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P: so in theme of this issue, what does 
activism mean to you?

J: activism in art and architecture is the 
representation of voices that are most 
often undermined by powerful bodies -- 
institutions, dominant cultures, oppressive 
governments, etc. the students at u 
of t (and in the daniels programs) are 
sometimes given opportunities to explore 
these voices in their coursework, but their 
research typically stops there within the 
course. this issue of Shift allows students 
to bring some of these voices into a 
di� erent realm, a more public realm.

my fi rst question for you is pretty much 
the same thing, haha. for this issue of 
Shift, we departed from previous styles 
of past issues, which read more like 
a scrapbook of undergraduate work. 
can you give your own explanation for 
why we are treating this issue as more 
of a curated object with a focus on 
works dealing with activism in art and 
architecture?

P: I would say that we really wanted to 
create a body of work that we could 
be proud of, and a platform for the 
undergrads at Daniels to share their work 
and stories. So by curating SHIFT this 
time, it really gave us the opportunity to 
really use the magazine as a vehicle to 
share a message with the Daniels Faculty 
and others what the team has been really 
invested in: activism, and its infl uence 
and become a tool in art and architecture. 
Syrus Marcus Ware said “my art is my 
activism”. Maybe the magazine can be our 
form of activism.

So my next question is what is something 
you’ve learnt these past couple months 
after working on this issue of SHIFT?

J: 1. i have been blown away by the 
amazing people that are on the Shift 
team: they have each, individually brought 
something to the table that i totally wasn’t 
expecting. i’ve learned about them, their 
experiences, their opinions of the world, 
and their amazing work, which is maybe 
the tip of the iceberg of the potential of 
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the daniels undergraduate student body. 2. you exposed me to 
risograph printing, which i am totally in love with currently! 

can you briefl y describe the zine culture that exists in toronto? 
where does Shift stand in relation to this zine community?
or maybe describe your past experiences creating a zine ;)

P: omg gurl u know i gatta throw in my cella promo (fi nd latest 
cella issue here https://issuu.com/phatle/docs/cella_no.003)

but yeah! The zine culture in Toronto is huge. Like it has been 
growing so much. First experience I remembered seeing “zines” 
were at the Great Hall on Queen West, and there was this art fair 
thing going on like four or fi ve years ago, and I noticed these little 
magazines popping up. And even tho they’ve existed for such a 
long time, they’ve really exploded in the city over the past two to 
three years.

J: would you say Shift has a place within this zine community or 
is it slightly removed because it’s hosted by the university?

P: There has been this eagerness to go back to DIY and hand 
made craft culture in Toronto. Even if it’s not necessarily 
”professionally” made, or printed through a riso machine - there’s 
always something really special about having something that 
is personally made, or made with like this love. Especially with 
this issue, and through the experiences made by the team and 
production, it has gone into this more personalized atmosphere. 
Like through the production, we’ve shifted from a more high 
quality/amazing printing type magazine to this. Through its 
content and print we’ve defi nitely have gone away from what is 
expected of an architecture/art magazine.

Does it have a place in the zine community? Yeah I defi nitely 
think so

I don’t think that just because it’s hosted by the university, it 
shouldn’t be apart of the zine community

because at the end of the day, it’s really comes down to the 
magazine itself

The stories, art, and content have all come from a great team 
and community of youth

and we were able to collaborate on this really awesome 
magazine together and I don’t think it is any more removed than 
a magazine that was made and produced at OCAD LOL

J: i think Shift belongs within the zine community too! and that 
was such a lovely answer. i’m really glad that our team has 
allowed us to push the personal story aspect for this issue.

P: right???

yo thank u

but it is TIME FOR MY FINAL QUESTION!!!!!
J: ok !!!
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P: What is a message you want a reader to take away from this issue?

J: i don’t know if this is a founded assumption to make, but i feel like undergraduate 
students are largely disregarded in the university atmosphere. in some of my 
conversations with friends, i’ve confi rmed this inkling (though not to say that all grad 
students think this way!) that, at least, some grad students feel they’ve earned certain 
privileges because they already put in the hard work to obtain a bachelors degree. 

so, i would feel fulfi lled if a non-undergrad read Shift and felt genuinely impressed 
by the publication, to change this stereotype that undergrads are only capable of 
producing average work or good work in the context of being produced by undergrads. 
like i’ve already mentioned, there are amazing people on this team that have done and 
have the capacity to produce some really amazing stu� .

