes it claims to develop through its anti-authoritarian demonstrations, such as 

intuition, generosity and spontaneity. This combination presents a unique example of a 

situation in which it is possible to ‘offer both a successful aesthetic and a political 

reading of the work which regresses the aesthetic back into a tool (if we follow the logic 

of Harman)’. All this raises an important point: ‘it is valuable enough for artists to use 

their skills, or for arts organisations to bring the voice of their constituency to a protest 

as a matter of solidarity without the need to then critically address it within their 

programs’. There is clearly a danger that expressing a need to participate in protests 

should have a fundamental impact on one’s work, and that the need to project that again 

into another public dimension (as an individual or institution) is ‘redolent of 

contemporary culture’s unusual construction of identity that falls back into the trap that 

one is possibly protesting against. A rich public life is one in which we play multiple 

roles simultaneously. To look for the self in the crowd of a protest seems fundamentally 

at odds with its tool-like nature’ (i.e. to fix something that is going wrong socially) and 

therefore has the dangers of pushing the act of protest into the realm of the aesthetic, a 

fact that is easily overlooked or ignored. 

 
24 John Jordan, ‘CASE STUDY: Clandestine Insurgent Rebel Clown Army’, 
Beautiful Trouble, accessed January, 20, 2018. 
http://beautifultrouble.org/case/clandestine-insurgent-rebel-clown-army/. 
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Kit Hammonds was living and working in Taipei in 2015 and is now a Curator at the 

Museo Jumex in Mexico City, a role that offers a very different institutional perspective 

from the independent curatorial projects undertaken in Taipei. From this new vantage 

point Hammonds imagines, activates and recognises political work in a different way. 

The question of this dialogue is ‘what might then be needed in order to achieve an 

environment capable of maintaining a position where all possibilities remain open?’. 

Hammonds suggests that the system can only bend, and not break. With the frustration 

this presents, and not knowing what to do in the face of increasing restrictions and 

limitations in current global politics, Hammonds identifies closely with groups such as 

Hands Off Our Revolution (founded by Adam Broomberg and his students in 2016 with 

around 600 members worldwide).25 This is because such groups place art at the centre 

of debate rather than turning protest into art. Hammonds is attempting to contribute to 

that group by bringing together, in collaboration with two other museums, a film 

program and reader, conceived as a tool box to inspire discussion within local iterations. 

The contribution is conceived as a way of engaging the resources of a private institution 

and finding ways to help those with fewer means within differing political contexts. 

‘This is to be active, if not activist’. 

 

Prior to working at Museo Jumex, and while based in Taipei, Hammonds established a 

peripatetic project called Vernacular Institute. As a self declared ‘migrating project’ it 

may not be able to represent any particular community, because it is never stable 

enough to be pitched against anything local. However, as the project moves, (or any 

 
25 Hands Off Our Revolution, accessed January 23, 2018. 
www.handsoffourrevolution.com. 
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other) the subjectivity, social organisation and behavioural tendency shift the institution 

as a model which might be a way to take up the challenges presented by new social 

orders. The Vernacular Institute is therefore ‘a mask’, rather than an actual institution 

– whereby the ‘institution and the individual are essentially the same thing’. In which 

case we might call this a defensive architecture of the self – one in which the ‘institution 

is the persona of the individual in public’.26 

 

The Vernacular Institute therefore locates Hammonds – as an individual – in the same 

narrative as organisational bodies such as Asia Art Archive and Para Site in Hong 

Kong. It is in this act and its transformations that shift the local into other sites and 

agencies 27 , a method of withdrawal for the wilful anxious self. The intention of 

bestowing legitimacy upon artwork is a cause for fascination and suspicion, and these 

actions as evidenced and discussed clearly point towards a level of contradiction and 

alienation wherein institutional dialogues need to remove these, as they are more like 

design in this way and treat anomalies as problems to be solved. There is however a 

reverse perspective one can take: that the inclusion of protest art legitimises the 

institution. A museum, a liberal arts space. An exception to this would be LD50, ‘A 

gallery in North London which has been accused of spreading alt-right propaganda […] 

forced to close because of attacks from protesters’.28 From this example it is possible 

to consider a more nuanced argument set up against consensual protest art.  

 
26 The word ‘persona’ derives from a Greek word meaning ‘mask’. 
27  Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2005), 191.	
28 May Bulman, ‘Far-right gallery in London forced to close because it “keeps getting 
attacked”’, Independent, March 15, 2017, accessed June 3, 2018. 
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/far-right-gallery-art-hackney-
ld50-london-attacked-shut-down-lucia-diego-nick-land-andrew-osborne-
a7631971.html. 
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‘It is unlikely that many people at any position on the political spectrum believe human 

suffering to be acceptable; however there are institutions (such as armies) that act upon 

the premise that it is, which are made up of individual humans who don’t seem to realise 

the contradiction inherent in their participation in such an institution’. What we choose 

to show and not show is deeply impactful, and to choose to display one’s political 

leanings without acting them out, or creating ways in which they are put into context 

for people to learn and decide upon ‘neuters any art’.  

 

Towards a conclusion point from an institutional voice, for Hammonds: 

Protest is, from my perspective, used as a legitimising frame of reference 
(nebulous as it is - as with the problems of which politics are protesting above) 
that prevents work from being critically addressed because - to boil it down 
slightly unfairly - is 'good at heart'. I could go on to say this is actually a weird 
conservatism, equating art to truth and beauty in a particularly romantic way... 
but I’ll stop there as I better get back to work for my institution... 

 

An example of this is the exhibition Disobedient Objects that took place between 26th 

July 2014 and 1st February 2015 at the Victoria and Albert Museum in London, UK 

which resonates heavily with the notion of the active and the activated. The exhibition, 

which displayed a whole range of protest ephemera from different time periods and 

countries became the legitimising frame. Objects that were once used in direct action 

now carry the weight of time and the institution. Reduced to signs, signifiers and 

examples these observations are not a critique of what the Victoria and Albert Museum 

was trying to achieve but a possible consideration for young activist artists who might 

be considering pursuing a relationship with a gallery, museum, library or archive. 

 



 

28 
 

The International Commerce Centre (ICC) in Hong Kong is decorated with LED lights 

which have since 2010 been used to beam messages and images across Hong Kong for 

entertainment, art, information and other projects. Who is the addressee of these 

displays?  

 

As an example, one could assume that the success of the politically subversive 

American artist Jenny Holzer lies in the vagueness and absence of addressee in her 

works: they address at once everybody (by their public location) and nobody, and 

therefore cannot be taken personally, as exemplified in Holzer's Truisms, 1978-87 (see 

Figure 1). 
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Fig. 1 Jenny Holzer, Truisms, 1978-87, Photostat, 243.9 x 101.6 cm, Museum of Modern Art, New 
York. 
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Holzer’s work presents an opportunity to discuss what might be perceived as 

antagonistic and what might be perceived as agonistic. The dualities in these 

confrontations (provocation as conservative vs. liberal and expanding) opens up a space 

that Chantal Mouffe describes as agonistic pluralism: 

One of the keys to the thesis of agonistic pluralism is that, far from jeopardising 
democracy, agonistic confrontation is in fact it’s very condition of existence. 
Modern Democracy’s specificity lies in the recognition and legitimation of 
conflict and the refusal to suppress it by imposing an authoritarian order. 
Breaking with symbolic representation of society as an organic body - which 
was characteristic of the holist mode of social organization – a democratic 
society acknowledges the pluralism of values…29 

 

The organic body and its lost unity presents a possibility to unpack relationships and 

the assumptions that go with them. In Delirious New York Rem Koolhaas writes about 

Salvador Dalí's Critical Paranoid Method and about the Reality Shortage: For Dalí, 

Koolhaas explains, the paranoid critical method was the ‘second phase’ of Surrealism, 

‘the conscious exploitation of the unconscious,’ ‘the spontaneous method of irrational 

knowledge based on the critical and systematic objectifications of delirious associations 

and interpretations.’30 Koolhaas’ statements about a kind of spontaneous inscription 

and re-imagining coupled with the idea that the demand for a different reality first 

requires the contemplation of all the other possible realities is a gambit that resonates 

with the term ‘Abductive Reasoning’ – a form of logical interference, which goes from 

an observation to a theory, which accounts for the observation, ideally seeking to find 

the simplest and most likely explanation. Abductive reasoning differs from deductive 

reasoning in that the premises do not guarantee the conclusion. One can understand 

abductive reasoning as ‘inference to the best explanation’.31  

 
29 Chantal Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox (London, New York: Verso, 2000), 103. 
30 Rem Koolhaas, Delirious New York (New York: The Monacelli Press, 1994), 237. 
31 ‘Abductive Reasoning’, New World Encyclopedia, accessed January 21, 2018. 
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Abductive_reasoning.	
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The imagination upon architecture is also faced with the reality of architecture on the 

social body. The Soviet architectural term ‘social condenser’ was coined by Moisei 

Ginzburg in 1928. The central idea of the social condenser is the premise that 

architecture has the ability to influence social behaviour. This spatial idea is most 

widely associated with the Narkomfin Building in Moscow. Office for Metropolitan 

Architecture (OMA) describe the Social Condenser as the ‘Programmatic layering upon 

vacant terrain to encourage dynamic coexistence of activities and to generate through 

their interference, unprecedented events’.32 If post-protest art is now the vacant terrain, 

the new social body or experience that can manifest through and in it may well reside 

within the social condensers of the future.  

 

Beyond the design of public spaces and architectural aesthetics there is the ever present 

democracy of space – no better exemplified and practiced than in Hong Kong, with its 

overcrowding and sub-divided apartments, the result of ruthless real estate capital. If 

Hong Kong is then a city of social condensers that purposefully possess an ability to 

influence social behaviour, how does behaviour in turn influence architecture? For as 

Jean-Paul Sartre said, ‘My body is everywhere: the bomb which destroys my house also 

damages my body insofar as the house was already an indication of my body’.33 Le 

Corbusier’s 1952 Unité d'habitation in Marseille, France draws influence from the 

Soviet communal Narkomfin Building (see Figure 2) in its planning and is considered 

by many to be a ‘city within a city’.34 The genius of this Unité d’habitation is in its 

 
32 McGetrick, Brendan; Koolhaas, Rem, Content (Oxford: Berg, 1999), 67. 
33 Sartre, Jean-Paul, Being and Nothingness (New York: Philosophical Library, Inc, 
1956), 325. 
34 Andrew Kroll, ‘AD Classics: Unite d’Habitation/ Le Corbusier’, Arch Daily 
November 5, 2010, accessed December, 13, 2017, 
http://www.archdaily.com/85971/ad-classics-unite-d-habitation-le-corbusier.	
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proportions and spatial relations which set it apart from other large scale housing 

projects and its state-funded predecessors. The tent city that emerged during Occupy 

Central, mainly at the Admiralty site, can also be acknowledged as such a city within a 

city. 

 
 
Fig. 2 Craig Cooper, Narkomfin Building, 2016, Digital Image, Private collection.  
 
On November 12th 2014 TIME Magazine wrote an article that details the functionality 

and extraordinary organisation of the Admiralty district. Elizabeth Barber wrote: 

 

Protesters need not bring their own residences. Pat, a graphic designer who 
declined to give her last name, opens registration at 8:30 p.m. each night for 100 
tents in a part of Umbrella Square called the Freedom Quarter. The tents are run 
like a hotel—minus the maids. Checkout is at noon, and cleanliness is a must. 
The Freedom Quarter is consistently full on weekend nights—and even then, 
“they’re still coming,” Pat says. Longer-term residents have spontaneously 
taken on different roles: recycling bottles and cans, tutoring high school students 
for the upcoming college-entrance exam or building the study areas and other 
amenities that are making this village a model of the sort of autonomous society 
that Beijing says Hong Kong is not yet ready for.35 

 

In observing and spending any significant amount of time at the Admiralty protest site, 

observing its activities, life, ebbs and flows, study areas, cooking spaces, shelters and 

storage areas one could feel its highly organised state. One of those observing the site 

in greater detail than most was director and writer Chan Tze Woon, whose 2016 

documentary Yellowing was nominated for a Golden Horse Award in Taiwan’s annual 

 
35 Elizabeth Barber, ‘At Home in Hong Kong’s Surprisingly Comfortable Protest 
Camps’, TIME Magazine, November 12, 2014, accessed January 22, 2018. 
www.time.com/3581690/life-in-hong-kong-occupy-protest-camps/. 
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film festival. In a 2016 interview with The Guardian newspaper about Yellowing, Chan 

states his interest in the making visible of aspects of the protest that were overlooked 

by mainstream media. It is this revisiting that particularly interests this research in 

relation to what Chan goes on to assign to memory and how this could be extended to 

the collective future experience of place in Hong Kong. 36 

 

The following is a summary of a conversation with Chan Tze Woon directed towards 

Hong Kong’s visual transformations, architecture and daily experience post-Occupy 

Central.37 Hong Kong has undergone significant transformations since the protests, 

with many who participated wholeheartedly ‘no longer revisiting those memories 

because of the associated negative emotions related to the movement's failure’. 

Opinions differ in Hong Kong as to whether the movement was ultimately a success or 

failure, so the lasting effects are subjective to a certain point, especially when 

considering how one might go about measuring the impact on individuals on a daily 

basis. Chan, who feels that most who participated in the movement ‘choose to forget’ 

the experience today, believes his film and his belief in resistance enable him to 

contribute to the movement as a positive force. 

 

Chan recounts the way that life has moved on for some of the individuals who 

participated in the movement; ‘those who were students have now become graduates 

and teachers themselves, and are able to educate others on the social transformations 

taking place in and through Hong Kong’. Yellowing has a strong visual element, and 

 
36 Eric Cheung, ‘Screened out? Film charting Hong Kong’s umbrella movement 
struggles to be seen’, The Guardian, September 25, 2016, accessed January 22, 2018. 
www.theguardian.com/world/2016/sep/26/yellowing-film-hong-kong-umbrella-
movement-struggles-to-be-seen-cinema. 
37 See Appendix 2.	
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depicts how during Occupy Central busy highways became pedestrianised, bright 

banners hung from bridges and an ocean of colourful tents filled the enclosures, covered 

with messages of unity and solidarity. Today all of these are gone, with little to remind 

us of what was there during that extraordinary period. Chan’s film evokes emotion and 

experience and Chan believes that the film was more than a fight for democracy, but 

was also about changing our ideas of a city that is against the hegemony and powerful 

ideology from above. Yellowing tells a story of folklore, its totally different values of 

how space is used and unfairly distributed in Hong Kong by land developers who build 

property that excludes the majority of Hong Kong citizens through its unaffordability.  

 

The full legacy and logic of Occupy Central upon Hong Kong is yet to be seen, but for 

now we can be certain of one thing: the Hong Kong police have augmented their 

defence ensemble with the addition of three water cannon vehicles that will be in 

service by the end of 2018.38  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
38 Kris Cheng, ‘Hong Kong police to receive 3 water cannon vehicles, worth 
HK$27m, this year’, Hong Kong Free Press, January 19, 2018, accessed January, 22, 
2018. https://www.hongkongfp.com/2018/01/19/hong-kong-police-receive-3-water-
cannon-vehicles-worth-hk27m-year/. 
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Exploring the Dynamic of the Barricade as Object and 
Refusal; as Architecture and Symbol 

 
 
In 2009 a group named Agency for Economy and Space Development (AESD) emerged 

in Europe.39 AESD proposed a variety of radical new methods with which to interpret 

a city, which prove relevant to this evaluation of Hong Kong and specifically the notion 

of the barricade. In order to extrapolate the key points in AESD’s methodology and 

interpret and find their value, their publication Helsinki40 will be used. Helsinki is a 

vehicle for the continuation of the collaborative project – an instruction manual of sorts 

with several relevant points which can be used and reimagined in this context.  

 

There are six particularly interesting ideas and statements that the book floats; the first 

is the need to identify the characteristics of the oppressive regimes of the city. A useful 

interpretation of this relates to thinking about locating the roots or ideological logic that 

expresses itself in the city-form. In this way we don’t have to look at problems within 

a more or less efficient architecture, but explore the vectors that lead to the city/site-

form itself. This idea is an attempt to escape any linear design solutions and enter the 

more complex, messy and problematic area of interactions.  

 

The second idea is in exploring the difference between the acts of responding to 

architecture and producing a viable architectural response. This is a question of 

everyday activism but also a question of method: responding implies an approach that 

 
39 The four core members of AESD are Sam Basu, Shahin Afrassiabi, Maziar 
Afrassiabi and John Colonbrander, with extras joining for additional projects. AESD 
later become a model for an implemented university program at the Kuva Academy of 
Fine Arts, Helsinki entitled ‘a course in architectonics’.	
40 AESD, Helsinki (London: Agency for Economy and Space Development, 2009). 
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emerges from the situation (immanent); producing therefore implies a stepping outside 

of the situation and calculating strategies (transcendent), which in this case can be seen 

as an immanent approach with a localised transcendence. The third is a statement that 

suggests buildings are increasingly designed to facilitate their disappearance.  

 

In 2010 China Daily published an article on how short-lived buildings create a huge 

amount of waste and quoted Qiu Baoxing, the vice-minister of housing and urban-rural 

development, as saying ‘Every year, new buildings in China total up to 2 billion square 

meters and use up 40 percent of the world’s cement and steel, but our buildings can 

only stand 25 to 30 years on average’.41 Demolition is key to this thinking and therefore 

prioritises the building itself. A key strategy of protest is to repurpose the act of 

demolition as production; a site for activism always removes something – a former 

relation, a flow, economic relation. Even building in the desert or the ocean impacts on 

workers.42  

 

The fourth point is that the physically built world can be described in terms that account 

for volatility. This statement is important because it resonates with one of the main 

ambitions of this thesis, which is to take an underlying approach and vocabulary to the 

built environment in Hong Kong which is not derived from its apparent stability and 

fixity, therefore avoiding descriptions that rely on how things appear to be.  

 

 
41 Wang Qian, ‘Short-lived buildings create huge waste’, China Daily, accessed 
January 27, 2018. http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2010-
04/06/content_9687545.htm. 
42 Hazel Sheffield, ‘UAE Migrant workers ‘trapped’ in construction jobs on man-
made Yas island’, The Independent, accessed January 28, 2018. 
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/business/news/uae-migrant-worker-ansam-
residential-yas-insland-abu-dhabi-human-rights-watch-kafala-a7131051.html.	
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The fifth statement derived from Helsinki is that disaster must evolve to meet the new 

demands placed on it. Though disaster can be thought of as an absolute, this is perhaps 

classic counter-intuition; it is like the law, which is always preceded by acts of crime, 

leading to the creation of new laws.43 Here disaster is not a passive limit, but active, 

and so useful when you accept the fluid nature of the built environment.  

 

The final and perhaps most important statement worth considering is that the barricade 

is the architecture of social collision in the sense that it redefines by alteration the 

function, design and experience of space. These create new social codes that may affect 

such areas as behaviour, interpretation, cultural literacy and ritual interaction.  

 

Within this chapter there are conceptual shifts between elements that represent 

everything from broad examples to closer observations and from factual details to 

personal relationships. These elements are seemingly unconnected; however they 

define the interrelationships, bodies and models of resistance in terms of 

resourcefulness, marginalisation, the building of commonality and the architecture of 

refusal (against nature or against the human). Each element has been carefully 

considered, but that which can be found outside of these examples is also important – 

for example when we look at a painting we may choose to import ideas from outside 

(for example from time, politics, the course of history, the aesthetic field) in order to 

understand it within the context we are located in. These collective established forms 

aim to contribute and capture the overall process of experimentation within the given 

 
43 Andy Greenberg, ‘It’s About To Get Even Easier To Hide On The Dark Web’, 
Wired, accessed June 11, 2018. https://www.wired.com/2017/01/get-even-easier-hide-
dark-web/. 
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time frame with subjective investigation that contributes to an objective whole.  

 

Barricades and Objects. 
 
 
During the 1968 riots in Paris cobblestones were uprooted and piled to form blockades 

(see Figure 3). The unrest began with a series of student occupation protests against 

capitalism, consumerism, traditional institutions, values and order. In 1866 French 

socialist and political activist Louis Auguste Blanqui methodically described a method 

by which to transform an urban neighbourhood into a veritable fortress, building up 

barricades and offering calculations for how many paved stones you might need in a 

small manual entitled Esquisse de la marche a suivre dans une prise d’armes a Paris. 
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Fig. 3 Serge Hambourg, Rue Soufflot, 1968, web image. 
 

A key strategy of the activists was to renegotiate the buildings by piercing and punching 

holes in the walls and ceilings, so as to maximize the defenders’ circulation and 

minimize that of their opponents. Léopold Lambert, who translated various parts of the 

manual for his project and also acknowledged the following three examples, goes on to 

say: 
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The urban modifications for which Blanqui advocates apply processes of 
striating and smoothing the space. In fact, the construction of barricades with 
the paving stones — he established very precise calculations of the amount of 
paving stones needed — adds another layer of striation to the city, and thus 
subverts its normal functionality. On the other hand, piercing holes through the 
walls associated with the destruction of staircases denies the physicality of 
architecture and thus smooth the urban space. Through these processes, the city 
is assimilated as a single malleable matter that can be acted upon and 
reconfigured according to the needs of the insurgent army.44 

 

This definition is interesting precisely because it acknowledges both the actions of 

protest in relation to its deeper impact as regards striations of time and space and the 

city as something tangible to its citizens. In 1971 the Italian-based architecture firm 

Superstudio made the lithograph 2000 Ton City, an image of rationalised space (see 

Figure 4). Superstudio never finished an actual building but presented works in much 

the same way as Blanqui did: as ideas, as proposals, as architecture for the future. 

Superstudio was a major part of the ‘radical architecture’ movement of the late 1960s 

in which the practitioner’s anti-architectural proposals used grid systems and blocks as 

a way to mediate space with a refusal to work.45  

 
44 The Funambulist, DELEUZE, (New York: The Funambulist + CTM Documents 
Initiative, 2013), 44. 
45 Stephen Wallis, ‘A 60s Architecture Collective That Made History (but No 
Buildings)’, The New York Times, April 13, 2016, accessed June 16, 2018. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/04/04/t-magazine/design/superstudio-design-
architecture-group-italy.html.	
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Fig. 4 Superstudio, First City: 2,000 Ton City from Superstudio Series, 1971, Lithograph on paper, 26 
x 38 inches, Walker Art Center, Minneapolis. 
 
From the imagined to the practical, barriers also exist to protect us from nature and to 

help us harvest its resources. The Sardar Sarovar dam in Gujarat, India is a monumental 

structure and though commissioned with good intentions this intervention upon nature 

has been a consistent cause for concern since its 2017 inception (see Figure 5). The dam 

provides flood protection, and the argument in favour of the Sardar Sarovar Project is 

(as put by Rockin Th. Singh) that ‘the benefits are so large that they substantially 

outweigh the costs of the immediate human and environmental disruption. Without the 

dam, the long term costs for people would be much greater and lack of an income source 

for future generations would put increasing pressure on the environment’.46   

 
46 Rockin Th. Singh, India’s Water Relations With Her Neighbours (New Delhi: Vij 
Books, 2011), 95.  
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 Fig.5 Reinhold Behringer, Sardar Sarovar Dam, 2008, photograph. 
 

If we were to compare the dam in Gujarat and the work of Superstudio it would be a 

case of ‘inscription upon reality’ against ‘inscription upon imagination’. We may 

further consider this position and compare the idea and reality of a protest site to the 

ideas expounded in A Simple Heart (2011) by architectural office DOGMA (founded 

in 2002 by Pier Vittorio Aureli and Martino Tattara). ‘For this project, DOGMA sought 

to insert a wall around an existing part of the city, thereby aiming to contain all its 

capitalistic activities … The dynamics of contemporary capitalism are thus kept within 

the limits imposed by the form of the architecture.’ 47   By placing a barrier of 

architecture around a pre-existing form DOGMA thus enforce a re-organisation of 

social structures and power-relations (see Figure 6). 

 
47 FRAC Centre website, accessed June 16, 2018. http://www.frac-centre.fr/_en/art-
and-architecture-collection/dogma/a-simple-heart-
317.html?authID=259&ensembleID=831. 
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Fig.6 DOGMA, A Simple heart, Architecture on the Ruins of the Post-Fordist City, Atlas of a City 1, 
2002. 
 
The material human barricade is the most versatile when it comes to flexibility of 

location. On June 5th 1989 in Beijing, China a man single-handedly attempted to stop 

tanks advancing towards Tiananmen Square, where protests were taking place. The 

man was carrying bags, which in a clumsy way seemed to give literally more weight to 

his action – the bags almost became a supportive element as he walked straight into 

history. The human body is indeed the most sensitive in terms of protection; the 

anonymous Chinese man became the pattern of a spontaneous fluid structure emerging 

as a temporary spatial barrier, defining the zone of opposition. The radicalism of that 

moment – soft tissue against metal – symbolises on a micro-scale the essence of the 

barricade: a test of strength which forces the opposed parties to reveal their real 

position. The sensitive body unmasks the real political intention behind the tanks while 

at the same moment providing those in power with an event with which to probe the 

will and desire of its subjects. 
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Refusal. 
 
 
Prior to Occupy Central all roads in the Admiralty district were busy, without 

exception. For this reason in 2012 the Hong Kong Transport Department commissioned 

a study by Arup Group to analyse key buildings, traffic flow and pedestrian demands 

and create a model capable of improving infrastructure and traffic congestion.48 These 

streets have the capacity for a structure to accommodate the intersections of many 

different users, tested thoroughly on a daily basis in a way that is typical for any highly 

densely populated central city area. During the protests in 2014 all attempts to create a 

congestion-free Admiralty become impossible as large numbers of protestors took to 

the streets blocking roads, bridges and tunnels. The site of occupation was crowded and 

seemingly chaotic; however it would be a mistake to marginalise the structural 

complexity of the street because of its physical complexity and thereby miss the real 

point of what lies beneath all this action. The protest sites in Hong Kong were contained 

by barricades assembled by protesters from the inside and a shifting police presence on 

the outside; therefore it is better not to look at the street during this period as a system 

of flows guided by psychogeographic judgement49 but instead as different intensities, 

given that the complexity of the interactions that took place on its surface indicate a 

very sophisticated, invisible yet concrete, structure.  

 

The act of surveying a site is symbolic of the self: we already carry with us our own 

opinions (political and otherwise) that construct a viewpoint which informs our daily 

 
48 Hong Kong Transport Department, ‘Traffic Study for Admiralty’, accessed June 
12, 2018. 
http://www.td.gov.hk/filemanager/en/content_4580/executive%20summary%20englis
h%20version%20-%20main%20text.pdf. 
49 Simon Sadler, The Situationist City, (London: The MIT Press, 1999), 88.	
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decision-making techniques. ‘Deep Mapping’ (a practice popularised by William Least 

Heat-Moon in 1991 and whose origins are traceable to the excursions of the Situationist 

International) is not limited to cartographic conventions but engages in eclectic ways 

to derive, interpret and imagine a landscape. Site exploration can also resonate with 

one’s own interiority: as Nuno Sacramento and Brett Blooms write ‘maps tell you more 

about yourself, the narratives you construct, and the values you explicitly or implicitly 

hold, than they do about an actual place.’50  

 

In his account of a walk to the Scottish Sculpture Workshop in Lumsden, Scotland, the 

curator Nuno Sacramento notes that the key difference between the acts of driving and 

walking is that in walking he is using his body directly for locomotion, rather than the 

car and petrol (although one might argue driving still requires the use of the body) and 

the direct impact of this is ‘that I feel tired and the journey takes longer. It slows me 

down… I realise the commute is about crossing space but also about time.’51 This 

understated method of observation has it roots in the practice of the 19th century flâneur 

– a man of leisure who wandered the streets of Paris with no particular reason other 

than to be doing so. The notion of the flâneur has long since evolved; there is a rare 

example of when the political, work and the flâneur seemingly come together in the 

activity and writing of Henri Béraud (1885-1958). The flâneur by definition is an idler, 

a wander; an observer whom one might quickly point out appears to act in opposition 

to the worker, the journalist, the politician. But Béraud, France’s star reporter in the 

1920’s disagreed:  

 

 
50 Nuno Sacramento and Brett Bloom, eds., Deep Mapping, (Auburn, IN: Breakdown 
Break Down Press, 2017), 11. 
51 Sacramento and Bloom, Deep Mapping, 44.	



 

46 
 

In the 1920s, Béraud invented the term flâneur salarié, or paid flâneur, in order 
to describe his work as a grand reporter journalist. In doing so, he was 
associating himself with the flâneur, this quintessentially Parisian cultural 
archetype that was a feature of many great works of literature and that had been 
caricatured by artists such as Honoré Daumier and Louis Huart.52 

 

By associating himself with the flâneur Béraud is provoking new relations, assumptions 

and meanings – a stepping outside with an approach that expands his field and its 

interpretation. If one were to have applied a journalistic flâneur model of walking idly 

and reporting at the Occupy Central site in the Admiralty District of Hong Kong one 

would have observed that walking from Admiralty MTR to Central MTR took longer 

due to the large number of occupied spaces and that it was impossible by car, tram, taxi 

or bus via Connaught Road, Central (see Figure 7). It was quieter than usual and the 

South China Morning Post reported an improvement in the air quality.53  

 
52 Oliver O’Hanlon, ‘From boulevards to barricades: a flâneur’s guide to Ireland’s 
War of Independence’, Irish Times, April 28, 2015, accessed June 14, 2018. 
http://www.irishtimes.com/culture/books/from-boulevards-to-barricades-a-flâneur-s-
guide-to-ireland-s-war-of-independence-1.2190951. 
53 Sarah Karacs, ‘Hong Kong’s air quality falls after Occupy clearance puts traffic 
back on the roads’, South China Morning Post, December 17, 2014, accessed June 14, 
2018. http://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/article/1663503/hello-pollution-toxic-
pm25-levels-rise-again-after-hong-kong-clears.	
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Fig. 7 South China Morning Post ‘Occupy Central Map’, 2014, Web Image. 
 
