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Abstract 

This thesis provides a synthesis of the course work and research that I pursued as a stu-

dent in the  Master of Science, Advanced Architectural Design program (M.S. AAD) at 

Cornell University. The thesis includes my design projects, works from elective cours-

es, and architectural theories that were discussed during classes.

At the beginning of my study, I asked questions about politics of architecture, 

ownership, housing, and inequality. To think about these questions, I chose seven case 

studies and examined how architects addressed these issues through space and technol-

ogy. After exploring the examples from the lens of my questions, I revisited my design 

projects to see how the case studies might have influenced my design thinking. Finally, 

I concluded with my research on the spatial strategies that might construct a new social 

agenda for our time. 

For my thesis, I focused especially on Atelier3. I used Langdon Winner's ar-

gument as the framework to see how architecture creates a new relationship between 

technology and politics. Beyond the scale of a building system, I also look at other 

innovative approaches for address these issues, such as the use of crowdfunding plat-

forms and efforts made by architectural theorists.

In conclusion, I think architecture of our time should focus on designing the 

protocols that guides the interplay of things. It should be flexible, adaptable, open-

source, and open for discussion. 

Architecture should create opportunities for the others to weigh in. 



Preface

It has been almost a year since I wrote my first TI Essay about housing, inequality, and 

architecture. In the TI Essay, I asked why architecture is the center of the problem? 

And what is the root of the inequality in architecture? Also, what is the relationship 

between housing and inequality?   

 Now, two semesters later, I realized that the real question I wanted to ask was 

more complicated than I thought. The question is about how we understand the inher-

ently political aspect in architecture and how the larger context, like a neoliberalism, 

embodies itself through architecture. In other words, the phenomenon of inequality in 

housing is only one of the embodiments of the current human condition.  

 The shift of my thinking between a year ago and now is evident. I started to 

frame the questions more clearly and identify the political consequences of a particu-

lar spatial configuration. The turning point was when I took Professor Lily Chi's class 

Building Agency in Spring 2021. 

 The central idea of the class is: "architects always make more than buildings,"1 

which is one of the premises of this essay. The class started with unpacking architec-

ture's social-political effects in human history and contemporary society within Neo-

liberal background, and then we analyzed some practices that actively look for spatial 

agencies to challenge the current condition. The precedent I chose is Atelier 3's prac-

tice in Taiwan and China, which was the starting point of this essay.   

 While taking the course Building Agency, I also took Paulo Tavares's Repa-

ration Architecture and Suzanne Charles's Affordable Housing Policy and Programs. 

The two classes helped me to understand the inherently political nature of architecture 

1  Lily Chi, Syllabus of the course "Building Agency", 2021.



through the idea of reparation and the history of affordable housing in the in the United 

States.  

 In the last semester at Cornell, I joined Chris Leong's Senior Housing studio. 

The studio rethinks the role of senior population in our society and how architecture 

can react to the aging society and the changing demographic pattern.  

 The class Overcoming Carbon Form by Elisa Iturbe was a thought laboratory 

to think beyond the scale of a building and ask how the use of energy influences the 

way we think, live, and create architecture. In the class Configurations of the Techni-

cal instructed by Alexandra Quantrill, I continued to study Atelier 3's work but with a 

different approach. My work in the course focused more on the technical systems they 

invented and put them in the specific theoretical frameworks to redefine the essence of 

the Open System. 
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INTRODUCTION: 
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and 
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Fall 2020 



3

The Crisis

After the UN established The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015, The 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations Secretariat pub-

lished “World Social Report 2020: Inequality in a Rapidly Changing World” in Febru-

ary 2020. The report concludes that, if the progress does not accelerate, the promise of 

“leave no one behind” will still be a distant goal by 20301. From the report, we know 

that inappropriate urbanization and the lack of affordable housing are the keys to in-

equality in the city. In 2016, one in every four city residents, or over one billion people, 

lived in slums2. For the next two semesters, I want to ask how architecture can provide 

alternatives and how architecture can unpack the entangled political and socio-eco-

nomic issues embedded in inequality.

The Crisis and Architecture

 According to Jacob Moore and Susanne Schindler, “the narratives and data that 

make inequality intelligible are made tangible through architecture.”3 In other words, 

architecture represents and reproduces the social and economic order and embodies 

the regulations, consensus, discrimination, and imbalanced power of different political 

groups. If architecture has the power to represent and reproduce inequality through 

siting, form, program, and building type, can it do the reverse?

1 Guterres, 2020, Foreword, “World Social Report 2020”, II - III
2 United Nations, 2020, “World Social Report 2020”, 120.
3 Martin, Moore, and Schindler, 2015, “The Art of Inequality”, 60.
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Subsets of Questions

1. Housing - How is the process of forming a new social housing affected by political 

forces, and how do the forces influence architectural design? How does architectural 

design reflect or reshape the public’s understanding of housing and ownership? How 

does the participation of the public and residents work in the US?

2. Ownership - Robert Andrey once claimed that “If we defend the title to our land or 

the sovereignty of our country, we do it for reasons no different, no less innate, no less 

ineradicable, than do lower animals.”4 Is the desire to own a property a human in-

stinct? Can we really abandon ownership in modern society? How can the concept  of 

“abandon ownership (temporary or permanently)” be developed to create a new way of 

collective living?

3. Segregation – If  "inequality, structural racism, gender discrimination, and other ex-

clusions are embedded in the American housing system5," what kind of policy shaped 

the segregation, and how can architecture react? 

4 Ardrey, 1966, Territorial Imperative, 4.
5 Martin, Moore, and Schindler, 2015, “The Art of Inequality”, 10.
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Abstract

The central question of this essay is how architects can construct an open framework 

to reorganize power relationships through different types of interfaces with technical 

systems.  

 To answer the questions, this essay mentions three theoretical frameworks by 

Landon Winner, Esra Akcan, and Keller Easterling and use them to develop the critical 

analysis on Atelier 3's Open System. The work by Langdon Winner1 sets the frame-

work for me to understand the inherently political nature of creating architecture. Esra 

Akcan's book Open Architecture2 helps me to define the meaning of open in the Open 

System. Keller Easterling's thoughts on Medium Design3 provides the framework to 

discuss how designing the protocol of space can increase the Openness of architecture.  

 Based on the theoretical frameworks, this essay explores Atelier 3's Open 

System to investigate how architecture can represent and embody a particular form of 

power relation. My analysis shows that, by adopting the idea of the interface to each 

stage of creating architecture, Atelier 3's Open System has constructed a democratic, 

flexible and decentralized matrix. In the neoliberal context, this matrix is able to redis-

tribute power to those who don't have enough capital to build.  

 My conclusion of this analysis indicates that architects have the spatial agen-

cy to emancipate manual labor by the transfer of construction knowledge through the 

simplified assemblage process, production of the precise structure system, and collabo-

ration with residents to use local materials.

1  Winner Langdon. Do Artifacts Have Politics? Daedalus 109, no. 1 (1980): 121–36.
2  Akcan, Esra. Open Architecture: Migration, Citizenship and the Urban Renewal of Berlin-Kreuzberg by 
IBA 1984/87. Berlin, Boston: Birkhäuser, 2018. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783035613773
3  Easterling, Keller. Medium Design: Knowing How to Work on the World. London: Verso, 2021.
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I: INTRODUCTION

A. The central questions

This critical analysis focuses on using Atelier 3’s Open System as a starting point to 

investigate how architecture can represent and embody a particular form of power rela-

tion, which might answer the issues that have remained since the Modern Movement. 

 What can architecture do for society? Architects have asked this question nu-

merous times since the Modern Movement. Modernists like Le Corbusier tried to solve 

problems like explosive population through industrialization of housing4. However, 

although the discussion on mass production and housing continues in our time, archi-

tecture has never resolved the problem. Why can’t contemporary architecture fulfill 

the commitment that Modernists promised, and what tools do architects have to 

fix the problem?

B. Theoretical frameworks

 i.  Do Artifacts Have Politics? by Langdon Winner

 To address these questions, this analysis uses the work by Langdon Winner as a 

framework for understanding the inherently political nature of creating architecture. In 

the article “Do Artifacts Have Politics?”5, Langdon Winner asks how technical things 

can have political qualities and “embody specific forms of power and authority.”  He 

also points out the importance of the context of technology and the concept and contro-

versies of political theory.

