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The essays authored by Eliane Perrin, Teresa Zarebska, André 
Corboz, Praful C. Patel, Jeff Racki, Reena Racki, and Jin-Bak Pyun 
and published in archithese from 1971 to 1974 recall the claim 
that “there is no modernity without coloniality.”1 That is,  
coloniality constitutes modernity. It cannot be divided from it.  
It is not it. It is in it. The times in which and the spaces from 
which these essays were written echo this constitution. Some  
of the authors reproduced it. Others critiqued it and revealed  
the dynamics of Eurocentric—embodied in U.S.-centric—socio- 
economic and political apparatuses used to make space and 
impose power. This is not the same as claiming the essays offer  
no examples of resistance to these forms of modernity/coloniality.

In the selected essays, echoes of coloniality’s constitution  
of modernity appear in various forms of spatial practice  
and architectural discourse, including debates about modern  
housing, “indigenous” housing, housing for the working class, 
self-built housing (or “informal” settlements), climate and 
hygiene questions; the housing policies and knowledge 
produced by national or international professional organiza-
tions, public institutions, and the United Nations Habitat 
programs; detailed surveys of slums built by the so-called other; 
and histories and theories of the military architecture of  
the Renaissance, which cannot be dissociated from European 
colonization.

By either embracing or opposing this constitution—
consciously or unconsciously—the authors of the selected essays 
confront their readers with the power dynamics of architecture 
and the built environment. They offer connections among 
architectural history, theory, practice, and the colonial world 

The Colonial Order  
of Things
Samia Henni



390

order (or disorder). Aníbal Quijano, a Peruvian sociologist, 
argues that one of the fundamental principles of the coloniality 
of power “is the social classification of the world’s population 
around the idea of race, a mental construction that expresses  
the basic experience of colonial domination and pervades 
the more important dimensions of global power, including  
its specific rationality: Eurocentrism.”2  One might regard  
these contributions as a way of exposing this coloniality  
of power—which is still in vogue today—and of searching  
for postmodernity.

Ethnography and Colonial Constructs
In his 1974 article “Remarks on an Ill-Defined Problem:  
The Architecture of Nonarchitects,” Swiss architectural historian 
Corboz questions the hierarchical designation of the built 
environment and analyzes the ramifications, which persist to 
this day, of bourgeois cultural imperialism in architecture.  
He argues that the terms “spontaneous, popular, vernacular, 
minor, indigenous, primitive, anonymous, and without architects” 
are problematic and discriminatory because of their existence  
in relation or opposition to their dominant privileged 
antonyms.3 This classification was constructed through a gaze 
that assessed the built environment based on what was familiar, 
accredited, and, ultimately, normalized. This was an approach 
that patronized and essentialized “the other,” often reproducing 
imperial and colonial attitudes rooted in what Frantz Fanon, 
psychiatrist and political philosopher from the French colony  
of Martinique, denounced in his 1952 Peau noire, masques 
blancs (Black Skin, White Masks), and which Palestinian 
American cultural theorist Edward Said later theorized as 
“orientalism.”4 This phenomenon often characterizes West 
European and North American art and architectural history,  
as well as literature and cultural studies.5 

The effort to classify and label the unfamiliar built environ-
ment culminated in the exhibition Architecture without 
Architects (Museum of Modern Art, New York, 1964) and the 
accompanying publication, Architecture without Architects:  
A Short Introduction to Non-pedigreed Architecture, curated 
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and written by Austrian American architect Bernard Rudofsky. 
In his acknowledgments, Rudofsky uses the terms non-formal 
architecture and non-classified architecture to refer to the 
photographed buildings and spaces from around the world that 
he exhibited in New York. He credits, among other people and 
institutions, the Musée de l’Homme (Museum of Man) in Paris, 
the Hispanic Society in New York, the Frobenius Institute  
in Frankfurt, and the Islamic Archives in Washington, DC.6  
The majority of the collections and archives of these institutions 
came from European and North American colonies, colonial 
expeditions, ethnographic missions, and trading companies.  
For instance, the Parisian Musée de l’Homme—established 
 in 1937 on the occasion of the Exposition Internationale des Arts 
et Techniques dans la Vie Moderne (International Exposition  
of Art and Technology in Modern Life) as an ethnography 
research center and ethnography museum to replace the Musée 
d’Ethnographie du Trocadéro (founded in 1882)—studied  
and collected artifacts, documents, customs, rituals, photo-
graphs, and reports about the people of Africa, Asia, and 
Oceania, portions of which were then part of the French Empire.7

Presenting and representing these populations and their 
built environments was an activity that developed across Central 
Europe, the United States, and Japan in the nineteenth  
and twentieth centuries. With the organization of large world’s  
fairs and colonial exhibitions from 1879 to 1948, colonizing 
authorities—including Belgium, France, Germany, Great Britain, 
Italy, Portugal, Spain—celebrated the accomplishments of 
colonialization; portrayed a colonial world order; and displayed 
events, people, and places from the colonies. For example,  
in Switzerland, African people—children, women, and men 
locked up in confined spaces—were exhibited in the so-called 
village nègre in Geneva in 1896, in Negerdörfli in Altstetten  
in Zurich in 1925, and in the Negerdorf aus Senegal at the  
Basel Zoo in 1926.8 These human zoos, also called “ethnological 
expositions,” turned human lives and their habitats into  
consumable spectacles and lucrative attractions, while propagating 
racist prejudices and discriminatory constructs.9 While  
colonial exhibitions varied in design, size, and duration, they 
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typically shared common biased misinterpretations and 
misrepresentations of the displayed races, customs, religions, 
genders, and architectures.

This attitude is often reflected in urbanism and architectural 
discourses and publications in Europe and its vast empires.  
In 1931, a year after the French colonial regime organized 
monumental celebrations in Algiers and other parts of Algeria 
on the one hundredth anniversary of its French colonization, 
known as “Le Centenaire de l’Algérie Française” (The Centenary 
of French Algeria), the Bois de Vincennes in Paris hosted  
the International Colonial Exhibition, which displayed people, 
artifacts, resources, and goods from the French colonial 
empire.10 Presided over by Marshal Hubert Lyautey, French 
army officer and colonial administrator, the exhibition organizers 
maintained both their “civilizing mission” toward people from 
the colonies and the seduction strategies they used to incite 
Europeans to move to and settle in the colonies. As the director 
of the exhibition congress argued,

It was desirable that the number of Europeans in the colonial countries should  
always increase. It is, in fact, only this growth that will make it possible to stand up  
to the nationalist tendencies of the indigenous populations, which Bolshevik  
or other propaganda is trying to overexcite and develop. All the efforts of town planners 
must therefore tend to encourage European immigration to the colonies and to obtain,  
for this purpose, the maximum advantage for the urban population of the white race  
in the cities they organize. 11 

To respond to the colonization and migration of people  
from various parts of Europe to the colonies and to establish  
a colonial order, the exhibition hosted an International Congress 
of Urbanism in the Colonies and in Tropical Countries. In  
the extensive two-volume publication that resulted from the 
congress (1932), French architect and urbanist Jean Royer and 
Henri Prost, a French urbanist who worked in Turkey and the 
French Protectorate of Morocco, gathered lectures and essays 
written on European urbanism in the colonies by military 
officers and civil servants active there. The first volume of the 
manuscript is divided into six geographic areas: North Africa, 
Tropical Africa, the Orient, the Far East, the Americas, and 
Ancient Cities. According to Prost, the goal of the congress was 
to define the best provisions for cities where races of different 
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customs coexisted; design housing that respected local climate 
and traditions; study ventilation, hygiene, sanitation, and  
new construction processes; and incite collaboration between 
modern builders and local artisans, preserve ancient cities,  
and protect historic monuments for tourism purposes.12 
Contrary to these integrationist premises, European architects 
and urbanists in Algiers took another trajectory, encouraging 
assimilation to French norms and forms.

Urbanism and Hygiene Narrative
The influential Association of Urbanism of the Amis d’Alger, 
 the Algiers Group of the Société des architectes modernes 
(Society of Modern Architects), and the Trade Union  
Association of Architects Graduated and Admitted by the  
French Government organized the first Exposition d’Urbanisme 
et d’Architecture Moderne (Exhibition of Town Planning and 
Modern Architecture) in 1933. The French architect Marcel 
Lathuillière served as deputy president of the exhibition’s 
organization committee; Albert Seiller, an Algiers-born- 
and-based architect, was the general curator; and Pierre-André 
Emery, Swiss-born and the future leader of the Algiers section  
of the Congrès Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne  
(International Congresses of Modern Architecture, CIAM),  
was the general secretary. In a special issue of the architectural 
magazine Chantiers dedicated to the exhibition, the articles  
and projects presented are divided into two parts: first, urban-
ism and the large-scale planning and development of cities; 
second, architecture and modern construction. One of  
the articles included in this publication is “Tous urbanistes!”  
(All town planners!) by Rudolphe Rey—the president of both  
the exhibition committee and the Amis d’Alger association 
—who invited Le Corbusier to Algiers. He asserts that “planners 
and architects in Algeria, closely united in the continuation  
of their generous effort, will not cease to guide public authorities 
in their great task of remodeling and developing our African 
cities.”13

Lathuillière published an article titled “L’architecture 
moderne et l’aménagement de l’habitation” (Modern architecture 
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and the configuration of housing), while Seiller reported  
his ideas in “L’hygiène dans l’habitation” (Housing hygiene).  
Both contributions ignore the question of housing designed  
for Algerians, a question that only one of the articles in the 
special issue deals with directly: “L’habitation indigène et les 
quartiers musulmans” (Indigenous housing and muslim  
neighborhoods), written by François Bienvenu, an architect  
who was born and based in Algiers and who worked for the 
French general government. Bienvenu describes the ongoing 
public debates on the types of housing in which Algerians—or, 
as they were called, the indigènes (indigenous or native people) 
—were expected to live. He describes two opposing schools  
of thought, neither of which had been able to forge an acceptable 
compromise. The debates centered on a rhetorical question:  
Is it necessary to conceive and build dwellings that would satisfy 
the traditional lifestyle of the “indigenous” population, or would 
it instead be better to envisage the adaptation of “indigenous” 
modes of living to the French modern lifestyle through European- 
type housing?

This “traditional/modern” dichotomy—or, to use Rudofsky’s 
terms, “non-pedigreed/pedigreed”—dominated the debates 
about architecture in European empires. On the occasion of  
the second edition of the Exposition de la Cité Moderne: Urban-
isme, architecture, habitation (Exhibition of the Modern City: 
Urbanism, Architecture, Housing) in Algiers in 1936, the French 
architecture magazine L’ architecture d’aujourd’hui, directed 
by André Bloc, an Algiers-born French editor, dedicated a special 
issue to Algeria, Morocco, Syria, Lebanon, and Guadeloupe.  
The issue was titled “France d’outremer” (Overseas France) and 
was edited by Pierre Vago, a Budapest-born French architect. 
 In his essay “L’habitation indigène dans les colonies françaises” 
(Indigenous housing in French colonies), Moscow-born French 
architect Alexandre Persitz describes and discusses the houses 
and housing built by people from North Africa, West and  
Equatorial Africa, Madagascar, Indochina, and Oceania. He argues, 
however, that “the real colonial urbanism requires a perfect 
understanding between the medical-hygienists, the architects, 
the ethnographers, the administration and … the native.”14   
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The combination of sanitation, hygiene, and colonial ethnography  
in the colonies, which intersected with surveillance and con- 
finement during fascist regimes in the years leading up to and 
during the Second World War, obsessed European architects, 
planners, civil servants, and military officers.

In the aftermath of the disasters and losses of the Second  
World War, European authorities and institutions became  
more concerned with the dynamics of the nascent Cold War,  
the escalating activities of civil rights and independence  
movements, and the launching of state-led reconstruction and 
modernization plans. This had a significant impact on architects 
and architectural discourses; it was evident in the postwar 
anxieties of some of the members of CIAM.15 This reaction was 
combined with an interest in the living strategies and building 
patterns that colonized people had invented and implemented. 
For example, in 1953, at the ninth meeting of the CIAM in  
Aix-en-Provence, two grid presentations marked a method- 
ological and epistemological turn. The first presentation was  
of the GAMMA Grid by the Groupe d’Architectes Modernes 
Marocains (Modern Moroccan Architects Group, GAMMA).16  
The second presentation was the Grid Mahieddine, given by  
the members of the CIAM-Algiers group.17 Through a series of 
plans, sections, elevations, drawings, diagrams, photographs, 
and interviews with residents, each group documented  
the built environments and dwelling practices of an existing 
bidonville (shantytown or slum) in Casablanca and Algiers.  
To a group of international professionals, they presented  
a typical architecture designed and realized under colonial 
conditions by its residents—“architecture without architects.”  
In doing so, they also illustrated the harsh conditions that people 
from Morocco and Algeria (the so-called indigenous) had to 
endure. A few years later, the bidonville would become an object 
of study in major European cities hosting migrant workers,  
often from the colonies. One of the most notable examples was 
the bidonville de Nanterre, in the suburb of Paris, populated  
by Algerian migrant workers, which was mapped and studied  
by the Parisian Institut de l’environnement (Environmental 
Institute) in the early 1970s.18
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Housing and “Other” Climates
In parallel with these international gatherings and postwar 
frictions, European architecture journals and publishers began 
featuring the work of European architects in the overseas 
colonies or in recently independent countries such as India.  
In 1953, Architectural Review published a collection of surveys 
and projects, titled “The African Experiment,” that British 
architects Jane Drew and Maxwell Fry had completed in the 
British colonized territories of West Africa. The two architects 
published a series of illustrated volumes and technical manuals, 
including Village Housing in the Tropics: With Special  
Reference to West Africa (1947), Tropical Architecture in the 
Humid Zone (1956), and Tropical Architecture in the Dry  
and Humid Zones (1964). The five chapters of the last of  
these manuals are titled “Climate,” “The Dwelling,” “Housing 
and Town Planning,” “Civic, Commercial and Industrial,”  
and “Health, Hygiene and Hospitalization.” In the manual’s 
introduction, they write, “It is necessary to recognize that we, 
the authors, are not inhabitants of the tropic zone but have  
to come to it from the temperate zone. We have experienced  
its climate, lived with its people and dealt with its problems as 
they have affected our work.” They believed that architects  
and planners working in these regions had to respond to local 
conditions and that on the (Western) professionals “falls the 
major burden of creating an environment in which the tropical 
peoples may flourish.”19

Drew and Fry’s architectural experiences in independent 
India and British West Africa served as the foundation for the 
Department of Tropical Studies at the Architectural Association 
(AA) in London following the 1953 Conference on Tropical 
Architecture held at University College London.20 The department 
was directed by Otto H. Koenigsberger, a German architect  
who had worked in Egypt and India before joining the AA. Drew,  
Fry, Koenigsberger, and others contributed to the institutional-
ization of architectural research, training, and education  
in Britain that addressed the tropics of the British Empire and 
where the question of climate and hygiene became essential. 
The AA was a link between Britain and its formerly colonized 
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territories. It offered training for architects from Europe and the 
tropics and helped to prolong colonial activities overseas by 
producing, consuming, and exporting knowledge. It also shaped 
the forms and norms of future international urban development 
principles and protocols, especially through Koenigsberger’s 
popular 1974 textbook the Manual of Tropical Housing  
and Building, which was translated into several languages.21

In addition to directing the AA’s Department of Tropical 
Studies, Koenigsberger served as a consultant to the United 
Nations (UN) Technical Assistance Administration and  
the Housing Committee of the UN Economic and Social Council.  
He served on housing and urban planning committees in several 
countries, including India and Nigeria. His teaching materials 
and pedagogical design projects often served UN goals.  
And, in 1969 the department was renamed the Department  
of Development and Tropical Studies. Koenigsberger was also 
involved in conceiving Habitat International, a journal for  
the study of human settlements and their design, planning, 
production, and management that was established at the first 
UN conference on human settlements and sustainable urban 
development, known as Habitat I, held from May 31 to June 11, 1976, 
in Vancouver, Canada.22 One of the outcomes of this  
conference was the establishment of the UN Human Settlements 
Program (UN-Habitat) in 1978, with headquarters in Nairobi, 
Kenya. UN-Habitat focuses on urban legislation, planning, 
research, capacity building, housing, and slum upgrading  
on five continents. This focus led to the consolidation of 
“modernization” and “development” theories and practices in 
Western academic settings and among international bodies  
like the UN, which were based on Eurocentric principles of 
economic growth, surplus value, technological advancement, 
and industrialized production processes.

