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The question of how architecture might learn from social science, 
specifically sociology, created and continues to generate, well 
beyond the 1970s, significant frictions in practice and academic 
discourse. The original texts gathered in the “Use and Agency” 
section of this volume show the extent to which their authors 
deemed the architects’ position within their more extensive field 
of practice to be relatively weak and subject to dynamics beyond 
their control. The texts implicitly negotiate a larger debate 
between the quantitative, system-oriented social sciences and 
the sociological deconstruction of meaning- and taste-making 
that marked the 1970s. All authors featured here —the building 
preservation activists Marianne (Janne) Günter and Roland 
Günter, architectural historian David P. Handlin, architect 
Jacques Blumer, architect Denise Scott Brown, and the AA.VV 
editorial collective—critically weigh in their texts, which span  
a five-year period from 1971 to 1976, the use of both sociocultural, 
anthropological analysis and specific (activist) tools to gain  
a better understanding of the building industry, the design 
process, the use-value of architecture, and class-related issues  
of taste by investigating and even resolutely blurring the bound-
aries between high-brow and low-brow (i.e., popular) culture.

The cybernetically inspired systems-theory-driven 
approaches to urban planning and architecture of the 1950s  
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and 1960s helped to establish technocratic top-down planning 
on a large scale by quantitatively analyzing the environment 
beyond the boundaries of East and West.1 As a result, the 
supposed “user-adapted” flexibility of megastructures petrified, 
especially in the case of government-funded social housing  
in buildings and infrastructures that either cut into vital urban 
tissues or were not planned at all. In some cases, the spaces 
produced by the architects of postwar welfare societies in Western 
Europe and the United States seemed to turn against the people 
they were supposed to shelter. Charles Jencks provocatively 
regarded the example of the social housing complex Pruitt-Igoe 
in St. Louis, Missouri, built by Minoru Yamasaki in 1951–1955  
and demolished in 1972–1976, as ushering in the death of 
modern architecture.2 The “soft” factors of architecture beyond 
the building, such as policy decisions, ownership models, and  
cuts to infrastructure and maintenance budgets gave way to 
criminal activities and decay in the built structures, which 
lacked identification and adaptability. In retrospect, they were  
a far more destructive force than the actual building. Never- 
theless, Swiss design critic Rolf Keller included Pruitt-Igoe  
as a material witness in his early lampoon demonizing building 
with concrete because of its resulting “monotony.”3

The understanding of built “ecologies” as self-regulating 
systems (i.e., environments) oscillated between the poles of 
top-down control (i.e., surveillance) and bottom-up “participation.”4 
Frustrated by the limited capacity of architecture to better  
the environment and under pressure to achieve profitability 
amid soaring land prices, leading architects in the early  
and mid-1970s turned their attention away from social issues 
and back to form, claiming architecture’s autonomy.

On questions of form, they not only valued the autonomy  
of the quantitative social sciences but showed a renewed interest 
in cultural-historical building types and their embeddedness  
in society through the centuries. The architect was reestab-
lished as a solitary ingenious author able to read these cultural 
traces. The interdisciplinary designer of social processes  
collaborating with linguists, sociologists, and engineers alike 
to understand environments cybernetically belonged to the 
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past. Analysis of form could also take various shapes through  
the lenses of sociocultural and anthropological methods and 
semiotics. With these the architects would focus on class-related 
constructions of taste tied to specific cultural artifacts and  
their dispersion throughout consumer culture. Practitioners  
of architecture and architectural theory framed both approaches 
during the 1970s as investigations into reality, or as “realism.”5

Another thread of history, one concerned with quantita- 
tively rather than qualitatively based investigations in the  
field of architecture, led to the normalized, “neutral,” unmarked 
(male, white) user—a projection popularized by interwar 
twentieth-century European modernism. Architects reassured 
themselves that they were enabling users through their designs 
because their anthropocentric, anthropometric design process 
relied on idealized models borrowed from Ernst Neufert’s 
building design theory “Bauentwurfslehre” (Architect’s data, 
1936), Le Corbusier’s “Le Modulor” (1942–1955), Henry  
Dreyfuss’s characters “Joe and Josephine” (1960), and Alexander 
Kira’s bathroom ergonomics (1966).6 Kira’s manual featured  
a genuinely “user-centered” approach, based on meticulous 
observations and measurements of people’s behaviors and 
diverse needs in bathroom settings. Architectural historian 
Anna-Maria Meister reminds us, however, that “for Neufert,  
man was never the measure of all things; man needed to fit the 
system.”7 And, even if the civil rights protests of the 1960s  
had led American industrial design pioneer Dreyfuss to publish 
a revised edition of The Measure of Man (1967) after becoming 
critically “aware that normate figures representing statistical 
averages were often [mis]taken as real bodies,” not all archi- 
tects using his manual were likewise in the know.8 As the  
(post-)Foucauldian assessment of architecture as a “political 
technology” of the body demonstrates, architecture’s concern 
with the idealized abstraction of a normative, nongendered, 
nondisabled user has not only shaped our behavior and physiques, 
but it operates through the bodies it claims to shelter and house 
and creates exclusions.9 A design process exclusively concerned 
with form—or even with formal deconstruction—will consis-
tently fail to deconstruct these ingrained biases of architecture 
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toward its subjects when the body as an idealized abstraction pre- 
cedes all construction. Philosopher and sociologist Henri Lefèbvre 
became convinced toward the end of the 1970s that the term 
user, initially suggesting an orientation toward the “use-value”  
of space, instead dehumanized inhabitants, discounting their 
agency by turning them into passive, functional objects.10 What 
about socio-anthropologically inspired observation and study  
of the inhabitants’ actual performance of “use” instead?

Architectural historian Kenny Cupers states in his collection 
Use Matters (2013) that “the interest in the agency of the user 
across many creative disciplines today delivers new promises 
for the social role of design.” He goes on to point out that  
“the user is both a historical construct and an agent of change, 
too often relegated to the margins of architectural history.”11 
However, understanding everyday use, and hence the production 
of users, simply as a function of planning and design does  
not go far enough. Even though “the user” has to be recognized 
and traced as a historical construct, it also proves fruitful  
to think about how users—precisely in the very diversity that 
the term tries to homogenize—transform and actively constitute 
“building,” understood here as both a noun and a verb.

Projecting a user brings up, if only implicitly, the question  
of “agency” within the built environment. But whose agency? 
The question is partly tackled by Isabelle Doucet and Cupers, 
who notice that the term is difficult to pin down: “Are we  
talking about the agency of the architect, and if so the agency  
to do what: to act in service of the client or to guide society  
to a better end? Or do we mean instead the power of the archi-
tectural project or the building itself, to convince its users about 
the virtuous lifestyle it hopes to instill, or its spectators about  
the beauty of its form?”12

Cupers suggests that participation be considered over a longer 
historical period that does not isolate it as an approach tied to 
1960s/1970s politics of empowerment and democratization  
but instead understands it as “enmeshed” with “the bureaucratic 
development of the welfare state and burgeoning culture of leisure 
and mass consumption.”13 If Italian architect Giancarlo de Carlo 
(1919–2005) called for citizen or “user” participation in all 
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relevant design processes of public space in the early 1980s,  
the editors of the volume Participation in Art and Architecture 
(2015), Mechtild Widrich and Martino Stierli, remind us that  
the process of participation has not only been theorized on  
a political level by authors like Jacques Rancière, Lefebvre, and 
Jürgen Habermas since the 1960s but also has been actualized  
in the discourse around (public) art by proponents of relational 
aesthetics in the 1990s, such as Nicolas Bourriaud, and contested 
by art historian and critic Claire Bishop.14 The paternalism 
detected in functionalist ideas of “participation”—for example, 
Le Corbusier’s modernist promenade architecturale as a 
sequential progression of inhabitants through their built environs 
—was dropped by feminist initiatives toward the end of the 
1970s. Their participatory workshops catered to community- 
oriented public buildings such as the London-based architectural 
design cooperative MATRIX’s (1981–1994) Jagonari Educational 
Resource Center for Asian Women (1984–1987) and the Dalston 
Children’s Center (1984–1985).15 Political theorist Nancy Fraser’s 
feminist reassessments of Habermas’s thoughts on the public 
sphere after the fall of the Iron Curtain also shed a new light on  
“subaltern counterpublics,” complicating the debate around  
who is allowed to participate in and hence constitute the public 
sphere.16 Queer theorists Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner 
later extended this concept to the marginalization of queer 
sexuality in urban public space.17

The interest shown by theory, history, and design criticism  
in the “use” of architecture has only further increased. From the 
late 1980s onward, paradigms and theoretical approaches from 
science and technology studies—for example, Actor-Network 
Theory—helped put the architect’s central role into perspective.18 
Understanding planners and designers as actors in a network  
of interdependent human and nonhuman relationships  
expanded architectural discourse to include various material, 
social, economic, and political actors within and beyond  
the built environment.19 At least in history and theory the myth  
of a universal user has come under scrutiny, because more 
recent, decolonial accounts, following Donna Haraway’s work  
in the late 1980s, increasingly draw on “situatedness,” specificity, 
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and “partial perspective.”20 Not least has the recent criticism  
of an anthropocentric perspective allowed for the ecological 
sustainability of building practices to take center stage.21  
The term spatial agency has in turn helped to decenter the 
agency of architects in the production of architectural space, 
allowing the “more-or-less formal and more-or-less welcome 
actors that produce, inhabit, maintain and destroy architecture 
in different ways” to enter the discourse.22

Cohabitation and Processes of Adaptation
In his 1975 contribution to archithese, “Atelier 5: 1955–1975: 
Experiments in Communal Living,” Swiss architect Blumer 
looks back on two housing projects completed by the collaborative 
firm Atelier 5 (founded by Erwin Fritz, Samuel Gerber, Rolf 
Hesterberg, Hans Hostettler, and Alfredo Pini), where he worked 
from 1955 to 1963 and where he reintegrated in 1970 after  
a professorship at the University of Illinois Chicago.23 Blumer 
exemplifies the promises and pitfalls of understanding the 
architect as an orchestrator of the social process through form 
by looking at the Thalmatt housing project (a 1974 follow-up  
to Atelier 5’s earlier Halen settlement of 1957–1960) near  
Bern and the Wertherberg housing project (1966–1968)  
near Münster (then part of West Germany).24 He argues that  
the entrepreneurial social utopists Robert Owens and Charles 
Fourier in the early nineteenth century, as well as communal 
housing in general, tried to establish new rules and new  
people by proposing new forms of intertwining productive and 
reproductive labor in reorganized domesticities.25 In contrast, 
Blumer frames Atelier 5’s approach as less ambitious because, 
while the firm offered playful variants to established living 
patterns, it did not expect new ways of cohabitation to emerge 
thanks to architecture. Aware that architects always work  
within the constraints of the capitalist, increasingly profit- 
oriented building industry, Blumer proposes that, despite  
these circumstances, architects should be able to create livable 
environments if they abide by a few hypotheses, among which: 
Free space within a settlement needs to be discernable as  
common public space and ideally co-owned by the inhabitants; 



317

The inhabitants decide for themselves how individual/shared 
space is organized or transformed; Threshold-areas mediate 
between public and private; The building structure houses 
different social groups, allows for communal uses other than 
housing, and satisfies different economic ambitions.26 Even 
though both of the projects discussed in Blumer’s self-critical 
essay followed these axioms in the planning process, resulting  
in comparable if slightly different layouts, they differ in 
approach and with respect to their levels of “user participation.”

In Blumer’s view, 1960s consumer culture heavily influenced 
ideas about living and, more specifically, the representative 
character of the domestic setting. Beyond interior design  
magazines, he denounces then emerging DIY shops as players  
in an aesthetic economy of aspiration. By selling ready-to-use 
building elements, they cater to homeowners’ desire for an 
individualistic lifestyle, allowing them to transform their  
housing entities into their own small, personalized utopias.  
As Blumer muses, a fake-brick cladding glued to a “poor looking” 
architect-designed béton brut structure embodies the lower 
middle classes’ striving toward an aesthetics of higher economic 
standing—the aesthetic of the free-standing, suburban, nuclear 
family house. On the one hand critical of architects who tend  
to impose their choices of style and taste on inhabitants, Blumer 
on the other hand regrets the outcome of user-based retro- 
transformations. Being cosmetic rather than structural, the inter- 
ventions miss increasing the use-value of individual entities  
and the overall settlement. While welcoming the inhabitants’ 
engagement with their living environment, he finds a grain  
of sand in the aesthetic outcome. Nevertheless, Blumer eventually 
dismisses as naive any attempt to use architecture to control  
or guide broader efforts to emancipate society from capitalism.

