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Introduction: 

There is a need for a new type of housing for America. Our society is 

a diverse, migratory population, an energetic group of industrious people. 

Yet it seems our society is increasingly disenchanted, detached and 

unfocused; at a loss for connection and meaning. Symptomatic of, and 

perhaps even a partial source of this malaise, is the prevalent American 

housing typè: the single family detached house. As it is built today, this 

housing is generally isolating and monotonous. Americans strive to 

simplify their lives, to evolve to meet the complex demands associated 

with the pluralism of our society. They look to technology and consumer 

products to expedite their day and free them from maintenance of the 

homestead and extended travel time. But the inroads to efficiency are 

small when contrasted with the larger problem. Inefficiency and the lack 

of connection with the community is inherent in the organization of the 

suburban community. The sense of the larger community is often 

ill-defined and elusive. Communal spaces or ventures do not spring 

naturally from the isolated houses but are only created by energetic 

citizens whose work overrides the given circumstances. 

Simultaneous with the longing for simplification and communication 

is the need for privacy. Our most common housing type is modeled after 

the country house of the northern climate. When it is transported to the 

density of modern suburban U.S.A., privacy is inadequate. Houses get larger 

and larger, yet entire rooms lay wasted, empty and exposed to the view of 
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the passer-by. Front yards remain unused, leaving us only high 

maintenance requirements; broad expanses of ill defined semi-private, 

semi-public no-man's-land. The waste is a drain on individuals and on our 

society as a whole. 

Our lack of privacy also encourages the continuation of residential 

segregation. When housing is entirely private and public zones are clearly 

public, then contact among diverse types of people becomes acceptable. 

Public contact is directly related to segregation and racial discrimination. 

Thus, it will be a goal of this thesis to address segregation through the 

design of public and private spaces. 

This thesis will address these critical circumstances; circumstances 

made concrete by our housing which reinforces them. A new type of 

housing will be proposed: one which will address the need for both 

community and privacy, for efficiency and comfort. The housing design 

will seek to intensify the social, cultural and personal experiences 

possible in urban life; to challenge the loose, decentralized, diluted 

pattern of suburban density in favor of high density, mixed use living. 

Diversity is a primary goal. At an aesthetic or spiritual level it 

provides linkage to the great potential within our diverse population. At a 

fundamental economic and social level, it is the reality of our situation; a 

reality not expressed by the available housing stock. This thesis will seek 

to address the real American population: a population where over half of 

the women work outside of the house, one quarter of all households are 

people living alone, and the fastest growing type of household is the single 

parent family, nine-tenths of which are headed by women. Special 
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attention will be given to the critical need for housing for these people 

and in particular for the elderly, single parents and single people. 

Diversity of housing types is strongly linked to diversity of 

employment. Diverse types of work in a neighborhood sustain a diverse 

population and a range of economic levels. It also suppports a vital, lively 

district not given over to one solitary use. It is thus a primary goal to 

allow for diversity of types of work places within the housing: for work in 

the house, as a detached part of the house, as a sublet space on the street, 

or as a major tenant or land owner. Variations in types and sizes of 

potential work places would allow for the inclusion of beneficial services 

and places of employment both for residents and for the larger community 

as well. 

The organization of this new housing will be based on the street. At 

the urban design level, the street is to provide a space of intense, 

positive, civic use. This thesis will challenge the existing interpretation 

of streets as slots of space given over primarily to the car and secondarily 

to either residential frontages or commençai parking lots. The street 

will become the fully public realm. It will be the goal of this design to 

continually reinforce the public nature of the street and its potential to be 

the lively center of a community. The street will replace a number of 

redundant and diluted single use spaces. 

