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issue of space and conflict into the city and to 
the forefront of architectural debates. As a result, 
existing and newly emerging national, religious and 
ethnic conflicts and their relation to urban space 
and the built environment became a focus of atten-
tion in architecture. While military thinking already 
had a long-standing tradition in architectural history, 
the sudden emergence of new spaces of conflict 
considerably altered architectural discourse as 
extreme conditions of war, militarisation, climate 
change as well as the economic crisis were (and still 
are) threatening to structurally reconfigure our living 
environments. More than a decade later, these 
urban intrusions seem to have produced a diversi-
fied field of both thinking and action in architecture, 
as the theories of spatial conflicts have started to 
incorporate a wide variety of reflections from other 
disciplines while architectural practices have shown 
a remarkable adequacy in addressing spaces of 
conflict, crisis, and disaster. 

This issue of Footprint intends to report on this 
state of perpetual global unrest in architecture 
through a series of academic articles and case 
studies that highlight the consequences of conflicts 
in the places and spaces that we inhabit. In this 
introduction, we wish to look at these issues as an 
interlinked global reality rather than as isolated inci-
dents. In doing so, we seek to position ‘Spaces of 
Conflict’ in the context of emerging global trends, 
conditions, and discourses in the attempt to address 
their indicative symptoms while reflecting on their 
underlying causes.

The world is at war again. 

(Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Multitude)1

While starting to formulate the first ideas for 
this Footprint issue on the ‘Spaces of Conflict’, 
moments of crisis and emergent realities of conflict 
in the world were already catching up with us with 
great intensity and diversity. But when writing this 
introduction, we were, and still are witnessing an 
additional rapid escalation in violence, transitions 
in world powers, and sequences of unprecedented 
global shocks. The continuous wars in the Middle 
East and Africa, combined with the collisions of 
climate change, deforestation, extraction and 
inequitable financial systems result in a record-
breaking numbers of displaced populations, spilling 
over through regions and continents. This reality 
is mirrored in the political and spatial structures in 
the US, South America and Europe, such as the 
rising popular support in the Alt-Right, and the erec-
tion of walls between the wealthy and the poor. As 
our world becomes increasingly divided into polar 
and non-symmetrical realities – shrinking groups of 
the wealthy and expanding groups of the poor; the 
ruthlessly exploiting versus those who are exploited 
and expelled – so do the physical apparatuses of 
separation evolve. These trends of violence and 
segregation evidently manifest themselves in the 
way we organise and design, but also think and 
theorise, our surroundings.

Clearly, the terrorist attacks at the start of the 
twenty-first century had already catapulted the 
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the term ‘interface’, which allows for a gathering of 
all barriers constructed in Belfast to secure sepa-
ration and the spatial limitation of conflict as one 
complete and indiscriminate system. Treating the 
Belfast Peace Walls and other obstacles as inter-
faces in the urban fabric, O’Leary suggests that the 
nature of the interface system is all-encompassing 
and thus moves architecture beyond the realm of the 
strictly spatial and the material, and into the realm of 
the psychological and virtual. In eight photographs, 
the intrinsic characteristics of these interfaces are 
made explicit, via a wide variety of colour palettes, 
messages inscribed and iconographic information 
and references depicted. 

Referring to a similarly ‘old’ and lingering conflict 
in her contribution, Yael Allweil discusses the transi-
tion in Israeli settler policies from a movement that 
intended to secure an extended territorial ‘home’ 
into a movement that used housing for military 
purposes, a ‘violence by the home’. Offering an 
historical account of the origins of the settler move-
ment of the West Bank, Allweil shows how initial 
settlements were still intrinsically tied to the Israeli 
Defence Force military camps that controlled the 
newly occupied territory, while later on, i.e. after 
Begin won the elections in 1977, the settlement of 
the West Bank became government policy. Since 
Begin restricted this development as a strictly mili-
tary, rather than a civilian settlement, all settlements 
were always intended to be temporary in nature. 
Allweil argues that the settler movement initially was 
a civilian occupation movement directed against the 
State and the military seeking permanent settle-
ment of the ‘historical homeland’, and only later 
became a movement of military occupation directed 
against the Palestinians. The examples of Sebastia, 
Kedum, Elon-More and Gush Emunim are used to 
substantiate this claim: these kibbutz-type settle-
ments were all originally constructed with mobile 
homes. The early 1990s are indicated by Allweil as 
the historical turning point with respect to settlement 

Militarised cities
The direct, consequential result of the emergence 
of global terrorism has undoubtedly been the mili-
tarisation of space. Founded on the conviction 
that increased security is to the benefit of all citi-
zens, public, semi-public as well as private space 
have become increasingly scanned, controlled and 
subject to other forms of surveillance that intrude 
visibly and mostly invisibly in the lives and homes 
of just about everyone. The city being ‘under siege’ 
can thus be interpreted in more than one way: the 
constant threat of terrorist attacks, the presence of 
these threats through counter-terrorist measures, 
but the result of these developments is also that 
the city has become the potential battleground for 
political violence, as the democratic nature of urban 
space has decreased, and the control of citizens has 
unprecedentedly increased.2 The architecture of 
security renders space defensible but also global,3 
as the ‘violent geographies’ can nowadays be 
traced at any place on the globe.4 As this new reality 
rapidly unfolded, initiatives to resolve conflicts or to 
establish peace have resulted in spatial processes 
of transformation that have affected the urban fabric 
profoundly. While the legacies of older wars are yet 
to be resolved, the physical manifestations of the 
twenty-first century conflicts are becoming part of 
everyday life in cities all over the world and turning 
the urban space into the new theatre of war. 

The Berlin Wall, for instance, which constituted 
the emblematic reminiscence of the Cold War and 
of the diminishing conflicts of the twentieth century, 
has been physically removed almost overnight, but 
its non-physical traces have remained traceable to 
this very day. Similarly in Belfast, the peace process 
has started a process of reconciliation, but the phys-
ical remains are disappearing only slowly, producing 
rather idiosyncratic spatial conditions. Reflecting on 
the intended policy to remove all ‘interface barriers’ 
in Northern Ireland, James O’Leary presents in this 
issue an enumeration of possible understandings of 
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Greece.7 But one must not uncritically assess these 
recent dramatic developments, as they undoubtedly 
have been a long time in the making. As in previous 
cases, this crisis too has had a longer history than 
is often acknowledged. Several scholars have 
pointed out what they consider to be at least one 
of the origins of contemporary conflicts, namely in 
the colonial histories and subsequent post-colonial 
formation of nation-states, which were often organ-
ised without any specific attention to tribal histories, 
established rights, ethnic and religious diversity 
and other crucial distinctions between the groups 
that were to form the very constituencies of these 
states.8 At least part of the current spaces of conflict 
have come out of these forced and not very well 
elaborated national constitutions, which in a lot 
of cases have been shattered by cultivated and 
equally forced strategies of hatred and segregation.

In this light, the argument Samia Henni presents 
in this issue warrants attention, as she discusses 
the principles of the ‘guerre moderne’ (modern war) 
as it was enacted by the French army in Algeria 
between 1954 and 1962. After declaring a ‘state 
of emergency’ (Algeria was, after-all, a French 
colony), the Algerian uprising was initially met with 
great aggression by the French authorities, though 
its actions were formulated and employed with the 
specific restriction that the establishment of deten-
tion camps would not be allowed. In effect, the 
French authorities counter-acted the Algerian revo-
lution with an attempt to pacify the local population, 
rather than to establish a peaceful society. The state 
of emergency was intended to somehow involve 
the Algerian population in a process of social (re-)
building through humanitarian, constructive and 
protective actions, but also caused a rather far-
reaching reorganisation of the Algerian territory. As 
it turns out, the Algerian war, as it is now commonly 
understood, is an example of the shift between 
conventional and unconventional warfare, absorbing 
the post-colonial and post-second-World-War 

as an internal civilian claim on military land, towards 
a military strategy to claim occupied land. The 
option of the ‘Two-State Solution’, in which the 
West Bank would no longer be part of Israel, trans-
formed the purpose of the settlements to a military 
strategy to create as much ‘facts on the ground’ 
as possible, thus rendering the two-state option 
a ‘solution’ beyond factual reach. Mizpe-Yishai is 
but one example of the more recent settlements 
that were used as civilian occupation and as an 
obstruction to the Oslo peace agreements. Allweil 
additionally argues that the original state policy to 
provide housing as shelter has been transferred to 
the occupied territories with the opening up of the 
housing market to neo-liberal strategies. Also within 
this strange turn of policies, where only on the West 
Bank one would nowadays be able to obtain (afford-
able) housing provided by the government, the 
housing policy has been compromised into a violent 
act aimed at increasing the conflict.

The post-colonial condition, migration and 
refugees
After the collapse of the Soviet Union, and increas-
ingly after the terrorist attacks of the beginning 
of the twenty-first century, we have witnessed 
the emergence of a new world order.5 The inter-
national boundaries and the legacy of state 
formation of the twentieth century were challenged 
by processes of globalisation, but also by internal 
divides. Wars between nations turned into interna-
tionalised internal conflicts and sectarian violence 
that ravaged cities and amplified national divides. 
These trends resulted in the emergence of ethno-
territorial boundaries inside countries, cities and 
residential areas.6 Furthermore, in recent years, 
we have witnessed the collapse of nation states 
in the Middle East and Africa. The atrocities of the 
civil war in Syria have caused millions of Syrians to 
seek shelter in other countries. In 2015, about one 
million people tried to cross the Mediterranean Sea 
crossing from North Africa to Italy and from Syria to 
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more permanent settings as opposed to temporary 
ones from the start. The research and proposed 
intervention proposal by Maani takes the specifics 
of the current situation of the camp as well as the 
cultural background of its users into consideration. 
The stratification of public space, needed to ensure 
the proper presence of women and children, make 
up the basic ideas for the proposal.

The Anthropocene and the planetary condition
The combination of war and terrorism as well as 
global economical asymmetries have indeed led 
to an unprecedented number of displaced persons 
around the world in this decade, but our claim is 
(unfortunately) not limited to these developments. 
Transformations within the earth’s ecological 
system have recently started to constitute a genuine 
crisis of its own, including the consequential forms 
of displacement with the first acknowledged groups 
of ‘ecological refugees’ having fallen victim to the 
results of climate change and the industrialised 
process of natural extractions. Last year, UNHCR 
recorded over 65 million forced displaced persons 
due to war and violent conflicts, but the additional 
number of global migratory movements due to 
industrialisation, drought, deforestation, famine 
and simply flooding have remained rather mute. 
Processes of land acquisition and catastrophic 
shocks due to climate change continue to hit the 
poorest areas in the Global South and result in 
over 800 million undocumented displaced persons. 
These are mostly rural migrants who are moving to 
slums, while their villages are left destroyed behind.10 
These new trends of displacement increase the 
pressure on cities, not only in the Global South but 
also form one of the reasons migratory movements 
have started to continuously pressure the north.

The impact of globalisation on people’s lives, be 
it in Africa, Asia, the US, or Europe, have reached 
a point of no return, such is the scale and speed 
of exploitation of all land resources and extrac-
tion of all material resources that are inevitably 

realities into a contemporary strategy of warfare. In 
Algeria, the entire population became suspect and 
the object of security and surveillance measures. 
The actions of the French military thus marked the 
first time that systematic torture and total warfare 
on local populations were developed, implemented 
and employed. Rather than detaining people, the 
French started a massive operation of resettle-
ment that completely transformed the Algerian 
landscape. Henni shows how in the end the relo-
cation settlements simply turned out to be camps, 
though the French army itself considered this reset-
tlement the ‘masterpiece’ in its entire pacification 
process. After De Gaulle reclaimed power in France 
in 1959 and reports in the French press about the 
appalling living conditions in the camps caused a 
scandal, the settlements became part of a more 
socially oriented plan. They were re-assessed as 
rural settlements, though their military strategic 
nature seldomly subsided. But even in this period, 
according to Henni, the modern warfare conducted 
by the French army in Algeria remains one of the 
most violent of recent, ‘modern’ wars.

Displacement, relocation and camps have 
become intrinsically part of any contemporary 
conflict, though the treatment of displacement and 
the design of camps are constantly reconsidered 
and reassessed. As war increasingly becomes a 
general and perpetual phenomenon, so are spaces 
of conflict and spaces of exception.9 The Zaatari 
refugee camp in Jordan is one of these phenomenal 
sites. Nada Maani discusses this refugee camp, 
which houses 80,000 displaced persons, here. In its 
scale and socio-economic complexity, the Zaatari 
camp operates more like a spontaneous urban 
space than a camp. Maani offers an intervention 
proposal for the Zaatari refugee camp in Jordan and 
argues that it is much more appropriate to provide a 
sense of belonging in these situations of displace-
ment. The fact that a refugee camp tends to remain 
in place longer than initially anticipated, should lead 
to a policy, Maani contends, that turns them into 
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on the very need for this kind of space in contem-
porary discourse. Therefore, within this issue and 
departing from a spatial understanding of geopo-
litical, climatological and economical conflicts, we 
sought to introduce and add to the professional 
discourse new conditions, experimental spaces and 
innovative practices that could be theorised accord-
ingly. Focusing on ‘conflict’, we were additionally 
interested in contributions that highlight the large 
scale and phenomenal transitions in the physical 
world and in society by extrapolating, through exam-
ples, the abundance of relations that can be traced 
between conflict, territory and architecture. The 
ensuing discussion in this introduction, including 
the adjacent articles published in this issue, will 
focus on these more recent roles of architecture in 
contemporary spaces of conflict. 

Several recent discussions in architectural 
discourse can be linked to these important issues. 
Saskia Sassen, for instance, has shown that, from 
2006 to 2011, more than 200 million hectares of 
land have been bought by foreign governments 
and private firms in Africa and South America, 
investing in mining and industrialised crops and 
food production. Sassen introduced the term ‘Dead 
Land’ to describe the ground that is left behind by 
these mega global operations. Large stretches of 
land and water are left, overwhelmed by relent-
less use of chemicals, lack of oxygen and pollution. 
Many of these destructions have increasingly been 
hitting poor communities recently, but in fact nobody 
seems to be able to escape the consequences of 
climate change on the environment.14 Comparably, 
Keller Easterling has argued for the emergence of 
an infrastructure space based on the economical 
politics of the extrastate, where content is no longer 
made but made possible, dictated by the logic of 
information technology and the financial models of 
neo-liberalism.15 The cartographic gaze, another 
crucial tool brought to full potential in European 
colonialism, has been the pre-emptive instrument 
with which the global order has been laid out, 

exhausting the planet and already disrupting the 
lives of millions.11 This has, by now, been commonly 
understood as the dawn of the human-influenced 
age, the Anthropocene. This ‘new age’ of human-
influenced geology has been dated to the 1950s: 
after 12,000 years of a reasonably stable ecological 
and natural global system, scientists have started to 
claim that since the mid-twentieth century the earth 
is so profoundly changed due to human interven-
tion and cultivation that the transformation of land 
by deforestation and industrial development, with 
its negative effects in terms of carbon dioxide emis-
sions, sea level rise, and the global mass extinction 
of species, mark the end of the previous part of 
geological time. Thus, the Holocene has given way 
to the Anthropocene,12 but the consequences of 
this human era of geological time, and whether the 
end of the world is inevitable or not, have yet to be 
spelled out.13 As it turns out, global, regional and 
local conflicts, which are, among others, the result of 
a failing system of governance, a lack of equity and 
equality, seem to be amplified by climate change. 
The growing divide between socio-economic and 
cultural groups in society has an immense impact 
on the shaping of the built environment. 

Dead Land and extrastatecraft
The issues thus far discussed, i.e. conflict, milita-
rised space, migration, post-colonialism and the 
ecological crisis, can be considered to belong to 
the more ‘obvious’ examples, however contempo-
rary, of spaces of conflict. Though important and 
even essential to mention and discuss, our initial 
aim for this Footprint issue was to focus on these 
examples but to incorporate the more recent roles 
of architecture in the contemporary spaces of 
conflict as well. More ambitiously, we had hoped 
for a trajectory in this debate that was unexpected 
and, perhaps, capable of opening new and even 
hopeful perspectives, ones that would lead to a new 
theorisation of the space of conflict that would not 
necessarily confirm the current status quo but open 
the debate to some fundamentally different takes 
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Conflict areas often prove to be fertile grounds for 
innovation and for the emergence of new spatial 
forms. In their extremity, conflicts often serve as 
an intensified example for spatial processes that 
happen elsewhere, both in our cities, territories and 
landscapes. The ongoing condition of crisis has 
allowed for the emergence of all sorts of specula-
tive scenarios, and simultaneously given rise to the 
emergence of new discursive takes on spaces of 
resilience and new understandings of space. The 
contemporary spaces emerging out of post-conflict 
situations were therefore part of this intent. Daniel 
Tan’s case study in this issue falls within this scope. 
He investigates Vatican City as a space of increased 
control and the contradictive tensions that have 
emerged as a result of this. The spectacle, which 
initiates and creates mass gatherings, has become 
a perfect target for terrorism, especially when the 
spectacle is enacted within the condensed spaces 
of the contemporary city. Originally intended as a 
space of gathering, with open borders, St. Peter’s 
square of Vatican City has become an increasingly 
securitised space where the role of architecture is 
increasingly diminished in favour of the important 
role security experts play in the spatial lay-out of 
public space. Tan raises the rather important ques-
tion how architecture can ensure that fear does not 
entirely overtake the nature of public urban spaces 
due to restrictive security measures.

Fabiano Micocci presents another post-conflict 
example with the ‘inclusive urban strategy and action 
plan’ for two neighbourhoods in Tripoli (Lebanon), 
an exemplary case in which multi-disciplinary 
post-war regeneration processes have resulted in 
a more balanced way of urban development after 
the destruction caused by conflict. Pleading for a 
two-sided approach, one in which architects do not 
only address the physical rebuilding of the urban 
tissue, but also take the traumas and psychological 
effects into consideration, post-war rebuilding is 
presented as a holistic process. The author claims 

anticipated and ultimately controlled from the outset 
in its mapping practices.16

Spaces of post-conflict
The European response to the two crises hitting 
its territory over the last two decades, namely the 
threat of global terrorism and the influx of refugees, 
might have presented a unique chance to come 
to terms with its own colonial past. Its response, 
however, has been caught between the extremes 
that must have come out of its historical legacy and 
its subsequent suppressed guilt: the humanitarian 
side of the age of Enlightenment and Humanism; 
the historical ‘confessions’ of its atrocities committed 
in the name of Christianity and Colonialism; and the 
insight that the continent had seen the emergence 
of pogroms, nationalism, fascism and Nazism. But 
instead of seeing the refugee crisis as a challenge 
at redefining itself, the European reflex has been to 
simply consider the insurgence of refugee masses 
as a threat (of its wealth, security, stability, what 
have you).17 Instead of taking as its basis the shared 
substance of our social being, Europe is doing the 
opposite (with the somewhat ironical but genuine 
exception of Merkel’s Germany).18 It has thus used 
multiple measures to fortify its borders, with financial 
and political actions being followed by the erection 
of physical walls, the militarisation of borders, and 
the introduction of global high-tech surveillance 
systems that target both the displaced and its own 
citizens (Hungary and, more recently, Poland). By 
doing so, Europe diverts much of this accumulating 
pressure to third party countries that have no choice 
but contain the forced displaced population (Turkey, 
Jordan and Greece) and increases the stress on 
their own population.

Where should we position architecture in all this? 
As stated, our original intent was to additionally focus 
on the spatial consequences of conflict, interested 
as we were in clarifying the intrinsic relationships 
that can be traced between theory and practice. 
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aspects of the Twa’s ongoing discrimination into 
account while, on the other, allowing for the dual 
understanding of dwelling for the Twa, namely one 
that fluctuates between the contested and restricted 
boundaries of suppressed dwelling and a habita-
tion that is based on the borderless space of the 
stretched-out forested territory. 

The agonistic model
Recent discussions in philosophy and political theory 
have also been highly influenced by the emergence 
of conflict in everyday space(s). The treatment of 
‘otherness’19 and ‘thinking otherwise’20 had already 
been introduced in philosophical discourse since 
the 1970s, but recent debates on ‘agonistics’21 and 
civility and violence have extended this discus-
sion,22 based on the incorporation of violence and/
or conflict into models of societal development and 
social exchange.23 As an example of the incorpora-
tion of these philosophical insights into architectural 
practice, Socratis Stratis and Emre Akbil present 
‘Hands-on Famagusta’, which offers an agonistic 
model of peace building processes as an alternative 
to the ‘techno-managerial’ process that emphasises 
economic activities. The role creative conflict can 
play in a regeneration process is exemplified by the 
authors with three ‘commoning practices’: namely 
counter-mapping, which should change one’s 
perspective on the conflict; the creation of thresh-
olds, enabling creative conflict to emerge; and the 
introduction of urban controversies, thus setting the 
basic rules for the unfolding of creative conflict. Such 
practices should lead to the emergence of new insti-
tutions and procedures regarding the establishing 
of peace. This proposed approach is presented as 
the only true means with which to overcome differ-
ences and trauma in a process aimed at peace and 
reconciliation.

Within this philosophical domain, Sarah Rivière 
brings forward the notion of ‘stasis’ and discloses an 
understanding of the term based on the complicated 

that this approach is a divergence from more clas-
sical procedures as it incorporates critical, social, 
cultural, ethnic, religious, psychological as well as 
physical aspects of post-conflict regeneration. This 
new(er) approach is necessary as the nature of the 
conflicts have changed considerably: often non-
state diffused parties are involved and the space in 
which the conflict was enacted is hardly transparent 
and mostly urban. The effects for local populations 
are therefore far-reaching, meaning tangible goals 
have to be set. Tripoli is a particularly difficult case, if 
only through the sheer complexity of different forms 
of post-conflict situations. The more recent influx of 
refugees from the Syrian war has had serious rami-
fications on an already delicately (dis-)balanced 
conflict situation. Given the complexity of the holistic 
approach, the rebuilding of two neighbourhoods in 
Tripoli was separated in a diagnostic phase and a 
phase of strategy planning. The ensuing action plan 
resulted in a proposal for three levels of intervention 
through scenarios. Rather than focusing primarily 
on the economic aspect of rebuilding processes, 
the scenarios aim to establish community rela-
tionships along a broad spectrum of possibilities, 
namely through the insertion of ‘urban armature’ 
to ensure lively urban spaces; economical (‘func-
tional’) relationships of these public spaces with the 
local community and participatory engagement of 
the local community through initiatives and events 
which were intended as acts of ‘placemaking’.

Killian Dohorty, to conclude the post-conflict 
discussion, offers an insight into the presence of 
conflict within the landscape of contemporary, post-
war Rwanda. In Rwanda, both power and social 
rank have traditionally been territorially determined, 
as the agronomists were able to secure access to 
resources, while the hunter-gatherer communities 
were less able to do so. Dohorty sketches strategies 
that can start addressing the current suppres-
sion enacted upon the Twa minority. This strategy 
aims at taking, on the one hand, the non-economic 
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conflict has been absorbed in the city, its streets and 
public spaces. They argue that violence has been 
accepted in these conditions and has started to play 
a constructive role in the unfolding of everyday life. 
Sketching out the history of the country as well as 
the overall developments of Pakistani cities, the 
authors claim that diversity and heterogeneity had 
initially been replaced by segregation and homoge-
neity as a result of the English colonial practice of 
rule and divide within former India, which ultimately 
led, in 1947, to ‘the partition’. The ethnic migra-
tions and displacements that were a direct result of 
this partition resulted in a unprecedented (at least 
in the Asian context) homogenisation of the popu-
lation, as minorities either decided to leave, were 
expelled or were extremely marginalised due to 
government policies and military-based decisions 
regarding safety, security, control and surveil-
lance. Nowadays, urban areas in which minorities 
live have shown a tendency to withdraw into self-
regulation and self-securitisation, bordering on 
concretely distancing themselves from overall 
state control. The role architecture plays in these 
contexts is complex. Through their symbolic mean-
ings, buildings are perceived as emblems for the 
nation state, or at least representative of the period 
in which certain rulers ruled the nation. The violent 
attack on these architectural targets not only results 
in a homogenised cityscape, but also increases the 
presence of security aspects within the architecture, 
in the attempt to prevent similar acts of violence on 
the architecture. The relationships between city and 
violence are both complicated and multiple, but 
new forms of resilience are created through artistic 
interventions centring around or even involving 
migrants, minorities and other displaced persons. 
These initiatives and interventions constitute an 
alternative to the design of urban spaces through 
security measures only as they open up the possi-
bility that violence is countered through engaged 
participatory acts in the public realm.

meanings it had in ancient Greek philosophy. 
Contemporary thinkers (Chantal Mouffe and Giorgio 
Agamben for example) similarly have taken up this 
understanding of ‘stasis’ as being the inherent 
and necessary presence of conflict in society and 
daily life, as a productive element that increases 
awareness and nuance, and as a phase that offers 
both clarification and orientation. Rivière’s argu-
ment focuses particular attention on five ways of 
describing stasis, namely, first, as an inherent part 
of society whose constituent elements are related 
by kinship, in other words friendly enemies that 
share a common space. Secondly, stasis can be 
understood as a charging of energies ready to be 
released, a distinct moment of pre-kinesis that is 
necessary for the forces to become fully available. 
Then, thirdly, as a state of permanent and peaceful 
equilibrium within a living system, which can actu-
ally never be achieved, but rather constitutes the 
transition to the next phase that is dependent on it. 
Fourthly, the process and period of adjustment of 
the living body when confronted with changes as a 
body that is in stasis is charged as it is readjusting 
and accumulating energies toward a next phase, 
a necessary stage therefore, in the process of life. 
And, lastly, when stasis in society occurs, it becomes 
imperative that everyone gets engaged and partici-
pates in the forming and transformation of society, 
a process which, as a result, constitutes the very 
guarantee that war would not break out during the 
period of stasis. Rivière conclusively claims that to 
understand public space as a form of stasis means 
the active participation of the citizen in a kindred yet 
frictuous moment of development toward growth. 
This implies restraint and a measured responsive 
act of force, allowing a society to settle differences, 
without going to the extent of excluding otherness in 
its debates as well its (public) spaces.

Additionally, Ayesha Sarfraz and Arsalan Rafique 
read contemporary Pakistani cities as sites where 
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of anxiety are thus ephemerality, invisibility, impa-
tience, cloaked-ness, readiness to be erased, 
anonimity and lack of any specific identity. It is 
architecture that tries to not be: neither ‘architecture’ 
nor ‘there’. The architecture of border-crossings is 
non-permanent, it either disappears because of 
vulnerability and lack of maintenance or because of 
deliberate destruction in order not to leave traces; 
it needs to be able to adapt to the circumstances, 
be flexible for both a great variety of climatological 
circumstances, manoeuvrability as well as survival. 
Ultimately however, Grabowska’s central thesis is 
not about the making explicit of these ‘anxious’ char-
acteristics of architecture. Rather, she ideologically 
posits that any form of anxiety, which is inherent in 
any border, will be the very origin of the border’s 
demise and undoing. 

Finally, in their case study, Moniek Driesse 
and Isaac Landeros offer a comparative analysis 
of Rotterdam and Mexico City, which they use to 
substantiate their understanding of urban spaces 
of conflict as Neplantha, meaning ‘a state of 
in-betweenness’. This idea of conflict is situated in 
the confrontation between the built structures of the 
city and the appropriation of these by the inhabit-
ants of the city using them. This matter will always 
be resolved, meaning the urban environment 
becomes the extension of human activity, but only 
in so far as to the moment a new conflict arises and 
the whole process of transformation starts anew. 
The authors argue for a designerly understanding 
of this process, in which the space that is practiced 
is anticipated in the projected depiction of the city.

Afterword: solidarity?
While writing this introduction, our news feed 
captured streamed video of the atrocities of war 
in the Syrian city of Aleppo, sent by its citizens. 
During and after the heavy bombardments of the 
city, citizens hid in its remains. Their footage was 

The architecture of conflict
To conclude the series of articles and case studies 
presented in this issue, we considered it important 
to speculate on the results of incorporating the act 
of conflict and the aspects of violence into archi-
tectural reflection and practice. To this end, Sam 
Grabowska presents the restless architectures of 
the US/Mexico borderlands as indicators of the 
very foundational characteristics of architecture 
itself. Emerging out of the constraints imposed by 
US border patrols as well as Mexican human and 
drug trafficking, the temporary ephemeral pieces 
of architecture constructed by border-crossers 
constitute the principles of shelter, firmness and 
purposefulness considered to be the very origins 
of architecture as a distinct cultural practice. 
Grabowska discusses this ‘architecture of anxiety’ of 
border-crossings through three modalities that char-
acterise it, namely sleeplessness, insecure identity 
and fear of death; and substantiates this charac-
terisation with examples from field research done 
in the Sonoran desert of Arizona. The first modality, 
sleeplessness, shows how tactics of sleep become 
part of the architecture, as a full body protector that 
extends towards a span based on bodily sizes and 
possible escape routes. Sleepless border-crosser 
architecture is paradoxical as it provides shelter but 
at the same time raises awareness of the immediate 
surroundings, remarkably merging the timelessness 
of sleep with the timelessness of constant alert. The 
second modality, insecure identity, links the diffi-
culties of identity in borderlands with architectural 
structures that express the same insecurity towards 
identity. Ultimately constructed as temporary, the 
architectural structures of the no-mans land of the 
border have to remain without identity and thus 
without representation. The third modality, fear of 
death, attributes to borderland architecture the ulti-
mate element of the uncanny to its spaces, namely 
the constant presence of death as inherent to the 
architecture. The characteristics of this architecture 
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end with a fervent plea for solidarity and hope. In 
Multitude, Hardt and Negri borrowed the tale of the 
Golem from the Kabbalah to remind us that under 
the outburst of destruction, there is the promise 
and wonder of creation, and under the din of our 
global battlefield, there is not only a lesson about 
the monstrosity of war, but also about our possible 
redemption through solidarity,25 or even love.26
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by these people, and great efforts were invested 
in forming a state-citizen contract via mass provi-
sion of public housing.2 Providing housing for each 
citizen fulfills the right of each Jew to the ancestral 
homeland and serves as the material condition for 
accumulating future citizens and forming an inde-
pendent polity. The interrelation of national home 
and individual house is therefore a central attribute 
of Zionism as ideology and – since statehood – as 
a regime.3

The historiography of Israel-Palestine is deeply 
focused on violence and conflict as objects of 
inquiry, neglecting the relationship between 
violence and settlement.4 Historians identify 1929 
as ‘year zero’ for the continuing violent struggle 
over Palestine, while the two iconic Zionist housing 
and settlement types – the kibbutz and the Hebrew 
City – were formed some 20 years earlier in 1909 
and 1910.5 Accounts of Israel-Palestine view archi-
tecture and planning as ‘the continuation of war by 
other means,’ namely as means exercised after 
overt violence has receded.6 Yet the formation of 
key Zionist settlement frameworks prior to the erup-
tion of violence marks a historiographical gap that 
necessitates re-evaluation of the conflict and calls 
into question the taken-for-granted assumption of 
cause and effect, marking settlement as an act of 
response and retaliation to violence in the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. 

Meanwhile, significant studies of Israel-Palestine 
within spatial disciplines have privileged the analysis 

In March 2011 West Bank settlers of Itamar formed 
an outpost to the settlement in response to the 
murder of a settler family in their home. Settlers 
established this outpost with simple, rectangular, 
plywood structures as symbols for dwellings, 
meant as an explicit response to the murder by 
way of erecting housing. Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu responded to the murder with the 
memorable statement ‘the [Palestinians] kill – we 
build’. Within hours Netanyahu’s government 
announced the construction of 675 new housing 
units in Itamar, a 675 percent increase. The plan, 
approved in 2013, includes legalising the 137 
housing units built without permit in Itamar since 
1984 and issuing permits for 538 more units within 
a proper plan.1 While framed to negate ‘us’ from 
‘them’, Netanyahu’s kill-build declaration places 
citizen housing on a par with violence and trans-
forms violence in the home to violence by the home. 
This declaration makes a profound and explicit 
statement by which citizen housing is a retaliatory 
act in the context of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, 
an act of violence rather than shelter. 

Netanyahu’s statement departs from Israel’s 
Zionist housing project posited on an ethos of shelter. 
The collective national home was conceived as 
shelter from Jewish persecution granted to nations 
and individuals, posited as the raison d’etre of the 
State of Israel. Zionism’s attempt to materialise a 
national home, where none existed for millennia, 
involved connecting subjects with a homeland in 
order to form a sovereign political entity legitimated 

West Bank Settlement and the Transformation of the Zionist 
Housing Ethos from Shelter to Act of Violence
Yael Allweil
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in the movement’s self-narration to pinpoint change 
in settlement strategy and ideology. When and how 
has Israel’s regime come to identify citizen housing 
as acts of violence in a national conflict, as reflected 
in Netanyahu’s statement quoted above? Why 
would the Israeli state transform a housing ethos 
of shelter to one of national violence? What does 
the deep divide between housing as violence and 
housing as shelter mean for Israeli society at large? 
This article aims to (1) examine these questions 
using detailed architectural history of early settle-
ment and the pivotal change in settlement practices 
and (2) contribute to our theoretical understanding 
of spatial violence by reconceptualising ‘conflict’ 
and ‘violence’ as two analytical and discursive cate-
gories with different political consequences. 

Violence, conflict, and housing: theoretical 
inquiry
The use of violence is increasingly understood 
spatially in the context of national conflict, as in 
Paul Farmer’s framework of ‘structural violence’.13 
The Israel-Palestine case has been significant, 
with architectural studies on the implications of 
walls, checkpoints, and barriers to movement by 
Michael Sorkin, Eyal Weizman, Derek Gregory and 
others.14 Violence in dwelling environments has 
been the subject of a number of important studies, 
among them Teresa Caldeira’s study of the ‘talk of 
crime’ and its contribution to ‘solutions’ like gating 
and urban segregation of the Brazilian city.15 Eyal 
Weizman’s studies demonstrate the deep entan-
glement of civilian and military practices in Israeli 
housing, producing civilian-cum-military settle-
ments.16 ‘Suburban red-roofed single family homes 
replaced the tank as the basic battle unit; houses 
were deployed in formation across a theatre of 
operations to occupy hills, to encircle an enemy, or 
to cut its communication lines’, writes Weizman.17 
Erez Tzfadia, Haim Yacobi and Oren Yiftachel point 
to the inherent opacity between the civilian and 
the military when it comes to political geography in 

of geographies of violence over historical accounts, 
making a statement on ‘the landscape as histor-
ical montage’ that challenges the historical dictum 
of chronology-as-causality.7 Noted is Weizman’s 
argument for the significance of geographical prin-
ciples – parallels between varieties of historical 
contexts that differ in many respects but hold similar 
spatial patterns – as key objects for architectural 
analysis transcending the historical.8 Moreover, 
unlike the underlying assumption in literature on the 
settlement project, violence was neither the goal 
nor the practice of early settlers. Findings ques-
tion the well-accepted argument that settlements 
were designed as military posts in an offensive 
project of territorial domination,9 indicating instead 
that settlers attempted to transform the West Bank 
from military zone to civilian homeland in defiance 
of state insistence that only construction for military 
purposes was justifiable under international law.10 
This dynamic characterised the settlement project, 
starting with the first civilian resettlement of Gush 
Etzion, involving two opposing parties – state and 
settlers – now largely discussed as one. While 
Israel’s Minister of Foreign Affairs Abba Eben 
resisted resettlement and declared it in the UN a 
military post, the returnees declared they ‘came 
here as citizens in every sense’.11 

Gideon Aran, who has studied Gush Emunim since 
the early 1970s, identified deep transformations in 
settler narratives and self-written historiography, 
stating that ‘informants [have] forgotten and denied 
facts for a number of reasons, honest and less 
honest’.12 Aran chose to publish his original study 
based on ideas expressed in interviews in the 
1970s and 80s, rather than updating the data for 
current settler ideas, as he has found the forgotten 
facts cardinal for understanding the movement. My 
own focus in this article on the early formation of 
Gush Emunim ideology in settlement form takes a 
similar approach. Therefore, in attempting to locate 
the pivotal moment of change, I look for the change 
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number of architectural studies have also identi-
fied the private-domestic space of housing as the 
site for continuous struggle over the identity of 
nation and citizens, including John Archer’s study 
of the roots of American-dream suburban housing, 
Becky Nicolaides’s on blue-collar suburbs, and 
Diane Harris’s study of the construction of race in 
American post-war housing.26 

The idea of agonism draws attention to an impor-
tant element within conflict beyond social interaction, 
what Mouffe calls ‘the object of agonism’ over which 
conflict is waged and polity is formed. This object, 
for Mouffe, is not an obstacle to harmony but the 
very thing around which political society is forged.27 
Mouffe’s work is complemented by Bruno Latour’s 
work on the social significance of objects.28 This 
article proposes housing as the object of conflict for 
Israel-Palestine and places significant focus on the 
object at stake in conflict. Rather than the site or 
means of violent conflict, I identify housing as the 
object around which conflict revolves, not merely 
situated in dwelling spaces but rather enacted 
by and directed at dwelling spaces. As such, the 
Israeli-Palestinian context poses a surprising theo-
retical contribution to understanding spaces and 
geographies of conflict, suggesting that violence in 
this struggle over homeland is directed primarily at 
space itself, and more specifically, at the concrete 
space of dwelling as emblem and building block of 
national homeland.

