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that shape contemporary Johannesburg in bewilderingly 
dramatic ways. We look to understand these dynamics to 
build a relevant architectural literacy around emergent 
economic practices that are defining our African cities. 
This year, we focus our attention on Security - that perilous 
state whereby the necessity for security reorganizes our 
society and space through uncomfortable arrangements. 
We examine both the attainment of security and the 
consequences of its inverse - (in)Security, which results in 
the forfeiture of rights, sovereignty and instability. Through 
its extreme levels of violence and crime, in a war-like 
territory, Johannesburg offers a rare and opportunistic 
portal to examine the relationship between architecture 
and security at both intimate and grand scales.

Employing forensic drawing methods to decode, we reveal 
and communicate the hidden meanings and (symbolic 
and economic) value of how our security operations 
construct our urbanity. Immersive fieldwork coupled with 
an engagement with an array of cross-discipline specialists 
creates a comprehensive and empirical field-guide to 
working with (In)Security. Insights are employed to speculate 
an architectural proposition that aims to purposefully 
operate between binary extremes of risk and opportunity. 
Exploiting its attributes to be both defensive and accessible, 
the Gatehouse as an architectural typology is adopted 
as a means through which to explore an architectural 
proposition. 
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With more than 4  b i l l ion  p eople 

res id ing  in  urb anised  regions ,  Hong 

Kong is  rated  ninth  in  the  Economist 

Inte l l igence  Unit  (2017 )  Safe  C i ty 

Index 1 .  In  the  publ ished rep ort 

that  ranks  c i ty  safety,  Tokyo  i s 

ranked f irst ,  S ingap ore second and 

Osaka third .  Toronto  ranks  fourth , 

Melb ourne f i f th ,  Amsterdam s ixth , 

Sydney seventh ,  S to ckholm is  e ighth 

and Zurich  i s  in  tenth  p os i t ion .  At 

the  lower end of  the  scale ,  the  c i t ies 

o f  Jakarta  and Bangkok rank f i f ty-

seventh and forty-ninth .  Amongst 

i t s  p eers ,  Hong Kong can pride  i tse l f 

on  a  pris t ine  safety  record that 

i s  b oth  sp at ia l  as  wel l  as  virtual , 

cont inuously  implement ing  new 

measured thresholds  to  secure 

virtual  ( internet )  and physical 

safety. 

With  p etty  cr ime ,  smal l  thef t  and 

monetary conversion  b eing the 

‘ o f f ic ia l ’  culpri ts  that  determine 

Hong Kong ’s  ranking ,  the  c i ty  i s  not 

known for  extreme crime ,  murder 

or  major  l i fe - threatening dangers . 

In  comp arison ,  J ohannesburg and 

Karachi ,  f i f ty- forth  and s ixt ieth 

p os i t ion  resp ect ively,  are  p os i t ioned 

b ased on  the  frequency of  terroris t 

at tacks ,  coupled  with  the  annual 

numb er of  c i ty  casual t ies .  As  a 

metric ,  b oth  the  upp er and lower 

ends  o f  the  scale  sketch  s tark 

real i t ies  o f  how safety  imp acts  the 

environment ,  esp ecia l ly  those  o f  the 

G lob al  South  and their  resp ect ive 

tact ics  that  address  ‘ comprehensive 

securi ty ’  under categories  o f  d ig i ta l , 

heal th ,  infrastructure ,  and ,  most 

imp ortant ly,  p ersonal  safety.  