The potential for the street to be a successful public space is linked 

to the uses which define the street. In my study on the section of the 

street (Housing Typologies, Spring 1986) it was found that streets with 

clear separation between the public street and the private unit allowed for 
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comfortable and vigorous street activity. In the study, the examples were 

selected for clarity of street volume. Significantly, all the examples 

occurred in societies which required highly private home lives. In 

traditional Japan, the most successful urban type studied, the house is 

highly private and internalized. The connection between the house and the 

street is through semi-private or public functions like workshops, stores 

and kitchen rooms (where purchases from street vendors are made). This 

hierarchy of spaces ensures the privacy of the dwelling and encourages the 

vitality of the street. Also, in the Japanese example, there are no parks or 

plazas. Socializing occurs as part of the public functions along the street 

or in support areas such as the public wells. A number of functions 

reinforce each other and reinforce the vitality and diversity of the space. 

It is this type of heirarchy which seems so applicable to American society 

today. 

In the search for more suitable and efficient housing for Americans, 

the solution of cooperation and specialization of housework has been little 

used. It seems Americans are hesitant to release the realm of the private 

home over to cooperative organization. Fear of losing what little privacy 

we have is a strong force. Increased privacy in new housing will allow for 

greater comfort with cooperative services. Solutions must be presented 

with regard for the American desire for increased, rather than lessened, 

self-sufficiency. All community services must be enhancements of 

personal choice rather than restrictions of that freedom. Services to be 

considered are child care, food preparation, cleaning and maintenance, 

health care, and support spaces such as storage, guest facilities and 
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athletic facilities. Places for work will be designed closely with the 

housing so that they reinforce the goals of the household, rather than work 

independently. Social services will be available to the larger community 

as well as to the residents, so as to blend more completely the new 

housing with the old. As part of the desire to offer many choices for 

residents, the choice of non-participation must always be represented. 

The site for this project will be a generic site in Houston; a tabula 

rasa. It seems that the thesis will benefit most from working without the 

constraints of a specific site, without the existing road pattern or the 

burden of historical precedent. Rather, in being a clean site, the 

possibility of an adaptable, truly reusable, non-site specific thesis for 

housing in America could emerge. The site to be developed will have 

constraints: it will have a climate (Houston), a moment (1987), and the 

realities of construction techniques and economics. Houston is an 

appropriate site because it shares many of the problems typical of modern 

American cities and because culturally, it is modern middle America. In 

the generic site, certain facilities will be assumed to be provided by the 

larger surrounding community. Beyond this, the site shall be free from 

existing Houston set-backs, sewer easements and also free from the 

preconcieved images given over by a context, enabling the new American 

housing to emerge. 

Only after a successful prototype has been established will the 

housing be adapted to a real site, and thereby be tested for viability. 

Adaptation to a site will require addressing the border areas and the 

specific institutions or buildings which are to be included. The inclusion 
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of old buildings would allow for incoporation of existing mixed uses and 

for the low budget enterprises that require low value buildings. In this 

way the transitions between the existing city and the new area will be 

made complete. 
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The Need for New Housing- 

"The tous* Is image of the body, of the household, and of the household's relation to society ; it is a 

physical space designed to mediate betveen nature and culture... Because the form of housing carries so 

many aesthetic, social and economic messages, a serious misfit betveen a society and Its housing stock 

can create profound unrest and disorientation.'' (1 ). 

It is essential to evaluate the social and economic conditions that are 

demanding a new type of housing, to define the needs of the population. 

Housing should reflect the socio-political and economic state of its 

residents. 

Population statistics suggest an unrecognized problem of great 

proportion. On a world scale, population growth is at the rate where every 

month enough human beings to make a city the size of Detroit are added to 

the world's population (2). The problem is compounded by one of potential 

resource shortage, well documented by the familiar international relations 

problems related to the demand for resources. The need is thus to 

simplify and economize our lifestyles to protect the future and also to 

better reflect the daily needs of the population. 