The event of a spontaneous barricade emergence in the city disrupts daily life and 

routine exchanges become subject to a process of decay management, by which the 

new system tries to uphold and maintain the expectations of the old one within its new 

and volatile horizons.54 Barricades as a tangible social component respond and interfere 

with the infrastructural organisation of the city thus identifying the instances of 

interflow. Barricades pose the ability to characterise and embody antagonistic 

interflow. The architecture of the barricade by its very nature transforms the 

architectonics of the city and its relations. If for example we look at the legacy and logic 

of the barricade in relation to social movements and the lasting effects upon its 

architectural surroundings then we must first address the plurality of the barricade.  

 

The two readings of the barricade that are of interest to this thesis are as architectural 

and socio-political. The following examples provide a wide range of the plurality of the 

 
54 Josh Noble, ‘Hong Kong economy feels impact of protests’, Financial Times, 
November 5, 2014, accessed June 14, 2018. https://www.ft.com/content/b61a6a60-
64c4-11e4-ab2d-00144feabdc0. 
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barricade and demonstrate a diversion from a purely political reading and examine how 

the city can be reimagined, renegotiated and re-represented to us through these forms, 

actions and interventions with nature and one another (specifically in relation to how 

the signifiers of place and space shift after the city is renegotiated by its citizens). This 

thesis is tainted with the present, an evolving context through which new emotions, 

opinions and dialogue presents itself and therefore the following examples are in no 

way meant to be compared to the events which unfolded in Hong Kong in 2014. 

 

 

Bodies. 
 
	
Jack Spittle is the co-founder of a radio station called Radio Ghetto, located in Foggia, 

Italy, the new and temporary home to many who have illegally travelled to Europe by 

sea. Foggia is host to the Gran Ghetto, one of Europe’s largest refugee camps. The 

following is a summary of our dialogue, in which the choice of questions asked aims to 

identify the characteristics of oppressive bodies and the difference between the 

increasing demands placed upon the landscape and viable architectural and 

infrastructural responses and the social collisions that re-define, alter and design the 

experience of place.55 

 

The following, although at times anecdotal in character, evidences a form of genuine 

and original research in its qualitative form and defines the character, meaning and 

sensibility of these bodies. Barricades (human, political, architectural) and their 

closeness to action, especially public action can be seen as an exploration of the 

 
55 See Appendix 3. 
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transformations and creations of new publics; an experimentation in new figurations of 

human agency which the close observations of the Gran Ghetto attempt to highlight. 

The interrelationship between bodies and architecture at this point are hereby examined 

through the possibilities presented by the contemporary architectural historian Anthony 

Vidler’s concise three point definitions: 

 

The history of the bodily analogy in architecture, from Vitruvius to the present, 
might be described in one sense as the progressive distancing of the body from 
the building, a gradual extension of the anthropomorphic analogy into wider 
and wider domains leading insensibly but inexorably to the final “loss” of the 
body as an authoritative foundation for architecture. Three moments in this 
successive transformation of bodily projection seem especially important for 
contemporary theory: these might be described as (1) the notion that building is 
a body of some kind; (2) the idea that the building embodies states of the body 
or, more importantly, states of mind based on bodily sensation; and (3) the sense 
that the environment as a whole is endowed with bodily or at least organic 
characteristics.56 

  

The following is also an exploration of these new vistas appearing in the xeno, vistas 

that may be applicable and useful for anybody interested in radical transformations of 

space, body and place. This is defined by and through detailed information and 

conversations that involve the possibility to learn different skills and perspectives 

through the dynamic of social politics and location towards a structure that looks to 

extend the aforementioned forms within a progressive and inclusive arena.  

 

‘The political situation looks bleak for many of the refugees arriving in Italy. Matteo 

Salvini, the head of Italy’s right-wing Lega Nord party is verbose in his complaints’. 

Many of these relate to immigrants and he possesses a talent for hyperbole – so much 

so that a recent Italian meme includes a black man crying theatrically (see Figure 8), 

 
56 Anthony Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 
1992), 70. 
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with above his head written, ‘when you follow Salvini's profile from Africa,’ and then, 

just below his chin, ‘but once landed in Italy realize that the four star hotel and thirty 

euros a day was a total sham.’ (It is said that one asylum seeker costs the state roughly 

36.6 euros daily in 2014).57 For some, the refugees are far from welcome. Spittle 

compares their treatment to that of refuse – some of it is placed in government regulated 

landfills, and some of it dumped in rivers, lakes, seas, or even old stone quarries outside 

of Naples. However he isn’t talking about ‘old receipts, TVs and refrigerators but 

people’. Spittle talks fondly about his ability to recognise many of the Sub-Saharan 

African immigrants – walking around, chatting, taking the bus – currently residing in 

the Italian peninsula. ‘Suleman with his yogurt business; Cheikh with his farm; 

Mamadou, too; Assan the cultural mediator; a whole host of others’. Spittle 

acknowledges that this impression is patently false – as Sacramento also points out, 

meanwhile noting that it demonstrates how few opportunities there are for new 

immigrants to be ‘recycled in Italy’. ‘When the immigrants arrive in Italy they are sent 

to the centro di accoglienza, a welcome centre. These are the places Salvini describes 

as four star hotels. In reality they’re mostly neglected buildings, overcrowded, riddled 

with bedbugs, and placed in towns like Borgo Mezzanone in Puglia, the heel of the 

boot, a town with little growth for decades and a small population now outnumbered 

by the migrants’.  

	

 
57 Memphis Barker, ‘What happens to African migrants once they land in Italy during 
the summer?’, The Independent, August 23 2014, accessed February 20, 2018. 
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/africa/what-happens-to-african-migrants-
once-they-land-in-italy-during-the-summer-9681473.html. 
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Fig. 8 Italian meme, date unknown, Web Image. 

 

Spittle notes that there are fourteen official centri di accoglienza. As of September, 

2015, however, La Repubblica listed 1,816 other ‘temporary structures’ being used by 

the asylum system. ‘As a sea-crossing immigrant coming into Lampedusa (or wherever 

it is you arrive at), you’ll be assigned to one of these centres. Then you must go and 

wait for a period that should be a month but in reality can last more than a year’. It is 

during this time that new communities are formed, houses are built and forced 

relationships occur. If your asylum request is accepted – that is, if you're lucky (60.6% 

of asylum requests were rejected in 2016)58 – you have access to what is known as a 

 
58 Asylum in Europe, ‘Statistics – Italy’, accessed February 22, 2018. 
http://www.asylumineurope.org/reports/country/italy/statistics. 
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SPRAR, 59  a ‘second welcoming.’ The idea behind the SPRAR is to provide an 

organised process by which individuals can (re)construct their capacity to choose and 

to plan, and (re)acquire the perception of their own worth, potential and opportunity. 

 

‘While these are noble words and there is nothing to be gained in poking fun at them, 

it is common knowledge amongst the refugees in Italy that anyone familiar with the 

first welcoming will not expect much from the second’. Despite this unsavoury reality, 

it would be a mistake to uphold a conservative narrative that conserves an assumed 

position between two poles of an argument or to undermine the ideology that it attacks, 

provoking wider marginal errors of judgement. And, in fact, the management of these 

SPRAR is left to local authorities with the precious help of third sector groups and new 

SPRAR can be opened by way of surreptitious public contracts. ‘This, in Italy, spells 

disaster. Some SPRAR do good work. Courses, workshops and job training but this is 

through the will of certain individuals, not the functioning of the system. When the 

Mafia Capitale scandal broke last winter the Italian public was shocked – or perhaps 

not so much – to learn that millions of euros allocated to the asylum system were being 

siphoned off by corrupt entities’. To quote the UK Telegraph, ‘gang members were 

accused of infiltrating Rome city hall and using bribery and intimidation to get their 

hands on lucrative public contracts, including those for the running of centres housing 

immigrants who have flooded into Italy from Africa.’60 

 

 
59 ‘SPRAR’ stands for ‘Sistema di protezione per richiedenti asilo e rifugiati’ 
(Protection System for Asylum and Refuge Seekers). See Open Migration, ‘Glossary 
Term - SPRAR’, accessed February 22, 2018. https://openmigration.org/en/glossary-
term/sprar/. 
60 Reuters, ‘Italy convicts 40 in “Mafia Capital trial”’, The Telegraph, July 20, 2017, 
accessed February 22, 2018. http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/07/20/italy-
convicts-40-mafia-capital-trial/. 
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Integration is difficult, due to the fact that the refugee camps are always situated on the 

peripheries of the city. Tor Sapienza, a poor neighbourhood on Rome’s far-east side 

was subject to marches and angry riots instigated by neo-fascists fuelled by general 

discontent, unemployment and their feeling of having been overlooked by the 

government.61 

 

Spittle cites experiences of the SPRAR having very poor food; there being no courses, 

programs or workshops on offer; and helpers not being paid regularly – all these factors 

adding to the tensions. Each summer thousands of migrants flood the small Capitanata 

region of Southern Italy. The reason is Il pomodoro (the tomato), which attracts Eastern 

Europeans, Romanies and Africans, the latter group being the one Spittle is most 

familiar with – he recalls tales of their lives, often dominated by their ‘recruiters’ who 

take a substantial amount of their daily salary and live in what is known as the Gran 

Ghetto, fifteen kilometres from the city of Foggia. 

Directions to the Gran Ghetto: 

From the station of Foggia you must turn right out of the exit, follow the road 
past the buses, take the curve to the right, merge onto the main road, go up the 
bridge and past the abandoned grain silos, turn left when it ends and cut across 
traffic. You must then head towards the cemetery, find the slip road and slip 
right on down it, head out behind the cemetery, continue on down and you’re 
passing fields now: grapes, corn, tomatoes, always tomatoes. Keep straight 
across the highway, follow the ensuing curve, watch out for long trucks that are 
fast, impatient and laden with products. Go under the bridge, go over the bridge, 
pass by more fields, everywhere are fields, keep left at the fork, keep right at 
the second one, and, if you’ve done it all correct, when trees line the road and 
the potholes deepen, turn right after the house, and you're almost – I swear – 
there.62 

 

 
61 Alberto Mucci, ‘Italy's immigration tensions explode’, Al Jazeera, January 12, 
2015, accessed February 22, 2018. 
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2015/01/italy-immigration-tensions-
explode-201511084535712399.html. 
62 See Appendix 3. 
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At its summer height the Gran Ghetto (see Figure 9) is home to more than 3000 people 

and Spittle says that every day the Region of Puglia is supposed to bring a few cisterns 

of water (of questionable quality), which are often exhausted by the afternoon. ‘The 

Gran Ghetto is always getting larger, so there are always new arrivals – the residents 

live in wooden-framed, cardboard-walled shacks that are lined with plastic to keep the 

rain out; some of these can fit as many as eighty beds inside. These are for the 

newcomers: four rows of twenty, one after another, both longways and short – a solid, 

downy geometry’. The plastic used in construction coupled with their geographical 

location makes these homes extremely hot in the summer, with average temperatures 

in July and August of 34 degrees celsius,63 and there is no air conditioning – because 

there is no electricity. ‘The Gran Ghetto is a noisy place as cardboard is a poor material 

for soundproofing, and the Ghetto has continued to grow since the war in Libya 

(ongoing since 2014) and the ensuing wave of Mediterranean migration have put 

additional strain on the Italian asylum system’. The influx of migration to the Gran 

Ghetto, however, has remarkably started a wave of gentrification sprouting bars and 

brothels throughout the site – Spittle suggests there are nearly 200 female Nigerian 

prostitutes.  

 
63 World Weather Online, ‘Foggia Monthly Climate Averages’, accessed February 26, 
2018. https://www.worldweatheronline.com/foggia-weather-averages/puglia/it.aspx.	
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 Fig. 9, Giulia Bondi, Gran Ghetto, 2015, photograph. 
 
 
The brothels serve mostly Fanta, other soft drinks, the occasional Peroni beer, and 

strange Nigerian remedies in big bottles labelled in marker with names like ‘man 

power’. They also serve liquor, which no one but Spittle seems to buy. ‘For a euro the 

bartenders will pour you a glass of it, as if it were juice. All through the night they pump 

out music, mainly Nigerian and Ivorian. The sheer scale of the place, the way the 

brothels dot it, the flatness of the plain and the silence of the night mean that from any 

given spot (for example your barrack bed), an eerie, odd medley of polyrhythms floats 

towards you’. This ‘float’ could be more accurately described as a ‘barrage’ of sound, 

your real estate or new-found social position within this temporary and evolving 

ephemeral community. The Ghetto is a temporary space; a place where people find 

themselves and get along with the other people who find themselves there and where a 

new found democracy begins to emerge as defensive barriers decay and are overtaken 
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by a sort of gentrification. ‘The reputation of the Gran Ghetto now exceeds its borders; 

West Africans commute by bus from the neighbouring and larger city of Bari just to 

have fun at the weekend, along with the young and old Italians seeking paid sex’.  

 

‘There are certain residents called caporali who make a lot of money from the Ghetto. 

They are work intermediators. They know the landowners; they bring the workers. You, 

the worker, pay five euros for transport, and, if the caporale’s not a nice guy, one euro 

for every crate you fill. One crate contains 350 kilos of tomatoes. You, the worker, get 

€3.50. It’s impossible to say how much an average worker picks on an average day 

because there are too many factors: the number of workers in the field and how you 

race against them; the number of trucks at the field for hard as you race, you can't load 

on trucks that aren't there; your relationship with the caporale, for if you complain he 

won’t take you; lack of rain, for then the machines pass and harvest; too much rain; 

and, finally, the general overabundance of people, for even in this place made by 

redundancy there is internal redundancy. Let it suffice to say that the average worker 

doesn’t make much, and that the caporale makes more. Certain caporale have already 

formed a sort of power structure. Such power was formerly more or less imperceptible; 

now, though, that the Ghetto is changing, the caporali are consolidating their power. A 

kind of police force has been formed. But all is not oligarchic: bi-weekly assemblies 

are now held, to which some of the Ghetto’s older merchants and residents are invited’.    

 

Spittle’s Radio Ghetto is a strategic project insofar as it gives a voice to the silenced 

people and attempts to expand the space of possibilities and work against political, 

geographic and social foreclosures, the restriction of space and instead towards its 

expansion through a democratic and active voice. This voice was pulled from a bundle 
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of electronics and broadcasting devices  – doomed to break from the dust – that were 

hoisted up into the sun with a whole team of neighbours that helped to tie and secure 

the objects into place. The bootleg antenna operates during storms and harsh weather 

and allows the Radio to reach no more than a kilometre away. The limitations for its 

reach however are subject to both technological and legal barriers. The first deterrent 

is the inherent limitations of the antiquated technology used and the second is the ever 

present possibility of legal barriers one may encounter when transmitting signals across 

the airwaves without a licence. The radio station is a democratic voice ‘where Gran 

Ghetto residents can just drop by and take the mic, speak, or simply play music: 

Bambara, Wolof, Fula, Soninke, Creole, Mòoré, Djula amongst others’. Radio as a 

medium lends itself well to debate and at Radio Ghetto anything can be debated: ‘how 

to twiddle ones thumbs in an asylum centre; how to get the hell out of there; how to 

meet an Italian’.  

 

Personal interiority and external forces meet as ‘Sama grips the mic and stares out 

across the open sewers and heaps of ever burning plastic, recounting narratives of the 

lives of others and of his aspiration; to buy a tractor, and drive it all the way to Mali. 

The sea didn’t stop him once. It might not stop him the second time’.   

 

In the Ghetto there are people. There are builders, electricians, mechanics, musicians. 

Spittle describes with fondness some of the Grand Ghetto residents: ‘There is Aisha, 

all the beautiful girth of her, and how she sits and how she stands and how she hands 

you a plate, bulging with unfathomable Cameroon. There are tailors and there are 

butchers: ten minutes, a knife, some cardboard in the mud, and what was a sheep is now 

in chunks, spilling from three large buckets. There are stories told around communal 
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plates of maffe then. There is Madoujan, tall, toothless, taking you by the hand with a 

whisper in your ear: “come.” And if you go he’s leading you away to a little niche 

you've never been, between the barracks where the sky opens up. “Look,” he says, and 

you do, with a gasp, for above you hangs the most silver, sickle, wonderfully silken 

moon you’ve ever laid your eyes on.’ 

 

The barrier preventing these people from integration and humanity is ideological, 

upheld by politicians and media misinformation – it is this entrenchment that also 

obscures the values and understanding of protests across the world all of which require 

robust clarity if we are ever to address the real values and causes.  

 

What is the opposite of metamorphosis? Are we all just characters from some or other 

empire’s story? Or are we all working under the effects of a bias that cannot – will not 

– comprehend us? On March 6, 2017 Spittle reported that the Ghetto is gone, destroyed 

by two fires as police circled the area at night, leaving two Malians dead and the 

remaining residents occupying the nearby abandoned farmhouses.  

 

Barricades and their closeness to action (especially public action) are an exploration 

into the transformations and creations of new publics; an experiment in new figurations 

of human agency as clearly highlighted in the Gran Ghetto of Italy wherein 

architectures configure new transformations and social relationships. As buildings and 

barricades become containers for larger numbers of people the architecture distorts – 

where beyond the barricade the reflexive nature of occupied space distorts the human 

as the number of perceivers swells beyond the designated stable occupants.  
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The necessary conditions. 
 

A bolder provocation in this research is to place questions within a framework that 

doesn’t determine the work itself – through collaboration and therefore the introduction 

of chance. This was achieved by working with a variety of individuals and groups in 

Hong Kong to create a number of case studies to act as a vehicle for discourse. The 

discourse expands the enquiry of established forms in Chapter One by locating the 

thinking around society and architecture by capturing experimentation within the field 

of contemporary art in Hong Kong.  

 

Institutions tend to present a challenge to practitioners to find ways for art to contribute 

to or question communities and cultures in a local and global context. For example, a 

PhD at Hong Kong Baptist University ‘should make a contribution to knowledge in the 

chosen area’.64 If the city is the site of practice what do we imagine as the relationship 

between this practice and the way a city works? In what way is art production 

contributing to the life of the city? How have the roles of art, artists, and audiences been 

resituated since Occupy Central? What is the potential for art to create civic sites for 

public discourse and expression within and outside of education? The case studies in 

Chapter Three will begin to construct answers to these questions while addressing a 

type of discourse that assists and facilitates the production of artworks in Hong Kong 

and forces unexpected intersections. This will emerge through an inquiry-based 

discourse, performative interventions, and generative dialogue and the intention is to 

provoke and mobilise diversity of thought and practice which as a body of data 

constitutes a contribution of new knowledge to the field of Visual Arts in Hong Kong 

 
64 Academy of Visual Arts, Hong Kong Baptist University, accessed March 17, 2018. 
http://ava.hkbu.edu.hk/programmes/mphil-in-visual-arts/. 
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through conceptual analysis. Individual artistic concerns are not necessarily the concern 

in all cases; nevertheless the works and individuals together constitute part of a 

community contributing to an emergent discourse. The questions outlined are selected 

specifically to examine the limits and limitations of art as it is practiced in Hong Kong. 

The marginality of the location is not seen or offered as a subject for the artists but an 

opportunity to re-examine their own practices in an expanded understanding of context 

and engagement. This is directed towards an exploration into the transformations and 

creations of new publics: an experiment in new figurations of human agency from 

implementation to dissemination. An individual example will be insufficient in so far 

as addressing the questions previously outlined in exploring what is already multiple, 

split, collective or psychotic in the political manner. 

 

The emergence of this discourse and generative dialogue was the initiation of a series 

of case studies in Hong Kong where a partnership was formed between WING Platform 

for Performance (Hong Kong), Treignac Projet (France) and Hong Kong Baptist 

University which gained traction and support from the Arts Council England, the 

British Council, and AN- Magazine. The partnership presented a research arc of 

exhibitions, printed materials and events and addressed directly the title of this thesis.; 

The Interrelationship and Inscription in the Experience of Place in Hong Kong. The 

project worked through a trans-institutional platform tying together artists, archives, 

universities, off-spaces and institutions. This partnership aimed to render and 

consolidate the overarching method for the doctoral research – putting the ideas to work 

while maintaining close conceptual analysis which can be seen as forms of unity that 

go around work. The curatorial language for the projects is directed towards the 

performative space of an action (dramatics, spectatorship, the architecture of an arena) 
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which is appropriate for capturing the process of experimentation and knowledge as 

outcomes emerge. The foundation of this project is based on an earlier model in 2015 

called Urban Exotic Dilemma (UED) of which the significance is elaborated upon in 

Chapter Three. It is on the premise that it is viable to build a public mandate for in-

depth research while remaining accessible through extending the investigation through 

a number of platforms in different institutional and national contexts. The series of 

connected outputs were built through exhibition and captured in publication and 

through online resources and the itinerant nature of the project was used to extend the 

research (on experience of place and architecture) and map the shifting relation between 

Hong Kong and the rest of the world.65 

 

There is a curated thematic behind this series of performance projects which is designed 

to contribute to the field of Visual Art in Hong Kong by offering new outcomes and 

knowledge, and presenting detailed information concerning the topics discussed in this 

thesis. Each of these topics presented to the participating artists or actors was in its 

broadest version. By the act of connecting the institutions it takes the perspective of 

very local issues that are directly entangled in global ones and in this way has the power 

to short-circuit normal opposite perspectives. The case studies together represent a body 

of work, and the various individual elements can be read as a single new work (like acts 

in a play or an opera) – giving both artistic and collective voice. 

 

The first event took place on May 21, 2016 at WING Platform for performance. The 

experimental Hong Kong based architect collective Bloom were invited to respond to 

 
65 See Appendix 4. 
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the notion of the barricade within the context and thinking of this thesis. 66  The 

invitation was intended to create an agonistic space for dialogue, research and co-

action. By exploring the dynamic of the barricade; as object and refusal; as architecture 

and symbol, Bloom Collective radically transformed the performance space at WING 

Platform by appropriation of the existing built fabric as a remark on the notion of city. 

This appropriation occupied a vast amount of the space with an intervention as live 

performance. The intervention is an exercise in space as defined against place – as a 

series of 3D scanners captured the evolution of the physical environment throughout 

the performance. The performance created a dynamic, transforming space within which 

two regular, rule-based structural systems were built. As these two systems grew 

towards each other, they created a dialogue. They meshed and created a third, denser 

system. The space was transitioned from porous (accessible) to a nonporous (barricade) 

space over time. Although the performance was created within the context of Hong 

Kong much of the documentation and subsequent ideas generated through discourse 

surrounding the work were later presented to audiences elsewhere with the hope of 

generating feedback and extending the conversation.  

 

An exhibition entitled Urban Exotic Dilemma (as was the prior, Hong Kong-based 

show) opened on May 22, 2016 at Treignac Projet, France. A body of visual research 

and documentation was generated through the exhibition, informed by theory, action 

and implementation. This body of work was then used as a way to gain critical feedback 

and work towards cross-institutional dialogue wherein personal encounter mixes with 

curatorial working strategies. UED, Treignac was framed as a museum-art-hybrid and 

 
66 Details and images of the event on Bloom’s website, accessed March 18, 2018. 
http://www.bloomwrks.com/itinerant-vistas/. 
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included artworks, documentary material, interviews and ephemera. The exhibition can 

be seen as the performative space of an action and an exercise in speculation, 

collaboration and fantasy community-building.67 

 

The third part of this project was with British artist Lisa Selby, who became involved 

in the project in 2017. Selby makes sculpture, video and performance art and through 

her interest in ceramics in China and Hong Kong’s history with narcotics gravitated 

towards the research and exhibition cycle, which later led to a solo exhibition and 

performance.  

 

In June 17, 2016 Selby presented China White | White China at WING Platform for 

Performance, Hong Kong. The entire project was recorded in a commissioned blog by 

A-N Magazine68 and Selby’s migration project took her from London to Hong Kong, 

Yunnan, Guilin, Hunan and Jingdezhen, amongst other locations where she met master 

potters and talked to educational activists, philosophers, artists and walked through 

historic streets and porcelain markets. The seemingly virtuous nature of the journey 

was set to the tempo of the volatile heroin addictions of Selby’s mother and partner 

respectively. The event at WING Platform for performance negotiated a shift of 

practice with the inclusion of a blog in which Selby’s comments are more attuned to 

culture’s ability to be valuable in and of itself. This is an art practice, even if she might 

not claim it is an artwork. Selby’s narrative is laced with unexpected and often 

terrifying interjections of consciousness and the awareness of change. Porcelain (White 

 
67 Images and press release for the exhibition on the Treignac Projet website, accessed 
March 18, 2018. http://www.treignacprojet.org/artistsprogram/ArtistsFrameset.html. 
68  Lisa Selby, ‘China White/White China – Porcelain and Opiate Research’ (blog), A-
N Magazine, accessed March 18, 2018. https://www.a-
n.co.uk/person/lisaselby1gmail-com.	
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China) and Heroin (China White – a pure form of heroin, alternately a fentanyl 

analogue used as a heroin substitute) become politically charged due to the contested 

nature of their adopted location in Selby’s narrative of the cathartic and wilful anxious 

self. In the performance work there is a desire to not be fully circumscribed by the 

appearance of computer or blog. The performance is a natural outcome of exploring 

different modes of art practice, in which musical instruments, actors and bodies join 

together to form a new object. Selby’s work is at once collaborative, co-authored and 

light handed. The blog is not merely an appropriated medium; it transforms its 

appropriator. 

 

Together the three events amount to a body of unified action driven by a desire to 

explore a new set of possibilities through a hypothetical community of shared interests 

and thinking. The direction of the hypothesis could be described in socio-architectural 

terms as a ‘regeneration plan’.  Under examination is a fundamental reorganisation of 

the whole structure of cultural action from dissemination to implementation, and the 

potential vacuum which may be created by such events when positioning oneself 

between artists and their work.  

 

The role of culture in defining the community of citizens in Hong Kong is important 

and carries great responsibility. Para Site, directed by Cosmin Costinas, is Hong Kong’s 

‘leading contemporary art centre and one of the oldest and most active independent art 

institutions in Asia’.69 The following is a summary of a conversation with Costinas 

which took place on October 16, 2015 on the search for inscription – the traces of 

 
69 Para Site, ‘About’, accessed November 15, 2017. http://www.para-
site.org.hk/en/about. 
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Occupy Central upon a leading cultural institution and major voice within the Hong 

Kong art community. For the benefit of this research it is important to consider how 

Para Site conceives itself in its own terms to form an understanding of their logic and 

institutional, political, social and artistic grammar.70 In so doing one may start to think 

beyond facades and draw out interesting answers away from a discourse of cycles.  

 

In the broader question of art, politics and funding Para Site’s approach is to define its 

program through a responsible political position towards the city of Hong Kong. 

Costinas believes that this role should be stated by Para Site in a clear and 

uncompromising way. In terms of politics and private funding however the situation is 

complicated. ‘There are those who have, for instance, stopped supporting Para Site due 

to its political position and also the opposite. A few people choosing not to support Para 

Site does not, however, pose an existential threat to the gallery’, as their sources of 

funding are diversified. The political landscape of Hong Kong allows for public funding 

at present. Costinas views Para Site as a platform for support; the institution works 

towards achieving this goal by working with artists on a repeating basis (a less common 

approach for non-for-profit art spaces), thus accompanying the artist’s practice. ‘This 

is acceptable so long as it’s based on a working relationship model’.  

 

Evidence of Para Site’s political voice can be found across the bottom of its press 

releases following Occupy Central, with a number of them stating that ‘Para Site fully 

supports the democratic aspirations of the people of Hong Kong’ (see Figure 10). The 

logic of this statement refers back to funding, where receivers of public money are often 

required to present various disclaimers on public material. For Para Site this is a case 

 
70 See Appendix 5.		
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of receiving money from the Hong Kong government but at the same time not reflecting 

their views. ‘It is important for any institution to take a position’; the presence of this 

gesture may be self-explanatory but is also part of the wider ritualising of positions and 

ownerships and articulating a (sometimes obvious) position. Para Site is not normally 

known for this declamatory style but Costinas insists that it was important for any 

institution to take a position during Occupy Central and that other Para Site actions 

have been more nuanced. 

 

 

Fig.10 Para Site press release excerpt, 2014. 
 

Costinas believes that the Occupy Movement’s lasting effects are significant – 

particularly among the younger generation – and that the movement was comparable to 

the 1968 moment in Europe, regarding the changes it reflects in attitudes to authority 

in general and the relationship with one’s parents and life paths. It is quite clear then 

that Para Site is now dealing with a ‘totally different audience’ which in turn means 

changes to the program, new considerations and a very different dialogue and a very 

different exchange. The people involved in the movement in Hong Kong that exploded 

in Hong Kong on September, 28, 2014 are Para Site's primary audience. 

 

Costinas dismisses any need for comparison with Occupy movements abroad or 

Western frameworks as what happened in Hong Kong was ‘totally different’, despite 
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sharing the same vocabulary. On the ground things changed during Occupy Central; 

‘space was completely reimagined and certain types of human behaviour in that space 

were for the first time realisable in Hong Kong. The mere idea of having unexpected 

encounters in Hong Kong is otherwise impossible. A certain type of drifting, of cruising 

in the spaces that are otherwise fully controlled and normalised (your behaviour, your 

movement, your desires, your expectations are otherwise highly regulated) became 

possible’.  

 

Prior to Occupy Central, Para Site had however already started to address these issues 

in an exhibition entitled 10 Million Rooms Of Yearning. Sex In Hong Kong.71 The 

exhibition was not only about sex but about all the frameworks around it, such as the 

distinction between private and public space; ‘the way in which promises of 

manifesting desire are staged; and how one’s movement is controlled to such an extent 

that there are no possibility’s for chance encounters, for cruising, for meetings, or any 

form of interaction outside of the prescribed rules’. So the times of Occupy Central 

were the exception to this rule and they staged a different city by imagining the public 

space in new terms and by creating spaces of socialising and of commonality – a 

‘generous period’.  