I f  Hong Kong has  such a  ‘ safe ’ 

p os i t ion ,  what  drives  the  c i ty ’ s 

manic  securi ty,  with  i t s  s teel 

b ars  on  windows ,  iron  gates ,  and 

ever-present  p aranoia  constant ly 

observed through c losed  c ircui t 

monitors?  Why do es  the  Hong 

Kong environment  show such an 

af f in i ty  for  mi l i tant  condi t ion , 

where commercial  developments 

b ecome economic  i s lands  c losed  of f 

to  the  urb an terri tory?  Why has 

the  ‘ant i -c ivic ‘  b ecome a  dominant 

voice ,  mi l i taris ing  sp ace  in  favour 

of  the  f inancial  e l i te ’ s  des ire  for 

exclus ivi ty  and a  certain  need to 

negate  landscap es  that  are  free  and 

op en to  a l l? 
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One real ises  these  quest ions 

remain to o  d isp ersed to  del iver 

a  comprehensive argument  in 

th is  short  text .  As  an a l ternat ive , 

would  i t  b e  p oss ib le  to  extract  one 

s ingle  fo cus :  to  quest ioning the 

capi ta l i sat ion  o f  securi ty  in  the 

context  o f  hyp er-sp eculat ion? 

My hyp othesis  draws from 

the  del inking of  capi ta l i sm 

from consumable  go o ds ,  and 

i ts  real ignment  with  sp ace  as 

commo dity.  His tor ical ly,  one  i s 

reminded of  Hong Kong ’s  ‘market 

c i ty ’  s tatus 2 and i ts  p ost -war 

devolut ion  as  a  prominent  industr ia l 

terri tory.  With  the  f l ight  o f 

industr ies  across  i t s  b order with 

China ,  Hong Kong ’s  ‘ terri tor ia l 

s tatus ’  has  irreversib ly  b ecome 

a  knowledge economy,  real igning 

i ts  f inancial  systems ,  pro duct ion 

services ,  consumption  and 

consumerism to  hyp er-sp eculat ion 

and glob al  comp et i t iveness . 

More imp ortant ly,  and a  key to 

s i tuat ing  capi ta l  and securi ty, 

the  terri tory ’s  cont inued drive 

to  capi ta l i se  on  every avai lable 

sp ace  in  the  landlo cked c i ty-s tate , 

has  rep os i t ioned ‘ luxury ’  as  the 

op erat ive  concept  and ,  in  do ing  so , 

has  real igned the  ‘ luxury of  sp ace ’ 

with  scarci ty  and defensib i l i ty. 

Al though counter- intui t ive  to 

the  convent ional  understanding 

of  commo dif icat ion  whereby the 

c irculat ion  o f  go o ds  requires  b oth 

exp edi ted  use  o f  go o ds  and maximum 

exp osure to  i t s  consumers ,  mi l i tant 

consumerism mechanises  the 

concepts  o f  Very Imp ortant  Persons 

(VIP/  VVIP ) ,  smal lness  and the 

conf ines  o f  sp ace  with  exclus ivi ty, 

excess  and extravagance in  the 

del ib erate  p loys  to  exclude the  c ivic 

from b oth  the  publ ic  and private 

spheres .  Even though access  to 

exclus ive  commerce is  regulated 

through one ’s  f inancial  means , 

sp at ia l  real i t ies  seem to  p lay 

primary ro le . 

In  Hong Kong ’s  precarious  p os i t ion  o f 

a  ‘ one-country-two-systems ’  context 3, 

the  view of  land capi ta l  and securi ty 

i s  intensi f ied  by the  heightened 

awareness  o f  land scarci ty.  The 

manic  drive by an inf lated  prop erty 

market ,  with  estate  agents  lo cated 
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on every urb an blo ck ,  sends  c lear 

s ignals  o f  a  so c ia l  tendency that 

equates  securi ty  with  the  ownership 

o f  prop erty,  and not  with  so c ia l 

resp onsib i l i ty  or  the  qual i ty  o f 

neighb ourho o ds .  Physical  b oundaries , 

sp at ia l  l imits  and bui ld ing  edges ,  in 

real i ty,  def ine  a  micro cosm of  control 

wherein  the  r ight  o f  access  reverts 

to  the  unquest ionable  authori ty  held 

by landlords  at  any given t ime . 

I f  indeed Mike  D avis ’ s 4  assert ion 

that  the  ‘urb an fortress ’  as  a  generic 

formulat ion  for  contemp orary 

urb anisat ion  r ings  true ,  then Hong 

Kong has  f inal ly  mastered the 

capi ta l i sat ion  o f  securi ty  in  the 

tota l i ty  o f  i t s  urb an landscap e . 