In the U.S. the prevelant housing type, and the most common type of 

housing being built today, is the single family detached house. The 

suburban house type became widespread during the post World War II 

economic boom. Widespread affluence allowed significant changes in 

financing, planning and density, including the establishment of the 5% 

F.H.A. mortgage, increased purchasing power for automobiles and other 

machinery for each household, and consequently, the suburban sprawl (3). 
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The post-World War II suburban housing boom reflected the fact that 

the most common family unit was that where the husband worked outside 

of the home and the wife worked at home. Today, the predominant family 

type is the two wage earner family. The fastest growing family type is 

the single parent family (4). Working women and their families arc the 

absolute majority of American citizens (5). Today’s housing stock does 

not reflect this situation, nor does it reflect the fact that one quarter of 

all households are single people living alone: the elderly, single, or 

divorced (6). With these new economic and social realities the single 

family detached house makes no sense. Another period of change for 

planning and design is required. 

The economics of the current mis-fit of housing stock is such that 

the housing costs are disproportionately, often disabilitatingly, high. 

Never before has housing been so expensive and house-owning been so 

economically precarious. The basic housing unit doesn't accomodate the 

actual family type majority; nor does the home ownership system 

accompdate the frequent moves and fifty percent divorce rate of our 

transient population. Lack of options for residential living is a serious 

problem. 

"Middle class America could be considered to have a choice, for example, in the sense that when they 

move to the suburbs they feel they have a choice between Cape Cod colonial or the split level ranch, 

but in fact they don't have the choice of tiring in radically different ways beyond the "unit" single 

family house" (7). 

The goal is thus to promote choice and to acknowledge the 
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multiplicity of our society; to meet the real needs of the population and 

thereby promote social and economic vitality in cities. 

Background for the Present Situation: 

Our present housing situation is also the result of planning theories. 

Nineteenth century planners reacted to the overcrowded industrial city, 

finding in it the root of all social evils and physical discomforts. The 

Garden City and City Beautiful movements developed in response to these 

conditions and observations. Today, while modern sanitation and workers 

protection legislation has eliminated many of the hazards of high density 

living, these low density theories persist as the prevelant residential 

planning methodology. The early Modern period also proposed high density 

high rise proposals. High rise city planning solutions, such as those by Le 

Corbusier, have generally been rejected for residential use, but persist as 

the model for high rise office complexes. 

In criticizing the single family house Serge Chermayeff has said: 

The failures of external organization are in large measure due to an irrational attachment to the 

country house idee, vhioh is beoommg impossible to attain...Today, the space surrounding the suburban 

house is merely leftover spece. (Not the effective insulation it once vas.) It is a wasteful and 

unproductive anachronism." (8). 

Culturally, the U.S. does have an orientation towards the single family 

house. As recently as 1900 a large proportion of the U.S. were farmers. 

Ideologically, the idea of the farm remains Intact in the suburban house 
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(9). The single family house is also compatable with the native tradition 

for timber construction and with the political orientation towards free 

market, non-state interference building. But, in its present manifestation, 

the suburban house is a mere reminant of a former housing type and the 

reminant no longer holds the positive qualities of the old type. The front 

yard and the curtained front windows mock the old type, and more, deny 

the possiblity of real urban living. The proposal will attempt to include 

those elements of the current housing type that are essential to our 

culture while rejecting those that are distructive or economically 

unreasonable. 

“Americans, with a continent of land available to them, have traditionally taken detached housing as a 

norm, and until recently a majority of middle-class families have been able to afford it. From 1955 to 

1975, however, housing costs rose at almost twice the rate of income ; this trend, and the pressures 

of population growth and fuel shortages, suggest that new housing In decades to come will be 

preponderantly in forms other than that of the suburban single-family home” (10). 

Solutions: 

The solution thus lies in economic, social and physical restructuring 

of the housing situation. Economically, taxation policies could be changed 

to support housing options other than the single family detached house 

(11). Socially, the split between the home life and all other aspects of 

life must be dissolved in favor of recognizing the true make-up of our 

society and the potential symbiotic relationship that would result if the 

two realms were made compatable. Specifically, changes to be made 
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include employer support of working parents, in the form of flexible 

schedules and leave, and social security for full time parents or people 

working at home. The physical reorganization of the house and workplace 

will be the task of this thesis: to respond to the actual social and 

economic situation, and to restructure housing to realize its potential. 