The West Bank settlement project studied here 
is marked by actual experimentations in housing 
and settlement forms, applied not by professional 
architects and planners, but by future dwellers 
for the purpose of testing out dwelling forms that 
would constitute viable permanent ones. The study 
of these experiments maintains housing studies’ 
focus on the social issues and power mecha-
nisms producing and distributing housing, while 
re-introducing to this discussion the architectural 

housing both within and outside the ‘green line’.18 

Conflict is the object of study most commonly 
identified for Israel-Palestine,19 understood by 
scholars and the public alike in normative terms as 
undesirable and in need of ‘solving’.20 Liberal thought 
usually reads societies of conflict as deviant: ‘path-
ological or deemed to the expression of irrational 
forces’, politically underdeveloped, and ‘on the way 
to becoming a proper polity’.21 However, scholars 
of subaltern studies as well as scholars advocating 
for ‘South-South relations’ have pointed to the deep 
fallacies of the liberal-developmental perspective 
for the production of knowledge on these societies 
and political society at large.22 

Chantal Mouffe’s theory of agonism has identified 
conflict as central to the very formation of a polity. 
For her, agonism, a conflict that cannot be resolved, 
suggests a productive role for conflict in assembling 
a society, based on the object upon which the irre-
solvable conflict is waged. This object thereby forms 
a polity out of conflicted social actors by ‘bringing 
them together because it divides them’.23 From 
such a standpoint, conflicts are not seen as distur-
bances that unfortunately cannot be eliminated, as 
empirical impediments that render impossible the 
full realisation of harmony. Rather, Mouffe iden-
tifies the insolubility of the conflict as essential to 
political communities. Moreover, Mouffe has written, 
plural democracy is always a democracy ‘to come’, 
as conflict and agonism are at the same time its 
condition of possibility and the condition of the 
impossibility of its full realisation.24 

The argument regarding agonism in political 
space is supported by a number of studies that find 
such spaces to be formed as a result of conflict rather 
than consensus, including AbdouMaliq Simone’s 
study of African cities, Aihwa Ong’s study of China’s 
‘Special Economic Zones’, and Nezar AlSayyad 
and Ananya Roy’s study of urban informality.25 A 
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Between 1967 and 1974, Jewish settlement in 
the West Bank was limited to specific sites: the 
Jewish Quarter of Hebron, which was deserted 
after the 1929 massacre of Hebron Jews, an event 
identified by historians as ‘the beginning’ of the 
Israel-Palestine conflict, and the four Gush Etzion 
kibbutzim lost on the last day of the 1948 war.31 
Citizens, rather than the state, initiated the reset-
tlement of Hebron and Gush Etzion. The Israeli 
government permitted limited ‘return’ to these sites, 
justifiable based on individual return home, while 
resisting new settlement on occupied land as deter-
mined by international law. 

The ‘children of Gush Etzion’, who partook 
as young adults in the triumph of the 1967 war, 
organised immediately after the war to re-estab-
lish their kibbutzim. The kibbutz settlement form, 
the iconic building block of Zionist nation building 
since the 1920s, included by 1967 a network 
of 230 communes across the country based on 
a clear, proven, formulaic settlement pattern in 
terms of social composition and built environ-
ment. The kibbutz social-spatial structure consists 
of a tight commune, in which the residents share 
most of life’s functions in places like a communal 
kitchen, showers, a children’s house, and so forth, 
resulting in the perception of the entire kibbutz as 
one’s home, with the sole private space being one’s 
immediate dwelling space.32 

 ‘Kibbutz Kfar-Etzion children’ debated whether 
to resettle in their original kibbutz framework or 
as a regular urban settlement. Those arguing for 
an urban (non-communal) settlement proclaimed 
their goal as ‘settling as many Jews in Judea and 
Samaria’, while others argued for the social-ethical 
cachet of the ‘Kibbutz Movement which carried 
Israel’s first rebirth struggles on its back and set 
[Israel’s] borders’. These latter enjoyed the support 
of the kibbutz leadership of the time, who held 
significant positions of power in politics and intel-
lectual life.33 The Religious-Kibbutz Movement, a 

lens for data collection and inquiry, insisting on the 
primary sources and disciplinary tools of architec-
tural history, namely the ‘reading’ of building types, 
construction techniques, and materiality, along 
with the decision-making involved in design and 
construction processes.  

Rebuilding civilian settlements, 1967–74 
Much has been written about the experimental 
period of settlement in the West Bank (1967–
1977), focusing primarily on the state’s political 
manoeuvring and on the movement’s political 
theology of ‘Kookism’, introducing Rabbi Kook’s 
theology to mainstream Zionism.29 Surprisingly 
few studies investigate experiments in the built 
environment – namely the ‘design’ of experimental 
settlement and housing – to examine how settle-
ment was articulated and exercised by early settlers 
and ideologues. 

The sources available for the study of this ques-
tion are primarily pamphlets, historical photographs 
and videos, news reports, and oral testimonies, 
since settlement attempts were conducted via 
temporary structures, and all were quickly removed. 
Planning documents prepared by professional 
architects and planners can be found only for later 
stages, starting in 1978, of the consolidation of 
settlements and construction of permanent struc-
tures. Studies of West Bank settlements by leading 
scholars like Segal, Weizman, Tzfadia and Neuman 
focus on the period of state involvement and support 
of the settlement movement starting in 1977, as well 
as on formal planning by means of masterplans and 
detailed planning, addressing the bureaucracy and 
politics involved in administration.30 Further, the 
historical focus of these studies zooms in on the 
post-Oslo period (1990s–present), a period I iden-
tify here as significantly different from earlier ones. 
These important studies therefore require elabo-
ration and historical reframing that looks into the 
experimental phase of settlement building. 
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the military rather than civilian state mechanism.

On 5 February 1974 in Kfar Etzion, Porat hosted 
the initiating meeting of the messianic activist move-
ment known as Gush Emunim, which proposed 
civilian settlement as a means to resist the govern-
ment’s Alon Plan to withdraw from most of Judea 
and Samaria and allow Palestinian – rather than 
Israeli – civil autonomy upon it.35 Gush Emunin 
demanded the inclusion of the West Bank as part 
and parcel of the civil homeland rather than as 
occupied enemy territory by allowing Israeli citizens 
to make it their home by settlement, enacted via a 
settling group called Elon Moreh. 

Unlike the small-scale, government-approved 
resettlement of Kfar Etzion in kibbutz form, Gush 
Emunim attempted to form new cities and attract 
thousands of Israelis to the West Bank, articulating 
the principle of settling as many Jews in the biblical 
homeland as possible, in explicit defiance of state 
policy and IDF military governors. Starting in June 
1974, Elon Moreh activists enacted eight ‘ascents’ 
involving mass mobilisation pilgrimage events 
and performances of full settlement, echoing the 
concept of ‘ascent’ in Jewish immigration to Zion 
since the 1880s, as well as the concept of ascent 
to holy sites, primarily Jerusalem’s Temple Mount. 
As Elon Moreh civilians had no permit to settle in 
land held under martial law, they were repeatedly 
evacuated in clashes between settlers and the IDF. 
Settlers viewed the state and military, rather than 
the Palestinian population, as their ideological and 
actual opponents against which they barricaded 
and voiced threats of violence. 

Elon Moreh’s first ‘ascent’ took place on 5 June 
1974 south of Nablus. A convoy of 20 trucks and 
cars carried 100 settlers, including spiritual leader 
Rabbi Kook, and equipment, including a generator, 
kitchen facilities, furniture and religious artifacts. 
Settlers are reported to have fenced off an area 
of two hectares by the Horon military base; set up 

subset of the Kibbutz Movement that was less influ-
ential during the ‘first rebirth struggles’, proposed 
itself as the new leader of the Kibbutz Movement 
and ideology by adding religious ideology to kibbutz 
socialism. 

Given state resistance to civilian presence in the 
West Bank, returnees argued among themselves 
whether to seek state approval for resettlement or 
settle without it, disregarding the state. The ‘chil-
dren of Gush Etzion’ met with Prime Minister Levi 
Eshkol, who famously said, ‘well kids, if you want 
to – ascend’.34 Returnees demanded a New Year’s 
prayer at the resettled kibbutz; thus, resettlement 
was celebrated on 27 September 1967, four months 
after the 1967 conquest. 

In practice, the iconic kibbutz framework made 
it easier to gain state support, yet restricted early 
ideas of Jewish settlement to the small scale of 
the tight communal social and physical structure of 
the kibbutz settlement form. Kfar-Etzion returnees 
refrained from conflict with the state over civilian 
settlement and did not produce a new housing or 
settlement form. Nonetheless, Kfar-Etzion fomented 
a new political ideology for the Kibbutz Movement 
and Zionist settlement at large, which would extend 
well beyond the kibbutz framework, and addressed 
the Israeli state as its ideological opponent. 

Experimenting with new civilian settlement 
forms: Sebastia, 1974–75 
The idea of forming new settlements in the West 
Bank was first articulated in 1974, seven years 
after the 1967 occupation, and at first, limited the 
idea of resettlement. Kfar-Etzion’s secretary Hanan 
Porat, who was closely affiliated with Rabbi Kook, 
was among the first to articulate a vision for Judea 
and Samaria beyond the limited kibbutz format, 
in new (rather than returning) settlements. Judea 
and Samaria were held since 1967 by the Israel 
Defence Forces (IDF) as a military zone whose only 
civilian population was Palestinian, administered by 
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public in festive events, though repeatedly failed to 
reach the goal of civilian settlement.40 

Elon Moreh’s successful eighth attempt of 30 
November 1975 meshed the two strategies of 
public mobilisation and tower and stockade instant 
settlement. Activists organised a festive march of 
thousands of families from Netanya to Sebastia on 
the Hanukah school holiday, which was comple-
mented by the transportation of equipment and 
building materials to form an instant settlement 
occupied by these families. Facing harsh weather 
conditions that particularly affected the young 
children present, the military allowed settlers to 
stay for the weekend. Settlers again organised 
an impromptu full settlement. Settlers’ supporters 
managed to transfer a truck full of precast elements 
for concrete structures, smuggled into the site and 
assembled there. The tent town formed by settlers 
remained through the weekend and attracted large 
crowds of additional supporters.41

Elon Moreh leaders used the large crowd of civil-
ians to argue for mass civil support of their demand 
for civilian settlement. Resisting eviction, settler 
leaders posed threats of violence in the form of civil 
war should they be forced to evacuate Sebastia. ‘We 
actively, purposely, contributed to generating fear of 
civil war […] our public was dedicated to go all the 
way […] with the message “we will defend this place 
as one defends one’s home” […] we exploited the 
atmosphere of threat to reach a compromise’.42 The 
threat of civil war marked West Bank settlement as 
an internal Israeli affair rather than an intra-national 
struggle with Palestinians, and forced the State 
and military to reconsider the terms of the Israeli 
hold on the West Bank. Negotiations between 
settlers, the government, and the army resulted in 
a compromise: in exchange for voluntary evacua-
tion of Sebastia, the Minister of Defence in charge 
of martial law in the West Bank allowed a group of 
30 civilian families to remain in Samaria within the 

ten tents for dwelling; and designated tents for a 
synagogue, kitchen, and kindergarten. This settle-
ment attempt included all elements of a ‘proper’ 
settlement relying on the kibbutz model in its 
‘tower’ and ‘stockade’ iteration of the 1930s, which 
produced instant settlements to circumvent British 
restrictions on new Jewish settlements. The ‘tower 
and stockade’ strategy eluded the restrictions by 
performing a civilian pioneer act in defiance of the 
State of Israel as foreign/other.36 Indeed, as settlers 
refused to leave, they were surrounded by soldiers 
and military police who carried them one by one to 
evacuation buses.37 

Following the failure of this first attempt, which 
was well documented by the press, Elon Moreh 
published a pamphlet addressing the general 
public, arguing that civilian settlement is an issue 
of civil rather than military concern, thus pitting 
the Israeli regime against the Israeli public. The 
pamphlet proclaimed: ‘We set out today to found 
a city in the heart of Eretz-Israel near Nablus’, 
choosing the site of the old Ottoman train station by 
the Palestinian village of Sebastia, associated with 
biblical Samaria.38 While declaring their goal to be ‘a 
city’ involving a large number of settlers, this settle-
ment attempt again relied on the kibbutz model 
as precedent and justification for ‘illegal settle-
ment’, producing the performance of settlement by 
including all aspects of the kibbutz model – from 
the kindergarten and shared kitchen to the flag-
pole. Tents were set up for dwelling, an infirmary, 
and other communal services, while the old train 
station served as a barricade. A group of right-wing 
members of parliament, writers, and intellectuals 
joined the settlers, as well as many reporters who 
documented Elon Moreh’s ‘renewal of Jewish settle-
ment in Samaria’.39 As settlers refused to leave, 
again military personnel removed them from the 
site. Elon Moreh’s subsequent attempts alternated 
between the tower and stockade strategy of instant 
settlement and the mass mobilisation of the general 
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Fig. 1: Elon Moreh settlement in Sebastia, 1974. Photo: Moshe Milner. Source: National Photo Collection.

Fig. 2: Elon Moreh builds in Sebastia, March 1975. Photo: Shaya Segal. Source: Midreshet Kdumim.

Fig. 3: The Samaria March, March 1975. Photo: Israel Sun.
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Fig. 2

Fig. 3
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and Samaria’, reported Zvi Slonim, Gush Emunim 
secretary.45 

Kedumim: ‘communal settlement’ as a typology 
of expansion
Upon rising to power in 1977, Menachem Begin 
celebrated his victory in the Kedum camp, declaring, 
‘there will be many more Elon Morehs’.46 Begin’s 
right-wing administration realised its protracted 
promise of support for Gush Emunim by granting 
Kedum settlers full legal status and permits to 
settle permanently, declaring ‘we stand on the land 
of liberated Israel’.47 The permanent Elon Moreh 
settlement was founded south of the Kedum camp in 
several prefabricated concrete houses and named 
Kedumim, literally ‘ancients’, reflecting the idea of 
reconnecting to biblical space-time.48 Kedumim 
therefore seemed to mark the end of the conflict 
between settlers and the state.

As the permanent materialisation of the prac-
tices experimented on in Sebastia, the Kedumim 
settlers mediated between two key typologies in 
the history of Zionist settlement – the kibbutz and 
the Hebrew city – to produce the first iteration of 
the ‘communal settlement’ typology. The communal 
settlement marked the family housing unit as its 
key element and unit of expansion, forming a 
dwelling-based landscape. Much discussion has 
been devoted to communal settlements’ suburban 
political economy, a form of ‘good life modernism’ 
based on commuting to the Tel Aviv and Jerusalem 
metropolises rather than forming urban centers.49 
Yet the communal settlement typology is distinct 
from an ordinary suburb and serves as the nucleus 
of the future towns destined to be populated by 
large numbers of settlers. Based on small, highly 
ideological communities, the communal settlement 
closely resembled the kibbutz, yet the Gush Emunim 
aim of mass Jewish settlement had to depart from 
the closed community and closed typology of the 
kibbutz in order to form expandable settlements. It 
is a typology independent from scale restrictions, as 

nearby Kedum army camp.43 The threat of violence 
in the form of civil war was therefore successful in 
gaining settlers a foothold in the West Bank in the 
form of civilian settlement within an army camp. 
[Figs. 1–3]

The compromise reached at Sebastia involved 
accepting 30 settler families into Kedum army base, 
thus maintaining the principle of a military rather 
than civilian hold of Samaria as far as the state and 
army were concerned. No alterations were made to 
the Kedum camp to accommodate the settlers, who 
had to care for their own housing and communal 
facilities within the camp and employed the design 
of a civilian-built environment as a major tool for 
transforming the camp into a civilian settlement. 
Kedum settlers successfully argued for the intro-
duction of supplies from outside the camp, donated 
by members of the general public with varied inter-
ests – from kibbutzim who viewed settlers as the 
ideological continuation of pioneer settlement to 
contractors interested in the business opportunity 
offered by settlement. Elon Moreh’s demand for 
permanent dwellings in winter time was met with 
45 mobile homes supplied by the Jewish Agency, 
a compromise between durability and temporality.44 
In addition, settlers managed to argue for civilian 
services such as postal services and public trans-
portation. Befriending the camp commander and 
Nablus governor, settlers gained access to more 
and more camp facilities and an increased area, 
including a separate, civilian entrance to serve 
them independently from the soldiers, later closed 
off by the Minister of Defence. The state, settlers, 
and army thereby negotiated the terms of civilian 
presence in the military-held West Bank upon the 
everyday built environment of settler housing and 
services. ‘In “basement” conditions yet “penthouse” 
morale […] the settlement gradually constructed 
itself as a separate entity […] Supporters who came 
here saw the making of a new form of pioneer life 
[… and] were sparked with the seed that fruited with 
more and more Elon Moreh [settlements] in Judea 
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Fig. 4: Elon Moreh – Kedumim, a trailer home, undated. Photo: Asher Koralik.

Fig. 5: Kedumim, 1982. First permanent homes. Photo: Avraham Zaslavski. Source: National Photo Collection.

Fig. 4

Fig. 5
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treaty and accepting occupied land as foreign land 
held temporarily rather than as an integral part of the 
homeland. ‘Our demand’, the Elon Moreh leaders 
stated in a pamphlet, ‘is for parliament to issue a 
law excluding land in Eretz-Israel from categories of 
“occupied”, “foreign”, and “temporary” that can only 
be used for “military purposes” [… ] to allow for […] 
civilian Jewish settlement’.53 State support for the 
settlement project under the conception of military 
purpose was for Elon Moreh ideologues a double-
edged sword they feared undermined their entire 
enterprise. Such state initiatives as Ariel Sharon’s 
12-point plan for settlement strongholds on stra-
tegic West Bank hilltops were discussed at the time 
as explicitly countering settlement purpose and 
ideology, explicitly posited on being civilian rather 
than military.54 

Nonetheless, settlers’ struggle to transform the 
West Bank from military zone to civilian homeland 
has largely been won: by 1993 civilian ‘communal 
settlements’ based on family dwelling units already 
housed 116,000 settlers served by publicly-funded 
civil services and infrastructure.55 Planning docu-
ments for Elon Moreh and Kedumim made as early 
as 1982 and as late as 1993 demonstrate formal 
planning for suburban layout and infrastructure that 
persisted even as violence erupted, starting in 1987 
with the first Palestinian Intifada. [Figs. 4–7]

Locating the space-time of the turn towards 
violence: Kedumim stronghold 
When and how has the housing-violence cause-
and-effect relationship transformed? Where did 
the idea of housing as retaliation or offence come 
from? The question arising here concerns the 
pivotal moment of historical change in the settler 
mindset and settlement strategy, a shift from their 
consistently civilian project to the military one. An 
interesting lead can be found in settler-produced 
historiography. Starting in the 1990s, a dramatic 
change of tone emerged in the settler narrative in 
the context of the brief political move to the left with 

capable of sustaining a small one-hundred-family 
settlement like Itamar as a town of thousands like 
Efrat. 

Relying on state support of the settlement move-
ment, Elon Moreh took the opportunity to employ 
the state mechanism’s strongest tool: planning. In 
1978 Elon Moreh published their vision for regional 
planning for the West Bank, including cities, towns, 
‘garden cities’, communal settlements and rural 
settlements. [Fig. 6] The Jewish Agency took up this 
civilian initiative and produced the ‘Gush Emunim 
Master Plan’ of 1978, outlining a five-year plan for 
settling 27,000 families in 46 new settlements and 
38 existing settlements. The plan was based on the 
family as civilian unit and calculated two million Lira 
per family, which was allocated for infrastructure, 
temporary housing, permanent housing including 
public institutions, water, means of production, and 
‘other’.50 The plan does not distinguish between 
Jewish and Palestinian settlements, which would 
have reflected a view of ‘conflict’, nor between 
settlements in Israel proper versus the occupied 
West Bank. [Fig. 7] Moreover, the plan allocated 
no funds for security or military purposes, reflecting 
Elon Moreh’s insistence that the settlements were 
civilian rather than military. 

Yet Begin’s regime soon proved a disappoint-
ment to the movement, as Begin accepted the 
international legal dictum that only military purposes 
are valid in occupied territories and demanded 
settlements be defined as military posts. Since 
Elon Moreh explicitly rejected state categorisation 
of the settlement movement as military-purposed, 
its leaders went on a hunger strike.51 ‘The govern-
ment has argued before the Supreme Court that 
settlements beyond the Green Line were erected 
for military purposes […] defined as temporary 
(until the end of occupation) – declaring all settle-
ments temporary.’52 Settlers were concerned about 
the precedent set in 1978, which involved receding 
from the Sinai to Egypt in the framework of a peace 
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If the stronghold-disguised-as-neighbourhood is 
included in the work plan for a government office, 
it can subsequently receive a monthly budget from 
the Ministry of the Interior and a special budget 
for construction by the Ministry of Housing’.58 This 
‘system’, whose architecture and geography are the 
subject of Weizman’s work, has characterised the 
settlement project since the 1990s. Yet how has ‘the 
system’ formed and taken shape? 

The pivotal case again can be found in Kedumim, 
where an illegal residential outpost named Mizpe 
Yishai – literally Yishai overlook – was formed at a 
strategic location facing Kedumim on the opposite 
side of arterial Road 55 linking Qalqilya to Nablus, 
a major throughway for the Palestinian popula-
tion. Mizpe-Yishai thus transformed Road 55 into 
an internal road within Kedumim, consequently 
blocked at times during escalations of violence ‘for 
the security’ of Kedumim residents. 

A video titled ‘Mizpe-Yishai – History,’ telling the 
formal history of the outpost, was produced by Etrog 
Studios of Kedumim for its formal inauguration in 
August 2003 in the presence of Housing minister 
Effi Eitam.59 The video includes historical images 
and footage collected from the individual settlers 
involved, embedded within interviews with leaders 
and activists who recount the strategies they had 
employed in materialising the outpost. The histori-
ography projected from the video clearly addresses 
Mizpe-Yishai area as ‘the eastern hill… located on 
the other side of the intra-urban road’, hence not 
an obvious extension to Kedumim. The hill was part 
of Ariel Sharon’s much discussed hill-top or ‘star’ 
plan, which framed settlements as military outposts, 
to the dismay of settlers. While controversial, this 
state-administered plan was nonetheless an act of 
government and placed no burden on the settlers 
to act themselves to secure the West Bank as 
homeland. 

Yet as Yitzhak Rabin took power and declared 

Yitzhak Rabin’s administration, after some 15 years 
of right-wing settlement-supporting government 
and Rabin’s actions to ‘resolve’ the occupation in 
the Oslo Accords. New historiographic accounts of 
early settlement, for example by Shafat in 1995, 
reframed the motivations and context of early settle-
ment. Rather than an internal struggle for civilian 
settlement voiced via threats of civil war, settlers’ 
new historiography revolved around violent struggle 
with Palestinians, reflecting a shift towards political 
violence.56 

The transformation in the settlers’ housing ethos 
from civilian shelter to political violence began in the 
early 1990s in response to early negotiations over 
a two-state solution that would no longer consider 
the West Bank part of the Jewish homeland. The 
Oslo accords of 1993, in which the State of Israel 
accepted the West Bank as the Palestinian home-
land, was a watershed event for the settler mindset. 
Settler representatives in parliament demanded 
more construction in order to ‘make settlement 
a fact’, so major clusters of land are left intact or 
swapped for other territory, and – starting in the 
early 2000s – explicitly intended to render the two-
state solution unfeasible. These goals increasingly 
conceived of settlement as an act in the context of 
conflict, generating a transformation in the purpose 
and ethos of settlement, as well as its historiography. 

The state-imposed settlement halt led settlers 
to search for new expansion strategies, resulting 
in the strategy of building settlement outposts, 
small-scale settlements formed in strategic loca-
tions that gradually accumulated to full-fledged 
settlements. Settlement outposts have been the 
subject of extensive writing concerning the creeping 
process of outpost building, which is initially justi-
fied by security needs like communication but 
then comes to include dwellings and ends up de 
facto settlement.57 ‘This is how it is done’, writes 
Sasson, ‘the stronghold is labeled “neighbour-
hood” of an existing settlement, thus “permitted”. 
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Fig. 6: Elon Moreh’s 1978 regional planning for the West Bank, including cities, towns, ‘garden cities’, communal settle-

ments and rural settlements across Judea and Samaria. Source: Tsvi Raanan, Gush Emunim (Tel Aviv: Sifriat Poalim, 

1980).
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Fig. 7: Jewish Agency ‘Gush-Emunim master plan’, 1978. Source: Tsvi Raanan, Gush Emunim (Tel Aviv: Sifriat Poalim, 

1980).
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‘once the army announced it is taking over this site, 
I approached Daniella [Weiss, council chairperson] 
for her permit to come up to this site. We came 
here… as you see without a plan. We built seven 
houses – plainly laid on the landscape, one tall, one 
low… We then looked for the first seven lunatics 
who would buy the houses.’ Zoldan marketed the 
houses as a unique business and dwelling oppor-
tunity contravening the state-imposed construction 
freeze. 

‘Mizpe Yishai was our “departure from the 
walls”’, declares Zoldan, referring to the identifica-
tion of Jewish people stepping outside the walls of 
Jerusalem to settle the homeland as the beginning 
of Zionist settlement. Declaring Mizpe-Yishai as the 
settlers’ ‘departure from the walls’ and a milestone 
in Zionist settlement might seem overstated at first, 
yet as I show here, Mizpe-Yishai initiated the trans-
formation of the Zionist housing ethos from shelter 
to violence. The Kedumim takeover of the hill is situ-
ated in the context of escalating violence over the 
West Bank, as well as the threat posed by the Oslo 
accords that the West Bank would be recognised as 
the Palestinian homeland. 

While the first iteration of Gush Emunim argued 
for the replacement of military hold with civilian 
settlement as a means to declare Judea and 
Samaria part of the Jewish homeland rather than 
enemy territory, the Kedumim settlers used Mizpe-
Yishai to defy the state and military commitment 
to territorial resolution and to perpetuate violence 
within the conflict. Namely, Kedumim settlers 
founded Mizpe-Yishai in the explicit context of 
violent struggle between Palestinians and Israeli 
military-rule forces, marking settlement as an act of 
offence in the national struggle over the homeland, 
contravening and actively defy the accords. The 
settlers’ mistrust of state commitment to the idea of 
Judea and Samaria as part of the Jewish homeland 
deepened to include mistrust of the ability of the IDF 
to hold onto the homeland – and to a sense that 

a freeze on construction in Judea and Samaria, 
settlers from Kedumim carried out the first act 
relating them to the eastern hill by mounting a trailer 
home as a declarative act of future civilian settle-
ment there. ‘The trailer withstood heroically the rain 
and sun’, states the video, ‘silently facing the insults 
of those who did not believe a neighbourhood would 
be built here.’ In summer 1995, as public debate 
over the future of the West Bank and its settlers 
heated, culminating in the assassination of Prime 
Minister Rabin on 4 November, Kedumim residents 
formed an impromptu youth camp at the bottom of 
the hill to ‘demonstrate the continuity of Kedumim 
beyond the road’. 

Despite the election of Netanyahu’s right-wing 
government after Rabin’s assassination, Kedumim 
settlers did not withdraw to the civilian background 
but assumed an active role in initiating settlements 
as an explicit barrier to the implementation of the 
Oslo peace accords, expressing their mistrust in 
both the state and military to prevent the receding 
of the national homeland. Settlers took over the hill 
overlooking Kedumim in 1996 in response to the 
escalation of violence and the IDF’s stated inten-
tion to form a military post on it. ‘Due to the site’s 
strategic importance, the IDF decided to remove the 
trailer on the hill, and found a military post’, recounts 
the video, ‘yet the dismantling of many military posts 
in that period raised the concern that this site might 
too be deserted’. On 6 October 1996, Lieutenant 
Yishai Sechter, age 21, of Kedumim was killed in 
a battle along the Lebanese border. A Kedumim 
committee decided to name the eastern hill after 
the community’s war hero to demonstrate the role 
assigned to this settlement stronghold in ‘defending 
the homeland’. 

Construction was conducted by the Kedumim 
3000 construction firm, ‘a firm which makes sure 
not to cross the green line – on its eastern border 
of course’. Nahman Zoldan, the head of Kedumim 
3000, is interviewed in the Kedumim video, saying, 
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in an inflated neoliberal real estate market and 
demanded renewal of Israel’s housing-based 
social contract by which housing was provided as 
a social right reflecting Israel’s ethos as the Jewish 
collective home. While different classes of people 
define ‘proper dwelling’ differently and suffer the 
indignities and absurdities of dwelling in their own 
ways, discontent over access to proper dwellings 
is strongly shared. The neoliberalisation of Israel’s 
housing market since the 1990s has transformed 
dwelling space from a right of the citizenry to a 
means of production for developers and the state 
itself, which owns 94 percent of the land.60 Dwelling 
options for citizens have come to include commit-
ting oneself to high 30-year mortgages, paying up 
to 50 percent of one’s income for housing, offset-
ting high costs with long commutes, or dwelling in 
very poor conditions. The housing protest move-
ment acted to make state violence towards citizens 
evident by subjecting them to accumulation by 
dispossession – a phenomenon discussed in this 
geopolitical context as military-based and exercised 
on Palestinian subjects.61 

Historian Danny Gutwein advocates studying 
the settlement project in the context of the neolib-
eralisation of Israel since the late 1970s, which has 
accelerated since Netanyahu’s tenure as Minister 
of Finance. The introduction of housing-as-violence 
in the West Bank in the early 1990s paralleled 
Netanyahu’s introduction of neoliberal measures to 
the housing market in Israel proper. While housing 
is provided as a public good in the occupied territo-
ries – the sole site where the principles of the Israeli 
welfare state prevails, the responsibility to house 
oneself was increasingly relegated to the market 
within Israel proper. Netanyahu’s regime deliber-
ately used neoliberal governmentality to distribute 
the risks of dwelling-based accumulation by dispos-
session among individuals in Israel proper, while 
settlers are shielded as a collective group, bene-
fitting from a generous package of subsidised 
no-interest mortgages, free infrastructure (roads, 

the settlers need to replace the army themselves. 
The settlers’ choices in founding Mizpe-Yishai 
were hence explicitly military-minded, executed in 
concrete and declarative tactics among them by 
their arranging houses in formation and naming the 
neighbourhood after the local war hero. 

The ‘Mizpe-Yishai – History’ video clearly 
expresses the role assigned by the Kedumim 
settlers to housing units in marking the new settle-
ment-stronghold in exercising offensive action in 
the national struggle over the homeland. Kedumim 
chairperson Daniella Weiss is interviewed, stating, 
‘this neighbourhood, Mizpe-Yishai, is not only the 
houses – 30 houses, 50 houses or 100 houses – it 
is part of a plan for 500 housing units that would 
extend with God’s help to 5000, reaching Havat-
Gilad not far from us. Construction here is an 
expression of continuation.’ 

The two key differences between the formation 
of Kedumim and Mizpe-Yishai include the use of 
housing as a means of national violence rather than 
civilian dwelling, and the threat of violence directed 
towards the Palestinians rather than towards Israeli 
civil society. The Kedumim logic of housing-as-
outpost has eventually taken over the state rhetoric 
to become Israel’s new housing ethos, as seen in 
Netanyahu’s 2011 statement. [Figs. 8–9]

The turn towards violence in Israel proper: 
housing neoliberalisation 
While most scholarly and general attention to 
violence in Israel-Palestine is directed at the coun-
try’s contested periphery, a fascinating phenomenon 
of mass citizen protest identifies housing as the 
arena in which orchestrated state violence is exer-
cised upon citizens, a violence which goes almost 
entirely unnoticed. This violence was first articulated 
as such in July 2011, four months after Netanyahu’s 
kill-build statement, by the largest social movement 
since the 1970s. Hundreds of thousands of citizens 
protested the high cost of housing as a commodity 
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of individual governmentality and risk by demon-
strating that the lack of access to housing was not 
their individual failure, but the result of institutional, 
orchestrated violence. Since 2006, Israel saw a 
steep hike in housing costs, the causes of which 
have been debated extensively with no conclusive 
economic theory.64 While boom and bust periods 
in housing real estate and rental costs have char-
acterised the Israeli housing market since the 
creeping neoliberalisation of the 1970s, by 2011 it 
was clear that a bust is unlikely, and that what the 
public believed to be an open market in housing is 
highly state-controlled and far from benevolent to 
the citizens. 

While many protesters and movement leaders 
tried to keep the movement ‘a-political’, the move-
ment was decisive in the political realisation 
that Netanyahu’s regime has deliberately used 
neoliberal governmentality to distribute the risks 
of dwelling-based accumulation by disposses-
sion to individuals in Israel proper. The neoliberal 
violence directed towards citizens who have been 
rejecting the ‘benevolent state’ of the West Bank 
arguably serves to turn the tide and attract as many 
Jewish Israelis to the settlements. As neoliberal 
violence within Israel increases, so – at least theo-
retically – would the incentive to offset neoliberal 
violence with political violence, thereby contrib-
uting to the national struggle over the homeland by 
settlement. The settlement project’s dependence 
on mass settlement, and deepening international 
pressure to reach a two-state solution, required a 
substantial push to draw citizens to the West Bank. 
This process arguably reached a tipping point 
following Israel’s 2005 disengagement from Gaza 
and the subsequent operation ‘Summer Rains’ of 
2006, which provoked a mass public debate over 
the future of the settlement project, Israel’s hold 
of the biblical West Bank, and settlers’ protracted 
political leadership of the country. 

Netanyahu’s regime ‘others’ subjects living under 

electricity, sewage), and services in a state of 
exception.62 

Yet while the neoliberalisation of Israel proper 
has been deepening, the majority of Israelis have 
been refusing the generous ‘benevolent state’ offer 
of state-sponsored housing in the contested space 
of the territories. While the Israeli citizenry has kept 
Netanyahu in power, it has been ‘voting with its 
feet’ against the settlement project by individually 
choosing to reside within the Green Line, despite 
the higher cost of property and everyday living and 
in spite of the opportunity to be included in the privi-
leged settler milieu. 

Simon Springer suggests that neoliberalism has 
a role in relegating violence to certain ‘irrational’ 
and ‘local’ spaces where violence occurs, posi-
tioning the global market as the sole provenance 
of nonviolence and ostensible opposite to violence 
as irrationality.63 Considering Springer’s proposal, 
we can read Israelis’ embracing of the liberalised 
housing market as an attempt to assign a rational, 
non-nationalist meaning to dwelling, distinguishing 
themselves from both settlers and Palestinians 
fighting over biblical lands ‘over there’ by discussing 
housing as real-estate rather than homeland. 

The mass public protests of 2011 marked a 
moment of historiographical shift among the Israeli 
public, through which the brutality of housing neolib-
eralisation was first discussed and popularised as 
such, largely rewriting the historiography of citizen 
housing in popular discourse and the media. Why 
did the silent, complicit, Israeli public suddenly 
reject the neoliberal promise of normality, take to the 
streets, and engage in rewriting its housing history? 

The mass protest made many realise the failure of 
the neoliberal promise to employ market rationality 
in Israeli housing and distinguish Israel proper from 
the irrational otherness of the territories. Moreover, 
the mass protest finally exploded the neoliberal idea 
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Fig. 8: Aerial photograph of Kedumim and Mizpe-Yishai across Road 55, 2013. Photo: Samaria settlements committee. 

Fig. 9: First trailer home of Mizpe-Yishai. Screenshot: ‘Mizpe-Yishai – History’, 2011. 

Fig. 8

Fig. 9
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served Zionism both pre- and post-statehood, to 
an ethos of national violence. Employing detailed 
study of settlement housing practices since 1967, 
I identify the tipping point – Netanyahu’s 2011 ‘kill-
build’ statement – at which the settlement project 
transformed its housing ethos from civil to offensive, 
taking housing from meaning ‘a place of shelter’ 
to serving as an act of violent retaliation. The 
year 2011 exposed the two key means by which 
citizen housing is employed as political violence in 
the context of national conflict over homeland: as 
political violence directed at the Palestinian oppo-
nent, and as neoliberal violence directed at most of 
Israeli society. 2011 therefore saw housing explicitly 
declared – and publicly realised – as an object of 
violence.

While settlement housing is assumed to have 
always served as an object of conflict in the national 
struggle over the West Bank, this article shows that 
settlers used housing to challenge the state and 
army and argue for civilian Israeli hold of land as 
homeland (rather than military hold of foreign land), 
invoking the Israeli ethos of housing as stand-
in and building block for the nation. The settlers’ 
transformation of the housing strategy and ethos 
to an offensive act and object of conflict over the 
homeland was a response to the Oslo Accords, 
employing housing as a proxy for military posts 
and strategic appropriation of territorial homeland. 
The ‘benevolent’ State’s support of settlements 
by providing housing, infrastructure and services 
is complemented with the neoliberalisation of the 
housing market in Israel proper. 

