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From the Charter of Athens to the
‘Habitat’: CIAM 9 and the African
grids

The Journal
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Volume 24
Number 3

After World War 1l, geopolitical insecurity and human unsettlement
mobilised architectural and urban design. During this time of extreme
housing shortages, CITAM members lost confidence in pre-war institutions
and ideologies. Designers slowly abandoned, though never rejected, pre-
viously acclaimed CIAM tools such as the Charter of Athens (1933) that
could not deal with the post-war devastation and frustration. This
prompted an intense period of research outside the traditional bound-
aries of the discipline. This essay examines CIAM'’s post-war interest in
the endemic paradigm of Africa, exploration of the concept of
‘habitat,’ and development of its new Charter. It focuses on the
African examples discussed during CIAM 9 in Aix-en-Provence (1953):
projects presented by GAMMA and ATBAT-Afrique on Casablanca;
research on the bidonville Mahiedinne in Algiers; the Volta River
project on the British Gold Coast; and studies of traditional French
Cameroon. The essay analyses how post-war consciousness of the
African ‘other’ emerged during the passage from imperial to post-colo-
nial societies, and how it promoted CIAM’s internal reflections and
reforms questioning dominant narratives of design.

Introduction

Much has been written on the Congres International d’Architecture Moderne
(CIAM), its development, and the construction of the rational project.” Not
much has been said about how indigenous and African models helped reconfi-
gure modernity after World War I, when CIAM came to recognise the inconsis-
tency of its functional paradigm.? Frustrated and exhausted by the rise of
totalitarianism and the neo-liberal economies, CIAM's hope in the rehabilitation
of the Weimar Republic and its Golden Era collapsed. During this most destruc-
tive war in history, about 35 million people had died. The atomic bomb had
destroyed Hiroshima and Nagasaki, unleashing horrible fears of global annihil-
ation and unprecedented moral dilemmas. After the war, Europe remained
physically and economically shattered. In North America, several major cities suf-
fered intolerable urban chaos, sprawl, and overpopulated slums. After a slow
initial period of recovery, several regions in the so-called first world witnessed
a rapid economic growth that led to the proliferation of mass housing develop-
ments and large-scale urban renewal.> Compared to the Frankfurt experiment
of the 1920s and the Garden City model, these proposals were implemented
rapidly and at a much larger scale.
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During this period of housing shortages, geopolitical insecurity, and human
unsettlement, CIAM fought to lead the mobilisation of the design disciplines
and the re-establishment of its modern principles of design. Published in
1942-1943 as a celebration of CIAM's functional city, Le Corbusier's La
Charte d’Athénes and Sert's Can Our Cities Survive? were meant to gain
support for CIAM’s vision, to extend the group’s influence on administrations
and organisations, and to change CIAM's image from an avant-garde to an
established association of design experts.* CIAM's status diminished in the
late 1940s, when it failed to gain recognition by the recently established
United Nations (UN), an intergovernmental organisation born in 1945 from
the ashes of the ineffective League of Nations.®> Strong discontent emerged
among CIAM members in Europe and North America who lost confidence in
old CIAM ideas and institutions.

This essay focuses on how architects and urban planners after the end of
World War Il slowly abandoned previously acclaimed CIAM tools such as the
Charter of Athens (1933) that could not deal with post-war devastation and
frustration. It examines how the destruction of World War Il and the conse-
quent burden of redevelopment prompted the architectural discipline to
question avant-garde culture, its apparatus and its rational model, and to
search for a new kind of society and new architectural theories. The struggle
was intense; it happened in public debate but also behind the scenes. This
opened up a space for a new dialogue between local and distant traditions.
As part of this questioning, CIAM 9 (1953) considered new relations
between imperial powers and subordinate and colonised traditions, especially
in Africa.

Central to my approach is understanding how mechanisms of architectural
exchange operated between different cultures and political structures. The
primary question is how transfers and exchanges with Africa operated criti-
cally within existing modern apparatuses. The paper asks how the indigenous
paradigm that emerged during the passage from imperialism to post-colonial
societies provided a space for CIAM to reflect on its earlier narratives and to
consider reforms that would challenge the modern discipline of architecture
from within. A related ambition is to describe the complex interplay
between protagonists and movements that were remodelling architectural
principles, along with the osmosis of knowledge and geographic expansion
of post-war architecture and its theoretical investigations of the African
‘habitat.” Challenges from abroad motivated CIAM to formulate a new
post-war concept of ‘habitat.” Conflict trauma and colonial inequalities
informed a new conceptual and hybrid space in which the African ’habitat’
could be inscribed.® | examine how this transfer and negotiation destabilised
and transformed CIAM's earlier functional and rational model. This is a prime
example of overcoming the dominance of one voice, one mode of thought,
and one history. Emphasis is on the process of negotiation, the movement
across theoretical boundaries and disciplines, and the intellectual quest to
empower alternate modernities.
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Building the ‘Habitat": from functions to relations

CIAM's interests after the war moved from the design of the Existenzminimum
in low-rise housing to the systematic design of functional settlements and high-
rise housing. Several scholars have examined the results of the Congresses,
especially the first meetings from CIAM 1 (1928) to CIAM 4 (1933), which are
considered to be central in the construction of the traditional ideology of the
Modern Movement.” These Congresses represented a moment of fundamental
change focused around the different interpretations of the functional city and
the beginning of the academic phase of the Modern Movement, which culmi-
nated in the development of the Charter of Athens, in 1933.2

