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Marginalization of the "Other" 
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IKTRODUCTION 

For Latin Z~nerica. architecture pla!s a defining social role and 
ii i rnhed  \+ith political meaning. RIar de Plata. AIexico Cit). 
San Juan. and other historicall! under-discusbed sites of 
cor~ternporar?, architecture of Latin hnerica are far from being 
I\enneth Frarnpton's per7pl~ernl ~zodes.' To accept the l iex  that 
architecture from the regions of Latin America has an 
ontlrentrzst consensus. is to marginalize that uhirh is not 
~ e s t e r n  modernism. The architecture created there is neither a 
reaction to the Kest nor to glohal culture. Rather. it is a 
response to local conditions that has deleloped in parallel to 
uesterri contemporaq architectur~. This is not of the margins: 
thii is the architecture of the '-other." 

Tu *peak of the relationship between architecture. politics and 
cnlture in Latin America requires facing up to the historic 
c-ircumstances that are its *'disco\ e n  ." conquest and el entual 
%heration.^' Here his tor^ is ~ r i t t e n  in the tumultuous cultural 
changes caused b! colonization. arid  here its scars hale  a 
lir ing presence. 

ARQUITECTURA FUNCIONALISTA 

Throughout Latin I1neric.a. and clearlj el ident in countries libe 
hlexico. architecture Itah a funda~nental instrumental in realiz- 
ins the re1 olutionan, changes that wept  through the former 
Spanish colonies. The ~ io len t  upheaxal that came to Mexico at 
the turn of the century. the chi1 \tar Itno~tn as the Relolution 
of 1910. propitiated a later artistic and intellectual tranqforma- 
tion of gigantic proportion beginning in the 1920s. nhich b j  the 
1930. created the foundation for the conternporar! Rlexico of 
to&\. The Ret oluticm of 191 0. ~t hich de i t ro~  ed niucll of the 
etorronlic base of the countr! and took as manj a i  one life in 
eight. pro\ ided a later opportunit~ for j oung RIexican architects 
to forgr a modern. Mexican nrqultecturu fincmnal~sta. This 
current formed part of the ex el?-da) political thought and 
political rhetoric of uhat mas to hecome the donlinant part\. the 

Pnrtldo Rpiolucionclrm In\tituclorrnl or PRI. -1 distinguishing 
characteristic of modern Ilexicu. the iriti~nate relatioriqhip 
hetueer~ arcliitecture and social purpose. i- the product of a 
so( ietj forged in fire< of a xiolerit chi1 Mar. This architecture is 
of a tharacter apl~ropriate to plate and time in it. tectonics. 
plastic it\ and t~pologies. This iq not an  architecture deleloped 
in reaction to R estern culture. that is. not the architecture of 
resistance. nor the product of a pro( ess of binar! oppositions. of 
core/margin. Rather. it is an architecture deleloped in parallel 
to \t eiterri conternporaq architecture. 

The architecture of Mexico created in the last centuq is clearlj 
a "'child of the re\ elution."? R hat occurred in Rlexico. more so 
than in Western Europe and imerica. n a i  the unhampered 
opportunitl to put into practice ideas that linked architecture to 
social purpose. l nlilte Europe. nh r re  thiq experiment \lab 
interrupted b j  \\ar, or the United States. \there modern 
architecture became the to tool c)f unbridled speculation and 
capitalism. in Rlexico these ideas Mere inlplenlented in an 
undiluted form. Yot only \$hat had been destroyed needed 
repldcernent. but a h .  e\en more important. there nas the 
urgent need to proxide for the "hale-nots." products of the 
man! )ears of the repressile Diaz regime.3 The 1930s began a 
period of rapid expansion and extensile co~istruction. The 
centralized go\ern~nent was quite explicit that its goal was to 
bring social justice to all. The nen '-functionali~t" architecture 
became the means to sohing the needs of housing. edncation 
and health. all uhich had been neglected since the  colonial 
period. The hnda~nen ta l  ideals of this architectural re\olution 
became inqtitutionalized h j  thr  PRI lthii h go\ erned Rlexico for 
an uninterrupted selent! )ears. and formed part of e l e n  da, 
political thought and part! rhetoric. as \ell a. part of the 
ongoing effort to tranqform societj into the shape of a p o l i t i d  
image.' It was clearl) under\tood that modern architecture 
plaqed a pivotal role in that process. Thuf the European 
concept of positive social ideals being incorporated into 
architecture was funda~nental to the e~olution of modern 
Rlexican culture. Lnlilte Europe. uhich sufiered the disloca- 
tions caused h j  the rise of \azism. where the Bauhaus uas  
closed and rnost of the leading proponents of the modern 
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rnmen~ent forced to flee the continent. what transpired in 
AIexico has an unhampered opportunit? to put these ideals into 
practice. 