Since political membership in Israeli society 
is tied to dwelling in the homeland, the struggle 
over Israel’s housing ethos is central to the very 
identity of the nation and its citizens. The transfor-
mation since the 1990s of the Israeli housing ethos 
to one of violence leaves Israeli citizens between 
the proverbial rock and hard place: either they 
are left to the mercy of Israel’s inflated real estate 

the neoliberal regime of housing in Israel proper 
from the collective national body, which he identi-
fied with the settlement project in his ‘kill-build’ 
statement. The present regime thus subjects the 
majority of its citizens to increasing levels of market 
violence by stripping them of state provision of 
subsidised housing, once a staple of Israeli citizen-
ship. Pitting segments of society against each other 
based on the deep inequalities in access to housing, 
Netanyahu’s regime benefits from social erosion, 
curbing the opposition against him. To protest their 
lack of access to housing, protesters set up tent 
camps across the country, claiming that housing 
was ‘a right rather than a commodity’.65 Forming 
an alternative built environment no one could disre-
gard, protesters employed the object through which 
violence was inflicted on them – namely housing 
and settlement – to protest their condition as lesser 
citizens.66 

The neoliberalism of the housing market has 
eventually turned against citizens living in Israel 
proper and exposed itself as a violent – rather than 
rational – measure. Neoliberal violence disrupts 
the idea of neoliberalism as rational and disinter-
ested, as well as of the idea of ‘home’ as a real 
estate commodity, a traded object of investment 
capital. Neoliberal violence therefore suggests that 
housing has deeper meanings, re-invoking Israel’s 
housing ethos of shelter and nation building. Rather 
than resisting neoliberal violence as individuals, 
the housing movement formed surprising, encom-
passing solidarity among conflicted segments of 
society, rearticulating it as a polity based on the right 
to housing. The protest movement attempted to 
restore the social contract and reverse the change 
in housing ethos – a struggle yet to materialise in 
real politics. [Figs. 10–11]

Conclusion: Israel proper and the West Bank 
as separate sites of housing-as-violence
This article identifies a transformation in Israel’s 
housing ethos from an ethos of shelter, which has 
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Fig. 10: Housing protest, July 2011, Tel Aviv. Photo: Author. 

Fig. 11: Housing protest tent city, Tel Aviv, August 2011. Photo: Activestills. 
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French National Assembly formally recognised 
the term war by law and authorised the use of the 
appellation La Guerre d’Algérie in French schools 
and in official terminology.2

In 2015, sixty years after the institution of the 
state of emergency, the same extraordinary law 
is enforced, but it took the French president a few 
hours to call the Paris attacks ‘an act of war’, and 
a few days after that to proclaim that ‘France is at 
war’. Hollande and his government, however, had 
no intention of recalling the peculiar character of 
warfare that France waged (and is still waging), a 
war that Colonel Roger Trinquier, a French army 
officer and theorist who served in Algeria, termed la 
guerre moderne (modern warfare).

The aim of this article is to trace the genealogy 
of the practices and theories of French modern 
warfare, its modus operandi, and its exportation to 
other parts of the world. The paper does not pretend 
to scrutinise the spatial organisation and built forms 
that resulted from this type of warfare, but rather to 
uncover the psychology and bureaucracy of mili-
tarily designed and controlled spaces.

Pacification is not peacemaking
On 3 April 1955, the French National Assembly and 
the Council of the French Republic approved law 
no. 55–385 on the state of emergency. Although 
the bill was modelled on the état de siège (state of 
siege) – that is, a state of war – the state of emer-
gency was not legally deemed a state of war in the 

Introduction
On the night of Friday, 13 November 2015, as the 
Paris attacks were still unfolding, François Hollande, 
President of the Fifth Republic stood before national 
television and declared the closing of the country’s 
borders and a nationwide état d’urgence (state of 
emergency). The French media compared these 
attacks with the calamities of World War II, thus 
disregarding and undermining the Paris Massacre 
of 17 October 1961, during La Guerre d’Algérie (the 
Algerian War, 1954–1962), which killed hundreds 
of peaceful Algerian pro-independence protesters 
who had gathered in Paris. The Paris police forces 
were then under the authority of Maurice Papon, a 
French civil servant who had served twice in Algeria 
under French colonial rule, and who was convicted 
of crimes against humanity in 1998 for his partici-
pation in the deportation of Jews in Bordeaux to 
concentration camps during World War II.1

The French newspaper Libération of Saturday 
and Sunday, 14–15 November, wrote that the 
exceptional law of the state of emergency was 
rooted in the Evènements d’Algérie (Algeria’s 
events), as it had been decreed for the first time 
on 3 April 1955, five months after the outbreak of 
the Algerian Revolution on 1 November 1954. 
The expression Evènements d’Algérie, as well as 
Opérations de maintien de l’ordre (the enforcement 
of law and order), were employed by the French 
authorities during and after the war to designate 
the Algerian War. It was not until 18 October 1999, 
under the presidency of Jacques Chirac, that the 

On the Spaces of Guerre Moderne: 
The French Army in Northern Algeria (1954–1962)
Samia Henni 
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and military officers; the application of significantly 
in-depth political and administrative actions; and 
the destruction, the capture, or the prevention of 
so-called rebels from threatening law and order. The 
military directive articulated the peculiar character-
istics of pacification by means of three operations, 
which involved: 

1. Action humaine: human action performed upon 

civilian populations, by becoming acquainted with 

them, supervising them, gaining their confidence, 

and obtaining their profound and unconditional 

support; 

2. Action constructive: constructive action that may 

comprise the construction of new connecting roads 

and infrastructures, the building of new administra-

tive centres and military posts, and the improvement 

of living conditions in the Aurès; and

3. Actions de protection: action of protection that were 

meant to create a permanent environment of insecu-

rity for the rebels by (a) intelligence, human contact, 

and ambushes; (b) the presence and action of mili-

tary forces, and police controls based on intelligence 

and political actions; (c) the progressive arming of the 

population in order to manage its own self-defence; 

(d) the éloignement (distancing) of ‘suspects’; and 

finally (e) conventional armed fighting against the 

rebels.7 

Whereas the term rebels alluded to Algerian revolu-
tionaries, the fighters for the liberation of a colonised 
population and territory, the word suspects entailed 
(as deliberately defined in the military directive) 
those ‘who provide any personal, volunteer and 
effective assistances to the rebels’.8 To this end, if 
any person – a family member, neighbour, friend, 
colleague, or anyone else – dared to feed, treat, 
dress, lodge, hide, or perhaps even speak to a 
revolutionary, he or she would systematically be 
considered a potential suspect and would imme-
diately be ‘distanced’ from the general population. 

eyes of the French authorities, because Algeria was 
considered a French territory; ironically, a state of 
war thus would have meant a civil war.3 The law 
gave exceptional powers to the then minister of the 
interior, François Mitterrand; to the French Prefects; 
and, in Algeria (under French colonial rule), to the 
then governor general of the French government 
in Algeria, Jacques Soustelle, a French ethnolo-
gist and former intelligence / anti-Vichy propaganda 
agent. 

The exceptional law of the undeclared war 
empowered the French authorities to confiscate 
legally owned weapons; control the press and 
censor publications, radio broadcasts, cinemato-
graphic screenings, and theatre performances; close 
gathering places; pronounce house confinements 
without judiciary oversight; forbid the circulation of 
vehicles, people, and gatherings in given areas and 
times; institute zones of protection or security where 
the ‘sojourning’ of people was regulated; and forbid 
the sojourning of any person who sought to hinder 
public authorities’ actions in any way.4 Given the 
(at the time) recent precedents of the Vichy regime 
and World War II, the law forbade the establishment 
of camps, stating that ‘under no circumstances 
[… may] the home arrest […] result in the creation of 
camps in which the persons referred to in the prec-
edent paragraph would be under detention’.5

In the Aurès Mountains, one of the most revolu-
tion-affected regions in north-eastern Algeria, the 
state of emergency was immediately enforced on 
6 April 1955. Six days later, the military cabinet of 
the governor general in Algeria circulated a memo 
bearing the title La pacification de l’Aurès (Aurès 
Pacification). It claimed that ‘the recovery of the 
situation in the areas where the state of emergency 
is enforced will be achieved by means of the policy 
of pacification’.6 Pacification in this sense consisted 
of systematic practices of profoundly dissimilar, yet 
interconnected, character that included the organi-
sation of an extensive network of administrators 
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and its replacement by a different order, whereas 
insurrection suggested merely a temporary uprising 
against an authority that will not necessarily result in 
the conquest of power. While the term counterinsur-
gency thus suggests non-permanent politico-military 
actions that are designed and executed against the 
activities of insurgents, this is, as we know, hardly 
the case.

Pacification is not peacemaking. In his Grammaire 
Africaine (African Grammar) in his 1957 book 
Mythologies, Roland Barthes claimed that during 
the armed conflict in Algeria, the French authori-
ties employed a language whose aim was not to 
communicate but rather to intimidate. This écriture 
cosmétique (cosmetic writing), as he argued, was 
ideologically burdened and politically loaded: a 
mask intended to divert the nature of the war and 
to cover the real facts with a ‘noise’ of language. 
Barthes wrote: 

War – the aim is to deny the thing. For there are two 

ways: either to name it as little as possible (the most 

common method); or to give it the meanings of its 

own antonym ([the] more devious method, which is 

the basis for almost all the mystifications of bourgeois 

language). War is then used in the sense of peace and 

pacification in the sense of war.12

The French doctrine of modern warfare
Among the leading practitioners and theorists of 
modern warfare who gained their practical experi-
ence in World War II, Indochina, and then in Algeria 
(some were also celebrated for the bloody Battle 
of Algiers) were colonels Marcel Bigeard, David 
Galula, Charles Lacheroy, and Roger Trinquier; 
and generals Paul Aussaresses, Jacques Massu, 
and Raoul Salan, who was then France’s most 
decorated soldier. He also founded (in January 
1961) a far-right extremist paramilitary group, 
the Organisation Armée Secrète (OAS, or Secret 
Armed Organisation), which violently opposed the 
independence of Algerians and of Algeria. In 2003, 

The same guidelines stated that during the process 
of the éloignement of suspects, ‘no collective sanc-
tions of deportation character [will be] accepted. 
Construction sites [are] to be specified as soon as 
possible.’9 Because there were no written instruc-
tions that dictated how to distinguish ‘suspects’ from 
‘non-suspects,’ however, the entire Algerian popu-
lation thus became potentially suspect: enemies 
who should be converted into non-suspects, or, if 
possible, friends.

Despite the use of the epithet pacification by the 
French military and civil authorities in the nineteenth 
century (in the contexts of the colonial wars and the 
colonisation of Africa and south-eastern Asia), the 
policies, processes, methods, and technologies 
of pacification had been considerably upgraded 
to meet the conditions of the twentieth century: 
specifically, since the end of World War II and the 
beginning of the long Cold War. In his 1961 book La 
Guerre Moderne, Roger Trinquier – who had served 
in World War II, the Indochina War (1946–1954), 
and the Algerian War – defined modern warfare 
as ‘an interlocking system of actions – political, 
economic, psychological, military’.10 Trinquier unre-
servedly argued that ‘the sine qua non of victory 
in modern warfare is the unconditional support of 
a population. According to Mao Tse-tung, it is as 
essential to the combatant as water to the fish.’11 
To this end, the Algerian War marked a shift from 
conventional to unconventional warfare; from the 
clash of two armies in a given battlefield to a much 
more complex system of operations, in which the 
target is hardly discernible, and therefore the entire 
population is at risk. 

Modern warfare was also frequently referred to as 
asymmetric, irregular, subversive, psychological, or 
revolutionary warfare. Its counterpart term, counter-
revolutionary warfare, was immediately substituted 
with the term counterinsurgency operations, most 
likely because the term revolution entailed a forcible 
overthrow of an established authority in a country 
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In the same line of thought, Colonel Trinquier, who 
recommended and defended the use of torture, 
claimed that the population may be forced to support 
the French anti-independence struggle, highlighting 
that ‘such support may be spontaneous, although 
that is quite rare and probably a temporary condi-
tion. If it doesn’t exist, it must be secured by every 
possible means, the most effective of which is 
terrorism.’15 

Colonel Galula, meanwhile, noted that ‘paci-
fication would be achieved if we could gradually 
compromise the population in the eyes of the 
rebels’.16 Galula is well known to English-speaking 
military strategists and readers, since he published 
two manuals in English when he was a research 
associate at Harvard University’s Center for 
International Affairs between 1962 and 1967: 
Pacification in Algeria, 1956–1958 (in 1963) and 
Counterinsurgency Warfare: Theory and Practice 
(in 1964).

Colonel Galula’s 1964 monograph on the theory 
and practice of counterrevolutionary warfare influ-
enced the Department of the US Army, even in 
the writing of its 2006 field manual FM 3–24, enti-
tled Counterinsurgency, which was addressed to 
US soldiers fighting in Iraq and Afghanistan. As 
noted in its foreword, the manual was meant to fill 
a doctrinal gap of twenty years.17 Colonel Galula’s 
thinking was frequently cited in the manual’s second 
chapter, ‘Unity of Effort: Integrating Civilian and 
Military Activities’, notably when he argued that in 
this type of war, ‘the soldier must be then prepared 
to become […] a social worker, a civil engineer, a 
schoolteacher, a nurse, a boy scout. But only for 
as long as he cannot be replaced, for it is better 
to entrust civilians’ tasks to civilians.’18 Colonel 
Galula’s claim of the extra-military responsibilities of 
army officers was informed by the French school of 
colonial warfare that recognised the so-called social 
role of army officers. The school was developed by 
Marshal Thomas Robert Bugeaud in French colonial 

the year of the invasion of Iraq and the capture of 
the Iraqi capital, Baghdad, by US forces, Marie-
Monique Robin, a French journalist, released a film 
documentary titled Escadrons de la mort: l’école 
française (Death Squads: The French School), in 
which she told of the export of the French military 
doctrine imposed by the French army on Algerians 
(including the systemic use of torture) to North 
and South America, notably to Argentina, Chile, 
and the United States.13 Robin interviewed French 
officers who were still alive and who were willing 
to confirm the doctrine they had set up, and their 
role in disseminating their war strategies and tactics 
during and after Algeria’s independence. To under-
stand the French doctrine of the death squads, it 
is relevant to analyse some of the discourses and 
practices that France enforced in Algeria in order 
to keep Algeria under French colonial rule and to 
exploit the Algerian Saharan region. 

On 2 July 1957, Colonel Lacheroy, then Chief of 
the Service of Psychological Action and Intelligence 
at the French Ministry of National Defense, and who 
later served in the Algerian cities of Constantine 
and Algiers, delivered a lecture to an audience 
of two thousand officers at the auditorium of the 
Sorbonne in Paris entitled La guerre révolutionnaire 
et l’arme psychologique (Revolutionary Warfare 
and Psychological Weaponry). He drew particular 
attention to the radically distinct character of this 
form of warfare, which consisted of total warfare. 
He claimed: 

total, because not only [does it mobilise] in this effort 

all industrial, commercial, [and] agricultural powers of 

a country, but also it takes and pushes in the effort 

of war all children, all women, all elderly men, all that 

thinks, all that lives, all that breathes, with all their 

forces of love, all their forces of enthusiasm, all their 

forces of hate, and it throws them into war. This is the 

new factor. Total war because it takes the souls as well 

as the bodies and it yields them to the obedience of 

the effort of war.14 



41

military authorities, whom he termed the ‘counterin-
surgents’, as follows: 

the ideal situation for the insurgent would be a large 

landlocked country shaped like a blunt-tipped star, 

with jungle-covered mountains along the borders 

and scattered swamps in the plains, in a temperate 

zone with a large and dispersed rural population and 

a primitive economy. [Fig. 1] The counterinsurgent 

would prefer a small island shaped like a pointed star, 

on which a cluster of evenly spaced towns are sepa-

rated by desert, in a tropical or arctic climate, with an 

industrial economy.23 [Fig. 2]

With the latter figure in mind, the French authorities 
remodelled the entire Algerian territory, causing a 
massive forced resettlement of roughly three million 
people that they named the regroupement des 
populations (regrouping of populations); the subse-
quent built settlements were termed the centres 
de regroupements (regrouping centres). In reality, 
however, they looked like camps. 

Militarily controlled camps
In an attempt to legitimise the reorganisation of 
the Algerian territory and the massive resettle-
ment of the Algerian rural populations, the French 
governors general in Algeria – Soustelle and his 
successor, the socialist Robert Lacoste – claimed 
that Algeria was dangerously underadministered, 
and that its population was too large to maintain 
the 1848 territorial departmentalisation. According 
to Lacoste, a new territorial reorganisation ought to 
face several of the population’s most urgent admin-
istrative necessities.24 He drew particular attention 
to the departments of the Hauts Plateaux (where the 
Aurès Mountains are located), in which, according 
to him, minor rural populations occupied overly vast, 
underdeveloped areas. As a result of a planned 
enhancement of Algeria, new regions, departments, 
districts, and municipalities were created between 
1955 and 1958, coupled with a strategic choice of 
new administrative epicentres in order to ensure a 

Algeria, refined by Marshal Joseph Simon Gallieni 
in French colonial Indochina, and then dissemi-
nated by Marshal Louis Hubert Gonzalve Lyautey 
in the French Protectorate of Morocco.19 In his first 
influential article, Du rôle social de l’officier dans 
le service miliaire universel (On the Social Role of 
the Officer in the Universal Military Service), from 
1891, Marshal Lyautey criticised the rigidity and 
inadequacy of the French military education. He 
demanded that it provide ‘a fruitful conception of the 
modern role of the officer to become the educator 
of the entire nation’.20 Furthermore, he argued that 
it was necessary to transform the cruel sides of the 
war into a good opportunity, and thereby to ‘display, 
during the course of the military service, not only 
the violent and sterile fatigue, but also the broader 
field of the social action’.21 Both warfare doctrines 
employed the term pacification in order to imply war, 
both applied the military strategy of winning hearts 
and minds, and both employed soldiers to serve 
as ‘nation builders as well as warriors’:22 that is, to 
meet both civil-political and military objectives. 

Over the course of the French War in Algeria, 
such aims coincided with specific territorial and 
spatial operations. Officers drew new borders, built 
new infrastructures, forcibly displaced Algerian 
civilians, and erected new shelters: not to colonise 
Algeria (because Algeria was already considered 
a French department), but to oversee and monitor 
every movement and activity of the colonised popu-
lations who were deemed to be potential suspects. 
Given that 1) the entire population (then about 
ten million) was affected, that 2) the Algerian terri-
tory was enormous (about four times larger than 
France), and that 3) the rural population was spread 
over its large countryside, the French authorities 
forced entire populations to adhere to new maps 
that dictated a new distribution of the whole rural 
population and a portion of the urban population. 
Colonel Galula described the exemplary geographic 
situations for Algerian liberation fighters, whom he 
called the ‘insurgents’, and for the French civil and 
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evacuate the forbidden zones, thus forcing civilians 
to leave their homes, villages, and arable lands. 
This military operation not only damaged countless 
Algerian villages and uprooted numerous Algerian 
peasants, but it also engendered the establishment 
of thousands of centres de regroupement.29 

The French term centre de regroupement poses 
translation problems, because it involves both a 
displacement and a concentration of civilians – the 
extrajudicial detention enabled by the state of emer-
gency – into an enclosed and surveyed space; it 
also entails precisely that which it is not. For obvious 
reasons, the words concentration and camp were 
circumvented in official military parlance, and, 
consequently, by the majority of the French media. 
In 1957, Maurice Papon, at the time the Inspector 
General of Administration in the Extraordinary [civil-
military] Mission in Eastern Algeria and Prefect of the 
Department of Constantine, rigorously requested 
the immediate suppression of the term camp 
from all road signs and indications in the Algerian 
Department under his authority, stating: ‘the term 
camp will have to disappear from the terminology’.30 

The term regroupement, on the other hand, 
seems to inhabit a purely military sense, in that 
it coincides with the meaning of concentration. 
According to one French dictionary, regroupe-
ment is the action of regrouping, which means, ‘1. 
To group, to unite anew (what was dispersed): To 
regroup officers of an army. 2. To group (dispersed 
elements), together. à to reassemble: To regroup 
the populations.’31 Concentration, meanwhile, is the 
action of concentrating, which means (according to 
the same dictionary) ‘to gather in a centre. Military: 
The concentration of troops in an area of the terri-
tory. à Grouping, roundup, regrouping. Special: 
Camps de Concentration.’32

Whereas the state of emergency empowered 
the Fourth Republic to acquire a lawful form that 
allowed for regulating the residence and circulation 

pressing national security regime and to facilitate 
the regional communication and enforcement of 
French regulations.25 At the military level, however, 
the entire territory was gradually interpenetrated by 
adjustable infrastructures and hermetic cobwebs 
of checkpoints, watchtowers, military posts, border 
fortifications, minefields, and electric fences, all of 
which enabled continual counterrevolutionary mili-
tary operations.26 

The French army progressively allocated 
particular areas of the Algerian territory to one of the 
three main military categories: zones opérationnelles 
(zones of operation), zones de pacification (pacifi-
cation zones), and the zones interdites (forbidden 
zones).27 In the zones of operation, officers were 
ordered to utilise any means possible to restore 
security. In the militarily controlled zones of pacifica-
tion, the army employed the action psychologique 
(psychological action) against civilians, who were 
forcefully administered, supervised, and indoctri-
nated, as well as being induced to collaborate with 
the army.28 Finally, there were the forbidden zones, 
which consisted of free-fire zones for both air and 
ground military forces; these zones needed to be 
cleared of any living beings, including animals. The 
prohibited regions were frequently isolated places, 
and they often comprised vast woodlands and high-
lands, but they also included inhabited rural areas, 
from which large masses of civilians were forcefully 
relocated to ensure safe zones for the French army. 

The various territorial categories spawned 
frequent spatial misunderstandings and border 
conflicts between the civilian and military authori-
ties. The civilian administrative subdivisions, for 
their part, consisted of departments, districts, and 
municipalities, while the systematic military quadril-
lage (gridding) was composed of zones, sectors, 
subsectors, quartiers, and sub-quartiers, which 
were intended to be combined with one of the oper-
ational, pacification, or forbidden military zones. 
The most unmistakable directive, however, was to 
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Fig. 1: Ideal territory for the insurgent © Galula, Counterinsurgency Warfare, 28.

Fig. 2: Ideal territory for the counterinsurgent © Galula, Counterinsurgency Warfare, 28.

Fig. 1

Fig. 2
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the forbidden zones, and therefore the number of 
camps continued to increase throughout the course 
of the Algerian War of Independence. 

The Inspection Générale des Regroupements 
de Population (IGRP, or General Inspection of the 
Regroupings of the Population), a French mili-
tary institution that was mandated to inspect the 
regrouping of the Algerian population that had been 
accomplished by military officers, argued that ‘the 
creation of the regroupement is the most effective 
means for subtracting the population from the influ-
ence of the rebels’.37 It went on to claim that ‘the 
policy of the regroupement is one [of] the master-
pieces of the manoeuvre of pacification’.38

The architects of the camps 
Central to the construction of the camps de regroupe-
ment were the extraordinary army units called the 
Sections Administratives Spécialisées (SAS, or 
Specialised Administrative Sections). The SAS 
were deployed in September 1955 in rural areas 
in order to assume the powers that were usually 
offered, as per Decree no. 55–1274, to ‘adminis-
trators of civil services on the individual decision 
of the Governor General of Algeria’.39 The military 
missions of the SAS officers entailed the gathering 
of intelligence, the diffusion of propagandistic infor-
mation, the ensuring of law and order, and the direct 
control of the civilian population, while their civil 
functions consisted of providing social, economic, 
educational, sanitary, and medical facilities, as well 
as to evacuate the populations and monitor the 
construction of militarily controlled camps with tech-
nical knowledge that was almost nonexistent. 

Similar divisions were subsequently imple-
mented in urban areas in order to cope with the 
alarming numbers of the bidonvilles (slums, literally 
‘can-towns’), in addition to performing most of the 
aforementioned civil-military responsibilities; these 
were then named the Sections Administratives 

of civilians and controlling their activities, as well as 
arresting persons at any time and at any place, the 
creation and construction of camps was unquestion-
ably banned, as mentioned earlier. Nevertheless, 
camps were intensively and continuously created. 
One estimate for 1960 evaluated 2,157,000 forcibly 
resettled persons; another evaluation (for 1961) 
considered that at least 2,350,000 persons had 
been concentrated into camps, and that an addi-
tional 1,175,000 persons were compelled to leave 
their original homes due to constant and violent 
military operations.33 That is to say, 3,525,000 
persons were compulsorily displaced in Algeria 
under French colonial rule.34 Another figure, for 15 
February 1962 – just a few weeks before Algeria’s 
independence – reported that 3,740 camps de 
regroupement had been built in French Algeria since 
the outbreak of the revolution in 1954.35 Even today, 
historians – both Algerian and French, civil and mili-
tary – have yet to agree on the exact numbers of the 
resettled populations, the devastated villages, and 
the camps that were built.

Despite the fact that these camps had been 
created since the outset of the Algerian Revolution, 
it was not until 1957, under the military command 
of General Raoul Salan, that official military poli-
cies stamped ‘secret’, ‘secret–confidential’, or 
‘top-secret’ began to regulate the creation of the 
forbidden zones, as well as of the forced resettle-
ment of civilians. Notable among these endeavours 
was the construction and completion of the defen-
sive perimeter called the Morice Line that sealed off 
Algeria’s eastern and western borders with Tunisia, 
Libya, and Morocco in order to prevent human 
circulation and material exchanges.36 The Morice 
Line provoked a rapid and massive expansion of 
the camps. Furthermore, the military Challe Plan 
fortified the Morice Line in 1958 with additional elec-
trified wire, minefields, barriers, and checkpoints. 
These systematic counterrevolutionary operations 
intensified the imposed evacuation of civilians from 
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literature on the SAS. It was intended to divulge 
French experiences in colonial Algeria during the 
Algerian War, and in particular to provide a guide 
for the stabilisation of local populations who had 
been claimed and enforced by French troops who 
were ‘in charge of similar assignments in Bosnia, 
Afghanistan and soon in Kosovo’.42 As asserted in 
these military guidelines, the SAS were the direct 
heirs of the nineteenth-century Bureaux Arabes 
(Arab Bureaus) in colonial Algeria, of the twentieth-
century Affaires Indigènes (Indigenous Affairs) in 
Morocco, and of the greatest French colonial mili-
tary officers, notably Bugeaud and Lyautey. The 
manual made no mention of the camps, however, 
nor of the special roles played by SAS officers in 
the politico-military policy of mass resettlement of 
the civilian population. Instead, it dedicated less 
than a page to the villages de regroupement, which 
it said were part of the socio-economic activities of 
the SAS within the Plan de Constantine launched 
by General de Gaulle in October 1958.43 Contrary to 
this assessment, French military archival documents 
demonstrate that SAS officers were responsible 
not only for evacuating existing villages for military 
reasons, but also for supervising the construction of 
the camps.

One such piece of evidence may be found in the 
various factsheets about the centres de regroupe-
ments that were drafted in August 1958 by the SAS 
chiefs of the Department of Bône (today Annaba, 
Algeria) in response to the telegram of the General 
Commander of the Zone of Eastern Constantine 
(ZEC) asking for accurate quantitative data about 
the camps. The majority of these archival records 
contained the camps’ names, dates of creation, and 
geographic locations; their populations; the condi-
tions of their shelters; their hygienic circumstances; 
their medical services; their existing schooling facili-
ties; their means of subsistence; their possibilities 
of employment of the labour force; their clothing 
and food requirements, such as oil, condensed 

Urbaines (SAUs, or urban administrative sections). 
By the end of 1961, twenty SAUs coexisted in urban 
neighbourhoods inhabited by the Algerian popula-
tion (including the Casbah of Algiers), and there 
were more than seven hundred SASs in the vast 
areas of Algeria’s countryside and the immense 
Sahara.40

In an attempt to supervise the majority of the 
population, every SAS extended its various opera-
tions over a maximum of ten to fifteen thousand 
persons, which was thought to correspond to the 
population of two to three Algerian villages. The 
chiefs of the SASs were expected to be able to 
speak the local language of the geographic areas 
in which they were appointed (either Arabic or one 
of the Berber languages), or were quickly trained 
to speak the language if they did not. In most of 
the SASs, the team members included one to three 
subofficers, a secretary, an interpreter, a radio oper-
ator, often an auxiliary medical officer, and one or 
two nurses. Each SAS possessed its own security 
forces, called Makhzen, which comprised from thirty 
to fifty Algerian men who were in one way or another 
compelled to serve in the French army.41 In order to 
gain an intimate knowledge about Algerians, SAS 
officers received special training in administrative, 
legislative, geographic, economic, health, agricul-
tural, religious, traditional, historical, gender, and 
sociological features of the Algerian Arabic and 
Berber populations. 

In October 2005, fifty years after the establishment 
of the SAS, the military Centre de Doctrine d’Emploi 
des Forces (CDEF, or Doctrine Centre for Forces’ 
Employment) under the French Ministry of Defense 
released a ponderous study called Les Sections 
Administratives Spécialisées en Algérie: Un outil 
pour la stabilisation (Specialised Administrative 
Sections in Algeria: An Instrument for Stabilisation). 
The military survey was based on a number of 
interviews with former SAS officers and selected 
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into the vicissitudes of a handful of SASs in just one 
department, a tiny part of the regroupement of Barral 
presented an exceptional situation: 145 families 
(out of two thousand people) were lodged in dwell-
ings that were purpose-built by the Commissariat 
à la Reconstruction et à l’Habitat Rural (CRHR, or 
Rural Housing and Reconstruction Commission), 
which had been established in the aftermath of the 
devastating earthquake of 9 September 1954 in the 
Algerian town of Orléansville (today Chlef).49

A typical plan from 1956 of the habitat rural 
(rural housing) in the camp designed by the CRHR 
consisted of a one-floor unit composed of two 
identical spaces; one served for indoors activities 
and the other (a courtyard) for outdoors pursuits, 
so essential to the daily lives of Algerian families. 
The dimensions of the courtyard were six by just 
less than five metres, resulting in an area of about 
twenty-nine square metres. The indoor entity was 
composed of a main room of less than fourteen 
square metres (4.9 by 2.9 metres); a smaller room, 
of around seven square metres (3 by 2.3 metres); 
a tiny kitchen; and a minuscule WC. The kitchen (2 
by 1.7 metres) comprised cooking equipment and 
a small washbasin, whereas the space for sanita-
tion facilities included no sink, but merely a WC that 
was also to be used as a shower. While the housing 
unit was juxtaposed with another identical one, the 
latter was shifted in such a way that the courtyard of 
the former was always surrounded by three indoor 
spaces, which was not always taken into considera-
tion; therefore, the privacy of the dislocated families 
was again further invaded. This overall configu-
ration could result in an infinite row of housing 
units, and its multiple iterations could compose 
what the CRHR have called the cité d’habitat rural 
(rural housing settlements), and some SAS simply 
as the cité rurale (rural settlement). Despite the 
considerable differences in climatic and socio-
economic conditions, such dwellings, destined for 
rural displaced populations, were analogously built 
across the entire territory of Algeria.

milk, sugar, and coffee; and their monthly needs 
of semolina, wheat, and barley.44 The figures of 
the evacuated populations, as well as the effec-
tive conditions of the standing shelters varied from 
camp to camp and from SAS to SAS. 

For instance, in the SAS of Bordj-M’raou, 
which monitored the daily lives of 1,346 people 
in the camp of Bordj-M’raou, the majority of the 
huts were made of straw and had only one main 
opening; only five people (who were considered by 
the SAS to be ‘traders’) had been able to build a 
house of durable materials, with a thatched roof.45 
In the case of another SAS (of Gounod, in the 
arrondissement of Guelma), the housing and living 
conditions of the displaced civilian inhabitants of 
the ongoing regroupement were, according to its 
chief, very precarious. Most of the people were 
piled ‘into the ruins of damaged barracks or housed 
in tents – some families have been resettled in 
“improved huts” whose construction was carried on 
as long as the municipality provided the credits.’46

In another larger camp called Herbillon, which held 
three thousand people, families were distributed in 
either huts or tents. Fifty families were about to be 
transferred to one of the fifty newly built dwellings 
named cités d’habitat rural (rural housing settle-
ments), and that an additional cité de regroupement 
of a hundred metal-framed housing units was initi-
ated so that within the next two months, a hundred 
families would again be relocated.47 In contrast to 
this reality, as specified in the survey about the 
camps in the municipality of Mondovi, during the 
previous two years, ‘many families [had been] 
invited to leave their habitual place of residence in 
the mountain[s;] nothing was planned or officially 
organised to receive them’.48 The survey described 
the disastrous hygienic conditions and the distress 
of certain families who were constrained to rent the 
floor of courtyards as living spaces, as in the case of 
132 people who were compelled to argue over 120 
square metres of space. And to complete this insight 
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Algerians from the Atlas Mountains Have Been 
Gathered in a Thousand Villages).50 [Figs. 3–5] The 
unique and apparently preconceived number – one 
million – announced by the French media was 
merely indicative. In fact, among the French army, 
the situation was rather different; as argued by the 
IGRP, it was clear that by ‘1959 we [had] found 
ourselves […] facing a very serious situation: it had 
become impossible to quantify even approximately 
the volume of the displaced rural populations since 
1954’.51

In the wake of the media scandal and criticism, 
Delouvrier proclaimed that he would personally 
take care of the regroupement of Algerian popula-
tions, and subordinate it to his direct control, and 
he announced a large rural renovation programme 
that he called the Mille villages (One Thousand 
Villages). The regrouping suddenly became 
grounded on rural modernisation reforms, and was 
thereby rapidly attached to General de Gaulle’s 
strategic politico-economic Plan de Constantine 
(1959–1963). In his communication to Delouvrier, 
de Gaulle wrote that ‘the will of the Government is 
that Algeria, through the ordeals and despite the 
delays, reveals gradually itself in its deep reality 
thanks to the action conducted by all France. To this 
end, you need to pacify and administer, but at the 
same time, transform.’52

Delouvrier ordered an immediate improvement 
of the subsistence and economic conditions of the 
camps. He established mobile teams, composed 
of a military officer and two skilled professionals of 
rural planning, which he called Equipes Itinérantes 
d’Aménagement Rural (Mobile Teams for Rural 
Planning).53 These teams were expected to study 
(a) the future of the regrouping; (b) the economic 
viability of the centres; (c) the legal status of occu-
pied lands; (d) the people’s administrative needs for 
education and health care; (e) the extent of imme-
diate assistance; and (f) the military concerns of 
security and self-defence.54

Transforming camps into ‘villages’
In April 1959, a year after the first ‘Generals’ Putsch’ 
in Algiers, the collapse of the Fourth Republic, and 
the return of General de Gaulle to power, and a few 
months after the adoption of the constitution of the 
Fifth Republic, a media scandal over the existence 
of the Algerian camps arose in France. The scandal 
was provoked by two Frenchmen who were allowed 
to visit the camps: Monsignor Jean Rodhain (1900–
1977), Secretary General of the Secours Catholique 
(Caritas France), who had just returned from a visit 
to colonial Algeria and had launched an emergency 
appeal for humanitarian aid there; and Michel 
Rocard (b. 1930), the young Inspector General of 
Finances, who leaked his report on the centres 
de regroupement, which he submitted in February 
1959 to the newly appointed general delegate of 
the French government in Algeria, Paul Delouvrier 
(1914–1995). 

Newspaper articles reported on the disgraceful 
conditions of the camps, and deplored the mate-
rial and psychological situations of the resettled 
Algerian families, which included a great number 
of children who suffered from diseases and famine. 
Their titles speak of the Algerians’ misery: ‘Dans les 
camps d’Algérie des milliers d’enfants meurent…’ 
(In Algerian Camps, Thousands of Children Die); 
‘Un million d’Algériens “regroupés” par l’armée 
menacés de famine’ (One Million Algerians 
‘Regrouped’ by the Army Threatened with Famine); 
‘Un million d’Algériens dans les camps: c’est la 
guerre’ (One Million Algerians in Camps: This is 
War); ‘Un million d’Algériens parqués dans des 
camps de “regroupement”’ (One Million Algerians 
Parked in ‘Regroupment’ Camps); ‘J’ai visité, près 
de Blida, les villages de regroupement’ (I Have 
Visited, near Blida, the Villages of Regroupment), 
‘Un million d’Algériens derrière les barbelés…’ (One 
Million Algerians Behind Barbed Wire); ‘Algérie: un 
million de personnes déplacés’ (Algeria: One Million 
People Displaced); ‘Un million d’Algériens de l’Atlas 
ont été rassemblés dans mille villages’ (One Million 
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Fig. 3: Newspaper clipping, L’humanité, 17 April 1959. FR SHAT 1 H 2485 © Service Historique de l’Armée de Terre.

Fig. 4: Newspaper clipping, Libération, 18 April 1959. FR SHAT 1 H 2485 © Service Historique de l’Armée de Terre.

Fig. 5: Newspaper clipping, Témoignage Chrétien, 7 June 1959. FR SHAT 1 H 2485 © Service Historique de l’Armée 

de Terre.
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Fig. 6: Camp de regroupement in Northern Constantine in 1959. ECPAD D104-127 © Etablissement de 

Communication et de Production Audiovisuelle de la Défense.

Fig. 7: Regroupement in Thiers (Kadiria today) in the region of Kabylia in 1959. ECPAD ALG 59 378 R6 

© Etablissement de Communication et de Production Audiovisuelle de la Défense.