 In the context of Winner’s article, architecture is political, but the way it is 

political depends on how we construct and use it. My analysis indicates that Atelier 

4  Le Corbusier, The City of Tomorrow and its Planning, trans. Frederick Etchells, (New York: Dover Publi-
cations, 1987)
5  Winner Langdon. Do Artifacts Have Politics? Daedalus 109, no. 1 (1980): 121–36.
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3’s Open System is designed in an inherently democratic way through four critical 

elements: 1. the single line drawing and the unpredictability of the final appearance; 2. 

the precision of the manufacturing system; 3. the participation of the residents in the 

construction process; 4. the adaptability of space and the designed expansion.

ii. Open Architecture by Esra Akcan

 In addition to Winner’s arguments, this analysis places the term Open System 

in Esra Akcan’s book Open Architecture6 to clarify the meaning of Openness in Atelier 

3’s work. From Mies’s open plan to IBA 1984/87, Akcan identifies different under-

standings of Openness since Modernism and redefines Openness through the study of 

immigrants and the spatial configuration of IBA 1984/87.

 For her, “Open Architecture is predicated on the welcoming of a distinctly 

other mind or group of minds into the process of architectural design.”7 Based on my 

research on Atelier 3, their Open System strongly resonates with the spirit of Open Ar-

chitecture with its flexibility that can accommodate changes through time, the collec-

tivity and collaboration in the building process, and the multiplicity of the final appear-

ance.

iii. Medium Design: Knowing How to Work on the World by Keller Easterling

 In Keller Easterling’s book “Medium Design: Knowing How to Work on the 

World,” she introduces the concept of Medium as the matrix space between objects, 

technologies, and ideologies. For her, Medium Design is not about providing solutions 

like a building or a master plan. Instead, Medium Design is a way to put things togeth-

6  Akcan, Esra. Open Architecture: Migration, Citizenship and the Urban Renewal of Berlin-Kreuzberg by 
IBA 1984/87. Berlin, Boston: Birkhäuser, 2018. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783035613773.
7 Akcan, Open Architecture, 11. 
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Figure 0. Atelier 3, The Practice of Atelier 3.
Source: https://www.atelier3-ras.com/brife-of-works
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er constructively with a deep understanding of the context.

 In the book she wrote:

“Rather than prescribing solutions, like buildings, master plans, or algorithms, 

medium design works with protocols of interplay – not things, but parameters 

for how thing interact with each other. For everyone accustomed to looking for 

solutions, these forms of interplay may be perplexing.”8 

 Easterling highlights the design of the protocols that guide the interplay be-

tween everything. In atelier 3’s Open System, the protocols are embodied by several 

technical systems, which will be introduced in chapter III, IV, and V. 

 

II.  ATELIER 3’S PRACTICE SINCE 1999

- A brief description of the context of Atelier 3’s practice and their relationship with natural disaster

Natural disaster is the driving force of Atelier 3’s work. Before the 1999 Jiji earth-

quake, Ying-Chun Hsieh (the founder of Atelier3) had participated in some projects 

with the Taiwanese government and designed high-tech factories in Hsinchu Science 

Industrial Park in Taiwan. 

 The 1999 Jiji earthquake is the turning point of Hsieh's career. The Thao people 

are a small group of Taiwanese indigenous people9, and eighty percent of their homes 

were destroyed in the earthquake (The population was around 300 at that time). With 

the government's help and donations from NGOs, Hsieh spent the next ten years work-

8  Easterling, Medium Design, 20.
9 Wikipedia contributors, "Thao people," Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, https://en.wikipedia.
org/w/index.php?title=Thao_people&oldid=1057443090 (accessed December 14, 2021).
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Figure 1. 營造法式 
(Treatise on Architectural Methods or State 

Building Standards), 
李誡 (Li Jie), C.E. 1100

Figure 2. Single-Line drawing by Atelier 3, 2020

Figure 3. Houses in Maja Farm Community, 2017 (the photos were taken 7 years after the completion.) 
This diagram is provided by Tsai Cheng Yen, a current employee in Atelier 3.
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ing with the people to reconstruct the community.  

 In 2008, the Sichuan earthquake in China10 gave Hsieh a chance to test the 

system he had developed since 1999. His methodology became mature around 2008 to 

2010, and his exhibition Act without effort in 2019 was the conclusion of his work for 

the past twenty years. 

 Compared to other Taiwanese architecture firms, Hsieh chose a different way 

of practice with specific limitations as well as freedom that can not be observed in an 

urban context. On the one hand, due to the restriction of the accessibility of transporta-

tion infrastructure, materials like concrete cannot be transported to their sites in a short 

time. On the other hand, the force of regulation from the government is loose in the 

rural area, so the villagers have more freedom to build on their own and expand their 

living space as much as possible.  

 Collectivity is another crucial factor in Atelier 3's project. In the indigenous 

communities, the bonding between residents is inherent, and the sense of belonging to 

a specific community is usually represented by architectural form. 

 By understanding the constantly changing condition in the post-disaster con-

text, Atelier 3's Open System challenges the idea of permanence in architecture by em-

bracing uncertainty and temporality. This understanding resonates with their invention, 

accommodating different situations in different contexts.

10  Pletcher, K. and Rafferty, . John P.. "Sichuan earthquake of 2008." Encyclopedia Britannica, Invalid 
Date. https://www.britannica.com/event/Sichuan-earthquake-of-2008.
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Figure 4. Documentation of the 
extension and program, Maja Farm 
Permanent Housing (2010), TSAI Sung 
Lun, Taiwan, 2019. 

Figure. 5 The required Tools, Assembly 
Manual for The Light-Weight Structure, 
2020
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III: REPRESENTATION TOOL - SINGLE LINE DRAWING AND INTERFACE

A. Contemporary Single Line Drawing System

Figure 1 is a page from “Treatise on Architectural Methods or State

Building Standards”11  written by Li Jie in C.E. 1100. During a 2019 talk12, Hsieh men-

tioned how traditional masters used Single-Line Drawings to communicate and create 

different houses based on one system. Inspired by how the masters worked, Atelier 3 

found the connections between the traditional drawings and the more recent Comput-

er-Aided Design.  

 One significant difference between the two is that the former relies on the 

carpentry masters who have the knowledge and experience, while the latter stores the 

information on clouds and computers. One significant similarity is that both drawing 

systems contain vast amounts of data and serve as an interface that guides the assem-

blage process. 

 The Single Line Drawing system implies the direct relationship between repre-

sentation and construction, and Atelier 3 carries the mentality to create their approach 

to Computer-Aided Design.    

 Inspired by the traditional Single Line Drawing, a final image of a building is 

not necessary for Atelier 3's practice. Instead, there is no end in their projects. There 

is only a time that the residents take over the authorship of the design and continue to 

build their houses with their needs and characters.  

 Atelier 3's approach to Computer-Aided Design highlights how one can alter 

the political nature of a technology to build agencies for the users. 

11 李誡 (Li Jie), 營造法式 (Treatise on Architectural Methods or State Building Standards), written in 
C.E.1100.
12 謝英俊, 王明蘅, 帳下營火對話：住居的開放系統, 2019, YouTube Video, https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=vwUT0XyAUzo&t=1745s
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Figure. 6 Assembly Manual for The 
Light-Weight Structure, Atelier 3, 2020

Figure. 7 Construction Process, Yang 
Liu Village, 2009
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B. The open-ended architecture and a collective aesthetics – Maja Farm Housing

 i. Renderings and Representation

 In the architecture industry today, final rendering is essential to determine the 

value of a building. The exactness between the rendering and the completed building 

became a criterion to evaluate the success of a project. For the developments on a city 

or national scale, renderings even serve as a technique that can attract capital invest-

ment. Therefore, we can observe that the architectural renderings lose the ability to 

convey or construct an aesthetic value. Instead, it is used as a capital attractor.  

 Also, there is a limit to any rendering tools. For example, it is easy to render a 

single building or a group of buildings under a centralized institution's control. Howev-

er, it is impossible to render the lives in the buildings owned by hundreds of individual 

households with hundreds of lifestyles.  

