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Latin American architecture and with it, architectural education
frequently celebrates the insertion of local projects in the interna-
tional design stardom as vanguard symbols of development, quality
of life and local capacity for innovation. The material environment
follows the logics in which the urban image and architectural objects
are non-textual elements in a political, economic and social discourse.
Thus, the 21th century architectural and urban re-invention is easi-
ly focused on the transformation of the material world to images of
glamorous architectural objects and urban landscapes, de-territo-
rialized from their local contexts, their people and the local narra-
tives of place. How could Mexican architectural education respond
to local, spatial, socio-cultural, territorial, environmental, economic
and political demands to favorable impact the construction of mate-
rial environment struggling under the clash between globalization,
its neo-liberal architectural language, and the local emerging needs?
Could it develop different and challenging focus areas, to seek new
approaches to local problematics? How should critical architectural
education trigger locally-based development innovation with poten-
tial to face global challenges of the professional world? In this con-
text, Universidad de las Americas Puebla’s (UDLAP) researchers’
initial question was, how should critical architectural education trig-
ger locally based development innovation with potential to face glob-
al challenges of the professional world?

The exploration of a new and locally viable architectural approach
to sensible Mexican urban territories was triggered by a project seek-
ing strategies to respond the collision between the traditional com-
munity of Cholula, Puebla, and the recent urban development around
it informed by global economy and its architectural aesthetics. In a
design workshop, socially responsible professional practices and sus-
tainable environmental transformations were promoted in a context
in which global forces are influencing local urban planning policies.
Thus, this paper exposes Expansive Learning! educational approach-
es experimented to trigger strategies for collaborative communi-
ty development. These strategies were based on Social Urbanism,
socially responsible New Localism2 and Regenerative Development
Design® through bottom-up collaborative design and co-configura-
tion work in which the architect adopts the role of a social and envi-
ronmental mediator within the framework of Critical Realism (CR)“.

THE MEXICAN CHALLENGE: URBAN INCLUSION AND
EXCLUSION

Urban realities are products of different and changing urban asso-
ciations or assemblages caused by encounters and clashes between
economy, culture, urban development, public policy and social antag-
onismss . In Mexico these as triggering forces of urban assemblages
manifest themselves in the commodification of patrimony, creation of
new public spaces and transformations of urban scale and image but
also socio-economical fractures of urban territoriese.

The notable characteristic of the contemporary urban processes is
their growing relation to life styles converted to commodities mak-
ing of cities more and more merchandise in the consumer culture. In



developing countries as Mexico not all the population though is able
to enjoy of urban life styles and their environments. The majority
suffers of the unbalanced distribution of resources observable in the
severely fractured urban territories with their exclusive, higher mid-
dle-class gated communities side by side with slums and urban belts
of poverty, and massive lower-class living complexes and peri-rural
areas tightly surrounding the ever-growing metropolitan areas. Thus,
we can easily observe that the impact of the globalized economy and
the urban development following it impact ways of appropriation,
signification, habitation and domination of urban territories visible
in the urban inclusion and exclusion’. These contexts of polarized
cities are contexts of experiential life for some and absolute survival
for the others.

The neo-liberal trend on Mexican public policies during the last 30
years settled urban planning and social-housing responsibility to pri-
vate developers instead of local governmentss . Therefore, the pub-
lic-private alliances have converted to powerful management agents
of urbanterritories, focusing their interest on the economically prom-
ising urban areas through spectacular, high cost urban developments.
These urban tendencies, that have taken advantage of the lands of
those poorly empowered habitants of the peri-rural territories, his-
torical centers and traditional rural communities, trigger great social
transformations in areas they impact through expropriations, expul-
sion of local population and insertion of intensive real-estate busi-
ness. Thus, planners, real-estate agents and tourist industry have
defined the course of the urban development, triggering processes
of gentrifications. The result is the invisibility of the original local habi-
tant whose everyday practices have been making and re-making the
city until now. Urban public policy thus pretends to follow top-down
strategies justified by sustainability, technology and culture as easily
acceptable, beneficial and not questioned values promoting fantasies
of wellbeing, resilience and economic developmentio.

