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Social Individualism

Walter Gropius and his
Appropriation of Franz
Miiller-Lyer’s Idea of a New Man

Tanja Poppelreuter

In 1929, Walter Gropius developed the ‘High-Rise Steel Frame Apartment Building’ that
was based on theories about the emergence of a New Man put forward by sociologist
Franz Muller-Lyer. In his lecture at the Congrés International d'Architecture Moderne
conference in 1929, Gropius appropriated Muller-Lyer’s sociology in order to promote
and prompt the re-development of high-rise tenements and master households.
Gropius’ 1931 contribution to the Deutsche Bauausstellung in Berlin incorporated a
full-scale community lounge and a recreation area with sporting equipment, as well as
a model and plans for a ‘High-Rise Steel Frame Apartment Building’ that were designed
in accordance with Muller-Lyer’s theories. While it shows Muller-Lyer’s influence, the
boxing equipment found in the recreation area reflects the importance that sport, and
boxing in particular, had gained after 1900. Boxing was perceived as a sport that would
not only further fitness but also raise the spirits and help the inhabitant to succeed in
the modern urban environment. By providing boxing equipment, Muller-Lyer’s vision,
which envisaged master households as furthering a community of peaceful individuals
living in a condition of mutual trust, is weakened. In 1923, the sociologist Helmuth
Plessner had regarded utopian visions of ideal communities as antithesis to actual
events in the Weimar Republic. The embracing of theories that promised an evolu-
tionary and linear development towards peaceful communities can be regarded as a
counterreaction to a present that was perceived as an imperfect and temporary
condition. Furthermore, Gropius' appropriation of Muller-Lyer’s sociology not only
helped to distinguish his position from Marxist and socialist theories but also illustrated
the contemporary tendency to accept utopian ideas while simultaneously doubting the
practicality of some.
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In his article, ‘The Housing-types: Flat-, Middle- or High-rise?’," which was first pub-
lished in the magazine Das Neue Berlin in April 1929, German architect Walter Gropius
(1883-1969) proposed the redesign of the traditional tenement for factory workers in
high-density areas of Germany. He had left his post as director of the Bauhaus school
in 1928 and the re-design of the high-rise tenement became a major line of activity in
the years thereafter.

The tenement had a dire reputation that related to its nineteenth-century predecessor:
five-storey buildings grouped in blocks that left only small courtyards and filled
most of the site. Because of the poor living conditions in these tenements, they
were blamed for high child mortality, and the increase of tuberculosis and other
infectious diseases amongst the tenants. Contemporary opponents therefore rejected




the high-rise tenement in general as unhygienic, especially because some apartments
did not receive direct sunlight.?

Gropius’ article was not illustrated with a design for a tenement but with diagrams that
promoted ‘Streifenbau’ or ‘Zeilenbau’, a construction pattern where tenements are
situated in rows.? The diagrams demonstrate how far apart buildings of two to ten
stories would have to be placed in order to allow sunlight to reach each apartment.
Gropius therefore proposed a structure that was considered an improvement in
hygiene.

Nevertheless, his article triggered a debate on the merits and flaws of the high rise,
which engaged proponents as well as opponents of this building type.# In his comments set
in front of Gropius’ article, Martin Wagner (1885-1957), for example, who was the
Stadtbaurat [planning director] of Berlin and editor of the magazine, vehemently criti-
cised the proposal to re-develop the high-rise tenement and claimed—among other
things—that inhabitants of single-family dwellings are healthier in body and soul; he
implied that their level of satisfaction was higher, and believed that high-rise tenements
would not provide sufficient space between neighbours.>

In the numerous articles that Gropius published between 1929 and 1931 to promote
the high-rise tenement,® he nevertheless displayed confidence that a re-designed high
rise could fulfil modern standards of hygiene, provide ample sunlight and offer a solu-
tion to the severe housing shortage. He also believed that it would answer the needs
of the modern man and, in opposition to Wagner’s criticism, conform to the changing
social and communal parameters of living.

The latter point was elaborated on in October 1929 in the lecture ‘Die soziologischen
Grundlagen der Minimalwohnung fir die stadtische Industriebevélkerung’ [Sociological
Premises for the Minimum Dwelling of Urban Industrial Populations]’ at the second
Congrés International d'Architecture Moderne (CIAM) conference in Frankfurt
am Main.8 The lecture introduced ideas of how communities of tenants within the
re-developed high rises would un-fold.

The congress was dedicated to the minimal dwelling and related to efforts by Ernst
May (1886-1970), planning director of Frankfurt, and his staff who were developing
settlements in Frankfurt.® The economy of costs, the cost relationship between rent
and income, as well as the needs and requirements of the tenants were some of the
questions that were discussed. The presence of architects from a number of coun-
tries—it was estimated that about 130 architects from 18 countries attended the
opening on 24 October'®—allowed these points to be discussed on an international
scale.