 By understanding the limitation of rendering tools, Atelier 3's approach to Sin-

gle Line Drawings gives us a new way to understand architectural representation. The 

freedom to interpret the Single Line Drawings and the affordance of the system suggest 

a different aesthetic value in Architecture. 

 ii. An aesthetic value that promotes collectivity and diversity 

 In Figure 313, we can observe that the houses serve as a background, and the ev-

eryday objects become the foreground that covers the ground floor of the houses. The 

roof structure and the sheds of the semi-outdoor space are the two original characters 

that remain, and the shape of the roof becomes the collective identity of the commu-

nity, while the expanded spaces reflect the interests and everyday life of the individual 

household.  

13  Atelier 3, “Brief of Works | Atelier-3.” Accessed December 14, 2021. https://www.atelier3-ras.com/
brife-of-works.
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Figure. 8 Joint Assemblage,
Atelier 3, "Acts without Effort ~ The So-
cietal Architecture of Hsieh Ying Chun," 
http://www.atelier-3.com.cn/?p=18866

Figure 9 Single-Line Diagram of a 
House,
Atelier 3, "Acts without Effort ~ The So-
cietal Architecture of Hsieh Ying Chun," 
http://www.atelier-3.com.cn/?p=18866
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 This type of aesthetics promotes the value of collectivity and highlights the 

multiplicity of human behavior. It also constructs a sense of place through the objects 

that the villagers could identify. For example, the green signboard of a betel nut store 

in the first picture in Figure 3 implies gatherings of people and their interactions. It 

encourages the unpredictability and flexibility of the lives in the community. 

IV. Interface and manufacture process

After we understand how the drawing system works in the Open System, the next tar-

get is to investigate the relationship between labor, Openness, and the precision of the 

Open System.

A. The Assembly Manual – the interface to transfer construction knowledge – The case 

of Yangliu Village and the construction team

One of the key elements of the system is the booklet which explains the assembly 

process of the light-weight steel structure (Figure 614).  We can see the required tools 

are simple and accessible because each prefabricated piece could be assembled through  

nuts and bolts (Figure 515). 

 In the case of Yang Liu Village (Figure 7), ten villagers volunteered to form a 

construction team to learn directly from Atelier 3. One villager in the construction team 

said in a video: “The first house took six days to build, the second, four days, the third 

was even quicker. It took two and a half days to build.”16  From his description, we 

14 Atelier 3, Assembly Manual for The Light-Weight Structure, 2020, Published as a digital document, 3.
15 Atelier 3, Assembly Manual for The Light-Weight Structure, 5-14.
16 余 (YU), 雋江 (JUN-JIANG). 尼斯雙年展_四川記錄片 / Steel and Mountain(English Subti-
tled). YouTube Video, 2009. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qLhiZmO393I&list=PL_TtQ-
5JbO981RjJQO-5d6siRuER_U6DJN.
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Figure 10. Expansion diagram of Maja Farm Housing.
This drawing is provided by Tsai Cheng Yen, a current 
employee in Atelier 3.

The green indicates the expansion of interior space, 
and the red shows the expansion of semi-outdoor 
space. In this diagram, it's clear that the each house-
hold use the in-between as much as they can with 
the guideline from Atelier 3. 
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know the Open System is easy to learn and doesn't require heavy equipment, and it cre-

ates a new relationship between laborers and construction materials. This relationship 

shows that the Openness in the system is not only for designers to manipulate spatial 

composition but for unskilled laborers to learn to build their houses. 

 Besides producing construction material by themselves, Atelier 3 also helped 

the local community set up a factory in their village that produces prefabricated steel 

elements that can be sold to other communities in need of low-cost housing. The trans-

fer of construction knowledge increases the mobility of the Open System and turns the 

residents into active agents with the agencies to build. 

B. The Precise Manufacture Process – Precision to Openness

 How can Atelier 3 make a system that is so easy to build? 

 In Figure 817 and Figure 918, we can see dozens of joints are required to as-

semble a house, and every bolt affect the accuracy of the structure. In other words, a 

two-millimeter error of a bolt's location might lead to a one-meter gap in the structure. 

That is to say, one of the premises of the Open System is the precision of the manufac-

turing process.  

 In Atelier 3's case, they own the factory to manufacture each component and 

have developed the plug-ins for AutoCAD to accelerate the production process. With 

the factory and the plug-ins, they can control the deviation within two millimeters.  

This level of precision in the Open System is critical to making unskilled labor partici-

pation possible.

17 Atelier 3, Acts without Effort ~ The Societal Architecture of Hsieh Ying Chun, 2019, http://www.ate-
lier-3.com.cn/?p=18866
18 Ibid. 
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Figure 11 表 3-10：案例外殼常用建材表 (The materials that were commonly used for building enve-
lope in Atelier 3's practice). Source: 劉 (Liu), 肇隆 (Chao-Lung). The Research on Combination Types of 
Construction and Envelope for Light-Weight Steel Buildings." National Cheng Kung University, 2013. 40.
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V. SITE PLANNING AND ASSEMBLAGE OF DIFFERENT MATERIALS

A. Space for Adaption and Occupation – The study on the extensions of Maja Housing

Informal expansion and occupation. 

 The flexible structure system mentioned in the previous chapter is not enough 

to maximize the Openness of a project. The arrangement in a larger scale also affects 

the affordance of the Open System.  

 In the case of Maja Farm Housing, each house has its outdoor front, back, and 

side yards, which encourage the residents to expand their living space without sacrific-

ing sunlight and ventilation. Another significant move by Atelier 3 is the semi-outdoor 

space at the front and back of the houses. The in-between space guides the expansion 

because nothing needs to be torn down before building something new, and that is usu-

ally where the expansion starts. (Figure 10)

In Figure 3 and Figure 4, we can see the semi-outdoor spaces are occupied with the 

extension of residents' everyday life. Some of them are used as semi-outdoor living 

rooms, and others are turned into extensions of indoor kitchens or storage spaces. 

Some villagers even built an extra porch for a grocery store with a sitting area. The ex-

pansions become the main character of the houses and the important part of the family 

activity, such as a living room.

B. The use of local materials – using bamboo, bricks, and stones for building envelope

The adaptability of the Open System is also embodied by the flexible use of local 

construction materials to combine with the structure mentioned in chapter IV. In rural 

areas, the materials usually cost less and represent the traditional culture of the place.  
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Figure 12 Leight-weight steel structure and bricks, 
Reconstruction project in Sichuan, China, 2008
Source: 劉 (Liu), 肇隆 ( Chao-Lung). "The Research on Com-
bination Types of Construction and Envelope for Light-Weight 
Steel Buildings." National Cheng Kung University, 2013., 99.

Figure 13 Leight-weight steel structure and prefabri-
cated timber panels, Single Family House in Miaoli, 
Taiwan, 2003
Source: 劉 (Liu), "The Research on Combination Types of Con-
struction and Envelope for Light-Weight Steel Buildings.", 77.

Figure 14 Leight-weight steel structure and bamboos 
with Aluminum foil foam insulation , Maja Farm 
Housing, Taiwan, 2010
Source: 劉 (Liu), "The Research on Combination Types of Con-
struction and Envelope for Light-Weight Steel Buildings.", 87.
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 Figure 11 is a page from Liu, Chao-Lung's paper The Research on Combination 

Types of Construction and Envelope for Light-Weight Steel Buildings19. He looked at 

the technical details of Atelier3's thirteen built projects and documented the combina-

tion between the structure and local materials with photos and drawings. These visual 

contents show how atelier 3 used inexpensive and local materials to interact with the 

steel structure they produced in the factory. 

  As shown in Figure 12,13,14, Atelier 3 used different types of material to build 

the envelope and roof in different projects. The types of material include vegetation, 

stone, and sands, metal, industrial artificial materials (like glass wool and Aluminum 

foil foam insulation). 

     It's important to note that the decisions of using which material are not totally deter-

mined by Atelier 3. The job of the architects is to find out the most affordable material 

on the sites and teach the manual labors how to assemble them into modular pieces 

which can be installed on the steel structure.

C. The residents' participation 

The role of manual labor is different from project to project. It is easy to assume that 

all the Atelier 3's work attempts to maximize the direct participation of manual labor. 

However, it deeply depends on the limitation of each case. For example, Maja Farm 

Housing was constructed with more heavy equipment and fewer residents' participa-

tion.20 The reason is that the project had more funding from the government and a tight 

schedule that was impossible to achieve through the hands of the residents. 