Construction and the Immigrant Labor Force
Before the advent of this worldwide, institutionalized endeavor 
and the financial recession of the 1970s, European territorial 
empires were being gradually dismantled. Over the turbulent 
1950s and 1960s, revolutions, conflicts, protests, and wars broke 
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out across Asia, Africa, the Middle East, Europe, and other parts 
of the world. Civil rights and independence movements called 
and fought for the end of dispossession, exploitation, and 
colonialism. This pivotal moment resulted in the establishment 
of independent nation-states and new markets, migration and 
the displacement of people and goods, proliferation of self-built 
settlements, refinement of police and military tactics and 
strategies, consolidation of solidarity alliances, the Non-Aligned 
Movement, and a fierce race for a new world order.23 Architects 
and architecture schools attempted to understand how  
newly independent societies—often called “underdeveloped,”  
“less developed,” or “developing” countries—contributed to  
the formation of built environments. Patel, Racki, and Racki’s 
“Squatters: The Seven Housing Systems of Nairobi” and Pyun’s 
“An Architecture of Resistance: Slums in Asia,” both published  
in archithese in 1974, are part of this enterprise. Patel, Racki, and 
Racki, who then were graduate students at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology (MIT), analyze the housing typologies, 
programs, and policies being implemented in Nairobi.24  
Pyun disapproves of the prejudices being imposed on the 
population living in the slums and calls for a more accurate 
understanding of the self-built settlements, which he deems 
sociospatial environments capable of generating culture.

The UN debates and policies on slum clearance and housing 
typologies and markets were equally important to European 
cities during the era of reconstruction and modernization plans 
that followed the Second World War. Supported by the U.S. 
Marshall Plan for European recovery, several countries adopted 
state-led planning and control of an entrepreneurial economy 
and witnessed rapid economic growth, high productivity and 
consumption, and attendant social benefits. One of the fastest- 
developing industries was mass housing construction, which 
required impressive labor force numbers, leading to the immediate 
importation of “young, healthy, and strong” male workers  
from the Mediterranean basin to major European cities and 
industrial regions. Italian, Spanish, and Portuguese permanent 
and seasonal immigrant workers were swiftly joined by men  
from colonized territories, especially from North Africa.25
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Many cities across Europe struggled to provide proper  
housing and adequate shelter for the vital immigrant construc-
tion labor force brought in to reconstruct the devastated cities 
and infrastructure. In addition to the propagation of self-built 
settlements on the outskirts of major European cities, squatted 
lands and rapidly constructed shelters proliferated around 
agricultural and industrial areas. In her 1971 article “Immigrant 
Worker Housing in Switzerland,” which was released in the  
first issue of archithese, the Swiss sociologist Perrin denounces  
the conditions of housing available to the labor class in Switzer- 
land.26 Perrin analyzes the division of labor, the hierarchization 
of the foreign labor force—which amounted to 16 percent of  
the total population in 1969—the juridical status and rights of 
immigrant workers, and the expenses, contracts, and conditions 
of lodging that border workers, as well as seasonal and annual 
employees, faced in Switzerland.

Perrin contends that the quantitative disaster—what,  
she argues, “the bourgeoisie call the ‘housing crisis’”—is bound 
up with a qualitative one, as well as with the bourgeoisie’s need  
to turn working-class districts (often located in the decaying 
historic center of cities and characterized by low rents due to 
inadequate building conditions) into offices, banks, hotels, and 
supermarkets, thus pushing workers out of city centers to the 
outskirts of cities or into suburbs, banlieues, and dormitory 
cities.27 Perrin associates the “housing crisis” with the capitalist 
production and consumption of properties, condemning  
the precarization of labor and ghettoization of urban areas  
and criticizing the unhygienic conditions of such ghettos.  
The phenomenon witnessed in Switzerland’s cities was hardly 
unique; it proliferated in the majority of cities in Europe and 
elsewhere in the aftermath of the Second World War.

Some questioned Perrin’s analysis and critique of working-class 
conditions and the Swiss bourgeoisie, thereby also questioning 
archithese’s editorial decision to publish her article, since  
it might have outraged some of the journal’s subscribers.  
In archithese’s 1971 second issue, Hans Reinhard, the central 
president of the Fédération Suisse des architectes indépendants 
/ Verband freierwerbender Schweizer Architekten (Swiss 
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Federation of Independent Architects, fsai), which published 
archithese, issued a note distancing the fsai from archithese’s 
positions: “The FSAI is the publisher of ‘archithese.’ However,  
it does not identify with the opinions of different collaborators. 
On the other hand, it shares the editors’ wish for lively responses 
and an active participation in the discussions.”28 As in other 
parts of Western Europe, Switzerland’s early 1970s were charac-
terized by the demands of the ’68 movements and the fears  
of workers, students, and leftwing claims. However, Switzerland 
had been uniquely lagging among the Western nations in  
terms of its emancipatory drive. Women did not gain the right  
to vote in federal elections until 1971.29

Territories and the Military Domain
In parallel with the search for new construction markets  
domestically and internationally and the competing “zoning”  
of the East/West/nonaligned territories and industries was  
a widespread fear of a nuclear strike. Military and civil research 
and studies that explored the relationship between armed 
conflicts and the built environment began to emerge and resulted 
in a series of protocols and publications addressing the historical 
connections between policies—decreed by military authorities 
and institutions—and the protection and distribution of people 
and buildings in a given territory. For example, the Swiss federal 
authorities had been committed since the 1960s to keeping  
its people safe from atomic attack by providing a civil shelter  
for all and requiring the systematic construction of bunkers 
(fallout shelters) in all newly built residential buildings—a 
policy that is still mandatory today.30 In the Soviet Union  
and the United States, secret cities were being built at record 
speed to intensify scientific research and create nuclear weapons  
for mass destruction. French cultural theorist Paul Virilio 
conducted an inquiry into the hundreds of bunkers and defensive 
fortifications that Nazi Germany had built along the western  
and northern coasts of France and Scandinavia, called the 
Atlantic Wall. These studies culminated in a well-illustrated 
publication, Bunker Archéologie: Étude sur l’espace militaire 
européen de la Seconde Guerre Mondiale (Bunker Archeology: 
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Studies on the European Military Space of the Second  
World War).31 

The dynamics of the Cold War clearly influenced the method-
ologies and thematic interest of art and architectural historians 
in the 1970s as they scrutinized how armed conflicts shaped 
spaces, places, and people. In 1974, Stanislaus von Moos, the Swiss 
art historian who cofounded and was the first editor of archithese, 
released Turm und Bollwerk: Beiträge zu einer politischen 
Ikonographie der italienischen Renaissancearchitektur  
(Tower and bulwark: Contributions to a political iconography  
of Italian Renaissance architecture), in which he analyzes  
the development of defensive techniques and architecture in 
Renaissance theory from Leon Battista Alberti to Niccolò  
Machiavelli, investigating the psychological impact of such 
military architecture.32 A preview of this study is provided  
in von Moos’s article “Zur Ingenieurkunst der Renaissance”  
(On Renaissance Engineering), published in archithese 5.  
In her article “Military Theories and Collective Housing,”  
Polish architectural historian Zarebska cites von Moos’s article. 
Zarebska elaborates on the guiding principles of military  
urbanism, architecture, engineering, and theories during the 
Italian Renaissance and investigates the Dutch royal planning  
of military dwellings and camps for army officers, including 
mobile, defensive, and offensive settlements.33 She focuses  
on the typologies of those settlements rather than on their 
military functions and aims, which included the colonization  
of overseas territories and the foundation of what is today called 
“globalization,” a phenomenon that, in many ways, is merely  
the prolongation of the colonial order.34

Zarebska begins her article by warning readers that “It may 
seem curious for a magazine devoted to the architectural issues 
of our own time to turn to military matters. And yet, the waging 
of war has long been an integral part of the arts, crafts, and 
sciences of past eras. It has motivated research and influenced 
methodology across the disciplines.”35 Also uncommon about 
this architectural journal was that it reminded architects  
that architecture cannot be divided from its social, economic, 
political, and psychological constituents. Giving voice to students,  
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architects, art and architectural historians, sociologists, and 
other professionals to lay down the “cartographies of power” and 
to depict the transitions and distresses that many populations 
around the world were experiencing at that time was to say that 
architecture is not, and cannot be, neutral. To search for post- 
modernity was to understand and expose the impacts of language, 
dispossession, migration, exploitation, climate, and wars on  
the built and living environment. Therefore, if one agrees that 
“there is no modernity without coloniality,” then one should 
accept that there is no postmodernity without postcoloniality.36 
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Immigrant Worker 
Housing in Switzerland
Experiments in Communal Living

The issue of housing for immigrant workers  
in Switzerland is of particular interest for two 
reasons. On the one hand, it defies analysis  
in isolation, because it is so closely connected  
to the political dimension of immigration for  
the national and international bourgeoisie,  
as well as the division of the working class.  
On the other hand, this subject leads us directly 
to the problem of housing for the working class 
as a whole, to the housing conditions of all 
workers, to what the bourgeoisie refer to as  
“the housing crisis.”

It is therefore necessary to place this problem 
in the economic, political, and social context of 
Switzerland today.

The Current Political Situation in Switzerland: 
Division of the Working Class and the  
“Labor Peace”

As in all developed capitalist (or imperialist) 
countries, the bourgeoisie and the bosses have 
pursued a policy of dividing the working class 
through a hierarchy of jobs, wages, and so on, 
and through a policy of importing one particularly 
profitable and mobile commodity: foreign labor.

In Switzerland in 1969, for example, there 
were 991,000 foreign workers (or, more precisely, 

972,000 if international civil servants are  
excluded) out of a total population of 6,184,000, 
or 16 percent.

But the bourgeoisie did not stop there in  
its policy of division. Immigrant workers are 
classified according to no less than three types 
of status: cross-border, annual, and seasonal.

Cross-border workers (mostly French, 
German, and Italian nationals) hold a work 
permit only, which means that they must  
cross the border every morning and evening, 
necessitating long daily journeys.

Annual workers have a work permit that  
is renewable every year and can be canceled  
at any time. They may also, if they find an 
apartment or if their boss provides them with 
one, bring their wife and children to join them. 
In 1969, there were 316,595 annual workers.

Seasonal workers hold a permit for a  
maximum legal duration of nine months (or 
eleven months if the boss requires it) per year. 
The other three months must be spent in their 
country of origin. They are not allowed to rent  
an unfurnished apartment or room. They are 
also not allowed to bring their wives to join them 
(unless she is working, which allows employers 
in some related sectors, such as cleaning,  
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or ice cream sales in the summer, to hire them 
for almost nothing). Under no circumstances 
may their children join them (it goes without 
saying that a large number of women and 
children are currently in Switzerland clandes-
tinely). In 1969, there were 655,200 seasonal 
workers.

This portrait of the divisions within the 
working class becomes more complete when  
we add that, in 1969, for example, there  
were 531,501 workers of Italian nationality, 
115,606 of German nationality, 97,862 of 
Spanish nationality, 49,538 of French nationality, 
43,052 of Austrian nationality, 20,809 of  
Yugoslav nationality, 10,064 of Turkish nationality, 
8,590 of Greek nationality, and 94,773 of other 
nationalities.

The situation of immigrant workers in  
Switzerland’s production system only reinforces 
these divides. They hold the majority of all 
manual jobs and are lowest in the wage  
hierarchy. Indeed, in the construction sector, 
one of the most backward in terms of rational-
ization and standardization, immigrant workers 
are practically alone in performing productive 
labor; the few remaining Swiss work as  
supervisors, foremen, site foremen, and so on. 
They also occupy a very large proportion of 
the lowest positions in sectors such as metals, 
textiles, food, tobacco, restaurants and hotels, 
hospital services, watchmaking, and so on.  
As a result, they constitute the most heavily 
exploited part of the working class in Switzerland.

The hierarchical division of the working  
class as a whole (for Swiss workers, this divide  
is between foremen, office workers, technicians, 
etc.) is reproduced within the immigrant worker 
community through nationality. In French- 
speaking Switzerland, for example, the first large 
wave of immigrants, the Italians, had moved up  
a few steps in the hierarchy of qualifications and 
wages (their qualifications had been recognized, 
whereas previously bosses had not recognized 
qualifications on the pretext that they were 
foreign or on grounds of seniority) by the time the 
second wave arrived. These were the Spaniards, 
who now find themselves in a better position 
than the Turks, Greeks, Yugoslavs, and so on.

The objective division of the working class in 
Switzerland by employers (through the hierarchy 
of jobs and wages) and by the bourgeoisie 

(through differences in status) would not be  
so consequential if it were not also subjective;  
that is, if workers could unite around struggles 
based on common interests.