Self-Portraits; Or the Symbolism  
of Idealized Individual Homeownership
A different take—involving a different scale and geographic 
focus—is found in architect and architectural historian David P. 
Handlin’s “remarks on recent approaches to town-planning”  
in his contribution “Group Portraits and Self-Portraits.”27  
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Nevertheless, we find an intersection with Blumer’s observation 
of how the social aspirations of class tie in with user-initiated 
adaptations of built structures, which Handlin compares  
to the more homogeneous town structures of precapitalist 
societies and cultures. He doubts whether settlements and 
towns can be analyzed extensively through or give real insights 
into their inhabitants’ customs and culture, since such analysis 
tends to homogenize what always is and needs to be hetero- 
geneous and diverse. Even if his preference is for a “situated” 
approach over universalist, unifying, and eventually dehuman-
izing architectural proposals—he cites Le Corbusier’s Ville 
Radieuse (1933), for example—he doubts the adequacy of  
social anthropology as a valuable tool for architectural planning 
processes. He underpins his argument by bringing up what  
he deems the shortcomings of Herbert J. Gans’s pioneering 
study in urban ethnography, The Urban Villagers.28 Gans based 
his study on an analysis of parts of a Boston community in the 
West End district where “Italian-Americans made up the largest 
group, about forty percent, but the area also had [among others] 
sizeable contingents of Jewish-, Polish-, Albanian-, Ukrainian- 
and Greek-Americans.” Gans argues that the so-called urban 
villagers’ buildings and their use were proof of an overall,  
more or less consistent design resistance to modernism.  
The inhabitants, Gans concludes, were rejecting consumer 
culture because they wished to reproduce their “rurally based 
ancestors’ living patterns.”29 If one would today denounce Gans’s 
reductive view of an Italian-American community as rurally 
marked and hence “behind” in general, at the time it was 
published Gans’s text offered a nuanced view of the community’s 
dynamics, countering the simplistic portrayals often found  
in media and popular culture.

Handlin, on the other hand, points out that Gans cut short  
the diversity within the larger group of “urban villagers”  
when he overlapped and identified the community with a 
homogenous building “style”: “There is a compelling temptation 
to claim that the community speaks with a single voice. It makes 
good rhetoric, especially if that rhetoric emphasizes the differ-
ence between ‘insiders’ and oppressive ‘outsiders.’”30 Handlin  
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is convinced that sociological “group images” do not provide  
an adequate and generalizable basis for planning. In his view, 
only an approach that assumes people primarily strive to 
express themselves rather than their membership in a collective 
would do justice to diversity and repetition. Handlin elaborates 
that even the dense and heterogenous urban population studied 
here remained committed to homeownership and individual 
expression. However, despite all the individualism in the mass, 
the houses often resembled one another like peas in a pod.  
When his text appeared in archithese, Handlin was an associate 
professor of architecture at the Harvard Graduate School  
of Design (1973–1978). In the text, he makes a culturally specific 
and ideologically marked diagnosis by stating that “the dream  
of homeownership” still broadly pervaded American households. 
He dismisses attempts at flexibilization and personalization  
of housing units (e.g., with movable wall partitions) as “accom-
modating the self-portrait in the collectivist ideal” and 
eventually amounting to nothing more than an expression  
of the childish playfulness of architectural students.31 His polemic 
hence dismisses both “group and self-portraits.” He aims to 
devalue—or at least to call into question—the contemporaneous 
architectural discourse’s emerging investigative interest in  
the shantytowns of South American cities or so-called squatter 
architecture as models for future urban development.32

Handlin draws alternative urban patterns and so-called 
spontaneous architecture into the picture not only to contextualize 
his reasoning but to distance himself from such an approach.33 
When he argues that, in American society, the mobile home 
promised, despite its utopian mobility, customized specimens 
increasingly resembling the shape of individual houses, he 
quotes from an advertisement for a mobile home producer while 
blowing a poisoned kiss at Archigram’s 1960s radical utopias.34 
One wonders whose aspirations Handlin has in mind. In his view, 
a white, American, middle-class “user”—even more so if that 
person hails from a lower stratum of society that has evaded 
stereotyping because of its diversity—would continue to idealize 
individual homeownership and build accordingly, which would 
not negatively affect the practice of community-building beyond 
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domestic borders. His criticism of group portraits as reductive 
in their aim at specificity might be justified. Rounding his 
argument off, however, he mistakes individual homeownership 
for an almost preconscious, “innate” universal aspiration  
of large parts of the society, rather than denouncing it as the 
commodity it was ideologically advertised to be by state housing 
policies and the building industry in the United States.

The notion of “self-portrait” reappears in Scott Brown’s  
analysis under changed auspices as “the physical elements  
of suburbia—the roads, houses, roofs, lawns, and front doors 
—[that] serve practical purposes such as giving access  
and shelter, but they also serve as means of self-expression  
for suburban residents.”35 That Gans’s work—although criticized 
by Handlin—informed Scott Brown’s approach may be less of  
a surprise.36 Scott Brown complemented her studies in planning 
at the Department of City Planning at the Graduate School  
of Fine Arts of the University of Pennsylvania with social sciences 
courses, among them lectures by Gans. To study the Levittown 
settlements in Philadelphia, Gans had created a classic  
participant-observer framework that allowed him to portray 
working-class and lower-middle-class life in America.37  
Scott Brown took a particular interest in his nonjudgmental 
viewpoint, or the “new objectivity” of his urban sociological 
understanding, which brought together “social life, popular 
culture, and planning.”38 Referring to Peter Smithson, she calls 
her own method an “active socioplastics.”39 In the format of  
a “letter to the editors,” Scott Brown makes clear from the 
beginning of her essay that her exhibition project Signs of Life 
targets the matter of (American) taste.40 In 1976, the French 
philosopher Pierre Bourdieu was still writing his pathbreaking, 
statistically based La distinction (Distinction, 1979)—an  
empirical, socio-anthropological analysis of class-related 
differentiation processes in the formation, performance, and 
embodiment of taste in the French middle-class bourgeois 
culture.41 Scott Brown was thus untouched by this contempo- 
raneous European push to deconstruct the category of taste  
as a symbolic system in which minute distinctions become the 
basis for social judgment. She nevertheless consciously sheds 
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light on everyday phenomena and realities and contextualizes 
her notion of “realism” in the editorial framing of her letter  
as “deriv[ed] theor[y] from specific examples and not the other 
way around.”42 With “the other way around,” she seems to 
disagree with and gesture toward contemporaneous protagonists 
who affiliated themselves with Aldo Rossi when applying a theory 
knitted around archaic, seemingly universal building types  
as “realist” on specific urban contexts instead.43 Focusing on the 
American suburb and commercial urban settings—for example, 
with a case study of the aesthetics of Levittown housing types, 
which she classifies as “Colonial,” “Jubilee,” “Levittowner,” 
“Rancher,” and “Country Clubber”—Scott Brown carves out the 
continuity and transformations of visual languages that signify 
and symbolize specific socially constructed meanings. Her 
method of iconographic analysis or “taxonomy” of the symbols  
of different housing types is empirically inductive and based  
in visual culture and vocabularies.

In her consideration and in contrast to Handlin, Scott Brown 
highlights the influence of advertisements produced by  
a housing industry seeking to plant style aspirations in the heads 
of its lower-middle-class consumers even as it reflects their 
subconscious desires and nostalgia.44 Her dissection of space  
in Signs of Life can be considered another attempt at recon-
structing vectors of agency in the built environment.

Activist Impacts—Formats of Education and Participation
If the contributions of Blumer, Handlin, and Scott Brown make 
clear that their authors were shifting attention away from an 
idealized, abstracted mechanical user figure to a socially 
constructed inhabitant with desires and aspirations raised by 
consumer culture, cultural identification processes, and social 
standing, they still did not attribute to users much agency 
vis-à-vis the built environment or their impact on its planning. 
Authors like Handlin questioned whether assuming architects 
who promoted the concepts of flexibility or mobility had collective 
needs in mind or reflected their own privileged and playful 
perspective.45 At the other end of the debate spectrum, we find 
an article by the couple Marianne Günter and Roland Günter. 



322

Married since 1963, Marianne (Janne) Günter, a pharma- 
ceutical graduate of the University of Bonn, worked during her 
secondary studies in sociology alongside her husband on  
citizens’ initiatives fighting for the preservation of approximately 
one thousand workers’ settlements in the Ruhr area.46 Their 
archithese contribution, which concerns the impact of grass-
roots movements taking on architecture and urban planning 
projects, not only summarizes past initiatives in which they had 
been involved but also shares suggestions for how to make  
an impact; for example, by filing complaints. Their activist field 
guide forgoes the DIY activism of late-1960s counterculture 
“cookbooks” that argue for abandoning urban settings altogether 
in favor of building alternative (dome) communes.47 Instead,  
the Günters cite the massive urban redevelopment projects 
throughout Europe and the United States in the late 1960s that 
turned old towns and derelict city centers into business hubs. 
While politicians and other decision-makers primarily supported 
these decisions with arguments about wanting to increase 
standards of safety and hygiene, renewal, and beautification,  
the Günters justifiably denounce such notions of “care”  
as a pretext for authorizing the clearing of cities’ unwelcome 
populations (read: low-income and/or immigrant). This  
process often went hand in hand with the displacement of 
specific demographics and the erection of massive complexes 
(e.g., the Jordaan neighborhood in Amsterdam or the destruction 
of the Bonn Südstadt quarter) to either house the offices  
or staff of increasingly international corporations; for example, 
from the pharmaceutical and chemical industries.48 The 
comforts such complexes offered to their inhabitants or to  
the neighborhood more broadly were reduced to a bare minimum 
so as to build “rationally” or more “economically.” Often the town 
planners’ and investors’ interest in “mobility” meant new 
expressways to accommodate individual traffic rather than the 
interests of all inhabitants, especially pedestrians. The authors 
see the sprouting grassroots initiatives they describe as  
a symptom not only of the malfunction of town and urban 
planning processes but of mistrust in political representatives,  
who prove to be insufficiently critical of the interests of develop-
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ers and the construction industry generally—or, worse, prove  
to be biased toward the interests of investors and building 
enterprises. In weighing the effectiveness of grassroots initia-
tives, the authors suggest the use of such proven tactics as 
involving children or other figures with whom the public can 
easily identify. However, they warn that exposure can result in 
block lists, since interest groups in cities are often intertwined, 
and targeted corporations have little to lose by sharing the 
names of opponents with third parties. Recognizing that 
marginalized individuals are already precariously situated 
and that activism would only further compound their exposure, 
the authors suggest that protagonists embrace multiplicity  
and diversity by working across groups and employing a variety 
of tactics so as to share responsibilities broadly within the 
collective. Better-earning citizens of higher social standing  
are summoned to join the efforts in a “mosaic” approach, thus 
presenting a unified front of constituents capable of putting 
pressure on policymakers.49