P: they really have man

I agree with you

We’re defi nitely disregarded and there are so many cool peeps here

J: yaaaaa :’( like, i wanted to get involved with Shift because i saw the fi rst edition, and 
was like ‘wow, this is really cool! there is something really intriguing going on here’

okok, now is my fi nal question for you

P: yusuus

J: you used to sing in an all boys choir! because of this, do you fi nd that you analyze 
singing techniques in pop music? do you have any thoughts on Sia’s fake Jamaican 
accent?

or like, what are your thoughts on this quote from Sean Paul? “It is a sore point when 
people like Drake or Bieber or other artists come and do dancehall-orientated music but 
don’t credit where dancehall came from and they don’t necessarily understand it,” said 
Paul. “A lot of people get upset, they get sour. And I know artists back in Jamaica that 
don’t like Major Lazer because they think they do the same thing that Drake and Kanye 
did—they take and take and don’t credit.”

P: WHAT THE HELL IS THAT ACCENT. I don’t know where it’s coming from ohmygod. I 
defi nitely analyze singing techniques with pop singers, and from my knowledge (which 
isn’t that good but i mean i’ve had a couple years of experience) she doesn’t have a 
bad falsetto (when she sings like high/airy) and she can belt out a note. But the way 
she annunciates words is really poor. Like I can barely understand what she says, and 
sometimes emphasizes vowels and words at the wrong time. But the accent is like, I 
have no idea where it’s coming from honestly

J: LOL great answer

P: And also yeah I agree with Sean Paul. Like I’m no expert in dancehall music

so i can’t really speak much on it

but I don’t think these artists really give credit where it’s due

then again I also don’t really know much about Bieber and his music knowledge

but I will say that Sean Paul was such a 2000’s queen
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Toronto’s downtown core is a crowded, dense neighbourhood made of streets, 
skyscrapers, businesses, people, and events. Despite the busy atmosphere, 
people are not given any opportunities for social interactivity, which leaves a 
feeling of isolation. Ludwig Mies van der Rohe recognized this aspect of 
Toronto’s downtown when he was designing the Toronto Dominion (TD) Centre. 
As a solution, he proposed a large plaza area that fills the space in between the 
three main TD buildings. It would seem as though the plaza was intended as an 

VACANCY IN THE TD CENTRE
Images and Text by Emily Suchy



arterial to the sidewalk, creating a space where pedestrians could socialize, eat 
lunch, or pause for a moment among the hyperactivity of the area. However, Mies had 
political intentions for the plaza. His original renderings of the TD Centre show that 
it was intended as a place for protest — a platform for people to make their political 
statements. Fifty years after the completion of the plaza, the site is often barren 
outside of working hours. There is some irony to this: in its current state, the TD 
Centre plaza is more representative as a place of tranquility than a place of protest.



Better recognition of Daniels as a Faculty.

Most students, other Schools, departments, 
and Faculties at the University of Toronto 
are not familiar with the Daniels Faculty, and 
that makes its students feel left out of the U 
of T community. The Faculty should create 
more overlap with the University, so that 
the Daniels Faculty students can become 
more academically and socially active.

When will our studio space at 
1 Spadina be done?

Students should not have to work in the Daniels 
Commons at 665 Spadina with asbestos in the walls. 
The students should have a space as clean and spacious 
as the studios in the North and South Borden buildings. 
Transitioning to 1 Spadina half-way through the school year 
will definitely be disorganized. The transition should be 
postponed until the facilities at 1 Spadina are fully complete.

Individual working spaces for undergrad students.

Space at the Daniels Commons is very limited, and 
students are forced to claim space for their projects with 
makeshift signs, saying “don’t touch” or “don’t move.” Having 
individual spaces for students would allow for a more efficient 
and pleasant workspace that facilitate higher quality projects.

Students are expected to already 
have knowledge about model mak-
ing, 3D modelling, and visual rep-
resentation programs and conven-
tions. It would benefit all students 
to have  in depth tutorials based on 
programs and skills used by practic-
ing archi itects integrated into studio 
classes or have them as a separate 
course based on learning not grades. 

More hands 
on skills and    
....training.   

O U R  M A N I F E S T O By Regina Arcia-
Martinez

Free access to software and equipment. 

Adobe programs like Illustrator, Photoshop, and InDesign 
are expensive and downloading them illegally is not always 
dependable. Grad students gave access to 3D printers and o
ther forms of fabrication while undergrads have to be 
resourceful in even finding and using a 3D printer. Having free 
access to such resources would allow students to save money and 
try out experimental designs that are too difficult to do by hand. 



