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INTRODUCTION

The question of how to design and produce affordable, good-quality housing became a central political and social concern in the twentieth century. In 1929, an eclectic international group of avant-garde modernist architects met in Frankfurt to discuss a design programme for this type of housing, seeking new approaches and processes to maximize quality and functionality while making this dwelling widely available and affordable by the mass of the population. The agreed focus of the congress was the product of a multiple awkward elision: literally translated as ‘the dwelling for the subsistence minimum’ (Wohnung für das Existenzminimum in German), it is conventionally referred to in the relevant CIAM literature as ‘minimum dwelling’. Neither the original ‘Existenzminimum’ (in German) nor the ‘minimum’ (used more opaquely in French) turned out to be easy to define – before, during or even after the congress. The ‘subsistence minimum’ was a terminology that referenced explicitly the socio-economic profile of the intended residents – the ever-increasing urban population who, by virtue of their own low income and the insufficient supply of affordable accommodation, had been unable to afford good-quality housing in the cities where they lived and worked. The ‘minimum’, on the other hand, was an even more elusive category, pointing to design austerity as programmatic choice or abstraction in response to scarcity. Conventionally understood in negative terms, as the most basic threshold of tolerability arrived at through extreme reduction and quality sacrifice, by the early twentieth century the term had started acquiring a more positive complexion. A series of further terms were used by the participants, seemingly interchangeably, at the congress to denote reduced size (Klein- and Kleinstwohnung) and deliberate design minimalism (habitation minimum or Minimalwohnung). Yet implicit in all these conceptions was the visionary quest for a novel optimal correlation of standard of living (quality), affordability (cost) and mass production (supply).

The Frankfurt congress (CIAM2 in 1929) and the following one in Brussels (CIAM3 in 1930) that tackled this question fell frustratingly short of the organizers’ expectations in many respects. Preparation for both events was chaotic, marred by organizational confusion and personal disagreements. The congress proceedings themselves did little to bridge the kaleidoscope of ideological and programmatic positions that divided the participating architects within the ranks of the fledgling CIAM, even on the very meaning of ‘the dwelling for the Existenzminimum’. The discussion did not produce an ideal type for the ‘minimum dwelling’, if ever this were the original intention of the organizers. It even failed to maintain the primary focus on the dwelling itself, with the deliberations switching incongruously between diverse – and ever-larger – architectural scales in the process. If in Frankfurt the dwelling at least dominated much of the congress discussions, this was not the case at the following Brussels congress, where the dedicated housing discussion ended up as little more than an appendix to an event otherwise addressing alternative architectural questions.

In hindsight the two congresses appear either as minor events in the organization’s history or at best as important preparatory milestones along a route that led from the group’s founding gathering at La Sarraz (1928) to its lionized fourth congress (CIAM4 in 1933). This is after all what key CIAM figures such as its secretary Sigfried Giedion and its later president José Luis Sert claimed retrospectively. Yet CIAM’s encounter with the (minimum) dwelling had a fascinating and multi-faceted genealogy. The decision to make mass housing the focus of the group’s first working congress(es) did not emerge in an intellectual, political, social or professional vacuum of course. It rather unfolded as yet another episode in a broader and long-standing context of searching for a solution to the problem of providing affordable, hygienic, good-quality and well-designed housing for the masses. This discussion had gathered significant momentum in the course of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries but became far more urgent in the wake of the turmoil caused by the First World War. It subsumed diverse layers of pre-existing scientific, sociological, economic and design thinking and then refracted them through a host of contradictory ideological assumptions, national experiences, cultural specificities and professional convictions of those present at the congress. By the time that the CIAM steering group finally agreed that its first working congress would be devoted to the question of housing other international organizations, architectural (such as the International Federation of Housing and Town Planning, IFHTP) or otherwise (e.g. the International Labour Organisation), had already turned their attention to the housing issue in pursuit of innovative solutions that could alleviate the crisis, avert a social explosion and improve living conditions. Meanwhile, a number of state and especially municipal authorities had made impressive, often trailblazing inroads into improving the quality-cost-supply-affordability housing calculus for those with limited means.

In hindsight CIAM’s encounter with the ‘minimum dwelling’ was as short-lived as it was haphazard. Soon after the conclusion of the 1930 Brussels congress CIAM’s attention moved quickly to the urban scale, in anticipation of the planned fourth congress to be held in Moscow. Not only did the earlier exclusive focus on housing was subsumed into this broader scale but the very term Existenzminimum – so crucial in determining the identity of CIAM’s early history – faded into the background as swiftly and perplexingly as it had come to the forefront of CIAM’s first working congress in Frankfurt. The twisted story of its translations and adaptations raises questions as to whether it ever constituted a meaningful shared basis for CIAM’s first steps as an international group dedicated to the promotion of the ‘new’ modernist architecture. Translation woes, however, belied more profound programmatic contestations – what kind of ‘minimum’ was assumed and for whom, whether such a minimum was determined predominantly by socio-economic factors or extended to a new design idiom or even conception of living, whether it was a problem of managing existing resources more efficiently at times of crisis or it pointed to a quasi-utopian horizon of radical social transformation. CIAM’s discourse of ‘the dwelling for the Existenzminimum’ subsumed and curated – but failed to reconcile – a range of different understandings and personal interests of those present in Frankfurt and Brussels, as evidenced in their congress contributions: Le Corbusier’s aesthetic minimalism, his interest in ‘light, air, heat’ and his fascination with urbanism; Sigfried Giedion’s celebration of a new kind of modern ‘liberated living’; Walter Gropius’s conception of the individual ‘dwelling ration’ as the atomic level of architectural design and his interest in high(er)-rise building form; Ernst May’s correlation of dwelling design with rational settlement planning; Hans Schmidt’s concern for the social mission of modern architecture; Helena and Szymon Syrkus’s vision of modernist architecture leading the way for revolutionary transformation; or Victor Bourgeois’s research on the rational organization of the dwelling in order to meet elevated physiological needs more efficiently.

