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Whose Habitat? Housing and the Dilemma
of Architectural Production, ¢.1976

EUNICE SENG

In October 2016 the United Nations held its third Habitat conference, in Quito, Ecuador,
with the intent to promote a “New Urban Agenda.” Habitat III: Conference on Housing and
Sustainable Urban Development, took place forty years after the first Habitat Conference on
Human Settlements, in Vancouver in 1976." Between 1976 and 2016, with the dissolution
of the U.S.S.R,, the world formally emerged from the Cold War, and along with it the refor-
mulation of the First, Second and Third Worlds. The subsequent breakdown of state control
in some areas formerly ruled by Communist governments produced new civil and ethnic
conflicts, particularly in the former Yugoslavia. Butin Central and Eastern Europe, the end
of the Cold War ushered in an era of economic growth and an increase in the number of
liberal democracies. Meanwhile, in other parts of the world, such as Afghanistan and Syria,
new forms of independence brought state failure. It is now evident how the globalization

of the Cold War era created the foundations for most of today’s key international conflicts.
Yet at Habitat I11, in 2016, it was acknowledged that one-third of the world’s population still
suffered from inadequate living conditions, making the imperative of Habitat 1976 ever
urgent. In response to the recent release of the digital archive of all three U.N. Habitat con-
ferences, this article reexamines the global conversations on human settlements at the first
Habitat? By attending to the genealogies of ideas, definitions, geographies and identities, it
revisits the moment when architects were in alignment with proponents of a comprehensive
governmental approach to issues of human settlement. Crucially, it contends that the ideas
behind Habitat offer a microcosm of the overlapping dualities produced in the dominamt

discourses of architectural modernism, ones that continue to be reproduced today.
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On June 1, 1976, the economist Barbara Ward (Lady Jackson)
began her speech at Habitat: United Nations Conference on
Human Settlements by declaring, “one of the most hopeful
developments of the Seventies is the degree to which world
society has begun to examine, seriously and together, what
one might call the basic facts of ‘planetary housekeeping "™
Two days earlier, on May 30, Ward and 23 other “international
experts” had signed the Declaration of the Vancouver Sym-
posium, acknowledging that “[tlhe community itself and all
its people must become the focus of policy. The declaration
stipulated that the priority of “the people” and “their settle-
ments” — or rather, “human settlements” — demanded nec-
essary and immediate action from governments. It was also
evident that the “fourteen priority demands” at the beginning
of the declaration constituted the latest authoritative stance
of First World environmentalists. Yet, notably, almost all of
them emphasized government or institutional control, with
the exception of point 1o, which called for the “full participa-
tion of all residents in the decision-making that determines
policies for their settlements.” Tmplicit in the priority points
was thus a demand for more government.

With the signing of the declaration and its endorsement
by the United Nations, proponents of the event called forth
a series of constructions that were being tended to by archi-
tects and architectural theorists — even though, at first, the
very concept of Habitat (“too vast a subject”) seemed to elude
prevailing architectural discourse.® Primary among the
constructions was an implied human subject, specifically the
inhabitant of “residual” settlements. For the congregation at
Habitat, this subject, in both developed and developing re-
gions (represented as either authentic premodern survivors or
simply those engaged in bare life?), was the intended agent of
integration into a new socio-political totality. This approach
to a total settlements system was to be jumpstarted by inter-
national and national policy, believed to be the only possible
way to ensure “the task of building the City of Man according
to its true dimensions of civilization.” Beneath the opti-
mism and the plethora of well-intentioned policies, however,
it is impossible today to miss a totalizing tendency to co-opt
all subjects under the rubric of the single civilizing form of
the U.N. Such a mandate of inclusion foreshadowed Habitat.

To what extent had Habitat invoked these subjects to
participate in the imagination and reimagination of the world
in 19767 The relinquishing of the very same subject to a
larger global framework had already signaled the isolation of
architecture from the socio-technical and sociopolitical forces
at work in the discourse of Habitat. In the post-exuberant
climate of the Seventies, weary-worn after the battle against
the normative pressures of high modernism, architecture’s
confrontation with these forces had compelled its withdrawal
into disciplinary autonomy.s

Two prolific architectural critics, Martin Pawley of the
Guardian and Peter Blake, the editor-in-chief of Architeciural
Forum, had previously highlighted the dilemma of archi-

tecture and housing based on the reformist framework of
architecttiral modernism. Pawley, in his 1971 book Architec-
ture versus Housing, had traced the international growth of
housing administration and the pressures that had persuaded
governments to introduce publicly inanced housing proj-
ects (which he argued were highly inadequate). And he had
urged architects to move away from a functionalist theory of
design, toward a new movement of mass housing that would
take into account concepts of mobility, systemization, and
lifestyle change.” Meanwhile, Blake, who identified himself
with “the Thitrd and Fourth Generation modernists,” in the
lineage of the “masters,” had refuted the assumption that
large urban housing developments were needed to solve “our
desperate housing shortages.™ Indeed, at the time he wrote
his piece for The Atlantic in March 1974, the last residents
of the Pruitt-Igoe housing project in St. Louis were already
moving out. And by May 12, the complex with its remaining
33 buildings, which Blake called “a modern ruin,” had been
completely fenced off*=

At Habitat 1976, therefore, it seemed architectural pro-
duction had found many exits — expressly through the image
and the orchestrated lack of it. How could those same forces
and agencies then be employed in a rethinking of the vast
problem of planetary settlement patterns through architec-
ture and its representations? Was the U.N.s invitation to First
World representatives of civil society and the Third World
cthers an indication of Big Brother’s acceptance of “a singular
modernity” (to recall Frederic Jameson's concept that moder-
nity is always a concept of otherness) in lien of a global identi-
ty predicated on difference? Or did the specter of the modern
— represented not least by the pervasive presence of the U.N.
and the imvisible World Bank — signal the retrn of the re-
pressed lurking beneath nascent discourses of globalization?
How did the conversations and representations of Habitat
‘76 put forth the antagonistic conceptions — “developed and
developing,” “expertise and nonexpertise,” “governmentality
and nongovernmentality,” “homogenization and heterogene-
ity,” “indigencus and modern,” “formal and informal” — that
still resonate in architectural discourse and practice?