AIexico City became the teqting grounds of theie nen idcas. and 
the serrlinal buildings of this period are almost all found there 
or in its ern irons. all built 11, tlie goxerrlnlerrt for iotial benefit. 
The liit of the most influential projects include: Juan 
O'Gor~nan's Technical Institute and other ichool buildings 
~zhich follourd hi3 studio for Diego Rixera - t l ~ e n  a leading 
artiit and lehist u h o  befriended Trotsli, xzhen he e-t aped to 
Mexico - (all frorn the period het\zeen 1929-35): the Huilpulco 
Hoipital and Institute of Cardiolop b! Jose Iillagran. the 
father uf iunctionalict architecture in IIexico (1929-46): the 
Social Securitj Institute bl  Carloi Ohregon Santacilla (1945): 
arid a number of buildings at the t h  %I11 tampu. h ~ ,  architects 
wt l l  as Enrique Jaiirz and Juan 0"Gorrnari. the . e~ond  
generation of 2lexican modernists.' 

The role of architecture in the transformation and cultural 
c llange- of post-re\ oht ionan hlexico transc ended rhetoric and 
it. importan' e is seen in the real changes that occurred h e t ~ e e n  
1910 and 1930: the urhari c-oncentrat~on of the population 
in( reased b~ 50%; the population of hJexico cit! tripled: and 
i onstrui tion as a percentage of et ononiit a r t ~ \ i t \  roie fro111 
prac tic alh nothing to almo-t 2O"h Thew de~elopnlentf a( celer- 
ated thereafter as 1% ell. By the 1940s the central go\ ernment 
dedicated 10-500h of its budget to the tonrtructiun of infra- 
structure - roadq. irrigation s~ items. water suppl? - and phy si- 
cal fatilitiei to Yol~e the mCi&e problemq of edu~atiori. 
hou4ng. and health. The general lark of economic djnanlism 

Tliv pioneering \\orbs of tuo of the  no-t important post- 
Re~olution architects. Jc)-e \ illagran arid (;u~liernlo Zarrap.  
Lzrrr folloxzed 1 ) ~  a iec ond generation of cle,ipr~c~rs that inc.lndrd 
Enrique del Moral. Juan ( )'(;orrnar~. and .Juan Ltprretd.  among 
others. For theye disciples. RltG an 'hnctionalism." x\lietller 
orthodox or radical in nature. \+a* t l e a ~ h  identified \zit11 wcial 
idealiirn and tlir glorification oi art hitccture for the poor. 
Enrique d r l  hloral. one of tlw l e a d i ~ ~ g  iigure- in the cleiign of 
the Ire\\ campus for the lni\eri idad Nxional Autonoma d e  
Zlexit o (lTN IR1). referring to ar c hitrcture itself. said. '-The 
program for Rlrxico ii that of p o ~ c r t ~ . " * -  .Juan Legarreta. in a 
her\ statement to the 1933 meeting of the RIexitan Societ! of 
%rtliitects. nrote. ""1 prople that i1111al)it &ha( 1's and huts can 
not speak of alcliitecture. U e will nlalte tllr people-P houses. 
Esthetes and rhetoricians - hoprfull\ thr! all die - t an  ha1 e 
their discussion> later."8 

Go~ernment  action and public architectural education is <till 
permeated b j  this re\olutionarj ideal. The idealiptic notion that 
architecture can foment positix e q o (  ial t har~ge and i m p r o ~  e 
lixes. especiall? for tlie econorr~icall~ diiad~antagrd srctori of 
the population. is still a fundamental part of tlie education of 
man) architects in Ilexico. The acadenl~c catalogues of the 
Fac ultad de  -4rquitectura of tlie UhlAI ,  the largest arid most 
iniuortant school of architecture irr the countn. still addre- the 

1 

social and economic inequitieb in RIexicrr and the responsibili- 
tie< of practitioners to change them. although there has heen a 
~narlted decline in this rhetoric in the post-NAFT4 period.9 

