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ABSTRACT

Cultivate Collective

by

De Peter Yi

Throughout the twentieth century, architects have used mass housing as a testing ground for new 
forms of collective living, resulting in canonical buildings such as Ginzburg’s Narkomfin and 
Corbusier’s Unité. While the necessity of such a project remains, the mode of operation has shifted. To 
defy the dense processes of privatization that govern housing today, architecture needs to operate from 
marginalized points of society, and create archetypes from which ideas can be distilled to the masses. 

“Ant tribes” are a social phenomenon of young college graduates that group together in large Chinese 
cities, defined equally by their dreams of upward mobility and their precarious living conditions. The 
combination of reality and utopianism that fuel their motivations make them a viable subject for an 
architecture that cultivates a contemporary collective. This thesis invents the multifarious housing 
block, an architectural device that creates organization and identity through form. The multifarious 
housing block is the catalyst for a series of tectonic archetypes that provoke accepted conventions 
for housing design, and simultaneously advocates for a model of practice for architects that directly 
engages their political context.
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Position

The position of this thesis is rooted in a lineage of architects 
who have engaged politics through the design of the 
housing block. The position brings in elements from 
current events, social theories, and historical precedents 
into a territory of architectural opportunity. The result 
places architecture within a role of political engagement, 
and provokes architects to consider how they may more 
firmly grasp their potential to project towards and advance 
a cultural construct that is befitting of the society they 
practice within. 
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Cultivate Collective : A Political Project for Architecture in Contemporary China

By operating within marginalized populations in the city, architecture can 
bypass the dense processes of privatization that govern housing today, and 
strive to create archetypes from which ideas can be distilled to the masses. 
The term “masses” can refer both to the general populace and to the physical 
condition that has resulted from housing construction in service of the market 
economy and growing urbanization. This physical condition can be termed 
as undifferentiated urban mass, a resultant of using architecture of extreme 
standardization to deal with the extreme differentiation created by urban 
density. Undifferentiated urban mass faces two problems – one of identity and 
another of organization. In response, the thesis brings identity back into the 
parts of housing and their accumulated wholes, and reinvents the isolating 
quality of the unit to whole relationship into one of scaled collectivity. In doing 
so, this thesis argues for the agency of form-making in architecture, and pushes 
its role beyond that of pure efficiency and service into one that is in active 
dialogue with the politics that necessitates and creates such housing. 
        This thesis is situated in a lineage of architects practicing with a heightened 

awareness of their political context, most notably the Soviet avant garde 
practicing in the 1920’s and 30’s. The architects practicing at that time redefined 
organizations of work, living, and recreation in their buildings, combining 
utopian ambitions and pragmatic solutions in accordance with the principles 
of a new Socialist state (fig. 1). In his design for the Lenin Institute in 1928, 
Ivan Leonidov focused on updating the library program and form as a symbolic 
response to the political and technological ambitions of the era.1 Konstantin 
Melnikov, on the other hand, operated with the new political agenda of 
adapting people from a traditional societal structure to one of the proletariat 
already in place. For his design of the Rusakov Worker’s club in 1928, Melnikov 
worked with the corresponding program of a worker’s club and gave it highly 
symbolic form.2 In comparison to both of the aforementioned architects, Moisei 
Ginzburg held the strongest belief that architecture and politics can have a 
more intertwined role. He updated the housing block program to create an 
environment that would condition and adapt people to a lifestyle that didn’t 
exist yet, projecting towards how the domestic realm should be organized and 

Figure 1. From left to right: Ivan Leonidov, Lenin Insititute, 
1927; Konstantin Melnikov, Rusakov Worker’s Club, 1928; 
Moisei Ginzburg, Narkomfin Counal House, 1932.

1 Alan Colquhoun, Modern Architecture (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 132.
2 S. Frederick Starr, Melnikov: Solo Architect in a Mass Societ (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978), 134.
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represented in the terms of a proletarian-dominated state.3 The architects of 
this era – in particular Ginzburg’s project – sets the groundwork for the thesis 
ambition – to identify an emerging marginalized population and their way of 
living, and act to formalize, augment, and strengthen that population’s presence 
in the city and in society. 
        Throughout modernity, architects seeking to shape the political 
environments in which they practice have combined contrasting levels of 
utopianism and pragmatism in their built and un-built work (fig. 2). Working 
in the late 18th century during the onset of the industrial revolution, Claude-
Nicolas Ledoux responded to new methods of production with utopian 
organization and “architecture parlante”, or architecture that expresses its 
identity, usually through idealized forms and symbols.4  The architects 
practicing within the Soviet avant garde sought out equally experimental forms 
of architecture, but based their decisions on pressing societal changes and how 
they influenced a new way of life. Le Corbusier, influenced by the ambitions of 
the Soviet architects, also sought to project a vision of life that befit new urban 

dwellers, but with a focus on the pragmatic functions of living space. Since the 
end of the modern period, architects have felt an increasing inability to directly 
address the power structure of capitalism, giving rise to Rem Koolhaas’ project 
of engaging politics through subversion of the institution. 
        In response to architects either having to give up any political ambition 
in their projects or resort to a project of subversion, this thesis advocates a 
more direct relationship between architecture and politics. This relationship 
is predicated on a utopian-pragmatic approach to architecture, which finds 
precedence in the Soviet avant garde. However, as an architecture that engages 
politics also needs to be acutely aware of the non-physical conditions through 
which it can come into existence, such a model is updated in this thesis for 21st 
century politics, specifically the current political environment in China. China’s 
socialist market economy has paved the way for extravagant and experimental 
architecture of massive scale, but has also given rise to social ills provoked by 
the demands of rapid urbanization and shifting demographics. However, unlike 
the architects of the Soviet avant garde, whom sometimes worked hand in hand 

Figure 2. Architects have responded to the 
political with a mix of utopian, pragmatic, 
and subversive ambitions. China is at an 
utopian-pragmatic moment. 

3 Kenneth Frampton, Modern Architecture: A Critical History (London: Thames & Hudson, 2007), 174.
4 Ibid. , 16.
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with government officials to work towards a similar agenda, China’s political 
structure is far too opaque and multi-faceted for architects to adequately address 
as a singular project. Rather, a contemporary utopian-pragmatic model can find 
traction through isolated moments of social marginalization that allow for the 
creation of specific architectural archetypes. Such archetypes, like Ginzburg’s 
Narkomfin, can serve as models from which specific organizational and 
representational techniques can be distilled either individually or in groups for 
mass-produced housing.

A Contemporary Subject
“Ant tribe” is a term coined by Beijing University social scientist Lian Si to 
describe the phenomenon of young under-employed college graduates in 
large Chinese cities.5 The term refers both to the lowly status of the individual 
members that make up this population, as well as the fragile stability they have 
achieved in the city through their strength in numbers. The ant tribe members 
share the dream of building a new life for themselves in the city, but face the 

realities of high rents and low pay (fig. 3). Like the modern subject addressed by 
the Soviet avant garde and Le Corbusier, the ant tribe is an emerging collective 
body that tests new modes of living in the city. However, it differs greatly from 
the modern subject in that it is defined not through the confining characteristics 
of a social class, but rather by a series of qualities that enable their existence 
in the city and propel them forward. This thesis translates these qualities into 
impetuses for architectural innovation, particularly in its ability to organize 

Figure 3. Photo essays capture the ant 
tribe’s hardships and hopes in the city. 
This headline from the China Whisper 
sums up their precarious condition. 

Figure 4. The physical condition of 
Beijing’s peripheral city. Photo by Sze 
Tsung Leong.

“Like the modern subject addressed by the Soviet avant garde and 
Le Corbusier, the ant tribe is an emerging collective body that tests 
new modes of living in the city. However, it differs greatly from 
the modern subject in that it is defined not through the confining 
characteristics of a social class, but rather by a series of qualities that 
enable their existence in the city and propel them forward.”

5 Chen Jia, “Despite better eductaions, ‘ants’ still struggling” China Daily. 14 Dec 2010. Web. 19 Apr 2014.
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groups of people and give representation to those groups. Therefore, the 
sociology that defines the ant tribe becomes intertwined with the architectural 
proposal of the thesis. 
        The ant tribe is marginalized. The peripheral city is a condition that has 
arisen out of China’s rapid urban expansion (fig. 4). The existence of the 
peripheral city is double-edged. It has both allowed for an influx of residents 
hoping to capitalize on urban wealth, but has also led to their marginalization 
to the far outskirts of the city.6 The transformation of the Beijing subway is a 
perfect representation of the existence of the peripheral city – the subway lines 
reach farther and farther in order to allow a conduit for workers to enter the city 
and allow them to feel as if they are still part of the city. 
        The ant tribe is communal. Because of their low-income backgrounds and 
dearth of connections within the city, ant tribe members move into haphazard 
units retrofitted from or tacked on to existing buildings, which are modified 
by landlords whom rent out cheap units to a larger quantity of people. These 
units are small and often accommodate more than multiple people, whom 

may be friends, casual acquaintances, or complete strangers. As a result, the ant 
tribe has learned to make the most of their few resources by sharing and living 
communally.7 Photo essays on the ant tribe show that their day to day domestic 
lives are comprised mostly of communal functions such as making meals, having 
social gatherings, or simply engaging a neighbor through completing a chore 
together (fig. 5). Programmatically, many domestic activities are redistributed in 
shared facilities such as communal kitchens and bathrooms. 
        The ant tribe is optimistic. Many members of the ant tribe are the first 
generation in their family to attend college, and the first generation to leave 
poorer rural areas and smaller cities for the large prosperous cities near China’s 
eastern coastline.8 They arrive in the city with not only the weight of their own 
hopes and dreams but also those of their parents and families whom remain at 
home. A survey in China Daily on why the ant tribe moves to Beijing provides 
a glimpse into how such hopes translate into feelings of optimism about their 
future lives in the city (fig. 6).9 Among the top reasons that fuel the ant tribe’s 
existence in the city are opportunities for work and learning, which account 

Opportunities for Learning

Opportunities for Work

Losing Face if I Left

A Better Life

Other Reasons

Family

My DreamsFigure 5. A landlord hosts a barbeque 
for residents on the roof. Photo from 
The China Watch. 