Database of internships and 
architectural experience opportunities.

Students are not informed on how or where to apply to 
work opportunities in architecture and design firms even 
though this experience would help students improve their 
design and representation skills. Internships can shape a 
student’s future in graduate school and/or in careers after 
graduation. Local and international competitions are also ways 
to gain experience, but there is no database for this either.

Equal treatment between undergad and grad students. 

Graduate students always 
have priority over undergrad-
uates; with studio spaces, 
resources from the Facul-
ty, and quality and variety 
of courses offered. Some 
undergraduates think about 
continuing onto the Mas-
ters degree at the Daniels 
Faculty, but question the 
decision because they didn’t feel 
valued as an undergradu-
ate student. Equal treatment 
would foster an environment 
that encourages interactions 
between graduate and under-
graduate students of all levels.

Improved studio classes 
  that  emphasize process 

and foster creativity. 
Architecture studio courses 
seem to focus on the final 
big project, but having a 
choice of several smaller 
projects would be more 
manageable. Smaller 
projects and choices in 
types would allow students 
to try various design ap-
proaches and prevent stu-
dents from stressing over 
large projects.

  Although the Daniels 
Faculty now consists of both the architecture and visual 
studies programs, it still feels that they are separate and 
disconnected. In real life, collaborations between art and 
architecture are common, but these interdisciplinary 
opportunities are almost non-existent in our 
courses. Overlap should be encouraged and can 
be made possible by creating courses that are 
intended for both architecture and visual studies students. 

Integration of visual studies and 
architecture students and courses.

When Daniels Faculty students graduate, they receive a 
Bachelor of Arts with a Major in Architecture, which does not 
benefit their application to architecture graduate schools. 
Working to change the degree to a Bachelor of Architecture 
would build practical skills to compliment the theory and history, 
and would make the transition to graduate school less abrupt. 

A degree recognized not just in the arts.

This manifesto was created for VIS328H1: Publishing Platforms, and does not 
necessarily represent the opinions of the Daniels undergraduate student body.



MY ART IS MY ACTIVISM
Interview with Syrus Marcus Ware
by Phat Le 

Syrus has been a mentor to 
me since 2010 back when he 
was the head of the AGO Youth 
Programs. Through him, I learnt 
about acceptance, tolerance, 
love, and honesty. His work as an 
ac-tivist, artist, and as a parent 
taught many youth, including 
myself, the importance of the 
arts and acceptance the arts and 
acceptance. 



Shift: Can you give us a quick summary about yourself?
Syrus: I am a black, disabled visual artist, curator, activist, a Vanier 
scholar & PhD candidate and an identical twin. I work as a facilitator/
designer at The Banff Centre for Arts and Creativity, as the Instructor of 
a graduate course on prison abolition at York University, as a full time 
visual artist and independent curator. As an artist, I work with painting, 
installation and performance to ex-plore social justice frameworks and 
black activist culture. This year, I am the inaugural artist in residence at 
Daniels Spectrum in Toronto. I’m an activist and core team organizer with 
Black Lives Matter-TO, with Blackness Yes/Blockorama and am involved 
in prisoners’ justice work across Ontario. I’m also a youth advocate, a 
father, a volunteer, a board member, a judge on an art-based reality tv 
show on a major network and sometimes writer. 

How did the Activist Portrait Series start?
I have been creating very large-scale portraits of activists/
revolutionaries/community mobilizers as a way of celebrating 
activists culture, activists lives and as a way of understanding the 
many daily choices that we all have to get involved in big and little 
ways to make the world a place where we all get to have self 
determination and where we all get to be free. These portraits are an 
act of reverence, a celebration of life and of choice and of action(s). 
Getting to talk to people about their organizing, their experiences of 
love, their stories, and then spending an extended period of time 
staring lovingly at them, creating portraits over a 72-84 hour period. 
This is a celebration and created out of a deep appreciation.
I began exploring portraiture and painting also as a way of painting 
my community into art history, and as a way to document my reality. 
I have been drawn to portraiture to render invisible lives visible : trans 
activists, political heroes, people with disabilities painted large in a 
style and medium previously reserved for dignitaries, and wealthy 
patrons. The artistic tradition of painting is impacted in re-enforcing 
systemic structures such as class hierarchies, racism and defining 
which humans are valuable.  My work attempts to interrupt this pro-
cess by re-entering the frame around ‘unintelligible bodies’, those on 
the margins.
This series and my performances- including Activist Love Letters are 
aimed at supporting and sustaining our movements and our 
activists. I love humans and I am ultimately so moved by the ways 
that we show up for each other, and the ways that we work to make 
sure that we can all make it in the end!