The design studios 01 the L h U I  stress the importance oi the  
role of architecture in arlwliorating social and econonlic 
inequities and the architectural projerts p roduc~d  in thern 
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The campus c ~ f  the I. NlRI wries as the moat important 
co111plex of hui ld i~~gs  produced h, the modrrri period in 
hlexic o. T I ~ O  principal architect- coordinated ted~n. of difierent 
designer.. each aqsigned a particular huilding. The untlerl\ing 
concept and spatial tle~elopmerlt reflected an e\ohition of 
traditional ideas ahout public space. linked to pre-Colurnbian 
precedents. that gaIe a specific nleaning to tlie project and 
speak directh to tlie role of architecture in creating cultural 
identit!. The integration oi locd materials and craftsmanship 
into a modern idiom and the i n r ~ o ~ a t i l e  manner in which 
I d d i n g s  and site Mere meshed. created a complex that 
expressed IIex~tnn~dnd. while haring a ratlicalh neu architec- 
tural manifestation." So appropriate was the LAIR1 project to 
a decisixe moment of cultural transformation in the count3 
that the architectural history of RIexico must be d i~ided into a 
"hefore and after" of its construction. To describe. in the words 
of Frampton. these projects as "'locally inflected manifestationi 
of orld culture7'"'- is to marginalizr and deI alue the meanings 
and intention< of the architecture produced h j  a culture nit11 
more than 3,000 bears of built history. This is hardly practice 
from the margins. hut rather a de~elopment in the manner 
contemporary ~ i t h  Euro- Imerit an directions. 

TROPICALIDAD 

D i h u - t  in scale but not in meaning is the Hotel La Concha in 
San Juan. Puerto Rico. which embodies the struggle o ~ e r  the 
issue of political status of Puerto Rico and by extension the I e o  
nature of Puerto Rican culture. The Hotel La Concha can bb 
'.read" in the light of two distinct I isions of Puerto Rico. On one 
hand. La Concha is an icon produced during the post-RXII 
prriod of the first elected go~ernor  of Puerto Ricc,. Luis illuiioz 
Varin of the Parttdo Popular Democruttco (PPD) - the  pro- 
Cornmonu ealth part! - that in 1948 \$ ould make the transition 
to greater p o ~ e r  lvith his taliing office. Its designer< sought a 
tropical architecture for Puerto Rico that ~ o u l d  be the xehicle 
to a world oi progreqs arid prekent a nev iconography that 
follo\\ed the agenda set b j  the PDP. It resulted in the first. 
internationall! recognized. concrete efforts to tranqform both 
the image and culture of an agricultural Puerto Rico into d 

niodern and progreisil e societ). H o ~ e l  er. the economic and 
political pliilosoph~ of nationalism arid state capitalisni that 
created La Concha. and that it represents. ib diametricall, 

opposed to the ~iqion of the Porttdo \uwo Progreswtn (PhP) - 
the pro-statehood part). For the PNP. La Concha has become 
an anachronism. both as an architectural and de\elopment 
model. that uould be hetter supplanted br prilate enterprise 
operating nithin a global economj and bj  a project with an  
"Hispanic" image of the tropics that speaks of a future ztith 
Puerto Rico as the first Spanish-speaking state of the  union. 
This project. like that of the UY -111 campus. represents a local 
projection of culture. It is far remoled from being a regional 
arthitecture from the margins that is -*critical of moderniza- 
tion."13 I11 fact it. libe the rnain campus of the UNARI. embodies 
the struggle with modernit, and reflects the diaergence of 
contemporaq design from Enro- American tendencies. 

I t  the time of its co~istruction. Hotel La Concha was a 
groundbreaking niodel of tropical architecture. Designed in the  
late 1950s b, the Puerto Rican architects Osvaldo Toro v 
R l ipe l  Ferrer. the first indigenous exponents of a ~ i s i o n  of 
modernity and progress. this "'neb$"' architecture for Puerto Rico 
\$as based on the particular characteristics of place first 
articulated 13, the architect H m n  I\lumb - topography. orien- 
tation. climate. use of local rnaterials. and an economj of means 
of construction - that sprung from nerd rather than an! 
modernist manifesto. The intention of their strategies \$as to 
represent an image of progress and industrialization within a 
tropical context. rather than the picturesque normallj associ- 
ated Ititli Puerto Rito." 
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The 1i.io11 of thew a~ihi tec ts  \ \a\  hd~lllOlliO~i with the dgenda 
of t I i 1 8  T'PT). uhic 11 in nanting to distant r itwU from the u i r  of 

hi.to11c olriarnent tjp(o10gie~ ;I++OI iatcd \\ith the c olonial 
pcariodc. enil)ratetl trop7tnl1dad. Thii \\a\ not a n i~ t t r r  of 
1 reatir~g d C,arihl)ea~~ stjle. hut rdtlier "to as*irnilate the 
I o11t eptual four~dationi - not the ct~listic I osrnetic i - of the 
manj currents that inforni the e\preisiori of the c onterrrpo- 
ran ."I 

