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From participatory architecture to interaction design, the question of
how design accommodates use is driving inquiry in many creative
fields. Expanding utility to embrace people’s everyday experience
brings new promises for the social role of design. But this is nothing
new. As the essays assembled in this collection show, interest in
the elusive realm of the user was an essential part of architecture
and design throughout the twentieth century. Use Matters is the
first to assemble this alternative history, from the bathroom to the
city, from ergonomics to cybernetics, and from Algeria to East
Germany. It argues that the user is not a universal but a historically
constructed category of twentieth-century modernity that continues
to inform architectural practice and thinking in often
unacknowledged ways.
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Introduction

This collection of essays examines how architecture has dealt with
the question of use and how use, in turn, has shaped architectural
thinking and practice over the past century. Utility is central to what
architects do in practice as they deal with clients, norms, and
building regulations. It is also a category of architectural theory, too
often glossed over as that one part of the Vitruvian triad
distinguishing architecture most clearly from art. Whether through
the register of type, function, program, experience, event, or
performance, the production of architecture relies on both concrete
knowledge and latent imagination of how it is used. But utility also
governs an unknowable universe of everyday experience that
remains outside of the designer’s direct control. If a lot of
architecture’s meaning is made not on the drafting board but in the
complex lifeworld of how it is inhabited, consumed, used, lived or
neglected, that world is at once central and peculiarly under-
explored.

In recent years, this blind spot of architecture has become
particularly pertinent to practitioners. From the resurgence of
activism and social engagement in architecture to the development
of new spaces of interaction using the latest technologies, the
interest in the agency of the user across many creative disciplines
today delivers new promises for the social role of design.1 Against
the view—still widely held—that such an agenda undermines



architecture’s autonomy or its formal potentials, this volume
explores instead how use has been a critical motor of architectural
invention. Accepted wisdom has it that the extent to which
architecture takes into account those who use it is a matter of the
designer’s personal ethics, dividing the discipline into a formalist
and a user-friendly camp. No matter how clear this front line may
seem to contemporary observers, it is hardly an unchanging fact
that transcends shared preconceptions or historical change. As this
collection of essays shows, the user is neither a timeless humanist
category nor a simple externality of design. It has a history of its
own, both within and beyond architecture.

What does it mean to talk about users rather than subjects,
people, clients, inhabitants, consumers, or citizens? How do we
situate “the user” vis-à-vis the realms of domesticity, the market, or
government? How do those we identify as using, experiencing, or
inhabiting it actually use, experience, or inhabit architecture? And
how does knowledge of this trickle back into the conception and
production of architecture? If use cannot be understood as a simple
consequence of planning or design, it is far from clear in what ways
it constitutes architecture—as a practice, a discipline, and as built
space.

Collectively, the chapters in this volume argue that the user is not
a universal, but a historically constructed category of twentieth-
century modernity that continues to inform architectural practice
and thinking in often unacknowledged ways. Over the course of the
past century, architecture has laid claims to the organization of life
through unprecedented experimentation with new technologies,
mass production, consumption, and planned urbanization. The
category of the user became central to these claims because it
allowed architects to address both what informs and what follows
the controllable process of design. Functionalism was but one of
the manifestations of architecture’s social ambitions, albeit a



particularly successful one in ideological and discursive terms. Over
subsequent decades, the notion of the user transformed to give
rise to a number of emerging paradigms—from programming and
participatory planning to architectural populism and interaction
design. Its emergence and transformation was not just the result of
a single discipline, but of changing market forces, government
interventions, new technologies, different fields of knowledge and
expertise, and unexpected social or cultural dynamics. The user is
not the product of architecture alone; nor does it transparently
denote the actual or imaginary people that populate it. The user is
both a historical construct and an agent of change, too often
relegated to the margins of architectural history.

The chapters in this collection thus explore the changing stakes
for architecture presented by the user across the modern, the
postmodern, and the contemporary condition. In doing so, they
make up an alternative history of architecture. Against the dominant
periodization of twentieth-century architecture based on authorship,
form, or discourse, the contributors provide a more relational
history of architecture that connects the accounts of architects,
projects, and ideas with a larger social, spatial, and material history.
Their primary geographies are European and American—speaking
perhaps less of the state of scholarly knowledge than the dynamics
out of which the user emerged as a particular register of discourse
and intervention.

What is known and cultivated as architectural invention shows
clear bias towards a relatively small set of authored works—often
by a self-proclaimed avant-garde. When use was addressed in this
rarified discursive context, its complexity tended to be both reduced
and romanticized. From Rudofsky’s “architecture without architects”
2 to Jencks’ and Silver’s “adhocism,” architects have tended to
interpret architectural phenomena located outside their professional
purview as nothing but anonymous improvisation—a simple



reversal of the cherished distinctions of authorship and intention.3 A
more lucid view was offered from the outside. In How Buildings
Learn, Stewart Brand provided a rare and brilliant reading of the
history of buildings through their changing uses over time, but its
influence in architectural discourse remained limited.4 Another
much-needed study came from the architect Jonathan Hill, whose
theoretical examination was more successful in linking architects’
intentions with users’ creativity but relied heavily on linguistic
analogy, following in the footsteps of postmodern architectural
theory.5

A history of the relationship between architecture and use
requires paying attention to a more diverse set of actions and
actors and to the many determinants of both marginal and
mainstream architectural production. Covering a wide range of
practices, the contributors to this volume thus explore how various
fields of knowledge and design have worked to define and shape
specific uses and users, from the smallest room in the house to the
problems of urban life at large. They examine the ways in which
architectural knowledge has developed in relationship to other
disciplines, from social science and ergonomics to industrial design,
landscape architecture, and urban planning. They explore
reciprocities and contradictions between intention and practice. And
they reverse the dominant view that places architecture and
everyday use in opposing realms of reality, experience, and action.
Finally, the combination of contributions by both scholars and
contemporary practitioners brings historical arguments into dialogue
with contemporary debates in architecture.

At least four different disciplinary lenses can be trained on the
notions of use and the user. Anthropological approaches to material
culture have long focused on the relationship of objects to their
makers and their users, but its transposition to architecture can
imply reading environments as objects.6 Phenomenological



approaches in architecture have approached use in as much as
they replaced function with sensory experience, but did so by
reducing it to a transhistorical intention of architecture.7 The work of
Henri Lefebvre and the generation of Anglo-American studies
following in its wake undoubtedly provide the most robust
theoretical framework for approaching use in architecture. Their
shift in focus from architectural concepts and experiences to the
production of space has inspired both architectural history and
contemporary discourse.8 And last, more recent developments in
social studies of science and technology, in which the notion of the
user has become a growing domain of inquiry, promise a fresh,
more pragmatic look at architecture.9 some of their theoretical
arguments, which revolve around the mutual shaping of design and
use and emphasize the active role of users, remain limited,
however, by the reduction of architecture to a social technology.

While this collection selectively takes up some of these lenses, its
overall contribution lies not in bringing them together but in
historicizing some of the concepts and categories they are based
on. If history is the analysis of the forces from the past that
together make up the present, this book traces three such
genealogies. The first part begins with the construction of the
modern subject in the first decades of the twentieth century, the
second with the changing role of the state and the market at mid-
century, and the third with the advent of participation in the 1960s
and 1970s. These constitute the three major historical forces
without which today’s discussion of the user in architecture cannot
be understood. The parts are chronologically organized and run up
to the present, ending with a contribution by a contemporary
practitioner or theorist who takes up a more explicit position with
regards to the theme of each part.



I
The first part, “Subjectivity and Knowledge,” explores how attention
to the user emerged in architectural modernism during the interwar
period and spawned new types of knowledge to support the
production of architecture up to the present. The chapters depart
from dominant accounts of architecture’s role in the construction of
modern subjectivity by shifting the focus of analysis from avant-
garde representations of subjectivity to its actual production through
architectural and spatial practice. The import and popularity of
literary criticism in architecture over past decades allowed scholars
to speak of architecture as constructing a subject in the same way
a text could construct a reader.10 In the worst case, that meant that
it sufficed to describe the formal attributes of a single architectural
object to present sweeping claims about modern or postmodern
subjectivity. The chapters in this part analyze how such discursively
and formally constructed representations of subjectivity are both
shaped by and affect the realities of architectural production and
experience. In doing so, they reveal how knowledge has shaped the
relationship between architecture and use, from the emergence of
new types of architectural knowledge in the interwar period, to their
transformation in the research economies of the postwar decades,
and their role in the contemporary developer-led production of
architecture.

The figure of the user is directly tied to the historical emergence
of the mass subject in late industrial capitalism. While the origins of
this type of subjectivity can be traced well into the nineteenth
century, its repercussions were most directly interrogated by the
modernist avant-garde. Mass production, rapid urbanization, the
development of mass culture, and the proliferation of new
technologies in everyday life exacerbated interest in the
unknowable universe of architecture’s consumption and use.



Scholars have located the construction of a new, modernist
subjectivity in the artistic import of such regimes of production and
experience. Its architectural exemplars include Hannes Meyer’s
Coop-Zimmer—a stage set for a new, modernist, and anti-
bourgeois subject—and Grete Lihotzky’s Frankfurt Kitchen—in
which Taylorist analyses of bodily movement were mobilized to
construct the modern kitchen and with it, the new housewife.11

Here, the notion of use in architectural modernism appears to be
interchangeable with that of function and is predominantly carried
by the application of scientific management principles to
architecture. Yet, if the metaphor of the human subject as machine
is indeed located at the basis of the idea of the user in architecture,
its contemporary legacy lies not so much in the way it inspired
architectural form but in the underlying systemization of
architectural knowledge.12 Not Gropius, Mies van der Rohe, or Le
Corbusier, but much less heroic figures like Ernst Neufert helped
shape that legacy. His Architects’ Data, first published as
Bauentwurfslehre in 1936, has become a universal reference and
can be found on almost every architect’s desk across the globe. It
bases architectural design directly on norms and standards of
human inhabitation and use.

The standardization of use may have been at the basis of
architectural modernism, but its goals and methods were
fundamentally contested. Departing from the dominant narrative of
functionalism, in Chapter 1 Eve Blau examines architectural
approaches based on radically different concepts of use and thus
alternative constructions of the modern subject in architecture.
Shifting the focus from Germany to Austria, Blau demonstrates how
Josef Frank and Otto Neurath, in their engagement with municipal
socialism in Red Vienna, advanced a modern project that served
rather than dictated use and informed new strategies for the
circulation of knowledge among citizens.



In mainstream practice, however, such strategies would often
take a different turn. Through their examination of the modern
architectural handbooks appearing during the 1930s, Paul Emmons
and Andreea Mihalache argue in Chapter 2 that representations of
the user as universal and the human body as constant fostered not
only standardization in architectural practice and design but also a
particular register of experience. They demonstrate how
architectural handbooks like American Graphic Standards were
fundamentally inspired by scientific management and by the social
ambition to create an enlightened technocracy for the common
good. Once this particular notion of the user was disseminated in
architectural practice it fostered a normalization of architectural
experience.

Until well into the 1960s, the standardization of use promoted in
various strands of architectural modernism was not generally
perceived as limiting the freedom of the individual subject. On the
contrary, standardization and freedom were often seen as part of
the same coin. In Chapter 3, William J. Rankin focuses on this
conjunction in his analysis of the corporate laboratory and its role in
mid-twentieth-century knowledge capitalism. Architects and science
administrators rendered modularity a logical part of both liberal
capitalism and scientific knowledge production. The modern
laboratory, as it facilitated the corporate management of science,
blurred the distinctions between control and freedom of the user.

Architecture, as a discipline and a profession, also participated
enthusiastically in the emerging economies of scientific research
during the postwar decades in the United States. In Chapter 4,
Avigail Sachs demonstrates how user-oriented research and design
emerged as part of this process. By subjecting the uses of space to
social scientific inquiry under the labels of environment–behavior
research, human factors research, or environmental design
research, professionals and experts brought the user to the center



of their field during the 1960s and 1970s. Focusing on the
development of architectural expertise, Sachs reveals the politics of
knowledge involved in such attempts to bring users into the realm
of design.

Since then, the backlash of postmodernist architects against
what they dismissed as crudely positivistic and obstructive to artistic
freedom has divorced such research from architectural discourse.
Meanwhile user-oriented research has been selectively but
enthusiastically adopted in the production of commercial and
developer architecture, as Brian Lonsway shows in Chapter 5.
Placing the notion of the user in the context of the contemporary
“experience economy,” he shows how salient concepts from
architectural discourse—from Kevin Lynch’s cognitive mapping to
Christian Norberg-Schulz’s architectural phenomenology—have
been harnessed by a range of professionals in the production of
commercial environments. Treating users as first and foremost
consumers, large-scale real estate development has successfully
scientized and then commercialized architectural experience.
Rather than shying away from it, critical architects would do well to
address such applications as an essential part of their field today,
he concludes.

II
The second part, “Collectivity, Welfare, Consumption,” explores the
relationship between architecture and use in definitions of
collectivity, welfare regimes, and the realms of collective and
private consumption. Its argument is that the notion of the user in
architecture is contingent upon the ambiguity between citizenship
and consumerism—a condition that became especially
paradigmatic in the economies of the postwar decades in Europe
and North America. In this context, the rise of the user as a central,



often bureaucratic concern was triggered by the development of
large-scale programs of mass housing and public services. Despite
accepted wisdom that such building production was a direct
expression of interwar modernist dogma, the collected chapters
argue that they were in fact shaped by a complex encounter
between architectural, economic, and social principles in postwar
capitalism. From mass-produced housing and urban renewal
programs to the construction of New Towns, architects, planners,
scientists, developers, and policy makers were now more than ever
engaged in the large-scale re-organization of everyday life. The
upshift was not just quantitative; it also had qualitative
consequences. Initially, the problem of use could be reduced to a
matter of norms, standards, and statistics. But in the context of
growing economic prosperity, the notion of users tended to shift
from standard, passive beneficiaries of services to active
participants with diversified consumer lifestyles.13 While the notion
of the user initially emerged in the context of industrialized
production, mass consumption, and large-scale government
intervention, it evolved to contest exactly those basic qualities of
mass, scale, and uniformity.

Scholars have explored how architectural approaches to use
changed as a result of the development of capitalism from Fordism
to post-Fordism during the postwar decades. On the one hand, this
seemed to imply the demise of the notion of function—based on
ideas of standardization, homogeneity, and productivity—and the
emergence of new architectural strategies such as flexibility,
programming, and polyvalence.14 Their premise was to diversify
architecture by giving more autonomy to use. On the other hand,
they also appear to remain in line with some basic principles of
interwar modernism. While architectural flexibility was hailed as a
way to redeem functionalism from the physical rigidity in which it
often resulted, Adrian Forty has shown that proponents of flexibility



still shared similar convictions about architecture’s functional
determination.15 An unstated assumption was that the arrival of
architectural postmodernism and its embrace of architectural
meaning constituted the real break in attitudes towards the user.

The chapters in this part examine how these architectural
approaches to the user were in fact fundamentally shaped by larger
forces of political economy, colonialism, migration, consumerism,
and the bureaucratic apparatus of the state. If the conditions of use
are caught somewhere in between citizenship and consumption, the
chapters examine the divergent politics of that uncertain position.
They look at the history of architecture’s relationship with the user
through the tension between state and market, public and private,
universality and individuality, standardization and uniqueness.

While the turn to the user may appear in some ways to be an
effect of the welfare state, its development was fundamentally
shaped by the politics of colonialism. In Chapter 6, Sheila Crane
focuses on the analysis of everyday dwelling practices in the
shantytown in Algiers to demonstrate how the notion of the user
was defined less by internal critiques in the architectural modernism
of the postwar CIAM (International Congresses of Modern
Architecture) than by the policies of the French colonial regime. The
interest of architects and sociologists in the everyday cultures of
Algerian dwelling then appears as a colonization of use more than
an attempt to emancipate inhabitants.

Even at the heart of the postwar European welfare state, political
and architectural intentions rarely matched their consequences.
Jennifer S. Mack, in Chapter 7, focuses on how middle-eastern
immigrants transformed one of Sweden’s well-known New Towns
over decades of residential mobility and incremental appropriation.
As with New Towns elsewhere in Europe, its design was meant to
foster a sense of collectivity through national belonging, defined as
membership in the welfare state. Mack shows how the immigrants



built a new community within the original confines of the town
center, thereby unexpectedly reaffirming the designers’ intention to
create a community space for all Swedish citizens.

State bureaucracies and the architects they employed were
neither unaware of the consequences nor unwilling to rethink the
premises of their interventions. In France, social critiques of state-
sanctioned modernist urbanism were continually recuperated by the
same state bureaucracy responsible for those developments. In
Chapter 8, Łukasz Stanek focuses on the urban sociology and
theoretical concepts of Henri Lefebvre to assess the pitfalls and
potentials of this kind of institutionalization of critique. Because it
was a process to which he himself was a witness, Lefebvre
approached the notion of the user ambivalently, seeing it as both
an instrument of control and as a vehicle for the creation of a
revolutionary, political form of collectivity.

Not only in the realm of public welfare or collective consumption,
but also in the most private domains of consumption did the politics
of design and use surface at this time. Focusing on Alexander
Kira’s attempts to radically redesign the bathroom, Barbara Penner
in Chapter 9 reveals how his ergonomic design philosophy, akin to
Ralph Nader’s advocacy for safety design in the automotive
industry, was meant to accommodate for a greater variety of
bathroom uses and users’ bodily differences. The call for
government to regulate industry where it concerned matters of
safety in private use and consumption, however, was not easily
transposed to bathroom design, and certainly not to architecture
more generally.

In both Western and Eastern Europe, architectural approaches to
the user intersected with political ideologies in often unexpected
ways. Max Hirsh explores this encounter in the postmodern
experiments of late-socialist urbanism in Chapter 10. Focusing on a
series of mixed-use redevelopment projects during the 1980s, he



demonstrates how the identification of a distinct category of users
triggered architectural experiments combining heavy prefabrication
with postmodern form. Such an architecture was explicitly meant to
attract skilled professionals in a political system whose official
ideology of social equality ruled out catering for their specialized
needs.

Even with the reigning mythology of individualistic consumption in
global capitalism today, such questions of collectivity have not
disappeared. As governments now face the physical remnants of a
past welfare regime—an often neglected stock of mass housing
and public infrastructure—architecture could play an active role in
efforts to forge new forms of collectivity. That is what Michelle
Provoost of Crimson Architectural Historians argues in Chapter 11
in her account of an almost decade-long engagement with the
renewal of Hoogvliet, a Dutch postwar New Town. Working with an
extraordinary diversity of users over the past decade has led the
architects to develop a diverse set of architectural projects that
reinvigorate some of the town’s initial ambitions of openness,
community, and emancipation.

III
The third part, “Participation,” explores architectural experiments
aimed at user participation. Its argument is that such projects do
not in any way entail a straightforward course of empowerment for
those involved, but instead operate in the tension between control
and freedom. That tension has been constitutive of the emergence
of participation as a discursive and operational paradigm during the
1960s and in contemporary design.

To contemporary advocates in architecture and urban design,
participation generally appears as part of a social or political project
of empowering the disenfranchised. More than the notion of



function or program, use in this sense marks architecture’s external
relevance and tends to position the architect in an ethical realm of
action, in direct relation to society at large. In their excavations of
the utopian and participatory projects by architects and artists in the
1960s and 1970s—from Yona Friedman’s “spatial urbanism” to Ant
Farm’s anti-architectural inflatables—scholars and critics have
tended to reinforce this interpretation.16 Consequently,
contemporary observers tend to take the protagonists’ rhetoric at
face value, avoiding the murky politics that only appear when such
practices are examined in a larger social and political context.
Focusing on cultural products rather than social processes helps
sustain the dominant perception that participation was ever only a
resolutely radical and fundamentally progressive project in
architecture.

At the same time, just as the term “user” can easily be faulted for
its monolithic nature and negation of difference, so is “participation”
today increasingly criticized for its depoliticizing effects and its
tyranny of political consensus. The employment of the word “users”
instead of simply “people” can be a legitimation of expertise rather
than a threat to it. Users and experts are in many ways
codependent constructs. Most importantly, the very notion of the
user tends to assume a system. It can therefore entail a shift away
from conceiving of people as independent human subjects and
towards treating them as mere elements of the complex
technological and social systems of which they have become a
part. The chapters in this part explore how architectural
experiments with participation are shaped by such historically
constructed qualities. That requires taking into account not only the
calls for direct democracy and the impact of civil rights and social
movements of the 1960s and 1970s, but also the structures of
governance and the influence of novel forms of expertise—both
architectural and social.



The tension between control and emancipation was often
immediately clear to those faced with the political complexity of
urban intervention at this time. In Chapter 12, Mariana Mogilevich
examines how landscape architects in New York City during the late
1960s and early 1970s used open space to foster a participatory
citizenry. In the context of this multicultural city in economic decline,
forging new relationships between citizens and the city was at the
heart of participatory design. While they served in no way as a
direct tool for the empowerment of citizens, these new design
approaches fostered creative agency and group identification in
ways that have since been abandoned.

The work floor too, saw its share of experimentation. In Chapter
13, in his analysis of a radical experiment in participatory
democracy aboard a merchant vessel during the 1970s, Javier
Lezaun reveals the politics of designing democracy into the physical
layout of a space. What he calls a “sociotechnical experiment” was
successful in bringing designers and social scientists together but
failed as a miniaturized demonstration for a more democratic
organization of labor and production.

In the following decade, experiments in participation did not
disappear but transformed to become conveniently aligned with
architectural postmodernism. In Chapter 14, Isabelle Doucet
focuses on the role of the counter-project in the emergence of
Brussels’ postmodern urbanism, in order to examine the multiple
situations in which users were enrolled in the practices and
processes of design. Her analysis demonstrates that the multiplicity
of the user as a discursive and practical agent was in fact at the
very heart of architecture’s blending of politics and aesthetics
during the heyday of postmodernism, and has been ever since.

In Chapter 15, Tatjana Schneider explores the contemporary
relevance of user participation in architecture. Invested in, but also
critical of, the recent embrace of social engagement in



contemporary architectural discourse, she argues that what many
such practices often lack is immersion and a real engagement with
the complexities of use. To avoid reducing architecture to “just
doing good,” she contends, architects need to develop strategies
for a veritably collective production of space.

In its entirety, this collection of chapters attests to the necessity for
any such recommendations to be confronted with the historical
forces that continue to shape them. It should not leave us
powerless to those forces, but rather help avoid the dual impasse
of naivety and apathy to which much of contemporary architectural
practice continues to be delivered. As many architects and creative
practitioners today seek to transcend conventional disciplinary
concerns and to more directly address the problems of our
contemporary built environment, we need not only new strategies
but also new histories. These should enable the architectural
imagination by expanding the disciplinary lens to a world in which
not only objects are built but also where people live. If the chapters
collected in this volume make us realize that the notion of the user
in architecture is anything but a neutral or universal given, they
should have succeeded in providing a perspective for positive
change. Ultimately, the awareness that something is constructed a
certain way is a prerequisite to any endeavors that seek alternative
means of seeing and making. It is our hope that the alternative
architectural history proposed in this volume may contribute, if only
modestly, to such intellectual work.
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PART I  SUBJECTIVITY AND KNOWLEDGE



Chapter 1
ISOTYPE and Modern
Architecture in Red Vienna
Eve Blau

Between 1924 and 1926 philosopher of science and political
economist Otto Neurath and architect Josef Frank collaborated on
the design and organization of a new institution in Vienna: the
Gesellschafts- und Wirtschaftsmuseum (Museum of Society and
Economy).1 The Museum was dedicated to disseminating
information about worker housing and the many other social and
cultural institutions that were part of Red Vienna’s radical project to
reshape the capital of the new Austrian republic along socialist
lines. The centerpiece of that project, the construction of 400
communal housing blocks, known as Gemeindebauten (city council
buildings) in which workers’ dwellings were incorporated with a vast
new infrastructure of social and cultural institutions, had been
launched in September 1923. Distributed throughout the city, the
new buildings would (by the time the program and Red Vienna itself
came to an end in 1934) provide Vienna with both a large amount
of new living spaces—64,000 units in which 200,000 people or one-
tenth of the city’s population would be rehoused, as well as
kindergartens, libraries, medical and dental clinics, laundries,
workshops, theaters, cooperative stores, parks, sports facilities,
and a wide range of other public facilities.2 Conceived as the



principal site for intense socialist activity in Red Vienna, the
Gemeindebauten were the nexus of Red Vienna’s institutions and
the spatial embodiment of the party’s communitarian and pedagogic
ideals. They also had significant symbolic presence in the city,
providing physical evidence of the political power that the newly
enfranchised Viennese working class had acquired over the shape
and use of space in their city. At the same time, that presence was
highly contested, and although its political message was clear, the
broader social and cultural purposes of the Social Democrats’
programs were not always clear to the people they were intended
to serve, the party’s core constituents. That was the task of the
new museum: to make the buildings’ forms and spaces, their
various uses and relationships to the larger objectives, social policy,
and cultural programs of Red Vienna clear and meaningful to a
politically organized, but multiethnic, multilingual, and semiliterate
working-class population.

But the interaction between philosopher and architect was both
more significant and far-reaching than their collaboration on the
Museum. That project was only one instance of many intersections
between the contemporary modernizing projects of Otto Neurath
and Josef Frank—between the didactic International Picture
Language developed by Neurath3 and the critico-architectural
practice of Frank. Neurath and Frank’s collaboration on the
Museum sheds light on the common sociopolitical agendas of the
two projects: to shape a dense information transfer (whether in
architectonic or graphic form) about the social world in a way that
provides enormous scope for agency and decision in the everyday
life of the individual. It also sheds light more broadly on the ideology
of the Modern Movement and the institutional structures with which
Neurath and Frank were briefly associated in the 1920s, but with
which they also had profound ideological differences: the Dessau
Bauhaus, the Deutscher Werkbund, and the Congrès



Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM); and through which
the Movement itself operated in the 1920s and early 1930s.

It seems likely that Neurath and Frank met in the context of the
logical positivist movement in Vienna.4 Frank participated in some
of the meetings of the Vienna Circle (to which Neurath and Frank’s
brother, Philipp, a theoretical physicist, belonged) both before and
after the First World War. He also collaborated with Neurath on
various projects related to the social and cultural programs of Red
Vienna.5 In general, Neurath had enormous confidence in the
efficacy of architecture as an instrument of social transformation. In
Neurath’s view, architecture and mass housing could perform
important political as well as material functions; the design and
construction of new forms of collective dwelling spaces that not only
provided shelter, but also fostered new forms of socialized urban
living, could be an important factor in the gradual socialization of
the economy as a whole.6

Neurath was drawn to the technical, socially driven agenda of the
neues Bauen and especially to the Dessau Bauhaus, whose
director, Walter Gropius, was determined to make the school a
centre for research into the industrial production of housing. The
Bauhaus commitment to principles of “functional” design and
“scientific,” technically grounded processes of production was
reinforced when Hannes Meyer became director in 1927 and
sought to align the school with his own commitments to
technocratic Marxism, rationalism, and internationalism. During
Meyer’s tenure as director between 1927 and 1930, Neurath and
Frank were invited to lecture in Dessau; they also forged
connections with other institutions of the modernist avant-garde in
Germany during these years.7

In 1927, Frank was invited to participate in the Deutscher
Werkbund’s Weissenhofsiedlung Exhibition in Stuttgart. Organized
by Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Weissenhof was a building exhibition



intended to showcase the new architecture and demonstrate its
international reach. Frank was the only Austrian invited to
participate. The following year he was a founding member of CIAM,
a new international organization of architects concerned with the
city and with realizing the social potential of modern architecture;
Neurath became the only non-architect member of the Congrès in
1933.8





Figure 1.1 (top). Gesellschafts- und Wirtschafts-museum (GWM) installation in
Volkshalle, Neues Rathaus, Vienna, c. 1926. (Otto and Marie Neurath ISOTYPE
Collection @ The University of Reading.); (bottom) Display techniques employed at
the GWM, Vienna. From Otto Neurath, International Picture Language (1936), picture
24.

But both Frank and Neurath soon fell out with these
organizations. At Weissenhof, Frank ran into direct conflict with the
exhibition organizers. The contention, ostensibly over design,
involved a fundamental disagreement over the interpretation of
Sachlichkeit (objectivity), one of the foundational concepts of
German modernism. Similar issues led Frank to resign from CIAM
after the organization’s second meeting in 1929. Neurath’s own
brief association with CIAM in 1933 ended acrimoniously after one
unsuccessful attempt at collaborating on the development of
graphic techniques for visualizing the “Functional City.” 9

Figure 1.2 Gemeindebauten built in “Red Vienna,” 1923–1934; (bottom centre) Karl-
Marx-Hof by Karl Ehn, 1927–1930. Photograph c. 1930. Wiener Stadt- und



Landesarchiv, Vienna.

Frank and Neurath also became disillusioned with the Bauhaus,
especially after Hannes Meyer was forced to resign in 1930 by
reactionary elements both inside and outside the school.

The significance of Frank’s and Neurath’s conflicts and
disagreements with the Bauhaus, the Deutscher Werkbund, and
CIAM—and the profound ideological differences to which they point
—have received little scrutiny by historians of architecture, while
historians of science who have concerned themselves with
interactions between modern architecture, the philosophy of
science, and social and design theory during the interwar decades,
have tended to misread the terms of the architectural Sachlichkeit
discourse. Peter Galison, for example, misses the subtle but all-
important distinction Neurath draws between the Alte Sachlichkeit
(which he associates with Frank’s designs for the Gesellschafts-
und Wirtschaftsmuseum: see Figures 1.1 and 1.2) and the Neue
Sachlichkeit of the Bauhaus, and consequently fails to recognize
the fundamental differences between Frank’s conceptions of
rationalism, objectivity, and Sachlichkeit and those of the central
protagonists of the neues Bauen.10

Those differences are key to understanding the modernist
projects of Neurath and Frank and their relation to the mainstream
Modern Movement. If we examine them more closely, it will
become clear that the Viennese not only disagreed fundamentally
with the Bauhaus and neues Bauen on the issue of Sachlichkeit,
but that their opposition to this cornerstone of Modern Movement
doctrine constituted both a well-developed critique of German
modernism, and a conception of the modernist architectural project
that—politically and architecturally—was radically at odds with those
of the Bauhaus, the neues Bauen, Deutscher Werkbund, and CIAM
in the late 1920s and early 1930s.



Old Sachlichkeit, vs. New Sachlichkeit
In German art and architectural discourses, the term Sachlichkeit
had a different meaning in the prewar period from that which it
acquired in the 1920s. In the early 1900s, as Stanford Anderson
has shown, Sachlichkeit designated a concern for “realism” in
architecture, a “straightforward attention to needs as well as to
materials and processes,” that was “rooted in problems of function,
commodity, health and production but not bounded by a narrow
functionalism.” Prewar Sachlichkeit contained within it “an impetus
to understand and to use our received condition as much as to
criticize and change it.”11 In the Viennese context, this position was
most cogently formulated by Otto Wagner and Adolf Loos in the
decades around 1900. Wagner, in his apodictic manual of practice,
Moderne Architektur (Modern Architecture, 1896), stated that it was
the architect’s task to elevate the facts of modern life, “the
conditions of life of our time,” to art—to give shape to time itself by
creatively interpreting the purpose, necessity, means, and
characteristics of the historical moment.12 For Loos Sachlichkeit
also had broad cultural implications. “The primary problem should
be to express the three-dimensional character of architecture
clearly, in such a way that the inhabitants of a building should be
able to live the cultural life of their generation.”13

In the 1920s the term Neue Sachlichkeit was used to designate
changes in both the economic and cultural sphere: mass production
and mechanization of labour processes, and a new visual
complexity and ambiguity, as well as new rhythms, forms, and
mechanics that followed from the changes in the economy. The
Neue Sachlichkeit in the visual arts was also mimetic and “realist” in
the sense that its focus was on the surface appearance of the “new
world.” Its mode of perception was, to borrow Fritz Schmalenbach’s
words, “a deliberately cultivated unsentimentality.”14 Neue



Sachlichkeit, conceived in this way, was arguably an ideology of
compliance with the increasingly rationalized social and economic
order.15

To Josef Frank the ideology of Neue Sachlichkeit was both
compliant and complicit in objectifying the needs and desires of the
working-class subject. He found the “cultivated unsentimentality” of
its detached point of view particularly pernicious. “[E]very human
being has a certain measure of sentimentality which he has to
satisfy,” Frank wrote. The industrial worker, who “lives altogether
solemnly” requires “sentimental surroundings” because rest
“presupposes a superfluous, perfunctory activity that extends
beyond the necessary,” one that engages the mind as well as the
body and therefore provides distraction from the sobriety of the
industrial workplace. “The demand for bareness,” he charges, “is
made particularly by those who think continuously, or who at least
need to be able to do so, and who can obtain comfort and rest by
other means. Their entertainment is of a higher intellectual order;
they have books and pictures … in this case playful embellishment
is unnecessary.” 16

In his principal theoretical work, Architektur als Symbol: Elemente
deutschen neuen Bauens (Architecture as Symbol: Elements of
New German Building, 1931), Frank challenges the functionalist
claims of German modernism and argues in favour of a non-
doctrinal, empathetic modern architecture. Modern German
architecture may be sachlich, practical, in principle correct, often
even charming, he suggests, but it remains lifeless because it has
so little to say about modern human experience, the multiplicity of
our world, about human feelings and desires that are a fundamental
part of modern life and its symbol: modern architecture.17

Frank’s attacks on the new German architecture were
reciprocated by his German colleagues. His contributions to the
Werkbund’s Weissenhofsiedlung—two houses that he had



furnished according to his principle of assemblage with an
assortment of tables and chairs, patterned carpets, and brightly
coloured fabrics—were attacked by the Werkbund’s own chief of
press relations, who judged the interiors to be “femininely
appointed,” “middle-class,” and “provocatively conservative.” 18

(See Figure 1.3.) Frank retaliated by attacking the functionalist
claims of the new German architecture, charging that they actually
undermined the very relationship between design and industrial
production that the Modern Movement purported to promote.
“Today we pretend to search for the thing as such; the chair as
such, the carpet as such, the lamp as such, things that already
exist to some extent. As a matter of fact, we are actually looking for
the occupational possibilities which arise from them.” 19

As an example, Frank illustrates a series of Bauhaus-designed
handles, comparing them with readily available, commercially
produced, evolved, rather than invented, designs (Figure 1.4). The
Bauhaus handles “all consist of basic geometric shapes. They are
therefore very ‘simple,’ but are less suitable for use by the hand.
Handles for the same functions, as they look normally, and as they
are produced by industry … fulfil a function, but who would call
them ‘functionalist’?” 20 The point Frank is making here is that the
Bauhaus designs derive less from a consideration of function,
simplicity, or ease of use than from an aesthetic preference for
certain classically derived forms, geometric solids, and a machined
“look.” Much of the functionalist rhetoric regarding machine-made
forms, Frank charged, is likewise merely a smokescreen for
aesthetic preferences.



Figure 1.3 Josef Frank, Weissenhofsiedlung Exhibition, Stuttgart, double house
interior, 1927. From InnenDekoration 38 (1927): 456.

Neurath framed a similar argument in “Rationalismus,
Arbeiterschaft und Baugestaltung” (Rationalism, the Working
Classes and Building Form), published in Der Aufbau in 1926. He
begins by declaring that the need to regard the building as a kind of
machine is self-evident and yet it happens very rarely. The reason,
he suggests, is a fundamental misconception of the relationship
between the machine and the building. That relationship is not a
matter of appearance but rather about the appropriateness of its
component parts to the tasks that the architectural object (like the
machine) is designed to perform. One can only judge if a machine
is well-designed, Neurath asserts, if one understands its inner
workings.21 The same holds true for architecture.

Neurath deplored the emphasis in German Modernism on
external appearances, which he saw as a bourgeois phenomenon
fostered by high art, particularly the constructivist machine-art of
even socially engaged artists like Fernand Léger (Figure 1.5). The



problem, as Neurath wrote in reference to Léger’s “Scaffold”
(recently exhibited in Vienna), is the assumption made by modern
artists and architects that the rationalization, known to the worker
through his familiarity with machines and with political, union, and
collective organizations, is given form in paintings filled with
disembodied machine parts, and that these images evoke the
visual sensation of stepping onto the shop floor of a modern
factory. But this play of external appearances has little to do with
either the substance of the machine or its significance for modern
society. The idea that the worker will see himself and his role in
society represented in the mechanistic imagery of modern
constructivist painting is a grave misconception. Constructivism,
Neurath asserts, seems satisfied to make a spectacle of rationalism
rather than to strive for a deeper engagement with its principle; it is
a form of romanticism that evades reality.22



Figure 1.4 (left column) “Bauhaus Handles”; (right column) “Handles industrially
produced,” by Josef Frank. From Form 30 (1934): 223.





Figure 1.5 Fernand Léger, “Das Gerüst” (Scaffold) and “Bohrmaschine” (Drill).
Figures 7 and 8 from Otto Neurath, “Rationalismus, Arbeiterschaft und
Baugestaltung,” Der Aufbau (May 1926): 52.

This, according to Frank, is also one of the principal reasons why
the “new architecture” has so little appeal for the working classes.
The worker resists the forms of the new architecture, not because
they are incomprehensible to him, but because they are in fact
illogical. For example, today “the whole world is endeavouring in
every respect to organize life as pleasantly as possible, and
therefore railway carriages and ships are made like houses, as far
as is feasible, while German architecture is determined to operate
the other way round and model homes on sleeping cars in which
one can sleep for a night if absolutely necessary.” 23

In order to develop a real understanding of Wohntechnik (the
technicalities of housing design) the worker must be given adequate
visual information by which to judge the effectiveness of design.
Usefulness or functionality and the expression of function are by no
means the same thing, Neurath points out. A functional building
does not necessarily appear to be so, nor is a building that looks
functional necessarily actually functional. Form is not an indicator of
performance. Furthermore, neither the fact nor the appearance of
usefulness has anything directly to do with an absence of applied
ornament. Prewar worker tenements were objectionable, but not
because they were decorated with columns and pilasters that
supported nothing (although useless, these features did not affect
the way in which the buildings functioned), but because their plans
did not fulfil the material purposes of dwelling. Pure functional form
(Zweckform), Neurath insists, is only an idea; its material realization
in built form can never be merely functional. Functionalism in
architecture is a principle, not a quality of form. Furthermore, there
is no correspondence between formal innovation (or architectural
radicalism) and social radicalism, which actually shapes the life of



the masses in a new way.24

How to educate a politically organized, but semiliterate and multi-
ethnic urban proletariat towards such high levels of awareness?
That was the problem and the challenge Neurath set himself in the
Gesellschafts- und Wirtschaftsmuseum (GWM) and the goal
towards which his collaboration with Frank was directed. It was not
just a matter of developing in the working class an appreciation for
unornamented simple forms and efficiently planned spaces. Rather
the task was to develop discrimination of a very high order: the
ability to distinguish between appearance and substance at every
level of the work.

From the foregoing, it seems clear that Neurath’s description of
Frank’s designs for the spaces of the Gesellschafts- und
Wirschaftsmuseum as “overflow[ing] with the old Sachlichkeit”
purposefully situated Frank’s work and the museum itself in the
conceptual world of the old Sachlichkeit and (implicitly) outside that
of the new Sachlichkeit and the contemporary neues Bauen
informed by it.25 It also provides insight into the didactic
pictographic language of type forms developed by Neurath at the
GWM.

Type
One of the fundamental concepts on which the theoretical
conceptions of the “old” and “new” Sachlichkeit were themselves
founded was the notion of “type.” The concept of type that underlay
the ideology of the Neue Sachlichkeit (as Neurath himself noted)
was that of “prototype” or industrial “type model,” conceived in
relation to the rationalization of the building process—from the
design of the individual spatial unit and architectural object, to the
organization of its construction and the planned reorganization of
the city. The process was based on rational analysis of the efficient



and cost-effective organization of space and production.
Theoretically, the role of the architect, in the words of Hannes
Meyer, was no longer that of the “artist” but rather that of a
“specialist in organization,” since “building is only organization:
social, technical, economic, mental organization.” 26

A well-known example of such analysis, Alexander Klein’s
experimental graphic method for evaluating floor plans of small
dwellings, deployed Taylorist methods of time–motion analysis.27

(See Figure 1.6.) Space in Klein’s Taylorized living environment, is
shaped by movement and the execution of prescribed tasks in
highly differentiated “specialized” operational zones. It is not (as in
the “bad” example illustrated by Klein), shaped by conventional
notions of public and private, front and back, served and service
spaces. Instead, the Taylorized plan rejects type (conceived in
terms of historically evolved building forms associated with custom
and use) in favour of function.

By contrast, the concept of type on which the “old” prewar
Sachlichkeit was founded—particularly as it was conceived by the
protagonists of turn-of-the-century Viennese modernism, Otto
Wagner and Adolf Loos—was part of a fundamental re-examination
of the relationship between design and society; it was an
investigation directed towards the development of a modern
architecture adequate to the social, psychological, and economic
demands of modern urban life in the new century. In this context,
rationalization of the building process was just one part of a larger
analysis of developing technologies, social practices, habits and
customs, needs and purposes of twentieth-century urban living. In
Vienna and Central Europe generally, the theoretical roots of this
concept of type were grounded in Gottfried Semper’s
Bekleidungstheorie.

The theory of Bekleidung (dressing or cladding), to which Semper
referred throughout his theoretical work, but developed most fully in



Der Stil in den technischen und tektonischen Künsten oder
Praktische Ästhetik (Style in the Technical and Tectonic Arts or
Practical Aesthetics, 1860–1863), posited the origins of architecture
in craft work, particularly in the textile arts. Cladding and structure,
though separate systems (representing the spiritual and material
demands of the architectural object), evolve together in Semper’s
theory to shape standard building types that are themselves in
constant evolution.28 The implications of this idea for practice are
twofold. First, typological form in architecture evolves out of use
and is therefore bound to the social and technical practices of the
time and place in which it is produced. Second, the concept of
Bekleidung identifies the facade as an expressive field for
architecture, a covering that has an all-important communicative
function with respect to the building and the city: to convey the
specific (as opposed to the typological) meaning of the building and
to mediate between it and the world. This idea of modernism as a
dialectic between type and individuality, convention and innovation,
provided a foundation for semantic and typological research in
Wagner’s pedagogy and practice, as it did in Loos’s criticism and
architectural design.29



Figure 1.6 Alexander Klein, “Experimental graphic method for evaluating floor plans
of small dwellings” Wasmuths Monatshefte für Baukunst und Städtebau 11 (1927):
298.



Figure 1.7 Josef Frank, Siedlung Hoffingergasse, 1921. Courtesy of Johannes Spalt.
Site plan, Das Neue Wien, ed. Gemeinde Wien, 4 vols (Vienna, 1926–1928), I, 274.

Frank, who was in many ways the intellectual heir to Wagner and
Loos, carried the Viennese investigation into type and language
forward in the 1920s. He also redirected it, away from the critique
of bourgeois cultural values in which it had been embedded in
prewar architectural debates, towards the development of an
architectural program that could engage and mitigate the enormous
political, economic, and social dislocations within Austrian society
after the First World War and the dissolution of the Habsburg
Empire.

With regard to typification, Frank saw the Taylorized planning
efforts of Klein and the Reichsforschungsgesellschaft für
Wirtschaftlichkeit im Bau- und Wohnungswesen (Rfg, German
housing research organization) as a pointless functional
differentiation of space that replaced the traditional proletarian
dwelling typology with a schematic spatial organization that evinced
little knowledge of (or interest in) working-class Wohnkultur. The
rationalized domestic plan was, in Frank’s view, just another



manifestation of the reductive codes of the Neue Sachlichkeit that
sought to free architecture from the cultural baggage of the past by
substituting machine imagery for traditional building forms.
Tradition, Frank maintained, is an essential part of cognition; the
means by which we know our world. Frank conceived his own
architecture in relation to a complex notion of tradition in terms of a
dialectic of type and idea.30 His cooperative Gartensiedlung
Hoffingergasse (1920–1921), for example, differed from the other
Gartensiedlungen designed under the auspices of the ÖVSK
(Austrian Settlement and Allotment Garden Union), which tended
(with the exception of those designed by Adolf Loos) toward
vernacular village imagery and picturesque site planning. By
contrast, Frank’s site plan is purposefully anti-picturesque; the rows
of uniform houses are rationally aligned with the interlocking grids of
the existing streets and the new paths and lanes inserted between
the long narrow allotment gardens in the interior of the blocks,
which (after all) were the raison d’être of the garden settlement
itself (Figure 1.7). The street fronts of the houses are undecorated,
faced with rendered cement in earth tones and overlaid with wall
trellises for climbing roses and other plants. For Frank, the unity of
the whole and uniformity of the parts were as important for the
conception of the Gartensiedlung as was the connection between
house and allotment garden. They expressed the democratic
principle and equal status of all members of the cooperative.31

In the large Gemeindebauten that Frank subsequently designed
for the municipality of Red Vienna, he followed his own dictum that
it was not enough for modern architecture to be sachlich; buildings
needed also to say something larger about the human condition
and modern experience.32 Consequently, Frank engaged the
Gemeindebau typology as both a syntactical and sociospatial
problem (Figure 1.8). Frank’s buildings are uncompromisingly
modern—with flat roofs, smooth stucco-faced walls devoid of



applied ornament, rational plans, simple cubic massing, and elegant
proportions—but they are also responsive to custom and place
(filled with small-scale adjustments to established patterns of use
and circulation) and highly individualistic in terms of colour and
detailing; the walls of the Wiedenhofer-Hof (1924) for example, are
orange-red, the window surrounds are painted white, the metal
balcony railings are green; the walls of Sebastian-Kelch-Gasse, 1–3
(1928) are alternately sky blue, sandstone red, and grey-green;
lettering on the facades is dark blue; and the balconies, with railings
made of industrial wire mesh, were originally painted brick-red.

Figure 1.8 Josef Frank, Sebastian-Kelchgasse, 1–3, 1928. Photograph c. 1930. Wiener
Stadt- und Landesarchiv, Vienna.

These buildings embody Frank’s notion of a non-doctrinal,
empathetic modern architecture that is alive to the variability of
human desire and experience, and that serves rather than dictates
use. Frank’s concept of simple, straightforward building has little in
common with the rich allusions and Grossförmigkeit (largeness of



scale and conception) of buildings like the Karl-Marx-Hof and other
Wagner School Gemeindebauten. But the careful attention to the
particularities of site, and the manifold ways in which the buildings
accommodate individuality and differences are also far removed
from the deracinated and “deliberately cultivated unsentimentality”
of German neues Bauen.33 Spare and empathetic, typical and
idiosyncratic, Frank’s contradiction-filled modernism resists the
narrowly defined functionalism of the Neue Sachlichkeit. In
opposition to its reductive codes, Frank advocated “a new
architecture born of the whole bad taste of our period, of its
intricacy, its motleyness, and sentimentality, a product of all that is
alive and experienced at first hand: at last, an art of the people
instead of art for the people.” 34

From Type to ISOTYPE: “The Vienna Method”
Frank’s dialectical conception of type in architecture—as the
intersection of social and spatial practices—has much in common
with the concept of “customs” that informed Neurath’s pictorial
language of ISOTYPE. Neurath conceived customs broadly, as
encompassing a wide spectrum of social attitudes, practices, and
habits of mind, and as forms of established learning and stabilized
behaviour that expand and change over time and through history.
According to Karl Müller, they established for Neurath the
“praxeological foundations of the social world.”35 In Neurath’s
sociology, habits and stable routines of behaviour expand in all
possible directions through processes of “extrapolation” (the
processes by which knowledge, learned through experience in a
particular context, is applied to other contexts) and/or by means of
“coherences” (by the drawing of synchronous connections between
customs in a given social-spatial domain). ISOTYPEs function in
this way—by induction or analogy formation (to represent



diachronic processes) and by deduction (to depict synchronic
structures).36

Although ISOTYPE picture language, as Neurath stipulated, is
not to be understood as a sign-for-sign parallel of word language,
the individual figures nevertheless function like words in syntactical
relationship to each other and can be used “again and again to
make quite different statements.” In International Picture Language,
Neurath elaborated two principal methods of combining figures
(Figure 1.9). The first involves superimposing one image on another
(as, for example, in the conjunction of shoe and factory to signify
shoe factory), a combination described by Neurath as joining “root
idea and addition,” where one is the dominant form and the other a
qualifying figure.



Figure 1.9 (left) ISOTYPE techniques for putting signs together; (right) ISOTYPE
examples of “root idea and addition” and “guide picture.” Both from Otto Neurath,
International Picture Language (1936), pictures 17 and 18.

In the second method a sign can be placed outside the “root
picture” (as, for example, in the figure combining worker, shoe, and
machine to signify shoes produced by machine), where it functions
as a “guide picture,” providing an adjunct to, rather than showing a
quality of, the root idea. There are, of course, many more rules for
the combination of signs, as well as for the use of colour and scale



differences in ISOTYPE, but the governing principle in the
composition of all signs as teaching tools is that they are
“memorable,” and that their “meaning” is both easy to grasp and
sticks in the mind.37 Each “teaching-picture” is designed to visualize
all the important facts in a statement in “a simple, straightforward
way.” This involves eliminating all the inessential details so that, “at
first look you see the most important points, at the second, the less
important points, at the third, the details, at the fourth, nothing
more—if you see more, the teaching picture is bad.” 38 Because of
its simplicity the picture can be kept in the memory far better than
either a verbal description of the same facts or a more complex
image.

Neurath never developed a grammar of ISOTYPE or set of rules
(beyond general principles of combination) that would have
transformed the Vienna Method into a semantically concise picture
language because, as he wrote, “I do not accept semantics.”39

Semantic systems are closed systems from which extra-linguistic
facts have to be excluded.40 Neurath was philosophically opposed
to such closed systems. Neurath’s ISOTYPE language is founded
on the idea that the sign is not arbitrary but is instead rooted in the
world. ISOTYPE figures are isomorphic in relation to the perceptual
world of their viewers. Furthermore, as pictorial signs, they have
“analog surplus value” (as for example a vase of flowers, which
gives information about the shape of the vase, the kind of flowers,
and so on). They thus carry a potential manifold of information that
extends considerably beyond the capacity of verbal language. The
importance of the “analog surplus value” of the visual sign for
Neurath was twofold: it made the “teaching picture” easy to read,
and it opened it up to multiple readings. In other words, it was at
the same time both clear and indeterminate. One of the principal
didactic purposes of ISOTYPE, for Neurath, was “the teaching of
how to argue.” 41 The process of transformation and role of the



“transformer” of verbal or numerical information into visual
statements that allow for multiple readings are therefore critical for
the effectiveness of ISOTYPES as statements of fact with which
arguments can be constructed. The transformation of social
information into pictorial form is a process of abstraction and
generalization; the figure is pictorial, but it is not realistic.

Here Neurath’s social–philosophical–pedagogical project
intersects directly with Frank’s architectural project, and the cultural
and political significance of both becomes clear. Frank argued for a
similar relationship between the architectural object and social
facts. In Frank’s practice the modern architect—in addition to
providing space responsive to the needs of modern life—is charged
with the communicative functions of the “transformer” to shape in
architectonic form a dense information transfer about the social
world in a way that leaves the object itself open to multiple
interpretation and to change over time and through use. The
architect’s role in designing modern living space, according to
Frank, is to provide a scaffold, a framework for dwelling; it is not to
dictate uses or the placement of furniture and other objects. That is
the business of the inhabitants. “The living-room is never unfinished
or finished, it lives with the people who inhabit it.”42 Modern
architecture conceived in this way leaves enormous scope for
agency and decision in the practice of everyday life (in the political
sense of Michel de Certeau) of the individual.43

Frank’s anti-functional polemics have often been interpreted as
anti-modern.44 In fact Frank upheld an ideology of modern
architecture that was both affirmative and politically committed to
the principles of social democracy, to individual freedom and ethical
equality. It was from these beliefs that his revulsion for totalizing,
self-referential systems derived, and particularly his aversion to
German neues Bauen and the ideology of Neue Sachlichkeit.
Frank’s own architectural position eluded his contemporaries as it



has subsequently baffled architectural historians; his opposition to
dogma and programmatic statements of purpose made it difficult to
identify a theoretical position in either his architecture or writings.45

In fact, his most important text, Architektur als Symbol, might best
be understood (in terms analogous to the “anti-philosophical
philosophy” of logical positivism46) as the “anti-theoretical theory” of
Frank’s non-doctrinal modernism.

It is not surprising that both Neurath and Frank were drawn to the
modernizing and socially driven project of the Congrès
Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM) in the late 1920s and
early 1930s, as they had been drawn earlier to the similarly
motivated projects of the Bauhaus and Deutscher Werkbund. It is
also not surprising that both architect and sociologist became
thoroughly disillusioned with CIAM as they had with the other
institutional structures of the Modern Movement in the interwar
period. Frank left after a year, because the organization seemed to
be split between the “pathos-filled functionalism” espoused by the
German adherents of the neues Bauen, who dominated the
congress discussions, and the “elitist formalism” of those who, like
Le Corbusier, opposed that ideology.47

Neurath ran into trouble with the CIAM during his brief and
resoundingly unsuccessful collaboration with Cornelius van
Eesteren, chair of the fourth congress in 1933, dedicated to “The
Functional City.” The topic was to be examined through analytical
maps of thirty-three cities drawn to the same scale, employing a
unified system of symbols and colours developed by van Eesteren
to render “invisible phenomena accessible to the eye.”48 Neurath,
as an expert in visualization and communication, was requested by
van Eesteren to present the Vienna Method for visualizing urban
problems at the 1933 congress. It was hoped that Neurath’s
ISOTYPE language (with its intention to “bridge the gap between
architectural symbols and symbols used for the representation of



social facts”) would constitute a “perfect sign language for town
planning.”49 The architects also anticipated that Neurath’s
collaboration would lend scientific authority to the CIAM planning
efforts and help to make their specialized knowledge accessible to
non-specialists—in particular to city officials and others charged
with making decisions regarding their implementation.