Held on an ocean liner, Patris Il, CIAM 4 (1933) cruised between Marseilles
and Athens in a euphoric atmosphere with no echo of the terrible events hap-
pening in Europe at that time. The meeting represented the beginning of the
process that celebrated unifying events and individual figures shaping the
future nature of modern architecture and urbanism. The meeting was acclaimed
by many, while the less enthusiastic defined it as the first of the “romantic Con-
gresses.”9 Likewise, opinions on the Charter of Athens, the main result of CIAM
4, were in conflict. According to Leonardo Benevolo, renowned Italian historian,
architect, and planner who wrote on the topic in the 1970s, the Charter was
one of the most important products since the foundation of CIAM.' In the
1960s, theorist and critic Reyner Banham had taken a very different position,
defining the Charter as “the most Olympian, rhetorical, and ultimately destruc-
tive document to come out of CIAM.”"" Published only at the end of the war, in
1943, the Charter of Athens consisted of about one hundred recommendations
on the conditions of the contemporary city and included proposals for their rec-
tification grouped under five main headings (Habitation, Leisure, Work, Traffic,
and Historic Heritage of Cities). The tone was dogmatic and general even where
the Charter proposed a great breadth of vision, introducing the study of cities in
relation to their surrounding regions.'?

Both the Charter of Athens and the Radiant City, Le Corbusier’s celebration of
the Charter of Athens, opposed the “pre-machine-age utopia” of the dispersed
garden city and had an “air of universal applicability” concealed in a linear
development situated according to biological analogy."”® The Charter of
Athens and Le Corbusier’s ideal city separated in functional zones suggested
also a “spiritual” freedom subject to universal socialism and the dictates of
the plan collectively administered for the concentration of capital and the
control of its power."* In Le Corbusier’s opinion, regional and urban transform-
ations had to correspond to economic changes so that the house, for example,
could be produced following a rationalised process, like a machine.'®

After CIAM 4 and the devastation caused by the world war, crucial and
groundbreaking discussions occurred during CIAM 6 (1947), the first post-
war meeting, held in Bridgewater, England.'® Despite the desire of several
CIAM members to continue focusing on the functionally divided metropolis,
debates during CIAM 6 showed the post-war sense of emptiness, and a hope
that CIAM could guide redevelopment. Sigfried Giedion, often considered an
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old-guard CIAM member, joined the debate on the functional model and sup-
ported an interest in sub-Saharan regions."” His quest for a new method of
design became evident to the Congress when he presented his CIAM 6 ques-
tionnaire ‘The Synthesis of the Arts,” where he questioned a universal human-
ism, stressing functionalism and low-cost, rationalised housing.'® According
to the Swiss historian, whose thinking shifted to emotional expression and
humanistic representation during the war, if architecture could re-learn to
express itself, the failure of the socialist project did not necessarily mean the dis-
solution of CIAM, as some members had assumed. Sharing Le Corbusier’s con-
fidence that CIAM would play a central role in shaping the post-war world,
Giedion proposed reform of the architectural discipline from within. He
thought that designers in the post-war period could follow ‘the exciting path
that the human mind had to travel before he came to standardize ... upon
the rectangular house.”"® From his leading position as critic of the post-war out-
comes of a limited functionalism, Giedion moved away from the idea of ration-
alisation in housing and developed an approach based on emotional and
experiential needs.?° In his book Mechanization Takes Command (1948), pub-
lished one year after CIAM 6, Giedion confronted the ‘illusion of progress’ and
man’s misuse of mechanisation.?’ Before the war, he had identified modernism
with mechanisation; however, in the 1940s, with the destruction and devas-
tation of World War Il and the consequent burden of redevelopment, he
shifted to a more dialectical relation between emphatic emotions and materia-
listic experience. In Space, Time and Architecture (1941), Giedion had stated
that every period in history could be defined as the expression of a dialogue
between thinking and feeling; in Mechanization Takes Command the acute
post-war desire for stability led him to recognise the limits of industrial and
post-industrial technology.?? To overcome the loss of faith in modern industri-
alisation, together with others he advocated a post-war return to a more
emotional order. Architecture could liberate itself by opposing the ideology of
progress and production, and by fighting against functionalism as a reduction
of all expression to utility. For the architects interested in the new theme of
“equipoise” — a dialectic of felling and thinking — boundaries among disci-
plines could be challenged, and the revelation of theoretical gaps in the rational
and functional model could be turned towards new beginnings. The return to
imagination enabled designers to grasp reality not only spatially, but also as a
relational and transitional process.

