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Radical Middle Grounds
New Agendas for Medium-Density Housing

For a decade, the term “missing middle” has described a 
range of housing largely lacking in North America today. 
It o�ers a possible solution to the current housing cri-
sis by providing economically and ecologically sustain-
able alternatives to sprawling, car-dependent suburbs of 
single-family homes, while retaining the more desirable 
qualities of suburban living that multifamily apartment 
blocks rarely o�er. 

�e “Radical Middle Grounds” project examines the 
potentials of this medium-density range of housing be-
yond historical and typological templates commonly 
associated with current missing middle debates. Rather 
than reducing the “middle” to a vague notion of com-
promise, the “radical” middle ground aims to leverage 
di�erent perspectives toward transformational practices 
of housing much needed in response to contemporary 
challenges. �e project curates the voices and projects 
of students, architects, historians, and economists who 
operate on the middle ground of density (between house 
and apartment block) and equally understand this mid-
dle ground as a discursive territory of exploration, in-
terdisciplinary collaboration, and design speculation. 
Radical Middle Grounds combines design education, 
institutional and professional engagement, and scholar-
ship in three interrelated formats:

Part 1 - Exhibit
November 10–17 2023, Mebane Gallery, 
�e University of Texas at Austin School of Architecture

Part 2 - Symposium
November 10, 2023, Mebane Gallery, 
�e University of Texas at Austin School of Architecture

Part 3 - Publication
CENTER 25 Radical Middle Grounds: 
New Agendas for Medium-Density Housing, 
edited by Martin Hättasch (Center for American Archi-
tecture and Design, �e University of Texas at Austin, 
2024).

ISBN: 978-0-934951-43-2

https://soa.utexas.edu/caad/caad-publications/center/
center-25

�e project was supported by UT Austin’s Center for 
American Architecture and Design (CAAD) and the 
Graduate Program in Urban Design.

Martin Hättasch is a German architect whose work fo-
cuses on the intersection of architecture and urbanism, 
questions of housing, monumentality, and their numer-
ous overlaps. He holds degrees from TU Braunschweig 
and Princeton University where he studied as a DAAD 
fellow. A registered architect in the Netherlands, he has 
worked with �rms in the US and Europe, including Ate-
lier Kempe �ill, OMA, and WW Architecture and has 
held academic positions at Rice and Syracuse University, 
and is currently an Assistant Professor at �e Universi-
ty of Texas at Austin. With a focus on housing, he has 
worked with the City of Austin to develop planning sce-
narios for Austin’s St. John neighborhood, resulting in a 
unanimous Austin City Council resolution in 2020 to 
adopt the study’s results for future planning. His work 
has been published in numerous venues, including �e 
Plan Journal, Architect Magazine, and MIT’s �resholds 
journal. His studio “A Home is Not a House,” focusing 
on the question of medium-density housing, was award-
ed the 2018 Architect Magazine Studio Prize, and he is 
the recipient of the 2022 ACSA/AIA Housing Design 
Education Award.



Background
Medium Density Before and Beyond 
the Missing Middle

Sparked by a�ordability crises and promoted by con-
cepts such as the “missing middle,” the housing range lo-
cated in density between the single-family house and the 
apartment block has gained traction among planners and 
municipalities. Yet, often reduced to zoning questions, 
focused on retroactive densi�cation, or preoccupied 
with rediscovering premodern types, contemporary de-
bates fall short of the transformative agenda and design 
innovation with which these types were explored by the 
avant-gardes of the postwar decades. In light of ever-ex-
acerbating crises of a�ordability and ecology as well as 
changing demographics and models of cohabitation, this 
dwelling type’s potential for recurring reinvention may 
be exactly what is needed in response to today’s mount-
ing challenges.

�e conceptual basis for the Radical Middle Grounds 
project emerged from an exploration of the lineages of 
radically new housing ideas at the medium-density range 
in the advanced elective seminar “Urban Housing – Ty-
pology and Invention” in 2022 and 2023. 

Students studied projects across scales, from the indi-
vidual unit to resulting urban morphologies, and with 
attention to the processes and conditions by which they 
were formed.

Credits
All student work shown on this page was produced as 
part of the 3-credit-hour seminar “Urban Housing – 
Typology and Invention,” taught by Martin Hättasch in 
the spring of 2022 and 2023.

Top left:
New Technologies
Elm Street Housing, Werner Seligmann & Associates, 1972.
Units were prefabricated o�-site before being assembled, greatly reducing 
construction costs.
Drawing by Yuqing Wang, Aparna C. Rajan, 2022

Top right:
New Processes
Avenel Cooperative Housing Project by Gregory Ain, Los Angeles, 1947. 
�e project pioneered alternative models of collective ownership at times of a 
post-WWII housing shortage.
Drawing by Stephen Crews and Samantha Gilk, 2023

Bottom left:
New Typologies
Penn’s Landing Square, Louis Sauer, 1968.
Stacked duplex units enable a higher density while maintaining private 
ground �oor access.
Drawing by Maria Berrios, Mila Santana, Andres Mendoza, 2022



Part 1 - Exhibit

�e Radical Middle Grounds exhibit took place from 
November 10–17, 2023 in the Mebane Gallery at �e 
University of Texas School of Architecture and served as 
a spatial backdrop for a symposium of the same name. 
Conceived as a “room within a room,” it showcased stu-
dent work created in housing design studios led by the 
nominee over the last few years, and at the same time 
provided a preview of the forthcoming Radical Middle 
Grounds book. With the outside dedicated to the dis-
play of student work, the inside of the newly created 
space provided a more intimate setting for a series of 
digital projections representing the three thematic mid-
dle grounds of the symposium and book. For visitors 
moving through the gallery space, the seemingly simple 
object opens up changing perspectives and views on the 
work exhibited and allows for di�erent degrees of im-
mersion.

Collaborators & Funding:
�e exhbit was curated, designed, and assembled by 
Assistant Professor Martin Hättasch supported by the 
Center for American Architecture and Design (CAAD), 
with funding from the Urban Design Program’s Sinclair 
Black Endowed Chair in the Architecture of Urban 
Design.

Student Compensation:
1 student was employed to support exhibition installa-
tion activities, appointed for 140 hours at the school’s 
standard rate for master’s level students.

Exhibit Photograph (by author):
�e spatial layout of a “room within a room” enabled 
various viewing experiences, and degrees of immersion.

12

Exhibit Plan
�e outside of the exhibit volume (1) showcased student work undertaken in 
various design studios taught by the author. �e inside (2) consisted of a preview 
of materials from the forthcoming Radical Middle Grounds book.



Part 1 - Exhibit

Photograph (by author)
On the inside,  the exhibit created three projection booths to provide a focused 
preview of materials from the forthcoming book. Industrial felt was used on in-
ward-facing surfaces for sound absorption and to create a space of focus and 
immersion within the larger gallery space.

 Axonometric View of Exhibit in Context (drawing by author)
�e exhibit is conceived as a free-standing room within the larger gallery.

All student work featured in the exhibit was produced 
in the context of 6-credit-hour design studios taught by 
Martin Hättasch between 2018 and 2023. 

Students:
Winn G. Chen, Kirsten Stray-Gundersen, Michelle 
Powell, Stella Coble, Ezra Wu, Juan Acosta, Gable 
Bostic, Kendall Fleisher, Dylan Treleven, Dylan King, 

Elijah Montez, Brenden Murphy, Bradley Jury, Emily 
Andrews, Tatiana Baglioni, Andre Boudreaux, Joseph 
Rocha, Aubry Klingler, Jacob Middleton, Andrew 
Helmbrecht, Taylor Luehr, Ian Beals, Guopeng Chen, 
Krishnan Lal Mistry, Allison Walvoord, Lexi Benton, 
Amaya Lucas, Italia Aguilera, luliia Tombovtseva, 
Hannah GeorgFredricks, Jessica Chen, Rebecca 
Gawron, Paul Hazelet, Amelia Mickelsen, 

Sean Reynolds, Marcos Crane, Benito Martinez, Haley 
Lundquist, Daniel Alvarez, Stephen McCann, Claire 
Greene, Ashley Skidmore, John Stenzel, Margaret 
Bunke, Zeke Jones, Stephanie Almendares, Arlene 
Ellwood, Caitlin Crozier, Crystal Torres, Yuqing Wang, 
Aparna C. Rajan, Kai Liu, Ashwini Munji



�e organizing principle of the exhibit was to group 
projects by type of representation rather than as compre-
hensive individual projects--to enable an understanding 
of the work on housing as a category of urbanism with 
common traits and di�erences. 

Projects appeared as a range of possibilities in plan, sec-
tion, or model, rather than �nite spatial entities, wrap-
ping around the exhibit space. �e inclusion of student 
work in the exhibit contributed to the students’ sense of 
ownership and excitement about the event, as they un-

Exhibition Panel Layout
Curated as sets of related representations rather 
than individual projects, the work revealed the 
wide range of  possible solutions o�ered by the 
malleable medium-density housing range.

Part 1 - Exhibit

derstood their work to be a valuable contribution to the 
discourse on housing that could be viewed alongside the 
work they had studied as precedents and discussed with 
symposium participants. 



Part 1 - Exhibit
Samples of Exhibited Student Work

Student Project 
Kendall Fleisher & Dylan Treleven
Advanced Integrative Studio, Fall 2022
Instructor: Martin Hättasch



Part 1 - Exhibit
Samples of Exhibited Student Work

Student Project 
Marcos Crane & Benito Martinez
Advanced Integrative Studio, Fall 2022
Instructor: Martin Hättasch



New Agendas for 
Medium-Density Housing

Radical

Middle

Grounds

Friday, November 10, 2023
Mebane Gallery, Goldsmith Hall

10:00 a.m.

Opening Remarks 

10:30 a.m.

Between Unit and City: 
Housing as Urbanism
Dean J. Almy 
Scott Colman
moderated by Liang Wang

Noon

Break 

1:00 p.m.   

Between Politics and Form: 
Housing as Process 
Marc Norman 
Susanne Schindler
moderated by Jake Wegmann

This symposium explores housing beyond the 
established extremes of (suburban) house and 
(urban) apartment as an incubator for new forms 
of (co)habitation and urban morphology. Architects 
and scholars will come together to discuss housing 
as a middle ground between unit and city, between 
form and process, and between enduring typology 
and design invention. Their conversations will offer 
a preview into themes that will be further explored 
in the forthcoming book Radical Middle Grounds, 
edited by Martin Hättasch as part of the Center for 
American Architecture and Design’s CENTER series.