Neurath’s presentation was not well received. The reason,
according to Neurath, was that the architects were looking for a
method of translating the complicated into the simple, a top-down
process of “popularizing knowledge.” The Vienna Method was not
designed for that purpose; its objective was the “humanization of
knowledge,” a process that moves in the opposite direction: “from
the simplest to the most complicated” to “build up more
comprehensive knowledge.” 50

But the main problem, from the perspective of both the CIAM
architects and Neurath, lay in the “limits” of the Vienna Method; its
unsuitability to the architects’ purposes of rendering “invisible
phenomena accessible to the eye.” To Neurath, the notion of
invisible social phenomena was pseudo-rationalism, speculation,
and entirely at odds with his own sociology, which was founded on
a physicalist view of economics. Material conditions of life (housing,
mortality and birth rates, nutrition, working hours, coal production,
unemployment, and so on) were the significant indices of the well-
being of a society; not “invisible” economic laws. It was these
physicalist features of the economy that Neurath’s team of
designers “transformed” into the typographic figures of ISOTYPE,
and which were designed to describe social and economic facts as
contingent and material; in relative rather than absolute terms. The
limitations of such a system for delineating universally applicable
principles of “functionalist” spatial planning are obvious. The
architects’ universalizing project was antithetical to the purposes of
ISOTYPE and to the political philosophy underpinning it. “Much city



planning,” Neurath wrote later, “is full of pomposity, with a
totalitarian undercurrent, pressing forward some way of life… The
dictatorship of planning is a danger in itself.” In the didactic project
of ISOTYPE, he asserted, “the either–or is important.” 51

Neurath and Frank shared the core conviction of Austrian social
democracy that Bildung (education) was the principal means of
advancing the social interests of the working class. For both of
them the education of the working class involved not only the
transfer of knowledge, but “the teaching of how to argue”—an effort
to enlarge the scope for political decision and agency on the part of
the users of Neurath’s ISOTYPEs and Frank’s buildings; creating a
common basis for discussion and decision, which they both saw as
the foundation of a democratic society. In both cases, the
perceived limitations of both projects—the “weak” semantics of
ISOTYPE and non-doctrinal theory of Frank’s modern architecture
—were politically motivated and intentional.

Picture language, Neurath asserted, “is an education in clear
thought—by reason of its limits.” 52 By devising modes of
communication that were non-linear, plural, and open to multiple
readings and uses, Neurath in his ISOTYPE system and Frank in
his architecture sought to foster both critical thinking and open-
mindedness in the people using them. The communicative functions
of the architectural object and the “teaching picture” were
historically rooted and in each case depended on a very particular
understanding of tradition. “Within the transfer of tradition, there
may also appear a transfer of not always being dependent on
tradition; it is the element of democratic freedom. It implies that
there are many parallel opinions, habits, patterns of conduct, which
may be acknowledged institutionally as well as theoretically.” 53

This pluralistic and contradiction-filled notion of tradition informs
the complex historically rooted dialectics of the modernist projects
of Neurath and Frank. By making the accumulated knowledge of



the past (itself a history of innovation) available to the present, the
transfer of tradition enables future innovation. Disciplines that
dismiss tradition, Neurath admonished, and that “stay exclusively
with the present”—whether in constructing the theoretical
framework for a modernist practice of architecture or for universally
applicable principles of urban planning—“will very soon only be able
to understand the past.” 54
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Chapter 2
Architectural handbooks and the
user experience
Paul Emmons and Andreea Mihalache

In the 1930s and 1940s a new sort of architectural book appeared.1
It contained neither substantial text nor representations of buildings,
but a plethora of diagrams. Within only a few years, from 1932 to
1935, Architectural Graphic Standards (AGS), Time-Saver
Standards (TSS) and others in the United States, Ernst Neufert’s
Bauentwurfslehre in Germany as well as others in England were all
introduced (see Figure 2.1).2 All but the first began as installments
in architectural journals, designed to be collected by readers, some
not available in published book form until the middle of the next
decade. The first edition of Time-Saver Standards was only
published in 1946 and they all continued evolving through multiple
editions.



Figure 2.1 (a) Title page, Charles Ramsey and Harold Sleeper, Architectural Graphic
Standards, 3rd edition (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1941); (b) Title page, Ernst
Neufert, Bauentwurfslehre (Berlin: Bauwelt, 1936); (c) Title page, Architectural
Record, Time-Saver Standards: A Manual of Essential Architectural Data, 2nd edition
(New York: F. W. Dodge, 1950).

These handbooks were immediately successful and, today, still
define normative architectural practice. Over 4,000 copies of
Bauentwurfslehre were sold in its first eight days as a book in 1936
and it is still in print after thirty-eight editions and translations into
seventeen languages, including English as Architects’ Data.3 As the
most widely owned architectural book ever published, AGS reported
selling over one million copies before the end of the twentieth
century. Eero Saarinen mused in 1956 that AGS is to modern
architecture as Vitruvius was to the Renaissance and Philip
Johnson wrote in 2000 that “every architect loves Graphic
Standards, wears it out, and keeps it within arm’s length.”
Beginning with the sixth, 1970, edition, the American Institute of



Architects took over editorial responsibility for AGS, reflecting its
central identity with American architectural practice.4

The ubiquity of these handbooks merits examining their ideological
origins and particularly TSS’s intimate relationship to the idea of the
user. As books of practice, they are rarely theorized and even
archival evidence of their intellectual origins is rare. Yet, of the
complex influences of their beginnings, it is clear that they are
fundamentally informed by scientific management as visual
translations of notions about standardization and efficiency that
were elaborated primarily by Frederick Winslow Taylor, Christine
Frederick, Lillian Moeller Gilbreth and Frank Gilbreth, and others in
the Taylor Society. Like the specialized division of labor on
mechanized assembly lines, the user and the areas it occupies are
split into modes of operation by the manuals. The transcendent
“ideal” Vitruvian man of the Renaissance is replaced by a “normal”
handbook man that is defined by outward physical dimensions.
Focusing on objects and their measures, the handbooks favor the
emergence of two categories of user: on the one hand, the former
inhabitants who are now turned into consumers, and, on the other
hand, the architects themselves who utilize the information provided
in the manuals. This chapter also suggests that the emergence of
the user as defined by the handbooks underlies the presence of a
malady unique to the modern world: boredom, a malaise of
indifference, and apathy. An alternative to the architectural
handbooks’ promotion of the image of a user as without qualities
and no longer engaged with the world, is that of the inhabitant.

Modern Handbooks and Scientific Management
The architecture manuals of the 1930s and 1940s wholeheartedly
adopted not only the language but also the ideology of scientific



management, its separation of planning from production naturally
appealing to architectural practice. In addition to Taylorism’s
enormous success beginning in early twentieth-century
manufacturing, it was effectively advocated for the home as well.5
Scientific management inspired architects in different ways from the
Americas to Europe and the Soviet Union.6 The father of scientific
management, Frederick Winslow Taylor importantly described a
standard as “the one best way to do work” and used it to define and
measure the performance of a task. Standards are essential to
mass production. Unlike the notion of a type, of which the physical
manifestation is a self-contained approximation of an ideal, the
standard is imposed upon each concrete instance to make the
same parts interchangeable. Before mass production, devices may
have been very well crafted individually, but the part of one product
would not have worked in another of the same sort because each
was created as a singular totality.7 To standardize in the early
twentieth century was a positive value associated with being
efficient, hygienic, and modern.

The First World War led countries on both sides to manage
economies, controlling material availability so that standards were
created even for numerous consumer goods such as smoking
pipes and men’s hats. Government-driven standardization
continued somewhat in the interwar period and early in the 1930s
the U.S. initiated a major housing program that included architects
who contributed to the handbooks.8 With the Second World War,
standardization became widely imposed as total war made central
economic planning universal.9 This standardization through war-
time building also involved many of the architects who continued to
contribute to the handbooks.10 The first bound publication of TSS in
1942 was, according to its introduction, to support the war effort.

Like the parallel military developments, the discursive practices of
the handbooks reveal the centrality of standardization which is



prominently displayed in their titles: Graphic Standards, Time-Saver
Standards and in the primary subtitle of Bauentwurfslehre:
Grundlagen, Normen und Vorschriften (Fundamentals, Standards
and Requirements). The standard is the very basis of the
handbooks; each information sheet in TSS was called a standard
and organized according to scientific management principles. Lillian
Gilbreth explained scientific management instruction cards for
individual factory tasks were to be concise and complete on a single
page with a “detailed description of operations and its
accompanying illustrations.” 11 Early TSS sheets followed the
instruction card format, beginning with a statement of purpose.
Handbook standards and scientific management instruction cards
alike defined basic units of work that could be assembled in
different ways to generate different things.

The handbooks’ ordering of individual sheets originally reflected
the process of building construction, from foundation to roof.
Emphasizing the similarity between building and book, Neufert
explained that “the construction [der Aufbau] of the book follows the
natural process of building.”12 He further organized all building
types to parallel users’ lives from birth to death, beginning with the
house (where births took place), then schools, and ending with the
crematorium. All the interiors were bookended between two kinds of
exteriors: the garden at the outset (perhaps the Garden of Eden as
the origin of humanity?) and finally the cemetery. In this way, the
handbooks demonstrate that the entirety of human life can be
functionalized and standardized. Primarily reflecting but also
informing cultural shifts, each new edition of the handbooks revised
and greatly added material in its impossible attempt toward
complete description.

The new handbooks often minimized individual authorship to
assert their technological competence. When identified, the
originators were usually called “editors” or “compilers” to emphasize



that standards were taken from many contributors’ research rather
than merely representing the viewpoint of an individual. No editor
was named for TSS in its first three editions and the foreword was
signed by a corporate body, Architectural Record. Yet, the
contributors, usually unnamed, were at the same time extolled: “the
expert assistance rendered by hundreds of specialists and
technicians whose experience and ‘know-how’ have been packed
into this volume.”13 By eschewing a subjective notion of authorship,
handbooks gained authority and the appearance of universal
accuracy. The modern diagram, deemed the most efficient way of
acquiring knowledge, also projected the aura of being transparent
to facts. TSS described its material as “carefully edited reference
data” and its presentation with “a minimum of verbiage” where
“diagrams, drawings or tables will give condensed, accurate
information.” The apparent visual objectivity of modern diagrams,
with their exact lines, pure geometry and precise execution, elicited
feelings of rationality and efficiency, which corresponded with the
certainty of scientific knowledge. The diagrammatization of
knowledge was extended to the image of the user. The handbooks
mark a radical separation in architecture between functional fact
and aesthetic expression. The editors and contributors to the
handbooks generally pursued a technocratic approach that
embraced the promise of mass-produced building elements for
standardizing and perfecting building practices while eschewing any
relationship to what was presented as the separate question of
aesthetic appearance. The characterization of design as a problem-
solving practice corresponds with the handbooks and appears in
scientific management literature.14

The handbooks became enormously successful by providing
useful information that contributed to the transition toward a new
type of architect as a technical expert. They did not instigate a new
style and instead claimed to be entirely independent of any



questions of aesthetics.

Standardized Buildings for Standardized Bodies
The handbooks’ approach presumed that the standardization of
building elements could be predicated upon the dimensional
routinization of the human activities that they accommodated. This
in turn was based upon the presumption of the essential
dimensional similarity of humans. TSS contributor Norman Rice
wrote in an article about the small house, subtitled “A Problem to
Be Solved,” in 1931:

The standards and orbits of the different dwelling functions
[cooking, eating, washing, sleeping, working, leisure,
storage, etc.] can be set with reasonable precision by
agreement along scientific principles; as a result the
structural elements to serve these functions can be
standardized as to design and dimensions. This
accomplished, the first principle of industrial technique can
be applied—standardization and interchangeability of parts.15

Clearly drawing on Taylorist principles, it was thought that this
approach could ultimately define the mass production of building
components.

One of the handbooks’ leaders in investigating these relations of
building, activity, and body was John Hancock Callender (1908–
1995), an architect and professor who later became the first named
editor of TSS in its fourth edition. Earlier, prior to the first edition of
TSS, as director of Family Living Studies at the John B. Pierce
Foundation in New York City in the early 1940s, Callender
developed a line of research with the goal of creating a design
handbook based upon the standard human body and its activities.
Notably, Callender’s bibliography included both AGS and



Bauentwurfslehre. As one of the few who articulated a theoretical
basis for the modern handbooks, he wrote that planning for housing
must be based not upon traditional rooms, but “dividing family living
into its distinct functions, such as sleeping, washing, eating, food
preparation, etc.” Then, each activity must be studied so that
“before the scientific housing designer can begin his work he must
know exactly what families do in their homes, where they do it, and
why they do it there. He must also know how much and exactly
what shape of space is required to enclose them.”16 Callender’s
research agenda was executed while he was planning facilities for
the Army’s Manhattan Project. This study by Jane Callaghan, who
was formerly an assistant to Lillian Gilbreth, used the Gilbreth
motion study techniques to define envelopes of space for various
household activities such as putting on shoes and washing one’s
hair. The research procedure photographed a series of movements
by a user to complete an action like dressing. The photographs
were then mapped into composite plan and elevation drawings in
order to create a wire armature model of a “composite space-
shape” (see Figure 2.2).17 This data was intended to be used to
create minimum housing dimensions. Callender summed up his
concept of building standards derived from standard activities of
standard users: “the house should be planned to fit around the
activities of the family in the same way that a tailor fits a suit around
the human body.”18 Since Callender assumed a universal standard
human body, he didn’t notice the procrustean-bed error of his
analogy that the tailor fits clothes to each individual, not individuals
to a mass standard.



Figure 2.2 (a) “Front Tracing No. 7, Critical points signaled,” 40; (b) “Composite Front
View,” 40; (c) “Armature Model,” 42; (d) “Man Dressing Model,” 40. Jane Callaghan
and Catherine Palmer, Measuring Space and Motion. Family Living as the Basis for
Design Dwelling, Vol. 5 (New York: John B. Pierce Foundation, January 1944).

The dimensional standardization of human activities relied upon
the standardization of the human being. Lillian Gilbreth defined the
“standard man” as the worker who most closely demonstrates the



one best way to work.19 Le Corbusier, a devoted student and
advocate of Taylorism, succinctly summed up these assumptions:
“All men have the same organism, the same functions. All men
have the same needs.” 20 Perhaps because of the positive
valuation of standardization in the first half of the twentieth century,
the human body, its stature and reach, today seen as highly
variable, was conceived in a spirit of uniformity. The standardized
building was to be derived from standardized activities based upon
standardized users.

The handbooks presented this standard body for architectural
planning through average dimensions. In the first pages of
Bauentwurfslehre, Neufert illustrated minimum dimensions for
persons in various positions titled “Man: dimensions and space
needs” (see Figure 2.3).21 In the first and subsequent editions of
TSS, a standard user was represented at the very beginning of the
book. Beginning with the third edition (1941), AGS provided the
same “diagrams” of an “average human figure” to be used to
“control minimum dimensions” which “constitute the foundation for
planning.” While the figures appear at the opening of TSS and
Bauentwurfslehre but at the end of AGS, they each include the
figures along with architectural symbols and abbreviations, treating
the image of the user as a standard convention. Following the
research described by Callender, these figures were then used as
the basis in other TSS articles for specific spaces such as kitchens
and bathrooms (see Figure 2.4).22 The standardized body, set in
motion executing an activity, is used to wrap the space of an
architectural element around it, like the wire-frame models of the
motion studies.





Figure 2.3 “Man: dimensions and space needs,” in Ernst Neufert, Bauentwurfslehre
(Berlin: Bauwelt, 1936), 24.

Figure 2.4 (a) “Bathroom Planning, Shower and Bathtub” (September, 1935), 191; (b)
“Bathroom Planning, Lavatory” (September, 1935), 190. Architectural Record, Time-
Saver Standards: A Manual of Essential Architectural Data, 2nd edition (New York: F.
W. Dodge, 1950). Reproduced with permission of The McGraw-Hill Companies.

The “Dimensions of the Human Figure” drawings used in both
TSS and AGS for many editions were taken from an article by
architect and expert draftsman Ernest Irving Freese (see Figure
2.5).23 The handbooks state that the figure’s 5’9” height is “based
on the average or normal adult” without identifying a source. The
height does however seem to approximate Mr. Freese’s own
height. In any case, in later editions, some of the dimensions
change without any clear consistency.24 These variations in details
show that the apparent facts of the handbooks, relied upon by
generations of architects, are far more anecdotal than factual. The
height of a man on horseback in AGS, as another example, was
according to the author taken by “the office boy” who found and
measured “a [single] tall cop mounted on a large horse” in New
York City.25 Rather than taking the anecdotal nature of human
dimensions evinced by architectural handbooks as an indictment of



their accuracy, it reveals the inevitable fissures that emerge
between the attempt to establish “objective” standards for human
beings and their situations, with their inherent variability. It is not
that the handbooks should be more rigorous, but that the view of
the user as a standardized “subject” promoted by the approach of
the handbooks inhibits the architects’ engagement with the unique
attributes of individual inhabitation.





Figure 2.5 “Dimensions of the Human Figure,” by Ernest Irving Freese (1934) in
Charles Ramsey and Harold Sleeper, Architectural Graphic Standards, 3rd edition
(New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1941), 293.

The TSS and AGS drawings were originally published by Freese
as “Geometry of the Human Figure” and changed in the handbooks
to “Dimensions of the Human Figure” where they are described as
“the average or normal adult.” Neufert’s identity for
Bauentwurfslehre is a geometrically proportioned figure (see Figure
2.1b).26 The normal standard human of the handbooks is derived
both from a proportional canon and from statistical averages of
body measurements. Average dimensions produced minimum
standards that were derived from and conflated with ideal views of
existence. In this way, “normal” as average was also conceived of
as “normal” as ideal. In the first half of the twentieth century, the
mathematical average was called “normal” which also became a
desirable standard or goal. For example, the medical text Body
Mechanics in Health and Disease with five editions from 1934 to
1952, whose authors worked with the Taylor Society, identified
three body types: Thin, Stocky, and the ideal between them,
Normal (see Figure 2.6).27 While both of the extremes were
considered physically and psychologically inferior—the slender type
was described as “inclined to be dogmatic and fanatical”—the
normal type was judged to be without psychological faults. The
attitude of the time equated the geometrical and proportional “ideal”
with the dimensional “average.”



Figure 2.6 “Posture Standards for Thin-Type Boys,” Joel Goldthwait, Lloyd Brown,
Loring Swaim, and John Kuhns, Body Mechanics in Health and Disease (Philadelphia:
Lippincott, 1952), Figure 11.



Figure 2.7 Book cover from Modern Man In The Making by Otto Neurath © 1939 by
Alfred A. Knopf, a division of Random House, Inc.

Freese’s human figures, which he called “working drawings,”
show a single figure in elevation in a number of positions.
Represented like the industrial products that it would use, the body
is highly abstracted into straight lines with arcs and dimensioned
from centerlines. Most noticeably, the figure is shown as a
silhouette, very much like Viennese sociologist Otto Neurath’s
ISOTYPE symbol for “man.” 28 Neurath’s symbols (many created
by artist Gerd Arntz), were intentionally minimal to emphasize
factuality and avoid emotional expression (see Figure 2.7). Neurath
explained that “the sign man has not to give the idea of a special
person with the name XY, but to be representative of the animal
man.”29 These silhouettes, strikingly similar to the handbooks’
figures, omitted perspectival depth to make them appear flat and
objective. The shadow as user is absent of any inner life or
individual character. The handbooks’ figures were also widely
imitated in architectural drawings where scale figures were often
traced from handbooks.30 these architects’ people, often abstract
and unrelated to their environments, are aptly described by Marco



Frascari as “biped balloons with pointed feet and floating heads.”31

Absent of any character or ontological value, these are
representations of users, men without qualities and results,
according to Frascari, from “the alienation of human corporality
from the business of building.” When the abstract user populates
an architect’s drawing, architects tend to think more abstractly
about design as well.



Figure 2.8 (a) “Amerikanische Reinigungsgasse,” in Ernst Neufert, Bauentwurfslehre
(Berlin: Bauwelt, 1936), 246; (b) “Crotch Spray,” in “Planning the Gymnasium,”
Architectural Record 73 (February 1933): 137–144, 143.

Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, the idea of
function in architecture was understood as an intimate
choreography between the body of the user and the building.
Because of their substantial built-in equipment, the kitchen and
bathroom became paradigms exemplifying a close relation between
body, building, and use. Perhaps the clearest, if rather unsettling,
example of functional fitness is illustrated by Neufert from the Yale
University Gymnasium by John Russell Pope (see Figure 2.8).32

The state-of-the-art equipment includes a “crotch spray” that the
exclusively male student user was required to straddle as he
entered the third-floor swimming pool. In Neufert’s representation, it
becomes a universal body cleansing system, not unlike later
mechanized car washes. Body and building are virtually united in
passing through this narrow chamber.



Figure 2.9 “Kitchens, Critical dimensions, Comfortable working heights,” in John
Hancock Callender, editor-in-chief, Time-Saver Standards: A Handbook of
Architectural Design, 4th edition (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1966), 968. Reproduced
with permission of The McGraw-Hill Companies.

Over time with later editions in the second half of the twentieth
century, handbooks began introducing a wider and wider range for
the normal human; adding dimensions for children, women, and
finally ranges of people’s heights as well as people in wheelchairs.33

In Callender’s first 1966 edition of TSS, the critical dimensions for
planning kitchens were newly introduced as based on a specifically
female figure (see Figure 2.9).34 Yet, the ideology of the standard
user remains at the core of the handbook’s procedure, even though
the dimensioning became more nuanced. The normal man of the
handbooks thereby laid the groundwork for the appearance and the
idea of the user in architecture.

The handbooks’ multiplication of user dimensions coincides with
the shift from functional fitness to functional flexibility during the
latter half of the twentieth century.35 The proliferation of the word
“user” appears along with the rise of flexibility. While flexibility gives
the appearance of choice, the idea of the user remains restricted.
When flexibility is proposed through the manipulation of a kit of
technical parts, such as moving walls, it requires a “user’s manual”



that regulates users’ interactions with their environment. Or, when
flexibility is achieved through open undifferentiated space, it has
only quantity without quality, so that the user is confined within its
abstractness. As Henri Lefebvre writes, abstract space creates
users who cannot recognize themselves within it. When functional
flexibility is approached in either of these ways, the use-value of the
environment is predetermined, rather than created by occupants.
Scientific management created a particular notion of the worker,
including the housewife, as a producer. The architectural
handbooks adopted this idea and extended it to the totality of a
person’s activities; transforming the worker into the user.

Boredom and the User Experience
The name by which occupants of buildings are conceived is not
neutral.36 A “user” specifies a person in opposition to a producer as
one who “passively experiences whatever is imposed upon them.”37

The word “user” was born with the rise of consumerism in the
twentieth century. Christine Frederick, who popularized scientific
management in the home, in 1929 characterized the housewife as
a user of time-saving appliances and emphasized that “women
want to know what an appliance does, not how it works or is made.”
She concluded that “use, use, and results constitute the bull’s eye
of every consumer’s buying target.”38 Similarly in architecture,
users are understood in relation to their presumed interaction with
equipment and space. Callender’s study was self-described as
“consumer research in housing.”39 While the term “user” was
adopted slowly in the architectural discourse, it is telling that one
early instance of its use is in relation to the enormous Pentagon
building that appears in a 1943 article that focused on its planning
for “quiet efficiency and tremendous production.” The article
predicts: “Here is the picture of a future architecture in which



buildings will be linked to their users by smooth-flowing traffic
networks.”40 Even if the first editions of the handbooks rarely
employed the word “user,” they already presented the image and
idea of the user for architectural practice. The building occupant is
defined in relation to “user needs” and handbooks are a vehicle to
specify the physical nature of those needs. This notion of needs
itself also appears in the twentieth century and with it the authority
of experts who could both articulate and solve users’ needs.41 In
this sense, the handbooks were vehicles for both creating a
problem and imposing a solution.

With mass production and the tedium of assembly lines, workers
confronted boredom, what Lillian Gilbreth described as “monotony,
often thought to be the chief factor in fatigue.”42 While the body
was understood as a human motor subject to fatigue, the goal of
efficiency was to minimize it and even the handbooks were touted
as making architectural practice more efficient. Architects used
efficiency and fatigue to describe the nature of the relationship
between user and building, arguing that a well-designed building
maximizes efficiency and minimizes fatigue.43 The fatigue of
monotonous work was expected to be balanced by an increase in
leisure time, Lillian Gilbreth’s “happiness minutes.” Despite having
more time, paradoxically “modern man and woman are bored
[l’ennui] at home,” noted Le Corbusier. While, according to Joseph
Pieper, in the premodern world, leisure (otium) was understood as
a time for active contemplation that could deepen one’s relationship
to the world, in the early twentieth century it became an interval of
rest or mere amusement whose main purpose is to prepare for
more work.44 It is not a coincidence that the term boredom (which
has no clear etymology) begins to appear in the English vocabulary
only in the nineteenth century along with the Industrial Revolution
and this new understanding of leisure.45

A pervasive disease of modernity, boredom is related to the



conception of a person as a user. The same article that describes
the users of the Pentagon refers to the building itself as boring: “the
vast and boring expanse of windows, cornices and columns.”46

Boredom results in meaninglessness and indifference “and thereby
the things themselves are experienced as insubstantial. They
appear to the blasé person in an evenly flat and gray tone; no one
object deserves preference over any other.” Georg Simmel’s blasé
whose “life in boundless pursuit of pleasure” leads to an incapacity
to react and engage with the world, is very much like the bored
modern man.47 The user, like the shadowy images in the
handbooks, is defined through his or her outward consumption of
things and lacks any inner character. A key aspect of boredom is
that it is found both in the subject, as emptiness, and in the world,
which is devoid of content, corresponding with the modern
abstraction of both space and users.48 The user as a man without
qualities is paralleled by an experience without qualities in generic
flexible space that was produced both in capitalist and communist
economies.49

Constrained through its origins in consumerism, the “user
experience” is approached through the design of a product rather
than the imagination of the person. In this way, the authority
remains with the object. As theorist Elizabeth Goodstein remarks,
“in modernity, experience is defined … by its own disappearance.”50

In an effort to overcome user boredom, products are made to be
more stimulating, rather than engaging, which quickly subsides and
requires yet further stimulus. Similarly, the response to boring
generic space created by normative practices is to produce ever-
more formal novelty in building design that cannot solve the
underlying problem of user boredom.

The user, almost by definition the bored modern man, ultimately
becomes as empty as the undifferentiated space of flexibility itself,



having no internal life, only exterior dimension and function. Since
the user as defined by the handbooks is an historical concept, an
alternative to it is to design for people as inhabitants of buildings.
Unlike the user with the absence of character, an inhabitant builds
an edifying habitus that is the cultural dressing of life’s events with
chosen and acquired characters where an individual’s mental and
physical life could contribute to enculturating a place. This is not the
narrow meaning of habit as boring, thoughtless repetition, but the
active engagement of what Pierre Bourdieu calls the habitus.51

Understanding building occupants as inhabitants encourages
neither functional fitness nor flexibility; rather it is conducive to an
architecture with specific characters that invites the interaction of
the whole person. An alternative to the bifurcation of function and
aesthetics in the handbooks is, as Dutch architect Herman
Hertzberger advocates, that “users become inhabitants.”52

The handbooks did not introduce the word “user” for the
inhabitants of buildings, although they did define the user’s identity
and image. In a curious turn of fate, however, the handbooks did
create the new architect; without suggesting stylistic directions, they
provided the basis for a new practice of architecture. The word
“user” that was inserted in the introduction to the first edition of
Time-Saver Standards did not describe the dweller; instead it
referred to the architect as the “user” of the manual. This suggests
that the architect’s function itself is being reconsidered: rather than
the expert planner determining the lives of others as building users,
the designer now becomes a small part of the standardization
process and the practice of architecture must increasingly conform
to the requirements of the construction industry.
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Chapter 3
Laboratory modules and the
subjectivity of the knowledge
worker
William J. Rankin

For those in search of a whipping boy for the evils of modern
capitalism, the corporate research laboratory seems like an easy
choice. Seeing these buildings from a passing car or a low-flying
airplane (as in Figure 3.1 or 3.2), they might appear to reinforce
any number of clichés about the kind of people—and the kind of
knowledge—created when profit reigns supreme.1 Their monolithic,
repetitive architecture conjures images of the man in the gray
flannel suit, stripped of individuality and creativity, rotting in New
Jersey. Their huge lawns and manicured trees hint that these are
closed, isolated fortresses that do not produce disinterested
knowledge for the betterment of humanity, but instrumental
knowledge that serves only the logic of capital. After all, aren’t
these the places where nicotine is shown to be non-addictive,
where rabbits are tortured to make cosmetics, and where promising
young researchers trade their scholarly ambitions for a generous
paycheck?

The chronology here is likewise suggestive. The first of these
mega-facilities was built in the late 1930s. Spurred by the triple
intersection of big business, architectural modernism, and war—all



of which have a pesky reputation for certain flavors of
authoritarianism—over the course of the 1940s the typological
principles of the corporate laboratory were adopted almost
universally. By 1950, the same design ideas were applied not just to
the sprawling sites of GE, GM, or IBM, but to the more modest
facilities of the American Can, Hercules Powder, and Pure Oil
companies as well. Even academia and the government came to
follow corporate precedent, and professional agreement about the
qualities of a well-designed research space has remained
remarkably stable in the decades since. One could hardly ask for a
tidier tale of the corruptions of Mammon.

Corporate laboratories are indeed a crucial site for understanding
the relationship between science, architecture, and capitalism, but
their importance is only obscured by this kind of politics of
suspicion. Instead of simply projecting our pessimism onto these
buildings, I want to analyze how they were designed; in particular, I
want to understand what arguments they make about the needs
and personalities of their inhabitants. Have corporations actually
treated their employees as soulless automatons? Can we
distinguish architectures of repression from those that promote
individual autonomy and creativity? Are twentieth-century
knowledge workers simply the white-collar version of their exploited
assembly-line predecessors?

The premise of my analysis is that mid-century laboratory design
was not simply a question of constructing a building of adequate
size that didn’t leak; it was instead a kind of pragmatic social
theory. Modernist laboratories involved an ongoing discussion
among managers, scientists, and architects about the
characteristics of the productive “research man” and the still-
undefined nature of corporate research. My argument here is that
the goal of these designers and managers was not to establish
strict control, but to foster appropriate forms of creativity; in the



ideal laboratory the interests of scientists and science managers
would be the same. The result was an architecture which resisted
the top-down imposition of order in favor of techniques of power
which were positive instead of negative and imbued its inhabitants
with genuine agency. The relevant analytic model here is much less
Foucault’s panopticon than it is his later work on governmentality:
the laboratory was understood as an apparatus which would
provide both freedom and control, but in a manner which did not set
these two ideas in opposition. The goal of management was
enablement, and adequate autonomy could only be the product of
adequate direction.

Figure 3.1 The Esso Research Center in Linden, New Jersey. Were it not for the large
corporate logo on the side of the building (seen on the left), this massive building
might easily be mistaken for a socialist housing block. Designed by Voorhees, Walker,
Foley, and Smith; opened in 1948. From Charles Haines, “Planning the Scientific
Laboratory,” Architectural Record 108 (July 1950): 107.



Figure 3.2 Aerial view of the Johns-Manville Research Center in Manville, New Jersey.
Designed by Shreve, Lamb, and Harmon; opened 1949. From Clifford Rassweiler,
“The Johns-Manville Research Center Six Years Later,” Architectural Record 118
(September 1955): 222.

Taking laboratories seriously as objects of theoretical interest
thus has clear implications for understanding knowledge workers
and knowledge capitalism in general. Although there is little
ambiguity about the basic facts of corporate-style science—namely
the reorganization of research into multidisciplinary teams and the
rejection of (academic) genius in favor of social conformity—there
has, as my opening paragraph suggests, been longstanding debate
about whether these changes represented a subversion of science
(the manipulation of unwitting scientists by the military–industrial
complex) or simply a new form of patronage and a new career path
for those uninterested in the academic life. Analyzing laboratory
design avoids the question of whether corporate managers’
statements about the importance of openness were made in good
faith, as the laboratories which were actually built suggest that
laboratory planners did not see a dichotomy between conspiratorial



coercion and unbridled freedom. In other words, looking at what
architects and managers actually did gives us new insight into what
they said; it also makes it clear that the marriage of science and the
corporation did not involve compromise or mutual contamination,
but a self-conscious interest in creating a new social form.

Designing for Flexibility: The Module and the Human
Being

The most prominent of the first wave of corporate laboratories was
the Murray Hill, New Jersey, unit of Bell Laboratories, designed in
1939 by the now-obscure New York firm of Voorhees, Walker,
Foley & Smith (VWFS) and opened in late 1941. Its salient features
were the liberal use of movable interior partitions and a spacious
forested site; it was by far the largest of the new modernist
laboratories, and quickly became the standard against which later
buildings would be judged. With the Second World War proving the
virtues of flexible space and geographic isolation, by the end of the
decade the Bell Laboratories approach was “universally agreed
upon” and had been codified in the architectural press, research-
management trade journals, special laboratory-design handbooks,
and scores of built projects.2 VWFS became the acknowledged
source of laboratory-design expertise, and even though later
laboratories by more prominent modernists like Eero Saarinen and
Skidmore, Owings & Merrill received more exposure, they stayed
remarkably close to the precedents set in the late 1930s.

The methods used to design these buildings were a radical break
from the discipline-specific room layouts and Beaux-Arts planning
that had defined earlier laboratories. Disciplinary specificity was
replaced by a new emphasis on universality; “flexibility” and
“expansibility” were the new watchwords. And instead of hiring
architects to arrange custom-designed rooms into a commodious



whole, architects and managers began to collaborate on a new
object of interest—the “module.”
The module was the primary device of positive power deployed in
the corporate laboratory. The use of modules helped guarantee
flexibility and increase the legibility of the research process to
management, but they were also the device that laboratory
planners used to understand the kinds of people that would inhabit
the lab and the kind of knowledge they would produce. Ultimately,
thinking through modules ended up highlighting the social
processes of research and obviated any zero-sum tradeoff between
the needs of creative scientists and the needs of the corporation.

Physically, the module was simply a planning unit corresponding
to the laboratory or office space needed by one researcher, and the
eventual plan of a building would often be nothing more than a
multiplication of the module to accommodate all of a laboratory’s
staff, plus special areas for the cafeteria or library and outbuildings
to accommodate wind tunnels, nuclear reactors, or bulk material
storage. At Bell Laboratories, for example, there were three kinds
of module, for laboratory, office, and combination laboratory/office
space. These modules were arranged into a T, which was then
repeated to generate the overall plan of the building (see Figure
3.3). Other common arrangements had wings of only laboratory or
office modules, or different kind of modules facing each other
across a double-loaded corridor. Modules were almost always
separated from each other by movable metal partitions or easily-
demountable clay-brick walls, and the laboratory for a research
group might comprise several modules merged together. Since
every module could handle any task, research groups were not
tethered to specific parts of the building and management could
move or consolidate them as needed.



Figure 3.3 Module plans (top) and overall plan (bottom) of the first phase of Bell
Laboratories in Murray Hill, New Jersey, designed 1939, opened 1941 (in 1949 a
second building with a similar design would double the size of the laboratory). The
top of the T shows sixteen laboratory modules, in the middle are twelve
laboratory/office modules, and the bottom stem of the T contains eleven office
modules. This T is then repeated (with rotation) six times to generate the typical floor
plan. For clarity, this version is from Charles S. Haines, “Bell Telephone
Laboratories,” in Laboratory Design, ed. H. S. Coleman (New York, 1951), 339;



drawings originally published in the early 1940s.

For the architects and managers who embraced the module as
the organizing principle of the flexible laboratory, however, one
word took precedence even over flexibility—“human.” They took
pains to point out that the “human module” was about the “human
needs” of researchers, since these researchers were the only
justification for an expensive new laboratory. On a purely technical
level, the module was thus seen to have more in common with an
airplane cockpit than a typical room, with no clear boundary
between furniture, services, or structure: the module was a kind of
prosthetic, a set of tools lying in wait for inspiration to strike. But
this approach raised several important questions. First, what were
the needs of the scientist? When the goal of research was to create
novelty, trying to predict spatial requirements too closely would be
grossly counterproductive. More importantly, however, where were
the boundaries between engineering needs, intellectual needs, and
psychological needs? Even the best engineering systems would be
worthless without feelings of curiosity, excitement, and high morale.
In asking these questions, laboratory planners problematized the
scientist as a new object of inquiry; as a result, the module also
departed from much of the conventional wisdom of modern
architecture.

The first lesson of the module was that the apparently simple
problem of providing the scientist adequate space, light, and
services (while minimizing cost) required a new kind of knowledge
about scientists’ work habits. Managers and architects put
themselves in the position of social scientists, treating research as
an empirical problem which required studying the actual use of
space by actual researchers. The design process for a new
laboratory often included extensive study of other companies’
modules or the construction of full-scale module mockups for
studying finer adjustments, and debates on the scale of inches



could be heated and protracted.3
Responding to a long-standing desire for more systematic

knowledge of research work, in the mid- and late 1950s the Nuffield
Foundation, a British charitable trust, conducted extensive on-site
analysis of working laboratories to study bench use, necessary light
levels, and utilization of office versus laboratory space; its
publications were widely reproduced in the management and
architectural press. From the mass of data, two major conclusions
emerged, both of which were largely seen as a codification of
existing design principles. First, requirements for space and
services were found to vary only between scientists and assistants,
not between disciplines. At least in terms of architecture, the needs
of chemistry, physics, and biology were more similar than different,
and the real design question was one of providing space
appropriate to the composition of the research team (scientists
spent much more time reading and writing than assistants). Second
was consciousness of what is now known as the “long tail”: the
importance of the large deviations from normal found near the
edges of a statistical distribution. Even though researchers spent
the majority of their time using little or no bench space, or requiring
only modest illumination, the largest needs for space or lighting
would be formidable indeed. Similar to flood-control engineers
planning for a hundred-year storm, the Nuffield studies gave
recommendations for amenities that would be used for only one
percent of a researcher’s tasks.4 While the immediate goal of this
approach was to make module design more systematic, it also
advanced a working theory of the circumscribed autonomy of the
corporate researcher. Simultaneously individuated and
universalized, s/he was found to be unpredictably creative, yet
always operating within certain natural statistical limits.

This duality of creative subject and manageable object was
reinforced through considerations of a more psychological nature.



Architects and managers liked to point out that in the design of a
module, there should be no conceptual distinction between the
practical need for ventilation or pressurized argon and the
psychological impact of a pleasant view of the countryside.5 For
Ralph Walker, the lead designer of VWFS who apparently
introduced the idea of a “module” into laboratory planning with the
design of Bell Laboratories, all these needs were in fact identical, as
the only measure of a successful building was the well-being of its
occupants. Walker opened a 1957 collection of his essays by
writing that modern architecture needs more investigation of “new
techniques concerning the understanding of human physiology and
psychology, and fewer imitations based on a shallow acceptance of
building techniques as the only guiding philosophy.” What was
needed was not “the clever arrangement of queer unhuman
modules,” but “an architecture of human relations.” 6 Judging from
their in-group conversation in books and trade journals, science
managers were in complete agreement.

Since the goal was to maximize a researcher’s creativity over the
course of an entire career, the human factors of emotional
camaraderie and long-term conflict-avoidance were much more
important than maintaining day-to-day output, and managers
tended to see the nurturing of morale as one of their most valuable
skills. Good morale, in turn, was largely a question of creating the
right environment. In addition to liberal policies for publication,
benefits, and attendance at scientific conferences, research
managers consistently cited the psychological benefits of a well-
designed laboratory. Well-designed laboratories were credited with
almost magical powers, able to increase productivity, health, and
loyalty while decreasing turnover and internecine squabbles over
resources.7

With the linking of morale and architecture, the module became a
strategic asset in a larger managerial reconceptualization of



freedom and control. As with the Human Relations management
movement more generally, the idea that anonymous workers would
be led by omniscient managers had no place in the corporate
laboratory. For a prominent manager like Kenneth Mees, long-time
research director at Eastman-Kodak, the research director’s job
should not be to direct at all, but “to protect the worker from those
who would direct,” especially auditors, accountants, and top
management.8 Good management required that strategies of top-
down direction be replaced by those where organization and
individual autonomy could become mutually supportive instead of
antagonistic. As Mees and his colleague John Leermakers summed
up this approach, “it is desirable to keep organization in a research
laboratory as informal as possible, but this must not be carried to a
point where the men are uncertain of their status and position.”9

Similarly, a survey of research managers by the Harvard Business
School found that “the research worker wants and needs a
considerable amount of freedom … [but] he does not desire an
absence of supervision or planning.”10 The module was the spatial
manifestation of this both/and strategy. As researchers, scientists
were found to have similar spatial requirements and were given
services to match; as emotional human beings, managers argued
that scientists’ feelings of self-worth and belonging would be
strengthened by the egalitarian nature of the repetitive module. At
the same time, this same repetitive logic also made the laboratory
legible and adjustable by management. So at least in theory, the
more rigorous the system, the more scientists’ individual creativity
and satisfaction would be furthered, not stymied, by the
involvement of management.

The Subjectivity of the Module: Machinic Grids vs
Psychological Sausages



Considered only within the context of corporate psychology, it is
tempting to see the module as but a clever tool of social control;
when also seen as part of the history of architecture, however, this
view becomes increasingly untenable. Though it continued many of
the traditions of early-twentieth-century design, the corporate
laboratory module was a purposeful rejection of others, and the
modular laboratory was an attempt to intervene in the much larger
cultural discussion about the relationship between modern building
and modern subjectivity. Indeed, the force and specificity of
modular design are perhaps best understood in relation to the wider
discourse of mid-century architectural modernism. Walker, although
virtually unknown today and categorized by historians as a “timid”
and second-rate modernist, was at the time a well known and
fiercely vocal critic of the dominant avant-gardes. He had no
patience for their apparent complicity with the deindividualizing logic
of the machine age and mass culture, and his module was a direct
response to this machinic vision of modernity.11

Walker’s module broke ranks with dominant ideas of modernism
in two important ways. First, it represented a disavowal of the
widespread interest in the separation of architectural systems. For
architects allied with the arch-modernist Le Corbusier or the
program of the Congrès International d’Architecture Moderne
(CIAM), architecture was seen as a collection of independent
tectonic parts, each obeying their own logic and hierarchically
related to each other. Structure was primary, facades and interior
walls were secondary, and mechanical services were tertiary. Thus
columns should be pulled back from the facade, interior partitions
should not necessarily align with the columns, and mechanical
services were best left to mechanical engineers. The anti-tectonic
nature of the VWFS module is perhaps best seen by comparing two
drawings of modernist laboratories from the late 1930s, alike in
content but quite different in conception.



Figure 3.4 shows the laboratory space of the Imperial Chemical
Industries laboratories outside of Manchester, designed by the
Russian-born modernist Serge Chermayeff. Figure 3.5 is a drawing
of the module system at Bell Laboratories. (These two drawings
were widely published in the 1940s, but the ICI project was almost
never mentioned by later laboratory planners.) The ICI drawing
seems to show a building in the process of being constructed: the
windows have been installed, the hallway (and thus ventilation
system) is half-complete, and the fitting out of the laboratory
spaces is proceeding from right to left. The drawing implies an
additive logic of distinct systems: the window system, the ventilation
system, the piping system, the partition and bench system. In
contrast, the Bell Laboratories drawing shows a finished building
which has subsequently been cut to reveal its insides. Windows are
cut off mid-mullion; structural columns are severed and shown
embedded in their soffits. There is no visual hierarchy between
structure, services, or partitions. The message is that everything is
equally important, and the project should be evaluated from the
point of view of the occupant, not the builder.



Figure 3.4 Drawing of the laboratory space for ICI laboratories outside of Manchester,
designed by Serge Chermayeff and opened in 1938. The building is shown composed
of additive systems, each complete in itself and independent from the others. From
“Laboratories at Blackley, Manchester,” Architectural Review 83 (March 1938): 122.



Figure 3.5 Drawing of modules at Bell Laboratories, showing a complete system with
very little hierarchy, as it might be evaluated by an actual researcher. “Structural
Column,” “Heating,” and “Telephone” are all called out on equal terms. For clarity,
this version from Nuffield Foundation, The Design of Research Laboratories (London,
1961), 21; drawing originally published in the early 1940s.

Second, and not unrelated, the very notion of “module” employed
by VWFS and later laboratory planners was significant ly different
from the more common understanding of the term by other
architects. To the casual reader of the architectural press in the
1950s, the natural context of any mention of modularity would have
been standardized construction, and the word “module” would have
referred to a standardized dimensional unit. This constructional
module was fundamentally a one-dimensional concept, similar to
the centuries-old use of “module” or “modulus” to refer to the width
of the base of a classical column. As a one-dimensional unit, this
kind of module was used to provide a framework for locating the



dimensions of a building. “Modular coordination,” as this technique
was called, was part of architects’ efforts since at least the First
World War to rationalize the construction industry and make
housing amenable to mass-production techniques. (For example, if
the building-component industry could agree to cut lumber only in
multiples of four inches, and architects designed using the same
lengths, there would be no need for builders to custom-cut every
board on site.) By the 1940s, enthusiasm for constructional
modules was widespread amongst builders, professional architects,
and standardizers of all stripes. The French standards association
(AFNOR) issued the first “modulation” standard in September 1942;
the American Standards Association followed suit in 1945, and by
the time of a 1961 UN report on modular coordination, agreements
on standardized units were in effect in thirty countries in Europe
and the Americas.12

Figure 3.6 The infinitely extensive, subdividing logic of the construction module. The



grid became a primary feature of space, existing as a matrix into which the building
would fit. From the European Productivity Agency (of the EEC), Modular Co-
ordination in Building (Paris, 1957), 29.

Despite these eminently practical ends, this kind of module was
thoroughly abstract in conception. When used by working
architects, the construction module would be manifest as a grid on
the drafter’s page, spaced in intervals of (usually) four scaled
inches or ten centimeters. When drawing large-scale construction
details, the drafter would simply ensure that the most important
joints would line up with the lines on the paper: “the gridlines make
everything fit” was the slogan of the modular detail. But the
promoters of modularity stressed that the grid was not just a
drafting tool; it was an invisible principle of order, permeating all
space, and its orthogonal logic should be kept in mind even when
drawing at small scales.13 Even in the most practical of pamphlets
and articles, the module was depicted as an all-encompassing
Cartesian abstraction, relatively indifferent to scale or orientation. In
Figure 3.6, from a publication of the European Productivity Agency,
the module and the grid reference only themselves: whether the
module be ten centimeters, four inches, or five miles, the system is
the same.

In contrast to the space of the infinite grid, conceptually empty
and subdivided into constructional quanta, the space of the
laboratory module is full, complete, and additive. Walker described
his module as “dimensional only through its use factors”; that is, it
was not standardized based on the needs of efficient construction
—or even dimensionality at all—but rather around the “human
needs” of the scientist. As such, it was a fundamentally three-
dimensional concept, a “unit of space” that Charles Haines, a later
partner of Walker’s, argued “must be complete in its repetition.”
There is no such thing as a module without its full array of services,
and a 12’ × 18’ module cannot simply be resized to 8’ × 12’ without



becoming useless.14 The use of this kind of modularity—ubiquitous
in laboratory design, but sometimes found in the planning of
schools, offices, or hospitals as well—meant that, like a children’s
set of wooden blocks, a building would be essentially nothing but a
collection of modules stacked together. Each additional module
would represent an extension of a system rather than the filling-in
of a preexisting system. Instead of being grid-based, the buildings
that would commonly result are known by architects as “sausages”:
a horizontal extrusion of a basic cross-section that, like a sausage,
can be cut off at any point to make a building.15

These architectural differences reveal two different attitudes
about the type of human subject that would occupy modern
architecture. In the intellectual history of modernism, the abstract
dimensional module is mostly remembered as part of the postwar
attempts of architects like Ernst Neufert, Le Corbusier, or Ezra
Ehrenkrantz to couple the benefits of standardized construction
with universal dimensional systems derived from the timeless
proportions of the golden section or the Fibonacci series. These
systems—Le Corbusier’s 1948 Modulor and Ehrenkrantz’s 1956
Modular Number Pattern were the best known in the United States
—often made reference to human dimensions, but they took as
their subject an idealized, unitary man (and rarely, a woman) of
exactly average height and proportions—Neufert’s man was always
175 centimeters tall; Le Corbusier’s was six feet. The use of this
modern-day homme moyen reduced human considerations to
purely physical questions of clearances and ergonomics.
Architectural historian Reinhold Martin has recently argued that this
attitude was tantamount to treating humans as yet another kind of
modular unit; for Martin, it suggests that the postwar dimensional
module was at the vanguard of a much broader Human-Relations-
inspired false consciousness of the “individual” and his or her
consumer “choice” (scare-quotes his)—the creation of a hollowed-



out modular subject “always already a product of the [corporate]
machine.” 16

Yet the corporate laboratory module, with its architectural de-
emphasis of rationalization in favor of researcher-centric flexibility
and researcher-scaled spatial units, suggests that the kind of
subject actually posited by corporations was expressly not this
alienated automaton. The very fact that mid-century capitalism
came increasingly to rely on novelty for its survival meant that
emptying out the individual’s agentive core was exactly what
corporate managers wanted to avoid. The architectural approach of
studying and then accommodating this idiosyncratic individual in his
or her fullest range, not averaging to create a standard, indicates
that for the corporation, the needs and personality of the human at
the center of the laboratory module were a priori unmasterable.

These different attitudes about the human subject went hand in
hand with different attitudes about efficiency and flexibility. In its
alliance with rationalized building, the dimensional module
represented a continuation of a long-standing interest among many
architects in the social project of Taylorism. Before the Second
World War, several prominent architects—Hannes Meyer, Grete
Lihotzky, and Le Corbusier foremost among them—had argued that
just as Taylor’s minute analysis of workers hauling pig-iron had led
to his perfection of that process, architects should examine the
processes of everyday life in order to design the scientifically
optimum envelope for living or working.17 Lihotzky’s Frankfurt
kitchen, for example, was designed to be the perfect architectural
match for the work process of the typical German housewife, a kind
of human–architectural machine ensemble. While similar to the
corporate laboratory module in some respects, the mass-produced
Frankfurt kitchen suggested that there was only one ideal solution
to the problem of women’s work, and actual housewives found it
almost comically inflexible.18 If there was flexibility in rationalized



building, it tended to be what Ehrenkrantz called “flexibility through
standardization”: achieving the greater good of rational
interchangeability through some suppression of the autonomy of
both the designer and the occupant.19 Walker, however, reserved
his fiercest vitriol for exactly this kind of thinking. He was especially
harsh on the “huckster” Le Corbusier, who “exalt[ed] the machine
over humanity” and considered individuals only in the abstract, not
“in their own expressed opinions.” For Walker, approaching social
problems through constructional efficiency could only lead to the
worker being “a tenant in the servile mass,” dwelling in “insect
hives.”20 Corporate architecture has often been critiqued for its
alleged abdication of the social ambitions of high modernism, but as
Walker and his clients made clear, the corporation did not lack a
social consciousness, it simply saw radical technocracy as a stifling
and self-defeating strategy.



Figure 3.7 Plan of Connecticut Spring Corporation in Farmington, Connecticut,
designed by Walter Green. The process of spring manufacture is inscribed into the
plan, as the flow of material from the loading dock in the lower left, through the
building, and back to the loading dock, is shown with the dashed arrows. This is a
design for a building-sized machine. From Architectural Record 130 (November 1961):
181.

Looking at the hundreds of nearly-identical floor plans of
corporate laboratories built in the 1950s and 1960s, there seems to
be a paradox at the heart of laboratory design, one concerning
precisely this relationship between flexibility and the human subject.
Planning for an uncertain future and attending to the researcher’s
needs produced buildings which can seem quite inhuman in their
use of monotonous, repetitive modules. Conversely, Taylorist-



inspired design seems attuned to local specificity, as the lesson of
modernism for many architects was to match a building to its
contents in an organic, symmetric relationship. But the actual
relationship between human and building is the opposite. For Le
Corbusier and Ehrenkrantz, the problem of modern architecture
was finding the socially optimal balance between individual
autonomy and the rational (repressive) logic of the machine age; as
Le Corbusier argued from the 1920s through to the end of his life,
the architect’s role was that of an enforcer: “We must create the
mass-production spirit. The spirit of constructing mass-production
houses. The spirit of living in mass-production houses.” 21



Figure 3.8 Koppers Company Research Center in Monroeville, Pennsylvania, designed
by Voorhees Walker Smith Smith & Haines (successor to VWFS). Wings of office and



laboratory modules seem almost maniacally repetitive, but note that the lines between
modules are dashed, showing a flexible system instead of any predefined
arrangement; not even doors are indicated. Just as the spring factory is a diagram of a
machine process, this plan is a diagram of an organizational system for negotiating
between the individual and the collective. From Architectural Record 130 (November
1961): 179.

For Walker and his corporate colleagues, the problem was
entirely different. Instead of seeing architecture as a coercive force,
they understood it as a tool for moderating morale and provoking
creativity. The rationality of the laboratory module was not about
immediate constructional efficiency, but long-term human efficacy.
Consider the somewhat arbitrary examples in Figures 3.7 and 3.8,
a spring factory and an industrial laboratory published side by side
in Architectural Record and praised equally for their flexibility.22

Whatever their immediate visual impact, the grid-like spring factory
ultimately argues that the manufacturing process, including its
human aspects, can be fully understood and mapped directly onto
a floor plan (the arrows show the flow of material through the
plant), while the sausage-like laboratory suggests that the process
of research can never be fully understood, and that the best that
architecture can offer is an adaptable infrastructure, a series of
well-equipped boxes.

