
 On October 27, 2005, two French youths of African descent died of electrocution in a local 
power station in the Parisian suburb of Clichy-sous-Bois. Police had been patrolling their neigh-
borhood, responding to a reported break-in, and the youngsters, scared that they might be subject 
to an arbitrary interrogation, decided to hide in the nearest available building. Sparked by their 
death, riots immediately broke out in the high-rise suburbs of Paris and in hundreds of similar 
neighborhoods across the country. The unrest persisted well into November. The rioters, many of 
whom were unemployed teenagers from impoverished and marginalized housing areas, torched 
hundreds of buildings and thousands of cars. The media attributed the widespread violence to 
the living conditions in the drab concrete blocks and slabs, which often formed the backdrop in 
images of burning cars and youth throwing Molotov cocktails. 

 Soon after, and again when similar uprisings took place in 2007, journalists asked whether 
the architects were to blame for the problem-ridden banlieues, as these suburbs are called. In a 
New York Times article published in the wake of the 2005 riots, Christopher Caldwell suggested 
even more specifi cally that Le Corbusier carried the bulk of the blame. “Le Corbusier,” he wrote, 
“called houses ‘machines for living’. France’s housing projects, as we now know, became machines 
for alienation.” 1  The suggestion that Le Corbusier lies at the origins of France’s suburban crisis 
rests on three unspoken assumptions. The fi rst is that social conditions are a result, directly or 
indirectly, of the built environment, a conviction falling under the broad rubric of environmental 
determinism. The second is that architects are mainly responsible for creating this environment, 
rather than the many others involved in its planning, construction, maintenance, and governance. 
And the third is that the design of French housing projects can essentially be reduced to the 
infl uence of one architect, Le Corbusier. This threefold logic tends to shift the focus away from 
the deeply troubling patterns of institutional racism, unemployment, and police brutality that 
fundamentally shape everyday life in metropolitan France today. At the same time, it elucidates 
why and how architecture is understood to matter in society. 

 Caldwell was certainly not the only critic to link the unrest in the banlieues to Le Cor-
busier, nor was this the fi rst time the great master of modern architecture had been blamed for 
France’s suburban condition. As early as 1968, Jacques Riboud, in his book  The Mistakes of Le 
Corbusier and Their Consequences , attributed the much-lamented housing projects, “with their 
cold and severe geometry, built everywhere in France, in big as well as in small cities,” to the 
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teachings of Le Corbusier. “To convince oneself of this, it suffi ces to look at the now-classical 
image of such ensembles in series in the drawings which illustrate his books.” 2  Writing three 
years after Le Corbusier’s death in 1965, Riboud represented an increasingly mainstream 
point of view, shared by journalists and inhabitants alike, as well as the young generation of 
May 1968, who saw in the banlieues nothing but the alienating machinations of state capital-
ism. But not everyone agreed with Riboud. His accusatory book elicited virulent defenses 
from a range of architects and state offi cials, who claimed that the country’s housing projects 
had little or nothing to do with the genius architect. At the same time, they admitted that, 
whether positive or negative, “nobody can deny the infl uence of Le Corbusier.” 3  

 Le Corbusier’s Unité d’habitation, built in Marseille between 1947 and 1952, stood as a tem-
plate for the housing projects mushrooming across France in the 1950s and 1960s. A thick, mas-
sive slab, seventeen stories in height, it required an enormous mass of poured-in-place concrete 
and was lifted above the ground plane by colossal columns. The building comprised twenty-three 
different apartment types, from studios to units for large nuclear families. Each dwelling enjoyed 
double exposure – facing both east and west, mountains and sea – a double-height living room, 
and an outdoor loggia. But the Unité was more than just housing; it also contained a variety of 
collective services. Its roof deck was equipped with a nursery school, a gymnasium, an outdoor 
theatre, and a running track. And on the seventh fl oor, the building featured what Le Corbusier 
called an interior street: a double-height gallery with shops, a restaurant, and a hotel. The Unité 
was the architectural expression of a new collective order, with the ocean liner as both a poetic 
metaphor and functional equivalent (  Figure 3.1 ). Even tough Le Corbusier himself planned over 
seventy Unités, only fi ve were eventually built: four in France and one in Berlin. 4  Small projects 

 

FIGURE 3.1   Le Corbusier, Unité d’Habitation, Marseille, aerial view, 1945–52 (Fondation Le Cor-
busier, Paris, L.1.13.5)  
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such as the Maisons Jaoul and his own vacation home aside, these four Unités were the only 
housing Le Corbusier built in France during the postwar period. 

 The Unité of Marseille helped spawn a new direction of postwar modernism, after 
the architect’s use of  béton brut , and some French architects built almost literal copies 
of the Unité, as an ode to the master 5  (  Figure 3.2 ). But such formal imitations can hardly 
account for Le Corbusier’s complex and contradictory infl uence on the making of the 
banlieues. Despite his relentless promotion of the Unité as a prototype for French hous-
ing, the mainstream of the country’s housing projects looked rather different. The project 
of Clichy-sous-Bois, by Prix de Rome winner Bernard Zehrfuss, was designed as an 
orthogonal distribution of blocks and slabs, with schools, shopping centers, and other 
collective amenities as separate objects (  Figure 3.3 ). Such layouts were inspired by the 
compositional principles of monumentality, axiality, and hierarchy as they were taught at 
France’s prestigious École nationale supérieure des Beaux-Arts. 6  Le Corbusier’s poetic 
concept of the Unité as a city in a building was far removed from Zehrfuss’s massing, and 
its colorful tectonics and typological diversity stood in stark contrast with the repetitive 

 

FIGURE 3.2   Trébeurden, Résidence Hélios, by architect Roger Le Flanchec, 1951–1957 

 Source: Monnier,  Le Corbusier , 179  
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but monumental character of typical housing projects at the time. The overwhelming 
majority were indeed designed not by Le Corbusier acolytes, but by the country’s elite and 
well-respected corps of Beaux-Arts-trained architects, many of whom were hostile to the 
ideas of CIAM (International Congresses of Modern Architecture). 