‘Contact zone’ and ‘practical utopia’

Yet CIAM’s adventures with the ‘minimum dwelling’ in 1929–30 left behind a distinctive and significant legacy, not just for the fledgling organization but for the entire international debate on mass housing. The first two working congresses – but also the early CIAM as an inclusive international organization – functioned as a multidimensional and fascinatingly volatile contact zone, bringing uniquely together – in cooperation, dialogue, synthesis and crucially friction – a wide range of architects and planners who traversed national borders, ideological fault lines and programmatic polarities. CIAM’s discourse on the ‘minimum dwelling’ owed its novelty less to new radical ideas and more to the decision to promote the organization as a unique and inclusive intellectual-discursive ‘contact zone’ traversing national, ideological and programmatic fissures while also providing the physical and intellectual space for intense intersections and syntheses. Applied to the field of architectural history, Tom Avermaete described such contact zones as ‘intense sites of encounter [including congresses] between different architectural cultures in which ideas, approaches and tools are negotiated, selectively borrowed, partially adapted or rejected’ (Avermaete and Nuijsink, 2021, 354). This definition may actually be better applied to other international architectural events of the 1920s (such as the much more widely attended and inclusive International Federation for Housing and Town Planning (IFHTP) congresses) than to CIAM’s more restricted and polemical events. However, it is because of the partisan character of CIAM’s membership that the organization’s congresses functioned as a very different kind of contact zone – a unique meeting site between international avant-garde architectural cultures as an alternative to the canonical spaces of the contemporary architectural establishment. Tension, friction and adaptive synthesis mattered far more than consensus in these contact zones. Albeit tarnished by conflict and lack of agreement about the ‘minimum dwelling’, CIAM2 and CIAM3 were supremely successful in the broader sense of formalizing and nurturing an alternative avant-garde architectural zone of exchange and productive friction between diverse modernist cultures and architectural conceptions.
There is another reason, however, as to why CIAM’s early encounter with the ‘minimum dwelling’ matters – and this reason has to do with the specific focus on housing. However chaotic, lacking in clear focus and frustratingly inconclusive the deliberations in Frankfurt and Brussels may have been, they did succeed in re-defining the mass affordable and good-quality dwelling as a positive aspiration and a critical hub of multi-scalar transformation of living for all. This happened less by design and certainly even less through any semblance of programmatic blueprint about the form, organization and design of the elusive dwelling per se. Instead the congress proceedings, as well as what preceded and followed them, reproposed the ‘minimum dwelling’ as something that was positive, universal and transformative even as it referenced economy and austerity or was formed as response to a devastating social crisis. In short CIAM’s ‘minimum dwelling’ thrived in an interstitial space between necessity, emergency and visionary social aspiration, pursuing something that I describe as practical utopia.

At first sight, the term ‘practical utopia’ is paradoxical. In etymological terms utopia constitutes a non-place, inaccessible and essentially unattainable in its entirety or without a total rupture with present conditions. The intrinsic intractability and unreachability of utopia, however, are modulated through the introduction of a practical perspective. As Lewis Mumford argued, mature utopias have a profound reconstructive horizon derived from contextual awareness, in the sense of ‘com[ing] to reckon with the world in which they seek realization’ (Lewis, 1922, 14). In this sense, the compound term ‘practical utopia’ indicates both difference from ‘impractical dreaming and idle fantasies’ and a pragmatic, action-oriented decision to ‘plant the seeds of the future in the present’ even if the new utopian condition cannot yet be born (Albert and Chomsky, 2017, xiii). Practical utopias tend to be less spectacular and dramatic; but what they sacrifice by compromising with the present they compensate with the liberation from a sense of rigid futural determinism that characterizes grandiose utopias of rupture (Mannheim, 2013, 215–36). In short, practical utopias are transgressive, syncretist and operating in the short term; they privilege a utopian process still in the making with immediate transformative dividends over the mirage of a fully formed ideal futural condition.

For the CIAM members who worked for, and participated in, the 1929 and 1930 congresses, the ‘dwelling for the Existenzminimum’ came to represent the stepping stone for exploring such a practical utopia for living in the modern world. Designing a housing unit that was optimally efficient in its use of space, resources and facilities, and then deploying it on a mass scale, would deliver on the promise shared among CIAM members that architecture and planning were best placed to (re)shape social behaviour. Re-imagined with the help of modern, constructive planning and social technologies, this optimally minimum/minimal housing unit was intended to shelter, improve quality of life and then re-engineer social relations inside and outside. In short, Existenzminimum was not a bare minimum in size, cost and quality, neither could it be, by definition, a perfectly formed utopian condition. Instead it was debated and pursued as an affordable golden ratio between necessity and utopia for a new society. It was a sweeping yet actionable transformative aspiration that came to exceed the micro frame (individual dwelling) and sanctioned a scalar expansion to the meso (building design, land-subdivision, settlement planning), and eventually the macro frame (urban planning). CIAM’s ‘minimum dwelling’ emerged from the two congresses as neither minimum in the conventional sense of the word nor ironically a dwelling per se. The deliberations sanctioned a semantic shift from minimum as bare necessity to a very different, aspirational yet realizable kind of minimum as thoughtful, empowering austerity that promised a radically new conception of living, better for the individual residents and for society as a whole. If the participants disagreed on what this dwelling might be like, what it would feature and how it would be produced, they nevertheless agreed that the ‘minimum dwelling’ could turn subtraction and austerity into positive values of dwelling design. Their ‘minimum’ was nothing like the race to the bottom that had characterized earlier approaches to the mass housing question on the basis of a ‘zero-sum’ size-quality-cost calculus. Instead it sought to determine an abstruse alchemical formula that promised to deliver more (quality, functionality and enjoyment) with less (production and rental costs) and for many more people (something more akin to a conception of good-quality and affordable housing as a universal social right). Largely because of all the disagreements and lack of focus at the two congresses it became clear to most participating CIAM members that any solution to an optimal minimum dwelling would not be found exclusively within the single dwelling but through a much larger modular approach across diverse scales of architectural and planning design that extended from the personal space within the dwelling to the dwelling as a whole, to the building as grouping of dwellings, to the settlement as grouping of buildings, to the city as grouping of settlements, and even to society as a whole.