In his lecture, Gropius asserted that ‘The internal structure of the industrial family
makes its turn from the one-family house toward the multi-storey apartment house,
and finally toward the centralised master household’."" He aimed to develop a housing
type adapted to the new structure of families and society, based on the belief that the
border between private and communal living would become permeable. In his opinion,
master households with collective kitchens, communal recreation areas, kindergartens,
schools, libraries, etc. were most suitable for the modern man.12

Gropius found proof of this social development in the changing structure of families,
and supported his argument with statistical information. According to his data, families
were getting smaller, and individuals more independent from place of birth, work and
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family, with free-time activities no longer bound to the home. The discrete structure of
families was reported to be dissolving, and traditional responsibilities such as education
and retirement had become ‘socialized’ and the responsibility of the state.'3

These arguments were based not only on statistical data but also paraphrased theories
that the German psychiatrist and sociologist Franz Carl Muller-Lyer (1857-1916) had
put forward in his seven-volume compendium Die Entwicklungsstufen der Menschheit
[The Stages of Development of Mankind], published between 1908 and 1924.14
Gropius followed, in particular, Muller-Lyer's texts on the development of culture and
family and was interested most in the cooperative epoch of the future.’

The stages of development of mankind

Today, Mller-Lyer is best known for his work on optical illusions. The ‘Muller-Lyer illu-
sion’ consists of the comparison of two lines of equal length of which one is flanked by
inward angle brackets >—< and the other by outward angle brackets <—>. When placed
side by side, these lines are perceived to be of different lengths. This illusion has
since been the basis for numerous studies on optical illusions and the dynamics of
perception.'®

Miiller-Lyer’s contributions to sociology commenced during the late 1880s. In 1913,
he had co-founded the ‘Eurphoristen-Orden’ [Eurphorists’ Order] that served
among other things the dissemination of his sociological position,’” and in 1915, he
was voted chair of the ‘Monistenbund’ [Monistic League], which had been founded
on the initiative of the biologist Ernst Haeckel (1834-1919) in 1906.'8 Volumes six and
seven of The Stages of Development of Mankind were published posthumously by his
widow who also undertook travels to Austria, Switzerland, the Netherlands and
Scandinavia to promote the writings of her late husband. The circulation of his books
was highest during the 1920s, when some volumes were also translated into several
languages. In 1922, 75,000 copies of Zdhmung der Nornen [Taming of the Norns] were
published in Germany alone. In 1926, a small book was in print to commemorate
the tenth anniversary of his death, and in 1928, a biography was available as well."®
The low prices of his books, his accessible writing style and didactic method led to
an exceptional popularity among factory workers in particular; the group of readers
that Muller-Lyer’s sociology addressed.

Madller-Lyer's writings were based on theories of the philosophers Auguste Comte
(1798-1857) and Herbert Spencer (1820-1903). His scientific approach was positivistic
in that he maintained that scientific research is only possible on the basis of explana-
tions that have been asserted by relating them to ‘laws of nature’. Muller-Lyer’s
approach was furthermore informed by monistic philosophy and included the notion
that natural sciences and the humanities share one foundation. His cultural theory is
also based on a synthesis of biological and Darwinist principles as well as socio-
logical parameters, all of which are organized into phases of cultural development.
Analogies within these phases served to identify directions of cultural development.2°
Muller-Lyer differentiated these phases according to whether they were ruled by: (1)
the socialist being, (2) the individualistic being or (3) the social-individualistic being.2!

The first phase is described as being a socialist society within which the tribe is super-
ordinate to the person, and the concept of individuality does not yet exist. During the
second individualistic epoch, a minority such as lords, kings or religious rulers control
society. The last—social-individualistic—epoch is distinguished by its superior economic
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developments. This leads to specialisation, which makes the individual indispensable,
and to the division of labour, with the result that the mistakes of an individual affect
the whole society. The individual has to become aware of the needs of the society and
must act to increase the welfare of both. The collectivization of labour will cause this
solidarity. All former stages of cultural development join to become a new entity.
Neither society nor the individual is the sole focus, but instead the focus is the interac-
tions between the single person and society. Muller-Lyer described this stage as ‘the
ultimate goal of mankind’,22 and proposed that this ‘full-human being’ will soon develop
who ‘combines both extremes of the socialist tribesman and the individualistic superman
to a higher entity, to social-individualism’.23

This New Man24 finds completion neither in losing himself within society nor in exploit-
ing it, but rather in educating himself in order to serve society, which will reward these
efforts by transforming into a harmonious community.2> The goal of the development
of culture is described as a socialist system that is explained not as a result of revolutions
but as a product of cultural and societal evolution. Social individualism is ultimately the
result of the ‘phaseological development'26 that leads towards the perfection of the
human species.?’