 

One may then assume based on these differences that most Hong Kong residents who 

were present during Occupy Central would have experienced something very unique in 

their daily routine which would later become decisive for ones relationship with the 

 
71 Para Site, ‘Ten Million Rooms Of Yearning. Sex In Hong Kong.’, accessed 
September 5, 2018. http://www.para-site.org.hk/en/exhibitions/ten-million-rooms-of-
yearning-sex-in-hong-kong. 
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city. Therefore art in Hong Kong cannot avoid having a direct connection toward the 

place in which it is produced.  

 

Art is contingent in one way or another on its surroundings, whether or not that is the 

artist’s intention, and it has an ability to offer different perspectives on the times and 

their context which allows for a code to be produced. Another perspective of how art 

works or influences the city might be a little more dangerous, as it can easily lead to 

the instrumentation of art as a tool as repurposed for the needs of others, dragging it 

into the common goods arena, with criteria and measurable consequences of what art 

can actually do. 

 

During Occupy Central there was an ‘incredible explosion of forms and signs and a 

visual universe’ around the physical occupation of the site (see Figure 11). Costinas 

believes that whether it is legitimate art production or whether that has or should be 

discussed in the same terms as art and society and the connection is not so important 

and rather it is the genuine visual production during those times that should be brought 

into discussion. From Para Site’s perspective, it is not possible to maintain a critical 

position in relation to the art that one puts forward without first being aware of what it 

is that brings an institution to light – who it affects and who it benefits in the landscape 

of interest and political experience.  
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Fig.11 Craig Cooper, Vacant Occupy, 2014, digital image, private collection.  
 

Para Site’s commitment towards a change that goes beyond empty refinement 

represents a new form, one that implies the displacement of an older one. Elsewhere, 

old formulations do not quietly die away, but return robed in the garb of new ideas. The 
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danger with this is that we reincorporate them, re-instituting old habits and undermining 

innovation.  

 

A theory of new forms must go hand in hand with a theory of the elimination of older 

forms. A new regime must imply the demise of its predecessors at the same time bearing 

the consequences. New infrastructures (refugee camps, protest sites, barricades, 

exhibitions) put a renewed pressure on the internal dynamics of cities creating the 

conditions for a re-structuring of older models. The demolition of ideas, values and 

buildings is an active force on the life of the city and this significance acts both as 

benign agent or renewal, and coercive force ever widening the gap between our past 

and us. The incessant restructuring of the city body through the movement of people 

and ideas constantly interrupts the formation of neighbourhoods as they challenge and 

intersect with formations laid-out from above. Living outside of designated dwellings 

is a political and disruptive activity; the act of community building from the outside is 

not to acknowledge or accentuate the potentiality of site but to continue the connection 

between mapped out ideologies and concrete structures which leads to the abandonment 

of the site.  

 

The body, the activist, the refugee, the hard-right politician cannot be extricated from 

the city it produces – these things become information, data – we return to the body, 

merging data with soft tissue. Disaster must evolve to meet the new demands placed 

upon it. 
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Urban Exotic Dilemma 

 

Chapter Three lays out a curatorial paradigm using case study and analysis. In the 

chapter evidence and implications sit side by side with speculation, and new questions 

follow and build upon the discourse of previous chapters. Amongst these relationships 

the methods, aims and strategies – regardless of the works’ individual outcomes – are 

directed towards the foundation of a new community and a language in which to 

describe it. The works discussed are not so much experimental as they are experiential, 

insofar as they represent work done.  

 

Chapter Three proposes a method as previously applied through a questioning of pre-

existing forms; one whereby we challenge our belief in existing political, artistic and 

curatorial structures.  In the 2004 Nadine Gordimer Lecture Susan Sontag explains that 

‘descriptions mean nothing without examples’72  and this argument is used here to 

extend the narrative of the thesis from a theoretical perspective to one which is practical 

and imagined (both of which are interlinked and interdependent). Sontag shows in this 

lecture that the act of creating means the possibility for new worlds, fictions and forms 

that can only be achieved by responding to a world; their worlds, that history and 

therefore what we call society. This is a position based around responsible attention, 

one that underpins the action of this thesis and helps it move onto the final chapter. By 

upholding this position we may now propose a new and precise way of describing the 

interrelationship between architectures, bodies and their inscription on the experience 

 
72 Susan Sontag, At the Same Time (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2007), 211. 
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of place in Hong Kong – one which rejects a certain model as contiguous with the 

culture as previously explored.  

 

The real world dynamics of practice create inscriptions in various forms – the 

mnemonic Hong Kong of the late 2014 protest has proven testament to this. Charles 

Baudelaire recognised the mnemonic power of art’s capacity – through exaggeration – 

to be useful to human memory and the imagination of the viewer and in turn, influence. 

The faculty of memory as Baudelaire describes it is in a struggle to see everything or 

forget nothing.73 This dilemma is presented daily to the people of Hong Kong by means 

of justice, harmony and a multitude of magnified trivialities.  

 

We may therefore in this final chapter return to Robert Burton, who we encountered 

briefly in the introduction to this thesis. Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy resonates 

clearly with the vast mobilisation of authors and actors in this thesis – yet this 

mobilisation of the other in the context of Hong Kong is a mosaic of human habits, 

relations and possibilities. Burton’s writings, in the words of Holbrook Jackson, were 

put together ‘using the shreds and patches […] torn from the work of others to make a 

picture emphatically his own’.74 While this thesis could not ever be descried as ‘his’ 

own, it would not be possible without the work of Burton’s treatise, the logic of which 

is expanded herein by a process of active and ongoing collaboration delivering texts, 

artworks, exhibitions and critical academic frameworks all presented as examples, 

ideas, propositions, realised (and reflected) projects and pieces of theoretical analysis.   

 
73 Charles Baudelaire, Selected Writings on Art and Literature (England: Penguin 
Books, 1992), 406-407. 
74 Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy (London: J.M.DENT AND SONS 
LTD, 1968), xi.	
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An example of this building comes from the 2015 film ‘Working Relationship’, the 

intention was directed towards a duality through which the city was both observed and 

processed through the mode of urban exploration and interface. 75  In ‘Working 

Relationship’ the footage was filmed over and over again and is a re-representation of 

site in Hong Kong, with minor interjections from elsewhere so as to build a visual 

syntax. The film absorbs the language of urban exploration from the Parisian flâneur – 

wandering, observing, withdrawn – to the architectural examinations of city flows, 

digesting the contemporaneity of known and less familiar forms.76 Without decoupling 

the politically charged nature of some of these different models for engagement with 

the city, the film attempts to draw out the visual syntax of this process by placing the 

capacity to articulate its ideas to the fore. The use of the street as a recurrent theme in 

the work emphasises the differing languages that operate through the navigation of our 

shared space. By obscuring and therefore disabling the primary use of representation 

the film operates strangely, suggesting new opportunities with which to possess a city. 

This moves the language of psychogeography away from textual and linguistic 

representation and back into the field and the charged arena of real world dynamics. 

‘Working Relationship’ is an initial attempt to synthesise sound and moving image so 

as to form a counterpoint to a logic constructed through narrative and illustration. The 

near-impenetrable video surface operates strangely, out of sync with reality as shown 

to us by conventional documentary film. This third and final chapter presents a desire 

 
75 Craig Cooper, Working Relationship, video, 2015, 27:55. Retrieved from 
youtube.com, Posted September 2015. https://youtu.be/ws4MFcw2d5s. 
76 Martina Lauster, ‘Walter Benjamins’ Myth of the Flâneur’, The Modern Language 
Review, Vol. 102, No. 1 (Jan., 2007), pp. 139-156. 
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to be at the forefront in understanding the transformation of experience within the 

volatile horizons of scale and space in Hong Kong.  

 

Amongst the same body of work as ‘Working Relationship’ is series of photographs 

entitled ‘Vacant Occupy’.77 Photography is a descriptive category, like painting – and 

the label ‘photography’ covers a variety of forms and genres, much as ‘writing’ 

encompasses everything between shopping lists and literature.78 However, an important 

problem arises, critically speaking, when an artwork is deliberately used as evidence or 

protest – as stated in Chapter One in which the limitations of political art were 

considered against institutional reposturing. Furthermore we must consider the dangers 

of bestowed legitimacy, reappropriation, recontextualisation and therefore purpose and 

aestheticising.  

 

To avoid any misconstruing of the ‘Vacant Occupy’ images, it is encouraged to view 

them as ‘straight photography’, a method that is brutally direct and less concerned with 

the qualities of the medium and in this case the notion of an ‘artwork’.79 

 

All digital photographs contain metadata in various forms, not limited to information 

about the geographical location at which the image was taken, the time and date of 

shooting, or the device it was taken on. In undertaking a peripatetic survey of the 

Occupy Central protest site at Admiralty, with the objective of documenting and 

observing the least occupied space (i.e. the space most devoid of objects and people), 

 
77 Craig Cooper, Vacant Occupy, 32 Inkjet Prints, 2016, dimensions variable. 
78 Susan Sontag, ‘On Photography’, (New York, Anchor Books, 1977). 
79 ‘Straight photography’ was an approach to the medium popularised by Alfred 
Stieglitz. A brief definition is available at http://media.artic.edu/stieglitz/straight-
photography/ (accessed April, 15, 2018).	
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one’s information was still constantly being collected through GPS and in other 

manners.80 A different reasoning of space, history and time to that perceived by the 

flâneur is J.E Malpas’ observation that: 

To grasp the idea of a subjectivity other than one’s own is to grasp the 
possibility of a subjectivity that is contemporaneous with one’s own and yet that 
is other than one’s own. That is not to say that one cannot also grasp the 
possibility of another subject who exists at an earlier or later time than oneself, 
but only that the difference that is at issue here is a difference that must be such 
that it can obtain with respect to creatures existing at the same time as well as 
with respect to creatures existing at different times.81  

 

Through the application of Malpas’ thinking, one may begin to understand and 

sympathise with a subject or people – an understanding that one cannot ordinarily attain 

in the absence of complete assimilation, or the (external) notion of a ‘shared history’. 

The ‘Vacant Occupy’ images construct a representation of a social and political space 

that is deeply personal but also descriptive of a shared encounter of place (see Figure 

12).  

 
80 Richard Matthews, ‘Image forensics: What do your photos and their metadata say 
about you?’, ABC, June 23, 2017, accessed April 18, 2018. 
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-23/what-your-photos-and-their-metadata-say-
about-you/8642630. 
81 J.E Malpas, Place and Experience (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 
140.	
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Fig. 12 Craig Cooper, ‘Vacant Occupy’, 2014, Inkjet Print, Private Collection.  
 
Occupy Central sites appeared in a number of areas across Hong Kong, including Mong 

Kok and Causeway Bay. It was at Admiralty however, the largest of the sites, that it 

was possible to encounter vast empty spaces between groups of protestors at certain 

times of the day. 82  These quieter times were generally during weekdays, when a 

significant number of the protesters would return to work. These were also the times 

that the site was at its most vulnerable to reoccupation by the authorities. During 

weekends and evenings the site would swell with people, exceeding the street’s 

designated stable number of occupants.  

 

Another impact upon the protest sites was a significant increase in air quality. The South 

China Morning Post reported in the December of 2014 that the ‘Clean Air Network 

 
82 ‘Hong Kong protests: Timeline of the occupation’ BBC News, December 11, 2014, 
accessed July, 11, 2018. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-30390820 
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recorded increases in PM 2.5 ranging from about 40 per cent in Mong Kok to over 80 

per cent in Admiralty and Central.’83  Hong Kong’s usual air quality is below the 

standards set by the World Health Organisation.84 Any shift in data has the potential to 

influence attitudes in unexpected ways. The ‘Vacant Occupy’ images begin to build up 

a portrait of the Central Government Offices but also act as data for the least densely 

populated areas of the site. The images reflect an interest in the connections that can be 

made between Hong Kong’s current geopolitical position alongside its built 

environment (the taking of photographs of the Central Government Offices in the 

absence of other people determined the artist’s position at the site) at this particular 

moment of discontent, unique in Hong Kong’s history. The reason for this is directly 

related to the spectacle of the site and its radical and fascinating transformation of urban 

Hong Kong that attracted many spectators; and amongst those were a number of local 

celebrities and international film makers including cinematographer and director 

Christopher Doyle. The protest sites may well be the most heavily documented with 24 

hour YouTube channels streaming live footage from around the sites to a global 

audience. 85  As the ‘Vacant Occupy’ images capture a portrait of the Central 

Government Offices in Hong Kong from various positions, these portraits of 

architecture also allude to the factors behind the moving of people to the site, and, 

eventually away from it (see Figure 13). The project was approached from a start point 

at which architecture was viewed as the site of a politicisation from outside: from above 

by political urban structuring of the city, and from below by everyday users redirecting 

 
83 Sarah Karacs, ‘Hong Kong’s air quality falls after Occupy clearance puts traffic 
back on the roads’, South China Morning Post, December 17, 2014, accessed April 
18, 2018. http://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/article/1663503/hello-pollution-
toxic-pm25-levels-rise-again-after-hong-kong-clears. 
84 Ibid. 
85 ‘Occupy Central live Stream’, JaredBodhi, started September 28, 2014, accessed 
April 28, 2018. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZSxXZEFGI58.	
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its flows in protest. The absence of people in these images allows them to operate in a 

peculiar way: one in which the typically crowded streets of Hong Kong are empty, 

pregnant with meaning and anticipation – just like when we wait for an inevitable 

surprise in a post-apocalyptic horror film.  

 

Fig. 13 Craig Cooper, Vacant Occupy, 2014, Inkjet Print, Private Collection. 
 
These images are not artworks but research materials that viewed together build a 

portrait of a delirious Hong Kong. The images form part of a larger enquiry into how 



 

79 
 

the signifiers of space and place have shifted since the inaugural Occupy Central 

protests affording the space and time to make points through posing questions and 

imagery that segues into systemic claims without making them seem over determined.  

 

The way in which we compose experience is therefore largely dependent upon 

architecture and vice versa, and for a deceit to be ingrained the horizons of scale and 

space become volatile.86 The rhythm of the city is changed for a short time by a force 

of resistance. In literature, the word ‘palimpsest’ describes a parchment or other surface 

from which writing has been partially or completely erased to make room for another 

text. We may think about the sites of exhibitions, refugee camps and protest sites in 

these terms. With potent action on the surface there is a sweeping away and rewriting 

of place. This rewriting is occasionally inscribed in concrete terms such as amendments 

to law and the modifications of physical space but can also take the form of intellectual 

developments and changes in societal collective consciousness – for example, in the 

rise and fall of the four pro-democracy lawmakers ousted from the Hong Kong 

Legislative Council in 2017 after failing to abide by the correct oath taking 

procedures.87  

 

Another way to look at inscription would be through comparison to the science of 

dendrochronology, in which events are arranged chronologically by comparative study 

of annual growth – for example the growth rings in timber. The distance between the 

 
86 Diana Budds, ‘Rem Koolhaas: Architecture has a Problem today’, Fast Company, 
accessed November 19, 2018. https://www.fastcompany.com/3060135/rem-koolhaas-
architecture-has-a-serious-problem-today. 
87 Stuart Lau, ‘Legco demands four ousted lawmakers in oath-taking saga return up to 
HK$3.1 million each’, South China Morning Post, 27 November, 2017, accessed 30 
April, 2018. http://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/politics/article/2121707/legco-
demands-four-ousted-lawmakers-oath-taking-saga-return	
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growth rings in timber can be larger or smaller due to changes in the climate which will 

determine how much or how little that particular tree grows each year. NASA use this 

information to help learn about the past but also make predictions about the future 

combined with other contributing external sources.88 

 

Although the surface appears relatively unchanged, the deeper political and social 

implications of protest are embedded in society’s dendrochronology. In the field of 

technology we may see this effect in free WIFI: hotspots are often first implemented in 

the city’s most densely populated areas, and this growth may be measured in many 

ways relative to economic and population development – except in times of protest, of 

course, when the user behaviour of the city changes and its demands are changed.  

 

During the 2014 Occupy Central protests it is widely understood that protesters’ mobile 

devices were targeted by rogue apps in response to the protesters’ dependency on 

communication for the ability to move around the site, plan and strategically organise 

their positions and also use the lights of their phones to highlight their collective visible 

body.89 The ebbs and flows of bodies as they move between home and site, from sea to 

land to demand change or to flee a war is recorded in countless significant and 

insignificant ways – but how do we measure this impact, its memory, its form? By what 

 
88 Jessica Stoller-Conrad, ‘Tree rings provide snapshots of Earth’s past climate’ Global 
Climate Change (NASA), January 25, 2017, accessed April 22, 2018. 
https://climate.nasa.gov/news/2540/tree-rings-provide-snapshots-of-earths-past-
climate/ 
89 Tom Fox-Brewster, ‘Hong Kong protesters targeted by smartphone spy apps, 
security company says’, The Guardian, October 1 2014. Accessed March 30, 2018. 
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2014/oct/01/hong-kong-protesters-targeted-
by-smartphone-spy-apps-security-company-says 
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methodology and for whom? What is the potential for art practice to contribute research 

and knowledge that will support a constructive relationship with the city?  

 

In their 2004 Injury to Insult to Injury series, the Chapman brothers bought and defaced 

a number of works by the Spanish artist Francisco Goya and by doing so highlighted, 

among many other issues, the way in which artists impact upon one another (see Figure 

14). This artistic palimpsest is a bold example of how legitimacy may be bestowed upon 

a work (both Goya and the Chapman brothers are institutionally accepted) but also 

comes close to identifying with some of the aforementioned questions. Therefore, 

political and artistic activities often considerably predate the ability of art world and 

societal infrastructures to acknowledge them or to even be able to properly host them.  

 

Fig. 14 Jake & Dinos Chapman, Injury to Insult to Injury: Francisco de Goya “Disasters of War”. 
Portfolio of eighty etchings reworked and improved, 2004, drawing on etching, 37 x 47cm. 
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Urban Exotic Dilemma. 

 
Urban Exotic Dilemma is an exhibition platform90 that took form as the first attempt to 

begin answering some of the central questions of this thesis when presented as 

possibilities, and applied to the context of contemporary art making and curatorial 

practice. The ongoing object of this project is to identify instances of interflow within 

the city in an attempt to articulate the positions and subjectivities that can form around 

an artwork and its communities of production. The founding constructed curatorial and 

artistic case study for this thesis has since December 2016 become XENOplastic, a 

physical project space in Wong Chuk Hang – a dedicated site of production, resistance, 

alternative and experimental modes that arises from a desire to challenge the accepted 

habits of artists and address the political questions that surround the aesthetic 

experience of our urban fabric.91 

 

The first incarnation of Urban Exotic Dilemma (UED) took place at the Koo Ming 

Kown gallery at Hong Kong Baptist University in June 2015 and was an opportunity to 

develop a project incorporating a strong element of collaboration. The ongoing project 

attempts to provide a platform that forefronts the dilemma of how to locate the local in 

a global context. Hong Kong provides a challenging site in which to highlight issues 

that are deeply rooted in local anxieties but nevertheless have resonance in complex 

international contexts. The first model for UED was an exhibition that also served as a 

workshop, a site for discussion between practitioners and theorists, and an opportunity 

to involve researchers from other fields and disciplines in sharing difference and 

 
90  See Appendix 4 
91 ‘XENOplastic’ Exhibition and project space supported by the Hong Kong Arts 
Development Council, accessed July, 13, 2018. http://artspace.hk/?lang=en#studio1 
and https://www.facebook.com/XENOplastic/.	
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discovering synergy. The artists involved were Nicholas Carr, Sam Basu, Leung Mee 

Ping, Jaffa Lam, Alasdair Duncan, Huang Jing, Yao Zhiyan, Wen Yau, Xue Lei and 

Craig Cooper. The idea behind connecting institutions and artists of different 

backgrounds and working methodologies was to explore the tensions and conceits of 

collaboration and togetherness within the limitations and possibilities of volatile space. 

The exhibition presented the artists’ travelling and experiences in different places and 

urban contexts through a forum of exchange in which problems and conflicts were seen 

as opportunities and later turned into interviews and reports.  

When using foreignness as a point of departure (as the author is, coming from the UK 

and entering the context of Hong Kong, which is foreign to him and to which he is 

foreign) it is important to acknowledge the Xeno. The Xeno had two stages in the 

occasion of this PhD and the projects it initiated. First, a number of Western-educated 

artists were placed in a situation in which they were not able to presume the norms and 

expectations of the globalised art world  (which is ‘globalised’ predominantly through 

Western capital modes). In this situation they were forced to engage with the 

differences that were made available to them through the exhibitions, events and 

publications. In the second stage, the resolution of this thesis became more localised to 

East Asia – although not fully assimilated with the art scene in Hong Kong – through 

the execution of a two-year project space called XENOplastic which invited the 

participation of artists from Seoul, Hong Kong, Japan, China, Taiwan and Macau.  

 

The term ‘exotic’, as used in the title of the exhibition is interesting as in addition to its 

more common definitions, it is a financial term, and a term in Euclidean geometry. An 

‘exotic derivative’ in finance is a derivative which is more complex than the most 

frequently traded products. The term has no precise meaning; its definition is dependent 
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on time and place. It denotes something ‘foreign’ but also more complex – a notion that 

resonates with the theme of this research.  

 

The relevance of a project such as UED is precisely interesting because it is not strictly 

historical in its approach, but rather analytic of contemporary and future events. It 

supports claims that are indicative of what might be at stake.  

 

In the spirit of this urgency and real-time action London based curatorial group 

‘Coalesce, Compose then Radiate’92 (ccthenr) performed a Skype-based performative 

lecture at UED that explored the psychological effects of space and digital mediation 

(see Figure 15). The performance was about the housing crisis in both London and 

Hong Kong respectively, revisiting classic texts on architecture and space. A full 

transcript of the performative research notes are included in Appendix 6 and some of 

the content of the event includes readings of texts by Georges Perec and Gaston 

Bachelard along with first hand architectural and social observations about anti-

homeless spikes and domestic service workers in Hong Kong, cycling, and apocalyptic 

movies that depict our potential future homes. The text concludes with notes towards 

the urban commons and social modes along with monetary statistics about housing in 

different locations. This all affords us a space for re-evaluation and implementation, 

one that questions current political and social norms using the current systems; by 

briefly stepping out of the Hong Kong context at times we were are able to escape our 

echo chambers and confront our realities anew.  

 

 
92 ‘Coalesce, Compose then Radiate’, Facebook, accessed January 5, 2018. 
https://www.facebook.com/ccthenradiate/.	
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 Fig. 15 Craig Cooper, ccthenr @ UED, 2014, digital image, personal collection. 
 

Any examination of art and political practice as it happens also needs to be 

supplemented by actions: this mode of working together allows for a layering of many 

different themes and discussions to supplement any initial pre-existing discourse: an 

open, agonistic arena.93 The supplementary events – largely attended by the Hong Kong 

art community – created the testing ground and leverage for future analysis and future 

exhibitions (see Figure 16).  

 

 
93  Chantal Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox (London: Verso, 2000), 98-105. 
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Fig. 16 Craig Cooper, UED events, 2014, digital image, personal collection. 
 
Another event during the exhibition incorporated students from the PhD 

communication department at Hong Kong Baptist University. Guided by Professor 

Emilie Yueh-yu Yeh from the Academy of Film the communication students responded 

by considering the friction generated when liberating and connecting urban space 

clashes with their alienating and restrictive dimensions. By way of filmmaking, video 

archiving, and interviewing witnesses to Occupy Central, their research turned to film 

and new media to complement and counterpoint the works of other artists presented in 

UED. While the research process is foregrounded by the complementing works the 

content of the individual works are not defined as the model. Seth Benjamin Henderson 

presented videos of Occupy Central, selected from an archive of over 500 gigabytes of 

raw documentary footage, to explore how digital media can be a tool for juxtaposing 

the actual and the virtual, the archival and the memorial, as well as the past, present and 

future. The audio and digital media culled by researcher Ronald Yi Ding presented 



 

87 
 

multiple perspectives of offline and online witnesses to Occupy Central. The interviews 

picture a collective recollection and reimagination of the changing city landscape 

before, during, and after the action on the streets. Another outcome from the UED was 

a collaborative text entitled ‘Method for the Surveyor’94 – a multi-voice text that reads 

strangely, but represents an encapsulation of the individual and collective voices at the 

conception of UED. A brief analysis of the text reveals personal and collective hopes 

and ambitions within the group, and time and space relations in a working method that 

is new to Hong Kong and breaks with traditional discourse.  

 

‘Method for the Surveyor’ opens with speculation about artistic relationships in Hong 

Kong – with galleries and artists, with an unrelated shift to the dynamics of architecture 

and its image against the backdrop of a distorted reality. It also reveals in a mysterious 

but thoughtful way the correspondence between artists and curators prior to the 

exhibition and how we compose our identification and experience in Hong Kong. There 

is then a brief moment of reflection upon the question of discontents outside of Hong 

Kong and what they might mean in relation to Hong Kong while personal and casual 

dialogue weaves and punctuates the paragraph. Attention is then shifted to geographic 

regionalisms and identitarian fixes and how alliances and disputes collide with ideas 

about wuxia and kung fu. We are then taken back to collective paranoia about 

democracy and support and discussion of whether the program makes sense, but might 

ultimately be revealed as problematic.  

 

The next paragraph is somewhat schizophrenic, but the outcome is interesting in this 

context and raises questions about how place is defined against space – historically 

 
94  See Appendix 7. 
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located, yet fully transformed by global markets. Within this question there is a possible 

solution to how one might approach it, using architecture as the site of politicisation 

from the outside; from above by urban structuring of the city, and from below by 

everyday users redirecting its flows through protest. The final paragraph concludes with 

discussion of how these evolutions, attitudes and relationships over the years may be 

tracked, by proposing a study of Rem Koolhaas in China. Through this discussion one 

may enter a space holding many possibilities – a ‘Method for the Surveyor’.  

 

The text itself is not as important in its content; what matters is that it demonstrates a 

collaboration as invisible architecture of a fantasy community at work. One in which a 

Hong Kong is imagined into being through personal and shared work, strategies, rules 

and processes. 

 

One could take up any point with the writing – for example in architecture we may 

consider the statements and musings made by Rem Koolhaas on Salvador Dalí.95 In 

many ways the possibilities for societal change in this exhibition were examined 

through the lens of Dalí’s Paranoid Critical Method (PCM) – a technique that uses an 

excess of reason to (madly) connect things together – to undermine what we take as 

reasonable and obvious. The Motto for the PCM is ‘the conquest of the Irrational’ and 

our proven artistic logic is also quite like this; that the mode of much artistic activity is 

like a rationalised undermining of the reasonableness of our everyday world. To 

reinforce this statement, a select group of participating artists were invited to write artist 

reports about their work in order to produce material for textual analysis. These artists 

 
95 Rem Koolhaas, Delirious New York (New York: The Monacelli press, Inc., 1994) 
237. 
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were chosen for no reason other than their availability and willingness to contribute 

post-exhibition reports. 

 

The France-based, London-born artist Sam Basu was the first to respond to the request 

for a report.96 Despite extensive conversation before and during the exhibition the 

reports were simply requested as artist reports; no further guidelines were given. Basu’s 

report was remarkable in many ways because it demonstrated a deep understanding of 

the scope and ambition of this research and its motivation but also of what may be 

called into being between a group of author agents in pursuing the demands of evolving 

contemporary work practice. The reports are an effort to pay proper attention to the 

details of formal experiments and openly and rigorously animate them – only then can 

we confront the consequences of our stances. Basu’s work is an ‘interrogation of the 

received conception of the human form as the basis of political and social agency’, and 

the materialisation of this agency in its architectural and geological context. This is 

proposed through two works – one in video, one in drawings – which first fragment 

(video) and then re-establish (drawings) an emerging figuration, in opposition to the 

classical humanist form that we might for example see in Da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man 

(see Figure 17). The key reference in the presentation is the 1978 TV series The 

Incredible Hulk,97 which forms the basis for the video work ‘Wandering Force’. ‘In this 

TV series, the scientist Dr. David Bruce Banner (Hulk’s alter-ego) endlessly drifts from 

place to place, assuming different identities and odd jobs to support himself. During his 

wanderings he becomes involved in the lives and dilemmas of ordinary people, but 

 
96  See Appendix 8. 
97 ‘The Incredible Hulk (1978 TV series)’, Rolling Stone, accessed January 6, 2018. 
https://www.rollingstone.com/tv/tv-news/how-the-incredible-hulk-conquered-
seventies-tv-87170/	
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despite his attempts to mediate the bad treatment he receives, Dr Banner inevitably 

finds himself transforming into the Hulk, and changing the course of events’ (see Figure 

18).   

 

Fig. 17 Leonardo da Vinci, Vitruvian Man, 1490, Pen and ink with wash over metalpoint on paper, 
34.6 cm x 25.5cm,  Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice. 
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Fig. 18 Sam Basu, Wandering Force, 2015, video object, personal collection. 
 

‘Wandering Force’ is a two-screen video-object that shows on one side swirling green 

smoke, and on the other a medley of video excerpts. The excerpts involve the refilming 

of sections from The Incredible Hulk in which Dr. Banner is transforming into the Hulk. 

The sections are kaleidoscoped with handheld mirrors and draw our attention to the 

transformation itself rather than the causes or outcomes of the transformation.  