In 1932, Karel Teige published a detailed book-length work on the affordable dwelling. The book had started its life as a draft summary of the reports on the dwelling situation that individual national chapters had submitted to CIAM’s 1930 congress; yet by the time of its publication it had graduated into a gargantuan treatise on global design and policy trends in relation to the question of mass, egalitarian and affordable, modern housing. The title that Teige chose (Nejmenší byt, literally ‘smallest’ apartment) appeared to reference size as a qualitative parameter rather than a purely quantitative benchmark. The book was translated in English as Minimum Dwelling seven decades after its publication (Teige, 2002). The translated term is no less opaque than the original ‘dwelling for the Existenzminimum’ because it retains the tension between a quantitative minimum based on necessity, affordability and tolerability, on the one hand, and a qualitative minimum in a normative and aspirational (in design, social or cultural terms) sense of the word, on the other. Nevertheless, ‘minimum dwelling’ is broad and opaque in a useful way, drawing attention to the significance of the diverse conceptions of ‘minimum’ in the discourse of interwar modernism and of the early CIAM in particular.

This is one of the two reasons why I have retained throughout this book the reference to the ‘minimum dwelling’ as the descriptor of CIAM’s early work on housing, even if I consider the term more of a misnomer. The other – and more important – reason has to do with the longer-term significance of CIAM’s probe into the meaning of the ‘minimum’ as an integral part of the broader intellectual framework in which mass housing was debated. Minima – be that of human needs, subsistence income or standard of living – had featured previously in social debates, with housing occupying a mostly peripheral position. Yet CIAM placed dwelling at the very heart of this conversation, as architectural problem but above all as social responsibility. In fact, I argue that CIAM’s brief encounter with the elusive Existenzminimum transformed the moral complexion of the entire conversation on the mass low-cost dwelling. The congress proceedings may have done little to bridge the ideological and programmatic positions that divided the participating architects or to shape CIAM’s frame of analysis in the longer term. They did, however, embed an enduring ‘social’ meaning to the problem, as the pursuit of a golden ratio of utopian aspiration and reality grounded on a flexible equilibrium of quality, cost and affordability that could ensure universal deployment in the present tense. While other earlier or contemporary organizations approached the challenge of mass housing as a ‘problem’ to be mitigated in the margins of architectural practice, CIAM embraced the dwelling for the Existenzminimum as both a challenge and the ultimate noble aspiration of modern architectural practice. CIAM’s ‘minimum dwelling’ was conceived first and foremost as an ethical proposition – a community asset, judged not on the quality of each single unit that it provided but on its capacity for promoting better-quality housing for as many as possible – and ideally for all members of a community. In its wake, the size-reduction rationale of the ‘small dwelling’ (Kleinwohnung), the design language of ‘less is more’, as well as the debates on centralization versus peripheral settlement or low-versus-high rise were subsumed into an overarching ethical project of providing good-quality housing to everyone.

This understanding of the ‘minimum’ as both austere and optimal, aspirational and practicable, utopian and pragmatic, situates CIAM’s exploration of the ‘minimum dwelling’ at the point where three discrete intellectual genealogies of the ‘minimum’ intersected. The first one was shaped by the need to respond pragmatically and swiftly to short-term emergencies, whether in overall housing conditions and quality standards or in terms of extraordinary shortages of affordable, decent housing due to the pathologies of the modern industrial society and the short-term jolts of the war and the crisis conditions that it generated. The other two shared a radical transformative aspiration but differed in their individual diagnoses of the problem. One was profoundly utopian in the sense that it sought complete rupture with the status quo, positing instead a vision of transformative change that was possible only after the radical reshaping of the existing socio-economic and political order, typically through revolution. The other belonged to the broader radical reformist tradition, underpinned by the conviction that transformative change in the longer term was possible through evolutionary reform from within existing conditions. Of these two, the former saw architecture as the object of revolution while the latter gave architects unprecedented transformational agency as primary subjects of a new society and way of life. While all these genealogies had common roots in the nineteenth-century debates on ‘basic human needs’ and housing reform, the experience of the First World War and in particular the postwar turmoil dramatically changed their complexion and sharpened their respective propositions. From the turn of the twentieth century onwards, new radical ideas and programmes came to the fore, challenging prior orthodoxies and expanding the scope for transformative agency. Meanwhile the positive embrace of modern canons of rationalization and functionalism; the appreciation of austerity and design simplicity as positive, aspirational blueprints; and the influence of socialist ideas in reproposing dwelling as a universal social asset changed dramatically the contours of the debate on housing reform in the interwar years.

Speaking aphoristically about the programme of twentieth-century architectural modernism, Rem Koolhaas has touched on the ‘alchemical’ proposition at its heart – ‘to transform quantity into quality through abstraction and repetition’ (Koolhaas, 1995, 28). I shall return to Koolhaas’s quotation (which I have deliberately truncated at this stage) in the Conclusions. It is important, however, to underline how poignant the trope of alchemy is for the history of CIAM’s engagement with the ‘minimum dwelling’ that this book attempts to piece together. Alchemy was a practice of transformation based on separating what is useful and essential from what is not. In doing so, alchemists bestrode the chasm that separated the sacred from the profane. With considerable licence I read into this statement the very essence of the ‘minimum dwelling’ as a promise to transform crisis and scarcity into a universal, ethically superior optimum, using the dwelling and its components as the catalysts for a profound multi-scalar transformation of collective living in the modern world. In rejecting the long-standing legacies of a zero-sum rationale that had bedevilled the housing question since the nineteenth century, I locate the broader discussion of the ‘minimum dwelling’ at the dynamic intersection of utopian and highly pragmatic conceptions of architectural agency. The former requires research into the programmatic ideas of a number of architects, paying particular attention to the ways that each understood the problem in ideological and design terms as well as the scope for transformative agency that they had – or thought they ought to have – as professionals. The latter dimension underlines the significance of a historical context of analysis, locating the discourse of the ‘minimum dwelling’ in broader and longer-term conversations about poverty, habitation, crisis and emergency, urban degradation and the role of the state in guaranteeing social rights. This tension between utopia and necessity, futural aspiration and pragmatic response to the here and now, the single and the universal, programme and realized practice lies at the heart of the book’s approach to the ‘minimum dwelling’ as a practical utopia with universal and ecumenical import.