Fig. 8: Regroupement of Bazer in the region of Setif in 1958. ECPAD ALG 58-347 R17 © Etablissement de 

Communication et de Production Audiovisuelle de la Défense.
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Fig. 9: Regroupement in Tizi-Ouzou. FR SHAT 1H 1119/1 © Service Historique de l’Armée de Terre.
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Fig. 10: Regroupement in Tiaret. FR SHAT 1H 1119/1 © Service Historique de l’Armée de Terre.
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Delouvrier’s appeal for the ‘betterment’ of the 
camps was not always upheld thanks to the weighty 
French bureaucratic machine, the long, drawn-
out freeing up of appropriate funds, and the lack 
of determination of a number of military and SAS 
officers. In his circular no. 3.852 CC of 5 May 1959, 
Delouvrier informed civil and military authorities 
that the general delegation of the government in 
Algeria had signed an agreement with the French 
Red Cross, and that three specially equipped lorries 
were formally authorised to circulate throughout the 
regroupements and to procure food and medical 
aid. The first Red Cross lorry departed only on 25 
June in the Region of Algiers, as announced by 
Delouvrier in his circular of 1 July 1959, in which 
he requested his men to engage in total collabo-
ration: ‘in these difficult circumstances that we are 
facing, and given the enormous needs created by 
the Centres de Regroupement, I believe that we 
must welcome and facilitate, insofar as possible, 
the offers of help that we are likely to receive’.58 To 
this end – and in addition to this humanitarian assis-
tance that undeniably displayed the inability of the 
French army to deal with the socio-economic prob-
lems that it had generated in the camps – Delouvrier 
promoted any sort of patronage, sponsorship, and 
twinning of the camps, including offers by a number 
of religious organisations. 

Whereas the centres de regroupement were 
often surrounded by barbed-wire fences and watch-
towers, from whence armed guards were ready to 
open fire, the mille villages were intended to look 
like planned rural settlements.59 Their locations 
were strategically selected, however, and a strict 
gridiron plan was frequently employed in order to 
enable military surveillance and to facilitate the 
enforcement of law and order. The ideal site for 
a grid plan was undoubtedly the plains, far away 
from the remote mountainous topography that 
was typical of the Aurès. A wide linear main street 
ran through the flat land of a typical settlement 
to permit immediate access. The central area of 

On 24 April 1959, Delouvrier circulated directive 
no. 3.444 CC, in which he recalled his guidelines 
that announced that if the regroupement were 
based on sane economic and property foundations, 
it might become a foyer de promotion sociale (a 
place of social promotion), but, as he highlighted, ‘if 
the inhabitants would not find, in the dictated places 
of settlement, opportunities for normal existence, 
the regroupement is the place of impoverishment 
and discontent in which the politico-administrative 
organisation of the adversary would find a fertile 
ground for agitation’.55 In order to circumvent rebel-
lion, Delouvrier endeavoured to turn existing camps 
into foyers de promotion sociale by enhancing the 
living conditions of the forcibly resettled populations 
and by providing prospects for ‘normal existence’, to 
paraphrase Delouvrier, although the circumstances 
of war were far from being ‘normal’. 

According to Delouvrier, ‘the sought objective is 
to render economically viable all regroupements, 
that is, to ensure every regrouped family the 
possibility to gain its means of subsistence from a 
productive job, which will mostly be farming’.56 This 
aim was to be applied in different cases and was to 
be achieved depending on the case; he described 
three plausible circumstances: two opposing situa-
tions, and one intermediate situation that he urged 
was to be considered the priority. The first consisted 
of regroupements that were located in territories 
without any access to arable land and pastures; 
he recommended submitting these cases to the 
general commanders of the zones in question, 
who would, in accordance with military obligations, 
displace (again) the populations into more advan-
tageous locations. The second probable situation 
consisted of the forced regrouped populations who 
now had access to their original farming land, and 
had been allowed to maintain their own domains of 
subsistence; as such, they did not require any urgent 
mediation. And finally, all those regroupements that 
belonged neither to the first case nor to the second 
necessitated an immediate intervention.57
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objects per se and on quick and ready solutions 
instead of fully analysing the possible impact of 
interventions over a long span of time. Against the 
limitations typical of the discipline of architecture, 
Esther Charlesworth introduces the figure of the 
architect as a pathologist who ‘diagnoses the frac-
tured urban condition, analysing and prescribing 
remedies for dysfunctional and often still politically 
contested cities.ʼ2 Nate Berg reframes the architect 
as a diplomat with the power to influence deci-
sions by reconsidering the complex relationship 
between human culture and space.3 Sultan Barakat 
assigns architects the role of potential negotiators 
of post-conflict built environment politics.4 All these 
positions recommend a two-way dialogue between 
architects and all the other participants to rethink 
their capacity and influence in post-war contexts: on 
the one hand multidisciplinary teams help to explore 
areas of interdependence across many fields, while 
the members of traumatised communities can also 
actively take part in every stage of the regeneration 
process.5 

Local communities thus emerge as the main 
beneficiary of any intervention of reconstruction. 
Indeed conflicts affect inhabitants, their daily habits 
and how they use the city: their trust of neighbours 
and administrators, their fears and their prospects 
for the future. The trauma goes beyond mere phys-
ical destruction, harshly manifested in damaged 
buildings and physical symbols, but it has significant 
implications for spatial organisation and dynamics. 
Spatial aspects may thus assume a relevant role 

An urban design strategy for post-conflict 
reconstruction
The tasks of reconstruction in post-conflict areas are 
critical and complicated. Recent investigations into 
the role of architects in this field have questioned 
all previous beliefs about reconstruction processes 
and, specifically, urban design in post-conflict situ-
ations. These studies consider the experience of 
some architects involved in reconstruction projects 
around the world, and point out how post-conflict 
reconstruction paradigms, valid until the Marshall 
Plan after the Second World War, have now been 
revealed as obsolete. These considerations have 
emerged upon reflection on the nature of contempo-
rary conflicts and how they differ from the past. The 
first difference concerns the opponents facing each 
other in a conflict, who are often non-state actors 
and are not clearly identified. Secondly, conflicts 
have changed geographically: neutral stages 
of conflict do not exist anymore, as they are fully 
embedded in the urban environment and integrated 
with the local population. These sensitive areas, the 
ones most dramatically affected by war in terms of 
civilian involvement, often remain under stress even 
after peace has been established. This is usually 
the result of the lack of clear solutions and the diffi-
culties in instituting steady conditions of peace.1

This shift brings to the fore the limits of archi-
tects and of the whole architecture practice in the 
context of post-war reconstruction. Architects never 
think about reconstruction in terms of psychological 
reconstruction: usually they focus more on building 

Envisioning a Post-Conflict Tripoli: The Inclusive Urban Strategy and 
Action Plan for Bab Al-Tabbaneh and Jebel Mohsen
Fabiano Micocci
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the traditional discipline of urban design education 
looks for neutral fields of intervention in a context 
where neutrality doesn ‘t exist. 

Strategies are deemed good when they are 
based on processes of engagement through signifi-
cant work in the field, and when they attach primary 
importance to the link between the social and 
spatial syntax of a specific context.10 Two such stra-
tegic urban development plans were formulated by 
UN-Habitat in Somalia and in Kenya. The sustain-
able urbanisations of Bossaso and Homa Bay are 
pursued with participatory approaches that include 
all stakeholders. The plans employ a spatial analysis 
that is used as a tool for understanding dynamics, 
problems, and development opportunities. While 
participatory planning may provide good urban 
governance that could be responsive to the needs 
of the citizens and promotes economic development 
through the right management of resources, spatial 
analysis offers a technical base for discussion to 
sustain urban strategic planning processes. The 
combination of participatory planning and spatial 
analysis is considered a prerequisite to design 
specific projects integrated into the city develop-
ment plans.11 

Traditional professional training is grounded in 
the ‘faith in the transformative powers of design 
where a harmonious social context is taken more 
or less for granted.ʼ12 Avoiding positivist approaches 
and abstract rules, some recent urban rehabilita-
tion strategies and practices – implemented in 
metropolises of the Southern hemisphere – effect 
the transformation of the social context through 
design. The infrastructure system – made of esca-
lators together with new public libraries and public 
spaces – in the Comuna 13 district of Medellin in 
Colombia, one of the poorest districts of that city,13 
and the urban acupuncture implemented in Curitiba 
by Jaime Lerner, major of the city,14 are only some 
episodes of a panorama of methodologies that 
integrates city dynamics with economic processes 

for the establishment of peace, the prevention 
of threats, and to reach social stability within the 
large framework of reconstruction activities in post-
conflict situations.6 Examining local problems that 
emerged during the conflict as well as those existing 
beforehand, in the light of their spatial manifestation 
allows one to understand the physical environment 
where traumatised communities live and the side 
effects that conflicts have on everyday life. Looking 
at these spatial aspects to learn from them has the 
advantage of avoiding consolidated and top-down 
formulas; on the contrary it forces one to look for 
alternative solutions and to evaluate their adapt-
ability to the specificity of the context. 

This article will illustrate the Inclusive Urban 
Strategy and Action Plan, proposed by a multidisci-
plinary team, together with the municipal office and 
a local consulting firm for the post-conflict area of the 
north-eastern neighbourhoods of Bab Al-Tabbaneh 
and Jebel Mohsen in the city of Tripoli in Lebanon. 7 
[Fig. 1] Since 2007, a bloody civil war, caused by a 
violent ethnic conflict with regional relevance, has 
severely depleted the urban environment. It has 
had grave social and economic consequences and 
generated a strong urban partitioning. The Inclusive 
Urban Strategy and Action Plan is grounded in 
case studies of partitioned cities like Beirut, Mostar, 
Jerusalem, Belfast, and Nicosia, where ‘intercom-
moned rivalry threatens normal urban functioning 
and security.ʼ8 In partitioned cities the notion of 
public welfare is mostly absent because of a dishar-
monious situation generated by the combination 
of multiple factors: the fraught engagement with 
discredited political mechanisms, the marginalisa-
tion of local professionals, and the erosion of the 
contract between local government and the citizens. 
These case studies bring to the fore how the field of 
urban planning has been slow to acknowledge both 
partitioned cities and post-conflict areas, thus to 
build a professional literature that could support ‘the 
development and critique of strategic approaches 
to ethnic division.ʼ9 This happened mostly because 
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Fig. 1: Context map of Tripoli, Al-Mina and the location of the study area on the eastern side of Abu Ali River. Source: 

Abu Mrad et al., Inclusive Urban Strategy and Action Plan, Bab Al-Tabbaneh and Jebel Mohsen.
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fabric of the city including heritage buildings, and 
the depletion of ecological resources gave shape 
to new partitions and altered the social geography 
of the area. As Robert Bevan points out, an objec-
tive of warring parties and an active and systematic 
means of conducting hostilities, is to damage signif-
icant structures and places.16

The Inclusive Urban Strategy and Action Plan was 
initiated by the Office of Transition Initiatives (OTI) of 
USAID (the United States Agency for International 
Development), a leading US government agency 
active in areas of extreme global poverty to enable 
resilient, democratic societies to realise their poten-
tial.17 The OTI was supported locally by Beyond 
Reform and Development, a Lebanese consulting 
firm offering the strategic framework in the area, and 
providing support and assistance to the municipality 
of Tripoli for the development of a strategic action 
plan.18 Moreover, the OTI supported the munici-
pality in establishing a local development office 
and provided in-kind grants to support a strategic 
plan delineated into five sectors: health, educa-
tion, employment, civic engagement and urban 
planning. The Inclusive Urban Strategy and Action 
Plan is part of the urban planning section and was 
formulated between August 2014 and January 
2015 by a multi-disciplinary team of experts that 
included architects, landscape architects, urban 
designers and activists, to tackle the complexity and 
the multi-faced aspects, often contradictory, of the 
study area. The elaboration of the strategy started 
immediately after the Lebanese armed forces and 
the international security forces had implemented 
a security plan that guaranteed a period of relative 
calm. The team worked in constant collaboration 
with Beyond Reform and Development and the 
municipality of Tripoli, and with the participation of 
the local community and NGOs and associations 
present in the area. 

The main objectives behind this joint venture was 
to offer a new convincing, realisable and shared 

through the institution of a set of tools. 

The Inclusive Urban Strategy and Action Plan 
is grounded in the knowledge of this literature, 
combining partition cities, strategies in post-conflict 
areas and urban design principles. Its ambitious 
task is to tackle the complexity of problems and the 
multi-layered implications existing in Tripoli with a 
holistic and fully comprehensive plan of actions. 
Aims are not limited to the reconstruction of a shat-
tered city but they look forward to urban renewal 
to guarantee the socio-economic rehabilitation 
of Bab Al-Tabbaneh and Jebel Mohsen and the 
regeneration of the whole Tripoli metropolitan area, 
formulating shared visions and credible hypotheses 
to foster peace in the area.

The paradigmatic shift of the Inclusive Urban 
Strategy and Action Plan
Tripoli is a very significant case study in the field of 
post-conflict interventions because it is an example 
of a modern conflict that presents an interlace of 
local issues with international implications: its terri-
tory is a sort of game board where diverse interests 
play with the dramatic involvement of the local 
community. In fact the conflict had the local dimen-
sion of civil war, manifest in the clashes between the 
community of Sunni, established in the neighbour-
hood of Bab Al-Tabbaneh, and the Alawite group 
settled in Jebel Mohsen. [Fig. 2] The tribal opposi-
tion of the two close communities had been fueled 
by international political interests, and most signifi-
cantly by the tense relationship between Lebanon 
and Syria, by the ongoing war in Syria and by 
sporadic infiltrations by ISIS. As in other partitioned 
cities, the prolonged civil war had undermined the 
urban contract established between citizens and the 
untrustworthy urban managers.15 Indeed residents 
have been left alone to meet their needs elsewhere, 
like sending children to schools in adjacent neigh-
bourhoods or using health care facilities located in 
villages outside Tripoli. The limited accessibility of 
basic infrastructure, the destruction of the physical 
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Fig. 2: The demarcation line between Bab Al-Tabbaneh and Jebel Mohsen. Photo: Elias Abou Mrad.
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and the action plan composed of the phasing and 
implementation tools for the efficient realisation of 
the strategy. The methodology used eschewed any 
preconditioned principles driven by promethean 
architects in favor of a full immersion into the real 
context to discover existing practices, matters and 
dynamics. The raw materials collected during the 
rigorous diagnosis of the context were used to 
establish the planning directives, to build up the 
scenario debate and finally to ground the multi-
tude of interlaced aspects that structured the final 
proposal.

The significance of this strategic development 
lies first in its timing, given the critical political and 
security situation in Tripoli. Secondly, this project 
explores how inclusive urban strategies can engage 
in reconciliation and yield benefits for peace building 
processes in divided cities, addressing the conflict 
zone as an integral part of wider local and national 
contexts. Thirdly, it aims to achieve reconciliation 
by addressing critical, social, cultural and physical 
issues in a dispersed manner, directly operating 
through physical changes in the urban fabric – its 
voids and linear breaks – drawing strategic connec-
tions and allowing urban cohesion. Finally, the 
strategy aims to merge previous lessons learnt in 
a holistic approach that represents a paradigmatic 
shift from reconciliation as reconstruction to recon-
ciliation as an urban renovation for the future. 

The Tripoli Green Line and the Dawn of 
Prosperity
Tripoli is the second largest city of Lebanon. Its 
region is called Al-Fayhâ and includes Tripoli 
(229,369 inhabitants), Al-Mina (54,052 inhabitants), 
the city’s port, and Beddawy (36,763 inhabitants, 
including the Palestinian refugee camp popula-
tion).19 Tripoli's long history crosses the Phoenician, 
Greek, Roman and Mamaluk domination until the 
presence of the Ottomans between the fifteenth and 
the nineteenth centuries. For centuries, relation-
ships of trade, culture, and kinship flourished with 

alternative scenario that could reach a multitude of 
interlaced objectives. Some objectives were clear 
from the beginning and shared among all the part-
ners: harmonising different initiatives and efforts 
and planning investments for future funding in an 
inclusive and sustainable approach; addressing the 
spatial segregation between neighbourhoods and 
the break of historic socio-economic ties between 
them and the city of Tripoli to achieve physical, 
economic and socio-cultural linkages; enhancing 
the livability of these neighbourhoods by improving 
their economy, culture and mix of functions and 
people; celebrating this area as a reconcilia-
tion zone to counteract the rise of violence and to 
reach a long-term peace among conflicting parties; 
adopting innovative solutions to address poverty, 
illiteracy and unemployment that lead to social 
desperation; improving access to basic infrastruc-
ture and upgrading current infrastructure systems; 
strengthening the local distinctiveness of communi-
ties and their sense of belonging but also presenting 
Tripoli in a new light; and planning for sustainable 
growth in setting a vision for the future. 

The development of the work was structured 
to allow a constant dialogue among all the actors 
involved to try to achieve a shared and realisable 
vision. The work is divided into two parts: the diag-
nosis – including different studies that had been 
intersected – and the strategy and action plan. The 
diagnosis part includes the study of the physical 
setting, household surveys and the benchmarking 
of divided cities, strategies in post-conflict areas, 
and urban design methodologies. This large body 
of information was intersected through a SWOT 
(strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) 
analysis to initially formulate planning directives, 
a list of general intentions, and successively to 
build three alternative urban scenarios that could 
help to trigger debates and confrontations. The 
second part of the research includes the strategy 
in all its aspects: the vision; the strategy that illus-
trates physical transformations and interventions; 



63

control between March 14 Alliance, a coalition 
opposing the Syrian regime, and March 8 Alliance, 
a pro-Syrian group, both formed in 2005 during 
the Syrian occupation of Lebanon. Since then and 
throughout the ongoing war to defend or dethrone 
the Assad regime in Syria, the situation has spiraled 
into a cycle of violence, leaving the most deprived 
and densely populate areas deeply impoverished.

The war in Syria since 2011 has had undeni-
able repercussions in Tripoli and particularly in 
Bab Al-Tabbaneh and Jebel Mohsen. The arrival 
of Syrian Alawites and Sunni refugees in large 
numbers in these two neighbourhoods has intensi-
fied the conflicts since 2008. Both rival groups further 
demarcated their territories, enhancing the already 
evident spatial and social seclusion. Moreover, the 
arrival of Syrian refugees posed a real menace to 
the fragile economic and social structure of the city, 
because they could take any job accepting lower 
wages than what locals used to accept. 

The civil war, the regional political instability and 
the economic crisis that followed contributed to 
Tripoli's isolation. Its historic role as a place of admin-
istration, economy, culture, and tertiary services 
was disrupted, affecting its regional relevance. 
Furthermore, the size of the Tripoli metropolitan 
region grew enormously in a response to rural 
migration, increasing the levels of urban poverty (in 
2009, Tripoli and the North were home to 30 percent 
of the poor families of Lebanon).22 Nevertheless, the 
Old City is the second best preserved Mamaluk city 
after Cairo, and its landmarks (madrassas, khans, 
hammams, and mosques) and its urban fabric 
represent an important medieval Islamic heritage. 
Its physical structure is continually degraded by the 
encroachment of unauthorised construction and 
of uncontrolled urban growth. The demographic 
changes, tenuous circumstances and deteriorating 
economic conditions discourage property owners 
from investing in the maintenance of their proper-
ties, and have led to the decay of the urban fabric.23

little care for nationality or religion. The prosperity of 
the city was due to its specific geographical position 
that allowed it to assume a relevant role in trade and 
commerce, enhanced by the competition with cities 
like Beirut and Saida. This rich past is still present 
in the historical core of Al-Mina, the cathedral (know 
today as the Al-Mansuri Mosque) and the citadel 
of Saint Gilles, which marks the presence of the 
crusaders (1109–1289). These are the main land-
marks of the area and also the most famous tourist 
attractions. The city’s past commercial prosperity 
is still evident today in the proliferation of khans, 
mosques and baths.

 Tripoli society was always considered peaceful 
and advanced. Various neighbourhoods – char-
acterised by families and residents from different 
religions and backgrounds – were deeply inter-
woven until the Lebanese Civil War of the 1980s, 
which caused the strong sectarian demarcation 
among neighbourhoods that still persists today.20 
Syria-aligned Lebanese Alawites aggregated 
into Jebel Mohsen and fought against the Sunni 
Tawhid movement which was mainly based in Bab 
Al-Tabbaneh. Tensions among the two communi-
ties remained throughout the civil war. After the war, 
the tribal segregation persisted in the old sectors 
of the city and spread into the newly built resi-
dencial areas. During the war years, Tripoli had a 
dual and contradictory identity: on the one hand, 
the aspiration of being an important international 
centre, displayed in the unfinished construction of 
the Rashid International Fair by Oscar Niemeyer in 
the 1970s;21 on the other hand, the protraction of the 
Lebanese Civil War interrupted urban growth and 
negatively affected social and economic dynamics. 
The consequence was an increasing national and 
international marginalisation. 

The Arabic Democratic Party of Jebel Mohsen 
re-armed in 2007 after the threat of Fath Al-Islam, 
a radical Sunni Islamic group. Fights erupted again 
the following year in violent battles for government 
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and the city centre. 

The topography also influenced the urban organi-
sation and the circulation system. Neighbourhoods 
on hills adjacent to the river are connected by a 
network of staircases and winding streets that create 
a unique character and a high level of pedestrian 
traffic. The streets follow the contour lines of the 
hills, integrating the stairs into a complex network 
that infiltrates the urban fabric and flows into some 
important open spaces along the river (the market 
space and a small sport field). In this chaotic 
network, the market emerges as the main economic 
and spatial structure. Because of the segregation 
inflicted by the war, the market, once of regional 
relevance, has seen its area of influence restricted 
to local inhabitants on this side of the river.

The dense network of streets defines the spatial 
configuration of the city, which responds to social 
values attached to privacy and protection through 
a separation of private and public spaces. Main 
streets are usually informally occupied by vendors, 
backgammon players, women sweeping their 
doorsteps and many other occasional practices, 
showing a vibrant and participative community. 
Notwithstanding, the living community has organ-
ised itself in enclosed family circles leaving the main 
public spaces and squares empty because they are 
considered unsafe.

The urban setting presents a great variety of 
buildings and urban structures, making this complex 
patchwork of great interest. It is a combination of 
vernacular buildings that follow the complex organic 
patterns of the streets, dating back to the formation 
of the Ummayad city, with varied small-scale building 
shapes intricately connected. Regular grids and 
large building blocks demarcate the shift towards 
top-down urban planning implemented since the 
mid-twentieth century. Modern building regulations 
enforced a geometric land division, resulting in 
linear streets that cut through the vernacular fabric. 

Security tensions, political divisions and humani-
tarian crises have ruined the economy and provoked 
a dramatic isolation. Tripoli's poor reputation also 
affected its attractiveness and competitiveness, 
discouraging investments. Moreover the deprived 
urban conditions, the spread of unemployment, 
the abandonment of houses, the segregation, 
and absence of trust among neighbours and the 
municipality created a very critical and sensitive 
community. The necessity for urban renovation 
arises from social, economic and cultural needs, 
as well as from the need to end the ethnic conflict. 
This urban renovation should engender a general 
rebranding of Tripoli, which will be addressed both 
to the local Lebanese population and to tourists and 
foreigners.

Spatial syntax of the conflict
The conflict between communities has led to a 
partitioned city with isolated neighbourhoods. The 
demarcation line adjacent to Syria Street, the main 
road that connects Tripoli to Syria, identifies the 
border between opposed tribal groups. Here demol-
ished buildings, bullet holes in the walls and small 
fissures for snipers still vividly bear witness to the 
harshness of the clashes. 

Beyond these recent changes in human geog-
raphy, Tripoli has a very defined topography, and 
the Abu Ali River plays an important part in defining 
its geographical setting. The river crosses two hills, 
and separates the north-eastern section of the city, 
traditionally inhabited by the lower-income popula-
tion of Bab Al-Tabbaneh and Jebel Mohsen, from 
the historic city center towards the south. The river 
had always been a relevant element of connection 
and identification between the two opposite parts 
until its natural bed was altered in the 1960s, when 
concrete banks were constructed to address the 
problem of flooding. The result of this harsh opera-
tion is an impoverishment of the urban life and vast 
ecological damage; suddenly the river was turned 
into a physical separation between the East Bank 
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does not consider any existing circumstances, like 
the topography, the existing houses, or the ceme-
tery crossed by a new road. The municipal plan also 
foresaw the enlargement of some roads as an easy 
and effective transportation system, but without 
the adequate sensitivity and respect towards the 
existing urban fabric, and the plan will lead to the 
demolition of many traditional houses.

A most effective effort has been made with Tripoli 
Vision 2020, an apolitical initiative with a compre-
hensive approach to accelerate the development 
of the city.25 Tripoli Vision 2020 is in essence 
a plan that aims to reshape both the local and 
national economy, by strengthening infrastructures, 
promoting employment and training, supporting 
start-ups and funding new initiatives.26

Building scenarios for possible futures
One of the priorities of the Inclusive Urban Strategy 
and Action Plan was to learn from the context and 
to bring to the fore distinctive features that could 
nurture optimistic and effective visions for the 
future. The huge amount of information collected 
in the context study – the historic study, the 
morphological analysis, the household survey, the 
socio-economic survey – culminated in the SWOT 
matrix, a well know strategic planning method that 
offers an evaluation and summary of the combined 
results.27 Applying the SWOT analysis to the post-
conflict situation helps to draw priorities and to 
trigger participation and confrontation.28 The SWOT 
matrix was arranged thematically, with a special 
focus on the spatial, environmental, infrastructure 
and mobility aspects and their interrelations with 
social, economic, political and security aspects.

The studied area is characterised by a strong 
urban setting, an efficient pedestrian network, a 
traditional urban fabric and a unique topography, 
although impoverished and in a state of aban-
donment. Notwithstanding the conflict, life never 
disappeared, as main public structures – like 

The one kilometre-long Syria Street emerges as 
the main artery representing both an infrastructural 
break and a social boundary between areas. 

The consequences of the long-term conflict are 
evident in the widespread degradation: empty lots 
are used as garbage dumps, crumbling houses 
inhabited by large families lack bathrooms, vernac-
ular and historic heritage buildings are derelict and 
abandoned. The infrastructure systems – storm 
water drainage, waste water collection and solid 
waste management – is undersized and obsolete, 
and in a complete state of decay. These systems 
do not have the capacity to respond to the urban 
development pressure and the population increase. 
For example, several houses have resorted to the 
discharge of their sewage into irrigation canals or 
into the Abu Ali River, causing severe water, land 
and air pollution.24

Previous planning solutions have not proved 
successful, and have in fact further encouraged the 
spatial segregation. Three main interventions have, 
instead of bringing improvements, made things 
worse. In the 1990s the Cultural Heritage and Urban 
Development Office attempted to rehabilitate the 
urban role of the river by building a 280-metre-long 
platform connected to the central market. Although 
well-intentioned, the intervention did not reach its 
initial objective of linking the two banks through a 
system of public spaces, and today its surface is 
not used and market activities are still relegated to 
the eastern side of the river. A second intervention 
by President Hariri saw some social housing built 
uphill in Jebel Mohsen. These buildings introduced 
a different typology, scale, and building palette that 
disturb the urban landscape. Because it was initi-
ated by President Hariri, very close to the Alawites 
group, the housing project increased exclusion. 
Finally, the municipality provided a master plan for 
the new urban development towards the east, but its 
prescriptions were limited to the design of a regular 
grid suitable for large-scale speculation. This grid 
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accepted by the local community because such 
interventions would be embedded in the existing 
urban fabric already shared among the inhabitants.

Threats are particularly significant in post-conflict 
areas because of the presence of structural barriers 
and obstacles that menace the positive outcome of 
every kind of intervention. These structural barriers 
are caused by the weak nature of the state and 
the authorities, the presence of elite minorities that 
control business and land, the relevance of the 
informal sector as the most dynamic force in place, 
and the migration of the intellectual and entrepre-
neurial sector that impoverished the existing social 
pattern. Furthermore, political and ideological 
patterns may continue the conditions of hostility 
among former enemies. In such critical and fragile 
conditions, external actors should move cautiously 
to avoid misperceptions and even hindrance from 
locals. Empowering local institutions that demon-
strate a commitment to externally-determined goals 
may also enhance social inclusion.

All the aspects from the SWOT analysis were 
filtered with a benchmarking analysis of precedents 
from divided cities, post-conflict reconstruction and 
urban design solutions, to draw up the list of plan-
ning directives to achieve initial objectives. The 
main task of the planning directives was to inter-
lace spatial and infrastructure guidelines, a list of 
possible interventions that could be included in the 
strategy, with social and economic guidelines. This 
made it possible to isolate architecture and urban 
design with their possible future implications, high-
lighting the objectives they can reach in a broader 
and more holistic framework. Following such a 
complex and varied list of guidelines could be a 
hard task, considering the questions to face and the 
level of coherence and harmony that the strategy 
requires.

Guidelines were thus translated into three 
different scenarios, different hypotheses for the 

a school, a university campus, and the 
market – continued working without interruption. 
Recognising these strengths instead of considering 
the context a tabula rasa means using the raw 
material of the city to build a strategy that could be 
respectful of the population and of the local history.

Identifying strengths is a necessary step to 
balance the long list of weaknesses that could depict 
a wholly negative situation. Nonetheless, spatial, 
social, economic, environmental, infrastructural and 
mobility weaknesses are interwoven issues that 
cause a diffuse vulnerability and instability. If many of 
these dysfunctions are consequences of the conflict 
and of the dynamics generated by the ethnic parti-
tions, many are also engendered by urban politics 
implemented during the last decades. For example, 
issues related to accessibility, congestion and poor 
road conditions, or environmental issues like the 
pollution of the river, the malfunctioning sewage 
system and the inadequate infrastructure services 
are on the one hand the consequence of a planning 
deficit, but on the other hand their state worsened 
dramatically during the conflict. Weaknesses have 
a clear topographic and physical expression that 
can be easily identified in the shattered urban fabric 
as the material manifestation of social segregation, 
absence of collaboration and trust, and other social 
and economic issues.

Despite its having been a stage of war, the 
area has a well-established community. Many 
opportunities can be recognised in the existing 
underdeveloped or underrated structures, or in 
elements like the market, the heritage buildings, 
or the many neglected and decaying schools. 
The local population is vividly aware of all these 
elements, and eager to reclaim what they can. 
The presence of low-cost local labour, craftsmen, 
investors and possible voters gives rise to positive 
consideration for successful implementations. The 
study estimated that any interventions that would 
consider these opportunities would be favourably 
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conditions to trigger processes of recovery and 
therefore future development. 

The preferred scenario was developed as the 
outcome of the preceding scenario debate. The 
three different scenarios were presented and 
discussed with the Municipality Development Office 
and the Beyond Reform and Development Team. 
Each scenario has a clear objective and a simple 
structure, and it aims to function as a tool to trigger 
a debate focusing on priorities, to measure interests 
and more importantly, to consider incertitude and 
risks. [Fig. 6] Having considered all the interlaced 
aspects between the three scenarios, a fourth and 
final scenario came out as a merging between the 
previous three with the scope to tackle most of the 
issues presented during the debate. The variety of 
interventions that characterised each of the three 
scenarios was thus re-arranged into a system that 
includes the linear landscape framework (named 
‘urban armature’), large-scale projects with regional 
relevance (‘functional injections’), together with 
medium- and small-scale punctual interventions 
(‘multi-functional open spaces’).

As a tool for cooperation and negotiation, the 
fourth scenario was initially tested in a first workshop 
organised with the presence of local citizens, and a 
second workshop inviting NGOs active in the areas 
and schools from Bab Al-Tabbaneh, Qobbeh and 
Jebel Mohsen.29 During these workshops both the 
contents of the scenario as well as the possibility of 
its implementation were discussed. Citizens present 
in the first workshop expressed great interest and 
optimism for the significant changes that such plan 
would bring to the area. However the participants 
of the second workshop, because they come from 
a background of experiences with the civil society 
and they had been involved in other civic initiatives, 
were focused more on the process and worried that 
the presented plan would not be followed through. 
Feedback, opinions and reactions were received 
and used to inform the development of the strategy.

future, to easily transmit ideas to parties external 
to the process, and to engage them in what should 
effectively be a roundtable open to everyone. The 
first scenario proposed, ‘Renaturalisation’, aimed 
at creating new common environmentally friendly 
spaces and facilities by establishing a landscape 
framework to address social changes through envi-
ronmental issues. [Fig. 3] The second scenario was 
focused on one central element, the market (‘One 
Hub’) to reconnect the area with the old city border 
via socio-economic ties. The market was seen as the 
pulsating centre of a capillary system of secondary 
activities realised through medium- and small-scale 
punctual interventions, what amounts to commu-
nity centres and learning/capacity building centers 
to engage with personal and community initiatives. 
[Fig. 4] The third scenario, ‘City Scale Cohesion’, 
employs both large projects with a regional rele-
vance (health, sport, culture and a transportation 
hub), and small placemaking projects at the neigh-
bourhood scale, as acupuncture interventions at 
sensitive points. The scope of the scenarios is to 
rebuild trust with the municipality and reassert local 
distinctiveness. [Fig. 5]

The strategy and its implementation tools
Reconstruction is considered a way to build mutual 
trust among communities, to enhance the capacity 
for dialogue and agreements, and thus increase 
the readiness for peace among the former warring 
parties. Economic investments are not enough, 
because first it is necessary to create the conditions 
for a sustainable economy (a long-term challenge). 
The strategy should be considered a negotiation tool 
for re-establishing community relations among all 
stakeholders and as a way to rebuild trust between 
the population and the political sphere. This process 
may facilitate reconciliation on the basis of solving 
common problems relevant to the inhabitants and 
of great concern to the municipality. For this reason, 
instead of proposing concrete solutions, like pointing 
at specific reconstruction activities, the proposed 
strategy aims at initially generating the necessary 
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Fig. 3: Scenario 1: ‘Renaturalization’. Source: Abu Mrad et al., Inclusive Urban Strategy and Action Plan, Bab 

Al-Tabbaneh and Jebel Mohsen.
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Fig. 4: Scenario 2: ‘One Hub’. Source: Abu Mrad et al., Inclusive Urban Strategy and Action Plan, Bab Al-Tabbaneh 

and Jebel Mohsen.
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Fig. 5: Scenario 3: ‘City-scale Cohesion’. Source: Abu Mrad et al., Inclusive Urban Strategy and Action Plan, Bab 

Al-Tabbaneh and Jebel Mohsen.
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Fig. 6: The three scenarios compared for the scenario debate. Source: Abu Mrad et al., Inclusive Urban Strategy and 

Action Plan, Bab Al-Tabbaneh and Jebel Mohsen.
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special buildings inserted at sensitive points in the 
existing context to blur the edges between the old 
city and the study area, or between the segregated 
neighbourhoods, following the principle of urban 
acupuncture. Large-scale buildings, like health 
services, sport facilities, a transportation hub and a 
theatre, are integrated with a socio-cultural platform 
made of cultural centers, youth- and employment 
offices. The socio-cultural programme will be 
injected into existing, currently abandoned heritage 
buildings. The rehabilitation of these buildings may 
also drive the empowerment of citizens through the 
recovery of a shared memory.

The ‘multi-functional open spaces’ constitute a 
public platform for informal appropriation. These 
new public spaces are planned to take place in 
unused or abandoned areas, and in damaged or 
polluted waste land. After an appropriate recovery 
of unclean surfaces, these re-discovered spaces 
may feature events and manifestations, may host 
sitting and meeting areas, while physical design 
elements will be placed to work as attractors. Low 
cost interventions like these allow the process to 
reach immediate results more quickly, and then to 
trigger a subsequent process. 

The three interlaced levels thus enhance and 
promote healing conditions through generating 
various planned and, more importantly, unplanned 
and unexpected consequences. Indeed the strategy 
includes not solely a set of interventions following 
a top-down process, but also aims to empower 
the citizens at various social levels through active 
involvement in many bottom-up initiatives. The 
strategy is thus configured as an open system that 
leaves space for the unplanned, a crucial factor in 
facing the unpredictability and incertitude of post-
conflict areas.

The action plan sets the guidelines for the imple-
mentation of the strategy thought phasing (pilot 
projects and a implementation timeline) and it 

The Inclusive Urban Strategy and Action Plan 
that was subsequently elaborated was organised 
into two interwoven parts: the Urban Strategy 
illustrates the spatial transformations of the urban 
context, while the Action Plan includes criteria 
and guidelines for its implementation. The Urban 
Strategy acts at three interlaced levels of interven-
tion: a network of public spaces to increase physical 
and visual permeability (the ‘urban armature’); func-
tional injection to sustain the local economy and 
to link conflicting communities (the ‘functional 
injections’); and a platform of public spaces that 
may trigger community participation in common 
activities to informally re-inhabiting outdoor spaces 
(‘multi-functional open spaces’). These levels are 
basically structured around different spatial aspects 
at different scales, selecting sensitive points and 
areas where intervening is considered crucial. As 
they comprise a complementary list of different 
topics, they also take into account the diverse scale 
of financial support, the different involvements of the 
various stakeholders, and they foresee a mixture of 
typologies of intervention. [Fig. 7]

The ‘urban armature’ is composed of the circu-
lation system and movement at ground level; it 
links major arteries, pedestrian paths, infrastruc-
tural elements like the river and the fragmented 
arrangement of small alleys and stairs, bridges and 
escalators.30 This may happen through the rehabili-
tation of public spaces, drawing new connections 
or reinforcing existing ones. This network may be 
integrated with an efficient system of light trans-
portation – Integrated Active Mobility – to facilitate 
movement at different speeds, and to improve 
accessibility and walkability. The scope of the urban 
armature is to physically connect the areas of the 
city that are now separated. 