2:00 p.m.

Break

3:00 p.m. 

Between Typology 
and Invention: 
Housing as Design
Neeraj Bhatia
Brian Phillips
moderated by Martin Hättasch

4:45 p.m.

Discussion

This program is organized by the Center for American 
Architecture and Design, with support from the Urban 
Design Program’s Sinclair Black Endowed Chair in 
the Architecture of Urban Design.

For additional information visit: soa.utexas.edu/
events/radical-middle-grounds

Part 2 - Symposium

�e Radical Middle Grounds symposium was held on 
November 10, 2023 at �e University of Texas at Austin 
School of Architecture. Advancing the spirit of postwar 
experimentation rather than its forms, the symposium 
brought together leading scholars and practitioners from 
a variety of disciplines such as economics, architecture, 
history, and urban design for a day of presentations, de-
bate, and exchange with local audiences. Participants 
explored housing as a vector for the transformation of 
existing norms and established biases, centered around 
three middle grounds: “Between Unit and City,” “Be-
tween Politics and Form,” and “Between Typology and 
Invention.” By speculating on and experimenting within 
this “middle ground” (both in terms of housing types 
and the middle grounds between disciplines), the sym-
posium contributed to enabling this space to eventually 
emerge as a new epicenter that can support innovative 
housing solutions in response to the housing crises we 
face today.

https://soa.utexas.edu/news/symposium-explores-medi-
um-density-housing

Collaborators & Funding:
�e program was organized by Assistant Professor 
Martin Hättasch and the Center for American Architec-
ture and Design (CAAD), with funding support from 
the Urban Design Program’s Sinclair Black Endowed 
Chair in the Architecture of Urban Design.

Symposium Poster 
and Program 
(image: Martin 
Hättasch, based on 
a drawing by Aubry 
Klingler / Jacob T. 
Middleton)

Student Compensation:
2 students employed by CAAD supported this event 
through assistance with event promotion, day-of event 
support, and related administrative tasks. �eir respec-
tive appointments were for 10 hours/week  (a federal 
work-study position funded in part by CAAD) and 

15 hours/week (a student technician position centrally 
funded by UT Austin), both for the duration of the 
fall 2023 semester (to support this and other CAAD 
activities).



�e symposium was attended by students and faculty 
from all programs at the school, including Communi-
ty and Regional Planning, Architecture, Urban Design, 
Landscape Architecture, and Interior Design. In addi-
tion, it served as a forum of exchange between members 
of the local architecture community and the academy. 
�e event attracted particular attention from local advo-
cacy groups (such as AIA Austin’s Housing Design Ad-
vocacy Committee) involved in working with the City 
of Austin on reforming current restrictive single-family 
zoning practices, and the outside expertise of the pre-
senters provided valuable insights on how to enable bet-
ter housing practices.

Speakers
• Dean J. Almy (�e University of Texas at Austin)
• Neeraj Bhatia (California College of the Arts/�e 

Open Workshop)
• Scott Colman (Rice University)
• Marc Norman (Schack Institute of Real Estate, 

NYU)
• Brian Phillips (Interface Studio Architects)
• Susanne Schindler (ETH Zürich/Harvard GSD)

Moderators

Martin Hättasch, Liang Wang, Jake Wegmann

Part 2 - Symposium

Symposium Photographs 
Left: Peiying Yang; 

Right, top and bottom: Kelsey Stine



�e 194-page book Radical Middle Grounds: New Agen-
das for Medium-Density Housing was published as the 
twenty-�fth volume of the Center of American Archi-
tecture and Design’s CENTER series in June 2024. �e 
book expands the structure set up by the symposium in 
three sections that further develop an understanding of 
housing as a middle ground between unit and city, be-
tween form and process, and between enduring typology 
and design invention. With a total of nineteen contrib-
utors the publication brings together scholarly essays, 
projects, and buildings exploring these middle grounds. 

https://soa.utexas.edu/caad/caad-publications/center/
center-25

ISBN: 978-0-934951-43-2

Editor
Martin Hättasch 

Managing Editor
Bridget Gayle Ground 

Assistant Editors
Emma Margulies 
Emilio Sanchez 

Copy Editor
Lucas Freeman 

Design
M. Wright

Radical  

Middle  
Grounds
New agendas for medium-density housing
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Part 3 - Publication

With Contributions by:
Dean J. Almy
Neeraj Bhatia
Scott Colman
French 2D
Fernando García-Huidobro
Martin Hättasch
Deb Katz
Krishnan Lal Mistry
Nelson Mota
Chris Masahiko Moyer
Marc Norman
Peter Barber Architects
Brian Phillips
Albert Pope
PRODUCTORA
James Michael Tate
Russell N. �omsen
Rohan Varma
Allison Walvoord

Student Compensation:
2 students employed by the Center for American Ar-
chitecture and Design (CAAD) supported this publi-
cation through editorial and administrative support. 
�eir respective appointments were for 20 hours/week 
(a teaching assistant position centrally funded by UT 
Austin, summer 2022–spring 2023) and 15 hours/
week (a student technician position centrally funded by 
UT Austin, fall 2023–spring 2024). �ese students are 
credited as Assistant Editors.
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Introduction:  

What Is the Middle Ground, Anyway?

Martin Hättasch

 “What Is the Middle Ground, Anyway?”

That is the title and central question of a 2006 article by Harvard historian 

Philip J. Deloria1 in which he revisits Richard White’s The Middle Ground,2 a 

monumental cultural history of the interactions among Indigenous tribes and 

European settlers in the North American Great Lakes region. An admirer of 

White’s book, Deloria reflects on the use of the term “middle ground” and how, 

after reading the book, his own usage began almost imperceptibly to lose the 

nuance of White’s original meaning, and became a “general metaphor, a kind 

of watered-down idea about the mechanisms of compromise” with “every-

thing . . . starting to turn into a middle ground.”3 

Admittedly, neither White’s nor Deloria’s scholarship was on my mind during 

early discussions about how this book might frame issues of housing in today’s 

context. And I was certainly guilty of the same vagueness Deloria describes when 

I started to use the term to describe what I felt was lacking from discussions 

about housing that often take place in many specialized bubbles of expertise—in 

architecture and urbanism, but equally in technology, zoning, finance, policy, and 

planning. In my initial conversations with contributors there was nonetheless a 

strong intuition that a “middle ground” could mean more than mere compromise, 

more than a refusal to define one’s position, and more than a watering down of 

boundaries. Instead, it could signal a territory of negotiation and experimentation 

in its own right: a territory to explore the spatial and architectural opportunities 

of housing density beyond known binaries of the low-density “house” and the 

high-density “apartment”; to frame housing as a crucial link between how we live 

as individuals and what our cities look like; and to discover potential synergies 

among the many processes that generate housing. We had a sense that there 

was an emerging body of work already operating beyond established binaries of 

zoning versus design, apartment versus house, city versus architecture; a sense 

that, on middle grounds, a renewal of housing as a project of social, formal, and 

urban relevance was taking shape. 

White himself describes the concept of the middle ground like this:

On the middle ground diverse peoples adjust their di	erences through what 

amounts to a process of creative, and often expedient, misunderstandings. 

People try to persuade others who are di	erent from themselves by appeal-

ing to what they perceive to be the values and practices of those others. 

They often misinterpret and distort both the values and the practices of 

those they deal with, but from these misunderstandings arise new meanings 

and through them new practices—the shared meanings and practices of  

the middle ground.4

Sample Pages: Introduction Essay
“What is the Middle Ground, Anyway” by Martin Hättasch 
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For White, the concept of the middle 

ground is all three of the following:  

a physical space (in his case, the 

territory of the Great Lakes), a 

chronological concept (such as the 

time between “the historical fore-

ground of European invasion and 

occupation” and the background 

of native American “defeat and 

retreat”5), and, most importantly, a 

dialogic process of cultural produc-

tion that can produce new meanings. 

Interestingly, these meanings are 

not produced through a process 

of compromise, but rather of cre-

ative misunderstanding, notably 

attempting to make sense of the 

other’s position from one’s own 

(limited) vantage point. For White, 

therefore, this process—precisely 

because it is flawed—ultimately 

allows “in-betweenness” to emerge 

as a “conceptual thread”6 from which 

new and distinct (cultural) practices 

develop. 

White’s triple-definition of the 

middle ground thus serves us not in 

terms of its subject matter—this book 

is not intended to connect the early 

period of interactions between Euro-

pean settlers and North American 

Indigenous tribes to today’s housing 

challenges, though an exploration of 

how colonial practices have a�ected 

the ways in which we look at real 

estate today in North America has 

merit as a project in its own right— 

but because it o�ers a uniquely com-

prehensive conceptual framework 

for what it means to operate on the 

middle ground. As a physical attri-

bute, the middle ground in housing 

describes a density range that falls in 

between the large apartment block 

and the single-family house as well 

as the morphological consequences 

of this medium-density range; as a 

chronological concept it can help 

frame the evolution of these housing 

types in practice and discourse; and 

as a dialogical process it encom-

passes the ways in which housing is 

generated today.

Missing Middle Ground

The idea to frame practices of 

housing through the notion of “in- 

betweenness” is not entirely new.  

In architecture and urbanism, the 

idea of “missing middle” housing was 

formulated from within the dis-

course of New Urbanism more than a 

decade ago. The concept builds upon 

the apt identification of a key prob-

lem that North America’s growing 

urban centers have been facing over 

the last decade, namely that housing 

has gravitated toward extremes: on 

the one hand, e�orts at densification 

have sparked massive developments 

of multistory apartment blocks; on 

the other, the freestanding single- 

family house has remained the 

unchallenged ideal of many Amer- 

icans to date. Nationwide, single- 

family homes continue to make up 

by far the largest share of housing 

while large multifamily structures 

have seen a steady increase over the 

last decade. This development has 

led to spatial and social disparities. 

And while multiunit structures have 

accelerated the urbanization of a 

few neighborhoods and corridors 

and cater to a transient population of 

young professionals, rising property 

values have made the “house” an 

increasingly unattainable dream for 

many middle-class families.

Against these extremes, missing 

middle housing proposes a density 

range between the apartment block 

and the single-family house, while at 

the same time alluding to the idea of 

a vanishing middle class. The missing 

middle promotes walkable neighbor-

hoods with densities able to sustain 

local amenities and businesses 

without sacrificing essential comforts 

of the single-family home. Gaining 

ground throughout planning depart-

ments across North America, the idea 

has been increasingly reflected in the 

rewriting of zoning codes. 