Structure

CIAM’s ‘minimum dwelling’ episode occupies without doubt a central place in this book but I approach it as the moment of climactic encounter rather than of genesis. I seek to trace its intellectual, political and programmatic genealogies using a macro-historical perspective that stretches back to the nineteenth century. In analysing CIAM’s work on this theme in 1928–30, I recognize its pivotal place in the history of the ‘minimum dwelling’ that was nevertheless indebted to, indeed was only meaningful and possible because of, a wide range of pre-existing and contemporary intellectual and professional agencies that came together in and around the two congresses of 1929 and 1930 in productive friction. Therefore, this book is essentially about piecing together two ‘entangled histories’ with multiple fascinating intersections: first, of diverse genealogies of the ‘minimum’; and second, of an interplay between utopian, reformist and ‘problem’-solving perspectives formulated by a range of professional practitioners in response to the question of mass affordable housing. Although, as it will become evident, CIAM’s engagement with the question failed to either settle the discussion or develop a universal formula for the ‘minimum dwelling’, its distinct legacy ought to be measured less in terms of resolutions or outcomes and more as a dynamic intellectual and discursive process, functioning as a seminal ‘contact zone’ for the interwar mass housing debate and for the kaleidoscope of ideas and initiatives within the ranks of the then fledgling international modern movement.

The three tropes of ‘minimum’, ‘practical utopia’ and ‘contact zone’ also form the backbone of this book. Chapter 1 traces the origins of the debates about ‘minimum’ social needs before exploring how they were translated into standards and prompted a range of new initiatives in the domain of housing in the last decades of the nineteenth century. The ways in which the discourse of the ‘minimum’ oscillated between a moral and a more objective/science-based understanding of housing standards prompted a wide spectrum of reform responses – from surveys to philanthropic housing projects to campaigns for legislative, financial and in the end political reforms. It is in this intellectual context that the first uses of the terminology of what would later feed into the Existenzminimum trope appeared, most notably in the form of guaranteeing a minimum income capable of satisfying basic needs and allowing for a modicum of decent living in close relation to contingent economic factors such as inflation and cost of living. The steadily worsening housing conditions for a steadily growing number of urban inhabitants strengthened and added urgency to calls for radical change, whether within the existing system or as the premise of a social revolution. Nevertheless at the turn of the twentieth century the quality-cost-affordability housing calculus remained bound to a zero-sum rationale where the ‘minimum’ entailed onerous reductions in some or all qualitative indices.

Chapter 2 deals with the history of a particular understanding of the ‘minimum’ in housing – size. The history of the small (or, more accurately, reduced-size) dwelling occupied a central place in the intellectual and architectural histories of the ‘minimum dwelling’. Initially conceived as an emergency/last-resort solution that was only possible through reductions in cost, size (e.g. the Kleinwohnung typology in early-twentieth-century Germany) and/or quality, it graduated into a more positive and aspirational proposition. Rather than featuring size reduction as a qualitative deficit, this alternative conception of the small dwelling reproposed austerity as an ethical brief that stipulated new conceptions of living, a deeper appreciation of design rationality and in some cases an emancipatory social horizon. As a result, the rationale of the housing calculus started to change, with new variables (such as standardization of construction and new design approaches) introduced into the existing ones (needs-standards, cost-quality, supply-demand, affordability-profitability, etc.) in pursuit of formulas that could stretch or radically alter earlier zero-sum assumptions. The pace of change and innovation accelerated dramatically in the wake of the post-First World War crisis, largely in response to the enormity of the housing crisis and its potentially terrifying social consequences. The dramatic increase in (direct or indirect) public funding and a series of modern construction and design innovations also changed the dynamic of the conventional housing calculus. The result of all these shifts was a range of new multi-scalar perspectives on the ‘minimum dwelling’ that involved the single housing unit as part of wider distributive, spatial, urban and social arrangements.

Chapter 3 reviews how international architectural networks addressed the question of mass housing in the immediate post-First World War period. Material destruction, political turmoil and socio-economic dislocation as a result of the war combined with fears of a worldwide revolutionary explosion unless effective and timely action to address mass social grievances were to be undertaken. As a result, the question of good-quality yet affordable housing for the masses became a central concern for politicians, municipal authorities, as well as architects and planners – within but also across national borders. The debates hosted by the IFHTP in particular were arguably the most prolific, internationally inclusive and influential, by virtue of the Federation’s large membership, plurality of views and willingness to engage with a series of controversial themes at its three ‘housing’ congresses in 1926–9. The IFHTP operated as the broadest international ‘contact zone’ for interwar architects in the 1920s. Its three congresses dedicated to issues relating to mass housing (1926, 1928 and 1929) – and in particular its engagement with the question of ‘housing for the very poor’ – formed milestones in the intellectual genealogy of the ‘minimum dwelling’, setting the scene for CIAM’s subsequent debate on the ‘housing for the Existenzminimum’.

In contrast to the focus of Chapter 3 on mass affordable housing as pragmatic response to the postwar emergency, Chapter 4 reviews architectural debates and initiatives motivated by the utopian streak of interwar modernism. These alternative perspectives proposed a new kind of minimum as a design, aesthetic, social and moral optimum. I examine how key figures of the interwar modernist avant-garde like Le Corbusier, Hannes Meyer, Walter Gropius, Nikolay Alexandrovich Milyutin, Moisei Ginzburg, Karel Teige and Alexander Klein put forward new theories about the form, functions, organization and overall role of the modern mass dwelling. The respective propositions of these and other architects involved a radical rethinking of the fundamental premises of habitation: its function of enclosure and marking the boundary between the public from the private; the hierarchy of interim spaces, through which individuals both came into contact and excluded others; the role and spaces of individual freedom and privacy within and well as beyond the dwelling; the flow between individual, group, communal, collective and public spaces in an integrated vision of ‘new’ living. The metaphor of the individual ‘cell’ gained traction as the building block of a new modular system linking personal space to private dwelling, building, settlement and finally the city as a whole. Yet I also argue that their quasi-utopian propositions about the dwelling make more sense as discursive actions seeking to propose new or alternative paths and desired outcomes for an as yet undefined optimal future rather than as literal expressions of what ‘minimum’ and ‘optimum’ ought to be.