As evident in the subtitle of Mechanization Takes Command: A Contribution
to Anonymous History, Giedion proposed post-war CIAM members a new
approach based on emotional expression and a contextual understanding of
the discipline. Influenced by his ideas, in the late 1940s and early 1950s the Insti-
tute of Contemporary Art (ICA) in London hosted several exhibitions that pre-
sented surprising relations among spontaneous settlements, ancient and
African artifacts, biological organisms, and natural landscapes.?> 40,000
Years of Modern Art (1948) investigated the relation between modernity and
‘otherness’ in European and African art (Fig. 1). Parallel of Life and Art
(1952), developed by Alison and Peter Smithson, architects and members of
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the British section of CIAM, the Modern Architecture Research Group (MARS),
focused on ideas of inconsistency, contradiction and the relational system men-
tioned in Giedion’s theory.>* They looked at ‘the works of painter [Jackson]
Pollock and sculptor [Eduardo] Paolozzi for a complete image system, for an
order with ... a certain tension, where every piece was correspondingly new
in a new system of relationships.’2>

As evident from these examples, the younger generation of CIAM opened a
dialogue with different cultures; however, the examination of African architec-
ture was not part of CIAM's initial post-war discussions. The Congresses did not
investigate African peripheries until CIAM 9 (1953), partly due to a quick shift by
Le Corbusier, who, after CIAM 6, introduced a new discussion on the concept of
‘habitat.” According to Le Corbusier, a new charter including this concept would
revise, though never fully replaced, the Charter of Athens (1933) on the rational
city. From CIAM 7 (1949) to CIAM 10 (1959), the Congresses grew increasingly
critical of rational interpretations of the metropolis and used the concept of
‘habitat’ to help formulate the new approach to the discipline. This paused
the quest for emotional expression until CIAM 8 (Hoddesdon, England,
1951), where these theories re-emerged and became a primary topic connect-
ing with the search on the ‘habitat’. The meeting investigated the idea of

Figure 1.

Roland Penrose, “40,000 Years of
Modern Art,” The Architectural
Review 105, no.627 (March 1949):
cover, 145
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context and the specific history of a place, introducing the term ‘core.’® The
notion replaced ‘civic centre,” which was associated too closely with administra-
tive buildings, defining a ‘community ... and not merely an aggregate of individ-
uals.”?” In 1952 Jaqueline Tyrwhitt, a British town planner, translator and editor
of Giedion himself, explained, ‘The most important thing about the Core is no-
thing — is emptiness — a space that can be filled with human emotion.’?® For
the first time in the history of the Conferences, the interest in humanistic rep-
resentation and the British emphasis on human associations referred to the dia-
logic philosophy of the Zionist thinker Martin Buber. His existential and
communitarian system of thought in / and Thou (1936) had influenced the
MARS group, Tyrwhitt, and later Giedion.?® Following the new theories on
imagination, association and relation, post-war CIAM architects and urban plan-
ners developed the idea of the core as a space where the fundamental quality of
'heart” emerged: not from functional qualities, but from a sense of community
and a relation among spaces and objects.° The core was not an empty, admin-
istrative space to exhibit political power, as in the totalitarian apparatuses of the
inter-war period; it was a place for interactions among people and the
expression of cultural, spiritual and symbolic values. The pre-war emphasis on
utility and production was replaced by the post-war emphasis on historical
density and relational experience in which, in Buber’s words, ‘all real living is
meeting.”®" As described in an article by Giedion in 1954, examples of this
new approach had been designed and built in underdeveloped countries: in
the tropics, Africa, India, and South America.3? In particular, Giedion mentioned
Georges Candilis and Shadrach Woods's dwellings in Morocco, North Africa,
which had been presented at CIAM 9 (Aix-en-Provence, France) in 1953.

The African ‘Habitat’ of CIAM 9

CIAM 9 discussed the concept of ‘habitat’ and investigated the first outcomes of
decolonisation, one of the most important processes shaping the post-war
world order. At this Congress, CIAM members questioned the notion of mod-
ernity and opened the idea of a modern translatability to non-European and
African cultures. They projected post-war modernity in African countries —
especially in French North Africa — as a hopeful instrument for progress that
could enhance the universal character of the functional project. It is not a coinci-
dence that the definition of ‘habitat’ was not published until after CIAM 9, in
October 1953, by Vladimir Bodiansky, an architect in the French section of
CIAM working in North Africa and in close contact with Le Corbusier. Built
for 'the greatest number’ — the increasing worldwide population in need of
housing after World War Il — 'habitat’ was defined as a system of ‘cells’ (dwell-
ings) that ‘are born, live and die.”*3 Not a shelter, it was ‘a cell of a socially orga-
nized body.”** Although the cells (dwellings) could die, the body (system of
dwellings) should last longer than a single generation and remain unaffected
by architectural debates over isolated objects. Similar to Buber's Paths in
Utopia, in which he proposed the ‘renewal of society from within by a regener-
ation of its cell-tissue,” CIAM'’s 'habitat’ adopted the biological and relational
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analogy of the cell-body.3® The ‘habitat’ departed from the four functions of the
Charter of Athens (1933) and its research on the city. As part of the passionate
search for new alternatives to the modern enterprise, it focused on concerns on
the expanded idea of dwelling and on associations instead of forms and func-
tions. The concept of ‘habitat’ embraced new temporal properties (the adapta-
bility and transformability of the dwelling) and new spatial orders (relations
between dwellings, and between a dwelling and its system). By overcoming
the post-war loss of faith in the ideology of progress and production, and by
gaining support from the human sciences, the notion of ‘habitat’ promoted
the humanisation of the environment and the density of experience. After six
years of discussion (1947-1953), 'habitat’ came to represent a more transitional
theory and the new CIAM consciousness of the ‘other.’

The members of CIAM 9 discussed several examples of ‘habitat’ that drew
lessons from other cultures. Alison and Peter Smithson developed what they
later called ‘patterns of human association.” During CIAM 9, they displayed
the Urban Reidentification Grid and discussed the English vernacular of the
working class neighbourhood of Bethnal Green, in London, together with
their project for Golden Lane Housing (1952-1953) (Fig. 2).3® Later records,
many written by the Smithsons themselves, have emphasised the significance
of the Urban Reidentification Grid. Their presentation showed that different
modernities could draw from diverse cultural traditions and that communities
could organise enjoyable living conditions despite impoverished means. The
Smithsons’ proposal regarded modernity as an unfinished concept that could
be reconceived through contact with ‘other’ European traditions.