” o

CONFERENCE VERSUS FORUM

The U.N. Habitat Conference was held in Vancouver, Canada,
from May 31 to June 11, 1976. It originated as a direct suc
cessor of the U.N. Conference on the Human Environment
in Stockholm in 1972, which had highlighted how the more
specialized problems of the built environment needed a world
meeting of their own. The underlying assumption of Habitat
was the unequivocal pursuit of the goodness of civilization.
From the outset, however, the official Conference and its as-
sociated Forum (also known as the NGO, or nongovernmen-
tal organization, conference) were staged as a double event.
Both were intended to focus world attention on the problems
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of housing and urban development, but Habitat had a double
mission. On the governmental level, the Conference sought
toraise the national and international profile accorded to
these subjects and generate new forms of aid in the context
of economic development, with “human settlernents” as its
inescapable corollary. Meanwhile, on the nongovernmental
level, the Forumt's ernphasis was on available solutions, exper-
imentation, and the consequences of failure. It also aimed to
facilitate dialogue between professionals, voluntary agencies,
and the official Conference.

The official governmental body of the U.N. wasin
charge of organizing the Conference. The Forum, by con-
trast, was organized by the country host — the Canadian gov-
ernment — and by the NGO Group on Hurman Settlements
headed by ].G. van Putten of the Netherlands. Its organizers
saw the Forum as analogous to the classical organization of
citizen participation in governmental decision-making, and
they viewed the event as a first international meeting of built-
environment NGOs.»

An uneasy alliance was visible throughout the event
between the U.N., NGOs, and the state. And while attendees
worked toward an international consensus on the built en-
vironment, this unified vision was continually thwarted by
the existing state of world affairs, which revealed itself in the
form and content of the two events. Post-Cultural Revolu-
tion China did not participate. And the U.5.5.R. was notably
silent. But a total of 135 countries did take part, making
Habitat the biggest U.N. event ever held. The overwhelming
presence of Third World representatives offset the conspicu-
ous meeting of allied First World nations. But as lan Hogan,
who reviewed Habitat for Architectisnl Design, bluntly sum-
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marized this new nexus of colonizer and colonized, “for lead
players, take the slick technology salesmen of the West (and
East) and their love-hate customers, the authoritarian rulers
of most of the Third World. "=

Meanwhile, the Canadian public was less than warm in
its anticipation of the event. Indeed, until Habitat opened on
May 31 with Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau's widely quoted
speech, it was assumed by most Canadians to be either a fu-
turistic apartment building in Montreal or some conference
in Vancouver that “the City Fathers didn’t want, apparently
because the P.L.O. was coming.*® As expected, dissension
among the participants was expressed inside by an Arab-
sponsored walkout and outside by pro-Israel demonstrators.

The host city must have anticipated conflict. Its orga-
nizers planned for the other event, the Forum, to be located
far encough away so as not to disrupt the “serious” discus-
sions. Thus, while the official Conference droned away at the
Queen Elizabeth Theater and in committee rooms in plush
downtown hotels, Habitat Forum participants hung loose at
an abandoned Royal Canadian Air Force seaplane base at Jeri-
cho Beach, some four miles across town (r1e.1). Five large
hangars left over from World War I had been converted there
into a plenary hall, lecture and meeting rooms, theaters,
exhibition halls, restaurants, and the world’s largest bar (300
feet long). Attendance at the Forum required no registra-
tion or payment of fees, and it featured no official delegates.
Essentially open to the public, its estimated attendance of
10,000 eclipsed the Conference’s 2,000 official delegates.
Professionals, NGO representatives, and unaffiliated indi-
viduals (many of whom were students) mized amid the smell
of roasting salton and swayed to the sound of American
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FIGURE I. Mapshowing
the locations of the Conference
and Forum. Drawn by author.
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FIGURE 2. Mapofthe Habitat Forum. Redrawn from Elistics, Vol.g2 No.252 (November 1976), p.282.

Indian drums — a reminder that Jericho Beach had been the
original human settlement site in the Vancouver area. This
historical detail was made dramatically visible through the
painting of traditional northwest Indian motifs on the blank
gable end of the plenary hall. And two totem poles erected
between the social center and the exhibition hall greeted par-
ticipants entering from the south gate (r1¢.2).
Closed-circuit TV linked the downtown Conference and
the beach Forum so that Forum participants could tune in
to the Conference proceedings. Meanwhile, Conference del-
egates could escape their official agenda through reports of
appearances by such Forum stars as Buckminster Fuller, Jean
Gottman, Margaret Mead, the Australian trade unionist Jack
Munday, Petro-Canada Chairman Maurice Strong, Mother
Theresa, and Barbara Ward. 7 But they had no direct window
into the Forum, because the closed-circuit TV was a one-way
link, so that happenings at the Forum were not available to

them in real time. And, except for a few individuals who
were invited to make a double appearance, contact between
“the caravanseral at the Forum” and the official downtown
Conference was limnited, almost nonexistent.® Very few of-
ficial delegates had the time or indlination to visit the Forum
site, and those who did were shocked by the “riff-raff” they
met there. Notwithstanding, Prime Minister Trudeau had
announced on day one of Habitat: *1 shall be watching with
anticipation as our indispensable trumpeters lay siege to Jeri-
cho, to see what cracks they succeed in making in the walls
of ancient fears and rigid conservatism.” Nevertheless, the
Forurm, estranged from the procedural formalities and politi-
cal issues raised in the Conference, bore the risk of becoming
an expendable sideshow.

The technical diserepancy — the one-way broadeast
— also exposed the imbalance of political power inherent
in the double event. As Frederick Gutheim, who reviewed
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the Conference for the journal of the American Institute of
Architects, aptly observed, “if not a meeting of the plenipo-
tentiaries to arrive at some international agreement, it was
at least a meeting at the ‘ministerial level’ and far more than
a‘meeting of experts’ or a technical seminar.™® And, after
twelve days contemplating and debating the home of Man at
a planetary level, the original fourteen points of the Sympo-
siim declaration had increased more than four-fold to 64, a
significant achievement considering the extensive “diplomat-
ic nit-picking” over the meaning of words and translations.

In contrast, at the Forum, the official program was only
announced at 9 AM each day. Typically, it would consist of
between 7o and 100 sessions, ranging from public lectures
and regular “workshops” on self-help housing and interme-
diate technology to sporadic meetings on such subjects as
“sandplay for all ages” or “Eckanker, a way of life.™ Because
of this organic and somewhat ad-hoc structure, a small com-
mittee had to meet in private to draft the official NGO resolu-
tion. And in terms of collectively endorsed principles and ac-
tion iterns, the final unsigned document appeared irresolute,
especially next to the official Conference declaration.*

A growing tension between cultural homogenization
and heterogeneity was also discernible, as demonstrated by
discrepancies between the two events. At the Conference,
differing agendas were briefly set aside in attempts to present
aunified front toward the forging of a global alliance predi-
cated on “the hope held forth by Habitat.”>* It was in this
spirit, and borrowing Lewis Mumford’s concept of dynamic
equilibrium, that Ward, an NGO representative, presented
“planetary housekeeping” — a merging of “the planet of the
rich and the planet of the poor” — as an analogy for main-
taining a balanced (read: universal) worldview. To apprehend
the vastness of Habitat, the organizers relied on a dictum of
an “inclusionary” world and rehashed the category of “Man.”
Thus, despite acknowledging the expanded cultural boundar-
ies of the world, delegates at the Conference preferred to de-
bate the evolution of concept and universal thought.