                         How is it possible that France’s suburban housing projects are at once divorced from Le 
Corbusier’s work, yet at the same time persistently attributed to be nothing but a poor imita-
tion? What politics of blame and concepts of infl uence are at work here? This question can 
be read as a thread through the turbulent reception of Le Corbusier’s buildings and writings, 
including the 2015 controversy about his fascist and anti-Semitic views and the current efforts 
to list his entire oeuvre as world heritage. At the same time, it is also a prism for understand-
ing the historical forces that have shaped the banlieues. The architectural and political milieus 
in which Le Corbusier operated in France, the industrial techniques of housing production 
in the postwar decades, and what we might understand as the shared logic of architects, state 
offi cials, developers, and housing organizations during this period, offer different windows 
into Le Corbusier’s paradoxical infl uence on the banlieues. 

  Milieus  

 Three million French people came out of World War II without a home. Housing develop-
ment had lagged behind for decades and the existing stock was gravely insuffi cient. A decade 

 

FIGURE 3.3   Bernard Zehrfuss, Clichy-sous-Bois, near Paris, 1960–1965 

 Source: Cité de l’architecture, Fonds Zehrfuss  
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later, blocks and slabs of modern housing had sprung up all over the country. Their apartments 
all had modern kitchens and fully equipped bathrooms. In 1959, of the 320,000 homes built 
that year, the vast majority were multi-family housing and more than 90 percent were at least 
partially state-fi nanced. The housing market was overwhelmingly shaped by government, like 
many other domains of life during the golden age of the welfare state. Contrary to what is often 
assumed, the fi rst benefi ciaries of these housing projects were not the poorest or immigrants, 
but predominantly white, middle class French nuclear families. This transformation was nei-
ther a simple nor an expected one. Commissioning the country’s corps of Beaux-Arts-trained 
architects, the ministry of reconstruction and urbanism, led by Raoul Dautry, remained 
unconvinced by the Athens Charter and neglected the discourse of CIAM. 7  Even though 
the reconstruction of bombed towns and cities in the 1940s featured an array of styles and 
approaches, these architects often adopted a regionalist approach focused on restoring the 
perimeter-block urbanism of destroyed historic centers. Some less traditional solutions 
included Auguste Perret’s stripped-down classicism for Le Havre’s reconstruction. 

 In this context, Le Corbusier’s position was at once highly visible and politically marginal. 
Despite his international renown and the popularity of his writings, he failed to secure large-
scale commissions in France, and was unable to realize his urban plans. Saint-Dié is a case 
in point. For the rebuilding of this small historic town in the Vosges, the ministry commis-
sioned a local Beaux-Arts architect, Jacques André. A local industrial and member of the plan-
ning committee, Jean-Jacques Duval, then suggested André work with Le Corbusier. André 
felt honored to be able to work with the master and agreed, but Le Corbusier proceeded 
to draw up and present his own plan independently. Local inhabitants and offi cials vehe-
mently rejected his plan, preferring a solution that would recall the historic fabric destroyed 
in wartime bombing. 8  Despite international acclaim for Le Corbusier’s project, including an 
endorsement letter by Philip Johnson, then director of the Department of Architecture at the 
Museum of Modern Art in New York, Dautry was not swayed to rescue it, and a lightly modi-
fi ed version of André’s plan was implemented instead. 9  

 Such failures are surprising in light of Le Corbusier’s entanglements with the French state 
during the 1940s. A surge of recent scholarship has emphasized Le Corbusier’s involvement 
with French fascist movements and the wartime, Nazi-collaborating government of Vichy. 10  
Some of his views were certainly fascist and anti-Semitic, but more constant and overarching 
was his belief in authoritarianism. 11  That did not mean, however, that authoritarian regimes 
automatically embraced his ideas. Vichy offi cials, in fact, did not, despite Le Corbusier’s over-
tures. The regime’s newly established urbanism committee in 1943 rejected Le Corbusier’s 
candidacy, aligning itself with the approach of urbanists such as Henri Prost rather than the 
Athens Charter. 12  After Liberation, the new republic distanced itself from Vichy even though 
its administrators adopted many of the regime’s technocratic approaches to urbanism. In a 
parallel move, Le Corbusier shed his now embarrassing fl irtations with fascism and tried to 
reshape his position in France and his relationship with the state. Key to this repositioning 
was the politician Eugène Claudius-Petit. After meeting at a state-sponsored study trip to the 
United States in 1945, they became lifelong friends. 13  A fervent advocate of modern archi-
tecture, Claudius-Petit supported Le Corbusier throughout the latter’s career, and many if 
not all of the public commissions the architect secured in France were due to the politician’s 
involvement. 

 It was largely because of such political support that Le Corbusier was able to realize the 
Unité in Marseille – arguably the architect’s only contribution to French Reconstruction. 
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In August 1945, minister Raoul Dautry commissioned Le Corbusier for a collective hous-
ing block, as part of an experimental state-subsidized housing program, on a lot chosen in 
consultation with the municipality of Marseille. In the eyes of the technocratic Dautry, this 
historically “red” city, with a communist major, Jean Cristofol, would seem naturally receptive 
to a high-rise social housing type integrating collective amenities. 14  At the same time, Le Cor-
busier’s concept seemed to dovetail with Claudius-Petit’s ambition of transforming housing 
into a “real public service.” 15  It might well be that when Claudius-Petit became minister in 
1948, he understood the Unité in such socialist terms, but in light of Le Corbusier’s politi-
cal alliances at the time it is unlikely he did so himself. Moreover, despite being funded by 
the centralized state, the Unité’s apartments were sold off as private condominiums, further 
complicating any reading of the building as refl ecting a singular ideology – whether socialist, 
technocratic, fascist, or liberal capitalist. 16  

 Facing resistance, attack, and ridicule throughout the planning and construction, the Unité 
would take almost seven years to build. The construction site was threatened with closure 
because of lack of funds, and Claudius-Petit and Cristofol had to personally intervene. 17  
Throughout the process, the project faced public attacks by members of parliament and the 
national hygiene board, by architects, and even by the association of medical doctors of the 
department of the Seine. The critiques were less political-ideological than aesthetic, focusing 
on the project’s massiveness and density. 18  There was even a lawsuit fi led against Le Corbusier 
by the so-called Société d’esthétique générale de la France, denouncing the project as an 
attack on “the dwelling culture and landscape of France,” and a “violation against elementary 
rules of hygiene and security.” 19  Their case was judged inadmissible, but it was enough for the 
popular press to create uproar. By contrast, international architecture journals uniformly cele-
brated the project, and CIAM organized visits to the construction site in 1949 from Bergamo 
and again in 1952 from Aix-en-Provence. At the building’s inauguration on 14 October 1952, 
Claudius-Petit, acknowledging the controversy, lauded the Unité as both an architectural and 
a political victory. 