In their grid, the Smithsons recognised English vernacular orders. Other grids
presented at CIAM 9 concentrated on the African continent and transfers with
peripheral cultures. For the first time in the history of the Congresses, groups of
architects presented their work in African colonies: the GAMMA and ATBAT-
Afrique groups showed their projects for Casablanca, in the French protectorate
of Morocco; the CIAM-Alger group displayed its research on the bidonville
Mahiedinne in Algiers, the capital of French Algeria; a group of British architects
presented its work on the Volta River project on the British Gold Coast (now
Ghana); and a fourth group from Paris showed its research on French Cameroon.>’

Figure 2.

Grille of CIAM at Aix-en-Provence.
1952-1953. Presentation panel.
Collage, 83.5 x 275.5 cm.
Smithson, Alison (1928-1993)

© Smithson Family Collection.
AM1993-1-688. Musee National
d’'Art Moderne. © CNAC/MNAM/
Dist. RMN-Grand Palais / Art
Resource, NY



Figure 3.

Gold Coast. A native gentleman
demonstrates a model of the [Volta
River] area to a group of native
chiefs and officials. 1950-59.
Photograph No KJ/Ex/R/1007.
Photograph produced by Volta
River Project Publicity. The National
Archives of the UK, ref. CO1069/43
Pt4 (10)
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These groups had worked within the colonial framework of the two main Euro-
pean empires in Africa: British and French. They had participated in the last
phases of colonial rule, which sought to extend the legacy of centuries of
African exploitation. They also had to deal with the gradual loss of imperial
ties that, since the end of World War I, had begun to transform African
countries from dependent colonial possessions into indigenous nation-
states.® Later, some of them helped build identities for these new indigenous
and sovereign countries.

The presentations at CIAM 9 showed the preoccupations of European and
North American architects and planners in this troubled passage from colonial
to post-colonial Africa. One of the projects discussed at CIAM 9 was the
Volta River project, an example of British involvement in infrastructures and
large-scale developments to continue exporting gold and manganese to the
motherland (Fig. 3).3° The presenters investigated the project for a dam and
hydroelectric power station on the Volta River and the design of a modern
town for 90,000 people, one of the first examples of social engineering devel-
oped by the British government for the Gold Coast. Since the early fifteenth
century, colonial powers had used a wide variety of architectural and urban
technigues in new settlements that would confine or curtail the movement of
Africans. As in the Volta River project, they relied on cheap workers to amass
local resources and export them to the motherland. The British and French
empires used similar strategies in all of their colonies — developing infrastruc-
ture for exportation while segregating the local population — but their tactics
were different, as described at CIAM 9. During the rapid growth of African
cities, the British used forced relocation and racial segregation to avoid the
spread of disease, while the French used geographic segregation based on
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socioeconomic and cultural differences.*® Both led to the growth of enormous
slums that kept the locals at the outskirts of the city. The complex issue of
unregulated urbanisation became the core of CIAM 9's discussions of North
Africa. Indeed, after World War Il, when CIAM resumed its activities, the
group had to face the new geopolitical conditions. French North Africa, like
other regions of so-called underdeveloped countries, was facing expansion,
industralisation, and increasing urban populations. The presentations of pro-
jects for Casablanca, designed by the Groupe d’architectes modernes Maro-
cains (GAMMA) and the African branch of the Atelier des béatisseurs
(ATBAT-Afrique), reflected the ongoing debate.*' Another presentation inves-
tigated the situation in Algiers, where, in 1954, there were at least sixteen
bidonvilles (shanty towns) with populations over 1,000.%? The grid developed
by CIAM-Alger, the French group that worked in Algeria, focused on bidonville
Mahieddine, one of the oldest and largest slums in the region (Fig. 4). The
group’s study of this squatter settlement considered the relationship
between architecture and people, the increasing urban pressure, and the
urgent need for housing.

The African experience presented by CIAM-Alger during CIAM 9 revealed
native anxiety, the shock of migration from rural areas to major centres, the
desire for improved conditions (better fortune, jobs, and the beginning of a
‘modern’ life), the need to identify with a specific cultural identity, and continu-
ity with earlier traditions. As Giedion suggested, the issue of the greatest
number was a problem ‘of quantity, quality and spirit.”*> People who moved
to a North African city lived in extremely poor conditions in the slums, where
they fought for the right to be recognised as human beings. CIAM’s concept
of 'habitat’ seemed to provide effective answers to ethical concerns over
housing problems for the growing population. According to Bodiansky’s defi-
nition written for the UN Economic and Social Council, the Charter of Habitat
‘was a solemn manifesto, ... a natural and permanent contract between the
individual and society.”** It defined not only the ‘social function of builders,’
but also ‘society’s obligation to provide each individual ... with a dwelling’ in
exchange for "the surrender to society of certain rights possessed by individuals’
and part of their productive energy.*> Although Congress members endorsed
the human right for ‘habitat’ and the importance of providing new housing
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Figure 4.