Urban Design Issues: 

At the urban design level the major issue will be to link the basic 

unit of the house to the larger community, and the community back to the 

city as a whole. Economically, the goal will be to support a diversity of 

uses which can give each other constant mutual support. 

Diversity is of critical importance. Diversity of enterprises is linked 

to diversity of income levels. Diversity has been seen as a solution to the 

eradication of slums (12). Functional diversity leads to diverse schedules 

among users, and encourages a continuously activated area (13). To 

generate activity on a street a district should serve more than one 

function and preferably more than two. The inclusion of public 

organizations, for example, requires the public life which supports them, 

and thus helps mediate between the public and private life of an area. 

Including places of work will draw employees and customers at all times 

of day both from the immediate vacinity and from the city at large. 

Community support by employers can be an especially powerful tool. 

Delores Hayden, in her example of the Kaiser Shipyard wartime emergency 

housing, showed how radical strides towards new housing types can be 
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made through support by businesses (14). 

A diversity of uses, including residential, business and institutional 

can strengthen a district more easily than an all residential private 

sector. Most importantly, diversity simply allows for the inclusion of 

services for residents and for the larger community, a phenomenon not 

possible in a purely residential district, and an important step towards 

achieving the goal of integrating home life with other facets of life. 

Closely tied to the issue of diversity, is the degree of density in a 

district. Density should be high enough to achieve the maximum potential 

diversity, but not so high as to repress it. Overly high density can mean 

standardization of the units, or overcrowding. Density studies in the U.S. 

have shown that the most desirable urban residential areas have very high 

densities, while slums have quite low densities (figures are 

net acre of residential land) (15). 

in units per 

San Francisco: Telegraph Hill and Nob Hill (desirable): 80-140 

Philadelphia: Rittenhouse Square (desirable): 80-100 

Brooklyn Heights: (desirable): 125-1/5 

(slums): 45-74 

Boston: North End (desirable): 2/5 

Roxbury (slums): 21-40 

City dwellings must be intensive in their land use. Land costs require 

high density. Today, in an urban housing market where urban land cost is 



13 

often 60 to 80% of the cost of housing, simply putting two houses on one 

lot could reduce the cost by 30 to 40%. This should be seen relative to the 

impact of technological advances, which often reduce building cost by only 

a few percentage points. Simultaneous with the goal for high density, 

great diversity between available unit types must be maintained. 

The organization of an entire district will be addressed in this thesis. 

The goal will be to maintain the idea of the individual house for a large 

percentage of the housing, but rather than to leave the houses detached and 

isolated, to condense them in a way which will allow for continuity of the 

urban network. Exceptional spaces, such as parks or public buildings, will 

be seen as part of the street fabric so as to minimize disruption in the 

district. Isolated residential parks will be kept to a minimum in favor of 

using the street as the civic recreational area for children and adults. 

"History shows that enclosure and the containment and shaping of space in a dense urban environment 

creates the sense of a city and the physical setting and background for the growth of urban culture." 

(16). 

Sidewalks, often reduced to discontinuous strips between two 

erratically maintained strips of grass, will become prominant features of 

the city. Wide sidewalks, clearly demarcated as public property, will 

accomodate all kinds of activities such as children's play, circulation, 

adult sidewalk life, and will generally be the place of urban activity (17). 

Jane Jacobs strongly asserts the idea that sidewalks, well adapted to a 

range of uses and well monitored by public and private activities 
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overlooking the sidewalk, produce self-policing neighborhoods (18). 

Transportation: 

High density residential districts make public transportation a viable 

alternative to the automobile. Just as the automobile made massive 

decentralization possible, so would a new high density housing make 

public transportation, even the bus system, more feasible for Houston. 

There may indeed come a time when travel and communication, if left unchecked, will make the city 

environment so diffuse that active urban life as it was will disappear.” (19). 

This 1963 prediction has in fact become a Houston and widespread 

American phenomenon. Within the city limits of Houston there is little 

"urban life" per se. Over use and over accomodation of the car is directly 

linked to this dissolution. 