 Despite Claudius-Petit’s continued support, the other Unités faced similar challenges. The 
second Unité at Rezé, near Nantes, was commissioned by a cooperative housing organiza-
tion, but the initiative to hire Le Corbusier came from the lawyer Gabriel Chéreau, a member 
of ASCORAL who had defended Le Corbusier in the Marseille court case. 20  Despite much 
opposition and the local reign of the Beaux-Arts architect Michel Roux-Spitz in Nantes, 
the city provided loans for the project and the building was inaugurated in 1955. 21  The third 
Unité, at Briey-en-Forêt, part of a master plan designed by Georges-Henri Pingusson, a fol-
lower of Le Corbusier, was built thanks to the support of politician Philippe Serre and the 
mayor, Pierre Giry, and was fi nished just before Giry lost the local election to a fi erce critic 
of Le Corbusier. 22  And even for the fourth Unité at Firminy, commissioned by Claudius-Petit 
himself, after he stepped down as minister and became the major of this historically industrial 
town, Le Corbusier could not be wholeheartedly engaged. Probably out of fear that his con-
stituents would reject his designs, Claudius-Petit hired a team of mostly Beaux-Arts-trained 
architects for the master plan. 23  Le Corbusier designed only the civic center, stadium, cultural 
center, church, and three Unités, of which only one was fi nished, posthumously. 

 Despite Le Corbusier’s own claim that “since 1945, [he] led the architectural movement in 
France,” the challenging construction and controversial reception of his Unités and his failure 
to realize large-scale housing or urban projects in France demonstrate that his infl uence in 
France was limited. 24  At the same time, largely because of his prolifi c writing, his ideas loomed 
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large in architectural and political milieus, even if they were contested by many French archi-
tects and critics. 25  During the 1950s, however, there were signs that Beaux-Arts-trained archi-
tects were coming to terms with Corbusian modernism. The Cercle d’études architecturales, 
inaugurated in 1952, brought together Beaux-Arts and Prix de Rome–winning architects 
around the fi gures of Le Corbusier and Claudius-Petit. 26  And at the conference “The Archi-
tecture of Large Housing Areas,” organized by the Conservatoire National des Arts et Métiers, 
architects were told it was of capital importance to visit the Unité of Marseille. 27  Just as Le 
Corbusier’s position in French architectural and political milieus seemed both central and 
marginal at the same time, so was his Unité of Marseille both a paradigmatic example of and 
an exception to the larger production regime that reshaped France in the decades after World 
War II. 

  Techniques  

 Housing production in postwar France was, in signifi cant part, the outcome of particular 
connections between state and industry forged in the late 1940s. During the fi rst half of the 
century, home building was still a largely traditional and small-scale affair. In the immediate 
postwar years, however, state-led reconstruction efforts prompted a fundamental reorganiza-
tion of the construction industry. The French government initially prioritized the rebuilding 
of infrastructure – roads, ports, bridges, and railways – over housing. This benefi ted large-scale 
fi rms specialized in concrete construction. By the end of the 1940s, in part because of discon-
tent with an increasingly acute housing shortage, the ministry began to shift its attention to 
housing and encouraged the same large fi rms to expand their operations into the prefabrica-
tion of housing, to the detriment of small-scale builders. 

 Crucial to this development was a series of state competitions and experimental programs 
organized by the ministry of reconstruction and urbanism in the late 1940s and early 1950s. 
Their aim was to match large construction fi rms with teams of architects, who would col-
laborate on fi nding the most effi cient industrial construction techniques for mass housing. By 
assuming the risks of innovation, the state prompted industry to develop prefabrication tech-
niques that would only be economically viable for production in very large quantities. The 
competition of Strasbourg, for the construction of eight hundred housing units, had strin-
gent requirements of cost and density, which led to repetitive schemes of blocks and slabs in 
most competition entries. The nominated competition entries demonstrated the advantages 
of heavy concrete prefabrication and were built across the nation in the 1950s. 

 The techniques themselves were not novel. Architects fi rst began to use concrete pan-
els for housing construction in the early 1900s, and Ernst May had used such techniques 
on a large scale for the housing estates of New Frankfurt. In the 1940s, companies such as 
Raymond Camus’s developed patents for fl oor-to-ceiling concrete panels, to be fabricated 
in remote or on-site factories and lifted into place by cranes on rails (  Figure 3.4 ). Camus 
became enormously successful with factories across France and globally, in large part because 
of French state commissions. 28  During the 1950s and 1960s, construction companies such 
as Camus’s built an increasing number of large-scale housing projects. Even though they 
achieved higher productivity per man-hour and a reduction in construction time, their 
methods failed to meet cost and productivity objectives. They were not a product of the 
market but of France’s political and administrative structure, shaped by large bureaucracies 
and government elites. 29  
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FIGURE 3.4   Raymond Camus construction system 

 Source: Getty Images  
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         Le Corbusier also participated in the Strasbourg competition. His entry, featuring three 
parallel Unités on an otherwise open, park-like terrain, placed only fourth ( Figure 3.5 ). For 
the construction, he proposed prefabricated room-wide U-shaped concrete elements, but it 
remained unclear how the frame itself was to be produced. Why is it that the champion of 
industrialized architecture – who three decades earlier already promoted the revolutionary 

 

FIGURE 3.5A   Le Corbusier’s entry for the Strasbourg competition, 1951 

 Source: Fondation Le Corbusier M2–5–131  
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FIGURE 3.5B   Le Corbusier’s entry for the Strasbourg competition, 1951 