The ‘urban armature’ is the structure where 
‘functional injections’ and ‘multi-functional open 
spaces’ are embedded, linking all these punctual 
interventions. ‘Functional injections’ are selected 
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Fig. 7: The matrix of interventions of the Inclusive Urban Strategy. Source: Abu Mrad et al., Inclusive Urban Strategy 

and Action Plan, Bab Al-Tabbaneh and Jebel Mohsen.
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among stakeholders, disciplines, interests, and 
funds. The tools include both communication and 
advertising, as prior actions to share the vision and 
to obtain support, and project management tech-
niques to facilitate implementation of every stage 
of the intervention.33 Awareness and training tools, 
participatory tools, cross-disciplinary tools, legisla-
tive and regulatory tools, and technical tools form a 
complex mechanism that maximises inclusiveness, 
synchronises different efforts, manages side-
effects, and generates inclusiveness. At the same 
time, more importantly, these tools guarantee the 
initial social and economic benefits that can lead to 
enduring conditions of safety, recovery and peace. 

Conclusions
The Inclusive Urban Strategy and Action Plan is 
an attempt to translate post-conflict processes 
of reconstruction into a holistic urban design, to 
be realised with the urgency that post-conflict 
processes usually require.

The strategy can be considered a starting point 
for an in-depth detailed masterplan; the Municipality 
Development Office was asked to consolidate and 
use it as a negotiation tool with the relevant insti-
tutions and stakeholders in to order to achieve a 
more detailed action plan and a clear implementa-
tion timeline that takes into consideration budgets 
and availability of funds. Attributing to the local 
municipality the task of approving and initiating 
the process may be considered a first obstacle 
to a positive outcome. The strategy requires the 
significant involvement of the municipality, but it has 
until today avoided taking any part in the issue of 
Bab Al-Tabbaneh and Jebel Mohsen. Like in many 
divided cities, the municipal government is afraid 
to lose its neutrality if they intervene, condemning 
it to inactivity.34 Indeed, as the security plan imple-
mented in 2014 was a matter of national security, 
the shift of responsibilities to the local administra-
tion may look like a heavy burden. This is due to 

recommends a variety of implementation tools. The 
flexible, adaptable and retroactive configuration of 
the action plan takes into consideration the difficulty 
of programming and making decisions, probable 
risks, uncertain investments, and potential stake-
holders’ interests. Moreover the action plan aims 
at a constant and persistent involvement of every 
stakeholder in order to enhance the legitimacy of 
the strategy and citizen identification with it. 

Pilot projects are small architectural, landscape 
or engineering projects used as a testing ground; 
they pave the way for long-term public support 
and cooperation.31 They can also be used to test 
the strategy’s assumptions and the feasibility of the 
implementation at a small scale before investing 
in a larger-scale intervention. Pilot projects should 
be evaluated with a set of parameters before their 
execution, and immediately after their realiza-
tion, because their impacts may differ in various 
contexts. In the aftermath, it is important to assess 
the impact on citizens, to allow them to slowly adapt 
to the changes, and to get used to the active pres-
ence of the municipality in the field. The success 
of a pilot project may help to raise funds more 
rapidly as investors may feel more confident in the 
success of the operation.32 Pilot projects are just 
the first step in the implementation timeline that 
follows the same principles: testing the ground and 
in case of success, moving forward with larger inter-
ventions that require greater financial support. For 
this reason the implementation timeline includes a 
large series of activities, workshops, communica-
tion, meetings, and confrontations. The benefits are 
twofold: testing and proving, and on the other hand 
optimising time and resources.

Provided along with the phasing are a set of imple-
mentation tools that function in the framework of the 
strategy. These tools offer prescriptions and guide-
lines on how to manage the process, to support it, 
and how to establish participation and collaboration 
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of the political scenario that will support the strategy 
more decisively, what remains is an initial study for 
a holistic urban strategy that tackles many open and 
problematic issues in the panorama of post-conflict 
reconstruction processes. 
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outside assistance, that both express and under-
line their kindred nature to each other – while the 
alien is repeatedly confirmed as being purely alien, 
the opposite of kindred, by its very lack of any such 
shared commonalities. 

The main action of the film takes place in the 
spaceship Nostromo, whose name echoes the lost 
Nostoi poems of ancient Greece that reputedly tell 
of the Greek heroes’ tragic attempts to return to 
their homes after the Trojan War. But the film is also 
rounded with another Greek term, stasis (στάσις). 
It opens with the crew being woken from stasis, 
and the same arrested state closes the final scene 
with Ripley (Sigourney Weaver) – ‘last survivor of 
the Nostromo, signing off’ – returning to stasis to 
resume her interrupted journey back to Earth. For 
her, stasis is blessed relief: it bestows utter phys-
ical, temporal, and emotional suspension where 
fears are annulled, the spatial extent of the long 
distance home is erased, and where the flow of time 
becomes timeless.

The Alien film locates the space of stasis in the 
‘safe’ removal from engagement offered by futuristic 
stasis-pods of technological arrest. These trans-
parent, encapsulated, coffin-like spaces present 
us with the complete dislocation of their inhabit-
ants from the onward flow of time. But as this article 
looks back in time to the ancient Greeks it becomes 
clear that, for them, a stasis was a very different 
matter: a powerfully charged state of inter-kindred 
drama measured by restraint, stasis at that time 

Prologue: Alien (1979) directed by Ridley Scott
Ridley Scott’s first Alien film opens with the crew of 
the Nostromo, a massive and cumbersome mining 
spaceship, being awakened from stasis by ‘mother’, 
the ship’s computer, to investigate ‘a transmis-
sion of unknown origin’. The camera dwells on the 
crew as they are effectively reborn as septuplets 
from seven interconnected stasis-pods, frail and 
naked but for their white undergarments and the 
electronic sensors that they peel away from their 
bodies on rising. Far from Planet Earth with their 
searching radio calls unanswered, the crew are 
presented as seven kindred siblings with a shared 
yet desperate dream: to get themselves safely back 
to Earth. [Fig. 1]

The alien that the crew faces seems, from the 
physical point of view, to be everything that the crew 
is not: erupting from a hatchery on an inhospitable 
and ‘almost primordial’ planet, its blood is highly 
corrosive ‘molecular acid’ that raises fears for the 
integrity of the ship’s hull, and, with a skin of ‘protein 
polysaccarides’ and cells of ‘polarized silicon’, it, 
unlike the crew, boasts ‘a prolonged resistance to 
adverse environmental conditions’.1 It is also alien 
to the crew in its mode of survival: unlike them it 
does not rely either on technology or teamwork 
for its continued life, but it is, instead, the ultimate 
lone predator as it picks off its prey, one by one. 
But it is the crew’s common humanity, their common 
human frailties and shared reliance on technology, 
their common contractual commitment to the same 
commercial company, their shared isolation from all 

Stasis: Charging the Space of Change 
Sarah Rivière
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culture, we seem to find it everywhere’.2 Not only 
was stasis in ancient Greece widely applied as 
the term for civil conflict,3 the same term also had 
an active life in, to mention just a few, pathology, 
physics, boxing, and rhetoric.4 When looking at the 
frequency of use of the word across many disci-
plines, as well as the precision with which it was 
used within each discipline at that time, one soon 
becomes aware that stasis in ancient Greece occu-
pied a cultural space that boasted a breadth and 
depth that have been lost to us today. 

Today the word stasis  has, of course, survived from 
antiquity and is still used in contemporary English, 
for example, in science fiction where stasis-pods 
or fields enable a total artificial disconnection from 
the onward flow of time, or in pathology, psychoa-
nalysis, or palaeontology,5 where a stasis refers to a 
state of stagnation in a flow of bodily fluids or semi-
fluids, sexual energies, or evolutionary development 
respectively.6 Indeed, stasis today is mostly used as 
a relatively pejorative term to describe conditions 
where forms of unwanted blockage or stagnation 
either arise or are created. This understanding is 
naturally echoed in current architectural discourse 
where stasis is used, for example, by Greg Lynn as 
a term of opposition to dynamism in architectural 
work,7 linking it to words like inert, traditional and 
static, or by Markus Miessen as a term for a lack of 
interaction.8 But although he uses the term stasis 
in this way, the thesis set out by Miessen in his 
2010 book The Nightmare of Participation reveals 
apparent points of resonance with the concept of 
stasis as understood in ancient Greece. Referring 
to the agonistic theory of the Belgian political theo-
rist Chantal Mouffe, Miessen calls for a ‘conflictual 
model’ of achieving consensus, where conflict 
becomes understood as ‘an enabler, a producer 
of a productive environment rather than as direct, 
physical violence.’9 In ancient Greece stasis was 
recognised as just such an enabler, but one that 
also set out precise demands of relationship, 
moderation, and reconciliation, while holding the 

involved the lively exchange of forces between the 
active and vital parties to a system. Thus, in the 
case of the film Alien, the space of stasis would 
exist not in the pure isolation of sealed stasis-pods 
but in the lively space between the members of the 
Nostromo’s crew. 

And so, according to an ancient Greek under-
standing, the film’s space of stasis would manifest 
itself at the round table of the ship’s mess, in the 
ship’s corridors, its bridge and medical bay, and 
even in its landing craft: in short, in the ship’s public 
space where the film’s inter-crew conflicts – from 
light-hearted jostling to outright hostility – are played 
out, and where the members of the crew constitute 
themselves, revealing and defining their charac-
ters within the film through such exchanges. This, 
the spaceship’s public space of stasis, is neatly 
juxtaposed in the film with its parallel space of war: 
the ship’s massive, abandoned, and labyrinthine 
bowels and shafts, where the crew’s merciless war 
with the alien takes place. 

Introduction
When surveying the landscape of meaning of a word 
in contemporary use, one soon becomes aware 
of multiple echoes of past meanings upon which 
current understandings depend. We use language 
to depict, describe, and negotiate our world, but it is 
not always the closeness of a word to its meaning, 
but often it is the shadows of accumulation of 
meaning or the points of slippage, dislocation, or 
loss between words and their meaning that have 
the greatest power to extend our knowledge into 
new understandings. Stasis is a word which, rather 
than growing culturally richer over time, instead 
reveals itself as impoverished today when viewed 
against its abundant past. It is this past that I will 
address below. 

As pointed out by Otto Alvin Loeb Dieter in his 
1950 text Stasis on the roots of stasis in rhetoric, 
‘when we look for stasis in ancient thought and 



81

Fig. 1: Screenshot by the author from the film Alien. Directed by Ridley Scott. London: Twentieth Century Fox, 1979. 

The crew of the Nostromo are woken from stasis by the spaceship’s computer to face the alien.
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was being used to discuss,’ which raises the ques-
tion as to whether the current impoverishment of 
meaning of the word stasis, once valued as a word 
that enabled a high level of cultural engagement with 
a precise form of conflictual interaction, limits our 
own ability to discuss the particular set of problems 
with which it was once associated.14 For the shifting 
meanings of words create more powerful disloca-
tions in cultural understanding over time than their 
etymological roots can reveal. Architectural histo-
rian Adrian Forty advises that ‘to find the meaning 
of a word at any one time is to know the available 
possibilities: meanings cannot be identified the way 
one looks up a word in a dictionary.’15 This article 
sets up a series of direct encounters with a range 
of past possibilities of meaning enabled by the word 
stasis as it was used in ancient Greek culture, with 
the aim of reaching a broader understanding of this 
specific constellation of processes and forces, and 
its implications on the spaces and systems from 
which it arose.16 

If understood as a term that merely denotes stag-
nation then stasis would have limited relevance to 
contemporary architectural and urban space. But 
twentieth century literature supplies an example of 
the word stasis being used with a deeper meaning 
that echoes that of the ancient Greeks. In 1964 the 
poet T.S.Eliot wrote of ‘a period of stasis; of rela-
tive and precarious stability, it is true, a brief halt 
in the endless march of humanity in some, or in 
any, direction’.17 For T.S. Eliot stasis not only offers 
a specific kind of pause before new movement 
but it also becomes a space of clarification as to 
where humanity currently stands. His words reveal 
the potential concealed within stasis for creating 
a temporal (and temporary) halt that also spatially 
locates and reorientates, while also showing stasis 
as one part of a more extended sequence of 
kinesis-stasis-kinesis, where kinesis – undirected 
movement – forms the counter-term to stasis. 
This quote gives a modern hint as to why stasis in 
ancient Greece was held in such cultural esteem: 

promise of new, energetic onward movement for all 
parties post-stasis.

This links to contemporary political philosophy, 
where awareness of the need to accommodate the 
conflict inherent within a system is discussed, for 
example, in the work of Jacques Rancière, Giorgio 
Agamben, Chantal Mouffe, and Slavoj Žižek. Indeed 
in his recent book Agamben calls for a new theory 
of civil war directly referencing stasis in antiquity as 
a source of knowledge in this area.10 In discourse 
by scholars of classical history the role of stasis 
in ancient Greece has been addressed in some 
depth, but with the emphasis being laid on stasis as 
civil strife between political factions escalating into 
outright civil war,11 although Nicole Loraux’s work on 
stasis in the Athenian state broadens the discourse 
to include stasis in a range of expressions such as 
between the family and the state.12 

In this article I have specifically chosen not to 
delve further into the state of stasis as civil war, but 
to concentrate instead on the active and frequent 
use of the word stasis in ancient Greece in medi-
cine, literature, and participatory politics; i.e. on 
what I term the milder expressions of stasis. To 
say these forms of stasis are milder is not to infer 
that they are in any way comfortable or welcome, 
but rather it refers to the level of cultural concern 
associated with the term in each context. My aim in 
this paper is to raise an understanding of the past 
subtleties of the stasis interaction, and its points of 
moderation and restraint, and these tend be pushed 
into the background when the more destructive and 
often violent nature of stasis as outright civil conflict, 
and the fear it raised in the hearts of citizens at the 
time, are allowed to dominate.13

So what can new discussion of the lost cultural 
richness of one word – in this case, stasis – bring 
us? In his 1976 book, Keywords, Raymond Williams 
described the problems of the meaning of a word 
as being ‘inextricably bound up with the problems it 
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Fig. 2: Plato (left) and Aristotle (right), in a detail from The School of Athens (1510–1511) by Raphael. 

Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sanzio_01_Plato_Aristotle.jpg
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In The Republic Plato describes how the state of 
stasis as civil conflict was commonly understood as 
differing from that of war in a very precise way that 
depended on the parties to the stasis being kindred 
in their relation within the compound system, in 
this case the system of the Greek city-states. He 
explains how war (πόλεμός/polemos) and stasis 
(στάσις) are to be understood as very different 
cultural matters requiring different terms to be used 
when discussing them: 

In my opinion, just as we have the two terms, war 

and stasis, there are also two parties, distinguished 

by two differentiae. The two parties I mean are, firstly, 

those of the same house and kindred, and secondly 

those of different houses and strangers. Now the term 

employed for hostility between those of the same 

house is stasis, and for that between those of different 

houses is war.20

While both war and stasis are referred to as hostili-
ties, the distinction between the two, as Plato has 
Socrates explain to his friend Glaucon here, lies 
in the relation (or lack of relation) between the 
parties involved: the parties to a war are ‘of different 
houses and strangers’ and, as he continues later 
in the same discussion, are ‘enemies by nature,’ 
while those to a stasis are ‘of the same house and 
kindred (οἰκεῖον καὶ συγγενές)’.21 Later he describes 
as kindred those ‘who expect to be reconciled’22 and 
confirms stasis in this context as being ‘any differ-
ence with Greeks who are their own people’.23 In 
another text Plato has the character of the Stranger 
agreeing with Theaetetus that stasis is ‘the disa-
greement of the kindred (συγγενοῦς)’.24 

Above and beyond this, stasis and war also 
demanded very different attitudes and actions 
towards the opposing parties both during and after 
hostilities. Socrates made this distinction clear 
in The Republic, setting it out in his argument as 
to how soldiers should conduct themselves in the 
case of hostilities where one Greek city is fighting 

its specific energy and located spatiality, and its 
defined place in a temporal sequence, had powerful 
implications for the future of the system from which 
it seemed repeatedly to emerge, only to retreat 
again with the silent promise to return should the 
system demand it.

In Section 1 below, I will refer to Plato’s Republic 
to raise the concept of the kindred in ancient Greek 
culture, which is fundamental to the concept of 
stasis. Section 2 considers stasis as a space of 
loaded potentiality between two different move-
ments in space through ancient Greek literary texts; 
Section 3 discusses the inevitability of stasis in the 
ancient Greek constitution through Plato’s Republic; 
Section 4 presents the active role of stasis within 
the human body in ancient Greece primarily through 
Plato’s Timaeus; while Section 5 explores stasis as 
a space of participation in the community arena 
through Solon’s Law on Stasis.

Stasis between kindred elements in a 
compound system 
For the ancient Greeks, the universe was full of 
kindred substances that were naturally held together 
by virtue of this kindred nature. In the Timaeus, 
Plato describes how such elements in the universe 
inevitably move towards each other, writing: ‘and 
the processes [...] take place just as the motion 
of everything in the Universe takes place, namely, 
according to the law that every kindred (συγγενὲς) 
substance moves towards its kind.’18 

The collective group that is constituted by such a 
set of kindred elements will be referred to here as 
a ‘compound system’. In the ancient Greek under-
standing, the compound system within which the 
kindred elements resided was the locus of inter-
action of these elements, including through the 
processes of stasis. Such interactions were under-
stood to enable the system to change over time, 
from which the system derived its ability to adapt 
and survive in the longer term.19 [Fig. 2]
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and nor is it possible for a war, by definition, to ever 
occur in a civil context between kindred parties. 

The above reading of stasis as a specifically 
delineated form of hostility between parties that 
are kindred within a common system finds echoes 
in Mouffe’s agonistic model of democracy where 
adversaries are ‘friendly enemies’ who share 
common ground. As Mouffe explains, ‘the main 
difference between enemies and adversaries is that 
adversaries are, so to speak, “friendly enemies”, in 
the sense that they have something in common. 
They share a symbolic space. Therefore, there 
can exist between them what I call a “conflictual 
consensus”’.29 But, as I describe below, the space of 
stasis in ancient Greece also made further demands 
and had further implications on its participants. 

‘Charging’ the space of stasis
Take a bus in Greece, and you may notice that 
each intermediate stop en route to the final desti-
nation is known, in modern Greek, as a stasis. As 
passengers we immediately understand that each 
such stasis stop is of a different nature to that of 
the final terminus. The stasis enacted here by the 
compound system of the bus, its driver, and its 
passengers, is not simply a stop in movement but a 
stop of a specific kind with precise shifts in occupa-
tion, concentration, engine power, orientation, and 
velocity of the various parties involved. The stasis is 
a located yet dynamic and active pause for neces-
sary adjustment that seems to ensure the available 
energy for the subsequent movement, as well as 
being part of a larger given sequence of move-
ment, and as such is very different to other forms of 
stopping: to a break-down, a simple coming to rest 
through a loss of energy to proceed, a final halt by 
parking, or to ending the journey in the violence of 
a crash. 

Here in this modern Greek usage stasis is by no 
means a stoppage or a stagnation, echoing the fact 
that in ancient Greece, neither in medicine nor in 

against another (a stasis) – as opposed to fighting 
against ‘barbarians’ (a war), where the ‘barbar-
ians’, Plato writes, are all ‘enemies [of the Greeks], 
men, women and children’.25 Socrates and Glaucon 
agree on the question of how opponents should be 
treated in a stasis hostility: 

‘Will they not then regard any difference with Greeks 

who are their own people as a form of stasis and 

refuse even to speak of it as war?’ 

‘Most certainly.’

‘And they will conduct their quarrels always looking 

forward to a reconciliation?’

‘By all means.’

‘They will correct them, then, for their own good, not 

chastising them with a view to their enslavement or 

their destruction, but acting as correctors, not as 

enemies.’26

Overall, Socrates and Glaucon conclude that 
such actions as burning land, destroying houses, 
ravaging the territory, and enslaving the population 
are not possible in the case of stasis, but only in 
the case of war.27 Stasis and war demand different 
attitudes to the opposing parties (in a stasis ‘they 
will not admit that in any city all the population are 
their enemies, men, women and children, but will 
say that only a few at any time are their foes’), 
different limits to the engagement (in stasis they 
‘will carry the conflict only to the point of compel-
ling the guilty to do justice’), and different aims – in 
stasis the aim was ultimate reconciliation with one’s 
opponents.28 In effect, in stasis, acknowledge-
ment of the particular kindred relation between the 
opposing parties to the hostility had an effect on the 
characteristics, constituents, tools, and the level 
of restraint used within the space of engagement, 
creating a space that was very different to that of 
war. With this reading our contemporary term ‘civil 
war’ seems not only to be a misnomer but also 
an impossibility: a hostility that takes place in civil 
space (i.e. within one community or state) cannot in 
this understanding constitute a war but only a stasis; 



86

temporal sequence of kinesis-stasis-kinesis. One 
can imagine Hera’s horses stamping with bridled 
energy until the stasis is released and they may fly 
off; in Xenophon the child’s laughter bursts out in 
a release of the curbed tension of the composed 
stasis that made him look so grave and important; 
and in Aeschines, one can picture the boxer’s stasis 
as a tension of body and mind that enables a quick, 
forceful, and appropriate action or reaction to each 
of his opponent’s attacks. In each case a new move-
ment occurs post-stasis without the system having 
lost its energy: in fact, on the contrary, the elements 
of the system – the horses, the child, or the boxer’s 
body – seem in each case to have been charged by 
the located tension of the stasis, on whose release 
new energy can flow.

At this point it is also important to note what stasis 
in this context is not. It is not, for example, a space 
of equilibrium, balance, or of idealised permanent 
harmony, but nor is it a space of violence or of colli-
sion. In each case the compound system (chariot, 
boy, or boxer) is understood to be active and gener-
ative both pre-stasis, and again post-stasis, where 
the second movement is in each case different and 
non-symmetrical to the first. Thus the two energetic 
movements (kineses) that bound a stasis in time do 
not oppose each other spatially: rather than being 
a place where opposing forces clash, the space 
of stasis is part of a clearly defined sequence that 
enables the energetic charging and the careful 
directing of forces, while also containing the assur-
ance that the second movement, post-stasis, will 
differ from the first.35 

The inevitability of stasis in a living system 
In The Republic, Plato discusses the effect of stasis 
on another kind of body, namely the body of the 
state, as part of the process of constitutional change. 
He acknowledges five possible forms of govern-
ance: aristocracy, timocracy (a constitution based 

literature was the word stasis used in a way that can 
be directly translated as such. Instead when stud-
ying Plato’s works it becomes clear that the verbs 
that he used for stagnating or stopping a forward 
flow were either ἐμποδίζω (to fetter) or derivatives 
of ἴσχω (to curb or restrain), while for an ‘inaction’ 
a derivative of the verb ἡσυχάζω (to be still or kept 
quiet) was used.30

But, concentrating on the period from approxi-
mately the eighth to fourth century BCE, a number 
of examples of stasis can be found that reflect and 
extend the concept of stasis as a specific kind of 
charged pause. For example, in the Iliad of Homer 
the participle form of stasis, στήσασα, is used to 
describe how ‘the goddess, white-armed Hera, 
stayed the horses’ in order to pause her chariot 
by Zeus to ask for his assistance on a question of 
revenge.31 She then ‘touched her horses with the 
lash; and nothing loath the pair flew on between 
earth and starry heaven.’32 Xenophon describes 
in his Cyropaedia how a child delights his family 
by composing (στήσαντα) his countenance with a 
stasis, ‘assuming an expression somehow so grave 
and important’ to offer his grandfather a cup of wine, 
after which he drops his grave expression to laugh 
and spring onto his grandfather’s lap to kiss him.33 
Thirdly, in the popular sport of boxing the state of 
poised readiness, of tension and awareness in both 
body and mind that came between active attacking 
and defensive moves during of the bout was 
called a stasis. For example, the Greek statesman 
Aeschines writes in his speech Against Ctesiphon, 
‘as, therefore, in gymnastic contests you see the 
boxers contending with one another out of a posi-
tion of stasis (περὶ τῆς στάσεως)’.34

In each of these three texts from Homer, 
Xenophon, and Aeschines, the stasis is a charged 
pause that follows one, but precedes another, 
dynamic action – it is part of a clearly defined 
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in fact, unrealistic. In any ‘living’ system that is a 
compound system of active parts, be it the Greek 
city-state or any other compound system, there 
was an understanding that these shifts and stasis 
interactions would inevitably occur. And it is also 
worth noting that in this understanding a stasis 
again never returns a system to its pre-stasis state. 
Instead, in each case the stasis enables a new 
form of onward movement to be expressed by 
the system post-stasis. This idea was echoed and 
extended in another area where the ancient Greeks 
discussed the internal processes of stasis in some 
detail: in discussions of the processes of disease in 
the human body. 

Stasis as enabling the integration of change 
The modern definition of stasis in pathology as 
a ‘stagnation or stoppage of the circulation of 
any of the fluids of the body, esp. of the blood in 
some part of the blood vessels’,37 is an echo of 
Chambers’s earlier definition from 1753: ‘Stasis, a 
word used by physicians to express a stagnation 
of the humors.’38 Whether a stoppage of movement 
of blood, lymphatic fluids, or intestinal semi-fluids, 
this understanding of stasis as an unhealthy stag-
nation in a preferred forward flow within the body is 
also echoed in modern Chinese herbal medicine. 
In a book published in 2005 on this subject the 
uncomfortable signs of blood stasis are described 
as follows: [Fig. 3]

blood stasis […] can also be seen in traumatic inju-

ries with bruises, purple spots, stagnant nodules, fixed 

pain, purple dusky tongue or with purple spots on 

tongue, and choppy or wiry pulse.39

But in ancient Greek pathology stasis was not 
understood as being stagnation in a flow per se, but 
rather it was understood that this temporary pause 
in onward flows was only one consequence of stasis 
in the human body. Plato describes the causes of 

on the love of honour), oligarchy, democracy, and 
tyranny. In Plato’s text Glaucon and Socrates set up 
a hypothesis as to how changes in the ‘materiality’ 
of the citizens within an aristocracy, considered the 
best and most moral form of governance, lead to a 
stasis through which the aristocracy is transformed 
into a timocracy, considered a less ideal form of 
governance. Such changes in the constitution were 
not seen as permanent, but as cyclical with the 
timocracy later giving way to oligarchy, oligarchy 
to democracy, democracy to tyranny, and tyranny 
back to aristocracy, and so on. Here stasis in the 
political realm involved shifts within the citizens who 
constituted the whole, initiating tensions and oppo-
sitions within the body of the state, and the resulting 
constitutional change was acknowledged as an 
accepted part of the cycle of political reality.

While describing precisely how one form of 
government arises out of another, Socrates also 
points out that innovation and change would not be 
possible without this process of stasis:

‘Come, then,’ said I, ‘let us try to tell in which way 

a timocracy would arise out of an aristocracy. Or is 

this the simple and unvarying rule, that the cause of 

the constitution being thrown into a different position 

[πολιτεία μεταβάλλει:] comes from the ruling class 

itself, when stasis [στάσις] is born within the consti-

tution; but so long as a state, even a small state, is 

at one with itself innovation is impossible [δύνατον 

κινηθῆναι]?’ ‘Yes, that is so.’ ‘How then, Glaucon,’ 

I said, ‘will the polis be set in motion [κινηθήσεται] 

and in what way will our helpers and rulers disagree 

or express their different opinions either with each 

another or between themselves?’ 36

It seems that within the ancient Greek concept of 
stasis there is an acknowledgement that permanent 
peaceful equilibrium between constituents of any 
system as the ideal to be indefinitely maintained is, 
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change. The stasis is a charged place where gradi-
ents of moisture or temperature or other pressures 
are actively applied within the system. In ancient 
Greece the performance of this kind of stasis was 
seen as being expressed outside the body in fairly 
uncomfortable ways: in the 1st century CE papyrus 
On Medicine by the unknown author Anonymus 
Londinensis we can read that ‘phlegms, boils, and 
substances like them are expelled from our bodies’ 
as a consequence of stasis.44 

Stasis in the ancient Greek body involved an 
uncomfortable but seemingly inevitable perfor-
mance of adjustment to enable the body to respond 
to and thus accommodate an initial change, and 
shows distinct similarities to Plato’s description in 
the Republic of the role of stasis in constitutional 
change, cited above. It was part of the life process 
of the living body (or the living city-state) to adjust 
to these shifts using the process of stasis. The 
performance of this stasis was what enabled the 
integration of those changes that were seen as 
inevitable within any living system composed of 
active elements. 

Stasis as space of full participation 
Solon’s Law on Stasis has kindled surprise, confu-
sion, and a range of attempts to justify or negate 
this law from Roman through to modern times.45 The 
Law was part of Solon’s constitutional reforms of the 
Athenian state, which have long been considered as 
fundamental to the development of democracy but 
which have only survived in fragments. With these 
reforms, Solon aimed to counteract a visible decline 
in the morals of the state at that time, and specifi-
cally addressed questions of how relationships 
between parties to the state, members of the family, 
and between foreigners and the Athenian commu-
nity were to be constituted.46 The earliest citation of 
his Law on Stasis is given to us by Aristotle and sets 
out a very clear position demanding every citizen’s 
participation in a stasis when it arises:

stasis and disease as follows in the Timaeus:

The origin of disease is plain, of course, to everybody. 

For seeing that there are four elements of which the 

body is compacted,—earth, fire, water and air,—when, 

contrary to nature, there occurs either an excess or a 

deficiency of these elements, or a transference thereof 

from their native region to an alien region; or again, 

seeing that fire and the rest have each more than one 

variety, every time that the body admits an inappro-

priate variety, then these and all similar occurrences 

bring about stases and disease.40

In ancient Greece the human body was considered 
as a constellation of elements, defined here by 
Plato as earth, fire, water, and air.41 He describes 
stasis in the body as being initiated by an unwanted 
change in volume or location of one of these, but 
does not directly explain what caused this change 
beyond indicating that these shifts are not the 
exception: he talks here of ‘every time’ they occur, 
as if these shifts and the adjustments they demand 
from the body are a regular and expected part of 
life. Interestingly when talking of nutrition in his text, 
On Ancient Medicine, Hippocrates of Cos describes 
this initial change in one element that causes the 
stasis as making the element in question ‘apparent’, 
also translatable as ‘manifest’. He sees the compo-
nent parts of man as ‘salt and bitter, sweet and acid, 
astringent and insipid’, elements also present in 
food. When these elements in the food are ‘mixed 
and compounded with one another [they] are neither 
apparent nor do they hurt a man; but when one of 
them is separated off, and stands alone, then it is 
apparent and hurts a man.’42

But Plato continues by describing how during 
the stasis all of the body’s ‘particles that formerly 
were being cooled become heated, and the dry 
presently become moist, and the light heavy, and 
they undergo every variety of change in every 
respect.’43 The stasis that Plato describes here is an 
attempt by the body as a whole to adjust to the initial 
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Fig. 3: ‘Daoyin technique to rectify blood stasis’ from a nineteenth century Chinese manuscript. Image courtesy of the 

Wellcome Library, London.
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multi-faceted, but whether this finally results in an 
escalation or de-escalation of levels of hostility 
present in the system during the stasis is open to 
interpretation. But according the reading of stasis 
set out in Section 2 above, the state of stasis was 
understood to ‘charge’ a system with energy to 
be channelled into the subsequent kinesis of the 
system once the stasis was resolved; thus in this 
case, although total levels of active energy in the 
stasis may indeed be increased with the maximum 
participation of all citizens, this energy would raise 
the energy of productive flow of the state post-
stasis, with positive consequences for the system 
as a whole. 

According to the reading given in this article, a 
much greater danger for the state is held in the risk 
of a stasis becoming reinterpreted by participants 
as its more destructive alternative, war. It could be 
considered that Solon’s requirement for the active 
participation of all citizens in the stasis would have 
implications for those citizens’ awareness of their 
being kindred to each other within the system of 
the polis, in that the very act of their taking part 
in directing the aims of their common city-state 
would reinforce those parties’ understanding of 
themselves as holding an interest in the state that 
housed them, i.e. as being in a common kindred 
relation within the state. As discussed in Section 
1 above, the acknowledgement of a kindred rela-
tion between the parties of a stasis is, following 
Plato’s definition of stasis and war, precisely what 
denies the possibility of a stasis becoming a war. It 
seems that the greatest danger to the system as a 
whole would arise if a shift occurred in the parties 
understanding of the hostilities from stasis into war 
through a denial of their kindred relation to the other 
parties involved: this would have had dramatically 
negative implications for all those involved and for 
the spaces in which they commonly dwelt due to the 
uncontrolled levels of violence and destruction that 
would then have become not only conceivable but 
also viable.

And as he [Solon] saw that the state was often in a 

condition of stasis, while some of the citizens through 

slackness were content to let things slide, he laid 

down a special law to deal with them, enacting that 

whoever when stasis prevailed did not join forces with 

either party was to be disfranchised and not to be a 

member of the state.47

The fact that Solon made this Law on Stasis (and 
in this article I will remain with Aristotle’s reading 
of the Law) acknowledges his concern that stasis, 
although surely unwelcome, will inevitably arise 
within a state, and thus a rule as to how citizens 
should act when it does arise is required. The Law 
on Stasis demanded the active presence of all the 
relevant actors – all citizens who had power to act 
within the political structure of the time – when such 
a stasis should occur. It ensured that the stasis 
became a space of full participation of those citi-
zens in constituting and directing their own common 
good. Once active, the position or role that a citizen 
took within the stasis was left open: in Aristotle’s 
reading Solon simply demands that citizens ‘join 
forces with either party,’ unlike Plutarch whose 
interpretation of the Law some 450 years later had 
citizens required to take up the ‘better and more 
righteous cause’.48

The consequences of this active participatory 
space of stasis for the polis are manifold. Solon is 
clearly not of the opinion that such full and active 
participation in a stasis would escalate hostilities in 
a negative way, but nor does he reassure us that 
this would, on the contrary, reduce the hostilities 
present in the stasis as it was played out. Clearly, 
full participation in the stasis would ensure the pres-
ence of those with a milder or more differentiated 
attitude to the questions alongside those who were 
more immediately concerned with the arguments, 
bringing into play a range of judgements, passions, 
and opinions, each of which could inform but also 
make demands upon the others. Perhaps, with 
this, the constellation as a whole becomes more 
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hostility, a question which goes hand in hand with 
the raised awareness of the implications for unre-
strained violence should a stasis be transformed 
into a war in the relevant parties’ understanding. 
Stasis in ancient Greece seems to inform us that 
a city or nation that seeks to define itself through 
depicting its opponents as non-kindred or alien to 
itself before engaging in hostilities with them, should 
be aware of the consequences of engaging in what 
the ancient Greeks would term war not stasis.

The interlinked aspects of the richer and more 
complex reading of stasis in ancient Greece 
discussed in this article are of real relevance to 
current architectural and urban discourse and 
practice. Indeed, as a powerful form of located inter-
action, stasis challenges us to review our current 
understanding of what constitutes spatial dyna-
mism, and to consider the consequences of what 
could be seen as an ongoing imbalance between 
stasis and kinesis in the built environment. Our 
cities need lively, generative urban spaces of civic 
revitalisation that can both welcome and encourage 
communal energies of exchange and, as a prac-
ticing architect, I see the concept of stasis as 
relevant to the problem of positive reactivation of 
public space in our cities. The public spaces that we 
design for our cities should be able to accommo-
date and even welcome the frissons of active civic 
engagement: corresponding to Mouffe’s concept of 
democratic adversaries as ‘friendly enemies’, stasis 
offers the concept of ‘charged kindred engage-
ments’ which confirm reconciliation as the common 
aim, demand restraint due to the kindred relation 
between the parties, and acknowledge the stasis 
engagement as itself part of a temporal sequence 
which can ‘charge’ the space enabling energetic 
productive flow post-stasis. Beyond this, the public 
space of stasis can be seen as a space of location 
that could enable participants, be they families or 
communities, to resist excessive kinesis: a space 
to define and reorientate themselves within what 
T.S. Eliot termed the ‘endless march of humanity 

Conclusion 
This article discusses stasis as a specific and finely 
nuanced state of located dynamism. It resurrects 
a complex understanding of this particular kind 
of charged and generative pause from selected 
ancient Greek texts referencing milder forms of 
stasis. In ancient Greece the constituents of the 
stasis interaction were kindred elements dwelling 
together in a compound system of which they 
constituted the active parts; indeed the life of the 
compound system was generated, and its survival 
ensured, by the stasis interactions that occurred 
between these kindred constituents. 

Using texts mainly from Plato but supported by 
other ancient Greek writers, examples of expres-
sions of stasis in ancient Greece in literature, 
medicine, and the political arena have revealed 
a number of interlinked aspects of the state of 
stasis. These include: stasis as a ‘charged’ space 
of location and orientation that creatively enables 
new and energetic production to follow; stasis as 
a non-violent state through which a living system 
maintains the capacity to adjust itself to inevitable 
change; and stasis as a state that demands full 
participation both for its proper resolution and so as 
to counteract the danger that a stasis shifts into the 
uncontrolled destruction of war. 

Relating these findings back to existing discourse 
in political theory on stasis as civil conflict, it is 
possible that the understanding of stasis discussed 
here could inform contemporary questions and 
problems relating to conflictual hostilities between 
kindred parties. Of particular relevance to such 
contemporary hostilities is the concept of stasis as 
a state that involves restraint and the careful meas-
urement of force, and as a state with the potential 
to enable a system to move into energised produc-
tive flow, post-stasis, once the change that initiated 
the stasis has been addressed. This discussion has 
also raised the question whether the term civil war 
is itself an unhelpful misnomer in situations of civil 
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be quite precarious for citizens as well as governing 
bodies, rendering ‘life itself [as] war’;5 engendering 
an ongoing, boundless exercise that places almost 
everybody within the xenophobic targeting mecha-
nisms deployed in cities all over the globe. Cities 
in developing countries provide an insight into the 
lives of those who reside as functioning civilians 
while circumnavigating a perpetual state of chaos, 
which dictates their everyday lives.

