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Bodenständigkeit: the
environmental epistemology of
modernism

Kenny Cupers Urban Studies, Faculty of the Humanities, University
of Basel, Basel, Switzerland (Author’s e-mail address:
kenny.cupers@unibas.ch)

Focussing on late-nineteenth and early-twentieth-century imperial Germany, this article
examines how environmental thinking shaped the development of modern architecture
and urban planning. The environment took on an acute importance in the rapidly industrialis-
ing and colonising Empire, prompting a wide range of projects, from landscape conservation
and the design of garden suburbs to pioneering soil research and colonial planning. What
made these diverging scientific, political and design undertakings understandable as environ-
mental projects is the notion of Bodenständigkeit—the quality of something rooted in, or
uniquely appropriate to, the soil on which it stands. This idea was more than just the
symptom of a romantic or anti-modern mind set; it was part and parcel of a novel environ-
mental way of thinking, prompting discussions about the future and conservation of urban
and natural landscapes, the form of new buildings and settlements, and themethods of dom-
estic and overseas colonisation. Bodenständigkeit, this article argues, is not only a primary
category of early environmental conservation but the first version of an environmental deter-
minism that would come to structure twentieth-century modernism at large.

Originally, one was dependent on nature from the
first settlement, because one did not have any-
thing else than its gifts. And where one contents
oneself with this today, in all climates, under all
peoples, there today’s cultural agent sees as cul-
tural achievement up until the highest art Boden-
ständigkeit, and he calls it harmony between
nature and settlement, nature and humanity,
and he searches up until the finest psychic expla-
nations all the correlations of race, way of life, live-
lihood, history, civilization and culture with a
substrate, he searches for the correlations of all
ethnic life forms with the Heimat of each people
and tribe.1

This is how Willy Lange, editor of Land- und Gar-
tensiedelungen (‘Country and garden settlements’;
1910), describes the premise of a new, environmen-
tally conscious way of building (Fig. 1). Lange was
not an anthropologist or an architect, as one might
expect, he was a horticulturalist who fashioned
himself as a ‘cultural agent’ (Kulturvertreter).
Central to his argument was the notion of Boden-
ständigkeit—the quality of something rooted in, or
uniquely appropriate to, the soil on which it
stands. The challenge of the time, as Lange under-
stood it, was not just to design buildings in regional
styles; it was to master the intricate connections
between people, climate, material and dwelling
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form. These relationships, he argued, disastrously
ignored in the decorative building craze of the pre-
vious decades, which threatened to ‘bring foreign
elements into our biological-aesthetic Heimat
[homeland] organism’. Building, he contended,
should instead be thought of as the ‘biological
expression of human adaptation to the Heimat’.2

At that time, calls for Bodenständigkeit had
quickly become widespread in reform and design
circles, in particular under the influence of Paul
Schultze-Naumburg. The architect’s Kulturarbeiten,
(‘Works of Culture’), published in nine volumes

from 1901 to 1917, argued for a synthesis
between buildings and their surrounding environ-
ment.3 The best-selling series appeared in the
library of almost every educated bourgeois family
in Germany. Just like Lange, Schultze-Naumburg
lamented the decorative profusion of late-nine-
teenth-century eclecticism so prevalent in Germany’s
rapidly growing cities. His inspiration came instead
from traditional German farmhouses, villages,
castles and the Biedermeier architecture of
Goethe’s era.4 Only architecture that was rooted in
its Heimat, he claimed, could help safeguard the
land from the unsettling consequences of rapid
industrialisation and urbanisation. The argument
was articulated in writing and, perhaps even more
important, in photographs, which the architect had
largely taken himself during his travels across
Germany and particularly in his native region of
Thüringen (Fig. 2).5 Reminiscent of Augustus
W. N. Pugin’s pedagogical strategy of opposing
images of the ‘good’ Gothic style and ‘bad’ classicist
style, Schultze-Naumburg published over 2,500
photographs opposing good, mostly old, and bad,
mostly new, buildings.6

Scholars have extensively examined the political
repercussions of this argument, which influenced
an entire generation of architects and was founda-
tional to the Bund Heimatschutz (literally, ‘Home-
land Protection League’), Germany’s pioneering
environmental conservation movement. This organ-
isation, co-founded by Schultze-Naumburg in
1904, focussed on the protection of natural areas
but also on the conservation of historical monu-
ments, the production of guidelines for new building
and even the management of tourism. Its members
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Figure 1. The cover of
Willy Lange’s Land- und
Gartensiedelungen
(1910).