 

For Basu, what is intriguing in the character of the Hulk, as portrayed in the 1978 TV 

series, is the ‘paradoxical synthesis of the unfettered rage that causes the huge 

transfiguration of the Hulk’s body, and is magnified by the same, and the inevitable 

positive outcome for the good that is the product of this rage. The transformation of the 

ordinary, reticent, itinerant voyager, Dr. Banner, into the grossly muscular and volatile 

Hulk, presents an opportunity to reflect upon a full range of social transformations’. 
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These can include the usually disparaged mass social forms that emerge from 

spontaneous reactive situations (protest, poverty, war) and from groups often excluded 

from consideration of revolutionary change; especially from what Marx termed the 

lumpenproletariat.98 The Lumpenproletariat were a minority also capitalised on by 

such organisations as the Black Panther Party99 with positive and negative implications 

for the group – evoking further notions of collective and individual liberation.  

 

Against the backdrop of this ‘transfiguring human body in relation to injustice’ 

suggested by the video-work, Basu presents three transparent diagrams suspended on a 

line in the gallery space. These are spontaneous drawings of orbits and trajectories, 

fields and pathways that are layered on top of each other, from which a cluster or 

figuration begins to emerge.  

 

These diagrams and figurations are made in relation to another feature of the 1978 Hulk 

series in which the protagonist, Dr Banner, is depicted as ‘a lonely and isolated man 

who takes on the lowest forms of casual work on his travels. It is within the vulnerability 

of the transient and migrant worker that the Hulk’s enraged transformations take place 

as he traces out a journey through withdrawn and marginal America’. The Hulk 

programs draw on the equally popular TV series Kung Fu, which ran from 1972 to 

1975, and similarly depicts a solitary man wandering across America, an image which 

in turn draws on the literature of the youxia hero type from classical Chinese poetry.100 

 
98 Robert L. Bussard, ‘The “dangerous class” of Marx and Engels: The rise of the idea 
of the Lumpenproletariat’, History of European Ideas, 1987, Vol.8(6), 675-692. 
99 Errol A. Henderson, ‘The Lumpenproletariat as Vanguard?: The Black Panther 
Party, Social Transformation, and Pearson's Analysis of Huey Newton’, 
Journal of Black Studies, 1997, Vol.28(2), 171-199.	
100 Youxia ‘遊俠’, literally translated as ‘wandering vigilante’. 
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101 For Basu, these travels with and among the most vulnerable people sketch out an 

‘invisible architecture from which transformation and change, in relation to injustice, 

emerge’. Basu’s work is a model and a notion through which we can seek and identify 

restriction and social injustice that may be taken up by anybody interested in expanding 

and building the possibilities of space in the Hong Kong context. 

 
The second report from UED was by British artist and psychoanalyst-in-formation 

Alasdair Duncan.102 Duncan’s sense of what’s most important in UED is its questioning 

of the terms of politics in a way that works from an everyday experience of negotiating 

a common space in relation to difference. In May 2012 in Milan Jacques-Alain Miller 

commented on a phrase drawn from Lacan’s lesson of May 10, 1967: ‘I am not even 

saying politics is the unconsciousness – but quite simply, the unconscious is 

politics!’. 103  Lacanian psychoanalyst Eric Laurent interpreted this phrase at a 

conference held in Milan in May 2002 as meaning that the unconscious inscribes itself 

with an irreducible fault. Duncan understands that politics reveals a fault and what one 

calls democracy is nothing but the name of the signifier for the lost unity. ‘The Möbius 

band of the unconscious grafts itself onto this fault and introduces itself into this point 

– something which is not the ideal, something which is not reducible to the polarisation: 

ego ideal/ideal ego’ (see Figure 19).   

 
101 ‘Kung Fu (TV series)’, Internet Movie Data Base, accessed November 17, 2018. 
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0068093/. 
102 See Appendix 9.  
103 ‘The Unconscious is Politics’, Eric Laurent, Lacan.com, June 23, 2015, accessed 
May 6, 2018. http://www.lacan.com/actuality/2015/06/eric-laurent-the-unconscious-
is-politics-today/.	
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 Fig. 19 The Möbius Strip  
 
Duncan’s sense of the exhibition and what his work brings to it is related to topology 

insofar as it refers to fault lines, ‘the concepts of ‘in’ and ‘out’, and the points at which 

‘in’ and ‘out’ fail to work’. And through working with his symptom anticipates through 

trust the delivery of something that works in a way that will connect different modes of 

enjoyment with the clash of politics – to what doesn’t really work about the polarisation 

of politics as a regularised discourse of the possible. On a more formal level, Duncan 

works with images of the everyday, which carry some sense of the in-between: the 

feeling of waiting for something to happen, or connecting moments, that there’s a 

meaning waiting to emerge. This engagement with graphic elements which operate 

similarly, and with the possibility of fluctuating values is a play of allusions of multiple 

figuration and abstraction, consistency and contradiction of surface or depth. The plays 

of alternacy offer a dialectical production of possibility as complex and contradictory, 

of a refusal of a reduction, but also in relation to and against a civilisation ever more 

oriented around efficiency, of a phantasmagorical limitlessness and possibility which 

disorients and displaces in terms of the very orientations and places it offers. Duncan 

has a metaphor for his way of working, which also relates to his interest in the show:  

 

Imagine if you will a group of, lets say, ten elements all alike, they make one 
set, nothing changes, and nothing can change, it is what it is what it is. Picture 
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then if this group is divided into two sets of different elements, if one is in one 
set it is not in the other – there is an other – but there are still ten. Figure now 
that these two sets of five elements overlap, such that two elements belong to 
both sets. Now we still have two sets of five elements, making ten in this sense, 
but now if we count our elements we have a total of only eight. There is a 
distinct loss which we should find a way to come to terms with. But then if we 
count the two which are of both sets as a distinct type, whilst still being of the 
type of their constituent sets, we may say that we have three types, two of five 
elements and a third of two, making twelve. Thus now we have ten elements, 
two fives, a total of eight, a type of two and not fewer than twelve elements of 
types, and so on, each distinct in its way, and all at the same time. Now with the 
passage of time any of these aspects of our sets or more may become emphatic, 
active, and so we are no longer in world without possibility beyond ‘it is what 
it is what it is’, for better and worse.104 

 

We may also examine this concept through Tristan Garcia’s method, which proposes 

that one begins by thinking about ‘Things’ before thinking about our conditions to 

access those things. In order to think about things before thinking about our conditions 

of access to those things we can look at the way Tristan Garcia invites us to think about 

a ‘Thing’ in the ‘World’. Garcia states that: 

It is a great logical mistake to make the existence of this something depend on 
its relation to something. Insofar as nothing is in itself. More precisely, it is 
impossible to be in relation to something that always arises from this relation. 
If I try to relate to something that only exists through this relation, it would be 
impossible for me to relate to it. I cannot relate to my relation to things, unless 
I relate to this relation as if it were something. This is possible, to the extent that 
the relation derives both from me and from something other than me.105 

 

What is the distinction being made here between being and existing? We might say that 

‘being is being in language; it’s what one has when one tries to hang one’s existence 

on the relation between signifiers’. The signifier of lost unity in our case being 

democracy and therefore the existence is of one, so to speak.  

 
104 See Appendix 9.  
105 Tristan Garcia, Form and Object: A Treatise on Things (UK: Edinburgh University 
Press, 2014), 80.		
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The second incarnation of UED took place in France at the Treignac Project. Although 

under the same umbrella name the form and content of the exhibition was more direct 

and involved a solo presentation of the artistic and doctoral research, which was driven 

by evolutionary logic as opposed to thematic succession. 106  The presentation of 

artworks, which took place between May 19 and June 19, 2016, was an opportunity for 

reflection and point of departure for the research. The exhibition starts with the ‘Vacant 

Occupy’ photographs discussed earlier in this chapter. The UED show in Treignac 

presented the images in shown Figures 11, 12 and 13, in which we are drawn into a 

portrait of the city that is neither fully architectural nor a fully dérive-based search for 

its authentic core.107 Guy Debord might refer to such actions as ‘the creation of a new 

cultural theatre of operations, placed hypothetically at the level of an eventual 

construction of its surroundings through the preparation, depending on circumstances, 

of the terms of the environment/behaviour dialectic’.108 Circumstances regarding an 

environment of content may be considered in relation to Gilles Deleuze who explains 

that ‘context explains nothing, since its nature varies according to the particular 

discursive formation or family of statements under consideration.’ 109  Under 

consideration are the ghosts and memories that fill the images as much as contestation 

and the administration of peoples. In presenting the every day world as strange, as 

violent, what we see is a vast city eviscerated mid turmoil that stands witness to a pre-

emptive future that is surely drawing us in. The photographs evoke an eerie, deserted 

 
106 See Appendix 10.  
107 Guy Debord defines the dérive as ‘a mode of experimental behavior linked to the 
conditions of urban society: a technique of rapid passage through varied ambiances’. 
‘Definitions’, from Internationale Situationniste (1958), Trans. Ken Knabb, 
Situationist International Online. Accessed May 7, 2018). 
https://www.cddc.vt.edu/sionline/si/definitions.html. 
108 Guy Debord, Guy Debord and the Situationist International (USA: MIT Press, 
2004), 51. 
109  Giles Deleuze, FOUCAULT (China:  Continuum, 1999), 11.	



 

97 
 

city, not the city of an urban plan. The interrogation is directed towards the 

transformations that are taking place in it and through it. What is presented is political 

upheaval, although in a city of an estimated 7.4 million people110 the portrayal of 

community, group, or social encounter is avoided. The only people that appear in the 

installation are a sleeping drunk, and the intimate amorous gazing of a woman. The 

question is still open; which body will manifest?  

 

What is proposed and indeed done through these means is a rejection of any model of 

the city in which rigid and material bodies move through an endless and empty space 

and instead suggest a ‘taking place’ of accelerated and contested encounters – often 

marked by technology and the logic of financialisation. Globalisation, as seen as the 

evolution of colonial power relations is perhaps only one of the contexts through which 

this display surveys Hong Kong’s changing relations to China and the rest of the world. 

Tradition, personal interiority, population density and its increasing differences unite 

to unravel this singular mode of place that is emerging within the Hong Kong context. 

 

Power relations can only be explored through forms of collaboration and engagement.  

The London based art collective BANK were active between 1991-2003 and were a 

self organised group and evolving group of artists who were engaged in art world 

mischief and developing humorous and abrasive forms. In retrospect, member Simon 

Bedwell describes BANK as a ‘melancholy project, and a good part of that would be 

the acting as if [they] were political, or rather as if [they] believed [they] were, in full 

and doleful knowledge that it was impossible to be, with any real meaning – in art of 

 
110 ‘Hong Kong population’, worldometers, accessed July, 5, 2018, 
http://www.worldometers.info/world-population/china-hong-kong-sar-population/ 
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course, but also, by analogy, in life.’ While it is not in the interest of this thesis to deny 

or defend this statement, it is worth contemplating the impacts and possibilities of the 

artist group (or indeed any group of people) and the possibilities that it presents. BANK 

were offensive and had direct targets within the art world, which left their exhibitions 

largely ignored by the most influential art press at the time. The addressee of BANKS 

work was always very clear and they ‘spent long hours debating these subtleties…to 

get the tone right between satire and critique, truth and offence’.111   

 

Beyond the rigid and defined art group with its core and stable members is the 

possibility to build. Consider what might be possible when a self-organising group of 

artists engage in developing peer networks in different regions to create contexts and 

to experiment in collaborative platforms. It is in the UED platform and the subsequent 

case studies in Hong Kong and WING Platform for performance involving BLOOM 

Collective, Lisa Selby and Treignac Project that these ideas can truly be put to work.  

 

As the UED project is based around social forces, it allows the research to work within 

groups and create spaces within which others can both find their voices and keep track 

of goals. Using this methodology, we find common ground between organisations and 

their pursuit of work. It is then possible, by looking at established forms which resonate 

with this procedure, to build a method for the production and dissemination of art and 

the possibilities within the whole chain of artistic meaning.  

 

 
111 ‘Bank Collective Exhibition – The Banquet Years’, Flux Magazine, accessed 
January, 29, 2018. http://www.fluxmagazine.com/bank-collective-exhibition/. 



 

99 
 

Actor-Network Theory (ANT – the theoretical and methodological approach to social 

theory) isn’t sufficient in this chain of meaning: we require what Bruno Latour calls a 

philosophical meaning of ANT in which the ‘…social is nowhere in particular as a thing 

among other things but may circulate everywhere as a movement connecting non-social 

things’.112 Objects and tools, in our case, are things that are directed towards a focus on 

tracing networks and associations between actors, building understanding of interaction 

and organisations without imposing predetermined structure. One may not know the 

way in which the different actors will be connected, but it is an assumed default position 

that the actors will be associated in such a way that they make other actors act through 

a transforming of their world.  

 

The relevance of a philosophical actor-network strategy within this thesis is that it 

makes no distinction between individuals, architectures or bodies within the 

constellation of meanings and relationships. There is no hierarchy between human, non-

human, political, and social. Upon inheriting these tools, one may re-evaluate and 

repurpose them so as to bridge the architectural and sociopolitical landscape with a 

frank re-examination of contemporary art in communities.   

 

The implementation of this in regards to the research in this thesis initially meant 

working with non-artists in a non-art space with a selection of young practicing Hong 

Kong Architects who work for real practicing architecture firms. The group called 

BLOOM Collective, outside of their wage-earning jobs in a Hong Kong based 

architecture firm have their own more playful, critical and experimental practice. After 

finding common and un-common ground between us, the group were invited to engage 

 
112 Latour, 2005, p. 107 
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with the premise of this thesis at exhibition space WING Platform for Performance, 

where they were asked to specifically explore ‘the dynamic of the barricade; as object 

and refusal; as architecture and symbol’. In their own terms. The proposition of the 

willing architect collective undertaking an action at WING Platform is an expansion of 

the pre-existing dance and performance art initiatives that are currently supported by 

the venue. BLOOM Collective transformed the performance space at WING in June 

2016 by appropriation of the existing built fabric as a remark on the notion of ‘city’.113 

The appropriation occupied a substantial amount of the space with an intervention as 

live performance (see Figure 20). What is interesting about BLOOM’s use of the space 

is that the conditions of context as described here are contingent to their response, 

produced through a series of internal and external events.  

 

 Fig. 20 Ben Gough, Itinerant Vistas, 2016, digital image, private collection.  
 

 
113 See Appendix 11. 
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The value of these case studies is that the interrogation is directed towards the 

transformations that are taking place in it and through it. The intervention is an exercise 

in space as defined against place – as a series of 3D scanners documented the evolution 

of the physical space throughout the performance. The performance created a dynamic, 

transforming the space in which two regular, rule-based structural systems are built. As 

these two systems grow towards one another they create a dialogue. On meshing, they 

create a third, more dense system. The exercise created a transition from porous 

(accessible) to a nonporous (barricade) space over time, placing pressure and 

restrictions of movement upon the visitors.  

 

Imposing architecture places demand, constraints or freedoms upon a place. A 

historical example of when activism meets architecture can be read through The Free 

Wales Army (FWA) who were a small group of loosely organised activists operating 

in Wales, UK during the 1960s. The intention here is not to make a comparison between 

the FWA and the work of BLOOM but about entanglement and the way that 

Architecture produces change within other systems. FWA agitated for an independent 

state, launching an itinerant militant campaign against British interests in Wales. FWA 

claimed responsibility for attacks on what they perceived to be imperialist architectures 

such as reservoirs, pipelines and government offices,114 115 though many of these claims 

were never substantiated when brought to trial. In 1968, one of the founding members 

of the FWA, Julien Cayo Evans was sentenced to 15 months in prison for causing unrest 

 
114 ‘Obituary: Dennis Coslett’, The Independent, May 21, 2004, accessed 25 January 
2018. https://www.independent.co.uk/news/obituaries/dennis-coslett-549958.html. 
115 Chris Corrigan, ‘Dafydd Burns: Member of the Free Wales Army who walked free 
from court in 1969 after being kept in solitary confinement’, The Independent, 
September 21, 2014, accessed 25 January 2018. 
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/people/news/dafydd-burns-member-of-the-free-
wales-army-who-walked-free-from-court-in-1969-after-being-kept-in-9746743.html . 
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during the investiture of Prince Charles as Prince of Wales.116 Today FWA remain 

largely forgotten; in the Welsh valleys one might come across fading graffiti (see Figure 

21) but their efforts were overshadowed by the establishment of the Welsh Assembly 

in 1998, which granted more powers to Wales within the overall governance of the UK. 

Acts of discontent upon architecture are wide ranging, from community activism, to 

spray paint, piss, guerrilla interventions and ideological appropriation. It is important 

to reiterate that these case studies are not about bestowing legitimacy upon work but 

exploring art and political agency within the given framework.  

 

Fig. 21 Free Wales Army graffiti.  
 

 

 
116 Tony Heath, ‘Obituary: Julian Cayo Evans’, The Independent, March 31, 1995, 
accessed 28, January, 2018. 
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/people/obituaryjulian-cayo-evans-
1613536.html.	
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BLOOM Collective entitled their work Itinerant Systems and it was the merging of two 

sculptural forms defined at separate initiation points and built by bamboo construction 

workers. The work was essentially an interpretation of two systems, rules and logic that 

intensify the dictation of components as they drew closer through the semi-

choreographed performance. Although it is not the claim of BLOOM, their systems of 

logic may be understood through the larger geopolitical perspective of Hong Kong and 

Mainland China relations which are produced and intensified through both recent and 

historical events. This perspective would therefore represent a rethinking of the 

pragmatic potential of architecture within transformative systems; scenarios were 

proposed at intervals during BLOOM’s performance that were initially an inhabitation 

of the space, however as the piece developed towards its opposing pole and overlapped 

the act of intensification increased. The act of intensification is prescribed through rule 

sets that are merely suggestions of a dialogue, induced a collaborative nature to the 

system. The collaborative nature of the construction creates a communal edifice for the 

space. The success of the collaboration forms an intense overlay of the structure – up 

to its demise. The system begins to block its own development as its own manifestation 

intensifies. The performance was as much a critique on contemporary planning 

norms117 as a test of ideals. 

 

How identities and structures interact is at the heart of the fundamental question 

surrounding BLOOM’s installation. Historically we may map this onto colonial power 

relations; for example on the West Bank of Gaza is an evacuated British military 

infrastructure (see Figure 22), most of which was erected during the Arab Revolt of 

 
117 For example wind loads or other building regulations which must be adhered to in 
Hong Kong. See Hong Kong e-Legislation, accessed May 12, 2018. 
https://www.elegislation.gov.hk/hk/cap123B 
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1936-39. London based Israeli intellectual and architect Eyal Weizman observed how 

the evacuated colonial architecture does not necessarily reproduce its previous power 

structures and subsequently Gaza became the focus for refugee camps (Weizman, E. 

p232).  The mechanisms by which architecture may or may not reproduce and/or 

enforce power relations are extremely important in how we consider the formation of 

identity in Hong Kong.  

 

Fig.22 ‘Sa-Nur’ The Applied Research Institute – Jerusalem / Society. 
 

How these identities interact is as much about a lesson of the administration of peoples; 

Such administration may be applied using force, demand and persuasion, but the 

administration can also play host to periods of apprehension and hesitation – such a 

period was played out at Ma’ale Adumim, an Israeli settlement and city in the West 

Bank, seven kilometers from Jerusalem where: 

 
To obtain a legal ruling in favour of land requisition the government had to 
convince the court that the settlement in question was designed to meet pressing 
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security needs, and also that it was a temporary intervention, and not a 
permanent transformation of an occupied area. 
 
[…] 
 
Violence allows security to be invoked as a legal argument to justify the 
undertaking of transformations that could otherwise not be accepted. For 
security to go on fulfilling its role, a condition of insecurity and instability must 
therefore be continually present.118 

 

Ma’ale Adumim achieved city status in 1991 and by 2015 its population had grown to 

40,693 making it one of the best-known settlements on the West Bank. The cyclical 

nature of the situation described by Weizman and the forces it exerts exist in many 

facets of life, perhaps none more pronounced than by addiction – to power, to land, to 

substances, to ideologies. It is not that art or community extracts its being from these 

forms, it is that the forms in their instabilities create the interior for new social-spatial 

design. For these examples reflect on how architecture and social upheaval reflect and 

can be perceived when transferred onto artistic frameworks.  

 

The concept of dependency for survival on a substance that is counterintuitive to one’s 

natural mode of survival was explored further as a case study by the British artist Lisa 

Selby, whom UED invited to Hong Kong to undertake a migration project. Selby’s 

project took her from London to Hong Kong, Yunnan, Guilin, Hunan and Jingdezhen, 

among other locations. During her journey, she met master potters; talked to 

educational activists, philosophers, artists; and walked through China’s gritty porcelain 

markets. The seemingly virtuous nature of the journey was set to the tempo of the 

volatile heroin addictions of Selby’s mother and partner (see Figure 23).  

 
118 Eyal Weizman, ‘Hollow Land’ (London: Verso, 2012), 103-104. 
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Fig. 23 Lisa Selby (image of Elliot), Craig Cooper (screenshot) Heroin Addict Partner, 2016, digital 
image, personal collection. 



 

107 
 

Lisa Selby attempted to capture her movement across borders and attitudes in a travel 

blog commissioned by A-N magazine119 and through her multidisciplinary art practice, 

which includes performance, documentary and introspection. Selby was weaving 

between historic traditions on a very personal yet shared journey which engaged her 

practice with local artists and the global art world as it passes through Asia. Selby’s 

trajectory under such circumstances was as precarious and delicate as the ceramics she 

admires and relates to the domestic and society at large – a response to being in that 

space herself.  

 

WING Platform for Performance were able to host Selby’s performance work, which 

negotiated a shift of practice with the inclusion of her aforementioned blog, in which 

Selby’s comments are more attuned to culture’s ability to be valuable in itself. This is 

an art practice, even if she might not claim it to be an artwork. Selby’s narrative was 

laced with unexpected and often terrifying interjections of consciousness and the 

awareness of change. Porcelain (‘White China’) and Heroin (‘China White’ – the name 

refers to a pure form of the drug, or alternately a fentanyl analogue used as a substitute) 

might become more politically voiced because of the contested nature of their adopted 

location120 in Selby’s narrative of the cathartic and wilful anxious self. Four films, two 

projections, two screens and a performance enveloped the intimate space at WING. On 

the opening night of the exhibition on June 17, 2016 Selby along with two dancers and 

two percussionists explored different modes of art practice, in which musical 

 
119 Lisa Selby’s blog on A-N magazine’s website, accessed May 12, 2018. 
https://www.a-n.co.uk/person/lisaselby1gmail-com/. The project started with this blog 
has since evolved into the hugely successful and wide-reaching Instagram account 
@bluebaglife. 
120Julia Lovell, ‘The Opium Wars’, History Today, accessed May 13, 2018. 
https://www.historytoday.com/julia-lovell/opium-wars.	
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instruments, actors and bodies come together to form a new object that is at once 

collaborative, coauthored and light handed (see Figure 24). The projects combined 

advocate for an approach with which to redefine what counts as a collective and/or 

individual contribution towards new knowledge. It also permits one the right to change 

one’s mind as often as necessary which creates the freedoms, established conditions 

and devices that alongside explicit logic, data and narrative produce and even operate 

it.  

 

Fig. 24 Craig Cooper Selby Performance Rehearsal, 2016, digital image, personal collection. 
 
In initiating, attempting to answer, and augmenting these questions through co-working 

in Hong Kong we can take the object of art-working at its minimal intrinsic value and 

expand it to its most abstract value, rather like the Song Dynasty printed bank note (the 

worlds earliest paper money – see Figure 25). We can see in these examples that a 

dedication to dispersed collaboration, migration and encounter architectures is needed 

to respond to the mounting need to examine, engage and critique an emerging arts 

practice that is multiple, data intelligent and severally located within a variety of forms 

and networks. This thesis is already participating in the unfolding of critical and 
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intuitive modes of production by working closely with artists and other disciplines to 

deliver texts and research. Group writing, recursive dialogue, critique and research 

based-artworks are all part of the palette of approaches to the subject. These means 

attempt to properly test the propositions and strategies of distributed decision making 

and the possibilities of its rhetoric in Hong Kong. The collective work is not a passive 

commentary on the exciting fields of art, architecture and politics in Hong Kong, but 

instead takes part in its possibilities through the programme of exhibitions and events.  

 

 Fig. 25 Song Dynasty printed bank note.  
 

What we may begin to understand by attempting to be at the heart of a complex of 

author-agents whose opinions are derived directly from the researches and evidence of 

their own practices, is that it is possible to introduce differing voices to the field of 
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activity while remaining open to the disobedience of developing tactics of co-action 

with which to promote progressive and destabilised textual discussion. Introducing 

differing voices to the field through invited participation encourages greater and more 

diversified activity and encourages greater involvement from its readers in the hope of 

developing more complex groups. The discoveries thus may invite us to reconsider our 

representations of human action in Hong Kong and provide new tools for thinking about 

our cultural field. Destabilised textual discussion itself – produced in a variety of ways 

– mixes conventional modes of practice with newer methods of working together and 

leaves us with lasting reproducible models that can be executed by anyone, anywhere.  

 

The lone artist searching for the self in the crowd is no longer a viable model for arts 

production. However by looking at this individual alongside cultural and political 

developments we may reassess how the human is defined and what can be achieved by 

multiple human approaches to art, architecture and society. These words may have a 

bombastic ring, but they are collectively directed towards advocation as opposed to 

knowledge in any specific field and should be read as a proposal for the type of 

collective enquiry we encourage. Exhibitions can offer both individual and collective 

voices arising from modes of practice that evolve to become distributed. Artists take 

over materials to bend them to their own needs.  
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Delirious Hong Kong. 
	
 
Along with logical connections and pathways one may also consider anti-logic and 

recursive cycles. In the opening scene of Richard Linklater’s film Slacker (1991), a taxi 

driver picks up a customer (played by Linklater himself) from the airport at Austin, 

Texas.121 The young man slumps into the back seat and begins a one-sided and opiated 

conversation on the possible existence of alternate realities that come into being simply 

by imagining them. The film continues in this manner, piecing together non-events in 

the lives of unrelated figures so as to construct a certain contemporaneity from an alien 

and accelerated margin. The not-taken path and those unexplored avenues in life 

present equally expansive and contingent opportunities for other realities to unfold. In 

considering the experience of place as defined by betweenness by a group of people 

that perhaps do not regularly come into contact with one another (for example, the 

community of a protest) it is also worth considering the narrative of the hallucinatory 

and critical meanderings characterised by hyper-inclusion and un-community. A 

hypothetical projection of this thesis based around dependency might propose a method 

that reinvestigates hallucinatory and critical meanderings in order to reinstate a geo-

collaborative perspective upon the landscape of artistic practice today in Hong Kong. 

 
121  Fig. 26 Still from Slacker (dir. Richard Linklater, 1991). 
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Fig. 26 Still from Slacker (dir. Richard Linklater, 1991). 
 

To mobilise this and self-narrate the overlapping fictions for a community that can only 

be negatively and retroactively construed through research and documentation must 

necessarily involve the participation of others. For future UED projects it will be 

important to invite writers and artists to lead the search for new identifications, 

unfolding the accidental and non-addressed discussions that are transmitted through 

distributed, sociopolitical conductivity/resistance, and collective speculation. To sketch 

out this architecture requires concrete sentiment to be directed towards a sensibility that 

expands its magnitude. By creating a suspended autonomy we can collectively create 

space for polemic and a different kind of agency. 

 

So that these assumptions about what might be possible and what might be 

overdetermined could be tested, a set of questions was designed and offered to artists 

and academics and others to respond. The first of these interviews was with Hong Kong 

artist Mak Ying Tung. The interview was conducted via email on May 22, 2017, and 
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the reply received on June 6, 2018.122 Two questions about art and community were 

posed to Mak, of which she answered one. The following is a summary of our dialogue: 

the first question asks how Hong Kong art advances (for better of worse) in incubated 

groups,123 and how the nature of by doing so determines – to a large extent – the nature 

of the works that emerge from them. The reason for the latter part of this question is 

related to an interest in overdetermination and networks of influence. The observations 

made of Hong Kong, together with the information available at the time of writing 

would suggest that while individual artists generate works, the works’ real roots are in 

the associations that artists make between one another.  

 

Mak Ying Tung claims that she had no idea about how the art world operated until she 

met the prominent curator Hans Ulrich Obrist in 2013, immediately prior to her 

graduation exhibition. Obrist invited Mak to participate in a panel discussion at Art 

Basel in that year as part of his co-founded project 89 Plus124 and she says that it was 

at that moment she was exposed for the first time to the real art world and subsequently 

became invited to participate in numerous exhibitions hosted by others. Mak Ying Tung 

is aware of this special moment of elevation to a level above her peers at the School of 

Creative Media, Hong Kong and initially found it difficult to enter Hong Kong’s art 

scene because most people already knew each other; thus it took her a number of years 

to feel comfortable enough to attend exhibition openings alone. While acknowledging 

that networking isn’t everything, Mak agrees that it is important – including the use of 

 
122  See Appendix 12.  
123  This is an assumption based on the frequency in which certain artists exhibit with 
galleries, especially non-for-profit ones, which differ from commercial galleries who 
provide artist representation. It is also intentionally provocative.  
124  89 plus is a long-term multi-platform project by Simon Castets and Hans Ulrich 
Obrist. ‘About’, 89 Plus, accessed February 28, 2018. http://www.89plus.com/about/	
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social media. However, she has not let go of her belief in the romantic notion of 

frequency and artists naturally gravitating towards one another through mutual interest 

and destiny. Mak didn’t force herself to associate with the important people – for her, 

it just happened. By presenting the view of an individual artist who through exhibition-

making is embedded in the social competition of the art world, Mak Ying Tung is 

synonymous with the production of art from implementation to dissemination and 

furthermore how that production is culturally mediated.  