But despite the groundwork being 

laid, the missing middle appears to 

be stuck in the ino�ensive territory 

of compromise rather than—follow-

ing White’s middle ground—building 

momentum toward new trajectories 

of practice. Its undeniable successes 

have been in calling attention to the 

underrepresented medium-density 

housing range between sprawling 

suburbs and dense urban apartment 

blocks or towers, as well as softening 

zoning restrictions that otherwise 

prevent anything but freestanding 

single-family houses from being 

built. But it has remained a project 

without a discourse. Current missing 

middle housing all too often remains 

entangled in a retrogressive formal 

agenda and the desire to create a 

simulacrum of a premodern city. The 

heavy-handed focus on typologies 

from the American interwar years 

(figure 1) prevalent in many New 

Urbanist interpretations of missing 

middle housing is often coupled 

with an unquestioned acceptance 

of the most economic customary 

construction techniques available 

today. Consequently, housing types 

are reduced to mere plug-in compo-

nents, fundamentally divorced from 

their material nature, and from the 

climatic, social, and urban conditions 

that shaped their development. This 

dual predetermination of form and 

construction leaves little space for 

speculation on either end.

At the same time, an explicit desire 

to “fit in” to the cultural and sym-

bolic space of existing inner-ring 

suburbs and a focus on retroactive 

densification—often in already 

gentrifying neighborhoods—follows 

the existing market-driven logic of 

housing production. In turn, the gap 

between attractive and walkable 

inner-ring suburbs and the contin-

ued outward land grab of a�ordable 

peripheries is further cemented in this 

supply-and-demand logic. With some 

exceptions, missing middle housing  

in its current manifestations rarely 

questions the persistence of the 

nuclear family unit as the basic 

building block of housing, thereby 

implicitly catering to a specific and 

limited demographic and lifestyle. 

Simply put, the missing middle as 

commonly defined and promoted 

today has opened up an import-

ant middle ground for housing and 

urbanism, but has stopped short of 

providing either the discursive depth 

or practical imagination to build on it.

Radical Experimentation: 

A Modernist Legacy 

All but absent from today’s discourse 

on missing middle housing is the 

rich legacy of modernist experi-

mental housing that explored the 

middle ground between house and 

apartment, both as a typological 

experiment and a radical way of 

rethinking the relationship between 

individual, collective, and city. The 

period from the 1950s to early 1970s 

saw an explosion of experimental 

housing projects built across Europe 

and North America. Many were the 

result of an unprecedented postwar 

economic boom combined with the 

optimism of a progressive social 

agenda. At the same time, many of 

these housing projects were con-

ceived as a disciplinary counter 

model to the aging prewar modernist 

doctrine of the Functional City laid 

out by the Congrès Internationaux 

d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM) in 

1933. Voicing discontent with the 

dogmatic approach of CIAM’s old 

guard, a young generation of archi-

tects—several from within CIAM 

ranks—sought to replace both the 

functional segregation of the city 

into distinct zones (living, work-

ing, leisure, and transport) and the 

freestanding object building (often 

referred to as the modernist “tower 

in the park”) with an integrated spa-

tial and (infra)structural framework 

for occupation that could accom-

modate a variety of uses and move 

fluidly between unit, cluster, and 

city scales. Prolifically explored in 

Europe—for example by the mem-

bers of Team 10, a loosely organized 

avant-garde group that emerged out 

of CIAM7—these projects sought 

inspiration beyond the classic mod-

ernist canon of abstraction: George 

Candilis and Shadrach Woods, 

working in Morocco as part of the 

ATBAT-Afrique group (a branch of 

Le Corbusier’s Atelier des bâtisseurs 

formed in 1947), took inspiration 

from the North African vernacular 

and its courtyard typologies, while 

Alison Smithson coined the term 

“mat” building to describe expansive 

low-rise clusters of dense urban fab-

ric that organized space and (infra)

structure as a continuous matrix of 

habitable space. In the Netherlands, 

meanwhile, figures such as Aldo 

van Eyck focused on in-between 

spaces and threshold conditions, 

and conceived projects such as his 

Amsterdam orphanage with the con-

viction that one ought to “make of 

each house a small city and of each 

city a large house.”8

1. Historic example of missing 

middle housing: H. R. Albee 

Fourplex, Portland, 1917. 

Photograph by Ian Poellet via 

Wikimedia Commons, CC  

BY-SA 4.0: https://commons 

.wikimedia.org/wiki/File: 

Albee_Fourplex_1_-_Irvington 

HD_-_Portland_Oregon.jpg

Sample Pages: Introduction Essay
“What is the Middle Ground, Anyway” by Martin Hättasch 
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new forms of collectivity; and at the 

urban scale it can generate alter-

native morphologies for areas of 

urbanization no longer defined by a 

traditional city/suburb dichotomy. 

While the postwar architectural 

discourse on housing may have been 

far from what would be considered 

“interdisciplinary” by today’s stan-

dards, it nevertheless hinged on the 

realization that housing is a process 

that involves a range of expertise and 

constituents, and whose outcome 

is always open-ended and cannot 

be “solved” by a single typology, 

zoning constraint, or financial model. 

Consequently, it would be naïve to 

think that forms of housing that 

originated in the 1960s could simply 

be transferred to today’s economic, 

regulatory, ecological, and social 

environment, just as it would be to 

assume that typologies from the 

interwar years can successfully 

reshape cities today. 

Building upon the lineage of 

postwar housing experimentation, 

this volume of CENTER brings 

together projects, practices, and 

scholarship that advance the spirit 

of these projects rather than their 

form. The middle ground it proposes 

is multi-layered: At a basic level, all 

projects and essays in this volume 

explore housing as an alternative to 

the binaries of the suburban house 

and the high-density apartment 

building, and squarely fall into the 

missing middle range of about ten 

to thirty-five units per acre. More 

important than density as a number, 

however, is that all contributions 

resist both the fetishization of urban 

density as well as the idealization 

of historic vernaculars, and instead 

2. Early example of innovative medium-density 

housing: Horatio West Court Apartments by 

Irving John Gill, 140 Hollister Street, Santa 

Monica, Los Angeles County, 1919–1922. 

Photograph by Marvin Rand. Library of Con- 

gress, Prints & Photographs Division, Historic 

American Buildings Survey, HABS CAL, 

19-SANMO,1-; https://www.loc.gov/item/

ca0298/)

3, 4. Toward a new process: Avenel Cooperative 

Housing Project by Gregory Ain, Los Angeles, 

1947. Top: Drawing by Stephen Crews and  

Samantha Gilk. Bottom: Photograph by Kansas 

Sebastian via Flickr, CC BY-NC-ND 2.0:  

https://www.�ickr.com/photos/kansas 

_sebastian/4651758738/.

In North America, this legacy goes 

back to architects such as Irving Gill 

(figure 2) and Rudolph Schindler, 

who formulated unique architec-

tural responses to the accelerating 

urbanization of the Los Angeles area 

in the first half of the twentieth cen-

tury. Centered around the collective 

cluster scale of grouped units, and in 

Schindler’s case often fully embrac-

ing the emerging automobile culture, 

these early projects simultaneously 

acknowledge and counteract the 

realities of the anonymous sprawl-

ing metropolis. In 1947, Gregory Ain 

created the first co-op–style housing 

models with his Avenel develop-

ment (figures 3 and 4), setting the 

tone for a lineage of projects that 

explored alternative processes of 

collaboration to bring housing into 

existence: New York’s Marcus Garvey 

Park Village, completed in 1976, is 

an ambitious collaboration between 

the Institute of Architecture and 

Urban Studies and the York State 

Urban Development Corporation 

whose lessons have only in recent 

years begun to be reevaluated, while 

the Sun-Tech Condos in Santa 

Monica (1981) o¡er an example of 

the developer-architect partnerships 

that, along the way, creatively sub-

vert existing zoning restrictions.

As transatlantic architectural 

discourse became firmly established 

following World War II, many experi-

mental schemes were built as public 

housing projects—often directly 

influenced by the European dis-

course of Team 10 and others, such 

as Werner Seligman’s Elm Street 

housing complex in Ithaca (1972) 

as an interpretation of Atelier 5’s 

Siedlung Halen in Bern (1957–1961) 

or Louis Sauer’s public work in Phila-

delphia (figure 5). At the same time, 

scholars such as Serge Chermaye¡ 

sought to both refine the conceptual 

underpinnings of Community and 

Privacy9 and advance substantial 

research into how specific housing 

types could respond to the needs of 

di¡erent user groups.

Radical Middle Grounds

The breadth and depth of the hous-

ing experiments undertaken during 

the post-WWII period provide us 

with an instructive template for a 

housing practice that searches for 

radical design solutions beyond 

the status quo through a rigorous 

engagement with social and tech-

nical challenges and opportunities. 

Despite the di¡erences in context, 

and regardless of individual proj-

ect successes or failures, the body 

of work that emerged during this 

period operates within several pro-

ductive middle grounds. It frequently 

addresses the medium-density or 

the low-rise, high-density (LRHD) 

spectrum of housing, and should 

therefore be taken seriously when 

considering the missing middle 

range today. Crucially, architects of 

the 1960s recognized that the unit 

always prefigures a (possible) city, 

and the smallest domestic space 

begins to suggest attitudes toward 

the relationship between individuals, 

architecture, and the city; and there-

fore housing is inevitably a problem 

of urbanism. The almost infinite spa-

tial and organizational malleability 

of the in-between density range still 

o¡ers value today: at the unit level 

it can accommodate the changing 

needs of an increasingly diverse pop-

ulation beyond the nuclear family; 

at the cluster scale it can suggest 
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establish the medium-density range 

as the physical middle ground for 

the exploration of organization, form, 

morphology, or process. At a concep-

tual level, the middle ground reveals 

a series of intersections where unit 

and city scale, collective product and 

collaborative process, and conven-

tion and invention come together, 

allowing the reader to understand 

each author’s position as part of an 

open-ended discourse.

Section one, Between Building and 

City: Housing as Urbanism, turns 

to authors and projects concerned 

with the reciprocity between the 

smallest spatial unit of housing and 

the broader form of the city as a 

direct reflection of how we live and 

interact, and with the resulting mor-

phologies as an embodiment of our 

ecological, economical, and social 

values.