The dwelling where the ‘social individualist’ would live is outlined in Mdller-Lyer’s book
Die Familie [The Family],%® where he argues that as a consequence of the collectivization
of work and the changing role of women, the traditional household and nuclear family
had both become economically archaic configurations. Traditional purposes of the
family are regarded as eroding and subjected to socialization,?® which is why the trad-
itional or inherited house no longer suits the newly developing social system. But, while
life in an inherited dwelling, even though it may have been traditionally delineated as
safe—a place where morals and culture were passed on and a settled identity was
sustained—no longer conforms with the developing lifestyle; life in ‘kapitalistischen
Mietskasernen’ [capitalistic tenements]?° is both insecure, owing to the constant likeli-
hood of rent increases, and deracinated because of modern methods of production
that force labourers to be mobile .3

Instead of suggesting a restoration of traditional values, morals and life style, and
instead of condemning tenements completely, Muller-Lyer proposed master households,
where costs and workloads would decrease for everyone. A central kitchen could sup-
ply food, electrical appliances could alleviate domestic chores, the schooling of children
in communal institutions would educate them as social beings, and marriages would
be possible that would permit self-actualization of both partners.32 Within such dwell-
ings a cultured community would flourish:

By implementation of master households the companionable interactions could
bit by bit be directed to an immeasurable elevation and transformation. In the
master households everyone could at any time meet acquaintances in the collective
reading-rooms, library, garden, and recreational rooms; the human interactions
would experience an increase, of which the system of the single family doesn’t
give an indication: the social spirit, which has now reached its low point, would
progress into a new bloom . . .. A consequence of this higher spiritual compan-
ionability would be that an unexpected interest for literature and art would
be aroused . . .. Is it not true that the complete culture is only a expression
of connections between people, and the more versatile, the more intensive
those connections are, the higher is the standing of the cultivation [Bildung] of
a populace?33
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Muller-Lyer evoked the image of an ideal community where, once a master household
was implemented, an atmosphere of joint participation, sympathy and learning would
evolve. He also implied that mast er households would support this ideal community
naturally, which grew from the belief that architecture is able to change life and
behaviour.

The idea of master households was informed by nineteenth-century ideals of utopian
socialists such as Robert Owen (1771-1858) and Charles Fourier (1722-1837), as well
as by the texts of Ebenezer Howard (1850-1928) on Garden Cities.3* Muller-Lyer did
not experience master households that were established in the Soviet Union; he died in
1916, but he nevertheless mentioned a number of recent examples that had been
established on the basis of Fourier’s principles.3>

CIAM

By appropriating Muller-Lyer’s theories in the lecture at the CIAM conference, Gropius
was able to stress the importance of the new housing he was proposing. The contem-
porary statistical information he added on the changes in society supported the percep-
tion of Muller-Lyer’s theories as modern, scientifically provable and credible. This can be
understood as an answer to Martin Wagner’s criticism of Gropius' article in Das Neue
Berlin.3® It served to justify the design of high-rise apartments and to dispel criticisms
such as:

No ten-storey machine for living will supply the urban dweller with the bodily distance
that he longs for when during the day, at work or leisure, he bears—voluntarily or
involuntarily—tightly-pressed humanity. . . . To provide not only the buildings but
also the people with distance, this is the basic demand of the ideational as well as
the social and economic stock-take of the metropolis.3”

Gropius’ elaborate and close rendering of Muller-Lyer's sociology served to confront
such criticism. While Gropius did not mention master households in the article in Das
Neue Berlin in April, they were part of the lecture in Frankfurt in October. Wagner’s
claim that a high-rise tenement could not provide sufficient space and privacy was
countered by the argument that master households would support the newly develop-
ing social-individualistic being that would seek community above privacy.

While master households might have been included in Gropius' lecture in order to
counter anticipated critique, in the context of the CIAM congress Muller-Lyer was also
used as an ideological pointer.