Instead of foregrounding such a universal termporality,
participants at the Forum eagerly inhabited multiple pasts
and futures. If] at Jericho Beach, the past had become what
Arjun Appadurai has called “a synchronic warehouse of cul-
tural scenarios,” inextricably tied to larger global forces, the
Forum presented a vivid microcosm of a world as it imagined
itsel{in its multiplicities.® On another level, Habitat as a
whole participated in what Appadurai has described as the
five dimensions of global cultural flows, or “scapes.”* These
“imagined worlds,” he has asserted, are “the multiple worlds
that are constituted by the historically situated imaginations
of personas and groups spread around the globe.” And, with-
in this schema, the circulation of the image of architecture
and its inhabitants constitute one of the components deployed
by the imagination that are now “central to all forms of agen-
cy and the key component of the new global order.™s

REBUILDING A MODERN NETWORKED WORLD

How did Habitat construct its array of technical and cultural
“scapes” to arrive, albeit provisionally, at a consensus sur-
rounding an inclusionary planet Earth? A few forms of con-
solidation had already taken place, whose intersections were
evident at the event. One, operating on the governmental
level, involved U.N. programs for technical assistance, such
as the Development Program and the Technical Cooperation
Program in the Field of Human Rights, set up in 1955 to as-
sist states in building and strengthening national structures.
These were often integrated with the efforts of other interna-
tional agencies like the World Bank. Another, related to the
first, was the establishment of nongovernmental organiza-
tions like the Ford Foundation to formulate strategies and aid
packages to further the social and economic advancement of
nation states allied to the First World. And a third was the
formation of institutional programs and multidisciplinary
sroups dedicated to housing, planning, and economic de-
velopment, particularly in less-developed areas of the world.
Most prominent here in terms of housing was José Luis Sert's
program in Urban Design founded in 1960 at the Harvard
Graduate School of Design (GSD). The above governmental,
nongovernmental and institutional activities were invariably
tied to each other. Thus, Sert’s program at the GSD was also
to an extent a disciplinary response to the introduction of
Area Studies in the United States.>

The role of the journal Ekistics was likewise important
in framing the underlying principles of Habitat. Prior to the
event, there was no other journal that graphically showcased
research and development in architecture and planning
sponsored by the U.N. Technical Cooperation Program. The
Greek architect and planner Constantinos Doxiadis and the
British horticulturist and planner Jaqueline Tyrwhitt founded
Ekistics in 1955, and Doxiadis and Associates had executed
many of the U.N. program’s projects.”” Doxiadis had met Tyr-
whitt in Delhi during the first U.N. International Sympositim
on Housing and Community Planning in 1954. Tyrwhitt
was then serving as event director, and Doxiadis was a distin-
guished guest. Both agreed that a journal was needed to keep
architects and planners in the developing conntries up to date
with professional expertise from the rest of the world. The
opportiine moment to create one arrived the following year
when Tyrwhitt joined the GSD faculty and Doxiadis was con-
tracted to produce a five-year National Housing Plan for the
government of [raq under the auspices of the U.N. Technical
Program. Doxiadis meant Ekistics to be a monthly bulletin to
keep his staff, stationed in forty areas across Iraq, informed,
bt Tyrwhitt felt it should also be sent to the U.N. and to all
“experts” working in developing countries.

The editors maintained that the study of human settle-
ments was first and foremost a scientific endeavor, and they
claimed that the journal was the first ever to present in-depth
research on the central problem of habitation.?® Ekistics de-
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picted a world through the framework of science, as a single
planetary commuinity organized by technical knowledge.
Each issue was also part of a work in progress to perfect an
ekistic grid — a fervent reworking, clarifying and categoriz-
ing to reflect the total schema of life itself. Under the scalar
order of man (Anthropos), society, functions, nature, shell,
and human settlement came subdivisions and further micro-
subdivisions.> Architecture, divided into building types, fell
under the category of “shell,” constituting a small part of the
larger system: human settlement.

The covers of Ekistics perhaps provided the clearest in-
dicator of its perspective. Doxiadis used Fuller's dymaxion
projection of the world to portray an ekistic view of the com-
munity of human settlements, and different versions of these
maps fronted early issues.

Building on his success with the journal, in July 1963,
Doxiadis also invited thinkers from around the world to con-
vene in Athens for the first of what would be a yealy series
of Delos Symposia. After the event, the international team
of high-powered professionals, intelligentsia, and representa-
tives of political and cultural groups then boarded the ship
New Hellas for an eight-day trip around the Greek islands to
discuss issues of human settlements in their widest sense.
Notable attendees included the lawyer, urbanist, and housing
expert Charles Abrams (U.S.A); geographer and Vice-Pres-
ident of the Regional Science Association Walter Christaller
(Germany); planner Jacob Crane (U.S.A)); architect, theorist,
inventor, and Director of Generalized Science Exploration
Buckminster Fuller (U.S.A); architectural historian and crit-
ic Sigfried Giedion (Switzerland); sociologist Eiichi Isomura
(Japan); economist Barbara Ward Jackson (Britain); anthropol-
ogist Margaret Mead (U.S.A.); philosopher, media guru, and
Director of the Center for the Study of the Extensions of Man
Marshall McLuhan (Canada); and Chief Developrment Officer
of the Tema Metropolitan Area Alfred R. Otoo (Ghana).»*

Polymath Fuller and Mcluhan stood out. The aging
Fuller, who had first described his vision for a comprehen-
sive dwelling services system modeled on a global electronic
network 25 years earlier in his book Nine Chains to the Moon,
found himself rather overwhelmed by the excitable, “out-
landish” Canadian, who was using the event to illustrate his
working thesis on “media as an extension of Man.™ For
McLuhan, “the boat became an amplifier for his argument
that electronics is actually biological, an organic system with
particular effects.”> He saw media as the extension of man’'s
power to access the world at large: “the evolution of technol-
ogy is the evolution of the human body.”