That denouncing processes of capitalization within the 
building industry can backfire is demonstrated by architect 
Janssen’s dismissal as a guest lecturer from ETH Zurich after  
he completed his project seminar (1971).50 The self-organized, 
bottom-up learning entity understood itself as a (Marxist) 
collective, investigating the means and conditions of production 
in architecture under capitalism. More precisely, it scrutinized 
recent building projects by the Swiss private developer  
Ernst Göhner AG and the political and economic mechanisms 
and power-related frameworks at stake. In its contribution to  
one of the first archithese issues, the so-called editorial collective 
of students from the experimental seminar looked back  
on its case study of the Göhner housing estate in Volketswil, 
Switzerland. In a later interview, Janssen pointed out that his 
motivation for the seminar lay in the observation that “architects 
do not play the central role they attribute to themselves; instead, 
they are the interpreters of developments in the construction 
industry.”51 By asking basic questions—“How does the hypothecary 
market influence city planning in Zurich? How are land prices 
and traffic planning intertwined?”—the collective geared its 
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analytical instruments toward “Göhnerswil,” a particularly 
instructive case because it involved a conglomerate. “Belonging 
to this conglomerate was a factory for prefabricated components 
for residential development and various buyers whose task it  
was to acquire land without sellers being aware that the different 
brokers were connected. Today it’s called ‘short selling.’ Göhner 
purchased these properties not as sites zoned for building but  
as agricultural land. That is a capitalist trick.”52 For allowing  
the seminar to be partly organized by the students, who even 
issued a periodical mouthpiece called Harte Zeiten (Hard times), 
Janssen came under the scrutiny of the Swiss Secret Service, 
which at the time was keenly recording all supposed communist 
activity.53 Bernhard Hoesli, dean of the architecture department 
at ETH, dismissed Janssen in spring 1971. Janssen’s replacement 
was the Italian architect Aldo Rossi. The impact of his decidedly 
different approach, theoretically focused on the continuity  
of historic forms while remaining informed by Marxist thought, 
and its contrast with Janssen’s tactics have been broadly 
discussed elsewhere.54 What, though, is the significance of 
archithese giving his seminar a platform at a moment when  
it was being torn apart and denounced in the press by the Bund 
der Schweizerischer Architekten (Federation of Swiss Architects) 
as a potentially obnoxious aftershock of May ’68?55 The commit-
ment to the contents of Janssen’s seminar reflects the critical 
approach taken in other early archithese features, such as sociol- 
ogist Eliane Perrin’s analysis of “immigrant worker housing” 
barracks, which almost killed the periodical in its infancy. Perrin’s 
article would later be followed by an entire thematic issue of 
archithese dedicated to the topic of Hochschulpolitik (higher 
education politics) and informed by a six-point questionnaire 
addressing educators as different as Alvin Boyarsky, Lucius 
Burckhardt, Kenneth Frampton, Roland Günter, and Charles 
Jencks.56 archithese was a playground to negotiate and mediate 
the different positions. It hence proved its agency as a discursive 
architectural medium.
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Project-Based 
Learning at the ETH: 
Critical Rather 
Than Technocratic

This text was written by the editorial collective of the Janssen 
Seminar at the ETH [Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in 
Zurich] and first published in the seminar’s journal Harte Zeiten  
on July 5, 1971. We offer a slightly abridged version here.

Last summer, the ETH board voted not to extend the  
teaching contracts of three visiting lecturers in the architecture 
department, with the justification that they had engaged in leftist 
agitation in their seminars. The lecturers in question were  
the sociologists Hermann Zinn, Hans-Otto Schulte, and Jörn 
Janssen; along with them, ten assistants also lost their positions.

The event made waves. Fronts formed and became 
entrenched. That has its good side: it brings up for discussion 
several of the most important open questions of the current 
situation in architecture. It also has its bad side, however:  
now, information is often replaced by doctrinaire simplifications 
—on both sides.

We have decided to reprint several texts from the contro- 
versial seminars; first, in an effort to remedy the general lack  
of information, but also because we are convinced that architec-
ture plays out not only in technical, organizational, or visual space 
but also in social and political space. To the extent one expects 
scientific analyses of given circumstances from a university,  
such studies, it seems to us, belong in their programs; to the 
extent an architecture school is expected to have a connection  
to practice, social and political practice is part of that (albeit  
not exclusively!).

These are trifles that again seem self-evident today. Perhaps 
only a few years will pass before the supreme authorities at the 
ETH, too, proudly recall that the first “critical project seminars” 
were held in the years 1970–71. The first attempt failed—not 
coincidentally, at the same time as the closing of the Institut  
de l’Environnement in Paris was decreed. But the work goes on.

 S.v.M.

The didactic model of the so-called project- 
based learning has been discussed for some 
time at many universities. This discussion is not 
limited to architecture schools. Project-based 
learning can also be carried out in other disci-
plines; for example, sociology, medicine, or law.

In the case of architecture, the discussion of 
the project-based learning derives from the 
traditional profile of the profession of the 
architect and planner. Today’s education of 
architects is still largely based on this outdated 
profile of the profession; namely, the freelance, 
independent artist-architect. He claims to 
coordinate several specialist fields. His demand 
for the self-fulfillment of his personality finds  
its limits only in the restrictions of his client’s 
financial means.

The evolution of the construction business 
now demands a new professional education  
of architects. For the construction business 
increasingly joins with the structure of other 
branches of industry and business. As a  
consequence, companies from the chemical, 
metalworking, and electronics industries,  
as well as purely financial enterprises, have 
recently become active in the traditional main-
stream construction sector. As the concentration 
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of business and capital progresses, the depen-
dence of architects and planners increases.  
They are organized only as small businesses and 
professions and therefore cannot influence this 
evolution. This makes it clear that the traditional 
profile of the profession no longer corresponds 
to reality, and hence the old concepts of educa-
tion have to be redesigned.

The need to redesign education is widely 
recognized. First, the construction business 
itself is no longer satisfied with the impractical 
education of architects and planners. The 
education’s costs seem to them too high relative 
to the material conveyed. On the other side, 
social contradictions have become increasingly 
evident, especially in urban planning. Until  
now, however, the education of architects has 
consciously ignored these contradictions.

There are two possible reactions to this 
development:

1. The technocratic university reform 
demanded by the industry and the administration. 
The goal of this reform is an education that 
satisfies the increasing planning needs of the 
industry and the administration.

2. The critical university reform demanded  
by those affected by building planning. The goal 
of this reform is the education of architects  
and planners who are conscious of their growing 
political role. Only then they can act entirely 
responsibly toward society.

Both approaches call for a stronger connec-
tion to practice, which project-based learning 
might enable. They are referring, however,  
to two different forms of project study that 
hardly overlap—apart from the call for a connec-
tion to practice, specialization, and group work. 
These overlaps cannot conceal the different 
goals of the two forms of project study.

Technocratically oriented project-based  
learning serves only to consolidate the existing 
social conditions. Social contradictions are not 
addressed, much less eliminated. The techno-
cratically educated architects serve above  
all the interests of those who invest their capital 
in the construction business.

Critically oriented project-based learning 
ought to consider the interests of the majority  
of the population. This necessarily happens 
against the interests of business and bureaucracy. 

Critically educated architects are supposed to 
reveal existing injustices and study their social 
contexts. They ought to develop solutions that 
may also lie outside the realm of architecture.  
If the problem cannot be solved by means  
of architecture, political measures can also be 
proposed—for example, the Recht auf Wohnung 
[Right to Housing] initiative—as opposed to 
trying to lower rents by reducing the floor area.

Here, then, is an example to illustrate the 
contrast between the technocratic and critical 
project-based learning:

Example of Technocratic Project-Based 
Learning

As part of a reform of the construction 
guidelines for the area around Tessinerplatz,  
the municipal council of Zurich voted in 1947  
to eliminate Venedigstrasse. Because this  
area is part of the core area, this resolution 
meant that the adjoining properties could  
be used more intensely than before. In recent 
times, these properties have all been held  
by one owner, so nothing stands in the way  
of an extensive redevelopment following  
modern principles.

1. A search for alternative proposals for  
the use of the area described (i.e., an ideas 
competition; work required: ca. two weeks).

2. Compilation of a catalog of criteria for 
selecting the optimal proposal (to be performed 
as work in groups).

3. Selection of an alternative to be refined 
collectively, after establishing a binding space 
allocation plan.

4. Individual students work out their plans  
by the end of the semester.

5. Work in small groups to find the best 
designs based on organizational/functional, 
constructional, or formal/design criteria.

6. Final presentation of the groups’  
work in the presence of several interested  
representatives (i.e., of the city planning  
office, the Rentenanstalt [Pension Company],  
and the Hatt-Haller company).

The “Critical” Alternative
In a critical project seminar, by contrast,  

such an assignment would have to look  
fundamentally different. A chair could  
not formulate it in advance or provide such  
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an exact timeline. The work would have  
to be oriented around a framing theme  
that describes a specific set of problems.  
This framing theme would have to be binding  
for several project seminars; that is, set by  
the department committee as a research task  
for several semesters.

In short, in our example it might read  
as follows: The core area of the city of Zurich 
shows discernable tendencies toward a reduc-
tion of mixed use. The growing economic 
importance of the city and the associated 
concentration of government buildings in the 
city center has further aggravated the housing 
market. In the coming semesters, Department I 
therefore intends to study both the causes  
and the effects of the phenomena associated 
with this trend. Thereafter, strategies will  
be developed that seem suited to eliminate  
the conflicts that can be observed today. All the 
project seminars shall be oriented around this 
set of problems and work on related issues  
the students select themselves. The required 
introductory courses to pursue this work—for 
example, on the construction business and 
business cycle stabilization, company organi- 
zation and calculation in the construction 
business, statistics, social psychology, sociology, 
etc.—will be established in the department  
as soon as proposals for the content of the 
project seminars are available.

The following special issues may, for example, 
be the subject matter of projects:

1. What influence do mortgage banks and 
insurance companies have on urban planning  
in Zurich?

2. What connection exists between the 
conditions of the land market in Zurich and 
transportation planning, especially subway 
planning?

3. Was the formation of the Bewohnerverein 
Venedigstrasse [Venedigstrasse Residents’ 
Association] a step toward the democratization 
of planning?

4. Must the displaced tenants of urban 
housing accept disadvantages in, for example, 
floor plan, size, fixtures, and the cost of their 
homes?

5. Is construction in the region prepared  
to produce a sufficient number of cheap apart-
ments in the required time?

6. What damages to socialization result from 
the housing shortage for lower-income groups? 
Are the office of emergency housing and the 
housing courts providing adequate remedies? 
And much more.

For a year, the now dissolved seminars have 
worked systematically toward implementing  
this sort of critical project-based learning at  
the architecture department of the ETH Zurich. 
Albeit under much more difficult conditions. 
These seminars are isolated and have to acquire 
internally, on their own, all the basic knowledge 
required.

An Example: The “Economic Criteria for 
Planning Decisions” Seminar

 This section was also written by the editorial collective  
of the seminar journal Harte Zeiten and first published in issue  
no. 6 of June 24, 1971. We offer a slightly abridged version.

The Volketswil municipality of suburban 
Zurich was chosen as a project. This municipali-
ty has in recent years—above all, “thanks”  
to the construction activities of the Ernst Göhner 
AG general contracting company—developed 
from a village into an urban-suburban communi-
ty. According to the census, it had the largest 
population increase of all the municipalities of 
the Canton of Zurich from 1960 to 1970, along-
side Greifensee, Schwerzenbach, and Fällanden. 
Housing construction in the Volketswil munici-
pality employed prefabricated elements, and  
a factory was built in the municipality itself  
for their production. The factory was built  
by the construction companies Losinger and 
Göhner (51 percent) under the name IGECO 
Volketswil. Of its production volume during  
the first five years (3,400 apartments), around  
30 percent (1,200 apartments) were built in 
Volketswil.

The fifth semester, the winter semester of 
1970–71, served almost exclusively for the 
gathering of empirical data on the developments 
of the Volketswil municipality, the Canton of 
Zurich, IGECO-Produktion, and the Göhner group.

The wealth of material that was within reach 
and soon obtained alone demonstrated the 
impossibility of conducting a so-called objective 
analysis. There were two main reasons for this:

1. For reasons of methodology and time,  
it was necessary to establish priorities for 
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collecting and organizing the material.  
Some of the available material, as well as 
potential further information, had to be  
disregarded.

2. Other available material could not  
be processed because it was not accessible.  
The owners of the information could easily  
block access to it (and did so).

That means: An “objective” analysis  
is already impossible because the owners of  
the information have no interest in an objective 
study from the opposite perspective.

The above-mentioned monopoly that certain 
information owners had on specific important 
materials occasionally forced our seminar  
to perform a kind of secret-service activity that  
is difficult to reconcile with the idea of indepen-
dent scholarly research. It did not so much 
produce new information as reassess existing, 
unfortunately inadequate information (e.g.,  
Ernst Göhner AG’s cost estimate).