Eric Mumford outlined the similarities between Gropius’ explanations of master house-
holds and the minimal dwellings that were being considered at the same time in the
Soviet Union. He further noted how Gropius' summary of Mduller-Lyer's sociology is
comparable to Marxist theory.38

While it is likely that Gropius was aware of Soviet endeavours, as well as of the ideology
that supported them—uwithin the context of the CIAM congress in Frankfurt it is signifi-
cant that Gropius drew upon Miiller-Lyer’s sociological theories and not on socialist or
Marxist ones. Gropius aligned himself with a sociology akin to socialism and Marxism3°
but nevertheless one that was dissimilar on a number of central points. Muller-Lyer's
phaseological approach proposed change without revolution. For Mdller-Lyer, change
in society is brought upon by natural development instead of by punctual, immediate
action and the progress of history is driven forward by a continuous growth in the




realization of rationality and humanity in the human subject. Gropius therefore em-
braced the notion of gradual change based on monistic and evolutionary thinking.4°

Gropius' lecture in Frankfurt stirred controversy but was not discussed in depth since it
was put forward at a conference on minimum dwellings, not on building types or
master households.#! These topics were examined at the third CIAM conference in
Brussels in 1930.42 Here, Le Corbusier (1887-1965) presented the Ville Radieuse*? and
gave a lecture on ‘The Subdivision of the Land in Cities’, Richard Neutra (1892-1970)
talked about ‘High-, Mid-, and Low-rise Buildings in American Circumstances’, and
Herbert Boehm (1894-1954) delivered, together with Eugen Kaufmann (1892-1984), a
study on ‘Inquiry into the Overall Cost of Two- to Twelve Storey Construction Methods’.44
Gropius addressed the audience with an updated version of the article ‘The Housing-
types: Flat-, Middle- or High-rise?’4>, and presented the High-Rise Steel Frame
Apartment Building [1]. The photograph of the model and the perspective drawing
show that—apart from some windows in the foundation and the terrace on the second
floor—no floor is accentuated over another [2]. The terrace indicates where in the floor
plan a communal space is located [3]. All apartments are accessible through hallways
along the north side of the building. Each minimized apartment consists of a hallway,
off which are situated the bathroom, a small kitchen and, in an extension, the living
room with a small balcony. A children’s bedroom and a master bedroom are situated
adjacent to the bathroom [3].46

The kitchens in the individual apartments were a deviation from Muller-Lyer’s idea of
master households, where a collective kitchen was an essential component. In Die
Familie Muller-Lyer had, for example, praised ‘Einkiichenhauser’ ['One-Kitchen-Houses']
in Vienna as an example of how the workload of women could be lightened.#

In the floor plan of the ground and first floors, no clear account of a master kitchen is
given. According to Winfried Nerdinger, the low adjoining building on the north
side was to accommodate shops and offices as well as communal facilities. Whether
or not this would include a communal kitchen is not clear. Nevertheless, Nerdinger
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Fig 1. Walter Gropius.
High-Rise Steel Frame
Apartment Building, 1929-30:
Perspective, 1929-30. Ink,
gouache, washes, and collage
elements on paper; 59.1 x 84.4
cm (23 1/4 x 33 1/4 in.). Harvard
Art Museums, Busch-Reisinger
Museum, Gift of Walter Gropius,
BRGA.44.27. Photo: Imaging
Department © President and
Fellows of Harvard College
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Fig 2. Walter Gropius.
High-Rise Steel Frame
Apartment Building, 1929-30:
Model, ¢.1929-30. Harvard Art
Museums, Busch-Reisinger

Museum, Gift of Walter Gropius,

BRGA.44.36. Photo: Imaging
Department © President and
Fellows of Harvard College

Fig 2. Walter Gropius.
High-Rise Steel Frame
Apartment Building, 1929-30:
First floor plan, 1929-30.
Photomechanical print with
applied type and typewritten
text on paper; sheet: 60.5 x
85.2.cm (23 13/16 x 33 9/16/in.).
Harvard Art Museums,
Busch-Reisinger Museum, Gift of
Walter Gropius, BRGA.44.30.
Photo: Imaging Department ©
President and Fellows of Harvard
College
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also pointed out that Gropius was aware of estimations of the costs of communal
facilities in high rises. According to these calculations, the project was uneconomical;
the implementation of master kitchens, for example, was believed to be 'not efficient
for fewer than 500-600 people’,*® which might have been the reason why Gropius
resorted to individual kitchens.




Gropius exhibited plans, models and a full-scale communal lounge at two exhibitions:
in Paris, on the occasion of the annual ‘Société des artistes décorateurs’ in 1930 and in
Berlin at the ‘Deutsche Bauausstellung’ in 1931 [4, 5]1.4° One of Gropius' conclusions
from reading Muller-Lyer was that the individual apartment could unhesitatingly be cut
down in size—which matched the concept of the social-indi-
vidualistic man who seeks the company of others rather than
privacy.> The apartments were therefore designed according
to assumptions of minimum requirements.