Figure 6. Reasons the ant tribe stays 
in Beijing. Data from China Daily. 

6 Yang Yang, “On the Way to Success - Ant Tribes in China” CRI English. 12 Mar 2010. Web. 4 Mar 2014.
7 Jason Lee. “Ant tribes’ living on the roof in Beijing” The China Watch. 1 Apr 2013. Web. 23 Jun 2013.

8 Andrew Jacobs, “China’s Army of Graduates Sruggles for Jobs” New York Times. 11 Dec 2010. Web. 13 Feb 2014.
9 Zhao Yanrong and Qian Yanfeng, “Ant Tribe” China Daily. 8 Dec 2009. Web. 20 Oct 2013.
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for more than three quarters of the responses. The rest of the reasons, including 
to pursue their dreams, to pursue a better life, and to avoid losing face (a 
Chinese term indicating shame) if they left, indicate how the ant tribe relies 
on maintaining an image of the ideal in their minds in order to keep looking 
forward. 
        The ant tribe is precarious. The last quality of the ant tribe, its precarity, 
is a condition that is widespread in various forms in the generation of youths 
entering adulthood in the 2010’s. This can be seen for example in young 
populations in Europe, in enclaves of large U.S. cities such as Brooklyn, and in 
Japan’s population of “freeters.”10 The ant tribe’s precarity arises out of the social 
pressures generated by China’s rapid move toward modernization. China’s laws 
and established customs make it difficult for migrant populations such as the 
ant tribe to find permanent footing in large cities.11 Because of uncertainties in 
their place in the city as well as their financial status, the ant tribe lives life day 
to day and is adaptable to change at a moment’s notice. In addition to its impact 
on the ant tribe’s pursuit of their goals, this precarity affects the ant tribe’s social 

behavior. Amongst groups of ant tribe members living together, people move 
in and out, find partners and break up, invite old friends to move in, and make 
new friends by chance. Such social relationships allow the ant tribe to be ready 
to face unpredictability and pursue any opportunity that comes along, but also 
requires that their living conditions be accommodating to such unconventional 
modes of behavior (fig. 7). 

Multifarious Collective
Like the ant tribe themselves, this thesis acknowledges the hardships of the 
realities they face, but also refuses to let such realities overtake their promise 
and ambition. In fact, this thesis asserts that the aforementioned qualities of 
the ant tribe can be mined through a new model of living which in turn will 
help further the ant tribe’s goals to gain success and identity in the city. An 
article written by Winston Ma in the World Economic Forum details three 
positive outlooks for the ant tribe’s future, which are in part dependent on their 
ambition and their ability to act collectively, and in part on China’s political and 

Figure 7. Ant tribe members move 
often and live precarious lives. Photo 
from Aboluowang.

Figure 8. This article from the World 
Economic Forum sees the future of 
the ant tribe in their ability to adapt 
to China’s changing economy. 

10 Kosugi Reiko, “Youth Employment in Japan’s Economic Recovery” Japan Focus. 11 May 2006. Web. 19 Apr 2014.
11 Andrew Jacobs, “China’s Army of Graduates Sruggles for Jobs” New York Times. 11 Dec 2010. Web. 13 Feb 2014.

12 Winston Wenyan Ma, “The Future of China’s Ant Tribe” World Economic Forum. 13 Mar 2010. Web. 20 Oct 
2013.
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economic transition (fig. 8).12 Ma describes how the ant tribe will increasingly 
be able to apply their skills towards jobs created through China’s pursuit of 
an innovation-based economy. Similarly, the ant tribe would be able to take 
advantage of the incentives created in such an economy to start their own 
business ventures. Ma’s final and most surprising assessment of why the ant 
tribe holds promise is in its ability to define what the “Chinese Dream” may 
be. Because of their first hand experience of China’s income disparity and their 
experience living with others, the ant tribe can lead China to a more sustainable 
growth model as it modernizes – one that considers how the concept of sharing 

can be factored into China’s unique brand of market capitalism (fig. 9). 
        With these traits of the ant tribe in mind, the thesis posits the ant tribe as a 
new type of contemporary collective subject that differs fundamentally from the 
modern collective subject. While the soviet avant garde was trying to define a 
singular collective that lived under the principles of socialist proletarian identity, 
the qualities that define the ant tribe (communal, hopeful, and precarious) have 
allowed them to form a multifarious collective – one that is driven by a wide 
range of skills, interests, goals, and dreams (fig. 10). A multifarious collective 
achieves individual goals through their ability to form collectives of varying sizes 
and intensities – ranging from finding a single roommate to help cover the rent, 
to forming a group of people with similar interests to develop a web start-up, to 
staging a wide-scale organized protest to demand better bus routes to the center 
of the city. Here, architecture is placed in an earnestly political role – to cultivate 
this new form of multifarious collective, both building on a way of life that the 
ant tribe has developed and also projecting towards how that way of life may 
help them find stability in the city. 

Precarious

Communal Hopeful

Figure 9. Ant tribe members have 
learned to work towards their own 
goals through sharing with others. 
Photo from The China Watch. 

Figure 10. A series of qualities defines 
the ant tribe as a “multivarious 
collective.”

“A multifarious collective achieves individual goals through their 
ability to form collectives of varying sizes and intensities – ranging 
from finding a single roommate to cover the rent, to forming a group 
of people to develop a web start-up, to staging a wide-scale protest to 
demand better bus routes to the center of the city.”
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Paradigm
Architecture defines a collective through the convergence of the utopian, 
pragmatic, performative, and symbolic. Each part needs to be considered in 
order for a work of architecture to enter this political dimension. The diagram 
can be split into two parts, with utopian and pragmatic falling under the 
category of “life” and performative and symbolic falling under the category of 
“geometry.”11 The word “life” indicates the desire of the architect to both better 
a population’s existing living conditions, but also offer them new models of 
living that better reflects their emerging place in society. The word “geometry” 
refers to the physical spaces and forms in which day to day life occurs, and the 
way they exert influence through both organization and aesthetics. 
        Each of the four aforementioned terms (utopian, pragmatic, performative, 
and symbolic) are deeply rooted in the architecture discipline, but they can also 
easily be translated into terms directly applicable in describing the sociology of 
the ant tribe. Utopian refers to the ant tribe’s pursuit of their dreams. Pragmatic 
refers to the necessity to ameliorate the harsh realities they face in their day to 

day lives. Performative refers to optimizing the ant tribe’s living, socializing, 
and working spaces. Finally, symbolic refers to the identity of the ant tribe in 
the city – both in their own eyes and in the eyes of others whom they come in 
contact with. The ant tribe is currently relegated to living in places that stifle 
their visible presence and sense of pride. Architecture can provide the physical 
material through which they construct and view their own presence in the city.
        The archetypal housing block is a perfect example of how architects have 
used these various attributes to augment a specific type of collective in their 
works. A few notable examples of this building type were created during the 
Soviet avant garde and in the decades following by other modernist architects. 
In each archetypal housing block, the architect defined a paradigm from the 
way they combined the utopian, pragmatic, performative, and symbolic in 
the design process (fig. 12). At Narkomfin, Ginzburg defined a paradigm by 
creating a communal block that absorbed all the domestic functions he relieved 
from the private unit, and giving it strong symbolic presence by separating 
it as its own volume, tethered to the living block by a corridor. At the Unite 

Utopic

Pragmatic

Performative SymbolicArchitecture Collective

Utopic/
Dreams

Pragmatic/
Reality

Performative/
Living Space

Symbolic/
Identity

Figure 11. The components that allow 
architecture to define a collective can 
be split into “life” and “geometry.”

Life

Geometry

13 Kenneth Frampton, Modern Architecture: A Critical History (London: Thames & Hudson, 2007), 174.
14 Alan Colquhoun, Modern Architecture (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 212.