Section two, Between Form and 

Process: New Collective Agendas, 

examines housing as a project that 

involves a multitude of participants 

and constituents, whether directly 

reflected in spatial layouts to address 

changing attitudes toward collective 

space or as collaborative processes 

by which housing is created. 

Section three, Between Perma-

nence and Reinvention: Longevity 

and Adaptation, poses the question 

of how housing models evolve, adapt, 

and change over time. Authors and 

projects in this section explore the 

productive tension between evo-

lution and innovation in housing 

typologies, address notions of adapt-

ability, and trace the persistence of 

discursive trajectories.

Each section assembles scholarly 

essays, projects, and reflections by 

designers, architects, historians, 

and theorists who explore hous-

ing as a vector for transformation 

of existing norms and established 

biases. Some contributions are loud 

and polemic, others subtle; some 

are steeped in a degree of realism 

while others aim to forcefully break 

down established binaries with little 

concern for feasibility. All, however, 

embrace an ethos of speculation and 

experimentation that ultimately let 

the middle ground emerge as a new 

epicenter, and generate “new shared 

meanings” and “new practices,” to 

return to Richard White’s compelling 

definition. Attentive to the processes 

that establish the middle ground 

as a gray area of projections, mis-

readings, and “creative, and often 

expedient, misunderstandings,”10 

the work presented here maintains a 

precarious balance between disci-

plinary expertise and engagement 

with the demands on housing set 

forth from outside the discipline. 

Contributors enter this gray area 

knowingly and are not afraid to make 

leaps of faith to translate findings 

into the language of their field: 

Neeraj Bhatia’s prototypical spatial 

plans distill complex sets of demo-

graphic information down to legible 

spatial diagrams which become 

relatable and inhabitable visions of 

what architectural consequences 

could be, while Peter Barber treats 

an entire city like an architectural 

object. Conversely, they let disci-

plinary concepts become muddled 

in everyday processes outside of 

the disciplinary comfort zone, for 

instance when James Michael Tate 

takes the constructivist linear city to 

the College Station suburbs to wrest 

moments of collectivity from housing 

subdivisions. 

They create discursive middle 

grounds on the very pages of this 

publication, as when Marc Norman 

deconstructs and reconstructs 

Allison Waalvord and Krishnan 

Lal Mistry’s speculative Urban 

Village project through the lens of 

finance and policy. They engage 

in feedback loops and evaluations 

of reevaluations, as in the case 

of Russell Thomsen revisiting his 

own practice’s iconic Re: American 

Dream proposal as a mirror of urban 

change in Los Angeles. They de- and 

re-contextualize bodies of work, 

as when Scott Colman and Albert 

Pope reinvent Ludwig Hilberseimer’s 

“equivalent city” as a counterar-

gument to today’s New Urbanist 

missing middle discourse. They 

turn colonial practices on their head 

as in the case of Nelson Mota and 

Rohan Varma questioning what we 

can learn from “sites-and-services” 

strategies in low-income, non- 

western contexts. 

They set up theoretical frame-

works—like Chris Masahiko Moyer’s 

consideration of models of spatial 

and economic sharing—which are 

then demonstrated through relevant 

projects: PRODUCTORA pushes the 

boundaries of spatial sharing on a 

suburban Denver lot, while French 

2D builds community through both 

process and form. They transform 

meticulous research into grand 

visions, like Dean Almy reinventing 

Austin, Texas, as a medium-density 

archipelago, but their research just 

as meticulously documents how 

change over time transforms these 

visions, like Fernando García Huido-

bro revisiting the modernist housing 

development of PREVI. Finally, they 

throw Aldo Rossi for a loop as they 

push housing typologies to unprece-

dented outcomes: Brian Phillips and 

Deb Katz of ISA wrangle with codes, 

impossible sites, and economic 

imperatives to create skinny lofts 

and stack town houses on top of big-

box stores. 

Taken together, it is our hope that 

Radical Middle Grounds begins to 

point toward possible futures for 

a discourse on the increasingly 

relevant missing middle housing 

range: a discourse that embraces 

design speculation but does not shy 

away from the specifics of real-world 

conditions; a discourse that does 

not claim to have all the solutions; 

a discourse that is aware of its own 

history but is not self-serving; a 

discourse that neither insists on 

disciplinary purity nor preemptively 

declares disciplinary boundaries 

obsolete; and a discourse that is 

willing to suspend those boundaries 

where needed in the service of better 

agendas for housing in the twenty- 

first century.

5. Toward a new morphology: Penn’s Landing 

Square by Louis Sauer, Philadelphia, 1968. 

Drawing by Maria Berrios, Andres Mendoza, 

and Mila Santana.
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Neighborly Houses:  

Collective Clusters

James Michael Tate

Introduction

Detached housing is synonymous 

with single-family subdivision prod-

ucts. Intentionally predictable, the 

typical subdivision is structured as 

a collection of individual parcels of 

land subdivided into lots, each with 

a freestanding single-family house 

accessed by a street. Many factors 

prevent curbing this approach to 

land development. The reality is 

many small cities have needs where 

multi-unit housing is not the appro-

priate solution, and where housing 

providers only have the capacity to 

produce units in smaller quantities. 

This suggests the need to reassess 

strategies of detached housing  

that o�er alternative neighborhood 

patterns and programs.

Working in semirural areas that 

are neither small towns nor big 

cities, the design research intro-

duced here investigates variations on 

subdivision formats and considers 

ways that detached housing can be 

organized into clusters to address 

social, financial, and environmental 

considerations. Serving individuals 

and families in the Brazos Valley 

region of Texas who face significant 

housing barriers, the design strat-

egies are a collaboration between 

Bryan-College Station (BCS) based 

nonprofit The REACH Project and 

my architectural practice T8projects. 

Departing from the formulaic serial 

lineup of production-builder tract 

houses, we are proposing a diverse 

collection of detached structures 

whose arrangement empower per-

sonal and collective ambitions. The 

arrangement seeks to provide resi-

dents with a sense of independence 

and individual autonomy along with 

the social benefits of interdepen-

dence without anonymity.

Megaregion Outposts 

The Texas Triangle is a megaregion,  

a territory anchored by three of the 

largest and fastest growing metro-

politan areas in the United States. 

Combined, the Dallas-Fort Worth 

Metroplex in the North, the Houston  

Area in the Southeast, and the 

Austin-San Antonio Corridor in the 

Southwest are home to roughly 

twenty million of Texas’s thirty 

million residents. A lot of attention 

focuses on these metropolises as 

representative of the megaregion. 

In the background of these urban 

zones, however, are agricultural and 

wild lands. This mostly privately 

owned landscape of the megaregion 

is an assemblage of hills, plains,  

pastures, prairies, forests, and of 

course highway and freight rail 

transportation infrastructures. It 

is important to emphasize these 

are not virgin natural landscapes 

or public lands; they are indus-

trialized working landscapes. 

Extractive, these are zones that 

harvest resources above and below 

ground. Nestled within this image 

of a countryside is a middle ground, 

a collection of settlements that are 

relatively unknown outside of Texas. 

These include medium-sized cities 

such as BCS in the Brazos Valley, 

and micropolitan cities such as 

Lufkin-Nacogdoches in the Piney 

Woods.

These smaller cities di�er from 

the five anchor cities of the Texas 

Triangle, but they make significant 

contributions to a megaregion 

whose economy is equivalent to the 

fifteenth largest in the world.1 While 

West Texas maintains the image and 

mythology of a sparsely inhabited 

high desert landscape, nowhere  

else in the United States does such 

a large concentration of people live 

in urbanized areas in proximity to 

agricultural and energy resources  

as the Texas Triangle. This is fueling  

the sustained explosive growth 

of Texas, and the topic of housing 

in the wildland-urban interface 

(WUI)—where new housing is almost 

exclusively developed as production- 

builder single-family detached 

subdivision products—cannot be 

ignored. This is true of housing  

in WUI zones and infill within  

the existing neighborhoods of  

twentieth-century small towns.

Land Conversion and Homesteads 

On average, the Texas Triangle adds 

nearly half a million new residents 

each year.2 Much of that growth 

happens in the peripheral edges of 

its metropolitan areas where home-

steads are converted to suburban 

land uses. The lack of geographic 

constraints and minimal planning 

restrictions other than those defined 

by homeowners’ associations (HOAs) 

has allowed the megaregion to 

All images by T8projects unless otherwise noted. 9998

is that zones that primarily house 

vehicles could eventually infill  

with housing. 

Beyond the nuclear family house-

hold, REACH encourages a diversity 

of neighbor adjacencies, a landscape 

that is shared and relaxes property 

boundaries, essentially dissolving 

lot lines. Units cluster in ways that 

create smaller semi-enclosed pocket 

courts. The favoring of a shared 

landscape is beginning to result 

in determining what parts of the 

landscape are programmed with 

activities, and which are low-main-

tenance planting. It is yet to be 

determined if individual units will 

have a dedicated porch or garden, 

if it will be shared, or something 

in-between. As we are designing the 

massing of units, we are attentive 

to their points of entry, and trying to 

find ways to position them so that 

interaction with neighbors is encour-

aged, but not forced. Some of this 

comes down to providing two entries 

per unit. Because the units face out-

ward and inward, we are questioning 

how to privilege front, rear, and side 

orientations simultaneously. That 

factor, along with budget consider-

ations, has been one of the biggest 

in pushing the overall architectural 

language of the exterior to practice 

restraint, and allow di�erence and 

nuance to emerge through the 

arrangement of units.

Each cluster block along the street 

works with the same basic build-

ing blocks but arranges them into 

di�erent combinations. This should 

not be confused with each cluster 

having the same equal parts redis-

tributed. While all clusters have a 

mix of households, and attempt to be 

equitable, some have more individ-

uals, others multigenerational, and 

others nuclear. This decision was 

made because the same set of units 

on each block, rearranged di�erently, 

still resulted in each cluster being 

3. The collection of housing units within the 

proposed project organized based on size and 

formal characteristics. 

4. The working site model is actively used 

at public meetings to talk about collective 

arrangements of detached units. 

5. A linearly organized housing cluster that combines multigeneration, nuclear family, and single person units on a shared lot. 

too similar. Also, as the site condi-

tions become swampier, there is less 

building footprint and more open 

landscape. These decisions are not 

determined by data, but rather are 

attempts to explore di�erent formal 

arrangements and programmatic 

dynamics that promote di�erent 

notions of individuals and collectives 

across scales of the intervention. 