Mahieddine Bidonville, CIAM-Alger
Grid. 1953. Le Corbusier. Work
2088965. © FLC / SOCAN (2019)
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for the growing population of the African city, CIAM developed the Charter of
Habitat not to question colonial narratives, but to influence UN and other inter-
national policies and to obtain new commissions in the so-called developing
world.*® During the 1954 UNESCO meeting in Paris, for example, CIAM
members declared the compelling need for the ‘habitat’ and its charter, as
they ‘could be of immediate assistance in guiding housing growth, particularly
in the more rapidly developing parts of the world.”*” The ‘habitat’ concept
developed from a hope for a more humanistic approach and a relational con-
frontation with the ‘other,” but its charter became yet another instrument for
gaining control and profit at the periphery of the world.

In Africa, European architects and planners experimented with new social
engineering techniques and new ways to extend the scientific rationality of
the first-world CIAM model. French North Africa and other colonial posses-
sions became more of a ‘laboratory’ for Western modernity than a place for
a symmetrical encounter among cultures. However, despite the problematic
relation with the colonial enterprise, modern architects also worked to find
answers to the housing shortages and impoverished urban neighbourhoods
that had resulted from European indifference to its colonies. The designers
at CIAM 9 altered the supposed universality of the rational model, accepting
indigenous distortions. Amidst the turmoil of late colonialism and the urgent
need for housing in the Western world, CIAM 9 broadened its view to
include the decentralisation of the dominant, functional city, as well as
matters of contingency and not just universality. In return, the peripheral
‘habitat’ questioned CIAM’s epistemologies of design. The assumption that
every developing region wanted to become a Western-style nation-state
was never truly challenged at CIAM 9 or the following meetings. While
CIAM architects and planners experimented in Africa, new methods for devel-
oping Europe and North America came to represent the future for all so-called
underdeveloped countries.

Carriéres Centrales: between fascination and exchange

During CIAM 9, the GAMMA group displayed a grid entitled ‘Moroccan Habitat’
that focused on an area called Carriéres Centrales, outside Casablanca (Fig. 5).48
From 1946 to 1952, Michel Ecochard, acclaimed French architect, urban planner
and GAMMA's director, designed and built a ‘housing grid" in the outskirts of
Casablanca. The plan had a basic unit that measured eight by eight metres,
accommodated 350 inhabitants per hectare, and was built according to
French colonial guidelines with assistance from development-aid policies.*
The grid was developed in ‘neighbourhood units’ of 1,800 inhabitants: a
number drawn from surveys of traditional settlements around souks (open-air
markets) and small North African towns. Ecochard divided the housing grid
into individual courtyard houses that the Protectorate offered to Muslims,
mainly inhabitants of the bidonvilles. The GAMMA group based the design of
each block on observations about the modern and industrial city, but also on
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analyses of the ancient medina quarter (the old centre of the North African city)
and the peculiar morphology of its streets.

ATBAT-Afrique, the African branch of Atelier des batisseurs (ATBAT) founded
in 1947 by Le Corbusier, called its CIAM 9 grid ‘Habitat du Plus Grand Nombre'
and focused on three collective-housing units among the courtyard houses of
Ecochard’s Carrieres Centrales (Fig. 6).°° Bodiansky supervised a project for
one tower, while ATBAT-Afrique director and French architect Georges Candilis,
together with New York philosopher and architect Shadrach Woods, designed
two other buildings in the presentation. While the tower had no specific exper-
imental purpose, Candilis and Woods's design explored new compositional
techniques in two modern and reproducible types that surpassed the
minimum standards for housing in the rational city. Their innovation was to
develop two vertical buildings for housing that followed CIAM and Le Corbu-
sier's functional design, but with vertical and suspended courtyards inspired
by the traditional, but horizontal, courtyard of the medina. The Sémiramis Build-
ing (the name derives from the Hanging Gardens of Babylon) included a double-
height enclosed courtyard that ensured privacy, and another facade with pro-
truding passageways that was explicitly ‘designed for that segment of the popu-
lation that has remained closest to the Muslim way of life.”®! The Nid d'Abeille
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Figure 5.

Courtyard houses designed by
Michel Ecochard in the Carriéres
Centrales, Casablanca (1954).
Photograph by Michel Ecochard.
Michel Ecochard Archive, courtesy
of Aga Khan Documentation
Center at MIT



Figure 6.

Vertical housing units designed by
Candilis and Woods among the
houses of the Carriéres Centrales,
Casablanca (1952). Photograph by
Michel Ecochard. Michel Ecochard
Archive, courtesy of Aga Khan
Documentation Center at MIT
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Building (Beehive) had passageways along the north facade and a geometric
pattern of large openings in the south side to bring light into the so-called
‘Muslim” courtyards.

In order to build solutions in harmony with the qualities of the Moroccan
environment, Candilis and Woods did not study characteristics of the medina
and its urban fabric, as Ecochard had done. Instead, they relied on other
research by Ecochard, his group and the Service de I'urbanisme (the city plan-
ning office of the French protectorate in Morocco), which indicated that
almost half of the urban immigrants came from the Atlas Mountains (Fig. 7).
Consequently, they focused on ‘the casbahs of the Sahara, the ksour of the for-
tified village of the Atlas Mountains, the collective fortress’ granaries,” and their
geographical and cultural conditions.> They discovered that the rural habitat of
Morocco reflected ‘the ability of the people to live side by side while respecting
family privacy and managing ... matters of communal interest.”>® Until the
1950s, only urban buildings had influenced modern architectural design in
the colonies. Even Ecochard and his group had focused on the medina
quarter, the old urban core of the Muslim city.>* In contrast, the inspiration
for the vertical housing of ATBAT-Afrique came from rural housing. Ecochard
had represented peripheral traditions, but only in their urban, classic sense.
Through their study of rural Morocco, Candilis and Woods accepted ‘other,’
non-classical ideals: in particular, the Moroccan tradition of the countryside.