During the ongoing sixth semester, students 
began to analyze and problematize the material.

The overarching theme was now made  
more precise: “The influence of the construction 
industry on building planning.” This influence 
will be described provisionally in the following 
areas:

The building production group is concerned 
with the technical process of housing production 
at Göhner. It is studying, for example, the 
question of where specific savings and improve-
ments exist in the production of concrete-slab 
elements using the IGECO process; whether  
it is not perhaps the case that, under the pretext 
of an imperative for industrialization, quite  
different objectives are being pursued. What  
do these transformed conditions of production 
mean, precisely, for the true producers of  
the apartments; namely, the Italian and Spanish 
foreign workers? What influence does the 
demand for a return on capital investment 
(increasing competition, concentration, monop-
olization) have on the extent and structure  
of housing provision and the necessary upgrade 
of infrastructure?

The site selection study group observed that 
all the larger housing developments in the Zurich 
region were always built precisely where they 
did not belong, according to the official develop-

ment plan of the regional planning authorities. 
On studying this phenomenon more closely,  
the group discovered the crucial role that  
land acquisition and the land market play  
in the housing production of a large company 
like Göhner. It therefore studied the origin  
and function of land prices and is currently 
working on various economic theories  
of ground rent.

We want to describe here in greater detail 
the work of the municipality autonomy group, 
because it played out in a way that seems 
typical of the development of project-oriented 
work in groups.

Initial studies and an interview with a  
representative from the municipal authorities 
made clear that satisfying needs had not  
been the primary planning motive, but had  
been integrated only so that the planning 
result—the built housing project—would  
be economically feasible (no exchange value 
without use value).

Consequently, the group described its  
theme as follows: It was decided to employ  
an empirical study in order to identify changes  
in the population’s income and employment 
structure as a result of the development  
of the municipality from a village to a suburb  
of the city. The municipality’s tax roll served  
as evidence to that end. Three years that  
exemplify the development of Volketswil  
were selected, and the relationships between 
income groups and professional groups  
as well as their shifts over the last seven  
years were studied.

Those and other preceding studies led to  
the following general conclusions:

1. Above all, the percentage of the upper 
middle class increased greatly in Volketswil;  
that is, the planning is for “high-income” classes.

2. Structures of democratic decision-making 
were completely steamrolled by the develop-
ment, resulting in enormous difficulties for  
the municipality, which, both in terms of  
its powers and funds, struggles to cope with  
the accrued consequences of planning by 
private companies.

These results raised a question: What role 
does democratic decision-making play in the 
planning process? That is: the group now needs 
to look at the historical development of planning 
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in this suburban region of Zurich, specifically  
the questions of which decisions were  
made where and under what conditions that  
have led to “planning results” like those  
of Volketswil; what was the legal and political 
role of the municipality in these decision- 
making structures; and, more generally,  
what political consequences did the influence  
of the construction industry have on building 
planning and the role the state plays as a  
“crisis manager”?

Such questions and problems—we have 
determined in our studies thus far—were not 
addressed at all by the responsible experts  
and usually not even recognized. And apparently 
the administration also does not want them  
to be recognized, much less solved, in the  
future by the planners and architects now being 
educated.

Perspectives for the Seventh and Eighth 
Semesters

In accordance with the goals of the project- 
based learning already formulated, in the semes-
ters to follow students will select a real planning 
task in the context of the case study that is 
suited to addressing and resolving the contra-
dictions and conflicts recognized in the analysis.

Because: Universities do not have mandates 
per se, other than in relation to society. Their 
evolution in the direction of “mass studies”  
will certainly lead to conflicts that extend 
beyond the framework of the university and  
can be observed and resolved only by society  
as a whole. That means: In our present situation 
when social relations are systematically 
concealed, the task of the university is to 
awaken critical consciousness and to actively 
contribute to solving social problems.
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Citizens’ Action Groups: 
How, Where, Why?

In the West German capital, Bonn, there  
are currently eight citizens’ actions groups:  
the Aktionsgemeinschaft Tieflage Bundesbahn 
und Fernstrassenumgehung [Railway Tunnel  
and Highway Bypass Action Association];  
the Stadtentwicklungsforum [Urban Develop-
ment Forum]; the Arbeitsgemeinschaft Bonner 
Aerzte zum Umweltschutz [Bonn Physicians for 
Environmental Protection Working Association], 
the first citizens’ action group of physicians  
in Germany; the Bürgerinitiative Südstadt 
[Südstadt Citizens’ Action Group]; the Aktion 
Nahverkehr [Local Transportation Action Group]; 
the Rote-Punkt-Komitee [Red Dot Committee]; 
the Planungsgruppe Kultur [Culture Planning 
Group]; and the Bürgerinitiative Kommunales 
Kino [Communal Cinema Citizens’ Action 
Group].

For a city with not quite 300,000 residents, 
which until not too long ago was also very 
conservative and not very lively, this number  
and balance are astonishing. In 1969, the 
Stadtentwicklungsforum citizens’ action group 
organized a federal action that managed to 
prompt the Federal Cabinet to stop the mis- 
guided planning of a government quarter. The 
citizens compelled a considerably improved 

planning procedure (the Bundesbauten Bonn 
expert colloquium in 1970, public hearings, 
discussions with planners) and the largest 
architectural competition ever in West Germany. 
Citizens’ action groups in Bonn managed, after  
a bitter, two-year campaign, to get the town 
council to repeal its decision allowing the federal 
railroad and a highway to pass via a 111-meter-
wide ground-level strip through the center of  
the cities of Bonn and Bad Godesberg. It should 
at least pass through a tunnel.

At the moment, the citizens’ action groups 
are fighting together to prevent the highway 
passing through the town centers: this is to 
prevent environmental pollution and destruction 
of cities on a catastrophic scale. Tens of thou-
sands of people were victims of abstruse “urban 
renewal efforts”: as part of the demolition  
of buildings and urban restructuring (residential 
neighborhoods into office districts), they were 
threatened with deportation to the outskirts  
of the city. Citizens’ action groups in Bonn 
managed to get an evening secondary school 
built, prevented a refuse-incineration facility  
that an insurance group wanted to build for  
its enormous offices in the center of the city,  
got the town council to modify several resolutions, 
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chased away speculators, and above all func-
tioned as an idea factory for urban planning:  
as a rule, they can demonstrate in black-and-
white that nearly all the important improvements 
in Bonn’s town planning of the past two years 
can be traced back to their motivation, political 
pressure, or effective whispering.

Bonn is just one example of a city in which 
citizens’ action groups are increasingly playing 
an important role—on the one hand, preserving 
the fabric of the city in the face of the threat  
of its destruction; on the other hand, improving 
the living environment for society as a whole.  
A citizens’ action group in Leverkusen managed 
in 1971 (in part with “help from neighbors”  
in Bonn) to prevent the planning of a large 
housing development for 16,000 residents  
in an area exposed to fumes from Bayer’s 
factories. According to an expert report, the 
project had been “planned like a medium-size 
building permit application.” This is just one  
of many examples of the extent to which our 
future environment is being determined by 
amateurish town planning. A citizens’ action 
group in Wiesbaden, largely supported by young 
socialists, saw to it that a planned transforma-
tion of an extended residential neighborhood 
into an inner-city zone was not carried out.  
Such partial successes were also enjoyed  
by citizens’ action groups in the Westend district 
of Frankfurt and the Lehel district of Munich.

Citizens’ action groups are sprouting from 
the ground not just in West Germany—they  
are in fact much older and more widespread  
in the Netherlands. For the most part, they are 
even more successful there: they have thus  
far succeeded in preventing the establishment  
of a chemical giant here, and in Amsterdam  
for twenty years they have prevented the 
threatened demolition of the large district  
of Jordaan (20,000 residents).

Citizens’ action groups were initially viewed 
by the political parties with distrust, usually  
even as competition. In the meanwhile, however, 
it has become clear that they are by no means an 
“uprising of the apolitical community gardeners” 
but rather political enterprises: often they see 
the socioeconomic conflicts of interest far more 
clearly than the professional politicians; they 
distrust the pros because they have experienced 
on many occasions how, for them, money often 

counts more than the voice and will of the 
voters. Citizens’ action groups are essentially  
an effort by those affected to act politically  
on their own initiative and thus to take democracy 
seriously. In the Federal Republic of Germany, 
this “grassroots work” has already begun  
to have an effect on the parties: many young 
members of the SPD [Sozialdemokratische 
Partei Deutschlands, or Social Democratic Party 
of Germany] and the FDP [Freie Demokratische 
Partei, or Free Democratic Party] are actively 
involved in citizens’ action groups because  
they see them as an opportunity to outmaneuver 
the party hierarchy, which is often no longer 
interested in “grassroots problems.” The pinnacle 
of recognition: Recently, the FDP and its leading 
politicians organized a forum of West German 
citizens’ action groups in Baden-Baden.

Town planning today pursues the same  
goals nearly everywhere. The trend is to make 
profits in housing construction just as in indus-
try. Conflicts of interest are growing along with 
it. Slogans such as “economic construction” 
often conceal an economy whose profits grow 
to the same extent as the living conditions  
of those affected are reduced. Housing 
construction follows the motto, “As long as 
people are surviving, it can’t be that bad.”  
Or, “Length times width times money.” Citizens’ 
action groups have the task of pointing out  
the resulting psychological and social damage  
of such planning and buildings. They should 
challenge projects that include, for example, 
housing types that reproduce the low emanci- 
pation of women.

So-called urban renewal, in particular,  
often turns out to be social warfare. In many 
cities, such mellifluous language is a guise:  
it is intended to cover up the ongoing brutal 
conquest of land in attractive locations in city 
centers where the socially disadvantaged have 
been living for centuries. This social conflict  
is disguised by such philanthropic terms  
as responsibility and welfare: keywords such  
as cleanliness, better toilet, and white facade  
are used to carry out a downright deportation  
of thousands of people to city outskirts with 
inadequately planned infrastructure. Social 
connections, friendships and neighborhoods, 
memory, and identification are all sacrificed  
to it. Those affected also pay for this isolation,  



 fig. 3  Bonn-Bad Godesberg. The FDP faction of the town council and  
the Bürgerinitiative Stadtentwicklungsforum demonstrate to residents the 
planned effect of the inner-city highway along a fifty-meter-long firewall:  
its 120-meter-wide strip would destroy the spa town of Bad Godesberg  
with noise and exhaust fumes. (Photo: Roland Günter)

 fig. 2
Bonn, Südstadt 
district. Simrock-
Strasse before  
its demolition.  
A bank headquarters 
swallows one 
hundred apartments. 
(Photo: Waldemar 
Haberey, Bonn)

 fig. 1 Bonn, Südstadt district. Urban destruction in a historical residential 
neighborhood near the center of the city. An office district is being built here.  
The citizens’ action groups are defending themselves against it.  
(Photo: Waldemar Haberey, Bonn)





 fig. 6  Amsterdam, Jordaan. Information center of the citizens’  
action group that has thus far successfully prevented the demolition  
of the district. (Photo: Roland Günter)

 fig. 5
Amsterdam, Jordaan. 
The citizens’ action 
group built this 
playground with 
parents and children: 
the Vrijheidstuin 
(Freedom Garden). 
(Photo: Roland 
Günter)

 fig. 4 Amsterdam. The satellite city Bijlmermeer for 120,000 residents  
is the bugaboo of the residents of Amsterdam who are threatened  
with being forced out of the center of the city. (Photo: Roland Günter)



 fig. 7 Munich. Renters’ radial march.  
(Photo: Dieter Hinrichs, Munich)

 fig. 8  Bonn. Protest against air pollution from  
a planned highway through Bonn’s small city center. 
Beethoven is given a breathing mask.
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as well as for longer commutes to work and 
hence a loss of free time, with rents that are two 
to three times their previous ones.

In Amsterdam, several citizens’ action  
groups are trying in various ways—even with 
their own radio station (Radio Sirene)—to 
increase awareness of this situation. The local 
bugaboo threatening demolition is the new 
120,000-person satellite city of Bijlmermeer, 
which is sometimes called Amsterdam’s  
“Märkisches Viertel.” The renewal here is not 
benefiting those affected but the investors and 
construction companies. A look at weekend 
newspapers in Germany shows that the rich  
in Berlin can transform their taxes into extensive 
property holdings and high interest rates—yet 
the residents of the Kreuzberg district who were 
subjected to forced urban renewal pay many 
times their previous rent.