The building and its concept attracted the attention of the
Czech artist Karel Teige (1900-51), who would become one of
its fiercest critics. In his 1932 book Nejmesi byt>' Teige wrote:

Gropius may point out that for the choice of future
housing form, political evolution and the evolution of a
[new] worldview will be decisive; however, he does not
derive from this statement the professional consequences
in his work and is [instead] content with escaping to the
future through a diplomatic back door.>2

Teige and Gropius had similar views on the social implications
of master households but Teige accused Gropius of being in-
consequential >3 It was Gropius' translation of these views into
an architectural model that did not satisfy Teige's expectations
and communist approach, which demanded that:

... only the complete destruction of the existing social
and economic order will allow for the full utilization of
modern technology and construction, whose potential
will unfold in the new socialist order.>*

Fig 4. Walter Gropius.
Apartment House Communal
Rooms for Deutsche
Bauausstellung, Berlin, 1931,
¢.1931. Harvard Art Museums,
Busch-Reisinger Museum, Gift of
Ise Gropius, BRGA.52.29. Photo:
Imaging Department ©
President and Fellows of Harvard
College

Fig 5. Walter Gropius.
Apartment House Communal
Rooms for Deutsche
Bauausstellung, Berlin, 1931:
Gym and pool, ¢.1931. Harvard
Art Museums, Busch-Reisinger
Museum, Gift of Walter Gropius,
BRGA.52.2. Photo: Imaging
Department © President and
Fellows of Harvard College
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The implementation of kitchens in the individual apartments in particular sparked this
criticism because in Teige's opinion they still supported the bourgeois family structure
[3].3> If master households were meant to free women from housework and cooking,
then the individual apartment would not need individual kitchens but master kitchens
instead that would provide all meals. In Teige's view, the presence of these individual
kitchens were expressions of bourgeois diffidence.

Communal lounge

Essential to Gropius’ design was its large communal lounge [4, 5] that was projected
to serve all tenants as a meeting point. Mller-Lyer had described master households as
places where ‘everyone could at any time meet acquaintances in the collective reading-
rooms, library, garden, and recreational rooms; [and where] the human interactions
would experience an increase, . . . the social spirit . . . would progress into a new
bloom’.>6 At the exhibition of Gropius’ communal lounge in Berlin in 1931 a collective
reading room with library [4] and a recreational room [5] were part of the design and
the urban structure of ‘Zeilenbauweise’>’ provided open spaces [1] to include the
demand for gardens. The communal lounge thus provided a space that was largely in
accordance with Muller-Lyer's ideals and the notion of the social-individualistic being.
Here, a society of strangers would be bound into a community of friends, creating an
atmosphere of stability and intimacy.>®

One might observe somewhat cynically that Muller-Lyer’s theory provided a convenient
justification for the reduction of space in Gropius’ minimized apartments, for which the
communal living area provided some compensation, but this area bespeaks of more
than simply additional space.

A large part of the recreation room in the model shown in Berlin was taken up by sports
equipment and a pool [5].>° This reflects the importance sport had acquired by this
time.0

Together with the rise of ‘life reform’ and ‘hygiene’ movements around 1890, sport
had become an important element of everyday life. Nudists, vegetarians and a number
of other 'life reform’ groups declared sport and outdoor activities essential for a healthy
lifestyle and the endeavour to become a renewed being. Sport was believed to aid in
the search for an intrinsic relationship with body and soul, human and nature, and was
thought to lead to a freer coenaesthesia.®! Together with the fight against dust, and for
clean, light and well-aired apartments, sport was an important part of the hygiene
movement that had also evolved since the 1890s.52 The increased importance of sports
led to the foundation of sports clubs, which in turn created the necessity for cities to
provide playing fields.63 Amongst the larger settlements that were built during the
mid- and late 1920s in Germany, sports fields were now part of the infrastructure.
In 1926, Herbert Boehm, for example, presented a plan for the expansion of the
Riederwaldsiedlung in Frankfurt. A never-realized zoning plan envisaged the imple-
mentation of five sports fields at the fringes of the settlement.64

It is therefore not unexpected to encounter sports facilities and equipment in Gropius'’
'High-Rise Steel Frame Apartment Building’. When examining the equipment in
Gropius’ communal lounge more closely, one can also see what kinds of sports were
given preference: weight lifting, rowing, swimming and boxing were offered. The
punching ball in particular was an item found in various interiors at that time [6, 7]. At
the '‘Deutsche Bauausstellung’ in Berlin 1931, for example, the same exhibition where
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Gropius presented the High-Rise Steel Frame Apartment Building, Marcel Breuer exhibited
the House for a Sportsman [6].6>

Boxing was a signifier that stood for modern design and lifestyle and was popular
enough to be used by the satirical magazine Simplicissimus in order to caricature
the ageing philosopher Hermann Graf Keyserling (1880-1946) as boxing for a new
‘Weltanschauung' ['world-view']. He was depicted together with other cultural celeb-
rities of the time, such as the writer of light novels Hedwig Courths-Mahler as a nudist
dancer, the Polish actress Pola Negri doing gymnastics and the expressionist writer Fritz
von Unruh as a hiker [8].