Later, however, in an editorial dedlaring his solidarity
with the universalizing agenda of Ekistics, Fuller emphasized
the importance of general systems theory as applied to con-
temporary large-scale planning. For him, it was already a
matter of fact that the dwindling authority of design was be-
ing “replaced by joint private and governmental undertakings
in which large teams of scientists and humanists now col-

laborate as the computer informed.” He also argued that the
larger the system the more economical: automation had thus
not reduced man’s participation in industry as producer, it
had increased his importance to the total system’s economic
efficiency as a consumer

The networked environment envisioned by Fuller and
McLuhan aligned with Doxiadis’s own understanding of hu-
man settlements as evolving organisms that were both biolog-
ical and technological. The future of all cities would be as an
organized world system, which he termed Ecumenopolis, the
future city of Anthropos (Man), a concept that first appeared
in the February 1966 issue of Ekistics. The first Delos Sym-
posium had also concduded with a declaration by its 34 at-
tendees, representing fourteen countries and incuding three
U.N. representatives, affirming themselves to be “citizens of
a worldwide city,” united in their commitment to “man him-
self)” and pledging to bring the issues of human settlements
“into the active political dialogue of our local societies.™+

It was at this time that Gottman, author of the influen-
tial book Megalopolis, also began contributing to the journal.
Indeed, this 1961 study of the northeastern seaboard of the
United States as the “main street of the nation” and the con-
tinent's economic hinge soon formed one of the underlying
hypotheses in Ekistics. In 1975, in “Metropolis and Mega-
lopolis,” Doxiadis announced, “I am not a historian but a
bricklayer dealing with human settlement,” and proceeded
to outline the evolution of human settlements from hunter
bands, to villages, small towns, cities, the metropolis, and the
megalopolis® The next larger territorial organization was
simply inevitable. Rather than “just to let it happen,” Doxiadis
propounded another road: “to open our eyes in time to foresee
the natural trends and to guide them towards the proper solu-
tion.” The world, including its future and its past, should be
seen as one systemn, consisting of “Nature, Anthropos, Society,
Shells and Networks.” The ekistic framework was to be the
“guiding light” toward that “natural city of the future ”s®

Doxiadis believed that to survive the uncontrollable
global city, every aspect of human settlement needed to be
networked ¥ Architects, together with the forms and spaces
they produced, must be networked with other expert practi-
tioners. Together, “we must become modern scientific prac-
titioners, study our patient carefully as a living human being
with a mind and a spirit as well as a body, and learn how to
cure and prevent his diseases.™® Toward this end, in 1958
he had established the Athens Technological Institute (later
the Athens Center of Ekistics) for the purpose of training,
research and exchange of technical knowledge pertaining to
the development of a universal polis. The evolution of cities
and urban form was the subject of the “City of the Future”
research project started there in 1960, and part of this work
involved bringing Gottman’s method of analysis to the study
of the Great Lakes region and the Japanese megalopolis.
Meanwhile, Gottman himself continued to focus on antici-
pating the future urban environment, including collaborating
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on a two-part article, “Apollonian and Ecumenopolis,” with
Doxiadis in 1974 on the impact of time on ancient Apollonian
community?® In preparation for Habitat, meanwhile, the en-
tire February 19776 issue of Ekistics was dedicated to Canada
as an urban system, and to Gottman’s outline of megapolitan
systems around the world.

In light of this underlying trajectory of ideas, Habitat
also seems to have anticipated Bruno Latour's later formi-
lation of a modern inclusionary framework predicated on
hybridized networks. Latour hasimagined a reconceptual-
ization of knowledge outside simplistic binary oppositions
of nature (science and the knowledge of things) and society
(power and human politics), “us” (modern) and “them” (pre-
modern). The fact that the Habitat Symposium Declaration
closely referenced the earlier Stockholm Declaration on the
Human Environment was an overt gesture, on the judicial
level, to include the natural environment and the built envi-
ronment within the same set of considerations and conversa-
tions. Atthe Forum, the “motherhood” issues — energy,
waste of resources, the need for water, citizen participation,
women's role, appropriate technology — were also discussed
“with enthusiasm and an almost total absence of contro-
versy.* Indeed, Latour’s observation that “networks are
simudtaneously real, like nature, narrated, like discourse, and
collective, like society,” was enacted over the entire two weeks
of the event.# Hybridities had already been in place since
the end of World War I, with the invention of cybernetics,
systems modeling, and related technologies. All these were
represented at Habitat, not least by Fuller and Mcluhan, and
presented in Ekistics.

Latour would observe, in 1993, that the only universal
ig local, since universality is simply the product of networks
that are made up of lengthened local effects. “There isan
Ariadne’s thread that would allow us to pass with contimuity
from the local to the global, from the human to the nonhu-
man. Itis the thread of networks of practices and instru-
ments, of documents and translations.™* Those networks
proliferated in Habitat. And the path toward a universal
urban network, or Ecumenopolis, was laden with preemptive
strategies and past lessons, highlighted by many of the same
actors present at the double event.

As incubator of technical expertise, Ekistics seemed to be
preparing the ground for Habitat, reinforcing the expertise-
driven epistermologies apparent in discussions among the
architects who yielded to the language of “science.” Key
members of the World Society of Ekistics, led by President
Buckminster Fuller, also took center stage at the Forum.
Fuller's brief address at a Conference plenary session on June
8 provided a memorial to Doxiadis, who had passed a year
eatlier. Fuller concluded by presenting the four final volumes
of Doxiadis’s “scientific discipline” — Anthropopolis: City of
Human Development (1974); Ecumenopolis: The Inevitable City
of the Future (1974); Building Eniopia (1975); and Action for
Human Settlements (published posthumously in 1976) — pre-

pared for Habitat in the last two years of the Greek architect-
planner’s life.

Doxiadis's books, illustrated with the usual array of
maps, charts, grids and sketch-diagrams of evolving city-
forms and figure-ground analyses, were only some of the
many volumes published in conjunction with Habitat, howev-
er.# In The Home of Man, Barbara Ward argued for the para-
mount importance of international cooperation with regard
to ecological, social and political systems to prevent global
destruction.+ And, in contrast to Ward's well-documented
volume, the architect and planner Yona Friedman’s How te
Settle on Earth, an official French contribution to Habitat,
offered sweeping statements about different scenarios for
the future inhabitation of Earth illustrated by line-drawing
doodles of “stick-people.” Its contents, however, recalled
Fuller's idiosyncratic 1969 Operating Manual for Spaceship
Earth, which argued for a general systems theory to channel
man’s intellect to manage the planet and prevent its impend-
ing destruction.#