19  劉 (Liu), 肇隆 ( Chao-Lung). The Research on Combination Types of Construction and Envelope for 
Light-Weight Steel Buildings. National Cheng Kung University, 2013.
20  劉 (Liu), The Research on Combination Types of Construction and Envelope for Light-Weight Steel 
Buildings, 87.
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 In contrast to Maja Farm Housing, Yang Liu Village gives us an example of 

maximized resident participation in the construction process. As mentioned in Chapter 

IV, a volunteer construction team erected the whole structure with the supervision of 

Atelier 3, and the main driving force of this level of participation is the lack of funding 

and infrastructure which transports the heavy equipment to the site. 

 We can see that the role of manual labor is constantly changing in the construc-

tion process. It is difficult to conclude the position of residents and manual labor in 

each case, but it's affirmative that Atelier 3 had the agency to turn residents or unskilled 

laborers into active agents with the ability to build. This transformation is the core of 

the Open system. All the other technical inventions are created to support this funda-

mental change, which brings numerous possibilities and unpredictability to Atelier 3's 

practice.

VI. CONCLUSIONS

A. Open System - A inherently decentralized, flexible, and decentralized system

 

So far, we have investigated Atelier 3's methodology, the manufacturing system, the 

assembly process, and their relationships with manual labor. It is evident that the Open 

System is a spatial strategy that is inherently political, but it is not as same as the 

"Inherently Political Technologies" mentioned by Langdon Winner in the article Do 

Artifacts Have Politics?21 According to Winner, the "inherently political technologies" 

refers to the ones that require centralized institutions of power and do not allow flexi-

bility.   

 Unlike Winner's argument, the Open System can emancipate laborers and res-

21  Winner, Do Artifacts Have Politics?, 128.
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idents from the market-oriented and centralized construction industry. In other words, 

the Open System is inherently political, but instead of being centralized and institution-

al, it is democratic, flexible, and decentralized.  

  

B. Redesigning The relationship between things 

 With a profound understanding of the existing condition, Atelier 3 is aware 

of the limitation in the context and resources on their hand. Through their techniques 

mentioned in the previous chapters, Atelier 3 turns the sites into new matrixes. The 

residents become builders, and the raw materials are transformed into construction ma-

terials used to create an envelope or wall of a building. Numerous ways of combination 

appear, and I think this is how to put things together in a constructive way that Easter-

ling mentions in Medium Design: Knowing How to Work on the World. 

 

C. The things that we can learn from Atelier 3 

In a way, our time's social and political issues are very similar to the ones we have 

since the early 1900s. The lack of affordable housing is still an unsolved problem of 

our time. To fulfill the promise from Modernist Architects, Atelier 3 invents Open 

System with contemporary technology to build for the most vulnerable population in 

the world.  

 One thing we can learn from Atelier 3's practice is how they enable more agents 

through the technical systems mentioned in the previous chapters. Different from the 

idea of Do it yourself (DIY), Atelier 3's Open System requires the participation of pro-

fessional designers to guild the whole process, from programming to construction.  

 Full participation does not mean that architects have to control everything in 

a project and claim the authorship. Instead, through the design of protocols (the steel 
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structure and construction manual), architects are able to guide the interplay of things 

in a more democratized and decentralized way. Therefore, the dichotomy of what is 

under control and what is not dissolves in the matrix through the design of Mediums. 

 To sum up, this research identifies and analyzes several technical systems in 

Atelier 3 practice to see how the Open System redistributes power to the residents and 

manual workers. I see the technical systems as interfaces that construct the new matrix 

on the site. In the matrix, the idea of control is replaced by guidance, and the residents 

are enabled to build. Thus, the matrix become a place that is full of agents with agen-

cies. In that context, Atelier 3 can guide the interplays between people, materials, and 

power in a constructive, and decentralised way. 
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Figure 15. Diagram of Variation of the First Floor , Adaptable House, GXN + Henning Larsen, Denmark, 
2013. Source:  ArchDaily. "Adaptable House / GXN + Henning Larsen," September 17, 2014. https://
www.archdaily.com/546890/adaptable-house-henning-larsen-architects-gxn.
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Adaptable House by GXN + Henning Larsen 

The Adaptable House is part of a large development project called The MiniCO2 

Houses. There are six detached houses in total, which illustrates different aspects of 

reducing carbon emissions in the life cycle of a house. 

 In a description from Archidaily, we can see the driving force to promote adapt-

ability and flexibility here is to fit the life cycle of a nuclear family and reduce CO2 

emissions. 

"The house is designed as a 146-m² single-family detached home and focuses on the changing 

needs and requirements of the Danish family as it moves through the various stages of home 

life. Couples move in together and have children; Children grow up and become teenagers; 

Children move away from home; The need arises for a home-based office; Couples divorce; A 

partner dies, the survivor lives alone – perhaps experiencing poor health, etc."  

 

Flexible interior arrangements 

Only the outer walls are load-bearing, so the internal walls can be moved around to 

create different types of rooms, and there are five doors/windows on the ground floor, 

creating multiple entrances. 

 On the ground floor, sliding walls around the kitchen allow the residents to cre-

ate an enclosed space or open towards the dining or living room. The enclosed space 

could be a room for the elderly when they can't take the stairs. On the first floor, parti-

tion walls are designed as movable storage-cabinet walls. Figures 15 and 16 show the 

potential variation of the layout. 
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Figure 16 Diagram of Variation of the First Floor , Adaptable House, GXN + Henning 
Larsen, Denmark, 2013
Source: Engineer, The. "This Adaptable Home Design Allows You To Change Your Home Layout Accord-
ing To Your Changing Needs." Wonderful Engineering, May 19, 2014. https://wonderfulengineering.com/
this-adaptable-home-design-allows-you-to-change-your-home-layout-according-to-your-changing-needs/.
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Figure 17 Diagram of Variation of The Kitchen Walls , Adaptable House, GXN + Hen-
ning Larsen, Denmark, 2013
Source:  Engineer, The. "This Adaptable Home Design Allows You To Change Your Home Layout Ac-
cording To Your Changing Needs." Wonderful Engineering, May 19, 2014. https://wonderfulengineering.
com/this-adaptable-home-design-allows-you-to-change-your-home-layout-according-to-your-changing-
needs/.



Figure 18 Photo of the adjustable Cabinet, Adaptable House, GXN + Henning Larsen, 
Denmark, 2013
Source: ArchDaily. "Adaptable House / GXN + Henning Larsen," September 17, 2014. https://www.
archdaily.com/546890/adaptable-house-henning-larsen-architects-gxn.
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Figure 19 Photo of The Movable Walls , Adaptable House, GXN + Henning Larsen, 
Denmark, 2013
Source:  ArchDaily. "Adaptable House / GXN + Henning Larsen," September 17, 2014. https://www.
archdaily.com/546890/adaptable-house-henning-larsen-architects-gxn.
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Introduction

This chapter uses Kim Dovey's arguments about formal and informal assemblages to 

read James Stirling's PREVI housing in Lima. 

 Kim Dovey compares standard city planning methods and informal assemblag-

es and focuses on the latter's creative, flexible, and responsive attributes.  He defines 

informality as "a lack of formal control over planning, design, and construction."1 He 

also clarifies the two-fold quality of informal/formal and rejects any discrete concep-

tion of informality. 

 For the rest of this chapter, I will focus on how James Stirling created the 

framework with the formal design methods that allow informal expansion, which reso-

nates with Dovey's argument in building scale.

1 Dovey, Kim. “Informal urbanism and complex adaptive assemblage.” International Development 
Planning Review 34 (2012), 351.

Figure 20. Previ Proyecto Experimental de Vivienda, Lima, Peru: perspective, 26,4 x 20,8 cm, 1968-1976 
© CCA (https://www.cca.qc.ca/en/search/details/collection/object/393937)
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Background

In 1965, the Peruvian Government and the United Nations invited British architect Pe-

ter Land to design a strategy for mass housing as an alternative to the massive informal 

settlements that were dramatically taking place in Lima. In 1966, informal discussions 

began with the Peruvian government about the PREVI (Proyecto experimental de 

Vivienda, Experimental Housing Project), and its initial form consisted of four differ-

ent pilot projects. For the first pilot project, Peter Land proposed the organization of an 

international competition to design 1,500 housing units on a deserted 40-hectare site 

north of Lima's downtown. James Sterlings's project was in the first pilot project.