The architecture of Ld Concha accentudtes structure and takes 
ad\ antage of clirnatit c onditions through cross T entilation and 
natural illumination b~ the manipulation of screening. shading 
delite. and brzse-solells. Its open loblq pro~notes the connec- 
tion h e t ~ e e n  inside and out and it allows for ~ i s u a l  traniparen- 
( 7  and integration uith the clinlate and landscape. La Concha 
denion,trates a sophisticated spatial de~elopment and the uie 
of I onstruction detail- as ornanlent without the need to relert 
to historic allusionc. ~ t i t h  the goal of defining a trulh tropical 
expre-imn. The  project uws  a next T ocdbularj predicated on an 
elpreision of the lush tropical context. 

thr oc d l d i r j  of ~nodernisn~ uith art liitrc twal root* and 
rnorpl~ologie+ d t ~ r i ~ c d  irorn a 400 hear-old spanisli tradition 
found on the Isldrlct. c iratc-(1 a uniqne exl~re.-iori appropiate to 
tlie tropic a1 wttirig ol Puerto flit o. Kvc oglii7in; tlie. I - \ (  c'ptio~lal 
nature of this project. it rchc e i ~ r t l  con-idelal~lv interr~,itional 
p r e i u  in erage. including appearing on the front of I'logi c\vc c 
I l l (  hrtectlrre in - lup - t  l(9.50. 

Qhcn the demolition of the Hotel La (,or~tlla mai retrritlr 
ronternplated. it became the foc us of a .trugle bet\\een the 
dhnc~bt equally mat( hed pro-statehood and port  orr~rnonuealth 
politic a1 mat hineq. pitting iisues of nationali.nl and state 
capitalism againct globalization and prilate enterprise. The 
debate was not solelj about T\ hic ll de\ elopnient e nod el I\ o d d  
prexail. but \$hat mas the appropriate arrhitt~ctural expression 
d s  an instrument for growth. Both the ( h e r n o r  of Puerto Ric o 
and thc 11a)or of San Juan. edch representing t u o  different 
political parties. used the poner of their office3 to \\age a legal 
and public relations battle to demolish or preierle La Concha 
as a means of adlancing their dispirit \isions for the Island. 

The hotel is not simply a "modernist" building translated to a 
tropical setting. but rather springs from fundamental architec- 
turd1 itlraa unique to the Puerto Ric an t ontext. For example. La 
Concha uses the b n t ~ 1  - the  central interior patio of traditional 
indigenous public space around \\hit11 the structure< of the 
1iland'- pre-Colurnl~ian pueblos nere organized - as an oigani- 
zationdl scheme. This space is also s\rnpathetic to the interior 
patios of traditional urban houiing t ~ p o l o g  found in San Juan. 
The long single loaded corridor of the hotel echoes the 
( lr( ulation ystenls around the traditional patio space and the 
drt~rulated ~ ~ z s P - Y o I ~ I I ~  make rrferenc e Puerto Rican housing 
tlpologies with their traditional shuttered galleriei. The upper 
l e ~  el of the hotel. M hich uws  the roomi and iupport \pace< as a 
lool\out towards the sea on one side and the city on the other. is 
akin to the msradm. a tkpical San Juan r r d e n t i a l  elernent.16 4s 
a direct link beheen the architecture and the site. the use of 
~ \a t e r  as a d e s i p  theme. in conjunc-tion vith other rrferences. 
Iields d buildirig qpecific to an island setting. The influence of 
dn explicit political dnd social agenda dcting on the fusion of 

To make the argument that tllia building is just another 
exanlple of "critical regionalism." i here Ld Concha is posited 
as the architecture of resistance. the architecture of the 
periphery against the center. and b j  inference that the Hotel is 
the product of the ~nargins. is difiicult. gi\ en that it is trulj part 
of a parallel dexelopment to contemporal?. Euro-American 
architecture seen elsenhere. La Concha ii not just an  isolated 
example that is the exception to the norm. hut rather is part oi a 
substantial bod> of ~ o r k  that is similar in embodling c ultural 
I alueq. 

THE "OTHER" 

These projects. found in places as distinct a< Rlexicw and Puerto 
Rico are case studies of an architecture that plajs a defining 
social role and is imbued with political meaning. 1 hile often 
ignored and under-considered b j  the histoq taught in most 
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