With the growing interest in localities, the Moroccan habitat panels designed
by GAMMA and ATBAT for CIAM 9 presented impressive photographic corre-
lations between old and new Muslim districts in Casablanca, which suggested
a deep connection between new projects and local precedents. Unable to repro-
duce the intricate layering and mixing of the historical urban fabric of the tra-
ditional Muslim quarter, the Carriéres Centrales divided and categorised
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spaces and inhabitants as prescribed by French colonial policy in Morocco. Even
in ATBAT's proposal, each ethnic and religious group — Muslims, Jews, and Eur-
opeans — should have a specific housing type and be separated from the other
groups, following French segregation policies that had been in place since the
protectorate was established.>®

In the work of GAMMA and ATBAT, certain design ideas were based on mis-
understandings of the relationship between private and public, and between
revealed and hidden spaces of local precedents. CIAM architects believed that
the traditional Muslim courtyard was an introverted space, as reported in
studies by anthropologists and sociologists. Consequently, French designers
regarded the courtyard of the Muslim habitat as a symbol of the family
hearth, an outdoor living room that would bring a family together to sustain
Muslim communal life. Unfortunately, the ‘modern’ and vertical courtyards pro-
posed by Candilis and Woods did not connect to their neighbours’ courtyards,
as in traditional examples. Discouraging neighbourly relations for women, for
example, led to social divisions and gender seclusion in the women’s own
houses.>® Deployed in the ‘modern patio,’ the stereotype of Moroccan
privacy and separation did not operate as a place of encounter; it added to
the colonial catalogue of tools for separating people according to their religion
and gender.>’

Casablanca’s architecture played an ambiguous role at CIAM 9. On one hand,
Ecochard and ATBAT's ‘habitat’ method for designing the colonial city recog-
nised local Moroccan features, social characteristics and historical traditions.
For this modern courtyard house type and collective housing, they drew from
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Figure 7.

Sketch: “From where do residents
of the bidonvilles come?” Michel
Ecochard, Casablanca: le roman
d’une ville (Paris; Editions de Paris,
1955): 35.
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the honoured tradition of the ancient medinas in North Africa and the rural
environment. Local types affected their modern architecture so deeply that
ATBAT and GAMMA's working methods departed from pre-war colonial atti-
tudes toward African architecture. They designed new, modern urban neigh-
bourhoods for native Moroccans, whereas pre-war projects either confined
local people to their ancient town centre, the medinas, or allowed them to
live only in the bidonville on the outskirts of the city.>® On the other hand,
GAMMA's and ATBAT-Afrique’s appropriations of traditional African architec-
ture, for example in the courtyards of the Sémiramis Building, favoured fascinat-
ing and exotic images of Morocco. In their new dwellings, Moroccan traditions
were frozen into archaic, immutable forms: the casbah and the ksour. Tra-
ditional features as the patios were gradually transformed into aesthetic fea-
tures, separated from the social and cultural context they once represented.

Before independence, to bring modernisation to the North African region,
colonial powers, served by architects and planners, had strategically and specifi-
cally calculated the use of aesthetic categories derived from African traditions.
Presuming a linear path from tradition to modernity, they encouraged Moroc-
cans to become modern inhabitants of the city by embracing rational norms
and values through a modernised version of their regional architecture; in Casa-
blanca, the model was French architecture, for example Le Corbusier’'s Unité
d’habitation. Colonial housing was intended to educate and seduce the
natives with its modern conveniences.>® The placement of inhabitants into
new, modern, semi-adapted neighbourhoods gradually changed local
customs, beliefs, and needs. This strategy was far from new. Since the begin-
ning of the colonial enterprise, ‘relocation’” had been part of the ‘civilizing
mission’ that promised meaningful integration but reduced tradition to an aes-
thetic category.®°

L'Habitat au Cameroun

Ecochard’s housing for the greatest number and ATBAT-Afrique’s approach to
design made a strong impression during CIAM 9, especially on the youngest
members of the Congress. The work of a young French group created even
greater excitement. Like other CIAM 9 grids, most of their investigations have
been lost and thus forgotten by modernist scholars; however, what is left
deserves great attention for understanding CIAM 9.°"

The Tam Tam Group, a group of Parisian student-architects at the Ecole natio-
nale supérieure des beaux-arts, presented its study of Cameroon’s traditional
habitat of mud settlements.®? Between December 1949 and May 1950 they tra-
velled to Cameroon, at that time a French colony. They surveyed several villages
across the entire region and studied their different architectural traditions. They
visited the mountains and the plain in the north of the country, inhabited by the
Mousgoum; the Bamileke and Bamu villages in the centre; and the forest region
in the south, occupied by French colonial architecture (Fig. 8). After returning to
France, the Parisian student-architects published the results of their survey in a
book entitled L’habitat au Cameroun.®®> A few months later, the Tam Tam
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Group and its head, Jean Pierre Béguin, presented the book, an exhibit and a
film at CIAM 9, where members received and discussed their work with great
interest.