 

In order to obtain a greater vantage point on systems of power and influence a post-

project interview with BLOOM collective was arranged following their 2016 exhibition 

at WING Platform for Performance, as part of the evolution of UED.125 This was done 

precisely because BLOOM are not embedded in the world of contemporary art, as Mak 

is, and therefore can offer a different point of view. The interest in a post-project 

interview was in part driven by a sense of accountability through reflection, which 

started by asking how BLOOM Collective as a practice differs from the system the 

group is embedded in on a daily basis and what the logic behind any stepping out on 

their part might be. Gough expressed excitement that working as a collective on the 

periphery of a core discipline bypasses its strict conventions, through a kind of 

oscillation that works towards an attempted manipulation or typology beyond 

constrictive norms. From this it then seems possible for BLOOM Collective to operate 

on a level of self contradiction, paradox and alienation which many institutional 

dialogues will remove, seeing these things as problems that need to be solved.  

 

 
125 See Appendix 13. 
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The close analysis of these post-project reports indicated that any new social 

organisation implied or actioned by the work might always exceed the previous notion 

of who the viewer was. Gough asserts that in order to maintain a logical progression of 

ideas, a dynamic of contradiction is necessary so as to reach the next step. The need to 

alienate oneself from the project may be seen as a way to reflect and to reveal core 

intentions – as defined through conversational and organisation management. UED, 

then acted as a platform for BLOOM Collective to rethink the function of architecture, 

and the role of architects; this emergence provided a platform with which to re-examine 

the structures that support and facilitate architectural practice itself through its various 

modes of being. However, the current institutions to which the members of BLOOM 

belong to are important as it gives them something to position themselves against, 

existing simultaneously within and without. 

 

BLOOM clearly understand and respect tradition and convention but have a desire to 

move beyond their expectations, using new technologies and essentialising the 

spectacle. This highlights an important distinction between properly architectural and 

artistic procedures and those institutions that grow around them. Hong Kong based 

Soundpocket126 are such an institution. Soundpocket was founded by Yang Yeung in 

2008 and supports the possibilities that engage with aesthetically meaningful and 

publicly relevant sonic practices. This culturally-grounded organisation seeks to 

understand and value daily experiences and encounters through sound. Although 

clearly different from BLOOM Collective, Soundpocket similarly orbit the established 

and normalised forms of their respective disciplines. Less attuned than BLOOM to 

organisational disciples such as architecture, Soundpocket provides components that 

 
126 Soundpocket, accessed May 14, 2018. http://www.soundpocket.org.hk. 
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offer alternatives. A set of questions similar to that offered to the other artists was given 

to Soundpocket’s founder Yang Yeung in order to better understand this enquiry.127 

 

The emergence of Soundpocket itself was a curatorial practice; a certain mood and 

sympathy coupled with the desire for longer term relationships to emerge. Yeung was 

aware that there were practitioners (not only artists) working with sound but that there 

was a lack of interpretation of the sonic aspects of these works. She recognised the 

potential for something new to happen in Hong Kong; Soundpocket became a platform 

to engage with these existing works and encourage the production of more. 

Soundpocket was not thought of as an institution in its fledgling days, but many years 

after its inception Yeung understands the concept of ‘institution’ as signifying forms 

and values that are instituted, curated or ordered. ‘Institution’ was not always a word 

Yeung identified with, however over time she has started to accept it as applying to her 

project. Soundpocket is ultimately still guided by artists, who influence its direction, 

organisational model, purposes and sensibilities.  

 

An anomaly, or deviation from the natural order is usually removed from institutional 

dialogues or treated as a problem that needs to be solved. In which case could one say 

that radical change would alienate even those who instigated the change? Do projects 

such as Urban Exotic Dilemma and Soundpocket or any other new subjectivity and 

social organisation or behavioural tendency implied /actioned always exceed the 

previous idea of who the viewer of artist was? Yeung indicated that in Hong Kong there 

seems to be a sense of urgency to give an authoritative interpretation, something that 

ends up being more about the institution itself than the artwork on display, manifesting 

 
127 See Appendix 14. 
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for example as an over-emphasis on the way the institution is presented and introduced 

alongside the curation of the works. According to Yeung, this digresses from what is 

truly important. On the idea of art advancing in incubated groups and how this might 

relate to overdetermination, association and portrayal of community Yeung rhetorically 

asks if the enquiry is referring to Soundpocket, or artists who share studios, or work in 

the same buildings, neighbourhoods and points out that ‘determines’ as a choice of 

word is strong, neutral but important to recognise.  

 

In the general sense (which is the most relevant to us now seeing as we are not 

interrogating individual Hong Kong artists) Yeung suggests that art is already always 

social in nature and that it comes from the social as relations with anonymous but 

intimate others, as expressions of being anonymous but intimate others as nurtured by 

friendships. Therefore the answer to the initial question is ‘yes’. If art in Hong Kong, 

is therefore already by its very nature social, does it follow that it is also communal? In 

general when an artist claims or interprets their work as rooted in their individuality 

rather than sociality one may always counter that the kind of individuality claimed is 

situated socially.  

 

In order to avoid a cascade of possible foreclosures we must then work towards a site 

in which all possibilities for the work remain open. In Issue 1 of Art Review Hong Kong 

by the Art Appraisal Club, Yeung discusses So You Are Old by the Time You Reach the 

Island by Hong Kong artist Samson Young. Her analysis of the work describes the 

ability of the work to ‘activate our imaginative capacity … in an intimate engagement 
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with the yet-to-be’.128 From this point one might further ask if the possibility for one 

way of interacting is also the possibility for a new work to arise although at the time of 

writing Yeung was thinking in terms a future people had been fighting for, had not yet 

taken place, and whose shared common good was still unclear. Yeung suggests that 

what we need in order to search or support a state in which all possibilities remain open 

is both environmental and mental well-being. The idea of the self in relation to others 

and its capacity is also central to this discussion.  

 

The social-cultural sociologist Arjun Appadurai proposes that aspiration is a cultural 

and navigational capacity and proposes redistribution-centred and recognition-centred 

approaches to inequality.129 We may aspire in relation to who we are but we may argue 

that art is not always social in that we never know the addressee – although we might 

start with an idea, be it vague or even highly specific. A more optimistic idea of how 

this works may be explored by examining the laws that protect our movements and 

access to certain areas, for example enabling access to the coast so that we may swim 

in the ocean or the phenomenon of silent carriages on trains so that our disturbance by 

others may be limited while travelling.  

 

In the same review, Yeung mentions the historicising of social space, something that is 

important in relation to the elasticity of the experience of space – i.e. how far our 

imagination and perceptions can be stretched, influenced and inscribed upon place. 

Yeung suggests that this process isn’t entirely subjective: like everything else, including 

 
128 Yang Yeung. ‘Art and What Is Missing in the Socially-engaged.’ Art Appraisal 
Club Issue 1. (2016): 9. 
129  Arjun Appadurai, ‘The Capacity To Aspire: Culture And The Terms Of 
Recognition’ in Culture and Public Action, eds. Vijayendra Rao and Michael Walton 
(Stanford California: Stanford University Press, 2004), 59.	
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science, it is always subjective to some extent because as inquirers and investigators 

we are already implicated in the reality we are inquiring about, thus mediating it. There 

is a notion in this thinking by way of a reduction of the self to its bodily matter and the 

danger of limitation by such understanding, although what we know is what we know 

and it comes through what there is, and there is still more that may be on its way.  

 

In his 2004 article for Tikkun Magazine ‘When Hope is Subversive’, American scholar 

and cultural critic Henry Giroux states that ‘The goal of educated hope is not to liberate 

the individual from the social – a central tenet of neoliberalism – but to take seriously 

the notion that the individual can only be liberated through the social’.130 It is this 

notion of identifying agencies and processes and offering alternatives in various forms 

that this thesis encourages for its reader, user.  

 

Regarding a portrait of a community it might be said that there is no greater platform 

than the Venice Biennale, an event where pavilions and galleries showcase the work of 

(usually) a single artist who represents their respective country. In 2017 Samson Young 

was selected by M+ Museum, Hong Kong and the Hong Kong Arts Development 

Council to represent Hong Kong. Young agreed to an interview in order to help support 

an understanding of how individual and successful artists in Hong Kong relate to larger 

bodies through which they may convey their ideas.131 The following is a summary 

based on a conversation directed towards expanding the possibility of the interpretation 

and understanding of the artwork in relation to the other case studies, interviews and 

reports.  

 
130 Henry A. Giroux, ‘When Hope Is Subversive’, Tikkun, Vol 19. Issue 6 (2004): 39. 
https://www.henryagiroux.com/online_articles/Tikkun%20piece.pdf. 
131 See Appendix 15. 
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For the 57th Venice Biennale, Young was selected by M+ Museum and the Hong Kong 

Arts Development Council: bodies that are designed to grow around and support artists, 

in very different ways. Clearly they are interlinked and Young rejects any idea of a 

vacuum effect for unhindered artistic procedures, while humorously stating that it is 

presumptuous to think that institutions and funding bodies aim to remove the 

contradictions to which I refer (those of self, paradox and alienation) any more than 

they aim to remove the shape of the space, or the nature of the exhibition venue and the 

aura that it projects, and ironically stating his seriousness adds weather to the list and 

remarks that Venice is hot and humid and therefore one sees very few works on paper 

at the Biennale. Young likes paradoxes and contradiction, has a disinterest in distilling 

or projecting singular or coherent insights and has not felt the need to explain himself 

in the case of the Venice Biennale beyond what he deems to be necessary 

communications such as artist statements. And therefore through a mutual trust and 

responsibility resists any temptation to flatten the land as he puts it. 

 

One may then still ask if art advances (for better or worse) in incubated groups, and 

how the nature of which determines to a large extent the works that emerge from them. 

When speculating further about how artists generate works, and if the works’ real roots 

are in the associations that artists make between each other, Young was interested in 

such assumptions but seemed to go full circle in his hypothetical remarks. 

 

In assuming that these ideas are indeed correct and that the bonds and associations to 

which this thesis refers to are indeed real, Young projects that this would only be  

stylistic inclination. 
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What we may draw from these analyses is that in taking a critical position we may begin 

to unpack relationships and the forms of unity that surround an artwork and the action 

of a project and highlight what is yet to be uncovered by unveiling what underpins 

contemporary art in Hong Kong. As a scene it is going through great transformations 

and producing new parameters and power structures, which we are still capable of 

dismantling by providing the viable alternatives and tools for transformation and 

change.  
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CONCLUSION 
 

In conclusion, it is of great importance to address the unpacking of relationships 

between buildings and society and their significance in relation to Hong Kong. In this 

thesis this unpacking was achieved firstly through conversations with practitioners of 

various disciplines, and secondly by presenting examples of architecture, situations and 

experiences which represent varying sites of production, time and place, thus presenting 

the emergence of a body of work as a thinking activity. 

 

This thinking in all of its forms (the collaborative; the individual; the collective; the 

intersectional) centred around the notion of a discourse that created a space for ideas to 

collide in such a way that the process throws new light on the subject matter – certainly 

from a Hong Kong perspective.  

 

In conclusion, the ‘Vacant Occupy’ images as photographed in Hong Kong 2014 and 

discussed in detail in Chapter Three demonstrate a transformed Hong Kong, one which 

echoes images of Paris in May 1968 as presented in Chapter Two and which therefore 

bears witness to the transformation of the barricade across 41 years. A multiple-

perspective and transdisciplinary approach within the arts is well-suited to approaching 

architecture through its actions with a focus on the barricade.  

 

The discussion of the current status of refugees in Italy (Chapter Two) alludes to 

observations and ideas of change and movement; the migration of people, ideas, 

reactions and values – all of which can be witnessed in Hong Kong due to its proposed 
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changes to extradition law.132 The unification in this matter resides in escape – from 

war and conflict (Italy) to escaping the possibility of an unfair trial in a different part 

of the country with different laws and ethical, moral and historical perspectives. 

American philosopher Robert Nozick calls this Distributive Justice: 

 

The existence of past injustice […] raises the third major topic under justice 
holdings: the rectification of the injustice in holdings. If past injustice has 
shaped present holdings in various ways, some identifiable and some not, what 
now, if anything, ought to be done to rectify these injustices? What obligations 
do the performers of injustice have toward those whose position is worse than 
it would have been had the injustice not been done? […] how far back must we 
go in wiping clean the historical slate of injustices?133 
 
 

The questions raise interesting points about two very different situations but equally 

share the consequences of historical and colonial rule in various forms. The enquiry 

then becomes subject to entitlement and moral characteristics – which are not always 

obligations of art.  

 

The notion of failure was part of the mode of thinking behind this project since its 

inception. The exhibitions followed the potential philosophical attunement of the 

communitarian project and this presented the unfolding of relational intra-relations of 

the members of projects. 

 

 

 

 
132	Kate	Mayberry,	‘Hong	Kong’s	controversial	extradition	bill	explained’	,	Al	
Jazeera,	June	11,	2019,	accessed	July	22,	2019.	
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/06/explainer-hong-kong-
controversial-extradition-bill-190610101120416.html	
133	Robert	Nozick,	Communitarianism	and	Individualism	(New	York,	Oxford	
University	Press,	1992,		140.	
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What is the current urgency for this research, or a project like it? 

- Ruin; the site of art in Hong Kong, art education and relation to vocational art practices 

- Ruin; mode of existence, evolving losses  

- Ruin; social systems, utopia 

 

This project evoked a condition of evolving losses; one not to be overthrown or 

escaped, but rather to be embraced as a defining necessity. Rather than only suggesting 

subjective-psychological-pathological mood or social construct, it could further explore 

the ethical responsibilities we owe beyond human otherness. 

 

The use of close analysis and interview as tools to develop a structured format to the 

writing exposed ideological barriers through the navigation of haunted spaces, thus 

provoking a hitherto-absent sense of commonality. This different reading of Hong 

Kong – achieved through the asking of questions and the testing of assumptions –

supports a changing environment and highlights its diagnosable conditions between 

Occupy Central in 2014 and the concluding remarks in 2018. This reading presents a 

unique view in unique circumstances: one in which personal, societal and art-world 

relationships were all shifted in a moment of enduring crisis. 

 

The collective body of work that this thesis documents and represents has championed 

an original position of working against foreclosures and the restriction of space, and 

instead towards its expansion; it therefore remains sympathetic to artwork that exploits 

art’s capacity to act unbound to explore all corners of the political spectrum so as we 

may expand our understanding.  
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This, as proven, is possible when one is sympathetic to the many voices of Hong Kong 

and speaks openly and rigorously with its residents and highlights the danger of art 

becoming merely aesthetic in nature by losing its original function as a tool. Through 

avoiding a desire to bestow legitimacy upon artwork and institutions it is valuable 

enough for artists to use their skills, or for arts organisations to bring the voice of their 

constituency to a protest as a matter of solidarity without the need to further critically 

address it within their programs.  

 

There is clearly a danger that the expression of a need to participate in protest may have 

a fundamental impact on an artist’s work, and that the need to further project this 

expression into another public dimension is redolent of contemporary culture’s unusual 

construction of identity – a construction that falls back into the trap that one is protesting 

against. A rich public life is one in which we play multiple roles simultaneously. To 

look for the self in the crowd of a protest seems fundamentally at odds with the protest’s 

tool-like raison d'être (to fix a problem that is societal) and therefore poses the danger 

of pushing the act of protest into the realm of the aesthetic – a fact too easily overlooked. 

 

The above forces us to ask: ‘what is needed to achieve an environment capable of 

maintaining a position in which all possibilities remain open?’  

 

A system that only bends and does not break leads to ever-growing frustrations in the 

face of increasing restrictions and limitations in both Hong Kong and current global 

politics. The intention of bestowing legitimacy upon artwork is a cause for fascination 

and suspicion, and these actions as evidenced and discussed in this text clearly point to 

a state of contradiction and alienation (institutional dialogues need to remove these, 
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seeing anomalies are problems to be solved). The events of the Hong Kong Occupy 

movement dismiss any comparison with Occupy movements abroad or Western 

frameworks; what happened in Hong Kong was totally different, despite sharing the 

same vocabulary. Things changed on the ground during Occupy Central; space was 

completely reimagined and certain types of human behaviour in that space were for the 

first time in Hong Kong realisable.  

 

The mere idea of having unexpected encounters in Hong Kong was otherwise 

impossible. A certain type of drifting, of cruising in the spaces that are otherwise fully 

controlled and normalised became possible; one’s behaviour, movement, desires, and 

expectations are otherwise highly regulated. What we choose to show and to not show 

is deeply impactful, and to choose to display one’s political leanings without acting 

them out, or creating ways in which they are put into context for people to learn and 

decide upon neuters any art. This message serves as a warning that important activism 

can be reduced to signs and examples; it is also neither a critique of the institutional 

model which addresses its own concerns and beliefs. 

 

This thesis’ presentation of the organic body and its lost unity has been an exercise in 

the unpacking of relationships and the assumptions that go with them. Delirious 

interrelationships have been balanced with actual inscription; these are coupled with 

the idea that the demand for a different reality first requires the contemplation of all 

other possible realities. 

 

The imagination upon architecture is also the reality of architecture on the social body. 

The democracy of space – nowhere better exemplified and practiced than in Hong Kong 
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– has proven to possess an ability to influence social behaviour; the opposite also 

applies. The extraordinary organisation of protest in Hong Kong in 2014 forms a 

platform on which to project new radical methods through which to interpret a city and 

its ideology from above. Openness is one of the outcomes of the citizen bringing their 

own voice and experience to create meaning. The outcome must always remain 

inconclusive in order to work around over-determination and foreclosure; however the 

evidence presented in this thesis does identify characteristics of the oppressive regimes 

of the city. 

 

The city-form as discussed in these case studies and conversations presents an everyday 

activism, as well as probing the difference between the acts of responding to art and 

producing a viable critical response. This difference lies in the question of method; 

‘responding’ implies an approach that emerges from the situation (it is immanent), 

‘producing’ implies a stepping outside of the situation and a calculating of strategies (it 

is transcendent). The case under discussion represents an immanent approach with a 

localised transcendence.  

 

The Hong Kong art world should be described in terms that can account for this 

volatility. Disaster must evolve to meet the new demands placed on it. ‘Disaster’, 

however, is not an absolute and passive limit; it is active and is thus a useful concept 

when one accepts the fluid nature of Hong Kong’s political and artistic environment.  

 

The architecture of social collision leads to new social codes; it would be a mistake to 

marginalise the structural complexity of the Hong Kong art scene based merely on its 

appearance. We must instead view it as different intensities as the complexity of the 
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interactions that take place on its surface indicate a sophisticated structure, invisible yet 

concrete. As such, it cannot be controlled from the outside. 

 

This thesis has demonstrated that it is possible to reject a rigid model of the city and 

instead propose one in which there is a taking place of speculative and contested 

encounters. From this emerges a political body – or rather an indicated and interrogated 

place from which this body may emerge. Therefore this thesis should be viewed as a 

contribution to the body of knowledge through which we may understand and interpret 

contemporary art in Hong Kong. The evidence collected through case study and 

analysis presents a contribution to Hong Kong art that is observational, comparative, 

imaginative and establishes the possibility of a new space for art by using the raw 

materials and techniques available at the time, evidencing points and the elimination of 

forms. 

 

A number of questions may be taken up by those interested in developing this discourse 

further. To give some examples: ‘how do we compose experience within the volatile 

horizons of scale and place?’; ‘how do the forms of Western discontents such as global 

Occupy movements change to become Occupy Central in Hong Kong?’  

 

A myriad of work in this thesis builds together to become an edifice which projects an 

invisible architecture onto the city. These elements, at times seemingly unconnected 

define a marginalisation, commonality and the architecture of refusal. A test of strength 

forces the opposed parties to reveal their real position. The act of resistance and new 

questions unmasks the real political intention behind architectures while at the same 
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moment providing those in power with an event with which to probe the will and desire 

of its wanted or unwanted subjects. 

 

It would be a mistake, on seeing the physical complexity of the street as place, to 

marginalise its structural complexity. In doing so we miss the real point that lies beneath 

the action. The protest sites in Hong Kong were contained by barricades assembled by 

protesters from the inside and a shifting police presence on the outside; therefore it is 

better not to look at the street during this period as a system of flows but instead as one 

of different intensities, which indicate a sophisticated, invisible structure of power 

relations.  

 

The emergence of a spontaneous barricade in the city disrupts daily life and routine 

exchanges become subject to a process of decay management, by which the new system 

tries to uphold and maintain the expectations of the old one within its volatile and 

emerging horizons. The observations made throughout this thesis have been capable of 

responding and interfering with the infrastructural organisation of the city by 

identifying such instances of interflow.  

 

This interflow is antagonistic in nature, and is characterised by the plural nature of the 

barricade that identifies the characteristics of oppressive bodies acting upon Hong 

Kong. This identification in turn exposes new vistas which may prove useful to parties 

interested in radical transformations of space, body and place. They may also be of 

interest to those who wish to develop and learn different skills and perspectives through 

the dynamic of social politics and location so as to work towards a structure that extends 

the aforementioned forms within a progressive and inclusive arena.  
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Politicians and media misinformation uphold ideological barriers in Hong Kong. It is 

this entrenchment that also obscures understanding of protests across the world, all of 

which must be presented with robust clarity if we are ever to address the real values 

and causes they embody.  

 

One subject of this thesis is an exploration into the transformations and creations of 

new publics; an experiment in new figurations of human agency and possibility in Hong 

Kong. This was achieved through bold provocation, using research that places 

questions into a framework which does not determine the subject itself. Using such 

questioning we have collectively been able to expand the enquiry of established forms 

within the field of art in Hong Kong. By so doing, this work has found ways for art to 

contribute to and question communities and cultures in a local and global context by 

imagining the city as site of practice and exploring how the city works. In 

demonstrating how art contributes to the life of the city this thesis has begun to track 

the legacy and logic of how the roles of art, artists and audiences have been resituated 

since Occupy Central. 

 

Questions still remain about the potential for art to create civic sites for public 

discourse. Mobilising diversity of thought and practice is one way in which we can 

further examine the limits and limitations of art as it is practiced in Hong Kong, and 

through this gift there is an opportunity to further re-examine the expected 

understanding of art through context and engagement. By directing the thesis towards 

an exploration of new publics and experiments into new figurations of human agency 
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it has been possible to track what is collective, individual and psychotic in the political 

manner from implementation to dissemination. 

 

The generative dialogue initiated between institutions, individuals, off-centre art spaces 

and groups was able to put the core ideas of thesis to work while maintaining close 

conceptual analysis and creating a new curatorial language in Hong Kong. The series 

of connected outputs built a public mandate for in-depth artistic research and work that 

constitutes a new contribution to the field of Visual Arts in Hong Kong. This was 

achieved in part by taking local issues that are directly entangled in global ones to 

somehow short-circuit normally oppositional perspectives, giving both artistic and 

collective voice (In doing so the various individual elements can be read as a single 

new work). 

 

Creating agonistic space for dialogue, research and co-action was not merely an 

exercise in appropriating an intellectual medium; it also transformed its appropriators 

and set of possibilities through a hypothetical community of shared interests and 

thinking. The direction of the hypothesis could be described in socio-architectural terms 

as a regeneration plan. Furthermore it highlights the potential vacuum which may be 

created by such events when positioning oneself between artists and their work on a 

micro scale but exposes the possibility of the role of culture in defining the community 

of citizens in Hong Kong on a macro scale.  

 

The inscription of Occupy Central leads us to question how art institutions in Hong 

Kong conceive themselves. The evidence is embedded in press releases, adapted 

funding models, new audiences and new-found responsibilities. These lasting effects 
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will also be significant for outside audiences unfamiliar with Hong Kong’s recent past; 

therefore new considerations and adjustments also require new considerations, dialogue 

and language.  

 

A shift in human behaviour and thought during such events not only produces 

democratic optimism but also daily experiential possibilities regarding individual 

human relationships with buildings – as their meaning and significance changes – 

where previous trust meets suspicion and otherwise normalised behaviour and 

expectations become volatile.  

 

The interviews in this thesis have proven that art in Hong Kong is contingent to its 

surroundings at moments of great possible change and that in these moments, new 

social codes are produced. This thesis has exposed the vectors that lead to the re-

instrumentation of art through repurpose and defined an arena in which all possibilities 

remain open and away from the measurable consequences of what art can actually do. 

This commitment to change goes beyond empty refinement by presenting a new form 

in the body of a curatorial project, one that implies the displacement of an older one.  

 

From the refugee crisis in Italy’s Gran Ghetto the incessant restructuring of the city 

body through the movement of people and ideas constantly interrupts the formation of 

neighbourhoods as they challenge and intersect with formations laid-out from above.  

Living outside of designated dwellings (be it due to protest or desperation) is a political 

and disruptive activity; the effect of community-building from the outside is not to 

acknowledge or accentuate the potentiality of site but to continue the connection 



 

133 
 

between mapped out ideologies and concrete structures, which leads to the 

abandonment of the site. These cannot be extricated from the city they produce. 

 

This thesis presents a challenge to our belief in the existing political, artistic and 

curatorial structures in Hong Kong by obscuring and therefore disabling the primary 

use of representation, suggesting new opportunities to possess a city. The thesis was 

approached from architecture as the site of a politicisation from outside: from above by 

political urban structuring of the city, and from below by everyday users redirecting its 

flows in protest. These represent inscriptions upon the city. Although on the surface the 

city appears relatively unchanged, the deeper political and social implications of protest 

are embedded in the societies growth.  

 

What is at stake here and what is proven by this thesis is what can be called into being 

between a group of author-agents, pursuing the demands of evolving contemporary 

work practice. By paying proper attention to the details of formal experiments we can 

openly and rigorously animate them – and only then can we confront the consequences 

of our stances. This is of course as much about the lives and dilemmas of ordinary 

people as the changing course of events, and about the positive social transformation 

that discontent can produce, including the usually disparaged mass-social forms that 

emerge from spontaneous reactive situations (such as protest, poverty, and war) and 

from groups often excluded from consideration of revolutionary change. Democracy is 

the name of the signifier for lost unity. 

 

The conclusion hereby creates a portrait of Hong Kong that is neither fully architectural 

nor a dérive-based search for its authentic core. The incremental progress of this thesis 
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has been in real-time and represents an evolutionary logic rather than a thematic 

succession. Under consideration have been ghosts and memories that fill the thesis as 

much as the contestation and the administration of peoples. What has been presented is 

an everyday Hong Kong that is strange and politically violent, eviscerated in mid 

turmoil that stands witness to a pre-emptive future. The transformations that are taking 

place in and through Hong Kong present a political upheaval while avoiding a particular 

group or social encounter. The interrogation of the received conception of the human 

form as the basis of political and social has revealed the materialisation of this agency 

in its architectural and geographical context.  

 

These findings propose a rejection of any model of the city in which rigid and material 

bodies move through an endless and empty space and instead suggest a taking place of 

accelerated and contested encounters – marked by the logic of tradition, personal 

interiority and increasing differences that come together to unravel a singular mode of 

place emerging within the context of Hong Kong. 

 

The project of Urban Exotic Dilemma, based as it was around social forces, created 

spaces for other author-agents – located in Hong Kong and elsewhere – to find their 

own voices and through this find common ground between organisations through the 

pursuit of work. Through the pursuit of work it is now viable to claim that by looking 

at established forms in Hong Kong and elsewhere one is left with the tools to build and 

question the dissemination of art and the possibilities of art in Hong Kong within the 

whole chain of artistic meaning. It is evident that power relations can only be explored 

through forms of collaboration and engagement in order to expose and identify social 

injustice and expand the possibilities of space in the context of Hong Kong. 
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From the beginning of this research it was assumed that the connections between the 

various actors would remain unknowable; but it is clear upon inheriting various modes 

or responsibilities these actors were able to make rigorous examinations to bridge the 

architectural social-political landscape with a frank re-examination of creative practice 

in Hong Kong. The research is in a sense about entanglement and the way in which 

collective and distributed voices may produce change within other systems. These 

various systems of individual logic can be understood through their larger geopolitical 

and personal frameworks which may be intensified by relationships between Hong 

Kong and Mainland China. Therefore what this thesis has presented is a rethinking of 

the pragmatic potential of architectures within transformative systems. The 

collaborative nature of this construction creates a communal edifice to house a new 

space. The success of the collaboration forms an intense overlay of the structure – up 

to its own demise. The danger however is that the system itself may begin to block its 

own development as its own manifestation intensifies. 

 

How identities interact is as much as anything a lesson about the administration of 

peoples; a populace may be administered by force, demand or persuasion, but the 

administration has also played host to periods of apprehension and hesitation as seen 

during Occupy Central. The argument given in this thesis is not that art or community 

extracts its being from these forms, but that the forms in their instabilities create the 

interior for new social-spatial design. The examples presented reflect on how 

architecture and social upheaval can be perceived when transferred onto artistic 

frameworks. The projects combined advocate for an approach to re-define what counts 

as a collective and/or individual contribution towards new knowledge. 
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What is evident from the findings in this research and examples is that there is a 

mounting need to examine, engage and critique an emerging arts practice that is 

multiple, politically intelligent and severally located within a variety of forms and 

networks. Critical and intuitive modes of production are unfolded by working closely 

with artists and other practitioners of other disciplines to deliver texts, research, group 

writing, recursive dialogue, critique and research-based artworks; in so doing so we can 

attempt to properly test the propositions and strategies of distributed decision making 

and the possibilities of its rhetoric in Hong Kong.  

 

The curatorial work in this thesis avoided becoming a passing commentary on a subject 

by becoming the heart of a complex of author-agents whose opinions are derived 

directly from the researches and evidence of their own practices. The collective works 

represent differing voices within the field of art while remaining open to the 

disobedience of developing tactics of co-action to promote progressive as well as 

destabilised textual discussion. Introducing differing voices to the field through invited 

participation encourages greater and more diversified activity and encourages greater 

involvement from its audience – in the hope of developing more complex groups.  