 The competition brief was based on a series of experimental principles2, and the 

two below directly formed the spatial organization of the houses : 

 1. A neighborhood and design based upon the high-density, low-rise concept, a  

 module, and model for future urban expansion. 

 2. A growing house concept with an integral courtyard. 

Meanwhile, the Housing Standardisation and Research Institute (ININVI) was estab-

lished to provide technical knowledge and support for future expansion. However, 

ININVI did not have enough funding from the government to continue in the end. 

James Stirling's Scheme

The project by British architect James Stirling is based on a growth pattern that in-

volves a hierarchical structure. The individual houses are assembled as a cluster of 

four houses, sharing common walls and plumbing. The cluster of four units is grouped 

around a public squares, forming a second aggregate of 16 to 20 homes. This larger 

2 García-Huidobro, Fernando, and Diego Torres Torriti, Time builds!: the Experimental Housing Project 
(PREVI), Lima: genesis and outcome. Barcelona: G. Gili, 2008. 12.



40

Figure 23. James Stirling, Cluster Plan. Small, Medium, and Large Units, in Peter Land, The Experimental 
Housing Project (PREVI), Lima - Design and Technology in a New Neighborhood, Universidad de los Andes, 
291.

Figure 22. James Stirling, Plan. Concept of house 
expansion, in Peter Land, The Experimental Housing 
Project (PREVI), Lima - Design and Technology in a New 
Neighborhood, Universidad de los Andes, 285.

Figure 21. James Stirling, Housing clusters and plazas, 
in Peter Land, The Experimental Housing Project 
(PREVI), Lima - Design and Technology in a New Neigh-
borhood, Universidad de los Andes, 285.



41

group becomes the base for the largest group of 400 houses. Four of the largest groups 

make up the neighborhood, and each of them hosts a public park and an area for com-

munal services. (Figure 21)

 The houses are developed at first as L-shaped units for four persons on a single 

floor; then, through self-building, they can be expanded on the ground floor or become 

a two-floor house for a second family. Four columns describe a central patio in the 

middle of the unit, while a second courtyard is located on the interior corner of the 

unit's nine-square gird organization. The living room and bedrooms are located around 

the central patio, while the kitchen, bathroom, and services rooms are in the corners of 

the house.  (Figure 22)

Implementation

James Stirling had a chance to build sixteen houses to test his original proposal (Figure 

23). I will use the house owned by the Zamora family3 to elaborate on how the exten-

sion happened and the spatial techniques used by Stirling. 

 In 1978, two adults and four children lived in a single-floor house with an 81 

m² floor area. Fourteen years later, the house had expanded to three stories, occupied  

by two families consisting of four adults and six kids, and the total floor area became 

240 m². The transformation shows the success of this project since people didn't move 

out as their financial situation improved or their family members increased. The house 

had grown with them.

3 García-Huidobro, Fernando, and Diego Torres Torriti, Time builds!: the Experimental Housing Project 
(PREVI), Lima: genesis and outcome. Barcelona: G. Gili, 2008. 72.
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Original Program
1. living room
2. dining room
3. bedroom
4. kitchen
5. bathroom
6. laundry room
7. courtyard
8. garden
9. terrace
10. living room
11. library
12. studio
13. cellar

Program Changes
A shop
B house for rent
C room for rent
D office for rent
E clinic and lawyer’s office 

Figure 24. Sketch analysis by the author, base on the survey in 
"Time Builds", written by García-Huidobro, Fernando, and Diego 
Torres Torriti.

2003 - Floor Plan Changes1978 - Original Floor Plan

Ground Floor Ground Floor

First Floor

Second Floor
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Spatial Strategies

 One of the successes of the implementation of PREVI is the infrastucture of 

public spaces created by Peter Land for the 500-unit ensemble, including the small 

plazas created between the houses and the surroundings. The Zamoras took advantage 

of the pedestrian flow generated by the small plazas and opened a shop in the corner 

while renting the spaces on the ground floor. These results are guided by the architect's 

original design. The maximized surface area allows the residents to change the entranc-

es during extension, allowing use of the home for income generation. (Figure 24) 

 Looking closer at the original floor plan and the one in 2003, we can find more 

spatial techniques used to set up a framework for expansion. Firstly, there were two 

entrances in the original plan. The entrance at the bottom-right corner connected the 

plaza and the dining doom, and the other connected the side alley and the corridor. The 

former was later moved to the center of the wall and served only for family access. The 

latter was kept at the exact location but was used for the new offices and the renters.

 The other crucial architectural element was the stairs. Three spaces were left 

unroofed in the original plan, and two of them were in the corners, and the other was at 

the center. Residents can choose to enclose the corner ones to maximize the floor area, 

but the central void should always be left open for the natural lights and the vertical 

circulation. 

 We can also see why the design is economically advantageous for the residents. 

The program on the ground floor could be changed to shops, rooms, and offices for rent 

by moving the bedrooms to the second and third floors. Because of the architectural 

techniques mentioned above, several types of spatial uses were mixed smoothly with-

out sacrificing privacy. The balance of the commercial and private space increased the 

quality of everyday life economically and physically. (Figure 24)
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Figure 25. James Stirling, 
Expansion with self-build, 
in Peter Land, The Experimen-
tal Housing Project (PREVI), 
Lima - Design and Technology 
in a New Neighborhood, Uni-
versidad de los Andes, 285.

Figure 26. García-Huidobro, 
Zaroma family's House, 
in Peter Land, The Experimen-
tal Housing Project (PREVI), in 
Time builds!: the Experimen-
tal Housing Project (PREVI), 
Barcelona: G. Gili, 2008. 72.
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Formal and Informal Materials 

The house was built with three prefabricated components. The first is the walls, which 

provide a rigid boundary to delimit the property. The second and third components are 

the reinforced concrete bracing frame and columns. The columns in each corner of the 

middle courtyard connect the continuous tie-beam above and floor beams spanning to 

the perimeter walls. This structural framework guides the placement of future walls 

and the shape of the extension. 

 In the original drawing by Stirling (Figure 20), we can observe his intention to 

distinguish the difference between formal and self-builth construction. In the section, 

the prefabricated materials for the ground floor were explicit, but the walls on the sec-

ond floor were filled with slash lines, which I assume are bricks or other local materi-

als.

Intention for Incrementality

 The project reveals Stirling's intention to partly give up his authorship and 

allow the residents to decide the appearance of the building. (Figure 25, Figure 26) By 

understanding the project in this way, we can identify the relationship between infor-

mality and formality through material and space.  

 As one of the most successful schemes in the PREVI project, Stirling's PREVI 

housing shows how architects can design a flexible framework that accommodates 

different life stages of a family and strengthens the architects' role in the process of 

informal assemblage in the scale of architecture. 

Bibliography
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ASSIGNMENT #2 - STRUCTURES FOR LIVING
Assembling the Social
Gifu Kitagata Apartment Building, Gifu – SANAA

Po-Yu Chung

GL±0

2FL GL+ 7’-10”

3FL GL+ 16’-10 7/8”

4FL GL+ 25’ -11 3/4”

5FL GL+ 35’-5/8”

6FL GL+ 44’-1 1/2”

7FL GL+ 53’-2 3/8 ”

8FL GL+ 62’-3 1/4”

9FL GL+ 71’-4 1/8”

10FL GL+ 80’-5”

GL+ 90’-5 7/8”

RFL 7” waterproo�ng

pc722

JAPANESE-
STYLE ROOM 

TERRACE

TERRACE

TERRACE

TERRACE

OPEN SPACE

VOID

VOID

DINING-
KITCHEN

DINING-
KITCHEN

Figure 27. Sectional Perspec-
tive of Gifu Kitagata Apart-
ment, Po-Yu Chung, 2021
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Introduction

Gifu Kitagata Apartments is the critical case study in this essay because of its ability to 

accommodate different lifestyles through the creative spatial configuration and modular 

structure.  It shows how mass-produced housing promotes the diversity of the residents 

without sacrificing privacy in a dense living context. Also, it serves as a great example 

to show how architects can push the boundary of public housing under strict restric-

tions. 

Background

Gifu Kitagata Apartments is a rental public housing designed by Kazuyo Sejima and 

SANAA between 1994 and 2000. It has 107 units with a 101837ft2 total floor area. The 

construction was divided into two phases; phase 1 started at 1994 and ended at 1998, 

and the phase 2 began at 1998 and ended at 2000.  

