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Abstract: This paper is a manifesto for the practice of social participatory architecture. 
It focuses on the need to understand in a different manner the relationships established in 
the field of social architecture between architects and their clients and users. What does 
ethics mean when it comes to designing for a community that lives in extreme poverty? 
Should architects design for the client or for the user? What resources should be used 
and how? These are just a few questions that this short text tries to address, while 
sketching the political context of contemporary social architecture. In this article I am 
going to present an antithesis between social participatory architecture and authoritative 
architecture for mass housing. 
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* 

Motto: “What if you can’t prove you had a house?” 
 (Hernando de Soto) 

One of the most pressing issues of urban planning in the world is urban housing for
the poor and especially for people living in extreme poverty. At the political level, the 
situation seems well known for decades, as it results from the main political statements 
worldwide. 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, article 25 (1) says that “Everyone 
has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of himself 
and his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social 
services, (...)”1 including access to housing within the system of factors that influence 
the social performance of individuals and families. 

As early as 2007, the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union 
sanctions in article 34 (3) that: “In order to combat social exclusion and poverty, the 
Union recognises and respects the right to social and housing assistance so as to ensure 
a decent existence for all those who lack sufficient resources, in accordance with the 
rules laid down by Community law and national laws and practices.”2  

These statements show that, from a political point of view, the need for 
intervention in situations of extreme poverty is known and assumed. 

1 http://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/ consulted on Nov 22nd 2011 
2 http://www.europarl.europa.eu/charter/pdf/text_en.pdf consulted on Nov 22nd 2012 
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The commitment of the EU presidency generated the political line at the level 
of the European Parliament and of the European Committee for fighting poverty by 
allocating financing lines. Starting with 2014, these will also include housing, regarded 
from an ethical point of view, as a premise for the improvement of social and economic 
aspects. 

 

 

 
 

Extreme poverty in Bălţeşti, Prahova County, 2007 
 
However, the global demographic growth occurs mostly in disadvantaged 

areas, where resources are scarce or absent. Besides social exclusion caused by poverty, 
disadvantaged groups cannot access basic facilities and, as far as the study is concerned, 
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they do not have access to an architecture made by architects, with direct impact on the 
quality of built environment and on the quality of life. As early as 1995, Philadelphia 
Inquirer declared that only 2% of the population who bought houses consulted an 
architect.1 

In 2012, an enormous global social pressure, which particularly affected 
Romania, was caused by the explosion of a precariously built environment and by the 
unprecedented expansion of ghettos, slums, suburbs or extremely poor housing areas, 
which, however they may be called in one part of the world or another, cause the local 
authorities’ despair, as well as that of the urban and rural inhabitants. The built 
environment resulting from the above mentioned context raises serious stability and 
health problems for its users. Last, but not least, its volume and expansion are 
overwhelming. People living in informal settlements do not own a house, nor do they 
have a postal address. As such, many of them do not have identity documents, which are 
issued based on the proof of property ownership.  

This harsh reality raises an ethical problem for the architect, which consists in 
the decision as to whether he should try to alleviate the situation or not. To begin with 
the latter possibility, an architect would feel comfortable with the idea of designing just 
for the 2% who afford to pay the regular fee, understanding architecture merely as a 
business. Still, even if he has this commercial approach, the architect might be 
confronted with a project for social housing ordered by a municipality. Thus, the 
situation becomes more intricate: he has to design for the client (the municipality) and 
for the users (the vulnerable group that the houses are designed for). What happens 
when the interest of the municipality is opposed to that of the social group, as it usually 
happens in the cases of urban gentrification? Should an architect design a new suburb 
for people who are going to be forcibly evicted from the city centre by the local 
authorities? Is the architectural product immune to the social life that it generates and 
can it be judged as such? In other terms, has the architect the capacity to detect situations 
in which the public interest comes against the private one, and, if so, does he have the 
means to address the situation? 

On the other hand, if an architect becomes aware of the living conditions of the 
extremely poor, he might try to help and offer a charge-free project for a community. 
This action is a generous one nevertheless. However, it might damage the social life of 
the community even more, if it is not done in an appropriate manner. An architect who 
creates a magnificently and aesthetically designed, wonderful block of flats in a different 
city for a poor community, would destroy the economic life of that community by 
cutting all its supportive networks, both social and economical.  

Given this situation, during the last decades there has been an imperative need 
for architecture to redefine its field of action, to become an “architecture of change”, that 
is not only aesthetically but also socially and ethically relevant. A good architecture, 
insofar as design quality and professional standards are concerned, must satisfy as many 
users as possible; it must be permeable and flexible at the same time. Rather than 
creating blueprints for buildings, this architecture lays an emphasis on creating an 

1 Brian Bell, ed., Good Deeds, Good Design: Community Service Through Architecture (New 
York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2004), 13. 
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economical, political and social network, capable of changing the built environment in 
areas affected by extreme poverty and of transforming the communities themselves as 
far as their social and material poverty is concerned. 

It is time for mainstream architecture to take into consideration the unseen face 
of the profession and to start looking for the necessary resources and energy, in order to 
responsibly take part in what is to become the prevalent built environment. It is time for 
architecture to provide real solutions to real problems. In Romania, maintaining the 
architectural speech at a top-notch or, in many cases, at a purely conceptual level, in 
2012, is similar to the bishops’ debate on angels’ gender while Constantinople was 
being attacked by the Ottoman cannons. In addition, volunteering without knowledge 
provides uninhabitable environments.  