 

Discoveries made through these processes of writing and co-working invite us to 

reconsider our representations of human action in Hong Kong and provide new tools 

for thinking about our cultural field. Destabilised textual discussion itself, produced in 

a variety of ways and mixing conventional practice with newer methods of working 

together leave us with lasting reproducible models that can be executed by anyone, 

anywhere.  So doing it may be possible to define what can fully be achieved by multiple 



 

137 
 

human approaches to art in Hong Kong – where artists take over positions rather than 

materials and bend them to their own needs. This also takes into consideration the 

importance of the imagination, and the possible existence of alternate realities that 

come into being simply by the act of imagining them. This is of great importance 

especially in such uncertain times; the not-taken path and those unexplored avenues in 

life present expansive and contingent opportunities for other realities to unfold. 

 

This thesis has been able to mobilise and self-narrate overlapping fictions and realities 

so as to enable a community of people to lead the search for new identifications, which 

include the unfolding of the accidental and non-addressed discussions that are 

transmitted through distributed, socio-political conductivity/resistance, and collective 

speculation. To sketch out this architecture has required concrete sentiment to be 

directed towards a sensibility that expands its magnitude. By creating a suspended 

autonomy it has collectively created a space for a polemic and a different kind of 

agency. 

 

The assumptions in this thesis have been tested against what may be described by the 

advancement of art in Hong Kong in incubated groups and how this determines – to an 

extent – the works that emerge from them. The outcome of this question is related to 

networks of influence and possible self-interest by influential figures and institutions. 

The observations made herein of Hong Kong, with the information available at the time 

of writing suggest that while individual artists generate works, the works’ real roots are 

in the associations that artists make between each other.  
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The claims made in this writing are held accountable through reflection including but 

not limited to the analysis of post-project reports. These reports indicated that any new 

social organisation implied or actioned by the artwork might always exceed the 

previously-held idea of who the viewer was.  

 

A deviation from the natural order, or anomaly, is something that many institutional 

dialogues in Hong Kong tend to remove or treat as a problem to be solved. In this case 

one might say that radical change alienates even those who instigated the change. A 

concern with some independent and government-supported art institutions in Hong 

Kong is that their interpretation possibly ends up being more about the institution itself 

than the artwork on display. We may further ask if the possibility for one way of 

interacting is also the possibility for a new work to arise – and what do we need in order 

to search or support a state in which all possibilities remain open, being as we are 

already implicated in the reality we are inquiring about, thus mediating it. 

 

We may conclude from these analyses that in taking a critical position we can begin to 

unpack relationships and the forms of unity that surround artwork and the action of a 

project, and highlight what remains hidden by unveiling what underpins contemporary 

art in Hong Kong. It is a scene that is going through great transformations, producing 

new parameters and power structures, which we are still capable of dismantling by 

providing viable alternatives and new tools for transformation and change.  

 

One of the outcomes of the research behind this thesis was XENOplastic, a project 

supported in-part by the Hong Kong Arts Development Council. The idea behind 

XENOplastic was to create a meta-organization or consortium, organised in a 
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decentralised way that explores new institutional forms capable of supporting new 

types of practice.134 The type of new practice would be able to intervene in economies 

and move away from reflection and instead towards a practice that is implicit in its 

subject matter and therefore develop concepts and remote production techniques. 

 

What is the opposite of ‘metamorphosis’? The question is not simply what 

metamorphosis is not, but an attempt to find its true opposite: something more intense; 

metamorphosis in the other direction. A bit-by-bit discovery of the self. This thesis 

contributes a questioning of orthodoxy by proposing a re-thinking about Visual Arts 

and the responsibilities held by artists and institutions. It further intends to fully capture 

the process of experimentation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

134	XENOplastic,	ADC	Artspace,	accessed	November,	11	2018.	
http://artspace.hk/?lang=en#artist6.	
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APPENDICIES 

 
 
Appendix 1: An interview with Kit Hammonds by email. The answers were received 
May 23, 2017. The text has not been edited and is presented as it was received. 
 
CC: 1) I would like to think back to the event  ‘Made in Public Taipei Forum on 
Property, Protest, Commons and the Alternative Economies of Art’ 15-20/09/15 in 
which we were both in attendance. After the presentations there was a moment for 
reflections and debate and you highlighted the important distinction between protest 
and art. If I understood correctly you nodded towards the notion that protest is a tool – 
and tools are designed for particular jobs –underlining the fact that when protest is also 
art and applied to a different context i.e museum, archive etc the protest art is perhaps 
no longer useful as it cannot for fill it’s primary tool function? Would you say that this 
is an accurate summary? And upon revisiting this topic now would you like to add 
anything else? 
 
KH: I don´t remember what I actually said, and I'm a bit fickle... I might have just been 
arguing against the grain to entertain myself. But in essence I agree with what you say I 
said. Protest is most definitely a tool, or should be. when it becomes aesthetic it loses it 
purpose. One might map this onto object orientated ontology in which (a la Harman) 
the broken tool becomes an object - which can be taken as it moving into the aesthetic 
realm (my interpretation, but I don´t think exclusively). I am, or may not, 
have mentioned at that time that about John Jordan, the founder of Reclaim the Streets, 
and of the Clandestine Insurgent Rebel Clown Army. For me these are the only 
successful examples of when art and protest enmesh as useful tools. Based in the 
tradition of the carnivalesque it is possible to give both successful aesthetic AND 
political readings to the work. However, I believe Jordan always emphasizes that his 
work is protest first. It regresses the aesthetic back into a tool, if we follow the logic 
above. I think one of the points I was trying to raise is that it is valuable enough for 
artists to use their skills, or for arts organisations to bring the voice of their constituency 
to a protest as a matter of solidarity without the need to then critically address it within 
their artistic programs. I felt there was a rather unfortunate need being expressed during 
that seminar that participating in protests should have a fundamental impact on ones 
work. A rich public life is one when we play multiple roles simultaneously. The need 
to project that into the public, to reassert that one was there, that one was active, as an 
individual (person or institution, I don't personally draw a distinction between them) is 
redolent of contemporary culture's unusual construction of identity that falls back into 
the trap one is (usually) protesting against. Democratic processes, emancipatory ones 
at least, require the surrender of the self to cultural or countercultural movements in 
solidarity, not in a need of individuation. To look for the self in a crowd of a protest 
seems fundamentally at odds with its tool-like nature (that is to 'fix' something that 
is going wrong socially) and therefore has the dangers of pushing it into the aesthetic, 
which is easy overlooked or ignored.  
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C: 2) As a Curator that represents an institution (state and independent) do you think 
that there is a way to host and re-activate/imagine this type of practice? And what do 
we need to search or support in order to achieve an environment capable of maintaining 
a position where all possibilities remain open? 
 
KH: if 'this type of practice' you mean politically engaged, or activist, 
absolutely, although with the usual requirements that one can only bend, not break the 
system. Actually, I am currently engaged in a practice that is an almost unformed 
expression of a sentiment of resistance - I believe, like myself - most people signed up 
out of 'not knowing what to do' and wanting to put their name behind those that might 
have an idea of what to do in the face of increasing restrictions of freedom in current 
politics. Hand Off Our Revolution now has around 600 members worldwide, and has 
done a few workshops to discuss the issue. I was more interested in making art at the 
centre of the debate, rather than turning the protest itself into art. What I am trying to 
do within that group - in order to make a contribution - is to bring together a 
film program and reader in collaboration with two other museums, but that will also be 
free for screenings by independent spaces worldwide. The program will not be fixed 
but is conceived as a 'toolbox' for local iterations to inspire discussion. So as a curator 
I am (in collaboration with at least one other) organizing the rights to a limited pool of 
works in video and text, not displaying my own thesis or position (in a meta-sense I am 
of course, but organizing a toolbox not a display, but that is another story).  I am 
drawing on the resources available to me in a private institution and finding ways to 
help that be diffused to those with less means and in different political contexts. The 
'return' is broadening the dialogue with the Hands Off... group, and between 
different institutions and individuals at different scales. That is to be active, if not 
activist.  
  
  
CC: 3) As a self declared peripatetic project the Vernacular Institute cannot represent a 
community because it is never stable enough to be pitched against anything local. As 
the Vernacular Institute migrates does the new subjectivity, social organisation, or 
behavioural tendency implied/actioned by the institution always exceed the previous 
idea of who the viewer or artist was? 
 
KH: Well, I see Vernacular Institute as a mask, rather than an actual institution. In this 
way, as mentioned before, the individual and the institution are basically the same. Only 
that the institution is the persona of the individual in public (persona stems for the word 
for mask in Greek). So Vernacular Institute is up to the whims of the individual who 
runs it, who is no longer me as Jo is now wearing that mask, and (as you say) performing 
on quite a different stage. For me the mask was tool-like. It distanced me, as an 
individual, from the role I was playing and at the same time put me in the same 
'narrative' as organizations such as AAA which are more fundamentally institutional. 
People and organizations like to play with their peers...   It was also something that I 
learnt from Publish and be Damned which was only ever 2 or 3 people at most, and half 
the time me acting on my own. But it provided a certain freedom not to be oneself - 
especially when working in an institution as it was suitably distant from the 
representational role one is meant to play when employed. Anyway, I digress a bit. 
If there is some similarity between myself as VI and Jo, it is that we are both 
fundamentally out of our own publics, and have to construct one from scratch, and bring 
what we can to the different dispossessed locations the find ourselves in at any given 
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time. Further, for me, as behind a mask, I always (erroneously) see myself as invisible, 
I don´t really expect anyone to be watching - even if I know there is an audience and I 
know them all personally as is often the case. I am usually shocked when they are 
paying attention. So for me the viewer, artist, institution divisions are not really there.  
  
  
CC: 4) Is the inclusion of protest art in museums and archives simply a way bestow 
legitimacy upon the work? For me the problem might be that protest art seems to 
work through a level of self contradiction, paradox and alienation and many 
institutional dialogues need to remove these (they are more like design in this way; 
treating anomalies as ‘problems’ to be ‘solved’). Would you agree with this in regard 
to what was being discussed at the TCAC event? 
 
KH: My answer to this would pretty much be the same one as the start. Although there 
is a reverse perspective one can take which is that the inclusion of protest art legitimizes 
the institution, or at least is meant to. On one side it asserts the museum as a liberal arts 
space, but on the other it often exposes the concensual politics at play in a museum. 
Few museums or other galleries I can think of would include protest art from the PRO 
Trump movement for instance. (there was the case of the gallery in hackney that was a 
alt-right center that was the subject of many protests recently, but that is a pretty isolated 
case. The nearest situation I can think of where the alt-right and facist movements 
have successfully infiltrated arts 'scenes' is the black metal and goth scene in Germany 
which already used the iconography of facism provocatively, while also reconnecting 
with the germanic mythology that the nazis used in propaganda, and that opened the 
gateway for far right groups to step in and recruit the counter culture - but that is a 
digression again). It would (which is what I think you are suggesting) be interesting to 
put a more nuanced argument up against the consensual 'protest', which is often a 'duh 
obviously' position in the west. I doubt there are many people out there on any level of 
the political spectrum who BELIEVE in human suffering. There are, however, 
institutions that BELIEVE in it that are made up of humans who don't seem to realize 
the contradictions (any army, national or independent for instance). Actually Richard 
Rorty discusses this in Contingency, Irony and Solidarity. I don´t think it is something 
that falls within the consensual political texts of todays activist artist (i.e. its not linked 
to autonomia...) but it raises interesting questions about accepting the inherent 
contradiction that people suffer in the world, and that no one wants there to be suffering 
in the world. When things don't accept the dissonance, or project a dissensus that is 
open for discussion we end up, oddly, with deep conservative views becoming seen as 
radical and utopian. Look at Farage. His voter base is relatively small even after all the 
exposure he received under the rubric of 'equal representation' or a 'balance of views' 
in the press. His visibility was, in part, due to the need to display, institutionally, that 
democracy was being served. We didn't also see anarchy-syndicalists getting a voice. 
If we did, perhaps they would have done better in the polls... So, to return to your 
question, any institution has a public voice, and what it chooses to show, or not show 
has an impact. To choose to display one's political leanings without acting them out, or 
creating ways in which they are put into context for people to learn and decide upon, 
neuters any art, not just that that derives from protest. I do feel that many involved in 
protest art WANT the institution to accept them, despite expressing that they are 
AGAINST the institution, which is problematic for other reasons. Protest is, from my 
perspective, used as a legitimizing frame of reference (nebulous as it is - as with the 
problems of which politics are protesting above) that prevents work from being 
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critically addressed because - to boil it down slightly unfairly - is 'good at heart'. I could 
go on to say this is actually a weird conservativism, equating art to truth and beauty in 
a particularly romantic way... but I´ll stop there as I better get back to work for my 
institution...  
 
 
 
Appendix 2: An interview with Chan Tze Woon via Facebook messenger. The answers 
received May 22, 2017. The text has not been edited and is presented as it was received. 
 
CC: 1) I would like to start with a quote from your guardian interview published 
Monday 26 Sep 2016 because I am particularly interested in the word ‘revisited’ in 
relation to what you then go on to assign to memory. Would this possibly extend to 
experience? “Hong Kong has changed a lot [since the protests]. Some viewers might 
have participated in the movement wholeheartedly, but they have not revisited those 
memories because of the negative emotions related to the movement’s failure,”. So my 
first question is: Do you think that this revisiting of Occupy Central can also be found/ 
activated in the daily experience of Hong Kong? What do you think the signifiers of 
this might be? 
 
CTW: I think most of the participates avoid to recall the memory of umbrella movement 
especially for the young generation. It Is the first time that they wholeheartedly 
contribute in a social movement, when it ends in this way, most of them don’t want to 
recall it that much. but I believe the some value in occupy movement continue to exist 
in another way, like me, being an independent film maker, I produce my film about 
umbrella movement. As a independent filmmaker, there are many things that we have 
to resisting. Some of the subjects in my film back to their everyday life, one of them 
who was teaching in the occupy area, now graduate from university, teach at school, in 
the education area, being a teacher, there are something they have to do to protect 
student from being brainwashing from patriot national education. I am not sure if it is 
a kind of revisit. 
 
CC: 2) There was a strong visual transformation of the street during Occupy 
Central,  but now that things are back to what we might describe as ‘normal’ do you 
think the way Hong Kong citizens experience these former protest sites has changed? 
 
CTW: Yes, I believe umbrella movement is more then a movement that fight for 
democracy, it is how to change our idea in area. There is an strong “hegemony” in Hong 
Kong, the land developer not only control different market, affect our everyday life, but 
also the spread out ideology about how we use the space. the occupy area is like a 
“folklore”, it is totally different value, like people farming in admiralty, build up self 
study area in the middle of the road, putting art work everywhere, sleep in the street 
rather then rent a small room with expensive rent. 
 
CC: 3) What role (if any) did architecture have during the protests?  Is there a legacy 
and logic of Occupy Central upon architecture in HongKong? 
 
CTW: I am no idea about architecture. But I am sure the central government office have 
more security barrier now.  
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CC: 4) Do you see Yellowing as the portrayal of a community?  
 
CTW: Yes, compare other documentary like’ Teenager vs superpower”, Yellowing is 
much more portrayal of a community, a group of young people instead of a hero. Just 
like everyone who participate in the movement. In some scene in my film, they interact 
with each other, discuss about the situation and making decision (it is like a deliberative 
polling), how people work together to set up a resources center. I think what I portray 
is the community. 
 
 
Appendix 3: An interview with Jack Spittle via email. The answers were received on 
November 27, 2016. The text has not been edited. The questions are interjected for 
context. 
 
CC: Jack can you talk about the current political situation in Italy? 
 
JS: Matteo Salvini is the head of Italy's right-wing Lega Nord party. He's pretty verbose, 
especially in his complaints. Many of his complaints have to do with immigrants. He's 
also got a knack for overstatement. So much so that a recent Italian meme features the 
face of a black man crying theatrically, with across his forehead written, “when you 
follow Salvini's profile from Africa,” and then, just below his chin, “but once landed in 
Italy realize that the four star hotel and thirty euros a day was a total sham.” 
 
(It is said that one asylum seeker costs the state roughly 35 euros daily.) 
 
CC: So the refugee’s are far from welcome?: 
 
JS: The modern world creates a lot of refuse. Some of it gets recycled, some of it gets 
placed in government regulated landfills, and some of it gets dumped in rivers, lakes, 
seas, or even old stone quarries outside of Naples. But when we talk about the waste 
we produce, we're not just talking old reciepts, refrigerators, industrial run-off: it's this 
way with people, too. Walking around, chatting, on the bus: every so often I'm 
overwhelmed by the impression that I know every single “recylcled” sub-saharan 
African immigrant currently residing in the Italian peninsula. Suleman with his yogurt 
business. Cheikh with his farm. Mamadou, too. Assan the cultural mediator. A whole 
host of others. While this impression is patently false, it is demonstrative of how few 
oppurtunites there are for the new immigrants to be recylced in Italy. And the latest 
numbers are foreboding: the UNCHR says 170,631 people have so far arrived in Italy 
by sea this year. Italians would have to ditch their Mediteranean diets and start eating 
yogurt only, to give work to all of them... 
 
CC: What the immigrants to after they arrive in Italy? 
 
JS: They sit in a little something called a centro di accoglienza. A “welcome center.” 
These are the places Salvini describes as “four star hotels.” Really they're mostly 
decrepit buildings, overcrowded, riddled with bedbugs, and placed in towns like Borgo 
Mezzanone, in Puglia, the heel of the boot, a town like a little speck on the leather 
(Made in Italy), with zero growth for decades and a couple hundred inhabitants now 
outnumbered by the migrants. Another is in Crotone, Calabria, the toe, with its clump 
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of inert factories and port of sunken ships.  
 
In all there are fourteen centri di accoglienza. Official ones. As of September, 2015, 
though, La Repubblica listed 1,816 other, “temporary structures” being used by the 
asylum system. About these, though, there was no ulterior description.  
 
Coming into Lampedusa, or wherever it is you're coming into as a sea-crosser, you'll 
get assigned to one of these centers. Then you go and you sit. “A month,” they say, 
“and your request for asylum will be processed.” In actuality it can take more than a 
year. So you sit. A family to feed? Projects to pursue? Dignity or self-respect? No 
matter—sit!  
 
This is known as the “first welcoming.” If you're asylum request is accepted—that is, 
If you're lucky (58% of asylum requests were rejected in 2015)—you have access to 
what is known as a SPRAR, a “second welcoming.” The idea behind the SPRAR is to 
provide “an organized process by which individuals can (re)construct their capacity to 
choose and to plan, (re)acquire the perception of their own worth, potential and 
opportunity.' 
 
While these are noble words, and surely no goal to poke fun at, anyone used to the first 
welcoming will not expect much from the second. And, in fact, the management of 
these SPRAR is left to “local authorities with the precious help of third sector groups,” 
and new SPRAR can be opened by way of surreptitious “public” contracts. This, in 
Italy, spells disaster. Some SPRAR do good work. Courses, workshops, job trainings. 
But this is the will of certain individuals, not the functioning of the system. When the 
Mafia Capitale scandal broke last winter the Italian public was shocked—or perhaps 
not so much—to learn that millions of euros allocated to the asylum system were being 
syphoned off by corrupt entities. 
 
So much for those 35 euros Salvini raves about! SPRARs have been opened all over 
the extreme peripheries of cities such as Rome areas where rents are cheap but there is 
little hope for integration. Kilometers out from where neo-realist films were once made. 
Two hours to the city center by bus. On foot, half an hour to the nearest bar. No post 
office in sight. And then there was Tor Sapienza, a poor zone on Rome's far-east side: 
marches, banners reading “enough with the savage immigrants,” angry riots instigated 
by neo-fascists.  
 
Many SPRAR serve breakfast of fake teas and coffees from a machine. Lunch of 
overcooked pasta. Dinner? That same pasta. No courses, no programs, no workshops, 
no contacts, no jobs, and no happy helpers: “we haven't been paid for two months,” said 
one SPRAR worker, “and we can't ask for holiday or sick leave...But we can't explain 
this to the people living here. So they often see us as distant, bored, and in the long run 
we can't even make contact with the human being, let alone the guest.” 
 
CC: If these are the goverment regulated landfills for people, what happens to those 
people who sneak out of them, or were rejected in the first place, or get their documents 
but can't find a job? What happens, that is, to all those who are dumped? 
 
We dispose of the scraps in the most radical, efficient way: make them invisible by not 
looking at them, and unthinkable by not thinking of them. (Bauman) 
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JS: Each summer thousands of migrants flood the Capitanata region of southern Italy. 
They are the scraps that follow the seasons. More than 30,000, by some counts, in quite 
a small area. The reason? Il pomodoro—the tomato, red gold. Bulgarians, Romanians, 
Gypsies, North Africans. Almost all live invisibly. Some are kept to their apartments 
by their “recruiters,” precariously picking; others make their homes of all the 
abandoned spaces. But it is the sub-Saharan Africans who I am most familiar with. 
Many end up fifteen kilometers from the city of Foggia, four hours by foot, in a place 
called the Gran Ghetto. 
 
CC: How do you get to the Ghetto? 
 
JS: From the station of Foggia you must turn right out of the exit, follow the road past 
the buses, take the curve to the right, merge onto the main road, go up the bridge and 
past the abandoned grain silos, turn left when it ends and cut across traffic. You must 
then head towards the cemetary, find the slip road and slip right on down it, head out 
behind the cemetary, continue on down and you're passing fields now: grapes, corn, 
tomatoes, always tomatoes. Keep straight across the highway, follow the insuing curve, 
watch out for long trucks that are fast, impatient and laden with products. Go under the 
bridge, go over the bridge, pass by more fields, everywhere are fields, keep left at the 
fork, keep right at the second one, and, if you've done it all correct, when trees line the 
road and the potholes deepen, turn right after the house, and you're almost—I swear—
there.  
 
The first time I took that last turn it was late July. Morning, but the sun scorched 
already. The fields were burnt stalks of harvested grain; a wide, harsh brittle. And 
through them trekked form after human form, their backs to me, dragging big bags 
laboriously across the soil. All in a single line, a single line, a single line...“This is the 
Trail of Tears,” I perhaps inaccurately thought. 
 
CC: How many people live in the ghetto? How do people occupy their time? 
 
JS: At its summer height the Ghetto is home to more than 3,000 people. Every day the 
Region of Puglia is supposed to bring a few cisterns of water that is supposedly potable. 
If that runs out, as it often does, in the afternoon, after work, when jerry-rigged trucks 
bought from the Bulgarians roll in and unload twenty, thirty thirsty people, at two 
different points of the place there are fountains with consistent water flow. Huge lines, 
swamp-like conditions. To boot: it's agricultural water and to my knowledge no one's 
ever done a test on it. When we bathe or wash our dishes it's like hoping for the best. 
 
On its edges the Ghetto sprawls, for it is always getting larger, while a tightly-knit mass 
of streets and vicoli throb away at its center. Besides five old, crumbling farmhouses, 
abandoned and now occupied, all residences are wood-branch framed, cardboard-
walled and plastic covered. Barracks. Black irrigation tubes hold the plastic down, and 
their carefree placement forms patterns that are pleasant to the eye. Some of these 
barracks fit eighty beds—one is thiry euros for the season. These are for the newcomers: 
four rows of twenty, one after another, both longways and short: a solid, downy 
geometry. Hot as hell when the sun is hitting. Hell, too, stepping over every one. More 
consistent presence in the place merits, sometimes, something more like a studio 
apartment (there's never any AC 'cause there isn't any electricty). Bouba shares one. 
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For him, a new arrival, I would learn his luck was borne more of necessity. 
 
“So gays can get married here now?” he asked. The candle burned low on the makeshift 
counter above the gas tank. 
 
“Yea. Senegal?” 
 
Two clicks from the sides of two mouths: Bouba and Demba in unison. The sound 
means an emphatic “no” in much of West Africa. There's just a bed and the small 
cookspace for the two of them.  
 
“I don't think it'll ever be legal in Senegal.” Demba said. 
 
I laid down. Demba doesn't have documents. Why doesn't he have documents? They 
rejected his request. Why'd they reject his request? His story wasn't good enough. What 
was his story? Wait—what was his story? I didn't know it. These two both were always 
so vague in describing it. But now I watched the shadows dance on the white sheet 
strung across the cieling, and it all came together with the clues now resurfacing: 
“We've been friends since meeting in Senegal”; “Can Demba come too?”; “Let me go 
find Bouba.”  
 
The room for just the two of them and now the questions, the silence. 
 
CC: Can you tell me about the archticture of the ghetto? Material, social, economic? 
 
JS: There's not much silent about the Ghetto. Cardboard walls never were good at 
keeping out sound. Plus, ever since the war in Libya, and the wave of Mediteranean 
migration it provoked, and the subsequent strain on the Italian asylum system, the 
Ghetto got a lot larger. From what was basically a worker's dormitory a few years back, 
home to mostly Malians and Burkinabè—the “duri puri lavoratori,”(the pure, hard-
nosed workers)—the Ghetto's gone and gentrified. Dozens of bars dot the place. The 
bars are also brothels. In addition to the men there are maybe 200 Nigerian prostitutes. 
The brothels serve mostly Fanta, other soft drinks, the occasional Peroni, and strange 
Nigerian remedies in big bottles labeled in marker with names like “man power.” They 
also serve liquor, which no one seems to buy but me. For a euro they'll pour you a glass 
of it, like juice. All through the night they pump out music, mainly Nigerian and 
Ivorian. The sheer extension of the place and the way the brothels dot it and the flatness 
of the plain and the silence of the night mean that from any given spot, such as your 
bed in your barrack, what floats to you in an audible way is this eerie, odd medley of 
polyrythms.  
 
This “float” could also be more like a “barrage,” but that all depends on your real estate. 
Not that there's anything quite like real estate. The Ghetto's just a place where people 
find themselves, get along with the other people who find themselves there. What is 
exciting is that a new sort of democracy is cropping up. This is partly in response to the 
gentrification of the place. It's gotten so big and so loud and so uncontrollable that 
young West Africans take the bus up from Bari just to have fun on the weekend. Young 
and old Italians come for the prostitutes. Every once and a while there's a fight. Late 
last July, someone was even killed. The agressor was mentally ill. The papers said he 
was Ivorian but he was Malian. A few months prior he'd been kicked out of Germany 
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for striking a police officer. With European laws, borders now closed and Italians still 
not eating yogurt, Italy's like a cage, and if you've got no where to go, you go to the 
Ghetto. For it was mostly uncontrolled but that is changing now. There are certain 
residents called caporali who make a lot of money off the Ghetto. They are work 
intermediators. They know the landowners; they bring the workers. You, worker, pay 
five euros for transport, and, if the caporale's not a nice guy, one euro for every crate 
you fill. One crate is 350 kilos of tomatos. You, worker, get 3.50. It's impossible to say 
how much an average worker picks on an average day because there are too many 
factors: the number of workers in the field and how you race against them; the number 
of trucks at the field for hard as you race, you can't load on trucks that aren't there; your 
relationship with the caporale, for if you complain he won't take you; lack of rain, for 
then the machines pass and harvest; too much rain; and, finally, the general 
overabundance of people, for even in this place made by redundancy there is internal 
redundancy.  
 
Let it suffice to say that the average worker doesn't make much, and that the caporale 
makes more. Certain caporale already formed a sort of power structure. Such power 
was more or less imperceptible (it took us four years to learn of it). Now, though, that 
the Ghetto is changing, they're consolidating their power. A kind of police force has 
been formed. But all is not oligarchic: bi-weekly assemblies are now held, to which 
some of the Ghetto's older merchants and residents are invited.    
 
CC:What does Radio Ghetto do? 
 
JS: The idea of the project is to give a voice to these silenced people. We come down 
each year with a carful of electronics doomed to break from all the dust—the Ghetto's 
on some pretty desertified land—and a bootleg antenna, which we hoist up in the sun 
with a whole crew of neighbors and tie it to what seems most sturdy in the vicinity. 
Later, during storms, we hope it doesn't fall on us. This antenna allows the Radio to 
reach no more than a kilometer away, flying on the frequencies. No matter! Wouldn't 
want to risk a fine, anyway. What happens on a day to day basis is that people come 
by, take the mic, speak, or sometimes just play music. It's all cool the way we see it. 
Bambara, Wolof, Fula, Soninke, Creole, Mòoré, Djula. Many others of course. What 
comes out in Italian we record, send to radios, put on the internet. Same goes for French, 
only the radios are in West Africa.  
 
CC: A democratic voice!? 
 
Anything can be debated, and it all is: what it's like to be in Italy, in Europe, as an 
immigrant, and as an African. How to twiddle their thumbs in an asylum center. How 
to get the hell out of there. How to meet an Italian. How to meet a single, dastardly 
Italian. 'Cause that's one thing Salvini doesn't understand when he talks about four star 
hotels and 35 euros, what society doesn't understand when it tries to address the ever-
growing rise of human refuse as if it were simply a financial problem. Some Africans 
come down to the Ghetto for vacation. Some Africans in the Ghetto have been in Italy 
for twenty years. Some are white-haired Senegalese that speak a perfect Brescian, or 
Bergamasco. Being told you are superfluous, after all, is not just a biological matter. It 
is not just food, clothes, shelter. It is the evening walk, hand in hand, with another man, 
no wary eyes on you. It is gripping the mic and staring out across the open sewers and 
the heaps of burning plastic always present, and, into the night, also staring, recounting 
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the life of Einstein, of Lincoln, and saying, “I just want to leave a mark on this world.” 
It is hope: “to buy a tractor,” said Sama, “and drive it all the way to Mali.” It is those 
eyes of him that swam in such a way that proved he has already thought a way to make 
the thing amphibious, and who's to say he hasn't?  
 
The sea didn't stop him once. I don't think it will stop him the second time.   
 
Because in the Ghetto there are people. There are builders, electricians, mecchanics, 
musicians. There is Aisha, all the beautiful girth of her, and how she sits and how she 
stands and how she hands you a plate, bulging with unfathomable Cameroon. There are 
tailors and there are butchers: ten minutes, a knife, some cardboard in the mud, and 
what was a sheep is now in chunks, spilling from three large buckets. There are stories 
told around communal plates of maffe then. There is Madoujan, tall, toothless, taking 
you by the hand with a whisper in your ear: “come.” And if you go he's leading you 
away to a little niche you've never been, between the barracks where the sky opens up. 
“Look,” he says, and you do, with a gasp, for above you hangs the most silver, sickle, 
wonderfully silken moon you've ever laid your eyes on.  
 