 Source: Fondation Le Corbusier M2–5–131  
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idea to produce architecture just like cars, in an assembly line – was so overtly sidelined? Le 
Corbusier’s lack of success in postwar France was certainly not for lack of trying. In the late 
1940s, the architect repeatedly offered his expertise to the ministry, on subjects that were 
central to its ambition for industrialized construction. Le Corbusier even asked Claudius-
Petit to create a service within the ministry devoted to standardization along the lines of the 
Modulor, but without success. 30  He went as far as to offer the ministry a strategic plan for 
“developing a real industrialization of housing,” entirely for free. 31  It did not garner a response, 
leading Le Corbusier to write letters complaining about having never been consulted, despite 
his expertise. 32  

          Considering his ambitions in the realm of industrialized construction, the Unité of Mar-
seille was a surprisingly artisanal product. The original idea of the Unité was to have dwelling 
“cells” slotted into a three-dimensional structural lattice, like bottles in a bottle rack. Le Cor-
busier imagined the lattice in steel, but postwar economic restrictions did not allow for this. 33  
During the planning phase, his engineer, Vladimir Bodiansky, was forced to shift to reinforced 
concrete for the structure. Construction advanced slowly, in part because of material short-
ages, and in part because dozens of small contractors were involved. This explains the marked 
differences in quality and texture of the poured concrete, particularly visible on the building’s 
undercroft (  Figure 3.6 ). The building was eventually made out of an almost unbelievable mass 
of poured concrete, about which Lucio Costa would later comment: “it was an absurdity to 

 

FIGURE 3.6   Le Corbusier, Unité d’Habitation, Marseille, Casting of the undercroft, 1945–1952  

 Source: Fondation Le Corbusier 
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erect such a mass in concrete, [. . .] such a primitive method.” 34  Primitive was also how state 
administrators looking to speed up housing production would have perceived the Unité at 
this time. How could a building which required so much manual labor be able to address 
France’s acute housing shortage? 

         Unable to employ his preferred technique, Le Corbusier turned the imposed use of poured 
concrete at the Unité to his advantage. 35  Asked why his building was so poorly executed, he 
exalted the roughness of the unequal joints, wood fi bers, and knots impressed by the casting. 36  
Looking back, Le Corbusier later claimed that  béton brut  was born at the Unité d’habitation at 
Marseille, “where there were 80 contractors and such a massacre of concrete that one simply 
could not dream of making useful transitions by means of grouting. I decided: let us leave all 
that brute. I called it ‘béton brut’.” 37  Yet despite this rhetorical move, Le Corbusier did not 
stop trying to industrialize the Unité in its subsequent iterations. 38  He insisted on the use 
of steel, or if not, prestressed concrete, but both turned out to be too expensive. The only 
innovation was the use of a load-bearing concrete wall structure per bay of 3.66 m, resting 
on inclined pillars. 39  The reason, then, why the Unité did not become the prototype for mass 
housing in France was not only political, but also technical: Le Corbusier and his team failed 
to fi nd an effi cient method of industrial production. 

 Asked by the international journal Prefabrication for a contribution to its fi rst issue in 
1953, Le Corbusier wrote that “[T]here will be no prefabrication if we do not dispose of a 
range of dimensions at the human scale and is this range is not adopted in the entire world.” 
He was obviously referring to his Modulor, an anthropometric scale of proportions fi rst 
published 1947, and applied in the Unité of Marseille. “Prefabrication needs to be able to 
be undertaken spontaneously, isolatedly, individually, in all places on earth, and that it [. . .] is 
capable of adjusting automatically.” 40  This approach was anathema to how state and corporate 
industry approached prefabrication, namely based on economies of scale that were heavy, 
centralized, capital-intensive, and thus ultimately infl exible. Le Corbusier’s postwar approach 
to industrialization differed in fact fundamentally from that of French state and industry. The 
Modulor – and the short-lived revival of interest in human proportion during the immediate 
postwar decade more generally – can thus be seen as a way to counteract the growing domi-
nance of the state-sponsored building industry in shaping the techniques and forms of hous-
ing. 41  Prefabrication and industrialized building systems might have offered prospects of direct 
involvement for architects, but in reality they more often reduced architects’ role. Proportional 
systems such as the Modulor promised not just to re-humanize architecture, but also put the 
architect back at the center of housing construction. The transformation of French housing 
production in the postwar decades was based on the promises of industrialization to mass-
produce housing units of approved, standard quality in inexpensive and expeditious ways. The 
Unité lacked such technological advance, despite Le Corbusier’s ideals of mass production 
going back to the early twentieth century. If Le Corbusier’s role was not so much in supplying 
the actual master plans or the concrete techniques of mass housing projects, it may lie in his 
articulation of the widely shared logics that made them possible.   

  Logics  

 Le Corbusier’s infl uence on the making of the banlieues is often attributed to his urban 
visions of the 1920s and 1930s. Riboud claimed that France’s postwar housing projects were 
poor copies of Le Corbusier’s Ville radieuse proposal, which he had begun working on in 
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FIGURE 3.7   Sketch from Le Corbusier,  Les trois établissements humains  

 Paris: Editions Denoël, Collection ASCORAL, 1945  

1924 and published in France as a book in 1935. 42  The Ville radieuse adopted the basic con-
cepts of the 1922 Ville contemporaine – high-rise housing in abundant green space structured 
by a circulation grid – and formed the basis for his conception of the Unité. This urban 
vision was further synthesized in his widely read book  Les trois établissements humains  of 1945 
(  Figure 3.7 ). 43  

         At fi rst sight, a large housing estate such as that of Sarcelles strongly resembles Le Cor-
busier’s urban vision of blocks and slabs in a sea of green ( Figure 3.8c ). Its developer and 
landlord was the Société centrale immobilière de la Caisse des dépôts (SCIC, or Central 
Real Estate Company of the Deposits and Consignments Fund), established in 1954 to 
boost the construction of mass housing. Despite its notoriety as “Europe’s largest construc-
tion site,” the project of Sarcelles was built incrementally between 1955 and 1976 and not 
according to a comprehensive plan drawn up at the outset. This disjunction between the 
theory and reality of planning was a consequence of the diffi culties of land acquisition 
during the 1950s. Its fi rst phase, drawn up in 1955 by Beaux-Arts architects Jacques-Henri 
Labourdette and Roger Boileau, who remained in charge of future planning, was for about 
440 housing units in four four-story slabs placed rectilinearly around a large green space 
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FIGURE 3.8A   The grand ensemble of Sarcelles by Jacques Henri-Labourdette and Roger Boileau. 
a: First phase, built between 1955 and 1957. b: Second phase, plan of around 1958. c: 
Master plan of around 1964 

 Archives municipales de Sarcelles.  