had close links with cultural reformers gathered
around the magazine Der Kunstwart, as well as
with the Deutscher Werkbund.7 With good reason,
scholarship has focussed on the role of the Hei-
matschutz in the rise of fascism. Schultze-Naumburg
was closely involved with the Nazis, who based their
architectural policies in part on his arguments about
the innate relationship between architecture, race
and environment.8 The interest in vernacular archi-
tectural styles and environmental conservation was
harnessed by the Nazis to reactionary political ends
from the late 1920s onwards. This fostered antagon-
ism with the more internationally oriented and/or
left-leaning modernists of the Bauhaus, which
became evident at the 1927 Weissenhofsiedlung
Exhibition in Stuttgart.9 More recent scholarship,
however, has shed this teleological perspective to
explore the relationship of the Heimatschutz to
turn-of-the-century modernity in general, rather
than seeing environmental reform as inherently

anti-modernist and proto-fascist.10 Maiken
Umbach and Bernd Hüppauf, in particular, have
revised dominant interpretations of Heimat dis-
course by positioning the era’s emerging interest in
vernacular forms in a larger context of transnational
exchange and economic globalisation.11

Despite the pertinence of such recent historical
revisions, they leave largely unexamined the epis-
temological conditions under which environmental
categories entered the domains of design and cul-
tural reform. How could such disparate interests as
folklore studies, the conservation of natural
resources and the functionality of architecture
become enmeshed and subsumed under a singular
category in the first place? Schultze-Naumburg
was not the only turn-of-the-century intellectual to
focus on the environment as a project of reform. In
the last decades of the nineteenth century, the
environment took on an acute importance in the
rapidly industrialising and colonising Empire,
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Figure 2. Example (left)
and counter-example
(right) from Schultze-
Naumburg’s
Kulturarbeiten: source,
Paul Schultze-
Naumburg,
Kulturarbeiten, Vol. 1
(Munich, Kunstwart,
1902), pp. 16–17.



prompting a wide range of projects, from landscape
conservation and the design of garden suburbs to
pioneering soil research and colonial planning.
What made these diverging scientific, political and
design undertakings understandable as environ-
mental projects was the notion of Bodenständigkeit.
This idea was more than just the symptom of a
romantic or anti-modern mind set; it was part and
parcel of a novel and environmental way of thinking,
prompting discussions about the future and conser-
vation of urban and natural landscapes, the form of
new buildings and settlements, and the methods of
domestic and overseas colonisation. Consequently,
Bodenständigkeit, a primary category of early
environmental conservation, called for a reassess-
ment of prevailing assumptions about the historical
development of modern architecture and planning.
Yet Bodenständigkeit also has contemporary

valence, in particular in the context of the Anthropo-
cene thesis—the current proposition to understand
the history of humanity as a geological force. By
studying human interaction with the natural world
as a process of material construction, architectural
history seems well placed to examine the terms of
this debate, which is currently reshaping the huma-
nities. Yet, at the same time, environmental concerns
have only played a marginal role in how the history of
architecture and urbanism has been written. One
reason for this situation lies in the discourse of archi-
tectural modernism itself, in which environmental
thought is at once fundamental and marginalised.
The excavation of how environmental categories
structure the epistemology of modern architecture
and urbanism is the larger project of which this
article is a part. This project starts from the premise

that the history of modernity needs to be understood
not only through the lens of the industrial city but
through that of the natural and rural world.
As cultural reformers, architects, artists and state

administrators in imperial Germany sought to safe-
guard this world from the onslaughts of industrialis-
ation and urbanisation, they revolutionised an earlier
landscape sensibility. Their approach relied not only
on an older aesthetics of the picturesque but on
new biological, geographical and anthropological
conceptions of the environment. From new agrarian
settlements inwesternPrussia to the colonial planning
of Namibia, at that time Deutsch Sudwest-Afrika, this
approach was informed by a belief in the innate
relationship between soil, landscape, climate and
human culture. In explaining the rise of modern archi-
tecture and planning, scholarly accounts have long
emphasised the role of industrialisation in prompting
new forms of expression and organisation. In what
follows, I begin to suggest an alternative genealogy
that traces how modernism was based on a new
way of thinking about the environment, prompted
by natural science and colonial territoriality.

The valences of Bodenständigkeit
Industrialisation and its concomitant patterns of
urbanisation came late to Germany, but the process
was exceptionally intensive in the late nineteenth
century, forcing Germans to grapple with its spatial
repercussions perhaps more directly than the British,
the French or the Belgians. Turn-of-the-century
cultural reform movements across Europe were in
search of a more ‘natural’ culture to counter the pur-
ported inauthenticity of bourgeois culture and the
industrial city. The dominant ideal of an harmonious
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integration between the natural and the human-
made environment was particularly influential in
Germany. TheWandervogel, a German youth hiking
movement, found such harmony on Germany’s pic-
turesque hillsides and agrarian lands.12 The folklorist
Robert Mielke, one of the founders of the Hei-
matschutz movement, was interested in rural land-
scapes and traditional farm buildings for the same
reason and wrote about the village as an outcome
of the struggle between—and unison of—nature
and culture.13 Schultze-Naumburg also described
pre-industrial towns and villages as the result of a
‘natural process of growth’14—an idea also proposed
by urban planners such as Theodor Fischer and
Camillo Sitte to describe their ideal urbanism.15