TOWARDS NEW MODELS IN ARCHITECTURAL EDUCATION:
THEORY FRAMEWORK

The prevailing stance in the architectural tradition during the

last 100 years referring knowledge production has been deeply
rooted in the rationalist tradition of the valid knowledge based on
measurable evidences and on rigorous and scientific understanding
of the world™. It has been considered that this real, Cartesian
knowledge should not be polluted by subjective values, the fact
that has led us to search for value-free knowledge with emphasis
on efficiency and technology ignoring the human condition and
narratives and meanings attached to it. In the framework of Critical
Realism, a transdisciplinary understanding of social, economic and
environmental context is required to achieve a real, locally sensible
and conceptually wide sustainability. This leads us to reconsider the
approaches to learning, teaching and assessment in architecture

to enhance learning skills in the framework of creative and critical
thinking, collaboration and cooperation, conflict management,
decision-making, problem-solving and planning beyond the narrow

canonical, theoretical, professional or political limits™.

In these terms we should understand that the society and the social
reality is produced and reproduced by its members and by the social
relations and structures between them as products and conditions
for the human activity. Thus, something fundamental to reinforce in
architecture as professional practice, but also in architectural educa-
tion, is the critical study of social structures in which architects work
and architectural and urban products are inserted in®. “Critical real-
ism regards nature as socially constructed or produced in two senses:
it is materially shaped by social practices and it is existentially pro-
duced by cultural meanings, discourses and representations”.

To complement this vision, other theories like Critical Urban Theory
reinforces Critical Realism through adopting concepts such as cri-
tique of ideology, in Brenner’s words “critique of power, inequality,
injustice, and exploitation, at once within and among cities"15. These,
as he points out, are grounded on the right to the city, described by
him as the pursuit for a “more democratic, socially just, and sustain-
able form of urbanization” to reach a balance between what is
technically possible and what is culturally appropriate and morally,
congruent, and politically right?.

The insertion of cultural artifacts, such as architectural objects or
public spaces conceptualized through human life and its practices is
acutting-edge action for the environmental analysis to overcome the
split between the Cartesian individual and the societal structure of a
community. As Engestrém points out, “The individual could no longer
be understood without his or her cultural means; and society could
no longer be understood without the agency of individuals who use
and produce artifacts”®. Thus, material culture, all kind of objects
and artifacts along with the constructed environment is not just raw
material for the formation of logical operations and objects but cul-
tural entities; object orientedness of action should become the key
issue for the understanding of the human being®.

In the framework of Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) con-
ceptual tools such as dialogue, multiple perspectives and networks
of interacting activity systems can be understood. A collective arti-
fact-mediated and object-oriented activity system observed through
its network relations with other activity systems can be distinguished
and analyzed as a socio-cultural and environmental discourse. The
material culture reflects the multivoicedness of activity systems of
the human society?. He observes the following: “An activity system
is always a community of multiple points of view, traditions and inter-
ests [...] the multivoicedness is multiplied in networks of interacting
activity systems. It is a source of trouble and a source of innovation,
demanding actions of translation and negotiation””. Activity sys-
tems have their own historicity and thus Engestrom suggests that
history itself should be studied as that of local history of performati-
vites and their material outcomes (in this case architectural creation
and its products?. Thus, an expansive contextual transformation is
in process when the goals of design practices are re-conceptualized
through dialogue and collaboration to embrace a radically wider hori-
zon of possibilities?. In the context of architectural education, the
collective endeavor of learners, community and professionals could
be engaged producing culturally new patterns of design practices
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through collaboration24. Thus, learners themselves are involved in
constructing and implementing a radically new, wider and more com-
plex goals and concepts for their own design practices2s in the frame-
work of bottom-up reflexive strategies of creation.