Among the other presentations at the event, Ekistics col-
league Gottman, having previously attended a conference in
Nagoya in March prepared by the Japan Society for Ekistics,
spoke on the renewal of mankind’s habitat by presenting an
overview of world urbanization trends. He closed by extending
an invitation to that country to bring its experience in modern
urbanization “to create a more diversified and complex organi-
zation of space and society, which will allow for more variety
and freedom and a better life in an urbanized environment. ™
Like the others, Gottman advocated inclusion through a com-
mon knowledge base. He was thus less concerned with the
daily operations and experiences of the Japanese people than
the structural modifications that had transformed Japanese
society into a recognizable modern megalopolis.+

IMAGINING COMMUNITIES: SMALL AND MANY

Inadvertently, it was the younger participants, as they eagerly
picked up on the planetary theories of the elders, who ex-
posed the skewed nature of these “top-down” conversations.
In particular, with Tyrwhitt as an advisor, Tom Fookes, a ge-
ographer, planner, and graduate of the Athens Center of Ekis-
tics, formed a seven-member working group to create an ekis-
tic analysis of the Forum. The analysis, which he presented
at the plenary session on its closing day, revealed that there
had been little attempt to engage in synthesis or consider the
concept of human settlements as a totality. Ofthe five ekistic
forces in the matrix, issues concerning society ranked first,
followed by Anthropos, nature and shells; networks received
hardly any attention.+

Fookes's conclusion raised a fundamental question
that remained unanswered at Habitat — that is, if most of
the problems identified during the Forum were separate,
independent questions, how could they be effectively dealt
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with? His response was to return to the official one-world,
one-system “speak,” which was the subject of his critique. “A
systematic integrating discipline for the problems of human
settlement was needed,” he concluded; and he cited Marga-
ret Mead’s call for “ekistical literacy — an understanding of
the relationship between the kind of settlement we live in
and how we function as whole human beings in the modern
world. ™ However, implicit in Mead’s statement was the
construction of a modern subject, the inhabitant of a world
that was already passing onto another and was beginning to
acknowledge itself as other than, or beyond, modern. The
scientific “objectivity” of Fookes's analysis was thus pertinent
in understanding the paradoxes within Habitat, to the degree
that it showed up the “real” limits of the modern networked
world envisioned by the U.N. and the proponents of ekistics.

The task of representing the “colorful” spectrum of
Habitat — the full-dress display of the “multicultural” oth-
ers — was left to the Forum. The lack of typical conference
infrastructure and amenities at the site seemed suspiciously
premeditated. Indeed, the Jericho Beach site was in a con-
stant state of construction, as site works and the set-up of the
demonstration houses continued into the first week of the
activities. Participants sat on cushions atop timber platforms
in the unheated plenary hall, only to receive Canadian army
blankets after several days of discomfort. Ad-hoc activities
included a group of American Indians protesting the loss of
land rights and a vociferous group of “Ban the Bomb” enthu-
siasts who campaigned against the further use of nuclear
energy. New religious groups proclaimed peace on earth, and
the enthusiasts of Greenpeace made sure their presence was
felt. Yet others advocated women’s rights. In the Social Cen-
ter, various “ethnic” foods were served from wooden shacks
for diners who would then gather at the common eating hall
for performances by different groups ranging {rom the Van-
couver Symphony Orchestra to indie rock bands.

Habitat foregrounded the uneasy cohabitation of the two
worlds: a cooperative United Nations and the uncoordinated
work of diffitse NGO groups. The latter were concerned at
once with “indigenous” premodern garb, log cabins, and te-
pees; slum dwellers of developing nations; and domes of sus-
tainable futures. One only had tolook at the issues of ecology
and environment prevalent at Habitat to find a historical
provocation for Latour's call for a “political ecology.™ This
new ecological sensibility was beginning to manifest itsel{
in political and regional subcultures, in alternative lifestyles,
and the new social movements in Europes The estranged
relationship between the Fortim and the Conference was thus
symptomatic of the embryonic character of new social forms
and the configurations of new knowledge.

Referring to the “new social movements” that emerged
in the 19 60s, Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri have shown
that “merely cultural” experimentation had profound political
and econommic effects. The refusal of the disciplinary regime
— “dropping-out” or defection, as posited by Paolo Virno —

and experimentation with new forms of productivity were the
two essential operations s> Active members and “residuals” of
these movements entered the Forum en masse. The noise, the
crowds, and the sheer energy of the various individuals and
groups challenged any semblance of singularity or the desire
for consensus. Fookes’s scientific analysis hardly described
the diversity of situations and spontaneity of the activities.

Architectural and planning periodicals and even Fkistics
were skeptical in their reviews of the Forum and its apparent
lack of organization. Ekistics admitted that the carnival-like
fabrication of the site “worked well for the enthusiastic young
and outdoors people,” but proved too much for “many respon-
sible and venerable delegates of important organizations.”
Architectural Design (AD) named the Conference and the Fo-
rum the “official and the fringe.™+ Commenting on the sheer
volume of information presented at the Forum in AIA Jour-
nal, Joseph Handwerger concluded that the trick was finding
“one’s own corner of the action and trying to predict which
segsion would actually happen at the place and time sched-
uled.™ Inadvertently, he thus provided an analogy for the
opposing stances toward strategic action inherent in Habitat:
governmental control versus popular agency.

John F.C. Turner, architect, author of Freedom to Build
(Macmillan, 1972), and consultant on low-income self-help
housing programs, took the forefront in speaking on behalf
of “the people” at the Forum. Under the auspices of AD,
whose editors decided to dedicate the entire April 1976 issue
to challenging the “turgid fare” of Habitat, Turner consoli-
dated his ideas on self-help housing in the conclusion to his
“Housing by People” series of eight articles — “A Program.™¢

Asg part of its selfproclaimed critical position and au-
tonomy from the event, AD advertised Turner's invitation by
Forum organizers to lead a symposium on “self-help and low-
cost housing.”™” Turner maintained that issues concerning
human settlements were complex and fissured by conflicting
ideologies. And he distinguished three scales of activity in
housing: central government, municipal government, and
local action. From there, he established three basic principles
for housing. The first was that housing provision should be
controlled by the users;® the second was that technologies
should be employed that are appropriate to personal and local
resourcefulness; and third, planning authorities for housing
should establish limits to private action rather than prescribe
development programs.

In reversing the order of importance — users before
institution — Turner was in effect contradicting the first of
the fourteen points in the official Habitat Symposium Decla-
ration: state control over land use’s He called for immediate
action on a program based on four methods or tasks: theory
to communicate issues, information (facts) on the problems,
action in terms of practices, and the formulation of proscrip-
tive law to generate selfgoverning form and establish prin-
ciples (r16.3) .%°
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FIGURE 3. John Turners diagram of the four basic tasks, L-L:local
sphere; U-U universal sphere; S-St scientific sphere; P-P: political sphere.
Redrawn from Architectural Design, Vol.4G (April 1976), p.229.