 The master plan was designed by Japanese architect Arata Isozaki. He proposed 

to construct four 10-story and slab-shaped buildings that occupy the site's perimeter, 

leaving an empty plaza in the center. The other three apartments were designed by Aki-

ko Takahashi, Elizabeth Diller, and Catherine Hawley. 

 To increase the affordability and decrease the construction time, Sejima used 

reinforced concrete as the material for the structure, and the rest of the buildings were 

made of prefab elements.  

 In order to know more about the spatial organization inside the apartment 

building, we must look at the limitations and requirements of Japanese public housing 

legislation to understand how Sejima played with the rules differently. 



Figure 28. Section, Gifu Kitagata Apartment, 2000.
Source: Sejima, Kazuyo, KAZUYO SEJIMA IN GIFU, Barcelona, Actar, 2001
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In the book KAZUYO SEJIMA IN GIFU1, Sejima specifically mentions the building 

codes required by the Japanese public housing legislation: 

1 The minimum ceiling height in the bedrooms and the kitchen-dinning area is  
2.30 m. (the basic size of the grided structure) 
2 Each apartment must have a minimum of 2 bedrooms. The minimum floor area 
of these bedrooms is 9 and 6.5m2.  
3 The minimum floor area of the kitchen-dining area is 7.5 m2.  
4 At least 9% of the floor area of the bedrooms and the kitchen-dining must be 
set aside for closets.  
5 Each bedroom must have its own closet to store futons. (reflecting the Japanese 
culture of the tatami room.) 
6 Each apartment must receive a minimum of 4 hours of insolation. (Engawa) 
7 The shadow produced by the building must allow a minimum of 4 hours of 
insolation on the neighboring plots. 
8 The walking distance between any room and the fire escape stairs must be less 
than 60 meters.  
9 No windows or openings except for entrance or exit doors are allowed within a 
2-meter radius from the fire escape stairs.  
10 Each apartment must have a minimum of 2 access points.  
11 Units must be divided by fireproof walls, fireproof eaves, and wing walls. 

By understanding the limitation of public housing in Japan, we can now explore the 

spatial strategies and how they relate to the building code. 

Unit Type

Instead of using one household as the basic unit, Sejima used rooms (2.3 x 2.3 x 2.3m) 

as the planning unit. The dimension is precisely the minimum requirement from the 

housing legislation. This setup (Figure 28) gave the architect the freedom to create dif-

ferent variations of units. In Figure 30, the architects designed 96 types of units based 

1  Sejima, Kazuyo, KAZUYO SEJIMA IN GIFU, Barcelona, Actar, 2001



Figure 29. Section, Gifu Kitagata Apartment, 2000.
Source: Sejima, Kazuyo, KAZUYO SEJIMA IN GIFU, Barcelona, Actar, 2001

Figure 30. Section, Gifu Kitagata Apartment, 2000.
Source: Sejima, Kazuyo, KAZUYO SEJIMA IN GIFU, Barcelona, Actar, 2001
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on the universal, modular structure system. In this way, their design can accommodate 

different lifestyles that are not limited to the standard family. 

Terrace 

The terrace is another highlight of the project. By adding the terrace between the public 

hallway and private entrance, Sejima created an intermediate space where people can 

enjoy the fresh air even it's not connected to the ground. The terrace is for multiple pur-

poses. For example, it could be an extended living room, laundry room, or playroom 

for children. The space is designed to be occupied and used as an extension of the 

residents' everyday lives. The residents' identity started to appear. People hang clothes, 

children leave their toys in the space, and everyone can see the activities from the out-

side. For me, that is when a building starts to become a place for living. 

Conclusion

Based on the analysis mentioned above, I drew the section (Figure 27) to map the lives 

in the building together. It shows how the terrace space increased the porosity and how 

the double-height kitchen-living room became the center of the household.  

 In any housing project, we can always observe a tension between the univer-

sality of the building structure and the diversity of residents' everyday life. Sejima 

resolves that tension through the creative arrangement between the hallway, terrace, 

and the rooms, which allows the revealing of individuality in a collective and faceless 

structure. 

Bibliography
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Figure 31. Construction Site, Gifu Kitagata Apartment, 2000.
Source: Sejima, Kazuyo, KAZUYO SEJIMA IN GIFU, Barcelona, Actar, 2001

Figure 32. Sectional Diagram, Gifu Kitagata Apartment, 2000.
Source: Sejima, Kazuyo, KAZUYO SEJIMA IN GIFU, Barcelona, Actar, 2001
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Figure 33. The Occupied Terrace, Gifu Kitagata Apartment, 2000.
Source: Sejima, Kazuyo, KAZUYO SEJIMA IN GIFU, Barcelona, Actar, 2001

Figure 34. The Terrace and the Hallway, Gifu Kitagata Apartment, 2000.
Source: Sejima, Kazuyo, KAZUYO SEJIMA IN GIFU, Barcelona, Actar, 2001
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1.5 

No-Stop City
by
Archizoom
1969

Fall 2021
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Introduction

What's the architects' position in the context of the climate crisis? What's the relation-

ship between architecture and carbon modernity? In Elisa Iturbe's class Overcoming 

Carbon Form at Cornell, the carbon form means a spatial form that ties to a particular 

way of using energy. The carbon form also implies an ideology that believes humans 

have unlimited energy resources and the behavior following the assumption. Carbon 

Form is also tied to Capitalism and Consumerism, which are constructed based on 

endless surplus and investment. 

The edge of No-Stop City

Based on the understanding of Carbon Form, I argue that No-Stop City is a pure car-

bon form for the following reasons:

 

1. The unlimited interior space means endless use of energy to support air condition 

and artificial lighting. No-Stop City creates the illusion that the interior can never stop 

without consequence. 

2. No-Stop City is a huge supermarket, an extreme form of consumerism, which 

removes the workers and factory from our sight. There is no care for the workers who 

produce the products. Thus, creating the illusion and completely separating the role of 

producers from consumers is a carbon form. 

 

There must be an edge of No-Stop City in my analysis, like a power plant or a factory. 

In that case, we can explain how the electricity and product are produced. 
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NO - STOP CITY 
IS A
CARBON FORM
&
AN 
ARCHITECTURAL THEORY
THAT 
CREATES A PURE 
CAPITALIST FORM
FOR 
FUTURE
ARCHITECTURAL 
INTERVENTION. 
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A: Nature Level 40F

Programs in No-Stop City 

B: Housing Levels 25F ~ 40F

C: Service Level 2F ~ 25F

D: Tra�c Level 2F

E: Commodity Arrival GF

F: Highway

G: Railway

Figure 35. Section, No-Stop City, 1969.
Source: Branzi, Andrea. No-stop city: Archizoom associati. Librairie de l’architecture et de la ville. Orléans: HYX, 2006.

Figure 36. Interior Model, No-Stop City, 1969.
Source: Branzi, No-stop city: Archizoom associati, 2006.



60

From Grided Sea to Archipelago

Figure 37. Diagram, No-Stop City, 1969.
Source: Branzi, No-stop city: Archizoom associati, 2006.

Figure 38. Diagram, From Grided Sea to Archipelago, Po-Yu 
Chung 2021.
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Raw materials 

Extraction Production Consumption

Factory 

Power Station

Workers

(No-Stop City) 

Products

The edge of No-Stop City

Electricity

Supermarket

Consumers

Figure 39. The Edge of No-Stop City, From Grided Sea to Archipelago, Po-Yu Chung 2021.

From Grided Sea to Archipelago 

By introducing the idea of autonomous Archipelago, I reverse the relationship in the 

No-Stop City.  From Figure 37 to Figure 38, the grided sea becomes archipelagos, 

defining the center's emptiness. In Figure 41, the boundary of No-Stop City disappears, 

and the unidirectional relationship between producers and consumers is replaced by a 

network in which everything is related to each other.  

 By analyzing No-Stop City, I understood how carbon modernity and capitalism 

were given a spatial form. Through the understanding of the relationship between ener-

gy and spatial form, now we have the tool to welcome the next energy transition. 