Some clusters are intended to be 

very intimate, almost an enclosed 

courtyard, others are an assemblage 

that negotiates center-periphery 

relationships, and some are quite 

separated pavilions in the flood 

plain. The outdoor spaces framed by 

housing clusters aim to be informal, 

small to large. These are currently 

developing into a combination of 

flexible spaces that adapt over time 

and specific programmed spaces. 

The detached house to an 

architect is often a platform for 

experimentation, a bespoke project 

whose uniqueness and person-

alization challenges the ubiquity 

and anonymity of generic produc-

tion-builder houses. This project is 

actively forcing my team to resist 

the tendency to approach the private 

detached house unit as singular. At 

the same time, they should not be 

generic. Perhaps they should occupy 

a middle ground, a family of forms, 

silhouettes, and building elements.

The material, labor, and financial 

constraints demand approaching 

questions of architectural form 

rationally and with an economy of 

means—being modest and gener-

ous, we say. REACH’s proforma, the 

realities of making the project move 

from vision to reality, is dependent 

on being conscious of a price point 

significantly less than the average 

house on the market. Di�erent from 

the existing builder products, the 

proposed houses need to consider 

the long-term costs of maintaining 

and operating a house. Recognizing 

that, e�iciencies in layout and lean 

construction are important. Each 

house negotiates open and enclosed 

spaces. Avoiding corridors, jack-

and-jill bathrooms, and service core 

kitchens help with organizational 

design decisions. All houses will 

have some scale of entry or porch 

that establishes connections that 

prevent isolation and promote social 

bonds. Roof geometries are governed 

by pitches to utilize it performa-

tively and to produce gestures that 

subtlety express character. Scale of 

cladding, size of windows, depth of 

eaves, thickness, gutters, articulation 

of surfaces—utilitarian things are 

seen as potential design opportu-

nities. The taxonomy of unit plans 

are becoming modularized as the 

designs develop to help gain e�icien-

cies in building construction. As this 

evolves, to avoid the appearance of 

sameness, we are beginning to study 

ways that some detached units can 

become non-symmetrical duplexes 

or have a party-wall face, edge, or 

corner with a neighboring unit. That 

recent development is also allowing 

us to keep the number of people 
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Hierarchy and Equivalence 

in Urban Reform

Scott Colman and Albert Pope

Ideology of the Transect

This edition of CENTER puts 

forward the general problem of 

“medium-density” housing with the 

ambition to consider housing typol-

ogies overlooked by advocates of 

the “missing middle.” Our response 

to the problem of a missing middle 

questions the polarizing approach by 

which this middle is defined. In that 

approach, with regard to urban form, 

a single, high-density center and a 

sprawling, low-density periphery are 

used to define a medium density in 

between. In terms of architectural 

form, the poles are defined by the 

dense mid- and high-rise buildings 

of the urban core and the detached, 

single-family house of the periphery. 

The “missing middle” is conceived to 

bridge this gap.

It is no surprise that the neo-tra-

ditionalist school of New Urbanism 

finds the notion of the “missing 

middle” compelling. Although the 

idea that cities have a center and a 

periphery is widely held, New Urban-

ists seem particularly committed 

to maintaining the traditional city’s 

monocentric hierarchy. Fundamental 

to their orthodoxy is an analytical 

methodology that imagines a sec-

tional line—a “transect”—extending 

through the urban field from the 

dense and tall historic core of the 

city to the dispersed and low-rise 

urban edge. The intent of the tran-

sect is to establish a mean density 

in relation to which any increase in 

density can be defined as a contri-

bution to urbanism and resistance to 

the problem of contemporary sprawl.

While the e�orts of New Urbanists 

to increase the density of the city 

are progressive, the modesty of the 

increase and its restricted location 

make their approach profoundly 

conservative. Historically, the middle 

of North American cities is built out 

with the row houses, duplexes, and 

courtyard apartments that emerged 

with the streetcar suburbs of the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. Determined by this spatial 

history, advocates of the “missing 

middle” envision these historical 

typologies mediating the polarities of 

center and periphery. They advertise 

these mid-rise historic types as an 

alternative to Manhattan at the core 

and Houston at the periphery.

But these historical models 

produce something quite di�erent 

in the contemporary urban context. 

They are no longer higher density 

dwellings built for working class 

families. The New Urbanist “missing 

middle” gentrifies the inner suburbs 

of North American cities. This is the 

consequence of the urbanization 

that has taken place since the inner 

suburbs were built. The patchwork 

of stitched-together grids constitut-

ing the inner suburbs is now dwarfed 

in scale by a surrounding ocean of 

low-rise suburban development. This 

low-rise development, built since the 

1950s, is characterized by a spine-

based—or cul-de-sac—type of urban 

organization (figure 1). This devel-

opment created a new profile for the 

transect. The existing transect is no 

longer an even density gradient; it 

starts out high, then immediately 

drops, flat as a pancake. Instead of 

forming a triangle, the contemporary 

transect takes the shape of a hockey 

stick. The middle ground of a hockey 

stick profile is a very small portion of 

the city, the cusp between the core 

and an expansive periphery.

The focus on the historic typolo-

gies of the inner suburbs suggests 

the “middle ground” reformers 

are less concerned with a crisis 

in housing than with a privileged 

notion of “choice.” For those at the 

high end, there is a genuine com-

fort in choosing to live in a simpler 

past. But a moderate increase in the 

density of the North American city’s 

historic grids will do little to address 

the housing shortage or reduce the 

supersized carbon consumption of 

our sprawling cities. By taking up 

historic housing types and focusing 

on the urban middle ground, this 

densification strategy turns its back 

on the vast expanse of suburbia and 

its increasingly diverse, predomi-

nantly working-class inhabitants.

In part, this blindness to the extent 

and diversity of the contemporary 

city is a consequence of the sub-

urban condition itself. Diversity is 

rendered invisible by spine-based, 

cul-de-sac urbanism. Indeed, the 

myths underwriting the suburbs 

have led the vast majority of its 

inhabitants to not think of them-

selves as “working class.” In the 

United States, indi�erence to class 

is a lingering symptom of belief in 

manifest destiny, a faith inextricable 

1716

for single-family typologies, each 

ground-story house with its own 

private garden, that attain densities 

of “80, 40, and 20 persons per acre,” 

the latter to allow for large areas of 

private vegetable gardens (figure 6).  

In 1951, Hilberseimer saw no need 

for Chicago to have a higher density 

than it did. “There is no reason to 

increase it any further,” the report 

states. “At such a density, it is possi- 

ble to have large apartment build-

ings, single family houses and row 

houses of one and two stories.”4  

His primary concern was the reorga-

nization of dwelling for equality  

and choice.

Hilberseimer could not have 

envisioned the catastrophic conse-

quences of low urban densities on 

our climate, but he could have easily 

solved them within the bounds of his 

urban project. With respect to both 

expectations for space and con-

sumption of land, his ideas may yet 

prove applicable. His proposals—with 

typological variety, a mix of uses, and 

sustainable densities—now seem like 

a magical feat of design. We have 

become so accustomed to the com-

modified uniformity and ine�icient 

logics of the postwar suburb that the 

wide streets, front gardens, exor-

bitant setbacks, large houses, and 

oversized lots of North American set-

tlement seem natural and something 

of a right. His denser single-family 

schemes—less specific masterplans 

than templates for invention—make 

clear that we can radically increase 

the density of our cities to reduce 

our carbon footprint while increasing 

housing choice and a�ordability. And 

we can do so across the entire city, 

not just in the inner ring.

Suburban Density and 

the Housing Problem

There is today, as there was in Hil-

berseimer’s day, an enormous gap 

between what we can imagine and 

what we can produce. In the near 

future, this gap will have to close. 

Climatic disruptions and growing 

inequality are calling into question 

the exorbitant land use and energy- 

intensive lifestyles of our present 

mode of urbanization.

The inflated expectations accom-

panying present urbanization 

have shifted the housing market 

toward the upper end of the income 

4, 5. “Studies of Architectural Variations by Maintaining the Density [at 100 people per acre].” Figures 192 and 193 in Ludwig Hilberseimer, The Nature of 

Cities: Origin, Growth, and Decline; Pattern and Form; Planning Problems (Chicago: Paul Theobald & Co., 1955), 212–13.

spectrum and diminished the pro-

portion of a�ordable housing stock. 

Moreover, the pressures on land are 

only increasing. We not only face the 

problem of limiting the consumption 

of land by housing, not least to limit 

urban sprawl and reduce growth 

in carbon emissions from private 

transportation and construction, we 

also face the problems of maintain-

ing arable land for food production 

(which is declining in productivity 

with climate change); of mitigating 

the e�ects of climate change, such 

as flooding; and of producing and 

transporting clean energy. Although 

the scenarios vary, in any version of 

a sustainable future, the scale of this 

undertaking is mind boggling. We 

should be acutely conscious of the 

fact that we are solving the wrong 

problem. Massive investment in 

clean energy and battery technol-

ogy is largely necessary because of 

the high energy consumption of the 

North American suburbs.

By regulating development 

according to the logic of equaliza-

tion, we can consolidate our cities 

into denser—low-rise, high-rise, or 

mixed—settlements. The notion that 

we should simply accept the density 

of the existing North American city, 

limit our vision to the inner suburbs 

of our cities, or accept century-old 

typologies is self-defeating. We 

desperately need to increase the 

density of our cities, the freedom to 

invent new housing types, and the 

opportunity to put those types into 

an appropriate relationship, ecologi-

cally integrated with the landscape, 

at a local (sub-metropolitan) scale, 

across the city as a whole.

6. Density studies for single-family housing at “80, 40, and 20 persons per 

acre.” Figure 36 in Ludwig Hilberseimer, et al., Plan of Chicago, June, 1951, 

bound report. Ludwig Karl Hilberseimer Papers, Ryerson and Burnham Art 

and Architecture Archives, Art Institute of Chicago.

Notes

1 Ludwig Hilberseimer, “Flachbau und Flachbautypen,” Moderne Bau- 

formen (1931): 475.

2 See, for example, Hilberseimer, “Flachbau und Flachbautypen,” 471–78 

and Ludwig Hilberseimer, “Flachbau und Stadtraum,” Zentralblatt der 

Bauverwaltung vereinigt mit Zeitschrift für Bauwesen 51, nos. 53–54 

(1931): 773–77.