In fact, the Swiss component of the working 
class happens to constitute the vast majority  
of union members. It has, by means of the 
unions making up the only major central body 
(the Swiss Union of Trade Unions), renounced 
that fundamental working-class method of 
attack and defense: the right to strike (it is worth 
noting that the Swiss Union of Trade Unions  
is social-democratic in orientation and fully 
aligned with the Swiss Socialist Party; no union 
has ever aligned with the very marginal Swiss 
Communist Party).

This renunciation takes the form of agree-
ments made every three or four years by branch 
associations and, at the national level, between 
the trade union and bosses. These agreements 
give rise to “summit” negotiations between 
respective leaders on wage increases, vacations, 
and so on, premised on the understanding that 
unionized workers are not to go on strike during  
the coming three- or four-year period. If a strike  
is then called and the employer in question  
can prove that even one striker was unionized,  
the union must pay a fine to compensate the 
employer! Bosses, for their part, undertake  
to refrain from lockouts (although to circumvent 
this, they need only dismiss their workers one  
by one).

The trade unions are thus closely connected 
to the bourgeoisie and the bosses, their role 
being to keep the peace.

Moreover, where the immigration of foreign 
workers is concerned, they have already (both 
before, and in response to, the Schwarzenbach 
initiative “against foreign overpopulation”) 
resolutely abandoned any stance that defends 
the interests of all workers. Instead, they  
limit themselves to advocating only for Swiss 
workers and “the interests of the national 
economy.” They have thus endorsed a reduction 
in the number of immigrant workers but oppose 
the Schwarzenbach initiative as “too brutal  
and inhumane.”

Consequently, immigrant workers, the most 
exploited section of the working class, not  
only lack all political rights but find themselves 
without union rights. It is easy to understand, 



 fig. 1 Abandoned villa inhabited by seasonal and annual workers in the Grottes district, Geneva.



 fig. 2 Barracks at the Pont de l’Ecu in Vernier.



 fig. 3 This insalubrious building is 
inhabited by seasonal and annual 
workers in the Grottes district, Geneva.
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then, that immigrants from countries with  
a tradition of working-class struggle (such  
as Italians and Spaniards, in particular)  
do not unionize (of course, other workers do  
not unionize either, but this is less deliberate).  
What is more, these workers find themselves 
deeply divided from Swiss workers, who form  
a veritable workers’ aristocracy. And yet,  
for the past year, immigrant workers have been 
engaged in a series of struggles and wildcat 
strikes that may prove essential for the rebuild-
ing of worker unity on the basis of class.

In Switzerland, the bourgeoisie use the term 
housing crisis to perpetuate the idea that the 
housing problem is merely temporary and will 
resolve itself “naturally” thanks to a number of 
measures. Most of these are state-led, including 
promoting the construction of moderate- or 
low-rent housing, lowering bank interest rates 
on house-building loans, or bank loan facilities 
promoting investment in new detached housing 
by the petit bourgeoisie. Some measures involve 
the private sector, like building company housing. 
However, they are all routinely framed as 
temporary; their destiny is to vanish so that  
the free market can resume its work.

The “housing crisis,” characterized by the 
scarcity and high cost of flats in regions where 
industry and population are concentrated, affects 
the working class first and foremost. In periods 
of severe scarcity, it regularly extends to all the 
middle classes, petty bourgeoisie, and so on.

It is also structurally linked to the capitalist 
mode of production. The “crisis” essentially 
arises from the price of capital (mortgage rate), 
construction, economic development, and the 
degree of industrial concentration of the regions 
(including land speculation and decommis-
sioned areas). It is therefore an outcome of the 
production of housing within the production  
of the built environment in general. It is also  
an outcome of how the rental market is orga-
nized (housing associations, company-built  
and -rented housing, etc.). This “crisis” is,  
in our view, closely connected to a specific 
phase of the development within capitalism  
of monopolistic restructuring, which is in  
turn linked to intensifying competition at the 
European level, as well as between Europe  
and the United States of America. This phase 
also demands that national bourgeoisies and 

various capitalists prioritize investments in the 
modernization and rationalization of production. 
This comes at the expense of housing in general 
and worker housing in particular—the least 
profitable of the least profitable investments!

Moreover, this “housing crisis” is a  
quantitative crisis accompanied by a qualitative 
one, owing to the bourgeoisie’s need to  
reorganize the city by destroying all the housing 
in the center to build offices, banks, super- 
markets, and hotels instead. As these are mostly 
older residences, they have been abandoned  
by the bourgeoisie and become working-class 
neighborhoods or have always been traditional 
working-class neighborhoods. The result  
is that the working class is driven to peripheral 
housing, bedroom suburbs, and barracks.

Housing for Immigrant Workers
What, then, are the housing conditions  

of immigrant workers within this economic and 
political context of working-class division and 
housing scarcity? As might be expected, they 
reinforce the division of the working class that 
bosses have already established in the workplace 
(segregated housing) and are qualitatively worse 
than conditions in the HLM [Habitation à loyer 
modéré, rent-controlled housing], although the 
latter form part of the same kind of “solution.”

Before analyzing the housing of foreign 
workers more closely, it should be noted that 
rentals can be of two kinds, according to 
whether immigrant workers hold seasonal  
or annual permits. These permits are linked  
to measures taken by the Swiss Federal Council 
to limit the number of foreign workers by 
company, sector, or canton. This means that  
a given employer may take on only a specified 
number of seasonal and annual workers.

Seasonal workers are not allowed to rent  
an apartment (something they could not do in 
any event, given the housing shortage, rent 
prices, and their wages) or an unfurnished room. 
Moreover, an employer can dismiss them from 
one day to the next, with or without issuing  
a carte libre or “free card” that allows the worker 
fourteen days to find a new employer. This lack 
of security means that no rental agency will rent 
to a seasonal worker directly. Rooms or flats are 
rented to bosses, who deduct their cost from 
wages and pay the agency.
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Annual workers, who are allowed to bring 
their families to Switzerland, may rent a flat. 
However, in most cases, they cannot find one 
unless their employer provides it or surety that 
they will pay or, as with seasonal workers, 
withholds the rent from their wages. In practice, 
rental agencies give preference to Swiss work-
ers, who are considered to be a “safer bet.”

The vast majority of immigrant workers live  
in what we might call wooden or stone barracks.

Wooden Barracks
Wooden barracks are temporary structures,  

or were until October 1970, when an official 
regulation was issued regulating and legalizing 
their construction. They lack foundations,  
but the best of them sit on a concrete slab.  
Their external walls are of wood, and internal 
walls are of wood or Pavatex (wood-fiber 
insulating board), enclosing twenty to forty beds 
per barrack. Most often, they lack warm water,  
and have two washbasins inside, with a few 
metal sinks outside for laundry; these are also 
used for bathing (as two washbasins for twenty 
to forty persons is hardly adequate for morning 
ablutions). Showers are on the outside (in 
Geneva, the worst case encountered offered 
four showers for 270 construction workers;  
in another case, the ratio was 18 to 400).  
The toilets are squat toilets, serving an average 
of twelve to thirteen persons each. Most 
barracks have electricity, which the managers 
turn on from 6 to 9 a.m., from 12 to 3 p.m.,  
and from 6 to 10 p.m. only. There is generally  
a heating system in the center of the barrack, 
usually oil-fired, so that those nearby are warm 
while it is on, while the rest shiver from cold; 
this lasts from October to April. Drafts are a 
constant, as air passes under doors and through 
windows that do not fully shut. The internal 
layout varies (but only in detail), from the 
“two-bed room” in the best cases to twelve-bed, 
military-style dormitories. What management 
and the state deem a “room” varies from a 
space enclosed on all sides by wooden partitions 
with a door, to one with partitions on three sides 
with only a curtain separating it from the central 
corridor. The beds are simple bases with hard, 
deformed horizontal supports. Each bed has  
its own stool or chair and wardrobe and some-
times a table for two or four beds. There is no 

individual lighting (in general, four people are lit 
by one bulb). None of these “rooms” are truly 
sound-insulated. There is almost never a kitchen, 
so there are canteens. In some barracks, workers 
who do not eat in the canteen are quickly dis- 
missed under some pretext or other, the canteen 
being a source of profit for management. Portions 
here are generous (as these are construction 
workers) but of the lowest possible quality. In 
Geneva, barracks can be found alone or in groups, 
the largest of which houses 400 workers across 
twenty barracks. The distance between two 
barracks is often as little as two meters, with an 
earthen perimeter (rather than tarmac).

The average price of a bed was sixty-five 
Swiss francs in 1970 (actual prices range from 
sixty to one hundred francs). Electricity and gas 
costs are often added to this by management. 
Managers also frequently try to charge seasonal 
workers for the three months they are obliged  
to spend in their home country, on pain of losing 
their bed in the spring. Since rent is most often 
deducted from seasonal workers’ wages by  
the boss, and workers are paid fortnightly, this 
amounts to charging thirteen months’ rent!  
As the state will increase rents by 30 percent 
from 1971, barrack rents will be increasing too.

Barracks are always built with the complicity  
of the state. Indeed, they are most often located 
on land where construction is banned, such  
as railway verges, riverbanks, wet or unstable 
soil, motorway verges, airport land, and so on. 
They are also generally beyond the city limits, 
necessitating long daily commutes to building 
sites.

Barracks are sometimes built and owned by 
the state itself, which contracts charities to 
manage them (these can be Catholic, such as 
Caritas, or Protestant, such as the Salvation 
Army or Centre Social Protestant); they can also 
be built by companies to house their own 
workforce. The job of barracks manager is 
usually entrusted to a particularly docile and 
submissive immigrant worker, who is then 
granted the right to bring his family to join him. 
He is tasked with maintaining order in the 
barrack and, in the event of unrest, with submit-
ting the names and car registration numbers of 
“outsiders” to his superiors. Barracks managers 
are also responsible for calling the police when 
there are internal conflicts or external agitators 



 figs. 4–5 Salvation Army barracks in Prébois, Meyrin.



figs. 6–7  
Frigério barracks in 

Gourgas, Geneva.



 figs. 8–9 
Substandard 
building inhabited 
by seasonal and 
annual workers  
in the Grottes 
district, Geneva.
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during a strike or periods of tension. Indeed,  
the barracks are private property, which allows 
managers to insist that anything distributed to 
immigrant workers in the barracks be censored 
(this censorship is naturally limited to political 
tracts and anything connected to the situation  
of immigrant workers in Switzerland; religious  
or other propaganda is exempt). It also allows 
managers to summon the police, who then 
surround the barracks with police dogs to 
prevent any contact with the outside. This 
applies especially to workers employed by the 
same company who live in other barracks,  
or in permanent structures, as occurred in the 
strike of [the building contractor] Murer in 
Geneva. Anyone who tries to enter the barracks 
during a strike is questioned and arrested.

The barracks thus constitute a kind of ghetto  
that is scattered within or on the edges of  
the major cities and around the countryside.

In Geneva, following several conflicts and  
a wildcat strike (all of which made barrack- 
related demands) that broke the “labor peace,”  
the bourgeoisie decided in October 1970 to 
regularize the barracks through state channels.  
This amounted to institutionalizing something 
that had always been framed as provisional.

This regulation defined “basic” hygiene 
conditions, specifying that “the volume of air  
in the room used for accommodation shall  
be at least 15 cubic meters for the first person 
housed, plus 10 cubic meters for each sub- 
sequent person. Headroom is included in these 
volumes” (Articles 3 and 8). It was further stated 
that “each worker shall have access to a bed  
for personal use, consisting of a metal base  
and mattress in good condition, and furnished 
with sheets, sufficient blankets and a pillow  
with pillowcase, as well as a lockable personal 
wardrobe… . Each room shall include a table  
of sufficient size, as well as one seat and 
bedside cabinet per person accommodated” 
(Articles 2 and 7), and so on.

Given that the bourgeoisie felt the need  
to specify that each worker should have their 
own bed (when none of these barracks currently 
comply with the Geneva regulation), one  
can only imagine their condition! And as  
for specifying “sufficient” bedding and a table  
of “sufficient” size—what defines sufficient? 
Certainly not the barracks as they are.

Stone Barracks
Stone barracks refers to old houses, most 

often in the city center but sometimes in the 
suburbs (e.g., old villas), which are situated  
in zones earmarked for eventual demolition in  
the redevelopment plans of the bourgeoisie.  
As a result, they have not been maintained in 
years, and sooner or later they are declared unfit 
for habitation. By then, most Swiss citizens  
have been or are in the process of being evicted.

Sometimes these houses are rented out in 
their entirety; sometimes, entrepreneurs rent 
individual flats to rental agencies. The entre- 
preneurs will then “furnish” these flats (with 
beds, chairs, and very occasionally tables)  
for their seasonal and annual workers. Once 
again, this process depends on the complicity  
of the state, because the buildings have already 
been declared unfit for habitation.

Consequently, there are three types of rental 
conditions. In the first, the worker signs a rental 
contract with a rental agency or municipality  
for the use of a dwelling. He then pays his rent 
to the agency. This is the case for Swiss citizens 
and some annual workers. In the second situa-
tion, the worker has access to an apartment  
for himself and his family, provided by his 
employer. He pays his rent to the employer, 
unless the latter deducts it from his wages.  
In the third situation, the worker has access to a 
bed. He is housed in a room with other workers. 
The boss deducts the rent from his wages.  
This is the case for all seasonal workers.

These differences mean that in the same 
building, in two similar apartments, the workers 
may pay different rents, may not have the same 
landlord, and, above all, will not have the same 
housing rights.

This means that seasonal workers will not  
be able to determine how their accommodation 
is used (such as the number of persons living 
together) and cannot change jobs without 
simultaneously losing their accommodation.

But for bosses and the state, these differences 
allow them to make back as much as possible  
of what they have paid out in wages, in the most 
arbitrary way. For example, when it housed 
Swiss citizens, a slum in Geneva’s Pâquis  
district brought in seven hundred Swiss francs  
per month (for ten flats at seventy francs each).  
Now that it houses four seasonal workers per 



418  V: Territory and Shelter Eliane Perrin 

room, at seventy francs per bed, it brings in ten 
times as much—or seven thousand francs per 
month! It goes without saying that the sanitary 
facilities have not been likewise multiplied.

Despite these differences in rents, rights, and 
status, the workers living in these slums and areas 
reserved for demolition are housed in the same 
conditions as the inhabitants of the barracks.  
The buildings are extremely dilapidated, have  
no central heating, no hot water, no sanitary 
facilities (there is one toilet per floor), and have 

permanent damp. As repairs are no longer being 
made, workers must make repairs at their own 
expense in order to live there; these expenses 
(heating, painting, hot water installation) are in 
reality part of the rent and can easily exceed it.