As it became a central category of late-nine-
teenth-century and early-twentieth-century
German discourse—not unrelated to the notion of
the ‘organic’—Bodenständigkeit shaped not only
debates about architectural form but also those
about knowledge of the social and natural world
at large.16 The idea of Bodenständigkeit was in
part a product of the development of folklore
studies or ethnology (Volkskunde), which first
emerged not in Germany but in the Austro-Hungar-
ian Empire. Since its founding in 1863, the Österrei-
chische Museum für Kunst und Industrie had been
exhibiting regional arts and crafts objects to rep-
resent the multi-national identity of the empire.17

Traditional farm buildings had first been studied in
the 1870s by the art historian Rudolf Eitelberger,
the museum’s co-founder and first director, and by
the trade school director Karl Romstorfer. Yet in con-
trast to its multi-ethnic regional character in Austria-
Hungary, folkloric arts (Volkskunst) in Germany were

quickly understood as naturally and nationally
unified.18 Just as the notion of a local Heimat con-
tributed directly to German nationalism, as Celia
Applegate demonstrates, so was vernacular archi-
tecture—whether from the Schwarzwald or Thurin-
gia—understood as a direct expression of the
German people or Volk (Fig. 3).19 For both Mielke
and Oscar Schwindrazheim, who founded the
association Volkskunst in Hamburg in 1889, the
artistic roots of Germany were in the agrarian soil.
But folklorists were not the only intellectuals inter-

ested in Bodenständigkeit. In the 1907 book Streif-
züge im Wassertropfen (‘Forays into a drop of
water’), the Austro-Hungarian natural philosopher
Raoul Heinrich Francé introduced his scientific
exposéwith an impression of Dinkelsbühl, a mediae-
val town in Franconia to which he had recently
moved. Francé wrote lyrically of its ‘gable to gable’
clustering of ‘dignified ancestral houses’ (Fig. 4).20

Despite the picturesque description, much along
the lines of Mielke and Schultze-Naumburg, he
took such built forms first and foremost as a lesson
in modern biology. The town was essentially:
an organism, something naturally grown in the
fullest sense of the word, exactly the same as
what an animal in the wild or a flower on the
rocky hills is: an ever changing outcome of the
struggle with the environment, a result of
all adaptations that make up the struggle for
existence.21

Because of this evolutionary struggle, human settle-
ments such as Dinkelsbühl were, just like nature,
eminently functional rather than a product of coinci-
dence.22 In his work, Francé attempted to update
Darwinian theories with a neo-Lamarckian psycho-
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Figure 3. Vernacular
building forms, as
studied and drawn by
Oskar Schwindrazheim:
source, Oskar
Schwindrazheim,
Deutsche Bauernkunst
(Hamburg, Martin
Gerlach, 1903), p. 3.
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Figure 4. Page from
Raoul Heinrich Francé’s
Streifzüge im
Wassertropfen: source,
Raoul Heinrich Francé,
Streifzüge im
Wassertropfen
(Stuttgart, Kosmos,
1907), p. 3.



logical perspective—the town was a proof of the
‘unity of thinking’ of its inhabitants.23 Rather than
as proof of the survival of the fittest, which was
how Herbert Spencer interpreted Darwinism,
Francé understood Dinkelsbühl to be the result of
a process of mutual aid, akin to the anarchist and

cooperative theories of his contemporary, the geo-
grapher Peter Kropotkin.24

Despite what one might expect from its introduc-
tion, Francé’s book was not a work of cultural cri-
tique; it was a scientific study of microscopic life
and started, quite literally, with the microbes in a
drop of water (Fig. 5). The new, technological
vision of germs and cells was crucial to Francé’s con-
ception of life as a biological organism. Microscopic
life and the everyday lives of human beings in their
dwellings, settlements and cities were fundamen-
tally interrelated—rather than microscopic life
serving as a metaphor. This approach was part of
Francé’s monist view about the relationship
between body and soul. The human mind was
‘nothing super-natural, not a present from heaven’
but rather ‘a child of the earth’.25 His pioneering
research on soil ecology, further developed in later
publications, was accompanied by what Francé
called Kulturbiologie—cultural analysis in biological
terms.
His bookMünchen: Die Lebensgesetze einer Stadt

(‘Munich: The life principles of a city’; 1920) was a
masterly illustration of this analytical approach, in
which Bodenständigkeit served both as a scientific
and an aesthetic category.26 Francé had meticu-
lously analysed not only the local geology and veg-
etation of Munich and its environs, but also the
city’s street life and its architecture—all of which,
he argued, were related to one another. Instead of
a simple determinism between exterior environment
and human behaviour, however, Francé wrote about
the ‘chain of correlations, which connects all organ-
isms with each other in an ecology of community
[biozönotisch]’, and which ‘also applies to
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Figure 5. Page from
Raoul Heinrich Francé’s
Streifzüge im
Wassertropfen: source,
Raoul Heinrich Francé,
Streifzüge im
Wassertropfen
(Stuttgart, Kosmos,
1907), p. x.