( Figure 3.8a ). A second phase of 1,180 units was begun in 1956 ( Figure 3.8b ). Unlike the 
earlier phase, plans for the second included an impressive collection of collective amenities 
– including a market, a commercial center, and several schools. Only in the early 1960s, 
when SCIC was fi nally able to purchase the necessary land, was an overall master plan 
drawn ( Figure 3.8c ). The plan indicated subsequent phases of development and set out a 
grid of roads delineating distinct neighborhood units. While the architects later claimed 
that the absence of a detailed master plan for Sarcelles was intentional, the strictures of 
private property and messiness of expropriation got in the way of even the most ambitious 
government projects. In typical projects, including Sarcelles, Épinay-sur-Seine, or Massy-
Antony, the housing blocks were arranged in an orthogonal grid delineating the different 
neighborhood units, not unlike the pattern of an electronic chip. The dictum of light, air, 
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FIGURE 3.8B   (Continued) 

and openness created a spatial framework in which housing slabs and blocks as well as col-
lective facilities could be plugged in as independent entities. 

           What tied Le Corbusier’s urban vision to the concrete planning of postwar housing areas 
then, more than architects’ formal imitations, was a particular rationality of land use. That 
rationality was not just an architectural one, and it was shared by state offi cials and housing 
organizations, those who ultimately commissioned the architects. Le Corbusier articulated 
this logic most clearly in a 1948 article published in the French demography journal  Popu-
lation , the readers of which were government offi cials and other social scientists. In this 
article, simply entitled “L’habitation moderne,” Le Corbusier presented the Unité as a pro-
totype whose mass production could solve the nation’s housing crisis. His rational defense 
of collective living was fueled by a virulent condemnation of the single-family home and 
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FIGURE 3.8C   (Continued) 

its concomitant suburban fabric (  Figure 3.9 ). This vision dovetailed with that of many state 
planners, for whom collective housing was the only effi cient and modern solution to the 
acute housing shortage at the time. It also tied in with engrained cultural perceptions of 
suburban living as a petit bourgeois nightmare. 44  The interwar suburbs of Paris with their 
allotments of self-build cottages lacking basic road infrastructure and utilities confi rmed 
such views. 45  It might not be a coincidence that Le Corbusier garnered the support of the 
French demographer Alfred Sauvy around this time. Sauvy visited the Unité in Marseille 
twice, and saw it as the perfect strategy for an orderly distribution of the French popula-
tion over the national territory. 46  This would require the consolidation of suburban land 
and therefore the state-led reorganization of individual landownership. But the proposed 
reform of “chaotic” land ownership structures under liberal capitalism was not necessarily 
a socialist project; it was simply technocratic. Land consolidation through expropriation 
was exactly what French planning legislation made possible in the course of the 1950s, 
allowing authorities to curb land speculation and secure large areas of land for state-led 
housing and planning projects. 

         In contrast to the approach of state planners, however, Le Corbusier’s vision was still, per-
haps fi rst and foremost, focused on the architectural object. More precisely, his interest was in 
the relationship between the Unité’s qualities as a sculptural form and its role in the shaping of 
territory. 47  Resulting from an experimental government housing program, the Unité of Mar-
seille is often understood as an isolated prototype. Yet throughout its planning, Le Corbusier 
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FIGURE 3.9   Land use rationality of the Unité d’habitation, containing the same number of dwell-
ings as the suburban allotment, shown for comparison. 

 Source: Le Corbusier, “L’habitation moderne”  Population , 3, 3 (1948): 424.  

worked on a master plan for “Marseille-Sud,” in which the Unité would fi t (  Figure 3.10 ). The 
plan was structured around a hierarchy of circulation networks, and contained three Unités. 
Despite having been commissioned by the ministry, Le Corbusier’s proposal was ignored 
and his work apparently left unpaid. 48  The Unité that was eventually built at the boulevard 
Michelet, however, was designed as a piece of this unrealized plan, with the boulevard as one 
of its circulation arteries. 49  

         Perhaps ironically, Le Corbusier’s urban vision for the Unité seemed closer to the ideals 
of state-led planning than its actual bureaucratic practices. Unlike the Unité of Marseille, 
part of an experimental program, and the one at Rezé, result of a unique commission, 
Briey-en-Forêt was more typical of bureaucratic production as it solidifi ed in the 1950s. 
The urban plan, drawn by Pingusson, created the context for the insertion of the Unité. 
During its construction, however, the project was cut short, and several planned public 
amenities were never built. This was not uncommon, and the inhabitants of new housing 
areas often complained about the lack of amenities. Ultimately, Briey-en-Forêt’s Unité 
ended up as a solitary block in the middle of a forest, denying the fact that it was planned 
as part of a comprehensive new neighborhood. Even though the project fell short of Le 
Corbusier’s conviction that the architectural object could shape the territory, rather than 
vice versa, Pingusson effectively realized the pastoral ideal of an architecture embedded in 
nature (  Figure 3.11 ). 50  

         The division between architectural design and urban planning in postwar France was not 
absolute, and rather a consequence of bureaucratic organization more than explicit policy. 
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FIGURE3.10  Le Corbusier, Project for Marseille-Sud, 1946  

 Source: Fondation Le Corbusier. 