How did you go about selecting your subjects for the drawings?
These portraits are of people who I am curious about, people who I 
want to get to know better. I draw people who are making large scale 
and small scale changes in their communities and with whom I would 
love to build relationships. 
I interview each activist in advance of drawing them, its so lovely to get 
to do this! Interestingly, most of these organizers say, “oh, im not really 
that active (am I an activist?), because I don’t do (this or that) enough!” 
Specifically, most of the activists that I have worked with have a feel-
ing that there is so much more that they could/should/would be doing 
if they had more time/support/resouces. And there is this idea that 
there are others out there somehow doing ‘so much more’. There is a 
pervasive idea that we are all not doing ‘enough’, even when we are all 
actually doing a lot, perhaps doing exaclty what needs to be done in our 
spheres of influence.
In actual fact, everyone I have spoken to is doing incredible things in 
their families, personal lives, communities and networks. They are all 
doing so much — in large and small ways — to build connections, offer 
new insights, push for change and inspire us to move forward, together. 
Perhaps this is exactly why I am doing these portraits, to honour and 
support these humans who are have dedicated their lives to trying to 
find a way forward for all of us, and yet who often feel isolated, regular-
ly feeling as if they are not doing enough. I wanted them to know that 
on the days that they cant experience their brilliance and magnificence, 
that we do. We all see and ap-preciate what they are working on. 

What is the Black Lives Maters movement and how 
does it influence your work? 
Black Lives Matter part of a larger movement for black 
lives that dares to suggest that we matter, that we have 
value, and that we deserve to live, and to live our full 
lives. It draws on the work of the Combahee River 
Collective (1971) and of Kimberley Crenshaw (1991), 
whose work both articulates the need to centre our work 
on the intersections, recognizing the need to centre 
those who are most marginalized, in particular black 
women in all of our work. They suggest that if we work 
to make things safer and more secure of black women, 
and I would add perhaps the idea of centering black, dis-
abled, transgender women, that we are actually making 
things safer for everyone. Everyone else will be covered 
in this process. That if we create a world where these 
particular folks matter, then we all will have freedom and 
self determination. That all boats will rise.
I am incredibly influenced by this work. My practice is 
centered around social change, and considering black 
activist culture, and Black Lives Matter is a particularly 
significant force, part of the larger revolutionary moment 
in which we find ourselves. 



How can art be a tool for 
activism? 
It supports our visioning process 
for imagining and articulating a 
clear future for which we are 
fighting. Artists and creative 
people can help us to literally paint 
a picture of what we want and 
need and where we are going.
Art based activism can also be a 
great ‘way in’ for people who are 
unfamiliar with certain concepts or 
movements.  It can open a 
conversation in ways that perhaps 
other methods cannot. If you are 
listening to d’bi young’s music, or 
watching a tribe called red video, 
or connecting with art by Rebecca 
Belmore or Faith Ringgold you can 
sometimes find an aesthetic 
appreciation first, and then find 
yourself really considering the 
message/content afterwards. 
Perhaps being inspired to learn 
more, to dig deeper, to connect.
 
What are some ways for youth to 
support Black Lives Matters?
Come to a teach-in and learn 
about our upcoming work and 
campaigns! Help raise support and 
funding for things like Freedom 
School, which creates transfor-
mative learning environments for 
black children and youth. Come 
to a rally! Make some posters. 
Talk to your friend and family 
about how to be in solidarity 
with black people. Think through 
the connections between 
black liberation struggles and 
Indigenous resurgence. Support 
Idle No More.

Illustration by Jess Camarda





Photograph by Marienka Bishop-Kovac 



I have never dealt 
with fear on such a 
major scale up until 
that day.
That day, for the fi rst time in my life, 
I was consumed with raw fear. 

It was also the day when I realized,

I was struggling to fi nd corners to 
hide from 

the escalating use of police violence on the streets of Istanbul.

The busiest and the most historic location of the city I was born and raised in,

planned to be replaced with military institutions and mosques

aiming to impose religious values of the so-called democratic government that ruled 
the country for over 10 years.

I held my friend’s hand so tightly; 

I caught her looking at me in despair and anxiety.

Without thinking for a second, we began running away 

My entire being was fl ooded with pure fear.

Let me tell you a little bit about what this means.