Human beings are immersed in the world of social semiotic mean-
ings expressed through different means of transmission of signifying
codes and thus, this environment of meanings forms the framework
for socio-cultural narratives*. The Systemic Functional Semiotics
(SFS) approach makes it possible to specify the different distinctive
semiotic processes and practices in the development of constructed
environments be they imprinted by local or global discourses. Halliday
(1985) highlights that any semiotic text will represent some aspect of
the human experience of the world, or of some experiential or ide-
ational function and thus the material culture is a narrative of human
existence. These meanings imprinted in the material environment
manifest certain socio-cultural reality. That is, the material environ-
ment consists of a particular lexico-grammatical system of its own
that offers alternatives for the expression of different contextual and
socio-cultural messages; every choice of the expressive elements and
signs made is related to the social functioning of the utterance?. The
Change Laboratory, as defined by Engestrom? , is a microcosm in
which potential new ways of working can be experienced and
experimented. The idea of Change Laboratories is based on the con-
cept of a knowledge community of learners, teachers, professionals
and local stakeholders and community emerging of an environment
in which the knowledge and rationality are not clearly separated from
emotion, figurative speech and action. The main goal is to trigger
innovation processes through which something new and different
emerges. Questions and questioning are crucial in making the labo-
ratory model functional, as questioning shakes conventional models
triggering cycles of innovation; “questions and problems of under-
standing are the moving force for progressive knowledge building”.
In these processes of shared problem solving, agents with different
information and knowledge improve collectively their understanding
of the problematics through social interaction. Thus new ideas and
innovations emerge between people and the solution creation is not
only a matter of creative professionals such as architects, but requires
a fundamental reorganization of the practices of the whole commu-
nity involved. This knowledge creation work cannot be accomplished
by epistemological means only but participating in grass root cultural
practices and by becoming member of real and innovative knowledge
communities of professionals and users to promote creative use of
knowledge and solutions produced?®.

CHANGE LABORATORY IN ARCHITECTURAL EDUCATION:
A MEXICAN MODEL

The framework of Engestréom’s Change Laboratory allows the imple-
mentation of a methodology promoting a design of an objective and
socially responsible architecture with potential to detonate beneficial
transformations in urban and rural communities. These processes
may be introduced as a device for social transformation as a struc-
tured activity system in which collaborative participation of different
actors can be periodically modified as a result of the assessment of
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collaborative design work and its outcomes.

The model proposed by us allows to understand each one
of the actors and their motives for participating to an activ-
ity system by means of expansive learning as an encounter
between different ideas and conditions in which contradic-
tions and accumulating tensions are negotiated in order to
create a bottom-up functional and socially inclusive archi-
tectural or urban outcome satisfying local needs. Actors to
participate in the process of obtaining a final architectural
or urban learning outcome are students, professors, profes-
sionals, technicians, users, social actors and other stakehold-
ers, who are involved in a process of defining private, public
and social needs in the context of an interconnected cyclical
process of co-configuration work®'. Through this, architecture

students acquire professional knowledge and ethic stance
responding to the manifested needs defined by users, social
actors and other stakeholders considering their different
stances regarding problematics to resolve.

In the generation of knowledge for the design process, the
understanding of various criteria is necessary. These crite-
ria are usually explicit in norms, laws and regulations that a
society applies to control the diversity of ideational manifes-
tations but also as parameters and measures indispensable
to have a better control of the environmental development.
The successful insertion of a design product in a community
environment is achieved through understanding the latter as
a complex object with a specific use created through negoti-
ation of conflicts, dilemmas and disturbances. The debate,
the confrontation and the mediation between participating
actors supported by the experience of the technicians and
professionals, will be considered as a functional system trig-
gering significant evolution of learning processes. Once ideas
and concepts for the solution of an architectural or urban
problem are achieved, the modeling process may begin with
the simulation of a product, a prototype, that should meet
the established criteria through co-configuration. In case
the modeling does not meet the expectations of the func-
tional system process, negotiations and debates should be
re-started to reach the acceptance of a final model by all the
participating collaborators.

With a model as a basis, the development of a final project
may begin considering the conservation of different narra-
tives that allow the preservation of the local identity, mean-
ings and urban image without insensible transformations. This
process of expansive learning in architecture through Change
Laboratory model also allows the consolidation and improve-
ment of methodologies for future functional cycles in similar
kind of problem solving situations and conditions. Learning
and social innovation will thus emerge through shared labor
including reflection and improvement of ideas triggering a
sensible transformation of material, habitable environments
improving the quality of life.
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Figure 1. Change Laboratory model in Architectural Education. Author: Edwin
Gonzélez Meza (2018).

REGENERATIVE-SOCIAL-DESIGN IN PRACTICE: CHOLULA,
PUEBLA

Involving a group of learners with local communities, profession-
als and technicians is part of a critical process leading architecture
students to discover, analyze, and assume complexity between
social-spatial reality and project needs with a New Localism focus®.
This practice pursuits the inclusion of local communities in a critical
framework of global economy. Katz and Nowak point out that local
inclusion is multidimensional rather than a simple problem-solving
process requiring “new norms of growth, governance, and finance”*.
In addition, this practice on the local should be aligned with a criti-
cal view for an

“evaluating attitude towards reality, a questioning rather than accep-
tance of the world as it is...it leads to a position not only necessarily
critical in the sense of negative criticism, but also critically exposing
the positive and the possibilities of change, implying positions on what
is wrong and needing change, but also on what is desirable and needs
to be built on and fostered”.