Alongside misguided plans for new buildings 
and urban renewal, traffic problems are another 
important area for the work of citizens’ action 
groups. The consequences of bad transportation 
policies that benefit cars to the disadvantage  
of public transportation (hand in hand with the 
planning of extensive housing developments 
that do not allow for affordable train and bus 
lines), are noise, increased pollution from 
exhaust fumes, and, not least, a destruction  
of the city, exceeded only by the war, by broad 
strips cutting through historical old towns and 
older residential suburbs—all of this has caused 
an uprising of the residents in many places.

In Munich, they are protesting a ring road 
around the old town. The parts of it that have 
been built demonstrate that every transportation 
measure has far-reaching consequences for  
the restructuring of extended areas of the city:  
a battle over new, prestigious locations and 
residents’ displacement. This misguided  
planning is particularly grotesque because  
it does not work for transportation at all:  
the system of side streets cannot handle the 
inundation of vehicles, and the flow of traffic 
often breaks down.

Many citizens’ action groups remain un- 
successful because their members do not know 
how to organize or how and where they can  
be effective—in short, how citizens’ action 
groups are “made.” The expectations of citizens’ 
action groups are often too high in the begin-

ning—if they are not met quickly enough, their 
members become resigned. Or they do not 
know how to get information and analyze and 
evaluate it. Many simply moralize while raising 
their eyes toward heaven with baroque pathos 
or resort to petitions following a centuries-old 
custom.

Citizens’ action groups such as those  
in Amsterdam, Bonn, Frankfurt, Munich,  
and Wiesbaden succeeded because, setting 
aside their objectively outstanding work,  
they saw through the political structures and 
soberly exploited them or maneuvered with 
extraordinary skill within the sociopsychology  
of politics. A few tips on that follow.

Citizens’ action groups need people through 
whom residents can identify with the action.  
In the Lehel district of Munich, for example,  
that was a middle-aged teacher: Mr. Lichtl.  
The citizens’ action groups in the Jordaan 
district of Amsterdam gained sympathy above 
all with children. “Children are very important  
as a way of gaining the interest of families.”  
The group built its own playground and called  
it the Vrijheidstuin (Freedom Garden). The group 
owns its own café. It serves as a communication 
center where residents can get information  
but also finds the emotional factors that are  
very important for the sympathy, cohesion,  
and energy of a citizens’ action group. Other 
Dutch groups also have information centers.

Experience has shown that legal entities  
in certain forms of organization (associations 
and so on) are merely a hindrance. When  
people are not truly motivated, they do not do 
something even if they have signed the form. 
Why waste energy on month-long debates  
over statutes and changes to bylaws—usually 
Platonic problems? When membership lists 
exist, moreover, there is also a big risk of 
administrative “black lists”: One must not  
forget that every city has intertwined business 
networks. Anyone at high risk can also be  
useful in ways other than the “courage of one’s 
convictions”: with information, donations,  
and so on.

Many citizens’ action groups fail simply 
because they do not consider socioeconomic 
circumstances and expect their members  
to play roles they could fill only at the cost of 
social suicide. The citizens’ action groups in 
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Bonn had great success not least because they 
very cleverly distinguished among roles:  
information—expert knowledge—forensic 
evidence—other work. Sympathetic civil 
servants, the so-called frustration potential  
of the middle management, could participate 
because they were absolutely protected  
against risks: the information in question could 
be known only to a few people. Experts,  
who often have a complicated set of contractual 
agreements, need not expose themselves but 
can instead provide information to small groups 
in meetings: the wealth of “favorably slanted 
reports” is then analyzed.

The proponents of citizens’ action groups are 
not just those who can afford to do so because 
they are untouchable. Politics cannot be pursued 
on the basis of individual heroism.

Because in the face of the underdeveloped 
state of democracy, citizens’ action groups  
lack the opportunities to exercise their power 
formally—that is, through institutions—and  
thus informal paths must be used all the more 
intensely. Only a bundling of diverse measures 
will have an effect—isolated action will have 
no effect anywhere. They often have to be 
pursued continuously for one to two years. 
Analysis of successful actions, such as stopping 
the misguided plans to build a government 
district in Bonn, reveals a kind of mosaic  
technique: by means of partial successes  
in various areas, developments slowly changed 
in the direction that made overall success 
possible in the first place. Politics is precisely  
“a slow, powerful drilling through hard boards” 
(Max Weber).

The catalog of possible actions is extensive. 
Experience has taught that it is extraordinarily 
uncomfortable for a municipal politician,  
who also has many competitors within his  
own party, when his town meeting is taken  
over. When that happens with regularity,  
he necessarily fears for his candidacy in the 
party and in the election. What is often even 
more important than the actual risks are  
the imagined ones: in political psychology, 
fictions—for example, the possibility of  
a much-broader uprising of the people—play  
an important role. Citizens’ action groups can 
often succeed only through such wars of nerves. 
Through focused campaigns, the reelection  

of specific members can be prevented—even 
the threat of such action can be effective.

The citizens’ action group in the Jordaan 
district of Amsterdam uses the profits from  
a café to provide a modest living for nearly  
a dozen young people who function in a sense 
as urban development aid workers for the 
neighborhood. Once a week, they travel to the 
countryside with children, organize vacations  
on a farm in Friesland, facilitate swaps—every-
thing from plates to rabbits and furniture when  
a family grows. They organize transportation 
and help restore buildings. In addition, around 
forty people are active part-time. Workers in  
the trades form consulting teams to explain  
to people how to maintain the houses and 
apartments with little money but lots of self-help  
and help from neighbors, while their rent 
remains the same or increases only insignifi-
cantly. The restored buildings are symbols  
of neighborhood spirit and a successful battle 
against the resignation on which the interests  
of capital speculate in many places.

Many citizens’ action groups mediate expert 
consultation, press contacts, and “political 
channels.” Several of them also advise parties—
almost always the opposition in the municipal 
parliament. One of the most important tasks of 
citizens’ action groups is providing clear infor-
mation to the population: above all, memorable 
reminders of the consequences of planning. 
Together with the FDP faction on Bonn’s town 
council, the members of an action group painted 
the traffic system to scale on an enormous 
firewall, whose sixteen lanes of noise and 
exhaust fumes would mean the end of the spa 
town of Bad Godesberg. To protest the danger 
to the public represented by this 110-meter-
wide, city-destroying highway, a breathing mask 
was placed over the mouth of the Beethoven 
monument at Münsterplatz in Bonn. Women 
and children from a citizens’ action group in 
Bonn wore breathing masks when protesting  
in front of the town hall. A magazine made  
the protests famous across the country.  
Photomontages of a highway spider with the 
cathedral of Münster as a rest stop and the 
Beethoven at its center illustrated the specter  
of the German capital as a transportation facility. 
Newspaper campaigns with articles, interviews, 
open letters, and letters to the editor, as well  



 fig. 9
Amsterdam.  
Sign prohibiting 
demolition.  
(Photo: Roland 
Günter)

 fig. 10
Amsterdam. The 
Nieuwmarkt citizens’ 
action group had its 
own radio station for 
a time: Radio Sirene. 
(Photo: Roland 
Günter)
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as brochures and posters—many of them in 
physicians’ waiting rooms—and offprints from 
newspapers and magazines and even postcards, 
informed the public. Small exhibitions also 
appeared on fences at construction sites and  
at events.

The Aktion Maxvorstadt in Munich organized 
a radial march for renters. They brought along 
an excavator, which lifted a model of a historical 
house in its bucket. Planning simulations 
highlight collateral problems and consequences. 
They should not be too complicated for people 
to follow. Small posters in A4 format find room 
on every lamppost. The Dutch citizens’ action 
groups often have neighborhood newspapers. 
To reduce the workload and give everyone  
the feeling that it is being done not just  
by experts but by laypersons, they do not even  
try to be perfect.

The citizens’ action group in the Jordaan 
district includes filmmakers. Their films have 
been shown throughout Holland. In Berlin’s 
Märkisches Viertel, films were used with 
extraordinary success to depict the problem  
and to foster among the wider public a sense  
of solidarity with the evicted renters. A television 
film depicts the citizens’ actions groups in  
the Lehel district of Munich: Herr Lichtl sucht  
die Wahrheit [Mr. Lichtl seeks the truth]—specif-
ically, at Munich’s city hall and behind 
the scenes. Citizens’ action groups often come 
up with very catchy slogans. In Bonn, for  
one action they renamed the Amt für Stadter-
neuerung [Office of Urban Renewal] the  
“Amt für Stadtzerstörung” [Office of Urban 
Destruction]—a name that has stuck ever since.

The psychology of creating uncertainty  
that has long been practiced by many German 
citizens’ action groups with deadly seriousness 
and menacing aggressiveness has proven  
to be a misstep: it merely reinforces the existing 
fears of the people and drives them even further 
into resignation. The Dutch citizens’ action 
groups build self-confidence using emotional 
means, above all humor, and thereby create 
better psychological conditions for the people  
to take action. For example, neighborhood 
festivals played an important role in creating 
solidarity there.

Citizens’ action groups challenge the monop-
oly that the political parties have on speaking  
for the affected. They insist that everyone is the 
best expert when it comes to oneself. Citizens’ 
action groups should also make clear that urban 
planning is a political debate among different 
interests—usually between those who want 
living conditions that are as favorable as possi-
ble to their development and the interest  
of capital investment, whose benefits increase  
to the extent they can save money on the living 
environment by reducing construction costs 
(often called “rationalization”), thus increasing 
their profits. Sand is often thrown in the eyes  
of those affected: technical arguments are 
advanced to cover up the real objectives and 
conflicts of interest.

The task of citizens’ action groups is to study 
the principles and methods of planning and 
reports for unspoken or taboo assumptions and 
to uncover the role of experts who allow them-
selves to be misused by posing as priests while 
blessing favorably slanted reports.

The points of attack are: poor underlying 
data, methodological inadequacies, isolated 
perspectives on the problems, lack of complexity, 
speculative theses, linear projections, pseudo- 
alternatives, logical errors, descriptions  
of historical and hence changeable states  
of affairs as inalterable norms, lack of dialectical 
analysis, assumed risks with a low degree  
of probability, and self-imposed situational 
constraints.

Citizens’ action groups can succeed in many 
ways: they contribute to building awareness  
of consequential conflicts in society; they help  
to overcome resignation and increase the 
self-confidence of the public; they make clear 
that individuals are not simply pursuing their 
own interests (as they are often led to believe) 
but a common interest that is best achieved  
by working in groups; they show that planning  
is not an inescapable fate but can in part be 
shaped; they make clear that conflicts usually 
result not from the ill will, ignorance, or stupidity 
of other people but from different economic  
and social interests in which the stronger  
take advantage of the bad position of those  
who are weaker.
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Group Portraits  
and Self Portraits
Some Remarks on Recent  
Approaches to Town-Planning

Until about ten years ago most architects  
and planners believed that it was both possible 
and desirable to formulate a single concept of 
urban development that could be applied every- 
where and for everyone. They chose general 
names like La Ville Radieuse or Broadacre City  
to indicate the universality of their concepts,  
and they did not hesitate, if given the opportunity, 
to build projects in countries that had unfamiliar 
cultures.

A new generation has reacted against this 
notion. They rely on cultural anthropologists  
and sociologists to tell them something about 
the life patterns of the people for whom they  
are building. This concern is present not  
just when designing for a distant culture; 
architects and planners often feel estranged 
from sections of their own country, or even their 
own city.

As an antidote to this condition, the idea that 
populations are made up of enclaves or groups 
that have their own cultures and, therefore, 
particular requirements in their built environ-
ments has seemed especially attractive.1 Some 
architects and planners have found it sensible 
not to devise an ideal and uniform pattern at, 
for instance, an urban scale, but instead to think 

of the city as a set of separate “urban villages,” 
each with its own sub-culture and architecture. 
This view has had a particular relevance in  
the United States, which has been described  
as “a nation of nations.” Because Americans 
come from so many different backgrounds,  
it would seem appropriate, at least at first 
glance, to adopt a pluralistic approach to 
physical design and planning.