3 “The practical realization of these findings is for the time being still 

hindered by building regulations, especially the division of con-

struction into classes [with di�ering requirements . . .]. Essentially 

determining for this division of construction into classes is the profit 

motive of land exploitation.” Hilberseimer, “Flachbau und Flachbau-

typen,” 475.

4 See the section on “Density” in Ludwig Hilberseimer et al., Plan of  

Chicago, June, 1951, bound report in the Ludwig Karl Hilberseimer 

Papers, Ryerson and Burnham Libraries, Art Institute of Chicago, 

Series 6, Box 2, Folder 11.
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Housing Forms for  
New Family Forms 
Neeraj Bhatia

Year

2022

Program

Residential / single unit 

Size

Varies

Project team and collaborators

Design Team: Neeraj Bhatia and Duy Nguyen, THE OPEN WORKSHOP

Commissioned by Andrew Bruno, One House Per Day
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Notes

1 See for instance: Pier Vittorio Aureli and Maria Shéhérazade Giudici, “Familiar Horror: Toward a 

Critique of Domestic Space,” Log 38 (Fall 2016), 105–29.

2 David Brooks, “The Nuclear Family Was a Mistake,” The Atlantic, March 2020, theatlantic.com/

magazine/archive/2020/03/the-nuclear-family-was-a-mistake/605536.

3 It is worth mentioning that more traditional families are increasingly also moving to multigener-

ational family structures to provide more support to the elderly while also providing shelter to a 

younger generation of professionals that are priced out of the housing market. See: Brooks, “The 

Nuclear Family was a Mistake.” 

4 Sophie Lewis, Abolish the Family: A Manifesto for Care and Liberation (Verso: London, 2022), 13. 

5 Stravos Stavrides, Common Space: The City as Commons (ZED: London, 2016), 2, 35. 

socialized with particular hierarchies and roles, whereas the 

latter need to establish protocols for governance.4 Through an 

ongoing process of working together, negotiating, and organiz-

ing, found families employ commoning practices to deem what 

is to be named, valued, used, and symbolized in common.5 Not 

only does this provide more agency for found families to de�ne 

their own way of life, it recognizes that these family forms are 

continually evolving. Given the deeply entrenched regime of 

private property that commodi�es the single-family home and 

its land, it is no surprise that little development e�ort has been 

a�orded to found families. Despite the radical potential for do-

mestic experimentation in found families, many occupy struc-

tures that emerged for the nuclear family—as such, their forms 

often attempt to stabilize familial relationships while separating 

and individuating members within space. 

The expansion of the legal de�nition of family needs to be 

complemented with housing forms that seek not to individuate 

the family members and rea rm private property, but rather to 

acknowledge and support the evolutionary nature of new family 

forms, and their new forms of sharing and caring. New family 

forms are not commonly shaped according to received social-

ized hierarchies—their composition, organization, and structure 

are often designed and redesigned. This requires an architecture 

that enables di�erent states of occupation and the reappropria-

tion of space. The following houses challenge the single-family 

home by challenging the nuclear family itself, o�ering spaces 

that empower new family forms.

3a/3b. A Room for Everything, Part I

A static and mobile grid of walls enclose 

domestic infrastructures that can be 

designed and redesigned to create a range 

of room sizes and adjacencies.
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Bay State Cohousing 
French 2D

Year

2023

Location

Malden, Massachusetts, United States

Program

Residential / cohousing / thirty housing units (mix of studio, 1BR, 2BR, 3BR) 

and 5,000+ square feet of common spaces

Size

48,700 square feet (living area: 33,500; underground garage: 15,200)

Project team and collaborators

Architect: French 2D, Boston: Jenny French, Anda French, AIA (partners); 

Estelle Yoon (summer intern) 

Associated Architect: Linda Neshamkin, AIA 

Structural Engineer: TFMoran 

MEP Engineer: Norian/Siani Engineering 

Civil Engineer: H. W. Moore Associates, a division of Hancock Associates 

Geotechnical Engineer: McPhail Associates 

General Contractor: Landmark Structures 

Landscape Architect: CBA Landscape Architects 

Development Consultant: Urban Cohousing 

Speci�cations: Putnam Associates 

Acoustical Consultant: Cavanaugh Tocci Associates 

Energy Consultant: CleaResult 

Code Consultant: Commercial Construction Consulting

113112

Bay State Cohousing is a typology-challenging multifamily 
structure for a group of thirty households self-developing  
a community at the northern edge of Metropolitan Boston.  
Fit into a single form on a three-quarter-acre site, the project 
follows the cohousing model to balance communal and indi-
vidual living. Each of the thirty units provides the amenities 
of a private home, while an ample “common house” program 
dispersed throughout the building also strengthens connections 
around shared spaces and resources. Key to this project is  
that the process of design parallels the process of building the 
community.

The building can be seen both as a single object and as a 
heap. It is a complex that layers multiple levels of public and 
private space and is intentionally not a scattering of buildings, 
which is the typical arrangement for many of the approximately 
130 cohousing communities in the United States. Often rural  
or suburban, these communities sprinkle traditional single- 
family homes around a large common house of shared dining, 
cooking, and living spaces. On a tight site with strict zoning  
regulations, our consolidated approach instead allows for  
interwoven relationships between common spaces, individual 
apartments, and outdoor decks and gardens, all within a  
short walking distance to a major subway stop.

The design was developed through French 2D’s own partic-
ipatory design model, which is based on the belief that future 
residents have the capacity, and should have the agency, to 
make major decisions about the design of their living environ-
ment. Anda and Jenny incrementally cobuilt a vocabulary to 
connect visual and verbal descriptions to help future residents 
name their likes and dislikes. This model was carried out in  
two major workshops during each of the four design phases 
(visioning, concept, schematic and design development), and 
used defamiliarization techniques and alliance building through 
paired design conversations between members.

At the conclusion of the design development phase, the 
City of Malden amended their zoning regulations to explicitly  
prohibit buildings of four stories or greater in this zone.  
Without losing any program or relationships, French 2D  
redesigned the building in a two-month period to meet these 
new regulations. This quick redesign was only possible  

1. (previous page) The building dissolves away 

around a partially interior courtyard, stepping 

back and creating a vertical set of contiguous 

planting areas and outdoor social space that ne-

gotiate the site’s topographical drop from front 

to back. Image: Naho Kubota.

2. (facing page) Daily life, chance meetings, and 

social vibrancy are reinforced by the eroded 

interior of the semi-open courtyard form, en-

suring that each resident has a view to common 

space activity from their own front door. Image: 

Naho Kubota.

Sample Pages: Projects
Subtle variations in layout, graphic treatment, and fonts distinguish proj-
ect-based contributions from essays. A goal was to �uidly integrate built and 
unbuilt work into the discursive context framed by the essays.

Top left and right: “Housing Forms for New Family Forms” by Neeraj Bhatia.
Bottom left and right: “Bay State Cohousing” by French2D.
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Urban Village 
Krishnan Lal Mistry and 
Allison Walvoord

Year

2018

Location

Austin, Texas, United States

Program

Residential / nineteen units

Size

25,683 square feet

Project team and collaborators

Krishnan Lal Mistry and Allison Walvoord, Assoc. AIA

Studio instructor: Martin Hättasch, The University of  

Texas at Austin School of Architecture

1. Exterior view. Spaces between units encourage interaction 

between the private and the collective realm. 
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Deconstructing  

and Reconstructing  

an Urban Village in  

the American Landscape

Marc Norman1

Why Can’t We Have Nice Things?

The American housing landscape is 

remarkably homogeneous. Across 

vast distances, climates, and his-

torical conditions, certain elements 

are ubiquitous: the single-family 

detached home, the quarter-acre lot, 

the segregated business district, the 

shopping strip. Some reasons for 

this date back almost to the founding 

of the republic, others emerged in 

the mid-twentieth century. Together 

these elements are codified in law, 

regulation, finance, and an American 

ethos of life, liberty, and the pursuit 

of home ownership. Interestingly, 

they create a certain level of stabil-

ity, but also stifle the freedom and 

creativity that might drive solutions 

to our most intractable problems, 

like housing a ordability and equal 

access (figures 1 and 2).

Architects and planners have 

speculated on better models for 

housing design, finance, and pol-

icy frameworks for decades. From 

“towers in the park,” which would 

marry the suburban idyll with higher 

densities, to Buckminster Fuller’s 

Dymaxion House, which liberated 

the home from its site, we have 

interesting models to investigate. 

However, these models either failed 

in terms of providing a long-term 

solution for social housing, or failed 

to scale in the context of innova-

tive construction methods (figure 

3). Equally, in the world of finance, 

models for shared ownership, like 

the cooperative, or di erent ways of 

sharing space, like co-living, have 

interesting historical and extant 

examples, though have never made 

up even 3 percent of our housing 

stock.2 Single-family reigns; multi- 

family is seen as a temporary  

condition on the way to ownership 

(figure 4). Why do good ideas die 

between design and implemen-

tation? Why do the interesting 

prototypes written up in the archi-

tectural press stay one-o  and fail 

to scale? What are the ways some 

of these innovative models might 

trickle into and start to a ect the 

flow of the river that is the housing 

system? Answers to these questions 

are many and require knowledge not 

only of design and policy, but also 

of FIRE (Finance, Insurance, and 

Real Estate) as well as the history of 

each of these sectors in the United 

States.3

This investigation attempts 

to overlay the complexity of our 

systems of real estate and finance 

onto a speculative design project 

that endeavors to change the way 

neighbors relate to each other and 

the ways that families occupy space. 

The designer will always bring a 

certain expertise, foreign and almost 

magical in the eyes of the financier, 

but also overly optimistic and a tad 

naive. Likewise, the financier or 

developer will bring precedent and 

institutional knowledge, but also a 

willful pragmatism that often forgoes 

debate over the e icacious and the 

expeditious, the tried and the true. 

Rather than the space between 

high and low density, a relevant 

“middle ground” to explore is the 

space between the speculative and 

the practical, where both ends are 

challenged and transformed in the 

back-and-forth between design and 

finance, land use and tenure, zoning 

and occupation.

The plan for Krishnan Lal Mistry  

and Allison Walvoord’s Urban Village 

project immediately reveals an 

incongruity with the surrounding 

landscape and our notions of owner-

ship and occupancy (figure 5).  