And then there's Abou. Radiant, irreplaceabe Abou. I just heard from him. “We're out 
of water,” he said, “they haven't brought it in a week.” For these people are treated like 
refuse, they are dumped like trash in the fields, but they will odor up.  
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Appendix 4: UED publication 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

151 
 

 
Appendix 5: Interview with Cosmin Costinas at Para Site on October 16, 2015 (audio 
transcribed by rev.com). 
 

 Craig Cooper: [inaudible 00:00:00] questions of art, politics and funding, how do 
you define your approach to Hong Kong politics and funding, and 
how does your program relate to this? 

Cosmin Costinas: Well our funding is mixed, it has always been, from some of the ... 
from the second year of Parasite's existence of relying both on 
private support and on public money in Hong Kong. The amount and 
the proportion between the two has changed over the years in various 
directions, but this has been something that has defined Parasite for 
20 years. 

Cosmin Costinas: It's a very good question, it's a very complicated question. I think our 
strategy at the moment is nevertheless quite a clear one. It's not 
necessarily a heroic one, but it's still quite firmly based on the idea 
that a certain kind of responsible, political decision, and a position 
towards the city of Hong Kong, and the role of culture in defining 
this community of citizens in Parasite's position, it should be stated 
very clearly and unambiguously. 

Cosmin Costinas: So, with all the risks out there, I think it's important for us to be 
uncompromising about our position. So, it's complicated of course in 
terms of private funding, that have been like people who have 
stopped supporting Parasite because of their position. I'm sure there's 
people who have also decided to support Parasite because of that, or 
have encouraged them to do that. It's very important to mention that 
our sources of funding are quite diversified which means that a single 
or a few people deciding to stop supporting Parasite will not pose an 
existential threat on the organization. 

Cosmin Costinas: With the government, it's more complicated but I think it's important 
to have that very firm and very clear position from the very 
beginning. And I think up until now the landscape of how politics 
manifested in cultural policy in Hong Kong, has so far allowed for 
this to work. 

Craig Cooper: It's quite interesting that you seem to maintain a long term working 
relationship with some artists, for instance Trevor Young, Ming 
Wong, in a way that is a bit unusual in a not for profit space. Can you 
talk about the logic of this view? 

Cosmin Costinas: That's a very good question. Yeah, what's the reason? I mean ... I 
guess it's a combination of several factors. On one hand there is part 
of Parasite's mandate has been from the beginning, that of 
functioning as a platform for support for artists, especially for young 
artists and especially for whatever is local artist. So I would say, I 
guess to a certain extent, probably like working with several artists 
repeated. I mean, it's more than them. I mean yeah, there's several 
artists who have featured in our exhibitions, two or three times, or 
something like that. So I guess to a certain extent, this is a way of 
achieving that commitment because how can ... and non profit 
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institution today that also has other mandates and goals for itself, 
achieve this sort of supporting an artists? That together it doesn't do 
better. And I guess one of the ways is to accompany his or her 
practice and to help place his or her work in a meaningful framework 
that is also changing. 

Cosmin Costinas: This is part of the explanation. I mean, I wouldn't take it even to a 
certain point like, personal connection, not personnel-personnel, but 
like connections to Parasite. Like Trevor Young has worked for 
Parasite when he was very young, so he was an employee. He was 
like an assistant curator, project manager for a while. So I guess there 
was this sense of him growing with Parasite and having that 
connection, which can be perceived as something subjective. Maybe 
too personal for whatever pretense of objectivity but as long as it's 
based on a working relation and mutual appreciation I think that's 
somehow acceptable. 

Cosmin Costinas: And of course this is not an exclusive way of working. We're 
working with another artist that we've shown I think two or three 
times. Maybe it's like [inaudible 00:06:13]. And I only really met her 
once. She's also famously shy, so she doesn't come to openings. So 
it's definitely something with [inaudible 00:06:23] have absolutely no 
personal relation. 

Cosmin Costinas: Yeah, I mean I think in the same vein we're also very much 
encouraging. And I think it's important for Parasite to really invest in 
the people around it and the people that work with it. And we try to 
keep [inaudible 00:06:42] everyone working for Parasite, even if it's 
junior positions or in production related positions rather than 
curatory positions, to step up and be able to get involved in other 
levels of the organization as well. So it means [inaudible 00:07:03] as 
well. He's been working in the production side of our organization 
for many years now. But this summer, he was the first in a program 
that will continue yearly, and was not only involved in Parasite but 
involved in young curators from across Hong Kong and giving them 
the chance to create their first or second exhibitions. 

Craig Cooper: Our next question, we sort of touched on this in the first one. I mean 
it was something that you started putting at the bottom of your press 
which is [inaudible 00:09:04] democratic aspirations of the people of 
Hong Kong, which suggests a responsibility. I wondered if you 
would like to say anything more about that and how the situation in 
relation to your peers? I mean certainly kind of mentioned it in 
relation to funding. 

Cosmin Costinas: Yeah. I guess there's not a lot to mention, as to a certain extent, the 
content of the statement is self explanatory and the presence of the 
statement in our [inaudible 00:09:38] is, I guess as a gesture also 
[inaudible 00:09:40] self explanatory. As we receive a lot of public 
funding, we also have to include various disclaimers in all our 
materials. So, let's say the [inaudible 00:09:57] formality which this 
sentence has, this sort of pretentiousness was already there, with 
every press release we issued that used public money, already came 
with a disclaimer that mentioned that we received money from the 
Government of Hong Kong SAR, and at the same time, very 
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sanctimoniously also saying that [inaudible 00:10:24] of this activity 
do not represent the user of the government of Hong Kong. 

Cosmin Costinas: So, I guess in that kind of landscape of disclaimers and positioning 
and drawing borders and distinctions, I think it as important for us to 
take our own position. We only included actually, in those press 
releases where that disclaimer also goes. So the terrain is already set 
by mentioning our relationship with the Government. I mean it 
includes most of our projects because our budget is strong. There's at 
least a little bit of public money in almost everything we do, but not 
everything. But yeah it's part of that procedure and ritualizing of 
positions and ownerships and claims that it comes for that. 

Craig Cooper: Okay. 

Cosmin Costinas: Yeah. I guess we would have, we are articulating our obvious 
position otherwise in more nuanced ways in other circumstances. 

Craig Cooper: Okay. 

Cosmin Costinas: So I guess we rarely do, I mean rarely in our activity do we proclaim 
slogans or ... we're not necessarily known for having this 
declamatory style of working. But again that was triggered more by 
an already existing free market, [inaudible 00:12:10]. 

Craig Cooper: Okay. 

Cosmin Costinas: And of course it was very much, it started at the high [inaudible 
00:12:15] movement. I think it was important for an institution to 
take a position. I think, a certain kind of certain objectivity or 
distance that some other organization took was questionable at the 
time. 

Craig Cooper: ... were the lasting effects of occupy central on Parasite and how can 
these be seen clearly? That statement is one of them. Are there any 
others? 

Cosmin Costinas: I mean I think the lasting effects on the city itself are very significant, 
especially on the young generation ... yeah so the lasting effects on 
the generation that was behind the movement I think are significant. 
And I've been saying that it's ... that besides or inspite of 
consequences, it had a [inaudible 00:13:38] in terms of elector 
politics. The cultural effects and the deeper social repercussions the 
umbrella movement had, are somehow comparable to the '68 moment 
in Europe. This is not about trying to find a Western frame for 
everything happening here or elsewhere, but really the parallels are 
very strong for me, because there has been such a widespread 
questioning of authority in general, of the idea of authority, including 
things like relationship with one parent, including one's relationship 
with life paths, and life styles that are prescribed for one in Hong 
Kong. There has been something of an almost sexual revolution 
going on as a well, as a consequence or as a manifestation at the level 
of the individual of these collective changes. 
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Cosmin Costinas: So yeah, for me this has had like a huge impact on the generation. 
Obviously this is our primary audience. And as such we're dealing 
with a very different audience than we were a year and a half ago. 
And one can see that in whatever program we do that involves a 
more direct interaction with audiences and with groups of people. It's 
a very different dialogue, and it's a very different type of exchange. 

Craig Cooper: How do these Western forms such as global occupy movement, 
become occupy central in Hong Kong? 

Cosmin Costinas: I mean it's totally different. The occupy movement had its Hong 
Kong manifestation for one of the longest occupations in the city of 
the world. The ground floor of the [inaudible 00:16:13] we see it was 
a completely different thing. And well it was I guess to a large extent 
a failure, probably similar to many other manifestations of global 
occupy. And of course it's a long discussion of why did that happen. 

Craig Cooper: So it's simply a question of branding then, just using the name 
occupy. [crosstalk 00:16:34]. 

Cosmin Costinas: No. 

Craig Cooper: As soon as you try [crosstalk 00:16:34]. 

Cosmin Costinas: Yeah, probably it's not even branding it's just unfortunate or 
fortunate, almost coincidence or just a word entering vocabulary. I 
don't know if they really though in terms of branding or thought 
about the benefits. I mean obviously ... because the movement itself, 
the movement that exploded on the 28th of September is only 
marginally the plan that was occupy central, which was proposed by 
these academics. And that plan I guess, obviously used the word 
"occupy" because it had entered the activist parlance and was part of 
the global vocabulary, but they themselves had a very different idea 
about what it would be and how it would work. 

Craig Cooper: ... At the flows, the city flows were changed, people's routes were 
redirected during that time. Did you have any unexpected encounters 
with anything as your routes were being disrupted, diverted? Is there 
anything that you remember well from that? 

Cosmin Costinas: I think, I mean the mere idea of having unexpected encounters is 
otherwise impossible in Hong Kong. So, this was only possible in the 
times of the revolution when space was reimagined completely 
differently. And certain types of human behavior in space, where for 
the first time, as an exception, exceptionally impossible in Hong 
Kong, a certain type of drifting, of cruising, the spaces that are 
otherwise fully controlled and normatized, and your behavior, your 
movement, your desires, your expectations are all highly regulated 
[inaudible 00:19:03] in Hong Kong. 

Cosmin Costinas: This is something that we disused in an exhibition we did in the 
summer of 2014. It was called [inaudible 00:19:11] Rooms of 
Yearning, Sex in Hong Kong. And it wasn't only about sex this 
discussion, it was about all the frameworks around it. And one of the 
points we tried to make with the exhibition was exactly that, that the 
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public space in Hong Kong is so overloaded with promises of 
manifesting desire and these are all staged in a way that your 
movement is controlled to such a large extent that there is no 
possibility for a chance encounter. There is no possibility for 
cruising, for meetings, for any kind of type of human interaction that 
happens outside the rules of what is prescribed. 

Cosmin Costinas: So, the times of occupy were the exception to this rule. And they 
have stated a very different city by imagining the public space in 
different terms and by creating these spaces of socializing of 
commonality. So yeah I can name many moments, but this would be 
the generous period when I guess pretty much everyone who is from 
Hong Kong or has lived here a while, has had experiences during 
those months that are unique and are decisive for one's relationship 
with the city. 

Craig Cooper: That's great. Thank you. Oh this leads very nicely onto the next 
question as well. So today, what do we imagine when we think of art 
practice? If the city is the site of practice, what do we imagine the 
relationship between this practice and the way the city works? In 
what way is our production contributing to the life of the city and 
how does art resist the culture of commodification and assumption, 
assuming these are [crosstalk 00:21:19] unfavorable to its agenda, its 
emergence [inaudible 00:21:22]. 

Cosmin Costinas: Oh dear. 

Craig Cooper: Specifically the relationship between art and the site in which its 
produced and the way that a city works. Do you have any thoughts 
on that? 

Cosmin Costinas: Yeah. Well obviously art needs to ... 

Craig Cooper: And contributing to the life of the city. 

Cosmin Costinas: Yeah. Obviously art, ultimately it cannot avoid to having a direct 
connection and relevance towards the place in which it is produced. 
It is contingent to its surrounding realities, whether it is this part of 
whatever we call artistic intention or not. Art has this ability to offer 
different perspectives on the time, and on the context which allow for 
this code to be produced, for this communication code to be 
produced. So there's that. 

Cosmin Costinas: The other issue of how art intervenes or influences how a city works 
and how art can be part of this process is a little bit of a dangerous 
territory because it can easily lead to a certain type of 
instrumentalization of art, which we've seen in the last decades 
happening. And we've seen it primarily coming, initially, from the 
more seemingly progressive sides of the political spectrum. Usually 
social democratic or labor governments in Europe try to obviously ... 
well even fight the commodification processes of art, and try to take 
it away from the private hands, and legitimately so, and to try to 
bring it into the public good and common good sort of arena. And in 
order to do that it needed to make available public funds for 
[inaudible 00:23:55]. In order to do that, fairly [inaudible 00:23:57] 
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criteria and it needed to have measurable consequences of like what 
art can actually do. 

Cosmin Costinas: And there was a snowballing effect in many places that went on a 
slide where often art became an instrument for cultural policies and 
urban policies. And then soon after these cultural policies were not 
even necessarily progressive ones anymore and art was in some 
places, consciously used for forcing gentrification on [inaudible 
00:24:43] in some cases. It wasn't just an unavoidable process of art 
[inaudible 00:24:48]. There's many places where this has actually 
happened as a directed strategy, often by formerly social democratic 
governments, that believed in the power of [inaudible 00:25:03] 
society. This power of affecting society can happen in many ways, 
and not necessarily in positive ones. 

Cosmin Costinas: So it's a little bit of a complicated question- 

Cosmin Costinas: Obviously it means different things, and I guess you know, if we talk 
about occupy, there were this incredible explosion of forms and of 
science and of a visual universe around the physical side of the 
occupation which has really been a remarkable phenomena and one 
that has been discussed by many people. And I think whether that's 
legitimate art production or whether that has a ... should be discussed 
with the same terms of art and society and the connection, is not so 
important. But I think yeah, during those times there was a genuine 
production of visuality that should be brought into the discussion. 

Craig Cooper: ... think that the emergence of a growth of art in response to social 
political and environmental urgency, demands a reexamination of the 
structures that support and facilitate it? 

Cosmin Costinas: Yeah I mean, yes. If we're talking about ... yeah one cannot maintain 
a certain critical position in the artistic narratives one puts forward 
without being fully aware and questioning is the intuitions they put 
forward, the context in which they are produced, what brings them to 
life, how do they circulate and who do they affect and who do they 
benefit? So yeah, it involves questioning these structures and the 
institutions. 

Craig Cooper: I suppose this is particularly sensitive in this part of the world, in 
terms of institutions and organizations being able to directly respond 
and facilitate these ... 

Cosmin Costinas: Yeah. I mean especially here where ... I mean I guess Hong Kong 
less so, but- 

Craig Cooper: And not just because of the content of the work but because of 
[inaudible 00:27:48]. 

Cosmin Costinas: Yeah but also if we Mainland China, all these hybrid situations and 
institutions, museums that are not really museums and ... very hybrid, 
hyper institution models. So, they are completely different 
landscapes of interest and beneficiaries behind them. So, especially 
in such heterogeneous and hybrid and unusual institutional 



 

157 
 

landscapes, one has to maintain their [inaudible 00:28:27] critical 
spirit. 

 
Appendix 6: ccthenr Skype performance for UED (document retrieved from shared 
editing Google platform and presented here as screen captures) 
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Documentation of the performance by Craig Cooper 
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ccthenr @ Urban Exotic Dilemma 
Cat 
Zoe 
Renee 
 
 
Texts / reference: 
 
Georges Perec, ‘Species of Spaces’: 
https://arquivodeemergencia.files.wordpress.com/2010/08/perec-species-of-spaces.pdf 
(how space works) 
 
Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space: 
http://monoskop.org/images/1/18/Bachelard_Gaston_The_Poetics_of_Space_1994.pdf 
(How memory works spatially) 
 
Themes / Topics: 
 

1. How space is mapped / coded / invented  
 
G. Perec p.13 
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I think this points to how we narrativise, demarcate and categorise space to feel safe - space = 
solidity and time = flux. Carving up of space into prescribed zones of activity could play into 
contemporary housing examples e.g. separate doors for residents of buildings with different 
incomes: http://www.theguardian.com/society/2014/jul/25/poor-doors-segregation-london-
flats 
Or ‘hostile architecture:  
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http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2014/jun/13/anti-homeless-spikes-hostile-
architecture 
 
 
"So it's OK, for example, to sit around as long as you are in a cafe or in a designated place 
where certain restful activities such as drinking a frappucino should take place but not 
activities like busking, protesting or skateboarding. It's what some call the 'mallification' of 
public space, where everything becomes like a shopping mall." 
 
This is really relevant in hong kong, every available surface is cordoned off by a red rope and 
there are guards who ask you to stand up at every ledge. Public space is not something that 
people are used to having a lot of since it is such a highly condensed and populated city, non-
commercial spaces are really hard to come by. 
 
Issue of space in relation to domestic workers in Hong Kong: 
 
 

 

 
 
“While on any other typical day, there is the usual mix of local and expat businessmen, executives, and 
high-end shoppers walking the streets amidst soaring skyscrapers and luxury shops, on Sundays a 
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complete metamorphosis of the city occurs. With mats made out of different materials, from towels to 
cardboards to shower curtains, domestic workers claim spots on the roads, elevated footpaths, parks, 
underpasses and sidewalks and transform the heart of Hong Kong into a festive holiday enclave.  
“The Hong Kong government neither encourages the Sunday gatherings, nor discourages them. 
However, with small but significant adjustments in their sanitation services, policing detail and through 
public information they have succeeded in minimizing conflicts and managed to accommodate the 
needs of domestic worker on their well-deserved Sundays off.” 
 
http://citiesofmigration.ca/good_idea/sunday-in-the-park/ 
 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BWLGBEpND4s 
 
 
Privatisation of public spaces: 
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/architecture-design-blog/2014/nov/19/londons-
garden-bridge-the-public-park-where-groups-and-cyclists-arent-welcome 
 
Could this about virtual / inventing space could be applied to digital networks as mapping? 
 
Aside from the idea of the network, I think this could also relate to the space that is created 
through design. The codes that run behind are categorised into ways of using that make us 
feel comfortable. We are still scared of technology so often if we don’t know how to use it we 
don’t occupy the space and turn away from it. Also, our content (and with it all the talk 
around privacy, data, who owns it etc.) fill the space of the website structures, database and 
networks. 
 
Think this idea of a fear of the unknown is very strong in relation to technology which is how 
it prevents people from being able to navigate away from only the visible structures into 
coding and what lies behind the applications we use on a daily basis. This can also be applied 
to government structures of control specifically in those of urban planning, there is so much 
bureaucracy involved in getting involved in various neighbourhood planning initiatives, even 
just to file a complaint. The endless documents and specific language used prevents access to 
the majority of people. I saw a lot of this last year when i was involved with the new cross 
neighbourhood plan where a lot of the documents were filled with incomprehensible jargon 
and took ages to decipher.. 
 
Perec wants to make space new for the reader, defamiliarise its codes 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tNpVpDp_Grc 
pp.50 - 53 
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Protest from the social imaginary… 
2. What does it mean to inhabit a space / space as an extension of the body / emotional 
immateriality of materiality 
 
I was thinking about this in relation to post apocalyptic movies and tv series that depict our 
future homes as these adaptable utilitarian technological spaces. i think it could be interesting 
to clips of films such as: 
Blade runner: 

 
 

hong kong 
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black mirror?? 
 
or even hungar games though maybe thats too obvious?? 
 
 
 
G Perec p.16 
 

 

 
 
(Bedroom tax) 
Quick succession of clips? 
http://www.tcm.com/mediaroom/video/216601/Bedknobs-and-Broomsticks-Movie-Clip-
Ready-Go-.html - psychedelic bedroom 1:03 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SiUT8u1LckQ - house splitting 1:34 
The bedroom coder: http://tdaa.digitalproductions.co.uk/history/bcbm.htm 
 
and the bedroom codes that make up what it is a bedroom:  
http://sacramentoappraisalblog.com/2014/09/09/the-4-requirements-for-a-room-to-be-
considered-a-bedroom/ 
 
 
G Perec p.24 
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G Perec p.31 
I think this idea of taking possession of a place/when does it become yours is interesting in 
terms of technology. Is it when you post some content on a blog? But what about the structure 
of the blog? What about the code? And what about the design standardisations when there 
could be other possibilities?  
 

 
...to imagination a world that you create the design of the technology based on your content 
and your desires and not what you think is how it is because of standardisations...to imagine 
the possibilities of places on the web…. 
G Perec p.33 

 
 

- space is always inscribed  
I’m trying to think of the idea about ‘non-function’ in technology…. It’s really interesting as 
codes are functions… will come back to this. Maybe the error? But even then it functions to 
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break the function…  
 
Bachelard pdf p.41 / p.42 

 

 
 

 
DATA and DATABASES (something closed/hidden that retain memories and original values 
as content) 
 
Bachelard pdf p.43 
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and ‘Being reigns in a sort of earthly paradise of matter, dissolved in the comforts of an 
adequate matter’ 
all warm in the house of exploring the world thorugh the internet…you don’t have to actually 
“be cast into the world” Friedrich Kittler, Protected Mode 
http://monoskop.org/images/1/1f/Kittler_Friedrich_1997_Protected_Mode.pdf 
“While on the one hand it remains possible in principle to write user-software or cryptograms 
with a knowledge of codes or algorithms, on the other and user-friendly concealed hand it is 
by now impossible to decipher the product specifications of the finished product or even to 
change these specifications. The users fall victim to a malicious mathematical trick that 
Hartley, one-time head of Bell Labs, is said to have already instituted while in the slump of 
old-age—the fact that one can no longer examine the operands of many of the operations.7 
The sum hides the addends, the product the factors, and so forth.” 
 
“The innovation of Intel's Protected Mode consists only in having transferred this logic from 
the military-industrial realm into that of information itself. The distinction between the two 
operating levels is not only quantitative—as for example among the varying ranges of 
operating temperatures for commercial, industrial and military silicon chips (in this indicative 
ranking)—but more importantly, qualitative because the CPU itself works with priorities, 
prohibitions, privileges and handicaps of which it constantly keeps a record, though only in 
Protected Mode of course. “ 
 
“At the risk of having already gone crazy long ago, the only thing one can deduce from all of 
this is that software has obviously gained in user-friendliness as it more closely approximates 
the cryptological ideal of the one-way function.6 The higher and more effortless the 
programming languages, the more insurmountable the gap between those languages and a 
hardware that still continues to do all of the work” 
 
 
 
 
Bachelard pdf p.60 

 
  
WE DREAM OF THE HIDDEN CODE AND THAT IS WHY IT ENTICES US?  
Bachelard pdf p.67 
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Whereas in modern cities…. pdf p.62 
 

 
c.f. today’s houses being built to look attractive from the outside while inner space is 
squeezed - anathema to notion of inhabiting - atomisation:  
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/architecture-design-blog/2015/apr/02/tories-new-
housing-design-guide-backs-tiny-unliveable-homes 
 
Also precarity etc.  
 
Also how now as long as you have an iphone and nikes and maybe a car you can project the 
image of success despite where you live. This is something very visible in peckham where the 
owner of the afghan takeaway and fruit stand comes to deliver the vegetables in a range rover; 
the car packed to the brim with boxes of fruit and veg. 
 
DESIGN TEMPLATES VS. CREATION AND CODING / KNOWING CODE AS 
INTIMACY, CODE THAT IS PRECARIOUSLY AVAILABLE YET LACKS IN TRUE 
USABILITY FOR YOUR CONTENT 
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Hong Kong Housing Crisis: 
 
http://www.scmp.com/comment/insight-opinion/article/1699405/what-housing-crisis-hong-
kong 
 
What housing crisis? 
 
“The first group comprises the 15,700 households living in temporary structures, huts or 
rooftop structures. Temporary structures in Hong Kong are buildings made of wood and 
with metal roofs, or those not approved by regulators. Buildings made of such materials 
would be considered adequate housing in places such as Canada and New Zealand, 
where they make up a large part of the housing stock. I know of one household who left their 
Happy Valley penthouse to move to a temporary structure with a full sea view at Shek O, full 
amenities and all modern conveniences. They are not "inadequately housed", but others are.” 
 
 
“The third group is the 11,300 households who share with other households, in rooms, 
cubicles, and the like. In many other places, such sharing is an accepted form of housing 
for people at a certain stage of their lives - particularly for young people. Sharing is one 
way of overcoming problems of affordability. Yet, the strategy lists these as inadequately 
housed.” 
 
Things getting lost in the network? cloud networks? DIY and hacking your own technology 
(like temporary structures)?  
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vito acconci seed bed 

 

 
 
 
David Harvey, Book: Rebel Cities 
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http://ir.nmu.org.ua/bitstream/handle/123456789/141041/52d9137728c2b7a1865c4817b084e
528.pdf?sequence=1 
 
Harvey’s book is in response to Henri Lefervre essay: “Right to the city” ( 1967) which was 
in response to the crisis of everyday life in the city. he demand that we create an alternative 
urban life that is less alienated more meaningful and playful but at the same time conflictual 
and dialectical.  
 
“ The question of what kind of city we want cannot be divorced from the question of what 
kind of people we want to be, what kind of social relations we seek, what relations to nature 
we cherish, what style of life we desire, what aesthetic values we hold close.”  
(chapt 1 rebel cities) 
 
Chapt 3- Urban commons: 
The commons is not only the earth we share but also  
>>the languages we create 
>>social practices we establish 
>>modes of sociality that define our relationships 
 
-the common is not to be constructed as a particular thing or asset or social process 
>> it is an unstable/malleable social relation between a particular self-defined social group 
>>collective + non-commodifiable 
>>off limits to market logic and profit 
 
“The reports now available from China make it seem rather too similar for comfort to the 
American southwest and Florida in the 2000s, or Florida in the 1920s. Since the general 
privatization of housing in China in 1998, housing speculation and construction have taken 
off in a spectacular fashion. Housing prices are reported to have risen by 140 percent 
nationwide since 2007, and by as much as 800 percent in the main cities such as Beijing and 
Shanghai over the last five years. In the latter city, property prices are reputed to have 
doubled over the last year alone. The average apartment price there now stands at $500,000 
(in a country where per capita GDP was $7,518 in 2010), and even in second-tier cities a 
typical home "costs about 25 times the average income of residents;' which is clearly 
unsustainable. All of this indicates that housing and THE URBAN ROOTS OF CAPITALIST 
CRISES 59 commercial property construction, fast and vast as it is, is not keeping pace with 
actual and, even more importantly, anticipated effective demand. 44 One consequence is the 
emergence of strong inflationary pressures that have prompted the central government to use 
a variety of tools to restrict out-of-control local government spending. “ p58 Harvey 
 
“The big question, of course, is whether these state expenditures fall within the category of 
"productive" or not-and, if so, productive of what and for whom? Many investments, such as 
the huge shopping mall close to Dongguan, stand almost empty, as do quite a few of the high-
rises that litter the urban landscape almost everywhere. And then there are the empty new 
cities waiting for populations and industries to arrive. “ p62 harvey 
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Occupy central like Syntagma Square in Athens, Tahrir Square in Cairo, and the Plaza de 
Catalunya in Barcelona were public spaces that became an urban commons as people 
assembled there to express their political views and make demands.”p 73 
 
 
Russel Brand, The Trews, Do we have the democracy that Hong Kong wants? 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lin7KVMbmdk 
 
 
Appendix 7: A collaborative text produced by participants in Urban Exotic Dilemma, 
June 2015. 
 
Method for the Surveyor 
 
It is quite interesting that you seem to maintain a long term working relationship with 
some artists, for instance ------------, and ------------, in a way which is a bit unusual for 
non-profit spaces, could you talk about the logic of this for you? I am wondering if we 
can add in a bit of text in regards to the reflexive nature of occupied space, specifically 
as it relates to larger numbers of people… Sort of musing on the distortion of how the 
arch functions when the number of perceivers swells beyond the designed stable 
occupants. Essentially, I think there is a sort of critical mass that catalyzes/cannibalizes 
a space - and distorts its image. Possibly this is what could "induce" the delirium so to 
speak. 
                                                                                                                                    
This update is great, the other thing to consider is the potential vacuum that is created 
by such events but specifically as it relates to arch symbols, in a way perhaps these 
questions should first be in the context of broader questions about art, politics, and 
funding. So you might ask more generally to define their approach to HK politics and 
funding …and how those can be exported as messaging outside of China/and without 
their consent. I suppose these are sort of points for sections 1 and 3. The place/space 
issue might be a bit less attractive as it would be a general philosophical issue, but it 
could be transformed a little like: 1. Composing identification and experience within 
the volatile horizons of scale and place?  
 
So sorry for my delayed response! I’ve been away in Calgary, New York etcetera and 
since my return just immersed in the hell of Paris real estate… Anyways, I am back on 
track and onto sorting out a million emails. Regarding the specific geo-political 
situation in Hong Kong: how do you think the form of Western discontents such as 
global Occupy movements become Occupy Central in Hong Kong? I've packed for HK, 
and have almost all the posters from the Nottingham show, so you won't be short of 
stuff to fill walls. In this way, there is a presentation and cutting across of the 
regionalism in its relation to larger formations proposed in the info which ought to be 
interesting. Geographic regionalisms are replaced by regions within the show, 
identitarian fixes give way to looser and more provisional relationships, which 
nonetheless allow a play of differences, alliances and disputes - an open agonistic space. 
The concept of Wuxia and Kung Fu film is a bit different...Wuxia is more like the 
fantasy type and happened in ancient China, the genre of Kung Fu is more 
contemporary and the martial art that they use is more realistic and usually fighting in 
unarmed. There is some philosophy about Xia, Wu means martial art and Xia is similar 
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to Japan samurai or chivalry. And they have their own world called Jiang Hu, where 
they have their own rules, even the emperor could not control. There is some link for 
him to have a look : http://wuxia.wikia.com/wiki/Wuxia Yes, it's very dangerous for 
him to use this concept if he hasn't studied about it at all. I would rather suggest him 
not to mention this Kung fu or Wuxia concept. 
 