Fortresses  o f  commerce ,  fortresses 

o f  res ident ia l  enclaves  and 

entertainment  have b ecome 

prevalent .  

D elving further  into  the  l inks 

b etween physical  securi ty  and 

commerce ,  we not ice  the  imp act  o f 

fort i f icat ion  set  in  p lace  by Chanel , 

D ior,  Hermès  and Cart ier,  as  wel l  as 

o ther  larger commercial  centres . 

The  sp at ia l  p loys  o f  securi ty  guards 

s tat ioned at  each enclave of  luxury, 

op erate  under s tr ic t  instruct ions 

to  l imit  the  numb er of  c l ients  at 

any given t ime in  the  s tore .  Guards 

with  earpieces  and c losed-c ircui t 

te levis ion  (CCTV)  survei l lance 

monitor  customers  throughout  the 

a lready inwardly or ientated  s tore 

( commerce vis ib le  from the  outs ide 

b lo cking a l l  s ight l ines  into  the  s tore ) . 

The  exclus ivi ty  that  a  HK$ 40  000 

to te  b ag guarantees ,  in  p aral le l , 

secures  a  haven from the  madding 

crowds .  

Within  a  res ident ia l  set t ing , 

the  same sent iment  appl ies .  The 

presence  of  guards  p osted  at 

entrances ,  gate  af ter  gate ,  co ded 

access  and gridded fenestrat ion , 

p laces  ‘ o ther ’  securi ty  layers  at 

the  forefront  o f  habi tual  value . 

Packaged amenit ies  contained within 

the  bui ld ing  complex ,  p art  o f  a  99-

year ‘ ownership ’  agreement  (which 

i s ,  in  fact ,  a  long lease  tenancy 

agreement  that  guarantees  the 

safety  of  sp ace ) ,  replace  unsafe 

urb an funct ions  lo cated  exterior  to 

the  complex .  P laced away from the 

s treet  and defended by i ts  p os i t ion 

Lin
kin

g 
th

e 
C

ap
ita

lisa
tio

n 
of

 S
ec

ur
ity

 in
 t

he
 C

on
te

xt
 o

f 
Hy

pe
r-

Sp
ec

ula
tio

n. 
D

r 
G

er
ha

rd
 B

ru
yn

s



24 25

in  the  centre  of  the  high r ise ,  each 

amenity  establ ishes  a  new condi t ion 

o f  control ,  to  and from the  c lubhouse , 

c inema ro om,  gym fac i l i t ies  and 

p o ols .  Not  only  do  these  represent 

internal ised  micro-derivat ives 

o f  neol ib eral  development ,  they 

concurrent ly  mirror  the  des ire  to 

exclude the  c i ty  from any dwel l ing 

pro cess . 

In  conclus ion ,  the  des ire  o f  the 

b ourgeois ie  to  mi l i tarise  their 

ways  of  l i fe  i s  not  exclus ive  to  Hong 

Kong .  In  a  text  I  wrote  in  2012 5,  I 

quest ioned s imi lar  tendencies  in 

the  South  African c i ty.  Al though 

done for  very di f ferent  reasons 

in  the  South  African context ,  the 

formation  of  commercial  i s lands ,  the 

heightened investment  in  securi ty 

features ,  and the  imp ortance  p laced 

on  enterprises  that  exclus ively 

address  securi ty  raises  equivalent 

concerns  for  South  Africa  and Hong 

Kong .  As  two so c iet ies  caught  within 

pro cesses  o f  so c ia l ,  cul tural  and 

geop ol i t ica l  change ,  the  imp ortant 

quest ion  should  ref lect  on  how 

to  capi ta l i se  on  the  securi ty  o f 

inc lus ivi ty,  rather  than on  p aranoia 
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and iso lat ion .  I  fear,  whatever the 

p os i t ion ,  th is  wi l l  remain a  quest ion 

o f  l i fe  seen from b ehind b ars . 