Fig 6. Unidentified photog-
rapher, Marcel Breuer and Gustav
Hassenpflug, Haus fur einen
Sportsmann, Trainings-Raum,
Deutsche Bau-Ausstellung ‘Die
Wohnung unserer Zeit’ 1931 in
Berlin, in Die Form, vol. 6, no. 6,
1931 p. 211

Fig 7. Unidentified photog-
rapher, Marcel Breuer, Piscator
Apartment, Berlin, Interior view,
1926 or 1927, in Sigfried
Giedion, Befreites Wohnen
(Zurich, Leipzig: Orell FUssli
Verlag, 1929), p. 26
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Fig 8. Karl Arnold, Kraft und
Schonheit [Power and Beauty],
in Simplicissimus, vol. 30, no. 5,
1925, p. 67. © VG Bild-Kunst,
Bonn 2010
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Another caricature mocked the interior design of the new objectivity as cold and "un-
gemutlich’ [uncomfortable] and showed a punching ball in front of an industrial-style
window that alludes to the Bauhaus Building in Dessau. It hangs side-by-side with
furniture similar to the cantilevered tubular steel chairs, which Mart Stam, Marcel
Breuer and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe had designed during the mid- and late 1920s
[9]. The inhabitants of the house huddle together in the attic where the old furniture
has been stored.

In the literature of the 1920s, too, boxing was promoted as a recommended sport
that would help ‘sich durchzuboxen’—a German idiom used in order to stress
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Please note that this image could not be
reproduced due to restrictions from
the rights holder

the vagaries of life and the difficulties of pushing through them. The impact that
boxing was thought to have on body and soul and on one’s success in life was
articulated in an article that the poet Frank Thiess (1890-1977) published in 1926
[10]¢¢:

With the noble sweat, without which it won't work, one gets rid of all sorts of
dross. Dross of blood and spirit, complexes and undisplaced unconsciousness, silly
thoughts and other weeds which prevent one from finding one’s form.67

Thiess claimed that with boxing not only a healthy and fit body could be attained but
also a quick, assertive mind that helps with leading a successful life. Sport in general
—but boxing especially—was thought to free the spirit from unnecessary thoughts
and in turn lead to goal-orientated, rational thinking. The unemotional, precise and
rational manner in which the punches have to be carried out aided the perception
of boxing as a sport that promotes perseverance in the competitive modern environ-
ment.%8 It reflected the struggles of the individual in society and was regarded as a
sport that could help in overcoming obstacles that the individual would encounter
when confronted with problems such as, for example, unemployment. Accordingly
Georg, the protagonist of the novel of the same name by Siegfried Kracauer (1889-
1966) receives the advice: ‘Learn how to box. With boxing you will get through every-
thing’®? after he has just lost his appointment and has no prospects of re-employment.
Boxing was associated with the struggles of the working class’® and the punching ball
related to the perception of the factory worker who was allegedly in need of being a

Fig 9. Walter Trier, Der einzige
gemdtliche Raum im Haus, [The
only Cosy Room in the House],
1931, in UHU. Das neue
Monats-Magazin, vol. 7, 1931,
p. 60-1, © Walter Trier Heirs,
Vancouver, Canada
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Fig 10. Unidentified photog-
rapher, Die Morgenarbeit des
Dichters. Frank Thiess, der
bekannte Romanschriftsteller bei
seiner morgendlichen Ubung am
Punchingball [The Morning-work
of the Poet. Frank Thiess, the
renowned author of novels at his
morning exercise with the
punching ball], photograph, in

UHU. Das neue Monats-Magazin,

vol. 1, no. 3, 1926, p. 68
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rational, objective, unemotional and assertive being in order to
persevere in modern society.

Boxing was therefore a sport that matched, not so much the
ideal of the social-individualistic man whom Mdiller-Lyer de-
scribed, but rather a struggling but goal-oriented individualist.
The presence of the punching ball in Gropius’ communal
lounge pointed towards a perception of modern labourers
conflicting with the one promoted by Muller-Lyer, and there-
fore seemed to contradict the communal goals that were an
essential part of the concept of the design.

Even though Gropius' recreation room was intended to sup-
port a social-individualistic being, it was furnished in order to
equip the modern worker with the skills to enhance the indi-
vidual, not the community. It appears then that the sports
equipment catered for the development of the individualistic
rather than the social-individualistic being that Muller-Lyer
described. The punching ball therefore seems to be out of
place in an environment where a community of mutual trust is
meant to thrive.