The proposed scheme takes a recti-

linear lot of 0.8 acres and combines 

parcels to create a nineteen-unit 

development in a primarily single- 

family neighborhood in Austin, 

Texas. Both lot lines and living 

patterns become jumbled in this 

scheme in order to “extend units 

across multiple volumes while other 

larger volumes can hold multiple 

units. The scheme examines how  

the seemingly opposing ideas of 

individual expression and collective 

living can be embodied in a single 

complex,” according to Walvoord  

and Mistry.

8584

explorations of Gordon Matta-Clark 

come to mind, as well as the devel-

opments over the last decade by 

architects and developers who have 

experimented with forms that deviate 

from the traditional gridded block and 

lot pattern.5 The di�erence between 

these schemes and Urban Village is 

that they were formulated to exploit 

ine�iciencies and create housing 

where conventional development 

would not typically be built. Jonathan 

Tate, principal of the architectural 

practice OJT, has produced devel-

opments in New Orleans that have 

an ostensibly similar plan to Urban 

Village, but are driven by odd lots 

and left-over parcels in historic New 

Orleans neighborhoods.6 The form 

is truly driven by the constraints of a 

site rather than placing constraints on 

a currently conventional site. Given 

the actual urban context and regu-

latory environment, Urban Village 

as proposed requires not just design 

interventions placed on a site, but a 

new set of mechanisms to bring the 

project as formulated from design to 

implementation (figures 8 and 9).

Inventing and Subsidizing 

the American Dream

In the first chapter of Carol Willis’s 

1995 book, Form Follows Finance, 

she notes: “I downplay the role 

of architects and designers to 

emphasize the parameters fixed 

by municipal regulations and by 

functional, structural and program-

matic demands.” She does note 

exceptions, specifically Raymond 

Hood when she singles him out as 

“a designer who was able to manip-

ulate both clients and the zoning 

envelope to produce buildings that 

broke the mold while still satisfying 

the rules of cost and return.” Willis 

is discussing the form and finance 

of skyscrapers, but her words and 

insights are applicable to suburban 

residential conditions that permeate 

the US housing landscape. Form 

indeed follows finance and also the 

myths we hold as truths. In inves-

tigating the projects of the Radical 

Middle Grounds studio, and specif-

ically Urban Village, these are ideas 

worth incorporating into the analysis 

if we are committed to moving from 

paper to site, idea to implemented 

project.7

At once the greatest generator of 

middle-class wealth and the root of 

many of our problems, from sprawl 

to wealth inequality to commodifi-

cation of a basic human need, the 

single-family house is the most ubiq-

uitous, most subsidized, and most 

sought-after asset class. Beyond 

wood, stucco, asphalt, and glass, 

what we don’t see are the subsi-

dies, regulations, and protocols that 

shape housings, form, finance, and 

finance-ability. Changing the way we 

6. New York City gridded map from 1811. The 

Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, 

Prints and Photographs: Print Collection, The 

New York Public Library. “This map of the city 

of New York and island of Manhattan . . . .”  

New York Public Library Digital Collections.  

https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/ 

510d47d9-7a92-a3d9-e040-e00a18064a99

7. Sanborn Map of Urban Village Site in Austin, Texas. Sanborn Map Company.

8. Unconventional building designs for odd lots. Jonathan Tate, Starter Home Project. OJT Architects.

9. Complete House 

on unconventional 

lot, 3106 St. Thomas 

Street, New Orleans, 

OJT Architects. 

Photo by William 

Crocker.

Sample Pages: Discursive Middle Grounds
�e very pages of the book at times become middle grounds for internal conver-
sations and critical re�ections. Shown above is an example of a dialogue between 
a project (Krishnan Lal Mistry / Alison Walvoord, “Urban Village”, top left and  
right) and an essay (Marc Norman: “Deconstructing and Reconstructing an Ur-
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In Austin, Texas, as in most North American cities, the ideal 
of the free-standing house is inextricably tied to the idea of 
individual identity and in turn has been elevated to a planning 
doctrine under current building codes. In response, Urban  
Village takes “house-ness” to an extreme. A dense aggrega-
tion of self-similar objects on the site identify as “houses” 
at �rst sight and endorse the desire for formal and symbolic 
legibility of the private dwelling. Upon closer inspection, how-
ever, this assumed equation that “one unit equals one house” 
no longer holds true: a single unit may span several volumes, 
and, conversely, a single “house-volume” may accommodate 
several units. Living spaces interconnect in unexpected ways, 
presenting inhabitants with a wide variety of possible neigh-
borly interactions reinforcing a comprehensive and shared 
identity through density and integration. Independent of 
their use as private patios or collective programs, the spaces 
between buildings e�ect a visual and physical connectedness 
that encourage moments of nearness in the community.  
The ground upon which the neighborhood unfolds is itself 
highly sculpted, generating sectional thresholds between  
collective and private spaces, and accommodating parking 
which is tucked under the living spaces and along the alley  
on the north side of the site. As a result, the community is 
legible at two scales: as a collection of individual objects and 
a single object that consists of many constituent parts. Urban 
Village thus oscillates between part and whole, a�rming  
both individual expression and the presence of the collective 
in the city.

All images by Krishnan Lal Mistry and Allison Walvoord.

2. (facing page, top) Urban Village bird’s eye 

view. The assumed equation that “one unit 

equals one house” does not hold true in this 

scheme: a single unit may span several volumes, 

and, conversely, a single volume may accommo-

date several units. 

3. (facing page, bottom) Second level �oor plan. 

ban Village in the American Landscape,” bottom left and right.), in which Marc 
Norman considers the project through a lens of real estate and �nance.
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RE–RE:AD 

Russell N. Thomsen

RE: American Dream was a self-initiated proposal by a group of six young, Los Angeles– 

based architectural firms to redefine what constitutes property and ownership, and  

to reconsider notions of housing, neighborhood, density, and the significance of home 

in Los Angeles. Participating firms were Roger Sherman Architects, Janek Bielski, 

Guthrie-Buresh Architects, StudioWorks (Mary-Ann Ray), Johnson-Favro Architecture, 

and COA (Ron Golan, Eric A. Kahn & Russell N. Thomsen). The work was supported  

by a grant from the Graham Foundation for Advanced Studies in the Fine Arts and 

exhibited at the Los Angeles Municipal Art Gallery in Barnsdall Park. A book docu-

menting the work was published by Princeton Architectural Press. 

Re: American Dream

COA (Central O�ce of Architecture)

Year

1995

Location

Los Angeles, California, United States

Program

Residential / 68 housing units (+ Retail, O�ce, Recreation)

Size

Site area: 218,000 square feet

Housing units (total area): 87,300 square feet

Retail/o�ce area: 24,000 square feet

Recreation area: 32,000 square feet

Project team and collaborators

COA (Ron Golan, Eric A. Kahn, Russell N. Thomsen (principals);  

David LeClerc)

[ 4 8
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While many spectacular building 

sites exist in Los Angeles, most 

of the land is characterized by 

unremarkable conditions. Large 

zones are devoid of any perceiv-

able geographical features thus 

encouraging the repetition of 

a simple unsophisticated house 

type ad infinitum.

The site for this project is a nearly 

flat block bounded on all four 

sides by different conditions. To 

the south is Washington Boule-

vard, a commercially zoned street 

that becomes a major thorough-

fare during peak commute hours. 

Hauser Avenue, on the west, 

is a well-used secondary street 

traveled by motorists trying to 

avoid the parallel-traffic-clogged 

primary streets. On the east is 

Ridgeley Avenue which termi-

nates at the north end of the site, 

where it is crossed by the Ballona 

Creek. Once a natural creek, the 

Ballona Creek is now a concrete 

walled flood control channel but 

still retains the intrinsic value 

of an identifiable geographical 

feature. 

200 feet/60 meters

1/5000 [original scale]

1/2000 [original scale]

1/1000 [original scale]

1/200 [original scale]

Hauser Facade

Vicinity

20 feet/6 meters

The block is divided in two parts 

by an alley. On Hauser, twenty-

two-feet-wide lots replace the 

existing fifty-feet-wide lots. This 

narrow width is a minimum 

that allows for two side-by-side 

parking spaces. On Ridgeley the 

lots are thirty-three feet wide. A 

retail/office building is proposed 

at the south end of the block on 

Washington and a storage build-

ing forms an interface between 

this building and the housing 

units. As a consequence of the 

increased density, a new park has 

been created at the north end of 

the block next to the creek.

The objective of accommo-

dating higher density housing 

than now exists in the area was 

accomplished by reducing the lot 

sizes and extending the building 

volume upward. Individual land 

ownership is preserved while 

doubling the existing number of 

houses. In order to maintain pri-

vacy under this increased density, 

a system of high walls separates 

the lots.

The reduction of lot size is 

compensated by the efficient re-

allocation of outdoor space. The 

great amount of land previously 

devoted to front and side yards 

and driveways has been internal-

ized and made useful. 

Reduction of the building foot-

prints allows the placement of 

additional units along the alley.

Site Plan

Ridgeley Facade

(1) Current division of property ownership.  

(2) Reduction of lot size reduces land cost 

per dwelling.

(1) Current disposition of dwellings results 

in wasted outdoor space. (2) Buildings 

are located at the perimeter of the site, 

maximizing usable outdoor space in the 

form of courtyards and clearly defining the 

street edge.

(1) Current location of garages and conse-

quential waste of land for driveways.  

(2) All garages and carports are linked 

directly to streets and alleys.

20 feet/6 meters

[ 5 0
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The solution combines three different units 

each of varying size and each responding 

to its location within the block. The living 

area of each type of unit is located on a 

different level to minimize unwanted views 

into neighboring units.

Hauser Unit
Lot size: 22 x 108 feet 

Three bedrooms

The forty-foot height of these units is a re-

sponse to the heavily used nature of Hauser 

Avenue. The height yields two benefits: the 

protection of the interior of the block and 

the reinforcement of a strong street edge. 

These lots are accessible from both ends. 

Cars must park in the garage off the alley 

above which an additional room is located, 

while pedestrians may enter from Hauser. 

The living space is on the first floor and 

is open to the courtyard and the master 

bedroom is on top.

Ridgeley Unit
Lot size: 33 x 80 feet 

Two bedrooms

Ridgeley Avenue is a relatively quiet street 

due to the Ballona Creek which crosses 

at the north end and bars through traffic. 

Units on Ridgeley are lower in total height 

but still provide an interior double height 

space as do all the units. Entry is through 

a small court on Ridgeley and the living 

space, which occupies the ground floor, 

maximizes openness to the courtyard. The 

bedrooms are located on the first floor.