people’.27 To the region’s five soil types he conse-
quently matched five phrenological types: the
inhabitants of old Munich (die Altmünchner), the
suburbanites (die Vorstädter), the highlanders (die
Oberländler), the people from Dachau (die
Dachauer) and the foreigners (die Fremden).28 Just
as the flora and fauna of the suburbs depended on
the clay soil that predominated there, so did the
inhabitants depend on this same soil. Consequently,
the stocky, ‘peasant’ features of the ‘clay popu-
lation’ [Lehmbevölkerung] of the suburbs, and
even their behaviour and clothing fashions, could
be explained by the physical qualities of the soil
from which they came (Fig. 6).29 However, Francé
acknowledged that the city centre, with its influx
of foreign people and foreign-influenced architec-
ture, no longer harboured such Bodenständigkeit.
The mixture of new architectural styles from Italy
and elsewhere was still particular to life in Munich,
however, and therefore ultimately ‘organic’, Francé
concluded.30

The idea of a determinate connection between
people and the land had become a subject of the
arts and sciences long before Francé. In his influen-
tial nineteen-volume masterwork Die Erdkunde im
Verhältniss zur Natur und zur Geschichte des
Mensches (‘Geography in relation to nature and
the history of people’), written from 1816 to 1859,
Karl Ritter postulated that the innate relationship
between humanity and the land was the basis for
the scientific discipline of geography.31 In his 1854
Land und Leute (‘Land and people’), the folklorist
Wilhelm Heinrich Riehl emphasised the essential
German identity of agrarian landscapes, adding to
Ritter’s postulate a nationalist and anti-urban ideol-

ogy that had a long-lasting influence on intellectual
culture in Germany.32 Yet only after the popularisa-
tion of evolutionary theory in the 1860s, following
the work of scientist-philosophers such as Ernst
Haeckel, Germany’s main proselytiser of Darwinism,
could the relationship between people and their
environment be explained by general scientific
laws. Rather than as a collection of scientific findings
that could or could not be related to one another,
evolutionary theory allowed scientists from a
variety of disciplines to bolster their analyses
with universalising principles. Geographers, occu-
pied with the description of topographic particulari-
ties and uniquely human phenomena, also became
attracted to this form of objectivity. With Darwinism,
human culture could be neatly submitted to the
natural laws of biological evolution. This new scien-
tific conviction, which undergirded the work of
Francé and many of his contemporaries, did not
disprove but rather reinforced sentimentally and pol-
itically laden concepts such as Heimat and Boden-
ständigkeit. This was precisely the sense in which
modern biology propelled the romantic imagery
marshalled by turn-of-the-century reform move-
ments such as the Wandervogel.

Lange’s Land- und Gartensiedelungen most
poignantly articulated the architectural implications
of this new scientific reasoning.33 From the layout
of new villages to the architectural integration of
the house with its garden, and from graveyards to
street walls, all design choices were ultimately motiv-
ated by the biological principles of Bodenständig-
keit. Rather than Schultze-Naumburg, Lange cited
the experimental psychology of Gustav Fechner to
bolster his claim that buildings had a determinate
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Figure 6. ‘Girl from the
eastern outskirts of
Munich (right). Clay
population type. Her
stocky and peasant
character is in sharp
contrast with the
appearance of the
newspaper carrier (left)
from the city centre
(gravel population). The
woollen bonnets of
both, as well as of the
two girls in the
background, appertain
to the typical winter
outfit of Munich’s petty
bourgeoisie’: source,
Raoul Heinrich Francé,
München: Die
Lebensgesetze einer
Stadt (Munich, Hugo
Bruckmann, 1920),
p. 293.



‘physical-psychic effect’ on people.34 New settle-
ments therefore would not only be total works of
art: they could in fact achieve scientifically predict-
able effects in human beings. For new housing
areas, for example, Lange suggested vernacular
architectural forms such as the clipped-gable roof
and careful landscape design with trees and
shrubs, because this was seen to inculcate in new
inhabitants a sense of rootedness. Bodenständigkeit
thus denoted a quality of physical space as much as a
state of mind. This was why architectural form and
landscape design could be mobilised, it was
thought, to reform culture, nation and state.
For Lange and his collaborators, who included

Mielke and a range of other reformers and

designers, Hellerau was a premier example of this
new scientifically informed aesthetics of architec-
ture. One of the first German ‘garden cities’, Hel-
lerau was built by Karl Schmidt around the
workshops of the Deutsche Werkstätten and
brought together social and cultural reformers
from all over Europe. Following the land reform
ideas of Adolf Damaschke, the houses were built
and owned by a building association rather than
being in private ownership. Planned by Richard Rie-
merschmid in 1909 and built over the following
years, the new settlement also included housing
designed by Heinrich Tessenow, Hermann Muthe-
sius, Kurt Frick, Theodor Fischer and others.35 The
housing was laid into coherent yet idiosyncratic com-
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Figure 7. Hellerau, with
housing designs by
Richard Riemerschmid,
1909–1912
(Photograph by Kenny
Cupers, 2013).



positions, which for the architects suggested the
growth of an ‘organic’ community.36 And with farm-
house gables and eyelid dormers, the architecture
was inspired by vernacular forms that seemed to
be lifted from the Kulturarbeiten (Fig. 7).