          21

C
ul

tiv
at

e 
C

ol
le

ct
iv

e 
| P

os
iti

on
   

   
   

 

d’Habitation in Marseille,  Le Corbusier’s paradigm came in the form of an 
analogy to a modern machine – the ocean liner.14 Corbusier saw the mass of 
housing units as a vessel which floated above open space below and held specific 
collective functions on its roof deck above. Through this analogy, Corbusier 
at once defined a new organization of living and created a unique geometry to 
convey that way of life to the masses. 
        In creating a new paradigm, this thesis has also drawn inspiration from 
a vernacular Chinese dwelling type – the tulou, a precursor to the apartment 
block that was constructed in southern China starting in the 14th century 
and has lasted to present day. These earthen buildings are mostly round 
or rectangular in shape, and are built either individually in the landscape 
or in tight clusters. The largest remaining tulou, Chengqilou, was able to 
accommodate more than 80 families and around 400 people within its walls. 
The tulou is distinctive in its paradigm of creating an organization and image of 
communal life that is focused inwards, and projecting an image of strength and 
fortitude outwards. The building achieves this through a unique relationship 

between the mass of units and communal spaces – the two are intertwined and 
each shapes the other. The mass of units surrounds and shapes the void space in 
which communal life occurs, while the void defines the tectonics of the units as 
well as their relationship to one another. This reciprocal relationship serves as a 
starting point for the way this thesis approaches the mass of housing units and 
the way it generates different scales of collective space. The tulou have generated 
greater interest in recent years, most evident with the Chinese firm URBANUS 
updating the typology as a social housing complex in Guangzhou. 
     This thesis and its subsequent design iterations are embedded within the 
connective tissue between the utopian, pragmatic, performative, and symbolic 
and their implications for the ant tribe. An archetypal housing block is created 
specifically for the ant tribe population and the social, political, and physical 
context within which it emerges and grows. To accommodate a multifarious 
collective, this housing block takes on a multifarious building form, one 
that simultaneously harbors multiple scales of collective organization and 
representation, allowing the ant tribe to find their place in the city.  

Figure 12. Archetypal housing 
blocks have each defined their own 
paradigm of the relationship between 
mass (white) and collective (black.)
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Research

Research not only provides a resource of prior built (and 
un-built) work to inform the design of a project, it also 
establishes the historical and theoretical background which 
the project situates itself in, and therefore how the thesis 
positions itself in relation to the ideas of those whom have 
considered the same themes before. Research becomes 
even more critical in this thesis, due to the lack of a 
substantial body of work on establishing a theory of modern 
architecture in China. Therefore, the research presented 
here has the additional task of creating the lineage that the 
design project contributes to and advances. 
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The Communal House as Archetype: Narkomfin Revisited

     The Narkomfin Communal House, constructed in Moscow in 1930 and still 
standing today, is generating renewed interest amongst architects and academics 
for its undeniably rich historical value. Conceived following a period of political 
upheaval in the former Soviet Union, the building stands as a blueprint of the 
social, political, and economic conditions that allowed it to come to being. 
With the building standing as a remnant of a bygone era in the center of 
rapidly-modernizing Moscow, the focus has been on Narkomin’s symbolic role 
in lieu of its architectural impact. A simple question is often overlooked: did 
Narkomfin succeed in its intended purpose as a housing block? In one of the 
few written opinions on this question to be found, the architect Paul Reuber 
answers with a resounding “no.”1 In his article for The Canadian Architect titled 
“Moscow: Do Workers Prefer Cake,” Reuber proclaims that the neglect directed 
towards the Narkomfin as opposed to the perfect upkeep of ornate “Stalinist” 
apartment blocks built around the same time shows that people prefered to 
reside in the latter (fig. 1).  Rebuer writes that in post-revolution socialist 
Russia, people preferred to revel in their triumph through the riches of a lavish 

private realm, and that is why the stark aesthetics  and design of the Narkomfin 
building fell into disfavor. While Reuber is not incorrect in his observation 
of Narkomfin’s decay from disuse, he also glosses over the building’s most 
important intention – it was meant to condition and adapt people to a way of 
life that did not exist yet. The real judgment on Narkomfin’s success lies in this 
unprecedented mode of thinking about architecture’s role within society, and 
the resultant tectonic inventions that have since transcended their immediate 
physical and political context.
     Narkomfin was a building designed with extraordinary ambition in the form 
of both optimism and hubris – it sought to completely change the conception 
of the domestic realm for those who would live inside it. The building was 
created within a period of social transformation in the Soviet Union. Following 
the Russian revolution in 1917, which led to the installment of a Bolshevik 
government, architects worked to carry out the ideals of socialism as defined 
by Vladimir Lenin (fig. 2). This movement was in line with interwar modernist 
sentiments of architects in Europe to leverage architecture towards achieving a 

1 Paul Reuber, “Moscow: Do Workers Prefer Cake?” The Canadian Architect. Nov 1998. 40. 

Figure 1. The Narkomfin building 
has withstood time but is in poor 
condition. Image from The Canadian 
Architect.

Figure 2. Publications designed by Aleksei 
Gan (left) and El Lissitzky (right) convey 
the optimism with which architects 
approached post-revolution Russia. 
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utilitarian standard of living and to break away from tradition and style. With 
the political revolution fresh in their minds, Soviet architects saw themselves 
as part of an accompanying cultural revolution to carry through with the 
new forms of communal life that would transform society. It was in such an 
environment of productive dialogue between politics and the arts that the 
architect Moisei Ginzburg formed the Union of Contemporary Architects 
(OSA) to explore the possible forms of housing befitting a new socialist state.2 
Ginzburg and the OSA had a clear vision – architecture could play an active 
role in introducing people to a model of communal life. In the eyes of the OSA 

group, architecture was treated as a science that had tangible effects on human 
behavior, affording it a new kind of power. This gave Ginzburg the impetus and 
resources to focus his designs on organizational, spatial, and representational 
strategies with resultant housing units unlike any that have been seen before. 
These buildings were called the dom kommuna (communal houses), and 
Narkomfin was one of the most developed buildings of this typology (fig. 3).
     With the completion of Narkomfin in 1930 and the moving-in of the 
first residents, it seemed that architecture was poised to take on a vital role of 
implementing social change in the reform-hungry socialist state. Yet, nearly 
from Narkomfin’s inception, the building had already started to falter. Under 
the increasingly conservative culture of the burgeoning Stalinist state in the 
1930’s, the Narkomfin building was deemed to be too radical and the efforts 
of implementing socialism were redirected towards industrial collectivization 
rather than a reform of domestic life.3 The downfall of the communal spaces 
in the building followed the retraction of support from the political structure 
needed to sustain its intended way of life and maintain programs such as the 

Figure 3. The Narkomfin Building 
created a new model for collective living 
in a rising socialist state. Image from 
Sovremennaia Arkhitektura.

2 Alan Colquhoun, Modern Architecture. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 127. 3 Victor Buchli, An Archaeology of Socialism. (Oxford: Berg, 1999), 76. 

“Narkomfin was a building designed with extraordinary ambition 
in the form of both optimism and hubris – it sought to completely 
change the conception of the domestic realm for those who would live 
inside it. ”
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childcare center and canteen. As a result, the public spaces were either neglected 
or repurposed. The “public streets”, or corridors of the building, designed as an 
extension of the life within the unit, was never used. Later photos of the streets 
would show them in a state of abandonment – with water stains on the ceilings 
and the space unused (fig. 4). Furthermore, the open ground level was filled 
in with units to accommodate additional residents. Just as quickly as housing 
reform in the Soviet Union was ushered in, it was ushered back out, replaced by 
traditional bourgeois apartments, once again turning home life inwards to itself. 
     If Narkomfin failed not because its spaces were poorly conceived, but 
because the politics under which it was conceived turned against it, then 
the building’s success cannot be judged on its seeming disuse and rejection 
by the broader Soviet populace. Instead, a discussion of Narkomfin’s impact 
should be redirected to the architectural innovations that were resultant of an 
extraordinarily potent, albeit brief, elevating of the architect’s role in relation 
to politics and society. Out of this optimism of the architects practicing in that 
time, Narkomfin produced a series of tectonic archeypes that had enormous 

impact on the way that subsequent generations of architects conceived of 
domesticity in the city. These archetypes and the architectural possibilities they 
invoke are described in the remainder of the text. 

Archetypes
     The first of Narkomfin’s archetypes is the seemingly lowly unit – where 
Ginzburg concentrated his most intensive efforts for reform of the domestic 
sphere. In order to achieve the revolution that the government wished to 
invoke in the private realm, the OSA group decided that the living unit, the 
most private and well guarded space in bourgeois culture, must be redirected 
outwards towards society at large. This was to be achieved through moving 
many of the functions of the home into communal areas. Day-to-day activities 
such as eating, recreation, as well as child-caring were all seen as tasks to be 
carried out in the company and support of others. The goal of the OSA group 
was to eventually adapt everyone to this communal lifestyle, while the private 
dwelling is diminished into minimal units that serve only the functions of 

Figure 5. Narkomfin’s units were designed 
to direct a large part of domestic life into 
the communal spaces. Image from Town 
and Revolution, by Anatole Kopp.