During their travels, the group had taken many pictures of huts and had dili-
gently recorded various processes of construction. They had drawn extensively
— mainly black and white plans and sections — to describe the villages’ mor-
phology and relation to topography. They had recorded interior spaces, difficult
to photograph due to the lack of light inside the huts, and had filmed scenes of
everyday life that showed the inhabitants’ relationship to the traditional archi-
tecture of their huts. Like Ecochard and the Service de I'urbanisme, the Tam
Tam Group used established survey methods to analyse the Cameroon
habitat. Believing that modern design could not develop from a tabula rasa,
the survey used planning and architectural instruments to classify existent archi-
tectural types, environments, social habits and customs. Their study provided a
thorough description of the African example; however, it also objectified the
mud villages and Cameroon traditions. As a well-established colonial means
of control, the quantitative and qualitative survey gave the impression that it
was a complete and rational description for Cameroon. This method did not
recognise the asymmetrical balance between Cameroon localities and modern
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Figure 8.

Villages surveyed by the Tam Tam
Group in Cameroon. Jean Pierre
Béguin and Union francaise,
L'habitat au Cameroun.
Présentation des principaux types
d’habitat. Essai d’adaptation aux
problémes actuels (Paris: Edition de
|'Union francaise, 1952): 6-7.
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techniques of observation where territorial comprehension and control went
hand-in-hand.

In Béguin’s publication, this unbalanced power relation between colonisers
and colonised customs is obvious, especially in the introduction and preface,
which present preconceived images of Africa.?* In his brief introduction,
H. Relly, administrator of France d’'outre-mer during Béguin’'s expedition,
described Cameroon as a place of darkness and danger, where ‘everything
[was] difficult, hard and painful.”® In his preface, the renowned French urban
planner Henri Prost promoted the French ‘civilizing mission’ of ‘erudition’ in
the country to save it from this darkness. Perpetuating a myth of salvation,
Prost sought an African ‘evolution’ through European superiority over Camer-
oon traditions and their need for modernisation.®®

L’habitat au Cameroun was not the first colonial book on African villages that
members of CIAM could examine. Since the fifteenth century, travellers and
explorers, as well as anthropologists, administrators and missionaries, had
written extensively about sub-Saharan architecture from the colonisers’ perspec-
tive. Even aviators, filmmakers and photographers had taken and published
many pictures and aerial photographs of African regions. French architects, in
particular, had published several documents on architecture in North Africa,
the medina, the Arab city, the casbah and the ksour. However, before 1953,
European and North American architects rarely travelled south of the Sahara,
visited its traditional buildings in person, and recounted their experiences in
published writings.

Béguin’s publication was one of the first books on sub-Saharan African archi-
tecture written by a French designer. Its framework relied on previous anthropo-
logical and art accounts. The Tam Tam Group's appreciation of the social role of
Cameroon architecture — rather than just its response to climate and topogra-
phy — was informed by anthropological studies by groups such as the school of
Marcel Griaule, the renowned French anthropologist of the 1930s.%” The diaries
of explorers who visited the famous Mousgoum and Massa architecture in
Cameroon had also contributed to the French perception of traditional mud
architecture (Fig. 9).8 In particular, modern architects recalled the travelogue
by French author André Gide, who had been fascinated by previous accounts
and visited Mousgoum and Massa villages in 1925-1926, together with his
partner and filmmaker Marc Allégret. While Gide described traditional Camer-
oon huts as 'beautiful” and exquisite for ‘the perfection of their form,” admiring
their "beauty, so perfect, so accomplished,” Allégret took photographs and shot
a long documentary about the villages.®® Seeking modern ideals, Amédée
Ozenfant, Le Corbusier’s regular business partner in the 1920s, had published
Allégret’s pictures of Mousgoum traditional buildings in his Foundations of
Modern Art, perpetuating the ethnographic spectacle and primitivist stereo-
types of Cameroon.”®

In the 1950s, designers working in Africa still regarded the traditional qualities
of architecture as merely transitional. Even Béguin and the Tam Tam Group
were unable to distinguish between the primitive exotic and the cultural
reality of Cameroon, sometimes referring to one, sometimes the other.
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Although indebted to Gide’s and Ozenfant’s exoticising publications and to pre-
vious anthropological studies in nearby regions, Béguin’s history of Cameroon
was the first documentation to offer a more comprehensive view of traditional
constructions in the region. Indeed, the French group moved from the interest in
testing subaltern peripheries to the study of internal and contextual exchanges
in foreign and minor traditions. Sensing the potential of the spontaneous
extension of the hybrid continuously searching for other enrichments, Béguin
and the Tam Tam Group connected customs, symbolic values and architecture
of traditional Cameroon, shocking CIAM 9 and participating in the reduced
confidence in universal humanism stressing functionalism and low-cost, ration-
alised housing.

Béguin’s understanding of the ‘habitat’ in Cameroon started with an analysis
of the “atmosphere’ of the region where the villages were located.”! He described
how the architecture and morphology in each area responded not only to its
geography and climate, but also to the village's economy, social composition,
and religious beliefs. The group documented the specific form of each agglom-
eration, the groupement, showing how it was deeply rooted in the history of the
particular village. Some village forms anticipated attack by a nearby enemy, while
others responded to family structure and rules of succession.”? In each case, the
morphological system was based on the single unit, the cellule familiale (Fig.
10).”3 The village was an assembly of cells that the inhabitants would rebuild
periodically, after the end of their life cycle. As in the 'habitat’ defined by
CIAM, the relations among huts, and between huts and village, were the funda-
mental characteristics of the system. Those relations expressed specific environ-
mental, social and economic conditions. If those circumstances ended or

Figure 9.