In short, in the first decade of the twentieth
century, Bodenständigkeit had become both a con-
sequential design concept for the layout of new
suburbs and village communities and a (para-) scien-
tific concept that shaped the discourses of social
inquiry and reform. Whilst for some designers Bod-
enständigkeit could be reduced to a particular

language of formal and stylistic elements, as it was
featured at Hellerau or in the Kulturarbeiten, it was
in fact integral to a post-Darwinian scientific world-
view. Many members of the Deutsche Gartenstadt-
gesellschaft (‘German Garden City Association’)
and the Deutscher Werkbund were also part of the
Monist League, an association established to
promote Haeckel’s theories of the unity of body
and soul, of physical and mental processes.37

These vitalist theories were translated into a variety
of social and cultural reform initiatives, such as veg-
etarianism or nudism, and some newly founded
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Figure 8. Gmindersdorf,
designed by Theodor
Fischer: source,
‘Gmindersdorf:
Arbeiterkolonie von
Ulrich Minder GmbH
Reutlingen, von Prof.
Theodor Fischer &
Direktor Kuhn’,
Moderne Bauformen, 7
(1908), p. 335.



settlements were indeed lived utopias of alternative
culture. But the project of Bodenständigkeit was
motivated by all kinds of political ideologies. The
German Siedlungsbewegung or ‘back to the land’
movement included not only communities of artists
and reformers, Jews, anarchists or women, but of
anti-Semites and proponents of radically right-wing
völkische movements.38 Moreover, the attraction
to Bodenständigkeit was not limited to those in
search of an alternative to the dominant order. For
Gmindersdorf, a workers’ settlement for the indus-
trialist Ulrich Gminder, Fischer used a design
approach that was similar to Hellerau (Fig. 8).39

Even though Fischer was familiar with Francé’s
work and equally inspired by Dinkelsbühl, Gminders-
dorf was not intended to foster an alternative com-
munity but to root workers in permanent
settlements and to increase productivity.40 The syn-
thesis of soil and settlement clearly had an ambigu-
ous politics.

Colonisation, domestic and overseas
Even though Germany came late to the European
colonial project and political leaders such as Bis-
marck were initially reticent, colonialism thoroughly
reshaped German politics and society from the
1880s through the end of the First World War.41

With the massive emigration of Germans to the
Americas during this period, colonial lobbyists, gath-
ered as the Deutsche Kolonialgesellschaft (‘German
Colonial Society’), deemed diverting the stream of
migrants to the newly acquired colonial territories
pertinent to their viability. The political desire for
settler colonies, however, sat in uneasy relationship
to mercantile and industrial interests, and few

Germans actually settled in Deutsch Sudwest-
Afrika (Namibia) and Deutsch Ost-Afrika (Tanzania),
Germany’s most significant colonial possessions.
Although the colonial imagination never became
as explicitly front and centre as it was in imperial
Britain or France, it was nevertheless at work in
late-nineteenth-century Germany, not least in
reshaping the domestic territory.
The German countryside had been emptying

throughout much of the nineteenth century. In
response, German governments launched ‘internal
colonisation’ initiatives to repopulate the country-
side and expand agricultural productivity. The dred-
ging of moors and fens since the mediaeval period
was cited as a forerunner of these initiatives. Prus-
sian kings such as Frederick the Great had assigned
large tracts of land to German settlers as part of pol-
itical and economic modernisation projects. In the
second half of the nineteenth century, such projects
were revived and became part of a more compre-
hensive approach to government. Whether as
flight from the rural provinces (Landflucht),
migration to the Ruhr area and other industrial
centres, African settler colonialism, or emigration
to the Americas, mass mobility was one of the
central dimensions of late-nineteenth-century glo-
balisation in Germany.42 As a central source of pol-
itical anxiety, it prompted government policies on
strategies to settle German populations on German
territory.
Colonisation and settlement thus became synon-

ymous as techniques of government, and turn-of-
the-century intellectual concerns with Bodenstän-
digkeit can be understood as their indirect correlate.
For example, Hans Kampffmeyer, a key exponent of
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Figure 9. 1907
overview of settlement
projects by the Prussian
Settlement
Commission: source,
Königliches
Staatsministerium/Haus
der Abgeordneten, ed.
Zwanzig Jahre
deutscher Kulturarbeit,
1886–1906: Tätigkeit
und Aufgaben
neupreußischer
Kolonisation in
Westpreußen und
Posen (Berlin,
W. Moeser, 1907).
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Figure 10. The village
of Golenhofen in the
province of Posen,
designed by Paul
Fischer: source, ‘Eine
deutsche Dorf-Anlage
in den Ostmarken’,
Deutsche Kunst und
Dekoration, 18 (April–
September, 1906),
p. 536.