Figure 4. The corridor was never used 
to its full potential. Image from Town 
and Revolution by Anatole Kopp. 
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sleeping and studying, each housing one or two people (fig. 5). However, the 
architects of the OSA group were very much aware of their roles as reformers in 
the beginning stages of a cultural revolution – the majority of people were still 
accustomed to living within private and segregated homes, and were unfamiliar 
with sharing spaces and duties with people outside of their immediate families. 
In accordance to the goal of creating social condensers, Narkomfin was thought 
of as a “doma perekhodnogo tipa” (house of a transitional type), where the 
architecture acted to prepare people for a transition from the bourgeois lifestyle 
to a socialist lifestyle.4 In accordance with this goal, the OSA group developed a 
series of apartment types to be deployed in all communal homes. These became 
known as the K and F units. 
     To redirect private life towards the communal world at large, Ginzburg and 
the OSA group designed both the K and F units to be small and frugal. This 
in turn allowed Ginzburg to re-conceptualize the private dwelling towards 
maximizing the quality of life within a compact living space. This was achieved 
primarily through the formal innovation of a split level apartment. In section, 

each apartment takes on the shape of an L, and interlock so that the central 
void becomes the access corridor (fig. 6). The larger of the two unit types, 
the K unit, preserves the same functions as the pre-revolutionary bourgeois 
apartment model (fig. 7). However, the sectional quality of the K unit sets 
the formal condition for introducing spatial hierarchy into the dwelling unit, 
breaking the bourgeois apartment free of its compartmentalized arrangement. 
The apartment includes a very small kitchen area, as well as two bedrooms. 
However, the emphasis is on the more communal areas of the home. The living 
room is a double height space that extends into the sleeping spaces above – 
creating a visual connection between the two zones of the apartment. The living 
room is given the bulk of the apartment floor area – and from the more public 
space one does not feel detached from the more private space. On the second 
level, the view is preserved through the entire length of the apartment – the 
large windows on either side drawing the space to the exterior, connecting 
the resident with the surrounding context. The K unit not only assigns each 
function of the home a different volume, but also ties these functions back 

4 Anatole Kopp, “Creating Social Condensers for Our Time” Constructivist Architecture in the USSR. (London: 
Garden House Press, 1970), 71. 

Figure 7. This plan shows a single 
K type unit. Image from Town and 
Revolution by Anatole Kopp. 

Figure 6. The units in Narkomfin 
interlock around an access corridor. 
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together through an orchestration of hierarchical views. The archetypal role 
of the K unit results from the way it frees the bourgeois apartment from its 
constraints and diminishes the confined dimensions of a modern apartment 
through the use of architectural form, space, and material. 
     The F unit, which operates in a similar way to the K unit, was designed with 
an even tighter footprint than the K unit (fig. 8). The F unit is conceptualized 
as a singular, rectangular space that is differentiated through sectional shifts (fig. 
9). These sectional shifts are mediated by two short stairwells. As one enters the 
F unit, he or she encounters a stairwell leading into the main living space. In 
the main living space, a second stairwell doubles back into the sleeping space. 
By placing the entrance, the living space, and the sleeping space on separate 
levels, an illusion of spatial variation is created in what would normally be 
seen as a confining box. In addition, the placement of units above and below 
a single-loaded corridor allows each unit to extend across the whole depth of 
the building block. A large window occupies each end wall, pulling the space 
through both directions to the landscape beyond. Victor Buchli writes in 

An Archaeology of Socialism that the connection of views through the large 
windows evoked a sense of projecting the home into the outside world, placing 
an emphasis on the relationship between the individual and the communal 
world at large.5 In other words, the apartment is designed so that its residents 
feel like they are in a space larger than the physical reality. 
     Both the K and F units became archetypes under the demands of a modern 
architectural movement that increasingly necessitated small units, an economy 
of materials, and efficiency in organization and access. In addition, the new way 
of life prompted by these unit types pushed forward architectural possibilities– 
redefining the domestic functions and their relationships within the plan that 
had stayed stagnant for centuries. 
     Narkomfin’s archetypes are not only found at the unit scale, but also 
come into focus as the building scales up. One such archetype is the skip-
stop corridor which provides access to the units (fig. 9). The L-shaped unit 
decreases the number of access corridors to one per every three floors, further 
conserving material resources and optimizing organization within the building. 

Figure 9. The F unit is designed as one 
single elongated volume with living spaces 
distributed over different levels. This drawing 
also shows the corridor that the unit sits 

Figure 8. These plans show two separate F type units, 
one sitting below the interior street and one sitting 
above the interior street. Both units are acessed from 
the second level. Image from Town and Revolution. 
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Programmatically, this move results in a concentration of a greater number 
of access points into a smaller area – which supports the ambition for the 
space to accommodate the extension of family life into the communal realm. 
Narkomfin’s corridors were designed by Ginzburg as public streets, where it 
was envisioned that neighbors could gather and carry out domestic duties in 
the company of others. To ensure that the architecture supported this purpose, 
Gingzburg gave the corridors ample light by incorporating a continuous 
horizontal band of windows. The repetitive column grid further reinforced a 
sense of unity and uniformity in the space, lending it a quality of egalitarianism. 
Instead of neglecting the corridor as a byproduct of the building’s functions, 
Ginzburg sought to broaden the space’s architectural potential, elevating it 
beyond its role as circulation into a space that could further contribute to the 
quality of life within the building. 
     A final archetype of Narkomfin occurs at the scale of the entire building – 
the articulation of the separate communal block. Unlike the other archetypes, 
which focus on organization, this archetype focuses on the communicative 

potential of representative form. Ginzburg instrumentalizes the design of 
the communal block as a powerful symbol to convey Narkomfin’s socialist 
aspirations. This is achieved by distinguishing the form of the block containing 
individual units from the block containing the communal spaces. The 
communal block is tethered to the living block via a bridge that extends from 
a horizontal bands of windows on the living block, simultaneously suggesting 
a separation and a connectedness between the two components of the building 
(fig. 10). Programmatically, the communal block contained a gymnasium with 
changing facilities, chid-care areas, a dining room, a rest area, a reading room 
and a kitchen. In contrast to the elongated reading of the living block, the 
communal block takes on a cubed form and has a uniform facade of gridded 
glazing that stretches from the ground floor to the top floor, so that the form 
reads as a singular container for the collective activities to take place within 
(fig. 11). On the other hand, the living block appears to float, suggesting that 
private life is always subservient to communal space (fig. 10). Metaphorically 
and functionally, the outdoor ground plane, the roof garden, as well as the 

Figure 10. The living block is tethered 
to the communal block, and appears to 
float in the communal landscape. Image 
from Zhilishche by Moisei Ginzburg. 

Figure 11. The communal block is 
distinguished by its cubed form and 
gridded facade. Image from Journal 
of Society of Architetural Historians. 
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forestry of the site which surround the living block combine to represent the 
greater collective. By creating this distinction between the living block and the 
communal block, Ginzburg was able to not only create a visual display of the 
socialist ideals underlying the building’s construction, but also invoke a re-
conceptualization of how the public spaces of a housing block may be conceived 
of and organized in relation to the private living spaces. 

Conclusion
     The architects whom envisioned Narkomfin and other communal houses in 
the 1920’s put in motion ambitious plans of social reform in conjunction with 
the political context they were operating within. With this move, architecture 
acquired a new kind of potential – a single building could become a catalyst 
for improving and reforming the lives of entire populations. Such an agenda 
pushed the boundaries of architectural experimentation conducted by the 
OSA group. While this experimentation was short lived in the Soviet context, 
it opened up areas of agency for architecture far beyond its original confines. 

The self-imposed restraints that the F and K units turned into architectural 
opportunities were harbingers of the concerns that would confront urban living 
models in the decades to come. Consequently, many urban housing unit types 
today can trace its tectonic components back to the Narkomfin - an example 
being the widespread proliferation of studio apartments that use the L-shaped 
loft form. The archetype of the corridor as a street for communal activity was 
appropriated by architects designing housing blocks in other contexts. Alison 
and Peter Smithson expanded and focused on this idea in the form of ‘streets 
in the sky’ in their design for Robin Hood Gardens (fig. 12). Narkomfin’s 
archetype of articulating individual and collective functions through form has 
been widely influential to architects seeking to augment the role of communal 
spaces in the housing block. Following the footsteps of the OSA group, Chinese 
architects in the 1950’s built several model urban communes which articulated 
the relationship between the individual and collective in a similar manner. 
The plan of the Hongshunli socialist house shows a ring of units broken by 
a large communal canteen that formally asserts its importance and centrality 

Figure 13. The Hongshunli socialist 
house also articulated a communal form 
against the mass of units. Image from 
Modern Urban Housing in China. 

Figure 12. Alison and Peter Smithson 
designed ‘streets in the sky’, similar to 
Ginzburg’s conceptulization of the corridor. 
Image from Tower Hamlets Local History. 
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to the life within the building (fig. 13). Perhaps the most direct example 
of Narkomfin’s impact can be seen in Le Corbusier’s design for the Unite 
d’Habitation in Marseille, constructed some 22 years later in 1952. Corbusier 
studied the Narkomfin and expanded on its innovations in the Unite. His 
building also includes split level apartments, corridors that doubled as streets, 
as well as articulated communal spaces in the form of expressive shapes on the 
rooftop (fig. 14 and 15). The Unite’s success and widespread replication proves 
Narkomfin’s influence and life beyond its perceived failed beginnings.

     The lesson of Narkomfin resurfaces today, becoming particularly relevant 
for a growing architectural testing ground in developing cities in Asia and 
South America – where a mix of reform-minded politics and a dire need for 
housing necessitates a re-invention of forms of domesticity for the 21st century. 
Narkomfin’s ultimate success lies not only in its tectonic inventions for new 
modes of urban living, but also in the model of architectural practice it inspired 
- claiming an active political role for architects and allowing them to be both in 
service of society and to advance the cultural constructs befitting that society.