Alley Unit
Lot size: 33 x 42 feet 

One bedroom

These vertically organized units are distrib-

uted along the Ridgeley side of the alley. 

Garages are shared by paired units. Pedes-

trian access from the street is maintained 

by way of an elevated semi-private walk-

way. The living space is a double-height 

volume at the top connected to a sleeping 

porch by an exterior stair. A bedroom is 

provided below the living area.

Ground Floor Plans

1 Garage

2 Courtyard

3 Entry

4 Living

5 Dining

6 Kitchen

7 Bedroom

8 Bathroom

9 Storage

Ridgeley Unit

Ridgeley

Section

Alley Unit

Alley

Hauser Unit

Hauser

Hauser Unit

Roof

Third

Second

First

Ground
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Originally published in 1995, RE: 

American Dream was conceived 

as a speculation on the future of 

the single-family house type in Los 

Angeles, that ubiquitous and endur-

ing middle ground that continues 

to constitute a majority of the city’s 

housing stock. All of us agreed that 

the future of the type was untenable 

in its current form. In spite of dire 

projections of exponential population 

growth, accelerating wealth dispar-

ity, and a looming environmental 

crisis, skepticism and anxiety toward 

urban density persisted. We quickly 

realized that conservative nostalgias 

were useless in the face of impend-

ing urgency. In the background of our 

collective memory, we remembered 

the words of Yeats: “The center 

cannot hold.”

The projects intentionally sought 

out the most banal sites and cir-

cumstances. We avoided eccentric, 

problematic shapes, topographies, 

and situations in order to focus on 

type. A rigorous compilation of data 

gave us a quantitative understand-

ing of existing conditions. Obvious 

intuitions were quickly confirmed 

as alarming facts: the horizontal 

proliferation of the conventional 

suburban house type produced a 

kind of collateral damage where an 

ever-expanding urban perimeter 

would stress-test the limits of the 

infrastructures and resources that 

made it all work.

Responding to pragmatic prob-

lems alone could have driven radical, 

imaginative architectural proposals. 

On the other hand, the city of LA had 

a rich history of imagining the new 

as an end in itself. But as a project of 

architecture, the work had to be both 

intensely pragmatic and transfor-

mative at the same time, a call for 

architecture to respond not only as a 

formal speculation but as a political 

one as well, fully cognizant of its 

agency within the larger context of 

late capitalism. It was perhaps their 

ability to be both intensely rational  

and manifest as a larger thesis  

about architecture in the city that 

brought gravity and durability to  

the proposals.

Elasti(CITY)

The evolution of Los Angeles some-

how never produced a city (at least 

not in an instinctively recognizable 

form). Instead, it developed as a post-

city with neither a single center nor 

a clear boundary, an odd amalgam of 

ecologies.1 Originally, the territory of 

Southern California was developed 

as a series of vast, private, Mexi-

can ranchos; enormous swathes of 

property were secured by individual 

or family ownership and water rights, 

resulting in a large-scale division of 

independent, self-sustaining proper-

ties. As the city developed and land 

use transitioned to post-agricultural 

enterprises, the subdividers went 

to work, plating the land as small, 

repetitive parcels serviced by large 

infrastructural networks. Any sug-

gestion of an urban boundary quickly 

gave way to the force of capital, 

reconceptualizing the city as a thin, 

ever-widening film of sparsity. The 

ease of access to a�ordable, individ-

ual properties unwittingly produced 

repetitive privacies (perhaps the ulti-

mate expression of equity, at least for 

those with the means to own them). 

But instead of a model for collective 

community, it had become an index 

of individual isolation.

As a loose federation of parts 

animated by multiple, redundant 

centers distributed within an (often) 

unremarkable ether, Los Angeles 

is, however, a surprisingly durable 

model of urbanism. Redundancy and 

a lack of conventional hierarchy have 

lent it an ability to adapt nimbly in 

the face of change. Reyner Banham 

realized early on that the anti-urban-

ism of LA produced a model capable 

of loosely structuring a diversity of 

people, cultures, and architectures; 

aspirations for greater coherence 

were no longer relevant. While many 

in the east were dismissive of a place 

that no longer resembled the city 

as they knew it, others came to Los 

Angeles inspired by the de facto 

newness of a more flexible, vacuous 

urbanity. As one of our colleagues 

observed at the time: “We came to 

work in LA because it seemed like 

anything was possible; we could, like 

surgeons perform the most radical 

procedures, knowing the patient 

would never die.”

Urban Paradox

Democracy is the only social system in 

which every individual has a chance to 

express his or her particular will, every 

individual has a vote that counts. The  

paradox is that it only counts as one, as  

an abstract statistic. The individual’s 

particularity is thus annulled by the very 

act of its expression. Examples could be 

multiplied, but the point is already clear—

democracy simultaneously presides over 

the rise of the bourgeois individual and his 

or her anonymity; the modern individual 

is also the “person lost in the crowd.” 

But what is more problematic than this 

paradox are the misguided attempts to 

resolve it. 

—Joan Copjec, The Grid and the Logic 

of Democracy2

Brian: “Listen to me, everyone. You are all 

individuals.”

Crowd: “Yes, we are all individuals!”

Brian: “You are all di�erent.”

Crowd: “Yes, we are all di�erent!”

—Monty Python, Life of Brian3

As architects, we are often called 

upon to produce identities for both 

individuals and groups, an external 

a�irmation of di�erence to counter 

urban anonymity. At its worst, this 

impulse can push back against the 

benefits of more collective action 

as the atomization of interests 

forces them to compete for limited 

resources. At the same time, the 

image of a more unified, singular 

whole fails to recognize vital dif-

ferences (in constituencies, needs, 

and rights) that inspire a sense of 

fair play, substituting the lowest 

common denominator for a more 

nuanced understanding of a diverse 

population. Instead, the urban par-

adox allows for both the individual 

and the collective to coexist in an 

almost contradictory but ultimately 

healthy tension. As Copjec rightly 

observes, to resolve the paradox is  

to kill it. 

Beyond binary, top-down argu-

ments for greater density (the 

vertical metropolis) vs. status-quo 

sparsity (the horizontal suburb), the 

paradox of community and indi-

viduality makes for a productive 

dilemma. How can the inhabitants 

of a city exercise their individual 

wills while at the same time par-

ticipate in the collective benefits of 

the (greater) urban milieu? In the 

face of calamities that are escalat-

ing to full blown catastrophes, the 

model of relentless individuality 

must give way, the scales must tip in 

the direction of more local, collec-

tive action. Crises can now happen 

anywhere, ultimately confronting 

nations, states, and cities every-

where. At the scale of our planet, the 

interdependence of the larger, global 

community dooms isolated acts of 

goodwill to futility. But at the scale of 

the city, located in the middle ground 

of urban housing, the paradox of a 

collective of individuals may begin to 

enable a proliferation of local actions 

to advance an evolving model.

Desperately Creative

Undermining the rigidity of the single- 

family home and its fortresslike grasp on 

the American Dream opens opportunities 

for collectivity and new ways of living.

—Mimi Zeiger, “The American Dream,  

 Updated?”4

The success of urban housing in 

any city depends on a diversity of 

solutions. The sum total aggrega-

tion of types, from the tower to the 

high-density slab to the single-family  

house constitutes a more elastic 

model for urban dwelling. But in 

Los Angeles, the ubiquity of the 

single-family house organized by 

the rationality of the urban block 

endures. Perhaps what has changed 

the discussion of housing more than 

any other is the dire lack of it, driven 

by a crisis of a�ordability.5 Devel-

opers, driven to ever more creative 

models in the pursuit of maximized 

profit, have proposed much larger- 

scale, isolated developments that 

in the name of security (think gated 

communities) and autonomous infra-

structure, sever the link that housing 

once had with the urban structure of 

the city. It continues to be our con-

tention that, as described in Ray and 

Charles Eames’s film Powers of Ten, 

the interdependence between the 

unit of housing, the infrastructure 

of the block, and the urbanism of 

the city constitutes a structure that 

enables the paradox to thrive. While 

urban exceptions abound (think of 

the topography of the Hollywood 

Hills, the non sequiturs produced 

by massive, overhead freeways, and 

the object-buildings of Bunker Hill 

in downtown LA, to name a few), 

the larger urban condition of the city 

remains animated by the block.

The American Dream has 

changed. The oneiric script of a 

nuclear family owning a home within 

a stable, sparse neighborhood has 

evolved. Changing conditions in the 

form of cohousing, expanded family 

structures, cottage industry, acces-

sory dwelling units, urban villages, 

and interdependent ownership 

models challenge the single-family 

type-scenario, demand a rethinking 

of the radical middle ground of hous-

ing. Is the work proposed for RE: 

American Dream back in 1995 still 

relevant? Are the projects durable 

enough to respond to the changing 

ethos of a city in transition? Will the 

center hold, and can it hold more? 

Rather than the erase-and-replace 

mindset that drives conventional 

urban renewal, we imagine a con-

tinuing evolution of the original, 

paradoxical proposal, where per-

haps in a strange way the hand of 

the architect might no longer be 

needed. We envision a series of more 

discrete, DIY hacks that the original 

architecture might sponsor. If the 

excess of the postwar period in Los 

Angeles produced a dream manifest 

as a seemingly boundless duplica-

tion of individual homes, the sobriety 

of the present inspires us to move 

toward moments of shared interde-

pendence (or, as Zeiger writes, “new 

opportunities for collectivity and 

new ways of living”). At this scale we 

believe the regulators must get out 

of the way.6 The very rationality of 

the block enables a variety of tweaks 

within it, a series of local alterations 

and additions that will alter but 

not kill the coherence of the whole. 

Not unlike conditions found in the 

larger metropolis (think Manhattan), 

the underlying structure of a city 

supports the diverse ecology of life 

Sample Pages: Discursive Middle Grounds
In another instance of internal discourse, Russell N. �omsen takes a fresh look 
at one of his own projects from almost thirty years ago which he designed with his 
practice COA (Central O�ce of Architecture) as a polemic response to the exacer-
bating real estate situation in Los Angeles in the 1990s. What has changed since 
then? What has stayed the same? �e piece is a reminder that our current housing 

crisis is by no means a new phenomenon, and that there are precedents and ideas 
within architecture’s recent history that remain relevant today.
(images above: Russell N. �omsen: “RE-RE:AD”, referring to the original  1995 
project “Re: American Dream,” which is reprinted in this volume with newly 
digitized model photographs.)