This paper is also a wake-up call. In the absence of an active involvement of 
the architects in developing a built environment for people in extreme poverty (a current 
situation generated by architecture as the commercial model aforementioned), other 
factors take over the problem. In search for a method and lacking the suitable know-
how, the local authorities decide upon authoritative solutions, which amplify the need 
instead of responding to it.  

In the actual paradigm, the development of a social housing construction project 
for beneficiaries in extreme poverty starts with the attempt of eradicating the built 
environment of a settlement affected by extreme poverty, as this represents an issue for 
the local public authority. Once the municipality makes the decision, it orders a local 
urban plan to an urban design office, which will take over the project from the local 
authority, using the area placed at its disposal. Then follow the approval procedures, the 
architectural details, the authorization for construction, the technical project, the bid with 
the entrepreneurs and the actual construction of the social houses, succeeded by the 
voluntary or authoritative resettlement of the poor from the slum to the new 
neighborhood. Actually, the local public authority is the client that benefits from the 
project which develops only by the rules it has established. The level of authority and 
control during the intervention is extremely high, and the role of the urban planners and 
architects is secondary, given the extremely low budget for this kind of actions. The 
typical hierarchical pyramidal model “from top to bottom” is enacted. The architect 
designs within a system of technical clauses, without having access to the “big picture”. 
He does not question the statistics, or the budget. He does not question the need for the 
very project, or the ethics behind it. He is just a technician who has the ability to resolve 
a problem of space occupancy, height of buildings, density, accessibility, 
standardization, speed of execution etc. He focuses on the functionality of the project, 
and does not know the social reality of the vulnerable group that he actually designs for, 
nor is he aware of the users’ living conditions and habits. In the end, the users have to 
leave their shelters and become the consumers of the newly built dwellings. On the limit, 
social housing turns into boring prefabricated condominiums that lack human scale and 
that are segregated both from a spatial and a social point of view. Planning housing 
projects with minimal surfaces on isolated plots with minimum of resources leads to 
social exclusion. How many urban planners may afford to refuse a large project ordered 
by the municipality because it fails to put into practice the above mentioned points, or 
because some of the future users were forcibly evicted from their houses? 
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A table showing the stages of a project for building social houses in the 

normative paradigm as opposed to the participatory one. 
 
On the other hand, social participatory architecture suggests as an initial step the 

“bottom to top” approach, based on the democratic process of consulting the citizens 
who are to be involved in the project. Even if the local public authority could be the 
initiator of the project, the consultative process involves a decision network, a 
consortium of people who make the decisions, and the urban planners and architects 
have a more important word to say. Besides, the architects can start this kind of project 
by themselves, bringing the idea of change to the community and working on the project 
together with the people. The project grows together with the community and reflects its 
stage of development. All the decisions regarding the project are taken by the architect 
together with the community; the design is intended for the users and adapted to their 
actual and prospective needs. All private interests fall under the public interest and the 
rights of all parties are consolidated through the process. The project does not reflect 
statistics and financial strategies any more, but real individualities with real needs. The 
budget is not fixed and the project might rely on local creativity, personal contributions 
in money or labor. 

Of course, such a project needs time and, eventually, it becomes more expensive 
than a standardized one. But the result is a totally different environment and the 
community is changed, no longer being an assisted community but a community of 
entrepreneurs. Moreover, architects acting inside the community become social architects. 

To be a social architect does not mean to give up practising your profession in 
order to design what the users have in mind but, on the contrary, it means practising it in 
order to change the existing reality into a better one, together with the users. If architects 
put on their rubber boots and generate architecture where it does not exist, then 
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architecture will start to matter not only as a sector destined for the elite (which becomes 
smaller and smaller), but also for the poor masses (which become more and more 
numerous), and the architect’s work and effort will contribute to the diminishment of 
poverty and to the protection of the human and civil rights of vulnerable groups. This 
change is necessary and possible. 

At the same time, the definition of the social architect within the frame of his 
profession and at the level of the power relation must take into consideration the fact that 
he is a mediator between vectors that are often opposed: on the one hand – the 
administration, that wants to solve the problem; on the other hand – the poor people, that 
are themselves seen as a problem by the administration. The architect’s role is to 
understand the point of view and the thinking system of both parties and to supply an 
architectural solution capable of “opening the limit”, of making opposites meet. And this 
ethical role is not impossible as long as the opposition of the parties involved is given by 
the inaccessibility of the opposed thinking systems. In other words, the architect is an 
intellectual who can induce change in the social sphere, and good architecture does good 
to as many people as possible. 

This approach transposes the architect from the field of authority to the agora, to 
the public sphere defined by the community’s needs and aspirations. It is definitely not 
an easy decision to make. But the reward of generating change where it seems 
impossible to happen, of bringing hope where there is none and of putting all your talent 
at work for creating architecture out of minimal resources, is well worth it. 

For the reasons mentioned above, I have created a group of social participatory 
architecture called Arhipera, a group that assumes the fact that designing for the 
vulnerable groups means practising a democratic architecture by creating houses that 
reflect the life and growth of a family, rather than being mere objects to be contemplated 
on the covers of glossy magazines. To use John Turner’s words, it is far more important 
what a house does, rather than what a house is. The houses that we design are meant to 
relate to the capabilities of the vulnerable families that live inside, so as to create 
favourable social and economic relationships. The topic is shifted from bricks and 
mortar to ethics and democracy, by a slow and long process of community 
empowerment that eventually delegates the decisions to the community. 
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APPENDIX 

 
4 houses in Dor Mărunt, designed by Arhipera (2011-2012) 
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1 house erected in one week in Belciugatele, Călăraşi by Arhipera, 
July 2013 

 

 
 

 
 