“Narkomfin’s ultimate success lies not only in its tectonic inventions 
for new modes of urban living, but also in the model of architectural 
practice it inspired - claiming an active political role for architects 
and allowing them to be both in service of society and to advance the 
cultural constructs befitting that society.”

Figure 14. Le Corbusier incorprated 
formally expressive communal spaces, 
including the rooftop kindergarten 
shown here, in the Unite d’Habitation.  

Figure 15. Le Corbusier expanded on the 
idea of the F and K units to create a new 
dwelling type for the Unite d’ Habitation. 
Image from Fondation Le Corbusier. 
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Location: Moscow, Russia
Year: 1930

Narkomfin

1. Dwelling unit
2. Internal “streets”
3. Communal block with dining hall and 
childcare facilities
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Proletariat Unit: A Study of Collective Housing in China

Rapid urbanization due to growing population, especially in developing 
countries, calls for contemporary architecture to address issues associated 
with density through the form of collective housing. In such typologies, the 
relationship between the individual dwelling unit and the larger whole becomes 
crucial – each satisfies its own set of demands at their respective scales but 
cannot function in disregard to each other. The research portion of this thesis 
examines this relationship through a focused analysis of collective housing in 
China, particularly for the proletariat class. This typology is an overlooked topic 
for current architectural explorations, and strains under its current inadequacies. 
Solutions for such housing would not only help ease the grievances of millions 
of workers in China, but also serve as models for living in a global context under 
the fast approaching dominance of urbanization.  
        The study chronologically revolves around the rise of the proletariat in 
China in the second half of the 20th century. This occurrence was accompanied 
by architecture that would satisfy the needs of these workers in the domestic 
sphere. Such buildings, envisioned in the early period of implementing idealist 

worker collectives by the government, were naturally driven by a belief in 
architecture’s capabilities to shape society (fig. 1). Adhering to economical 
frugality and socialist ideology, architects and planners stripped their designs 
to the bare mininum necessary to achieve their goals – the resultant buildings 
serving as ideal case studies to understand and derive models that could be 
applied as lessons for housing today. By producing a catalogue of drawings 
of different collective proletarian housing types created during, before, and 
after this time, a consistent mode of comparison is developed across scales, 
starting with the individual dwelling unit through to the building block. The 
information gleaned from this comparison can serve to inform the hastily built 
worker’s housing that proliferate Chinese manufacturing centers today (fig. 2). 
The potential of this research lies in the obtained knowledge and its capabilities 
to project towards forms of collective housing that can meet the rising 
challenges of urbanization facing contemporary cities, claiming architectural 
agency once again for the organization and represenation of space and form. 

Figure 1. Anhualou was a model 
urban commune for workers 
constructed in Beijing. Image from 
Modern Urban Housing in China. 

Figure 2. Current worker housing in 
China is in dire need of improvement 
through design. Photo by Edward 
Burtynsky.
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“Laborers and intellectuals are prevented from following the 
profound injunctions of the family; they use, every day, the brilliant 
and actively efficient tools of the era, but they do not have the 
option of putting them to work for themselves. Nothing is more 
discouraging, more maddening. Nothing is ready. Well might we 
write: Architecture or Revolution.”1 - Le Corbusier

“The architecture of the large city depends essentially on the solution 
given to two factors: the elementary cell and the urban organism 
as a whole. The single room as the constituent element of the 
habitation will determine the aspect of the habitation, and since 
the habitations in turn form blocks, the room will become a factor 
of urban configuration, which is architecture’s true goal.2 - Ludwig 
Hiberseimer

The Russian revolution of 1917 gave rise to an upheaval of national policy 
towards one that supported a proletarian collective. This in turn afforded 
extraordinary levels of agency to architects practicing within that context, 
leading to the formation of the Union of Contemporary Architects (OSA), 
whose members pursued an agenda of reforming worker housing to accustom 
people to the new ideals of a socialist society (fig. 3). The resultant buildings 
sought to change the very foundations of the home, favoring the design of 
apartment blocks that reduced the individual dwelling and facilitated the 
communalization of domestic activities such as cooking, dining, recreation, and 
child-caring, so that men and women alike stood equal as laborers. The OSA 
group approached their objectives with a methodological output of research 
and subsequent construction, concentrating on a close reading of spatial 
configuration in the dwelling unit and its relation to communal spaces. 
        Such ideas spread to China, whom in the early 20th century was 
experiencing its own revolution. A fluid exchange of political and economical 
ideology between the two communist neighbors influenced Chinese architects 

Figure 4. Chinese architects in the 
1950’s created their own versions of 
communal worker housing. Image 
from Ego/Structure, Red Dwellings.

Figure 3. The OSA group designed buildings 
such as Narkomfin to reform housing for 
workers. Image from Narkomfin Communal 
House in Moscow by Victor Buchli. 

1 Le Corbusier, “Architecture or Revolution” Le Corbusier, Toward an Architecture. (Los Angeles: Getty Publications, 
2007), 291-307. 

2 Ludwig Hilberseimer, Grossstadt-Architektur = L’architettura Della Grande Città. Napoli: CLEAN, 1981. 



36

to envision their own forms of proletariat living (fig. 4). Architects practiced 
under the motto of “socialist content and national form”, deriving from the 
Soviet model unique building forms that served the Chinese worker, most 
notably exemplified in the various “people’s communes” that arose in the 1950’s, 
which combined minimal dwelling units with large communal dining canteens 
and club facilities. 
        Today, the urban architectural relics of the communist era are mostly 
repurposed or demolished, giving way to the privatized high rise living which 
exemplify China’s growing importance in a global capitalist economy (fig. 5). 
However, the rapid expansion of China’s export machine to feed the insatiable 
demands of overseas consumption has given rise to a new proletariat force 
numbering in the hundreds of millions – the migrant workers. They’ve arrived 
en masse from inland China to the large manufacturing centers of the coast. 
In their new homes, they find themselves marginalized and living in grievous 
conditions – box shaped dorm rooms lined with metal bunk beds and lockers. 
Their lives revolve between the factory floor and the only space they can 

call their own - bunk beds cordoned off with a cloth curtain. Suddenly, Le 
Corbusier’s famous 1924 call for architects to quell the growing ire of a swelling 
worker population devoid of adequate housing has never seemed more relevant. 
        In response, Proletariat Unit resuscitates the forms of worker housing 
envisioned alongside the goals of creating an utopist worker collective in the 
lineage of communism from the Soviet Union to China (fig. 6). A close reading 
of these buildings (along with several historical Chinese models for collective 
living that were in use during that time) will explore how the individual 
dwelling unit operates both as a stand-alone and within a larger collective.  The 
study will opportunistically exploit the ability of collective habitation to provide 
adequate living space for a large number of people defined by shared conditions 
or goals. 

Context
The time of study begins in 1949, coinciding with the end of the Chinese 
Civil War, the installment of the Communist Party of China as the sole ruling 

Figure 5. Housing in China today is 
dominated by mass housing blocks 
with little differentiation. Photo by 
Michael Wolf. 

Figure 6. Drawings of the Suicheng commune 
places architecture in the forefront of 
envisioning an ideal worker collective. Image 
from Jianzhuxuebao.
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political body and the founding of the People’s Republic of China by Mao 
Zedong. Similar to how the Russian revolution of 1917 afforded the architects 
there to envision new forms of living for a new socialist society, it is in the same 
early period of communist China that the study finds its most potent examples. 
The period of study does not go beyond 1976, when the death of Mao Zedong 
allowed for Deng Xiaoping to implement the economic reforms that has led to 
the rule of the country under the purpose of “market socialism.” 
 
Methodology
The main method of study is through the drawing – in order to create a 
consistent mode of comparison across different scales, starting with the 
individual dwelling unit through to the building block or masterplan (fig. 7 
and 8). Whereas previous studies of housing with consideration to its political 
aspirations considers its smallest scale of study to be that of the planned 
community, this study reverses that notion by placing the emphasis on the 
dwelling unit, allowing for a close reading of space and its effects on residents. 

The study extracts the underlying ideas of organization that draw out paths of 
comparison from the dwelling unit through to its aggregation on a larger scale. 
The research is presented in an accessible and simplified visual format so that it 
can convey the potential of architectural form to a broad audience, and be used 
as models from which new ideas can be generated. 

Figure 8. The Suicheng commune was 
planned out at an urban scale. Image from 
Jianzhuxuebao.

Figure 7. Designs for the Fanyu commune 
show a wide range of building configurations 
and their relation to unit types. Image from 
Jianzhuxuebao.
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Location: Fujian Province    
Year: 14th Century - Current

The Tulou are vernacular dwelling types constructed between the 14th and early 
20th centuries in Fujian, China. Although they were not conceived during the 
same political environment of the other buildings studied, a large majority of 
them were in use during the proletarian movement in China, and functioned as 
people’s communes. 
        The insular nature of the Tulou fostered a tight knit community within its 
thick walls. Families did not only share use of public facilities and an ancestral 
hall in the center of the courtyard: since the typical functions of a home were 
divided across different floors, they had to use the public open-air passageways 
to move from one room of their homes to another. Much like in Bentham’s 
Panopticon, residents of the Tulou were in constant view of each other, and this 
helped reinforce their lifestyles as resembling that of one large unified family.