Case studies from both the Third World and industrial-
ized nations put forward at the symposium likewise under-
scored self-help as self-government. An artist in Vancouver
lived in a self-builder community on a mudflat in Vancouver
harbor. A Jesuit priestin Chile sold low-cost prefabricated
housing to earthquake locations. In Dagat Dagatan, a re-
settlement area in Manila, a scheme for 3,500 people on five
hectares with owner-built houses was offered as an alternative
tothe World Bank’s minimum-standard scheme for 20,000
people on forty hectares.® Hassan Fathy's domed mud-brick
housing in Egypt, built by and for peasants, stressed coopera-
tion in building work.® And even though the Indian housing
minister presented the demolition and eviction of the Janata
Colony in Bombay as physical and social progress, observers
syrapathetic to the dispossessed described the move as an
exarnple of "classic self-build and brutal bulldozing”®

The multiple facets of the case studies, however, often
contradicted the terse statements of their presenters. Thus,
rather than a consensus on self-help, what the symposium
revealed was a need to acknowledge the paradoxes inherent in
understanding and planning human settlements.

IMAGING BARE LIFE

The apposition of self-help and human agency at the Forum
to planning and governmentality at the Conference played
down one commonality: the disfranchised subjects were
largely silent. Tet, these individuals and communities were
entrapped at Habitat in institutional verbiage, statistical data,
and census charts. And their looks of surprise and “wretch-

ed” living conditions flashed out in photographic snapshets,
slideshows, and running film sequences.

In particular, at the plenary sessions and at the commit-
tees, a series of 230 short film excerpts, called capsules, were
presetted that described problem-solving approaches to hous-
ing and planning from each country. These were divisible into
two broad categories. Those from the First World described
multidisciplinary practices, energy conservation, citizen par-
ticipation, and advanced innovative techniques. The others
dealt with slum solutions, low-cost building, intermediate
technology for the reconstruction of war-destroyed territories,
Indigenous architecture, and historic preservation. The ef-
fect was obvious. As the Polish architect and planner Adolf
Ciborowski commented: “The viewer realizes that the prob-
lems surrounding human settlements were much more than
statistics. We were confronted at that conference with a living,
dramatic picture of the world.”% This imagery of the global
village played repeatedly, as the delegates deliberated over the
“real” hurman subjects and their environments. Yet, as far as
the representation of these subjects was concerned, the gov-
ernment and civil representatives were in complete agreement.

Where the Stockholm conference had identified the hu-
man subject ag an inhabitant of the “environment,” Habitat
took the additional step of charging both states and civil
society with extending a lifeline to this subject through ap-
propriate knowledge and economic tools for survival. During
the three years between the two conferences — one on the
natural environment, the other on the built environment —
there had been a proliferation of national and international
humanitarian NGOs. All shared in an agenda to identify
universal needs and defend human rights. These NGOs con-
ducted “just wars” without arms, without violence, without
borders. And, at Habitat, they infiltrated the rambunctious
Forum crowds, participating in what Hardt and Negri later
recoghized as a “parallel strategy from below,” presenting the
“community face of neoliberalistm.” Upon reflection, Hardt
and Negri ernphasized the significance of NGOs in the main-
tenance of perpetuation of global power:

What they really represent is the vital force that under-
lies the People, and thus they tran sform politics into o
guestion of generic life, life in all its genemlity. These
NGOs extend far and wide in the humus of biopower;
they are the capillary ends of the contemporary net-
works of power, or (to return to our genernl metaphor)
they are the broad base of the triangle of global power.
Here, atthis broadest, most universal level, the activi-
ties of these NG Os cotncide with the workings of Empire
“beyond politics,” on the terain of biopower, meeting
the needs of life itself%

Writing in sooo, Hardt and Negri, were referring to
what had then become a well-established NGO network. %6
But the first international NGO assembly at Habitat was
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FIGURE 4. Planshowing location of outdoor exhibifs
af the Forum. Drawing by author.
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already calling into question the inextricable link between
“bare life” and politics. Giorgio Agamben has posited that it
was this consensus on the bare life of the citizen — the new
biopolitical body of humanity — between individual states
and humanitarian organizations, that led to the separation
between humanitarianism and politics. As he observed,
refugees or slum dwellers, when categorically called “Man” or
“people,” no longer represented individuals but “a mass phe-
normenon” whose individual rights as citizens could no longer
be called upon. In his final analysis, Agamben thus had
reason to believe that “hurmanitarian organizations — which
today are more and more supported by international comrnis-
sions — can only grasp human life in the figure of bare life
or sacred life, and therefore, despite themselves, maintain a
secret solidarity with the very powers they ought to fight.*%
Architects at Habitat attended to this subject of bare life
by supplying vivid images of the “shells,” or dwellings, previ-

ously underplayed by the Ekistics group. Doxiadis, himself,
had focused on cities and the “dynamic development” of
architecture. His global projects — comprising major institu-
tional complexes, infrastructures, urban plans, and regicnal
studies in Denmark, Ghana, Greece, India, Iraq, Jordan, Leb-
anon, Libya, Pakistan, Spain, Sudan, Syria, the U.5., and Aus-
tralia — were thus presented through master plans, maps,
diagrams and statistics. The few photographs of buildings in
Ekistics revealed little of their actual design — except thatin
aerial perspective they bore an uncanny resemblance to the
existenzminimum housing of the late 19208, Such a stark fac-
tory-like approach had, of course, been partly irnposed by the
World Banl's standard minimum requirements for housing,
And this was accompanied by Emst Neufert's 1936 Handbaok
for Awchitects” Data, by then a prerequisite for all architects —
the “foreign experts® who would be called in to help develop-
ing countries address their housing crises.
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The outdoor exhibits at the Forum stood in stark visual
comtrast to this view (r1c.4). They included about a dozen
self-built houses, incuding plastic-covered geodesic domes, a
plasticigloo, cardboard disaster housing, a sulfur blockhouse,
a log hut, the Tondo competition house, and the Habitat
House (r16.5).% Built and lived in by their inventors, they
dernonstrated a variety of intermediate technologies such
as solar water heating and composting toilets. But for two
weeks this outdoor exhibition of hastily constructed shelters
resembled the very settlements whose conditions the institu-
tional proponents of Habitat wished to alleviate.