"The automobile needs accomodation. But so do people's other needs. At present the form of the city 

reflects only one and excluded the others.” (20). 

This thesis will aim to minimize accomodating the automobile in 

favor of accomodating the multiplicity of urban life possibilities, 

including the accessibility of public transportation and services available 

to the pedestrian. The car will be accomodated, but to a much lesser 

extent, such that it will no longer disrupt walking as it does now. Streets 

will be designed to be visually and physically dominated by humans. 
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Parking will, on the recommendation of studies by Christopher Alexander, 

be in small groups of cars so as the car will not dominate the area, or 

parking will be in special parking facilities. Also, pedestrian street 

activity enables the face to face human contact that factors so strongly in 

minimizing urban social problems (21 ). 

The Housing Unit: 

The house must be integral with the social context. The new housing 

unit must spring from a critical evaluation of the program. 

"Designed environments will be successful only if they respond to the most crucial pressures of our 

time." (22). 

These pressures include wasteful and excessive mobility, high 

maintainance requirements, lack of privacy and indépendance, lack of real 

community, and lack of useable outdoor space. These pressures occur at 

both the urban level and at the unit-house level. 

Between these two levels there is the small community level. It is at 

this intermediate level, a level rarely found in contemporary urban or 

suburban life, that many of these problems can be first addressed. 

Individual units can participate in a group. This gives an opportunity for a 

feasible community group for single people and for establishing a group 

larger than a family. Maintanance and excessive repetition of facilities 

could be minimized by cooperation within the group. But care must be 

taken to be sure that not too much is shared. Neighborhoods where much 
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is shared often require residents to be of similar standards, interests and 

background, which leads to homogeneity (23). Rather, the intent will be 

to streamline home life, to minimize repetative costs and to enable urban 

socializing to occur around necessary programmatic elements. Specific 

functions that will be investigated are laundry, storage, off-street 

transitional zones and guest rooms. At a civic scale, there will be the 

possibility of communal functions such as allotment gardens, day care, 

health services, and recreational and athletic facilities. 

The unit itself will be defined by reevaluating the program of the 

house. The overall organization will be derived from the housing program 

and from relationships developed while determining the appropriate 

balance between community and the essential need for personal and 

familial privacy. 

living is an act which takes place in two realms, the public and the private..iiYing exclusively in the 

public realm is tantamount to institutionalization. Living exclusively in the private realm is a kind of 

exile. The dwelling must therefore straddle both spheres." N. J. Habraken, 1961 (24). 

Privacy is indispensable. Privacy includes visual privacy, sound privacy, 

and also privacy of having control over who makes inroads into your time, 

and when (25). Again, all these types of privacy must apply to both the 

large and small scale; both between units and within. 

The size of the units will probably be smaller than that which is 

typically found in the market today. A reduction in size will help to 

reduce the cost, and will reflect the apparent cultural and economic trend 
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towards living more efficiently and qualitatively (26). As part of this, 

the garden will be restructured to become an Integral living space for the 

house. It seems that culturally, with the American attachment to the 

single family house, there is a strong bond to having one’s own piece of 

turf. It would be culturally disruptive to propose leaving behind this piece 

of land. Rather, the proposal is to abandon the front lawn, which serves 

little purpose, in favor of a highly private and low maintainance 

court-garden or a few outdoor spaces of different qualities. In a unit 

which may be spatially minimized, it will be critical to make outdoor 

space and views as accessible as possible. In the Houston climate, if they 

are carefully designed, these courts could become major living spaces for 

the house. 

The typical single-family detached house, set back from the street and away from adjacent houses (as 

required by most building codes) and arranged so that the major spaces of the house open to a space in 

front of the house that is not closed off from the street, seems rather at odds with an urban society's 

need for privacy and security. The Court Houses offer absolute privacy: the space along the street 

belongs to the house instead of the street through the simple act of enclosing the space within walls. 