the Deutsche Gartenstadtgesellschaft and follower
of Sitte, claimed ‘the end goal of the progressing
[garden city] movement is an internal colonisa-
tion’.43 Architects and reformers often used the
term ‘Siedlung’ (‘settlement’) interchangeably with
the term ‘Kolonie’ (‘colony’). In his third volume of
the Kulturarbeiten, for example, Schultze-Naum-
burg included a section entitled Kolonien that
covered the design of working-class housing areas
in Germany.44 But communities of all kinds, includ-
ing those of the ‘back-to-the-land’ movement,
could be referred to as colonies. Regardless of their
political divergences, turn-of-the-century environ-
mental reform movements shared an understanding
of human settlement that was indirectly shaped not
only by biological science but by the colonial imagin-
ation.
This understanding of settlement as colonisation

comes most explicitly into focus in the work of the
geographer Friedrich Ratzel. Inspired by Ritter’s
geography, even though he never joined the clique
of his successors, Ratzel is mostly known for his
coinage of Lebensraum or ‘habitat’.45 With this
term, he suggested that, just like plants, a people,
too, needed to expand its territory or die. This
theory of cultural-biological diffusion was in part
developed from his study of North America: Ratzel
understood the history of the continent as the
laying down of roots.46 He thus conceptualised the
state as an organism rooted in the soil and spoke
of the ‘coherence of soil and state’.47 His work
relied heavily on Darwinism, but in contrast to
Darwin he took the state instead of the individual
as the unit of analysis.48 Although he used the
term ‘Bodenständigkeit‘only occasionally, he conjec-

tured that ‘soil forms’ [‘Bodenformen‘] naturally
informed ‘settlement forms’ [‘Siedlungsformen‘].49

From this perspective, architecture and planning
might have been seen as vehicles for the expansion
of Lebensraum for the German people as a whole.
This was exactly how the planners of new settle-
ments in the Empire’s eastern provinces conceived
of their work. Polish-German tension in this part of
Prussia led the project of internal colonisation to
take on an explicitly racial dimension—in parallel
with the hardening of race as a biological concept
in late-nineteenth-century Europe more generally.
From the time of its establishment in 1886 until
1918, the Königlich Preußische Ansiedlungskommis-
sion in den Provinzen Westpreußen und Posen
(‘Prussian Settlement Commission’) settled close to
150,000 Germans in farming villages in the eastern
provinces of Posen and West-Preußen, bordering
Poland (Fig. 9).50 The explicit aim of this project
was not only to strengthen the rural Mittelstand by
dividing large estates into small plots for farmer
families but to re-Germanise lands inhabited by
Polish peasants.
Architecture and planning played a crucial role in

this regard, as the village of Golenhofen (or Golenc-
zewo), located half an hour by train north of Poznań
(Posen), illustrates (Fig. 10). This village included not
just farms but a church, a school, workers’ houses,
an inn, a bakery, a poor house and even a small
public bathhouse and a fire station—all of which
were designed in styles that recalled mediaeval
German building traditions. Although it appeared
as if it had grown over centuries, the entire village
was built from scratch in the span of a few years.
The planners and architects of the Prussian Settle-
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Figure 11. Design for a
farmstead on 16
hectares of land:
source, Paul Fischer,
Ansiedlungsbauten in
den Provinzen Posen
und Westpreußen
(Halle, Ludwig
Hofstetter, 1904), p. 36.



ment Commission organised new farmsteads into
such villages with the explicit goal of fostering a
strong community life, and local communities
stood as pars pro toto for the national community.51

In the roughly three decades of its existence, the
Prussian Settlement Commission built no less than
57 churches, 479 schools and over 700 other

public buildings, in addition to thousands of farm-
steads.52

This building production became highly centra-
lised. In the first few years of the project, settlers
had been responsible for building their own farm-
steads, using their own skills and building traditions.
However, the commission soon took charge of the
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Figure 12. Map of Klein
Windhoek by the
Deutsche
Kolonialgesellschaft,
showing a possible
layout for farmsteads, c.
1892: source,
Bundesarchiv Berlin,
R8023/600a.



massive building operations, from the provision of
materials to design and construction. Its chief archi-
tect, Paul Fischer, was responsible for most of the
designs. He was particularly drawn to Schultze-
Naumburg’s work and was familiar with the Hei-
matschutz debates.53 Fischer began by pursuing an
extensive survey of the farmsteads constructed by
the first settlers, who came from as far as Hungary
and the Baltic. He then adapted these designs and
compiled them into a series of guidebooks (Fig. 11).
Despite the centralised, rational system that underlay
the commission’s building production—and which
could have easily led to highly standardised forms
and types—Fischer was adamant about engineering
architectural diversity. This goal was not dissimilar
from that of Hellerau’s or Gmindersdorf’s designers:
architectural forms inspired by regional traditions—
even if these regions were located a thousand miles
away—would help settlers feel at home. This was
what underlay the Heimatschutz more generally;
namely, the aspiration to instil Bodenständigkeit
through the design of the physical environment.
Whether the farmers trying to establish livelihoods
in new surroundings cared much for the intricate
half-timbering is unclear. Many may have preferred
more rudimentary, economical buildings.
The formal expansion of German colonial power