Throughout their dominancy, the Turkish Government ruled by the Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) proposed several projects that involved the construction 
of ottoman barracks and religious monuments in the heart of Taksim Square,

Negating its anarchistic history 

Wrecking of Gezi Park was considered as a “trumped up scenario”

The Square was to be demolished and later covered by an asphalt boulevard,

Along with barracks, a mosque, and a shopping mall in place of the square,

that had witnessed years of history.

President Erdogan, is not an urban designer.

His project lacked any form of sophisticated architectural planning.

His project was thought to be a manipulative outmaneuver 

to establish religious autocracy.

They fi rst removed a tree,

in negligence of public input.

The razing ignited 
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protests as a reaction towards his 
oppressive attitude.

People of Istanbul poured out into the 
streets

rejecting the destruction.

It is ba�  ing to see how the destruction of 
a place holding national pride

can result in riots in the scale of an entire 
country.

I grew up listening to horror stories about 
past military coups that took place in the 
heart of Taksim,

before I was born.

It had bloody consequences.

My parents spent their childhood under a 
post-coup regime, living with strict rules, 
witnessing the deaths of countless people 
at the hands of the government for the 
sake of their autocracy.

I never had to deal with that fear.

My generation WAS lucky.

We then saw tanks,

Driven by our police

Run over our own people.

We saw policemen, 

shooting

using unproportional, brutal force on

our civilians.

We saw our civilians 

All sharing the same blood

fi ghting against each other

to death.

The blood of innocent civilians claiming 
their streets,

Stained the same streets,

Reddening our hearts and minds
and the pavement.

Another feeling that fueled me 
that day was

anger — incomparable to fear.

I saw the Turkish media banned again, 
by the government

refusing to broadcast the killings.

I saw the misrepresentation from 
the Western media,

turning this violent occurance

into an opportunity to denounce 
the country.

The project backfi red and the 
government surrendered.

But the violence and the trauma

Will never be undone.

by Ceylin Oz



I have never dealt 
with fear on such a 
major scale up until 
that day.
That day, for the fi rst time in my life, 
I was consumed with raw fear. 

It was also the day when I realized,

I was struggling to fi nd corners to 
hide from 

the escalating use of police violence on the streets of Istanbul.

The busiest and the most historic location of the city I was born and raised in,

planned to be replaced with military institutions and mosques

aiming to impose religious values of the so-called democratic government that ruled 
the country for over 10 years.

I held my friend’s hand so tightly; 

I caught her looking at me in despair and anxiety.

Without thinking for a second, we began running away 

My entire being was fl ooded with pure fear.

Let me tell you a little bit about what this means.

Throughout their dominancy, the Turkish Government ruled by the Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) proposed several projects that involved the construction 
of ottoman barracks and religious monuments in the heart of Taksim Square,

Negating its anarchistic history 

Wrecking of Gezi Park was considered as a “trumped up scenario”

The Square was to be demolished and later covered by an asphalt boulevard,

Along with barracks, a mosque, and a shopping mall in place of the square,

that had witnessed years of history.

President Erdogan, is not an urban designer.

His project lacked any form of sophisticated architectural planning.

His project was thought to be a manipulative outmaneuver 

to establish religious autocracy.

They fi rst removed a tree,

in negligence of public input.

The razing ignited 
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protests as a reaction towards his 
oppressive attitude.

People of Istanbul poured out into the 
streets

rejecting the destruction.

It is ba�  ing to see how the destruction of 
a place holding national pride

can result in riots in the scale of an entire 
country.

I grew up listening to horror stories about 
past military coups that took place in the 
heart of Taksim,

before I was born.

It had bloody consequences.

My parents spent their childhood under a 
post-coup regime, living with strict rules, 
witnessing the deaths of countless people 
at the hands of the government for the 
sake of their autocracy.

I never had to deal with that fear.

My generation WAS lucky.

We then saw tanks,

Driven by our police

Run over our own people.

We saw policemen, 

shooting

using unproportional, brutal force on

our civilians.

We saw our civilians 

All sharing the same blood

fi ghting against each other

to death.

The blood of innocent civilians claiming 
their streets,

Stained the same streets,

Reddening our hearts and minds
and the pavement.

Another feeling that fueled me 
that day was

anger — incomparable to fear.

I saw the Turkish media banned again, 
by the government

refusing to broadcast the killings.

I saw the misrepresentation from 
the Western media,

turning this violent occurance

into an opportunity to denounce 
the country.