New Localism and its critical perspective correspond to different
social design practices that were conducted in student projects in
Cholula informed by Regenerative Design and Social Urbanism, two
methods that fit Mexico’s complex reality. Regenerative Design
emerges from the idea of the human being as the source of wealth,
health and regeneration, and the place as the interphase-scale that
combines land uses, community development and environmen-
tal construction®. Adding the role of designer as the key agent of
change, regenerative design shares the idea that living systems have
the capacity to co-evolve to new levels of diversity, complexity, cre-
ativity, and life. Mang & Haggard established different regenerative
principles, where becoming partners of the place leads to a strategic

alliance among stakeholdersas.

The context of our experimental regenerative-social-design work-
shop, Cholula, the Sacred City, with a millenary socio-spatial struc-
tureis facing the emergence of gentrification threatening its identity
and cultural landscape due to New Urbanism triggering processes
of socio-economic, identity and material changes colliding with
ancestral settlement patterns. Research work was done by direct
observation and experiential-qualitative analysis of landscape trans-
formations detonated by public policies of the state and munici-
pality governments and by market forces promoting gentrification
and demographic dynamics shaping urban development. A special
attention was paid to the conflict between community resistance
and urban-economic trends and changes analyzed not only as pop-
ulation displacements but also through changes in land uses, urban
density, landscape and in socio-spatial dynamics. It was not only
about changes in the image of the city in a broad sense, but also
about endangering the existing functional neighborhood or bar-
rio organization.

In Cholula solutions to the conflict between the rapidly growing land
speculation and the local system of traditional communal lands and
their uses were suggested to give alternatives to “the paradigms
on peri-urbanization where the market forces guide urban growth,
development plans are short-term political visions and exclusive land
policies segregate and disperse the social fabric”¥. In the framework

Figure 2. Clash between traditional urban structure and new urban
developments. Photos: Eduardo Gutiérrez Juarez (2019).
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of this project, in 2017 a co-configuration workshop was organized
in cooperation with the department of Land Management of the
Technische Universitat Minchen, Germany, and the local community
in order to create an urban milpa system, being the milpas an ances-
tral agricultural and still existing auto-production mechanism. The
interaction between students, specialists and local community made
possible the creation of rural-urban projects that not only comple-
mented the modern development needs, but also took the students
down to the simplest life needs of the local population. It sensitized
them of the importance of the protection of the intangible heritage
and the signifying elements that shape the territory®. This work-
shop was informed also by the strategic territorial analysis®” and the
socio-spatial management model4o related to regenerative-social
design processes.
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CONCLUSION

In Mexican urban peripheries, traditional urban districts and rural
areas, spaces are subject to diverse processes of transformation,
anarchy and changes produced by complex networks of local cultural
and social performativities beyond the conventional architectural
and urban theory. Our work proposes to reconsider the use of
semiotic and phenomenological understanding of these territories
to comprehend all those undefined human experiences of occupying
space revealing sensible relations between the human being and the
place and means of production of urban meaning through a cultural,
social and historical individual and collective body*. With our model
we propose to extend the sense of expansive learning through a
locally structured Change Laboratory model with the collaboration
between learners, teachers, professionals and local communities to
explore alternative approaches to architectural teaching and learning
as well as professional practices sensible to Mexican realities facing
external political and economic demands. We perceive an urgent
need to go beyond the modern geographical, spatial and technological
descriptions of the conditions of human habitable environments as
they are not quite able to explain the character and the grass root
demands of the Mexican conditions. As Garcia Canclini points out,
Mexican urban territories are characterized by concentrations of
heterogeneous communities and their urban cultures transformed by
historical, cultural and social processes. He describes these realities
as those of a diversity of micropolis conditioned by the accumulation
of historical cultural meanings mingled with contemporary cultural
influences reconstructing identities and refreshing urban memories
and the sense of place that makes them habitable*. The use of our
model permits tolocate subjects and their sociability at the base of the
urban and architectural conceptualization triggering constructive-
destructive cycles of collaborative creation in which borders between
the community, learners and experts will disappear. To respond to
local challenges will lead us “to a holistic approach to the territory as
a complex-multidimensional space [...] with the capacity to build unity
indiversity”.
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