into Africa in the 1880s brought with it the project
of permanent colonial settlement. In this entirely
different context, the physical interventions of colo-
nists in the region’s highlands and deserts—the
planting of trees, laying down of roads and building
of farmsteads on newly colonised land—fostered a
similar aesthetic, one in which colonial settlement
appeared to be at once environmentally adapted

and age-old. German armchair colonists such as
Heinrich Bokemeyer, the general secretary of the
Deutsche Kolonialgesellschaft (‘German Colonial
Society’), helped plan the first colonial farmer settle-
ments in Windhoek, now the capital of Namibia (Fig.
12). He conceived of colonisation as the transplant-
ing of ‘German village life’ to Africa.54 For colonial
enthusiasts such as Herzog zu Mecklenburg, the Pre-
sident of the German Colonial Society, the goal of
colonisation was to see everywhere overseas the
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Figure 13a, b. The
‘learning farm’ for
women, established by
Helene von
Falkenhausen in
Brakwater, near
Windhoek, postcards c.
1912: source,
Bundesarchiv Berlin,
R8023/607 and 608.



elements of Kulturarbeit—of German culture and
labour. Just as Schultze-Naumburg conceptualised
the significance of Kulturarbeit for modern architec-
ture in Germany, it had become a key dimension of
legitimising Germany’s colonial project in Africa.55

Architecture and planning in this context were
both material and epistemological tools of empire.
The goal to strengthen the German race overseas
informed segregationary policies, such as the
policed housing of natives in Werften (locations)
away from white settlements, for instance in Wind-
hoek. But the anxiety over racial mixing, in particular
sexual relationships with natives, in the male-domi-
nated German colonial settlements also prompted
the construction of Heimathäuser (homeland
houses). These were farmsteads where young
women, fresh off the boat from Germany, could
learn the ways of colonial settlement.56 The Hei-
mathäuser would foster German settlement by pro-
viding not only domestic labour for the
(predominantly male) colonial settlers but also the
potential for German marriages. Many were
founded and/or funded by the German Colonial
Society and built on land leased from the colonial
government. These temporary homes for German
women, such as in Keetmanshoop or Brakwater
(Fig. 13), were intended to contribute to the ‘duty
of our race, which is to avoid the loss of German-
ness [Deutschtum]’.57 They were meant to promote
a ‘healthy family life’ in the interest of the state.58

To make a population bodenständig, the Hei-
mathäuser, and by extension the architecture of
German colonial settlement more generally,
needed to be bodenständig as well—the same
reasoning that underlay the design of farmsteads

in eastern Prussia.59 The German colonial regime
thus employed claims of the innate connection
between people and land to achieve, directly or
indirectly, the dispossession of African land and
capital. The application of Bodenständigkeit to the
colonial landscape informed climatically adapted
buildings—celebrated by some architects today as
an early form of ‘ecological building’ because of
their smart ventilation systems and verandahs.60

Yet such an architectural approach served the colo-
nial project by obliterating, materially and ideologi-
cally, indigenous claims to the land. This is the
paradox of Bodenständigkeit: even though colonial
expansion made clear that the relationship
between soil and settlement was not innate, convic-
tion about such innateness shaped modern architec-
ture and planning from West Prussia to Namibia.

Concealed continuities
The politics of the Weimar period stand in stark con-
trast to those of imperial Germany. The severe econ-
omic depression, housing shortage and loss of
colonial possessions after the Treaty of Versailles
seemed to move politics towards social democracy
and municipal socialism and away from agrarian
modernisation and imperial ambition overseas, at
least in the 1920s. In architectural debates, the turn
might seem equally sharp. The rise of Neue Sachlich-
keit was part and parcel of an explicitly international
modernist project, the proponents of which tended
to dismiss pre-war Heimatschutz architecture as
revivalist kitsch in linewith the eclecticismof the nine-
teenth century. The movement’s reformist ambitions
seemed easily forgotten as its architectural achieve-
ments were reduced to the last breath of a now-
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defunct historicism. This bifurcation of modern archi-
tecture was fostered by the political divisiveness of
Weimar Germany. Even though Heimatschutz ideas
had been foundational to the development of mod-
ernism within the Deutsche Werkbund and beyond,
and even though modernists such as Le Corbusier
continued to be inspired by vernacular architectural
forms, in the 1920s the explicit recourse to Heimat
themes came to stand for conservative, even reac-
tionary, politics. Meanwhile, the Bauhaus aesthetic

was routinely identified with the political left, even
if Bauhaus architects were associated with a range
of political ideologies or considered themselves fun-
damentally a-political.61