 

FIGURE 3.11   Le Corbusier, Unité d’habitation, Briey-en-Forêt, aerial photograph, 1957–1961 

 Source: Fondation Le Corbusier.  
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This became most evident in the planning of collective amenities. For the Unité in Marseille, 
the nursery school was initially planned to be on the ground, next to the block, just like 
the collective amenities at Sarcelles. Le Corbusier subsequently decided it should be on the 
roof, and despite explicit ministry demands to the contrary, it was built as such. For the other 
Unités, Le Corbusier continued to insist on having public amenities on the rooftop, but the 
nursery school at Briey-en-Forêt ended up being built on a plot next to the Unité. For typi-
cal mass housing projects, the budgets for housing and for collective amenities came out of 
separate ministries, which made programmatic mixing inside a single building complicated. 
The reasons for this were both fi nancial and bureaucratic. The idea of integrating collective 
amenities was gradually lost in subsequent Unités – including Le Corbusier’s “street in the 
air.” 51  Only in the late 1960s did the state begin to launch new programs explicitly aimed at 
functional integration. 

 As typical projects such as that of Sarcelles illustrate, Le Corbusier’s ideas about the rational 
organization of dwelling were broadly shared by government offi cials and architects, even if 
they did not share his approach to architectural form. The latter explains essential differences 
between the Unités (as planned and as built), and the typical production of suburban housing 
estates in the 1950s and 1960s. Most remarkably, Le Corbusier’s idea of a “city in a building” 
was anathema to the bureaucratic organization of housing and public amenities, internally 
divided within the apparatus of the welfare state. Le Corbusier’s infl uence, then, is evidenced 
not in directly shaping the bureaucratic production machine of French housing, nor in the 
formal imitation of his Unité as such, but rather in the underlying technocratic logic he 
articulated through his designs.  

  Repercussions  

 After state funding for the production of large-scale housing estates and new towns dwindled 
with the economic crises and restructuring of the 1970s, it seemed as if the social project of 
architecture had become a social problem. At the end of three decades of phenomenal eco-
nomic growth in France, the repercussions of rising unemployment and institutional racism 
were increasingly anchored to a particular type of environment: the modern housing estate. 
As white middle class families moved out to newer, single-family home suburbs when they 
could, many of these estates gradually became the place of the immigrant poor. The new, 
privately developed suburbs boomed, while collective housing busted. Riots have taken place 
in France’s high-rise suburbs since the late 1970s, and the “hot summer” of 1981 at Les Min-
guettes in the suburbs of Lyon was the fi rst to receive national media coverage. Since then, the 
housing estates have increasingly appeared in the popular imagination as no-go zones plagued 
by intractable violence, poverty, and crime. At the same time, France’s postcolonial youth have 
recast them both as the crucible of francophone hip-hop culture and as the symbol of their 
persistent exclusion from French society. 

 In this context, it is no surprise that modern architecture was vilifi ed. Facing the 
unforeseen consequences of France’s rapid postwar growth, architects and politicians 
now denounced the architectural principles undergirding much of what had been built 
in previous decades. Lamenting the loss of traditional urbanity, a younger generation of 
architects rehabilitated traditional urban and architectural forms as the basis for suburban 
development. The housing projects of Ricardo Bofi ll in French New Towns, such as Les 
Espaces d’Abraxas in the New Town of Marne-la-Vallée, epitomize this shifting approach. 
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Despite the project’s revolutionary claims, however, many basic features – from its prefab-
ricated construction to the logic of the comprehensive master plan – did not fundamen-
tally set it apart from its modernist predecessors. Architectural postmodernism postured as 
the savior of urbanity, while relegating modernism to the dustbin of history. In this process 
of epistemological effacing and reordering, the Athens Charter came to stand conveniently 
as pars pro toto for modernism at large. 

 Nevertheless, the fortunes of the banlieues and Le Corbusier’s work in particular seem to 
have evolved in a peculiar countermovement. The more the banlieues degraded and the more 
its inhabitants revolted, the more Le Corbusier became canonized and his creations framed as 
works of art rather than built and lived environments. Le Corbusier increasingly became the 
business of museums and preservation, to the extent to which his entire oeuvre is now being 
put forward for inscription on the UNESCO World Heritage List. 52  Meanwhile, the fi rst of 
France’s suburban housing projects was demolished in 1977 and the ambition to demolish the 
entire housing stock of France’s troubled banlieues has only grown since. This divergence has 
also been reproduced in scholarship, with art historians revering Le Corbusier as an author 
and urban historians uncovering the problematic and complex genesis of the banlieues. Yet 
the question of infl uence – of Le Corbusier’s role in the making of the French postwar 
suburbs – continues to resist any such neat categorization between original and imitation, 
between genius artwork and destitute housing. 

 The polemic around Le Corbusier has recently resurfaced, following the opening of an 
exhibition on his work at the Pompidou Center in 2015 and the publication of three books 
about the architect’s politics. 53  Rather than a technocrat who would have worked for any 
regime that would build his projects, these books insist, Le Corbusier held explicitly fascist 
views and maintained close links with fascist politicians and thinkers. Despite their claims to 
novelty, these books leave tired assumptions surprisingly intact. Marc Perelman’s  Le Corbusier: 
A Cold Vision of the World , insists that Le Corbusier has 

  brought almost the entire Modern Movement into what I qualify as a cold direction. 
Moreover, the link between the ideas and realizations of Le Corbusier and the post-
war architecture of slabs and towers, producing the so-numerous hopeless cities we 
know, cannot be dismissed because they would only amount to a dérive, to excesses or 
a derailment of a fundamentally generous idea [. . .] On the contrary, Le Corbusier’s 
vision of the world, it seems to me, to be consistent with the most hated productions of 
the postwar period globally. 54   

 This assumption, that the modernism of the banlieues amounts to Le Corbusier, is essentially 
Riboud’s argument of 1968. 

