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Architects,
buildings and people

TOM WOOLLEY

A MANIFESTO WAS PRODUCED BY STUDENT

. ST S OF ARCHITECTURE from
Spain, Britain, Sweden, (}erman Federal Republic, Belgium, Austria
and France, at the International Union of Architecture Students Congress
in Vienna last summer. The Manifesto declares:

“The world as it exists today does not allow the architect to choose
whether to be a pure artist or a servant of society. The architect is
dependent on the political structure of the state. The existing bureau-
cratic system leaves no open space for him to work, either consciously
or unconsciously, without collaborating with the system or opposing it
It 1s irrelevant whether the architect accepts this fact or not. Bz

“We understand that we are responsible for buildi
i . uilding and must
decide if we want to be collaborators or not. We understa%ld that it is

not the ambitious words of human desires which make our architecture

good, but the action we take. We recognise that we are first degree

hypocrites, in disguising with humanistic i i
' . phrases things we do which
are used for evil purposes. We understand that the world will not be

bettered by a ‘correct architecture’ but '
what is socially possible. NG ARSI S o

“We will not work for a privileged class. We will not k
merely bureaucratic apparatus which has abandoned its gl?:posefor(;:'
serving the people. We shall build for a society by building a new
society first. We must make it possible through education for men to

be concerned about their own situation, to unde
to change the world by themselves. : understand and to be able

TOM WOOLLEY is an architectural student in Edinbureh ]
president of the British Architectural Students’ Association. urlgis: a(:zddreslz

is: ¢/o Department of Architecture, Universi :
Square, Edinburgh 8. iversity of Edinburgh, 18 George



66

“We shall try to be architects who will be asked to realise the new
ideas and requirements of a society in which all people want to live.
We are aware of the present situation of the world; of the necessity for
a radical change in its structure; of our responsibility to participate in
the change; and that any partial reform not only assumes acceptance
of the existing social structures, but helps to perpetuate them,

“Thus, we propose to transform a congress of students of architec-
ture in which: first, its programme of work disguised the real problems
with an ambiguous and partial statement; second, its activities showed
a lack of consciousness of these problems, and exhibited a merely
festive tone.

“We proposed to change this congress to a discussion meeting,
dealing with the social problems of the participating countries and
facing our global responsibilities. We believe that we must create the
necessary political, economic and social basis for development of our
activities. We cannot collaborate with a society which is unconscious
of its responsibilitics, We therefore leave this international congress
of architecture students and the TUEA.”

This manifesto represented the views of about fifty architecture
students who walked out of the congress to discuss in a way they were
unable to do in the official programme, The statement is significant
because it marks a new stage in the consciousness of students. In the
past those students with a liberal conscience or an interest in politics
studied subjects like sociology and politics in universities. They have
usually made up the vanguard and often the sum total of revolutionary
activity on the campus. Who, for instance, has heard of engineering
and medical students being first to the barricades? But students in

other disciplines are now beginning to discover the social significance
of their actions.

Architecture has been recognised by some as a social science, but
it still remains a professional activity . . . a respectable occupation
for a privileged middle class. Its laborious indoctrination rites (called
education) lasting five years, usually make little attempt to give students
an understanding of how society works. The profession has also been
painfully liberal in encouraging student representation and taking the
sting out of any possible discontent. Architecture is practised by people
who become willing slaves of anyone or any organisation in a position
to commission a building.

The students in Vienna were excited to find that most of their
comrades who had turned up from other countries were equally dis-
gusted with their society of bureaucratic capitalism and the inadequacy
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of their education. It became necessary to decide how, as a specialist,
one could understand the implications of one’s work, who one was
working for, and how the situation could be changed. It was necessary
to realise how the abundant liberal and utopian intentions of most

architects were destroyed or rendered meaningless by the type of society
we live in.

Architecture students have always made a pretence of concern for
social problems, but the architect suffers from a terrible arrogance
which makes him approach every situation in a deterministic way
imposing some dubious concept on a situation he doesn’t properly
understand. He rarely understands the danger of his being in a position
of making assumptions and decisions about other people’s lives instead
of allowing others to find their own self-expression,

One recent example of liberal concern that was hardly thought
worth considering in Vienna was the student worship of the American
genius Buckminster Fuller. “Bucky”, with his tensegrity structures and
his famous geodesic domes, is certainly one of the greatest innovators
in this century of technological innovation, but he comes rather unstuck
in his attempts to solve the “problems of the world”. His World Design
Science Decade programme is based on the realisation that humanity
has enough resources and technology to go round everyone without
poverty and starvation. (This is stated as though no one had realised
it before.) It also recognises that politicians are crooks who have pre-
vented with their power-mania a proper distribution taking place.
Bucky’s programme is one of many international attempts of en-
lightened technocrats to solve things. But none are prepared to identify
themselves with the indignation and despair of people trying to free
themselves from the present system. Bucky says that he is transcen-
dental to politics without realising that one can never escape from the
politics of experience, of living together; and no technological solution,
if it ignores this, can be useful to humanity. Students involved in
WDSD are few.