The Generalization of the Corporate Ideal
Understanding the corporate laboratory has importance beyond
recapturing the goals of mid-century scientists, managers, and
architects, since in the decades after Bell Laboratories, the kind of
user (and the kind of knowledge) posited by the laboratory has
become the general template of the knowledge economy quite
broadly. I mean this in two senses. First, the design principles of
the corporate laboratory have been adopted so universally that
nearly all lab space is built to the corporate ideal, a flexible



container for an inherently social activity, where change is rapid and
disciplinary boundaries respected only in their crossing.23 Second,
and more profoundly, the arguments that the corporate lab made
about the knowledge worker—as a person who is knowable but not
controllable—no longer seem controversial. They are a truism of
dot-com innovation, biotech startups, and the increasingly porous
boundary between academic and corporate research.

Indeed, I would argue that the overall logic of knowledge
capitalism is quite consonant with Ralph Walker’s architectural
ideals. For many observers of the cultural impact of the modern
corporation—from cultural pessimists like William Whyte or
Reinhold Martin to such neo-Marxists as Harry Braverman or David
Noble—the logic of capital is a repressive juggernaut, the inevitable
deskilling and will-to-control of the rational factory writ large. But
laboratory planners’ understanding of the creative scientist reminds
us that even monopoly capitalism relied on relatively autonomous
subjects to produce novelty, and the creativity and intellectual
freedom of these subjects was the explicit goal of management, not
a hard-won compromise between power-hungry capitalists and
disgruntled scientists. However one might critique knowledge
capitalism, it therefore becomes difficult to characterize it as
dominating through the imposition of control on otherwise free
subjects, at least without resorting to unhelpful ideas of widespread
false consciousness or conspiracies without identifiable agents.
Instead, the laboratory’s push for a win–win relationship between
research workers and managers suggests that knowledge
capitalism is not based around these kinds of dichotomies at all.
The strategies used to organize corporate research, both
architecturally and managerially, did not coopt a more natural form
of science; they were the very means by which scientific research
was understood and made legible to scientists and managers alike.

In other words, knowledge and capitalism are not unchanging



categories that came together only imperfectly; rather, the
epistemology of corporate research realized by the modernist
laboratory—where knowledge is a product, but one produced in an
entirely different way from manufactured goods—requires a
reconsideration of both the nature of knowledge and the nature of
the corporation.
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Chapter 4
Architects, users, and the social
sciences in postwar America
Avigail Sachs

In a 1972 report published by the Educational Facilities Laboratories
(EFL), the author cautioned his readers:

One of our biggest blind spots is our failure to recognize that
the ultimate responsibility for planning lies with the users
themselves. This is not to say that naïve or untrained people
should design buildings. But it does say that using a building
is very much the business of the occupants themselves.1

The EFL were not unique in their emphasis. While not new, the
term “user” rose to special prominence in architectural discourse in
the United States in the early 1960s and remained in wide use
throughout the 1970s. The interest in everyday “users” was part of
the critique of the top-down, expert-centered professional practice
associated with 1950s High Modernism. Architects argued that
architecture as it had hitherto been practiced alienated people from
their environment and forced them to sublimate their preferences
and desires to those of the designers. They contended, moreover,
that the process of meeting the needs of future users would result
in “good design.” This “good design” was not associated with any
particular aesthetic, but was generally identified as “humanized” or



“softened” as compared with postwar Modernism.2 The term “user”
thus signified not only people but also a—and for many architects
the—yardstick with which to measure the success of a design.

In the 1960s and 1970s iteration of the term, the “users” were
not just the clients or future occupants of a building, but rather any
members of the public who had a stake in a project. More
specifically, the term denoted groups of individuals whose shared
background (such as race or economic status) afforded them a
unique perspective on the built environment. Architects expected to
speak to and collaborate with “users,” when possible, but also relied
on knowledge gleaned though scientific research—assuming that if
people shared cognitive perspectives these could be revealed
through empirical and statistical methods. Working with social
scientists (especially those who defined themselves as
environment–behavior scientists), architects developed both
research methods and practical strategies with which to “know” the
users—or at least their patterns of behavior—and make their
everyday choices a factor in design decisions. The approach
seemed to hold great promise, as architect Clovis Heimsath
declared: “Many active in the field feel that behavioral design
represents the seeds of a new architecture, as potent a movement
for change as the Modern Movement was in the 1920’s.” 3

The peak in interest in everyday use and in the voices of the
“people” in the United States of the 1960s is hardly surprising, but
the convergence of the “user” and the scientific method does
require explanation, not least because many of the assumptions
that led to it continue to inform current architectural thinking and
practice, especially programming and post-occupancy evaluations.
The key to understanding this convergence is to recognize that
though the concept of the “user” was formulated in response to
public outcry, it was defined not by the protesting crowds but by
architects for architectural discourse, which is the forum in which



architects make claims to professional expertise. Architects had
begun to lay claim to scientific expertise after World War II, but in
the 1960s the scientific bent was re-shaped by a pressing need to
be “socially relevant” in the new political context. The combination
of these two trajectories produced the “user.” This essay examines
the specifics of these circumstances and highlights the extent to
which any interpretation of the “user” is, endurably, bound to the
definition of the “architect.”

The 1950s
The post World War II economic boom brought welcome relief for
architects who had been mostly unemployed for more than a
decade in the Great Depression and during the war. The return to
the work force, however, was not enough to re-establish architects’
professional credentials, which had been eclipsed by similar
professions, particularly engineering and city planning. One way to
alleviate this problem was to adopt European tenets of Modernist
practice and aesthetics. This approach was extremely effective, but
many American architects still advocated a re-professionalization of
architectural practice along American notions of expertise, which
were dominated by a celebration of science and scientific
knowledge and the growth of the research-centered university. In
postwar USA scientific research, and its application, were
associated with a multitude of desirable outcomes including
security, progress, prosperity, and democracy. Establishing
scientific credentials allowed disciplines and professions to
associate all of these with their own practice and enjoy the status
they conferred.

One aspect of the widespread scientific bent was the exponential
growth of psychology and sociology. Between 1945 and 1970 the
social sciences “came of age.” Social scientists solidified the



position of their disciplines within the burgeoning universities by
turning from loose historical explanations to scientific approaches
based in new theories and methodologies.4 Especially important
was statistical analysis, which was predicated on the assumption
that individuals carried social factors independently of other
individuals. Researchers therefore focused on populations (i.e.
random aggregates) rather than on groups formed by kinship,
shared social or economic status or race.5

The method of statistical analysis was supported by the dominant
analytical theory developed in sociology—the functionalist or
systems theory—whose main proponent was Talcott Parsons,
eminent professor at Harvard for five decades. In this theory
societies are conceived as systems of interrelated components,
each of which has meaning only in relation to the system. The main
focus in this theory was on sustaining social integration and thus
social phenomena were analyzed and explained based on their
function in supporting society as a whole. The proponents of this
theory recognized that complete social integration is never
achieved, but rather than recognize conflict within society (as other
approaches did) labeled some behavior normative and some
deviant and dysfunctional.

Crucially, the systems theory assumed that social integration is
achieved through “shared cognitive orientations”—that is, through a
pervasive set of principles, values, and morals which legitimize the
existing social, economic, and political structure. Functionalist
researchers proposed that people as individuals sublimate their own
desires to these laws of society, or more precisely internalize the
shared morals, values, and principles. This theory thus made
individuals responsible for social cohesion and regeneration, but did
not assign them agency in creating the shared principles or in
assigning meaning to these dictates. Based on these assumptions
researchers in sociology and psychology emphasized the



development of individuals in their goal to “self-actualize” as
normative members of society. Psychologist Abraham Maslow, for
example, worked with the goal of creating a normative psychology
that would “account for and encourage the full development of
human potential.” 6

The systems theory supported a robust model of professional
practice. If society functioned based on “shared principles” experts
can be conceived as those who have access to these principles and
work to interpret them for members of society. And indeed, in
postwar America scientists and professionals were endowed in
public opinion not only with knowledge but also with moral virtues:
humility, patience, steady habits, and selflessness, the central
virtues of the late-nineteenth-century Victorian American.7
Architects seeking to align themselves with the professional elite
status and this culture of expertise could adopt a “scientific” attitude
in two ways. First, they could establish themselves as primary
innovators within the rapidly expanding building industry, which was
increasingly relying on advanced technological research and
application. A second route, which ultimately led to the term “user,”
was to position architects as the professionals responsible for
human comfort and wellbeing, or more specifically, to demonstrate
that architectural decisions were applications of psychological and
sociological scientific knowledge.



Figure 4.1 A school composed of Q-Spaces—spaces for individual quest—by Perkins
and Will. (“New Schools for New Education, A Report from Ann Arbor” (New York:
Educational Facilities Laboratories, Inc., 1958), 16).

Following the logic of the systems theory, architects emphasized
the design of spaces that would promote and encourage normative
human development and behavior—i.e. the internalization of
societal norms. Unsurprisingly, this attitude was especially
important in the design of school buildings and classrooms. The



charter of the aforementioned EFL—Educational Facilities
Laboratories—established by the Ford Foundation in the 1950s,
was to support research and the development of knowledge in this
field. The EFL publications, which fall into several categories,
including case studies of “significant schools,” technical reports and
newsletters, thus provide a window into the ways that sociological
and psychological theories were translated into architecture design.

In the 1950s “normative” educational space was interpreted as
space for individual growth that allowed each child to develop at
his/her own pace. In a 1958 conference convened by the EFL, for
example, Charles Brubaker, representing the firm Perkins and Will,
described the Q-Space—the space for individual quest (see Figure
4.1). A self-contained unit that could be implemented in different
schools, the Q-Space offered students the opportunity to use
material delivered through new media such as audio-recorded
tutorials. The EFL also examined the design of entire schools and
advocated the use of an open plan, which “encourages diversity
and individuality. It invites the release of the child from subjugation
to the group.” 8



Figure 4.2 The Wayland Senior High School in Wayland, MA by TAC. (“New Schools
for New Education, A Report from Ann Arbor” (New York: Educational Facilities
Laboratories, Inc., 1958), 37).

Figure 4.3 The math–science resource center with the applied science workshop to
the rear at the Wayland Senior High School. (Evans Clinchy, “Profiles of Significant
Schools, Wayland Senior High School Wayland, Massachusetts” (New York:
Educational Facilities Laboratories, Inc., 1960), 18).

The EFL researchers singled out two schools as primary
examples of the open plan approach: the Wayland Senior High
School in Wayland, MA designed by The Architects Collaborative
(TAC), completed in 1959, and the Hillsdale High School in San
Mateo, CA, built in 1955 to the design of John Lyon Reid &
Partners. Both schools were located in relatively wealthy
communities whose members held high aspirations for their high
school graduates. As the EFL researcher explained: “They hoped
the students coming out of the Wayland schools would be self-
directed individuals able to perform organized, independent work
and impelled by a socially useful and approved purpose.” 9

At Wayland the designers worked to support the individual
students by providing a variety of spaces with formal purposes:
They divided the school into six centers, each of which offered
students a home with rich resources in a particular field (see



Figures 4.2 and 4.3). Students could thus focus their attention on
subjects in which they excelled, but also explore other scholarly and
creative avenues. At Hillsdale John Reid took the concept of
flexibility even further, designing an open space plan with no load-
bearing walls, that was then divided with partitions made of a
system of standard steel panels filled with insulating mineral wool
and covered with baked enamel finish.10 This technical solution
became a model for many schools across the nation, a concrete
expression of the systemic view of human society (see Figures 4.4,
4.5, and 4.6).

Figure 4.4 The “academic loft” or open space under construction at the Hillsdale High
School in San Mateo, CA by John Lyon Reid. (Evans Clinchy, “Profiles of Significant
Schools, Hillsdale High School San Mateo, California” (New York: Educational
Facilities Laboratories, Inc., 1960), 8).



Figure 4.5 Dividing the school space into rooms with wall panels at the Hillsdale High
School. (Evans Clinchy, “Profiles of Significant Schools, Hillsdale High School San
Mateo, California,” (New York: Educational Facilities Laboratories, Inc., 1960), 5).

Figure 4.6 The use of movable wall panels demonstrated at the Holland High School,
Holland, MI by Suren Piafian. (Donald J. Leu and Richard L. Featherstone, “Profiles of
Significant Schools, Holland High School Holland, MI” (New York: Educational
Facilities Laboratories, Inc., 1962), 10).

The 1960s
By the early 1960s many architects were embedded in the scientific
model of expertise and had committed to the systems paradigm
and the focus on self-actualizing and normative individuals. As with
any paradigm, however, critics pointed to internal contradictions



within this dominant concept of society. An important issue was the
very hinge of the theory: the individual responsibility for social
stability through normative behavior. As critics pointed out, the
sustainability of the social system was predicated on its members
choosing to support it, but in a democratic system, especially one
as materially advanced as the United States, individuals were just
as likely to become passive consumers as they were active social
agents. This was the concern voiced by David Riesman in The
Lonely Crowd in 1950 and six years later by William Whyte in the
best-selling book The Organization Man.11

The Organization Man became a rallying cry for social agitators
of the late 1950s and early 1960s. The demands set forth by the
various movements, including the call for free speech and civil
rights and anti-Vietnam protests, had direct impact on the reigning
culture of expertise. From a celebration of scientific knowledge,
public opinion turned to focus on “everyday life” and the values and
material goods of “ordinary” folk and marginal peoples. The reliance
on expert knowledge, once considered “normative,” was now
perceived as serving the professionals and the people who hired
them rather than the general public. Responding to this forceful
criticism architects (and other American professionals) now sought
ways to be both professional and relevant in this new
epistemological climate.

The protests from without were sufficient to change the balance
of power within the social sciences and undermine the dominance
of the reigning paradigm. David Hollinger highlights the importance
of the antiracist and feminist movements, as well as the ideas of
Thomas Kuhn and Michel Foucault and explains that the “salient
result of their far-from-harmonious commingling was an imperative
to ‘situate’ ideas and to recognize the ‘identity’ of people.”12 Social
scientists still conceived society as a system, but one riddled with
social conflict that had to be resolved through political action. No



less importantly, social scientists now emphasized the ways in
which the collective experiences of groups (defined by race, class,
gender, or a shared living environment) shaped individuals’
perception of the world. It was this membership, and the “identity”
that came with it, that were seen as the basis for individuals’ morals
and values, rather than the “shared cognitive orientations” of the
functionalist approach. This formulation did give individuals some
agency in creating social norms, but still emphasized the ways in
which people shared “cognitive orientations,” which were subject to
scientific investigation, including empirical and statistical studies.

Figure 4.7 The sequence of environment–behavior research and design collaboration.
(Gary T. Moore, “Environment and Behavior Research in North America: History,
Developments, and Unresolved Issues,” in Handbook of Environmental Psychology,
eds. D. Stokols and I. Altman (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1985), 1362).

Social scientists now became interested in more holistic
approaches, which considered individuals as part of their social and
physical environment. A pioneer of this attitude had been Kurt
Lewin, who wrote of “life spaces” and “action research” as early as
the 1930s.13 Lewin argued that: “instances of individual behavior
had no intrinsic meaning. Their significance could be assessed only



in terms of the situation in which they occurred.”14 Lewin also
recognized that scientific research might have social implications;
one of his early projects included workshops for training community
leaders to combat religious and racial prejudice. In the 1960s
Lewin’s work was “rediscovered” by psychologists and sociologists
as well as studies based on his ideas that examined the built
environment, such as Kevin Lynch’s seminal study The Image of
the City,15 which was undertaken at MIT’s School of Architecture
and Planning.

One of the fields of study that grew in response to this intense
interest came to be known as environment–behavior studies
(EBS).16 Researchers in this field, which was distinctly multi-
disciplinary, developed procedures, concepts, and a technical
language for describing human phenomena as they occur in their
“real” context. These methodologies led to new theories and
conceptions of human behavior, including privacy, crowding,
wayfinding, territoriality, and personalization. Using these new
concepts researchers could now study relevant but “messy” topics
such as noise, air pollution, and fear of crime.

For architects the rising importance of EBS seemed to herald a
golden opportunity to combine scientific knowledge and
architectural practice as never before. Here were EBS scholars
conducting “relevant” research, who welcomed, even sought,
opportunities to contribute to better architectural and environmental
decisions. Opportunities for collaboration were soon forthcoming,
and by the end of the 1960s a rapport had been established. This
maturity was signaled in part by the founding of the Environmental
Design Research Association (EDRA) in 1968 by Henry Sanoff and
others. The choice of Environmental Design for the title indicated
not only the impact of EBS terminology on designers, but also a
desire on the part of the designers to approach the built
environment holistically rather than as architects, interior designers,



urban planners, etc.
The implications of the new approach resonated especially with

students in turmoil on university campuses, who were clamoring for
a “relevant” education. In 1969 the architecture department at the
University of California, Berkeley inaugurated a PhD program in
Social and Behavioral Factors in Architecture and Environmental
Design. The goal of this program was to “train architects to be
sensitive to the social and behavioral implication of their designs,
and … train behavioral and social scientists in the methodology and
requirements of the architects.”17 Several years later, psychologist
Robert Sommer noted how many of his colleagues, psychologists
and sociologists, had taken positions in design schools.18 These
new colleagues took on research and teaching, bringing EBS
knowledge into architecture education.

The “User”
It is in this professional context that “users” were (indeed, had to
be) separated from “clients.” With the 1950s “normative” individual
as a foil, “users” were imagined not as cogs in a large system
whose goal was to “self-actualize” by reaching “normative”
standards of knowledge and occupation (that is, become
professionals), but as members of specific social groups defined by
shared characteristics such as race, class, and gender, whose
knowledge was assumed to be fundamentally different from those
of the professional architect, but just as important for the design
process. Architects now spoke of low-income, minority, or women
“users” and made strides to understand their point of view.

For many environmental designers the idea of the “user”
warranted only one professional response. If the users were
holistic, unique and had access to knowledge of their own needs
and desires, what better than to involve them directly in the process



of making decisions. In other words, what had been informal
participation was now formalized and replaced with methods
specifically intended to expose the users’ mental images and tacit
knowledge. Sanoff was a strong proponent of the participatory
approach. In 1974, for example, he reported, with George Barbour,
on a school project that incorporated these new approaches to
design. Among other exercises a group of representative children
were asked to write a wish poem, rate existing and ideal
environments, and draw drawings of African, Japanese, American
and Dream schools (see Figure 4.8).19 Based on early experiments
such as these, participatory design advocates developed an arsenal
of design methods, including attitude surveys, charrettes,
community meetings, focused interviews, game simulation and
“design-ins” and “fishbowl planning.” Many of these were
summarized in Community Participation Methods in Design and
Planning in 2000. 20



Figure 4.8 Children’s drawings of school buildings created as part of a participatory
process. (Henry Sanoff and George Barbour, “An Alternative Strategy for Planning an
Alternative School,” The School Review 82, no. 4, Learning Environments (1974), 741).

Participatory processes, however, were limited in practice. One
glaring problem was that the future users of buildings were not
always identified at the onset of the design process, or were too
numerous to be questioned individually within budget and time
constraints. Some communities even objected to taking on the work
of the designers. The answer to these dilemmas was once again



found in the scientific approach, more precisely in approximations
based on empirical data. The key to these approximations was the
users’ behavior, which unlike cognitive biases and opinions, was
observable and recordable. Behavior was also considered a valid
indication of a fit between people and their environment, as
Constance Perin argued in her well-received book With Man in
Mind: “There is a useful and crucial difference between being in an
environment and doing things in it.” 21 The “user” thus represented
a continuation of the 1950s scientific emphasis as much as it
reflected the new discourse of “identity.”



Figure 4.9 Behavior setting data sheet—an example of research methods adapted for
architects. (Henry Sanoff, “Behavior Settings in Residential Environments: A
Research Strategy for Determining What Happens in the Designed Environment,”
Journal of Architectural Education 25, no. 4 (1971), 96).

It is in these approximations that the collaboration with EBS
scholars became crucial: their scholarship offered both scientific
knowledge about human behavior and its interaction with the
environment, and also methods such as focus interviews,
questionnaires, observations, and analyses of group data (see
Figure 4.9). EBS scholars could also act as consultants who
offered, as Sommer explained: “a behavioral reading of planning
documents, which is akin to a reading that someone versed in
mechanical engineering or heating control systems might provide.”
22 John Zeisel undertook the task of explaining the range of
possible methods to designers in 1981 in Inquiry by Design.23

Programming, as the link between the users and the designers,
was given special importance. As Perin explained: “The ‘new
strategy’ I propose, then, is the redefinition of the design program
as the instrument of collaboration, to involve the human sciences
as they have not yet been involved in creating a more humane
environment.” 24 Post Occupancy Evaluations (POEs), such as the
one conducted by Clare Cooper Marcus in Easter Village in
California,25 gained credence as tools with which to “measure” the
success of the project and gather data for future designs. A further
manifestation of the new collaboration was the creation of design
guidelines based on sociological and psychological studies. Cooper
Marcus described these as the bridge between research and
decision-making. These guidelines, researchers insisted, were
recommendations only (“reminders, not rules”26) but they
nevertheless shaped many design decisions.



Figure 4.10 A “forgiving” school building that allows the “users” to add to it. (Robert
Propst, “High School: The Process and the Place,” ed. Ruth Weinstock (New York:
Educational Facilities Laboratories, Inc. 1972), 54).

As environmental design research developed, two types of
approximation emerged. The first was “user types.” A second way
to overcome the difficulties associated with “users” was to
approximate the environment; in other words, to consider building
types. Among the environments systematically studied were multi-
family housing, nursing homes, children’s play areas, office
environments and, of course, schools and classrooms. An
important characteristic of these approximations is that they upheld
the roles of the “experts” as interpreters of information. A user may
state, for example, that she needed “enough space to work” but it
was architects and EBS researchers who were expected to
determine, based on empirical psychological studies, how large
such a space should be. Thus, though the description of the “user”
evolved, the role of the architect—the professional responsible for
interpreting the occupants’ needs—remained the same. The
professional project begun in the postwar years was continued.



The EFL reports registered the impact of the concept of “users”
on school design. In contrast to the 1960s reports, which
emphasized the individual learning spaces, reports from the 1970s
pay attention to the ways children (and adults) function as part of
groups and communities. The report “Experiment in Planning an
Urban High School: The Baltimore Charette,” for example, offers a
detailed description of a process to involve community members,
bureaucrats, architects, and educators in the re-design of the
Dunbar High School located in an area of Baltimore described as a
“ghetto.”27 Projects such as these were important since, as
Sommer recalled, they spelled a way for “those concerned with the
built environment [to] take part in or respond to the human rights
movement as professionals.”28

Figure 4.11 A micro-environment or “territory” for group learning. (Robert Propst,
“High School: The Process and the Place,” ed. Ruth Weinstock (New York:



Educational Facilities Laboratories, Inc. 1972), 71).

Figure 4.12 An informal space in a school library. (Robert Propst, “High School: The
Process and the Place”, ed. Ruth Weinstock (New York: Educational Facilities
Laboratories, Inc. 1972), 44).

Interestingly, the open-plan school remained, according to the
EFL researchers, the most effective building type. Unlike the early
1960s publications, however, in the 1970s the EFL researchers
recognized some of the conflicts resulting from this layout: the
difficulty of meeting the need for both privacy and the need for
social involvement, the differences between order and ritual on the
one hand and free, unplanned communication on the other, and the
variances between the spatial needs of children and adults. The
aforementioned 1972 report suggests that to accommodate these
sometimes conflicting needs the open-plan school needs to be
“forgiving”—it should allow “users” to change their minds.29 In
contrast to the high schools at Wayland and Hillsdale the
researchers recommend that the school building include informal



spaces that will allow students to interact with each other in small
groups. They also suggest that schools be designed to allow
“users” to add to them without “disfiguring them”—that is upending
their logic and aesthetic (see Figure 4.10). The response to these
requirements, the report continues, lies in introducing the concept
of “territoriality” into the open plan by designing micro-environments
that will offer children visual and auditory privacy (see Figure 4.11)
and informal opportunities for gathering (Figure 4.12) through the
strategic placing of trollies, plants, and other elements of different
heights.

Conclusion
The concept of the “user” as it developed in the United States in the
1960s and 1970s has left a rich legacy, not only in the buildings
designed based on this approach. Many of the methods developed
with EBS scholars are still part of architectural practice, and are
gaining momentum in the early twenty-first century with the interest
in “evidence-based design.” This is despite the fact that the
environmental design approach, like the all-knowing expert before
it, was eclipsed in architectural discourse by alternate conceptions
of knowledge and society. Phenomenological and critical theory,
popular in the 1980s and 1990s, for example, place individuals,
their hermeneutic processes, and their interpersonal interactions at
the center and describe society as an intricate web or a network
rather than a system. In these formulations the “users” have almost
no shared qualities at all, not even within a group, and any general
understanding of human consciousness is impossible before “all
ideological and communication ‘distortions’ are eliminated.”30

The environmental design approach was also questioned from
within. Even in the excitement of the collaboration between
architects and social scientists, scholars and practitioners worried



that their expectations and standards of veracity were
fundamentally different. In 1971 Russell Ellis, a sociologist at
Berkeley, noted that it was easier to describe what will prohibit
unwanted behavior than to anticipate how to encourage wanted
behavior.31 This “negative” approach was instrumental in producing
knowledge about human behavior, but was restricting as a source
of guidance for the creative design process. Ellis’s colleagues at
Berkeley also worried that the environmental design approach did
not resolve the problem of professional knowledge, but rather
exacerbated it, as Roger Montgomery stated: “The architects’ real
new people were not the users and the occupants, but all those
who participated in and provided the context for the construction
process.”32

These criticisms are valid concerns, but they do not undermine
the importance of the 1960s conception of the user. Ultimately the
“real” user is neither the normative individual, the group-bound
user, nor the phenomenological subject, but an amalgam of them
all. In times of professional crisis, when architects need to respond
to new social norms, attention is temporarily focused on one aspect
over the others. These formulations may seem narrow in
retrospect, but it is through them that we gain a better perspective
of the “user,” and of her corollary, the architect.
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Chapter 5
Spatial experience and the
instruments of architectural
theory
Brian Lonsway

“Experience Closure” instructed a sign at a chain restaurant I
visited recently, giving advance notice for their forthcoming holiday
hours. Simply put, and unceremoniously, this sign informed me that
even the closed restaurant was a brand experience. Their actual
lack of service was nonetheless an offering of theirs—an offering
intended to keep me in their brand space even if I wasn’t able to be
in the store. My non-experience of the brand became a brand
experience itself. Slick.

A century ago, this—or at least its cruder ancestor—was called
“avocational education.” A concept following Frederick Taylor’s work
on the scientific management of labor, avocational education
describes the training of industrial laborers to structure their leisure
time effectively so as not to exhaust them for their paid work. The
demands of the work day were imposed on one’s time off work,
effectively turning leisure time into a form of work support. Through
recreational classes, industrial propaganda, and a strategic
reconsideration of recreational and leisure venues and events,
avocational education became a popular form of building
participatory hegemony. As the retail and service sectors of the



economy grew through the first half of the twentieth century,
avocational education became a fundamental tenet of business
management; consumption, properly conducted, fit nicely into the
category of appropriate leisure time expenditure.1 As the consumer
landscape increased in breadth and complexity, retailers felt that
consumers themselves required training to structure their lives to
best prepare them to consume. Avocational education methods
were expanded to address the consumer at work as well as the
laborer at leisure, and marketers quickly embraced the propaganda
and social controls of the industrialist to promote consumption of
goods and services. Experiencing closure, thus, is not far from its
early-twentieth-century roots. It just pushes it into a slightly more
extreme dimension: that of the experience economy.

Offered as the logical extension of the service economy, the
experience economy is a network of concepts related to immersive
branding that has at its core the mandates of avocational
education. To prosper in the increasingly competitive service
economy, the authors of the concept argue, a successful service
provider must do more than provide services; they must provide
informed experience. If a consumer is physically immersed in a
memorable experience of a company’s offerings, they can develop
an intimate connection to the brand and carry this experience into
their everyday lives. And thus, at the center of the pursuits of the
experience economy is a plea to building, interior, and landscape
architects to forge new relationships with graphic, lighting, sound,
stage, and media technology designers to deliver reliable and
effective strategies for producing these environmental experiences.
This disciplinary convergence at the service of such a didactic
project is so central to the experience economy that the
introductory text of the movement—1999’s The Experience
Economy—remains, I argue, one of the most significant works of
design theory in recent history.2 This essay examines how and why



this may be the case, meandering through a century of thinking
about space and its users, and uncovering unexpected
convergences which have fed the pursuit of an accountable model
of consumer experience design.3

Space, Measured
Much of this drive for accountability comes courtesy of the rapid
industrialization of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Many
social sciences concerned with the complexities of human spatial
phenomena turned toward mathematical models, sometimes on
their own volition, and sometimes at the service of the growing
consumer economy. Geographic studies began to shed light on a
new understanding of space through data modeling of non-
traditionally geographic concerns like disease (John Snow’s map of
cholera in 1854), ill-fated war campaigns (Charles Minard’s 1861
map of Napoleon’s march into Russia), or poverty (Charles Booth’s
London maps from 1889 and 1899). Spatial phenomena were
measured and informationalized through the production of maps
such as these, spurring a pursuit of quantitative information
mapping in the research methodologies of sociology and
anthropology. Through the work of oft-cited researchers like
sociologists Robert Park and Ernest Burgess,4 regional geographer
Walter Christaller,5 and psychologist Egon Brunswik 6 in the first
decades of the twentieth century, these developments increasingly
quantified and instrumentalized the connection between
environment and behavior at an important evolutionary period of
the growing consumer economy.



Figure 5.1 William Reilly’s “Law of Retail Gravitation” (1931).

To better understand market opportunities of new consumer
services, financiers and industrialists were eager to deploy
mathematical and statistical models of consumer behavior, and
develop the capacity to correlate spatial, psychological, and social
behavior. Such models were developed in, and gained much of
their disciplinary convergences from, the new business, marketing,
and retailing schools founded in the first decades of the twentieth
century. With the Wharton School of Business at the University of
Pennsylvania in operation since 1881 and Harvard University’s
School of Business in operation since 1908, the subjects of
psychology, economics, sociology, and geography had a formal and
academically and intellectually “valid” place to merge at the behest
of the market enterprise. It was in fact primarily through the aegis
of business and retailing schools such as these—about 125 in the
United States by 19207—that the first material synergies underlying
the experience economy took place.

Commercializing Meaning



The history behind the experience economy is replete with
synergies: between disciplines, between academia and the market,
between the sciences and humanities, and between design and
research practices. A central tension of these synergies has been
the qualitative/quantitative struggle: to what extent can or should an
analysis of complex human behavior be calculated, modeled, or
strictly coded? Architectural and urban thinking has hardly been
immune to this struggle, and in its own particular ways has
contributed centrally to the quantification efforts at the heart of
experience design. I’d like to explore three cases in some detail to
examine the tensions of this struggle—how critical theory became a
productive instrument of accountable design practice and presaged
the motivations of the experience economy. The work of urban
planner Kevin Lynch, architectural theorist Christian Norberg-
Schulz, and architect and urban designer Christopher Alexander
may not often be cited in the literature on the experience economy,
but there is an irrefutable legacy of their work in nearly all the
contemporary productions in these fields. Caught up in the euphoria
surrounding the promise of the quantitative sciences, and in the
cases of Lynch and Alexander, of modern computation, these
authors have produced urban, architectural, and experiential spatial
theories which begged to be further rationalized by market forces.

The Mental Map
In the heyday of cognitive–behavioral studies in the United States

between 1900 and 1950, proliferous studies were conducted on
spatial behavior and spatial perception. Among the most relevant of
these to the experience landscape is that of Edward Chace Tolman,
a psychologist at the University of California. His empirical
discovery of the cognitive map plays an exceptional role in the
contemporary logics of the experience economy through the later



urban theories of Kevin Lynch. A cognitive map (or a “field map”)
takes the form of orientational cues of an experienced environment,
weighted according to stimulus–response behavior. In classic rats-
in-a-maze experiments, rats were shown to retrace spatial patterns
to find rewards and to repeat behaviors at recognized spatial
transitions. Tolman theorized that these rats were forming some
kind of spatial diagram: a mental map of their environment.8
Subsequent to this work, the cognitive map theory has been
advanced, primarily by behavioral geographers, to describe a kind
of itinerary that stores spatial markers, landmarks, and other spatial
formations for later recollection of sought-after routes. Where
Tolman’s use of the word “map” is quite loose—a kind of neural bag
of orientational concepts—the contemporary geographer’s use of
the word is quite cartographically precise, employing lines,
boundaries, grids, and radii9 to index a discrete and measurable set
of spatial identifiers. Taken too literally, these codifications of space
risk the privileging of spatial cognition as a representational
environment where discrete signs determine proximity and position
rather than an immersive totality where experience, subjectivity,
and physical position intermingle in a complex perceptual
framework.

Roughly parallel to Tolman’s work, amidst the work in
computation and natural languages at the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology in the 1950s, Kevin Lynch, an urban planner, was
effectively translating Tolman’s notion of a cognitive map into a
strategy for urban design. Begun in 1954 with an essay appearing
in Scientific American, “The Form of Cities,” Lynch’s structural
analysis of city form is clearly influenced by perceptual psychology
(with more than a hint of Gestalt), and quantitative geographic
analysis.10 Between 1954 and 1960, his scientifically founded body
of observational research eventually leads to the formulation of a
theory of urban form based on a combined behaviorist–semiotic



framework.11 The linguistic and Gestalt-influenced operations of
The Image of the City12 lead Lynch to a discretizing analysis of
urban form. Here, Lynch is concerned with what he calls the
legibility of a city, and in his analysis of three American cities—
Jersey City, New Jersey; Boston, Massachusetts; and Los Angeles,
California—he proposes the decomposition of urban form into a
catalog of elements which trigger our cognitive mapping
sensibilities. The fluid body of the city becomes an assemblage of
elements: paths, edges, nodes, districts, and landmarks. Their
assembly results in an image of the city that becomes for Lynch a
quantifiable measure of legibility.

His analysis of these cities through a modest number of
interviews leads not to a theory of urban cognition, but urban
“imageability”: a taxonomy of conditions where spatial orientation
helps or hinders user understanding. Lynch claims that the lack of
coherent organization of his five elements is the reason for the vast
disorientation, and subsequent displacement and alienation of the
modern city dweller. He encourages the understanding and creative
use of these elements in urban design as tools for increasing the
capability of city dwellers to form proper, meaningful cognitive maps
of their environments. Lynch thus makes a logical step forward in
the application of cognitive mapping principles to design, but in so
doing instrumentalizes what was theorized as an analytical device
for an individual’s understanding of their spatial environments. This
co-option of a tool of analysis as a tool of design inverts the agency
of the cognitive map, and creates new power structures of spatial
inhabitation by the creation of a spatial language for encoding
legibility into spatial design. He produces a design system for
architects and designers, reinforcing traditional models of hierarchy
and meaning generation—the city is “written” by its designers and
“read” by its inhabitants. While users of the city will nevertheless
continue to produce cognitive maps of their environment, and while



their acts of spatial perception are not wholly passive, their
cognitive maps are mediated to produce specific effects that
replicate the legible intent of the environment. While Lynch does
warn against these potentials, asserting the importance of
“constructing an imageable environment that is not at the same
time stifling and oppressive,”13 and the importance of the dweller’s
control over their designed spaces,14 his theoretical apparatus
paves the way for their scientific management.

The Spatial Pattern
Merely a few years after the publication of Lynch’s The Image of

the City, Christopher Alexander published a more explicitly
quantitative approach to design with Notes on the Synthesis of
Form.15 Alexander is a renowned architect and planner who has
written and practiced extensively, and is perhaps most well known
for his work on architectural patterns as design systems. His 1977
publication of A Pattern Language unleashed a flood of interest in
how complex design situations might be addressed through simple
combinations of simple design solutions.16 This was a natural and
obvious extension of Notes on the Synthesis of Form, which clearly
positions Alexander in the court of the scientific-rationalist through
its innovative fusion of linguistics, mathematics, and anthropology.
Alexander’s observation of social customs of an agrarian village in
India, his development of a syntactical theory for its formal
development, and the mathematic model used as a validation of his
theory demonstrates the power of the discretizing nature of the
computational sciences.

A Pattern Language outlines a theory of complexity rooted in the
laws of syntactical arrangement. Patterns, at times logistical,
formal, or political, are reduced to relationships, ostensibly
observed as positive influences on a particular spatial condition.



While many pattern responses are quite informative (if not outright
humanitarian), at their worst these patterns reduce spatial
complexity by agglomerating diverse social phenomena into isolated
problems and by assuming that the simple spatial composition of
patterned responses to these problems can address their
complexity. The enumerated patterns, presented in a
problem/solution format, are argued to be “natural” design
responses that aggregate into a language of meaningful space-
making. Conceptually defining a universal grammar (a concept
originally advanced by Alexander’s near-contemporary Noam
Chomsky), Alexander and his co-authors assert—as a matter of
record—the totality, timelessness, and universality of their
proposals. This aspect is thoroughly defended in a partner volume
to A Pattern Language entitled The Timeless Way of Building.17 The
very belief in the segmentarity, universal reproducibility, and
timelessness of a proposed architectural/spatial grammar underlies
the perception of space as a system, discretely controllable through
pattern templates, under the control of the dominant narratives of a
universal language. The clarity and reductive simplicity of this
system is easily graspable and like Alexander’s early work, highly
computable, making it quite attractive to those seeking the
implementation of a highly measurable design strategy. As with the
spatially discretizing discourse of Lynch, Alexander proposes his
own set of techniques convenient for the commercialized narrative
organization of space.

The Semiotic Experience
The final poster child in my select history of experience economy

proto-theorists is a more unlikely suspect. Christian Norberg-
Schulz, generally regarded as having importantly brought a
phenomenological discourse to modern architectural theory, is a



key figure nonetheless precisely because of the particular cast he
gave to his phenomenological argument. In the experience
economy, phenomenological thought plays an important, although
latent, role. Instrumentalized for efficient deployment, the surviving
strains of phenomenology in the experience economy are put at the
service of econometric models for evaluating financial risk or return
on investment. To these ends, a positivist phenomenology nicely
completes the toolbox of the experience designer. And while
Norberg-Schulz would likely have shuddered at the prospect of his
complicity in such commercial practices, a critical history of the
architecture of the experience economy wouldn’t be complete
without his consideration. While there are commonalities in the
origins of Norberg-Schulz’s work and those of Lynch and
Alexander, his work gains its scientism from other sources,
primarily through threads of logical positivism and scientific
aesthetics emanating from the University of Vienna in the early
twentieth century. Philosopher Rudolf Carnap, art historian Hans
Sedlmayr, architecture historian Sigfried Giedion, semiotician
Charles Morris, and psychologists Egon Brunswik and Edward
Tolman feature prominently in the citations of Norberg-Schulz’s first
book: 1965’s Intentions in Architecture.18 What is particularly
significant about his phenomenological work in this context is the
way he has explicitly sought to merge strains of logical positivism
and Gestalt with structural semiotics. His resulting rational
phenomenology of architecture19 is thus grounded in the very
discretizing, mathematical, and rationalist tendencies which other
(primarily French) strains of phenomenology (e.g., that of Maurice
Merleau-Ponty 20) explicitly rejected.

The theoretical framework laid out in Intentions in Architecture,
designed to “help us attain a more ‘correct’ and profound
experience in architecture,”21 is very complex, perhaps owing to
Norberg-Schulz’s original and highly synthetic research. Here, I



would like to highlight the significance of one aspect of his work—
the grounding of architectural experience in a scientific–semiotic
basis—as a critical contributor to today’s experience design
landscape. Fundamentally, his book lays out three “poles” of inquiry
—“The building task,” “Form,” and “Technics”—and then examines
how semantic rules tie these together into a theory of interpreting
“The architectural totality.” Norberg-Schulz’s empirical data comes
from architectural history itself, and importantly NOT the immediate
experience of architecture, revealing the value he attributes to the
signifying role of representation and discourse. Specifically, it is the
“naming” function of history, ultimately presented as the most
accurate record of experience we have, that is semiotically
valuable. In other words, it is through narratives of recorded
experience that we attribute meaning to architectural form, building
tasks, and techniques. By understanding these meanings (the
“intentions in architecture”), one is able to have “correctly” informed
experiences of other architectures. While Norberg-Schulz’s semiotic
project is based on the same discretizing semiotic logics which
underlie Kevin Lynch’s and Christopher Alexander’s work, he
remains much less concerned with the discrete semiotic unit, as
such elemental descriptions, he claims, generally fail to get at a
theory of the whole (or “totality”). Rather, it is the narrative that has
the more prominent role, both as a means of recording and a
database of semantic clues. Norberg-Schulz thus presents a theory
of experience that not only opens up a new signifying level of
narrative spatiality, but connects this narrative to an informational–
educational function. While perhaps not his own intention, Norberg-
Schulz’s theoretical aspirations offer the opportunity to connect a
commercial intent (a form of consumer-focused avocational
education) to a phenomenological experience, using architecture as
the medium. Norberg-Schulz’s ideas that exposure to a spatial
narrative—an architectural intention—can be constituted through



physical reconstruction rather than textual documentation, and that
such an exposure can directly influence one’s experience
(immediate or future) are at the core of the narrative intentions of
the experience economy.

Branding Consumer Space
Commercially influenced and targeted areas of inquiry such as
environmental psychology, consumer psychology, environment–
behavior research, and place branding extend the lineages of these
design theories and other human-behavior analyses directly to
marketing firms, real-estate developers, and retailers. As marketers
and developers have sought increasingly effective design and
implementation methods, the means of translating this empirical
research into simple design decision-making criteria becomes
paramount. This is especially acute within the apparatus of the
spatialized brand experiences of the experience economy. The so-
called “place branding” movement—a marketing-inflected extension
of public diplomacy—seeks to establish the brand potential of
physical places. In the introductory editorial of the movement’s
eponymous journal, the father of place branding Simon Anholt
defends the legitimacy of “a country or city to project its intentions
as well as the literal, current reality of the place”22 through
commercial branding. Place branding, he argues, “aims to
accelerate the ‘natural’ lag between good actions or improved
performance and the improved reputation which, in a just world, will
eventually follow.”23 This moralizing around a consumer-centric
motif reconfigures the citizen–consumer relationship. Places are no
longer meant to be formed by the political agency of the state and
its populus, but by its brand recognition and its consumer
opportunities.

It takes, of course, a concerted opportunity to design, craft, and



narrate the brand intentions of a place, be it a local public space of
a village to its residents or a nation’s identity to the potential tourist.
Such efforts are more concerned with broadcasting a readily legible
“image” of a place than in any substantive transformation of the
politics of, governance over, or social relations that occur within
these places. To compete with other global place brands, scripted
experiences are crafted to effect striking spatial engagements that
move well beyond what governments, planning boards, or urban
designers are able to accomplish on their own. The more emphatic
these scripts are, the more explicit an impression they form on
one’s experience and the more productive the resulting branded
image. While place-branding efforts rely upon the design expertise
of the traditional spatial design disciplines—urban design and
planning, infrastructure engineering, architecture, interior design,
and their affiliates—they require a specialization that enfolds the
vast array of other disciplines which have since been folded into the
consumer-science field. Large, now international, firms such as
Gensler, RTKL, and Wimberly Allison Tong and Goo quickly
evolved specializations in retail, hospital design, and entertainment
architecture, respectively, from their roots in postwar modern
commercial design by the 1970s, and all currently promote
themselves as experts in experience-based design methods. Firms
like the Jerde partnership (formed in 1977) and The Rockwell
Group (formed in 1984) were founded specifically to address the
new retail economy and have become, in many ways, international
drivers of design innovation in this area. And at the height of the
first wave of branded experience design in the early 1990s many
firms spawned interdisciplinary, albeit short-lived, design subfirms
to compete in the market for experience-retail design jobs
(Hellmuth Obata and Kassabaum’s hok-E or Gensler’s Studio 585
are significant examples). Inasmuch as these firms are particularly
responsive to—and in many ways drive—the desires of the



experience economy, their design expertise is based solidly in the
instrumental design theories of the mid-twentieth century. Social
factors, human factors, and structuralist semiotics coursework
circulated in the academy at the same time that the work of Lynch,
Alexander, and Norberg-Schulz was central to an architect’s
education. The impacts of these theories on the contemporary
landscape of branded experience design may be little spoken of,
but it is far from subtle. Most accurately, it is through the
instruments of this body of theory that the experience economy has
so clearly taken shape.

The Self-Referentiality of Extreme Narrative and the
Expanded Body of Architecture

Successful environmental branding requires that a visitor become
familiar with a spatial “theme” through a process of acculturation,
gained from repeat visits, product tie-ins, and advertising. Disney,
the ground zero of experimentation in this area, has produced an
immense marketing apparatus to successfully institutionalize its
parks and other properties as a part of the everyday landscape of
the global tourist. Where Disneyland’s thematic references appear
to be concerned with their otherness (the future of Tomorrowland,
the foreign-ness of Adventureland), they more accurately serve to
convey but one theme to the adult visitor: the narrative of Disney
itself. Main Street USA appears like a generic American main
street, but its success no longer comes from this likeness.24

Rather, Main Street USA now refers to itself so powerfully, and so
dominates the popular conception of a main street, it has become
what Jean Baudrillard 25 has described as a simulacrum, the
condition where a simulation of a thing becomes at least as
important as the thing originally being simulated. One attends a
Disney theme park as much for the experience of the Disney



experience as for the experience of its various themed lands.

Figure 5.2 The entertainment capacity unit. Assuming a given operating cost and
desired profit margin, this equation provides designers with basic circulation
requirements so that park guests can be both “comfortably” accommodated and
strategically organized.

This has been the transformational project of Walt Disney
Enterprises: the strategic development of design systems which
engage inhabitants in a narrative of the site’s own invention and
construction—the ways that design can “naturalize” a theme. This
thematic or narrative “invention” is something that took Disney
years to establish, across media and geographies, but
contemporary projects—the Guggenheim Bilbao or Dubai’s Burj Al-
Arab for example—seem to achieve it with a single gesture. In the
mid-twentieth century, Disney had to build on the slow process of
building brand recognition. Disneyland built upon the success of the
company’s animations; their television broadcasts built upon and
spawned the success of the park; product tie-insreinforced these
offerings via a new profit stream; and ultimately their second wave
of parks strategically advanced these interconnections to reinforce
Disney’s material place in the world.26 This was a decades-long
effort. Today, developers and city officials are impatient, and have
neither the time nor the capital to await a similar brand embedment.



For ground-up developments intending to participate in the
experience design landscape, a plethora of tools have become
available which accelerate the self-referential process of place-
brand embeddedness. The new experience designer leverages the
most mechanical of these tools to effect a more tightly scripted,
patterned, and instantly legible brand intent.

I would like to conclude with what is but one example from the
landscape of projects that most effectively manifests the
contemporary operations of branded experience environments.
Downtown Dubai, in the United Arab Emirates, through both
spectacle and profound banality effectively represents a category of
experience-driven megaprojects that lays open its design
techniques for even a casual observer to see. While not as well
known internationally as some of its contained subdevelopments,
Downtown Dubai is a significant project locally, of approximately two
square kilometers located about fifteen minutes by car from Dubai’s
traditional city center. It was conceived in the early 2000s, and
remains under construction in 2012. The Burj Khalifa (currently the
tallest building in the world) and the Dubai Mall (currently the largest
shopping mall in the world) are two of the eleven distinct
developments in Downtown Dubai complementing over eighty high-
rise buildings, four hotels, and thousands of residences in this new
self-proclaimed downtown.

“Journey to the New Center of the Earth!” commands a
promotional video for the Dubai Mall. “Welcome to Everything!” the
elevator tells me. “Experience the Center of Now!” insists an
advertisement for Downtown Dubai. Smirking at the hyperbole, I
can only assume it is intended to confront the misinformed “out of
the middle of nowhere” critique of Dubai’s radical growth. While the
slight to Jules Verne is easily ignored, the Center of Now claim
strikes me as more potent. As opposed to the Centre of “Then”—
what might be considered the “Old Dubai” of the 1950s through



1970s—the “Center of Now” claim asserts the new Downtown
Dubai as the point about which the rest of Dubai’s recent building
boom revolves. I am here, always centrally, as the “Now” of Dubai
continually advances. Downtown Dubai exists, we can understand,
for this reason alone: it is meant to be “Now”. Always. And to be
“Now” means to be globally substantial, locally impactful and, above
all, to provide a completely immersive urban experience whether
you have been there or not.

Figure 5.3 The Centre of Now: Hyperbolizing Downtown Dubai. Image courtesy Emaar
Properties.

One doesn’t develop the world’s largest mall or the world’s tallest
building without intimately understanding their global image; these
projects are intended to be landmarks at the scale of the planet.
More than a real-estate development, these are places to live the



brand in the new downtown of the globalized city. Downtown Dubai
draws on the history of urban pattern languages, legible urban
forms, and explicitly communicated architectural intentions to give
this brand a spatial identity that is highly accountable. Given the
cost of its construction, it must succeed, and given that its success
depends on a memorable experience, the experience must be
proven and measurable. This is the place where accountable
design theories find their foothold in the global consumer landscape
—design techniques must please investors with their reliability.
Behavioral patterns have been associated with particular spatial
formations, and such patterns are reinforced by replicating these
formations or emulating their organizational logics. And in turn,
users can be persuaded to occupy or perceive spatial experiences
along narrative lines to support a company’s brand intentions. In
the case of Downtown Dubai, the “Old Town” subdevelopment
meticulously replicates the low-rise urban housing and meandering
souks of a mere handful of kilometers away, following the “good”
urban patterns of historical Dubaian urbanism. The Burj Khalifa
reads slick at every scale of occupation: its public relations
communications, impeccable architectural detailing, awe-inspiring
engineering, and top-of-the-line accoutrements have established it
not only as a material landmark, but a site of luxury par excellence
in the mass consciousness. At the center of these efforts is the
user of these design artifacts. No longer “merely” inhabitant or
spectator, the user is employed to realize the material effects of
these design strategies, and envelope themselves in a narrated
brand experience.



Figure 5.4 Downtown Dubai, a panorama. The base of the Burj Khalifa can be seen on
the far right. To its left are the office towers of the complex, intermixed with other
developer projects beyond. The building on the left is the Dubai Mall. In the center sits
the front of the Old Town.

By extending the brand experience that is typically communicated
through advertising or other promotional material to the built
environment, these environments are fundamentally
reconceptualized as new forms of marketing artifacts with the
global multi-mediated user at the core. The buildings are obviously
necessary to provide a physical experience to their visitors, but they
must also reify the brand image to a global constituency and, of
greatest importance, demonstrate their investment worth. Few
question the costs of conventional advertising, but the justification
of so-called “bricks and mortar investments” (buildings) is not so
simple. Construction and maintenance costs are high, and buildings
are a lot less adaptable to change than online media campaigns.
The experiences that these buildings provide must justify these
heavy, long-term investments. They must draw people physically to
experience or live the brand, but they must also operate as
signposts for the brand, building confidence in brand support even
among those who will never visit.

Many of the buildings in Downtown Dubai, as in many other
developments, are conceived of as speculative artifacts built to
leverage investment potential through brand identification. Their



value exists primarily in the extent to which they improve the land
they sit on and strengthen the holdings portfolio of their developer-
owners. When these improvements operate at the level of global
spectacle, investment potential is quite high, as it is assumed that
global demand will drive global investment, tenancy, and ultimately
visitorship. Conceived and financed by a single developer—Emaar,
a private, state-affiliated, Emirati-held development company—and
erected in record time for a project of its scale, there was no time
for the legibility of the Downtown Dubai brand to creep into the
everyday lives of its users. These users—potential creditors,
investors, tenants, and visitors alike—needed to be instantly
transformed into brand ambassadors before any ground was
broken. “Indeed, with transformations, the economic offering of a
company is the individual person or company changed as a result
of what the company does. With transformations, the customer is
the product! The individual buyer of the transformation essentially
says, ‘Change me.’”27 Whether the buyer of shares, timeshares, or
trinkets, these customers become brand-identified through a holistic
experience that positions the building as a new kind of commercial
artifact. The stronger the brand identification of these projects, and
the more effectively their developers can demonstrate the
translation of experience potential into return on investment, the
greater leverage a development has in the global marketplace.



What is most significant to architectural thought in these
considerations is what appears to be a simple observation, but is
ultimately the most impactful conclusion: the subject of our
discipline exists no longer in the material body of the building, but in
the user experience of a much larger contingency of design effects.
Architectural techniques must corroborate commercial interests
within the subtle tactics of everyday practice. The user becomes
subsumed in brand narratives precisely because of their “use” of
these environments, whether on the ground, via financial
transaction, or imaginarily through virtualized representations of the
brand narrative. Hyperbolic marketing is structurally reified in built
form through design strategies that are psychological, behavioral,
emotional, and interpersonal first and foremost. The project of
architecture in this context is to materialize these structural
decisions in as aesthetically pleasing, organizationally clear, and
financially lucrative form as possible. This, I would argue, is the
project of architecture that all but those at the commercial cutting
edge of the discipline fail to acknowledge as one of its most
transformative capacities. In many ways, the instruments of design
theory have led us here, but perhaps under the unfortunate guise
of simplistic, intentionally obvious, and infinitely accountable design
practices. The commercial adoption of theoretical instruments
which paved the way for such accountability have produced a
powerful and socially transformative agency for design, even as it is
at the mercy of consumption. Reconsidered as a critical project for
and with the user as agent provocateur rather than consumer par
excellence, we might be on the cusp of a revolutionary project for
design.