21

Tulou 土楼

1. Ancestral hall
2. Library
3. Dwelling unit

3
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Location: Shanghai       
Year: 1920’s - Current

The Longchang building, in Shanghai, was constructed originally in the early 
20th century as a police station. It was eventually converted into an apartment 
complex, and serves as a model of amplified collective living - the dwelling units 
face a circulation loop that encircles an open courtyard, which host all types of 
activities and programs. The building still exists in Shanghai today, elevated to 
the status of a historical landmark. 

Longchang Building 隆昌公寓

3

1

2

1. Dwelling unit
2. Circulation core
3. Entrance to courtyard from street
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1. Dwelling unit
2. Courtyard
3. Public streets

Location: Shanghai       
Year: 1840’s - Current

The lilong is a form of urban row housing that first appeared in Shanghai in 
the 1840’s and continued to develop according to the shifting demands of city 
residents until the early 1950’s. It was one of the first forms of mass commodity 
housing to develop in China. In Chinese, “li” means neighborhood and “long” 
means lanes. As such, the units were organized to feed into side lanes that fed 
into main lanes, which served not only as circulation but also as the social and 
economical hubs of the neighborhoods. Housing units along the perimeter 
and some within the interior of a lilong neighborhood served as shops and 
home businesses that provided various goods and services to the residents. The 
proximity to an active street life and amenities enriched the close knit social 
fabric of the settlement. 
         The lilong underwent various changes of width, height, and interior 
configurations in response to changing economic conditions and demographics 
in Shanghai. The type drawn above, known as the new shi-ku-men lilong, was 
built in large quantities in the 1940’s to accommodate the astronomical growth 
in numbers of manufacturing workers in the city. This particular type of lilong 

valued above all spatial economy - restricting the footprint to the width of one 
room, but still preserving the characteristic courtyard in the front that fed into 
the public lane. In later and even harsher economic periods of the 60’s and 70’s, 
several families would share the use of one lilong. 
        Today, lilongs are fast becoming left behind in history in the wake of 
Shanghai’s rapid rise in property values. They are either being demolished to 
make way for new developments or repurposed as historical relics ironically 
serving the very source of their destruction in commercial developments such as 
Xintiandi.

3

2

1

Lilong 里弄
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Location: Shanghai    
Year: 1950 - Current

Caoyang Village is one of the first planned workers’ settlements in Shanghai that 
underwent several phases of expansion from the early 1950’s up to the 1970’s. 
The first phase of the settlement was completed in late 1951 and was located at 
the center of the allocated site. The housing blocks were comprised of two story 
buildings formed out of combinations of two, three, or four modules. Forty 
eight buildings containing a total of 167 of these modules were completed, 
providing living space for 1002 households. 
        Each module was built for six workers’ families, with three families 
occupying each floor. Two families each had one bedroom to use as private 
living space, while a third larger family was given use of a one-and-half bedroom 
space. The three families shared a kitchen and two toilets on each floor, 
separated from the private living space by a corridor and stairwell. As the private 
spaces were minimal, the shared public space on each floor, including the 
corridor, was put to frequent use as additional storage and socializing space. In 
addition, the protrusion of the kitchen in plan allocated a space for a front yard 
outside each living module, which was used for outdoor washing and laundry. 

        The inception of the Caoyang worker’s village was accompanied by the 
construction of a series of public buildings. The housing blocks were organized 
in plan similar to a curved fishbone, surrounding the central public facilities, 
which included a kindergarten and primary school, an assembly hall, library, 
bathhouse, coop shop, as well as indoor and outdoor markets. The village 
was officially named Caoyang Village One on August 12th, 1953, signifying 
its status as the first development out of many others to come as part of the 
Caoyang settlement.

2

1

Caoyang Village One 曹杨一村

1. Dwelling unit
2. Shared kitchen, toilets, and yard
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1. Dwelling unit
2. Communal restroom
3. Open air passageway

Location: Hebei Province     
Year: 1958 - ?

Suicheng People’s Commune 遂城人民公社

2

3

1

Suicheng People’s Commune was a proposal for an apartment building in 
Xushui, Hebei, in 1958. The building is an example of a common form of 
apartment building that was implemented in many rural people’s communes 
built around that time. Common characteristics of such buildings include 
the relatively minimal footprint and height, as well as the arragement of units 
along single loaded corridors that were open to the exterior. In the case of the 
Suicheng building, there were twelve units spread over two floors. The building 
pursued the ideals of the worker’s commune to the full extent, as each unit is 
devoid of a private living room, kitchen, and bathroom. As such, all cooking 
and eating were to take place in a canteen situated separately from the living 
units, usually planned to be built in the center of a cluster of residential units 
that housed enough people to be served by one canteen. 
        Rural communes such as Suicheng spread their residents among such 
apartment buildings in planned communities that drew ideological inspiration 
from the neighborhood unit concept of Clarence Perry and the microdistrict 
concept developed by Soviet architects. Such communes were organized around 

public facilities that served an immediate population, which in turn revolved 
around another central town that provided public amenities that served a larger 
population. The rural communes formalized according to radial proximities 
of housing units to public facilities for living and working. As a result of this 
potential for multiple clustering, the communes were planned to populations 
numbering in the tens of thousands. 
        Daily life was emphasized on the collective, with public bulidings such as 
nurseries, kindergartens, schools, social halls, canteens, sports fields, and gardens 
making up for the lack of private family life. Workers were grouped according 
to the type of jobs they held - and housed in proximity to the factory or fields 
they worked at. Women were to be freed from domestic chores and the care of 
the young and the elderly, and were expected to join in the proletariat workforce 
equally as men. 
        Much like the F-Unit in the Narkomfin, this commune type sought to 
break down the family unit in favor of a worker collective through minimizing 
the private interior and re- directing life to the communal exterior.
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Location: Guangdong Province     
Year: 1959 - ?

The design of the Panyu People’s Commune in Guangdong province was 
featured in the 1959-2 issue of Jianzhuxuebao , a scholarly paper for architecture 
published in China since 1954. As the people’s commune movement gained 
traction in 1958, there was an explosion of articles in the journal covering topics 
of new construction of the typology, primarily as new village in outskirts of 
cities or rural areas. For the Panyu commune, the architects drew up designs 
for a series of low-rise housing blocks featuring minimal private dwelling units 
clustered around shared public facilities. The commune provided housing 
for approximately 6232 residents in 1787 households, with housing, public 
facilities, and light industry stretching along a main road that formed a 
boundary between a more rugged topography and a large swatch of flat crop 
fields. In each of the housing blocks, families on the same floor shared use of a 
kitchen, restroom, as well as flexible community meeting rooms. Much like the 
Suicheng commune, the housing units were accessed via an open air passageway, 
suitable for the warmer climate of Guangdong province. The layout of the 
housing block profiled in detail in the journal forms a orthogonal zig-zag shape 

that results in the creation of two courtyards, presumably used for outdoor 
activities such as clothes laundering and gardening. The majority of private 
rooms were fairly economical, being comprised of two rooms in a linear layout. 
Such rooms were to designed to provide accommodation for 2 to 3 people. The 
back room served as a bedroom, while the front room served the purpose of a 
living room but in some cases doubled as a bedroom as well. 
        The architects and planners of the Panyu commune did not stop with the 
design of a single repeatable housing block. As evidenced in the journal, they 
drew up plans for a series of housing block layouts, using a kit of parts of private 
dwelling units that varied somewhat in size but for the most part conformed to 
either a 2 room linear configuration or a 3 room l shaped configuration. The 
housing blocks, while varied in plan, shared the characteristic of arranging a 
series of public rooms either in the center or on the end(s) of the housing block. 
The design of the Panyu commune revealed an ambition and acknowledgment 
to flexible living arrangements, but always keeping in mind the relation of the 
private dwelling unit to the shared public facilities. 

Panyu People’s Commune 番禺人民公社

2

1

1. Dwelling unit
2. Public meeting rooms, 
kitchens, and rooms
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1. Dwelling unit
2. Club facilities
3. Ground level canteen

Location: Beijing   
Year: 1960 - Current

Anhua Lou was constructed in Beijing in May 1960, following Mao Zedong’s 
proclamation that “People’s communes are good,” during the height of the 
Great Leap Forward. The people’s commune movement proliferated in the 
countryside but eventually made their way to the cities, where they manifested 
in the design of a “high rise commune.” 
        The building’s organization exemplifies many of the ideal reforms for 
the worker’s domestic realm in striivng towards a stronger communist society. 
People’s communes sought to create cohesive communities of laboreres whom 
shared their home and work lives. Most were organized around a basic unit 
of 2,000 people - the ideal number served by one dining canteen. Children 
and the elderly were to be taken care of by the community, and housework 
such as washing and sewing were also to be carried out in the company of 
others. Therefore, Anhua Lou did not include any kitchens in the individual 
living units. Instead, the entire first floor served as a canteen which served the 
building’s residents. Club facilities occupied the center of floors two through 
eight, and the top floor served as an additional meeting room. Other amenities 

included a general store, a collective washroom, a kindergarten, and a gym. 
        The building was one of three official model commune buildings 
constructed in Beijing - the other two have since been demolished. A 2011 
article in the Global Times featured an interview with Shang Wenjiang, whom 
has lived in the building for fifty years. His lamentations of the loss of the 
sense of community in the building echoes how out of place Anhua Lou’s once 
socialist goals seem amid Beijing’s fast changing economic and social landscapes. 
He reminisces about the days when the residents lived as one family, celebrating 
weddings and mourning funerals together and helping each other with chores. 
He says, “We never used to lock our doors and it was okay. Now we barely 
know our neighbors.”1 

1

3

Anhua Lou 安化楼

2

1 Xuyang Jingjing, “Commitment and Ideology Revisited” Global Times. 26 Sept 2011. Web. 4 Nov 2013.
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1. Dwelling unit
2. Ground level canteen

Location: Beijing       
Year: 1960 - 2013

Constructed in 1960 as part of the urban commune movement, Fusuijing 
Mansion was one of three model housing blocks realized in the city of Beijing, 
along with Anhualou and another now demolished building. Unlike Anhualou, 
Fusuijing is organized in a distinctive zig-zag shape. Similar to Anhualou, the 
ground floor contained a huge dining canteen, kitchen, and other collective 
spaces. 