We can conclude by noting that workers 
housed in the city, even if they believe them-
selves better housed than workers in barracks 
(because they can cook and make noise and are 
not as closely monitored), are in reality often 
living in conditions that are similar if not worse.

In addition to our personal experience,  
we have based this article on the following  
books and documents:

F. Engels, La question du logement  
(Paris: Ed. Sociales, 1969).

F. Alberoni, “Tipologia delle migrationzioni 
esteriore,” Studi di sociologia 3 (1963).

S. Zanolli, L’assimilation des travailleurs 
étrangers (Zurich: Juris-Verlag, 1964).

B. Schmutz, La signification des facteurs 
de mouvements de la main-d’œuvre  
dans les transformations de la  
structure professionnelle (Neuchâtel:  
Ed. La Baconnière, 1965).

R. Descloîtres, “Adaptation des travailleurs 
ruraux et étrangers à l’industrie,” Rapports 
de l’OCDE (Paris), 1965.

H. M. Hagmann, Les travailleurs étrangers, 
chance et tournant de la Suisse (Lausanne: 
Ed. Payot, 1966).
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en Suisse (Lausanne: Ed. Payot, 1967).
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Military Theories
and Collective Housing

It may seem curious for a magazine devoted 
to the architectural issues of our own time to 
turn to military matters. And yet, the waging  
of war has long been an integral part of the arts, 
crafts, and sciences of past eras. It has motivated 
research and influenced methodology across the 
disciplines. This is also a subject that archithese 
has dealt with before, in an excellent article by 
Stanislaus von Moos.1

Von Moos pointed out that the significance 
of technique, and especially military technique, 
had been underestimated in both architectural 
theory and practice by historiographers of  
the Italian Renaissance.2 This argument can  
be further extended by taking stock of an even 
more serious lacuna in the subsequent phase  
of development of military architecture, one 
dominated by the Dutch and their neighbors. 
Indeed, monographs on Francesco di Giorgio 
Martini, Leonardo da Vinci, Peruzzi, the Sangallo 
family, Michelangelo, and Scamozzi do address 
their military activities. However, such celebrated 
names are largely absent from the late-sixteenth 
and early seventeenth centuries. Not only are 
there no monographs, but the various histories 
of the architecture of this period fail even to 
mention serious authors such as Daniel Speckle, 

Jacques Perret, Jean Errard de Bar-le-Duc, 
Samuel Marolois, Pietro Sardi, Simon Stevin, 
Adam Freytag, Nicolaus Goldmann, Georg 
Andreas Böckler, Antoine de Ville, Wilhelm 
Dilich, or Matthias Doegen. These names 
pioneered the military architecture of their  
time and often appeared alongside classical 
greats such as Vegetius, Aelianus, Frontinus, 
and Vitruvius.

Although military and urban planning had 
already begun to emerge as distinct disciplines 
by the mid-sixteenth century,3 a kind of all- 
purpose “civil and military” architect still existed 
at this time. These architects were prepared  
to undertake various tasks. They marked out  
the city limits, defensive perimeter, and often  
a fortress. Inside these, they designed the street 
plan and built palaces, churches, municipal 
offices, and quite often they even designed 
model houses.4 Later, military engineers would 
gradually replace architects in these roles.  
By the end of the sixteenth century, engineers 
were already being warned not to usurp the  
role of architects in tasks such as the planning 
of squares, streets, and buildings. City walls  
and fortresses were then also considered to fall 
under the architect’s purview, leaving military 
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 fig. 1 Jozef Naronowicz-Naroński,  
design for the Polish-Lithuanian army camp.

 fig. 2
Samuel Marolois, 
military camp  
(from Fortification  
ou architecture 
militaire, [The Hague,  
1615], pl. 27).

 fig. 3 Buonaiuto Lorini, the square 
in the center of the heptagonal 
fortress (Delle fortificationi [Venice, 
1597], p. 146).

 fig. 4 Samuel Marolois, detail  
of the military camp (Fortification  
ou architecture militaire [The Hague, 
1615], pl. 28).

 fig. 5 Adam Freytag, section of 
the camp of an infantry regiment 
(Architectura, plate after p. 136).
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engineers to limit themselves to purely military 
elements, such as bastions, casemates, and 
caponiers. Once again, the architect presents 
himself here as an uomo universale: it falls  
to him to coordinate and supervise the work  
and to deliver the spatial ensemble.

 In any event, by the time of Bacon and 
Descartes, Galileo and Kepler, the model of  
the “universal man” that had inspired architects 
until recently was out of date. Collaboration 
between various specialists, who could comple-
ment each other’s expertise and exchange 
findings and methods, was becoming indispens-
able. Founding a city and constructing a new 
fortress were complex undertakings requiring 
interdisciplinary collaboration. To this end, 
Francesco de Marchi proposed an expert 
commission, which was to work under the  
direction of the architect, “who knows how  
to draft the drawings and manage the building 
sites.” This commission was to include  
“an experienced soldier with a good knowledge 
of the militia, who knows the site on which  
the fortress is to be built, so that it can be 
defended from enemies. Also needed is a very 
knowledgeable doctor, to survey the air, water 
sources, and fruits. Next, an expert in agricul-
ture, who can judge the fertility of the soil, and 
who can say where and whether there will be 
water, meadows, wood, and land on which to 
sow all kinds of seeds and plant vines. Also 
required is a man capable and knowledgeable 
about minerals, who can determine whether 
there are mines that the Prince might take 
advantage of. There must also be a very learned 
astrologer …”5 This final expert symbolizes 
bygone eras and serves as a reminder that  
this period was on the cusp of a new conception 
and organization of work. Indeed, the last 
quarter of the sixteenth century and the first  
half of the seventeenth century bore witness  
to an extraordinary period of development  
in the planning and construction methods used 
for major works.

One example of this can be found in Marolois, 
one of the greatest Dutch writers of treatises on 
mathematics, perspective, and fortification.6 He 
writes of a military and urban planning competi-
tion for the modernization of the defensive 
perimeter of the town of Harderwijk. But the 
higher level of organization inherent in the 

construction of a new town is even more strikingly 
illustrated by Enrico Sisi’s research on the city  
of Valletta.7 His work shows that as early as 1560 
it was already possible not only to plan an urban 
ensemble based on preliminary analyses and 
theoretical premises but to execute the project  
in a truly modern way. The engineer Laparelli,  
the author of the project, made an inventory  
of all the groups of plots and public spaces and 
established mathematical relationships between 
the different sections of the fortified area.8  
The plan of work was drawn up with such 
precision that a large number of laborers (3,500–
5,000) could be put to work simultaneously.  
By virtue of regulations for the easements  
serving the plots, Laparelli was able to manage 
the construction of the entire settlement.

The construction of a fortress was almost 
always carried out at high speed. The success  
of the undertaking depended on the speed  
of the work, because only once the enclosure 
was complete could the citadel call itself 
impregnable. The need to build both rapidly  
and accurately spurred further refinement  
in methods. The creation of fortified sites gave 
rise to the concept of defensive lines formed  
by entire networks of fortresses; the best 
examples hereof can be found in the defenses 
built against the Turks in southern Europe, 
especially Hungary.9 On the other hand, the 
wars between Spain and the Netherlands were 
also a great stimulus for the modernization  
of defense systems.10

An efficient defense depended on more than 
military structures. The inhabitants of a fortress, 
both civilian and military, had to be prepared  
for a long siege, meaning that their lodgings  
had to be relatively comfortable. The study  
of barracks and housing for laborers’ families 
became part of the theory of military architecture. 
Military treatises from the “Italian” period 
include fragments of texts on the distribution  
of functional blocks inside fortresses and on  
the necessity of providing defenders with 
housing that is functional, easily accessible, 
safe, sufficiently spacious, and rationally located 
(in military terms). Unfortunately, drawings of 
these barrack-houses are schematic and very 
rare; a drawing by Buonaiuto Lorini of the 
barracks surrounding the parade ground in the 
center of the fortress gives us some idea (Fig. 3).11
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The concept of “collective housing” for 
soldiers became very important in the “Dutch” 
era of military theory. Theorists of the time 
developed more complex techniques for the 
planning of military camps. These were a kind  
of temporary facility that sometimes lasted  
only a few days and sometimes for several 
months, in the case of lengthy sieges. The terms 
flying camp, defensive camp, and offensive 
camp12 describe a hierarchy of types of camps 
according to scale and duration. The point of 
departure for these was doubtless the castrum 
romanum, known to us from the schema 
published by Machiavelli13 and from various 
descriptions.14 Toward the end of the sixteenth 
century, the Roman plan was used in con- 
junction with the modern, square, centrally 
composed plan, often with two axes of symme-
try.15 Designs were based on mathematical  
data: the area occupied by a soldier and his 
weapons, plus the land needed for a given 
regiment, were multiplied to find the total area 
of the camp. Knowing these general measures 
made it possible to mark out the internal streets  
of the camp while constructing the external 
fortifications at the same time.

Marolois seems to be the one who intro-
duced this method in a publication of 1615  
(Fig. 2–4). His drawing depicts long rows  
of barracks, the victuals stores apart from the 
officers’ quarters, and, in the middle, the parade 
ground. Details of the parade ground are shown 
at a larger scale in another drawing, which  
also includes the houses, stables, storehouses, 
and so on. Another sketch follows this traditional 
Marolois drawing; it shows a square in the 
center, three hundred feet wide, with rectangles 
of the same length on all sides. This three- 
hundred-foot module may have been derived 
from military practice. It can be found in  
the works of several authors, particularly Simon 
Stevin16 and Adam Freytag,17 from whom  
we have a perspective image of the cavalry  
and infantry “quarters” as elements of the camp 
(Fig. 5).

Another theorist in this tradition is Józef 
Naronowicz-Naroński, the author of excellent 
treatises on mathematics, geometry, cartography, 
perspective, and military architecture.18 He drew 
up the plans for the grand encampment of  
the Polish-Lithuanian army. He first determined 

the units, meaning the individual plots intended 
for the officers and their assistants and servants 
(Fig. 7), as well as those for the common knights 
and their men. Also shown are the tents or 
barracks, the location of the kitchen, the stables, 
depots, wagons, latrines, and so on. From these 
units, Naroński progresses to larger portions, 
culminating in an expansive and ingenious  
plan of the camp (Fig. 1). This spatial ensemble 
situated on a riverbank is designed, as the 
author states, in accordance with Polish tradition. 
However, the influence of both ancient and 
modern customs is also apparent. The schema 
has a single axis, with an elongated square  
in the center, where the commander’s quarters 
are found. Each regiment has its quarters, laid 
out with great care according to various models, 
and on the periphery near the river, two market-
places have been planned.

The construction of military housing of  
all kinds, in citadels and camps as well as  
in fortified towns, was generally of a collective 
nature. Housing was built on land belonging  
to the sovereign or the state or to public funds. 
Sometimes this housing had a social character. 
For example, various types of housing and 
hospitals were built for deserving soldiers.  
In Venice, a district for sailors’ families had 
already been constructed in the Middle Ages.19 
In Copenhagen, the “Nyboder,” a very well-
known district for sailors and other dependents 
of the navy, had been laid out in 1631 (Fig. 6). 
The layout of the streets and houses, originally 
single-story, is striking: the terrace houses form 
rows facing onto wide streets and backing onto 
small gardens. These rows are cut diagonally  
by converging streets. The latter are a remnant 
of Copenhagen’s central plan of 1629, which 
was abandoned in the middle of that century.20 
As for the parallel streets that form the  
elongated blocks (nicknamed “sandwiches”  
or “sticks”21), should they be interpreted as  
an allusion to the rows of barracks in military 
camps? The proximity of the fortress, which  
was built contemporaneously, and the site’s 
location near the fortified line are further points 
in favor of attributing a semi-military character 
to Nyboder. The church in the center of the 
district has been destroyed.

According to theorists, every fortress had  
to be equipped with a church or chapel, as well 



 fig. 6 Copenhagen city plan (1649) with superimposed drawing of the Swedish attack (1658).  
In the center, the Nyboder district (engraving by Erik Dahlberg).



 fig. 7 J. Naronowicz-Naroński, the plots of the 
military camp for officers. Measures vary according  
to rank (Budownictwo wojenne, 1659, in Warsaw 
University Library, Ms. no. 106, p. 105).
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as a court, for the moral upkeep of the inhabi-
tants. Likewise, the commander’s residence  
had both a representative and a disciplinary 
purpose. Many authors demanded a hospital 
with sufficient personnel, for the health  
of the inhabitants. Adequate buildings were 
planned to ensure reserves of food and  
armaments.

Although soldiers’ quarters represent  
a specific type of collective housing, it can  
be assumed that their popularity extended 
beyond the military milieu. Military successes 

were of interest to the broader society. Many 
drawings and engravings not only depict famous 
battles but describe cities, fortresses, and 
military camps; these themes often appeared  
in paintings in the princely palaces.

It can be assumed that the planning of 
military dwellings in the first half of the  
seventeenth century, as a phase in the develop-
ment of planning methods, constitutes  
a significant step between the “ideal schema”  
of the Renaissance residential district  
and the detailed project of the Enlightenment.
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1. Terminology
Spontaneous, popular, vernacular, minor, 

indigenous, primitive, anonymous, without 
architects: the multiplicity of qualifiers indicates 
how much this architecture—these architectures, 
rather—challenge and trouble our existing 
categories. Each of these adjectives implies  
a different perspective (affective, scientific, 
polemical) and every nuance from lyricism  
to contempt. Spontaneous: arising effortlessly,  
as if by the grace of nature. Popular: uncontami-
nated by the culture of the dominant classes. 
Vernacular: derived from a limited, albeit  
affecting, tradition. Minor: marginal and muted. 
Indigenous: subject to ethnographic investiga-
tion. Primitive: emerging from the depths  
of time but fossilized. Anonymous: part of an 
undifferentiated series. Without architects: 
worthy of having been professionally designed.

This last expression is now the most wide-
spread owing to the success of a well-known 
book.1 It also sums up the fundamental distinc-
tion introduced into building practice since  
the Renaissance: that between architecture  
(as conceived by an artist with a biography)  
and all other construction (as produced by 
nameless factotums responding to quantitative 

challenges). This caricature of the distinction 
may well overstate the historical reality, but  
the very notion of “spontaneous” or “popular” 
or “minor” architecture implies a second  
term that, roughly speaking, would be “major” 
architecture. Currently, this word is given  
a bad press even by those who are, by training, 
its representatives.