Bibliography
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row material processing spacepower station transportation

Figure 40. System of No-Stop City, From Grided Sea to Archipelago, Po-Yu Chung 2021.
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row material processing spacepower station transportation networks

Figure 41. Overcoming Carbon Form, From Grided Sea to Archipelago, Po-Yu Chung 2021.
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1.6 
Internet & Platform:

Buy the Block 
Crowdfunding Platform 
by 
Linda P. Smith
founded in 2013

Spring 2021
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Figure 42. The System of Buy The Block, Po-Yu Chung 2021.
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BUY THE BLOCK 
REDEFINES 
WHAT IS VALUABLE 
IN THE 
REAL ESTATE INDUSTRY
AND 
ENCOURAGES
INVESTMENT 
IN THE
LOCAL COMMUNITIES.  
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Displacement 

Like other housing problems, housing displacement is a complicated issue, overlapping 

with various topics like poverty and race. The reasons that cause housing displacement 

are also different from one to the other, but in general, gentrification and housing short-

age are the two major reasons for displacement. 

 It's also important to identify which groups of residents are most vulnerable to 

displacement before we discuss the solution. Renters, low-income households, persons 

of color, households headed by a resident without a college degree, and families with 

children in poverty are more vulnerable to displacement from rising housing costs than 

other groups of residents.  

 

Top-Down Solutions  

What's the solution to gentrification and displacement? 

In the "White Paper on Anti-Displacement Strategy Effectiveness,"1 written by Karen 

Chapple and Anastasia Loukaitou-Sederis, the authors analyze the seventeen existing 

Anti-Displacement policies and ask which anti-displacement strategies work, where, 

and why. 

 Next, they categorize the seventeen policies into three major categories: Pro-

duction, Preservation, Neighborhood Stabilization. According to the authors, preser-

vation and stabilization strategies are the most effective in stemming displacement in 

a short-term timeframe, and the government "should prioritize these whenever it is 

providing funding to jurisdictions. Over the long term, the state can spur affordable 

housing production through its strategic disposition of public lands."2 

1  Chapple, Karen, and Anastasia Loukaitou-Sideris . “White Paper on Anti-Displacement Strategy Effec-
tiveness,” February 28, 2021.
2 Ibid., 22.
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 The policies look great; however, I think the problem of policy is it's too cen-

tralized. The consistency could be easily affected by the shift of political will and the 

lack of funding, and it's more time-consuming. 

 Apart from legislative solutions, I am also interested in bottom-up, architectur-

al, and action-oriented solutions, which provide alternatives to fight against gentrifica-

tion and displacement by community developers, local builders, and nongovernmental 

organizations. 

 

The Bottom-Up Solutions 

 In the news "How to bolster Black America and build millions of new afford-

able housing units by 2030"3, Melvin Mitchell argues that healthy black construction 

industry is the key to sufficient affordable housing for the Black community.  

 One of the vital bottom-up solutions for the current unbalanced construction 

industry is the Buy The Block crowdfunding platform. It was founded in 2013 in Cin-

cinnati by entrepreneur Linda P. Smith to stop gentrification. By lowering the threshold 

of investing in the real estate industry and encouraging investment in the local commu-

nity, the platform plays an interface to redistribute wealth and stabilize local communi-

ties.4 

 Beyond Buy The Block, there are other organizations and funds which help 

entrepreneurs to start new businesses or property investments. For example, Accion 

Opportunity Fund supports small businesses to start5, and Own Our Own aims to raise 

capital and invest it directly into communities that have suffered from the lack of in-

3 Melvin , Mitchell . “How to Bolster Black America and Build Millions of New Affordable Housing Units 
by 2030.” The Architect’s Newspaper, September 21, 2020. https://www.archpaper.com/2020/09/how-to-
bolster-black-america-and-build-millions-of-new-affordable-housing-units-2030/.
4 “About Us | Buy The Block.” Accessed November 18, 2021. https://buytheblock.com/about-us-1.
5 “About - Accion Opportunity Fund.” Accessed November 18, 2021. https://aofund.org/about/.
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vestment6. 

 Among the funds and organizations, the Buy The Block platform has the clear-

est goal on anti-gentrification and anti-displacement. Therefore, the rest of this section 

will focus on the mechanism and examples of Buy The Block.  

  

The Buy the Block Model  

So, how does the Buy The Block model work? 

There are three actors in this game: developers, investors, and the Buy The Block 

staffs. First, the developers will need to select a property and make a portfolio plan. 

Then they should make an offer and prepare the documents to propose the investment 

project to the BuyTheBlock platform. The proposal could be any property type, rang-

ing from single-family houses and multifamily housing to commercial buildings and 

office space. After the Buy The Block team receives the proposal, they will start the 

screening process, including background checks, business plan and strategy, and other 

compliance issues as needed. With the help of the Buy The Block specialist, it is easier 

for the new developer to understand the risks and create a convincing investment pro-

posal. 

 After the screening process, the issuance process will help the developers know 

their proposal's potential. The platform will send messages to all the existing investors 

to vote on the property and pledge the amount they would like to invest in the future. 

Once a property passes upvotes and pledges, the property then moves to open to invest-

ment. 

 In terms of investors, the investment process is much easier. First, a new in-

6 Own Our Own | Real Estate Private Equity. “About.” Accessed November 18, 2021. https://www.ownou-
rown.com/about.
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vestor needs to create a free account to become a BlockVestor. BlockVestors can then 

vote on the proposals they are interested in before committing. Also, they can ask any 

questions directly to the developers. After that, the investors can decide if they want to 

invest in the proposal or not. 

 Once the project is fully funded, developers can buy the property. The way to 

generate revenue depends on each investment, and the most common source is through 

the payment of renters in the renovated property.

 Chris Senegal is one of the new developers on the platform, and his proposal 

was recently fully funded and started. Like most of the developers of Buy the Block, 

the logic behind Chris's project is buying a neighborhood before it's gentrified and 

keeping the existing residents in the same but renovated house. After the gentrification 

comes and the property price rises, the profit of gentrification will be distributed to 

small investors who did not have access to take advantage of the gentrification process.   

 

Conclusion 

Buy The Block platform revitalizes a neighborhood without displacement and pre-

serves the existing houses to initiate small businesses like grocery stores and coffee 

shops. Some other projects on the Buy The Block platform also propose to build more 

housing for the local community. For example, "Buy Back Baton Rouge" proposes 

to build 184+ multifamily units and 12,000 square feet of commercial space in Eddie 

Robinson Sr. Historic District in Louisiana. 

 The BuyTheBlock platform provides a business model that covers the three 

Anti-Displacement Strategy categories (Production, Preservation, Community Stabili-

zation) that are mentioned in the "White Paper on Anti-Displacement Strategy Effec-
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tiveness."7 

 This section of my essay aims not to analyze a particular policy, but to argue 

that we need to use different types of tactics simultaneously to overcome the housing 

crisis and reconstruct healthy communities that can resist gentrification and displace-

ment.  As architects, we need to be aware of the consequences of our actions and how 

political they could be. However, beyond the scale of a building, the examples on Buy 

The Block remind us of the possibility to think not only as architects but as community 

builders, investors, and entrepreneurs. 

 To summarize, I believe that institutional, centralized policies cannot solve the 

displacement crisis without decentralized, community-centered, and bottom-up tactics. 

Policies should function as frameworks to support people and organizations to recon-

struct their communities through bottom-up actions.

 Using Winner's framework8 that I've discussed in the first chapter, Buy The 

Block is an example of how the internet could be used as a democratic instrument to 

redistribute wealth, which spatially affects how people live and decides the future of a 

community.  

7 Chapple, Karen, and Anastasia Loukaitou-Sideris . “White Paper on Anti-Displacement Strategy Effec-
tiveness,” February 28, 2021. 9.
8 Winner, Langdon. “Do Artifacts Have Politics?” Daedalus 109, no. 1 (1980): 121–36.
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2.1 
DESIGN STUDIO:

Pandemic Resilient 
Senior Housing 
by
JingYi Xu & 
Po - Yu Chung

Fall 2021
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Introduction

The World in 2020 is in crisis. The crisis of COVID-19 has impacted every aspect of 

our lives. But COVID itself is not enough to form a real crisis. COVID-19 is just a sign 

of a shifting world, and we are in despair over how slow we are to respond to it. It is 

especially true in Architecture, or more specifically, housing. 

 Even though the demography and social-economical situation has changed 

drastically, housing today largely looks the same as it did in 1950. If the trend con-

tinues, we should expect to see more people living alone, fewer new families, further 

delay of marriage, and a population that becomes older and older. That is to say, we 

need new ways of living. What role can architecture play in this context?