Chapters 5–7 trace the trajectory of the ‘minimum dwelling’ in CIAM’s early history from late 1928 to early 1931. Chapter 5 focuses on the eventful planning for, and conduct of, the 1929 Frankfurt congress (CIAM2). Particular attention is paid to the nine tumultuous months of preparation for the proceedings. Throughout this time the contours of the discussion kept changing as divergent interpretations of what CIAM was and how it should approach the role or direction of the ‘new’ architecture came to the surface. When the congress did take place in late October 1929, it produced a lot of discussions and significant publicity ‘noise’ but little in terms of concrete propositions about the optimal shape of the minimum dwelling and was deemed largely a failure by the CIAM leadership at the time.

The preparation for and proceedings of the 1930 Brussels congress (CIAM3) are discussed in Chapter 6. After the inconclusive Frankfurt meeting, this was supposed to become the congress on the ‘minimum dwelling’. Yet CIAM3 ended up with a nominal title that kept changing, at least one further key theme, more ideas that were introduced haphazardly and sometimes abandoned in the process and a mind-blowing four exhibition events. The ‘minimum dwelling’ was tucked into the final day of the official congress programme, overshadowed by other themes and increasingly treated as an embarrassing legacy of the fledgling CIAM’s ‘child diseases’. In spite of all these problems and deficits, however, the 1930 Brussels congress morphed into the organization’s most ambitious, discursively rich, inclusive and pluralistic of its interwar congresses, producing surprisingly rich and productive insights into the problem of the ‘minimum dwelling’.

In hindsight CIAM3 represented both the apex and the coda of CIAM’s short-lived, fraught and frustratingly inconclusive adventure with housing. Yet in one key respect at least CIAM’s two congresses dedicated to mass housing represented a resounding and enduring success: they fulfilled their intended brief as international ‘contact zone’ for the ‘new’ architecture. In fact, more than the congress exchanges or resolutions, it was the series of exhibitions and associated publications organized in the margins of the main events that fulfilled the promise of such a productive exchange and became the most consequential legacy of CIAM’s first two working congresses. Chapter 7 discusses these outward-facing events linked to CIAM2 and CIAM3 – their curated content but also the planning behind them and their subsequent trajectories. CIAM’s exhibitions plugged into a prodigious field of national and international architectural exhibitions that had gathered momentum in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. These exhibitions served as places of aggregation of international modernist architectural practice and as canonizing events for the ‘new’ architecture, in the process absorbing prior sources and examples of innovation in the field of mass housing as part of CIAM’s self-constructed genealogy. Their histories too bespeak the exhilarating ambitions and frustrating mishaps that marked the organization’s early years and punctuated its ambitious engagement with the Existenzminimum dwelling.


CHAPTER 1

GENEALOGIES OF THE MINIMUM

Poverty, ‘human needs’ and ‘minimum’

Cities have often served as the stirring backdrop to both utopian and dystopian imaginations. The modern industrial city of the nineteenth and early-twentieth century was the window to the densest panoramas of exhilaration and Angst. Vignettes of splendour and wretchedness existed side-by-side with an intensity never experienced before (Luckin, 2006). As the optimism about future progress started to wane in the second half of the nineteenth century (Robertson, 2018, 35), the city also stimulated the starkest projections of a bleak future. Here the familiar urban perils of squalor, disease, crime and vice intersected with overcrowding, pollution, exploitation, machiniste tedium and the precariousness of wage labour in a bleak everyday struggle for mere survival. The modern industrial metropolis combined scale, intensity and density of experience to the point of an unprecedented sensory overload (Simmel, 1903). It multiplied, amplified and distorted socio-economic, political and cultural polarities, rendering them omnipresent and impossible to escape in rapid, incongruous succession as part of a frenzied everyday rhythm of life.

Poverty, overcrowding, disease and degeneration became objects of a booming enterprise of surveys and data collection sought to quantify and analyse the woes of modern city life (Simmons, 2015, 1–12). They also formed the powerful linchpins of the reformist discourses that gained traction in the course of the nineteenth century. As conditions continued to deteriorate and the subjective perception of these problems fed into intensifying public discourses of crisis and degeneration, the calls for intervention increased, impelling reluctant conservative and liberal public authorities to respond. Not only the framing of the problem but also the field of solutions and strategies of intervention were conditioned by deep-rooted ideological precepts. For conservatives, inequality was rooted in a putative natural order underpinned by traditional precepts of power and authority. For liberals faith in progress was refracted through the dogma of the inviolability of market forces as the optimal arbiter of economic and social relations. For socialists the capitalist system of production was at the heart of the problem of human inequality, thus underlining the necessity for an alternative order produced only through revolutionary rupture. Reformists claimed an intermediate space on this ideological axis, calling for a radical expansion of the field of remedial intervention and more ambitious welfare programmes geared to effecting positive transformations while at the same time obviating a revolutionary escalation. These ideological presuppositions shaped a broader debate on human needs in the nineteenth century that oscillated between ‘minimum’ and ‘optimal’ requirements.

Poverty had for long been regarded and scrutinized as a multidimensional problem that touched on anything from socio-economic structures to political decisions to cultural factors to human psychology and morality. The long-standing distinction between the poor ‘worthy’ of benevolent relief and those viewed as ‘undeserving’ of any charitable help pointed to a fundamental understanding a poverty as rooted in natural order. It could – indeed more and more people came to accept that it ought to – be alleviated but could not be removed altogether. Poverty could also have a positive meaning when it was borne with dignity or resulted from voluntary renunciation of excess or material possessions altogether (Scott, 2012, 1–15). The intellectual framework for analysing poverty underwent a gradual but significant transformation in the wake of the French Revolution, when the revolutionary notion of equality as a universal social right reoriented public discourse away from providential forces and towards the active construction of a new social order based on citizenship and individual rights (Alfani and Frigeni, 2016, 31–5). Inequality was subjected to a far more rigorous philosophical and practical scrutiny, now approached as a problem with both natural and social dimensions. In contrast to social stasis promoted by traditional models of hierarchy and status/privilege, the modern perspective on poverty was significantly more probing. Fuelled by a strong faith in both human and societal perfectibility, the nineteenth century was marked by growing protest, critique of social foundations, calls for radical change and various attempts to interrogate inequality. This led to a series of attempts to study poverty from a scientific point of view, to analyse its economic and sociological foundations and to measure its effects on the affected individuals and society as a whole (Simmons, 2015, 162).