I have used the term “urban village”  
deliberately, because one way to understand 
whether there is any substance in these ideas  
is to examine an important work of sociology 
which has this phrase in its title.2 In the late 
1950s, when Herbert Gans did his research for 
The Urban Villagers, the West End—an area of 
7000 inhabitants near downtown Boston—was 
scheduled to be torn down for urban renewal.  
To most superficial observers the West End 
seemed a slum, but Gans did not think so.  
If he could show that the West Enders had  
a culture that was different from that of most 
other Americans, but in its own way healthy  
and stable, it would be possible not only to 
correct the impression that the area was a slum, 
but also to indicate a set of criteria that could  
be used in future planning for the area.
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 fig. 1 An early illustration showing urban “chaos.” The urban renewal 
programs of the 1950s were the culmination of these early studies.

 fig. 2 Crowded housing conditions, 
photograph ca. 1860.
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The bulk of The Urban Villagers focused on 
what Gans called the West End’s peer group 
society, a close-knit set of people who seemed 
to reject the values of “middle-class” America. 
In fact, Gans found that West Enders treated 
the representatives of this “outside world,” 
whether doctors, social workers, politicians, 
librarians, or teachers, with suspicion and 
hostility. Even consumer goods and the mass 
media were only partially accepted in this 
recreation of a village society in an urban area.3 
Gans, therefore, treated the West End as if it 
were uniform and unchanging. The only danger 
to the stability of the pattern of life there came 
from the incursions of outsiders. Of all possible 
perils, urban renewal, of course, was the  
most formidable.

Gans presented a wealth of information  
in The Urban Villagers, but it is still debatable 
whether his description was an adequate group 
portrait of the inhabitants of the West End.  
In composing such a portrait it was important  
to establish who, in fact, “the West Enders” 
were. Gans is a conscientious sociologist,  
so at the beginning of The Urban Villagers he 
had to come to terms with the fact that the 
West End was not at all homogeneous. Italian- 
Americans made up the largest group, about 
forty per cent, but the area also had sizable 
contingents of Jewish-, Polish-, Albanian-, 
Ukrainian- and Greek-Americans. To complicate 
matters even further, the West End contained 
other categories of inhabitants, which Gans 
listed as: pathological households, middle-class 
professionals and students, artists and bohemians, 
and staff from a nearby hospital.4

Faced with such a bewildering heterogeneity, 
Gans chose to write about the Italian -Americans 
in the West End, but his task became still more 
complicated because there were important 
distinctions even among these people. Gans 
acknowledged that Sicilian-Americans differed 
from Italian-Americans and also that, if “class” 
was defined by income and education, there 
was a broad spectrum within the group that  
he had decided to analyze. Nevertheless,  
Gans ignored these differences, partly because,  
in the case of Sicilian- and Italian-American 
traits, they were “not visible to the non-Italian 
observer,” but mainly because he thought that 
“the major criteria for ranking, differentiating, 

and establishing compatibility are ingroup 
loyalty and conformity to established standards 
of personal behavior.”5

Using these criteria Gans outlined four 
categories of Italian-Americans: “routine-seekers”  
who wanted a stable way of life, “action  seekers” 
who tended to live more for the moment, the 
“maladapted” who were entirely unable  
to control their behavior because of alcoholism  
or other problems, and the “middle class 
mobiles” who were striving to better them-
selves. Of these four groups Gans concentrated 
most of his analysis on the routine-seekers, 
because they were the people who seemed  
to reject the “middle-class values” that urban 
renewal was supposed to promote.6

Gans disposed of these ticklish questions 
about the composition of the West End in  
the introduction to The Urban Villagers. Once  
he had dealt with this definitional problem,  
he rarely mentioned the West End’s hetero- 
genous composition again. In fact, a reader  
who skips the introduction might easily think 
that Gans was discussing the entire community.  
A telling transformation in terminology  
helped establish this impression. After the 
introductory chapter, Gans only infrequently 
used the cumbersome, but accurate, term 
“routine-seeking Italian-American.” Instead  
he referred to the people he was describing  
as “the West Enders.”

The continuing use of this term not only 
contradicted what had been discussed in the 
introduction and, therefore, was misleading 
about the composition of the group portrait,  
but it also reflected upon the accuracy of Gans’ 
description of the routine-seeking Italian- 
Americans. If the West End had been homo- 
geneous, then it would have been proper  
to discuss only the contacts that the area’s 
inhabitants had with outsiders. Since it was not, 
however, Gans should have told how the 
routine-seeking Italian-Americans interacted 
with other West Enders. Surely such contacts 
—whether at school, at work, in play, or casually 
in stores and on the streets—must have  
existed in such a small area.7

How they occurred would perhaps have re- 
vealed something significant about the routine-
seeking Italian-American’s self-definition and, 
therefore, his attitude toward social mobility and 
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residence in the West End. By ignoring these 
matters Gans presented an incomplete portrait 
of his subjects, so one should be skeptical about 
his conclusions. It is significant, for instance, 
that although he frequently mentioned the 
routine-seeking Italian-American’s fear of 
suburbia, he never confronted the fact that the 
population of the area had declined from 18,500 
in 1920 to 7,000 in 1957. A few demographic 
statistics about length of residence and change 
of occupation would have clarified many  
questions about mobility, but Gans never took 
the trouble to find them.

There are two lessons to be learned from 
these contradictions and inconsistencies in  
The Urban Villagers. First of all, if a competent 
sociologist like Herbert Gans has so much 
difficulty in composing an adequate group 
portrait of the inhabitants of an area like the 
West End, then it is doubtful that architects and 
planners will be more successful in trying to 
establish a cultural or sociological basis for their 
designs.8 More importantly, the inability to come 
to terms with the composition of the West End 
illustrates the inevitable pitfalls of the notion  
that a community is uniform and unchanging.

There is a compelling temptation to claim that 
“the community” speaks with a single voice.  
It makes good rhetoric, especially if that rhetoric 
emphasizes the differences between “insiders” 
and oppressive “outsiders.” Besides, the uniform 
and unchanging community is methodologically 
neat. It would certainly be more complicated,  
if not impossible, to formulate a renewal plan  
or even a lay-out for a block of apartments,  
if several cultural patterns or interests had to  
be accommodated in a physical design.

Unfortunately, in the United States there are 
very few homogeneous communities in which, 
no matter what the issue, there is a clear-cut 
distinction between insider and outsider. Those 
who have tried to organize communities, for 
whatever purpose, have generally been unsuc-
cessful, if they have not recognized this fact  
and learned how to deal with it.9 To continue to 
believe the myth of the uniform and unchanging 
community has most often led to disillusionment 
and frustration. In the late 1960’s this was a 
common syndrome in the United States.

The current interest in the personalization  
of housing can partly be explained as an attempt 

to fill the vacuum of social concern that was  
left by the gradual realization that community 
feeling, especially in the depressed areas  
of American cities, could not be crystallized  
and used as an input for design. In other words, 
if it is not possible to design buildings or  
reconstruct neighborhoods from the information 
provided by group portraits, then perhaps,  
as an alternative, individuals or families can 
compose self-portraits by making an imprint  
on the place in which they live.

There are many complicated issues in this 
proposition, but, if the personalization of housing 
is truly an issue, it must first be discussed  
in terms of home ownership. “The joy of home 
possession,” a sentimental, but nevertheless 
telling, nineteenth century phrase, is still the 
dream of most American households and the 
means by which they can best feel an attachment  
to their everyday environments. This is the 
context in which the issue of personalization  
has generally been discussed. But this connection 
is now only infrequently made, because the 
embarrassing fact is that till recently most  
of those who disparaged home ownership also 
favored an architecture that denigrated any 
manifestation of “personality.”

The classic critique of home ownership was 
made by F. Engels in his pamphlet The Housing 
Question. Engels thought that a desire for 
possession, whether for land or for housing was 
an atavism. He encouraged workers to flock  
to large cities, where, unencumbered by their 
age-old bonds to the land, they would form  
a revolutionary group and produce a new social 
order. Housing reformers were among the 
enemies of this idea. Engels attacked them 
because the inexpensive homes they favored 
tied workers down with heavy mortgages, 
reduced their mobility, and, therefore, made  
it risky for them to strike against their employer. 
This was the case in America where—Engels 
learned from Eleanor Marx-Aveling, Karl Marx’s 
daughter—“miserable wooden huts” with heavy 
mortgages were being erected for workers  
on the outskirts of large cities.10

Engels did not discuss what housing would 
be like after the dramatic transformation he 
anticipated.11 But some American critics in the 
1930’s had specific ideas about this matter.12  
It would be too lengthy to characterize all the 



 fig. 3 Cartoon from an “Own Your Own Home” 
campaign, 1920s.

 fig. 4
The ideal American 
home, as viewed 
around 1930.



  fig. 6  Self-built house, Beverley, Massachusetts.

 fig. 5 Squatter settlements in Lima, Peru.



  fig. 8  Mobile home’s image of 
stability and permanence.

 fig. 7 Archigram’s image of mobility and flexibility.
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points of view that were involved in the debate 
that resulted in the formulation of a national 
housing policy in the United States in the late 
1920’s and 1930’s. But at that time many 
architects, planners, and social commentators 
analyzed the housing question in terms that 
were similar to those that Engels had used.  
As an alternative to the system then operating 
in America, they envisioned a “collectivist” 
society that would combine socialist ideals and 
the spirit of an American agrarian tradition.13

This transformation would be accompanied 
by the evolution of a new individual who would 
not be interested in selfish matters.14 Land  
and buildings in this society would, therefore,  
be held in common, and houses would not have 
any of the quirks of “personality” that character-
ized the homes then common in America.15  
In arrangement they would be “mass,” not 
detached, and in appearance they would be 
“objective.”16 The first projects of the Public 
Housing Administration, the same kind of 
buildings that are now called bleak and dehu-
manizing, were admired as examples of this 
“Objective” architecture.17

In its own way this was a coherent vision,  
but few people liked it. In Modern Times,  
the quintessential statement of the 1930’s, 
Charlie Chaplin’s domestic ideal was a simple 
suburban house, and so it has been ever since. 
Whether this is wise from a financial point  
of view is still not clear. Not much is known 
about mortgage foreclosures in the United 
States, although the little evidence that has  
been uncovered does show that the loss  
of a home by foreclosure has not been  
a frequent occurrence.18 Similarly, there has 
been a continuous, and unresolved debate  
about whether home ownership is advanta- 
geous as an investment.19 Nevertheless,  
there can be little question that home ownership  
is immensely popular in the United States.  
A better arrangement may be possible  
in some undisclosed future, but most people  
have wanted a home of their own in the here  
and now.

Despite its overwhelming popularity, many 
American architects still will not acknowledge 
the validity of home ownership and the subur-
ban house. Instead they have devised a number 
of methods of accommodating the self-portrait 

in the collectivist ideal. Some believe that  
it is possible, for instance, to personalize what 
used to be considered “mass” and “objective” 
housing. It is not clear, however, that “people,” 
whoever they are, truly desire such personaliza-
tion. One should be skeptical of the universal 
applicability of such an idea when it is put forth 
mainly by architects, especially architectural 
students, who generally are known to enjoy 
such activities as taking out wall partitions  
and building furniture. It can also be argued  
that spatial flexibility, which is often considered 
a requisite for personalization, is bought at  
a great price. Movable partitions transmit sound 
easily and, because they cannot carry pipes and 
conduits, create house planning difficulties that 
may negate the advantages that such devices 
are intended to offer. Architects are becoming 
more familiar with these matters.20 If such 
devices make living in anonymous buildings 
more palatable, then they should be encouraged. 
Nevertheless, I think most families would  
still prefer a home of their own and will always 
consider such attempts at personalization  
as substitutes for the ultimate state of home 
ownership.