The idea of a globally networked system of power 
and economics is certainly not new.6 A more updated 
analysis of a ‘networked urban world’ would confirm 
that cities as vital conduits for conflict have direct or 
indirect linkages with global issues, resulting in an 
entanglement of physical scales – from the global 
to the neighborhood; interventions at any scale 
have direct consequences on all the others through 
multiple expressions. The Arab Spring did not reach 
the same conclusions in Egypt and Syria, but sheer 
political mobilisation of urban masses across the 
Middle East was undoubtedly accelerated by broad-
cast images of the spectacle at Tahrir Square. The 
idea of revolution being tied intrinsically to public 
space was exemplified in the following months: 
populations in Libya, Syria, Hong Kong, Brazil and 
Pakistan, amongst others, recognised the potency 
of converting their symbolic public spaces, which 
include social media platforms, into active battle-
grounds. Furthermore the standard techniques of 
urban control – cordoned off security zones, walling, 
tracking, targeting, and biometric profiling – are 
similar in Gaza, Baghdad, New York and Karachi, 

At a time of escalating global conflict, cities and 
urban centers have become the battlefields for 
contemporary warfare. With urbanisation rates 
soaring across global economies, cities have 
evolved into networked entities that are physically 
unfortified and seemingly borderless. Militarised 
entities operating within urban shells are well aware 
of advantages the urban infrastructure and institu-
tions provide them with.1 As critical nodes within a 
globalised system of exchange,2 cities are now not 
only the sites but also the very medium of warfare.3 
Urban arenas in developing countries like Pakistan 
constitute a wide and complex array of economic, 
demographic and geopolitical factors, which have 
hitherto proven evasively incomprehensible to the 
discourse surrounding cities in conflict. It therefore 
becomes imperative to understand not only the new 
typologies of threats but also the role of the devel-
oping world in the urban century specifically.

Conflicts such as sectarian violence, socio-
economic friction and the threat of terror attacks 
that used to be at the periphery of developing-
world cities have grown into global trends that 
define the outcomes of geopolitical events across 
the globe. They have also become crucial to the 
everyday mobility of citizens in the urban battle 
space and affect the functionality of state mecha-
nisms. With layered scales and levels of conflict 
and violence, the distinctions between wars within 
nations and wars between nations dissolve, leaving 
military/civilian binaries inseparably intertwined and 
complex.4 The effect of this radical blurring proves to 
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is an iteration of the December 2014 attacks on the 
school in neighboring Peshawar where more than 
140 children were killed during a five-hour siege of 
the campus. The small number of attackers in the 
above-mentioned cases and their disproportionate 
impact is another indicator of how institutions and 
infrastructure are targets of an extremely mobile 
and elusive threat. Perpetrators have proved how 
vulnerable the idea of perceived security is by 
circumventing systems in one way or another to 
create more complex catastrophes.

The Global Terrorism Index Report 2015 stated 
that terrorism has remained concentrated with most 
of the activities befalling developing countries. 
Furthermore roughly 70–75 percent of attacks were 
aimed at entities within various cities across these 
countries, again reinforcing the position of vulner-
ability of comparatively denser populations with a 
diverse involvement and role in shaping the fate of 
said nations. The unique responses and aftermaths 
of unfolding terror in these cities are highly enlight-
ening pieces of information which shed light upon 
the vividly unreal mechanisms shaping the urban 
space in developing countries within the global 
landscape of conflict. With the statistics of conflict 
zones around the world set to include previously 
safe urban hubs such as European and Far Eastern 
cities the need to study the wide spectrum of threats 
and targets alike becomes obvious, and pressing. 
By concentrating on Pakistan as a country where 
war and peace exist simultaneously and perpetu-
ally, the aim of this article is to preach caution as 
well as to learn from the heavy toll on Pakistani 
society and cities as a whole.

Since 2001, Pakistan has been heavily invested 
in the so-called ‘War on Terror’. Starting off as 
peripheral allies, they are directly engaging with the 
threat that was once bred in the lawless regions of 
the country. This engagement has seeped into the 
major cities as the army’s actions in the Federally 

rendering the contested cities as connected, 
consistent and harmonious – at least to the state 
security mechanisms. The attacks on Paris and 
Brussels have led major European cities to rethink 
their perceived distance from the war zones and to 
reassess the idea of security and global inclusion. 
Combined with the mass migration from Syria and 
other affected countries, the situation is becoming 
more complex by the day. The essence of the 
European Union being borderless and permeable, 
as it stands today, is on the brink of malfunc-
tion. It is already apparent that the global issue of 
terrorism is proving detrimental to tolerance and 
diversity, creating conflicts that are offshoots of a 
wider epidemic. What was perceived as a condition 
of the East is slowly transfixing itself onto the entire 
globe, flattening geographies and de-territorialising 
the notions of threat and threatened in its wake. 

The fragility of the targets and the global impact 
of conflict on complex urban networks pose a 
dilemma that state mechanisms, even with numer-
ical advantage and technological superiority, have 
been unable to address so far. State-sanctioned 
militaries have faced an unprecedented setback 
in neutralising insurgencies, which do not rely on 
matching strengths, or direct confrontation, to 
balance the odds against the global super powers 
and their shared resources. For instance, it is 
disturbing and revealing that a handful of unde-
tected armed men can sabotage Pakistan’s entire 
natural gas distribution system by walking a few 
miles from their homes in Dera Bugti with great 
ease.7 The mobility of the attackers in Paris in 
November 2015 or the Mumbai attacks in 2008 
further testify to the fact that even with supposedly 
sophisticated countermeasures of defense, such as 
satellite surveillance and advanced weaponry, the 
threat is still able to effectively permeate the city by 
means of camouflaging itself within the urban fabric. 
The attack on Bacha Khan University in Charsadda 
in January 2016, in Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa Pakistan, 
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around the various obstacles that lie across the 
cities.

This article presents an unfolding history of 
violence in Pakistan as a causal study into the 
functionality of cities, their streets and public 
spaces. This is an attempt to make sense of the 
various factors that play a major role in defining 
how cities are locally perceived and navigated and 
what mechanisms are devised to keep one as safe 
and functional as possible in these volatile condi-
tions. Furthermore, we will analyse how cities have 
embraced the violence on their streets and in their 
buildings’ ornamentation, thereby actively playing 
multiple roles in the enactment and proliferation of 
both local and global conflicts.

Divided nation: the case of Pakistan
Today Pakistan is one of the countries in the world 
most affected by terrorism. In the past twenty-five 
years more than fifty thousand people have lost 
their lives to terrorism, the national economy has 
incurred losses estimated in billions of dollars, and 
the social fabric of Pakistan’s society and cities has 
been exposed to immense stress.8 Yet the current 
situation in the country cannot be fully compre-
hended based on the last 20 or so years of conflict 
alone. It has a history of violence, disguised in 
almost every political move and revealed in how citi-
zens conduct their everyday lives. A mere retelling 
of the history would not only be redundant, but also 
prove insufficient in understanding how major cities 
like Karachi, Lahore, Peshawar, Gilgit and Quetta 
(the five provincial capitals) have evolved alongside 
the conflicts that they endure. [Fig. 1]

The very idea of diversity has historically been 
used to create instability in the region. The British 
policy of ‘divide and rule’ can be quoted in this 
context as a mechanism to maintain imperial rule 
by identifying pre-existing ethno-religious factions 
and then manipulating them in order to prevent any 
possibility of a unified uprising.9 This eventually 

Administered Tribal Area evoke militarised reac-
tions that target the lively urban hubs that were 
insulated from the direct effects of war. Societal and 
ethnic differences have been made prominent by a 
massive influx of refugees testing the limits of cities. 
Furthermore, sleeper cells have been plugged 
seamlessly into the fabric of the city. While the 
targets are innumerable, their motives to instigate 
violence can span from commercial and territorial 
gains to political strong-arming and sectarian subju-
gation. These factors make cities in Pakistan highly 
volatile and are reflective of how the urban fabric 
is increasingly becoming a contested and divisive 
entity.

A complex amalgamation of both global and 
regional factors cause these unique conditions for 
conflict to thrive perpetually within the ever-growing 
expanse of cities in Pakistan, and the developing 
world in general. With an increasing number and 
frequency of events leading to unrest across the 
country, there seems to be no time to mourn and 
remember the dead collectively. News broadcasts 
and social media patterns are testament to this 
short-term memory where headlines and comments 
keep piling upon one another, which in turn creates 
a blur of events, allowing the observers to create 
their own narratives. Survival becomes the mode of 
operation when one dwells in the cities of perpetual 
insecurity. Remarkably, these hubs remain alive 
with pockets of functional compromise as a skewed 
normality resumes after temporary disturbances. 
Even in completely war-torn countries like Iraq and 
Syria, a sense of the civic is present and visible, 
albeit barely. A closer look reveals that rather 
than isolating the conflict and the threat, cities in 
Pakistan absorb it, making them porous entities that 
tread on the border of resilience and dysfunction-
ality. Conflict, in cities of the developing world, has 
become a part of daily life. In order to function, their 
inhabitants have to conjure mechanisms that are 
not sanctioned by any official entity but are rather 
hyper-situationist exercises of circumnavigation 
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was increasing, with the dictator General Zia-ul-Haq 
overtly promoting a right-wing Wahabbi sect of 
Islam, popularised by Saudi interests. After the 
Soviet Afghan War, many immigrants and different 
groups of fighters, including Taliban who had trans-
border ethnic and cultural ties with the Pakhtuns of 
the Federally Adminisitered Tribal Areas (FATA), 
were welcomed into the country as future assets 
to realise its regional ambitions.11 While immigrants 
found sanctuary in various urban hubs, ‘warriors’ 
were recruited by the government through political 
cover and financial aid, as well as autonomy to 
function within madrassas (religious schools) which 
were left undeniably unchecked. Throughout the 
1990s, events in Afghanistan were dictated by the 
mountainous regions of North West Pakistan, which 
served the country and its broader allies in Saudi 
Arabia and the US.

The situation changed after the World Trade 
Centre attacks of 11 September 2001. The global 
war on terror was primed to be exported to many 
parts of the world, and the effects are visible today. 
It was undoubtedly a tough situation for Pakistan, 
which was once again under a military regime (curi-
ously, just like during the Soviet-Afghan War) that 
had deep-seated interests in and sympathies for 
the militants harboured on both sides of the coun-
try’s western border. Furthermore, careful treading 
was advised in the state’s internal circuits, in part 
because of the fact that the militant organisations 
are not only confined to the northwestern border 
territory but have spread out across the country 
during the years before 9/11.

When Pakistan’s complicity in the ‘War on Terror’ 
was violently challenged by the Taliban and other 
militant factions who were against US involvement 
in the region, the government and the army real-
ised the urgency as well as their responsibility to 
fight extremism head-on, thus making this war their 
own.12

festered and in 1947 resulted in the division of the 
Indian subcontinent into what is today India and 
Pakistan, with Kashmir as the disputed region that 
is still the core of the troubles between the two 
states. It was one of the most violent migrations in 
history and left more than fifteen million uprooted, 
and between one and two million dead.10 These 
countries have had the principle of divisiveness and 
exclusion of the ‘other’ as the foundations on which 
they were legitimised as independent nation states. 
These were the first roots of the xenophobia that to 
this day still dictates the course of regional history.

Fractures in the societal fabric became starkly 
visible across urban centers in the region as the 
losses from mass migrations started becoming 
apparent. Pre-partition Karachi, the largest city 
and the first capital, was 47.6 percent Hindu while 
Delhi, India’s capital, was comprised of a roughly 30 
percent Muslim population. In the following decade, 
Karachi hardly had any Hindu population left 
whereas Muslims vacated Delhi by the hundreds 
of thousands. As cities became less diverse and 
moved towards homogeneity, the drive and inten-
sity for conflict increased and tolerance decreased, 
which is manifested in the fragmentation of the 
society and the urban fabric in different factions. 
The division of East Pakistan, now Bangladesh, 
was the first of many fractures within the flawed idea 
of unity under the banner of one religion, as we can 
see in many other manifestations on micro levels. 

Pakistan’s geographic location has been vital in 
shaping not only its own destiny but also that of its 
neighbors. The Cold War brought Pakistan into the 
foray of global politics, with demands of allegiance 
being made of many previous neutral countries. 
The Afghan War fought against the Russians had 
Pakistan playing the role of a conduit between the 
US, Saudi Arabia and Afghanistan, training and 
arming jihadists that had been facilitated by military 
dictatorships which have plagued Pakistan’s inde-
pendent history for a long time. Internal instability 
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Fig. 1: Frequency of violent attacks nation wide. Map: author.
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‘safe’ ghettos, often articulated as gated commu-
nities. This phenomenon is especially evident in 
the army cantonments that double as elite civilian 
residential quarters around the country. Both typolo-
gies reflect introversion and vulnerability and speak 
volumes about social control. But by the creation 
of protective bubbles in cities with high crime rates, 
these enclaves also cause a drastic shrinking of the 
public domain, challenging democracy and polar-
ising space.16 As a result, these pockets of space 
perpetuate divisions which translate into various 
forms of repression and control such as exclu-
sive access to safety. The demonisation of space 
through the exclusionary attitude in turn has an 
antagonising effect on the environment.17 [Figs. 2a, 
2b, 2c]

As Sobia Ahmad Kakar observes, that with the 
focus of state authorities in overlooking informal 
governance over the blind spots in the city, a 
number of low-income settlements start gaining 
relevance as ‘breeding grounds’ for terrorism 
and other subversive channels.18 For instance, 
Sultanabad, a low-income high-density settlement 
located in the neighboring areas of one of Karachi’s 
highest security zones, is reported to be controlled 
by the outlawed terrorist organization, Tehreek-e-
Taliban Pakistan (TTP).19 This polarity and proximity 
coupled together inevitably increases the volatility 
and the potential for conflict in already vulnerable 
environs.

In order to minimise damage and ensure the 
safety of the immediate support networks, commu-
nities that are threatened and targeted on a regular 
basis are forced to reconfigure their location within 
the city on the basis of anticipated attacks.20 A 
visible introversion is practiced with paranoid self-
policing, multiple checkpoints and an aggressive 
demarcation of habitable limits as modus oper-
andi. Marriabad, a Shia Hazara town in Quetta, is a 
case in point. Instead of the prosperous expanding 
community it was in the 1980s, the Hazara minority 

What results from this direct onslaught against 
recently outlawed extremist outfits is an unprec-
edented increase in securitisation across key urban 
areas within Pakistan. In a society already battling 
to embrace differences of opinion, citizens became 
further removed from each other, as the insidious 
impact on their daily lives increased and their inter-
actions with other citizens diminished. The migration 
of internally displaced persons has also added to 
the friction between different ethnic groups. In a 
cultural landscape where more than seventy local 
languages are spoken, communication and coop-
eration have evidently become strained, which 
leads to reliance solely upon the most immediate 
support networks.13 Neighborhoods that were once 
heterogeneous in their demographics are becoming 
starkly parsed, territorial, intolerant and hostile to 
outsiders.

(In)security: the rise of urban introversion
Segregation and intolerance have replaced the 
vibrancy of the heterogeneous aggregations of 
diversity that were once symbolic of South Asian 
cities. In 1947, when Pakistan had just gained 
independence, close to 23 percent of its population 
was non-Muslim. Today that figure has aggres-
sively declined to approximately three percent.14 
Furthermore, religious minorities, including Islamic 
factions, have suffered and been the targets of 
attacks, including forced conversions amongst 
other forms of violence.

The variegated level of conflicting interests and 
ideas of the diverse sects and strata of society in 
Pakistan have had a significant impact on its urban 
fabric. There has been a visible ghettoisation of 
minorities who have become increasingly vulner-
able with the rising intensity of conflict, as was the 
case with the arson attack in the Christian commu-
nity in Badami Bagh in Lahore in March 2013.15 
However, it is not only the lower end of the socio-
economic spectrum that is being ghettoised. The 
city's elite also tend to cocoon themselves in their 
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Fig. 2a: Cantonment checkpoints in Lahore and Quetta. Map: author. 
Fig. 2b: Cantonment checkpoint, Lahore. Photo: author.
Fig. 2c: Cantonment checkpoint, Lahore. Photo: author.

Fig. 2a

Fig. 2b Fig. 2c
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They are providing facilities that include but are not 
limited to education, infrastructure and security, 
eventually becoming autonomous and rejecting the 
state altogether. 

The rise of private security has wide-ranging 
implications for the landscape of security architec-
ture, as the likelihood increases that state control 
will be contested by violent means – at times, 
even by the armed forces where they see fit. The 
limited possibility of territorial control in complex 
urban scenarios creates further opportunities for 
both state or non-state actors to challenge the state 
and establish quasi-structures and different modes 
of security governance. Both the government and 
private security have begun remodeling their forces 
along (para)militarised lines.23 All of this demon-
strates the fragmentation and paranoia in the city 
as more and more institutions are failing or disap-
pearing from the public realm.

Landmarked: the politics of symbolism and 
threat
As Georges Bataille once observed, 

Monuments inspire social prudence and often even 

real fear. The taking of the Bastille is symbolic of this 

state of things: it is hard to explain this crowd move-

ment other than by the animosity of the people against 

the monuments that are their real masters.24 

The idea of landmarks and monuments is inclusive, 
as they are primarily serving as places of gathering 
and refer to the spirit of the people throughout time. 
While historically they hold their place as memo-
rials, they have also been the symbolic background 
and stage where conflict unfurls into a spectacle, as 
it has at places like Palace Square (St Petersburg), 
Red Square (Moscow) and Tahrir Square (Cairo) as 
symbols of patriotism, nationalism and identity.

Furthermore, the permanence of architec-
ture has long been its strength, and has aided 

has now confined themselves to an extremely 
restricted area. The perceived threat and the threat-
ened have become inseparably intertwined yet 
starkly distinct within the city limits. This particular 
instance can also be seen as an attempt to homog-
enise cities in myopic ethno-nationalist terms where 
cultural diversity is antagonised and viewed as a 
‘cultural pollutant’.21

Another typology is the compound Nine Zero in 
Karachi, the headquarters of the powerful political 
party, the Muttahida Qaumi Movement (MQM). The 
party was founded to represent the interests of the 
Mohajirs, the migrants who poured in after the parti-
tion and though seemingly secular and moderate, 
the party itself is actively involved in many a 
violent occurrence in the largest city of Pakistan. 
Mechanisms of self-securitisation that tend to 
come about in regions with weak governance are 
most effectively demonstrated here as the notions 
of safety and vulnerability diffuse through streets 
and neighborhoods. The compound is a hub of illicit 
activities and is guarded by tight security justified by 
their stance as a party for the minority; they have 
reacted robustly, and at times violently, to form and 
protect their base of operations. 

Cultures that suffer through a weak writ of the 
state resort to vigilantism, making their own rules of 
civic and administrative operations. Both Marriabad 
in Quetta and Nine Zero in Karachi are self-sustained 
community units where policing is controlled by the 
inhabitants and barriers or checkpoints overseen 
by the weaponised youth. These communities 
perceive themselves to be threatened, and have 
resolved to rely on some of the most nuclear forms 
of social organisation, i.e. neighborhood and family, 
as the only support networks. Saskia Sassen saw 
these emerging roles as tending towards ‘territo-
rial fractures that the project of building a nation 
state sought to eliminate or dilute’.22 These areas 
possess the sharp edge of violence and in order to 
exercise their authority, they rely on social pressure. 
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to become victims of severe destruction as well. The 
terrorist attack on the Federal Investigation Agency 
in 2009, on the shrine of Data Sahib in 2010 and the 
twin attacks on Saint John’s Catholic Church and 
Christ Church in the Christian-dominated district of 
Youhanabad in 2015 are just a few examples that 
all took place in Lahore – perceived to be the safest 
city in the country. [Figs. 3a, 3b, 3c] These targets 
represent the vulnerability of state security institu-
tions and their giving way to a process of ethnic 
cleansing – both symbolising domination in terms of 
governance and populace.

All these attacks have legitimised a new archi-
tectural vocabulary that has defense as its primary 
function, thus materialising exclusion and para-
noia as security tectonics, or mere ornamentation. 
Though security tectonics were already a part of the 
cityscapes, especially in government and religious 
buildings, the attacks on the Army Public School in 
Peshawar prompted the government send an official 
security document to educational institutions across 
the country. This memo provided strict instructions 
for ‘Foolproof Security Arrangements’, including the 
construction of an eight-foot-high boundary wall 
with an additional two feet of barbed wire protec-
tion, the erection of concrete barriers at entrance 
points, the provision of snipers and vehicular search 
devices, the installation of surveillance cameras 
and so forth.26 Notices of this kind are obviously 
responding to concerns about attacks but they also 
represent the failure of the state to provide safety, 
resulting in demands for private security. [Fig. 4]
The rapid securitisation of institutions by barring 
access through the security ornament gives an 
updated meaning to the symbolic structures around 
Pakistani cities. At the same time, however, it poses 
a dilemma as to which other buildings need to be 
secured. The targets and their typologies change as 
the insurgents find soft spots within the city fabric.

Questions arise about the effectiveness of the 
defense apparatus and what the state refers to 

the validation of regimes to mark their territory 
and power. Historically, it is the destruction of this 
architecture that symbolises the victor’s conquest 
of territories. The more politically and historically 
relevant the structure is, the more it is prioritised 
on the list of urbicide. For instance, the outlawed 
separatist party Balochistan Liberation Front (BLF) 
targeted the Ziarat residency (home of the nation’s 
founding father, Muhammad Ali Jinnah) in 2013 and 
burnt it to the ground. Targeting a popular historic 
symbol of the birth of the nation was a strategic 
move in getting their message across. However, 
what is equally interesting was the state’s response, 
wasting no time to rebuild an exact replica of the 
structure. Though architecturally the effort seemed 
nothing short of kitsch, it stresses the importance of 
symbolism for both the state and its enemies. 

Similarly, the structures built during the British 
rule, that riddle the boulevards of Lahore and 
Karachi, represent the history of a troubled colo-
nial past. Architecturally, subjugation was in effect 
when those buildings were planned and designed. 
The fabric of the cities was radically altered by the 
spatial experimentation of the British, in order to 
better understand and exercise control over the 
urban territory. Such restructuring is not particularly 
unfamiliar, as in the case of Marshall Thomas Robert 
Bugeaud in the 1940s and his success in putting an 
end to the insurrection in Algiers by, amongst other 
atrocities, the removal of entire settlements to make 
way for large boulevards.25 Initially, high Victorian 
designs replaced the organic order prevalent in 
the old capitals of Indian subcontinent, which over 
time evolved into a more accepted Indo-Saracen 
style. This is evidence of the built fabric responding 
directly to the British policy in the region throughout 
the years. These buildings are still prioritised targets 
for destruction as they are still active and house 
state and institutional functions. 

Sufi shrines, churches, Shia mosques and other 
places of devotion that are not right-wing Islamic tend 
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Fig. 3a: Security outside Data Sahib’s shrine, Lahore five years after the attack. Photo: author.
Fig. 3b: Security ornamentation in Lahore. Photo: author.
Fig. 3c: Entrance to the High Court, Lahore. Photo: author.

Fig. 3a

Fig. 3b

Fig. 3c
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Fig. 4: Security at a private school in Lahore. Photo: author.
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at the time of political elections. Banners over-
crowd the view around these intersections while 
every neighbourhood showcases its allegiance and 
seemingly displays its predicted voting patterns with 
flyers and flags competing for space. Aside from 
their political value, the physical material from the 
campaigning often has an extended use as shade 
for market places and hot pavements, while others 
can be seen constructing makeshift shelters for 
themselves out of it. However, the metaphorical 
canopy of political affinities offers one a fair idea 
of how to navigate one of the many political micro-
climates that must be encountered in streets and 
everyday life. 

Public protests and rallies like the D-Chowk sit-in 
by the political party Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaaf 
(Pakistan Movement for Justice) in Islamabad 
towards the end of 2014, played out as a festival with 
concerts and free food to ensure the longevity and 
inclusion of people in the demonstration. Whether 
the seriousness of the demands or the financing 
of these events came across as suspicious was 
a secondary concern. With the shrinking public 
space in the city, people found evening entertain-
ment and the media gave daily prime time coverage 
to the leader of one of the major political parties of 
the country. This form of protest-ainment quickly 
became a popular trend; one may even attribute the 
originality of the idea to Cairo’s Tahrir Square. Other 
demonstrations often get tense and confrontational 
as competing parties try to compete for higher turn-
outs, louder concerts with bigger celebrities, and of 
course more food. 

In an earlier example, the 2006 Anti Danish 
Cartoon riots in Lahore, protestors rampaged the 
Mall Road – one of the main arteries built by the 
British in the late 1800s to connect the old quarters 
of the city with the new cantonment, flanked with 
iconic and important buildings – violently destroying 
buildings and looting goods; acts that had nothing 
to do with the cause of their protest. Due to the 

as ‘fool proof security’. The same visual cues that 
seemingly protect a place can also make it more 
conspicuous and in turn more vulnerable. [Fig. 6] 
As Stephen Graham puts it in his essay ‘Cities and 
the ‘War on Terror’, ‘[by] publicising the probabilistic 
absurdity of places of targets, the geography of para-
noia is expanded to contain the most obscure and 
remote sites (as well as the obvious one) rendering 
these sites into a regime of anxiety’.27 How far can 
architecture and its programs be pushed to ensure 
the safety of the city? If geographic specificities and 
the idea of grounded and permanent structures 
are effective targets then can the traditional under-
standing of architecture be considered prosaic and 
expired?

The street as a reconstruction of conflict
The points of intersection between major routes and 
arteries of cities across the globe have been impor-
tant in establishing the unique inherent character of 
those cities. Likewise, in Pakistan, nodes and points 
of traffic have a highly charged meaning and signifi-
cance in the political and sociocultural landscape. 
As distinct symbolic markers of the cities’ various 
economic and social culmination these visually 
prominent devices often mark territory and serve as 
symbols of authority and power. 

A considerable budget of all major cities in 
Pakistan goes to identifying these points with 
follies or other symbolic markers, such as fighter 
planes (China Chowk, Lahore), giant marble 
swords (Teen Talwar – literally translated as three 
swords – Karachi) or just a flailing angry fist (Mukka 
Chowk, Karachi); they all warn of the hostility 
towards unwanted elements. The symbolism is 
inherently aggressive, seething with anger and 
reprisal, and reflective of the tension inherent in 
these nodes. While these visual symbols often refer 
to a heroic feat or a memorable historic event, their 
confrontational nature is lending them a different 
identity. This perceived aggression becomes the 
backdrop of many political rallies, most noticeably 
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In a time when public gatherings are deemed a 
threat to the establishment, exacerbated by an over-
load of political protestainment, most public places 
in Pakistan are either re-appropriated into inacces-
sible areas or heavily securitised. To prevent even 
the streets and nodes from being used as public 
spaces or places to demonstrate, the state uses 
Section 144 of the Criminal Procedure Code, forbid-
ding groups of more than five people from gathering 
on the streets, as a way to prevent protests and 
demonstrations in the name of security. The result 
is that the public has barely any space left, except 
for the affluent minority who use sprawling golf and 
country clubs for their leisure activities. We witness 
an impromptu utilisation of other infrastructure that 
was not designed or sanctioned to be used as 
public space. One can witness hordes of people 
swimming in the canal in Lahore, officially used for 
grey water and irrigation, in times of intense heat. 
Picnics dot the place on any regular hot weekend; 
the fact that the canal is flanked on both sides by 
high-speed traffic is no deterrent. Similar leisurely 
activities can be seen around green belts, traffic 
roundabouts and shrines. The elastic geographies 
that are constantly re-formed allow the public to 
tend to their civic needs, and are fascinating in the 
multiplicity of their manifestations. 

As Pakistani cities become a series of spon-
taneous obstructions and revised geographies,; 
inconspicuous passages, defiant spaces and 
cracks in the urban fabric have become some of 
the most important traits in the navigational realm 
for the citizens to navigate. This is reminiscent of 
the Situationists’ 1950s plea for as an increasingly 
personal contact with urban surroundings that would 
transport the citizen away from the overloaded 
spectacle of the city.30 As an intuitive itinerary, 
this psychogeography is elusive and ephemeral 
in nature.31 Additionally, the dérive, as they called 
the delicate balance of chance and planning, 
suggests a novel way of experiencing the city in an 
unprescribed, temporal and an all-encompassing 

official silence of the government, police were reluc-
tant to regain control. As the protest and plundering 
continued an interesting mix of people, ranging from 
beggars and small-time thieves to a thrill-seeking 
populace (including women and children) joined in.

Mobility is becoming an increasingly important 
factor to determine how users navigate conflict thus 
allowing the streets to enact and reconstruct the 
state of affairs of a society through demonstrations 
and other public performances. Movement is also a 
way of ensuring some form of safety, as events will 
manifest and dissipate before they can become the 
target of an attack, whether by state authorities or 
terrorists. [Figs. 5a, 5b, 5c]

The first instinct of protection has architecturally 
always been to raise walls. Historically, the wall has 
represented security, and some semblance of dura-
bility. However, walls are also a primary instance 
of exclusion – the most significant example would 
be the endless Israeli wall running through the 
West Bank, its gloomy precedent the Berlin Wall 
or the potential violence of the (as of yet) unbuilt 
wall between the United States and Mexico. As a 
counter-narrative to the permanence of the wall, the 
roads of Pakistan are cluttered with mobile security 
checkpoints.28 Checkpoints are set up fairly sporadi-
cally – for annual celebrations, Friday prayers, upon 
the visit of dignitaries or state guests or sometimes 
for no reason at all. Some points are more intense, 
like those around the cantonment areas, which are 
multiple and labyrinthine in nature, flanked with 
armed army personnel and streamlined. Other 
checkpoints are more dubious – like the ones that 
stop cars suspected of possession of alcohol, only 
to blackmail the drivers into giving bribes. Road 
users are left more or less to their own devices to 
conjure up new navigations in what Eyal Weizman 
refers to as ‘elastic geographies’, which are revised 
and redistributed with every political development 
and decision.29
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culturally and geopolitically unique, the destruction 
of cities like Aleppo, Baghdad, Tripoli and Homs 
serve as a warning to societies on the brink of divi-
siveness and potential demise. Since reliance on 
state mechanisms and of course the perpetrators 
does not preserve the intention of safeguarding the 
resilience of urban hubs, citizens are compelled to 
mobilise what Stephen Graham calls ‘counter geog-
raphies’ – these are a step further towards not only 
understanding the critical conditions of Pakistani 
cities but to ‘contest and disrupt the circuits and 
logics of the new military urbanism, with its normal-
ised separation of “us” and “them”’. As observed in 
this article, traditional modes of resistance such as 
street protests and political movements can easily 
get derailed by the multiple complexities, and as 
such other creatively deployed mobilisations are 
important complements if we are to spark a multi-
faceted discourse between the currently scattered 
and divided public.

Beyond the visual clutter of security arrange-
ments and political banter, one has to pay attention 
to the sort of culture of anticipation that is brewing 
as everyone in society, including children, are 
in a near-constant state of preparation for some 
form of an attack or hijacking of space – either 
from the terrorist as a form of a physically violent 
attack, or from the state under the guise of protec-
tion. The same sensibility also has the tendency 
to desensitise one to different forms of violence, 
as weapons and bomb drills in schools become 
daily part of casual conversation. Artist Bani Abidi’s 
work Security Barriers A-L, 2008 is an attempt to 
catalogue security mechanisms, which suddenly 
sprouted around the city of Karachi during a time 
of heightened paranoia. Modeling these temporary 
architectural elements as innocuous 3D objects 
against a pure white background, the work provides 
an analysis of how state violence and demarcation 
can become a habitual occurrence in cities, thereby 
preparing the masses for the diminished freedom 
of movement.35 One might see this as a form of 

fashion.32 Tertiary routes which have always carried 
connotations of the fear of unused territories, have 
as a result become crucial to understand the city as 
it stands today. [Figs. 6a, 6b]

Whereas the Situationists were fighting for ‘anti-
spectacular’ spaces or streets, looking for spatial 
experiences, cities like Lahore or Karachi need the 
obscure spaces to keep running smoothly, as a 
‘spectacle’ in such cities has the potential of costing 
hundreds of lives. Similar to the dérive itself, the 
cartography of this experience questions conven-
tional mapping techniques and challenges one to 
be creative. It is ironic that where Debord and his 
peers hoped to explore an urban condition where 
the personal human experience and interaction 
would take precedent over the monotony of planned 
modern cities, the users of Pakistani cities have no 
choice but to be flâneurs in order to navigate on an 
everyday basis.

Tentative avenues – conclusions
It is difficult to distinguish between acts of terror 
and other forms of violence in the developing world 
generally. This is particularly true for Pakistan, 
given the ‘conceptual minefield that is the current 
state of classification and understanding of political 
violence’.33 Moreover, local acts of urban political 
violence can become entangled, making it difficult 
to decipher among various forms and causes of 
aggression. In adapting to insecurity, it is also impor-
tant to note that aside from the imposed violence, 
the fragmentation of the urban fabric itself is causing 
breaks in social systems and structures that exac-
erbate these very frictions. This goes to show how 
the relationship between the city and violence is 
deeply complex, multifaceted and interdependent 
on a variety of supporting structures that already 
exist within the urban realm. These relationships 
also reveal how the new military urbanism produces 
political subjectivities that heighten marginality 
and vulnerability for minorities.34 Even though the 
factors to create unrest and eventual chaos were 
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Fig. 5a: Security mapping Lower Mall, Lahore. Map: author.
Fig. 5b: Entrance to the Government House, Lahore. Photo: author.
Fig. 5c: Recently cocooned Government College, Lahore. Photo: author.

Fig. 5b

Fig. 5a Fig. 5c
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configurational navigation cannot be fully compre-
hended through traditional mapping. 

Strategies of surveillance and the increasing 
limits of physical or administrative control are 
reducing the already confined pockets of demo-
cratic space with echoes of an Orwellian dystopia. 
It becomes relevant to note the long-term value 
of such strategies and their social and political 
repercussions, as they seem to be mutating propor-
tionately with the sophistication of the threat, and 
increasingly omit a growing demographic from the 
public realm. In response to increasingly privatised, 
securitised and segregated public spaces, Beyond 
Walls, 2011 by the Tentative Collective organised 
a tea-drinking gathering of around 50 strangers on 
top of the boundary wall around one of Karachi’s 
most beloved parks, to which public access had 
been restricted by building a boundary wall and 
charging an entry fee.37 This mobilisation is similar 
in essence to the hordes of people swimming in 
Lahore’s irrigation canal, and is bordering on dissi-
dence punishable by law. Furthermore the gathering 
included immigrants from a nearby settlement, thus 
it can be said that both the events in discussion 
were confronting the politically and economically 
motivated filtration of marginalised masses. It would 
be prudent to note that this marginalisation is the 
trickling down of global binaries that are being sanc-
tioned through localised ideas of threats. In light 
of such tensions, novel forms of resilience can be 
fascinating to observe as they not only shed light on 
how life carries on in times of conflict but also act 
as a litmus test for communities and cities to deal 
with a perpetual state of insecurity. Observation of 
such traits can provide valuable clues in order to 
re-establish civic order to some extent.

Whereas these creative endeavours display 
strong sentiments and protest against the violation 
of space in cities, it needs to be taken into account 
that these voices do not penetrate the public realm 

resilience, but such adaption or desensitisation is 
also precarious. Abidi makes a point of highlighting 
the obvious, yet disturbing, trend that has engulfed 
Pakistani cities.

South Asian cities have historically come a 
long way, through times of political mutinies and 
violence, and have managed to retain their cultures 
of vibrancy while maintaining their core characters 
and identities, which has still kept them consider-
ably habitable. What becomes important here is to 
identify the factors that unify a nation, rather than the 
ones that are inherently divisive. A comprehensive 
re-imagination of permanent geographies towards 
fluid ones is called for. One such project, Exhausted 
Geographies 2015 published by a multidisciplinary 
team of artists, architects and lawyers, examines 
the alternative narratives of Karachi. Writings are 
accompanied by both conventional and unconven-
tional maps, which evoke the parallel realities of a 
metropolis in turmoil. The themes explored in these 
works range from ‘the politics of development/
displacement, missing persons and state-enforced 
disappearances, cartographic silences of local 
knowledge productions, eighteenth-century narra-
tive geographies of Sindh, colonial reordering of the 
city, community mapping and regularisation politics, 
visual architectures of desire and longing, spatial 
memories and embodied subjectivities’.36 Another 
artist, Farida Batool focuses on the anxious experi-
ence of walking through a city laced with tension 
in her work Kahani Aik Sheher Ki – Story of A City, 
2012. Her walk through the Mall Road in Lahore, 
exhibited as a 70-foot long lenticular image, demon-
strates the various politics of exclusion, insecurity 
and consumerism from a very personal perspec-
tive. These examples are attempting to engage the 
issues of representation in a critical fashion while 
allowing the perspective of the public to seep into 
the works. Perhaps understanding these cities from 
an objective perspective is difficult, as the nuances 
that inhabitants experience on a daily basis during 
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Fig. 6a: Approach to the Punjab Assembly, Lahore. Photo: author.
Fig. 6b: Newly raised walls at the Punjab Assembly, Lahore. Photo: author.

Fig. 6b

Fig. 6a
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on Pakistan’s administrative and resource infrastruc-

ture to pressure the government into accepting its 

demands. 
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threat are triggered by a deleterious external condi-
tion (a helicopter flying overhead, the heat of the 
sun, a threatening human…) and thus require the 
seeking of a protective interior state (rest, shelter, 
resilience…). 