2

Fusuijing Mansion 福绥境大楼

1





publicnessunit plan

1m 5m 10m

64

Location: Tianjin 
Year: 1958 - ?

Hongshunli Big Socialist House was conceived in 1958 along with the wave 
of interest in people’s communes during that year as described within several 
previous case studies. Initiated by the residents of the Hongshunli neighborhood 
in Tianjin, a major city not far from Beijing in Northeast China, the commune 
started with the construction of a dining hall and kindergarten. After receiving 
the encouragement of visiting vice chairman Liu Shaoqi, a plan was created 
to construct a multi-floor block housing building, which was published in the 
1958-10 issue of Jian zhu xue bao (Architectural Journal.) In the journal, the 
building was described literally as a “big socialist family.” It is easy to see how 
the building sought to achieve that in looking at the plan. 
        The units aggregated around a large central courtyard, which was opened 
to exterior entry by pulling the two sides of the building slightly apart. All 
possible programs that could be collectivized were absorbed into the shared 
facilities of the building. Each housing unit included two bedrooms and a 
small balcony, while the public areas included dining halls, kitchens, restrooms, 
workshops, storage space, and facilities for the care of children and the 

elderly. Private living area only accounted for less than 40% of the built area, 
while collective living and circulation space occupied the remaining 60%. 
As such, the designers of the commune were afforded more liberty to define 
specific programs within the large amount of public space – rooms such as 
“breastfeeding room”, “needle-working room”, and “bank” appeared in the 
floor plan. Perhaps in alignment with the tradition of naming buildings after 
favorable phrases stemming from imperial China, several rooms were called 
the “court of prosperity.” Despite the ambiguity of their functions, it is clear 
that these rooms were emblematic of the idealized notion of communal living 
spreading throughout the country at the time.

Hongshunli People’s Commune 鸿顺里社会主义大家庭

1. Dwelling unit
2. Communal spaces
3. Canteen

1

2
3
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1. Unit
2. Outdoor passageways
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Location: Shanxi Province       
Year: 1959 - Current

Dazhai became a model village in China during the 1960’s, mostly for the 
purported achievements of its residents in not only agriculture but various 
engineering feats. The idea that such a well maintained village could develop 
out of the collective hard work of its residents was exactly the type of model 
that government officials were trying to replicate throughout the country under 
the banner of the people’s commune. A large portion of Dazhai’s residents lived 
in “train-like” housing, which developed out of a combination of dispersed 
vernacular cave dwelling typologies and modern demands for economical and 
dense living. Rows of housing were built two levels high onto a gently sloping 
hill, so that at each level two rows of housing opened out to an exterior street. 
The smaller streets connected to a larger sloped street that led residents into the 
central town plaza.

2

1

Dazhai 大寨



2



1. Dwelling unit
2. Shared domestic rooms
3. Circulation core
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Location: Shanghai      
Year: 1975 - Present

The Caoyang pinpoint blocks were constructed in a later stage of the 
development of the worker’s settlement in Shanghai. The blocks signified 
a number of trends to emerge in housing construction later on in China – 
apartments with their own kitchens and bathrooms and taller buildings. Even 
level of a pinpoint block contained three separate units clustered like a pinwheel 
around a central stairwell. Although each unit contained its own kitchen and 
bathroom, which is a departure from earlier worker housing, the facilities were 
still often times shared by the two or three families that occupied each unit. The 
compact size of the housing block meant that it could be constructed on smaller 
and more irregular lots, which allowed it to be inserted into various locations 
in the Caoyang masterplan that could not accommodate larger housing blocks. 
Thus, the pinpoint block served as sort of an infill building among the greater 
uniformity of the village.

Caoyang Pinpoint Block 曹杨村

2

1

3





70



C
ul

tiv
at

e 
C

ol
le

ct
iv

e 
| P

os
iti

on
   

   
   

 

71



72



          73



74



          75



76



          77



78



          79



80



          81



82



          83



84



          85



86



          87



88



          89



90



          91



92



          93



94



          95

C
ul

tiv
at

e 
C

ol
le

ct
iv

e 
| R

es
ea

rc
h 

   
   

   

p 71. Anhualou urban commune from street.
p 72. Circulation area in Anhualou. 
p 73. Communal kitchen in Anhualou. 
p 74. Rooftop of Anhualou. 
p 75. View of Fusuijing within neighborhood. 
p 76. View of Fusuijing facade from inside. 
p 77. View inside abandoned unit in Fusuijing. 
p 78. Public streets in Caoyang village one. 
p 79. A shared kitchen in Caoyang village one. 
p 80. View of a street within Lilong settlement. 
p 81. Street life within a Lilong settlement. 
p 82. View of Lilong front doors. 

p 83. View of a street within Lilong settlement.  
p 84. Looking out over the courtyard of Longchang.
p 85. An outdoor corridor in Longchang. 
p 86. The interior facade of Longchang. 
p 87. Looking towards the central stair in Longchang. 
p 88. View from entrance into a Tulou. 
p 89. View of shared living room in Tulou at night.
p 90. View out of Tulou courtyard. 
p 91. View within Tianluokeng Tulou cluster. 
p 92. View inside Chengqilou Tulou. 
p 93. View inside Chengqilou Tulou. 
p 94. View over Tianluokeng Tulou cluster.  

Captions for Preceding Images
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Project

The project is presented as a series of axon drawing vignettes 
that describe the ant tribe members’ lives in the proposed 
housing block. The use of the axon drawing shows the 
intimate relation of life to the architecture that supports 
it.The drawings increase in scale in accordance with the 
scales of collectivity that organize life in the building. 
These scales are also the archetypes of the design - tectonic 
inventions that stand alone and provoke new ways of 
thinking about how the housing block may be conceived in 
China and beyond. 

          97
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The Multifarious Housing Block: One Building, Multiple Archetypes

The design project builds on two principles that are essential to tying the social 
to the tectonic – the creation of organization and identity – through a single 
leading architectural device – form. In the design of an archetypal housing block 
for the ant tribe, this thesis invents the idea of the multifarious form, which 
frees the housing block from its current restraints to address the particular needs 
of the ant tribe (fig. 1).  
        The housing block, particularly in the contemporary Chinese city, is 
besieged. It is restrained by a unit-whole dichotomy and a loss of form and 
identity to the principles of standardization, efficiency, and individualization. 
A multifarious form accommodates not just one organization of life, but 
can operate simultaneously at increasingly large scales. These different scales 
correspond directly to the way the ant tribe organizes in groups of varying sizes 
to live, work, and socialize collectively. Therefore, the division between the 
individual and the collective is not so definite in a multifarious housing block. 
Instead, the two are seen as occupying two ends of the same scale, with domestic 
life being able to occupy any length of that scale. By framing the individual/

collective dichotomy in a manner that makes both more fluid and malleable, the 
housing block is opened to a new range of possibilities for architectural form-
making. 
        Similarly, a multifarious form addresses the issue of identity, an important 
component of the livelihood of the ant tribe. The notion of identity in the 
city has all but been lost through the design of monolithic housing blocks. 
The ant tribe, with its existence hinged upon the identity it has achieved (both 
self-imposed and created by the media) necessitates an exploration of identity 
through the housing block. This identity is important to how the ant tribe 
constructs their own image in the city as well as how outsiders view the ant 
tribe. The multifarious building form addresses these issues by being presented 
as both a whole and as an accumulation of distinct parts. However, the parts 
are never allowed to slip into complete autonomy – each is absorbed into a 
larger form, increasing in scale until one sees the building in its entirety (fig. 2). 
This creates a building form that can be read and interpreted by the individual 
subject, and can therefore be used as a way to construct identity. 

Figure 1. The building takes on a 
multifarious form, an invention of this 
thesis to push for organization and 
identity in a housing block. 