This is the context in which the fascination 
with the compelling image of the self-built South 
American shanty town must be seen. At the  
end of After the Planners, a broad critique of city 
planning and architecture in the United States, 
Robert Goodman points to such squatter 
settlements as hinting at “a more spontaneous, 
less bourgeoise, ’aesthetic’ environment.”21 
These images, especially when photographed, 
may have a kind of visual complexity that 
appeals to an architect who is repelled by other 
kinds of “mass” housing, but I think few people 
in the United States would choose to live in such 
places, if given the possibility of owning their 
own home. Most self-built houses in the United 
States have been erected not so that their 
inhabitants can escape bourgeois repression, 
but instead, so that they can achieve the status 
of home owner.22 The uniform texture of a squat-
ter settlement may suggest a “people’s” 
architecture, but in the United States the image 
of the suburban house still fulfills this purpose.

A similar point can be made about mobile 
homes. Many architects have seen these houses 
as part of a new world of anti-materialistic 
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impermanency. The portability of these houses 
conjures up visions of a disposable architecture 
which would be part of a cultural or even a 
spiritual awakening.23 But anyone who has  
read the literature put out by the mobile home 
industry or has visited a park of these houses 
knows that such a concept of flexibility or 
impermanency is exactly the opposite of what 
the purchaser of a mobile home wants.24 Most 
Americans choose this kind of house because  
it is now the easiest way to live in that circum-
stance which approximates what they consider 
ideal. Consequently, mobile homes are styled, 
both by the manufacturer and later the purchaser, 
to look as much like the personal, detached 
house as possible.

Undoubtedly many former residents  
of the West End have now achieved a kind  
of self-portrait in a detached house, whether  
it is conventionally built or a mobile home.25  
By moving to the suburbs they have not shed  
all social pathologies, as many architects and 
planners in earlier decades predicted they 
would. But, by the same token, just because 
they live in individual houses does not mean  
that they have lost all group affiliation. Americans 
have a long tradition of participation in a broad 
array of voluntary organizations, and there is  
no sign that this activity is abating. One might 
even be able to find evidence of specific group 
affiliations in the way that particular Americans 
choose their individual homes.
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Atelier 5:  
1955–1975
Experiments  
in Communal Living

That form reflects contents seems self-evident 
to us. And that contents should result in special 
forms is a postulate well-known and almost 
venerable in architecture. It is much the same 
with the statement that the form of a settlement 
reflects a certain form of society or class of 
society. The proof of that is easy to offer and can 
also be extensively illustrated. One need think 
only of the villa neighborhoods and working-class 
housing developments of the nineteenth century 
or of medieval forms of buildings and cities and 
the associated feudal society of estates. A con- 
gruence between the nature of a settlement and 
its social content can thus be noted.

On closer inspection, however, deviations are 
revealed in specific cases. The social content  
of cities surely influenced their form, but the 
forms of the past have also continued to be used 
for new social contents. We must even recognize 
that explicit alternative proposals for a social 
order have adopted a traditional form of expres-
sion for their habitat. The congruence between 
the form and the social content is thus not 
always absolute. Such reflections are important 
today in the practical debates over housing 
development. They helped clarify the efforts  
of Atelier 5 in this area.

One of the tasks given to the architect,  
and in which he can develop and expand his 
ability as an architect, is the design of housing 
developments. To conceive an inhabitable 
structure that allows one to live well. The task  
he sets himself is to answer the question  
of “well-being.” He can do so only if he sets  
out from hypotheses that he must often formu-
late as assertions, since they are not always 
supported by the existing social reality. If we 
consider, for instance, the professional situation 
of the medieval carpenter or master builder and 
his relationship to the form of his own work,  
the parallel phenomenon for us today is not  
the so-called good architect but, say, the 
“National Association of Home Builders” in  
the United States, Haus und Herd [Home and 
Hearth] in Switzerland, and similar phenomena. 
That is, somebody who is in tune with their 
work, with widely accepted social behavior  
and the associated ideas of taste, form, and 
organization. The “medieval carpenter” today 
would help shape an image of the housing 
development centered on the individual as a 
mobile, interchangeable, transforming, but also 
isolated element. Single-family housing develop-
ments, disjointed apartment blocks, shopping 
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 fig. 1  Atelier 5: Thalmatt housing development in Stuckishaus, Bern. Opening celebration in August 1974, 
with “newcomers” from the adjacent Halen housing development.







 fig. 4  Detail of a single home in the  
Thalmatt housing development.

 figs. 2–3 Thalmatt housing development: overviews.
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centers, all accurately combined and not inter-
fering with one another (they did nothing to  
him, so nothing good either, it says in Andorra 
by M. Frisch)—that is just as natural an expres-
sion today as the craftsmen’s alleys, with their 
houses from a bygone era, that we would now 
describe as picturesque. Well, why not draw  
the consequences from that, why not continue 
on that road? The results are known today: 
Venturi & Rauch and their rather grotesque  
and often nightmarish “capitalist realism”  
or the quarter-acre isolation of the Levittowns 
with their organized communities.

A sense of discontent is clearly evident here. 
And some might claim that the common forms  
of settlement that become manifest today 
correspond to the social situation but do not 
satisfy their residents’ real needs. Or, amounting 
to the same thing: the manifest form of the 
environment reflects the inadequacy of the social 
form and hence the necessity of new efforts and 
new environments. This opens up different paths. 
One could seek new forms of living together  
(the rules and the people) and create new places 
for them. That was and is being done (Fourier, 
Owen, communal houses, etc.). But one could 
also create new environments not in anticipation 
that doing so will necessarily result in changes  
in social behavior, but in the hope that the 
possibilities for different behavior may be seized 
at least in part. That is the work of Atelier 5: 
model approaches and practical experience.

It is now often argued that the complexity of 
an environment depends on the funds available 
to realize it. That means a connection exists 
between effective buildings and the social class 
able to use them. That is surely correct. One 
might conclude from this that it would be futile 
to solve the needs of housing with differentiated 
forms that only a select class is able to afford. It 
is, however, easy to show that the economic 
framework is a function of the broader social 
behavior, and that even within market-based, 
capitalist societies the variations are very large, 
so that economic parameters cannot be abso-
lutely decisive for the demonstration of the 
“structure in which one feels comfortable.”  
One need think only of the council housing  
in Great Britain in comparison to the vertical 
ghettos in the United States or even the suburbs 
of Paris or Milan. Here, too, lies the approach  

of the work of Atelier 5; that is, demonstration 
objects that can have a relationship to class  
but whose possible effects are intended to go 
beyond that.

… Coming up with a structure in which  
to live well … That was the starting point.  
The question of well-being can be answered 
only when the initial hypotheses are established. 
They cannot be found in “universal popular 
opinion.” But neither can one (at least not in  
our present situation) assume a new social 
behavior. The initial hypotheses must be formu-
lated such that conflicts and oppositions among 
the residents (concerning community behavior, 
taste, personal expression, etc.) can continue  
to exist but within the framework of an environ-
ment in which these conflicts can, if necessary, 
also be resolved. This means that the main  
task to set yourself is not to create an environ-
ment from which a better community ecessarily 
results, or to propose an environment for  
a better form of society, but rather to create  
the means for satisfying basic needs. By doing 
so, one tries to stimulate a higher degree of 
commonality without this existing among the 
residents in advance. In that sense, they are 
subjectively developed guides and efforts  
to promote change.

The basis for this work is a series of hypo- 
theses justified by observations and experiences. 
We assume:
—  that a housing development is more than the 

sum of the parts from which it is assembled; 
that means, that the individual elements form 
a new, common unit that can be spatially 
experienced; we postulate a designed, public 
exterior space that can be used as intensively 
and simply as the individual housing units 
themselves;

—  that the individual housing units are success-
fully screened off for privacy and that they 
can also be individually organized and 
transformed;

—  that semipublic threshold spaces are created 
between the housing elements and the 
public outdoor spaces, permitting gradual 
participation in the public sphere;

—  that various housing possibilities for various 
needs within the same development and the 
same building structure should be available, 
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a maximum possible number of communal 
functions offered, and uses other than 
housing be possible;

—  that there be shared responsibility for public 
spaces and common elements (e.g., shared 
ownership);

— that different economic ambitions and 
opportunities may be satisfied within  
the same building structure.

It goes without saying that of the standards 
outlined here, as well as those deriving from  
the points above, not all can be achieved or 
aimed at with the same intensity in all cases. 
Two examples will demonstrate how the basic 
concept realized at the Halen housing develop-
ment has been furthered:
— Thalmatt housing development, where  

the design of the individual elements was 
rigorously sustained in the overall context  
of the building structure.

— Werther housing development, social housing 
construction in Westphalia, Federal Republic 
of Germany, where the discrepancy between 
residents’ aspirations and the produced 
environment led to a transformation of  
the latter.

Thalmatt Housing Development
The Thalmatt housing development began  

as an experiment after completing the Halen 
development. At the time, having just built Halen 
as a development of basically two standard 
types, we asked ourselves whether it would  
be possible to create, on the one hand, a clearly 
articulated and cohesive public outdoor space 
and, on the other hand, differentiated housing 
units adapted to the various needs of individual 
clients. Or, expressed romantically: Can one 
create a new environment as coherent and 
organic as those we know from Mediterranean 
cities? (The Mediterranean city is a matter  
of taste here; one could also take another 
coherent form of settlement as the initial basis.) 
The answer would at first surely be: No.

The coherent settlements of the past are  
the result of many individual acts of building 
over an extended period and a consequence  
of repeated changes. Moreover, they were the 
expression of a clearly ordered social structure 
that was expressed in a regulated use of forms 
and materials. Today, the architect determines 

the expression, and so a development is often 
more a picture of the architect’s aesthetic taste 
than an expression of the fundamental needs  
of the residents.

Despite all these concerns, we continued  
to pursue the initial idea. The main argument  
for doing so was rooted in the observation that 
the most differentiated housing forms, which 
address somewhat more directly the needs of 
the client, are built as freestanding, single-family 
homes. They have no context and can therefore 
lack common public outdoor space, which in 
our view is an essential element for any living 
situation. The artificiality of a highly differentiated 
environment produced all at once seemed to  
us the lesser evil.

So as not to get lost from the outset in 
arbitrary and pretentious planning, we formulated 
a few principles:
a)  The coherence of the housing development 

should not be achieved by any refined 
composition of building volumes but rather 
by establishing a basic architectural and 
organizational structure. For that reason,  
we consistently chose a terraced housing 
scheme that could be adapted to the various 
needs of the clients (distance between 
supports, finished floors, interior organiza-
tion, etc.).

b)  To handle the technical, organizational,  
and construction problems of the building 
process (all of the houses were built at the 
same time, after all), we dispensed with  
any overlapping of units. Every unit stands  
on its own land.

c)  The scale of the outdoor spaces of a housing 
development cannot be reconciled with  
the scale of motor vehicles. The housing 
development was planned as a pure pedes- 
trian zone. 
The development consists of two rows of 

houses with a public space between them.  
All of the houses are accessed from this public 
area. The houses are arranged such that the 
upper row can see over the lower one. That 
means the lower row had to be limited to  
two stories. The size of the house, its fittings,  
its interior organization, and so on, were deter-
mined by the residents’ needs.

Such a procedure was possible only because 
fifteen of eighteen clients were known in advance. 



 fig. 5 Atelier 5 with Niklaus Morgenthaler, Architekten: Wertherberg development, near Münster, Westphalia; 
1966–68. View of the inner courtyard.



 fig. 6 Wertherberg housing development:  
site plan and section.



 fig. 7 Wertherberg housing development:  
yard with greenery.

 fig. 8
Typical “arcade”  
with entrances  
to the units.



 figs. 9–10  Wertherberg housing development: after “conversions” by the residents.
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The organization of owners was dealt with in  
a way similar to Halen. That is, private lots and 
shared ownership. The common facilities are  
very modest. The focus is on the individual unit. 
The housing development is only now beginning 
to be occupied.