* * *

The other “trendy” challenge to the dismal conformity of architec-
tural training (apart from the usual prima donna “Sydney Opera
House” designers) is from those who advocate buildings with built-in
obsolescence to be marketed in a commercial way like motor cars. This
more disturbing and recent trend was also rejected by the Vienna
students. Its exponents, like Arthur Quarmby, seem to advocate the
disappearance of the architect who is replaced by the designer in the
commercial firm churning out houses in factories. The idea is pointed

For an account of Buckminster Fuller’s ideas read “Bucky
Fuller in Paris” by Ray Gosling in ANARCHY 57.
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out most clearly in Vance Packard’s “prediction of doom’ book
The Waste Makers:

“Home builders began talking excitedly about the house of to-
morrow which will come in sections and all or part of the house can be
traded in for a new model. The kitchen of tomorrow is to be bought
as a unit with annual model changes available for the discontented.
Appliance companies were reported considering building entire pre-
fabricated walls and even rooms with their appliances built in. The
whole wall could be traded in. Business Week reported that home
owners would be encouraged to trade in a room just as they now trade
in their car on a new model. And it added that there would be a
national brand advertising to see that they do.”

The idea that any really liberating innovation could come from
this unashamedly commercial intent is ludicrous. Nor could a system
like this be relied on to ensure high standards. People would just be
conditioned to accept whatever low standards they were offered. There
would be no attempt to educate people how to make proper use of
what the advertisers would claim to be the new freedom of expression
in the environment.

The interest of many students in this kind of proposal is disturbing
because it is based on a need recognised by many today. This is the
need of the individual to find more personal expression in an increasingly
uniform and conformist society. This need is found with particular
urgency in the design of inhuman mass housing estates, where, for
example, precast egg-boxes are provided with only six points at which
it 1s possible to knock nails in the wall. This is a by-product of the
attitude which says that working people are lucky to get somewhere to
live. It also gives architects a chance to follow in the footsteps of
Corbusier and build towers in parks (some even remember the parks bit),
to produce criminally high densities, while they themselves live in low-
density suburban splendour.

Many architects are trying to cope with the problem of the
individual, but surely it is stupid to pretend that with our individual
imagination, we can cope with the problems of many people we will
never meet or understand. That is one of the things we discovered at
the Vienna discussions. Great concepts like Oscar Niemeyer's socialist
utopia, Brasilia, don’t cope with the problems of the people that
socialism is presumably concerned with. They live (probably much
more happily) away from the architectural superblocks, in shanty towns
on the outskirts of the city. Theorists like Amos Rapoport suggest the
idea of “loose fit” and Christopher Alexander suggests “thick wall
pattern”, but none of these can permit true individual expression in a
social system that does not permit such a thing. We decided in Vienna
that as architects alone we cannot change this.
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It is pointless for us to design buildings with partitions that can
be moved, to permit freedom of expression, when our whole educa-
tional development is one that teaches us that we cannot control our
environment. Most people would never dream of affecting the built
environment, or of planting trees themselves in the barren piece of
“keep off” grass outside their house. Not till kids in school can tear
their building to bits every term and re-erect it to their own design, can
we see people really expressing themselves in their building,

The idea of personal expression is important, because here is the
beauty of life. The most tragic loss of this faculty can be seen in
African countries where villages and individual dwellings were once
expressive of the community structure and decorated by the inhabitants.
Now the people are being forced to live in monotonous rows of tin shacks.

One of the best critics of mass housing projects is N. J. Habraken,
a Dutch professor in an architectural research establishment. He says
for instance that, “The town planner discovers that he can design an
ideal town but that it cannot be built because the realisation of the
plans is laid in the hands of countless other people over whom he has
not, and may not have, any say.” Unfortunately too many town

They have gone to colleges in the mid-1960s, which were
decorated with Captain Marvel and Superman and enormous blow-
ups of spaceships. They now write the prevalent architectural
criticism in England, in an amazing mixture of arid technical
jargon and hip culture language, which would have provided an
object lesson for George Orwell. A pastiche, not a parody, of
this style would read like this:

Parametric shifts in technological possibilities, released as

fallout from defence-oriented goals, create forms appropriate

to spageage desires and raise potentialities for hallucogenic
light and sound cultures which ultimately blow the mind.

If anyone thinks this is a joke, he should start reading the
architectural magazines to find out what’s in store for him, This
new generation are devoted to preparing megastructures. Mega-
structures are difficult to describe, they have to be seen, but
basically they are like everything in Montreal’s Expo 67 rolled
into one and built about a mile high. They are auto-destructive
(important word, that) and auto-renewing, through the agency of
giant machines which perpetually roll up and down within them,
ultimately controlled by giant computers, All this is being stored
up for the unsuspecting future council tenants of places like Walsall
in 1980. Their designers, of course, will still be in the few
remaining Victorian bits of London.

PETER HALL
(New Society, 24 October, 1968)














