Figure 5.5 An enfilade of branding: driving along the private infrastructures of an
Emaar megadevelopment.
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PART II  COLLECTIVITY, WELFARE,
CONSUMPTION



Chapter 6
The shantytown in Algiers and
the colonization of everyday life
Sheila Crane

In 1953, a loose affiliation of architects active in Algiers presented
detailed studies of la Mahieddine, then the city’s largest bidonville
(shantytown), at the ninth meeting of the Congrès internationaux de
l’architecture moderne (CIAM, International Congress of Modern
Architecture) in Aix-en-Provence (Figure 6.1). Animated by Swiss-
born architect Pierre-André Emery, an early collaborator of Le
Corbusier and vocal supporter of his urban plan for Algiers (1931–
1942), the CIAM-Alger group included Louis Miquel, Jean de
Maisonseul, Pierre Bourlier, and Roland Simounet. Together they
documented la Mahieddine through architectural drawings,
diagrams, photographs, and interviews with residents. These
materials, together with visual materials culled from outside
sources, were combined in over forty-seven presentation panels,
each featuring descriptive captions in French and English. Following
the standardized format of the CIAM grid, individual panels were
organized into functional categories—including sleeping, eating,
storage, and hygiene—to allow ready comparison with other studies
prepared for CIAM 9.1 While each panel highlighted discrete
observations, the grid aimed to provide a synoptic view of how the
bidonville had been shaped by culturally specific patterns of



construction and inhabitation.

Figure 6.1 Detail of CIAM-Alger grid, 1953. Fondation Le Corbusier; as reproduced in
Max Risselada and Dirk van de Heuvel, eds., Team 10, 1953–81: In Search of a Utopia
of the Present (Rotterdam: NAi, 2005).

The CIAM-Alger study—along with the Moroccan CIAM group,
Groupe d’architectes modernes marocains (GAMMA, Modern
Moroccan Architects’ Group), whose study of bidonvilles and
traditional settlement patterns in Morocco was also presented at



CIAM 9—has been understood to mark an epistemological shift in
modern architectural discourse. In her study of the CIAM-Alger
grid, Zeynep Çelik described it as an early instance of architects
adopting the tools of anthropology to trace “the imperative role
everyday life played in housing design.”2 Above all, she praised the
architects’ sustained attention to inhabitants’ use of space, while
emphasizing that these studies significantly influenced Roland
Simounet’s subsequent work. Similarly, Tom Avermaete argued
that GAMMA architects positioned themselves as “epistemologists
of the everyday.”3 In effect, these architects were simultaneously
participants in, producers of knowledge about, and designers of
everyday spatial practices. Avermaete suggests that these
divergent vantage points together provided an effective means of
critically engaging postwar processes of “French modernization.”4

More recently, Avermaete returned to both GAMMA and CIAM-
Alger grids to emphasize their intersecting aims of critiquing the
socio-spatial effects of colonialism, celebrating everyday dwelling
processes, and advancing concrete architectural solutions. In
Avermaete’s view, these multiple perspectives represent “a new
viewpoint which conceives the built environment as result, frame,
and substance of socio-spatial practice.”5 The epistemological shift
Çelik and Avermaete identify thus turned on the embrace of the
everyday as a terrain of architectural investigation and the
concomitant emergence of the user as a subject of analysis.

For both authors, this ethnographic turn was generative of new
architectural knowledge and fundamental critiques of CIAM
principles. However, in the interest of situating these studies of the
bidonville in relation to modern architectural discourse, Çelik and
Avermaete mention but do not pursue their connection to the longer
history of ethnographic studies of indigenous dwelling practices in
Algeria and the colonial regime’s use of such projects as explicitly
biopolitical tools. At the very moment the CIAM-Alger study was



undertaken, the colonial administration was formulating new
housing policies focused on the bidonville in a last-ditch effort to
quell increasingly strident calls for Algeria’s independence. The
implications of these events and of earlier colonial uses of
anthropology for these architects’ ethnographic turn are worthy of
closer examination. Inspired in part by his work in the bidonvilles of
Algiers beginning in 1955, Pierre Bourdieu emphasized the gap that
always exists between ethnographers and their subjects of study. In
the context of colonization, this relationship is politicized to an
extreme, given that, as Michel Leiris observed, “the ethnographer,
by virtue of his membership in the colonizing society, bears the
weight of the original sin of colonialism.” 6 While Bourdieu resisted
the idea that any social scientist—even one studying the social
group to which she belonged—could overcome this distance, he
insisted on the exceptional pressures of complicity produced by the
colonial situation.

Roland Simounet’s work offers a productive lens through which to
trace these dynamics. The methodology he and his colleagues
developed in the bidonville in Algiers directly informed two of his
subsequent projects: Djenan el Hasan, a housing development in
Algiers intended to temporarily re-house residents of the bidonville
before they accessed more permanent accommodations, and his
proposed renovation in the early 1980s of Logis d’Anne, a
temporary resettlement project near Aix-en-Provence created for
Algerian immigrants shortly after Algeria officially declared its
independence in 1962. In translating lessons from the bidonville in
Algiers in 1953 into emergency housing there three years later and
into a crumbling refugee camp in France three decades later,
Simounet negotiated the shifting positions of insider and outsider,
participant observer and designer. In the case of the Logis d’Anne
renovation, this ambiguity was explicitly acknowledged, even as
Simounet’s investments in his own Algerian origins re-emerged with



new force.

Discovering the Bidonville: CIAM-Alger, 1953
The CIAM-Alger study was an explicitly collaborative project,
drawing especially on the contributions of Emery, Miquel, and
Simounet. Simounet, the youngest member of the group and, like
Miquel and de Maisonseul, a native of French Algeria, was
responsible for numerous on-site drawings and interviews of la
Mahieddine’s inhabitants.7 This informal settlement had developed
incrementally on formerly expansive gardens surrounding a villa of
the same name, one of numerous such structures constructed on
the outskirts of Algiers during the Ottoman period. An initial cluster
of dwellings eventually swelled into a dense conglomeration of
between 7,400 and 10,000 residents, featuring a mosque, a school,
and an extensive commercial street.8 While the settlement’s overall
organization was sketched in broad outlines, the majority of the
CIAM-Alger grid focused on its dwellings. One such panel depicted
a typical house in plan, elevation, and two photographs, in order to
highlight how new additions responded to the household’s changing
needs (Figure 6.2). The drawings emphasized a tree that formed
the dwelling’s symbolic center, defining both building and open
courtyard, while the text described the second-story addition as an
organic accretion. Such spontaneous acts of constructive
adaptation were presented as the bidonville’s primary structuring
logic.



Figure 6.2 CIAM-Alger presentation panel, 1953: typical dwelling. Fondation Le
Corbusier, R2-12-14.



Figure 6.3 CIAM-Alger presentation panel, 1953: day/night diagram plan. Fondation Le
Corbusier, R2-11-7.

Among the most striking documents featured in the CIAM-Alger
grid were four plans diagramming patterns of occupation over the
course of a day. As a series, they revealed how the same group of
structures was transformed through daily activities, whether
evidenced in how rooms were vacated or occupied from day to
night (Figure 6.3), or in the way food preparation mapped these
same spaces differently. Whereas the CIAM grid defined “use” in
terms of functional categories, the diagram plans communicated a
more nuanced understanding of dwelling as process, through which
layered spatial experiences unfolded over time. Another diagram of
storage areas drew attention to how inhabitants had creatively
harnessed minimal spaces for maximal occupation. The economical
use of space demonstrated in these multi-functional rooms was



facilitated, in the eyes of CIAM-Alger architects, by the strictly
utilitarian character of the few possessions found there. In turn,
photographs and drawings invested commonplace objects with
special significance by depicting them as material traces of how a
rural Algerian habitat had found its way to the city.

The tools of documentation that Simounet and his colleagues
employed echoed those of colonial ethnography, within which
indigenous dwellings occupied a privileged position. Beginning with
the bureaux arabes, a network of colonial agents established in the
1840s to gather information about local populations in far-flung rural
areas, participant observation and “surveillance documentation” had
long been harnessed to assert French authority. Cultural knowledge
about Algerians produced through ethnographic study thus played
an instrumental role in shaping colonial policy.9 By the 1920s, the
Algerian house had become the subject of sustained typological
analysis in accounts that often reinforced the prevailing dichotomy
between sedentary mountain-dwelling Berber or Kabyle populations
on the one hand and nomadic plain-dwelling Arab populations on
the other. Publications like Augustin Bernard’s 1921 Enquête sur
l’habitation rurale des indigènes d’Algérie (Survey of the Rural
Dwellings of Algeria’s Indigenous Populations) reinforced the belief
that Algerian culture was fundamentally rural and defined by static
social structures.10 While Bernard acknowledged that rural houses
had evolved in their form and uses, his account, and others like it,
emphasized above all those artifacts of dwelling that could be
recuperated as evidence of timeless traditions understood to be the
very essence of Algerian identity.11

By contrast, Simounet and his colleagues celebrated traces of
architectural improvisation in la Mahieddine and the dynamism that
shaped ever-evolving auto-constructions there. Bidonville residents
were thus understood through the lens of “heroic
entrepreneurialism,” an interpretive framework frequently



employed, as Ananya Roy has argued, in the analysis of informal
areas.12 Although the CIAM-Alger study framed inhabitants as
active agents and dwelling as a spatial and temporal process, these
insights sat comfortably within prevailing assertions of absolute
cultural difference that had long fueled ethnographic studies of the
Algerian house. Simounet’s expressive still life of household objects
is a revealing case in point (Figure 6.4). Here utensils including a
rudimentary pitcher, open gas burner, and hand-crank coffee mill
reveal a concerted emphasis on low-tech solutions and obsolete
artifacts, further emphasized by the accompanying photograph of a
woman using similarly archaic implements in an interior courtyard.
Even as CIAM-Alger architects praised inventive responses to
economic scarcity, they insisted, much as Bernard had in his
studies of rural dwellings, that la Mahieddine and its inhabitants
were defined by such anachronistic survivals.



Figure 6.4 Roland Simounet, CIAM-Alger presentation panel, 1953: everyday objects.
Fondation Le Corbusier, R2-11-12.

The CIAM-Alger group was far from alone in its “discovery” of the
bidonville. These architects’ documentary efforts unfolded alongside
an explosion of interest in informal settlements in Algiers on the
part of urban sociologists and geographers. Although areas of ad
hoc construction had first developed in the 1920s, the colonial
administration’s official planning efforts strategically ignored them.
The city’s increasing number of rural migrants likewise received little
attention, even though accelerated movement from countryside to
city was a direct product of colonial policies, including large-scale
expropriations of agricultural land.13 Beginning in the mid-1950s,
new studies focused attention on the capital’s proliferating informal
settlements and rapidly growing Algerian population, which
threatened to overturn its long-standing European majority.
Harnessing new census data from 1954, the same year the FLN, or
National Liberation Front, launched its armed struggle for
independence, Jean Pelletier created detailed maps of the central
quarters in Algiers. The results of block-by-block surveys were
delineated on the map, clearly denoting dwelling types occupied by
“Muslim” residents (Figure 6.5). In the process, Pelletier’s survey
indicated the precise location of informal settlements, an effort
ultimately undertaken in anticipation of their imminent
transformation.14



Figure 6.5 Jean Pelletier, map of the Clos Salembier quarter, Algiers, including la
Mahied-dine, from Alger 1955: Essai d’une géographie sociale, 1959.



Figure 6.6 CIAM-Alger presentation panel, 1953: map of bidonvilles in Algiers.
Fondation Le Corbusier, R2-14-7.

The CIAM-Alger study likewise participated in the production of
new knowledge about the informal city. Areas that had previously
registered in municipal maps as empty spaces were systematically
filled in as bidonvilles were identified, named, and surveyed, their
residents enumerated and described. Another map from Pelletier’s
study represented the relative numbers of “European” and “Muslim”
residents in Algiers by way of green and red dots within a
schematic map of the city. Here “Muslim” Algerians were figured as
a red menace infiltrating the urban periphery. Similarly, in his
preface to L’Algérie des bidonvilles (Algeria of the Bidonvilles),
Jacques Berque described informal settlements in the capital as a
“topographical and social threat opposing a definite urban order.”15

As such mappings and descriptive accounts make vividly clear,
rapid urban growth and the presence of recently displaced rural
migrants seemed to threaten a more profound unraveling of the city
and the colonial system that had helped to produce it.

CIAM-Alger architects were not immune to such rhetoric. One of
their presentation panels featured a map of Algiers annotated with
the locations and relative dimensions of its bidonvilles, including la
Mahieddine (Figure 6.6). Noting that one out of nine residents lived
in a bidonville and that, for “Muslim” Algerians, the ratio
skyrocketed to one out of four, the accompanying text concluded
that, “If something is not done, Algiers, the capital, is in danger of
becoming the biggest Kabyle village in the world.” Here the
bidonville was presented as the product of extreme urban crisis, in
terms akin to those of urban sociologists.16 Despite its emphasis on
the heroic entrepreneurialism of la Mahieddine’s residents, the
CIAM-Alger study contributed to a broader project of shedding light
on relatively unknown areas of the city precisely in order to
formalize these informal terrains. In the process, previously



overlooked sites were reframed as prime areas for urban expansion
and spatial reordering.

As Philippe Lucas and Jean-Claude Vatin have shown, the rise of
urban sociology in Algeria was a direct product of the crisis of
decolonization and the resulting violence of war.17 The turn to the
user evident in the CIAM-Alger study was likewise shaped by these
dynamics. In the context of increasingly violent struggles over the
future of French Algeria, a new interest in documenting urban
dwellings brought the bidonville and its inhabitants into view in a
systematic way for the first time. Informed by techniques of colonial
ethnography and emergent tools of urban sociology, the CIAM-
Alger study made visible subjects and processes that were
otherwise likely to remain obscured. Increasingly, such
documentation served to reposition the bidonville as a key terrain of
struggle in what the mayor Jacques Chevallier described as a
“battle for housing,” in which the architect Simounet would play an
active role.

Translating the Bidonville: Djenan el Hasan, 1956–
1962

The CIAM-Alger grid culminated with a series of panels presenting
new dwelling units intended as prototypes for re-housing the
residents of la Mahieddine on site. While Simounet and his
colleagues focused most of their design energies on housing, they
also created two versions of a master plan proposing the complete
redevelopment of the existing settlement. Community amenities
(including schools, sporting grounds, and, in one version, cultural
and medical centers) would be clustered along the road that formed
the site’s southeastern edge, while the remaining terrain would be
given over to a commercial center and eight or ten housing blocks.
The CIAM-Alger model apartment—the basic module for these



tower blocks—was conceived as a duplex unit, with a sleeping area
accessible by staircase and a loggia featuring rudimentary water
provision for cooking and sanitary needs (Figure 6.7).

Figure 6.7 CIAM-Alger presentation panel, 1953: perspective and section views of the
model apartment for la Mahieddine master plan. Fondation Le Corbusier, R2-11-10.

In contrast to the mappings of everyday routines featured in
diagram plans of existing structures in la Mahieddine, the model cell
was divided into static, self-contained areas for sleeping, gathering,
circulating, and hygiene, all delineated in plan and section. The
layered patterns of occupation CIAM-Alger architects had observed
were effectively exchanged for clearly bounded functional zones set
within a stripped-down version of the duplex units featured in Le
Corbusier’s Unité d’habitation in Marseille. Despite their focus on
adaptive strategies and everyday life in la Mahieddine, Simounet
and his colleagues demonstrated a marked commitment to
established CIAM principles.18 The evident disjunction, in the CIAM-



Alger grid, between spatial practices observed on the ground and
design solutions projected in response revealed a profound
ambivalence about the lessons ultimately learned from the
bidonville.

In one panel, the model unit was depicted in a perspective
drawing as if occupied, with sparse furnishings and rudimentary
objects standing in for temporarily absent inhabitants, while an
accompanying section view included figures intended as scale
references (Figure 6.7). Objects like those invested with symbolic
import in Simounet’s drawing of household implements were
repositioned within the insistently modern frame of the model
apartment. Here too these archaic artifacts of imagined rural
Algerian tradition defined their users by cultural fixity. The figures
delineated in the section drawing, by contrast, referenced Le
Corbusier’s modulor, the universalizing system of measurement
used to determine the proportions of the CIAM-Alger unit.



Figure 6.8 CIAM-Alger presentation panel, 1953: “Algerian” modulor. Fondation Le
Corbusier, R2-9-24.

The modulor was the focus of yet another panel included in the
CIAM-Alger grid (Figure 6.8). Here Le Corbusier’s distinctive
modulor schema remained largely intact, although the figure was
now clad in a North African burnus. The defining measurements
noted in the drawing exactly replicated Le Corbusier’s proportional
system. However, in the “Algerian” modulor diagram, the bodily
postures to which these measurements corresponded differed
significantly. Le Corbusier had depicted his modulor man in varied
stances, moving from sitting on an elevated perch to standing. The
CIAM-Alger version included three figures, one seated on the
ground with an elbow resting on raised knee, a second reclined
above, as if lying on an unseen, elevated bed, and the third
standing with right arm at his side and left arm folded across his
chest to grasp his right shoulder. These self-contained, impassive
stances contrasted sharply with the active gestures of Le
Corbusier’s modulor man, especially in his most frequently depicted
pose—standing erect with feet firmly planted shoulder-width apart
and left hand gesturing boldly upward as if to reach the sky.

The poses adopted by the “Algerian” modulor might be
understood to reference conventional furnishings of Berber and
Arab dwellings, where seating areas often featured cushions or low
benches rather than European-style chairs. The original vision of
universal man was thus inflected with cultural specificity. However,
much like the archaic implements depicted in the CIAM-Alger model
apartment, what the “Algerian” modulor diagram communicated
most forcefully was its primitivizing vision of figures positioned in
something like an incomplete evolutionary chart. Ultimately this
drawing evidences the degree to which careful observations of
inhabitants and dwelling practices in the bidonville of Algiers were
nevertheless slotted into preexisting conceptual scaffolding.



Figure 6.9 Roland Simounet, Djenan el Hasan, Algiers, 1956–1962, detail view.
Archives Nationales du Monde de Travail.



Figure 6.10 Roland Simounet, Djenan el Hasan, typical plan of two-level unit. Archives
Nationales du Monde de Travail.

The design proposals featured in the CIAM-Alger grid were never
implemented as such. However, la Mahieddine did become a target
of Mayor Chevalier’s campaign to “re-absorb” the bidonvilles in
Algiers by way of an accelerated campaign of mass housing
construction initiated in 1953.19 The “discovery” of the bidonville by
architects and urban sociologists as well as the attention paid to its
previously overlooked inhabitants helped to fuel the systematic
destruction of these settlements. In turn, new housing complexes
erected in their place were explicitly conceived, amidst the war for
independence, as mechanisms of pacification and acculturation
targeting native Algerian populations. In 1956, Simounet was invited
to design a transitional housing complex that would provide
emergency shelter for residents displaced from the city’s bidonvilles



who were awaiting permanent accommodations. Framed within the
overtly evolutionary logic that guided new housing construction,
Simounet’s transitional dwellings were intended to serve as the first
step in transforming rural Algerians into modern, Europeanized,
urban residents.20

The resulting Djenan el Hasan (“the beautiful gardens”)
comprised 210 units, organized in terrace formation following the
slope of a steep ravine along the northern hills of Algiers (Figure
6.9). Simounet designed four apartment types, including variations
on one-room dwellings with loggia, and duplex models with loggia
and a second room, the latter an abbreviated iteration of the CIAM-
Alger model (Figure 6.10). Zeynep Çelik has noted the remarkable
topographical sensitivity that guided Simounet’s design, while
criticizing the awkward solution of locating rudimentary toilets and a
minimal area for food preparation in the small loggia.21 Individual
dwelling modules featured distinctive vaulted roofs, constructed of
terracotta bricks and finished with plaster. This structural system
recalled the ghorfa, a second-story room spanned with a vaulted
roof, which was frequently seen in the informal settlements of
Algiers.22 In his study of rural Algerian houses, Auguste Bernard
had described the ghorfa as a new hybrid typology that reimagined
indigenous dwellings through the use of European materials. A rural
Franco-Algerian habitat that had found its way to the bidonville was
reabsorbed by Simounet into a structure that simultaneously
referenced Le Corbusier’s 1949 Roq et Rob project.

Although Djenan el Hasan was designed to provide emergency
housing, rather than temporary stopping points for inhabitants en
route to more commodious accommodations, these structures
ultimately functioned as permanent dwellings. Despite Simounet’s
fascination with adaptive strategies he observed in la Mahieddine,
no attempt was made at Djenan el Hasan to accommodate
residents’ changing needs. While familiar forms of auto-



constructions—namely, the ghorfa—inspired the complex’s
distinctive vaulting, this element was here transformed into an
architectonic expression of Algerian identity. In this move we might
glimpse something of the exceptional pressures of complicity to
which Bourdieu referred. Nevertheless, a final riposte by the users
might be seen in the fact that the open loggia were eventually
walled in by Djenan el Hasan’s occupants and thus recreated as
enclosed, multifunctional spaces.

Recuperating the Bidonville: Logis d’Anne, 1983–
1984

In 1983, the French Ministry charged with overseeing the affairs of
the rapatriés—Europeans who had settled in Algeria and “returned”
to France at independence—asked Simounet to oversee initial
plans for the renovation of Logis d’Anne, a forest encampment
outside Aix-en-Provence. Logis d’Anne was one of several
makeshift settlements that had been requisitioned to provide
temporary accommodations for a group of harkis—Algerians who
had been or were perceived as being loyal to the colonial
administration and were “repatriated” to France at independence in
1962. Simounet was himself a rapatrié; like many French Algerians
of European origin, he left Algeria for France shortly before
independence, although he returned to Algiers in 1963 and revived
his architectural practice there before moving permanently to Paris
in 1967.

Established in an isolated, mountainous site, Logis d’Anne
provided minimal shelters for 110 families, many of whom were
initially employed in the forestry service. The site itself posed a
considerable challenge, as it was bisected by a steep ravine and
delimited by a major highway. The settlement comprised three
groups of prefabricated structures erected at different moments. By



the early 1980s these dwellings were in extremely poor condition,
and their residents were demanding that the situation finally be
improved. In response, Simounet proposed to transform
haphazardly constructed, dispersed barracks into a cohesive,
densely built, residential community centered on clearly defined
public spaces.

In the early stages of the project, Simounet worked closely with
Marwan Abi-Samra, a sociologist who undertook a detailed study of
the settlement’s history and the socio-spatial dynamics of its
current use, based on detailed interviews with residents and
extended observations of their daily lives. A preliminary summary
drafted prior to the completion of Abi-Samra’s final report included
an extended reflection on his role as researcher-observer. The
challenge, as he identified it, was how to mediate between the
distance he believed was necessary for objective analysis and the
pitfalls that might befall his study if residents perceived him as an
outsider, or worse, an adversary. In response to these tensions,
Abi-Samra asserted that only by embracing ambiguity could he
create the conditions that might make sociological observation
possible. In Abi-Samra’s eyes, his Lebanese origins were essential
to his work at Logis d’Anne, as they meant he was an outsider to
the community who could nevertheless claim some degree of
insider knowledge by way of a shared linguistic and cultural
heritage.23

Abi-Samra’s account emphasized resolution, insofar as he
argued that the delicate balance he was able to strike between
insider and outsider allowed for an encounter on relatively “neutral
terrain,” which in turn encouraged greater sympathy and deeper
understanding on the part of the observer-researcher. Whether his
inhabitant-informants shared this perception is certainly up for
debate. In any case, Abi-Samra’s insistence on the ambiguity
inherent in the ethnographic encounter is a useful framework



through which to understand Simounet’s own position. Simounet
likewise laid claim to insider knowledge at Logis d’Anne, based on
his own Algerian origins and his status as repatrié, which he shared
with residents there. Both Abi-Samra and Simounet insisted that
the site was itself marked by defining ambiguities.24 Whereas
French authorities had created Logis d’Anne as a temporary
encampment and segregated space, its residents had effectively
transformed it into a tightly knit community and “place of
rootedness.”25

Figure 6.11 Logis d’Anne, master plan. Archives Nationales du Monde de Travail.

In response, Simounet extensively reworked the existing road
network and established a single entrance from the highway (as
opposed to the existing three), in order to control access to Logis
d’Anne and enhance a sense of belonging amongst its inhabitants.
The wooded ravine that bisected the site would provide a focal point



for community facilities, including an arcaded public square lined
with stores, a school, and an outdoor amphitheater (Figure 6.11).
At the same time, Simounet returned to the model of Djenan el
Hasan, proposing a similar solution of clustered dwellings while
developing more complex spatial dynamics of autonomy and
interconnection. Organized in irregular groupings in terraced form,
individual units featured garden courtyards, often punctuated in
Simounet’s drawings by a single tree. Vaulted roofs like those at
Djenan el Hasan became defining forms for the new residential
areas and the subject of extended study. These vaults and a series
of related constructional elements became the basis for a new
architectural order devised by Simounet as a variable kit of parts
(Figure 6.12).26

At Logis d’Anne, Simounet redressed the limitations of Djenan el
Hasan, not only in the provision of public amenities, but also in the
much more commodious living spaces provided in the proposed
three-, four- and five-room dwellings, whose interiors incorporated
sliding partitions. Perhaps the most striking departure was
Simounet’s proposal that the residents be put to work physically
constructing their new community as a means of combating the
extremely high unemployment rate, especially amongst its youth.
Auto-construction would thus return through the back door, framed
this time through the new terms of “participation,” but still subject to
the control of the architect’s master plan. Simounet’s desire to
recuperate Djenan el Hasan in the forest outside Aix-en-Provence
effectively repositioned residents within a set architectonic system
intended to give visible expression to their Algerian origins.



Figure 6.12 Logis d’Anne, architectural order. Archives Nationales du Monde de
Travail.

Similar dynamics seem to inform a sketch of a new dwelling for
the Logis d’Anne, which bore an uncanny resemblance to the
interior of the CIAM-Alger model cell, with its built-in sitting area,
sparse furnishings, and a figure reminiscent of the “Algerian”
modulor (Figure 6.13). Simounet could be faulted here for mis-
reading the evidence on the ground, as he seemed to conflate the
distant reality of rural migrants he had met in Algiers in 1953 with
the radically different situation of the harkis who had been living in
France for two decades. Nevertheless, taking seriously Abi-Samra’s
call to acknowledge the ambiguity inherent in the relationship of
architect-ethnographer and user-inhabitant, I am tempted to read
the figure at rest in Simounet’s projected window seat as a cipher
for the architect’s own lost French-Algerian past, a ghostly figure
that ultimately spoke as much to the architect’s own “double cultural



belonging” as to that of his desired users.27 The proposed
renovation of Logis d’Anne, like the CIAM-Alger master plan for the
redevelopment of la Mahieddine, was never realized, as political
tides were turning towards integration and sufficient funding was
not forthcoming. In 1987, after a series of violent protests, the
remaining residents were moved to existing housing complexes in
neighbouring towns and the surviving structures were demolished.

Figure 6.13 Logis d’Anne, interior study. Archives Nationales du Monde de Travail.

Three decades earlier, in Algiers, the turn to the user had
emerged hand in hand with the “discovery” of the bidonville and the
concomitant explosion of mass housing production in the mid-
1950s. Importantly, the informal city became the focus of attention
at the very moment that the future of French Algeria was called into
question. Indeed, it is my contention that the “colonization of
everyday life” provoked by the new attention trained on socio-



spatial practices of dwelling in Algiers was a significant product of
the protracted process of decolonization. Shifting the frame in this
way might lend new significance to Henri Lefebvre’s oft-repeated
phrase, “the colonization of everyday life,” coined in 1947 and
intended to describe the systematic reordering of post-war society
through the technocratic regime of controlled consumption.28 Seen
in this light, the user emerges as a concerted invention of late
colonialism, one whose ramifications continued to register in
housing policy and architectural practice in France long after the
official dismantling of French Algeria.
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Figure 7.1 Image of the inauguration of Ronna Centrum in 1965, republished in
Länstidningen on the occasion of the fortieth anniversary of the neighborhood,
December 1, 2005. The caption reads: “Ceremonious inauguration: The weather was
chilly when the Telgebostäder foundation’s director, Olov Lekberg, gave the inaugural
speech.” Photo: Thomas Brandt/Länstidningen.
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Figure 7.2 Advertisement for the inauguration of Ronna Centrum as published in
Länstidningen, November 30, 1965, including a plan of the shops and social services.

On December 2, 1965, the new shopping and citizen service center
known as Ronna Centrum opened in the industrial town of
Södertälje on the outskirts of Stockholm, to the “blow of a trumpet.”
1 A full-page advertisement ran in the local paper, Länstidningen,
two days before, including a site plan with the locations and names
of its new businesses and services: recreational facilities and
meeting spaces for organizations and clubs, a health clinic, a youth
center, a church, a bakery, a post office, a dry cleaner, a
fishmonger, a florist, two hair salons, and two grocery stores
(Figures 7.1 and 7.2).

The unveiling of this centrum (town center) also marked an
official inauguration of greater Ronna, the new town neighborhood
recently constructed around it. This was one of the earliest phases
of Södertälje’s participation in a national housing initiative—the
Million Program—developed by the Social Democrats, the political
party that led Sweden for most of the twentieth century. Simply
stated, the Program produced one million dwelling units between
1965 and 1974 in a country that numbered fewer than eight million
residents at the time. While the state began the project through an
Act of Parliament and supported its financing, this was not intended
as social housing for the destitute; it would instead replace much of



the housing stock for the emerging Swedish middle class. In
Södertälje, where a booming mid-century industrial economy
required housing for workers, the Million Program had a
tremendous effect, spreading the town from an historic waterfront
into satellites in surrounding forests and farms.

The centrum represented a critical component of most Million
Program neighborhoods. According to Swedish planning ideologies,
this space was to be a heavily programmed, indoor–outdoor zone
with so-called “service” functions: pedagogical centers, shopping,
social clubs, and other recreational facilities.2 The design for Ronna
Centrum followed suit, incorporating the latest ideas about food
sales in self-service markets, quick-trim hair salons for factory
workers, and local social services. The centrum would encourage
interaction between modern Swedish citizens and create a space of
identification for community members in Ronna and across
Sweden.3

Million Program boosters and designers explicitly intended to use
architecture and urban design to level differences between people
previously divided along socioeconomic and regional lines, providing
housing affordable to all. A sense of Swedish national belonging
would emerge through the built environment, and the centrum
became a social and spatial focal point. To follow philosopher
Charles Taylor, the Swedish public sphere expanded from a mere
“moral order”—regulations defined by politicians and implemented
by bureaucrats—to a “modern social imaginary”—whereby citizens
understood themselves as belonging to a retooled Swedish nation.4
Forms of “spatial governmentality” seeped into the collective
consciousness through standardized architectural forms.5 Jubilation
around Ronna Centrum’s opening, then, celebrated more than just
the opportunity to shop; the town center connected residents to
their compatriots using similar services and spaces across the
country.



In the early 1970s, however, the economic prosperity of the
postwar period came to an unexpected stop, with major
consequences for Södertälje. The town’s extreme dependence on
the fortunes of industry, which had once made it a vital organ of
Swedish industrial progress, now left it on life support.6 Its Million
Program neighborhoods, intended as showpieces for a new
progressive society and a beacon of Södertälje’s luminous future,
seemed to darken overnight as they rapidly emptied. As new towns
became ghost towns, who would live on Södertälje’s new urban
periphery? The answer quickly came.

In the spring of 1967, 205 Syriac Christians, classified as
“stateless” refugees, arrived from Lebanon to Sweden through a
quota program.7 Most had previously emigrated from Turkey, owing
both to a difficult economic climate and to the harassment they
experienced as a result of their minority Christian religion. After
arrival, they spent many months in a refugee camp, where they
were to be indoctrinated into the Swedish welfare state and
transformed from utlänningar (foreigners) into proud “New
Swedes.”8 Eventually separated into small groups, the Syriacs were
transferred to cities around Sweden, including Södertälje.9 By the
late 1970s, the population of Syriacs in Sweden increased sharply
as they “spontaneously” arrived in the aftermath of conflicts and
shifting immigration policies elsewhere.10 Many concentrated in
Södertälje’s Million Program neighborhoods, especially Ronna.

Here, I concentrate on how the Swedish Social Democratic
welfare state took physical shape in the 1960s centrum, yet the
same space emerged as a nexus of both conflict and innovation
during the 1970s. The Million Program has become the definition of
failed Swedish social and spatial planning, even as the Syriacs’
changes (continuing into the present day) suggest that such
criticisms should be reevaluated. Syriac “users” have ultimately
redefined the public space par excellence of Swedish modernism—



the centrum—while working within it, as an examination of their
symbolically potent but physically sedate transformations will
demonstrate.

Million Programming
When Stockholm City Commissioner Harry Sandberg proclaimed
that “good housing nurtures good citizens and happy communities”
in 1932, this was taken quite literally. The Social Democratic
platform rested heavily on solving the housing crisis created
through Sweden’s late urban migration, with a post-Second World
War Swedish housing stock considered among the worst in Europe:
dilapidated, overcrowded, and dirty. Calls for reform were
widespread and anxious. Nobel Prize-winning sociologist Alva
Myrdal and economist Gunnar Myrdal’s influential 1934 book Crisis
in the Population Question declared that direct state intervention in
housing was essential to Sweden’s future.11 A comprehensive
approach was only possible, however, with the greater prosperity of
the postwar period. It took flight with the Million Program.

Emphasizing equality between citizens, the Million Program used
industrial building techniques to construct critically needed,
standardized housing quickly. In new, cohesive “neighborhood
units,” residents would live in multi-family apartment buildings that
reordered the boundaries of the domestic and the communal.12

Rather than a single-family house, residents would identify with a
shared trapphus, or stairwell. Behind their uniform doors, they lived
in units homogenized through careful scientific research, from
doors to the size of the kitchen sink.13 Washing their clothes in a
meticulously proportioned, common laundry room fitted with the
latest machinery (that they were then obliged to clean for the next
user), residents, like citizens, had both rights and responsibilities.
The town center came to encapsulate these aims.



Prior to the Million Program, new planned neighborhoods had
been fitted out with only minimal commercial and community
structures. The first major Swedish new town urban design to
incorporate a centrum was for Årsta, planned by Uno Åhrén,
designed by the brothers Erik and Tore Ahlsén, and completed in
1953. Sven Markelius’s famous Vällingby neighborhood also
included a centrum, which was designed by the architects Sven
Backström and Leif Reinius and inaugurated in 1954. The town
center then became a regular urban design feature of new
neighborhoods planned during the two decades that followed.

In this spirit, the government-sponsored Collective Housing
Committee produced a report, Samlingslokaler (Community
Centers), in 1955. Industrialization and increased workers’ rights
produced both shorter workdays and increased leisure time, and
the authors recommended the provision of appropriate activities in
spaces outside the home. By the 1960s, the centrum had become
the specific outlet for these intentions, with its design expressing
Social Democratic beliefs in the direct correlation between
productive practices of citizenship and architecture, emphasizing
new relationships between public and private space. Like Ronna
Centrum, which the local paper described as both “rational” and
“hypermodern,” these new town centers would link residents who
did not share a stairwell, but who nonetheless lived in the same
neighborhood unit. Adhering to its name, the centrum was to be
centrally located, allowing neighbors to happen upon one another
while shopping or to engage in a planned meeting or event.



Figure 7.3 The typical town center plan for Million Program neighborhoods. From: Din
egen stad (June 1965): 14–15. Ronna Centrum nearly copied this plan.

Figure 7.4 Site plan for Ronna Centrum, August 19, 1966. Stamped by Fritz Voigt
Arkitektkontor AB. Source: Municipality of Södertälje.



As the caption (Figure 7.3) published in a Södertälje community
magazine in 1965 stated, “As a heart and a lifeblood in the middle
of a new housing area, a centrum is often situated in order to serve
the inhabitants’ cultural and material needs.” 14 The article
explained that the typical centrum contained community
organizations, a workers’ education center, church, post office, hair
salon, flower shop, a state-of-the-art, self-service grocery store, as
well as a health clinic and library. The plan for Ronna Centrum,
which the architect Fritz Voigt designed, was an almost exact
replica of the published diagram (Figure 7.4). Its planning and
design brought Södertälje into the fold of the Swedish social—and
spatial—imaginaries.

Service Space for Citizens
If the welfare state appeared to be politically and economically
secure by the 1960s, this permitted debates around the centrum to
focus increasingly on the notion of “service” (employing the English-
language word), or household functions not accommodated in
dwelling spaces. The 1964 national government brochure entitled
Good Housing Today and Tomorrow described the importance of
such programmed public space:

Improved housing standards mean not only better housing,
they also mean increased space for all the other functions
that are related to housing, not the least of which are the
arrangement of collective amenities and chances to use your
spare time in an enriched way.15

This gave the centrum—ostensibly a mere recreational and
commercial space—a specific didactic purpose within the structure
of the larger society. Here, leisure would be pedagogical.



On April 14, 1967, the “Service Committee,” a group researching
boendeservice (residential service), was established by the Swedish
national government. They released a series of reports during the
late 1960s and early 1970s.16 In the first of these, published in
1968, the Committee described how the need for service arose out
of the radical change in household demographics, with fewer
children and the new prevalence of the nuclear, two-generational
family: a radical change from the interwar period.17 In the report,
Boendeservice comprised: 1. Childcare, 2. Services for the elderly,
ill, and disabled, 3. Recreation and culture, 4. Food, 5. Household
maintenance, 6. Laundry and clothing care, and 7. Goods
distribution and expedition services. Almost all were traditionally
imagined as women’s (unpaid) labor. Along with traffic planning,
another element was specifically defined as “organized activities for
all age and interest groups assumed to be in the housing area
(bostadsområdet).”18 As Ingemar Johansson described it:

Figure 7.5 Drawings for the social “services” included in the original plans for Ronna
Centrum. Youth center (Ronna gården) (left) and the Arbetarnas Bildningsförbund
(Workers’ Education Center, ABF) (right). Stamped by the city architect on October
26, 1965 (top) and May 2, 1966 (bottom). Source: Municipality of Södertälje.



The development was accompanied by a housing debate
and housing research whose central concept was service—
people’s need for commercial and social services. It is
significant that the cohousing concept was transformed to
service buildings—from community to the delivery of
services.19

These social services were clearly visible in the planning of
Ronna Centrum (Figure 7.5). The provision of new spaces for
modern living and array of services reemphasized the direct
relationship between public space and new, centrally planned forms
of middle-class citizenship.

Even as most Million Program new towns were built in peripheral
locations, the centrum was meant to be as central to each
neighborhood as its name implies. Like the services themselves,
this location also had a specifically social dimension. In a 1965
edition of the Swedish journal Arkitektur, Allan Westerman noted
that the increasing size of retail stores led to changes to the
centrum’s shape. It was mainly governmental authorities and
organizations such as sports clubs and church groups from whom
suggestions for services were garnered, since future residents were
not yet on site:

The concentration of functions was regarded as providing
better orientation and facilitating an integrated design for an
entire urban area, a design that, through the architectonic
environment’s qualities, could affect a person in a positive
way, enrich her life, and create a sense of belonging to a
group.20

The centrum would lend a pedagogical purpose to free time,
reinforce equality and sameness between citizens, and blur the



space between the public and private as it strengthened the
modern Swedish social imaginary. As Hans-Erland Heineman wrote
in 1975:

In pre-war Sweden the two were strictly separated—the
public street and the private home were two different worlds.
In Sweden today, almost all community functions are …
characterised by fluid boundaries between public and private,
the general and the individual: indoor environments of this
kind include the office landscape, the nursing landscape, the
educational landscape, the hypermarket, and the “house of
culture,” while outdoors the unfenced villa or row house area,
and the new shopping centers and service facilities are
tending in the same direction … These attitudes are to be
seen … as a general protest against the propensity of the
affluent society to think in terms of belongings and
possessions, rather than services, contacts, and personality
development.21

Repeated across the Swedish urban landscape, then, the heavily
programmed centrum would accentuate equality between citizens
and create a physical and social space of identification and
gathering for each neighborhood.

Indeed, Ingegerd Ågren argues that the “welfare society” was
transformed into a “service society” by the 1970s, a change from
before the Second World War. Ågren’s analysis suggests that the
centrum and its “service” occupied an ever-greater role in the life of
the local neighborhood, as she writes:

Since the 30s, the concept of “service” has gradually altered,
having been broadened from services fairly closely linked to
the dwelling, such as the care and minding of children, and
services related to the upkeep of the dwelling and to



catering, which were organised and paid for by the tenants
and were often linked with the idea of “collective” multi-family
houses, to cover a much wider system in which the
community is actively committed, by legislation, planning,
financial support, and administration, to extend all-round
assistance to the inhabitants, and provide the necessary
conditions for a sense of community, social contacts,
recreation, and activities that will develop personality. As a
result, the concept of “service” is now to an increasing extent
integrated in the overall community environment.22

“Service” reemphasized the direct relationship between public
space and citizenship in the welfare state.23 The provision of retail
space, together with social functions, recalls the idea that Million
Program facilities were not intended as “social housing” for the
needy; rather they were part of an effort to address various existing
forms of class and gender inequality. Mats Franzén and Eva
Sandstedt detail how the Service Committee’s report from 1970
emphasizes this relationship between ideology and space:

The service concept widens between reports one and two …
1968 defines residential service as a set of functions … 1970
is not satisfied with this list, but insists that service also
affects the social environment, and therefore “service must
also be addressed from ideological points of departure.” One
such point is that housing services contribute to “community
and equity within and between generations and between
people with different interest orientations and in different
social and economic situations” and that it “increases
opportunities for individuals to influence the shape of the
common environment.”24



This ideological shift took place during the critical years during
which Swedish economic stagnation was becoming apparent. An
impending period of austerity, in a sense, produced an ideological
return to the spirit of the 1955 Samlingslokaler report: communal
activities were stressed, and the newly recreational citizen was to
be educated through appropriate leisure activities. The economic,
political, and demographic changes of the 1970s, however,
engendered new questions and conflicts to which the architecture
and planning of the earlier period had difficulty responding. Town
centers like Ronna Centrum absorbed the frictions of these shifts,
even as they also were transformed.

A Crisis at the Center
Even during the course of the ten years of the Million Program,
many new towns began to lose some of their initial sheen, with
criticisms leveled at their standardization and simplified planning.
Their signature facades—gray concrete with green trim—signaled
more a climate of melancholy and less an image of “homes of the
future” after only a few years in the Swedish sun and snow.
Furthermore, the amenities meant to surround them remained
unfinished: playgrounds were unbuilt, and bus and subway lines
often did not run. As new Million Program neighborhoods were
being constructed in the 1970s, people with means to live
elsewhere were already rejecting those that had been built earlier.

Accelerating this trend was the global economic crisis of the
1970s, when Sweden’s uncomfortable reliance on international
economics illuminated its growing impotence in realistically
determining its own fortunes. This had a particularly devastating
effect on industry-dependent Södertälje. The worldwide downturn
and oil crisis of 1973 hastened the abandonment of its Million
Program new towns, as Finnish laborers returned to their home



country and native-born Swedes sought other opportunities
elsewhere. These changes left a large number of “outhyrda,” or
“unrented” Million Program apartments (which was preferred to the
term “tomma” or “empty”), a topic of frequent discussion in the local
media during the 1970s. When Syriacs began to move in, the area
therefore had abundant available units.

The socioeconomic shifts that decimated neighborhood
populations also had deleterious effects on town centers. In 1965,
residents were told to regard Ronna Centrum as a “hypermodern
shopping center,” but many ultimately rejected its monolithic forms
and, with them, the spatial governmentality—focused on uniformity
—that these spaces imposed through “service,” especially during
leisure time and shopping. Exacerbating the crisis was the Swedish
state’s decision to decommission neighborhood-level services in the
1970s. For instance, rather than neighborhood libraries, only one
central location would be offered, and budgetary cuts forced
community youth centers to reduce their hours.25 Increasingly,
there was no public in public spaces like Ronna Centrum.

Rumbles with the Raggare
Meanwhile, as the Million Program transformed from a beacon of
progress to a civic embarrassment, the small Syriac population of
Södertälje suddenly expanded. In the mid-1970s, conflicts in
Cyprus and Lebanon and the end of the bilateral German–Turkish
guest worker program became “push factors” that drove numerous
Syriacs to follow the first group to Sweden without the luxury of an
approved Swedish quota system. With Södertälje’s “pull factors”—
its proximity to Stockholm and large stock of available housing—the
town quickly became a magnet for Syriacs, who were often
described as “illegal immigrants” in the local paper. Even as they
were increasingly met with suspicion, they filled the void left in



housing estates as industrial workers departed and as the buildings’
modernism evolved from a sign of progress into one of a defeated
hubris. Syriacs slowly became Ronna’s majority ethnic group,
numbering approximately 10,000 to 12,000 by the early 1980s.

During the 1970s, Syriacs began to establish themselves
institutionally within Ronna’s neighborhood-level community
structures. For example, the förening (social club) was a
government approved form of organization that Syriacs had been
encouraged to develop, and the Assyriska Förening—cultivating
links between the Syriac group and Ancient Assyria—began renting
an underground space in Ronna Centrum. Syriacs used the
centrum’s space for social gatherings, card playing, and
discussions about history and politics during the day. Community
celebrations, such as weddings and the Assyrian New Year on April
1, took place at night. Syriacs thus utilized the spatial structure of
Ronna, established with Social Democratic ideals for citizen
development in mind, for their own nationalist purposes.

Such retreats also reflected the increasing sense that public life
in Södertälje’s downtown was not open to everyone. Syriacs had
attracted the attention of the so-called raggare,26 the nativist youth
gangs who rode around Sweden in large American cars from the
1950s until the 1980s. A conflict now known as “Sweden’s first race
riots”27—between groups of raggare and Syriacs—took place in
downtown Södertälje at the Hotel Bristol in June 1977. One raggare
yelled, “Look, there are svartskallar [a racial epithet for immigrants,
literally “black heads”] sitting in there!” and motioned to Syriacs
eating in the hotel. The raggare entered that dining room, which
had only one exit. A major fight ensued, with fourteen people
hospitalized, but just one arrest made. Headlines in the local paper
ranged from “Raggare fight in Södertälje echoed in the United
Nations”28 to “Police fear continued race riot.”29 These conflicts
resurfaced during the much discussed “terror night” in August of



1980, which included the burning of several Syriac businesses in
raggare arsons.

As threats from the raggare and xenophobic attitudes among
other locals made the Syriacs’ presence in downtown Södertälje an
anxious one, retreat to the new town satellites for everyday social
life became an increasingly attractive option. The Assyriska
Förening remained in Ronna Centrum for many years, taking over a
larger space when the Finnish förening Finlandia moved downtown
in 1980. They remained there until the 1990s, when they relocated
to a former greenhouse in the Million Program neighborhood of
Hovsjö. Even so, the Assyriska Förening was only the first of many
Syriac businesses and social clubs to operate in the centrum. From
the tumultuous 1970s, Ronna Centrum increasingly became a
representative space—not of the homogeneous, postwar Swedish
middle-class living for which it was explicitly designed—but of a
particularized, Syriac group identity.

Re-Centering
The centrum and its “service” spaces appeared to be not only
architectonically but socially rigid, yet the Syriacs began to
metamorphose them in the 1970s, beginning with uses like the
Assyriska Förening. This practice has continued into the present
day. Steeped in Swedish welfare state ideology, Syriacs have
altered the centrum’s spaces to reflect their own needs, little by
little, even as the town center’s initial architectural design has
prevailed (Figures 7.6 and 7.7). New signs and color schemes,
symbols, markers, and physical displays have altered its surfaces,
although structural walls and window placements have remained
largely untouched and unchanged. While apartments were added
on upper levels in the 1990s, the centrum’s “service” structure
today remains virtually the same as it was in 1965.



Figure 7.6 Ronna Centrum, relational drawing, August 19, 1966. By Fritz Voigt
Arkitektkontor AB. Source: Municipality of Södertälje.

Figure 7.7 Ronna Centrum, 2009, with St. Gabriel’s Church in the foreground on the
left and Oasen club on the right. Photo by author.

Today, for instance, spaces initially designed for a youth club and
other social organizations in Ronna Centrum house five cultural
clubs for Syriacs, Assyrians, and Iraqis. The grocery store that
opened in 1965 maintains the same name it had then, Ronna Livs.
Today, however, it sells almost entirely products imported from



Syria, Turkey, and beyond (Figures 7.8, 7.9, and 7.10). St. Olov’s,
the Swedish Lutheran church appearing in Voigt’s original design,
was transformed into the Syriac Orthodox church called St.
Gabriel’s in 1995. The church’s new altar space is separated with
the traditional Syriac tripartite scrim, and the adjacent rooms
originally allotted to the Workers’ Educational Association (ABF)
have been added on to enlarge the space of its nave (Figures 7.11
and 7.12).

Likewise, hairdressers are located in the same salon spaces that
were specified for this use in the initial 1965 design. At that time,
barbers used modern razors for buzz cuts and factory-ready coifs
for industrial workers. Today, they specialize in the complicated
women’s hairstyles required at the frequent Syriac community
formal occasions, such as weddings, parties, and baptisms. These
sometimes demand hours of preparation (and cans of hairspray).
Here, as one young Syriac woman told me, “the hairdresser who
just came from Syria” has some tricks up his sleeve “to make you
look like you just came from Damascus.”

Figure 7.8 Original façade, Ronna Livs grocery store. Stamped by the City Architect
on September 22, 1965. Source: Municipality of Södertälje.



Figure 7.9 A shop in Ronna Centrum, 1965. Photo: Thomas Brandt / Länstidningen.

Figure 7.10 A shop in Ronna Centrum, 2011. Photo by Danielle Barsoum.



Figure 7.11 Plans for St. Olov’s, belonging to the Swedish Church, and the ABF
Center on the north side. From the relational drawing for Ronna Centrum by Fritz
Voigt, August 19, 1966.

Figure 7.12 Interior view, St. Gabriel’s Syriac Orthodox church, 2009. The area once
occupied by ABF is on the right. Photo by author.

In other words, even as most of the original physical form of
Ronna Centrum has been maintained, the early Syriac territorial



claims that took place through the rental of existing spaces have
reconfigured this neighborhood’s focal point over time. As these
transformations have occurred mostly in social terms, the main
evidence of change is found in contemporary signage, permitting
the slow seepage of a particularized Syriac identity into what was
previously the Swedish welfare state’s carefully constructed
centrum. In what Henri Lefebvre terms “spatial practice,” or a
“dialectical interaction … that produces [space] … as slowly and
surely as it masters and appropriates it,” each urban intervention by
Syriac “users” has contributed to a long-term socio-spatial effect.30

Thus, the very “generic” architectural forms for which Ronna
Centrum has been critiqued, together with its strong and specific
social programs, may have paradoxically made it flexible: more
universally adaptable than even its architects and planners had
intended. While these spaces were designed to reinforce—through
the new modern social imaginary of the welfare state—scientifically
standardized and condoned ideals of leisure and recreation, the
absence of the imagined universal [Swedish] subject required their
modification. New signs, new speeds for hair treatments, and new
forms of religious practice have shifted the centrum’s symbolism
and clientele, even as most of its walls, programs, and pavements
remain as they looked upon inauguration in 1965.

Conclusion: Uses or Users?

The borderline engagements of cultural difference may as
often be consensual as conflictual; they may confound our
definitions of tradition and modernity; realign the customary
boundaries between the private and the public, high and low;
and challenge normative expectations of development and
progress.31



More than forty years have passed since the Social Democratic
Million Program carved a new urban identity into Södertälje’s
landscape, and since the Syriacs’ arrival there. Rather than the
waterfront that defined Södertälje before 1965, the neighborhoods
made in the name of a new Swedish modernity form the
municipality’s primary urban image, yet living in such neighborhoods
is nearly synonymous with having a “foreign background.”32 With
the third largest proportion of immigrants in Sweden, Södertälje is
today often described as “Little Baghdad,” “Syriatälje,” “Mosul-on-
Stockholm,”33 or “Mesopotälje.” 34 Without mentioning any
neighborhood by name, these descriptions refer explicitly to Million
Program areas, which are Södertälje for outsiders.

In tandem, Södertälje’s town centers—where New Swedes are
redefining public life—are typically portrayed as only perilously
public. Contemporary Swedish media and anti-immigration party
depictions frequently and damningly refer to Ronna as a
“segregated” space; its centrum is a hornet’s nest, its physical
infrastructure openly criminalized through gangs and “föreningar”
that are actually illegal gambling parlors or fronts for illegal trade.
Abetting this perspective in Ronna Centrum are high-profile
incidents like the 2005 “Ronna Riots,” sparked when Syriac teenage
boys allegedly harassed a non-Syriac girl, calling her “whore” as
she passed through the centrum, and the murder of the beloved
Syriac soccer player Eddie Moussa and his brother in Oasen (a
social club in the centrum) in July 2010. When Ronna Centrum’s
architectural plans are represented publicly today, it is no longer to
herald an optimistic new society at it was in 1965, but to portray the
scene of a crime (Figure 7.13).



Figure 7.13 Rendering of the interior of the Oasen social club in Ronna Centrum in
which soccer player Eddie Moussa and his brother were killed in July 2010, as
included in an Aftonbladet article about the crime. Eric Tagesson and Mattias
Carlsson, “Här har tre mördats—på sex månader,” Image: Paul
Wallander/Afton-bladet.35

Even as their forebears’ designs are regarded as failures,
contemporary city planners and architects have been charged to
address these complaints through new initiatives. For instance, a
recent EU-supported redevelopment project in Södertälje’s
municipal planning department defined Ronna as a “deprived area.”
Initial proposals included suggestions that Ronna Centrum should
be razed or rebuilt in favor of public art projects, galleries, and
architect-designed houses meant to appeal to ethnic Swedes.
Architectural demolition, some proponents therefore suggested,
might combat “segregation,” which has long been regarded as a



problem a priori. If diffusing the neighborhood’s particularized public
has become a major target of reform, erasing the centrum
becomes, for some officials, a possible way to eliminate an
undesired Syriac ethnic concentration.

In contrast, in a 2006 article from the Swedish paper Aftonbladet
entitled, “Ronna: Sweden’s Chinatown,” journalist Nisha Besara
highlights Ronna’s family-friendly atmosphere:

In Ronna, there are countless, neat lengths of row houses.
Fantastic, huge, pompous villas. And a host of cozy three-
story buildings. Concrete town center and leafy jogging trails.
A suburban feeling and domestic idyll, all in one. In Sweden’s
only Chinatown. My Ronna is something completely different
from the neighborhood that is conveyed in politics and the
media.”36

For Besara, Ronna is a space of liberation, containing the
marketplaces and community centers of “Sweden’s only
Chinatown”—including its “concrete town center.” This complicates
the largely negative portrayals offered elsewhere. While Ronna is
not simply Besara’s bucolic suburbia, neither is it the dystopia that
politicians, planners, and other journalists imagine as they describe
crime and segregation. If Sweden today is not just (as some
xenophobic activists argue) “for the [ethnic] Swedes,” debates
about spaces for the modern citizen and Ronna Centrum’s social
identity have come in tandem.