This political transformation of modernism
during the 1920s is what has obscured epistemo-
logical continuities between the Wilhelmine,
Weimar and Nazi periods. To what extent did the
environmental thinking underlying the notion of
Bodenständigkeit continue to shape, if silently
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Figure 14. Hannes
Meyer’s manifesto for
building as a ‘biological
process’: source,
Hannes Meyer, ‘Bauen’,
Bauhaus, 2, 4 (1928),
p. 12.



and in unacknowledged ways, modernism during
the 1920s and 1930s? After reading Lange or
Francé, it comes as no surprise to see the moder-
nist architect Hannes Meyer write of ‘building as
a biological process’, an assertion from which he
derived his definition of ‘functionalism’ (Fig. 14).
Whether he subscribed explicitly to the assump-
tions of Bodenständigkeit, however, remains a
question for further research. In what ways did
such thinking, first developed in imperial
Germany, shape the development of architectural
modernism in the 1920s, in particular the large-
scale municipal housing projects, such as those by
Ernst May for the New Frankfurt or by Martin
Wagner and Bruno Taut in Berlin?62 Meyer’s
approach to functionalism as biology rests on
assumptions that are not fundamentally different
than Francé’s conviction that Dinkelsbühl was emi-
nently functional because it was bodenständig.
May was influenced not only by Raymond Unwin

but by Fischer’s concepts of settlement design and
his conviction that built form was an imprint of
social life. Shortly after the First World War, May
worked for the Schlesische Landgesellschaft (‘Sile-
sian Land Society’) to promote internal colonisation
and to design rural farmers’ settlements.63 He also
collaborated intensively with the landscape architect
Leberecht Migge, whose landscape designs
informed many housing projects in the 1920s.
Migge employed Francé’s soil research to argue for
urban planning as an extension of gardening.64

Bauhaus designers such as László Moholy-Nagy
were equally influenced by Francé’s biological the-
ories, which shifted in the 1920s towards a more
objective, functionalist worldview, in line with the

Neue Sachlichkeit.65 Such connections begin to
suggest that the environmental thinking underlying
the notion of Bodenständigkeit continued to struc-
ture the development of modern architecture and
urbanism. Even though the bifurcation between Hei-
matschutz and Bauhaus in the 1920s seemed to free
the latter of reactionary and colonial overtones, the
two movements shared origins in a worldview that
was fundamentally shaped by aWilhelmine epistem-
ology of environment, race and colonisation.
Such inheritance is crucial to understanding the

environmental epistemology of German modernism.
If the discourse of Bodenständigkeit shifted mark-
edly in the 1920s and 1930s, that shift is perhaps
more political than epistemological in nature. The
political uses of Bodenständigkeit moved radically
to the right—the Nazis based much of their architec-
tural policies on Heimatschutz ideas—but the
assumptions underlying these ideas continued to
influence modernists of diverse political stripes in
the following decades.
At the core of Bodenständigkeit lay the determi-

nistic belief in a causal relationship between environ-
ment and human culture. What shifted in the 1920s
were the terms of this relationship. Rather than the
soil, the natural landscape or the mediaeval village,
the focus was now on abstract space and the
environment as designed by architects. Veering
away from sentimental evocations of Heimat,
designers shifted their focus from the essence of
local identity to the determinants of human behav-
iour. This shift can be thought of as an objectifica-
tion of environment in line with the Neue
Sachlichkeit. As such, the assumptions of Boden-
ständigkeit lived on as environmental determinism,
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which continued (silently, as assumptions tend to
do) to shape the modernism of various political pro-
jects—socialist, communist and capitalist—in the
following decades.
Bodenständigkeit can be understood as one of the

first theories of an environmental determinism that
would come to structure twentieth-century modern-
ism at large. The point of this article, however, is not
simply to extend the historical development of what
we today understand as environmental thinking
back in time, to the late nineteenth century. Rather,
it is to stretch the conceptual boundaries and the
internal transformations of environmental thought
over this longer historical period as it shapedmodern-
ism. What might such an awareness ultimately bring
to rethinking the role of architecture and urban plan-
ning in the history of the environment? The environ-
mental discourse in imperial Germany demonstrates
that the ontological distinction between human
culture and nature has been challenged not just in
the last decade, with the Anthropocene thesis.66

Monist (anti-dualist) ideas about human-environ-
ment interaction were crucial to the development
of modern architecture and planning as long as a
century ago. Even if we have since moved away
from an understanding of the human world as a
diagram of biological interdependencies, the
current positioning of humankind as a geological
force still necessitates a critical engagement with
the politics of knowledge it mobilises. How can the
increasingly technologically mediated knowledge of
howhumanity interactswith the environment be har-
nessed for political action? What political assump-
tions slide, perhaps unwittingly, into our theories of
human history as geology or of the non-human as a

historical agent? Rather than bringing the Anthropo-
cene into architectural history as a given thesis, archi-
tectural history might contribute to furthering this
urgent debate by questioning the very terms of the
address.
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