The project backfi red and the 
government surrendered.

But the violence and the trauma

Will never be undone.

by Ceylin Oz
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TO COUNTER THAT 
NARRATIVE 
Interview with Public Studio
by Najia Fatima 

Public Studio is the collective 
art practice of filmmaker Elle 
Flanders and architect Tamira 
Sawatzky. Public Studio creates 
large-scale public art works, 
lens-based works, films, and 
immersive installations. Public 
Studio’s multidisciplinary prac-
tice engages themes of political 
dissent, war and militarization, 
and ecology and urbanization 
through the activation of site.

Photograph by Public Studio
project #22
Visit Palestine: Change your View



Shift: How did you come together in your practice combining art and film?

Elle: Tamira is an architect and had a full time practice until about 9 years ago 
when we started working together as artists and architects in collaboration.
For me, it was about feeling like my art practice could change and I was 
working in the film and showed a lot of my work in film festivals and was 
travelling around a lot I felt like it needed a bit more breath. I wanted to get 
beyond film I feel like I needed a bit more engagement. I was doing live films 
with live projection and performance. So I wanted to know what that next 
step was and then we started working together. 

Tamira: I was working in a firm, Elle was working as an artist, and I started 
collaborating with her in her projects and I couldn’t help but offer an opinion 
in really practical ways but I ultimately left my office job to pursue a more hy-
brid practice. In architecture, once you get a career going in an office, you fall 
into a specialized stream. I think at a certain point I was looking to broaden 
my work and get out in the world and do works in all different scales. Working 
in an office ultimately makes you narrower.

Shift: Tell us about your work ‘Visit Palestine’, how come you felt the need 
to address the political settler/colonial relationship in Palestine?

E: We have been doing a lot of work in Israel-Palestine, and it changed forme 
because as a young person growing up there, I had learned only one narra-
tive and that was the colonial narrative, the Zionist narrative of a land for a 
people with people for people without a land meaning that this was going 
to be the Jewish homeland and nobody was here. Not until university did I 
understand that there was a counter narrative 
I started doing work around Palestine and I joined a bunch of peace groups 
and the veil was lifted. Its kind of like living in Canada and not knowing that 
there an indigenous population and knowing that history which is deeply 
possible up until 10 years ago or even now because it is not a part of the 
curriculum. Learning ‘Canadian history’, which means white people’s history, 
is now changing. But in Israel, that was not the case. So I think that when that 
veil was removed, you can imagine that there was shock. And you’re like holy 
shit and if there’s any sense of ethics and moral compass then you feel like 
you have to learn more so I started looking into it and started learning more 
and tried to understand it. It became this life long mission to counter that 
Zionist narrative with the other narrative. When we started working toget-
her, our first project was based in the West Bank where I had a grant to go 
into a film in the west bank in Ramallah. We went off to make that film and 
Tamira decided that she was going to join me on that project and we ended 
up making a completely different work based on the segregated roads in 
Palestine. Shift that now to many projects later, and we came up with Visit 
Palestine: Change Your View. 

T: We had done all of this work and through our work be had become familiar 
with the Boycott, Divestment Sanctions movement. We were offered this 
residency in Israel and we decided that we shouldn’t take. Ultimately we 
de-cided that we’ll go, but only if we do this highly charged political anti 



Zionist project. What we decided to do was take our studio and turn it into 
this travel agency that ran towards the west bank. We made all these posters 
that said Visit Palestine and we put them up. When the curators came in to 
visit Israeli artists and explore the culture of Israeli art, we said ‘You know, 
you can also visit Palestine’ and we would organize these trips and visit other 
Palestinian artists. We would do day trips and we would show them around 
Palestine. 
That’s one of the things that people in Israel don’t realize — it’s that every-
thing is awfully close but the blinders are really narrow.

E: The propaganda is at such a high level that if anyone was to go, the 
government would make sure that everything would say it’s ‘dangerous’ 
or ‘illegal’. We knew that wasn’t true so this work for us was a way of re-
formulating that concept. I think it’s the perpetuating and stigmatizing of 
the ‘dangerous Arabs’ stereotype that we felt we needed to pull back the 
curtain and shed light on. The problem with the people that perpetuate these 
stereotypes is that they truly just don’t know, and that’s where I started off 
too. I just didn’t know, but not knowing in the 70s is one thing, but there were 
much less excuses not to know in 2016. 

Shift: What would you say to people that are apolitical in their art, and 
divide art into two different boxes of ‘political art’ and other forms of art?