 Why is it that nothing has fundamentally changed in the debate, despite the recurring 
comebacks of Le Corbusier as the great hero and main villain of a now defunct modernism? 
Is it, as Antoine Picon has recently suggested, because heaping insults on Le Corbusier might 
defer an awareness of modernism’s historical closure that is much harder to face? 55  Whatever 
the reasons, the duel between those revering and those denouncing Le Corbusier continues to 
deprive the debates about modernism of analytical power. This allows the Unité to be either 
excluded from critiques of mass housing – as architects have done since the mid-1950s – or 
to categorically blame Le Corbusier for the making of a suburban condition that is in fact 
much more complex in the making. 
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 The problem with handing out blame is not that it would incriminate the wrong culprits, 
but rather that it reduces the history of a signifi cant part of the urbanized world to a singular 
error. Similarly, the idea of a linear, one-directional infl uence, derived from the traditions of 
art history, does little to elucidate the complex relationship between Le Corbusier and the 
making of the banlieues. The architect’s infl uence can be more productively understood as the 
inscription and transformation of formal and social ideas in fi elds far removed from architec-
tural culture, but that were most directly implicated in the spatial transformation of postwar 
France. Such a shift in perspective might just offer one way out of simply blaming modern 
architecture, whether Le Corbusier’s or not, for France’s deeply entrenched social problems.  

   Notes 

    1  Christopher Caldwell, “Revolting High Rises,”  New York Times  (27 November 2005).  
    2  “Les grands ensembles en dominos, à la géométrie froide et sévère, construit partout en France, aussi 

bien dans les grandes villes que dans les petites, dérivent de ses enseignements. Pour s’en convaincre, 
il suffi t de rapprocher l’image maintenant classique de ces ensembles en dominos, des croquis dont 
il a illustré ses livres.” Jacques Riboud,  Les erreurs de le Corbusier et leurs conséquences  (Paris: Mazarine, 
1968), 46.  

    3  Quote by M. Jean Niermans, "Ancien pensionnaire de l’académie de France à Rome, Architecte 
en Chef des Palais Nationaux,” in  Les erreurs de le Corbusier et leurs conséquences . Edited by Jacques 
Riboud (Paris: Mazarine, 1968), 43.  

    4  See: Gérard Monnier,  Le Corbusier: Les unités d’habitation en France  (Paris: Belin-Herscher, 2002), 18.  
    5  Monnier,  Le Corbusier , 172–179.  
    6  See: Christine Desmoulins,  Bernard Zehrfuss  (Paris: Infolio, 2008); Robert Auzelle,  Technique de 

l’urbanisme  (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1953). [NEED TO CHECK]  
    7  Rémi Baudouï,  Raoul Dautry, 1880–1951: Le technocrate de la République  (Paris: Baland, 1992), 

305–308.  
    8  Baudouï,  Raoul Dautry , 313–316.  
    9  Peter Clericuzio, “Le Corbusier and the Reconstruction of Saint-Dié: The Debate over Modernism 

in France, 1944–46,”  Chicago Art Journal , 20 (2010): 46–71.  
    10  François Chaslin,  Un Corbusier  (Paris: Le Seuil, 2015); Xavier de Jarcy,  Le Corbusier, un fascisme français  

(Paris: Albin Michel, 2015); Marc Perelman,  Le Corbusier, une froide vision du monde  (Paris: Michalon, 
2015).  

    11  See the response of Antoine Picon, director of the Fondation Le Corbusier: “Qui a peur de Le Cor-
busier?” (Interview with Antoine Picon),  Le Point  (25 April 2015).  

    12  Danièle Voldman,  La Reconstruction des villes françaises de 1940 à 1954: Histoire d’une politique  (Paris: 
L’Harmattan, 1997), 62.  

    13  Benoît Pouvreau, “La politique d’aménagement du territoire d’Eugène Claudius-Petit,”  Vingtième 
siècle: Revue d’histoire , 79 (2003): 43–52.  

    14  Baudouï,  Raoul Dautry , 306.  
    15  Eugène Claudius-Petit ( Journal Offi ciel , 5 March 1945, 284–297), cited by Monnier,  Le Corbusier , 33.  
    16  Monnier,  Le Corbusier , 65.  
    17  Monnier,  Le Corbusier , 54.  
    18  Anatole Kopp,  Le Corbusier et la Méditerranée  (Marseille: Parenthèses, 1987), 179–189; Rémi Bau-

douï, “Eugène Claudius-Petit (1907–1989), militant de la modernité,” in  Hommage à Claudius-Petit 
(1909–1989), fondateur du corps des architectes-conseil de l’État  (Paris: Thot M, 2007), 29.  

    19  Georges Le Fève, “M. Claudius-Petit a inauguré hier à Marseille la Cité Le Corbusier,”  Le Figaro  (15 
October 1952).  

    20  Monnier,  Le Corbusier , 94.  
    21  Monnier,  Le Corbusier , 102–103.  
    22  On Briey, see chapter 1 of Sandra Parvu,  Grands ensembles en situation: Journal de bord de quatre chantiers  

(Geneva: Métis Presses, 2010).  
    23  See: Eugène Claudius-Petit, “Firminy-vert,”  L’architecture d’aujourd’hui  (April 1962). Fondation Le 

Corbusier X2–2–33. The article does not even mention Le Corbusier as designer.  

15031-1329d-1pass-r02.indd   70 11-10-2017   12:40:01



The power of association 71

    24  Quoted in Geoffrey T. Hellman, “Profi les: From Within to Without – II,”  New Yorker  (3 May 1947), 
46. Cited in: Mardges Bacon, “Le Corbusier and Postwar America: The TVA and ‘Béton Brut’,”  Jour-
nal of the Society of Architectural Historians , 74, 1 (March 2015): 13–40. Taking Le Corbusier’s claim at 
face value, American scholars continue to overestimate Le Corbusier’s position in France.  

    25  M. Christine Boyer,  Le Corbusier, Homme de Lettres  (Princeton: Princeton Architectural Press, 2011).  
    26  Robert Clarke, “Autour de le Corbusier et de M. Claudius-Petit les architects français ont cimenté 

hier une union créatrice,”  Ce Matin  (15–16 March 1952). See also:  Fondation Le Corbusier X1–16–
294: Cahiers du Cercle d’Etudes Architecturales  (1952, Numéro special).  

    27  Fondation Le Corbusier X1–18–238, “L’architecture des grands ensembles – Conférences,” 
L’Architecture d’aujourd’hui , (1954).  

    28  Raymond Camus, “Camus Throughout the World,” in  Housing from the Factory: Proceedings of the 
Conference, held at Church House, London, 4–5 October 1962  (London: Cement and Concrete Associa-
tion, 1962); Maurice Revel,  La préfabrication dans la construction  (Paris: Entreprise Moderne d’Édition, 
1966).  