Other advantages include the uncomplicated system of construction, flexibility of size and arrangement, 

and adaptability to problems of orientation...it is not difficult to imagine a two-story or duplex version 

with similar properties of privacy and simple construction but with Increased density.” (27 ). 

These high density houses will be energy efficient in that there will 

be fewer perimeter walls. Units will be oriented for solar planning and 

courtyards will be structured to be suitable for use throughout the day and 

year, within the unit the goal will be for flexibility and adaptability for 
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both short term (eg. daily cycles) and for long term. 

‘The subject addresses itself to one of the most urgent problems confronting architecture and planning : 

town building at high densities with individual homes. This has been a successful type and way of 

building cities in the past.. They give families contact with the ground and gardens, reduce dependancy 

on mechanical transportation, either horizontal or vertical, and the Isolation which this engenders” 

(28). 

Conclusion: 

This thesis is for a medium density, low rise, mixed use urban 

structure. It will be the goal to find a new type which is culturally 

appropriate and acceptable, yet one which radically different in intent; 

resulting in improvements in the economic, social and physical conditions 

of urban life. In fact, the intent is to reinstate the possibility of 

successful urban living. This thesis will seek to discover the ideal 

density, the optimum degree of commmunal program, the viability of the 

street as the primary civic space, and the configuration of the house and 

garden in the urban condition. 
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POSTSCRIPT 
April 30, 1987 

Comments from the Jury, April 24, 1987: 

Jury Members: 
William T. Cannady 

Lars Lerup 
Rodolfo Machado 
0. Jack. Mitchell 
Peter Waldman 

Statement: 

For my thesis I set about to find a housing type related to the new 

conditions of the American household, especially the diversity in size of 

household groups and the inclusion of work space associated with the 

house. During the process i concluded that what was needed was not a new 

housing type but a reorganization and agglomeration of existing types. 

Generally, I was looking for a redefinition of the prevalent housing 

type in America: the single family detached house. I was looking to 

reinstate the possibility of successful urban living in a decentralized city. 

My conclusion was that the search for more diversity need not lead to 

further fragmentation of housing disticts. It can lead to increased density 

and unity in low-rise housing and thereby address problems at the scale of 

the unit, the scale of the block and the urban scale. 



Jury Comments: 

Lars Lerup interrupted in the midst of the presentation, to say that 

there was no need to say anything. The project was complete in and of 

itself. His only criticism was that the street elevation was too strong, 

too monumental. Peter Waldman pointed out that this may have been a 

problem of labeling, as 1 had labeled that elevation "Minor Street” so as to 

distinguish it from the high traffic “Major Street" elevation. In respect to 

the entire project I was pleased to receive this criticism as it showed I 

had resolved the major criticism of the last review, that the Minor Street 

elevation was too weak and ill-defined. 

Lars went on to add that the interior elevations could have been more 

individualized, in the manner that I had begun to suggest with the 

inclusion of distinctive entry-ways and porches. Again, I support this 

criticism. The project has come a great distance since the point of 

departure; at the point of the final jury it had crystalized into a project of 

clarity and resolution. This clarity had evolved from exploration of 

numerous possibilities, numerous unit types, density studies, and various 

perimeter site influences. As a recap of my process of exploration I 

looked back over the unit types and found I had gone from 4 basic unit 

types (each of which always addressed the idea of flexibility by being able 

to accomodate several lay-outs) to 6 different unit types at the mid-way 

review, to 5 different unit types at the three-quarter point and finally to 

just two, highly flexible types for the final review. Thus, the semester 
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had begun with a period of collecting possibilities and had finally settled 

on the best configuration; my feeling of resolution was then reinforced by 

the jury. But, to expand on Lars Lerup's criticism, the next stage for the 

project would be to carry through my own assertion that the units were 

fully flexible, and design a number of the many possibilities, with 

differences appearing in plan, section and elevation. 

Nevertheless, I found all the criticism to be only supportive of my 

premises, and only asking for further development in the direction 1 had 

selected. Thus, in looking over my statement of intent, the final project 

and the jury comments, I find that they all hold together as a thesis and a 

proof. 




