2. Approaches
The instruments of analysis available to us 

compel us to consider all buildings that are  
not usually included in architectural histories  
as mere noise. The notions of art and artwork,  
like that of objectivity, were refined in the course 
of the nineteenth century as instruments of  
the cultural imperialism of the bourgeoisie  
in its climactic phase. The history of art, from 
which the history of architecture emerged,  
was initially inclined to value symbols of the 
wealth and power of the dominant classes.  
This lens precludes any accounting for the 
objects excluded from the visual field at the 
outset. This, at least, is the commonly accepted 
explanation. However, it does not explain why— 
as Marx himself pointed out—these architectural 
products are nonetheless irreducible to the 
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conditions that gave rise to them, or why  
they themselves provide the most complete 
explication of their total contents.

Before the Industrial Revolution, the major 
divide was that between farmhouses and urban 
dwellings and not between buildings by licensed 
architects and all others. When the latter 
distinction did emerge, it was for social rather 
than architectural reasons, such as when 
William Morris declared his democratic prefer-
ence for the houses of peasants; indeed, for  
his stable boy’s hut. Here, the content qualifies 
the container.

The second half of the nineteenth century 
saw the beginning of the remarkable survey 
campaigns, such as Jakob Hunziker’s for 
Switzerland,2 which were based on both socio-
logical and technical criteria. Some were 
concerned with architecture as an expression  
of a way of life; others marveled at the common 
sense and ingenuity manifest in the buildings. 
Yet both approaches presuppose the need for 
solutions. At a time when Viollet-le-Duc believed 
he could exhaustively explain the Gothic through 
close analysis of the balance of thrusts, the  
very same engineering mentality was decon-
structing the Alpine chalet into primary factors: 
orientation, protection against the elements, 
wood technology, crop conservation, and so on. 
In these projects, the distribution of buildings 
was deemed to be entirely determined by  
the patriarchal family, the modes of operation,  
and the structure of trade in a given area.  
These two approaches resulted in cartographic 
classifications that were as faithful as possible 
to Linnaeus’s illustrious model, conceptualized 
as typologies.

The “functionalist tradition” dear to the 
heralds of utilitarianism was reflected in irre-
placeable descriptions, in the face of which  
the almost purely morphological sampling  
of someone like Rudofsky is a regression  
to the picturesque. Paradoxically, the aesthetic 
apprehension of “uncultivated” architecture 
seems the more recent. The Arts and Crafts 
movement, Muthesius, or Le Corbusier were 
evidently sensitive to traditional constructions, 
and Japan seduced men as far opposed as  
Mies and Wright, for very different reasons,  
in which the indigenous idea of Japanese 
architecture played no part. As an impetus  

for invention, the conspicuous qualities  
of anonymous architecture differ according  
to one’s perspective, and, like their precursors, 
they are usually recorded only after the fact. 
However, only from 1945 onward, possibly  
in reaction to the inadequate definition of 
architecture outlined by the CIAM, do modern 
architects begin a new phase, one of large-scale 
exploitation of the formal repertoire of the  
Greek islands or the cottages of northern Italy. 
The old condescension suddenly gives way  
to a fervor in which methodological preconcep-
tions are abolished. At this point, it ceased  
to matter whether the well-apportioned volumes 
we admire in Tuscan or Dalmatian farmhouses 
were intended as such, for they are the outcome 
of a program, a practice, and a custom.

3. The Nature of the Phenomenon
In addition to the research of the folklorists, 

ethnographers also brought an unprecedented 
variety of architectonic solutions to the market-
place of forms. Statistically, their number  
far exceeded that of the architecture in the 
textbooks. It had to be conceded, even if only  
de facto, that various “minor,” “indigenous,” 
and “primitive” architectures existed. This 
entailed the realization that “the birth of music 
does not date from that of the symphony 
orchestra” (Rudofsky)—even if, as Boudon3 said, 
each of them can only strictly be called architecture 
from the moment they were seen and perceived 
by an architect and presented as such.

The fact remains that each of the approaches 
adopted (sociological, technical, typological, 
aesthetic) overestimated one component. By 
necessity, these approaches flattened all phenom-
ena through reduction, each according to its own 
preliminary frameworks and codes.4 Yet the chief 
characteristic of all “spontaneous” architecture, 
from the Trobriand Islands to the Dogons and 
from the Pueblos to Galicia, is, on the contrary, 
what could be called a global (i.e., cultural) 
function. This is prior to its role in creating protec-
tion from the sun or from wild animals, such that 
people and livestock can rest; prior to projecting  
a social structure onto the landscape; and prior  
to producing technical solutions. Before all  
of that, the architecture of traditional cultures  
is a semantic act: it affirms an order, restores it,  
and reinforces it through repetition.







 fig. 2 [Democratic Republic of] 
Congo: village on the shores of 
Lake Kivu.

fig. 1
Northern China:  
a fortified village.



 fig. 3 Switzerland: cabin in the 
Val d’Hérémence (Valais).

 fig. 4 Cabin in the  
Val d’Hérémence.
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Here, positivist ideology stood in the way of 
an exhaustive description: it was believed that, 
by analyzing climatic, technical, social, and 
other parameters in terms of subsets, the 
constituent phenomena would be brought to 
light in their entirety. Yet the problem of origins 
remained intact.5 On this point, it was as if 
eighteenth-century hypotheses on the primitive 
hut had been verified, the implicit conclusion 
being that human settlements were naturalized. 
In fact, for as far back as the evidence takes us, 
these settlements can be characterized as 
cultural acts to which the parameters were then 
adjusted. Where conflicts arose between the 
cultural (i.e., ultimately mythical) model, and  
the function as we define it today, it was always 
the model that prevailed. In the peasant houses 
of Magyarpolàny, the single dwelling room has 
two windows opening onto the street but  
is used only to display the dead. How can this 
“waste” be explained in terms of practical 
necessity? Even Vitruvius reduces questions of 
public health to magical and astrological terms.

Our method of planning consists of develop-
ing submodels (economic, social, political, etc.) 
and determining the most favorable combina-
tion of these through a process of optimization. 
The overall model is thus derived from a series 
of partial analytical operations. Traditional 
societies have chosen the opposite approach. 
They project their cultural model onto their 
territory as a framework that is both primordial 
and resolution-oriented, within which submodels 
are incorporated. In other words, the overall 
model is prior to society, power, exchange,  
and technology, and these societies’ interactions 
are, and can only be, aspects of the “culture.” 
This applies to authorization as well as to  
the land itself.

4. Spontaneity
Under these conditions, to speak of “sponta-

neous” architecture is to believe in the free  
and virtuous primitive, and extolling the “serenity” 
of these buildings amounts to adulation of  
the “Noble Savage.” Regretfully, our planet has 
never seen a golden age. Far from a justification 
for our nostalgia, “spontaneous” architecture  
is rather a testament to the difficulties of survival, 
of easily offended gods, of power relations 
within implacably hierarchical societies, and  

of civilizations where the self is weak. It could 
just as well be described as an architecture  
of censorship, in which any innovation is 
prohibited because it endangers the equilibrium 
within the group. This characteristic bears  
a curious resemblance to something produced  
by culture.

Our increasingly precise grasp of these 
conditions eventually showed that the apparent 
anarchy of arrangements resulted from the 
inadequate criteria initially applied by research-
ers. Operating within an idea of urban order 
derived from neoclassicism, the first urban 
historians failed to understand irregular plots or 
“the pack mules’ routes” through the city. 
Following Sitte’s6 aestheticizing rehabilitation, 
further progress was attendant on Piccinato,7 
who realized that irregularity did not mean  
the absence of a plan; for Guidoni,8 who 
revealed the complexity and symbolism of  
these patterns; and for Pierotti,9 who posited 
that ancient urban design processes were 
subject to methodological evolution.

As for the anonymous or nonarchitect 
architecture of the European countryside or the 
Pacific islands, this simply means that it has not 
been produced by a member of the profession 
(bearing in mind that the designations 
“unknown architect” and “no architect” are 
often confused). It does not mean that the 
makers are unschooled or even unknown. After 
the destruction wrought by French forces in the 
seventeenth century, the inhabitants of Franche-
Comté rebuilt their villages. Whoever wanted to 
build or rebuild would cut wood and set it to dry 
for about thirty years. Then, the whole commu-
nity would discuss the plans (so that, by small 
adjustments, types are gradually transformed). 
Meanwhile carpenters, masons, and locksmiths, 
trained on the job by oral and practical tradition, 
and forming an integral part of the group, would 
erect all the buildings. This is achieved through 
continual critique and rotating work sites, 
spontaneously coordinated; the rest is decided 
collectively. One study has described the 
community control exerted on its environment 
by an Italian village over three centuries.10 
Sometimes one encounters old village foremen 
who are “still able to build according to a series 
of very complicated considerations regarding 
orientation, climate, and materials. Often, these 
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are even codified in communal statutes … so 
that it is the inhabitant, with their needs and 
weaknesses, who gives shape to the dwelling, 
and not the other way round.”11

This Upper Tiber Valley village, a brown 
corona seemingly rooted in the land from which 
it has emerged, may well bring to mind a time 
when man did not see himself as different from 
animals or even plants. Even so, the illusion of 
spontaneity must yield to the certain knowledge 
that this village is the result of a long negotiation 
bounded by the limits of its inhabitants’ under-
standings and habits of mind. Nor does the 
contention that decision-making here is subject 
to a kind of unconscious guidance, based on  
the rules of behavior provided by society, mean 
that we are dealing with a prelogical mentality.  
What matters is that reasoning does take place, 
integrating all the available data; we do not do 
things any other way.

5. Difficulties
When I admire a construction detail here,  

or a volumetric combination or staircase there,  
it is usually because of their position in a historical 
series. A ribbed vault is surprising for 1060,  
but not for 1450. Likewise for the sketch of the 
Scala dei Forbici (Royal Palace of Turin, 1720)  
at the Villa Contarini (Piazzola sul Brenta, 
sixteenth century) but not its bastard replica in  
a hotel on the Riviera. This essential fact of the 
degree of innovation is generally unacknowl-
edged in the criticism of “people’s” architecture. 
The latter exists in history only in large indivisible 
sections, because its components seem 
suspended in time, as if they were contempora-
neous. History is interested in phenomena in  
the making, and this kind of architecture has 
little of it—has the mazot [a kind of Alpine hut] 
evolved since the Neolithic era?

Circumstances such as these favor the 
synchronic collection of data. This has, in fact, 
been attempted in recent research taking a 
structuralist perspective. This literature has 
argued that the concept of space is multifacet-
ed, which is perhaps its most interesting 
contribution. Rather than one space that exists  
a priori, there is a space for every society, even 
for every social group. Consequently, one can  
no longer speak of “popular” or “primitive” 
architecture (a residual category for everything 

not considered “real” architecture), for there  
are as many architectures as there are units 
capable of producing spatial systems. Accord-
ingly, the dwelling sometimes takes the form  
of a cell, because it is part of a larger social 
whole, and sometimes presents itself as  
a complete unit, serving as a total framework  
for the life associated with it.12

In an initial phase, the document, if it 
escaped history, could not escape classification 
(Leroi-Gourhan); now, classification can be 
made explicit through systems of meaningful 
relationships. The fragmentation of the field  
into a series of objects of study should mean  
an end to the practice of hastily applying rather 
rough-hewn notions to the available facts.  
It should then be possible to move forward by 
ever-finer distinctions until each object is fairly 
treated and correctly identified.

To these general considerations, others  
must be added regarding the very possibility  
of isolating observable reality. In Europe,  
in particular, cases of “pure” phenomena are 
extremely rare. The mazot and its relatives  
in the Alps are probably the last examples of  
an architectural concept that dates directly back 
to prehistory without alteration across the 
millennia, although this hypothesis has yet to  
be proved. In almost all other cases, “vernacular” 
architecture has maintained a confusingly 
complex relationship with its opposite,  
in particular with courtly architecture.

6. Exchanges
In periodizing, we use certain signs that  

often relate to treatments rather than to the 
architectural unit itself. We date these in reference 
to an expressive vocabulary that provides  
a terminus a quo. An ogee window in the 
Canton of Grisons or a volute corbel in Apulia 
obviously refers to the stylistic fields of “Gothic” 
and “baroque.” Sometimes the building tech-
nique, which at first glance appears native  
to the site, stems from practices within “major” 
architecture. Roberto Pane established  
a correlation between the vaults of Capri and 
those of the twelve imperial villas built on  
the island by Rome.13 The tiny churches  
of the Aegean would not exist without those  
of Byzantium. The phenomenon thus includes  
an element of recuperation and bricolage.



 fig. 5 Iran: caravanserai at Qum (near Tehran).



 fig. 6 Attic in Bruson 
(Valais, Switzerland).

 fig. 7 Tunisia: houses and attic  
in Metameur.



 fig. 8 Andalusia: Mijas.



 fig. 10 Greece: churches in Siphnos.

 fig. 9 Caucasus: fortified village in the Svanétia Valley.



 fig. 11 Andalusia: Mijas.  fig. 12 Italy: Procida.



 fig. 14 Italy: Castellina in Chianti (near Siena), “Il Cennino.”

 fig. 13 Italy: farm near Florence.
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In these cases, as in many others, the 
“minor” architecture is not opposed to that  
of the elite: it is like a shadow cast by the elite.  
The aim of the “people’s” architecture is to 
ensure the preservation of a society, but to 
describe it only in terms of resistance to the 
dominant culture would be wrong. In the  
West, the future belongs everywhere to the 
“cultivated” architecture, which is often a 
source of themes for the other. In this respect, 
the penetration and persistence of “Gothic”  
and then “baroque” practices, even in areas  
far removed from the centers of production of 
the new language, indicate a vertical continuity 
between “major” architecture and its local 
transcriptions. Depending on the province,  
one can even speak of a certain homogeneity.  
A village like Bissone (Canton of Ticino) or  
Au in Austria’s Vorarlberg provides ample proof 
that this capillary diffusion of foreign models 
was actively exploited rather than passively 
endured. Bissone exported architects to half of 
Europe, while Au built its Wandpfeiler basilicas 
over an immense region.

To this group may be added buildings that 
are now considered “popular” because of  
a change in function. This category includes,  
for example, almost all the old agricultural 
buildings of the countryside around Rome, 
which are ruralized rather than rural.14 Another 
example is the buildings derived directly from 
those put up by the urban aristocracy outside 
city walls: “the layout of the farmsteads of 
Arezzo … in an area where Vasari’s presence 
and counsel were not unknown, bears witness 
to the impact of these images on historical 
reality, in a tacit exchange between spontaneous 
tradition and intellectual development.”15

The intervention that an architect—someone 
with architectural training—makes on a tradi-
tional entity completes our tableau of the steps 
that lead from the popular to the cultivated.  
This time, architectural custom no longer 
contents itself with absorbing outside practices; 
instead it offers itself, in substance, as the 
primary theme. At the start of the sixteenth 
century Biagio Rossetti rationalized residential 
building in Ferrara. Subsequently, urban housing 
based on local custom was proposed by  
Sebastiano Serlio, Peter the Mute in the seven-
teenth century, Charles-Étienne Briseux in  

the eighteenth century, and many others.  
The Palladian villa is itself largely based on 
spatial distributions that had already been 
consolidated. It “imposed proportion” on them 
long before Ledoux formulated his formula.  
At times this circular quality in the models  
can even be an impediment to analysis, due to 
the difficulty of determining who was inspired 
by what.