Even so, the centrum’s architectural modularity—prized as a
beacon of modernism and the space of “service” so integral to the
development of standardized Swedish citizens—has, again, not
been radically altered. Rather, it has evolved to include
particularized programs. In this sense, it has thereby revealed one
form of flexibility that, it might be argued, its designers envisioned



accurately. In Ronna Centrum, sanctioned forms of Social
Democratic leisure occur almost exactly as their Million Program
designers originally intended: neighbors meet, do their shopping at
Ronna Livs, go to hairdressers located exactly where they were in
1965, and attend a Syriac Orthodox church where Lutheran
services run by the Swedish Church once existed (Figure 7.14).
This is a community within a community, just as its architect and
planners designed it, and it thus continues to resemble its town
center counterparts in other Swedish peripheries. Practices of
spatial governmentality that were intended to encourage user
uniformity have thus transformed as centrum spaces gain new
clientele, while, at the same time, the broad strokes of their
intended programming are retained.

Rather than its uses, then, the major discrepancy between
Ronna Centrum’s plan and the reality are its users. If the Swedish
state defined public space as the space of operation for a
“classless society,” the centrum served as a centerpiece of these
new programs. But here, the citizens, just like the spaces, were
supposed to be standardized. Ronna Centrum—once considered
merely a single unmarked, classless territory among many and
belonging to all Swedish citizens—has instead become the visible,
specific domain of a minority ethnic and religious group.



Figure 7.14 Ronna Centrum, 2009. Photo by author.

In Ronna Centrum, “New Swedes” thus paradoxically instantiate
difference in spaces designed for sameness. This shift in the
centrum’s users has resulted in a hybrid zone. Here, the planned
ideologies of citizenship in a Scandinavian state and a Middle
Eastern diaspora have intermingled, even as the original form of
this important welfare state leisure and commercial space remains,
perhaps curiously, the same. In this sense, its designers’ intentions
—to create a space of equality for all Swedish citizens and a flexible
space for modern living—were a remarkable success.
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Chapter 8
Henri Lefebvre: for and against
the “user”
Łukasz Stanek

What do people do in architecture? What do they do with it? The
discovery of the universe of the “user” and the myriads of “almost
nothing” which fill up the passing days, was fundamental for
rethinking, revising, questioning, challenging, and often rejecting the
discourse and practice of modernist architecture and functionalist
urbanism in France from the 1950s to the 1970s. While the
discourse on use was an integral part of the postwar debates on
architecture and urbanism, it was the impulses from critical urban
sociology emerging since the 1950s in France that created the
context for a critical assessment of the doctrine and practices of
architecture and urbanism.

This essay revisits some of the exchanges between architecture,
urban planning, and urban sociology, by focusing on the work of
Henri Lefebvre and its relation to the studies of Paul-Henry
Chombart de Lauwe. Chombart and Lefebvre met at the Centre
d’études sociologiques, a research institute founded in 1946 on the
initiative of Georges Gurvitch, a Sorbonne professor, the supervisor
of Lefebvre’s dissertation, and the theorist of a “multiplicity of social
times”—a concept which influenced Lefebvre’s understanding of the
complexity of social space.1 Chombart was one of the first in



postwar France to translate a program of urban research into an
innovative institutional framework, and his Groupe d’ethnologie
sociale (GES) was soon complemented by the work of the Centre
d’étude des groupes sociaux (CEGS). The Center was a private
organization set up to accommodate commissioned research
contracts after Chombart’s successful study in Clamart where he
was working with the architect Robert Auzelle in the early 1950s. In
the course of the decade, Chombart and his teams at the GES and
CEGS carried out research and interviews in housing estates in
Paris, Nantes, and Bordeaux with the improvement of housing
policy in view—and continued with commissioned research on
worker’s housing and new housing typologies.2 These studies
resulted in several recommendations to the architects, by
accounting for the preference of the inhabitants of specific
typologies of kitchens and baths; voicing the demand to improve
sound insulation and to enlarge surface areas; and urging an
introduction of public facilities into the new neighborhoods.3

Chombart’s approach to sociological inquiries prior to the
construction of new communities become a common practice in the
operation of the Ministry of Construction and French state planning
agencies in the course of the 1960s and early 1970s,4 the period
when Lefebvre’s engagements with the urban question were most
intense. During his tenure at the CES, Lefebvre was studying rural
communities in the Pyrenees—a research project which he initiated
during WWII—with special attention to the processes of
modernization of the French countryside. This led him to the study
on the new town of Mourenx in south-western France, where he
carried out interviews in the late 1950s, marking a shift in his
research interest “from the rural to the urban” as the title of one of
his omnibuses goes.5 In 1960 he created within the CES the
“Group of Sociological Research on Everyday Life,” which gathered
several interesting figures including Guy Debord, Christiane Peyre,



Georges Perec, but also Henri Raymond and Nicole Haumont. The
two last became Lefebvre’s close collaborators in the Institut de
sociologie urbaine (ISU), founded in 1962 with the aim of carrying
out research on the possibilities of urban development northwards
of Paris focused on the plateau of Montmorency, with the
preliminary study of the 1965 masterplan of Paris in view. The
Institut soon moved to other research topics, commissioned by
various state planning agencies, including the large study on the
practices of dwelling in the pavillon, or the suburban detached
house, compared with the practices of the inhabitants of the large
housing estates, or the grands ensembles. The results of this
research were published in three volumes in 1966 as L’habitat
pavillonnaire, Les pavillonnaires, and La politique pavillonnaire.6
Together with subsequent work of the ISU, these studies became
key contributions to debates about housing architecture in the late
1960s, significantly influencing the debates in French architecture of
the 1960s as well as Lefebvre’s theory of production of space,
published in six books between 1968 (The Right to the City) and
1974 (The Production of Space).7

The Concept of Needs and its Limits
It is from within the study on the pavillon that the discourse and
practice of state-led urbanism in France was challenged by
Lefebvre and several members of his team. Lefebvre perceived this
urbanism as a realization of the principles of functionalism as
formulated by the Charter of Athens (1933). His critique of the
Charter and its organizational paradigm, which emphasized flows
between production (work) and reproduction (housing, leisure), was
a symptom of general disenchantment with modernist urban
planning that occurred throughout the 1960s. It conveyed his
intuition about the shift away from the social implications of



Fordism, rather than accounting for the current debates in
architecture and urban planning. In particular, this critique did not
register the revision of the modern movement during the postwar
congresses of CIAM, which complemented the doctrine of the
“functionalist city” by emphasizing the attention to urbanity,
monumentality, collective public spaces, historical centers of cities,
and which gave more consideration to the views of the inhabitants.8

For example, the program of the 7th Congress of CIAM in
Bergamo (1949), which was devoted to the “application” of the
Athens’ Charter, included the declaration of an opening of
architecture practice towards a critique, both “rational” and
“affective,” to which not only the “general public” and the
“authorities” were entitled, but also individual “users.”9 At the same
time, many architects within CIAM such as André Wogenscky
argued for a specific focus on “dwelling,” understood not as a
normalized function within a grid of others, but rather as an open-
ended set of everyday practices which extend beyond the individual
apartment towards commercial, health, education, and social and
administrative facilities.10 This was developed in particular by the
members of Team 10, including the architects Georges Candilis
and Shadrach Woods who argued for an ecological understanding
of dwelling, straddling individual practices and collective dwelling
culture within the accelerating processes of modernization, both in
the French African colonies, where they gained their first
experiences, and later in metropolitan France.11

This criticism of early CIAM concepts paralleled the emergence
of institutionalized urban sociology in France, and the research of
Chombart in particular. His work was positioned between state
institutions and more theoretically driven interests in urbanism, and
this was reflected in his complex understanding of needs: critical
and operative, speculative and empirical. In the introduction to
Famille et habitation (1959) Chombart urged the study of needs



related to dwelling in their whole complexity: physiological,
psychological, and cultural. He argued that researchers in the social
sciences should study needs in cooperation with architects and
administrators, so that families could “blossom” in their new
accommodation, “freed” not only from their old housing but also
from their old habits.12

Yet, at the same time, he argued against establishment of
universal norms, and thus needs are to be qualified by local,
psychological, and cultural differences among the occupants. This
means that the concept of need must be extended to
accommodate such “needs” as that for space and its appropriation;
the need for the independence of each member of a group; the
need for rest and for relaxation; the need for comfort and liberation
of material constraints; the need for intimacy of the family; the need
for social relations outside of the family; and the need for
separation of functions.13 This list comes dangerously close to
Borges’ Chinese Encyclopedia, with the concept of need losing
contours, and in the course of his subsequent work Chombart
suggested a superimposition of the scheme of “need, function,
ensemble of functions” with a series of other schemes, such as that
of “situations—behaviors,” “functions—social structures,” and
“behaviors—needs—aspirations.”14 For Chombart, “aspirations”
refer to silence, beauty, rest, familiarity and dignity; and thus imply
a stress on the singularity of each individual in opposition to the
general character of needs.15

In this way, the attempt to fill in the gaps in the list of needs
seems to challenge any attempt at completing such a list, and
indeed to undermine the concept of need itself. This critique was
brought further by Lefebvre from a Marxist position, which
contrasted with Chombart’s progressive Catholicism. Lefebvre was
building upon the Marxist opposition between the use value and
exchange value of a commodity: in Marx’s value theory the use



value is related to the intrinsic qualities of a commodity as an object
of human “needs,” while the exchange value is related to the
relationship of a commodity to other commodities on the market.
Lefebvre’s rethinking of Marx’s understanding of this opposition had
been developed since the 1940s, in particular in the three volumes
of his Critique of Everyday Life (1947, 1962, 1981), but it gained
momentum in exchange with the arguments of Herbert Marcuse
about the reproduction of capitalist relations of production as
conditioned by the creation of “false needs” in consumers.16 This
argument finds its rhetorical culmination in the work of Jean
Baudrillard—Lefebvre’s doctoral student in Nanterre in the late
1960s—and his claim that needs are productive forces of capitalism
and that “there are only needs because the system needs them.”17

This speculative critique was informed by Lefebvre’s engagement
with the empirical research he carried out and supervised and by
his exchanges with postwar architecture culture. A significant step
for Lefebvre’s critique of the concept of needs was his 1961 review
of the project of the new town in Otelfingen in the Furttal valley near
Zurich (Figure 8.1). The project was a feat of Swiss functionalist
urban planning, developed by a team headed by Ernst Egli,
professor of urbanism at the ETH Zurich.18 The design of the town
for 30,000 inhabitants was based on a matrix of seven levels of
“human organization” combined with a list of twelve basic needs. In
accordance with Maslow’s “hierarchy of needs” (1954), which
suggested that the satisfaction of basic needs leads to an
emergence of more refined aspirations, the authors extended the
list of needs defined in the Charter of Athens.19 Their list of twelve
needs included nutrition, hygiene, recreation, nursing, religion,
science, art, protection, welfare, politics, administration, and
upbringing.20 They were combined with the levels of social groups
(from the family to the city as a whole), and the resulting matrix
prescribed the answer to every need on each level of social



organization (Figures 8.2a, b, c).21 This reflected the development
of postwar CIAM, including the introduction of the concept of the
neighborhood unit in the work of Siegfried Giedion and Josep Lluís
Sert (Figure 8.3).

Figure 8.1 Housing typologies in the new city in the Furttal valley. In Fachgruppe
Bauplanung der Studiengruppe “Neue Stadt” headed by Ernst Egli, “Projekt einer
Studienstadt im Raume Otelfingen im Furttal, Kt. Zuerich,” n. p. Courtesy of ETH/GTA
Archive.



Figure 8.2a “Diagram of human relationships in the city,” reproduced in Lefebvre’s
review of the project in Revue française de sociologie. In Egli et al., “Projekt einer
Studienstadt,” n. p. Courtesy of ETH/GTA Archives.



Figure 8.2b and c A center of a neighborhood unit in the new city in the Furttal valley.
In Egli et al., “Projekt einer Studienstadt,” n. p. Courtesy of ETH/GTA Archives.

Figure 8.3 Neighborhood West, center. In Egli et al., “Projekt einer Studienstadt,” n. p.
Courtesy of ETH/GTA Archives.

While acknowledging the professional skills of the designers,
Lefebvre’s review launched a critique of the way the concept of
needs is operationalized in the Furttal project, which since then
began to be—for better or worse—one of his orientation points in
postwar urbanism. Thus, when in the introduction to L’habitat
pavillonnaire he contrasted the philosophical theorizing of dwelling
as a “poetical” practice with “scientific” methodologies aiming at an
“accumulation” of facts,22 the latter repeats some of his comments
about the Swiss project. In this sense, the review became a key
contribution to Lefebvre’s overarching critique of functionalist
planning as based on a simplistic theorizing of needs and functions,
and thus as prohibiting what a phenomenological account would
identify as constitutive for an urban experience: the unforeseeable,
the surprising, the spontaneous, the ludic.

The reason for this, argued Lefebvre, was that functionalist
planning conceives the city as a system: a system of functions.



This leads to an omission of those of its elements which cannot be
included in a functional grid, such as an event, a monument, or a
traditional street with its multiple functions and vivid social life. Also,
and more fundamentally, by determining the functions by their
relationship to each other within a closed system, the reference to
the demands they were designed to answer is lost. This was, for
Lefebvre, the case with the Furttal design and the city of Mourenx,
characterized by an autonomization of segregated functions, which
are defined by differences between them. In other words, they are
detached from the everyday life of the inhabitants. In response, and
in line with his fundamental critique of structuralism—understood as
a theory of systems of differences—Lefebvre formulated an
alternative research program on the study of the everyday
practices of dwelling.23

From Needs to Practices: The Study on the Pavillon
Michael Trebitsch, one of the best commentators of Lefebvre’s
work in France, described Lefebvre as “the thinker of ‘dwelling’”,24

and nowhere is this more applicable than to the work of the ISU
initiated and supervised by Lefebvre. In the study of the pavillon,
but also in other studies of the ISU from the 1960s and early
1970s, the practices of dwelling were ordered into two broad
groups.

First, the researchers focused on operations of marking, limiting,
and arranging space, familiarizing oneself with it and transforming it
through the manipulation of objects. Marking a space (by building a
fence, taking care of the house, or occupying a nook) introduces
distinctions between open and closed, clean and dirty, empty and
full, seen and hidden, seeing and being seen—distinctions which
cannot be directly linked to social determination and are thus called
“anthropological” in Lefebvre’s preface to the study on the



pavillon.25 The introduction of these distinctions into domestic
spaces was, in the course of the 1960s, gathered by the ISU under
the general term of “appropriation” of space. Appropriated space is
a familiar space; it is a space where the inhabitant feels at home
(“chez-soi”). In Lefebvre’s words, it is not a matter of “localizing in a
pre-existing space a need or a function, but, on the contrary, of
spatializing a social activity, tied to a practice as a whole, by
producing an appropriated space.”26 This statement reveals how
closely Lefebvre’s theory of production of space was related to the
research within the Institut.

According to the ISU, to inhabit space means that “marked”
distinctions become translated into such oppositions as public and
private, female and male, work and leisure, which structure social
groups in a given society (family, friends, neighbors, visitors). The
second level of analysis accounts for practices which introduce
these meanings into the domestic space, that is to say socialize it:
socialization of space is defined by the ISU as “the capacity of
space to receive a network of social relations.”27 The researchers
of the ISU describe the socially accepted relationships between
these oppositions by means of the concept of a “cultural model”
defined in reference to the work of Georges Gurvitch and, in the
course of the 1970s, approximated with Pierre Bourdieu’s concept
of “habitus”: a system of durable, transposable dispositions which
function as principles generating and structuring practices and
representations which conform to socially determined rules without
being understood as consciously presupposing them.28 One of the
main arguments of the research of the ISU was that the inhabitant
transforms spaces in order to make them comply with his or her
cultural model: a sense of what is and what is not appropriate to do
in specific spaces in the pavillon. This, for example, requires
introducing boundaries, thresholds, or spaces of transition between
areas expected to be associated with different levels of privacy,



from the front garden, the entrance, the dining and living rooms,
the kitchen, children’s bedrooms, to the master bedroom as the
most private place, connoted with nudity and sexuality.

In this perspective, Henri Raymond—one of Lefebvre’s closest
collaborators both at the ISU and at the University of Nanterre—
argued that the role of the architect is not to answer the predefined
needs, but to interpret possible practices. This means furnishing the
inhabitants with spaces which they can appropriate: that is to say
modify according to the culturally accepted models of sexuality,
traditional gender roles, and relations with neighbors. In Habitat et
pratique de l’espace (1973) Nicole Haumont and Henri Raymond
stressed the richness of possibilities for the expression of cultural
models and promoted an architectural thinking about them, urging
architects to “think ‘spaces’ and less ‘functions.’” 29 Along a similar
line, the architect Bernard Huet and a transmitter of Italian
architecture culture to France since the late 1960s, reflected on the
consequences of the ISU studies for design practices and
concluded: “we don’t want to design houses which materialize the
cultural models, but ones which are capable of accommodating
them.” 30

The Politics of the User
If the study on the pavillon made an impact on French architectural
culture in the late 1960s, it was also because it identified several
points in which the practice and discourse of architects touched
upon the political controversies of the period. Henri Raymond
stressed that the research on the pavillon falsified the initial
hypothesis of the study: that a cultural model can be attributed to a
particular class. If “everybody would like to share this way of life”31

it cannot be identified with the ideology of the petit-bourgeois as it
emerged from nineteenth-century struggles around the “housing



question.”32

More fundamentally, the study of the pavillon can be seen as
inscribed into a revision and rethinking of traditional Marxist
concepts in postwar France, in view of the developments of a
society becoming, in Lefebvre’s words, a “bureaucratic society of
controlled consumption.” For many Marxist thinkers it became
urgent to understand the shifts in the class composition of
advanced societies beyond Marx’s homogenous categories of the
proletariat and the bourgeoisie. Some of the most prominent
theorists in this line were Serge Mallet, Pierre Belleville, and Alain
Touraine who argued in the late 1950s that there is a “new working
class” emerging in relation to the changes of technology and the
management techniques of modern industry, and thus, potentially,
replacing the heavy-industry proletariat as the revolutionary actor of
historical change.33

The hypothesis of the “new working class” was at the center of
much of Lefebvre’s work from the 1950s, including his paper about
Mourenx which was programmatically subtitled “The urban
problems of the new working class” (Figure 8.4).34 Built around one
of the most advanced petrochemical plants in France, Mourenx was
considered by Lefebrve a paradigmatic example of postwar French
capitalism with all of its actors present on the spot: the financing
sector, big monopolist companies, and a state-supported developer
of housing (Société civile immobilière de la caisse de dépôts et
consignations, SCIC) (Figure 8.5).35\

For Lefebvre, Mourenx became a test case for arguing that with
the arrival of the “new working class,” the factory ceases to be the
site for the socialization of workers, constitutive of their
consciousness and self-organization, and becomes replaced by
urban space in this role. Lefebvre speculated that it is in urban
space that various social groups, which appeared to many
sociologists at that time as increasingly fragmented and thus



incapable of collective action, become unified around demands
focused on the urban everyday. This is how he interpreted the
formulation of a common list during municipal elections in Mourenx,
which included trade unionists; farmers defending their interests
against the state; and teachers of a new college, who demanded
autonomy concerning the municipal budget, use of public places,
and organization of market places (Figure 8.6).36 In this sense, the
paper on Mourenx was inscribed into a body of empirical work
carried out, or supervised by Lefebvre since the 1940s, which
aimed at identifying groups resisting the development of advanced
capitalism: peasants in Tuscany and southern France; inhabitants
of the mass housing estates in major French cities, suburbanites,
tenants, and users of public transport in the agglomeration of
Paris.37



Figure 8.4 Aerial view of Mourenx. In Bruneton-Governatori, Ariane, and Denis
Peaucelle. Bâtiment A, rue des Pionniers (Mourenx: Éd. Lacq odyssée, 1997).
Courtesy of Lacq Odyssée.



Figure 8.5 The petrochemical complex of Lacq-Mourenx on the cover of L’architecture
d’aujourd’hui 133 (1967).



Figure 8.6 Protest of the inhabitants of Mourenx against the Société civile immobilière
de la caisse de dépôts et consignations (SCIC), November 1962. In Bruneton-
Governatori, and Peaucelle. Bâtiment A. Courtesy of Lacq Odyssée.

This search for urban space as a medium, means, and milieu of
a new, collective political subject marked major lines of Lefebvre’s
research in the years to come, and, for example, in La survie du
capitalisme (1974) he argued that subsidized housing estates and
new urban neighborhoods are meeting points for the new working
class.38 He argued that parallel to the conservative tendencies
becoming dominant within the industrial proletariat in France—



which he observed in the reactions of the French Communist Party
(PCF) to the events of May ’68—a global proletariat is emerging,
characterized both by its position in the process of production, and
by new forms of domination, especially in terms of the social
positions of women, students, and immigrant workers distributed in
“areas subordinated to centers of power”: ghettos, banlieues,
peripheries.39

The political consequences of these speculations were most
clearly drawn in the text “L’espace: Produit social et valeur d’usage”
(1976), published in La nouvelle revue socialiste, a journal close to
the Socialist Party (PS).40 Written at the time of a rapprochement
between the PCF and the PS, the article summarized Lefebvre’s
understanding of space and its production, and sketched a political
program based on refusing capitalist space instrumentalized as a
means of production, an object of consumption, a political
instrument, and an instrument of class struggle. Returning to the
counterdistinction in Marx between “use value” and “exchange
value,” Lefebvre embraced the emerging “movement of users”
which complements the old revindications of workers and peasants,
and which, as he writes, reveals that “space is still a model, a
perpetual prototype of use value.”41 Thus, he concluded that the
Left needs to give an impulse to these movements, which will
translate into nothing less than “the class struggle in space.”42 This
implies the formulation of “the right to urban life” and the direct
participation of inhabitants in decisions concerning housing, public
facilities, and transport.43

However, when Lefebvre was formulating these postulates,
participation had already become a standard procedure in French
urban planning. As Brian Newsome argued in his book on postwar
French planning, this process was based upon previous
experiences which included, among others, marketing studies about
popular preferences concerning living rooms, kitchens, bathrooms,



bedrooms, and laundry rooms, carried out in the course of the
1950s around exhibitions organized by the Ministry of
Reconstruction.44 Newsome links this process to several high-
ranking officials among reformist administrators, such as Pierre
Sudreau, Charles de Gaulle’s first minister of construction, who
introduced procedures of representing community interest groups in
cities developing new town plans; and François Bloch-Lainé, the
director of the Caisse des dépôts et consignations in charge of the
SCIC, the organization responsible not only for Mourenx but also
for Sarcelles, the grand ensemble which became a convenient
target for critiques of French postwar urbanism. And yet it was the
SCIC which introduced elected councils of residents that would
manage sociocultural institutions in the neighborhood and work with
SCIC on new additions and changes of the grands ensembles,
including Sarcelles. In the course of the 1960s these procedures
were also instigated in the provinces, where some municipal
governments started to involve community interest groups (Dijon,
Bordeaux) while others yielded to the demands of such groups
(Lille) or were defeated in municipal elections by them (Grenoble).45

In other words, when writing some of his most militant paroles in
favor of the participation of users in the decisions concerning urban
planning, Lefebvre was facing the translation of principles of
participation into procedures of representational bodies. More
generally, when publishing his books on space between 1968 and
1974, Lefebvre witnessed the incorporation of critical concepts into
the increasingly self-critical French state planning discourse. This
included concepts he had himself coined or shaped, such as the
postulate to grant the “right to the city” and “centrality” to the
“inhabitants” and “users” by accounting for their “appropriation of
space” in “everyday life.” 46

Written from within this context, Lefebvre’s books adopted a
polemical mode of argumentation, constantly reformulating the



meanings of concepts, shifting demarcation lines, and developing
connections between phenomena his opponents would rather keep
apart. While pointing out the danger of the “normalization” of
subversive ideas, which are “reintegrated into the existing order,”47

Lefebvre argued that the introduction of critical concepts into broad
public discourse does not necessarily dismantle them, but can be
used to broaden the discussion and advance political goals. Already
in the mid-1950s—when protesting against the pontifical use of
Marxist concepts by the PCF while being still a card-holding
member of this organization—Lefebvre argued that by “becoming
worldly,” a concept stakes out a field of political discussion in the
course of which this concept can be critically fathomed.48

Much of this is true also about Lefebvre’s engagement with urban
debates in the course of the 1960s and 1970s. For example, in
response to the institutionalization of the procedures of participation
in urban planning, he stressed that participation must be based on
the principle of self-management rather than representation
(“Without self-management, participation does not have any sense:
it allows for manipulation, it becomes an ideology”—he wrote in Le
survive du capitalisme).49 This critique was strengthened in his
comments on the implementation of participation as a means to
enforce consensus on inhabitants, for example in the case of the
Toulouse le Mirail housing project.50 Similarly, when referring to the
concept of the “user” in The Production of Space to define “spaces
of representation,” Lefebvre put it into quotation marks in order to
signal his distance from the planning discourse.51 Lefebvre returned
to this position in a 1979 lecture given in Belgrade, when he argued
that the concept of the “user,” once conveying progressive claims
for “use value” as opposed to “exchange value,” had been
increasingly rendered meaningless.52 It was exposed to the danger
of depoliticization (with the “user” replacing the “citizen”),
functionalization (by reducing “use” to services), and normalization



(that is to say the definition of the “users” according to the average
within a “target group”).53

Lefebvre’s critique in the Belgrade lecture reveals the potentials
which he saw in the concept of the user; indeed a “project” of a
user developed from within his work in rural and urban sociology
since the 1950s. First, if Lefebvre protests against the
depoliticization of the concept of the user it is because his work on
the practices of dwelling in the pavillon and the grands ensembles—
together with his earlier studies on peasant communities and
petroleum workers—was launched as a contribution to rethinking
the class composition of postwar France. While not everybody is a
user, not always, not all the time, and not forever, the negotiations
around this concept were seen by Lefebvre as contributing to the
theorizing of the possibility of a new collective, political subject.
Second, in Lefebvre’s protests against the functionalization of use
reverberate not only his critique of postwar urbanism, but also,
more importantly, his attempt to expand the understanding of use
beyond the domestic interior and to think of it as a way of
addressing the urban society as a whole. Finally, when Lefebvre
opposed the normalization of the concept of the user, he not only
opposes the transformation of this concept into a biopolitical tool of
population management, but also embraces the focus on the
everyday use of space as processes of differentiation which cannot
be captured within the capitalist system of differences.
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Chapter 9
Designed-in safety: ergonomics
in the bathroom
Barbara Penner

If anything is sacred, the human body is sacred.1

In 1965, the lawyer Ralph Nader wrote Unsafe at Any Speed:
The Designed-In Dangers of the American Automobile. The book
was a manifesto, a wake-up call to the public, and a rallying cry for
government intervention in the name of health and safety. ‘“For
over half a century,” Nader charged, “the automobile has brought
death, injury, and the most inestimable sorrow and deprivation to
millions of people.”2 Nader directly followed up with an alarming
statistic: “A 1949 Department of Commerce report projected that
51,000 persons would be killed by automobiles in 1975. That figure
will probably be reached in 1965, a decade ahead of schedule.”3

Nader then described the “service industry” that existed to clear
up and, in many cases, to profit from traffic accidents. But the real
object of his anger quickly emerged: those who failed to prevent
accidents and injuries in the first place. “Doctors, lawyers,
engineers and other specialists have failed in their primary
professional duty: to dedicate themselves to the prevention of
accident-injuries,” Nader declared. Most corporations were allowed
to ignore the harm caused by their products, but the automobile



industry was the worst offender by far. Its indifference to features
that could save lives amounted, in Nader’s eyes, to “manmade
assaults on the human body.” As such, Nader felt that the “body
rights” of citizens deserved “the precise, authoritative articulation
and front-rank support which is being devoted to civil rights.”4

At a time of social upheaval and protest, Nader’s appeal to the
citizenry was not merely rhetorical. But even if his exposé of
corporate negligence did not send citizens pouring into the streets,
the book made a powerful impact. Within a year of its publication,
President Johnson signed the National Highway Traffic and Motor
Vehicle Safety Act, which passed without a single “no” vote in either
the Senate or the House of Representatives. More significantly for
this paper, Nader challenged existing corporate culture. By insisting
that consumer safety was a corporate duty and a civil right, Nader
applied “full moral pressure” to industry to produce designs that
prioritized safety over style.5

We will leave this brief sketch of Nader’s impact here, but the
reason why his work is relevant to a study of the user in
architecture should by now be apparent. Even though Nader is not
regularly mentioned in an architectural context, this essay argues
that his work can help illuminate how debates over the user were
transforming American design discourse between the 1950s and
1970s and how industrial designers and architects were navigating
these changes. For it should not be forgotten that Unsafe at Any
Speed was not only a general indictment of corporations but was
also a very specific attack on designers whose neglect of safety, in
Nader’s view, resulted in thousands of injuries and deaths. The
same car details, tail fins, and hood ornaments that were being
lovingly captured in pop art (think of Richard Hamilton’s 1964
Glorious Techniculture) were shown by Nader to be lethal on
impact.

How did the principle that corporations and design professions



had a duty to care for the user affect design? This essay will
consider the ethical challenge to designers in more detail and
suggests that, for some, ergonomics research emerged as the best
means by which their responsibility to the user could be met. It will
focus on one ergonomically inspired project in particular: architect
Alexander Kira’s ground-breaking study, The Bathroom, originally
published in 1966, which aimed to establish a new set of design
criteria for bathroom fittings. (Tellingly, the revised edition of The
Bathroom, published in 1976, was endorsed by Nader.) This
ambitious project aimed at nothing less than the creation of better
human environments. However, Kira’s efforts met with mixed
results, pointing to the enduring tension between safety and style,
function and fashion, and the user’s best interests and the
consumer’s desires.

From Alarmist Literature to Detroit
In fact, the role of the designer and attitudes towards users and
consumers had been in flux for some time before Nader so
spectacularly entered the scene. The sharpest of all design critics,
Reyner Banham, diagnosed the situation in his 1961 article “Design
by Choice” published in The Architectural Review. Surveying recent
developments in industrial design in an alphabetical chronicle that
ran down his essay’s margins (from “Alarmist Literature” to
“Volkswagen”), Banham argued the new prominence of the
consumer was the most significant change to have occurred in the
1950s.6

This focus on the consumer, Banham noted, took many forms. At
the same time that industry organizations began to officially solicit
the “consumer viewpoint” through consultative bodies, corporations
and advertisers also began—much more controversially—to
investigate consumer preferences through market research. Most



notorious was motivation research, a “pseudo-science,” in
Banham’s words, that sought to discover the real, often
subconscious reasons why consumers chose one product over
another. “Alarmist literature” such as Vance Packard’s The Hidden
Persuaders (1957) held that these techniques were used
unscrupulously to manipulate consumers. Consumer associations,
meanwhile, strove to defend them.7 Caught between various bodies
and types of research, the consumer emerged as a schizophrenic
figure. On the one side was the “rational” consumer, the figure
consulted by industry bodies and represented by consumer
associations, who held coherent views and acted in his or her best
interests given impartial information. On the other was the
“irrational” consumer, the figure targeted by manufacturers and
advertisers, who was in thrall to unconscious desires and did not
act in his or her best interests (“image lovers given to impulsive and
compulsive acts,” in Packard’s words).8

As Banham’s primary focus was how these developments
affected designers, he did not dwell on which version of the
consumer was more plausible. His concern was that industrial
designers had lost their autonomy as they were increasingly
required to respond to the results of consumer research rather than
to design for the public as they saw fit. Certainly, they were no
longer to consult any objective criterion such as “good taste”;
consumer preferences and motivations were king. For Banham, as
for most people in the design community, this phenomenon was
exemplified by the rise of the car “stylists” of Detroit. The Motor
City’s automobiles were the most potent and most polarizing
symbol of commercial design: some found their designs hateful,
others found them bold, and still others sought to objectively assess
their moral implications. For many designers, however, Detroit was
equated with the “absolute subjection [of design] to market
research statistics.”



The “absolute subjection” of design, of course, was one of
Nader’s principal points of departure in Unsafe at any Speed. In
Chapter 6, Nader traced how Detroit “stylists” had come to wield
greater influence over automotive design than engineers and
detailed the implications of this shift. The great success story of the
day, Ford’s Mustang, was Nader’s star witness in terms of
demonstrating the dominance of consumer research, stylists, and
advertisers. The process of designing the Mustang had actually
begun with a market research exercise which established the
desirability of certain design features: for instance, it emerged that
forty-two percent of college students wanted bucket seats for “first
dates.” 9 Then, stylists were brought in and then—and only then—
engineers. Nader noted: “The product planning committee, working
closely with the stylists, had chosen the prototype and had
approved the basic sheet metal and two body styles—before it
informed the development engineers at Ford.” 10 Then the
advertisers did their magic. The result was a wildly popular but
shoddy car, which favoured old components over improved ones
that could save lives, from dual braking systems to seat belts.11

Nader was angered not only because stylistic details were being
privileged over safety features, but also because stylistic details
themselves were dangerous. Here, Nader pointed to the Cadillac’s
iconic tail fins which, from the time of their introduction in the
1940s, grew more blade-like each year until they were phased out
for reasons of taste in 1966; during this time, stylists cheerfully
ignored evidence that the sharp edges of automobiles—hood
ornaments and fins—were a major cause of injury to pedestrians.12

Whereas Banham refrained from moralizing about stylists, Nader
had no hesitations. He made perfectly clear that he saw them as
unethical and negligent. Analysing a paper delivered by leading
General Motors’ stylist Charles Jordan in 1962, Nader was
outraged that at no point was there any mention of the protection of



the pedestrian as the stylist’s concern.13

Nader’s condemnation of stylists and his demand that they
prioritize safety was a novel intervention into existing design
debates. For all the arguments that Detroit had provoked in
European design circles in the 1950s, these were essentially
concerned with aesthetics and the role of the architect; when
morality was invoked, it was as a measure of efforts to defend the
purity of design from popular taste not as a measure of user safety.
Even criticisms of the automotive industry up to that point attacked
styling mostly on the grounds that manufacturers used it to
manipulate consumers (for instance, by infusing products with
sexual symbolism) rather than stressing its risks. Designer Patricia
Conway asserted, “Until the appearance of Unsafe at Any Speed …
it never occurred to anyone—the public, the design critics, or, least
of all, designers themselves—that tailfins might not only be ugly,
but dangerous ….”14 Most significantly, Nader insisted that
consumers had “body rights” that the designer had a professional
duty to protect and the government had a legal obligation to
defend.

While Nader’s rights-based argument was radical,15 his ethical
challenge to designers was not without precedent. Given the power
that Detroit wielded economically and symbolically in American life,
its practices inevitably cast a long shadow over the industrial design
profession—still in its adolescence—pushing designers to define
their own methods and values against it. Henry Dreyfuss, a
founding member of the American Society of Industrial Designers
and one of the country’s most eminent practitioners, openly
criticized Detroit in his best-selling book, Designing for People
(1955), citing statistics on automobile deaths and injuries and
blaming them on cars that were faster and more powerful than
necessary.16 Dreyfuss stated that his own top criteria for evaluating
a good design were “UTILITY AND SAFETY” and pointedly



expanded on the subject with reference to automobile design. “Is
the automobile easy to handle?” he innocently asked, knowing full
well that in most popular Detroit models, the answer would be “no.”
17 At least a decade before Nader gave this issue its stinging moral
charge, then, the example of Detroit prompted some designers to
ask if they could meet the demands of clients and consumers
without sacrificing function or safety.

Dreyfuss at least thought he had the answer: ergonomics
research. Five years after Designing for People, he published what
became a standard anthropometric reference The Measure of Man.
(It has since been revised and is now known as The Measure of
Man and Woman.) His approach went beyond the straightforward
application of anthropometric data, however, as he deployed
multidisciplinary teams made up of specialists from engineers to
medical experts to study design problems. He also employed
psychologists, believing that psychology was a key “human factor”
in what ergonomists termed “man–machine relations”. According to
Dreyfuss, one of the main tasks of designers was to “lessen the
mental strains of this pressure age.” He stressed: “It is not enough
to seat them [i.e. people] comfortably at their work. There is a
responsibility also to remove the factors that impair digestions,
cause headaches, backaches, fatigue, and give them a feeling of
insecurity.”18

With this statement, Dreyfuss established that it was proper for
designers to delve deeply into human psychology in so far as it
affected user comfort. So, if designing an airplane, it was sensible
—indeed, necessary—to understand the sometimes irrational
factors that contributed to people’s fear of flying in order to mitigate
them through design.19 An essential, if fine, ethical boundary was
thus drawn between ergonomics and motivation research: even
though psychological research done in the name of ergonomics
was quite likely to improve product sales (for instance, by making



people happier to fly), its primary aim was not to get consumers to
buy products. Rather, enhancing the user’s sense of security and
wellbeing in a particular environment was considered part of the
designer’s “responsibility” in the same way as was protecting him or
her from bodily harm. Thanks to its precise humanistic remit, then,
ergonomics avoided what Banham wryly called the “anti-social
perversions” of motivation research even as it also began to probe
the human psyche.20

From Ergonomics to Squat Closets
In order to fully make sense of Kira’s The Bathroom, it must be
related to this growing concern for the user and the ergonomic turn.
The Bathroom was first published in 1966, just a year after Nader’s
Unsafe at Any Speed, but was based on a research project carried
out between 1958 and 1965 at Cornell University’s Center for
Housing and Environmental Studies and largely paid for by
American Radiator and Standard Sanitary Corporation (soon to be
American Standard). Now acknowledged as a “classic of user-
centred design research,” the book is important for its attempt to
establish an alternative both to hard-core functionalists and to
industrial stylists and to accommodate human factors in all their
complexity.21

The ambition of The Bathroom was to establish a fresh set of
design criteria for bathroom facilities which were damned as
“ARCHAIC, INADEQUAtE, UNHEALTHY, AND UNSAFE!” 22 Kira’s
book bore more than a passing resemblance to Unsafe at Any
Speed, as it criticized manufacturers’ lack of concern for safety and
their preference for styling and fashion over technological or
ergonomic improvements. Unlike Nader, however, Kira did not have
any “hidden persuaders” in his sights. He was more concerned with
the piecemeal and unscientific way in which manufacturers



designed individual components. In particular, Kira stressed that
bathroom equipment design was not based on the study of actual
bathroom use, behaviours, and attitudes. It relied instead on
antiquated trade practices, obsolete recommendations in
architectural handbooks, and the inward-looking market research of
manufacturers. The Bathroom proposed to close this gap with a
more integrated synthetic approach.

While its aims were straightforward enough, the resulting book
was perplexing and complex, owing as much to psychology or even
sexology as to anthropometry. This is because the study was
based on the proposition that, in order to create effective new
design criteria, both objective factors (anatomical and physiological)
and subjective ones (psychological and cultural) needed to be
understood, with the latter acting as a set of constraints on what
design would work in any given time or place.23 In other words, Kira
was working within the expansive tradition of ergonomics research
that Dreyfuss practiced and adhered to its iterative and
multidisciplinary mode of working. Due to the taboo nature of
certain bathroom functions, however, Kira’s research would push
the psychological boundaries of design much further than Dreyfuss
was ever required to do.

In order to research both objective and subjective factors in
bathroom design, Kira divided his research activity into three parts.
The first was an extensive multidisciplinary literature search; the
second was a field survey of “current attitudes, practices, and
problems” amongst 1000 middle-class households; and the third
was laboratory research to identify practical design issues
associated with personal hygiene activities. In order to evaluate the
man–machine interface, The Bathroom’s laboratory component
drew specifically on task analysis. The performance of each task or
hygiene activity was described in detail, drawing on data from
anthropometric handbooks (including Dreyfuss’s Measure of Man),



related ergonomic studies, and the field survey of hygiene
practices, in order to establish design considerations for different
user groups—men, women, children, the aged, and the infirm.
Motion picture cameras were then used to film live subjects as they
performed various hygiene activities both with and without
equipment (Figure 9.1) and the constituent motions of each activity
were identified. On this basis, Kira then suggested basic
parameters for hygiene activities, developed hypotheses about how
best to meet them, and designed experimental equipment, which
was illustrated in the texts (Figure 9.2).

As is evident from the above description, even though Kira
authored The Bathroom, the study could not have been done
without the help of a large team of researchers from other fields. As
well as collaborating with psychologists and engineers, Kira drew
substantially on Cornell’s pioneering College of Home Economics,
which had expertise in the surveying, testing and analytic
techniques deployed in The Bathroom. In fact, most of the research
methods used in The Bathroom had been honed in an earlier
collaborative study, The Cornell Kitchen (see Figure 9.3), whose
user-centred philosophy was pithily described as:



Figure 9.1 Alternative “sitting” method of entering and leaving a high bathtub. From



Alexander Kira, The Bathroom (1967), 64. Used by permission of Bantam Books, a
division of Random House, Inc.

Figure 9.2 Experimental relaxing/washing facility incorporating suggested criteria.
From Alexander Kira, The Bathroom (1967), 77. Used by permission of Bantam Books,
a division of Random House, Inc.



Figure 9.3 Gardner Soule, “New Kitchen Built to Fit Your Wife,” Popular Science
(September 1953). © 1953 Bonnier Corporation. Cleared with permission via Copyright
Clearance Center.



Build the cabinets to fit the woman.
Build the shelves to fit the supplies.
Build the kitchen to fit the family. 24

Kira also championed this inside-out philosophy of design, stating
that his aim was to fit “the activity, or the equipment, to the man,
rather than vice versa”—a mode that differed profoundly from top-
down or outside-in design methods.25 outside-in design, of course,
was associated with Detroit stylists, who were commonly charged
with compromising the functional workings of the automobile in
order to produce an integrated external form. Through his detailed
analysis of the bathroom’s four major fittings and their actual use,
Kira demonstrated that much the same thing had happened with
bathroom equipment, resulting in lavatories that were too low,
bathtubs too short, showers too small, and water closets too high.

With his proposed redesigns, Kira sought to address these flaws,
producing flexible designs that accommodated the full range of
human activities comfortably and safely. While not as sensationally
dangerous as automobiles, Kira emphasized that baths were a
major cause of injury in the home.26 But he also convincingly
showed that many other aspects of bathroom design were bad for
health and physical functioning generally, causing a range of
conditions from hemorrhoids to scabies. In response, he proposed
to design in safety features to prevent injuries and head off future
health problems. Bearing in mind the changes that anyone might
expect to experience over the course of a normal lifetime (weight
gain, pregnancy, aging, and illness), he advised that safety features
like non-slip surfaces, hand-sprays, and safety rails be installed
even in standard facilities, noting that such incapacities
represented, “only more severe degrees of those encountered by
the ‘normal’ population.” 27

For the most part, Kira’s proposed changes were fairly mundane.



His redesign of the water closet is interesting, however, as it shows
that he also felt that certain cases justified a more interventionist
approach. Following a survey of existing medical literature, Kira
came to the conclusion that throne-style water closet designs were
a major cause of constipation, described by physiotherapist F. A.
Hornibrook as “the greatest physical vice of the white race.” 28

Noting the medical view that the optimal posture for defecation was
a squat, Kira proposed a semi-squat water closet with a redesigned
seat that would better support the ischial tuberosities and would
bring the knees above the seat level (Figures 9.4 and 9.5). By
gradually strengthening abdominal and upper leg muscles, Kira
promised that this design would spell the end to many medical
problems amongst the aged.29

Kira, however, had to know that many users would find the squat
closet unacceptable: while not totally unknown (Figure 9.6), squats
and semi-squats were a dramatic departure from the conventional
throne-style toilets found in most American homes. Dreyfuss
explicitly warned that new designs tended to fail when they did not
include “survival form” and broke too radically with the products
they replaced.30 If consumers demanded the reassurance of
“survival form” in cars, clocks, and toasters, they would certainly
demand it in bathroom equipment, which was in a class of its own
in terms of provoking feelings of guilt and disgust as Kira well knew.
In fact, he devoted lengthy passages to identifying and dissecting
taboos surrounding bathroom activities with reference to
anthropologists, sexologists, and psychoanalysts, and sometimes
conceded that the subjective had him beat. For instance, even
though he valued its hygienic benefits, he never held out much
hope for the bidet, which Americans rejected due to its negative
associations with loose (French) sexuality.



Figure 9.4 Variations in distribution of weight borne by buttocks according to sitting
weight and posture. From Alexander Kira, The Bathroom (1967), 130. Used by
permission of Bantam Books, a division of Random House, Inc.

Figure 9.5 Experimental squat water closet incorporating suggested criteria. From
Alexander Kira, The Bathroom (1967), 135. Used by permission of Bantam Books, a
division of Random House, Inc.

Given his realism elsewhere, Kira’s persistence with squat toilets



begs the question: what audience was he trying to reach in The
Bathroom? That is, who did he see as being key to achieving
bathroom reform? It becomes evident that, in the first edition of the
book, Kira was not targeting consumers directly; rather his primary
goal was to convince manufacturers, builders, and architects of the
viability of his ideas. Hence his extensive use of technocratic visual
studies (which lay readers may well have found baffling) and his
focus on production methods. Not unlike Buckminster Fuller whose
Dymaxion designs he referenced, Kira hoped to persuade
manufacturers to turn out “complete” facilities with designed-in
accessories and safety features.31 In stark contrast to Nader,
however, Kira believed that the rational case he built up would win
these parties over and he largely eschewed threats of government
intervention or moralizing. His conclusion was notably serene: “The
ultimate responsibility for a rational approach to personal hygiene
… rests not only with the producers, but with the architects,
consumers—in fact, with all of us.” 32

Figure 9.6 “Lanrick” health closet, Shanks catalogue (1938), 301. Author’s own
collection.

Kira’s optimistic and conciliatory attitude to manufacturers was



understandable, given that he anticipated that American Standard
would mass-produce some of his designs. Indeed, American
Standard was seriously investing in research and product
development at this time—hence its financial support for Kira’s
study—and was demonstrating a greater sensitivity to safety than
previously: in 1965, a year before The Bathroom was published,
American Standard released the Stan-sure “skid-resistant” bathtub,
possibly to capitalize on Kira’s recommendation that all bathtubs
have non-slip bottoms (Figure 9.7).33 American standard eventually
put one of Kira’s designs into production, a posture-mold seat
(Figure 9.8); and he consulted on other products for the company,
notably the prefabricated spectra 70 bath and enclosure, which
included most of his design criteria from multiple shower heads to a
lumbar support to a fold-out tray.34



Figure 9.7 Stan-sure bathtub bottoms (1965). Reproduced with permission from
Jeffrey L. Rodengen, The History of American Standard (Fort Lauderdale: Write Stuff
Enterprises, 1999), 80.



Figure 9.8 “Posture Mold” seat: American Standard. From Alexander Kira, The
Bathroom (revised edition, 1976), 132. Used by permission of Bantam Books, a
division of Random House, Inc.

Yet in spite of American Standard’s response and remarkably
enthusiastic reviews of The Bathroom in the trade press, there was
no rush on the part of manufacturers, builders, or architects to
follow Kira’s guidance or to make use of his data. As the
Washington Post noted in 1967, “Almost everyone is familiar with
the conclusions of Alexander Kira,” but claimed that they had not
yet had an impact. Once a greater number of the public read the
book and absorbed its recommendations, however, the Post was
sure they would “force the fixture industry to design safer models.”
Until then, it advised, “keep your tub belts buckled.” 35

“Unsafe at Any Faucet”
With the reference to “tub belts,” the Post immediately linked Kira’s
safety concerns about baths to those in the car industry.
Revealingly, however, the Post article assumed that manufacturers
could not be trusted to reform themselves as Kira did, but would
need external pressure before they would act to improve safety—a
conclusion that may not have seemed obvious before Nader, but
did after. (America’s foremost humorist, Art Buchwald, satirized the
new orthodoxy through an “interview” with Ralph Draino, author of



“Unsafe at Any Faucet,” who argued that plumbing manufacturers
needed “government control because they can’t police
themselves.”) 36 In fact, Kira did seem to lose faith in
manufacturers following his 1966 work and changed tactics
accordingly. While the first edition of The Bathroom retained the
overall look and feel of a scientific report, the 1976 edition worked
much harder to win over the public. It featured completely new
sections on public facilities and bathrooms for the disabled and the
entire text was extensively rewritten and updated, with an
abundance of anecdotes, homosexual graffiti, and dirty jokes.

However, it was the illustrations that changed most substantially:
Kira’s original photos of modestly bathing-suited models were
replaced with “more natural” photos of nude women and men
performing typical hygiene activities and physiological acts from
showering to urinating.37 All of the report’s original studies were re-
drawn or re-photographed, and new ones were included (Figure
9.9). And tellingly, Kira now decided to include manufacturers’
photographs of existing products. His change of heart likely
reflected several factors: he now had a larger number of ergonomic
fittings to choose from that responded to or were sympathetic to his
design criteria; and he realized that product references appealed to
the consumer, whom he was now openly trying to recruit to his
cause. He stressed: “The likelihood of fully realizing the substantive
improvements described and suggested in the following pages
depends very much on the consumer’s level of concern and
willingness to demand and pay for more rational, more convenient,
and safer solutions.” 38



Figure 9.9 Variations in support and weight distribution by posture assumed. From
Alexander Kira, The Bathroom (revised edition, 1976), 121. Used by permission of
Bantam Books, a division of Random House, Inc.

With this statement, Kira embraced the idea of consumer-led
change, urging readers to literally buy his vision of safer bathrooms



and to institute reform, one purchase at a time. Kira judged that it
was concerns over health and safety that were most likely to spur
consumers into action. Consequently, in his revised edition, he was
more explicit about the dangers of bathrooms, citing the U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development’s estimate that
275,000 people were injured each year in baths, a figure which was
then repeated in many reviews of his book.39 Kira’s efforts to fit into
the crusading genre received a further boost when Nader, now the
country’s most famous consumer activist, wrote an endorsement
for the book, praising it as an exposé of the “inadequate safety,
hygiene and convenience features in bathrooms.” 40

Yet The Bathroom greatly exceeded the boundaries of Nader’s
own inquiries, thanks to Kira’s constant delving into psycho-sexual
life, his worldly, almost raffish tone and his often obscure,
sometimes titillating visuals. The resulting book was a strange
hybrid, a cross between Unsafe at Any Speed, Masters and
Johnson’s Human Sexual Response (1966), and Alex Comfort’s Joy
of Sex (1972). People read it, talked about it, and wondered at it,
but did they act on it? While The Bathroom’s conclusions were
noted in design-savvy home-decorating guides and some European
sanitaryware manufacturers produced Kira-influenced designs, The
Bathroom did not seem to inspire the widespread consumer
revolution Kira sought.41

This failure to appeal broadly to consumers was perhaps to be
expected. Users’ needs as ergonomicists defined them often did
not map onto consumers’ desires. In Kira’s case, a mismatch was
inevitable due to the way he shaped his enquiries at the start: he
was quietly anti-fashion, and rarely discussed what bathrooms
might look like on the grounds that this would detract from their
quality as spaces. For all his open-mindedness, there was a limit to
his willingness to take on board people’s bathroom fantasies, even
though they hovered like ghosts in Appendix B of his original study.



In this summary of respondents’ suggestions for bathroom
improvements, there is a palpable yearning for more space, more
privacy, more gadgets, and more opulence—alcoved powder
rooms, terrazzo tiles, full-length mirrors, built-in heat lamps, even a
“built-in ashtray on an aluminium swivel” next to the toilet.42 In
short, people longed for a Hollywood-style luxury bathroom, whose
excesses Kira deplored. Needless to say, no respondent expressed
a desire for a more physiologically correct way of defecating.

This mismatch meant that, even when they were in possession of
the health and safety facts about a design, consumers might not
act to protect their “rights” as citizens or their best interests as
users. To take one example: in the 1980s, Kira complained that
safety bars—among the most innocuous of safety features—were
often resisted apparently because they made the able-bodied feel
infirm or old.43 The dislike of safety bars, however, should not be
seen to confirm the “irrationality” of consumers; rather, it highlights
the fact that objective and subjective human factors were complex
and contradictory and could quickly surpass the capacity of design
to reconcile them. This is likely why Kira, with surprising frankness,
described his designs as a “compromise between realities.”44 While
it was expedient and practical for Kira to make compromises, the
example of safety bars shows that many consumers (the able-
bodied at least) were unwilling to do the same. This would prove to
be the great weakness of consumer-led bathroom reform.

How could a space be opened up for change in such cases? In
interviews, Kira reflected that the best hope lay in education:
improving the general public’s level of awareness and
understanding of design issues.45 By contrast, Dreyfuss maintained
that “survival form” was necessary to win consumers’ acceptance;
and Banham believed that architects should continue to maintain
overall control over environments (hence would select “good”
designs on consumers’ behalf.) 46 But it was Nader whose



insistence on consumer advocacy, government intervention, and
external scrutiny was most prescient where bathrooms were
concerned. For it would ultimately take disability standards, codes,
and regulations to usher in a sea change in bathroom design and to
universalize safety features in public facilities. The impetus for
these changes came from the civil rights movement, specifically
disability rights activists from the 1960s onwards who saw
accessible public facilities as essential to achieving equality.47 Their
highly effective campaigns made obvious that the concept of “body
rights” was just as applicable to bathrooms as it was to
automobiles. Yet in their own homes, most consumers seemed
content to leave their body rights just outside the bathroom door.
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Chapter 10
Intelligentsia design and the
postmodern Plattenbau
Max Hirsh

East Germany prided itself on its expertise in large-scale
prefabricated housing techniques.1 Yet by the early 1980s, it had
become clear that the state’s singular emphasis on suburban
Plattenbau settlements had led to a range of social, economic, and
design problems. Anecdotal evidence, formal letters of complaint,
and secret police reports revealed profound dissatisfaction with the
suburbs’ monotonous appearance and their lack of basic
infrastructure and consumer services. Critics identified that
dissatisfaction as one of the main reasons why East Germans were
emigrating to the West. Those who left were disproportionately well
educated and upwardly mobile, leading to a pronounced brain drain
that exacerbated the deteriorating economic situation.2

The intertwined challenges of housing production and brain drain
sparked an increased interest in the needs of so-called
“intelligentsia cadres,” or highly skilled professionals. Sociological
theories of labor mobility that investigated why the intelligentsia
moved from one place to another assumed a central role in
architectural discourse. Designers studied the specific
programmatic needs and aesthetic choices of specialist workers in
order to reduce their aspirations to move abroad. The notion was



highly controversial in the German Democratic Republic (GDR),
whose dominant ideology of social equality and mass production
precluded the idea that different social groups could have different
desires.