T: We deal with that all the time because people always call us political 
artists. We call ourselves artists. I feel ambivalent about it because honestly 
sometimes I like it because there’s so much naval gazing art that I don’t mind 
being separated from that. I feel like all artists respond to the world around 
them, but the question is what is your world? Is your world a small box or is it 
out there?

E: I think sometimes the term political art is used to ‘ghettoize’ the artists 
and used as a way of aspersing artists. To suggest that somehow it’s diff-
erent than all other art and that’s when we chafe at it. Are they suggesting 
that we’re making politics versus art? I think that when we think about 
desperately political artists, whether it’s Ai Wei Wei or Martha Rosler and 
there’s so many more amazing artists. So when people group me with those 
artists I embrace the term wholeheartedly. There’s a frustration that we feel 
at how insular the art community has become and I think that insularity has 
to do with commodity. Art being a commodity- something we can trade, 
fit into to the market and the economy, something that we can sell. This 
commodification is what we’re not interested in. 
So if we’re a part of political art versus the marketable art then fuck yeah 
that’s who we are and that’s okay. I think we need to have these 
conversations that are a part of a bigger conversation on what’s happening 
around us in the world.
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ARCHITECTURE, OPRESSION, AND PALESTINE
Written by Amal AJ 
Illustrations by Regina Arcia-Martinez



Visualize yourself in a closed space with no openings. A box that imprisons 
you into a dark void, closing you off from the external world. You are forced 
into this space without having the basic needs of survival. What does it 
mean when you are involuntarily placed in a space that does not provide 
living conditions such as food, water, and shelter? What can you do if you 
are imprisoned with no connection to your cultural heritage? What were the 
circumstances that brought you into this closed space?

These are the questions that Palestinians ask themselves daily due to this 
condition being their everyday reality. Since 1948, Palestine has been under 
occupation in order to make way for a Zionist nation. After the Holocaust, the 
demand for a Jewish State in Palestine gained prominence, so the 1948 
Palestine War was initiated in order to create the independent state of Israel. 
The war resulted in the destruction of hundreds of Palestinian villages and 
over 70,000 Palestinian homes.

The occupation of Palestine oppressed Palestinian people and eliminated 
their social, cultural, and economic conditions in order to create a newly 
developed nation for Zionists. Since the War, Palestinian people have been 
placed in a blockaded area and this has caused an oppressive and inhumane 
atmosphere. In order to completely separate Israel and their infrastructure 
from what remains of Palestine, the Apartheid Wall was built between the 
West Bank and Israel in 2000. The 8 metre high by 708 kilometre long Apart-
heid Wall prohibits Palestinians from passing beyond the wall, and restricts 
supplies brought in — this limits their international aid that provides basic 
needs for survival.

ARCHITECTURE AS A FORCE IN THE OCCUPATION

In August 2014, a protest against the United Kingdom’s inactivity on Israel’s 
illegal blockage of Gaza was held outside the British parliament buildings in 
London. For the demonstration, 150 people were squeezed into small, white 
boxes to aesthetically represent the extreme living conditions imposed on 
Palestinians. Using architecture as a focal point for the oppression of Pales-
tinian people shows that architecture is the dominant tool being used to force 
unjust, cruel exercise of authority on a group of people through the limitation 
of space and external connections.

Architecture is a discipline that can address and connect the political, social, 
and economic conditions of a region because the shaping of the physical 
reality can take place on different scales. This allows for architecture to 
be the manifestation of a ruling class’s strength as it is capable of creating 
structures, systems, and programs that represent cultural development, gov-
ernmental systems, as well as political and economic organizations. When 
looking at the development of Israel, architecture played an integral role in 
creating a political system and ideology throughout the region by program-
ming architecture on a massive scale. 



THE USE OF MODERN ARCHITECTURE IN ZIONIST PLANNING

Through the use of modern planning specifically, the urban fabric of Israel was 
constructed over Palestine’s previously existing nation. When constructing Israel 
as a nation, the Palestinian area was considered “the laboratory of Modern ar-
chitecture” due to the perceived absence of a local architectural tradition as well 
as the urgency to necessitate fast and efficient building methods for a rapidly 
growing population. Modernism was adopted for Zionist architecture because it 
claimed to strip ideology and politics from its architecture. Modernist planning 
assisted in creating a new national identity for the ethnically and linguistically di-
verse Jewish population, hence Modern architecture was embraced as the appro-
priate expression of Zionism.