7. Breach
The Industrial Revolution trampled tradition 

wherever it spread. At the same time, the 
architecture of the elite was undergoing its  
most serious crisis. Agrarian structures and 
those of the urban proletariat became embroiled 
in the transformation without managing to 
acquire a new base. Everywhere, architectural 
custom started to disintegrate as a result of their 
alienation. Deprived of its models, popular 
creativity turned to kitsch under pressure from 
bourgeois cultural values. A discrepancy then 
appears between its aspirations, which have 
become regressive, and what is beginning  
to be called the avant-garde.16 Françoise Choay 
speaks of the “scandal of political levels,” 
referring to the coexistence at one and the same 
time of diverse conceptions of the city and  
its space. Some of these were projections into 
the future, others clung to the present, and  
the majority drew on various moments in 
history. This is, in short, René Grousset’s notion 
of the contemporary, in which people of the 
same era inhabit different historical times,  
or perhaps Jung’s17 notion of the dephasing 
of psychic constellations in a given era.

This new situation, due to the irruption of 
historical consciousness, precludes any direct 
access to a tradition that is now closed. During 
the functionalist and rationalist phase of the 
modern movement, any relationship with history 
was terminated as a question of dogma.  
In the same instance, the relationship between 
architecture and indigenous practice was 
severed. The new method, based on analysis  
of construction programs and building econom-
ics, postulated an architectural language that 
owed nothing to any tradition. Yet the greats  
of the interwar period took an interest in 
“minor” architecture that, although it originated 
in romanticism, was both complex and respectful. 



446  V: Territory and Shelter André Corboz 

The next generation, which attempted to  
frame these problems more broadly than its 
predecessors, reasserted the value of the formal 
components of the architectural phenomenon. 
For anyone dissatisfied with the young modernist 
tradition, that of the golden age thus seemed 
within reach. Some perilous examples provided 
by the masters themselves (such as the Algerian 
morphology of the chapels at Ronchamp) 
encouraged them to do so. They were subse-
quently encouraged by well-meaning, reckless 
people, such as Rudofsky, who called vernacular 
buildings “the greatest unspoiled source  
of architectural inspiration for industrialized 
man.”18

8. Concessionary Architecture versus  
the Consolidated Slum

The greats of contemporary architecture 
were not only Puritans (by virtue of their shared 
Protestant origin), but also pre-Freudians.  
Their practices sought to replace all of the urban 
chaos of the West with high-rise, three-dimen-
sional, large-scale sketches based on a handful 
of technical and sanitary standards that gave 
expression to their ethical and political vision  
of social relations. The Plan Voisin traumatized 
several generations. Cheered on by property 
speculators, cities applied these designs by rote, 
mainly for the purpose of consolidating slum 
districts and sweeping away squatter settle-
ments. The minimum dwelling, born out of  
a socialist commitment to human dignity,  
was transformed into a source of profit and  
a political weapon.

However moving the speeches at every 
ribbon-cutting ceremony, this new kind  
of housing unfortunately failed to respond  
to its inhabitants’ way of life, which it reduced  
to calculations of minimum utility. In this 
“ready-to-wear” housing, many saw nothing 
more than a symbol of the social condition  
that had been attributed to them: an architec-
ture made for the people, yes, but also  
an architecture of charity, built for a society  
of lesser citizens; an inflexible architecture,  
as paternalistic as the first constitutions  
of the eighteenth century, a concessionary  
architecture.19

Whether in the industrialized world or the 
Third World, these experiments failed in various 

ways. Admittedly, the problems themselves 
differ across the two contexts. In the industrial-
ized world, planning is essential because  
the sprawl of single-family dwellings based  
on a petty-bourgeois model is self-limiting.  
In the Third World, other avenues must be 
explored as an alternative to the hubris of the 
grands ensembles. Hence the work of people  
like Bugnicourt in Africa and Turner in Ameri-
ca.20 If popular architecture is understood to 
mean the built consequences of settling a 
population on a site, then people at the margins 
of industrial civilization must be included in a 
broader definition of “popular” architecture. The 
truly “spontaneous” architecture of today is that  
of barriadas, favelas, and slums.

These marginalized people include, in varying 
proportions, peasants in the process of being 
urbanized and city dwellers rejected by the 
capitalist city. Their cultural backgrounds are 
therefore very diverse: some are wholly cut off 
from tradition; others have brought with them 
models of behavior now severed from their 
socioeconomic roots; all are poor and live  
in solidarity with one another. The problem  
is further complicated by the fact that some  
of these disadvantaged people want to leave 
what we might call the city’s waiting room  
as soon as possible, while others have found  
a greater sense of security within it (since  
the psychosocial qualities of the environment 
make up for its physical defects).

The approach taken by J. Bugnicourt consists 
in recovering from indigenous architecture 
whatever proves useful in solving the challenges 
of urbanization and population growth (such  
as building systems and natural ventilation 
techniques). Here, the existing cultural founda-
tions have not disappeared, and creativity  
has not been delegated to the elite, so that  
the continuity of a people’s culture becomes  
a realistic, rather than utopian, expectation.  
And yet the powers that be, in their preoccupa-
tion with the prestige of achieving a Western 
condition, seem oblivious to the riches they  
have at their disposal.

Stabilizing this seemingly inchoate habitat 
and furnishing the means to consolidate it for 
good are points of action that should enable  
a rekindling of the creativity that has been lost, 
suspended, or suppressed. As might be expected, 





 fig. 15 Spain: granary in Galicia.
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the American school avoids posing the problem 
in openly political terms. One wonders whether 
this “bottom-up” planning will turn slums  
into self-sufficient, self-governing places.  
Does true success not require that it be part of  
a more widespread effort, including acquisition 
of the means of production, which are the sole 
means of providing the necessities of everyday 
life? And, to take a more radical point of view,  
is it not also possible that the consolidation of 
slums would, in the same moment, consolidate 
the system that produces them? The Left is 
caught in a dilemma. On the one hand, dooms-
day politics that will hasten the onset of its 

objectives; namely, an immediate transforma-
tion of the living conditions of those it wants  
to save. This, however, means choosing 
between improving the conditions of the  
proletariat, who benefit from capital in an 
immediate sense, and the prospect of seizing 
the means of production, which will—temporarily 
at least—worsen the lives of the worst off.  
In urban terms, reformist efforts can never be 
anything other than a “Red Cross morality.” 

This rather disenchanted line of thought has 
brought us quite a distance from the immediate 
poetry and happy forms that folklorists have 
taught us to perceive.
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Planning practices in developing countries 
are necessarily derived from strategies common 
in the industrialized world. The choice of tech-
nologies, the nature of the interventions of 
public authorities, the establishment of relatively 
high housing standards, and the widespread 
view that housing construction is nothing other 
than providing a complete package of accom-
modations reflect this practice. In other words, 
housing construction is generally understood  
to be a product not a process. This view is 
dubious even in industrialized countries; it is 
completely inappropriate under the conditions 
of the Third World.

The dominant theories of development 
assume that a higher standard of living for  
the broad population is conceivable only on the 
basis of economic growth and industrialization 
that is as comprehensive as possible. From  
such a perspective, investments in housing 
construction seem unproductive, so obtaining 
the capital necessary for housing construction  
is very difficult.

That accounts for the necessity of state 
interventions. Nevertheless, in the Third World, 
institutions capable of successfully implement-
ing public services and housing construction 

programs exist only in the rarest cases. To the 
extent that state loans are made available at all, 
they are accessible only to a wealthy small 
minority. The difficulty of obtaining favorable 
loans reflects, in some cases, rising inflation, 
and that in turn causes low interest on savings. 
In such a situation, land speculation and 
constantly increasing land costs appear to  
be an antidote to inflation. But where effective  
tax and other state controls are lacking, land  
and building speculation operate outside the 
legal framework.

For the majority of the population in develop-
ing countries, income is low and uncertain,  
to say nothing of widespread underemployment 
and unemployment. Population growth far 
exceeds job growth, and this trend is only 
exacerbated by growing inequality between  
the countryside and the cities, which are  
growing explosively thanks to their services, 
infrastructure, and potential labor market.

The consequences of this situation are not 
difficult to foresee. The public authorities are  
not in a position to create sufficient housing, 
and what is actually built corresponds to  
international notions of “modern” housing 
standards. For all the state funding, the cost  







 fig. 1 Comparison of the various settlement patterns of Nairobi.







 fig. 3 Squatter settlement in the Mathare River 
Valley, Nairobi. The huts are built of clay, wattle,  
and discarded materials.

 fig. 2 Nairobi. Detail: Squatter settlement on the bank of the Mathare River.
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of money, the relatively high standards for 
housing, and the dominant land costs lead  
to apartments that are affordable only for 
members of the middle class and a massively 
subsidized minority of the lower income strata.

A majority of the population is thus forced  
to rely on self-help. The result is a “self-help 
architecture” that is generally judged negatively 
by the authorities that control housing con- 
struction. Charles Abrams was one of the first  
to attempt to appreciate the positive features  
of these settlements created outside of and 
below state standards. He was followed by  
John Turner, who assessed the spontaneous 
settlement forms of “squatters” as the result  
of processes that correspond much more 
directly to the changing requirements and needs 
of their users than do the housing forms decreed 
from above (see Bibliography).

The insight that emerged was that people 
who have to come up with their housing them-
selves are in general far better able to assess 
their needs than the specialists and experts who 
are commissioned by the authorities to build 
and regulate housing.

However, lack of access to the fundamental 
resources of building (land, loans, materials, 
information, professional knowledge, services) 
makes attempts at self-help building more 
difficult or impossible. Therein lies a true chal-
lenge to the experts: their task should first and 
foremost be helping the population to make use 
of technical facilities and economic resources. 
That is possible only on the basis of knowledge 
of the society’s unequal distribution of wealth 
and opportunities for advancement.

That includes an understanding of what 
actually happens in housing construction. In 
essence, it amounts to a series of systems, and 
these systems operate on the basis of a complex 
interaction of existing possibilities and of people 
who implement them. That these systems be 
correctly identified and their possibilities be 
evaluated is crucially important. Today, we stand 
at the beginning of the development of methods 
that are capable of clarifying what steps are 
necessary in a given situation to maximize 
practical use with a minimum investment of 
finances and time.

The Example of Nairobi

Nairobi was founded just over seventy-five 
years ago; today, its population of 580,000 
residents is growing 7.5 percent per annum.  
Of that, just 2.5 percent is the result of births;  
59 percent of the annual increase consists of 
migrants. Ninety percent of Kenya’s population 
makes a living from agriculture; just 10 percent 
of the population is located in cities with more 
than 20,000 residents. The contrasts between 
the capital, Nairobi, and the smaller cities— 
to say nothing of the surrounding countryside 
—are dramatic. Kenya’s industrial wealth is 
largely concentrated in Nairobi, which also has 
40 percent of the country’s industrial base.

That explains Nairobi’s attractiveness.  
The city is the epitome of economic opportunity 
for a constant stream of migrants. These 
migrants hope they will find better material 
conditions for life there, but not all of them 
intend to settle permanently in the city. Rather, 
many of them intend to return to their native 
village after several years and therefore retain 
very close ties to their family and friends 
“outside” in the countryside. Tom Weisner and 
others have described this typical “urban-rural 
continuum,” with its network of close family 
relationships, its frequent visits in both direc-
tions, and its constant exchange of money and 
goods. Our study of the poor neighborhoods  
of Nairobi confirmed their experiences. These 
close relationships, which are typical of the 
members of lower-income levels, are revealed, 
for example, in the fact that most prefer to send 
their savings home rather than invest them  
in their urban home. It is, however, too early  
to assess what aspirations the children born to 
these migrants over the past ten years (since the 
beginning of national independence) will have.

Nairobi is a divided city, in terms of both its 
physical form and its socioeconomic structure. 
The residential neighborhoods of the different 
classes and income groups differ in accordance 
with the drastically different income categories. 
The rich live primarily in the west and the poor 
in the east—and this division has its origin in the 
city’s social and economic history. In the period 
prior to national independence, this line 
between poor and rich coincided with that  
of black and white, with the Asian population 
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located between the two race “ghettos,”  
though closer to the blacks. That has, of course, 
changed in recent years.

The Seven Housing Systems

In the eastern part of Nairobi—that is, in the 
sector in which the lower-income classes live—
we identified seven systems for housing 
construction, some of which are more important 
and growing more quickly than others. In the 
course of this work, we assigned to the 
“lower-income class” those residents who are 
not in a position to bear the costs themselves  
for a modern minimal dwelling of the sort 
provided by the administration. In Nairobi, 
around 75 percent of the residents belong to  
the category of the “lower-income class”  
as defined in this way. Only around 25 percent 
of the residents in Nairobi are in a position  
to rent or purchase nonsubsidized housing  
or a minimal dwelling. On the other hand, an 
overwhelming majority of families belonging  
to the lower-income class live in a density  
far above the standards established by the 
government; the average is one room per family.

We have used the popular names for these 
housing systems and created new ones where 
there were none. Namely:
1. Squatters—that is, Illegal Settlers (Village-like 

Settlements of High Density).
2. Company Houses (Cooperative Housing).
3. Old Tenements (Asian Courtyard Buildings).
4. Public Packages (Public Housing).
5. Public Components (Provision by the  

Government of Properties with Access  
to Public Supply Network).

6. Popular Ownership (Dagoretti).
7. Employer-Provided Housing.

The architectural differences between these 
housing systems are radical, especially insofar 
as apartment floor plans and transportation 
systems are concerned. It is important to clarify, 
however, that these housing systems are more 
than just material accommodations. More 
important than their final physical form is the 
network of relationships between the residents 
and their environment; that is, the way these 
buildings are constructed, managed, and 
controlled. In each of these housing systems,  
a specific network of relationships is at work; 

relationships, on the one hand, among the 
different participants in the construction process 
but also the relationships of these decision 
makers to the final built form itself.