This chapter argues that the invention of the intelligentsia as a
distinct category of user triggered a series of mixed-use
redevelopment projects that aimed to address the everyday needs
of skilled professionals: such as inner-city housing, childcare, and
high-quality consumer goods. Combining Marxist political economy
with postmodern architectural theory, architects invested these
“urban ensembles” with a contextual aesthetic vocabulary—one
that eschewed the extremes of both modernism and historicism—in
a sophisticated attempt at increasing the intelligentsia’s attachment
to place. Focusing on three projects in East Berlin, Cottbus, and
Frankfurt an der Oder, this chapter contends that the specification
of the Plattenbau’s user represented a critical source of
experimentation and innovation in late East German design
practice. Moreover, by highlighting the co-presence of socialist and
capitalist development models—and of modern and postmodern
design precepts—it problematizes the oversimplification of East
German architectural history which equates socialist governance
with modernist urbanism.

Designing for the Intelligentsia
In 1982, East Germany’s Scientific Council commissioned a team of
scholars at the Institute for Marxist-Leninist Sociology in East Berlin
to study migration patterns in the GDR. The resulting book
—Wohnortwechsel, or “change of residence”—identified the
intelligentsia as the social stratum most prone to moving around;
and as being distinct from other social groups in terms of their living
habits (Wohnverhalten).3 The sociologists Siegfried Grundmann



and Ines Schmidt noted that:

Large cities are the natural location of universities, research
institutes, and institutions of management and planning. The
university cadres who work there—in particular the artistic,
scientific-technical, and medical intelligentsia—display a
disproportionately high rate of migration … They differ from
farmers, industrial workers, and service-sector employees in
that their labor is primarily of an intellectual nature … They
thus require different living conditions for the reproduction of
their labor—conditions that include improved recreational
activities and better childcare facilities.4

The sudden interest in the needs of the intelligentsia can be
explained by the skyrocketing rate of westward migration. Between
1980 and 1989, the number of people filing applications to leave the
country more than quintupled.5 Most of them were young, highly
skilled professionals who had become frustrated by their inability to
combine satisfactory jobs, housing, and childcare in one location;
and in particular, by the inadequacies of East Germany’s housing
system. When it came to finding an apartment, young professionals
typically faced two equally unattractive options: live near their
workplace in a dilapidated inner-city flat with coal heat and shared
bathing facilities; or move to a Plattenbau in the suburbs. These
apartments featured “modern” comforts like central heating and
private bathrooms; yet the suburban estates offered little in terms
of entertainment, green space, or consumer services. Plagued by
unpaved roads and public transportation that was timed to coincide
with factory schedules, these estates were also poorly connected to
the inner city.6

East Germany’s leaders knew that they couldn’t afford to lose the
country’s best and brightest to the West. With that in mind, they



attempted to mobilize urban design as an instrument for increasing
the residential satisfaction (Wohnzufriedenheit) and labor
productivity of those who were most likely to emigrate: highly skilled
professional couples (hochqualifizierte Ehepaare) between the ages
of 25 and 35.7 Sociologists proposed the development of inner-city
residential districts that would offer high-quality consumer goods
and services, childcare, leisure activities, and so-called “intensified
public communication and stimulation areas” tailored to the needs
of the intelligentsia; that, they claimed, was what university cadres
required to “reproduce” both themselves and their intellectual
contributions to society. Since talented professionals could often
choose between attractive apartments in different cities, theorists
concluded that the presence of attractive neighborhoods, offering a
modicum of local specificity and historic context, was the most
important factor in ensuring the willingness of the intelligentsia to
remain in a given location.8 In this regard, urban sociologists and
the architects who sought to apply their theories to urban design
distinguished between the qualities wohnortgebunden, meaning an
individual’s obligation to stay in a particular place, and
wohnortverbunden, the quality of feeling emotionally attached to the
local history and customs of one’s home.9 As in most societies,
East Germany’s intelligentsia was less tied to a fixed locale.
Creating an emotional attachment to place through family ties and
regional traditions was therefore considered to be the primary
means of preventing emigration.10

These findings demanded a significant shift in the mindset of
East Germany’s architects, most of whom had been educated in a
design culture that emphasized quantitative goals—for example,
the delivery of x number of housing units (Wohneinheiten) per
annum—and ignored qualitative concerns such as site specificity
and material quality. Designing for the intelligentsia also demanded
a leap in scale—that is, to think less about kitchens and bathroom



fixtures, and more about the availability of goods and services in
the surrounding neighborhood. Most significantly, it entailed a
formal and ideological adaptation of the Plattenbau—a prefab
technique originally aimed at housing the masses—to meet the
specific needs of dual-career professional couples (Figure 10.1).

Figure 10.1 Proposed Plattenbauten in the inner city of Stralsund. Werner Rietdorf,
Stadterneuerung: Innerstädtisches Bauen als Einheit von Erhaltung und
Umgestaltung (East Berlin: VEB Verlag für Bauwesen, 1989), 217.

Figure 10.2 Detail of facade at Brunos Warte, Halle. Photo by Max Hirsh.

Taken together, these demands added up to what seemed like



an insurmountable task. On the one hand, architects were
commissioned to create a range of individually tailored housing
options that exuded local specificity and material comfort. On the
other hand, they had to contend with the fact that 85 percent of
new building projects relied on large-panel prefabrication
methods.11 The relentless industrialization of the housing industry
had also led to a deskilling of architects and construction workers
alike, such that few of them were familiar with traditional building
and ornamentation techniques. Given these constraints, what were
designers to do?

The solution lay in the creation of contextual mixed-use
Plattenbauten purportedly built in traditional regional styles; as well
as of “urban ensembles” (Stadtensembles) that sought to integrate
prewar history and the legacy of postwar modernism into a
coherent visual narrative. These projects attempted to counter the
desire to move abroad by providing a broader range of consumer
services; and to encourage emotional reinvestment in East German
society through the creation of architecturally distinct places. Given
the inflexible disposition of the construction industry, it was
incumbent upon designers to take a pragmatic approach to
contextualism. Authenticity was de-emphasized in favor of symbols
and so-called “cheerful quotations,” by turns ironic, that referenced
a particular neighborhood’s cultural heritage and underscored its
unique spirit (Figure 10.2). 12 Paradoxically, that uniqueness was to
be achieved through prefabrication, whose very nature was defined
by its interchangeability.

Specific Platten for Specific People:
East Berlin’s Spittelmarkt

Three inner-city redevelopment projects—East Berlin’s Spittelmarkt,
the Sorbian Quarter in Cottbus, and the pedestrian zone of



Frankfurt an der Oder—exemplify the ways in which these
theoretical approaches were applied in late East German design
practice. East Berlin’s “Spittelmarkt urban ensemble,” built by an
architectural collective under Eckart Schmidt, is a prime example
(Figure 10.3). Completed in 1986, the ensemble’s stated goal was
two-fold: first, to moderate the awkward visual dialogue between
the surrounding pre and postwar typologies; and second, to
address the basic infrastructural needs of young professional
families.13 The balconies and cladding were intended as a quotation
of the adjacent modernist skyscrapers; while the setbacks and the
restoration of the perimeter block, complete with interior courtyard,
were meant to provide structural and visual coherence with the
adjacent prewar buildings. And invisible to the passerby, the “load”
of the Plattenbau is supported by the pylons of buildings that had
been destroyed in World War II. This satisfied the need for
economic frugality through adaptive reuse of existing infrastructure.
It was also in line with the ideological imperative to provide historical
continuity through built form—that is, to both figuratively and literally
rebuild on the ruins of capitalist society.



Figure 10.3 Spittelmarkt, East Berlin. Eckart Schmidt, “Bauplatz Hauptstadt Berlin:
Wohnungsbau am Spittelmarkt,” Architektur der DDR 1, no. 87 (January 1987): 8.

Figure 10.4 Spittelmarkt, East Berlin. Eckart Schmidt, “Bauplatz Hauptstadt Berlin:
Wohnungsbau am Spittelmarkt,” Architektur der DDR 1, no. 87 (January 1987): 12.

While perhaps useful arguments within a small circle of
specialists and ideologues, these aesthetic claims were less
relevant to the everyday needs of intelligentsia couples. Much more
pressing was the desire for attractive housing and consumer
services, which the Spittelmarkt likewise aimed to satisfy. The
building contained 295 apartments: mostly two-bedroom units
consisting of a master bedroom, a children’s room, a living room,
and a kitchen and bathroom. At seventy square meters, these were
more spacious than apartments built for the general population.14

The building’s first two floors featured a series of shops and
services which included a restaurant and bar, a furniture store, and
a “gardners’ support base” (Figure 10.4). Across the street, a
“Modeboutique” offered high-end ladies’ fashion. Childcare was also
an important facet of the complex, which included a full-time
nursery as well as a shop devoted exclusively to children’s furniture.



Finally, a subway station located in front of the complex ensured
rapid transport links to the rest of the city.

The Spittelmarkt thus encapsulated a range of social policies
aimed at retaining the intelligentsia: a child-friendly atmosphere
intended to boost the birth rate and enable a two-income
household, an emphasis on better consumer goods and after-hours
entertainment, and the provision of urban gardening facilities. In so
doing, the project emblematized the synthetic potential of
contextual prefabrication. While accepting the aesthetic
heterogeneity of the existing built environment, East German
designers still hoped to inscribe the urban landscape with a
coherent master narrative. In so doing, they turned to contextual
prefabrication in order to create a harmony of program and form.
The juxtaposition of pre- and postwar aesthetic codes provided a
sense of spatial and temporal continuity that underscored the
totalizing programmatic ambitions contained in the mixed-use
Plattenbau. In other words, the apartment complex aimed to
synthesize the formal discontinuities in the urban fabric as a means
of reaffirming the compatibility of family and professional demands
and of individual desires and societal obligations.

Catering to the Cadres: The Sorbian Quarter in
Cottbus

The goal of projects like the Spittelmarkt was to convince talented
professionals to stay in East Berlin rather than leave the country.
But outside of the big cities, intelligentsia design aimed to attract
university-educated couples to areas whose significance lay more in
their industrial output than in their intellectual reputation—and thus
bore little appeal for the intelligentsia. Two redevelopment projects
in Cottbus and Frankfurt an der Oder highlight the ways in which
architects tried to “raise university graduates’ willingness to migrate”



to East Germany’s second-tier industrial centers in order to
“promote scientific-technical progress and the intellectual-cultural
life of other parts of the republic.”15 Sociologists noted rather
delicately that:

In those cases where an individual’s migration would be in
the interest of society, yet not necessarily in the interest of
the individual himself, it will require a high degree of material
and intellectual effort in order to stimulate his migration.
Those efforts must be specifically tailored to the individual in
question.16

Simply put, urban design needed to be even more conscious of
the intelligentsia’s needs in cities that they considered less than
enticing. Sociologists recommended two approaches: first, provide
single-family homes; and second, design shopping facilities that
would appeal to the intelligentsia’s leisure predilections.17

However, the delivery of single-family homes was precluded by
material constraints in the construction industry. Instead, architects
resorted to a bizarre trompe l’oeil strategy based on the
development of eigenheimähnliche prefabs: multi-storey apartment
blocks whose cladding and ornamentation gave the outward
impression of being a single-family home, yet relied on large-scale
prefabrication processes (Figure 10.5). These buildings deployed
regionally specific design elements in an effort to promote a so-
called Einzelhauscharakter—the character of a detached home—
that ranged from Hanseatic gables in the Baltic seaport of Rostock
to half-timbered facades in the Thuringian city of Suhl (Figure
10.6).18 Such developments frequently included workspaces
designed for particular professions, such as doctors and artists; as
well as shops that catered to the aesthetic sensibilities of the
intelligentsia. A rendering of Frankfurt’s pedestrian zone, discussed



below, prominently featured a second-hand bookstore, complete
with a beret-clad consumer (Figure 10.7);19 while the half-timbered
apartments in Suhl were built on top of two art studios and a row of
shops that included a fashion boutique, a cafe named “The Green
Wreath,” and a store selling exotic spices.20

Figure 10.5 “Eigenheimähnlich” apartment building in the Sorbian Quarter of Cottbus.
Photo by Max Hirsh.



Figure 10.6 Mühltorstraße, Suhl. Ulrich Möckel “Inner-städtischer Wohnungsneubau
Mühltorstraße in Suhl,” Architektur der DDR 3, no. 87 (March 1987): 17.

Figure 10.7 Sketch of the downtown pedestrian zone, Frankfurt an der Oder. Werner
Rietdorf, Stadterneuerung: Innerstädtisches Bauen als Einheit von Erhaltung und
Umgestaltung (East Berlin: VEB Verlag für Bauwesen, 1989), 106.

Architects deployed similar strategies in the redevelopment of
Cottbus. As the administrative capital of the GDR’s main coal
mining region, Cottbus experienced an influx of factory workers,
miners, and bureaucrats throughout the postwar period. Known as
a smoggy backwater, and with few institutes of higher learning, the
city suffered from a shortage of doctors, teachers, and other
“qualified cadres.” In 1984, Cottbus’ state construction combine
broke ground on the Sorbian Quarter (Wendisches Viertel) within
the walls of the old city (Figure 10.8). Built in the
Einzelhauscharakter style, the development combined inner-city
housing with an array of shops and services that referenced the
prewar urban fabric and the traditions of the Sorbs, a Slavic ethnic
minority who inhabit the region around Cottbus. Attention to the



practical and aesthetic needs of intelligentsia couples pervaded the
Sorbian Quarter. A typical floorplan envisioned furnishings that
connote the bourgeois intellectual, such as a grand piano (Figure
10.9); while the faux mansarde roofs and bay windows evoked,
somewhat dubiously, the Wilhelminian proportions of the surviving
prewar flats.21 With a nod to inter-generational childcare, architects
divided many floors into a two-bedroom unit and a studio, such that
dual-career couples could rely on a grandparent to look after the
children while they made their intellectual contributions to society.22

Figure 10.8 Mixed-use Plattenbauten on the market square in Cottbus. Photo by Max
Hirsh.



Figure 10.9 Floorplan for a typical apartment in the Sorbian Quarter. Hansgeorg
Richter and Jürgen Franke, “Industrielles Bauen in der Altstadt von Cottbus,”
Architektur der DDR 3, no. 86 (March 1986): 138.



Figure 10.10 Prefabricated townhouses in the old city of Cottbus. Photo by Max Hirsh.

Figure 10.11 Restaurant interior, Cottbus. Hansgeorg Richter and Jürgen Franke,
“Industrielles Bauen in der Altstadt von Cottbus,” Architektur der DDR 3, no. 86
(March 1986): 142.

The master plan of the Sorbian Quarter envisioned a continuous
row of shops, below the apartments, along the old town’s narrow



medieval streets (Figure 10.10). This proved to be a challenge for
architects and engineers accustomed to working in open fields on
the urban periphery; 23 and who also had rarely, if ever, built a
mixed-use edifice. A special type of Plattenbau, developed by the
state construction combine of Cottbus exclusively for use in the
Sorbian Quarter, incorporated two previous typologies used for
public and residential facilities. 24 At the street level, these
Plattenbauten included retail outlets for toys, baby clothing, and
ready-to-wear men’s suits; a stationery shop; and an area reserved
for a farmer’s market. 25 Cutesy wooden animals, dispersed at
regular intervals throughout the neighborhood, aimed to promote a
family-oriented and ecologically friendly atmosphere. One block of
flats on the old town’s market square featured a Sorbian restaurant,
called Lipa, or “Linden Tree,” whose interior was adorned with pre-
industrial and forest-themed works of art designed by minority
ceramicists and woodworkers (Figure 10.11).26

Public Art in the Provinces:
The Pedestrian Zone of Frankfurt an der Oder

Attempts to lure the intelligentsia to the provinces often operated in
an aesthetic feedback loop, with architects and city planners
actively soliciting the input of local artists in an attempt to attract
other members of the intelligentsia. In particular, they viewed the
development of public art projects as a useful marker of distinction
that would set apart intelligentsia-oriented neighborhoods from the
more humdrum suburban estates. The redevelopment of the
pedestrian zone of Frankfurt an der Oder provides an instructive
example. Located on the Polish border, Frankfurt was the district
capital of a heavily industrialized region that was as economically
crucial as it was intellectually insignificant. In 1987, city officials
approved the construction of 1,400 apartments in Frankfurt’s



dilapidated downtown. Variation and individuality were the key
design guidelines informing the project. Though built entirely from
the same set of prefabricated parts, architects modified the mixed-
use Plattenbauten through so-called “roof-shaped” top floors
consisting of prefabricated slabs faced in ceramic tile and inserted
at such an angle so as to vary the height of the buildings and give
the impression of a pitched, tiled roof.27 They likewise enclosed the
buildings’ recessed balconies in glass casings in order to mimic the
historic bay windows of Wilhelminian times; while they distinguished
the shopping facilities on the ground floor from the building’s
residential functions through a series of colonnades.

Figure 10.12 Große Scharrnstraße, Frankfurt an der Oder. Manfred Vogler,
“Wohnungsbau im Stadtzentrum von Frankfurt (Oder),” Architektur der DDR 1, no. 89
(January 1989): 11.



Figure 10.13 Schulze’s mural “Passanten,” Frankfurt an der Oder. Manfred Vogler,
“Wohnungsbau im Stadtzentrum von Frankfurt (Oder),” Architektur der DDR 1, no. 89
(January 1989): 15.

These design strategies endeavored to create what architects
called a “place-based non-interchangeability.” 28 Working together
with state art organizations, they sought to enhance the pedestrian
zone’s distinctiveness through the deployment of baugebundene
Kunst—or “art linked to buildings”—such as murals, sculptures, and
primitivist masks inserted onto the facades and inside the shopping
arcades (Figure 10.12). These artworks included a mural entitled
“Pedestrians on the Boulevard,” which adorned the exterior of an
ice cream shop (Figure 10.13). Like all art projects in the city, the
mural was commissioned by the state-run Bureau for Artistic
Workshops and the Visual Arts.29 The bureau granted the
commission to Harald Schulze, a painter who had studied at the art
academy in East Berlin and who had recently moved to a farm near
Frankfurt. The mural’s motifs—which, Schulze later claimed,
allegorized a cornucopia of taboo topics like the secret police,
nonconformity, sadomasochism, and East Germany’s role in
promoting left-wing terrorism in West Germany,30 were accepted



without comment from the district arts bureau, which was eager to
do its part in creating an “intensified concentration of experiences
through more diverse forms of urban design.” 31 A hundred
kilometers east of Berlin, artists like Schulze achieved what they
could not in the capital city. With few other painters on the ground
in Frankfurt, it was relatively easy for Schulze to receive lucrative
public works commissions devoid of the political interference that
accompanied such projects in more politically sensitive locations like
East Berlin.32 In effect, architects and city planners worked together
with cultural bureaucrats in attempting to create localized zones of
creative expression, designed by artists who had relocated to the
provinces, in order to boost the number of intelligentsia cadres in
these less desirable locations. Throughout, these broader cultural
and socioeconomic policies were articulated in the aesthetic
vocabulary and architectural prescriptions of postmodernism.

Conclusion
The design of redevelopment projects like the Sorbian Quarter in
Cottbus and the pedestrian zone in Frankfurt an der Oder can be
read as a bare-bones guide for state-driven, master-planned
gentrification; one that channels both the creative impulses of the
artist and the incipient conservatism of young intelligentsia parents
into a formal and programmatic agenda that would not be out of
place in, say, Brooklyn or Kreuzberg. This is reflected, for example,
in the fetishization of ethnic minorities and ecological primitivism in
the Sorbian Quarter’s restaurant, public artworks, and farmer’s
market; and in the provision of used bookstores, ateliers, and high-
end clothing boutiques for mom, dad, and baby. Sociologists
legitimated their rather unegalitarian preoccupation with the
intelligentsia by identifying them as the drivers of urban renewal,
arguing:



Where qualified cadres like doctors, teachers, and engineers
go, other population groups such as cooks, waiters, and
hairdressers will follow. The presence of capable and
productive cadres is the deciding factor for the social and
economic stability in a given city. Establishing an attachment
to place for these qualified cadres thus bears society-wide
implications.33

It may be surprising, or disturbing, to see these trends taking
place not in the familiar context of a post-industrial city being
reconfigured by the hyperconcentration of global capital, but rather
in a centrally planned nation-state that was anachronistically reliant
on heavy industry. East German architects were careful to
articulate their discourse on intelligentsia design in a vocabulary
that combined Marxist political theory with the petit bourgeois
nationalism endemic to the East German public sphere. Yet the
urbanistic agenda that they advanced boiled down to an elaborate
rehearsal of postmodern design concepts and urban renewal
strategies that dominated contemporaneous discourse in Western
Europe and North America. The pragmatic approach to historicism
and contextualism which stressed intention above authenticity and
which justified aesthetic heterogeneity as a coherent response to
material constraints essentially juxtaposed renewed interest in Aldo
Rossi’s theories of genius loci with Colin Rowe’s reconception of the
architect as bricoleur.34 Moreover, the identification of the
intelligentsia as urban trailblazers, and as a customer base for a
traveling caravan of service-sector employees, recalls both the
naive optimism embedded in theories of the creative class; as well
as Peter sloterdijk’s pessimistic accounts of the kinetic elite and
kinetic underclass.35 Indeed, although design critics in both East
and West have often asserted that postmodernism represented an
aesthetic response unique to advanced capitalist societies, an



evaluation of East German design tendencies in the 1980s reveals
that the differences between the capitalist and socialists camps
were at most semantic ones, and that the implications for urban
design were, by and large, the same.

Yet the fact that these urban renewal strategies were carried out
by a moribund state-run construction industry predicated on mass
production demands a reconception of the social and material
conditions of postmodernism—one that transcends the traditional
divisions into East and West and into capitalist and socialist. Rather
than tying postmodernism to a particular economic order, it may be
more helpful to think of it as the architectural idiom best suited for
articulating reformatory impulses in times of crisis, and as a means
of broadcasting paradigmatic revisions to the existing social
contract. By designing exceptional living quarters for the nation’s
intelligentsia, East German architects redefined the state’s
commitment to social and spatial equality in an attempt to rescue
the GDR’s broader socioeconomic underpinnings. In so doing, they
adapted Fordist models of housing delivery to a decidedly post-
Fordist design agenda in order to send a simple message to the
disaffected professional class: we can build an environment to suit
your needs through the creative use of existing materials; please
stay here and help us to help you.



Figure 10.14 Typisierte (standardized) facade elements. Werner Rietdorf, Stadterneue-
rung: Innerstädtisches Bauen als Einheit von Erhaltung und Umgestaltung (East
Berlin: VEB Verlag für Bauwesen, 1989), 192.

In any case, their efforts were too little, too late. Architects could
plan more shops in inner-city neighborhoods and adapt apartment
layouts to better suit the daily routines of the intelligentsia; but they
could do little to compensate for the shoddy quality and limited
availability of construction materials and consumer goods.
Nevertheless, the calls for an increased sensitivity to the needs of a
very specific category of user led to a period of intense
experimentation in a design culture that had stagnated for decades.
The results were by turns innovative or absurd, and often both.
(Clearly, no one was going to be tricked into thinking that they lived
in a single-family home just because the cladding of their apartment
building evoked one.) While it is easy to ridicule such strategies in
retrospect, there is also much to be learned from their example.
During periods of economic malaise and systemic uncertainties,
designers must contend with a pronounced gap between the
expectations of their clients and the cold realities of the bottom line.



The creativity that East Germany’s architects evinced in adapting
existing prefabrication methods—for example, by combining
residential and public building typologies within the mixed-use
Plattenbau, and by creating an ostensibly limitless variety of
aesthetic environments by recombining a decidedly limited set of
prefabricated parts—testifies to the ingenuity of architects inured to
doing more with less (Figure 10.14). Contemporary design
practitioners would do well to follow their example.
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Chapter 11
WiMBY!’s new collectives
Michelle Provoost

The WiMBY! (Welcome into My Backyard!) project for urban
renewal of the postwar satellite town of Hoogvliet has been a
seven-year long experiment (2000–2007), involving a series of what
could be termed contextual projects of urban design, architecture,
and culture.1 But WiMBY! drastically extended the meaning and
scope of what people normally regard as context in urbanism,
stretching it to cover virtually every aspect of contemporary urban
life. Not only the physical context, but especially the social context
was given a serious role in defining WiMBY’s program and projects.
By activating and involving residents and users in the regeneration
of Hoogvliet as active agents, it became possible to develop new
collectives and communities. The knowledge and energy of
inhabitants and entrepreneurs led to the realization of schools,
housing projects, and a park, which were all based on their
concepts and initiatives. The working method developed by WiMBY!
was posited as a serious competitor to the conventional practice of
top-down policy, involving demolition followed by new building.
WiMBY! was a modest attempt to develop a realistic alternative to
the tabula rasa approach, which was still dominant in Western
European urban renewal practices. Within the working organization
of the WiMBY! foundation, members of Crimson Architectural
Historians (among them the author) were responsible for the initial



concept and definition of the program, as well as—in later years—
the management and supervision of the actual building projects.

Hoogvliet is a Failure
Hoogvliet is considered a planning blunder. The city was created in
the 1950s in the Rotterdam docklands for workers at the Shell
refinery as an ultra-modern satellite town, planned according to the
latest theories. Tens of thousands of Dutch families settled in an
ideal compromise between a garden suburb and a modern town,
combining the domestic bliss of a small neighborhood with a lifelong
job at Shell. Yet hardly a decade later the disadvantages of this
situation became clear, after a number of explosions at Shell
created an awareness of the danger and pollution hazards caused
by this proximity. It was built in an era when haste went hand in
hand with ambitions and pretensions, ambitions and pretensions
that are no longer held by civil servants and civil society:
emancipation through urban form, and progress and modernity as
universally shared values.

Hoogvliet’s economic raison d’être crumbled when the docks
stopped needing thousands of laborers living within bicycling
distance. Formerly middle-class neighborhoods became populated
in the 1980s by poor immigrant families without any economic
relation to the port industries. The satellite town, designed as a
harmonious community, is now divided into districts classified as
“good” or “bad” and “white” or “black,” with populations that lead
separate lives. The town’s location near the Shell refineries and the
A15 motorway no longer forms the basis of its geographical logic,
but has instead become a source of environmental and safety
problems.2



Figure 11.1 The northern part of Hoogvliet (Rotterdam, the Netherlands), adjacent to
the Shell refinery. WiMBY!/Crim-son Architectural Historians archives.

Figure 11.2a and b “Chinese Lantern,” developed in cooperation with the school staff.
This external classroom is dedicated to eating and cooking. Design: Christoph Sey-
ferth. Photography: Jeroen Musch.

The restructuring of Hoogvliet started in the 1990s. The burden
of social problems prompted the two housing corporations who
owned the housing and the local government to embark on an
urban renewal project in which most of the flats were to be



demolished and replaced by a higher proportion of one-family
houses. The aim of this heavy-handed intervention, which involved
the demolition of 30 percent out of a total stock of 15,000, was to
attract a new class of residents and so give Hoogvliet a more
balanced demography.

In the wake of this huge operation, the city of Rotterdam
discovered the obsolescence of the postwar Hoogvliet to have the
potential to fulfill an internationally exemplary function. The city
proposed turning Hoogvliet into an International Building Exhibition
(IBE) for radical urban renewal in the modernist satellite towns and
suburbs of Europe. Hoogvliet, as a borough of Rotterdam, needed
to become more urban, more open and livelier. Crimson
Architectural Historians were asked to set up the laboratory to
develop ideas and projects to this aim under the motto WiMBY!,
Welcome into My Backyard!

A complicating factor was that WiMBY! would have to jump onto
a moving train. The most fundamental decisions, both physical and
economic, had already been taken, and there seemed to be little
scope for developing a radically different strategy. The demolition of
Hoogvliet’s blocks of flats was sealed, as was the fact that new
housing would entail a mix of one-family houses and apartments,
intended to attract middle-class residents.

To spruce up the dilapidated modernist town, it was clear to
Crimson that renovation of the housing stock would not itself be
enough. Given the rigidity of the housing corporations and their
immutable program of demolition and new construction, we grew
convinced that the chief priority of WiMBY! should be to address all
the other urban processes that could contribute to the future quality
and vitality of Hoogvliet—especially education, alternative housing
forms, recreation, and entertainment. But how to develop an IBE
with this limited mandate? The tradition of the German IBEs (Berlin,
Emscher Park), bringing in an array of cultural and economic



facilities and a number of famous architects, was impossible. And
how could the goals we set be achieved without our projects
becoming orphaned once we left? This set us off into working with
the inhabitants and the users in a different way than was usual in
Holland at that time. The conversations we had with residents,
action groups, and special interest groups convinced us that to be
effective we would have to collaborate with those active and
enterprising residents who had been trying for years to have
various projects implemented, but who lacked the means or the
knowledge to do so. Rather than bombarding households with
leaflets and newsletters, informing them, as usually happens in
urban renewal projects, we aimed to collaborate actively with a
selected group of Hoogvliet citizens. We also wanted to root our
projects as firmly as possible in existing initiatives to reduce the risk
that they would be abandoned as soon as WiMBY! was over. So
the strategy adopted in all WiMBY! projects was to take up an
existing initiative and upgrade it into an exemplary and attractive
architectural project, to work with what and who were already there.

It was moreover clear that the city possessed a reservoir of
ideals of urban development and social malleability, along with
values such as modernity, collectivity, community, and
emancipation. The reanimation of these dormant ideals and their
interpretation in the light of today’s needs and possibilities was
something we saw as a vital ingredient of Hoogvliet’s renewal.

The reinterpretation of existing qualities applied not only to blocks
of flats and other buildings, but also to the mental, nonmaterial
aspects of Hoogvliet. The waning 1950s ideals of emancipation,
openness, and community gained a new, twenty-first-century
interpretation in projects such as Co-Housing, the Maisonette
blocks and Park The Heerlijkheid.3 Although the established
demolition program and the low architectural quality of Hoogvliet
housing precluded any “traditional” architectural heritage



conservation, WiMBY! respected a “conceptual” form of heritage
conservation and applied it in many projects. This meant restoring
not the physical form of the 1950s architecture and urban planning,
but a contemporary interpretation of the underlying values.

Community
Hoogvliet was like most urban extensions from the 1950s and
1960s based on the Dutch interpretation of Clarence Perry’s
neighborhood unit, translated by the Commission Bos into the
wijkgedachte (literally: the neighborhood idea) in 1946.4 Lotte Stam
Beese, who was part of CIAM and in charge of the design of
Hoogvliet, strongly supported this idea. It was a rather paternalistic
concept of providing the residents with a social structure
reminiscent of that of a village, by building up the city in a
hierarchical way, embedding different types of housing in a
standard housing unit (the “stamp”) and subsequently repeating the
units in a larger neighborhood with its own facilities. The hierarchy
was also reflected in the organization of the services: each
neighborhood had its own elementary schools and churches of
different denomination, while the city center provided the middle
schools, post office, and city hall, etc. The wijkgedachte became a
widely accepted model for the creation of communities and thereby
for the harmonious ordering of society.

However, by the 1990s when the renewal of Hoogvliet started,
the idea of the wijkgedachte had long since been abandoned. The
diversification and individualization of society had made the idea of
community obsolete and replaced it with notions of the network
society and the individual lifestyle. This was exactly the moment
when due to the neoliberal transformations of Dutch politics, the
housing corporations became privatized. They started to work as
semi-commercial companies without government subsidies and had



to define new policies and strategies to deal with their housing stock
and with their tenants. Trying to transform their organizations with a
more market-based mentality, they turned to the new “branding
agencies,” which convinced them to divide both users and housing
environments into easily discernible categories and brand them into
different styles and types.

In Hoogvliet one of these companies, The Smart Agent, was
hired to apply their method of Brand Strategy Research. My
Crimson colleague Wouter Vanstiphout described this model: “The
Smart Agent has defined six ‘perception profiles’: The Dynamic
Individualists, Silent Luxury, The Deep-Rooted, Living Together,
The Unattached and The Withdrawers. Smart Agent doesn’t only
distinguish consumers, but also housing ambiances, … so certain
typologies can be connected to certain perception profiles.”5

In a “brand book” of Hoogvliet five essential values were
formulated: “Basis”, “Community,” “Self-esteem,” “Determination,”
and “Adventure.” Striking amidst these bland terms is

the disappearance of every real difference, every real raw
contrast, behind a curtain of pseudo contrasts and pseudo
differences. In these studies we will never see a mention of
Muslim habits, of Antillean street culture, of differences in
income, of a tension between living and working, of feelings
of unsafety, of the NIMBY phenomenon, of shrinking
maintenance budgets, but also hardly of education,
employment, or other aspects that define the quality of the
living environment in crucial ways. Instead, the city and the
neighborhood are presented as a fresh and transparent
supply of living arrangements or housing ambiances for
which we can choose unhindered by cultural differences,
financial limits, or conflicting spatial claims, just based on the
lifestyle we presumably adhere to. 6



This method, which is highly generalizing and therefore also
considered offensive to many people, is in fact a no less
paternalistic method to categorize inhabitants as was used in the
1950s. This was endorsed in 2006 by sociologist Sabine Meier, who
came to the conclusion that

the present postmodern ideas of Dutch opinion leaders are
actually further developed modern ideas and there has been
no radical shift. Despite the critique that was ushered in,
starting in the 60s, on modern architecture, the
wijkgedachte, and the centrally led housing production. The
growing diversity of ways of living is being mapped by
lifestyle research, in which the social intentions and
consequences for planning are very reminiscent of a modern
wijkgedachte.7

To get rid of the clichés of the market-driven branding, of the
mantra that “nowadays we don’t need community anymore” and to
transform Hoogvliet into a more open and lively city, we chose to
approach users in a simpler, more empirical way. From our own
interviews and workshops with inhabitants it appeared—contrary to
the popular themes of individualization and network society—that
there was still a need for being part of and living in a community; it
was simply not on offer. Users were not asked what they actually
wanted; the housing corporations developed projects and
subsequently informed people, which we didn’t consider to be real
participation but very much an echo of the 1950s top-down
planning.

Any contemporary reanimation of the 1950s idea of community
should consist of a voluntarily chosen community, which is not
defined top down, but by the inhabitants themselves. We found an
inspiring example in Co-Housing, a popular concept developed in



1960s Denmark.8 It implied individuals living in a community, who
shared (some) collective facilities by choice. This could mean a
valuable addition to the housing the corporations were planning and
also fit within the assignment we were given: to attract people to
Hoogvliet that normally wouldn’t want to live there. We guessed that
the context of Hoogvliet, being quiet, green, but also close to
Rotterdam, might make it attractive for different community interest
groups, like a nudist colony, musicians, an eco-village, or people
who shared a hobby (like tinkering with cars) and needed a
workshop or hobby room to do this. With this shared theme or
hobby we could lure people to Hoogvliet, since in the region there
were no other options to live in this way.

Figure 11.3 a, b and c “Field of Sounds,” a Co-Housing project for musicians: single-
family houses each with a sky-lit music room, gathered in an artificial hill. Design and



credits: 24H Architecture. Photographs by Boris Zeisser.

Figure 11.4 In the eco-project “Contemporary Eden” the inhabitants maintain their
collective gardens. Design: Opmaat. WiMBY!/Crimson Architectural Historians
archives.

We started advertising, visiting associations, clubs, and the
academy of music, and soon we found enough interested people to
start. They formed two groups, and took over the organization and
the recruitment of future inhabitants themselves as well as further
defining the character of their community. The housing corporation
took on the task of advising them on finances and contracts but
mainly took the back seat. Also the groups themselves chose the
architects.

After a preparatory trajectory of about two years, two small
neighborhoods were realized: Field of Sounds and Contemporary
Eden (named by their inhabitants). Field of Sounds is a community
of musicians, each of whom has their own house but also a
perfectly insulated studio in the courtyard, therefore enabling them
to play whenever they liked without inconvenience to their
neighbors. In Contemporary Eden the inhabitants share an eco-
mentality and maintain their gardens and courtyards, as well as a



community center, together. They are both communities in the new
sense, with people having chosen themselves to form a community.

Park and Villa The Heerlijkheid
The collaboration WiMBY! had with (future) users took on a much
more labor-intensive shape in another project, that of the
Heerlijkheid Hoogvliet [Lovely Estate Hoogvliet]. Most of the basic
ideas and convictions of WiMBY!, as well as our interpretation of
“conceptual heritage conservation” (in this case, the concept of
“community”), can be demonstrated by looking at both the process
and the outcome of this project. It was born in the summer of 2001
as an idea for a temporary summer holiday park that would provide
a place for gatherings, festivals, play, and all kinds of recreation.
We imagined that this would be a way to help Hoogvliet in its slow
progress towards losing its image as a deadly dull dormitory town.

What program could we find to animate such a pleasure garden?
To increase its viability we decided it would be necessary to involve
and collaborate with as many parties from within Hoogvliet itself as
possible. WiMBY! again went around to all of the associations,
clubs, foundations, and small businesses in town that were pressed
for space, attention, or new members, and whose activities would
contribute to the attractiveness of the Heerlijkheid. The enormous
expanse of Hoogvliet, its monotonous housing and its standard
shopping centre, meant that local cultural life lay dormant and
hidden, tucked away in garage storage spaces and old classrooms,
in neighborhoods listed for demolition. We also met residents who
had been trying for years to get something off the ground, but
whose amateur status made it impossible for them to obtain the
necessary support from the local authority or other municipal
departments. In the discussion groups we had with the Antillean
minority it became apparent that they desperately missed a hall for



parties. Later we came across two Surinamese brothers who had
been working for years on setting up such a party hall in Hoogvliet.
Thus after a few weeks’ ferreting around we had managed to find
the following users: an association of former dockworkers who built
and demonstrated model boats; a group of activists that called
themselves “Tree Knights,” who instead of being protectors of
endangered trees now wanted to become founders of an
arboretum; a sport and recreation department that was looking for
new sports fields for trendy sports such as panna football and
basketball; and a group of Surinamese men who wanted to start up
a cultural party hall.

To make this motley collection into a real architecture project, an
icon of the new, urban Hoogvliet, we hired FAT (Fashion
Architecture Taste), based in London. Why FAT? They took a
serious approach to architecture as a form of communication, as
something capable of expressing nostalgia, sentiment, conviviality,
and a longing for a better world. In one firm they represented all the
conflicting ambitions and intuitive ideas we had for the Heerlijkheid
project.



Figure 11.5 FAT architects researched Hoogvliet inhabitants’ dreams and wishes
regarding (the style of) their living environment. Image: FAT.

Figure 11.6 Bridge and Villa The Heerlijkheid, Hoogvliet. Design: FAT Architects.
Photography: Maarten Laupman.

FAT’s architects started to look for “a Hoogvliet style of
architecture.” With a cartoon and collage technique derived from
the studies of the Levittown and Las Vegas done by Robert Venturi
and Denise Scott-Brown in the 1960s and 1970s, FAT investigated
Hoogvliet’s front gardens and passages. Like their American
predecessors, they believed that they would come across
noteworthy combinations of decorative elements, garden furniture,
works of art and trimmed and cultivated plants that would show how
the Hoogvlieters viewed themselves and their surroundings. In one
garden they came across an orange football flag celebrating
Holland’s pride, a flamingo reminiscent of a Miami beach, an anchor
and hawsers suggesting a nostalgia for the port and a picturesque
Bavarian village in pebble-dashed concrete. FAT attempted to



sublimate the same combination of pastoral and industrial,
mediagenic and rustic, into an ornamental architecture that could
only have originated in Hoogvliet.

FAT went to work on combining the elements previously devised,
the list of potential participants, the site, and of course the
architectural style they had developed specially for the project, into
a “master plan.”

The party hall, that for strategic reasons we intended to call the
“Villa,” displayed something of the architectural style that FAT
developed for Hoogvliet. Their first draft was a diagram in which
they aspired to the visual qualities of the Basilica of San Marco in
Venice combined with the functional flexibility of the ultra-cheap
commercial premises in Rotterdam Rijnmond. This approach led to
a simple utilitarian box, enclosed in a double facade containing cut-
out silhouettes suggesting an industrial skyline, interrupted by
geometrical blocks of flats and finally pierced by church towers. The
building suggested a kaleidoscope through which people would see
Hoogvliet, with all its contradictory characteristics combined to
make a decorative pattern: storytelling through architecture.

Testing the Concept
To see if the concept was viable and working, we knew we had to
try out the formula in real life. Accordingly, in the summer of 2003
WiMBY! organized the first Heerlijkheid Festival, in the Hoogvliet
town centre. FAT designed a series of entrance gates, a large
stage, fountains and a number of symbols, with the same
iconography as their master plan. More important was to test how
the future users of the Heerlijkheid would react to their new
community. Therefore we asked them to do their own things: the
model boat association gave a demonstration; the arboretum
foundation and the animal protection society handed out



information; a group of Hoogvliet women organized a fashion show;
and the sport and recreation department organized a panna football
tournament. The future operators of the Villa also organized a two-
day music festival. Performers ranged from the Hoogvliet line
dance association to Def Rhymz, from the Rotterdam punk girl
band The Riplets, to Replay, and from Trafassi to the Anja Winter
Trio.

Figure 11.7 Demonstration of the Model Boat Club at the Heerlijkheid Festival,
Hoogvliet, 2006. WiMBY!/Crimson Architectural Historians archives.



Figure 11.8 The Heerlijkheid Festival, Hoogvliet, 2005. WiMBY!/Crimson Architectural
Historians archives.

This temporary festival, which was repeated yearly upon the
completion of the park, was an important step towards the
formation of the community of participants and an invaluable
instrument in learning about the dos and don’ts of making a park in
Hoogvliet and how to (try to) break through the existing barriers of
generation and ethnicity.

Continuing to work with the various participants for a number of
years, translating their wishes into programs of requirements and
cooperative arrangements, the master plan and FAT’s designs took
numerous turns. The participants would ultimately have to take over
the ground from the borough and come to an agreement about the
use and management of the park.

It was fascinating to see how village-style politics got under way,
behavior that could almost be termed picturesque, but nonetheless
crushed everything in its path. Its ingredients consisted of old
promises made in smoke-filled backrooms, sometimes decades
ago, tacit loyalties between councilors and residents, a shared
mistrust of outsiders and a fierce and unyielding stubbornness on
the part of all involved. The idea of inhabitants’ participation might
evoke associations with a 1970s “love and peace” atmosphere, or
with advocacy planning, but it was nothing of the kind; imagine the
sweet old ladies of the arboretum fighting the manager of the pet
cemetery fighting the Surinamese music programmer … and
WiMBY! getting caught in between, struggling to keep them on the
same track.

Sometimes this was successful, sometimes not. While WiMBY!
was safeguarding the overall synthesis of the project, some
elements could not be rescued: the pet cemetery lost the battle
with the arboretum and disappeared from the Heerlijkheid, which
was a painful sacrifice. Exactly because we decided to take the role



of the local parties seriously, it became unavoidable that some of
WiMBY!’s own ambitions suffered. This is also the difference with
1970s advocacy planning: although WiMBY! functioned as a
representative of the entrepreneurs and organized their cooperation
in realizing their arboretum, villa or eco-playground, we always had
our own agenda: to realize the park as a collective and public
program, fitting within our integral vision for the renewal of
Hoogvliet, while giving the project a clear architectonic expression.
Whereas advocacy planning requires a large degree of
unselfishness, WiMBY! was never totally unselfish.

Figure 11.9 Discussing the drawings of the new Hobby Hut with the members of the
Model Boat Club, c. 2004. WiMBY!/Crimson Architectural Historians archives.



Figure 11.10 Park The Heerlijkheid, with the Villa (left) and the Model Boat Club (right).
Photography: Maarten Laupman.

Figure 11.11 Swimming and playing in the ecological playground. WiMBY!/Crimson
Architectural Historians archives.



Figure 11.12 Entrance to the ecological playground by FAT, with the Shel1 refinery in
the background. Photography: Maarten Laupman.

Gradually developing over the years, the design of FAT was
finished in 2008: a strange hybrid of an ultra-cheap party hall and a
local cultural centre where bands can perform and exhibitions and
theatrical performances could be held. The box contains a party
hall, a cafe restaurant with a small stage, and a two-screen cinema
and a small office on the first floor. Round the box is a sculptural
wooden double elevation, inside of which once more appear the
famous cut-out patterns, faithful to the Hoogvliet style of
architecture. The entrance section is a giant polyester structure, a
cross between the crown of a tree and a pink cloud. Whereas it
creates associations with the early postmodernism of Venturi &
Scott Brown, it is very different from the later postmodernism
clinging to neoclassical shapes, as it was re-using local and
contextual elements in the iconography of the villa.



Five Years Later
A question rightfully associated with any trial is what kind of
example it sets for other, similar cases. In the case of WiMBY! a
number of the experiments, implementation techniques, and
realized projects could be relevant to New Towns and postwar
suburbs elsewhere in the world. But in the context of this book, the
question that is most relevant is: has WiMBY!’s way of collaborating
with the residents been of exemplary value? WiMBY! tried, by
continual immersion in this town and an unremitting quest for its
creative forces and characteristics, to contribute to the realization
of a new story as a successor to the (failed) dream of the original
New Town: a new story in which the neatly manicured communal
gardens and the suffocating social control of the 1960s is replaced
by natural habitats and self-selected collectives. In 2007 WiMBY!
finished; what has become of these new collectives and how can
we evaluate WiMBY!’s way of working with the inhabitants?

First: the Co-Housing collectives. The Field of Sounds and
Contemporary Eden groups have been living in their self-organized
collective housing estates for almost five years now. The musicians
live in their smart houses designed by the Rotterdam based office
of 24H Architecture, embracing the surrealist hill in their courtyard,
which hides and insulates the studios, which are appreciated by the
inhabitants. Also in the eco-group Contemporary Eden there seems
to be great satisfaction with the living environment; they chose the
architect’s office Opmaat, which designed friendly but not too high-
profile wooden architecture, with different housing types based on
the demands of the group. On sunny days it is common to see
people working together in the garden, which looks well maintained;
children are playing in the courtyards; it looks indeed like their
Contemporary Eden. The sense of community in both groups is
expressed in the entrée signs saying “No Trespassing.”

But the relation between the inhabitants and the housing



corporation (owner of the rental houses), which started out as very
experimental, seems to have jumped back to its original state. Not
only does the housing corporation behave like a regular owner
again, but the inhabitants have also skipped their semi-autonomous
positions and behave as regular tenants again; they are asking the
corporation to perform all kinds of tasks that originally were meant
for the inhabitants to perform themselves. Like a memory metal,
both parties changed back to their well-known positions and
behavior, similar to those in the decades of the welfare state.

Second: the Heerlijkheid. This intended community, consisting of
about five different user groups (arboretum, party organization,
eco-playground, sports department, model boat club), has also
existed for five years now. FAT’s architecture has met with great
enthusiasm both with the users as with visitors, although a number
of additions have been made, especially in the interiors, to make it
more “cozy.” However, also this community has had great difficulty
adjusting to their new roles and responsibilities. As long as WiMBY!
was around, organizing the common meetings, prioritizing
communal aspects of the park and connecting to the local
government, the collectivity existed. But after 2007 the different
participants retreated to their own terrain and took care of their own
business, neglecting the common responsibilities like the public
program of the park (opening the doors for the public in the
morning for instance).

Here we perceive an interesting and telling resemblance with the
Co-Housing projects: both were meant and started out as at least
partly self-organized projects but have proved only sustainable with
a large amount of supervision (by the housing corporation, WiMBY!
or the local government). But because the local municipality of
Hoogvliet never got actively involved with the Heerlijkheid, the
community and its public meaning have not reached their full
potential.



This might be a lesson for all the many recent attempts to
change the relation between civilians and government in the
Netherlands. In spatial planning and housing, but also in other
fields, parties from both left and right denominations stress the
importance of reducing governmental control and of abolishing rules
and regulations in order to transfer responsibilities to the
inhabitants.9 But are both parties up to it? There exists something
like—what they call in economics and sociology
—padafhankelijkheid, a dependency on the path already taken:
governments are used to rule and regulate, inhabitants are used to
a government that takes care of them or at least of their minimum
requirements like infrastructure, roads, etc. When this doesn’t
happen anymore, both parties have to adjust to their new roles.

Looking at the recent initiatives for self-organization it is striking
that these are all government-initiated initiatives, just like in
Hoogvliet. This happens in Almere, where residents are stimulated
to build their own houses (Homeruskwartier) and even build their
own city (Oosterwold), to the degree that the government leaves
infrastructure, roads, energy, schools, and all other public facilities
to the private initiative.10 The government organization SEV
(Foundation for Experiments in Housing) stimulates self-
organization by subsidizing projects, even if it can hardly find any.11

Paradoxically, self-organization in the Netherlands is something that
needs to be stimulated and almost forced from above. Unlike in the
global south, where self-organized housing and living are ubiquitous
and which are increasingly seen as an example for the Netherlands,
everywhere in Western European countries the welfare state is still
omnipresent as a mentality, although not as reality. Inhabitants,
governments, and the civic society still cling to the mentality and
the tasks that accompany it. While self-building and self-organizing
are increasingly romanticized and idealized in the Netherlands, it
seems no one is quite up to the required shift in power yet.



This might have to do with the misconception that more
responsibility and influence of inhabitants will lead to a smaller
government, because fewer tasks need to be performed. The
example of Hoogvliet shows how self-organization is a valuable and
much appreciated (by inhabitants) addition to urban planning, but it
doesn’t lead to a diminished government, just to a different role.
Now that the recession is increasing the interest of policymakers in
self-organization and in using “the energy of the inhabitants,” this
misunderstanding might show up as a bottle-neck.12 If there is a
lesson from WiMBY! it is that a more direct involvement of
inhabitants in urban planning will not lead to a smaller government.
1  For an overview of the WiMBY! project and the difference between “contextual” and
“technocratic” planning see M. Provoost, ed., WiMBY! Hoogvliet: Future, Past and
Present of a New Town, or: The Big WiMBY! Book (Rotterdam: NAi Publishers, 2007).
2  WiMBY!, WiMBY! Welcome into My Backyard! International Building Exhibition Rotterdam-
Hoogvliet (Rotterdam: NAi Publishers, 2000).
3  These projects were published in Provoost, WiMBY! Hoogvliet. Future, Past and
Present of a New Town.
4  Commissie Bos, De stad der toekomst, de toe-komst der stad (Rotterdam 1946).
5  Wouter Vanstiphout, “In mijn beleving …,” in Kijkend naar Nederland, ed. Wim
Derksen (Rotterdam: NAi Publishers, 2007), 63.
6  Ibid.
7  Sabine Meier, Tussen leefstijl en wijkgedachte: Moderne en postmoderne
denkbeelden over wonen en de herstructurering van naoorlogse wijken (Amsterdam:
NAi Publishers, 2006), 11.
8  On the origins of Co-Housing, see www.cohousing.org/cm/article/related_denmark
(accessed December 9, 2012).
9  The Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment is working on a new law, the
Omgevingswet (Law of Environment), that will consist mainly of the abolition of many
elements of the national and local planning instruments.
10  Homeruskwartier, see
www.ikbouwmijnhuisinalmere.nl/kavels_in_almere/homeruskwartier. Oosterwold, see:
almere20.almere.nl/gebiedsontwikkeling/almere_oosterwold (both accessed December
12, 2012).
11  Radboud Engbersen, “Zelforganisatie in New Towns,” see
www.sev.nl/nieuws/nieuws.asp?code_nws=1742 (accessed December 12, 2012).
12  Maarten Hajer, De energieke samenleving: Op zoek naar een sturingsfilosofie voor een
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schone economie (The Hague: Planbureau voor de Leefomgeving, 2011).
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Chapter 12
Landscape and participation in
1960s New York
Mariana Mogilevich

New Landscapes for New Publics
In the spring of 1971 the artist Gordon Matta-Clark roasted a whole
pig on an open spit underneath the Brooklyn Bridge and served it to
participants, attendees, and passersby at Brooklyn Bridge Event, a
multi-sited exhibition of the new Institute for Art and Urban
Resources (Figure 12.1).1 Pig Roast, as the piece was entitled, as
well as Food, Matta-Clark’s restaurant-cum-performance which
opened in an old luncheonette in SoHo the same year, constructed
temporary spaces of community and conviviality in the city and
made room for a thriving culture of artists of various sorts. This
work of social relations seeking to bring art closer to everyday life
has had a decades-long afterlife in what one critic describes as “a
growing urbanization of the artistic experience.”2 Artists, taking the
social encounter, the act of being together in public, or the space of
relations as their end, rushed in where urbanists left a void. As
Matta-Clark’s projects unfolded in the marginal spaces of New York
City, a more ambitious project to redefine the city’s open spaces
was coming to an end.