It was in this rapidly changing context that the question of human needs came to the fore with renewed urgency. Needs, like poverty, had a natural and a social dimension. They included the basic elements both for bodily survival and for the individual’s self-fulfilment. While some basic needs could be considered universal and foundational (e.g. the need to subsist and to be sheltered), others were socially constructed and understood in their specific social/cultural/historical context – a condition that made them both diverse and changeable (Pittman and Zeigler, 2007). The nineteenth-century discussion of human needs emerged in a context defined by an acute awareness of both inequality and scarcity. The grossly unequal distribution of resources came to be recognized as a problem through a moral and a pragmatic rationale: it was unjust by virtue of its blatant unevenness to the point that a large proportion of the population could not satiate even ‘basic’ existential needs; and it was problematic as a model of resource management, especially in times of scarcity when the normal operation of economy and society could no longer guarantee the very survival of those in need. The radical premise of the needs discourse in the nineteenth century was that neither providential nor liberal laissez-faire forces could be trusted to deliver a more equitable distribution of resources that was required in order to fulfil the basic, universal needs of the population. At a time of rapid socio-economic change, however, the meaning and measure of ‘basic’ needs was also subjected to continuous review and upward redefinition. Campaigners of diverse ideological complexions may have sparred over definitions, diagnoses, indices, priorities and remedial strategies, but they agreed that new forms of intervention were desperately needed to deal with social inequality and avert either degeneration or turmoil (Noonan, 2006).

The resource-centric approach to the satisfaction of human needs in a capitalist wage labour society produced an alternative intellectual and moral framework for understanding poverty. It gradually questioned both providential and liberal orthodoxies about the limits of justifiable intervention in the fight against human inequality. It generated a growth industry of predominantly quantitative research that underpinned and legitimized the increasingly vocal calls for radical reform and active public intervention in order to manage social difference in a more just and equitable fashion. Defining minimum universal needs paved the way for new welfarist models of comprehensive insurance and standardized wealth redistribution overseen by rapidly expanding public bureaucracies and professional experts. Inevitably perhaps it also led to a coupling of needs and wages (Simmons, 2015, 33–54). The growing calls for setting wage compensation at a level that guaranteed subsistence and recovery for the working family set the foundations for the campaign in favour of a ‘minimum’ (or living) wage (Stabile, 2009, 98–102). Whereas laissez-faire liberals predictably rejected direct state involvement to achieve this, others demanded state intervention in order to calculate, force and guarantee the provision of something that resembled a minimum living wage. If the market alone could not guarantee the operation of ‘natural’ forces of equilibrium, then direct corrective intervention and engineered redistribution were regarded as the only way to restore a modicum of balance. As a result, a veritable science of quantifying human needs and then translating them into minimum wage levels combined with reformist political campaigns to rationalize the economic system and advance the precepts of moral economy.

Using a list of absolute needs as the metric of poverty produced a long and distinguished lineage of scientific research and reformist political campaigns in the past two centuries that transformed the intellectual framework to address poverty and social inequality. Charles Booth’s ground-breaking analysis of patterns of poverty in London at the end of the nineteenth century suggested a quantitative poverty threshold range measured in weekly income value (18 to 21 shillings) (Llewellyn-Smith, 1929). At the turn of the twentieth century, Seebohm Rowntree produced another milestone study of poverty, moving the geographic focus to York and the ‘poverty line’ to a minimum income that was fixed more concretely at 21 shillings (Rowntree, 1901, 87–8). Both Booth and Rowntree resorted to a more or less universal and absolute understanding of minimum human needs for the purpose of setting a workable foundation for analysis of subjective and relative aspects. Booth also introduced a classification distinction between ‘very poor’ (those with insufficient means to achieve a ‘decent independent life’) and ‘poor’ (those with barely sufficient means to attain the same minimum level). In both accounts income and means were used as primary material markers of poverty, but the authors also showed an awareness of complex qualitative factors even when it came to basic minima such as subsistence, accommodation, employment, family composition and expenditure.

However, by the turn of the twentieth century, the needs-based definition of minimum had been found wanting in many respects and had come under sustaining criticism from various poverty campaigners. Assuming that human needs were more or less absolute and stable may have been statistically convenient (it fixed benchmarks against which poverty could be identified in putatively objective terms) but it was unresponsive to changing circumstances and perceptions over time. It was also inflexible in relation to addressing a host of important relative variables. Factors such as context, behaviour, social wealth and contingent events (e.g. a crisis/emergency) had a significant effect on what was – or was perceived as – minimum, if not in kind then definitely in measure and in terms of relative priority. Furthermore, a needs-based minimum showed a bias towards physiological needs (nutrition, shelter) at the expense of the – more subjective and difficult to quantify – psychological and sociological ones. Lastly, translating whatever paradigm of minimum needs into a quantitative threshold was based on the choice of a single measuring unit (e.g. income, consumption) that could only have a partial descriptive – and not normative – value.

In response a growing lineage of survey paradigms inspired by reformist and especially socialist ideas in the nineteenth century attacked the notion of natural, absolute needs for all humans in any given society. They argued that social forces constrained both the understanding of needs themselves and the ability of workers to pursue their satisfaction (Simmons, 2015, 55–78). The intensifying calls for setting a minimum wage soon raised questions about the conditions in which workers earned their income and lived their everyday lives. Between 1839 and 1841 Prussia, Britain and France introduced legislation that standardized minima in terms of child labour. Furthermore, the need to protect humans from disease and the effects of lack of hygiene generated initiatives that called for a qualitative upward redefinition of even those basic, minimum needs. Edwin Chadwick’s 1842 report on the sanitary conditions of the working class in Britain directly linked problems with public health, sanitation and housing as key contributing factors to high mortality (Krieger and Birn, 1998). In the wake of deadly epidemics and pandemics in the 1830s surveys questioned the very meaning of an acceptable minimum level of habitation, moving the focus to new concerns such as quality of construction, urban density, overcrowding or sanitary provisions (Harrison, 2017). The effects of epidemic in congested urban areas sprang institutions such as the Paris Health Council to action, generating calls for a building code that stipulated minima of construction and public hygiene standards as basic human needs (Berge, 1992, 116–24). In short, defining minimum needs involved much more than measuring and converting into income units. Quantitative poverty thresholds were useful in quantifying inequality and poverty, but they were inadequate markers of a decent, healthy, independent, secure, dignified and moderately comfortable life.