In the course of our study, it proved to  
be useful to divide the participants in these 
construction processes into three groups:  
the public, the private, and the popular sector. 
The public sector has produced around 30 
percent of the volume of housing in Nairobi,  
the private sector around 25 percent, and the 
popular sector 47 percent. Even more revealing, 
however, is the rate of growth of the volume  
of housing produced by these three sectors.  
The production of the public and private sectors 
is growing per annum by circa 1 to 2 percent 
each, whereas the production of the popular 
sector is increasing rapidly, at least 10 percent 
per annum. Although completely illegal,  
the popular sector is apparently the only one 
capable of keeping up with the population 
increase.

To understand better the extent to which 
migrants are in a position to finance their 
accommodations and, above all, to clarify  
the ratio of the cost of housing to that of other 
goods, we had to subdivide the “low-income 
sector” even further according to very low,  
low, and modest income. That means:
1. Very Low Income: Sufficient for the minimum 

of food and fuel necessary for a family  
to live but not for expenses for housing and 
transportation.

2. Low Income: Sufficient for the subsistence 
minimum plus modest expense for accom-
modations.

3. Modest Income (two to three times the 
subsistence minimum): Sufficient at best  
to finance an unsubsidized minimal dwelling 
or to finance a small home of one’s own.
Labor statistics permit the conclusion that 

circa 15 percent of the population of Nairobi  
has a very low income, 25 percent a low one, 
and another 25 percent a moderate to high one. 
Because unemployment is constantly increas-
ing, the “low-income sector,” on the one hand, 
is expected to increase as a proportion of the 
population of Nairobi and, on the other hand, 
residents of the “low-income sector” with  
a very low income will increase both in terms  
of numbers and as a percentage.

Praful C. Patel, Jeff Racki, and Reena Racki



 fig. 4 Squatter settlement in Nairobi: The clothing 
and household items are in keeping with the rural 
origins of the residents.


 figs. 5–6
“Company houses,” 
that is, cooperative 
housing, Nairobi.



 fig. 7 “Company houses”  
above the Mathare River Valley, Nairobi.

 fig. 8 Old housing blocks in the center of Nairobi 
(Asian courtyard buildings).

 figs. 9–11  One- or two-story courtyard buildings, often with stores along the street facade.
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In what follows we briefly describe  
the essential properties of the seven housing 
systems mentioned above.

1. Squatters (i.e., Illegal Settlers)
This system is initiated, designed, built,  

and controlled by the popular sector. The form  
of land tenure, building subdivision pattern,  
and construction standards fall outside the 
legally acceptable development framework  
or the planning process, as it presently operates. 
Public action is usually destructive or paternalis-
tic toward this system; that is, it oscillates 
between direct destruction and passive toler-
ance—it is, in any case, unwilling to recognize 
the vital and positive aspects of this housing 
system. In reality, it represents the precondition 
for the survival of its residents, for lack of useful 
alternatives (i.e., accommodations they can 
afford that are located at a reasonable distance 
from jobs and public services). The central 
locations of many of these settlements and  
their minimum cost commitment enable very 
low-income people to survive in an insecure 
environment. The existing public policy might 
allow the installation of utility systems and 
prevent demolition. There is no really positive 
policy which reflects an understanding of the 
users’ economic problems and need.

Seventy percent of the squatters earn less 
than the subsistence minimum. About half of 
them have been in Nairobi for more than five 
years, indicating a fairly low level of economic 
mobility for a sizable proportion of them. The 
total squatter population is about 18 percent of 
Nairobi’s population and about a quarter of the 
low-income population. Many squatters send  
10 to 25 percent of their income to their families 
in villages. Half of the squatter families pay no  
rent and have no expenditures at all on housing.

There are two sorts of squatter settlements  
in Nairobi: squatter villages proper and small 
splinter settlements introduced into existing 
vacant sites. Squatter villages have community 
organizations and distinct physical and social 
units, such as those of the Mathare River Valley. 
Each village is bounded by an area of cultivation, 
including those that are located in the inner ring 
of the city. The “infill squatters,” by contrast, are 
small groups of families who have established 
themselves on scattered unused pieces of public 

or private land in the center of the city. Post facto 
government action has initiated the installation 
of basic services and utilities into some of the 
villages as a result of political pressure exerted 
by the villagers and their tribesmen, but many  
of the squatters live insecurely under the 
constant threat of demolition.

The “autonomous” squatter village commu-
nity organizations and initiatives represent  
an assertion of real need and a major housing 
resource. Lack of access to employment oppor-
tunities, suitably located and basically serviced 
land, restrictive building standards and codes, 
and demolition practices constantly hamper  
the squatters’ attempts to improve their lot. 
Attempts of the Mathare Valley village residents 
to buy the land legally on which they are located 
were thwarted by steeply rising land values 
which priced them out of the market.

2. Company Houses (Cooperative Housing 
Construction)

The “Company Houses” were built by  
building cooperatives that, organized as joint-
stock companies, purchase land and build 
housing units, sometimes at considerable  
profit margins. Although they have only been  
in existence since 1969, their output has been 
very high. For example, they built 7,000 single- 
room dwelling units in one year as compared 
with the 1,000 units per year output of the public 
sector. The company development is, however, 
illegal, since it does not conform to official 
modern standards of building and subdivision.

The high output is a result of the enormous 
profit-making capacity. The returns of as much 
as 50 percent per annum are accompanied  
by extremely high risks. Company housing 
caters to an obviously unmet demand of the 
moderate- and low-income migrants. Admittedly, 
they are always still much too expensive for 
those with very low incomes, for whom squat-
ting represents the only realistic possibility  
to get housing. The low-income households 
living in the tenements must spend up to  
50 percent of their earnings on rent. The current 
spiraling land costs are increasing the rents  
of the company rooms. If their risks were 
reduced and the land costs controlled, rents 
could be reduced and this building resource 
would become an asset to the city.
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3. Old Tenements (Asian Courtyard Buildings)
These housing blocks in the center of the  

city were built by Asians for their large families 
as well as some tenants, and they often have  
a street-level store run by the family itself. 
Following Kenya’s independence, numerous 
Asian families emigrated, freeing up these 
housing blocks, which were then offered to the 
sector of the black population that has a modest 
income. Today, such housing blocks are no 
longer being built, and the rents are in general 
also much higher than those of the cooperative 
apartment buildings, since, among other 
reasons, the quality of the buildings, access to 
infrastructure, and available services are much 
better. Because these housing blocks often 
stand on land leased for ninety years, which  
in less than thirty years will return to state 
ownership, no one can be found who is interested 
in building more profitable new apartments  
to replace these housing blocks. The housing 
blocks have high density: approximately  
200 people per acre and 4.5 people per housing 
unit. The common facilities are located in the 
interior courtyards. Because rents are constantly 
increasing, renters from the moderate-income 
sector apply, rather than from the lower-income 
sector, even though the latter would certainly  
be in a position to pay the rents for modern  
minimal dwellings if there were a sufficient 
number of them. Many of the members of the 
moderate-income sector who occupy these 
housing blocks are also on the waiting lists  
for public housing.

4. Public Packages (Public Housing)
These are housing construction projects 

financed, built, and managed directly by the 
Nairobi City Council. They consist of a complete 
package of furnishings, and the popular sector 
takes no part in their production and manage-
ment. Although the building of these housing 
units is subsidized and the rents subject to strict 
control, the high construction standards mean 
that these apartments are unaffordable for  
the overwhelming majority of the members of 
the low- and very low-income sectors who profit 
from state subsidies—renters who in general 
scarcely pay more than 5–10 percent of their 
income for housing. That represents a consider-
able loss for the city as a whole. The high costs 

of construction and management in public 
housing do not benefit those who are truly 
dependent on state aid. If it even belongs to  
the tasks of the public sector to provide housing  
for the moderate-income sector, it should be 
done on the basis of current market prices and 
the resulting profits used to support the 
lower-income sectors. In any case, the current 
achievements of public housing construction  
are so modest and their administrative provisions 
so complicated that the development of new, 
alternative housing construction methods seems 
inevitable—to say nothing of the fact that 
current practices run counter to the interests  
of the lower-income sectors.

5. Public Components (Properties Developed 
by the Municipal Administration)

The Nairobi City Council has also arranged for 
the public sector to make available to migrants 
developed land on which they can build homes. 
The experiments carried out in Nairobi excluded 
the very low-income sector, however. That  
was primarily because many squatters who were 
dislocated to the land provided by the city were 
not willing or able to construct buildings that 
met specific minimum standards, even when 
those standards were far below those of modern 
minimal dwellings. Moreover, the peripheral 
location of these developed urban lands 
represents a crucial disadvantage for many 
squatters, who prefer to earn some money from 
the sale of their property and use it to return  
to one of the squatter villages in the center  
of the city. Communal self-help is lacking almost 
entirely in these settlements, and one conse-
quence, among others, of the bureaucratic 
process of selecting residents is that developed 
plots stand vacant for long periods, while the 
waiting lists for potential residents continually 
grow. Because the settlement of these devel-
oped lands is not accompanied by the economic 
improvement of the residents, it is decidedly 
only a partial solution, one that continues  
to place the main burden on the shoulders of  
the poor themselves, with no attempt being made 
to understand their real needs and priorities. 
Nevertheless, this housing system represents  
a solution that is potentially more useful,  
if it is put into practice on a broader foundation,  
than the experiences in Nairobi might suggest.

Praful C. Patel, Jeff Racki, and Reena Racki



 figs. 12–13  “Public packages” (public housing)  
in the eastern part of Nairobi.



 figs. 14–15  “Public components” (properties developed by the municipal authorities). 
Most of these housing units now belong to owners who live in other parts of the city.



 fig. 17  A complex of owner-occupied apartments with  
a shamba; that is, land that can be used for cultivation.

 fig. 16  Popular owner-occupied apartments  
on small lots.

 fig. 18
Popular owner- 
occupied  
apartments  
in Dagoretti  
(in the village  
of Kawangware).



 fig. 19  Apartments provided by the employer. Detail: middle-class 
house with neighboring housing for servants. Upper Nairobi.

 fig. 20  Typical middle-class residence in Nairobi. 
The housing for service personnel is located at  
the back of the lot.
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6. Popular Ownership (Dagoretti)
Immediately following Kenya’s independence, 

all the village dwellers of Dagoretti, a suburban 
zone of Nairobi, were granted ownership of the 
land they had settled. In addition, the region  
was declared to be outside of the city’s jurisdic-
tion—a political redress for a population group 
that had suffered most in the period immediately 
before the declaration of independence. The lots 
in these villages are too small to provide the 
residents, most of whom are unemployed,  
with agriculture adequate to earn a livelihood. 
For that reason, many have built additions to 
their houses, the rent from which provides them 
with a modest income, or they have sold their 
properties to nonresident housing speculators, 
who, as we have seen, operate extremely quickly 
and successfully. Forty percent of the residents 
receive very low income; some even live entirely 
outside the money economy. Dagoretti is consid-
ered a “hypertrophied” village, a rural region 
even though it lies within the city limits of Nairobi 
and even though many of its residents regard  
it as temporary housing that enables them  
to work in the city while setting aside enough 
money to return home later. Numerous residents 
survive only thanks to agricultural use of the 
surrounding land, which ensures them the food 
necessary for life; occasional work enables  
them to pay school fees and taxes. But the land 
speculation in the rapidly growing villages of 
housing blocks in the immediate surroundings  
of the center of Nairobi contributes greatly to  
the rapid increase in room rents. In several cases,  
the land prices have increased by 500 percent 
within five years. Currently, 10 percent of  
the population of Nairobi lives in in Dagoretti.

7. Employer-Provided Housing
In the homes of the upper classes, it was 

common to make living space on the property 
available to “service personnel,” and some 
private companies have also adopted this habit. 
Approximately 10 percent of the population  
of the lower-income sector is housed in apart-
ments provided by employers, but this category 
of residents is rather stable. Many servants  
are long-established residents of Nairobi. And 
because fewer and fewer city dwellers can afford 
to keep servants, it is highly improbable that this 
kind of employment and housing will increase.

Today, economic mobility in Nairobi is 
minimal; on the other hand, the city is undergoing 
rapid growth, especially in the lower-income 
sectors. Under such conditions, it is necessary  
to exploit all existing resources for housing 
construction. Above all, however, the various 
housing systems, with their complex network  
of responsible decision-makers, represent  
an important precondition for providing living 
space, especially for the various sectors of the 
lower-income class.

Only if each of these housing systems  
can be judged with an eye to its positive aspects, 
its possibilities, and its shortcomings can  
the housing needs of the residents be assessed 
realistically and possible design strategies 
proposed—in Nairobi and also elsewhere.

* The present essay is an abridged version of work compiled 
in 1971–72 at the School of Architecture and Planning of the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). It is based on  
two study trips to Nairobi. On the basis of the present analysis, 
the study group of the Nairobi City Council was invited to work 
out a housing construction project for that city. A more detailed 
documentation of this analysis and project will be published in  
an upcoming issue of Ekistics (Athens).

Praful C. Patel, Jeff Racki, and Reena Racki

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Charles Abrams. Housing in the Modern 
World. London: Faber and Faber, 1964.

David Etherton et al. Mathare Valley. 
Report, Nairobi Housing Research and 
Development Unit. Nairobi, 1971.

Ford Foundation Urbanization Study. New 
York, 1973.

William Grindley and Robert Merrill. 
“Survey of Sites and Services.” Interna-
tional Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development, Section Working Paper, 
Washington, DC, 1972.

Kenya Government. Statistical Abstracts 
and Population Census. Nairobi, 1962, 
1968, 1969, and 1972.

Philip M. Hauser and Leo F. Schnore.  
The Study of Urbanization. New York:  
John Wiley, 1967.

John Harris. “Some Thoughts on Housing 
Policy for Nairobi” (mimeographed MS). 
Research paper, MIT, Cambridge, MA, 
1970.

Nairobi Urban Study Group. Working 
Papers on Nairobi. Nairobi City Council, 
1971–72.

S.H. Ominde. Land and Population 
Movements in Kenya. London: Heinemann 
Books, 1968.

John F.C. Turner and Robert Fichter. 
Freedom to Build. New York: Macmillan, 
1972.

A.K. Senkubuge. “Dagoretti Study.” 
Thesis. University of Nairobi. Nairobi, 
1971.

Thomas Weisner. “One Family, Two 
Households: A Rural-Urban Network” 
(mimeographed MS). Nairobi, 1969.



468  V: Territory and Shelter

An Architecture  
of Resistance:
Slums in Asia

Author:

Jin-Bak Pyun

Source:

archithese, 9 (1974): 
39–44

Translated by:

Brett Petzer

Architecture can become a means of 
controlling the social environment, but it can 
also be an effective tool for the liberation of man 
and community. To fulfill its liberating mission,  
it must strongly support and make manifest  
the values of humanity. As a cultural support 
system, it is not and should not be passive  
and negative but become active and dynamic.  
The architecture of slums represents the real 
significance of architecture in a society where 
people are increasingly oppressed.