Mousgoum village, 1913. Inv.
PP0072740. Photo by Jacques
Chirac. Musee du Quai Branly —
Jacques Chirac, Paris, France. ©
RMN-Grand Palais / Art Resource,
NY. In: Jean Pierre Béguin and
Union francaise, L'habitat au
Cameroun. Présentation des
principaux types d’habitat. Essai
d’adaptation aux problémes actuels
(Paris: Edition de I'Union francaise,
1952): 35



La cellule familiale.

Pour construire sa demeure et celle de sa famille,
le Montagnard n’a en sa possession que trés peu de
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dimensions, des pierres ot des cannes de mil. Avee de
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Figure 10.

La cellule familiale. Jean Pierre
Béguin and Union francaise,
L'habitat au Cameroun.
Présentation des principaux types
d’habitat. Essai d'adaptation aux
problémes actuels (Paris: Edition de
|"Union francaise, 1952): 18-19.
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changed, the village and its huts could adapt to the new characteristics or die —
the population moving elsewhere — like the living organism in Buber’s theory.
For the members of CIAM 9, L’habitat au Cameroun presented a collection of
traditional "habitats,” but also demonstrated the existence of relational systems
of cells within minor traditions. Although Béguin and the Tam Tam Group relied
on dated stereotypes and a fascination for the exotic, the traditional architecture
of Cameroon offered evidence to CIAM members that the discipline could be
based on the expressive density of symbolic values and relations and could inte-
grate social and cultural structures with geographic and natural conditions. Of
the five African cases discussed at CIAM 9, only the Cameroon "habitat’ gener-
ated an ontological image that could support CIAM’s epistemological shift.
Indeed, in the following years, this image would mature from a post-war
'habitat’ into a housing model for post-war developments. In a time of cultural
standardisation, monopoly of production and nationalism, the Cameroon
‘habitat’ suggested and legitimised a more dispersed and ephemeral modernity.
Clearly referring to L’habitat au Cameroun, Giedion encouraged designers to
address the urgent challenges of the 1950s by exploring this new approach:
The attitude of contemporary architecture toward other civilizations is a humble
one. ... We realize that often shantytowns contain within themselves vestiges of
the last balanced civilization — the last civilization in which man was equipoise.
We realize that they can teach us forms that can be used to express specific
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social, territorial, and spiritual conditions. From this our social imagination may be
able to form an aesthetic unity. A low standard of life or a primitive standard of life
is not necessarily linked to a low aesthetic standard. A primitive Cameroon hut has
more aesthetic dignity than most prefabricated houses.”*

Conclusions

The ‘habitat’ presented at CIAM 9 reformed the Charter of Athens of 1933 and
challenged dominant narratives of modern architecture enriching in countries
beyond Europe and North America. This was evident especially in the French
colonies in Africa, where colonialism permitted investigations and experimental
adaptations of the local architecture. With their emphasis on collective and
social qualities, studies in Cameroon and other locations in Africa questioned
the modern pursuit of authenticity and universality that followed the pre-war
rhetoric of the Charter of Athens based on rationalism, materialism, and func-
tional principles. As Giedion, CIAM's secretary-general, recalled in 1954,
‘Experience is slowly showing us that the rationalist and exclusively materialist
attitude, upon which the latest phase of Western civilisation has been
grounded, is insufficient. Full realisation of this fact can lead us slowly
towards a new hybrid development.”’> As an allegory of the anxious post-war
modern period, the Cameroon ‘habitat” illustrated the epistemological shift in
architecture that led to the theory of associations and sought potential in multi-
local and off-centered traditions.

Over the years, the innovative results of CIAM 9 circulated around the world in
a slow, mutual exchange of European, North American, and African traditions.
First in books and magazines, and later in built projects, reflections on the sub-
Saharan 'habitat’ and its transitional and relational models influenced architects’
responses to the problem of post-war development. Later, the paradigm of the
African ‘habitat’ was explored in different ways by the young Team 10 and
others. Their controversial results remain with us today, but need to be under-
stood more fully. More research is needed on the post-war reception of the
endemic paradigm of Africa. One important question is why African architecture
remained merely an object of fascination for CIAM, instead of competing with
more Western ideas of modernity. Architects who questioned the rule of a uni-
versal humanism, stressing functionalism and low-cost, rationalised housing by
emphasising emotional expression and the contextual dimension of architecture
did not pursue a more symmetrical exchange among traditions. Although they
envisioned a discipline where features could have diverse origins and ideologies,
they paid little attention to empowering subordinate alternatives and their
knowledge transfer. Instead, they opted for a political ‘in-between’” — no
longer colonial, but not yet completely ‘post-colonial” — where they continued
old tropes of contemplation and exoticisation. The younger generation of CIAM
did not sense the potential of the hybrid and social practices residing in Camer-
oon, and that they could have opened the discipline to further transformation
and enrichment. Today, in our interconnected world of increased nationalism
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and resource consumption, designers and thinkers who wish to renew architec-
tural principles might question more carefully this transfer.
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