 In the book ”Brave New Home”, Diana Lind suggests innovative ways to 

Figure 43. Photo of The Half Scale Modle, Po-Yu Chung, 2021.
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Figure 44. Diagram of The Community Structure, Po-Yu Chung, 2021.

Figure 45. Diagram of The Ownership Structure, Po-Yu Chung, 2021.
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ensure that our lives will be less lonely and more affordable. From multigenerational 

living to in-law suites, and co-living to micro apartments and rural communities. 

 In our project, we are facing the aging population in New York City, and we 

are trying to propose a mixture of multigenerational living and co-living. In the article 

“Counting Stops”,  Michael K. Gusmano mentioned a housing complex in France that 

matches dual-income families with needs for childcare and older people who didn’t 

want to work full time but were perfectly happy to spend a few hours a day watching 

children. 

Ownership Structure

 Starting from this type of Mutualism, we’ve developed a community structure 

that promotes different levels of sharing, from sharing between units to sharing be-

tween the community and the city.  

 In order to support the various layers of sharing space, we’ve developed this 

ownership diagram (Figure 44). We imagine this community will be run by a co-op 

that provides community services. People could choose to invest but not live here, or 

invest and also live here. People can also choose to rent a unit without investing. For 

the reason of sustainability, we think it should be for-profit but with a limited target 

return. For example, if the target return exceeds 5 percent for a year, the extra revenue 

should go back to each resident. This might help to stabilize the rent but with some 

money to renovate the facilities in the future. 

 So, with the flexible ownership structure, residents could switch from a fami-

ly unit to a senior unit by simply selling some of their shares. At the same time, they 

can still stay in this same community without giving up the connection and friendship 

they’ve developed.  This might mitigate the impact when people move to the next stage 
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Figure 46. Volume Diagram (up-left) / Process model (up-right) / Photo of physical model, scale: 1/32" = 1'-0", 
2021, Po-Yu Chung. (The site model is a group work.)
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Figure 47. Photo of physical model, scale: 1/8" = 1'-0", 2021, Po-Yu Chung.
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Figure 48. Sectional Perspective, 2021, JingYi Xu
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JingYi Xu, lower & upper typical floor plan, 
computer drawing, 2021

Po-Yu Chung, plan formation diagram, 
illustrator drawing, 2021
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Figure 49. Diagram of Plan Evolution, 2021, Po-Yu Chung. 
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JingYi Xu, lower & upper typical floor plan, 
computer drawing, 2021

Po-Yu Chung, plan formation diagram, 
illustrator drawing, 2021
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Figure 50. Typical Floor Plans, 2021, JingYi Xu. 
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Po-Yu Chung, Photo of physical 
model, scale: 1/2" = 1'-0", 2021

Senior Chunk

3. Expanding
Before entering each unit, we 
create a semi-public space 
to encourage the residents 
to occupy and expand their 
everyday l i fe. As a result , 
the area will become where 
people show their identity.

Openings
By creating an opening on 
the kitchen wall in each unit, 
we increase the connection 
between the private l iving 
space and the shared space.  

4. Private balcony
A private balcony is provided 
for each unit and serves as an 
in-between space between 
urban and interior. 

3

4

2

1

2. Sharing
In the center of the senior 
chunk, residents share a big 
living room and a kitchen. 
There is also where seniors can 
take care of kids from family 
units. 

1. Lingering
Th e  i n - b e t w e e n  s p a c e 
between any two chunks is 
designed for lingering. Seniors 
can rest at any place of the 
building, sensing something is 
happening around the corners.

Figure 51. Photo of Physical Model, Scale: 1/2" = 1'-0, 2021, Po-Yu Chung. 
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Po-Yu Chung, Photo of physical 
model, scale: 1/2" = 1'-0", 2021
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Figure 51. Photo of Physical Model, Scale: 1/2" = 1'-0, 2021, Po-Yu Chung. 
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Figure 52. Photo of Physical Model, Scale: 1/2" = 1'-0, 2021, Po-Yu Chung. 
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Figure 53. Photo of Physical Model, Scale: 1/2" = 1'-0, 2021, Po-Yu Chung. 
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Figure 54. Enscape renderings, JingYi Xu, 2021.
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of their lives, and this is the point our design comes in and deals with the issue through 

space.

Conclusion

There are three achievements in this project: 

1. At the program level, we create a new ownership structure to promote a new type of 

multigenerational living. 

2. At the building level, we create a sharing space to encourage people to interact with-

out sacrificing privacy. 

3. From a community and city perspective, we create three levels of public space: the 

inner garden, inner street, and public garden.  This gesture is made to continue the 

existing publicity on the site of Elizabeth garden. 
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3.0 
CONCLUSION
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Conclusion of the Essay 

In the previous chapters, I've analyzed various spatial strategies that could challenge 
the existing housing market at different scales. Architects' good intention is not enough. 
If we don't have a strategy that can constructively manipulate the space and material, 
good intentions might cause more damage. 

As my research on Atelier 3 shows, the key to building a better architecture industry 
is the awareness of the Matrix or the use of Medium Design. By being fully aware of 
the consequence of each architectural move, architects should be able to identify the 
social-political effects that he/she/they will bring. In other words, architects are the 
critical agents in the Matrix of things, humans, and ideologies.  

The Spectrum of the Political Techniques in Architecture 

My analysis on Adaptable House shows the smallest thing that architects can do to ex-
pand the life cycle of a house, which can build a more sustainable construction industry 
against the concept of endless expansion. 

At the same time, the case of Buy The Block reminds us of the possibility to think on a 
larger scale and confront the real estate industry in a radical way. Architects can also be 
planners and entrepreneurs to implement spatial strategies through the internet or other 
new technologies.  

What kind of social agenda do we need to follow or construct? 

We have abundant examples of how architecture can shape politics in space on differ-
ent scales. With the experience from the Modernist architects, we should know a good 
strategy is as essential as a good intention. To create a good strategy, we must under-
stand how technical systems can influence the interplay between everything.  

In conclusion, the architecture of our time should focus on designing the protocols that 
guide the interplay of things. It should be flexible, adaptable, open-source, and open 
for discussion.  

Architecture should create opportunities for the others to weigh in. 
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Appendix I 
DESIGN STUDIO:

Open Case
by
Eli Maroscher &
Po - Yu Chung

Spring 2021
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Open Case

The term "Open Case" has two meanings: a physical glass box (the botanical shelter 
and a small living unit) and a conceptual status that allows spaces for nostalgia, mean-
ing, uselessness and fiction within the contemporary world. 
 The studio was composed of several tasks in the semester. The tasks are in-
dependent and interrelated simultaneously; planned accidents could be observed and 
studied as a series of empirical data, but each case could also be seen as an irrelevant 
model for further exploration in the future.  
 By filling the gap between Naiveness and Reality, we know the consequences 
of every architectural decision we've made.  

The project "Open Case" opens a series of dialogue between two extremes:
 
Architecture - Nature 
Center - Periphery 
Aesthetics - Function 
Naiveness - Intention 
Life - Work
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Po-Yu Chung, Still Lifes, acrylic, 
15cm x 15cm * 9, 2021

Po-Yu Chung, plaster on cardboard, 
15cm x 15cm x 15cm, 2021
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Eli Maroscher, plaster on cardboard, 
15cm x 15cm x 15cm, 2021

Po-Yu Chung, plaster on cardboard, 
15cm x 15cm x 15cm, 2021



Po-Yu Chung, acrylic, 21cm x 28cm, 2021

Po-Yu Chung, acrylic, 21cm x 28cm, 2021
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Eli Maroscher, plaster on cardboard, 
15cm x 15cm * 16, 2021

Eli Maroscher, plaster on cardboard, 
15cm x 15cm * 4, 2021
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Eli Maroscher, acrylic, 28cm x 28cm, 2021

Po-Yu Chung, acrylic, 28cm x 28cm, 2021



Po-Yu Chung & Eli Maroscher, 
sections, computer drawing, 2021
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Po-Yu Chung, acrylic, 28cm x 28cm, 2021

Po-Yu Chung, acrylic, 28cm x 28cm, 2021
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Po-Yu Chung & Eli Maroscher, section, computer drawing, 2021
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Po-Yu Chung, acrylic, 28cm x 28cm, 2021
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