This incongruity is linked to the phenomenon of the time that
assigned high esteem to utopian ideals; while the agitated pol-
itical climate of the Weimar Republic, the harshness of living
and working conditions stood in stark contrast to these ideals.”’
To enhance these living conditions and to decrease the hous-
ing shortage were the initial grounds for Gropius to propose a
re-development of the high-rise tenement. His implementation
of Muller-Lyer’s theories at the same time upheld the notion
that mankind would develop into a stage where peaceful, communal living would
eventuate.

Borders of Community

The book Borders of Community’? published in 1924 by the sociologist Helmuth
Plessner (1892-1985) gives insight to this phenomenon. It was published against the
backdrop and in reaction to the Treaty of Versailles (1919), the subsequent occupancy
of the Rhineland and Ruhr area, attempted right-wing coups such as the Kapp-Putsch
(1920) and the Hitler-Putsch (1923), as well as attempted left-wing coups such as by
the Rote Ruhrarmee (1920).73 It criticized concepts that called for or foresaw a communal
state in contemporary society and is therefore related to expressions of Kulturpessimus
and books, such as Oswald Spengler’s Der Untergang des Abendlandes [The Decline
of the West]’* or Ludwig Klages' Der Geist als Widersacher der Seele [Mind as the
Soul’s Adversary]’> both of which criticized contemporary capitalism, civilization and
science.”®

The incongruity between actual events and utopian concepts Plessner explained as
being an antithetical reaction to the disquietude within the Weimar Republic.”” He
analysed the trend, the belief that the creation of communities was possible, and that
a New Man, whose actions are predictable and who is ‘good’ in his essence, was about
to emerge. He observed that the idealisation of ‘communities’ was a dominant




phenomenon of the time, but interpreted this as a sign of suppression of social circum-
stances.’® Furthermore, he turned against contemporary tendencies that called for uto-
pian communities.

The book met with numerous and diverse reviews. It received attention because of the
ways in which it criticized trends that vehemently embraced the notion of the develop-
ment of future communities and because of Plessner's defence of distance as a space
that in his view is necessary to preserve the dignity of the individual.”®

One review was written by Ferdinand Ténnies (1855-1936), author of the 1886 book
Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft [Community and Society]8°>—a sociological study in
which the dichotomy of the terms community and society was first established for
sociological discourse. Both terms had been essential for the development of Plessner’s
argument. ‘Community’ was described as a condition of mutual trust. ‘Society’8! on
the other hand was related to modern cities and was described as a condition in which
the natural, pristine and consistent status had been lost. Tonnies’ had outlined the
concept of ‘society’ as a phenomenon of the city and linked it to the newly developed
social ‘castes’ who lived in the also newly developed cities. While ‘community’ charac-
terizes a durable cohabitat, society refers to temporary and ephemeral relationships.
Furthermore, community was viewed like a living and growing organism but society as
an artificial and mechanical aggregate.8?

The ideal of a community, in which peaceful living dominates, reveals in Plessner’s analysis
that the illusion was upheld that the human being is acting according to predictable
parameters. This illusion also maintained that violence, as a part of human nature, could
be overcome by acting rationally and logically. As a result—according to Plessner—all
rules that traditionally guided social interactions were abandoned®3 and an almost
naive optimism dominated in the general thinking that fair play and mutual trust could
be found everywhere. He wrote:

Our age does not understand how to give up the hope, that at some point every-
where cards will be placed on the table and openness, honesty and fraternity will
rule on earth.84

The hope to be able to attain a peaceful community was one aspect of the optimism
Plessner discerned,® and which he saw as a counterreaction to the excessive coldness
of actual societal relationships:

The ideal of this age is community. . . . Excessive coldness of human connections
due to mechanical, commercial, political abstractions causes excessive counter
reaction in the ideal of a glowing, . . . community. The calculating mindset, the

brutal profiteering is mirrored in the counter image of a blessedness of senseless
altruism; the suspicious jaggedness in armoured countries — the world-union of
the people to ensure eternal peace.8