As border-crossers and the border emote and 
embody this anxiety, so, too, does the architecture 
they build. Fashioned out of available materials 
(cactus, shrub, grass, stone, and so forth), the small 
structures built in the US-Mexico borderlands are 
an anxious entity born out of a contested terrain. 
The structures work to mitigate unforgiving terrain, 
harsh climate, detection by Border Patrol, contested 
cartel routes, and other threats to personal safety. 
The characterisation of architecture as an emotive 
and emotional subject, draws from scholars who 
have emphasised the life (even agency) of objects.7 
In a loose sense, the following text performs a 
‘psychoanalysis of architecture […] – as if architec-
ture were on the couch so to speak – that would 
reveal, by implication, and reflection, its relation-
ship with its “subjects”[…] stressing the active role 
of objects and spaces in anxiety’.8 The subjects, in 
this case, are the physical landscape of the border-
lands, the builders of the structures, as well as the 
other human and non-human actors inhabiting and 
forming the borderlands. 

This article employs the analysis of architectural 
form, artifacts of material culture, and interviews 
gathered from two summers of fieldwork in the US 
and Mexico. This fieldwork was completed under 

Since its formation in 1848, the US-Mexico border 
has been a site of conflict and inconstancy. The 
international boundary was and remains both a 
delineation and a linkage (economic, cultural, and 
political) between two nations.1 This kind of push-
and-pull between keeping immigrants out and 
welcoming their labour has resulted in various 
waves of immigration.2 While policies change, so do 
the conditions on the border including an increase 
in militarisation and patrolling tactics.3 Additionally, 
the modes of crossing and the actors involved in 
unauthorised migration have changed including 
cartels, guides, the Border Patrol agency, migrants, 
and humanitarians.4 The constant flux of conditions 
creates anxiety, as the border and the borderlands 
are unable to remain stable and unyielding, ‘they 
bring about their own demise as if by a subtle form 
of self-destruction – of being undermined not from 
without (that is, from a failure to hold back overt 
invasions) but from within, on their own terms’.5 

The overbearing and overcompensating strate-
gies to protect inside from outside, self from other, 
end up eroding the functionality and proficiency of 
the border itself. The border begins to undo itself 
through anxiety.

In the borderlands, ‘anxiety’ seems to be a 
particularly useful term when dealing with the land-
scape, its crossers, and its architecture because 
there exists a persistent threat (whether of being 
lost, discovered, displaced, or confronted) and one 
must continually seek to avoid this threat, whether 
real or imagined.6 Avoidance and escape of a 

Anxious Architecture: 
Sleep, Identity, and Death in the US-Mexico Borderlands
Sam Grabowska 
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Lit sleep: interrupted cycles
Currently, the conditions along the US-Mexico 
border in Arizona are replete with checkpoints up 
to 50-some miles north of the border, Border Patrol 
stations, patrol cars, helicopters, infrared cameras, 
and watch towers, among other modes of surveil-
lance and patrolling. [Fig. 1] The ever-watchful gaze 
of surveillance lights up the dark, exposing what 
wishes to remain hidden: ‘Full lighting and the eye of 
the supervisor capture better than darkness, which 
ultimately protected. Visibility is a trap.’11 Given the 
surveillance, it is better to travel at night than the 
day. However, temperatures in the summer months 
reach upwards of 49 degrees Celsius as the sun 
relentlessly blazes, making daytime rest difficult. 
Whether due to policing or climate, border-crossers 
and their architecture must capitalise on, or fall 
victim to, an anxious depletion of sleep.

An architecture that disables rest becomes a far 
different structure than one that enables rest. In the 
desert, rest and sleep are strictly regulated activi-
ties whether they are controlled by people in power 
(cartels, humanitarians, Border Patrol) or by the 
obstacles of the natural environment (the sun, the 
monsoons, the nearly untraversable steep terrain). 
The building or inhabitation of structures is equally 
regulated. In the borderlands, both rest and archi-
tecture become contentious and political. Shelters 
where people do not rest are built for the purpose 
of vigilance and counter-surveillance, used for 
watching others as much as for evading detection. 
In this context, architecture becomes a techno-
logical apparatus, much in the way that Jonathan 
Crary describes the capitalist global labourer or 
the modern soldier. Just as with ‘sleep mode’ on a 
computer, restless architecture and its inhabitants 
are ‘an apparatus in a state of low-power readiness 
[…] It supersedes an off/on logic, so that nothing 
is ever fundamentally “off” and there is never an 

the guidance and support of Dr. Jason De León’s 
Undocumented Migration Project (UMP). Around 40 
structures were documented within a ten-mile radius 
north of the US-Mexico border in Arizona (part of 
the Sonoran desert borderlands) and were found 
using a combination of transect land surveying and 
exploratory walks around artifact cluster sites iden-
tified by the UMP. Approximately 50 one-on-one 
semi-structured interviews were conducted with 
migrants, coyotes (guides), and burros (drug smug-
glers) in Nogales and Altar, Mexico during the spring 
and summer of 2012 and the summer of 2013. 

Drawing from this fieldwork, this article identi-
fies three modes in which architecture becomes 
‘anxious’ as a spatial tactic to cope with conflict. 
Framed largely by Jonathan Crary’s theorisation of 
capitalist spaces and sleeplessness, the first mode 
is an investigation of deprived sleep and the ways 
in which border-crosser huts both deny and afford 
physical rejuvenation or counter-surveillance in a 
landscape of trauma. The second mode, insecure 
identity, reveals how shape shifting can both miti-
gate and fall victim to power structures referencing 
Foucault and De Certeau. The third mode, fear of 
death, looks at the erasure and exposure of bodies 
(both carnal and architectural) that cannot rest in 
peace and draws from Anthony Vidler’s exploration 
of uncanny architecture. 

As anxiety is a response born out of duress, it 
is not the same as a transgressive response born 
out of a self-conscious desire to rebel against and 
overcome an oppressive force.9 Anxious architec-
ture thus becomes an adaptive spatial tactic arising 
out of conflict and trauma that can protect, be alert 
or combative, and aware and responsive.10 At the 
same time, a constant state of vigilance also takes 
a toll, eroding the body (both of the builders and of 
their structures) and its capacity for endurance and 
wellbeing. 
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Fig. 1: The militarised border as visualised by US Customs and Border Protection with various surveillance technolo-

gies and tactics to detect and capture border-crossers. Source: United States Customs and Border Protection 2012: 14. 

Illustration: Author
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 BW-01 was the first structure to be documented 
during the summer of 2012 in Arizona’s border-
lands. Located just off a small wash, its overall 
form is S-shaped with one curve larger than the 
other. [Fig. 2] Its form, materiality, and siting illus-
trates how border-crosser architecture strives for 
an artificial environment of imposed darkness in 
order to escape the unrelenting and dehydrating 
sun and to use the darkness as a cloak for move-
ment. In order to keep out the light, BW-01’s walls 
rest upon a mesquite tree’s load-bearing tree trunk. 
These walls protect the border-crosser from on-the-
ground reconnaissance as well as the sun while 
the mesquite’s canopy provides cover from heli-
copters and aerial surveillance as well as sun and 
precipitation. The vertical, broken-off branches are 
all Y-shaped and placed carefully, alternating along 
the circumference: Y

Y

Y

Y

Y

Y

, like crutches holding 
up the tree and protecting whomever is inside. 

While the structure of BW-01’s large room is 
impressive in its construction and degree of cover, 
it clearly failed to meet all the needs of subsequent 
inhabitations and thus the need arose for an exten-
sion, an annex, in the form of the smaller curve of the 
S. Neither structure actually provides full relief from 
environmental threats. The measured difference in 
brightness in the large room during the day exhibits 
a paltry gift of shade (the external light reading in 
the early morning was 14.9 exposure value (EV), 
the interior light readings ranged from 10.6–13.8 
EV). There are remnants of grass thatching on the 
walls that suggest the structure was at one point 
less permeable to light, but even so, these shelters 
cannot turn day into night. Instead, they do what 
they can to deflect heat and create a slightly more 
tolerable space that may allow for a brief nap. 

 When groups are able to rest in the half shade or 
unsettling night, there are, of course, no pillows and 
no beds inside the structures. Most structures are 
made of thorny flora and claustrophobically envelop 
the body, often without leaving any room to shift 

actual state of rest.’12 At the same time, an anxious 
architecture can disrupt the surrounding landscape. 
It provides a refuge by circumscribing the unknown, 
deflecting surveillance, and limiting vulnerability. 

 For many of us, sleep is a given; a mundane 
fact of life. But in the desert borderlands, sleep falls 
somewhere between desperate bodily need and 
terrifying vulnerability. To be asleep is to be help-
lessly unaware of the world around you. Natalia, 
a woman trying to cross the border, made this 
clear: ‘We didn’t see them [Border Patrol]. And 
when they caught us, we were sleeping.’ Sleep is 
a time when one’s guard is down, when one’s eyes 
are closed – the watcher becomes the watched.13 
Thus, border-crosser architecture’s siting responds 
with multiple tactics. It is built to be big enough to 
house a small group of people that can warn one 
another (safety in numbers). Or it is organised in 
small but separate clusters so people can quickly 
egress and disperse from multiple locations. Or the 
architecture becomes a full-body shield to ensure 
protection from elements, animals, and surveillance 
at all times. 

Some shelters take this latter all-compassing 
approach, with walls or coverage extending in all 
directions. This 360-degree coverage suggests 
that people stay longer in these places, not only 
because they have protection from the sun at any 
time of day during any season, but also because this 
kind of structure takes longer to build and requires 
more structural ingenuity (it is far easier to build 
a quick lean-to singular wall than to orchestrate a 
self-standing enclosure). A less temporary, more 
advanced and complicated architecture affords 
more sleep. Border-crosser architecture thus 
responds to ‘a generalized inscription of human life 
into duration without breaks, defined by a principle 
of continuous functioning’, and ‘terminal disruption 
of the cycles and seasons on which ecological integ-
rity depends’.14 It is a round-the-clock apparatus.
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Fig. 2: Due to the skilled selection and placement of branches, BW-01’s walls stand fast. However, due to wind, 

monsoon season, and the passage of time, there remain few tufts of grass that were used for thatching. Photo: Author

Fig. 3: GP-01 sits atop a ridge and with its dense dome structure and rock wall, is the sturdiest structure found. A 

small pile of gathered firewood rests just outside the fire pit. A decaying nylon sports jacket rests at the entrance. 

Photo: Author

Fig. 3

Fig. 2
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of sleep, rest, and hydration. The energy drink 
propels aching, otherwise surrendering muscles up 
and over steep hills and also heightens the senses. 
One must always be aware of the surroundings; a 
rustle in the bushes could mean Border Patrol, could 
mean competing cartel operatives, or could mean 
a rattlesnake. Felipe, a 22-year old male raised in 
Arizona and deported after an arrest told us, ‘[You 
don’t sleep] as good as you would when you’re at 
home but I mean you try. You’re kinda… aware 
during the time you’re sleeping you’re constantly… 
any little noise… you wake up, you don’t know… 
it could be an animal or it could be a border agent 
approaching so… you sleep real… with a lot of 
conscience [sic]… like… You’re not fully asleep.’ 

 Border-crosser architecture is a double-edged 
paradox: it provides shelter and creates shade in 
order to enable sleep while also disabling rest and 
enabling stimulation. It overcomes the border-
crosser’s physical needs while putting her in greater 
danger by muting the body’s signals for the need 
for rest or daily cycles. Especially in the context of 
a constantly threatening natural landscape, border-
crosser architecture highlights the violence of sleep 
deprivation. One woman reported being allowed 
to build a shelter but not being allowed to speak 
at all – the entire night was cloaked in silence. At 
least she was able to sleep soundly. Women more 
commonly reported issues with sleep, playfully but 
honestly recounting, ‘But the men snored a lot! 
They all fell into a deep sleep and left me and my 
friend awake and watching. That night, you hear 
noises, you start imagining what could be making 
that sound. Like an animal or something. There 
were some birds that were making terrifying noises 
and flapping their wings. In the desert, during the 
night, when the wind is blowing hard like it’s from 
an approaching helicopter. Light sleepers, like me, 
we get scared. But yes, you imagine lots of things. 
And with the fatigue, it would get worse.’ Women 
were also often quick to characterise their coyotes 
as being surprisingly tireless, hinting that they 

postures. To enter BW-01, one must perform a swift 
series of choreographed gestures comprised of leg 
lifts and head bobs, torso swerves and arm exten-
sions. Once inside, the bodily maneuvers are not 
yet complete: squatting, turning, folding-unfolding-
refolding appendages, are all necessary just to 
situate the self awkwardly in the cramped confines 
of unwieldy, thorny walls. Often it is better not to sit 
down at all for fear that a mesquite thorn will rudely 
present itself on your fleshy backside or into vulner-
able palms as you set down your hands for balance. 
In its generous volume, BW-01 is more comfort-
able than most structures, but even so, sleeping 
on the desert floor (replete with curious centipedes, 
displaced cactus needles, unforgiving mesquite 
thorns, scuttling ants, and so on) is far from luxu-
rious. With only two people inside, body heat begins 
to raise the interior temperature quickly. 

 In the desert, this resting space is often adulter-
ated, used instead as a space to fill the body with 
substances to counter the natural need and desire 
for sleep. Occasionally there is a blanket or a trash 
bag left behind as evidence of a moment of rest, 
but not at BW-01. Across all structures, artifacts of 
stimulation generally far outweigh the artifacts of 
sedation, suggesting that while architecture lends a 
moment of ‘down time’ to the traveler, this moment 
is temporary and often hi-jacked by ulterior motives. 
An empty Red Bull can, a discarded pill package 
(often containing pain suppressant or caffeine pills), 
a ‘Be Light’ water bottle… the border-crosser must 
stop infrequently, push the body beyond its limits, 
limit the weight of her own body, and deny herself 
rest and sleep. When the body’s natural sources of 
adrenaline (generated from fear or excitement or 
both) wear off, these packaged substances artifi-
cially replace the body’s chemicals. 

 In these cases, instead of enabling sleep, archi-
tecture enables altered states, intoxication, and 
concealed consumption of drugs. This place of trans-
gression surrenders the far-too-luxurious privilege 
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family life back in Mexico. Some migrants begin to 
hallucinate in the desert and in nearly every inter-
view, details such as number of days or nights spent 
in the desert were confused and contradictory. 

As coyotes are often in full control of time and 
movement, migrants walk until they are allowed to 
rest, often only for a minute or two before starting 
up again. Sometimes people sleep at night, some-
times during the day. Other times people spend 
days on the Mexican side of the border waiting for 
Border Patrol presence or the harsh climate to ease 
up. The patterns of movement are syncopated, 
irregular, and highly variable across groups and 
depending on specific conditions. There are dead 
spaces of waiting followed by hyperactive scurries. 
Border-crosser architecture is sited amidst these 
pulses and thus must anxiously sway between 
permanence and flight as well as territorial strong-
holds and fearful ephemerality and so can never 
fully be itself as architecture or shelter.

Insecure identities: self-erasure and 
shapeshifting 
The Sonoran borderlands are not only restlessly 
anxious but also socially anxious. ‘In social anxiety 
disorder (social phobia), the individual is fearful or 
anxious about or avoidant of social interactions and 
situations that involve the possibility of being scru-
tinized’.15 This scrutiny is part of what creates the 
US-Mexico border through a rhetoric of ‘illegality’, 
framing the ‘illegal alien’ as ‘someone who is offi-
cially out of place in a space where she or he does 
not belong’.16 In a shifting boundary condition, the 
border-crosser’s identity can be as ambiguous as 
the threats to her safety. Is the migrant a welcomed 
laborer, a perceived terrorist, a hated other? Will 
she pass fairly easily through a tunnel, a port of 
entry with false documents, or will she walk miles 
in the desert being swarmed by helicopters or invis-
ibly surveilled with infrared cameras? Where one’s 
status and threat is unclear, a single clear-cut action 
to secure one’s safety is unavailable, if not also 

may have been on some sort of drugs. If women 
wanted to stop and rest, their requests were often 
quickly met with either condescension or brusquely 
rejected. As Camila, a young woman cheekily 
relayed, 

I wasn’t able to sleep… they didn’t give us enough 

time. We were always walking, through the whole 

night, and the time that they did give us to rest was for 

only five minutes but it was really cold. They left us on 

top of the mountain and I couldn’t sleep with that cold.

However, when the guide was tired, ‘half an hour 
for him! Because he was going to rest, he got his 
rest. But no, we couldn’t sleep because of the 
cold.’ These coyotes’ rules often keep the group 
in perpetual motion, disrupting any social bonding 
or adequate rest for his group. Sleep becomes a 
commodity regulated by those in power who also 
control whether shelters are built.

 There are thus structures that are more about 
a destruction of time and sleep cycles, responding 
less to earthly measures of time and more to political 
ones such as Border Patrol shifts and the duration 
of a marijuana high. There are also structures that 
are more responsive to traditional or classic mark-
ings of time such as nocturnal/diurnal and seasonal 
cycles. The borderlands are inscribed in overlap-
ping and often irregular measures of time – at once 
an eternal and geological time and a modern frag-
mented time without cycles. A 48-year old woman, 
Isabella, relayed how after she and her husband 
were separated from their coyote and group, they 
fell asleep near a highway. Sleep took over and 
then ‘it was the funniest thing, it made me laugh, 
we were sleeping in the desert and my cell phone’s 
alarm clock started going off.’ Border-crossers often 
describe moments that their current state (being 
in the middle of nowhere with no modern conveni-
ences and with their daily schedule disrupted) is 
punctured by something – a piece of technology 
like a cellular phone or a memory of childhood or of 
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Border-crosser structures have insecure identi-
ties in that they are trying to be something different 
than what they are. They try to be anything but archi-
tecture; for example, instead, a bush or a space, 
much like De Certeau’s conception of walking as 
a practice to invent spaces: ‘Within the structured 
space of the text, they thus produce anti-texts, effect 
of dissimulation and escape, possibilities of moving 
into other landscapes, like cellars and bushes’.21 
Anxious architecture must erase itself. It must evade 
permanence and visibility because for border-
crossers, architecture is an exposing trace. Just as 
people wear ‘slippers’ made from sanitary pads or 
carpet to smear their footprints beyond recognition, 
so, too, this architecture works to create absence 
where there is presence, to erase the body. Just as 
the makeshift slippers endanger people’s physical 
wellbeing when crossing slick, rocky terrain, so, 
too, architecture takes a toll for its masking role. For 
every reward there is a risk. When one young man 
(a drug mule and a guide) was asked about building 
shelters in the desert, he proudly replied that he built 
them in less than fifteen minutes, stayed in them 
for as long as necessary, and then immediately 
destroyed the structures when he was on his way. 
The building must demand as little time, energy, and 
space expenditure as possible and then disappear 
as if it were never there. The destroyed or cloaked 
structure is the unnamable blur left behind by quick 
darts and hyper speeds; the anxious vibration of 
displacement. 

Beyond becoming invisible, anxious architecture 
can also take on different guises, guises which are 
often heavily influenced by power dynamics. Just as 
‘at the international border, boundaries that delimit 
nation and nationhood reflect sociopolitical prac-
tices created by established power relations that 
designate who belongs and who does not’, so, too, 
do social hierarchies among border-crossers begin 
to dictate when, where, and by whom something can 
be built.22 The form and location of border-crosser 
architecture is not just a matter of the material and 

counter-productive and self-exposing. Instead, one 
must dream of every possible outcome and antici-
pate every condition, an impossible and taxing feat. 
Anxiety ensues because 1) things are not always 
what they seem as outward appearances do not 
reflect inward states, and 2) someone is always 
watching and therefore dictating or precipitating an 
outcome, behaviour, or limit of identity accordingly. 

It is often difficult to tell exactly where one is in 
the borderlands and thus know if one is a citizen 
or a trespasser. Despite the massive border walls 
erected through the cities and towns on the border, 
there are miles of gaps where the only thing sepa-
rating Mexico from the United States is a thin barbed 
wire fence. The same fencing is used by ranchers in 
Arizona to demarcate their land parcels and to keep 
cattle from roaming. On top of these geographic 
confusions brought about by homonymic fences, 
other things are also not quite what they seem. Any 
human intervention in the desert can mark a cartel 
territory or be a trap. Many migrants we interviewed 
relayed that they thought the food and water left by 
humanitarians were poisoned or wired to a motion 
sensor. The origin and identity of objects become 
obscured and untrusted. 

In the past twenty years, the roles and identi-
ties of those who cross the US-Mexico border have 
also been mutating and overlapping – migrants 
carry drugs to pay for their passage, guides begin 
to work for cartels, and so forth.17 Border-crossers 
shift identities by traveling with forged ID cards 
or having none at all.18 Their names, countries of 
origin, and ages become virtually untraceable. This 
anonymity is both a source of power and subjuga-
tion for border-crossers.19 What results from this is 
an architecture (like its builder) that shifts identity in 
its appearance and role in an attempt to respond to 
perceived and potential threat, as well as an archi-
tecture that in a way, loses a singular self with so 
many repeated maskings of itself.20 
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through reinhabitations and modifications – different 
builders can reappropriate an existing structure. 
The origin and identity of the structure is altered and 
amended, morphed into something different.

A burlap sack, empty bag of tuna, and empty 
bag of beans in the western room suggest that 
TH-01 was built by drug mules. Burlap sacks are 
often used to carry marijuana while food bags are 
lighter and more compact than cans, suggesting 
that the border-crosser had previous experience 
with crossing, selecting more expensive, but more 
convenient food items. The western room is ideally 
sited for morning sun, with its entrance toward the 
west, while the eastern room is ideal for evening 
sun. This creates a 24-hour shelter with two rooms 
where the builder or inhabitant could stay in one 
place continually, perhaps while waiting for further 
instructions from cartel look-out points on when 
Border Patrol was no longer sighted.

TH-01’s roof is fashioned from velvet ash 
branches, imported from trees on a nearby ridge – it 
seems time was taken to not only use immedi-
ately available materials from the mesquite shrub 
but also to bring branches from further away. The 
builder was patient, focused, and had time to spare. 
This suggests he was familiar and confident in his 
surroundings; his identity unwavering. At the same 
time, TH-01 lacks any rock foundation and instead 
relies structurally on long, thin, Y-shaped branches 
that reach out diagonally from the ground. This light 
footprint on the earth allows the structure to be easily 
destroyed and erased if needed. The delicate frame 
of the building suggests it is anxious and itching to 
disappear at any time, much like its builder. 

The size and form of border-crosser architec-
ture indexes the anxieties of the borderlands with 
regard to social roles and rules. While at times 
structures like GP-01 can establish a territory or 
stronghold, it is still anonymously built and no one 
can legally stake a claim to it as property. While it 

site affordances of the landscape or the builder’s 
knowledge of design and craft skills. Luciana, 
age 22, told us, ‘no, we weren’t allowed to build 
anything because it was like leaving a sign behind.’ 
Others told us that when they were left behind by 
a group, they fashioned a makeshift shelter. Thus 
making a safe place for oneself is not only about 
one’s personal experience but also contingent on 
the surrounding social rules.23 Border-crosser archi-
tecture reflects these identities; some structures 
are arrogant and stalwart while others are timid and 
haphazard.

Exercising bravado, GP-01 is situated high on a 
ridge of a steep mountain and was one of the most 
extensively articulated structures with a rock wall, 
a small fire pit (hidden from view by the rock wall 
and also situated so that heat would deflect back 
into the structure), densely woven walls, and a thin 
but effectively cushioning layer of dried grass on the 
floor. [Fig. 3] A Border Patrol helicopter flew over-
head during fieldwork and once inside the shelter, 
one became completely obscured from surveil-
lance. When peering out from the small entrance, a 
phenomenal view opened to both the access road 
in the valley, where Border Patrol vehicles could be 
seen and heard passing below. 

Some structures are humble and understated in 
their prowess while still being alert and insecure. 
Strategically cradled in a wash in a small valley, 
TH-01 is S-shaped with two rooms with separate 
entrances: one toward the north-east and the other 
south-west. [Fig. 4] The two rooms are scaled 
similarly but are built out of different materials and 
thus have quite different identities. The delicate 
western room gracefully sweeps into a crescent 
shape, almost completely encircled with long, 
wispy grasses. [Fig. 5] The rough eastern room is 
an entangled mass of branches in an over-bearing 
dome shape. One room seems to have been added 
on later than the other, perhaps even by a different 
builder. Border-crosser architecture thus adapts 
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Fig. 4: A rendering of the two rooms of TH-01 where rocks predominantly make up the foundation of the eastern 

room and branches outline the western room. A human figure has been added to depict scale and possible activities. 

Illustration: Author
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Fig. 5: The western room of TH-01 delicately curves out from a trunk of a tree. Photo: Author
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were torn awake by the shrill, terrifying cries of 
coyotes. But much of the borderland’s anxieties of 
death seem to manifest during the exposure of the 
day: ‘all things are called uncanny which should 
have remained secret, hidden, latent, but which 
have come to light’.29 Many migrants whom we 
interviewed reported seeing bodies or human skel-
etons when crossing. Camila, age 18, said: 

I saw a lot of stacked rocks like when there is a dead 

body and they put lots of little rocks on it. But I didn’t 

see a cross or anything. I did not know if there was a 

dead body because I was scared to check. The first 

time [I crossed], yes, we did see one [a cadaver]. We 

saw the little feet that were covered, sorry, uncovered, 

and the clothes next to it. But you could see that there 

was a corpse.

Arizonan prospectors and ranchers in the border-
lands do stack rocks to mark claims or to delineate 
property boundaries, and yet even these innocuous 
markers become insidious triggers for an anxiety 
of death. Isabella, age 48, recalled that when she 
first saw bodies in the desert, she immediately saw 
them as people just like her: 

There were some small bones. I’m not sure if they 

were two small boys or two small girls, or a married 

couple, or a dad and a son, or a mom and a daughter. 

But yeah, the two were left wrapped up together, 

nothing but little skeletons… I thought my husband 

and I were gonna end up like that, because when we 

were left alone, just the two of us, I had to lay down 

with him because I couldn’t keep going.

Her identity became bound up with the skeletons, 
anxiously projecting her possible future. When 
shown photographs of rock cairns or piles of clothing, 
Isabella immediately asked if it was a photograph 
of a dead body with no context or prompting. After 
having seen one pile of rocks covering corpses, she 
then began to see all piles of rock as markers of 
dead bodies. As Peter Stallybrass intimates, objects 

works to protect its inhabitant and give shelter, it at 
the same time tries not to look like architecture. Just 
as migrants are trying to be invisible and anony-
mous with camouflage or walking at night, anxious 
architecture tries to be ‘not there’ while still trying 
to enclose a space and not get lost in the unknown 
of the borderlands. It is an architecture that strug-
gles against itself and external forces that undo it 
into something other than architecture, denying a 
named author, a touted aesthetic, or a designated 
use. It constantly encounters the looming death of 
itself.24 

Restless remains: carcasses and haunted 
space 
The number of border-crosser deaths and missing 
persons in the borderlands is staggering. According 
to the Border Patrol agency’s Sector Profile reports, 
in the Tucson sector alone, there were 194 recorded 
deaths in 2013 and 177 recorded deaths in 2012.25 
These numbers, however, do not account for the 
countless missing people or bodies that are never 
recovered.26 Between 1990 and 2013, the leading 
cause of death (45 percent) of recovered bodies 
examined by the Pima County Medical Examiner 
was exposure to the elements (hyperthermia 
or hypothermia often coupled with dehydra-
tion).27 Since 1993, the border enforcement of the 
United States has aimed to push border-crossing 
away from (safer) urban points of entry and into 
dangerous terrain, thereby instituting violence and 
masked corporal punishment through policy.28 The 
desert borderlands are essentially deployed as not 
only a deterrent, but a weapon to kill those who dare 
to cross. Indeed, in many of our interviews, border-
crossers frequently expressed their greatest fear 
to be running out of water, being lost, and dying in 
the desert. In this ominous landscape, the persis-
tent threat of death creates preoccupations and 
anxieties.

Some of those we interviewed said that during 
the nights they dreamt of a dead grandmother or 
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security and freedom from fear, gradually [takes] on 
the ominous dimensions of its apparent opposite, 
the unhomely’.33 Fear finds its way inside.

There are few things that smell as repulsively 
sweet as a body in decay. At the Pima County 
Medical Examiner’s office, in a room full of body 
bags, the odor of the unidentified flesh is strong 
enough to escape the tightly sealed black vinyl, and 
piercing enough to defy the calming, cooling quali-
ties of the fiercely refrigerated chamber. According 
to the medical examiner, this was a ‘slow month’ in 
2012, with ‘only’ 46 bodies waiting to be processed 
after being extricated from Tucson sector of the 
desert in various states of decomposition. The 
morgue smell is also present in the desert. The 
sickly scent is the very same that emerged from a 
gel deodorant stick when recovered from inside the 
shelter of BW-01. Where originally the deodorant 
was designed to mask the body’s ripe sweat, now 
having undergone the trials of border-crossing it 
only heightened the smell of rotting flesh. Discarded 
to the side, the artifact lay half empty and half full, 
with its cap in place, peaking out from grass that 
began to reclaim its ground. Even inside the shelter 
walls, the sun beat down on the black container, 
heating the contents into a gelatinous state of insta-
bility as if abandoning its purpose, no longer owned 
or needed. In the desert, even the seemingly stead-
fast object succumbs to the same fate as a mortal 
body.

Border-crosser architecture haunts the land-
scape with the restless traces of border-crossers 
and their abandoned objects. Inside FP-01, two 
dark blue fading jackets lie limply on the ground. 
From a distance, it is indiscernible whether the two 
lumps of fabric are covering a dead body in fetal 
position or if an almost imperceptible hot breeze, a 
false breath, is billowing up into the jacket’s chest 
cavity. It is enough to make one approach with 
caution and a quickened heart. One of the sleeves 
reaches up from the shallow grave of a few inches 

‘take on a ghostly existence, emerging to promi-
nence, or even to consciousness, only at moments 
of crisis’.30 Thus in a landscape of conflict, things 
like rock cairns in the borderlands become other-
worldly, inciting fear and serving as an unrelenting 
reminder of one’s proximity to death. 

Like cairns, border-crosser architecture becomes 
a kind of spectral marker. The half material, half 
immaterial structures can at once be a mode of 
orientation (here is where I am or where I will 
go), and an unsettling bit of one’s own remains 
(someone used to be here, have I been here 
before?). Because of this dual nature, an anxiety of 
being lost, that is, feeling displaced no matter where 
one is, emerges. Felipe told us: ‘Everything seemed 
the same to me. I felt like I was going in circles’, 
and Mariana, age 25 from Mexico City, said: ‘No. 
It is a very big place, so extensive, it has no end. 
It has no end. There are no homes, no streets, no 
freeways, no nothing. No nothing.’ Mariana repeats 
the phrases that underscore infinity and a void, 
suggesting that migrants and their building become 
stuck like a ghost in purgatory: ‘only to find [oneself] 
back, sometime later, in almost the exact same spot 
from which [she] had set off […] this is the ghostly 
reproduction of the self’.31  

While only a few interviewees called the structures 
they built casitas, little homes or houses, there is a 
certain domesticity about them. At structures such 
as EA-02 and EA-B, artifacts are organised around 
the interior. There is a small garbage area where 
food wrappers, empty tuna cans, and water bottles 
are placed together and across the way, clothing 
items are discarded together such as a pair of socks 
next to a t-shirt.32 Just as a house has a place to 
sleep, a place for refuse, a place to clothe oneself, 
so too does border-crosser architecture. Order and 
organisation is maintained; despite the chaos of 
the wilderness outside, the interior is domesticated 
through small gestures. And yet, ‘the homely, that 
which belongs to house and home, a sentiment of 
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Fig 6: Originally dark blue in color, this nylon sports jacket was recovered at BW-01. Half buried, badly faded, and 

torn in many places, its condition reflects the dire conditions of border-crossing and the way in which inanimate objects 

become animate with variable responses and vulnerability to environmental trauma. Photo: Author
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Fig 7: At OJ-01, a butterfly roof fashioned out of bent ocotillo stalks resembles a ribcage in disarray. Photo: Author 

Fig 8: TH-03, once thatched to provide more shade, now lays exposed, the bones of a lean-to shelter. Photo: Author

Fig. 8

Fig. 7
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ghostly traces. Just as ‘the long poem of walking 
manipulates spatial organizations, no matter how 
panoptic they may be […] it creates shadows and 
ambiguities within them’, the structures begin to 
embody the very limbo (in passing) they and their 
builders, inhabit.35 

The lack of object constancy (knowing some-
thing will remain even when one is separated from 
it), coupled with a lack of official ownership over 
buildings, creates an anxious architecture, indeter-
minate and unstable, worried that it will be here one 
moment and gone the next, while still potentially 
leaving behind a detectable trace that will expose 
the builder and lead to their capture, disorientation, 
or fatality. The spectral traces of others who came 
before – their scent, their molecular detritus – also 
linger as though they are still there. Just for a 
moment. Border-crosser architecture helps to 
sustain life while also being a constant reminder 
that death is impending. No matter how effective 
the intervention of building can be, there remains 
the persistent, inevitable, insurmountable anxiety of 
death. 

Conclusion

In this situation, any individual attitude is conceivable: 

flight (back home, elsewhere), fear (of the self, of 

others), but also intensity of experience (performance) 

or revolt (against established values). It is no longer 

possible for a social analysis to dispense with indi-

viduals, nor for an analysis of individuals to ignore the 

spaces through which they are in transit.36 

The political rhetoric of the latest United States 
election was saturated with immigration issues. This 
year, thousands of migrants and refugees flee from 
Syria, the Middle-East, and other areas of conflict. 
It thus seems to be a particularly pressing time to 
think of ways in which architecture intervenes upon 
the land across which people move as well as into 
the lives of those who are crossing borders. The 

of dirt that accumulated on top from wind and water. 
The jacket could have been left behind a year ago, 
or maybe ten. The fabric has been bleached, faded, 
and cracked by the unrelenting sun. [Fig. 6] The 
decaying roof, no longer able to withstand its own 
weight, sheds a few tufts of dry grass and casts 
strong, geometrical sunbeams that etch the surface 
of the jackets with discolouration. In the desert 
borderlands, danger lies less in the hidden and 
the shadows (for darkness actually offers repose 
and refuge) and more in the light of day and that 
which is lain bare. Martina, age 27, conveyed this 
horror: ‘It was very hot. The ground is cracked. The 
rabbits, the deer, everything is dead and you just 
see their skulls… I was on the edge of my death…
That’s what’s taking me towards death right now, 
tormenting me a lot…’ This torment, the anxiety of 
being torn between life and death, takes its toll on 
the body of the border-crosser as well as the body 
of the architecture.

Structures like OJ-01 and TH-03 are the exposed 
remains of shelter, their curved walls jutting up like 
starved and hollowed rib cages. [Figs. 7–8] The 
thatching of grasses, desiccated by the sun, peels 
away like mummified skin, exposing the slightly 
damp interior to the sun’s penetrating rays. When 
migrants or drug mules leave, their architecture 
stays behind like a shed skin or a gutted carcass, 
a haunting of a passing life. Sometimes the struc-
tures surrender to the climate, other times they are 
destroyed out of necessity, to erase traces. Either 
way, the forced destruction of home become rest-
less remains, hovering between life and death. 
‘This house-cleaning operation produced its own 
ghosts, the nostalgic shadows of all the “houses” 
now condemned to history of the demolition site. 
Once reduced to its bony framework’, these skel-
etons can easily become symbolic stand-ins for 
the loss of home, for being in transit, being neither 
of this realm nor completely of another.34 Border-
crosser architecture is part of the constant motion 
of border-crossing, creating shadow selves and 
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form, materiality, and siting of border-crosser archi-
tecture reveal the complexity of the borderlands, 
underscoring how even a simple structure must 
constantly respond to ever-changing and unex-
pected circumstances. There is never a simple, 
single solution and even a building that works one 
moment must be destroyed, reinhabited, or adapted 
the next. This is the way in which architecture and 
its makers become anxious, restlessly trying to 
anticipate every possible future threat. Just like its 
builders (drug mules, guides, and migrants), and its 
site (the US-Mexico border), border-crosser archi-
tecture exhibits wily adaptation, desperate survival, 
and everyday banality – self-protecting and self-
defeating at the same time.37 

In their anxious state, structures cannot sleep 
and must orient themselves toward a 24-hour cycle, 
changing day into night. While this can provide 
some repose to its inhabitants, the extreme expo-
sure of the sun, the endless stretch of a repeating 
landscape, the penetrating gaze of search lights and 
infrared sensors, are all part of an unrelenting threat 
that can never fully be mitigated. Border-crosser 
architecture is anxious in its constant vigilance 
and disrupted cycles; responding to Border Patrol 
routes and cartel territory disputes, its walls are 
incessantly oscillating with impatience, and its aper-
tures are always wide open, watching and listening. 
It displays the stubborn countermeasure of looking 
back. Of staring back. Of leveling the playing field.

Anxious architecture contends with multiple iden-
tities, at times even having to completely erase 
itself through ephemerality. It is here one moment 
and gone the next, with wind tearing away delicate 
thatching or drug mules destroying the evidence of 
their stay. The structures begin to take on character-
istics of confrontational bravado or muted shyness 
and their very existence is predicated on the social 
roles of those who build them. While formal archi-
tecture reveals itself and those who build or inhabit 
it as well as territorialises and digs into the earth 

with a foundation, both of these tendencies are 
contrary to the need for mobility and invisibility in 
the borderlands. Thus, border-crosser architecture 
has no choice but to deny itself the assets of being 
‘Architecture’ (such as notoriety and permanence) 
while still capitalising on the affordances of being 
invisible, anonymous, and self-destructive.