Habitation and ‘minimum needs’

To dwell means to root oneself to the world by obtaining an intimate delimited space that they could call their own, as a protective shield against the natural elements and a refuge from the unfamiliarity of the surrounding space (Bollnow, 1961; Heidegger, 2006). When Abraham Maslow defined a hierarchical model of basic human needs, he determined a pyramid that started with the most fundamental human (i.e. physiological) needs at the bottom and then moved upwards to safety, belonging, esteem and self-actualization at the top. Maslow’s hierarchy indicated a sense of progression from the basic (bottom) to the more complex needs (top). The former were fundamental in the sense of generating the conditions – and releasing the necessary resources – for realizing other needs further up in the pyramid and for pursuing a state of self-actualization (Bay, 1977). Strictly speaking, housing was inserted on the second level (security), being considered a ‘deficit’ need that arises out of deprivation. Yet so foundational was the need for dwelling that it feeds both upwards and downwards as a factor promoting the attainment of other physiological, psychological and self-actualization needs. Not only does the house provide security but it also promotes and secures the basic physiological needs (food, water, air); it can aid or subvert self-esteem, depending on whether it is used to mark human dignity or promote patterns of social exclusion; and it can advance human self-actualization as expression of personality and as access to other key activities such as employment, education, leisure and culture (Hays, 1995b, 60–86).

Therefore, housing both constituted a fundamental human need and functioned as a receptacle for the pursuit or refinement of a host of other requirements for a secure and dignified life (Lewin, 1913, 13). In the course of the nineteenth century, its meaning had shifted from an elemental association with some form of basic private shelter to an increasingly complex qualitative category that touched on health and hygiene, heat, convenience, as well as an ever-expanding menu of sociological parameters relating to private individual and family life. In his survey of poverty in late-Victorian East London, Booth devoted considerable space to housing conditions, demonstrating how they both marked and contributed to social inequality. Booth used (over)crowding as a primary indicator of poverty – in fact, more accurate than income itself (Booth, 1902, Vol. IX, 1–17). His pioneering spatial mapping of poverty in the British capital demonstrated a strong correlation between income, overcrowding, patterns of employment and social habits (Figure 1.1). His analytical approach showed a far more nuanced understanding of how housing conditions indicated and became conducive to poverty. His survey dedicated a lengthy section of a volume on tenement housing conditions (authored by George Arkell), based on insights gathered from representative visits to particular types of buildings in the area that he researched. The criteria that Arkell used for the classification of the quality of the buildings reflected an awareness of the importance of the basic criteria of light, air, open space and ‘sanitary conditions’ (a broad category that collapsed qualities such as quality of construction, hygiene, facilities and even room arrangement). His subsequent classification of tenement buildings across a five-step scale from ‘very good’ to ‘very bad’ was determined by an elaborate list of sub-indices that related to the four main criteria mentioned above but engaged in a more granular analysis of the elements of each building (windows, staircases, courtyards, etc.). ‘Very good’ dwellings indicated particular qualities: open access to a space at least as wide as the height of the building itself, direct sunlight even to ground-floor apartments, naturally well-lit staircases and either separate closet and water supply in each tenement (for integrated dwellings) or separate sanitary facilities ‘situated conveniently for the tenants, and in a position where it will not attract general attention’ (Booth, 1902, Vol. III, 15). By contrast an example of a ‘very bad’ building in terms of both light and sanitary state is described by Arkell as

[image: ]

Figure 1.1 Maps ‘showing degrees of poverty in London’ by Charles Booth [Source: Wellcome Trust].

a large plain brick building with six floors, the lowest being half basement. Entering by a gate and ascending a few steps a long passage is reached extending from the front to the back of the building. About half way along this passage is the staircase, and facing it is a window frame from which the sashes have been removed and a sink and water tap placed in the opening. This aperture looks out on a small courtyard. On the staircase is another opening to a second courtyard, long and narrow. These two open spaces light, or are supposed to light, the back tenements their walls have been whitened recently. Close by the sink is the dust-shoot and a closet, and on the stairs is a second closet. This accommodation provides for nearly twenty tenements, one and two-roomed, whose doors open on this passage. The tapper floors are similar, save that the passages are much darker, as they have no light from the street and make a turn at each end to give access to the remoter tenements. The inner walls are dirty, and the plaster has fallen from the roof in patches.

(Booth, 1902, Vol. III, 17)

Beyond ideal types and qualitative classifications, the survey featured vignettes of realistic conditions of life in East London that are often striking. For example, washrooms in older buildings were usually situated either at the basement or on the roof and the unavailability of hot running water meant that tenants had to prepare it in their apartments and then carry it downstairs. A minute single-room apartment was often occupied by a large family (a case of five children was recorded in the survey’ sample), had no cupboards or storage space for coal and sanitary wash facilities with numerous other apartments – but it could still cost the equivalent of 15 per cent of the income that Booth had recommended as a poverty threshold. What is also interesting is the implicit assumptions of the authors about what was acceptable or not in terms of hygiene, living space and facilities. Internal water closets that were not fully isolated with floor-to-ceiling walls, dark rooms on the back side of the dwelling, barely lit staircases, shared washrooms, barely functioning drainage and a distinct lack of meaningful personal private ‘ration’ inside the dwellings were in fact considered tolerable by the authors. Changes in attitudes to what constituted at the time an acceptable minimum of light, sanitation, comfort and appearance could be extrapolated from a comparison between older and more recently constructed tenement blocks. The latter offered distinct advantages in all these areas by featuring more windows, better distributed sanitary facilities and more functional internal fittings or amenities.