An American and French collabeoration sealed the image.
The British journal AD was not the only architectural peri-
odical to cover unsclicited, selffmotivated projects that were
part of Habitat. In April 1974, Architecturnl Record (AR) in
collaboration with France's LiArchitecture d Aujourd hui formed
the nonprofit International Architectural Foundation (IAF)
to organize an “International Design Cornpetition for the
Urban Environment of Developing Countries — Focused on
Manila”% The site was a landfill, Dagat-Dagatan, intended to
provide a 1,27 2-acre resettlement area for a squatter comrnuni-
ty relocated from the adjacent Tondo Foreshore. The competi-
tion's aitn was to involve architects and planners in the design
of a “demonstration project” in “a major city of the developing
world.”7¢ However, of the 476 completed submmissions, most
carne from entrants from developed nations or from “locals”
whose formal architectural education had been in “the West.”
Meanwhile, the jury comprised highly credited individuals,
power elites in the international architectural fraternity who
were affiliates of the American Institute of Architects (ATA)7

The top three winning schemes were from New Zea-
land, Japan, and Malaysia, respectively. Although the three
exhibited different design concepts, the houses they proposed
all shared certain sivnilar characteristics: they were basic
units with the potential for expansion; they made use of local
materials, specifically timber-{rame construction and pitched
roofs in timber or zing and they highlighted alternative
approaches to energy or recycling. First prize went to lan
Athfield of New Zealand, whose design for the site included a
periphery of linear buildings designed for light industry that
also contained centers for community training in alternative
energy and recycling techniques, particularly solar heating
and composting waste disposal (r1¢.6). The second-prize
winner, from Takagi Design Associates, proposed a system of
arcades to organize prefabricated modules of timber, precast
concrete, and cement sheets (r1e.7). This design, too, em-
phasized solar energy and water conservation, locating these
features at key modular nodes that combined kitchen and
sanitary units with a rain catcher suspended above the roof.

Armong these two winners and four honorable-mentions,
one of two main organizing principles prevailed” The first
employed a hierarchical, tree-like structure, with variations
such as commercial arcades (Steven Holl, Joseph Tanner, and
John Cropper) or pedestrian colonnades (Takagi Associates).

FIGURE 5. [Topio boftom) Selfbuild houses erected af the Vancouver

Habitat Forum induded the Now House from Buckminster Fullers

office consisting of plastic-covered domes and a pyramidal solar collector;
the Stack-Log House, offering a profofype highly insulated wall for the
Canadian north; and the Habitaf House, buslt in one week by students
of Fairbairn and Haynes who had helped organize the Self-Help
Symposium. From Architectural Design, Vol.46 (October 1976, p5865.
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FIGURE 8. Third-prize winning design for Tondo, Manila competition by Sau Lai Chan. Redrawn from Architectural Record (May 1975), p134.

The other featured cluster groupings that allowed the devel-
optnent of more organic comrnunity structures, recalling
Christopher Alexander’s notion of the "spontaneous city.”s

In either case, they typically relied on prefabrication and mod-
ular systems for their construction. Hector Giron de la Pefia
and a team of Mexican architects developed a triangulated
structural system using locally sourced materials intended
toresist earthquakes. And atearn of Japanese designers led
by Akira Kuryu developed an “inexpensive building systemn”®
based on a conerete-block module and utilizing “self-helpers.”
They termed it the “workable group approach.”

While many of the showcase designs were thoughtful at-
ternpts aimed at anticipating the immediate and future needs
of the community, other “self-help” strategies took less inter-
est in individual physical forms and downplayed the role of
the state in determining the image of large-scale resettlement.
This was evident in the metabolist tendencies of the Japanese
entries, such as Kiyoshi Seike’s partial-support construction,
which required the government to furnish each family with
only two in-place precast concrete “core posts” and a linear
utility trench. Unlike most others, the Japanese demonstrated
hardly any allusion to the romanticimage of “tropical huts.”
Instead, they developed expansive structural and infrastruc
tural strategies to receive the core dwelling units.

While all the schemes would be ineffectual without a
government-supplied infrastructure of roads, sewers, piped
water, and electricity, it was the third-prize-winning entry, by
the Malaysian Sau Lai Chan, that most explicitly called out
the role of government (r1¢.8). [t presupposed state provi-
sion of the core for each house, which would include initial
sanitary services, structural frame, and roof. And it proposed
a governtment census (of family size, needs, and available
funds) to determine the type, size, and number of stories for
each structure to be provided.

ARCHITECTURE VERSUS HABITAT: THE HUT, C.1978

In all, the images left by the Forum are not of construc-
tion cranes atop highrise buildings, but of @ man build-
ing his own house with mud bricks. If a vision of the

futwe did not emerge, past failures were crystal clear?4

Asifto dramatize this observation from ATA Journal, a
prototype of lan Athfield’s Manila house stood on the over-
grown hillside at the Forum outdoor exhibition for the dura-
tHon of the event (r1c.9). The [AF had intended to build the
house using workers and material imported from the Tondo
squatter settlernent® But when that did not occur, Athfield
hired a dozen Canadian part-time workers to erect the house

FIGURE 9. Profofype of Ian Athfields winning scheme for the
“Internafional Design Competition for the Urban Environment of

Developing Countries — Focused on Manila™ af the Forum oubdoor
exhibition. Source: Elddatics, No.252 (Wovember 1976, p.2gs. Phofo by
Mildred F. Schmertz,
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from available scrap material. The models and drawings of
the house and the rest of the design competition entries were
also exhibited at the downtown Vancouver Art Gallery, close
to the Conference venue. This put the prototypical projects
well within reach of the official delegates at the Queen Eliza-
beth Theater. But the scenarios of cooperative dwelling and
communitarian dreams of the IAF were largely distilled into
the image of the Manila house at Jericho Beach — which, the
New York Times reported, was “more a kissing cousin of Abra-
ham Lincoln’s log cabin than of the mansions of Greenwich,
Connecticut.”7

Despite such a ramshackle outcome, the Conference
agenda of learning from the past and strategizing the future,
together with the Forum's presentation of “existing realities,”
produced the impression of a clear step forward for the future
of human settlements. After all, Habitat as a whole did dem-
onstrate an extensive assemblage of expertise and knowledge,
even if the status of the real human subjects in question re-
mained unexplored and their future unclear.

Habitat also ratihed the idea that the premodern or
Indigenous was more “authentic” than the modern. And as
the Conference pored over large-scale societal “fixes” and the
Forum worked through innumerable small-scale technical
ones, understanding grew that the needs of other cultures,
the “non-Western, nonmodern,” must be met by means other
than conquest or domination. To take that a step further —
to take up Latour’s proposition that “premoderns are like us,”
and that “[w]e have both always built communities of natures
and societies™” — is to acknowledge that real lessons were
learned from “the people” and their settlements. Notwith-
standing the potential inherent in such an advance, however,
neither Ekistics, Habitat, nor Latour has offered a way out of
this dilemma, or even specific strategies to navigate the net-
works produced by and inherent in the very system they have
attempted to map.