For landscape architects working in New York City, the 1960s
were a critical time of experimentation in increasing people’s



participation in the production and use of space. Designers,
frequently working for city agencies, sought to use open space to
integrate citizens and incorporate difference in a city threatened by
physical disintegration and social polarization. New York’s
population was changing and thereby challenging preconceived
notions of standardized citizens who might use space in a similarly
abstract way. The arrival of large numbers of African American and
Puerto Rican residents, importing cultures very different from the
ethnic white New Yorker, and the departure of vast numbers of
white middle- and working-class residents from the city constituted
a dramatic demographic shift. This was but one aspect of the
social, cultural, and economic changes that were given the label
“urban crisis.” Coupled with a growing fear of urban disorder, they
brought new urgency to the fields of planning and design.

The unequal status of New York’s poor and minority populace
was most visible in the built environment. Residential segregation
concentrated “second-class” citizens in decaying neighborhoods
with inadequate services and in alienating new modernist
complexes. Though the city has always been a heterogeneous
morass, race prejudice and consequent demands for both civil
rights and then recognition of difference rendered old landscapes of
civic unity inapt and in fact oppressive. The work of Robert Moses,
whose infrastructural projects, recreational facilities, and
redevelopment programs dominated the landscape over the
previous thirty years, was emblematic. Planners and designers long
assumed the existence of a unitary public and designed housing
and public facilities for their idea of a common good. Such a
landscape, standardized and abstract, also reproduced racism in
the allocation of amenities—uniformity went hand in hand with
exclusion. Out of the civil rights movement and a burgeoning
counterculture, there emerged a new ideal of a heterogeneous
public, and with it the need to design accordingly.



Figure 12.1 Pig Roast under the Brooklyn Bridge, Gordon Matta-Clark, 1970–1971.
Photo documentation: Richard Landry © 2013 Estate of Gordon Matta-Clark / David
Zwirner / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York and London.

The mayoralty of John V. Lindsay (1966–1973), a liberal
Republican committed to civil rights and with an unprecedented
interest in design, provided the opportunity to explore new
approaches to the design of the urban landscape. In the ideal city,
writes political theorist Iris Marion Young, “persons and groups
interact within spaces and institutions they all experience
themselves as belonging to, but without those interactions
dissolving into unity or commonness.”3 While bound to a single
polity, city dwellers are not a homogeneous community of mutual
collective identification. Lindsay’s New York aspired to provide the
benefits of heterogeneous city life, which Young describes as social
differentiation without exclusion; variety; eroticism (that is,



encounters with the strange and surprising), and publicity—the
public space for such encounters. Landscape architects played a
crucial mediating role as proponents of new approaches to urban
design that sought to address problems of identification by giving
citizens a greater degree of creative agency in urban space. This
required correcting the conception of the city’s population as
comprising homogeneous users of space, and learning what it
meant to work with a heterogeneous urban public. At the level of
landscape, these new approaches integrated individual experience
and self-determination while also fostering group identification as a
path to citizenship.

Jacob Riis Plaza Inaugurates an Experiment
For many contemporary critics, a central culprit of the “urban crisis”
of the 1960s was the “dead space” or “no man’s land” characteristic
of so many housing projects that had transformed the urban
landscape over the previous twenty years. The Jacob Riis Houses
on Manhattan’s Lower East Side are representative in this regard.
In the 1940s, the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) tore
down fourteen blocks of an old tenement neighborhood, and
replaced it with nineteen cruciform towers, within which there lived
almost five thousand low-income and largely minority residents
(Figure 12.2). The grassy lawn at the complex’s center became a
particularly potent symbol of residents’ displeasure with their new
environment. This vehicle for light and air for everyone in general
was not for anyone in particular—you couldn’t actually use it.
Frequently fenced off, it prioritized the well-being of grass over
people, and the scale was alienating. The issue of alienation was
fundamental, since the rationalized environment’s oppressive denial
of subjectivity was directly implicated in the larger-scale relation of
residents of New York’s public housing projects and slums to the



city. By the early 1960s, amidst fear that Riis and its counterparts
were becoming “vertical slums,” NYCHA attempted to humanize its
projects with a new focus on landscaping and public art. With
private funding from Brooke Astor, a philanthropist deeply moved
by her reading of Jane Jacobs’ The Death and Life of Great
American Cities and its discussion of the problems of the city’s
housing projects and their possible “salvaging,” in 1965 NYCHA
commissioned young landscape architect Paul Friedberg to
redesign the central plaza of the Jacob Riis Houses.



Figure 12.2 Jacob Riis Houses, c. 1950. The La Guardia and Wagner Archives, La
Guardia Community College/The City University of New York.

Figure 12.3 Riis Plaza site plan, 1965. Courtesy M. Paul Friedberg and Partners.

Figures 12.4 and 12.5 Riis Plaza playground, 1966. Courtesy David Hirsch.



Inaugurated in May 1966, Friedberg’s design for Riis Plaza was a
revelation. He transformed the “dead” open space of the complex
into a series of four “outdoor living rooms,” each enclosed to form a
defined volume and dedicated to a particular use (Figure 12.3). At
the south end of the site was a sitting area and garden for Riis’
elderly population. A water channel led from the fountain at its
center to an amphitheater to be used for concerts and graduation
ceremonies, which doubled as a spray pool in summer (Figure
12.4). There followed a more open plaza with several large climbing
sculptures, and finally, at the northern end, Riis Plaza’s most
remarked-upon and most-photographed feature, a sculpted
playground where Friedberg first applied his concept of “linked play”
(Figure 12.5).

The children’s play environment was laid out as a miniature
landscape which a child could traverse in myriad ways to get from
one experience (a slide, a mound, a sandpit) to another. Rather
than providing a fixed set of objects and options, the play-ground
was a rugged and continuous urban terrain that children could
make their own. Following from both Friedberg’s direct observation
of children at play and insights from contemporary psychology and
anthropology was the idea that children—not to mention adults—
need to have control over their environment and, if not shape space
directly, then certainly shape their path through it. Writ small here
was an experiment in community participation in the built
environment, or at least a metaphor.

Reshaping a “no man’s land” into a city at a human scale
presented a new way of bringing residents of the city’s less
privileged environments back into the urban fold. Open space would
serve as the medium to incorporate into the city a population
seemingly granted only second-class citizenship. Whereas the
residents of Riis Houses were subject to impersonal, controlling
management and living arrangements dictated by federal housing



regulations, in Riis Plaza’s less predetermined spaces they could
congregate and children could at the very least be free from
external rules of play.

Press coverage of the project was abundant. Beyond the
architectural press, Riis Plaza was even profiled in TIME magazine.
Writers emphasized the nature of the plaza as both sociological and
environmental intervention, pointing out, for example, how the
designers had interviewed residents of Riis in the development of
the space. That this was in fact an exaggeration betrays the depth
of reformers’ desire for new forms of inclusion and participation.4
The dominant message was that people at Riis were not passive
clients of the welfare state, but rather co-creators of their space.
Participation at Riis Plaza reframed the use of space as determined
by the individual rather than prescribed by the designer. Individual,
subjective experience was at the heart of this “permissive” space,
yet the very concept of permissiveness, imported from the
humanist psychology of the day, clearly affirms the control and
expertise of the designer. As Friedberg said of the plaza, “people
are designed into it.”5 Which was not to say they were the
designers of it.

Riis Plaza spurred many new designs reweaving urban fabrics
that sought to hold people in place and hold them together. As
further attempts to intervene in the city’s open space got underway,
the nature of participation became a central concern for designers
and administrators. Attention to use recognized the individual, but
what about the social group, the community, the public? How did
landscape operate at the level of political association? This required
participation of another kind. Amidst increasing demands for
advocacy planning, taking an adversarial approach to citizen
participation in urban planning, the administration of Mayor Lindsay
tried for its part to decentralize planning and administration and
improve interfaces between city and citizen—accommodating



community control and self-determination, always within limits.6

Vest-Pocket Parks and Open Space as Interface
New York had another big open space problem, one stemming
from the growing number of vacant lots that marred tenement
streetscapes like so many missing teeth. In the early 1960s
landscape architects began to experiment with a new type of park
—a “vest-pocket park” the size of a lot or two—that sought to turn
these eyesores into spaces for play and relaxation in dense
neighborhoods. The question of urban recreation was not just about
opportunities for self-actualization for new New Yorkers. The lack of
formal recreation areas in neighborhoods like Harlem and the
Lower East Side was seen as a clear sign of municipal neglect and
as fostering anomie. The possibility that the situation posed a larger
threat to social order was increasingly evident after the six-day
confrontation between black New Yorkers and police in Harlem in
the summer of 1964, the first in a series of violent reactions to
oppressive living conditions in ghettos in cities across the United
States.



Figure 12.6 School playground, Bronx, 1955. Gotts-cho-Schleisner Collection, Library
of Congress.

While Friedberg was designing Riis Plaza, New York City
agencies convened to examine the feasibility of municipal vest-
pocket parks that might open “a way for private and public
collaboration in the improvement of neighborhood life.”7 After John
Lindsay was elected Mayor in 1965, the vest-pocket park became
municipal policy. As a political strategy, vest-pocket parks
contrasted starkly with the city’s existing playgrounds, now
perceived—in a corollary to “dead” open space—as standardized
blight rather than urban amenity (Figure 12.6). As a site for a new
kind of design, like that pioneered at Riis, the vest-pocket park
offered an opportunity to create a new urban landscape that would
promote individual development rather than collective conformity
(Figure 12.7). Furthermore, as a local intervention involving actors



normally circumvented by city processes, it was hoped that the
vest-pocket park, as part of a system of open space, might have a
catalytic effect and serve as a new interface between city and
citizenry. People would not just use the parks, but would be
partners in their planning, design, and maintenance.

Figure 12.7 Vest-pocket park at Lefferts Place, Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn, 1967, M.
Paul Friedberg and Partners. New York City Parks Photo Archive.

Figure 12.8 Vacant lot, 714 East Fifth Street, 1966. New York City Parks Photo Archive.



In 1966, New York City secured federal funds to build ten
prototype vest-pocket parks. Working with the Parks Department,
Paul Friedberg devised equipment and procedures for a system of
small parks to be rapidly deployed on vacant city land. Mobile
playground equipment could become a municipal kit of parts for
communities to build their own playgrounds as the need arose.
Friedberg designed four systems of play structures to be used
independently and in combination to create an interactive terrain
transforming these interstitial spaces into new seams in the urban
fabric. The easy-to-install equipment would facilitate direct
participation at the neighborhood scale. Ultimately, beautification of
areas with less than uplifting environments might lead, Parks
administrators and Friedberg hoped, to a “more amiable city–
people relationship.”8

One of the vest-pocket parks was built near Riis Plaza in a
narrow lot sandwiched between two tenements on East Fifth Street
(Figures 12.8 and 12.9). A Park on Our Block, a documentary film
commissioned to document the experiment, traces the park’s
development from vacant lot to play environment. The film’s
dramatic climax comes in the park’s inauguration one summer
afternoon in 1968. A police car arrives in the middle of the
ceremony, introducing a feeling of anxiety. But it quickly turns out
that the “pigs” have brought a whole roast suckling pig to the party
and all join together in a celebratory feast. The scene is a succulent
symbol of community relations transformed. This open-air meal,
performed in front of the cameras, is meant to demonstrate not
only that the park is a space for the activation of neighborhood life,
but that this particular community—in this case Puerto Rican
newcomers to the city—finds a place in the urban landscape to
express its particular culture, as symbolized by the lechón asado.
The park is a project of officially accommodating difference and
participation in the life of the city.



Figure 12.9a, b, c Vest-pocket park, East Fifth Street, 1968. Courtesy David Hirsch.

Though well received by kids and by the press, the Fifth Street
Park, along with the nine other experimental parks, quickly ran into
problems. If the design philosophy of devolution of environmental
control to the individual worked at the level of children’s play, the
challenges were more complex in the broader quest to improve
city–people relationships. Community participation in general was a
new concept, and no one was quite sure what it meant. The city’s
early forays into decentralization through measures including little
city halls and community control of schools, for example, proved
highly chaotic and contentious. Furthermore, there were forces at
work in the city much bigger than a tiny park or an organized
community, among them deindustrialization, suburbanization, the
spread of narcotics, and declining funding for municipal social
programs in light of a changing political climate and the escalation
of the war in Vietnam. Friedberg and the Parks Department
struggled to engage with the intense social realities faced at many
park sites.

The film A Park on our Block features an extended meeting



between city officials and the Fifth Street Park community at the
storefront headquarters of Movimiento Puertorriqueños Unidos, the
local inter-group association that originally requested the park. The
process falls significantly short of participatory democracy in action
(Figure 12.10).9 While August Heckscher, the bow-tied, patrician
Parks Commissioner, and Courtney Callender, head of the Parks
Department’s new Community Relations Division and the first
African American official in the department, awkwardly deploy a
small model of the park, the Puerto Rican women attending the
meeting raise serious concerns about security. They seek
assurances that their demands will be acted on and they vow to
fight for lighting and a fence to keep the park closed at night, but
Heckscher and Callender are careful to make no such promises
and try to suggest that a fence might just invite more vandalism.

Figure 12.10 Filming a community meeting discussing the East Fifth Street vestpocket
park, 1967. New York City Parks Photo Archives.



Figure 12.11 Proposal for Riverbank State Park, Gruzen and Partners, 1969. Courtesy
Gruzen Samton.

There is no one in attendance from the design firm. Community
meetings took place only after Friedberg had prepared designs for
the site. Representatives of the Parks Department presented
finished projects and heard comments, rather than proceeding from
community information and desires. Those desires were frequently
in conflict with the scope and mission of the program. Fences, for
instance, went fundamentally against Friedberg’s design
philosophy. The new open spaces were meant to be part of the
fabric of the city and not private enclaves. Riis Plaza, for example,
was being used so much by people who didn’t live in the Riis
Houses that a public restroom was installed in 1968.

The vest-pocket park program was conceived as “a joint
venture”; the city would build the parks, but the community was
supposed to supply the manpower to maintain, supervise, and
conduct activities there.10 Yet the city’s expectations that local



communities ought to “take ownership” of their parks was met with
skepticism, if not outright hostility. The Parks Department faced
“open accusations that the program was a subterfuge to get local
people to do the City’s dirty work, to make them unpaid janitors of
the City’s property.” It was left with no choice but to maintain the
parks directly, yet without any additional funding to do so.11 Already
in 1969 the camera of A Park on Our Block captured copious
amounts of litter at Fifth Street and other vest-pocket park sites. In
some parks children burned down timber equipment, or
“undesirables” took over at night. “The thing we really learned,”
Parks Commissioner Heckscher concluded in the film, “is that
community participation, in the beginning, all through it, and at the
end, is what really matters.” But what kind of participation was
substantive and respectful of all parties? How were rights and
responsibilities to be distributed? This attempt to find common
ground across cultures, expectations, and expertise ran into grave
difficulties.

A Participatory Environment at Riverbank Park
It was not only at a microscopic scale that designers sought to
incorporate participation. A climate of protest and activism with
regard to land use drove new participatory processes in the
planning and design of large-scale landscapes—in fact, at the
largest public works project in the United States since the Hoover
Dam. In 1965 New York City officials decided to site, without public
consultation or notice, a mammoth new wastewater treatment plant
at the western edge of Harlem, an area already long-shortchanged
of waterfront access and open space. In Harlem’s highly polarized
climate this could only be interpreted as a racist act, and so the
Lindsay Administration hired Philip Johnson to design a
monumental decorative fountain on the plant’s roof in an attempt to



appease its neighbors. This aquatic sculpture would present a
scenic backdrop to people in Harlem and across the Hudson River,
but provide no tangible amenities. Johnson’s scheme backfired
amidst questions of what water the jets were spraying exactly, as
well as consensus in the community that a distant, passive esthetic
experience was of no value.

In 1968, when Harlem politicians and activists aggressively
mobilized against the plant, it was one of many sites in the city
where land use had become hotly contested. Development at
nearby Morningside Park was a major factor leading to protests and
confrontation at Columbia University. The assassination of Martin
Luther King, Jr. did not provoke large-scale riots in New York, but
violence and damage in cities across the country were a shock. The
City had no choice but to make concessions, and the Mayor and his
environmental administrator sagely acceded to demands for the
construction of a large park on the sewage plant’s roof, with a real
role for residents in determining the fate of their neighborhood. In
the initial design study for Riverbank State Park, as the new facility
was named, designers took on the role of mediators. They
developed their proposal for a mega-park in consultation with the
local community board and a plant steering committee, a process
which secured the endorsement of many who had previously fought
against the plant (Figure 12.11). When the Harlem-based and
black-owned firm of Bond Ryder and Associates was subsequently
commissioned with the planning and design of the park, they took
this process further. Rather than rely solely on surveys and
committees, they reached out to incorporate what they called the
“total community” into the planning process.12

This meant directly soliciting ideas, mailing out booklets with
preliminary findings in English and Spanish to local organizations,
meeting with different groups of stakeholders, and publishing a
working proposal in the local newspaper with a call for community



reaction (Figure 12.12). The search for local knowledge gleaned
new facts, first and foremost that swimming and picnicking were the
most desired park uses. Festivity and publicity, once again taking
the form of the communal meal in the presence of strangers, were
things that had not been addressed at all in the original proposal.
Where Philip Johnson designed for a homogeneous mass of
spectators, the new political landscape called for the engagement
of the park’s public in both its production and active use.

The firm of landscape architect Lawrence Halprin translated
these findings into a final site design that not only made good on
community demands, but envisioned the park as an alternative
urban space where people not only had access to water as they
had requested, but also played an active role in urban theater. An
enormous pool, fountains, and a main street bazaar would all be
stages on which park-goers acted out the drama of urban life
(Figure 12.13). In bringing new amenities to the area and making
space for the kind of street life impossible in certain parts of the
surrounding neighborhood, Riverbank’s architects sought to
address the issue of civil rights through the reconfiguring of the
environment. Riverbank Park was a space that Harlemites
participated in making; emerging from political struggle, it resulted
in a substantive voice for the community board and other groups
and individuals. Riverbank realized the promise of Riis Plaza—the
mitigation of an adverse environment that combined experience
with participation, and where people had agency as both “actors”
and producers. But this project would not be realized.



Figure 12.12 Sketch of River-bank Park proposal, published in Amsterdam News (May
27, 1972). Courtesy New York Amsterdam News.



Figure 12.13 Site plan, Riverbank State Park, Lawrence Halprin and Associates, 1975.
Lawrence Halprin Collection, The Architectural Archives, University of Pennsylvania.

The Experiment Comes to an End
At Riis Plaza, the vest-pocket parks, and Riverbank Park, designers
sought to develop conditions for active participation in public life for
citizens who had largely been excluded from it. Designing for a new
client, a heterogeneous urban public, required accommodating
difference at the level of both the individual and the social group,



while nonetheless trying to preserve or promote civic unity. This tall
order entailed new considerations of where people fit in the process
of design in all its complexity and specificity. Landscape architects
were forced to rethink the role of expertise and the nature of
experience. Instead of contending with a universal theoretical user,
in practice, designers had to account for and work with individual
and group difference, facing a host of new challenges in the
process.

As Bond Ryder and Halprin Associates finalized the design for
Riverbank Park in 1975, New York City teetered on the edge of
bankruptcy. At this historical moment, designers and the city would
extricate themselves from such complicated situations in favor of
circumscribed public spaces for very specific users, in an attempt to
avoid the sorts of problems that attempts at democratizing
landscape had posed. Riverbank Park was completed some twenty
years later. Another architect, Richard Dattner, was called in to
produce a new design within a drastically reduced budget. By then,
Riis Plaza had itself become a new “no man’s land,” physically
abused, poorly maintained, and perceived as unsafe. It was largely
demolished in the late 1990s. What vest-pocket parks remained
had become community gardens, where the autonomous pleasures
of urban agriculture could be pursued independently from city
government, which also meant independent of any rights to the
land.

Given that climate of disenfranchisement, it makes sense that
some might have sought solace in the art gallery and looked to
artists and art institutions to provide—on a drastically reduced scale
and for a very limited public—the kind of city spaces and
experiences that urbanists ostensibly gave up on. Participation,
variously reconceived as self-help, or considered incompatible with
the completion of large-scale projects, has since largely remained
at the esthetic level. Pig roasts and picnics foreshadowed not so



much an urbanism of inclusion as one of diversion and
circumscription. This emphasis on participation as conviviality and
festivity has proven highly enduring, whereas the connection to
citizenship remains elusive.
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Chapter 13
Ergonomics of democracy
Javier Lezaun

Manpower and Design
In 1967, the Esso Petroleum Company and the UK National Union
of Seamen (NUS) agreed on a new personnel policy for the
company’s oil tankers. In addition to the typical concessions in
collective bargaining agreements of this kind (seamen on Esso
ships would see an increase in their salaries, and in the number of
leave days), the deal contained a less familiar item: the oil company
and the union agreed to introduce “integrated crews” on some of
the company’s tankers. Casual employment at sea would be
progressively eliminated, crews would be more permanently
attached to ships, and an effort would be made to lessen the
traditional divisions of rank and function that made merchant ships
floating monuments to social hierarchy and spatial segregation.

Following the 1966 strike of British seamen, a transition towards
more durable and cohesive crews was seen as the progressive way
forward for British shipping. “It is now clear,” the agreement noted,
“that the optimum operation of Esso tankers can only be achieved if
the personnel involved are not only adequately trained to suit the
operational requirements of the ships concerned, but also welded
into fully integrated teams so that attitudes of involvement are
developed.”1 In a speech at the House of Lords celebrating the
agreement, the Lord Bishop of Winchester (whose diocese



encompassed the port of Southampton) drew a broader lesson
from the new policy: “problems of human relations and sociological
issues,” he said, “must be faced if the shipping industry is to
prosper in the future. An environment must be provided in which
men can satisfy their desire to ‘belong’—to be members of a
community, each able to make a valuable and essential contribution
to its daily life and work.”2

Oil companies, flush with cash and owners of the most capital-
intensive ships, were at the forefront of this new approach to
industrial relations at sea. For them, there was a clear economic
rationale for the “integration” of crews: eliminating rigid functional
divisions would allow tankers to be operated by significantly smaller
complements. Yet, in the process of achieving greater efficiency
the oil majors were also willing to consider, however cautiously,
more egalitarian and participatory forms of organization on board,
especially if they helped generate among seafarers those elusive
“attitudes of involvement” deemed necessary for improving the
productivity of ships.3

Esso Petroleum added a further twist to the industry’s concern
with the “manpower crisis” in shipping. Around the time of its
agreement with NUS, the company began to employ a variety of
social scientists in an attempt to tackle the “problems of human
relations” bedeviling merchant fleets in northern Europe. A tanker,
the company argued, was not simply a complex machine, or a
managerial cost unit. It ought to be treated as a peculiar social
institution—in the words of Lisl Klein, the company’s chief social
scientist at the time, “as a sociotechnical system of work
organization and as a 24-hour living community system.”4 In 1968
the company commissioned the Tavistock Institute of Human
Relations, the famous British psychotherapeutic institution, to
conduct a study of the “social life” aboard the newly integrated
ships. The Tavistock psychologists would accompany the crews on



some of their voyages and make recommendations on how to
intensify the formation of social bonds among seafarers.

Figure 13.1 Esso London: the first of the oil company’s “integrated” tankers, and the
site of an investigation into the “social life” of crews by psychologists from the
Tavistock Institute. Photo: Auke Visser.

This research opened up a series of intriguing questions about
the dissolution of status differences, the organization of space, and
the conditions of possibility of a democratic polity in a fully
containerized setting. Over the following decade, and in a variety of
experiments across the merchant fleets of Northern Europe, social
scientists, architects, and naval engineers would probe the
relationship between ship design and the emergence of more
participatory and egalitarian mini-societies on board. This chapter



recounts some of those experiments, and in the process identifies a
striking transformation in the imagination of the subject of these
energized offshore communities: how the initial impulse to create
an “industrial democracy” at sea through the reorganization of
collective effort morphed into the recreation, at the very center of
the ship, of a quasi-domestic space for individual isolation and
private comfort.

The Voyages of the Esso London
The laboratory for Esso’s new program of “integrated crews” was
the flagship of its fleet, the Esso London, at the time one of the
largest merchant ships in Europe (Figure 13.1). Under the new
arrangement, the ship was manned by a sharply reduced
complement of thirty-one men, down from forty-four. In return,
many of the traditional distinctions of role had been eliminated or
attenuated. Most critically, the separations between deck and
engine-room departments, and between watch-keeping and day-
work, which in conventional ships divided the crew into rigidly
demarcated communities, had been abolished: officers and ratings
were expected to operate across different functional zones of the
ship, and at any point in its twenty-four-hour cycle.

As for the traditional hierarchy of rank, the new status quo was
more ambivalent. Master and Chief Engineer (the most senior
officers in the deck and engine-room department respectively)
retained their predominant roles, but they shared the day-to-day
government of the ship within a “Management Team” that also
included the Chief Officers (formerly Mate and Second Engineer), a
First Officer Secretariat, and the Purser (responsible for supplies,
administration, and the catering department). Lower in the pecking
order, petty officers (bosum, storekeeper, carpenter and
pumpman) were integrated into a single group. Finally, the ratings,



now renamed Operators and Mechanics, saw their job
responsibilities enlarged (or, in management talk, “enriched”), and
could now work across the whole territory of the ship. Otherwise
they experienced little change in their social positions, and the
fundamental division between officers and unlicensed personnel
remained: neither petty officers nor ratings were represented at the
weekly work planning committees.

In 1968 two researchers from the Tavistock Institute for Human
Relations accompanied the crew of the Esso London on one of its
Mediterranean voyages between Suez and the Esso refinery at
Fawley. For about three weeks they observed the impact of crew
integration on the “social life” of the ship, exploring the conflicts and
possibilities engendered by the new form of work organization. In
classic sociological fashion, they started by designating the ship a
“total institution,” which they defined, quoting Erving Goffman’s
work on mental asylums, as “a place of residence and work where
a large number of like-situated individuals, cut off from the wider
society for an appreciable period of time, together lead an
enclosed, formally administered round of life.”5 Yet the ship was
also a “socio-technical system,” a production unit where technical
design and social group formation were inextricably intertwined.
This set clear parameters for the proper ordering of shipboard life:
“[b]y organizing and managing the work situation in such a way that
the social and technical systems are interrelated in the highest
possible complementary way, a joint optimization of the social and
technical systems can be achieved, and thereby an optimization of
the functioning of the organisation as a whole.”6

The Tavistock researchers quickly noticed that, with the
attenuation of the influence of department, role, and, to some
extent, rank in the organization of the ship’s operations, life on the
Esso London was suddenly open to a more fluid form of sociability.
“The role structure of the whole ship,” they noted, “is much more



richly interconnected and flexible than on conventional ships.”7

Greater variability in the constitution of working groups allowed new
encounters and associations within the crew, both on- and off-duty.
Yet, as the structuring power of traditional divisions waned, a new
factor in the organization of “social life” on board came sharply into
focus. The formation of informal groups on the Esso London, the
Tavistock psychologists pointed out, was increasingly mediated by
the “physical variables” of the ship; that is, by the layout of the
superstructure, the arrangement of individual cabins, and the
features of the crew’s “common locations.”

As far as its physical design was concerned, the Esso London
was no different from other ships in its class. The ship’s
superstructure—the part of the ship above the main deck that
contained the areas of accommodation and leisure—was
comfortable by the standards of the time (each member of the crew
had his own, air-conditioned individual cabin), but there was nothing
innovative or integrated about its architecture or spatial distribution.
The crew was divided into two accommodation blocks, one
midships and one aft, and the allocation of cabins followed the
usual hierarchical pattern: ratings occupied the smallest cabins on
the poop and main deck (the lowest sections of the superstructure
and as a result the most exposed to noise and vibration), while
junior and senior officers enjoyed larger, airier, and quieter cabins
on the bridge decks midships.

In the view of the visiting psychologists, the fact that a strict
hierarchy of rank had been built into the superstructure of the ship
severely limited the potential of the new system of work
organization to facilitate the emergence of a new sort of collective
on board. Informal, off-duty contact across ranks, they noted,
remained highly restricted by an architecture that constantly
reminded seafarers of their status differences. Since nothing could
be done about the layout of the ship, however, the Tavistock



researchers directed their attention to more malleable aspects of
the ship’s material constitution: the location, furnishing, and use of
the few “common locations” available to the crew. Two changes
here caught their attention: the partial integration of mess rooms,
and the availability of alcohol in public spaces.

Unlike conventional ships, where officers, petty officers, and
ratings had their own segregated messes (with fixed seating
arrangement determined by rank), on the Esso London petty
officers and ratings shared a single mess with no pre-determined
seating plan. The officers’ saloon retained its exclusive character,
but even there the social scientists detected “a more fluid and
changing seating arrangement” (Figure 13.2).

Figure 13.2 Officers’ dining saloon on the Esso London, with the captain’s table in the
foreground. Despite their segregation from the rest of the crew, the policy of
“integration” was visible in “a more fluid and changing seating arrangement,”
according to the social scientists on board. Courtesy of Martin Palmer-Felgate.

As for the availability of alcohol, the key change was not how



much of it was consumed (a perennial matter of contention in the
management of ships), but rather where the drinking took place.
The existence of a bar (“The Pig and Whistle”) allowed consumption
in a public space. This not only enabled drinking in larger groups: by
making recreational areas more attractive, it also defined the cabins
as a territory of true individual privacy. “In the conventional
system,” the researchers noted, “the ineffectiveness of the
recreation rooms in being truly shared territories means that the
private territory of cabins is intruded into: this is likely to have
negative consequences. In the I/C [integrated crew] system,
however, the shared territories are effectively shared and cabins
consequently can be effectively private”. A concern with the
enhancement of spheres of individual solitude would become a key
leitmotiv in the democratization experiments of the following
decade. If an architectural principle emerged from the initial
investigations of the Tavistock psychologists, this was the need to
demarcate as sharply as possible private and public spaces. “In the
special total institutional conditions of a ship, it is important that
people should be able to distinguish between their own territory and
shared territory.” 8

Left out of the proto-architectural recommendations of the
Tavistock researchers were the work-spaces of the crew and the
specific interfaces of men and machines that so dominated life on
board merchant ships (Figure 13.3). The peculiar ergonomics of
community life that the Tavistock researchers were beginning to
formulate was largely disconnected from the spaces and practices
of labour. The “social life” of the ship was located, or could be
better intensified, in the spaces of leisure and recreation. There
was a certain professional bias in the psychologists’ neglect of the
ship’s technical infrastructure and peculiar object world. “The
seafarer’s experience and behaviour at sea,” they wrote, “is
influenced more by his interaction with people than it is by the



manipulation of physical objects.” 9 That they thought both
dimensions could be separated so neatly, even in a space as tightly
bound as that of a ship, indicates the extent to which the key
categories in their analytical repertoire—“group,” “social life,” “total
institution,” even “socio-technical system”—were meant to capture
a reality free from the peculiar material metabolism of the ship.



Figure 13.3 Control platform in Esso London’s engine room. Social scientists did not



venture into the industrial core of the ship’s operations, preferring to focus their
interventions on the times and spaces of leisure. Courtesy of Martin Palmer-Felgate.

Socio-technical Obduracy and Industrial Democracy
The Esso London might have been a platform for social
experimentation, but the Tavistock researchers had been simple
observers—or, at best, supernumeraries—in a project they had had
no say in shaping or steering. As the decade drew to a close,
however, social scientists came to play a more active role, and
would be given an opportunity to translate their ideas about the
formation of groups on board into architectural recommendations
for new superstructural designs.

The most ambitious initiatives took place in Norway, where
unions and employers were sponsoring projects in “industrial
democracy” across different productive sectors, including the
shipping industry. Focused on “the improvement of concrete
conditions for participation in every day work situations,” the
program in the merchant fleet began with two “field experiments” on
board the Høegh Mistral and the Høegh Multina. The changes
introduced in these two ships replicated many of the features of the
Esso London: ratings and officers were trained in new skills so that
they would alternate roles in new semi-autonomous groups, while
novel mechanisms of participation in the planning and management
of work were introduced to disrupt traditional hierarchical and
functional divisions. In contrast to the policies of “crew integration,”
however, the Norwegian experiments had a much clearer emphasis
on the democratization of life on board. In the most radical of the
“project ships” new forms of political representation were tested:
aboard the bulk carrier Balao, for instance (Figure 13.4), ratings
were represented in the weekly work planning meetings, and the
whole crew met in an assembly to make strategic decisions about
the progress of the experiment.10 All these projects were



coordinated by the Oslo Work Research Institute (WRI), under the
direction of Einar Thorsrud, and involved several Tavistock-affiliated
researchers (Fred Emery, Eric Trist, and Phillip Herbst made
significant intellectual contributions).

Figure 13.4 M/S Balao, the Norwegian bulk carrier where the most radical experiment
in industrial democracy was carried out. Courtesy: Iain Lovie collection.

Yet the most innovative aspect of the Norwegian experiments
was their commitment to alter not only the “social life” of crews, but
the physical structure of the ship as well. The ultimate goal, noted
Ragnar Johansen, one of the WRI social scientists who participated
in the program, was “to create a better balance between seafarers
and their social and technological surroundings by re-designing
ships.” 11 Beginning in 1972, the WRI organized a series of
discussions between ship-owners, shipbuilders and seafarers aimed
at improving the socio-technical architecture of ships. Sustainable
progress in the creation of a more democratic work system, the
argument went, was impossible in the absence of radical changes



in the spatial organization of the ship itself. In conventional vessels,
noted Karl Rogne, one of the coordinators of these discussions,
“the existing superstructure by its present physical layout reinforces
the traditional social divisions and status differences within a
ship.”12

The very fact that these parties would meet to discuss design
specifications was unprecedented: it implied, as Thorsrud put it,
that “sailors were accepted as competent partners with a right to
influence their future work environment.”13 The workshops thus
established a novel mechanism for elucidating the living
requirements of seafarers and incorporating them into the design
process. In the past, even in the rare instances when ship-owners
were willing to consider issues of design beyond those directly
related to the economic performance of their vessels, they were in
a weak position vis-à-vis shipyards. Shipbuilding remained a seller’s
market up to the oil crisis of the mid-1970s, and shipyards were
able to dictate the design specifications of new ships. This
imbalance was compounded by another factor that made ship
layouts particularly obdurate: a large number of features were
determined by the international agreements governing safety at
sea. The fire confinement rules of the International Convention for
the Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS), for instance, precluded open
stairwells, one of the mechanisms that social scientists had initially
proposed to facilitate traffic between different decks and thereby
increase “chance social contact” across ranks.

As a result, and amidst radical changes in the technologies of
cargo-handling, navigation control, and engine-room automation,
ship superstructures had remained little more than standardized
capsules providing an existential minimum to a transient population
of workers. The process of their design was unilateral and
indifferent to the nature of social interactions on board; it had little
or no consideration for something as ethereal as the “quality of



working life,” let alone the creation of a more egalitarian and
participatory collective. The result was a structure with poor traffic
flow, highly segmented territories, and physical features that
accentuated the internal social divisions of the crew. “Indeed,”
Rogne noted, “in the way we mean ‘design,’ it never occurs.”14

Interpersonal Distance and Affect Control
“To meet the 24-hour community’s total needs,” wrote Schjetlein,
the leading architect in the WRI workshops, “the superstructure and
ship must be looked upon as a whole. We must talk not only about
distributing left-over space, but of organizing a way of life.”15

Ambitious architectural aspirations were constrained, however, by
the obduracy of layouts and the overwhelming power in the design
of ships of those who would never have to live in them. “A factory,”
wrote Rogne, “may have its design assumptions laid in concrete,
but that is relatively flexible compared to shipping. The many
interdependencies make changes both so difficult and expensive
that the social system is literally locked up permanently in the steel
superstructure.”16

If a radically new architecture of the ship’s superstructure was
out of the question, the effort to re-energize the social life of the
crew would have to pivot on the more effective use of existing
spaces. Recreation facilities and mess rooms were, again, the
obvious starting point: on “project ships” such as Balao, lounge,
day-room, study-room, and restaurant were shared by all the
members of the crew and provided an egalitarian “contact point” for
informal exchanges. But it was on the re-design of the individual
cabins that much of the design effort would ultimately concentrate.
Cabins had an evident role to play in fostering egalitarianism on
board: by standardizing their size and amenities—from the size of
the bed to the quality of the chinaware—one could do away with



many of the in-built reminders of status that pervaded the
architecture of conventional ships. Moreover, as the Tavistock
researchers who studied the experience of the Esso London had
noted, creating a protected space for privacy was an essential
requirement for improving the quality of the ship’s “social life.” For
David Herbst, a Tavistock-affiliated researcher who would
accompany and observe the crew of the Balao, upgrading the
cabins was a way of furnishing the life of seafarers with a “personal
private region” modeled after the sanctuary of the individual home.
“To a man on land,” he wrote, “his home is his private territory. It is
what he can retreat into and shut the door. It contains what he
treasures. He allows access to it only to his friends. It has a semi-
sacred character. It is a focal and central region of his life space.
The personal private region has similar properties.”17

Like other Tavistock-trained social psychologists, Herbst drew on
Kurt Lewin’s notion of the psychological “life space” to explain the
importance of establishing, within the ship and its 24-hour
community, a sharp distinction between an “inside” and an
“outside.” “The life space on board ship,” he wrote, “is not internally
segmented. This means that tension, when it arises, floods the total
life space, and there is nowhere to get away from it, since there is
no outside region. The central problem then becomes that of affect
control under conditions where the obvious mechanism for affect
control which exist on land, is not available.” This not only explained
the enormous potential for social conflict on board—it was also at
the root of the psychological malaise affecting seafarers: “the
experience of a non-segmented social space,” Herbst wrote,
“implies a corresponding absence of segmentation and bounded
regions within oneself.”18

The primary function of the cabin was not to provide a physical
separation from the rest of the crew (in Lewin’s topological
psychology, space is decisively non-physicalist), but rather to offer



a psychological retreat where seafarers could “experience in
phantasy or relive in memory positive affect relationships, which
may later be reactivated in reality.”19 To perform this role cabins
should be comfortable, and suitably large—Schjetlein suggested 16
– 20 square meters—in order to enable the separation of “sleeping”
and “waking functions.” Larger cabins would also enable sailors to
travel, on occasion, with their wives, adding a further dimension of
domesticity to life on board (Figure 13.5).

Not everyone on board welcomed this trend towards enhanced
private comfort. Harry Benford, an American naval engineer who
had surveyed changes in accommodation design in Northern
European fleets, called on naval architects “to make public spaces
especially attractive, but cabins only marginally so.”20 Social
scientists investigating the response of seafarers to changes in
accommodation design often detected misgivings about the new
cabin designs, particularly among junior officers. A report
commissioned by the British National Maritime Board quoted the
complaints of a young officer: “The older ships are generally the
happier ships—the ships where the accommodation wasn’t so
grand—things appear much tougher and rougher—the people are
much more friendly and everyone got on better. On modern ships,
they are air-conditioned, but it’s more divided. Everyone goes into
their own cabins and that’s their house. It’s like suburbia at sea and
that’s all it is.”21



Figure 13.5 Designs for domesticity on Norwegian “project ships”: new cabin layouts.
Schjetlein, 1983. Courtesy of the Norwegian Maritime Museum.

Comments like this might have been tinted by a degree of
maritime melancholia (furthermore, the introduction of individual
cabins would only have represented a marginal improvement in the
standard of living of an officer), but they suggest a degree of
ambivalence about the new forms of domestic isolation that were
being progressively built into the design of ship superstructures. For
the social scientists and architects who were designing these new
spaces, however, the relationship between sociability and seclusion
was a complex one: the role of enhanced domesticity was to
neutralize those aspects of shipboard existence most detrimental to
the emergence of a new and more democratic collective. They
introduced new amenities for private accommodation to offset the
physical and psychological strain of work, hoping that a dose of
comfort and individual solitude would generate the energies for
renewed collective associations.22



Defensible Spaces
The Norwegian experiments in ship redesign were partially
replicated in Britain. In 1975 the General Council of British Shipping
set up the Sealife Programme, a joint initiative of employers,
unions, and the government “to examine ways in which life at sea in
the U.K. shipping industry can be made more attractive to the U.K.
seafarer from which the effective use of manpower can be
developed.”23 The convoluted syntax of the mission statement
already hinted at some of the tensions and conflicting interests that
characterized this decade of experimentation in shipboard
organization.

Like its Norwegian counterpart, Sealife asserted “that seafarers
have a right to be involved at all stages and in all aspects of ship
design,” and set up a number of workshops where sailors, naval
engineers, ship-owners, and shipyards discussed possible changes
in accommodation design.24 The recommendations that emerged
from these meetings echoed closely those of the Norwegian
program (starting with the need “to ensure the clearest possible
separation of work, private, and social areas”), but without the
explicit egalitarian and democratic agenda of the Scandinavian
initiatives. “All [shipowning] companies,” noted the social-scientific
consultants, “felt more senior people should have their status
indicated through design.”25



Figure 13.6 Profile of accommodation block, with functionally segregated areas—
cabins of crew and officers on top level. Sealife superstructure design workshop,
1978.

In the discussions about the design of individual cabins, however,
Sealife would add a new twist to the Norwegian emphasis on the
creation of a sphere of private isolation. To justify the need for well-
protected individual spaces, the consultants drew on Oscar
Newman’s then fashionable arguments about the value of
“defensible spaces.” By transposing Newman’s crime prevention
strategies to life at sea (“vandalism aboard ship cannot be
ignored”), the cabin acquired a more explicit, albeit paradoxical,
public function. As in the low-income housing estates discussed by



Newman, the creation of absolute private enclosures within the
ship’s superstructure would trigger a sense of individual “ownership”
over those territories, a feeling of “responsibility” that would then
spill over to the rest of the ship. Rather than spaces for short-term
occupation, cabins should be treated as private homes—seafarers
should in fact come to feel and behave like homeowners.26

The growing emphasis on the privacy of the seafarer coincided
with trends in ship design that were reducing ever further the
amount of “left-over space” with which those interested in the
design of public spaces could operate. The maximization of the
area of the deck available for cargo was eliminating open
recreational spaces. By the mid-1970s, a ship like Esso London,
then barely ten years old, looked already distinctively old-fashioned
with its two low-rise bridges and outdoor swimming pool. As naval
engineers continued to “rationalize” the carrying capacity of new
vessels, crews were increasingly squeezed into high-rise structures.
The new tower block designs (Figure 13.6) had implications for the
arrangement of social relations: in the new ships, “[t]he vertical
organization of the superstructure,” noted a Sealife report,
“primarily determines the relationship and interaction of those on
board.”27 The best solution was a floor-by-floor segregation of
functions, with private accommodation at the top, work areas at the
bottom, and recreation facilities for informal “social contact” serving
as a mid-level buffer.

Subtopian Designs
By the end of the 1970s, the Norwegian projects in shipboard
democracy had been terminated; even milder attempts at “crew
integration” in other northern European fleets were rapidly shedding
their participatory agenda. A decade of experimentation on the
socio-technical constitution of seafaring communities was coming to



an end amidst radical changes in the economics of shipping. The
“oil shock” of 1973 brought a steep decline in the volume of
international trade. Freight rates fell, fleets shrank, and the shift to
“flags of convenience” increased the competitive pressure on the
maritime transport industry. Talk of a “manpower crisis,” which only
a few years earlier had driven some shipowners to explore ways of
making life at sea more attractive to seafarers, was quickly
replaced by a harsher language of “labor intensification” and “cost-
effectiveness” that left little room for benevolent experiments in
offshore community-building.

The window for the adoption of changes in ship layouts was
rapidly closing. Several of the orders for new-model ships that had
adopted the recommendations of the Norwegian superstructure
design workshops were cancelled; only a few “progressive”
companies went on to implement the suggestions of the Sealife
Programme. More importantly, the novel mechanisms of
collaborative design that had been developed during the previous
decade were uniformly abandoned. “North European fleets,” noted
the Sealife Executive Committee shortly before terminating the
program, “are all under severe competitive pressures and in some
cases the opportunity for consultative solutions has been lost.”28

Yet a decade of “action research” on the social organization of
crews left some material traces. Of all the innovations in the socio-
technical design of crews tried out during the period, the transition
towards enhanced levels of comfort and privacy for individual
seafarers proved to be the most durable trend: even the loudest
critics of “participation” and “democracy” in the management of
ships saw merit in the provision and proper furnishing of private
territories where crew members could temporarily retreat and
recover from “the imprisoning constraints of shipboard existence.”29

Even if more and more of the international trade was now carried in
out-flagged ships, with crews making third-world wages and living in



increasingly precarious conditions, in northern European fleets at
least this transition towards a better containerization of private life
survived.

A monument to this change is on display at the Norwegian
Maritime Museum in Oslo. After the termination of the project in the
bulk carrier Balao, where some of the most radical attempts to
transform a crew into a deliberative political collective had taken
place, one of the ship’s cabins was disassembled and
reconstructed to the last detail at the Museum. Balao had been
furnished with cabins “of high quality and ‘equality’ for all on board,”
and all the artifacts and comforts that made these rooms near-
perfect replicas of onshore domesticity are present here (Figure
13.7): the (by conventional standards) large windows, an individual
toilet and shower, a bunk separated from the rest of the cabin by a
curtain, a sofa and a pair of chairs furnishing a small area for small-
group socialization, a desk serving as private work-space, even a
rotary dial phone (by no means a trivial addition: in traditional ships
only officers would enjoy the privilege of making calls, the rest of
the crew had one-way telephones—they could be rung, but not ring
out).30



Figure 13.7 Reconstructed crew cabin of M/S Balao. Photo by author. Courtesy of the
Norwegian Maritime Museum.

Figure 13.8 Reconstructed cabin of M/S Balao. Photo by author. Courtesy of the
Norwegian Maritime Museum.

Confronted with the everyday amenities and mundane artifacts of
these egalitarian cabins one could be tempted to dismiss the
programs for the socio-technical redesign of ships as little more
than an exercise in interior decoration. Clearly at some point along
the way the ambitious original plans to create a more durable,
participatory community of workers turned into a matter of
furnishing sailors with homely comforts. Yet the significance and
beauty of these experiments lie precisely in this “reduction to
practice” of the high-minded vision of an “industrial democracy” at
sea. Merchant ships were a harsh environment for political
experimentation. The endless toil, the physical incarceration, the
company of strangers, the ephemeral attachments to one another
(and to the ship), the absolute power of hierarchical superiors, they
all made for a very inhospitable terrain for utopian designs. Life on
the ship was not conducive to the emergence of any unified



collective, let alone a democratic one, and any attempt to improve
the quality of the social or political life on board was necessarily
subordinated to the ruthless logic of the ship’s primary function: the
cost-effective transportation of its (non-human) cargo.

In their efforts to reengineer the socio-material constitution of the
ship and make it compatible with “more meaningful and democratic
working and living conditions,” social scientists and naval architects
were exploring an uncharted territory.31 Despite their frequent use
of the ship as an analogy of the state, political philosophers have
not spent a great deal of time thinking through the implications of
vibration for egalitarianism, for instance, or about the influence of
fire containment rules on the extent of individual engagement with
collective affairs. Similarly, naval architects had little to go by in the
way of implementing visionary democratic ideals. Since Le
Corbusier the ship might have occupied a privileged spot in the
imagination of architectural modernism, but it is no coincidence that
when avant-garde architects thought about ships they almost
always thought about ocean liners. It is easier to speculate on the
radical power of architecture to improve the human condition in a
“floating palace” already designed to provide leisure and comfort to
its occupants, than in the factory-like conditions of a bulk carrier or
an oil tanker.

The Tavistock psychologists who in 1968 traveled with the crew
of the Esso London had identified the basic contradiction at the
center of the new policy of “crew integration.” The goal of
transforming a social aggregate of temporary co-workers into a
team suffused with a sense of belongingness did not sit well with
the actual conditions of work and life at sea. “The response of
seafarers to the total institutional character of ships,” they pointed
out, “is precisely to not want to develop a longer-term sense of
commitment to one ship and its crew.”32 The provision of greater
levels of individual privacy and comfort was the central piece in a



strategy to alleviate the pressure of life within the “24-hour
community” in order to make room for truly social affects. It was
assumed that there was a positive relationship between the
enhancement of individual spaces and the intensification of
collective associations, between the homeliness of the cabin and
the fraternal quality of shipboard society. That this was a precarious
and finely balanced equilibrium is suggested by the decoration of
the Balao cabin at the Norwegian Maritime Museum: the sticker on
the wall declaring “No, I don’t want to hear your life story,” stands
close to a photograph of the ship’s football team (Figure 13.8).

The essential contribution of the “project ships,” from the Esso
London to the Balao, was thus to allow the development of a local
casuistry linking minute interventions in design with specific political
effects. What sort of wall material would best convey equality
across ranks? Imitation wood. Should room dividers be allowed into
the restaurants to satisfy the officers’ desire for a degree of
separation from the rest of the crew? Yes, because eventually, and
as it happened in Balao, the officers would see the light and get rid
of them. No one could have answered these questions, or even
apprehended their relevance, prior to the actual experimental
voyages. In confronting these issues and negotiating a pragmatic
compromise, each of the experiments in democratic living achieved
its own “mini-transcendence,” a subtopian design within the material
constraints of the ship’s merciless architecture.33

Yet, this decade of experimentation in the socio-technical re-
design of crews also points to a perceptible change in the
conceptualization of the passions and the interests that were to be
mobilized in the pursuit of a more democratic and participatory
society, a change that perhaps echoes a broader transition in the
imagination of political subjectivity at the turn of the 1970s. The
initial effort to create a more sociable worker, able to develop those
“attitudes of involvement” with the affairs of the ship that would



ensure the smooth operation of the vessel, progressively gave way
to a more explicitly “political” project. Particularly in the Norwegian
experiments, the focus was firmly on the creation of democratic
“mini-societies,” experimental communities infused with a sense of
collective responsibility and egalitarian participation. Yet this
transition was accompanied by a parallel shift in the emphasis of
social-scientific and architectural intervention, from the
reorganization of work and the collectivization of effort to the
provision of spaces and amenities for individual recreation. The
cabin became the symbol of this evolution: it was meant to provide
physical and psychological shelter, and serve as a workshop for the
activation of the right kinds of political energies.

The figure of the user that emerges from these imaginations of a
new shipboard architecture is ambiguous—individual seclusion is
still thought of, by the designers of these spaces at least, as a
condition of possibility for stronger collective associations, which
remains their primary goal—but the emphasis has clearly shifted.
Comfort—rather than effort—has become the key political
technology; leisure activities—rather than work routines—are seen
as the source of the psychological energies that will make an
offshore democracy possible. That there was a precarious
connection between these new means and the old goals is made
evident by the fact that, when the oil crisis radically transformed the
economics of maritime shipping, owners were able to keep the
former, and cast off the latter. Enhanced domesticity on board then
became a substitute, rather than a trigger, for the more active
participation of seafarers in the management of their working
lives.34
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Chapter 14
Counter-projects and the
postmodern user
Isabelle Doucet

How to make cities for and with citizens? What is an appropriate
“form” for user-based architecture? To a certain extent such
questions summarize debates in the 1970s, when an increasing
number of architects hailed the postmodern language as the logical
expression of participatory architecture. This chapter situates the
notion of the user in this historical alignment.1 Perhaps too quickly
written into history as driven by purely aesthetic or formal concerns,
architectural postmodernism was often shaped by political
ideologies in which the user stood front and center. The design of
the built environment was no longer placed in the hands of “genius”
architects and planners at the expense of individual users, but
instead developed together with them. However, this democratic
ambition of “user emancipation” was—a few exceptions aside—
never entirely divorced from aesthetics.

To understand this political-aesthetic dimension of
postmodernism, I will zoom in on a specific tool for architectural
criticism called the “counter-project.” The “counter-project” sprouted
from a specific context—1970s Brussels—where it was used by
architects, in close collaboration with local action committees, to
both criticize destructive urban planning and to develop alternative



proposals. Even if counter-culture was, to a greater or lesser
extent, part of most European postmodernism, in Brussels, the
“counter-project” sat within the architectural criticism of the
Reconstruction of the European City architects, associated with,
among others, Maurice Culot and Léon Krier. Also, the “counter-
project” would circulate in other European cities as a tool for
architectural and urban critique. However, 1970s Brussels is
particularly instructive for studying, through counter-projects, the
relation between urban politics and architectural aesthetics and
form, first, because Brussels saw a massive production of counter-
projects, through architecture education and within the context of
local political activism, and second, because of the strong alliance
between architects and local urban activist groups. In addition, and
in the interest of this book, this alliance with action groups makes
Brussels an instructive case for studying user involvement in
architecture. Through the Brussels counter-project, I will show that
the user is not fixed or stable but that, instead, the user is
“mobilized.”