The social reformer Octavia Hill contributed to the housing section of Booth’s report, focusing on the ‘influence of character’. The analysis rested on the premise that density/crowding and human behaviour were more significant causes of distress than any measure of hygiene or comfort in dwelling and any positive effects from education. It included an extensive reflection on the merits of small houses in comparison to large tenement buildings. Hill criticized the latter for multiplying human behavioural defects and for brutalizing otherwise ‘gentle’ people. In addition, she claimed that the tenement blocks deprived tenants of their individuality and sense of intimate belonging to their dwelling. Meanwhile their visual monotony and lack of character alienated them from their dwelling and community environment (Booth, 1902, Vol. III, 29–36).

Rowntree also understood the central role of housing in the satisfaction of minimum human needs. His survey of York featured a chapter dedicated to housing conditions and to the correlation between overcrowding and social inequality. In comparison to London, York had far fewer tenement buildings, generally larger dwellings in available room terms and notably less overcrowding (defined by Rowntree as a ratio higher than two residents per room). It also had fewer areas that could be classified as ‘slums’. However, when he used a different quantitative metric, based on available cubic volume of air per person, Rowntree was forced to lower the minimum to 1.5 persons per average-size room. With regard to ‘slum’ conditions he admitted that, although these kinds of settlements were less extensive in York than in Victorian-era metropolitan areas such as London or Glasgow, the effects of the vicious circle of insufficient income, overcrowding, poverty and high mortality were very much in evidence. Slum housing was smaller, situated in spatial configurations that prevented sufficient light and air to enter the dwellings (e.g. back-to-back houses, buildings situated in narrow alleyways and small courtyards), with poor supply of running water, unacceptable levels of sanitation, poor construction (measured in terms of quality of external and interior walls and floors, insulation, structural integrity, quality of plumbing), and unsatisfactory standards of hygiene (Rowntree, 1901, 153–8). Finally, the proportion of income going to accommodation in York remained depressingly high, extending in some cases to a quarter of more of wages.

Therefore, housing presented social reformers and state authorities with a degree of complexity that far exceeded the satisfaction of most other basic needs. In many ways modern housing was not just a single need in itself but was key to the satisfaction of other needs, as well as a privileged, intimate space offering unique opportunities to residents for fostering them. While food and clothing were individual needs, housing incorporated diverse scales of social relevance – from the individual to the family and the community; from the inside to the outside space; from the private dwelling to the building, the neighbourhood and the city, and society as a whole. Meanwhile the housing unit was a receptacle of multiple technologies and processes – building, design, heating, domestic economy, social relations, reproduction, relaxation and leisure. All these complexities rendered the task of deducing a universal minimum for housing standards, let alone enforceable regulations across the board and models of good practice, very difficult.

Early interventions and reform initiatives

With liberal economic orthodoxies firmly in place, for most of the nineteenth century public authorities saw minimum needs at best as a noble aspiration and not a moral responsibility. When it came to housing, they perceived their role as enforcers of elevated general standards, not as proactive agents of housing provision. But even the notion of an absolute needs minimum in relation to dwelling was hard to conceive, let alone enforce. Unlike food (which nineteenth-century natural scientists translated into stable quantities of calories, then nutritional elements), housing had no putatively objective threshold as minimum need beyond that of a mere shelter – a roof over one’s head (Bay, 1977). When authorities started to engage with the task of converting minimum needs into concrete housing standards, they encountered only abstract variables that were hard to pin down: ever-shifting benchmarks of air, light and hygiene; expanding conceptions of minimum psychological and sociological needs; technological and cultural changes that transformed the context and content of domestic life, and so on.

Nevertheless, the case for radical improvement of the housing conditions gained traction in the course of the nineteenth century and prompted a growing repertoire of concrete reform action. The traditional philanthropic gesture was no longer deemed effective or sufficient enough to confront a problem that had escalated so rapidly in both scale and quality within the modern industrial urban context. Incidental and parsimonious, acts of charity were deeply embedded in the restrictive moral framework of pauperism and were thus largely devoid of reforming ambition. More alarmingly the mismatch between basic needs and actual conditions of living for workers and the urban poor widened dramatically during the nineteenth century. In the face of this growing chasm important initiatives in the direction of effecting housing reform came initially from a number of either private or collective sources. The history of ‘model industrial communities’ has provided some of the best examples of improved housing standards in the course of the nineteenth century. As a pathbreaker in early industrialization, Britain offered the earliest and most diverse examples of this trend. Robert Owen’s model village in New Lanark, Titus Salt’s Saltaire model community in Shipley, Edward Akroyd’s housing activities in Copley and Halifax, and the workers’ settlements built by the Cadbury and Lever families in Bourneville and Port Sunlight, respectively, were the most renowned experiments in model worker dwellings in the nineteenth century (Frasch and Wyke, 2015). The early British examples soon attracted the attention of continental housing reformers who sought not just to replicate them but to adapt and improve them for the particular conditions of their own countries. In the 1840s, the German social campaigner Victor Aimé Huber travelled extensively in Britain studying workers’ conditions of life in the big industrial centres and model housing initiatives. He wrote extensively on the pros and cons of the British experience and devised new schemes for social cooperation before influencing and becoming involved in a not-for-profit building initiative in Berlin (Adam, 2009, 46–50). From the 1850s onwards the German steel magnate Alfred Krupp started turning his industrial facilities in the Ruhr district into a model for an integrated approach to the social welfare of the workforce (Petz, 1990). In France the example of the ‘model cottages’ exhibited at the 1851 Great Exhibition in London inspired a large-scale experiment in the environs of Mulhouse, where the industrialist Jean Dollfuss established the Société Mulhousienne des Cités Ouvrières as the provider of good-quality housing for the workers of his textile factory (Figure 1.2). Only a few years later the iron industrialist Jean-Baptiste André Godin put the ideas of the utopian philosopher Charles Fourier into practice in his plant in Guise, creating model industrial communities on the grounds of his gargantuan Familistère – a series of ‘social palaces’ that provided housing together with a complete set of communal social facilities (Lallement, 2012; Frasch and Wyke, 2015, 182–91).
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