The fear of and proximity to death in the desert 
creates a kind of existential dread. Structures 
attempt to wall off the great expanse of the unknown 
while themselves falling victim to unforgiving 
elements, their carcasses strewn across the land-
scape. In so doing, they expose the helplessness 
of architecture to shield against death in spite of the 
desperate attempt to negate it. The uncanniness of 
the structures is not only an otherworldly psycho-
logical haunting, but a very real artifact of the dire 
context of border-crossing.

 The socio-political and ecological landscape of 
the US-Mexico borderlands is as anxious as the 
architecture and the border-crossers within it. An 
architecture that emerges from this conflict both 
undermines and underlines itself and so anxiety 
becomes an adaptive spatial tactic, a survival 
mechanism, that both works to protect and to erode 
one’s wellbeing.
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The Interface is a particular pattern of local shop-
ping habits.3

The Interface is no man’s land. 
The Interface is PRONI HA/32/2/55.4

The Interface is scanned by multiple video 
cameras simultaneously. 
The Interface resists landscaping initiatives.
The Interface pretends it is not an Interface.
The Interface harbours small broken trees.
The Interface is witness to scenes of violence and 
killing.5

The Interface presents Bob Marley, Che Guevara, 
and Nelson Mandela.
The Interface supports art projects that have no 
meaning.
The Interface is a perceived loss of tourist revenue.
The Interface is haunted by low-res, high-contrast 
faces.6

The Interface is a support for melted materials that 
form local encrustations.
The Interface shields fires, locally blackening metal 
grates.
The Interface is seven locations where roads have 
gates that are closed occasionally.
The Interface generates furtive glances.
The Interface is a cluster of flowers tied to a tree 
next to a metal mesh gate.
The Interface closes at 4pm.
The Interface is a memento mori, a network of 
remembering.7

The Interface is offset lines of boulders, palisade 
fencing, metals sheets.
The Interface is an enclosed piece of ground, 

The Interface
The Interface is a system of control.
The Interface manages and controls both spatial 
and interpersonal relations.
The Interface is reinforced concrete, brick, steel, 
sheet metal, razor wire and mesh.
The Interface mutates by adapting to local condi-
tions, both real and perceived.
The Interface is an equilateral triangle with the word 
‘VISION’ at its apex.1

The Interface is a manifold of local adjustments and 
modifications.
The Interface is material, opacity, dimension, solidity 
and communicative value.
The Interface alternates between barrier and 
backdrop.
The Interface is nine feet deep underground wall, 
built in the City Cemetery in the 1880s.
The Interface actively encourages, maintains, and 
polices separatist conditions.
The Interface is both system and sign.
The Interface truncates through-roads.
The Interface engenders ghettos.
The Interface generates space for temporary busi-
nesses, both legitimate and otherwise.
The Interface is a medium for the reproduction of 
closure.
The Interface is a canvas that accepts pigmentation.
The Interface eradicates horizon.
The Interface splits a park in half.
The Interface is a form of relation.2

The Interface closes roads.
The Interface constructs interstitial spaces.

Case Study

The Interface: Peace Walls, Belfast, Northern Ireland
James O’Leary
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Fig. 1: Cluster 02, Sliabh Dubh View, Belfast, 2015.
Fig. 2: Cluster 02, Moyard Parade, Belfast, 2015.

Fig. 1

Fig. 2
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Fig. 3: Cluster 03, Beverley Street, Belfast, 2015
Fig. 4: Cluster 03, Townsend Street, Belfast, 2016

Fig. 3

Fig. 4
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Fig. 5: Cluster 03, Cupar Way, Belfast, 2014
Fig. 6: Cluster 05, Sandy Row, Belfast, 2014

Fig. 5

Fig. 6
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Fig. 7: Cluster 07, Alexandra Park, Belfast, 2014
Fig. 8: Cluster 09, Flax Street, Belfast, 2015

Fig. 7

Fig. 8



142

small shrubs surmounted by a large advert for the 
Ulster Bank.
The Interface is a park that resembles a military 
cemetery.
The Interface is reference code UK INT-ARC 
PA2015 CL09-P0001.11

The Interface is gold-enameled celtic knotwork on 
dark polished stone.
The Interface is an array of monochrome faces 
surrounding a local map.
The Interface is a fence that is bigger than a house.
The Interface supports plywood cut-outs of 
Pac-Man characters floating above the surrounding 
landscape.
The Interface has tri-partite classical proportions.
The Interface is to be reduced to a ‘normal’ size, 
some time in the future.
The Interface supports non-committal light indus-
trial sheds.
The Interface is an MP4 video file on YouTube, with 
justification for a riot explained in a fluoro-pink font.
The Interface is a warning sign bleached white by 
fire.
The Interface is a curving line following the 
motorway.
The Interface is a matrix of responsibility for 54 inter-
face structures, 41 walls or fences and 13 gates.12

The Interface attracts used tires.
The Interface is a landscape of inscription.
The Interface is a band of pink sheet metal, tap-
welded at lapped edges.
The Interface is a strange feeling that creeps over 
you.
The Interface is a yellow sun painted over a uniform 
blue sky on corrugated sheet metal.
The Interface mutates as the conditions mutate 
over time.
The Interface is an abandoned cross-community 
family centre with broken windows throughout. 
The Interface is emblematic of contested origins.
The Interface is a parody social media account, 
adding fuel to the fire.
The Interface is a fantasy landscape, a ‘Secret 

inaccessible, filled with debris.
The Interface is viewed from watchtowers.
The Interface is a quick look over your shoulder.
The Interface exfoliates over time, revealing 
remnants of past events.
The Interface is an uprooted tree, discarded on the 
grass, next to an empty bag of crisps.
The Interface opens at 6.30am.
The Interface guides runoff from industrial 
processes.
The Interface tries to erase itself.
The Interface comingles the military-industrial with 
the domestic.
The Interface is five concrete blocks misaligned.
The Interface is an index of deaths recorded 
straightforwardly and with equal respect.8

The Interface is a paint-ball machine.
The Interface supports strange forms of plant 
growth.
The Interface cuts down oak trees that block a 
visual axis. 
The Interface is GOC Lieutenant-General Sir Ian 
Freeland, dealing with things on the ground.9

The Interface is multiple shards of broken glass 
next to a concrete bollard.
The Interface oscillates between conditions of 
‘porosity’ and ‘lockdown’.
The Interface is a statistic.10

The Interface attempts to be decorative, varying its 
silhouette through facetted extrusions.
The Interface is primarily in Flemish stretcher bond.
The Interface is a curve of large concrete cubes, tied 
together with horizontal scaffold bars and clamps.
The Interface occasionally cleans its brickwork of 
unwanted messages.
The Interface is a pink shipping container that 
supports a car-wash business worked by eight 
Romanians.
The Interface is an irregular pattern of dents caused 
by projectiles of various classes and types.
The Interface can become a row of shops with 
space for a suicide hotline. 
The Interface is a paramilitary mural overgrown with 
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The Interface is a published policy that specifies a 
government goal by 2023.
The Interface is Trend Analysis: Contested Space.17

The Interface does not register on the current 
Ordnance Survey map.
The Interface is contoured by fear.
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Garden’ in red lettering, next to a metal-shuttered 
window.
The Interface is an institute for conflict research.
The Interface is the possibility of sealing off access 
to prevent infiltration.13

The Interface enfolds various institutions of the 
state including gaols, police headquarters and army 
compounds.
The Interface stretches from mountain to motorway 
ring.
The Interface is an attitude hardening.
The Interface is a communications site purchased 
by the Ministry of Defence.14

The Interface is the hope for collective acceptance 
of a shared narrative.
The Interface is a discussion regarding the optimal 
conditions for contact.
The Interface is an array of video surveillance 
screens monitoring the situation in real time.
The Interface configures openness and closure.
The Interface is organised geographically by 
cluster.15

The Interface is the word SECRET in red ink, 
stamped on the top-middle and bottom-middle of 
each page.
The Interface is formal government decisions, 
including the information and evidence placed 
before ministers.
The Interface is a 15-foot-high weldmesh fence 
installed above a 10-foot-high school perimeter 
fence.16

The Interface is greenstone (dark red) to porphyritic 
trachyte (orange).
The Interface is a wider trend of cul-de-sac planning 
facilitated by ongoing planning initiatives.
The Interface is 67 hectares of adjacent wasteland.
The Interface is local residents being surveyed out.
The Interface encircles enclaves.
The Interface is the continual occlusion of the ‘day 
after’ question.
The Interface is an immaterial psychic dimension.
The Interface adapts, folds, creases, extends and 
disappears as local conditions demand.

https://www.executiveoffice-ni.gov.uk/publications/together-building-united-community-strategy
http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/victims/humanface/index.html
http://cain.ulster.ac.uk/viggiani
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/1455245/The-security-wall-on-our-doorstep.html
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/support-grows-for-northern-ireland-peace-walls-to-stay-34291021.html
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adult dominated. I knew then I wanted to design for 
the children and women of the camp. The design 
intervention will transform the street to symbolise 
a future for all refugees, not just male adults. To 
understand not only how to design the permanent 
within the temporary but also how to design for the 
Syrians, I began an investigation into understanding 
‘the physical’ in pre-war Syria through the lens of 
‘the social’ and interpreting how the relationships 
between the public, the private, and the in-between 
appear in the camp. Studying traditional courtyard 
housing and understanding the various spaces 
created and why they are created aided me in 
looking at this street as a courtyard; thus creating 
spaces for everyone. The layers that traditionally 
exist in Syrian courtyard housing are fundamen-
tally created for a woman’s privacy, and to give her 
public space in her own home. I did not just mimic 
that, but I learned from it and translated it according 
to the needs of the refugees. I designed a module 
that articulated different layers and when many of 
these modules are combined along a street they 
create the courtyard. 

The module creates a second social level by 
raising the child spaces above the existing shops 
and restaurants. This transforms the Nadi into a 
landmark by introducing a visual hierarchy. The 
camp has spaces to house various programs that 
engage children, but they only meet the immediate 
needs such as safety and protection. My design 
aims to not only meet these short-term goals, but to 
also address and question existing social norms that 

The Syrian civil war began in the early spring of 
2011 as part of the Arab Spring Protests in the 
Middle East. The war resulted in over two million 
Syrian refugees. To deal with the influx of refu-
gees into Jordan, the Jordanian government and 
the UN built the Zaatari refugee camp 12km from 
the Jordan-Syria border.1 Zaatari opened in June 
of 2012. The reason I find myself attracted to the 
camp is the commercial district the refugees have 
created along the primary streets. They refer to it as 
the Champs-Élysées. They manipulate the prefabri-
cated housing units and transform them into shops. 
There are about 600 restaurants and 3,000 shops.2 

These businesses are more than just a way to make 
money; they are an attempt by refugees to fight for 
a better future, to find a way to occupy their days, 
and to feel part of a community. Despite refugee 
camps being designed to suppress grass-root 
urbanism, refugees have transformed some camps 
into informal cities with neighborhoods and growing 
economies. Camps are considered a burden on host 
countries, and any sense of permanence is discour-
aged. My vision is to create spaces that respond to 
existing social networks inside established refugee 
camps. Traditionally, emergency relief is reac-
tionary and temporary. My goal is to challenge this 
notion and begin to respond with long-term resilient 
solutions. 

During September of 2014, I visited the Zaatari 
camp, with the aim of doing some fieldwork along 
the intersection that I have identified. During my 
visit I realized that the Champs-Élysées was male 
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Fig. 1: The context: Zaatari refugee camp. Image: author.

TURKEY
450,000
21 refugee camps
$95,798,789
requires an additional $276,591

LEBANON
622,000 refugees
1,400 locations
$457,175,896 (38%)
18% of population 

SYRIA
2,007,598 persons of concern

JORDAN
490,000
2 refugee camps
$457,758,594 (22%)
11% of population

15 November 2012

03 January 2013

03 February 2013

28 February 2013

Zaatari refugee camp is 12km from Jordan-Syria border

Daraa

Damascus countryside

Homs

Refugee Camp to City: from reactive to resilient
how can architecture transform a refugee camp into a child-friendly city that is designed around existing social networks?
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Fig. 2: Champs-Élysées: existing conditions. Image: author.

Fig. 3: Champs-Élysées: the courtyard. Image: author.

Fig. 2

Fig. 3

PUBLICPRIVATE PRIVATE

the champ-elysees is not only for trade but also 
the main transportation street. All modes of 
transportation occupy the street such as bicycles, 
cars and trucks, and pedestrians. 

child labor is common along the 
champ-elysees. during my visit i saw 
children selling blankets that were 
distributed by UNHCR to keep 
warm during the winter months. 

modifications also occur inside the 
caravan although not as obvious. 
many of the clothing stores add 
wood planks and metal hooks on 
the wall to hang the clothing. 

there are many resources inside the 
camp for women but they still 
remain inside the dwelling units for 
protection. 

female children are expected to 
help out with household duties 
which interferes with their education. 
they move from working inside their 
parent’s home to working inside 
their husband’s home. 

many refugees still live in tents 
because they either transformed 
their caravans into shops or sold 
them. tents are readily available 
whereas caravans need to be 
ordered and are limited to one 
caravan per family (5 members).

the food is not monitored. this does 
present risks of food contaminations 
and diseases associated with that. 

when i was walking along the 
champ-elysees i was amazed at the 
number of electrical wires present. 
Ahmad said that he thinks one day 
the wires will form a canopy and 
protect the refugees from the sun.  
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promote inequality. Given the socio-cultural nature 
of Syrian cities and their multi-public layers, I also 
designed spaces of interaction and customisation 
between publicness and privateness. Therefore, 
the module also includes an interstitial space on 
the ground level that allows the owners to market 
their business through signage, to customise their 
storefronts using the interstitial space, and allows 
access to each business separately, reminiscent of 
the souq in pre-war Syria .

My argument is not about improving the initial 
response to emergencies with the intervention of 
shelter and service. But given that the average 
life of a refugee camp is 17 years, the temporary 
infrastructure soon becomes insufficient; I do find 
many problems with the lack of progress and the 
continued support for so many years.3 Architecture 
needs to be integrated into refugee camps, and 
it should be designed around the social networks 
created by refugees. In Zaatari, it was obvious 
that those networks stemmed from the commer-
cial district. Having livable cities instead of refugee 
camps does not diminish a refugee’s rights, nor 
does it ensure their permanence in a host country. 
So the question that I raise is whether as human 
beings we should be satisfied with the perpetuation 
of these poor living conditions, and if not, then as 
architects what actions can we take?
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fied 13 October 2016, https://www.mercycorps.org.
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3. UNHCR, ‘Protracted Refugee Situations’, Executive 

Committee of High Commisioner’s Programme, 

Standing Committee, 30th Meeting, UN Doc.EC/54/

SC/ CRP.14, 10 June 2004, 2. 
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vulnerable to terrorist threats. Fresh in the wake of 
the 2015 Paris attacks that claimed 130 lives, and 
in response to FBI warnings about threats made 
against it by the Islamic State terrorist group, the 
Vatican pre-emptively imposed stringent security 
measures and barricade structures around the 
square to deter possible attacks.2 

The imposition of a carceral system of security 
checkpoints and barricades in a bid to impose a 
closed system on the square damages the very 
life of the square. This closed system, with a clear 
interior enclosed by a ring of security, goes against 
the open nature of a square that is designed not 
to have such demarcations. It is also striking that, 
although the security features fall under the archi-
tect’s purview, architects are generally not involved 
in the formulation and installation of these elements. 
Often, the responsibility of securitising urban spaces 
falls entirely on security experts. These profes-
sionals adopt methodologies that tend to impose a 
prison-like system of surveillance and control that 
renders many urban arenas lifeless.

The crux of the matter could lie with the diamet-
rically opposed aims of the two professions: 
architects strive to promote mobility and interaction 
among people, while security experts, endeavour 
to enclose and restrict movement to facilitate 
securitisation. More worryingly, the increasing 
influence of security experts on urban spaces 
could potentially undermine the values that archi-
tects wish to imprint upon these spaces. With the 

Cities have become theatres of radical terrorism 
today. Cities offer a unique confluence of vulner-
abilities – as nodes of capital and human flow 
and sites of architectural spectacle – that work to 
the advantage of orchestrated and well-planned 
radical terrorism. The nature of threat has changed 
from an exogenous to an endogenous enemy, and 
battle lines brought from the outside to inside the 
city.1 The natural density of cities and their roles as 
places of urban procession and activity make them 
attractive targets for terrorists aiming to destabilise, 
terrify, or destroy. The surge in terrorism that began 
with the destruction of the World Trade Centre on 
11 September 2001 and the subsequent spate of 
high-profile attacks in Boston, Bangkok, and Paris, 
all point to the convergence of terrorism, spectacle 
and mass destruction. Yet to this highly threatening 
convergence, present securitisation strategies 
and tactics appear contrary to the aims of archi-
tecture. Does this then require a rethinking of our 
entire basis of architectural design to accommodate 
securitisation?

The recent securitisation of St. Peter’s Square 
(in November 2015) has illuminated three main 
contradictions between security and architecture 
that are apparent in practice today: the first relates 
to spaces and spatial practices; the second to the 
differing professional beliefs between the secu-
rity and architectural professions; and the third 
concerns urbanity. The iconic status of St. Peter’s 
Square as a tourist venue and the destination for 
pilgrims from all over the world makes it especially 
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ever-increasing frequency and severity of terrorist 
attacks accelerating the rate of securitisation of 
cities, how will the influences of both these profes-
sions on our urban spaces be negotiated?

The longstanding trajectory of securitisation in 
cities also raises questions of how urbanity should 
be perceived. The very nature of exclusion and 
control brought about by the securitisation of St. 
Peter’s Square corrodes the inherent nature of 
what the square previously symbolised: a sanctuary 
where all could enter and be welcome. By replacing 
the openness of the public square with a carceral 
system of security checkpoints and barricades, St. 
Peter’s Square has morphed into a place injected 
with exclusivity, fear and paranoia. 

The opposing forces of an architecture of secu-
rity and an architecture of mobility and interaction 
raises tensions between space and spatial prac-
tices, among professional beliefs in architecture, 
and on urbanity. As the increasing frequency and 
severity of attacks raises the demand and pressure 
for security in cities, the relationship between archi-
tecture and security will become more prominent. 
Under these new conditions of terrorism, how can 
the architect still contribute to the discussion of a 
convivial city?

Notes
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settlements and land strained, livelihoods are 
undermined. It is the hunter-gatherer Twa who 
have suffered most from the supposed benefits of 
development.

Approximately 30,000 Twa reside across 
Rwanda in the worst socio-economic conditions of 
the national population.7 Climate change, conser-
vation and gorilla protection policies have forced 
Twa communities off their ancestral lands. In 2011 
a Rwandan government project demolished tempo-
rary displaced Twa grass-roofed homes; built from 
materials that are today forbidden.8 Twa communi-
ties today are forcefully ‘reintegrated’ into Rwandan 
society through ‘modern’ generic homes sited on 
government reservations. According to UN Reports 
on racial discrimination, post-war Rwanda does 
not in practice permit the same rights of access to 
housing, jobs, education and land for the Twa. As a 
result the Twa population is in decline.9 

The political scientist Peter Uvin regards western 
development as a factor that reinforced Rwanda’s 
internal colonialism, enacted through structural 
and direct violence.10 Structural violence takes an 
indirect form through physical and physiological 
exclusion manifesting as poverty, hunger and 
marginalisation from society.11 Direct violence 
needs little explanation in the Rwandan context. 
Uvin asserts that the privileging of one elite ethnic 
group through political and economic processes of 
development in Rwanda, legitimises one group’s 
claims to sovereignty over another, aiding control of 

This research traces conflict through competing 
claims to Rwanda’s landscapes. Rwanda is one of 
the smallest countries in sub-saharan Africa, and its 
terrain of hills and valleys and its temperate climate 
made it favourable for settlers that utilised them 
in diverse ways. Pastoralists acquired highland 
plateaus for the farming of cows, and as territory 
increased so did power.1 Agronomists farmed hill-
sides, while hunter-gatherer communities inhabited 
highland forests and low-lying wetlands. Power, 
class and social rank in Rwanda remain deeply 
inscribed in these territorial arrangements that 
permitted access to resources, in turn contributing 
to the 1994 genocide.2

Today Rwanda is the most densely populated 
country in sub-Saharan Africa.3 Human settlements 
nestle within a hilly network of forest, marshland, 
rivers and lakes. Land insecurity is rife, and the 
returning diaspora continue to re-settle in Kigali, the 
capital, with a population of 1.22 million set to triple 
by 2040.4 Rwanda’s redevelopment hinges upon 
the relations between land, resources and settle-
ment, yet dominant forms of urban planning and 
architecture suggest otherwise. 

Kigali is replete with generic high-rise buildings, 
sitting within inner city zoned land once occupied 
by low-income wetland communities.5 Land reform 
policies consolidate rural settlements into ‘model 
villages’, as natural resources are monetised 
through tourism, energy and collective agricultural 
projects.6 [Fig. 1] With relations between human 

Case Study
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Fig. 1: Resources relative to areas inhabitated by Twa, © Killian Doherty.
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Fig. 2: Indigenous value mapping, © Killian Doherty.
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Exposure to the Twa’s non-western, non-dualist 
perspectives have challenged my own western 
conventions of scale and the temporality of dwelling 
and the landscape itself. Design interventions, if 
they occur at all, must therefore be multi-scalar, 
connecting the political scale of the constrained 
dwelling to the environmental scale of the increas-
ingly delimited cultural landscape.

Ethnic difference remains absent within the 
discourse of democracy, unity and development 
in Rwanda. As social architecture in Rwanda 
flourishes primarily by western firms aligned with 
development intentions, it cannot engage directly 
with political matters of social justice and human 
rights violations.17 Circumnavigating this paralysis 
anthropology, sociology and political economy are 
used to examine the contradictions that resound 
within the built spaces of development, to articu-
late a spatial voice conceived from difference. This 
research aims to explore this through mediation 
between the Twa’s dual perspective of dwelling, 
as violently constrained and potentially boundless 
within the forests.

Notes
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nities in Rwanda for the formation of this PhD research. 

This research, at the UCL Bartlett School of Architecture, 

is funded by the Frederick Bonnart-Braunthal Scholarship.

1. As Tutsis amassed sizable amounts of cattle, land 

was acquired through systems of patrimony. Hutu 

farmers who served under monarchs paid taxes and/

or contributed unpaid labour. 

2.  Herman Musahara and Christopher Huggins, 

‘Land Reform, Land Scarcity and Post Conflict 

Reconstruction. A Case Study of Rwanda’, 

Eco-Conflicts 3 no. 3 (2004): 269–346. 

land and natural resources therein.12 Development 
in Rwanda, Uvin fears, operates through a ‘narrow 
economic-technical approach’, therefore neglecting 
the non-economic interests and overlooking ‘human 
rights violations, income inequality, authoritarianism, 
humiliation and fear’.13 To neglect the non-economic 
in Rwanda is to overlook the relations between 
settlement practices and the landscape that defines 
90 percent of the population’s livelihood. Bruno 
Latour refers to the division arising between the 
human/cultural and the non-human/natural world as 
‘the constitution of modernity’; an understanding he 
claims is deepened through anthropology.14

In 2014 I began to communicate with Twa commu-
nities regarding their displacement, land-poverty 
and forced reintegration. Using hand-drawn maps 
and a three-dimensional landscape model, sites of 
cultural importance were documented by hand and 
inputted into a GIS database. [Fig. 2] The domi-
nant representations of the Virunga forests within 
government maps illustrate them as an uninhabited, 
vacant and static space. The Twa however map the 
forests as a dwelling of relations through sites of 
physical, emotional and spiritual well-being, with 
movement criss-crossing the frontiers of Rwanda, 
Uganda and the DRC, irrespective of official claims 
to sovereignty.

Yet the unrelenting script of national unity and 
societal prosperity that development embodies, 
imposes the paradigm of the new ‘modern’ house 
upon the Twa, as an unspoken evolutionary gain. 
However without access to land and customary 
rights the new home signifies a loss; sedentary 
structures are for indigenous communities material 
non-sequitirs.15 Pierre Bourdieu considers the reor-
ganisation of the dwelling space a means to achieve 
‘a new framework of existence’.16 Rehousing and 
resettlement in Rwanda manifests as a pretense to 
eradicating ethnic differences, yet regaining control 
of the landscape’s economic potential. 
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opposes techno-liberal paradigms that neutralise 
conflicts and impose laisser-faire mechanisms of 
reconstruction. The project introduces the notion of 
creative conflict by interrelating regeneration and 
reconciliation processes. More precisely, Hands-on 
Famagusta operates as a critical spatial practice 
employing design as a potential political tool to 
achieve democratic, social and economic change 
towards the city’s commons.

Famagusta is a contested city grounded in ethnic 
conflict driven by geopolitical actors interested in the 
larger Eastern Mediterranean area. A consequence 
of British decolonisation in 1950s, the conflict 
started as inter-communal turmoil and resulted in 
war with Turkey in 1974 which caused the de facto 
division of the island into two ethnic parts. The 
Greek Cypriots, including the Famagustian inhab-
itants, were forced to flow to the southern part of 
the island while Turkish Cypriots moved into the 
northern part, which is exposed to neocolonial strat-
egies of Turkey. Each part is further fragmented 
by military enclaves, camps and buffer zones. 
Famagusta is at the intersection of many borders 
and buffer zones and is composed of isolated urban 
enclaves, such as the uninhabited fenced-off part 
of the city, named the ‘ghost town’, the port area, 
a medieval old town surrounded by Venetian forti-
fications, fenced military areas extending along the 
coastline, industrial zones, a university campus and 
ecological sites. [Fig. 2]

Cyprus is a divided country where ethnic conflict 
has been domesticated for the last 42 years. [Fig. 1] 
Any debate on the island’s potential reunification 
through peace building processes seems to go 
hand-in-hand with the dominant ‘techno-managerial’ 

paradigm of consensual economic activities, which 
depoliticises the practice of urbanism.1 Moreover, 
it turns urbanism into an agent of territorial distri-
bution that keeps ethnic enclosures, such as the 
Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot ones, intact. Our 
aim, through the Hands-on Famagusta project, is to 
reclaim a political form of urbanism before the poten-
tial Cyprus reunification by enhancing ‘agonistic’ 
collective practices across the Cypriot divide.2 
Consequently, we may contribute to opening up of 
ethnic enclosures and resist the perpetuation of the 
‘techno-managerial’ logic.

The Hands-on Famagusta project3 positions 
itself where architecture and urbanism contribute to 
assembling the ‘political’4 to transform antagonisms 
fueled by ethnic conflict thus provide ‘new forms of 
spatialisation’5 for emergent collectives. By virtue of 
the material and immaterial technologies devised 
by the ‘Hands-on Famagusta’ project, architecture 
and urban design acquire agencies that transform 
divisive representations of the contested territories 
of Famagusta into territories-of-common-concern. 
Hands-on Famagusta introduces an agonistic 
paradigm for reconciliation, making a shift from 
consensus to ‘dissensus’.6 Such an approach 
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The Hands-on Famagusta Project, Cyprus
Socrates Stratis and Emre Akbil
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Fig. 1: The trips of the ‘Imaginary Famagusta’ group across ethnic enclaves, military enclosures and ceasefire zones, 

courtesy of Hands-on Famagusta.

Fig. 2: Famagusta: a multi-enclaved urban territory for common concern among the communities in conflict, courtesy of 

Hands-on Famagusta.

Fig. 1

Fig. 2
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Fig. 3: The portable physical model as a material agent for reconciliation, courtesy of Hands-on Famagusta.
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Guide to Common Urban Imaginaries in Contested 
Spaces as well as in the Cypriot Pavilion of the 
Architecture Biennale in Venice.10

How to sustain agonistic urbanism?
The Hands-on Famagusta project has associated 
the word ‘collective’ with materialities, technolo-
gies and temporary communities across the Cypriot 
divide, but not yet with institutions and policies, 
because the hostile environment of the Cypriot divi-
sion and the absence of resolution regarding the 
reunification of the island makes this impossible. 
The challenge is to maintain a role for enabling 
an agonistic production of urbanism despite the 
actual hostile status quo of division and the eminent 
neo-liberal urban transformations. The ability to 
transcend antagonistic conflict depends on re-eval-
uating daily practices and behaviours and creating 
spaces of contestation and disagreement. Such an 
approach may enhance the foundation of new insti-
tutions and procedures based on policy changes 
and the enrichment of practices. Otherwise, the 
productive and creative domain of conflict remains 
intangible, and thus risks remaining frozen or falling 
back into a cycle of violence and turmoil. 

Notes
1. Erik Swyngedouw, ‘Insurgent Architects, Radical Cities 

and the Promise of the Political’, in The Post-Political 

and Its Discontents: Spaces of Depoliticization, 

Spectres of Radical Politics, ed. Erik Swyngedouw 

and Japhy Wilson, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 

Press, 2015), 169–87.

2. Chantal Mouffe, Agonistics: Thinking The World 

Politically, (London: Verso, 2013).

3. Project leader: Socrates Stratis; project team: Emre 

Akbil, Esra Can Akbil, Chrysanthe Constantinou, 

Munevver Ozgur Ozersay, (Imaginary Famagusta 

group, AA&U (for Architecture Art and Urbanism), 

L .U2 .CY (Laboratory of Urbanism, University of 

Cyprus)). 

4. In Agonistics, Chantal Mouffe makes a distinction 

Transforming ethnic conflict into urban 
commons
The Hands-on Famagusta project participated in the 
15th Venice Biennale of Architecture, at the Cyprus 
Pavilion entitled Contested Fronts: Commoning 
Practices for Conflict Transformation.7 It has contrib-
uted to the creation of an open source archive 
for conflict transformation through three kinds of 
commoning practices: ‘Counter-mapping’, ‘Creating 
Thresholds’ and ‘Introducing Urban Controversies’.8 

Firstly, ‘Counter-mapping’ aims to challenge 
dominant divisive narratives by creating alternative 
representations of the urban contested spaces. The 
aim is to transform the representation of territories 
of ethnic conflict to that of territories-of-common-
concern, recognising a departure point for agonistic. 
Secondly, ‘Creating Thresholds’ encourages prac-
tices of exchange across edges, which in turn open 
up territories of exclusion to the commons of the 
city. It embodies strategic and tactful actions, based 
on transformative themes for urban regeneration 
and hands-on actions for reconciliation.9 Thirdly, 
‘Introducing Urban Controversies’ is the unfolding of 
creative conflict within the political realm of produc-
tion of urbanism and architecture where urban 
actors are in a continuous process of alliance and 
disagreement. Thus disagreements with regard to 
the role of the commons during post-conflict recon-
struction or urban regeneration could be structured 
to create arenas of creative confrontation among 
urban actors with divergent agendas.

The material agents of the ‘Hands-on Famagusta’ 
project play a prominent role in these commoning 
practices. Some of them are: an interactive 
web-platform (www.handsonfamagusta.org), a 
roundtable workshop series, a portable large-scale 
city model, a cardboard ‘action dove’ logo stencil, 
a visual matrix of enclaves printed on A1 sheets 
of paper, and a large colour-printed isometric view 
that emphatically distorts the ‘exclusive parts’ of the 
city. [Fig. 3] All these objects are documented in the 
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Designers, like urbanites, increasingly face 
places of complex distant relations, new spati-
alities, and multiple subjectivities. We, as design 
researchers immersed in the urban context, explore 
the bridges between the static imagery and the 
effervescent action–between the built environment 
and society. As the space is practiced, as the city is 
lived, there are elements that help us to understand 
the value of what has been taking place in space 
and time; tangible and intangible components that 
change scale. In that sense, the city has to acquire 
a real and raw dimension that goes beyond paper 
and words. At street level, the borderlines of these 
elements are blurred by the overlapping layers of 
the urban realm; each of these elements hides 
behind its apparent meaning and function a whole 
different set of possible interpretations both in 
sense and in modes of use. This is what space, 
subject to conflict, manifests. This is where the door 
to Nepantla opens.1 

In Rotterdam, for example, the highway inter-
section of Kleinpolderplein used to be a symbol 
of progress after World War II. [Fig. 1] But it also 
emphasizes how modern urban planning dissected 
the city, creating a withered space and social 
boundaries between neighbourhoods. Now that 
the four-story intersection has reached its expi-
ration date, and cars are banned out of the city 
center as an aftereffect of global warming, several 
artistic interventions catalyse transition into a more 

The city is a place of clashing forces, a field of reac-
tions through all scales. The objectification of these 
conflicts represented by catastrophic events in an 
out-of-proportion block of overwhelming numerical 
facts, creates distance between the scale of the 
event and the way it is perceived by those who 
are not suffering from it directly. It seems impos-
sible to take into account each person involved in 
a conflict, but in fact this is what is reflected in the 
city: an atomisation of individuals going through 
a traumatic experience, each of them working as 
a seed of change that eventually will have spatial 
repercussions. Global conflicts – natural disasters, 
exoduses of refugees, chemical spills – are made 
concrete in the city and are synthesised in experi-
ences that respond and adapt to personal habits. 

In that sense, conflict can be seen as the origin 
of urban resistance; an opportunity for citizens to 
reconsider, renew and reorder physical configu-
rations and social patterns. It happens ‘here and 
now’, and in this immediacy there is no room for 
hesitation: either you act or lose your chance to 
turn catastrophe into opportunity. This defines the 
city as a temporary construction, which is made 
and unmade, every day, again and again, rebuilding 
it from the social realm. Hence, the city, for its 
dwellers, is a sequence of spatial accidents that 
hosts their activities and everyday dramas. It is not 
intellectualised, it is suffered. And it all starts at a 
micro scale. 

Case Study 

Urban in-betweenness: Rotterdam / Mexico City 
Moniek Driesse and Isaac Landeros 
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Fig. 1: Intersection Kleinpolderplein, Rotterdam. Aerial picture of the roundabout.

Fig. 2: Street level view on the Kleinpolderplein, including one of the flyovers, the pond and the artwork "Die bocht" by 

artist collective Observatorium (2011).

Fig. 1

Fig. 2
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Fig. 3: Aerial view on Mexico City.

Fig. 4: Appropriation of public space in Pueblo de la Magdalena Mixiuhca, Mexico City.

Fig. 3

Fig. 4
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of hell, are not hell, then make them endure, give 
them space.2 The fragments of the city are recali-
brated through small fragmented actions, just like 
the atomised individuals who give rise to them. 
A chasm stabilises, at least momentarily, and the 
state of Nepantla stops being alienating. The phys-
ical space becomes a natural extension of human 
action. Until the next conflict arises. Until we have 
to go through Nepantla again. 

As design researchers we need to discover 
the meaning loaded onto the elements already 
composing the urban environment; how do they 
transmit information? How is this information codi-
fied, interpreted and used? And most importantly, 
how can these blocks be recodified into new oppor-
tunities for understanding the needs, wishes and 
dreams of the users that live in daily conflict. 

Notes
1. The Nahuatl word Nepantla origins from 16th century 

Mexico and conceptualises the state of ‘in-between-

ness’. It can refer to the act of resistance in which a 

part of something (eg. culture) that cannot synthe-

sise into a new situation is left behind, but other parts 

become part of the new situation. In this case, we 

use the concept of Nepantla to reflect upon the mixed 

condition of the city, its fragmentation and the micro 

forces that give shape to the urban environment. 

2. Italo Calvino, Las ciudades invisibles, trans. Aurora 

Bernárdez (Madrid: Ediciones Siruela, 2010 [1972]).

humanised space: a pond harvesting rainwater 
marks the initial construction of a park, along with 
plinths giving space to abandoned public art works 
from all over the city. [Fig. 2] Here, traffic lights, 
narrow sidewalks and the imposition of a vehic-
ular highline were elements trapped in a passively 
accepted semantic field showing the supremacy of 
the car. After the conflict – after the state of uncer-
tainty – other possibilities of practice were detected. 

In a different context, in the conflict-ridden neigh-
borhood Pueblo de la Magdalena Mixiuhca in 
Mexico City, certain physical traces represent the 
sense of belonging and appropriation of space. 
[Fig. 3] As a result of hyper-urbanisation caused 
by social inequality, increasing violence and water 
scarcity, the village transformed from a rural area 
that provided fruit and vegetables for most of the 
city to a notorious place for the cultivation of opium 
poppy and the distribution of drugs in the centre of 
the megalopolis. Nowadays, while walking through 
the neighborhood one can notice numerous trees 
planted spontaneously by inhabitants and plenty of 
flowerpots on the balconies. [Fig. 4] This guerrilla 
gardening is a way to hold on to the former socio-
cultural narrative of the village while transition is 
slowly setting in. 

The very solid built environment and the very 
fluid human actions blend together in a turbu-
lent serendipity that leads to a relentless state of 
in-betweenness. This blurred space – a threshold 
loaded with ambiguity, which is exalted in times of 
conflict – also creates opportunities for intervention 
and innovation. However, we need to be capable of 
identifying the elements that interact before, during 
and after conflicts have taken place. There could 
be clues at a micro scale that stand out from the 
chaos causing actions that could eventually impact 
a macro scale. 

Paraphrasing Italo Calvino, we have to seek and 
be able to recognise who and what, in the midst 
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