Let me start this investigation by acquainting the reader with the
three intellectual and organizational bodies wherein counter-projects
emerged. First, counter-projects formed an important part of the
architecture education of the French-speaking Brussels architecture
school, the Institut Supérieur des Arts Décoratifs de la Cambre (in
short: La Cambre). Second, they were part of the historical
research of the Archives d’Architecture Moderne (AAM). AAM were
dedicated to the creation of architectural archives, exhibitions, and
publications and were founded in 1968 by a group of architects and
historians—most notably Maurice Culot and Robert Delevoy—who
were also teachers at La Cambre. Finally, counter-projects were an
important component of the political urban activism of the Atelier de
Recherche et d’Action Urbaines (ARAU), founded by René
Schoonbrodt (a sociologist), AAM’s Maurice Culot, and Jacques



Van der Biest, priest in the popular inner-city neighborhood Les
Marolles. ARAU combined political activism, urban research, and
citizen participation. Together, AAM and ARAU formed the
backbone of Brussels’ 1970s architectural and urban activism. This
coincided with a fast-growing number of local action committees,
architectural foundations, and think tanks. As a result, ARAU
adopted a double role: a critical one (urban activism) as much as a
practical one. ARAU’s activist side was guaranteed through monthly
press conferences aiming to either reveal projects that were held
secret or to present “a counter proposal to a legal text, a traffic
plan, or an architectural or an urban project.”2

Counter-projects combined a hands-on critique of modernist
planning (through political pressure groups related to ARAU) with
intellectual work (AAM’s research on the Belgian architecture
roots). Those developed in Brussels would serve the local actions,
but also offer an important experimental tool for the emergent, still
fragmented international traditionalist movement (and, thus, assist
in the consolidation of that movement). In the form of a drawing-
manifesto, counter-projects functioned as a critical-theoretical tool
for architecture: namely, between a critical statement and a
concrete vision for the future. The manifesto aspect of the counter-
project resided in the fact that, despite the “realistic” nature of the
architectural drawings, they were not supposed to be built. Instead
of buildings, they were posed as the only instrument available to
architectural resistance,3 and yet they were developed for concrete
locations and real urban problems. In the counter-project, drawing
and writing, existing and imaginary, abstract and concrete, thus
interacted in ambiguous ways: the project was a manifesto.4

Counter-projects, more than other forms of architectural critique,
were strongly embedded in the public debates on architecture and
the city. In Brussels, counter-projects were developed as
independent (architectural-formal) exercises within architecture



education as much as they were developed in collaboration with
ARAU and local action committees or commissioned by policy
makers. For Charles Jencks, precisely the use of counter-projects
distinguished ARAU from other action groups classified as
“advocacy planning and the anti-scheme.”5 ARAU was, so Jencks
argued, not just a “passive resistor” (capable of stopping
destructive renewal), but, through counter-proposals, it also
developed alternatives to these destructive plans. The architectural
drawings thus formed an essential part of ARAU’s activism: “[w]ith
their seductive drawings in hand, it is relatively easy to organise
local support in favour of their anti-schemes … newspapers can
print their alternatives and informed debates can be held.”6 As we
will soon come to discover, counter-projects give proof of a
versatile and strategic mobilization of the user, which was possible
because of the numerous registers and layers through which the
counter-project operated in Brussels. Via counter-projects, I will,
thus, show how the enrollment of the user was at the heart of
postmodernism’s blending of politics and aesthetics.

Soothing the Traumatized User
The emergence of architectural postmodernism in 1970s Brussels
was fostered by protest against modernist urban renewal, which
entailed the large-scale destruction of inner-city urban fabric. In the
1970s, the term Bruxellisation (Brusselization) was invented to
depict the destructive and disrespectful development of a city in the
hands of architects and developers. Brussels’ so-called progressive
urbanism of the 1960s and 1970s had been characterized by the
ruthless demolition of architectural patrimony and of vast parts of
Brussels’ fine-grain inner-city habitat. This was epitomized by the
demolition of Victor Horta’s Maison du Peuple in 1965 and its



replacement with an office tower. Not only did this demonstrate
Brussels’ disrespect for an acclaimed architectural icon (the subject
of both national and international outcry), but the destruction of a
“house of the people” commissioned by the Belgian Labor Party,
could also be interpreted as an assault on the Brussels population.

In 1967, a plan for a megalomaniac, CIAM-adept central
business district was presented. Resulting in the expropriation of
approximately 11,000 inhabitants—mainly lower-income working-
class—the project, called the Manhattan Plan, would become a
symbol of the grievous battle of Brussels’ citizens against the
destruction of their city.7 Because the project—as many others in
Brussels—would only be realized in part, whilst the demolitions had
been carried out already, it would also become a symbol of failed
modernization. The anti-modernist mood was, thus, in Brussels
invigorated by the presence of what can be called the “traumatized
user.”

This user had initially emerged in the second half of the
nineteenth century when a large part of the popular, working-class
neighborhood Les Marolles was demolished to free space for the
enormous Court of Justice. Its architect, Joseph Poelaert, had
caused the local population to invent, in local Brussels dialect, the
popular insult “architek.” The re-emergence of the “traumatized”
user in the 1970s was, not surprisingly, accompanied by another
new term: Bruxellization, referring to the destruction of the city by
architects and developers. Not only did such mockery of the
architect and developer travel swiftly through the Brussels urban
mindset;8 the “traumatized” user was also mobilized as an ally in
the counter-project’s critique against the destruction of Brussels.

For example, in one of the seminal works of the movement, the
Déclaration de Bruxelles (based on the 1978 colloquium La
Reconstruction de la Ville Européenne), counter-projects are
accompanied by expressive, critical chapter titles such as



“Modernity and Inhibition” and “The Myth of Creativity.” 9 Likewise,
the “traumatized user” is addressed almost literally in the projects
developed by Culot’s students for the reconstruction of the North
Quarter. This reconstruction of the scar left behind by the
Manhattan Plan was part of a larger project called “Different
projects for the reconstruction and embellishment of the part of
Brussels ripped by the junction of the North and South railway
stations,” an ambitious undertaking by Sefik Birkiye, Gilbert
Busieau, and Patrice Neirinck, in 1978, as students of Culot at La
Cambre.10

Mobilizing the User for Disciplinary Critique
The user was at the centre of the AAM and ARAU’s architectural
and urban critique. Rooted in the anti-modernist revolts against a
destructive progressive urbanism, their critique argued for a “return
to the past and recovery of lost values” by “repairing” the traditional
pre-industrial urban fabric (its inner-city neighborhoods, its public
spaces, and human scale).11 The architectural act—the architect as
genius—was to be “demystified” and, instead, the societal duty of
the architect and urbanist was to “change life” and to “engage and
be militant.”12

As such, ARAU and AAM called for a more socially concerned
and politicized architecture and urbanism, and, thus, one wherein
the user played a central role. At the heart of this architectural and
urban critique was the formulation of counter-projects that would
repair the destroyed urban fabric and the citizens’ habitat. It was,
thus, based on the historical analysis within AAM (a reassessment
of the past to discover Belgian architecture’s “roots”) whilst
“enrolling” the user through citizen participation, organized by ARAU
in the form of neighborhood committees.13 In other words, counter-



projects were used as a device for critiquing the architecture
community via the general public, via the user: to expose the
ignorance of (architectural) professionals to all.14 The counter-
project’s enrollment of the user, thus, allowed for a critique that
combined political activism with an intellectual/disciplinary critique.

Indeed, the user was sensitized through the counter-projects’
graphic language, which was meant to be accessible to all.15

Through the actions of ARAU and through the massive production
of counter-projects by architecture students at La Cambre at the
service of ARAU and the urban revolts (see further), the user was
enrolled in architectural and urban critique.

Counter-projects also allowed for the swift dissemination of the
Reconstruction of the European City ideology within the discipline,
in Brussels and beyond. Counter-projects offered the emerging
European Urban Renaissance movement an important influx of
concrete cases, which allowed it to refine its research on the city
and consolidate as a movement.16 As a work of resistance wherein
drawing and writing interacted—the project was a manifesto17—
counter-projects offered a powerful tool to formulate intellectual
critique while formulating concrete proposals.

The Enrollment of the User in Architect–
Militant Collectives
The user participated in urban and architecture critique through the
neighborhood committees and other actions coordinated by ARAU.
But the user was also “enrolled” in the production of counter-
projects at the French-speaking Brussels architecture school, La
Cambre. Within the curriculum of the school, Maurice Culot
developed counter-projects with students. This was considered a
“collective action.” Instead of producing individual projects



celebrating the architect as genius, students and teachers called for
a more political and critical teaching.18 Collective action referred to
the creation of counter-projects not just by architects, but by
“volunteer technicians, sometimes an architect or an engineer, but
more often by students, on the basis of an urban analysis scheme,
elaborated by ARAU.”19 It also referred to the fact that teachers
promoted teamwork and a strong connection with the user of
architecture and the city. Culot’s students worked in groups rather
than on individual projects—two to three students, working in
collaboration with Culot and his teaching assistants—which
resonated with the democratic ideas on education of the time. The
“first wave” of students (1971–1975) was even more radically
presented as one single collective than the “second wave” (1975–
1978). In the exhibition catalogue Le bateau d’Elie: Contributions
aux luttes urbaines et projets opportunistes, the works are not
credited individually but allocated to one single group of students
and teachers.20 Interestingly, many of these students would also
remain “partners in crime” after graduation, through co-founding
architecture firms that would soon become among the most
powerful ones in Brussels.

Collective action also implied that students involved the user in
their designs. Not all counter-projects may give proof of direct user
involvement; in Culot’s view, education was to connect with
disciplinary critique as much as with the urban struggles on the
ground.21 As a result, a dedicated group of architect-militants
around Culot turned the school into “a factory for the production of
counter-projects,” 22 and proclaimed an education that was “at the
service” of the urban revolts, and, thus, at the service of the
user/citizen. This resonated with Culot’s belief that students who
were fortunate enough to get the chance to study were somehow
obliged to return something to society, and, thus, to the
user/citizen.23



Indeed, some student projects were developed directly with
ARAU and local citizen committees. This alliance with the protest
movement was effectuated through strong ideological support
within La Cambre where Robert Delevoy, co-founder of AAM, was
director between 1965 and 1979, and within ministerial bodies. It
was, in addition, effectuated through La Cambre’s support of
ARAU: via the development of counter-projects that served ARAU’s
political work, and, more pragmatically, by making available its
infrastructure for organizing Saturday meetings.24

The most exemplary expression of such collective action was the
Bateau d’Élie, the group of students and teachers gathered around
Maurice Culot, dedicated to collective work on counter-projects.
Their counter-projects, apart from supporting the urban revolts,
offered also an important vehicle for architectural critique. The
more than eighty counter-projects developed between 1970 and
1975 were broadly disseminated through architecture exhibitions,
magazines, and books of the time and were exhibited at La Cambre
in 1975, then at the Architectural Association in London (1976).
That architecture and education were part of one and the same
collective critique was explicated by Culot in the inaugural issue of
the Bulletin des Archives d’Architecture Moderne:

One should not be mistaken. The Bateau d’Élie is not an
exhibition of student projects, and the idea is not to celebrate
the merits of individuals (students or teachers).25

At La Cambre, so Culot argued, the boundary between
architecture and politics had been abolished: “The school has
become dangerous (again) and justifies its existence.” 26

The Aesthetic Mobilization of the User



Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the ideas of the Reconstruction
of the European City would gradually “land” in Brussels’ mainstream
practice. Through think tanks, publications, exhibitions, and other
events these ideas consolidated into a strong mindset for thinking
and imagining the city. The ideology would also infiltrate
mainstream architectural practice through ex-students of Culot who
had founded their own architecture firms. Several of these firms
would grow into powerful architectural offices, in Brussels also
referred to as architectes-promoteurs (architect-developers), often
ideologically and aesthetically in line with the Reconstruction of the
European City.27 In both cases—establishment of a mindset and
architectural production—an unmistakable “aesthetic turn” can be
observed. Urban policy makers were inspired by the “repairing” of
the urban fabric, its re-organization into neighborhoods, and the
design of urban spaces in terms of “embellishment.” The architect-
developers would consolidate in particular the stylistic legacy of the
Reconstruction of the City (some buildings look literally like the
counter-projects). In both cases, the critical project was largely
abandoned. Ironically, precisely those inner-city neighborhoods that
were subject to counter-projects would undergo a “soft”
regeneration and draw in a new, more middle-class population.28

The original “working-class” user, central to ARAU’s actions (and
part of their electoral pressure), was now replaced by a typical
middle-class citizen—part of political attempts to regenerate the
impoverished, decayed, and deserted inner-city.

This shift can also be observed throughout AAM’s Bulletin,
published between 1975 and 1990. The early years are clearly
manifesto-like, political, and polemical—unmistakably influenced by
Archigram. Published regularly (monthly), these early Bulletins are
pamphlet-like and read like a finger on the pulse of urban politics.
Gradually, the Bulletins were published only yearly and increasingly
focused on the detailed discussion of architectural proposals. Also,



whereas initially primarily about the Brussels case, the Bulletin
increasingly sought an international readership.29

A “return to the architectural project” can also be observed within
Culot’s teaching at La Cambre. Alongside the shift from the first to
the second “wave” of students, counter-projects move from
manifesto-like to more architecturally articulate. Projects were still
developed with and for ARAU or commissioned by public
stakeholders, but they would now also be developed as
autonomous exercises within the context of a design studio. Even if
these exercises give proof of a recurrent architectural and
urbanistic “style,” they are, in contrast to the depoliticization of the
1980s and 1990s, not to be interpreted as a turn away from politics
and the user. For Culot, the architect’s mission was not to “create
new forms but only to explain the options and programs being
debated by ARAU … [and to] not force our own architectural tastes
on people.” 30 The detailed and precise (formal-architectural)
character of these second-wave counter-projects was believed to
facilitate the task of those in charge of the reconstruction plans as
well as to be of use to the local committees.31

Along this “turn,” the user played, once again, a central role. In
the projects developed through the late 1970s, the user was still
strongly present albeit in more integrated terms. Even when users
were not consulted, counter-projects usually included citizens (often
suggestively locals and craftsmen) (Figure 14.1). Different
manifestations of use were presented alongside the stages of good
and bad urban planning (Figure 14.2).



Figure 14.1 Proposal for “le parvis Saint-Michel” by Sefik Birkiye, Gilbert Busieau, and
Patrice Neirinck, students of La Cambre, 1978, as part of the project for the North-



South Reconstruction. Central in the images is the possibility to meet (“la rencontre”)
and craftsmanship (the “portico of the master stonecutters”). Source: A. Brauman, M.
Culot, and M. Louis, eds., La Reconstruction de Bruxelles (Éditions des AAM, 1982),
75. Copyright: Archives d’Architecture Moderne.





Figure 14.2 Comparison of “use” of the city in 1835, 1977, and 1978. The latter is
presented as a reconstruction of the situation in 1835. Source: Maurice Culot et al., La
Tour Ferrée: Projets dans la Ville. Projets realizés à La Cambre, Bruxelles de 1875 à
1978 (Éditions des AAM, 1978), 121. Copyright: Archives d’Architecture Moderne.

Figure 14.3 Balloon flight over the Brussels North Quarter. Different from the
modernist planning that is mocked by this drawing, the existing caption informs the
reader that “the new buildings close again the four ripped building blocks” and that
the project takes into account “the presence of an existing industrial complex.” From:
A. Brauman, M. Culot, and M. Louis, eds., La Reconstruction de Bruxelles (Éditions
des AAM, 1982), 79. Copyright: Archives d’Architecture Moderne.

But the user was also implicitly present in the more ironic
counter-proposals. For example, in a proposal for the North
Quarter (Figure 14.3) the modernist top-down view is mocked by
showing a group of people viewing the city from a balloon.



However, the people in the balloon are a mix of imaginary figures
and real persons, not just architects but also local actors such as
René Schoonbrodt (ARAU), a political ally of ARAU, Guy Cudell
(the one pointing his finger), and others.32

But the user also took part in the later consolidation of an urban
design mindset based on space “embellishment.” Here, the user’s
active participation got gradually subordinated to an aesthetic
program. The polemical drawing-manifestoes were now replaced
with “manuals,” aspiring to offer hands-on urban design solutions.33

Despite still being a critical project, this was first and foremost a
stylistic program and critique, based on the analysis of “bad” and
the proposal of “good” urban types. Oppositional critique had given
way to normalized procedure; the counter-project had turned into a
project.

The credibility of an embellishment project, as a solution for
“repairing” and “solving” the city, was, of course, problematic.
Namely, it could only repair small sections and, as was clear in
Brussels, was powerless vis-à-vis the overall fragmentation and
incoherence of the urban fabric. It seems therefore hardly
surprising that the emergence of embellishment “manuals” was
paralleled by a rediscovery of the quality and poetics of the
Brussels “ordinary,” the everyday “poetics” of space. It was argued
that the beauty and charm of Brussels resided precisely in its scars,
its imperfections, its everyday poetics of use and user creativity. If
the “traumatized” user was to become receptive to the beauty of
the everyday, this user also had to be taught that embellishment
alone cannot “repair” Brussels, but that the user him/herself plays
an active role in appreciating the city. Not surprisingly, there is a
revival of literatures on architek, the urban traumas, Bruxellization,
and on Brussels’ popular culture. Through humor and nostalgia, the
Brussels “trauma” is now part of Brussels’ identity and, to a certain
extent, believed to be cherished by its citizens.



In other words, the “traumatized user” was once again carefully
mobilized: no longer as an urban revolutionary, but as a poet of the
everyday, an everyday bricoleur. The former victim of the political
system was now an “empowered” citizen (à la neoliberalism). The
user had the potential to transform the city, if not for real, then at
least in spirit (through taught appreciation and experience). A
double, paradoxical notion of aesthetics replaced the previously
oppositional politics: the project of embellishment on the one hand
(orchestrated from above) and the rediscovery of beauty in the
ugly, the damaged, and the ordinary (to be developed from below).
Once again, aesthetics and politics “allied,” albeit in very different
political and ideological registers.

Belgian architectural theorist Geert Bekaert has rightly criticized
the un-genuine enrollment of the user in many of the projects
developed and realized by the Reconstruction of the European City
architects. In reference to Léon Krier’s La Villette competition entry
of 1976, Bekaert argues that “contreprojets have achieved the
exact opposite of what they intended” because they did not bring
any social or political change but only worked within the
architectural discourse.34 Furthermore according to Bekaert,
because Krier dedicates much more architectural attention to public
squares and other important, monumental urban spaces than to
regular streets (and, thus, the user’s everyday living environment),
Krier in fact “rejects everyday reality”—and, thus, the user.35 In
relation to the work of Culot at La Cambre and AAM, however, the
“user” and the political-activist project have remained more intact
amidst the counter-project’s aesthetic turn—at least within the
educational context of the 1970s. Recalling the longstanding
discussion between Krier and Culot about the right form for the
“socialist city,” I argue that the emergence of the postmodern user
at the intersections of politics and aesthetics is, today, still (or
perhaps again) worth revisiting.36



Issue-Based User Mobilization
Through the analysis of counter-projects, I have argued how the
alliances between politics and aesthetic in 1970s postmodern
architecture can be understood through the mobilization of the
user. I have demonstrated how the mobilization of the user
changes according to the circumstances: for example, the user can
be consulted, emancipated, conceptualized, even misused. By
doing so, I challenge the idea of the user as a fixed container notion
and a too narrow reading of the user in terms of mere
“involvement” or “participation.” The user, around one and the
same issue, is enrolled in different shapes and according to
different criteria and intentions.

Many of the theories, models, and evaluation criteria for user
participation have distinguished degrees of user involvement in
(official) planning procedures. As such, degrees of involvement
were benchmarked against degrees of emancipation from and
resistance to official planning. A major touchstone was Sherry
Arnstein’s 1969 “A Ladder of Citizen Participation,” which identified
Citizen Control and Empowerment as the highest achievable
degree of resistance.37 Most participatory theories in architecture
would, in similar fashion, conceptualize user involvement not just in
terms of “degrees” but also in oppositional terms. As such, the
notion of the user emerges, even if only implicitly, in numerous
oppositional pairs. Such pairs include those opposing the expert
versus laypeople; established versus informal planning; hardware
versus software, and engineering and technical know-how versus
“the social” or “the human dimension.” Despite the fact that, over
the past decades, the nature of resistance has changed to such an
extent that the possibility of oppositional politics is questioned
altogether, the involvement of the user is still largely defined in such
oppositional terms.



The Brussels case allowed for revisiting the enrollment of the
user by, perhaps paradoxically, shifting attention away from the
user and, instead, concentrating on the issue around which the
user is mobilized (in this case: the counter-project). The user is
mobilized in different ways around the counter-project. It is a
“peripheral” agent yet central to the counter-project’s existence.38

As a potential “ally,” the user is mobilized for the counter-project’s
political as much as aesthetic claims. The user is therefore “lured”
into the counter-project. S/he is recruited, flattered, seduced,
empowered, sometimes abused. Rather than choosing between
such registers of user involvement, I argue that it is more helpful to
accept that the user circulates in different registers (sometimes
simultaneously) when being mobilized around an issue.

The merits of an issue-based, mobile, and peripheral
understanding of the user are to be found in the fact that, as soon
as an issue is at work, it is networked. Because being networked
means being associated, being assembled and re-assembled, it
involves the mobilization of sources and actors. This is at the heart
of Bruno Latour’s notion of the “collective,” “assemblage,” and
“issue-based politics,” 39 which, for architecture, implies recognizing
that users, experts, plans, projects, materials, drawings, decision
makers, financers, architects, models, theories, and writings are all
enrolled in the development and the coming-into-being of an object,
albeit at different stages and with varying levels of involvement. An
object—an issue—is therefore “in flight”: along a trajectory of
becoming it enrolls a colorful parade of actors.40 One can, thus,
only understand an issue through studying the actors it enrolls and
the associations that are made along its trajectory of becoming.
Madeleine Akrich suggests moving not just between the technical
and the social but also “between the inside and the outside of
technical objects.”41 If the boundary of the counter-project is a
consequence of the interaction with its outside (as Akrich argues),



then this “outside” is not just defined by use, but also by politics,
aesthetics, etc. If these are all negotiated across the boundaries of
a counter-project, then this has two important consequences. First,
it implies that one cannot possibly judge a counter-project from the
outside according to categories determined by use, politics, or
aesthetics (for these are no longer fixed but part of the
negotiations). Second, it implies that (the) use(r) both constitutes
and is constituted by the counter-project.

But the analysis of the user in counter-projects also expands
some of these recent insights from Science, Technology, and
Society (STS) studies and Actor Network Theory (ANT). Namely, in
Latour’s issue-based politics, the meaning of politics (related to an
issue) changes through the “successive moments in the trajectory
of an issue.” 42 The counter-project indeed shows how the user is
enrolled differently along such successive moments. In the case of
the Brussels counter-projects however, different meanings of the
user are also mobilized simultaneously. This is tied to the specificity
of architectural “issues.” Namely, counter-projects exist, as
drawings, between the existing and the imaginary. They reflect on
the existing state of affairs whilst also being projective. They,
hence, simultaneously depict and predict the user. “The user” is,
thus, several things at the same time. As time passes, these
multiple users change with new readings and interpretations of the
drawing and according to the changed context of the drawing (for
example when the drawing’s imaginary status is used as a
blueprint). The counter-project demonstrates how projective
drawings, no matter how draft and open-ended, nevertheless
always “freeze” (and prioritize) one interpretation of the user over
others (e.g. the traumatized user is present in all counter-projects
but much less explicit than is, for example, the craftsman citizen).
In other words, drawings, and not just buildings “stabilize
imperfectly.”43



I have demonstrated how the versatile enrollment of the user
allowed for counter-projects to formulate a disciplinary critique as
much as taking part in public debate. I have also demonstrated how
the user has been mobilized in various ways, successively as much
as simultaneously, to the counter-project’s political and aesthetic
ends. I argue that such analysis allowed for revisiting the co-
emergence of politics and aesthetics in 1970s architectural
postmodernism, beyond readings in “either” aesthetic “or” political
terms. In addition, it challenges a too generalizing and linear
reading of postmodernism’s presumed depoliticization process by
reducing it to a “mere” replacement of politics by style.
1  I would like to thank the Archives d’Architecture Moderne in Brussels for their
hospitality, in particularly busy times, and Maurice Culot for his generosity in sharing
his knowledge on counter-projects. Research on counter-projects received financial
support through the Research Stimulation Fund at the School of Environment and
Development, University of Manchester. This article is part of a larger research project
on counter-projects in Brussels, London, and Berlin (see author’s website: http://staff-
profiles.humanities.manchester.ac.uk/Profile.aspx?Id=isabelle.doucet).
2  Maurice Culot, “ARAU Brussels,” Architectural Association Quarterly 7, no. 4
(October/November 1975): 22–25, 23.
3  Culot, quoted in Léon Krier, “The Reconstruction of the European City or Anti-
Industrial Resistance as a Global Project,” in Contreprojets-Controprogetti-
Counterprojects, eds. Léon Krier and Maurice Culot (Brussels: AAM, 1981), np.
4  Ibid.
5  Charles Jencks, “The Rise of Postmodern Architecture,” Architectural Association
Quarterly 7, no. 4 (October/November 1975): 3–14.
6  Ibid., 7.
7  See Nicole Brasseur, Jozef Lievens, and Albert Martens, De grote stad: een geplande
chaos? De noordwijk van krot tot Manhattan (Leuven: Davidsfonds, 1975); Albert Martens
and Myriam Vanden Eede, De Noordwijk: slopen en wonen (Berchem: EPO, 1994).
8  For a detailed analysis of the agency of “architek” and “Bruxellization,” see Isabelle
Doucet, “Making a City with Words: Understanding Brussels through its Urban
Heroes and Villains,” City, Culture, Society 2, no. 3 (June 2012): 105–116.
9  Translated from French. André Barey (ed.), Déclaration de Bruxelles: propos sur la
reconstruction de la ville Européenne (Brussels: Éditions des AAM, 1980), 53; 65.
10  Translated from French. See, amongst others, A. Brauman, M. Culot, and M. Louis,
eds., La Reconstruction de Bruxelles (Brussels: Éditions des AAM, 1982).

http://staff-profiles.humanities.manchester.ac.uk/Profile.aspx?Id=isabelle.doucet


11  Robert Delevoy, Maurice Culot, and Anne van Loo, La Cambre 1928–1978
(Brussels: Éditions des AAM, 1979), 426 (translated from French).
12  Maurice Culot, “Bruxelles, la longue marche,” L’Architecture d’Aujourd’hui 180 (July–
August 1975): 18–29, 19; Delevoy et al., La Cambre 1928–1978, 426 (translated from
French).
13  Krier and Culot, Contre-projets–Controprogetti–Counterprojects. See also Isabelle
Doucet, “Understanding Postmodernism in Practice: or What We Can Learn from
Brussels, a Factory of Counter-projects,” in Proceedings of the 2nd International
Conference of The European Architectural History Network, eds. Hilde Heynen and Janina
Gosseye (Brussels: Contactforum 2012), 457–463.
14  Maurice Culot, “L’Invité: Maurice Culot, interview by Thierry Paquot 3 June 2008,”
Revue Urbanisme 361 (July–August 2008): 77–86.
15  Ibid.
16  E.g. Rational Architecture exhibition (London 1975), La Reconstruction de la Ville
Européenne conference (Brussels, 1978).
17  Krier, “The Reconstruction of the European City …,” np.
18  Jacques Aron, La Cambre et l’architecture: Un regard sur le Bauhaus Belge (Liège:
Mardaga, 1982), 154; Jean-Louis Violeau, Les Architectes et Mai 68 (Paris: Éditions
Recherches, 2005), 282–285.
19  Culot, “ARAU Brussels,” 23.
20  The “first wave” is represented by the Bateau d’Elie (Maurice Culot et al., Le bateau
d’Elie: Contributions aux Luttes Urbaines et projets opportunistes, la cambre 1971–1975
(Brussels: Éditions des AAM, exhibition catalogue, 1975); the “second wave” by La
Tour Ferrée (Maurice Culot et al., La Tour Ferrée: Projets dans la Ville: Projets realizés à La
Cambre, Bruxelles de 1975 à 1978 (Brus-sels: Éditions des AAM, 1978).
21  Violeau, Les Architectes et Mai 68, 365.
22  Culot, “L’Invité”; Maurice Culot, “L’ARAU et les architectes,” in Bruxelles vu par
ses habitants: Quinze années d’action urbaine, ed. ARAU (Brussels: Commission
Française de la Culture et de l’Agglomération de Bruxelles and ARAU, 1984), 27–35.
23  Interview with Maurice Culot, July 9, 2012, Brussels.
24  Aron, La Cambre et l’architecture, 168.
25  Translated from French. Maurice Culot, “Le Bateau d’Elie: Contributions aux
Luttes Urbaines et projets opportunistes,” Bulletin des AAM 1 (October 1975): 2.
26  Ibid. Translated from French.
27  Due to strong alliances with developers, much of Brussels’ large commissions
(such as for the European institutions) would be allocated to a small group of
powerful architecture firms (e.g. Atelier d’Art Urbain, now Vizion; Jaspers-Eyers;
A2RC).
28  Isabelle Doucet. “Brussels: The Soft Regeneration,” in Houses in Transformation,
Interventions in European Gentrification, eds. J.J. Berg, T. Kaminer, M. Schoonderbeek,



and J. Zonneveld, (Rotterdam, the Netherlands: Nai, 2008), 130–143; Mathieu Van
Criekingen, “Moving in/out of Brussels’ Historic Core in the Early 2000s: Migration
and the Effects of Gentrification,” Urban Studies 46, no. 4 (April 2009), 825–848.
29  Interview with Maurice Culot, July 9, 2012, Brussels.
30  Maurice Culot in Architectural Design 3 (1977): 199 (article on ARAU).
31  No author, “Molenbeek l’après-metro,” AAM Bulletin d’information 4 (January 1976):
3–9, 6.
32  Interview with Maurice Culot, July 9, 2012, Brussels.
33  E.g. Marie Demanet and Jean-Pierre Majot (eds.), Handboek van de Brusselse Open-
bare Ruimten/Manuel des espaces publics bruxellois (Brussels: Iris, 1995).
34  Geert Bekaert, “Une mise à nu de l’architecture par ses adorateurs, même. Maurice
Culot and Léon Krier: A Forgotten Episode,” 2005, in Rooted in the Real: Writings on
Architecture by Geert Bekaert, ed. Christophe Van Gerrewey (Ghent, Belgium: Vlees &
Beton, 2011), 396–419, 400.
35  Ibid., 409.
36  Paradoxically, precisely for Krier, this was not a question of aesthetics but of
“mode of production”: see Maurice Culot, “Tout est luxe, calme et beauté,” Bulletin des
AAM 8 (May 1976); and the reaction by Léon Krier, “Lettre Ouverte à Culot,” Bulletin des
AAM 9 (December 1976).
37  Sherry Arnstein, “A Ladder of Citizen Participation,” in The City Reader, eds.
Richard T. LeGates and Frederic Stout (Oxford and New York: Routledge, 2000
[1996]), 240–252 (originally published in 1969).
38  See Isabelle Doucet, “[Centrality] and/or Cent][rality: A Matter of Placing the
Boundaries,” in Urban Landscape Perspectives, ed. G. Maciocco (Berlin and
Heidelberg: Springer, 2008), 93–121. In reference to: Marianne De Laet and Annemarie
Mol, “The Zimbabwe Bush Pump: Mechanics of a Fluid Technology,” Social Studies of
Science 30, no. 2 (2000): 225–263.
39  Bruno Latour, “Turning around Politics: A Note on Gerard De Vries’ Paper,” Social
Studies of Science 37, no. 5 (2007): 811–820.
40  Bruno Latour and Albena Yaneva, “Give Me a Gun and I Will Make All Buildings
Move: An ANT’s View of Architecture,” in Explorations in Architecture: Teaching, Design,
Research (Basel, Birkhäuser, 2009), 80–89.
41  Madeleine Akrich, “The De-Scription of Technical Objects,” in Shaping
Technology/Building Society; Studies in Sociotechnical Change (Cambridge, MA: The MIT
Press, 1992), 206.
42  Latour, “Turning around Politics,” 811–812.
43  Thomas F. Gieryn, “What Buildings Do,” Theory and Society 31, no. 1 (February
2002): 35–74, 35. Italics in original.



Chapter 15
The paradox of social
architectures
Schneider Tatjana

Which way will you go, architect? Will you succumb to the
Bourgeoisie, which shall earn you wealth, fame and perhaps
success in a world of the scantily housed and homeless? Or,
will you march into battle to fight for a different society?
Progress—what is it to you? Beautification through
decoration? Perfection of details? Cutting of cost? To whose
benefit? You have to decide. Which side will you be on?1

A copious number of recent publications, exhibitions, and events
have begun to highlight (again) the multifaceted role of architecture
with an implicit focus on the social and the consequences of spatial
intervention. Despite certain skepticism, social engagement and
“social architecture” are widely regarded as a cure-all for the field of
architecture: as an instrument, tool, or operating device that can
transform, as if by magic, this loathed discipline into one that is
relevant to the overall development of society. Yet, describing this
interest as a tendency or general direction of spatial practice
eschews the specificities and particularities of individual approaches
and is in danger of remaining too abstract, non-committal, overly
general and neglects to discuss the role of the user. Unless, as
argued here, the notion of the social—which I use here



interchangeably with the term collective—is connected also with the
notion of social appropriation, social architecture as currently
understood will remain a quick-fix-solution, something that is
dealing with the superficial disease, whilst failing to touch the core
of the production of space.

What follows here is a response to this dilemma, sketched out
through a series of stories, which look at scenarios for socially
appropriated and socially produced space.

I will start this exploration with the late architect and theorist
Claude Schnaidt, who wrote the words that open this text.
Schnaidt’s questions summarize some of the biggest quandaries for
anyone involved in the production of space. They are concerned
with this monster-in-the-room: capitalism, and our capability to
make choices. The questions posed address the ethics of
engagement and the notion of positioning. They posit architecture
as a political act, which addresses unjust and exploitative
geographies through acts of direct action, activism, and spatial
agency.2

Architectural Practice as a Means of Political
Positioning

Dessau in January. We arrive from Glasgow with a group of
students to work with other teams from around Europe on the
development of alternative strategies for Dessau, proposals on how
to embrace the city’s shrinkage. Our daily place of work is a large
room within the famous Bauhaus building. We can’t help but feel
compelled to re-take all those famous pictures of the building that
we know from our history books and re-enact scenes from Oskar
Schlemmer’s paintings. It is, after all, one of the most influential
places—both as building and as place of pedagogy—of the
twentieth century. The Swiss architect and educator Hannes Meyer



comes to mind. Not the most obvious and certainly one of the more
controversial figures, Meyer, who only taught briefly at the Bauhaus
and for an even shorter period of time directed it before he was
dismissed, believed in design as something that belonged to and
should be for society rather than for the privileged few.

Meyer, a Marxist by his own account and a strong supporter of
the wider cooperative movement, saw his work in the service of the
disadvantaged, and in playing an active role in changing prevailing
socio-economical conditions through material solutions that
supported the collective. One example of his approach is the
cooperative housing estate Freidorf (1919), where he conducted
surveys with future dwellers and from the results of this developed
appropriate building typologies. He didn’t stop there, however, but
got involved in all aspects of the cooperative and the lives of its
inhabitants, as well as the estate’s future development. For some
time, he himself also lived there and conducted yearly inspections
of the apartments, which gave him insight into the relationship of
the physical form in relation to use.

At Dessau, he fostered cooperative thinking in managing the
institution by reorganizing the workshops and introducing vertical
studios whereby students from various academic years worked
together on real projects and towards a collective form of
production. When the Czech critic, graphic artist, photographer,
and typographer Karel Teige wrote about the Laubenganghaus in
Dessau-Törten and referred to Hannes Meyer as the lead architect,
Meyer responded “why do you stress … that the building in
Dessau-Törten is being executed under my leadership: after all I
was so proud, that for the first time a really—in the sense of
anonymous—collective work was conducted at the Bauhaus”3

(Figure 15.1).
In the early decades of the twentieth century, Schnaidt argues,

Meyer was one of the first architects and urban planners to take



sides. He marched into battle for an architecture for all, by
developing innovative designs that incorporated a wider analysis of
life processes.4 Meyer’s position, despite his later skepticism on the
revolutionary potential of architecture understood as building, is
crucial for the understanding of the potential of social or collectively
produced and appropriated architecture today as it provides both a
sense of the complexities of production and the need to work
towards productive political change through design.

Figure 15.1 Laubenganghaus, Dessau-Törten. Photo: F. Kossak, 2002.

Working with Different Arenas
I am sitting under a quickly installed tarpaulin roof in the
transformed passageway on 56, Rue Saint-Blaise in Paris,



participating in an international workshop organized by atelier
d’architecture autogérée (aaa). Passage 56 is a “cultural and
ecological space managed by residents,”5 which features a shared
productive urban garden, a compost toilet, a tool shed, both
enclosed and open spaces for meetings, debates and other events,
as well as a seed library. It is a project developed on a slice of
wasteland that had been declared unfit for proper development.
Through the initiative of the interdisciplinary practice aaa and a
group of residents from an adjacent building, permission to use the
land was signed over by the local authorities. Over a number of
years, and via a series of temporary activities and actions, the
current project slowly emerged, physically and conceptually. Right
now, local residents squeeze past us, the workshop participants, in
order to utilize the fruit and vegetable plots beyond the tarpaulin
structure. The busy street is only a few meters away. I can see it
from where I am sitting because the hinged translucent panels that
form the ground floor of the street-facing light timber structure are
open—articulating an open invitation for others to join (Figure 15.2):
passers-by wander in and wander out again; some have a look at
the makeshift exhibition of work to be presented as part of the
workshop, which has been fixed to one of the timber-planked sides
of Passage 56; others look at the display of leaflets and small
publications which have been laid out on a pasting table; and, there
are those who sit down and listen in on presentations of various
cultural practices. Among them one about the squatting of fifteen
buildings in the Gängeviertel in Hamburg and the Right to the City
movement there.



Figure 15.2a, b, c Passage 56, Paris. Photos: T. Schneider, 2010.

Passage 56, in particular when read in relation to the global Right
to the City movements, triggers a number of thoughts and
questions. It could be argued that this tiny project somewhere in the
northeast of Paris is one articulation of the manifestation of this
variously demanded right to the city.6 It illustrates, as David Harvey
writes, that “the question of what kind of city we want cannot be
divorced from that of what kind of social ties, relationship to nature,
lifestyles, technologies and aesthetic values we desire.”7 Here in
Paris, the physical form and the means through which this form is
continuously re-thought and re-produced merge into one. The
space is self-managed; it produces what it consumes in terms of
electricity (solar panels), water (rainwater collectors) and compost
(toilet and vegetable waste) and therefore produces zero cost.
Activities for the space can be proposed by anyone and range from
philosophy lectures to garden fêtes, from training sessions in green
construction to meetings organized by the local history group. The
space cannot be separated from the activities and the activities



would not exist without the space. Notions of ecological resilience,
of minimal resource depletion, of holistic collectivity, are lived,
exercised, and concretely visible values, which in turn have an
effect on the urban form and the individual parts that make up this
urban form. Yes, Passage 56 is someone’s brainchild, but over
time, this space and its continuous use emerged and continue to
emerge from collective desires. Collectivity, here, is maybe best
read as shared agency: there is a we-element, an interrelatedness
of intentions, a realization that acting together can reach beyond
individual ambitions and objectives.

In the case of Passage 56, the production of space and its
consumption through use are governed by principles that are based
on collective values formed over time and articulated before and
during construction as well as through the project’s lifetime.

Partly funded and supported by the local government, the Mairie
of the twentieth arrondissement and the urban policy and
integration program “politique de la ville” of the City of Paris (DPVI),
Passage 56 was developed by aaa in collaboration with a local
organization running youth training programs in eco-construction,
residents of the area, and the social housing provider Paris Habitat.
The residents and associations using the space are crucial for its
continued existence. Starting out with only a few individuals, now
forty families and a series of local organizations use this space in a
variety of ways and a user organization fully self-manages the
space now. From having no expectations whatsoever, in fact,
having written the space off as a garbage dump, ideas about the
potential of this disused passageway gradually emerged and
continue to do so through events like the one I am attending. We sit
in the space and become part of this shared agency for a few days.
We become part of the space’s activation through our actions and
presence. But more than that: we are part of the space’s
continuous collective production and social appropriation.



Could Passage 56 be described, to use David Harvey’s
terminology, as a “space of hope”8 for the right to the city
movement and the issues raised here around social production and
appropriation? Looking at space alone is, as Peter Marcuse argues,
a cul-de-sac. He asks us to be cautious when ascertaining the
potentialities of the spatial as problems often have their origin in
“economic, social, political arenas.”9 Rather than proposing global
solutions, he proposes to “see the seeds of the future as
sectors.”10 This space in Paris is such a seed, an interstice free of
capitalist activity, which is much more likely to host other, non-
capitalist, interventions and experiments.

While some architects and planners might retreat from an
engagement with architecture’s wider forces (beyond the spatial)
because of those forces’ overwhelming nature, others (and the
initiators and enactors of Passage 56 are among them), see it as a
challenge and opportunity. In fact, aaa understands working with
(and not just knowledge of) the various arenas—from policy to skill
training, from negotiating with city officials and citizens—as the key
responsibility of the architect.

User(s)?
Throughout the twentieth century we have witnessed innumerable
instances of explicit actions that have addressed social justice
through spatial configurations and arrangements: the social
movement at the beginning of the twentieth century, for example,
or the introduction of the welfare state. We could also talk about
Open Building, community architecture, community technical aid
centers, participation, direct action, and anarchist approaches,
etc.11 All of these tendencies have played their part in the
romanticization of the potential role that architecture (often equated
with building) can play in the creation of a better world. Yet, they



are all powerful reminders of the intricate field within which we as
architects operate. Space, as Lefebvre put it so poignantly, does
not belong to one single discipline, and least of all to architects.12 It
belongs to the multitude of those who pass through, write about,
produce, live, work, and play in it.

“User” is the generally accepted term for this multitude, and,
while it seems to be a straightforward word to draw on in relation to
architecture and space, it brings up, as Adrian Forty writes, “strong
connotations of the disadvantaged or disenfranchised—it
particularly implied those who could not normally be expected to
contribute to formulating the architect’s brief.”13 At the same time,
shifting attention onto the user has been a critical source of
invention over the past century.14 And yet, it remains an awkward
term: it has a leveling effect as it fails to distinguish demographic
differences; it is vague and abstract—who precisely is this faceless
user and what does use/using entail?; most of all, however, it is
divisive since it creates a schism between the financiers (banks,
developers), the supposed expert producers (the architect, planner,
building workers) and those who come after the production in order
to use something (the inhabitant, flâneur, consumer).15

The user, however, cannot be separated from those who
produce (as those who produce also use), and use (or to use the
Marxist term: consumption) cannot be separated from production.
Consequently, if we accept that the act of producing and that of
using cannot be looked at independently from one another, we
arrive at a concept that begins to describe architecture as a form of
continuous collective or social production.

The American architect and academic Dana Cuff points out in her
seminal book Architecture: The Story of Practice that the design of
our built environment “emerges from collective action.”16 Too often,
however, collective action only implies the involvement of a
multitude of actors (as happens in any building and construction



process), when instead it needs to be understood as an
interpersonal or joint commitment, whereby “two or more subjects
combine in such a way as to make one subject.”17 Collective action
in this sense implies the working towards a mutual goal, of acting
and activating together.

In the field of architecture collective action that rises up and
above a mode of working together remains in most cases hopeful
intent, an expression of an ideal world outside of capitalistic
constraints and power relationships, as hierarchical power
relationships are intrinsic to this discipline. Architects depend on
their services being paid for by someone. If we talk schools,
hospitals, housing, only large amounts of money will buy this.
Architects have historically depended—largely—on the powerful
and wealthy. And this is where the whole idealistic notion of
collective production, let alone collective appropriation, often breaks
down. Not disputing the exceptions, the rule is an unequal
relationship between client (s/he who has the money), the
architect/planner/builder (service provider) and the so-called end-
user (those for which it is planned). Architects are caught in the
middle, but tend to define themselves through their relationship to
the client rather than the user. They often are (or see themselves
as) the challengers of wider society, but are paid for by large
companies or multinational corporations with stakeholder interests.
Being caught between these chairs, however, does not mean that
architects should take an ambiguous position. Schnaidt writes:
“When our position within society is uncomfortable, when the day’s
demands put us in difficulties, when we cannot freely realize our
ideas, nothing will stop us though, to fight for a transformation of
this position. In order to change society, one has to know it, has to
have clear ideas in relation to the necessary solutions and has to
engage politically, in order to put them into practice.”18 We only
need to look at practices and groups such as the Centre for Urban



Pedagogy, the Planners Network, Morar de Outras Maneiras
(MOM) or the Shack/Slum Dwellers International to understand the
scope and potential for transformative action.19

Architecture through and as Political Activism
I am walking through Sharrow towards a building complex called
Portland Works, which is a set of relatively run-down, but listed,
buildings erected in 1877. Since then it has housed knife, electro-
plate, pewter-ware, and tire pressure gauge manufacturers, steam
manufacturing joiners, a cutlery works, silversmiths, and engravers.
More recently, in line with the general decline of Sheffield’s
manufacturing industry, it has started to accommodate other trades
and since 2009 has also provided space for artists and musicians. I
arrive at the entrance gateway, walk past a wall full of individual
letterboxes and through a passageway, turning right and then left
into the main courtyard which is full of people (Figure 15.3). I’m
here for a party that also doubles up as a workshop organized by a
group of architecture students who are working with the tenants of
Portland Works and the Portland Works Building Group on the
development of possible future scenarios for these buildings and
their refurbishment. They have put up a stall, engage us in
questions, ask our opinions and write them down for everyone to
see. Around us, some of the workshops are open: an edge tool
maker who has a workshop adjacent to the main courtyard has
allowed the party to use his space as a base for children’s activities.
Another workshop, which overlooks the courtyard and is accessed
via a wobbly set of metal stairs, invites the guests to have a look
round his space where he produces custom-made knives.

The activity around me is part of a plan to buy the building,
through community shares, from its current owner who had wanted
to turn this place into seventy-seven bedsits. Fervent protest



mounted by its tenants, supporters, and local activists, however,
led to the falling through of the planning application and now, in the
first half of 2013, the building is owned by over 450 individuals who
have bought shares worth anything between £100 and £20,000.
The vision of the new owners is, with the aid of further funding from
heritage bodies, to restore this building and expand its current use
to include education and training. At the time of writing, the Portland
Works Steering Group negotiates the rules for this collective
ownership. Informal meeting and decision-making structures are
being formalized; informal practices of, for example, subletting are
being reviewed. Nothing has a straightforward answer. The
multitude of people involved has at least as many interests and
ideas. Everything needs to be re-negotiated, the responsibilities
around health and safety and other laws evaluated.



Figure 15.3a, b, c Portland Works, Sheffield. Photos: Live Project 3, The University of
Sheffield, 2011.

The model of ownership and governance presents a very
different model of ownership whereby profits are not redistributed to
individual shareholders but re-invested into the community. Every
shareholder, regardless of size of investment, has one vote. Yet, it
is one story of collectively imagined spatial production. The
members of the community share scheme take an active role in
deciding “what kind of urbanism is to be produced, where, and



how.”20 The people supporting the continued existence of Portland
Works were clear in this vision. They decided against yet another
speculative development of tiny inflexible flats and for a slice of the
city that they can actively shape.

The collective or social production and reproduction of Portland
Works represents a different understanding of the processes of
social production that was, as Friedrich Engels wrote back in the
late nineteenth century, initially “introduced as a means of
increasing and developing the production of commodities”21 leading
to the producers’ eventual loss of control over their own social
interrelations. What Engels calls for is a type of production that is
socially regulated “upon a definite plan, according to the needs of
the community and of each individual,”22 reiterated very recently by
David Harvey who writes “[a]ll those whose labors are engaged in
producing and reproducing the city have a collective right … to that
which they produce.”23

The collective of 350 individuals who make up the current body of
owners, or rather producers and re-producers, present an
interesting proposition for architecture as a field of engagement and
for the wider discussion of social production. The concrete spatial
proposals for Portland Works, beyond the urgent need for repairs,
are yet to be defined. The architecture students have started to
visualize possible ways forward: ideas that emerged out of a skills
audit, a survey, listening, the discussion of observations, and the
desires of the tenants.

The process described, despite involvement from architects on
many levels (including as shareholders) would hardly be classified
as architecture in the conventional sense where architecture equals
building. Nevertheless, the collective action of all actors involved
ought to be understood as architecture: it is a part of the process of
making space. The future proposals are construed by people who
know the building inside-out and are now part-owners, too. The



future of the building and its fortune lie in the potential agency of
the process participants. The people creating this future for
Portland Works have decided to take planning into their own hands.
The construction and re-construction of the place is dependent on
the collaboration of all those actively involved. The owners of
Portland Works are no longer mere users: as agents, they are
actively involved in producing and constantly reinventing and
reimagining this part of the city. There is nothing passive about
them. Production and use, producers and users, become, if not
interchangeable, then at least almost impossible to tell apart.

Mis-use(r)
But, where does that leave the architect who can only call
himself/herself architect after numerous years of training and
exams? What are the consequences of socially produced as well as
socially appropriated space?

In the opening paragraph of Margaret Crawford’s chapter “Can
Architects Be Socially Responsible?” she describes the rift between
personal concern for social and economic justice and the
professional non-engagement with any such issues, an observation
that Crawford summarizes as the “persistent barrier between the
needs of professional identity and the demands of social
responsibility.”24

Socially produced and appropriated architecture challenges the
barrier Crawford describes as it confronts notions of
professionalism and expertism. Passage 56 as well as Portland
Works begin to change the terms of debate. Rather than
suffocating in a pondering over the role of the architect—or, in fact,
the user—in processes of production (whilst being aware of them),
the people and projects of this text have started to formulate
questions and propositions, physical and conceptual, that address



the problem from its opposite end. They ask: What are the
processes of production that deliver socially and spatially just cities
and how can this aim be achieved? And, how can these processes
and forms of production be governed to maintain their principles?

For some practices, stating social objectives might seem already
a giant leap, as it implies clients other than the global pension fund
trust, a holding company, or other corporate client. And, maybe,
this is already a big step, as those social clients might have social
or even cooperative values. But, social objectives need to be
connected to other forms of production and governance because
without linking the social with the political and economic, the user
will remain a passive user (and not an agent in Harvey’s sense) and
the supposed expert will remain a service provider. Buildings and
spaces conceived within this construct will, mostly, remain
commodities. That means things to be bought and sold in the
marketplace.

There is often an assumption that this different relationship with
and towards spatial production automatically leads to the production
of more complete spaces because it is bottom-up or because it
involves a wider section of society; that, because more and other
voices contribute, it will be necessarily more comprehensive or
finished. Quite the opposite. Social production of space is openly
subjective. It is a model that John Law calls “partial connection” 25

where “detachment [is] impossible.”26 These spaces and their
(re)producers declare interest in the mechanisms of production and
engage with the complexities of use, asking how something is used
and by whom, why someone and who precisely has interests and
for what reason, how something is financed, and about the
relationships between all those involved in its use—inhabitants,
clients, financiers, banks, and others. At the same time, both
accept and work with the contingencies inherent in continuous
collective production. These contingencies carry what the German



philosopher Joseph Vogl calls “unintentional promises,”27 spaces
that contain the possibility of misuse, the possibility of unintended,
maybe sometimes even malicious transformation. He writes “one
has to … beware of ‘realizing’ communities. … Rather, one has to
open them, make them permeable. So, less completing and
locating, but looking for gaps and non-spaces.”28 The example Vogl
uses to illustrate this concept is Franz Kafka’s short story “The
Great Wall of China,” written in 1917 but only published
posthumously in 1931. The short story talks about the building of
the wall as a deliberate piece-by-piece and fragmentary
construction. Kafka writes, “[b]ut building in sections was something
merely makeshift and impractical. So the conclusion remains that
the leadership wanted something impractical.”29 In his interpretation
of the text, which he uses to illustrate his idea of the collective, of
the collaborative, Vogl argues that the wall which is supposed to
enclose the Chinese nation, may only be built “as rudiment, in
fragments, also with holes.”30 His ideal communities are places and
spaces that are deliberately unfinished and offer as well as allow for
a degree of uncertainty, of indeterminacy.

Epilogue
I’m sitting in the study in the attic of my house in Sheffield, a space
that has previously already served as a bedroom and a place to
ripen tomatoes. Now, books surround me. My thoughts circle
around Donna Haraway’s writing, around the “capacity to see from
the peripheries and depths,” her warning about the danger of
“romanticizing and/or appropriating the vision of the less
powerful.”31 I remember Francesca Hughes’ comments about a
critical position being liminal by necessity; she writes: “one must be
both an insider and an outsider.”32 I think about the beauty of
overlapping uses, of spaces which are closed, yet open, about



mutual ownership, mutual governance, about the necessity to enter
in dialogue, about other knowledges, about something that
philosophers call we-intention, about the delight in obstructions,
about spaces that can be used in various ways (Figure 15.4). About
collective action and agency. About the possibility, no, the necessity
of appropriations. And, yet, this is not the discourse we have in the
field architecture and spatial production. Our discourse, as Magali
Sarfatti Larson comments, “is constructed autonomously, by
experts who are accountable only to other experts.”33 Buildings,
she writes, “are also striking manifestations of the architect’s
dependence on clients and the other specialists of building.”34 In
the context of this text’s episodes, this dependence is something
that is accepted as basic premise. Whilst most architects are
caught in this fictitious bubble, with arguments exercised and
perfected over centuries, these three stories talk of what Haraway
calls the “coming to terms with the agency of the ‘objects’ studied,”
which for her is “the only way to avoid gross error and false
knowledge of many kinds.”35



Figure 15.4 Université de Toulouse-Le Mirail, Toulouse. Photo: T. Schneider, 2009.



Figure 15.5a, b Genter Strasse, München. Photos: T. Schneider, 2000.

It is not an easy position to have. But these often-conflictual
positions are important as they locate themselves in opposition to
so much architectural reductionism. Architecture, the German
architecture critic Gottfried Knapp writes with reference to Otto
Steidle’s work, “should not determine the forms of life that occur in
it, NO, life itself has to determine the forms in which architecture
indulges”36 (Figure 15.5). Schnaidt talks about ending the myth of



the finished in order to move towards an architecture that has “all
organs in the right place, would leave them accessible and visible
so that they can form an open system, which would never be
finished and which would be expandable as well as reducible.”37

In the quote that begins this chapter, Schnaidt challenges us to
openly declare our interests. He asks: To whose benefit do you
work, architect? Unless we face these questions, and challenge
engrained roles such as user and, for example, architect, the
concept of production, as Lefebvre writes “does not become fully
concrete or take on a true content.”38 Yet, architects continue to
tinker and tamper with form and drawings.

You might simply accept this situation—after all, designing
buildings is what architects do best. You can also choose to be
cynical about this position. You might choose to ignore it. You could
say that it doesn’t concern you and that there will always be a need
for architects to do just that. You could also say that those who
can, do. But, the world we find ourselves in, one that has been
dominated so long by uneven and exploitative capitalist
development, demands and has the right to a different and less
opportunistic reaction, which is rooted in stories like the ones
above: in the understanding of space as shared enterprise, with all
the complexities and difficulties that entails, both in production and
use.
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