The decade following World War 11 had seen architects,
the most prolific of whom were members of CIAM and Team
Ten, search for new strategies to address “the way men should
live in this changing world.” Even Le Corbusier felt that the
idea of the “town,” or “urbanisme,” was no longer adequate.
Indeed, it was he who had offered the replacement term
“habitat” — which in French sinmltaneously signifies the
living conditions of any creature and notions of “dwelling” or
settlement?® CIAM g¢: The Charter of Habitat, in 1953, was
the transitional conference within the Modern Movement at
which this idea was taken up. Indeed, its display of approxi-
mately forty grids attempting to capture the full spectrum
of human settlements was driven by similar motivations to
those at Habitat 1976. Among these, Alison and Peter Smith-
son’s relational “Urban Reidentification” grid, with a central
playful figure, updated the MARS Grid from CIAM 8 and
challenged the functional division of cities that had formed
a basis for the ASCORAL CIAM Grid of 1947 Meanwhile,
Team 10, led primarily by the English and Dutch delegations

{later joined by the Japanese), sought to expand architectural
discussions to include human relationships, community, and
structures of social organization.

As a further precedent, Bernard Rudofsky’s “Architec
ture without Architects” exhibition at the Museum of Modern
Artin New York from November 1964 to February 1965 and
Aldo van Eyck’s study of Dogon architecture in Timbuktu in
1961 inducted architects into the built world of “authentic”
places and “real” people”s Arguing for learning from “primi-
tive” solutions of the past and from the “real survivors,” Ru-
dofsky wrote:

We learn that many audacious “primitive” solutions
anticipate our cumbersome technology; thai many a
feature invented in recent years is old hat invernacu-
lar architecture — prefabrication, standardization of
building components, flexible and movable structures,
and more especially, floor-heating, air-conditioning,
light control, even elevators.®

Two decades later, the planner and former slum-dweller
Aprodicio Laquian guided a similar authentication process as a
jury advisor for the IAF's Tondo replacement competition. His
photo essay documenting squatter settlements in Africa, Asia,
and Latin America further revealed the two faces of squatting:
individual and commuinity innovation and adaptation vs. the
rigidity of government intervention. Its message was to rec-
ognize the mistakes of the recent past and to learn from the
present — particularly the techniques of survival and the evo-
lutionary processes embedded in housing communities.

Thus, the same anonymous subjects identified by Ru-
dofsky and Eyck were now invoked against the backdrop of
slums and massive urban renewal. But here the primitive
hut might give way to the basic hut — the “core house.” And
imbued in its ideology were the potentialities for flexibility
and upward mobility: the squatter would be able to enlarge
or improve his own dwelling when hislife improved. But,
as evinced by the case studies and the exhibits at the Forum,
without any planned intervention, the image of squatting was
easily reproducible.

WHOSE HABITAT?

In the final analysis, Habitat I presented a world of overlap-
ping dualities in place of the multivalent one it aspired to
bring forth. Habitat’s contemplation of itself, via the imag-
ined, the imaginary, and the image — the network and the
hut — revealed hybridized alternatives and alternative hy-
brids. The Forum was thus more than a fledgling appendage
to the authoritative Conference. Indeed, the Forum opened
the door to what the Conference failed to achieve, for the larg-
er the map one drew, the smaller and more numerous were
its pieces. Was the network — ak.a. the home of man — the
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U.N.'s preemptive strike against the proliferation of contin-
gencies that had compelled a continual redrawing of the map?
Was the utilitarian core house the NGO's unwitting totalitar-
ian image for the abode of bare life? In rendering visible
these “scapes,” Habitat’s architecture of dwelling invariably
became an active participant of a world that imagined itself in
multiples against the backdrop of a volatile global economy.

For architects of the developed nations in the Seventies,
there was little protest when Charles Jencks pronounced the
end of modernism following the destruction of Pruitt-Igoe.

In 1976, the same year the project was demolished, Moshe
Safdie completed his design for Habitat Tehran, a high-
density complex containing 180 upper-income prefabricated
apartments, and Habitat Vancouver showcased pre- and
postmodern aesthetic variations of collective housing. Yet,
architecture, entering the conversation through the image by
the back door, exited precisely at the moment when the image
ceased to mean anything beyond itself. Was the new primi-
tive huat the architect’s response to a postmodern functional-
istr, a hybrid that anticipated the biopolitical citizen? That

the hut — rationalized to its sticks and stones and caleulated
to the nearest dollar unit — was nable to partake in criti-

cal discourse was symptomatic of a larger global process at
work. It was also a consequence of the technocratic pursuit
and the eventual subordination of the architectural image as
floating signifier. The architecture of “habitat” could thius be
vernacularized/”indigenous” or industrialized/“modern” all at
once. Meanwhile, the question “Whose habitat?” was drowned
otit by the damor of overlapping dualities, miscommuinica-
tions, and experts posturing and speaking over each other.

In lieu of conclusion, consider another hut, which the
Smithsons presented at the Venice Biennale in the summer
of 1976. Contemplating the stages of building assembly, Ali-
son Smithson wrote:

REFERENCE NOTES

[Ajn architecture which is palpably built is the most
pleasurable of all. An architecture thought out in terims
of its actual materials, iis actual processes of fabrica-
ton, and its means of assembly. In such an architecture
one can sense an ordering from its “Sticks and Stones.”
From such an architeciure one can get many pleasures;
from the child’s pleasure of feeling able to put together to
the grown-up pleasures of consistency of profile . . . the
eloquence of fixings . . . the re-enjoying of how-a-thing-
must-have-been . . . lifted up and sweetly come together.®

In contrast to the shelter for the dispossessed others of
the developing world, the Smithsons presented a giant poster
of the Robin Hood Gardens project in London undergoing
construction. Titled “A Ruin in Reverse,” they were invoking
the image of crudity and rawness that recalled their peda-
sogical stance on the architecture and aesthetic of daily life
that Reyner Banham celebrated in his 1953 article “New Bru-
talism.”®* They prefaced the poster with a quote: “A building
under assembly is a ruin in reverse.”s

Fast forward to 2018 when a part of that building was
presented at the Venice Biennale as the entire project under-
went a process of demolition that had begun in zo17 and was
completed in 2019. While the project’s demise raises the
question of social housing in the neoliberal city of rapid prop-
erty turnover, Habitat’s transitional housing projects, in their
perpetual state of incompletion, did actually reflect the condi-
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