This brief account of the issue of slums  
in the urban centers of South Asia and the  
Far East is based on a literature review and  
on the author’s experience in Seoul, the capital 
of South Korea. Despite the lack of direct 
observation of the other territories concerned, 
the problem in the various countries is sufficiently 
homogeneous to allow for a degree of general-
ization. This article argues that the slum gives 
rise to and shapes a dynamic culture, and  
it analyzes the attitude of the authorities toward 
this mass phenomenon.

As we shall see, the real problem of the  
slum is not its alleged state of social disorgani-
zation or juvenile delinquency but the antipathy 
of “high culture” to this “popular culture.”1 

Among authorities, the policy of clearing slums 
and displacing their residents and then imposing 
a new environment on these people is common-
place, even though it produces an absurd result 
in the form of empty architecture. In reality, 
architecture must be the outcome of a popular 
process of adaptation to the sociophysical 
environment. If we allow that urban planning 
and state oversight of housing are among the 
necessary evils of our society, official interven-
tion should be limited to efforts to understand 
the sociospatial environment and the provision 
of an effective environment to inhabitants.2  
This is the only possible alternative to initiatives 
that are as misguided as they are unsympathetic.

Slum Culture
The slum is a unique sociospatial environ-

ment that constitutes a culture. Living in a  
slum requires that one adapt to this milieu.

Slum culture is both a way of life for disad-
vantaged city dwellers and a mechanism for 
adaptation to the urban condition. Because  
the inhabitants of this environment are rural  
and poor immigrants who are unskilled or 
semiskilled, the productivity of squatters is  
very low in the slum’s initial phase. They are 
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 fig. 1  Seoul 1971: Architecture that has been 
parachuted into a working-class neighborhood.
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most often unemployed or underemployed.  
In this environment oriented to a marginal 
position in society, new norms and ways  
of living may then start to develop. Under these 
conditions, the slum may form what Oscar 
Lewis3 refers to as a “culture of poverty,”  
but this is not a defining quality: slum culture  
is distinguished by upward social mobility  
and a sense of community, which are absent 
from cultures of poverty.

There are generally three types of urban 
settlements that house the poor: ghettos, 
government-built tenement neighborhoods,  
and shantytowns or squatter settlements.4 
Ghettos form in run-down inner-city neighbor-
hoods and generally belong to the culture of 
poverty, where upward mobility is very limited. 
Government-built tenement neighborhoods 
include housing projects that rapidly deteriorate 
after handover because they are “static”  
and thus likely to become slums of desperation.  
The shantytown or squatter settlement,  
a by-product of the “phenomenon of capital,” 
arises either close to the city center or on  
the urban periphery, where various sources  
of unskilled or semiskilled employment can  
be found.

Upward socioeconomic mobility is one  
of the fundamental characteristics of slum 
culture. In this environment, residents’ need  
for community facilities outweighs their  
need for finished housing, sometimes so  
much so that the former becomes top priority. 
This not only suggests that residents aspire  
to security of tenure over the land they have 
illegally appropriated but that they intend to 
participate in political life and raise themselves 
to middle-class status or higher.

The best example of this is the extent  
to which Seoul’s poor invest in this aim,  
both psychologically and materially. In a very  
restricted economy where public funds are 
severely limited, access to institutions of higher 
education is beyond the financial reach of 
low-income families (this is why businesspeople 
consider private education to be among  
the most profitable of commercial ventures).  
A desire to move up in the social hierarchy 
encourages those who will never do so them-
selves to take on lifelong debt so that their 
children can study and succeed in their stead.

Dynamic social interaction is another  
fundamental characteristic of the squatter 
environment. This is mainly due to the need  
for collective self-defense against official 
animosity. Squatters have a much greater  
level of social organization than higher social 
classes. The many and varied activities in the 
settlement, such as self-building and mutual  
aid, produce the most intense social interaction.

Ultimately the slum forms an autonomous 
society, but in a way that differs from the 
general view on poverty. A reduction in indepen-
dence is more often found in government 
tenements. The slum, as an expression of the 
right to shelter, is premised from the outset  
on the expectation that no help or protection  
will be forthcoming from the rest of society. 
Since the socioeconomic security of the squat-
ters is not secure, even after illegal occupation 
of the land and the construction of the first 
cardboard-and-container shanty, the squatters 
must make do. They seek jobs (instead of a 
lengthy wait for grudging assistance from the 
authorities) and gradually add to their dwellings. 
Self-construction develops organically,  
and squatters often organize essential public 
services themselves. Slum culture, based  
on this spirit of self-reliance, is the most valuable 
asset in a subsistence economy. In reality, 
squatters’ capacity to save money should  
not be underestimated either. Considering their 
numbers and their self-discipline, these savings 
represent a considerable financial resource  
in a small economy. Accordingly, the slum  
is not a stagnant and desperate shantytown  
but a rising one—a society built on hope.

Given the considerable number of squatters 
and the dynamism of slum culture, it is very 
likely that this social class may later come  
to constitute the majority of the middle class.  
It is no exaggeration to say that urban Asia 
consists of families living in such settlements.  
In India in 1970, about 25 percent of the urban 
population of cities such as Calcutta, Bombay, 
and Delhi were considered to live in a slum;  
in Formosa [Taiwan] in 1966, about 25 percent; 
in Karachi in 1968, 27 percent; in Manila in the 
same year, 1.1 million inhabitants, or 35 percent; 
in Seoul in 1970, a population of 1,370,000,  
or 30 percent.5 This urban population therefore 
has enormous potential as a new social class 
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and a new political force; it will probably fill the 
gap between the present ruling class of urban 
elites and the mass of peasants. In this regard it 
is worth noting that many young civil servants  
in Korea have parents who were squatters in the 
early slum period.

High Culture versus Popular Culture
“There were distinctions, profound distinctions, between 
high culture (accessible to the elite) and popular culture 
(accessible to all).” 
Norman Birnbaum, in The Crisis of Industrial Society

Public authorities, with their technocratic 
elitism and ideology of modern planning,  
make interventions in squatters’ collective 
spaces in the name of public welfare, land 
values, or economic development. This is where 
the problem of high culture versus popular 
culture emerges. First, the cultural gap prevents 
easy communication between the two perspec-
tives. Since a majority of the population has  
no access to the ideology imposed from above, 
meaningful participation is impossible. Second, 
the norms, tastes, and standards expressed  
by elite technocrats solely reflect their own 
social background. Finally, the culture that is 
air-dropped into the squatters’ architectural 
environment is very often in the image of 
Western cities, which constitutes another  
gap between traditional and imposed culture.

When I left Seoul in 1968, I still did not have 
a clear understanding of apartment living.  
To me, it was a kind of foreign trend, and there 
were only a few of these apartments in Korea. 
When I returned to Seoul in 1971, the capital 
had been completely transformed. The slums 
that covered the hills of Seoul had been replaced 
by high-rise apartment buildings. This large-
scale production of housing is quite surprising  
at first glance. But the symbiosis between the 
public authorities and the private sector did not 
really solve the housing problem, if one considers 
the squatters’ financial means to pay for these 
minimum-standard dwellings and the poor 
quality of these neighborhoods. Indeed, several 
slum settlements, this time designed by the 
government, have been created on the outskirts 
of Seoul for thousands of rehoused families.  
A physical barrier, called a “green belt,” has 
been planted between the city center and  
these “official” slums. Families relocated to  

the suburbs face a second adaptation, this time 
to a condition even more marginal than before, 
because restoring social dynamism in the new 
habitat is impossible and because of the longer 
distances they must travel to access jobs and 
community facilities. This is the Korean version 
of Howard’s “garden cities” and North American- 
style urban renewal, which Charles Abrams 
criticized so long ago.

Among these diverse problems, density is 
particularly important, since it is not only a tool 
for public planning but a determinant of socio-
economic dynamism. This problem has not  
yet been sufficiently resolved to serve as an 
effective planning tool. As a concept, it is absurd 
in its lack of objectivity, as René Dubos has 
shown.6 Density is closely linked to the way of 
life found within a cultural environment. When  
a limit on density is imposed, inhabitants must 
contend with the abrupt change it produces in 
the environment. The case of Puerto Rico shows 
that six hundred years of population shifts  
can repeat themselves in twenty years; in New 
Guinea, the same period has produced change 
equivalent to the past two thousand.7 It is up to 
the community alone to regulate its own density 
and begin with its own facilitation process.

The fundamental discrepancy between 
community aspirations and what is eventually 
provided stems from the fact that the housing 
problem is articulated in terms of a lack of 
housing alone. However, this need is but one 
overemphasized aspect of a much larger whole; 
namely, the fact of inhabiting the city in a way 
that coheres with the socioeconomic environ-
ment. The UN definition (which refers to housing 
as the “inhabited environment”) captures this 
precisely: housing is one supporting element  
in the socioeconomic development of each 
family and community. John Turner distinguishes 
between the product (noun) and process (verb) 
of housing.8 For him, housing is associated  
with various activities that make up the act  
of inhabiting rather than the final product; it is, 
therefore, a process. Indeed, even the housing 
produced in low-income environments is never 
perceived primarily as a place of comfort but  
as a place that allows the family to adapt to its 
various socioeconomic needs.

In fact, when I visited this new form of 
collective housing, a transformation was taking 
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 fig. 6  Here, squatting makes  
its assault on official architectural 
standards.

 fig. 7  Finding a foothold  
for one’s business in the street  
is a question of survival.

 fig. 2  In this country, urbaniza-
tion often means entry into an 
aggregate of rural folklore rather 
than a truly urban way of life.

 fig. 4  Official architecture is the 
only horizon now open to those 
who are still intrepid enough to 
build their house.

 fig. 5  The third generation. 
Nature, already invaded by 
squatters, will soon disappear 
under slum settlements.

 fig. 3  The jangdok 
(marinade jars) have 
pride of place in every 
Korean family home. 
But where should they 
be kept? Official 
architecture failed to 
anticipate this need, 
but users have found a 
solution.





477V: Territory and Shelter Jin-Bak Pyun 

place. Grocers, shoemakers, tailors, and others 
had already begun setting up shop in a dark 
hallway on the upper floors and in front of the 
entrance. Meanwhile, small-scale manufacturers 
were operating out of apartments. Kitchens 
extended onto balconies to make space for 
laundering. Coal was heaped up in the corridors. 
The architectural environment produced by 
these extreme conditions had completely parted 
ways with the image imposed by the designer.  
I was in the presence of two antagonistic 
conceptions of architecture: an architecture  
of resistance, even revolt, was opposed to one 
of control.

Clearly, any intervention grounded in pater-
nalism and oblivious to context could not 
possibly integrate squatters into global urban 
life. At most, such efforts will lead to social 
segregation, which will, in turn, produce violent 
conflict. The elimination of certain socio- 
economic opportunities, such as community 
engagement and commercial prosperity, also 
has a severe impact. When small businesses are 
relocated, they necessarily lose their customer 
base and find it difficult to resume trading. 
Relocation also involves political discrimination, 
because it destroys displaced persons’ networks 
and community life. Architecture and planning 
have thus become the most effective of the  
tools used to control the world of the squatter 
settlement. For this reason, the question  
of architecture’s morality, and of architects’ 
morality, is a weighty one.

In the slums, the quality of the environment 
is, in every respect, better than in housing  
in which a particular way of living has been 
imposed. The habitable area is generally large 
enough to accommodate the extended family; 
sometimes, it even allows for the rental  
of a room. It further supports straightforward 
adaptation to the spatial needs of various 
economic activities, such as small-scale trading 
or manufacturing. In addition, the public spaces 
express the slum’s social and religious structure. 
Among groups subject to a rigid socioreligious 
system, this spatial expression is particularly 
clear, as Rory Fonseca’s study9 has shown.  
This concrete compatibility between the social 
and the spatial could offer the key to the new 
spatial planning. Significantly, this approach 
does not obstruct historical and cultural continuity 

and so avoids all the risks of adaptation in the 
transitional period. As Fonseca observes in  
a description of Old Delhi, “not only is its 
structure meaningful, but [it] provides valuable 
clues to the resolution of planning, housing,  
and related community development problems 
arising from the continuing rapid rate of urban-
ization.”10

There is too wide a gap between designers 
and users, between the needs that official 
architecture represents and the needs of the 
occupants, between those who direct and those 
who are directed—that is, between high culture 
and popular culture. In this context, the demo- 
cratization of urban planning and architecture  
is possible. Hence the need for a rapprochement 
between high culture and popular culture.

Toward a Democracy of Urban Culture
“What is most needed is for this evidence to be  
publicly displayed to provoke a chain reaction  
of improvements in these settlements all around  
the world. It is time to put an end to negative  
and unproductive attitudes and approaches  
to the problem of slums and unregulated  
settlements.”          UN

Slum settlements must be integrated,  
with all of their sociospatial networks, into the  
city as a whole. The fundamental objective  
of a democratic community is premised on the 
democratic distribution of material goods and 
on mutual communication between various 
social groups. This is neither lopsided negotia-
tion nor imposed order. Only under these 
conditions can the architectural environment,  
as the representation of a balanced global 
culture, become democratic in itself and  
a moral architecture be established.

The integration of squatters into the urban 
community is the basis for their participation  
in political life and in the various processes  
of planning, design, and production. As a tool, 
this participation is important not only in the 
process of decision-making but in the processes 
of information gathering and learning. To 
improve the quality of participation, the state 
must possess all the information relevant  
to the squatters’ future; this is a first step in 
participation. At the same time, the languages 
of high culture, especially technocratic 
language, must be demystified. The process  
of participation must also be legally guaranteed: 
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there are countless standards for architectural 
output, based on minimum standards, but  
the notion of a minimum standard has  
not been extended to public information and 
decision-making processes. Such a political 
reassessment of how architecture is actually 
practiced would constitute a remarkable 
advance toward a democracy of urban culture.

Due to a lack of training and a corresponding 
lack of capacity to formulate development 
projects, squatters must call on help from the 
outside. The kind of relationship that exists 

between social workers and squatters should  
be adopted by architects as well. Beyond 
paternalism, the architect can play a decisive 
role in the squatters’ socioeconomic develop-
ment. This is the kind of architect that 
developing countries need. This obviously 
implies a new orientation in how young archi-
tects are educated, as per the ardent hopes  
of their Egyptian colleague, Hassan Fathy.11

The urban culture of the countries of South 
Asia will succeed in asserting itself only once  
it has integrated the urban culture of the slums.

Jin-Bak Pyun 
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