As a gallery that ‘fully supports the democratic aspirations of the people of Hong 
Kong'… 
It will be interesting to talk to you when you're here - especially as a regular visitor - to 
gain an insight into …the relation to the auction could be a quip. I'll probably take some 
photos there to use, in which case printing there makes sense. And I kept waiting to see 
if I could change her mind, but it never happened... I only mention it in case you find 
yourself in need of another option (to cause…Ah too bad). Sleep on it and have a think, 
and if it's too much, there's always another show to do later. A program that makes 
some sense to them, or against the others, that makes a voice, or a problematic, of 
whatever the curator wants to do. There would have to be a negotiation of this process 
between curators, but each would make their own position… it is the hand censored 
credits from the Terminator, titled: in the future nobody will know. Keep in mind the 
ultimate scale. 
 
Lets make it pay! 
...hmm now how exactly to do that... 
Shit, it is soon 
 
(Though I get that your work intersects with what is graphic info-flux) MDMA GANG. 
Ruins of Erythrea, needs a few tweaks still. I also get an 'internal error' message pop up 
from Abobe on page 39/40. My feet are already aching on day one of Venice. 
Ha! Golf cart. Will make great pictures. (still not completely real in my head) Life 
sounds so different for you there. I still have not got used to the fact that you have 
changed your perspective so much. Filming in Korea. Possibilities for societal change 
are here by examined through the lens of Daliʼs Paranoid Critical Method – a technique 
that uses an excess of reason to (madly) connect things together – to undermine what 
we take as reasonable and obvious. Amazing tiny car garages close to where I live 
squeezed in-between shops - they repair cars and re-spray panels, maybe worth 
considering... 
Noted with thanks. I have to be careful not to offend Tai Sui, the god of age.  
 
2. Place as defined against space 3. The specific geo-political situation of Hong Kong 
- historically located, yet fully transformed by global finance markets? 4. What is the 
legacy and logic of Occupy movements?  
 
This could be approached from architecture as the site of a politicisation from 'outside': 
from above by political urban structuring of the city, and below by everyday users 
redirecting its flows in protest. Would be great to tie this into a study of Rem in China 
over the last twenty years. We could ask them to track the evolution of attitudes and 
relationships over the years. One could explore the transformation of Western modes 
through encounter with Chinese approaches, eg how the form of western discontents 
such as the global occupy movements become Occupy Central in HK and what that 
might indicate for understanding the Chinese approach to City. Here the 
term Exotic could be interesting as it is also a financial term as well as a term in 



 

174 
 

Euclidean geometry. It is something foreign, but also more complex. I think it could 
work in relation to both sides' encounter with each other - China and West - through 
the strange unraveling of market forces centered in HK? 
 
(and less difficult for state employed people to be involved in?) by treating it 
architecturally or locating it as a western form that tries to mutate in a changing 
environment; a virological approach or something? Building Black Swan. Method for 
the Surveyor. Formula for an Angular Cult. 
 
But because there is something insidiously poetic about it—particularly considering 
the… 
 
Craig Cooper 
 
with 
 
Sam Basu 
Nick Carr 
Alasdair Duncan 
Sabrina Tarasoff 
Lee Suet Ying 
 
Appendix 8: Sam Basu post exhibition report. The text has not been edited. 
 
‘The principal reflection behind the presentation Wandering Force, is an interrogation 
of the received conception of the human form as the basis of political and social agency, 
and the materialisation of this agency in its architectural and geological context. 
 
This is proposed through two works that fragment (video) and then re-establish 
(drawings) an emerging ‘figuration’, in opposition to the classical humanist form. The 
key reference in the presentation is the 1978 TV series The Incredible Hulk, which 
forms the basis for the video work (Wandering Force). In this TV series, the scientist 
Dr Banner/Hulk endlessly drifts from place to place, assuming different identities and 
odd jobs to support himself. During his wanderings he becomes involved in the lives 
and dilemmas of ordinary people, but despite his attempts to mediate the bad treatment 
he receives, Dr Banner inevitably finds himself transforming into the Hulk, and 
changing the course of events. 
 
Wandering Force is a two-screen video-object that shows on one side swirling green 
smoke, and on the other a medley of video excerpts. The excerpts involve the re-filming 
of sections from The Incredible Hulk where the character Dr David Banner is 
transforming into the Hulk. The sections are kaleidoscoped with handheld mirrors and 
draw our attention to the transformation itself rather than the causes or outcomes of the 
transformation. For the artist, what is intriguing in the character of the Hulk, as 
portrayed in the 1978 TV series, is the paradoxical synthesis of the unfettered rage that 
causes and is magnified through the hugely transfigured body of the Hulk, and the 
inevitable positive outcome for the Good that this rage produces. The transformation of 
the ordinary, reticent, itinerant voyager, Dr Banner, into the grossly muscular and 
volatile Hulk, presents an opportunity to reflect upon the full range of social 
transformations. These can include the usually disparaged mass social forms that 
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emerge from spontaneous reactive situations and from groups often excluded from 
consideration of revolutionary change; especially from what Marx called the 
lumpenproletariat. [The theories of Eldridge Cleaver, Minister of Information for the 
Black Panther Party, are interesting in this respect; see forthcoming show during LIAF 
2015, “the Actual Possibility of Escape.”] 
 
Against this backdrop of a ‘transfiguring human body in relation to injustice’ suggested 
by the video-work, the artist presents three transparent diagrams suspended on a line in 
the gallery space. These are spontaneous drawings of orbits and trajectories, fields and 
pathways that are layered on top of each other, and from which a cluster or figuration 
begins to emerge. These diagrams are made in relation to another feature of the 1978 
Hulk series where the protagonist, Dr Banner, is depicted as a lonely and cut off man 
who takes on the lowest forms of casual work on his travels. It is within the vulnerability 
of the transient and migrant worker that the Hulk’s enraged transformations take place 
as he traces out a journey through withdrawn and marginal America. The Hulk 
programs draw on the equally popular Kung Fu TV series, 1972–1975, which also 
depicts a solitary man wandering across America, which in turn draws on the literature 
of Youxia hero type from classical Chinese poetry. For the artist, these travels with and 
among the most vulnerable people sketches out an invisible architecture from which 
transformation and change, in relation to injustice, emerge.’ 
 
Appendix 9: Alasdair Duncan post exhibition report. The text has not been edited. 
 
‘My sense of what’s at stake in Urban Exotic Dilemma is a questioning of what the 
terms of politics are in a way that works from everyday experience of negotiating a 
common space in relation to difference, negotiating between different ways of enjoying, 
often fronted by different interests and distributions that these ways of enjoying bring.  
 
The Lacanian psychoanalyst Eric Laurent recently said when asked about an idea of the 
unconscious as political that ‘“The unconscious is politics” means that the unconscious 
inscribes itself within an irreducible fault. Politics reveals a fault and what one calls 
democracy is nothing but the name of the signifier for the lost unity. The mobius band, 
the unconscious, grafts itself into this fault and introduces into this point, something 
which is not the ideal, something which is not reducible to the polarisation: ego 
ideal/ideal ego’. This works very well with my sense of what it is that the show does, 
and what I thought my work might offer to the show, since I’m very interested in 
topology in terms of fault lines, of what’s in and what’s out, and the ways that in and 
out work and fail to work. I work with my symptom, which connects to this theme, I 
trust that there will be a delivery of something that works in a way that will connect the 
theme of differing modes of enjoyment with the clash of politics oriented around them, 
to what doesn’t really work about the polarisation of politics as a regularised discourse 
of the possible. I work with images which are very everyday, which seem to be a bit in-
between in some sense: Waiting for something to happen, or connecting moments, or 
offering a sense that something may happen, or that there’s a meaning waiting to 
emerge, imminent. I work with graphic elements which operate similarly, with the 
possibility of fluctuating values, of a play of allusions of multiple figuration and 
abstraction, consistency and contradiction of surface or depth, colour tone and value, 
and so on. The plays of alternacy offering a dialectical production of possibility as 
complex and contradictory, of a refusal of a reduction to an “it is what it is what it is”, 
but also in relation to and against a civilisation ever more oriented around efficiency, 
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of a phantasmagorical limitlessness of possibility which disorients and displaces in 
terms of the very orientations and places it offers. 
 
I have a metaphor for my way of working, which also relates to my interest in the show, 
which is like this:  
 
Imagine if you will a group of, lets say, ten elements all alike, they make one set, 
nothing changes, and nothing can change, it is what it is what it is. Picture then if this 
group is divided into two sets of different elements, if one is in one set it is not in the 
other - there is an other - but there are still ten. Figure now that these two sets of five 
elements overlap, such that two elements belong to both sets. Now we still have two 
sets of five elements, making ten in this sense, but now if we count our elements we 
have a total of only eight. There is a distinct loss which we should find a way to come 
to terms with. But then if we count the two which are of both sets as a distinct type, 
whilst still being of the type of their constituent sets, we may say that we have three 
types, two of five elements and a third of two, making twelve. Thus now we have ten 
elements, two fives, a total of eight, a type of two and not fewer than twelve elements 
of types, and so on, each distinct in its way, and all at the same time. Now with the 
passage of time any of these aspects of our sets or more may become emphatic, active, 
and so we are no longer in world without possibility beyond ‘it is what it is what it is’, 
for better and worse.’ 
 
Appendix 10: Urban Exotic Dilemma, Treignac Project – Press release: 
http://www.treignacprojet.org/artistsprogram/CraigCooper/text.html 
 
Urban Exotic Dilemma  
Craig Cooper’s Urban Exotic Dilemma/ Itinerant Vistas is a series of curatorial and 
artistic projects that explore the changing character of urban life with special reference 
to East Asia and Hong Kong in particular. It proposes to do this from within a personal 
and shared encounter with cities and their positions on various global and historical 
frontiers. Cooper highlights the interrelationship between architectures, bodies, and 
their inscription on the experience of place. 
For the exhibition at Treignac, Craig Cooper will show a selection of recent work and 
key older pieces that set the stage for this on going project. His revaluation of 
contemporary place and experience is launched through the lens of the recent Occupy 
actions that overtook Hong Kong in September 2014. From here he draws us into a 
portrait of the city that is neither fully architectural nor a dérive-based search for its 
authentic core. Ghosts and memories fill its streets as much as contestation or the 
administration of peoples. 
Urban Exotic Dilemma presents an every day world, strange and violent. A vast city is 
eviscerated mid turmoil and, in apocalyptic premonition, stands witness to a pre-
emptive future that is surely drawing us in. The installation evokes an eerie deserted 
city though not the city of an urban plan. Cooper’s interrogation is directed towards the 
transformations that are taking place in it and through it. He presents political upheaval 
though he avoids, in a city of seven million, any portrayal of community, of group or 
social encounter. The only people that appear in the installation are a sleeping drunk, 
and the intimate and amorous gazing of a woman. The question is still open; which 
body will manifest? 
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Cooper’s work proposes to reject any model of the city where rigid and material bodies 
move through an endless and empty space. He proposes instead one where there is a 
‘taking place’ of accelerated and contested encounters marked by technology and the 
logic of financialization. From all this emerges a political body, or rather he indicates 
and interrogates a place for this body to emerge.  
Globalisation, as seen as the evolution of colonial power relations, is only one of the 
contexts that Cooper proposes to survey Hong Kong’s changing relations to China and 
the rest of the world. Tradition, personal interiority, population density and its 
increasing differences, all come together to unravel this singular mode of place that is 
emerging within the East Asian context. 
Craig Cooper is an artist and curator born in UK living and working in Hong Kong. 
The Urban Exotic Dilemma project works through a trans-institutional platform tying 
together artists, archives, off-spaces and institutions, including WING Platform for 
Performance, Treignac Project, Madame Wang journal and Academy of Visual Arts, 
HKBU. 
Urban Exotic Dilemma opens on the same days as As Object and Refusal; as 
Architecture and Symbol at WING Hong Kong with Bloom Collective and Wen Yau 
curated by Craig Cooper.  
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Appendix 11: Bloom Collective at WING Platform for Performance 
Event page listing: https://www.facebook.com/events/515411218653729/ 
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Appedix 12: Interview with Mak Ying Tung.  Answers received by email on June 21, 
2017. The text has not been edited. 
 
CC:1) In Hong Kong art advances (for better or worse) in incubated groups, the nature 
of which determines to a large extent the works that emerge from them. Artists generate 
works, but the works’ real roots are in the associations that artists make between each 
other. Do you think that art in Hong Kong is always a portrayal of the community? 
 
MYT:1. I wasn't from a traditional art school so while I was studying, I didn't have any 
idea how the art world is like. Until 2013, right before I handed my grad piece, I was 
invited by Hans Ulrich Obrist to 89plus: diamond generation panel at Art Basel. And 
this exposed me to the real art world. Since then lots of ppl invited me to have shows. 
That's a really important turning point cuz only few ppl graduating  from SCM will 
eventually become artists. From the start I found it a bit hard to get into the circles in 
Hong Kong. The artists themselves already knew each, cuz most of them are either 
from CHUK or BU, mostly CUHK Ofcuz, so it actually took me few years to really 
feel comfortable to attend the opening alone. To be honest, to me, if you wanna be an 
artist, networking matters a lot, tho it's not everything, it matters. But to me, networking 
doesn't mean you have to please or beg people for the opportunity. People who share 
similar frequency will eventually come together. Social Media do help a lot. I posted 
my early artwork on a popular blog called "the jogging" at the time and this is how 
people started to know my work and more and more people who share same interest 
will work together. I didn't really force myself to hang out with "important people", 
things just happened. And Hong Kong is small. Eventually you will know everyone in 
the circle. That is meant to be.  
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Appendix 13: Ben Gough interview received by email June 14, 2017. The text has not 
been edited. 
 
CC) Can you explain to me how BLOOM Collective as a practice is different from the 
system that you're embedded in (as architects)? And tell me a little bit about the logic 
of this for you? 
  
BG) Bloom operates as a collective, as such we develop a discourse fitting to the mutual 
processes and outlooks which culminate from an ongoing research and making. 
Naturally, this discourse oscillates on the periphery to any strict conventions of 
architectural discipline. We tend to work towards an attempted manipulation of any 
environment or typology to suit our working practice or thoughts. An ability to select 
and curate the projects we work on allows proposals to be devolved to a greater extent 
than would usually be possible- this allows us to escape the somewhat the imposed 
system and more constrictive norms. 
  
CC) BLOOM Collective were part of my founding case studies in 2016 that took place 
in Hong Kong and elsewhere. It occurred to me that BLOOM Collective as a team can 
operate through a level of self contradiction, paradox and alienation. Many institutional 
dialogues need to remove these treating them as 'problems' that need to be 'solved'. 
Could you say that a new social organisation implied/actioned by the work will always 
exceed the previous idea of who the viewer was? 
  
BG) In order to maintain the logical progression of ideas through our practice, there 
may be elements which appear contradictory in hindsight, however we see them as 
necessary dynamic mutations of the progression of ideas in order to reach the next step. 
We occasionally feel the need to alienate ourselves from the project in order to reveal 
the core intention of an idea in hand. Sometimes contraction and paradox can reveal a 
truth through juxtaposition that would otherwise be overlooked as a banal or predictable 
assumption. The element of any new social organisation actioned by the work would 
exist for the duration of the work, unless if defined through conversational organisation. 
  
CC) It appears to me that BLOOM Collective is a way to re-think the function of 
Architecture, the role of Architects and the purpose of Architecture. This emergence 
then necessitates a re-examination of the structures that support and facilitate 
Architectural practice itself and it's various modes of being. Do you have any thoughts 
on how one might establish such an environment beyond the conventional institutions? 
  
BG) The current institutions of which we belong to are important as it gives us 
something to position ourselves against, whilst existing simultaneously within and 
without them. Tradition and convention are important to respect and understand, 
however with the ease of access to new technologies, we are able to adapt and 
streamline new processes that we use to move past the 'expected' - in this way our work 
essentialises the spectacle. 
 
 
 
Appendix 14. Yang Yeung interview. Answers received by email on May 3, 2017. 
The text has not been edited. 
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03/05/2017   
 
Dear Craig, 
 
good to connect on Buddha's b-day. Some time to breathe. 
 
thanks for the great questions! Let me respond in writing first - if i am on an entirely 
wrong track, please let me know and we could meet/ i could further clarify. Here 
goes in blue: with mostly instincts + memories: 
 
Dear Yang, 
 
  
CC) Thank you again for agreeing to help me with my research. I think it is easier 
for me to initially write down my questions and thoughts – having already had to 
the opportunity to meet you in person and reflect on that – and then leave it for you 
to decide weather or not you would like to reply to me by email or meet again in 
person. 
  
I would like to think about your project Soundpocket for a moment as I think it is 
important to make a distinction between properly artistic procedures (artworking, 
curatorial materials, engaged critique etc) and then those institutions that grow 
around them (Soundpocket etc). Clearly they are interlinked, but arts tends to 
operate through a level of self contradiction, paradox and alienation. 
 
YY) Very important for the founding of soundpocket indeed - I think I told you 
before soundpocket, I curated my first show called in midair - and I gave you a 
catalogue? if not, I can. That was a response to Su-Mei Tse - her solo is currently 
on Eduard Malingue. It was a moment I had in Venice in her pavilion, thinking how 
it would be an awful waste if I were the only one from hong kong being moved by 
it - I wanted it to be shared. So I curated the group show. And after the show, artists, 
esp. Cedric Maridet, encouraged me to make something longer term. I don't 
remember how, but I was very aware then that there had already been artists (who 
may not call themselves by this name) working with sound, but no one interprets 
their works in terms of the sonic aspects. Things came together for me, eg. works 
by So Yan-kei I saw in the around 2000 at the old Para/Site. Artists did work with 
sound. I saw reasons for making an 'organization' that would engage with their 
practices and encourage more. At the time, I didn't think what an 'institution' means. 
Now - so many years later - I am much clearer that for me, institution is formed 
when some values and certain mandates are instituted, ie. put or arranged into order. 
I used to not like the idea that people call soundpocket 'an institution' - there was a 
book by Lai Ching-yuen on artist-run/ art spaces in HK...forgot when it was 
published, but I think he was studying at BU as well...He called soundpocket an 
institute/ institution. But now, with my definition, I understand that in some sense, 
we are an institution. But at the same time, an artists' collective, too. soundpocket 
now still follows artists - they guide us in not only which practice we follow, but 
also how to organize ourselves, for what purpose, and with what sensibilities, within 
the organization itself. 
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CC) Many institutional dialogues need to remove these (they are more like design 
in this way; treating anomalies as ‘problems’ to be ‘solved’). In which case could 
one say that radical change would alienate even those who instigated the change? 
That the new subjectivity, social organisation, or behavioural tendency 
implied/actioned by the artwork always exceeds the previous idea of who the viewer 
or artist was? I would be grateful if you could share any thoughts or experiences 
you may with this. 
 
YY) I am not sure what you mean by the first line - "institutional dialogues 
removing 'these'". Perhaps you mean the anomalies of/ arising out of art? that some 
institutions need to remove them in order to 'work'/ make things work? If so, I think 
I know some examples. OFF THE RECORD HERE - the M+ Ambiguosly Yours 
showI think does this. And the one by Tsang Kin-wah, I didnt' see it, but Art 
Appraisal Club discussed it, and something along this vein seemed to have 
happened. There seems to be a rush to give some authoritative interpretation that 
ends up being more about the institution itself than the art by the artist. I remember 
having this same feeling - with objective facts supporting this - when visiting the 
Chicago MOCA in 2014. The 'story' of the exhibition began with the institutional 
history. And the City Hall show Islands (presented by Museum of Art) also does 
this - I understand it's public information. They want visitors to know who they are 
and why they are presenting this in City Hall, but I think the way this is presented 
alongside the curation of the art works does not help communicate what art is. 
 
CC) In Hong Kong art advances (for better or worse) in incubated groups, the nature 
of which determines to a large extent the works that emerge from them. Artists 
generate works, but the works’ real roots are in the associations that artists make 
between each other. Do you think that art in Hong Kong is always a portrayal of the 
community? 
 
YY) Not sure what you mean by incubated groups...would you say soundpocket is 
one? and that artists sharing, say, studios, or have studios in the same buildings/ 
neighborhoods, would be other examples? I don't know how much being together 
'determines' (a strong word, but neutral and I think very important to recognize) 
what works artists individually make, or collectively make (if at all). At the old 
Para/Site, for instance, which I started to involve in on the fringe, as member of the 
art criticism class, there was definitely a community of artists, but the works were 
very diverse...But if what you are suggesting is that in a very general sense, art is 
always already social - that it comes through the social (as relations with anonymous 
but intimate others, as expressions of being among anonymous but intimate others, 
as nurtured by friendships etc.), then I am very willing to say Yes. I do think art is 
always already social. Is it communal? I don't know - depends on how we 
understand the communal. In general, even when artists claim or interpretations of 
their works claim that their works are rooted in their individuality rather than 
sociality, I would say there could always be a competing argument that the kind of 
individuality claimed is situated socially. Perhaps some kind of critique here against 
the long history of the understanding of the artist as genius, narcissist, modernist 
etc. (Do you know Suzi Gablik's books?)  
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I don't know if art in Hong Kong is always a portrayal of the community...from 
soundpocket's perspective, there seems to be some pockets of local communities, 
but also not clearly defined/ identifiable, and the communities artists are forming 
(perhaps we have facilitated in some cases) are cross-cultural as well, like the one 
in Amino, Japan, and connections with Chicago...Please don't take me wrong as 
trivializing in any way your idea. I am just pondering about the implications, and 
thinking of art that doesn't seem to fall into this idea, eg. works by Leung Mei-ping, 
Law Yuk-mui (opening this Friday at Videotage), Kingsley Ng, Samuel Swope, 
etc... 
 
CC) Part of the research in my thesis has been to explore and think about the state 
where all possibilities of the site or work, remain open. The point being to maintain 
a state where the practice of art is not over-determined. In Issue 1 of Art Review 
Hong Kong by the Art Appraisal Club you discuss the work ‘ So You Are Old by 
the Time You Reach the Isalnd’ by Hong Kong artist Samson Young and in your 
summary of the work you talk about the works ability to ‘activate our imaginative 
capacity … in an intimate engagement with the yet-to-be’. Do you agree that the 
possibility for one way of interacting is also the possibility for the new work to 
arise? 
 
YY) On one level, the quote was when I was thinking about a future that people had 
been fighting for, and not yet taken place or unclear as a shared common good as 
yet. I am not sure I understand your question - do you mean interacting with the 
work by Samson? and by 'new work', you mean his new work? Would you mind 
clarifying, and then I could respond in a better way. 
  
CC) And what do we need to search or support in order to achieve an environment 
capable of maintaining a state where all possibilities remain open? 
  
YY) Super difficult question, which I have been scratching my head for a long time 
over. I think it's both the environment and also our mental well-being. I have been 
reading David Bohm (physicist, who wrote also On Dialogue, and On Creativity 
etc.). Our consciousness is really stubborn, and we want to hold on to past 
knowledge and refuse change. But his works (plus the teaching I do at CUHK that 
compels me to think about the idea of 'dialogue' and the possibility of reconnecting 
'science' and 'humanity') inspire me to think of how we really do need to start from 
ourselves - there is no sense of 'all' we can see in human language and capacities of 
our senses, but I find Appadurai's idea of the human 'capacity to aspire' (and to hope 
- which is something I have been reading and thinking a lot about) very important. 
It is a basic right. And to aspire is in relation to who we are. If we all keep our lives 
open and under-explored until the very day we die, perhaps the world will be filled 
with a different kind of energy. I don't know. I am a bit utopic - as the conversation 
with Samson at Para/Site's earlier show curated by Qingyi Lim revealed... 
I may not be answering your question...I think there's more about the environment 
we/ I can talk about. For instance, just simply, enact laws that protect the coast for 
public use and not private property so we can get close to the constantly changing 
sea; and to at least institute one compartment of the train as 'no phone allowed'. Not 
too much to ask, I would like to think.  
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CC) I have one final question as you also mention historicizing social space in the 
same review. My question is; regarding the historicizing of social space in Hong 
Kong – is the elasticity of experience entirely subjective in it’s inscription upon 
place?  
 
YY) It seems you are interested in a more general question, yes? My instinctual 
answer is No, I don't think it's entirely subjective, but it is (like everything else, even 
with science as a mode of inquiry) always already subjective. We as inquirers and 
investigators are always already implicated in that reality we are inquiring about, 
mediating it. I think there is a lot about this in quantum physics these days...Not that 
I know much about it, but super curious in reading more...I mean that we have only 
our body and whatever that comes with it to express whatever comes through us 
with. But that said, I think it's compatible with the idea of what is yet-to-be-known. 
It's not a naive kind of relativism with all subjectivities being unique and hence not 
comparable or thereby incommensurable, but that we know what we know as it 
comes through what there is, and there is still more that may be on its way. I think 
of Giroux's essay here - the last bit about how the individual is liberated through the 
social, not from the social:  
https://www.henryagiroux.com/online_articles/Tikkun%20piece.pdf  
 
I think I better stop...in case my misreading of your thinking runs overly wild. 
 
thanks Craig again, for such important questions. I'm more than happy to further 
chat and clarify 
 
have a nice evening, 
 
yang 
 
Appendix 15: Samson Young interview. Answers received by email on May 23, 2017. 
The text has not been edited. 
 
  
CC) It was wonderful to meet you in Venice and see your work. I hope it all went 
fabulously for you. I am not sure when you are back in Hong Kong so I thought it might 
be easier for you if I email my interview questions - i think it might also help me with 
the clarity and accuracy of the questions to do it this way. Here are my four questions 
and thank you so very much for agreeing to be interviewed for my doctoral research: 
1) I would like to think about your work for the 57th Venice Biennale for a moment as 
I think it is important to make a distinction between properly artistic procedures 
(artworking, curatorial materials, engaged critique etc) and then those institutions that 
grow around them (M+, Venice Bienniale, HKADC). Clearly they are interlinked, but 
arts tends to operate through a level of self contradiction, paradox and alienation. Many 
institutional dialogues need to remove these (they are more like design in this way; 
treating anomalies as ‘problems’ to be ‘solved’). In which case could one say that 
radical change would alienate even those who instigated the change? That the new 
subjectivity, social organisation, or behavioural tendency implied/actioned by the 
artwork always exceeds the previous idea of who the viewer or artist was? I would be 
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grateful if you could share any thoughts or experiences you may have with this.I would 
like to think about your work for the 57th Venice Biennale for a moment as I think it is 
important to make a distinction between properly artistic procedures (artworking, 
curatorial materials, engaged critique etc) and then those institutions that grow around 
them (M+, Venice Bienniale, HKADC). Clearly they are interlinked, but arts tends to 
operate through a level of self contradiction, paradox and alienation. Many institutional 
dialogues need to remove these (they are more like design in this way; treating 
anomalies as ‘problems’ to be ‘solved’). In which case could one say that radical change 
would alienate even those who instigated the change? That the new subjectivity, social 
organisation, or behavioural tendency implied/actioned by the artwork always exceeds 
the previous idea of who the viewer or artist was? I would be grateful if you could share 
any thoughts or experiences you may have with this. 
 
 
SY) I cannot speak in general terms. We need to be very specific about what those 
procedures to which you refer are. In the most general terms the idea that there exist 
some sort of a vacuum for unhindered artistic procedures is an over-romanticisation. It 
is presumptuous to think that institutions and funding bodies (in Hong Kong anyway, 
cannot speak for other places) "remove" the contradictions to which you refer, any more 
so than the shape of the space, or the nature of the exhibition venue and the aura that it 
projects, or the weather (and I am being totally serious here, Venice is hot and humid, 
hence you see very few works on paper all around) etc would/could, for instance. 
Again, not sure if I would make such a claim for all art, but it so happened that I do like 
paradoxes and contradictions, and I am not interested in distilling / projecting singular 
and/or coherent insights. I have not felt the need to "explain" myself in the case of the 
Venice exhibition by M+, the ADC or the curators even beyond what I deem to be 
necessary communications anyway - e.g., brief artist statements provision in the 
booklets, which I think is totally fair to ask. There, I think the responsibility rests with 
the artist to resist the temptation to flatten, to "land." But for sure, some organisations 
trust artists more than others. At no point did I feel that the M+ / the ADC had doubts 
about me.  
 
CC) In Hong Kong art advances (for better or worse) in incubated groups, the nature 
of which determines to a large extent the works that emerge from them. Artists 
generate works, but the works’ real roots are in the associations that artists make 
between each other. Do you think that art in Hong Kong is always a portrayal of the 
community? 
 
 
SY) I am interested in your assumptions here. For instance, could you identify 
the incubated group to which you think I belong? Let us assume that these bonds and 
associations to which you refer are real, and that they exerts externally detectable 
impact, and further, assume that these impacts are perceptible in the work, in ways that 
could be described with language. If all of the above held true then you are speaking 
about a stylistic inclination - which is perhaps something that writers detect in attempts 
to historize. But sine you are talking about community I think you are necessarily 
talking about style, but levels of social or cultural engagement? And if that being the 
real question then how is it different to, say, how my reading habit is indicative of the 
company I keep?  
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CC) In regards to social space it seems to me that your work has the ability to tap into 
or activate the already inscribed. Is this activation of experience in part to do with 
your clear understanding of your addressee as an artist? Or is the addressee for you 
not important? 

 
SY) It is important, but it is impossible to know. One makes educated guesses - but it 
is impossible (nor is it helpful to the art) to be strategic. 
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