    29  See for example: Jean-Claude Croizé, “A Time when France Chose to Use Prefabricated Panel 
Construction Systems: The ‘4000 logements de la Région Parisienne’ Programme (1952–1958),” in 
Proceedings of the Second International Congress on Construction History [Volume 1] . Edited by Malcolm 
Dunkeld, et al. (Exeter: Short Run Press, 2006): 877–886.  

    30  “Letter from Le Corbusier to Claudius-Petit, 18 November 1948,” Fondation Le Corbusier 
F2–7–140.  

    31  “Proposition de mission à donner par le ministre à le Corbusier (mission gratuite mais offi cielle),” 
Fondation Le Corbusier E1–16–143.  

    32  Letter by Le Corbusier to Claudius-Petit, 3 January 1950, Fondation Le Corbusier E1–16–142.  
    33  Jacques Sbriglio,  L’unité d’habitation de Marseille: Le Corbusier  (Marseille: Parenthèses, 1992), 126.  
    34  “C’était une absurdité d’ériger une telle messe en béton (. . .) un procédé tellement primitif,” Lucio 

Costa, (1995), cited by Monnier, Le Corbusier, 60. [CHECK PAGE NUMBER]  
    35  He was also inspired by the texture of poured concrete in Tennessee Valley Authority projects. See 

Bacon, “Le Corbusier and Postwar America.”  
    36  He described the visual effect as a willful “play between crudity and fi nesse, between the dull and 

the intense, between precision and accident.” Willy Boesiger,  Le Corbusier: Oeuvre complète, Vol. 5, 
1946–1952  (Birkhäuser: Basel, 1995), 191.  

    37  Letter from Le Corbusier to José Lluis Sert, 26 May 1962, reproduced in: Eduard Sekler and Wil-
liam Curtis,  Le Corbusier at Work: The Genesis of the Carpenter Center for Visual Arts  (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1978), 302.  

    38  The architect relied on the technical expertise of the Atelier des Bâtisseurs (ATBAT), led by Vladimir 
Bodiansky and subsequently André Wogenscky, and after the latter left in 1956, on external engi-
neering fi rms. See Monnier,  Le Corbusier , 164.  

    39  Monnier,  Le Corbusier , 169.  
    40  “Il faut que la préfabrication puisse être entreprise spontanément, isolément, individuellement, en 

tous lieux de la terre mais quelle puisse atteindre au but, c’est à dire le logis, l’immeuble de tous 
les horizons et qu’elle soit capable de s’ajuster automatiquement” Le Corbusier in:  Prefabrication, the 
International Monthly for New Building Techniques , 1, 1 (November 1953), 29. See also “Letter from 
Prefabrication, the International Monthly for New Building Techniques, on 2 October 1953,” Fon-
dation Le Corbusier T1–8–297.  

    41  Eva-Marie Neumann, “Architectural Proportion in Britain, 1945–1957,”  Architectural History , 39 
(1996): 197–221.  

    42  Le Corbusier,  La Ville Radieuse  (Paris: Éditions de l’Architecture d’Aujourd’hui, 1935).  
    43  Le Corbusier,  Les trois établissements humains  (Paris: Editions Denoël, Collection ASCORAL, 1945).  
    44  Susanne Magri, “Le pavillon stigmatisé: Grands ensembles et maisons individuelles dans la sociologie 

des années 1950 à 1970,”  L’année sociologique , 58, 1 (2008): 171–202.  
    45  Annie Fourcaut,  La banlieue en morceaux: La crise des lotissement défectueux en France dans l’entre-deux-guerre  

(Grâne: Créaphis, 2000).  
    46  Letter from Alfred Sauvy (INED) to the Minister of Reconstruction (P. Lemaire), 31 January 1955, 

Fondation Le Corbusier Q1–13–658.  
    47  This is the subject of analysis of Sandra Parvu,  Grands ensembles en situation  (Geneva: MétisPresses, 

2011).  

15031-1329d-1pass-r02.indd   71 11-10-2017   12:40:01



72 Kenny Cupers

    48  According to the record, Claudius-Petit commissioned Wogenscky in July 1950 for a study of 
Marseille-Sud, but the contract was not recognized by the department, which failed to remunerate 
Le Corbusier. See Letter from Le Corbusier to Meyer Heine, MRY, 25 September 1952, Fondation 
Le Corbusier, O1–18–24.  

    49  Boesiger,  Le Corbusier , 99.  
    50  See chapter 1 of Parvu,  Grands ensembles en situation .  
    51  Sandra Parvu,  Grands ensembles en situation , 44–46.  
    52  See: “The Architectural and Urban Work of Le Corbusier: An Outstanding Universal Heritage of the 

‘Modern Movement’.” Accessed from the  Fondation Le Corbusier Website ,  www.fondationlecorbusier.fr/
CorbuCache/2049_3253.pdf  (accessed 3 March 2016).  

    53  Chaslin,  Un Corbusier ; de Jarcy,  Le Corbusier ; Marc Perelman,  Le Corbusier .  
    54  “J’estime que l’architecte (. . .) a entrainé presque l’ensemble du Mouvement moderne dans ce que 

je qualifi e de courant froid. Par ailleurs, le lien enter les idées et les réalisations de Le Corbusier et 
l’architecture de barres et de tours de l’après-guère, produisant les si nombreuses villes désespérantes 
que l’on connaît, ne peut pas être évacué parce qu’elles ne correspondraient qu’à une dérive, à les 
excès ou à un dévoiement d’une idée à l’origine généreuse. (. . .) La vision du monde de Le Cor-
busier me semble, à l’inverse, dans une grande cohérence avec les productions les plus détestables des 
années de l’après-Seconde Guerre mondiale.” Perelman,  Le Corbusier , 11.  

    55  Antoine Picon, “Help! Le Corbusier Is back, or, the Diffi culty of Being Postmodern,”  Le Visiteur – 
Revue Critique d’Architecture , 21 (November 2015): 312–317.      

15031-1329d-1pass-r02.indd   72 11-10-2017   12:40:02