Plessner found many expressions of this phenomenon within contemporary art, literature
and architecture. He criticized one of the major attributes of modern architecture—the
rational, clean and unobstructed space that had been designed so the New Man could
be free from the burden of the past and that was to provide space for exercise and
communal living.8” It was Plessner’s claim that this architecture, which tried to establish
communities without providing personal space, exposes the inhabitants by removing
the possibility of distance between individuals. The hygienically designed, minimized
and unobstructed space was interpreted as intrusive, and as generating a ‘Pole of cold-
ness’ that can only house a fictional human being.88
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When extending this critique to architectural designs that try to establish or support a
community, the radical minimization of floor plans and the relocation of the living area
into a public space, as in Gropius’ example of the ‘High-Rise Steel Frame Apartment
Building’, is—following Plessner—deemed inhumane because of its lack of space that
would grant individual distance. The collectively planned life of a community of new
social-individualistic beings thus transforms into an artificial and unattainable con-
struct. Moreover, Plessner asserted that the status of a community could not be
achieved with architecture alone, as Gropius and Mdller-Lyer implied, which displays a
genuine distrust in the belief in utopian ideas of communities as well as in the thought
that they could be created artificially with the help of architecture.

Conclusions

The utopian ideas of future societies of the 1920s can be understood as expressions of
wishes to reform and move away from a present that was perceived as a temporary and
fragmentary version of an ideal condition. They are therefore a reaction to actual crises
and struggles. This way, the contemporary conditions in politics and society would be
explainable, and a goal for the future, leading out of this temporary condition, was
clearly located. For Gropius, who was pursuing change within his field—one of these
goals, and an essential one, was to advance a solution for the housing shortage—
utopian societies as described in Mdller-Lyer's books provided such goals, supported
them with scientific research, and offered a solution that presupposed a linear, evolu-
tionary development of history.82 Evolutionary theories that explained the development
of mankind as being driven by natural forces were held in high esteem, especially after
the 1917/1918 revolution that triggered doubt as to whether an ideal condition could
be reached by active means. The status of utopian ideas that promoted 'natural’ devel-
opments was now perceived as more feasible.?® Gropius’ appropriation of Muller-Lyer's
text thus exemplifies a contemporary tendency that still adheres to utopian ideas but
nevertheless begins to display doubts about the practicality of some.

Plessner’s critique was not only a ‘critical regulative’ of a given devotion to utopia but
also had become possible because utopian visions of a New Man and a renewed world
were an essential part of the political programme of the time.®' The dogmatism often
inherent in visions of utopian societies and the New Man had often been the departure
point for critique—as has the idea of an ideal community that likewise carries within
itself a static and forced configuration of the individual and its relation to society.??
Plessner criticized visions of the New Man as inhumane abstractions, but the human
characteristics, which were rescinded to formulate the ideal vision of a New Man,
where those that had given rise to the anxieties that had initially led to those visions.

The contradictions displayed in Gropius’ re-developed tenement mirror these tendencies in
the society of the 1920s, where utopian visions of a better and new world, society and
human being were deeply embedded in the architectural, political and sociological
discourses, but where at the same time actual events caused anxieties that also condi-
tioned these discourses.

It might have been this mixture that accounted for the constant struggle with mod-
ernism since the 1950s, in that it seems to be difficult to overcome its promises of a
healthier, enlightened, and peaceful life.

When Ernst Bloch, for example, published Das Prinzip Hoffnung [The Principle of
Hope?? between 1954 and 1959, the notion that all architecture aims at creating a
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paradisiacal space reappears. While Bloch saw the purest and most extreme expressions in
Egyptian and Gothic architecture, modern architecture seemed to him bourgeois,
supporting capitalism, and an architecture that, as Hilde Heynen observed in relation to
Bloch’s text, ‘makes use of a thoroughly misguided image of utopia’.?* The belief that
architecture is aimed at creating ‘paradise’ was part of his argument. Nonetheless, the
means by which modernist architects aimed at reaching this state were dismissed as
questionable. In subsequent years, numerous authors, theoreticians and architects
struggled with the legacy of modernist utopian visions.%>

The promise of a community that can be artificially created within the ‘right’ environ-
ment is still upheld. Traces of Ténnies’ definition of community could, for example, still
be found in 2000 when Tony Blair stated:

At the heart of my beliefs is the idea of community. | don’t just mean the local
villages, towns and cities in which we live. | mean that our fulfilment as individuals
lies in a decent society of others. My argument . . . is that the renewal of community
is the answer to the challenges of a changing world.%®

While it is not further defined what a ‘decent society’ would be, the term ‘community’
was not only used in order to differentiate New Labour from the New Right but also
to imply a status of trust and safety and ‘society’ as a more vague and potentially
‘indecent’ condition.®” The community that is evoked here is one of safety. When
applied to modern housing estates, the keyword ‘community’ is still being used for this
end but it has acquired a more exclusive than inclusive meaning. In order to promote
housing estates today, ‘community’ has become an advertising slogan for housing
estates that promote safety behind locked gates and high walls, that are exclusively
available for a clientele that fears ‘indecent society’ and seeks a protected ‘community’ .8
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