Tel Aviv is a city that actively promotes modernist architecture through the 
interpretation of various trends of the Modern Movement in architecture and town 
planning. Before colonization, this area was known as Jaffa — the largest city 
in Palestine. Many of the buildings were destroyed to make way for the Zionist 
manifesto; eliminating the language, history, and architecture of the existing Arab 
society. Although Tel Aviv is a city that has been living in the shadow of Jaffa’s rich 
four-thousand-year old heritage for just under a century, it created the appearance 
of its very own history through the appropriation of European history embodied 
in the Modernist style. Specifically through the use of the International Style that 
emerged from the Bauhaus institution, Tel Aviv is labelled as the “White City”  be-
cause it blended the European avant-garde style into a Mediterranean setting.

The International Style consisted of an abstract quality in design, a perfection in 
the execution of details, and a precisely clean look to achieve simplicity, rational 
thought in production, and clarity in the design of buildings. Specifically, the use of 
whitewashed limestone adopted from the International Style produced the “white” 
appearance of Tel Aviv. The International style viewed architecture as a volume, 
and decoration was avoided as the elegance of materials, technical perfection, 
and fine proportions were the main focus. The purpose of implementing these 
design principles was to enable citizens during the 1950’s to conduct wealthy 
bourgeois lifestyles through elitist “white architecture” while presenting a socialist 
and progressive facade. 

THE INFLUENCE OF BAUHAUS ON PLANNING

When the occupation of Palestine commenced in 1950, nineteen architects from 
the Bauhaus school that studied under Le Corbusier, Adolf Loos, and Walter Gro-
pius, created plans that provided the political leadership a new urban landscape 
for Israel. The plans consisted of creating a highly institutionalized and active-
ly constructive nature for land appropriation and nation building by the Zionist 
Movement. The main principle of the Bauhaus school was to combine simple 
design with high functionality, and this strategy was primarily used in the planning 
of Israel. Arieh Sharon — one of the most well-known students of Bauhaus — was 
one of the design leaders in the construction of Israel. Using his knowledge and 
influence from Bauhus, Sharon created a plan to develop thirty new towns, over 
400 settlements, and a network of infrastructure consisting of roads, electricity, 
water, etc. His guiding principle of spatial distribution was the de-territorialization 
of Palestinians, and the de-centralization of Palestinian communities through the 
use of Palestinian settlements as military outposts. 



Prior to the planning of Israel, Bauhaus was not defined or viewed as a “style” 
because it was solely an art school consisting of intellects that shared a 
common interest in design principles. The purpose of Bauhaus was not to 
produce any style, system, or formula, but to create a new influence on design. 
However, the term “Bauhaus Style” was popularized after the development of 
Israel due to many of its former students having a large influence and impact on 
the planning of the state. Tel Aviv specifically had a strong bond with the archi-
tectural philosophy due to the large number of Bauhaus graduates that worked 
to create the “White City”. The proliferation of Bauhaus architecture in Tel Aviv 
influenced global society’s perception to such an extent that the school became 
known more as a style than an organization.

ADDRESSING THE OCCUPATION IN PRESENT DAY

The Zionist nation was created through the extensive spatial distribution of Jewish 
settlements in Palestinian land to ensure a Jewish majority. The aim of the Zionist 
movement was to create a Jewish State by establishing Jewish dominance 
regardless of the human rights of Palestinian Arabs and their territory. 
Essentially, architecture was the dominant tool in the expansion of Jewish 
settlements because it systematically oppressed Palestinian people and 
their environments. Architecture can be manipulated in ways that it limits the 
environmentalaccessibility of a community to suit the agenda of a government. 
For instance, the freedom of movement in public spaces, as well as access 
to transportation, public services, and resources are not adequately met in 
Palestinian communities in order create an oppressive atmosphere in the living 
environments of Palestinian people.

The planning and development of Israel was greatly efficient due to the destruc-
tion of Palestine and the rapid construction of a new nation. Without the extensive 
use of Modernist planning and architecture, Israel would not be as developed, so-
cially, architecturally, economically and culturally, as it is in present day. The Mod-
ernist construction methods and style allowed for the rapid and efficient develop-
ment of housing for a growing population while eliminating ideology and politics 
from its architectural context. The utopian ideas of Modernism were executed to 
fulfill the Israeli reality at the expense of a Palestinian genocide. The creation of a 
Zionist state involved occupying Palestine through intensive modernization over a 
century and this as a result has caused irreparable damage on Palestinian society 
through the destruction of their history, culture, and architecture.
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