Wertherberg—Several Years Later
Difficulties with Resident Participation in 
Construction

In the field of architecture, the philosopher’s 
stone that is discovered anew at regular intervals 
every few years, for some time now lies where 
there is talk of mobility, interchangeability,  
and resident participation in the design of the 
environment. A good place without a doubt. 
Especially when seen from our everyday posi-
tion, which is defined by a mostly boring, 
uniformly arranged built environment. We find 
some architecture, at best, but often it is merely 
a manifestation of the architect’s own vanity.  
Let people design their surroundings themselves, 
then. There surely would be much enthusiasm 
for it. Yet what design might mean in those 
instances where it is being discussed is not 
necessarily clear. Does design entail randomly 
moving partitions within residential space,  
or assembling an individual combination from  
a predefined modular construction kit, or 
designing one’s own apartment inside and out 
as much as possible using individual means, 
with whatever one finds “on the market”?  
This question is certainly difficult to answer,  
and it is just as difficult to find examples  
in recent architecture where “participation”  
was desired or happened against the intention  
of the architects. One example is Wertherberg, 
the housing development that Atelier 5 planned 
and realized there.

Four years later, Wertherberg looks different. 
Its overall character was fundamentally  
modified by the current residents. The rooms 
and elements within each house were changed  
or designed individually from the outset;  
the front yards facing the courtyard were 
changed and modified, as were the entrances 
and the outer skin of the front buildings.  
What was not changed was the cubic and 
functional organization of the housing develop-
ment. In general, people are satisfied with  
the organization of the buildings and overall 

scheme. They are not satisfied with the face  
of the buildings: outward appearance, materials, 
entrances, and so on.

“It would also work another way, but it  
works like this too.” We had not reckoned  
with “Wertherberg today,” but the possibility  
of change had been planned into it. From the 
outset, residents were free to install their 
kitchens as they wished. The internal partition 
walls of the apartments are constructed of wood 
and can be easily moved. The external compo-
nents were conceived as a frame construction 
with cement-board infills, allowing a simple 
replacement of the infill panels (partition walls, 
entrances, etc.). Finally, the architects did  
not want to issue any rules concerning changes 
to the outer form of the buildings.

The project was completed. A highly differen-
tiated form of very lavish spatial design. In its 
overall disposition, it is a scheme in which  
the privacy of the individual housing unit is 
highly protected while at the same time being 
defined by a spatially clearly defined common 
outdoor space. Single-family homes that together 
form a larger whole. But they are single-family 
homes that lack some of the common character-
istics of single-family homes. The present 
residents were involved in the planning of the 
development and could react to the architects’ 
proposals. But costs had to be cut. It had  
to be simplified. The architects pursued that line 
rigorously and quite provocatively. But as the 
development was finished, the residents failed 
to identify with it, and they were unwilling  
to get to know and learn to use the unfamiliar. 
The concrete was perceived as ugly, the garden 
walls as shabby, and the entrances to the 
houses as not on the level of the single-family 
home. A front garden—the calling card,  
the place of the manicured lawn, the playground  
of garden gnomes—was lacking.

The front buildings facing the square  
were modified. Glass walls were installed in  
the covered seating areas, open sections were 
covered, furniture and hangings placed  
in the terraces. Always lovingly, sometimes 
attractively, often tritely and tastelessly.

The entrances were changed. The cement 
boards were removed and replaced by open-
work grilles, brickwork, or highly polished wood 
panels with front doors and facade lighting,  
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as suits a single-family home. The materials  
are clinker, wood paneling, tinted and clear 
glass bricks, corrugated plastic, and so on—
everything one usually finds in the “catalog”  
and that suits the ordinary image of the 
single-family home.

The concrete was changed. Canopies were 
painted, and in a considerable section of the 
development the concrete structure of the 
terraces above the square was pasted over with 
gray cardboard to simulate masonry construction.

The Wertherberg housing development looks 
different. One could say: individualization  
and differentiation by the owners. Or one  
could say: an orgy of kitsch and tastelessness.  
Both statements, however, apply only to the 
surface. Wertherberg as a structured residential 
environment, as a complex organization of 
community and privacy, is experienced just  
as much today as it was just after its completion. 
The concept of this form of housing had and  
has the same advantages and disadvantages. 
What has changed is the look of the individual 
“participants” in this enterprise. Or one  
could also say: only now has this look taken 
shape. And this look does not necessarily  
wish to please.

The residents are beginning to design their 
surroundings. No one is entitled to complain 
about it. Only the nature of the change is 
alarming. It is not about increasing the use value 
of the grounds, improving the public space by 
adding new functional elements, or extending 
one’s own living situation (though there are 
attempts to do that); rather, it is concerned  
with “makeup,” with a new facial cream and 
wig. And the mirror in which the individual 
applies that makeup reflects aspirations to a 
higher social status and indicates the elements 
that are associated with that status. That which 
is thought to identify the housing of the “better 
off” is pasted onto one’s own house in miniatur-
ized (and cheaper) form. Concrete is ugly. 
Exposed brick is more appealing. Accepting a 
new, unusual housing situation, using it, making 
use of its advantages, and supplementing it—
that work could not be done in Wertherberg.  
It became important to the owners that they 
bring in and bring into their development those 
values with which they could identify—values 

that are offered from the television to the 
magazine, from Schöner Wohnen [Beautiful 
living] to the mail-order catalog. Such offerings 
leave little room to reflect one’s own, real needs.

The architect is rather helpless in the face  
of these social phenomena. He can be satisfied 
that he planned the possibility of change into  
his building. He can either watch the further 
development as a bystander or try to control it. 
Formulating surroundings from a lofty vantage 
point and declaring their form sacrosanct—that 
is, set in stone for the residents—is, however, 
not very intelligent, to say nothing of the  
arrogance of such an attitude. It holds out 
another example with the ambition of orienting 
oneself around it; that is, to strive for it without 
thinking. That encourages a mechanism  
similar to the one that now compels people  
to emulate unthinkingly a status that is held out 
as an example and all its corresponding insignia.

Getting beyond that and becoming aware  
of real needs is, however, a process of emanci-
pation that can be achieved only within the 
larger social framework. To expect salvation 
from architecture would be naive.

The architect’s task of designing the 
surroundings and planning and building new, 
current housing forms remains. In the interaction 
between a new housing situation and the 
aspirations of the resident, our environment 
changes. In this process, architecture often 
strains to put cladding on carefully formed 
surroundings. The use of a new, properly 
conceived housing form, however, may be able 
to change the picture of what is perceived as 
surroundings worth striving for. A new model  
is held out on which one can later fall back  
as a familiar and hence “more acceptable” 
example. From this perspective, the outward 
changes in Wertherberg are a “normal” 
phenomenon. The people engaged with their 
surroundings. That is heartening and no reason 
to pull one’s hair out. Or, if so, only as an 
“architect” whose work was an effort to form 
surroundings that are intelligently organized, 
offer a wealth of uses, and whose forms  
and materials interact coherently with the 
whole. That is what really makes one want  
to weep about the many useless cosmetics  
in Wertherberg.
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Signs of Life
Symbols in the American City

Letter to the Editors

Asked to contribute to the realism issue  
of “archithese,” I am sending photographs of 
panels we created for our current exhibition, 
“Signs of Life: Symbols in the American City,”  
for the Smithsonian Institution. The exhibition  
is a critical documentation of American taste.

As this makes clear, we are studying the 
urban environment as we find it; we are trying  
to understand its symbols in order to establish  
a point of departure for our own work. You might 
say that our concept of “reality” is an empirical 
one, founded more on sociological and architec-
tural perception than on philosophical trains of 
thought. We are, in a sense, simple sociologists 

who gain insights from observing behavior  
and taste and combine them with observation  
of the environment we as architects make. 
Peter Smithson once called this attitude  
“active socioplastics.”

We share an interest in the concept of  
“realism,” but we approach it from our own, 
pragmatic standpoint. That means that we try  
to form our ideas about architectural reality  
by induction: by deriving theories from specific 
examples and not the other way around.  
We do not believe our path is the only one or  
the only right one to approach the problem; 
rather, it supplements the theoretical approaches 
that many of our European colleagues have 
chosen.          D.S.B.

Author:

Denise Scott Brown 

Source:

archithese, 19 (1976): 
29–34

Translated by:

Steven Lindberg

Signs of Life
Symbols in the American City

I
What makes a house look like a house,  

a school look like a school, or a bank like a 
bank? What makes a petrol station look like  
a good neighbor? The elements of architecture 
have symbolic meaning and give messages 

about the environment that make it comprehen-
sible and therefore usable by people in their 
daily lives.

The flashing electric sign on Route 66 tells  
us specifically, EAT HERE, and its design may 
suggest the kind of dining available—family, 
soft-lights sophisticated, country inn, etc.  
Off the main highway, however, the curving 
roads, well-tended lawns, colonial doorways, 







 fig. 1 The visual language of Levittown. Panel from the Signs of Life exhibition (1976).



 fig. 2 The visual language of the row house (Signs of Life, 1976).



 figs. 3–4 A popular row house; outside (3) and inside (4) (Signs of Life, 1976).

 figs. 5–6 An elegant home of the elite; outside (5) and inside (6) (Signs of Life, 1976).
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and shuttered windows of suburbia tell us, 
without need of signs, that here is a community 
that values tradition, pride of ownership, and  
the rural life.

The exhibition is also an attempt to survey 
the pluralist aesthetic of the American city and 
its suburbs and to understand what the urban 
environment means to people, through an 
analysis of its symbols, their sources, and their 
antecedents. We have focused particularly on 
the twentieth century commercial strip and 
suburban sprawl, because it is in these environ-
ments that the new symbolism has emerged 
since the nineteenth century. In areas more 
directly controlled by architects, the tradition  
of using symbolism in architecture has been 
confused or broken by their attempts to wipe 
the slate clean of all historical and symbolic 
associations.

This effort to document sprawl, strip, and  
city in the context of one another and of the 
nineteenth-century city is part of a broader effort 
to understand American architectural tastes  
and the role of the architect in relation to them.  
We argue that:
— the influence of the historic city’s symbols 

and signs are still felt in today’s city,  
but in a different form.

— symbols and signs are omnipresent  
in the city’s environment, but this is not 
acknowledged.

— “ordinary” symbols and signs of the 
commercial and residential environments  
are significant in our daily lives.

—  to better understand ourselves and our
 environment, we must learn to understand  

its symbols and signs.
— to improve our environment, we must first 

understand how and why it came to be.
A further aim is to suggest to urban designers, 

architects and planners, and the decision-makers 
they influence, that they shall study these 
environments, especially the symbolic meanings 
people ascribe to or invest in them. In so doing, 
they will learn more than urbanists now know 
about the needs, tastes, and preferences of  
the people whose lives they influence, particularly 
about the tastes of groups whose values and 
culture patterns are different from those of the 
professionals.

II
The section of the exhibition titled “The 

Home” surveys suburban neighborhoods and 
individual houses, particularly the decorations 
people add to their houses and yards once they 
occupy them. But it surveys, too, the housing 
content of television commercials, home maga-
zines, automobile advertisements, New Yorker 
cartoons, and mail-order catalogs, because these 
mass media sources attempt to reach their 
markets by using residential symbols that reflect 
current social and personal aspirations.

The physical elements of suburbia—the 
roads, houses, roofs, lawns, and front doors—
serve practical purposes such as giving access 
and shelter, but they also serve as means  
of self-expression for suburban residents.

Winding roads, romantic roof lines, garden 
ornaments, and colonial front doors—all are 
decorative elements with symbolic overtones 
that residents use to communicate with others 
about themselves. The communication is  
mainly about social status and social aspira-
tions, personal identity and individual freedom, 
and nostalgia for another time or place. The 
symbolic subject matter of residential decora-
tion comes from history, rural life, patriotism, 
and the states of the rich.

A warning: Suburban housing symbolism, 
however, does not tell us why people live  
in suburbia or much about the problems they 
experience in suburbia; it merely tells us  
some of their aspirations while they are there.  
The same holds true for dwelling in the city. 
Moreover, although the mass media are an 
interesting source of information on group 
attitudes to housing, they should not be taken  
as the last word on personal and social values  
in the United States. Nevertheless, the use  
of symbolic decoration by Americans in and 
around their houses is an important clue  
to American attitudes because it is practiced  
by almost all social groups, by young and old, 
rich and poor, renters and owners, urbanites  
and suburbanites.

(These two texts are taken from the exhibition Signs of Life: 
Symbols in the American City, which was curated by Venturi  
and Rauch, Architects and Planners, for the Smithsonian 
Institution at the Renwick Gallery in Washington. Responsibility 
for the research and texts: Denise Scott Brown; for design  
and installation: Steven Izenour.)
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