Figure 2. The building form never lets 
a single geometry slip into complete 
autonomy, prompting multiple 
simultaneous readings. 
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The housing block is generated through an interplay of formal techniques that 
involve volume, mass, and voids. The overall volume that the building occupies 
is a cube 360 feet wide, 360 feet deep, and 360 feet tall. This in turn translates 
into 36 units wide, 36 units deep, and 36 stories tall. The volume is filled with 
the mass of individual units, but also articulated by the voids that puncture this 
mass (fig. 3). These voids organize local concentrations of mass of units around 
them. A large void occupies the center of the volume, further breaking down the 
density of units and letting in air and light. 
        Much like the Tulou, the voids and mass are seen as equally important 
– each shapes the other. The shapes that the voids and mass create together 
are primary geometric gestures – parts of squares, triangles, and half-circles. 
These simple geometries act as a canvas upon which residents can project their 
own symbolic associations based on their respective backgrounds, experiences, 
and memories. This is achieved by making sure that the forms of the building 
maintain reciprocity between the generic and the specific. Another technique 
that helps the forms create identity is the way that individual geometric gestures 

are absorbed into one another. One can begin to read shapes at a very local 
scale, but also simultaneously connect them to a different shape at a larger 
scale. These formal associations grow in scale until the whole building scale 
is reached, as the entire volume of mass can be read as a singular, monolithic 
solid (fig. 4). This solid of parts stands in direct contrast to the buildings in its 
site – the peripheral district of Huillonguan in Beijing. The fabric of this area is 
characterized by megablocks of low to high-rise housing, becoming a patchwork 
of spread out patterns in plan that subsumes the area into one mega district. The 
proposed building stands out against this patchwork as a single building that 
invites different readings. 
       The different scales of the building’s form correspond directly to the way 
the building organizes the life within. A typical housing block has a linear 
relationship from the unit, to the hallway, to the elevator core, to the lobby, 
and to the exterior. In such a building, only two scales exist – the housing 
unit and the whole building. The proposed housing block invents a nested 
radial organization. Each unit clusters around a shared communal space. 

Figure 4. Simultaneously, the building 
is a series of geometric gestures drifting 
in and out of focus, coming together to 
form a monolithic solid. 

Figure 3. The building can be seen as 
made from filling a volume with a mass 
of units. 
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These communal spaces aggregate around a widened corridor that becomes 
an apartment.  A number of apartments stack around a void. The voids form 
a ring which is anchored by single connected floor plate. Finally, four of these 
rings stack on top of each other to become the whole building. These series of 
radial organizations allow for different domestic functions to be incorporated 
at different scales. The individual/collective dichotomy is rejected for a more 
nuanced reading of collectivity. 
        The ant tribe’s collective potential permeates different sizes of aggregation. 
For example, an ant tribe member may share the most private areas of their 
dwelling with only one or two other roommates. However, they may share a 
dining space with ten to twenty other residents. On a larger scale, an ant tribe 
member may participate in an activity with residents whom share the same 
skills or interests. The building responds to these needs by associating domestic 
programs with their ideal scale of collectivity. The individual unit satisfies the 
most basic functions of the ant tribe member’s life, allowing them a place to 
sleep, study, and reflect (fig. 5). At the next scale, the communal apartment 

is shared by a number of ant tribe members who may be connected through 
social or professional ties (fig. 6). The apartment includes one or more kitchens, 
dining rooms, bathrooms, and living rooms. A number of apartments look 
down upon a shared void, forming a visual connection amongst residents. The 
bottom level of the void space can be used for a variety of communal activities, 
depending on the shape of the void and its relationship with adjacent voids. 
For example, a triangular shape is well suited to becoming a theater space. A 
vaulted shape lends a feeling of monumentality to a space that makes it an 
ideal space for gathering. The void spaces are all connected at the transfer plate, 
which is the next scale of collectivity. The transfer plate serves as a circulatory 
switchboard for all of the apartments that are organized around the voids that 
connect to it. It is an outdoor platform that forms a ring around the central 
courtyard, with major elevator cores lining the inside of the ring, and minor 
elevator cores that lead to the individual apartments punctuating the transfer 
plate itself. The only walls on the transfer plate level are from the structural walls 
that extend down from the apartments above, creating a public setting that 

Figure 5. The smallest scale of the 
housing block, the unit, provides a 
setting for the most intimate domestic 
activities of the ant tribe member. 

Figure 6. The apartment takes on many 
shapes to accommodate different groups, 
but maintains the same organizing 
principles. 
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allows a resident to filter through and experience the different voids and the life 
and activities they contain. At certain points in the building, a void becomes 
highly articulated, both in shape and scale, and are permanently programmed to 
serve a specific function in the building. These areas include the gateway, which 
serves as a transportation hub, and the forum for content and discontent, which 
functions as a collection of theaters and discussion spaces (fig. 7). The largest 
scale of collective living occurs in the building’s central courtyard (fig. 8). This 
courtyard is left un-programmed, but is a semi-enclosed space upon which an 
intensity of views is focused. Therefore, it is susceptible to being taken over for 
larger gatherings that call for the attention of all of the residents of the building. 

One Building, Many Archetypes
By harboring multiple scales of collective organization and identities, the 
building becomes a catalyst for which the ant tribe may build a new life 
in the city and act upon its collective potential. As described, the design 
of the building factors heavily on its implementation through a series of 

simultaneously existing scales, allowing it both to produce a multitude of 
symbolic readings, and to accommodate a new concept of housing block 
organization based on nested radial relationships. The remainder of the project 
section will focus on the way that these architectural moves impact the lives of 
the residents, as well how the residents can react to the space and use it to better 
their way of life and achieve their goals. Akin to the design of the building, the 
project is presented here in a series of increasing scales, starting from the unit 
to the whole. Each successive scale is an invention in itself and stands alone as 
an archetype that holds implications for housing design (fig. 9). The proposed 
design operates in the same way that the Narkomfin functioned as a single 
building that contained multiple archetypes. At Narkomfin, the elements that 
comprised the building, such as the L-shaped loft unit, the skip stop corridor, 
and the separate communal block, were seen as new inventions in themselves by 
architects who incorporated those ideas into their own designs. The proposed 
design of this thesis gives rise to six such archetypes, each presented on a 
separate page intermittently amongst the axon drawings to follow.

Figure 8. The largest scale of the 
building is the central courtyard, 
shown here through the plan on the 
ground level.

Figure 7. The forum for content 
and discontent is a zone that is 
permanently programmed for social 
activities. 
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Figure 9. The final thesis defense was 
set up to highlight the archetypes 
that come into focus as the building 
increases in scale. 
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Drawing 1. The most private domestic 
activities occur in the unit. Unit type A 
is characterized by a larger living space 
and a smaller alcove, shown here being 
occupied by a single person. 
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Drawing 2. Unit type B has a larger 
sleeping/living area and a smaller 
kitchenette that faces the balcony. Here, 
two former classmates have converted it 
into a shared unit. 



106

Drawing 3. Unit type C is curved in 
plan, making it slightly larger version of 
Unit type A. Here, a couple has found 
the alcove large enough to accommodate 
a shared bedroom. 
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Drawing 4. Unit type D is a larger 
version of Unit type B. Four friends have 
fitted the larger living space with bunk 
beds, and are able to each pay a small 
amount of rent to live in the building.
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Collective Size : 1 - 4 people

The wanderer’s unit is the smallest scale of the ant tribe collective (fig. A1). The 
unit satisfies the most basic and intimate aspects of the ant tribe member’s day 
to day life, such as sleeping, studying, and reflecting on their thoughts. The unit 
also responds to the ant tribe’s precarity, allowing them to configure a series of 
basic spatial conditions into specific arrangements for one, two, or multiple 
persons (fig. A3). Such arrangements reflect the ant tribe’s constant mobility, 
changing financial conditions, and shifting personal relationships. There is a 
unit configuration for a person living alone, a unit configuration for a couple 
who wants to live together, a unit configuration for four college friends who 
want to split rent and save money, etc. Each unit type has the same foundational 
pieces: a sleeping area, a living area, a storage closet, a sink and cabinet wall, a 
workspace, and a balcony (dwg. 1). These pieces make the most efficient use of 
the minimal living space but still allow room for personal customization. The 
main difference between unit types is created by the alternating placement of 
the balcony (fig. A3). In unit type A, the balcony faces the main living space 
and creates a more open living area and a more private sleeping/working alcove 

(dwg. 1). In unit type B, the balcony faces the smaller alcove and becomes part 
of a resting/washing area, and the larger space becomes a sleeping/living area 
(dwg. 2). Because of the minimal size of these units, simple arrangements of 
windows, walls, and furniture become essential to the experience and use of the 
space (fig. A2). The units also change in shape in accordance to the geometry of 
the larger apartment it is situated within. Unit types C and D are curved and 
offer more space than unit types A and B, allowing room for couples or groups 
of friends to live together (dwg. 3 and 4). 

The Wanderer’s Unit

Figure A1. Building volume represented through units. Figure A2. View inside unit. 



Figure A3. This axon cuts through four unit 
types, differentiated by the plan geometry 
and alternating balcony locations. 
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Drawing 5. In the interlock apartment, 
communal rooms are framed by 
two units. These rooms extend their 
functions into the widened corridor. In 
this instance, a room is used to watch tv. 
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Drawing 6. Each apartment has a 
kitchen and spaces for eating. The units 
and communal areas weave in and out 
of each other, forming two sides of a 
zipper.
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Drawing 7. The concrete surface lining 
the corridor can fold to become a bench, 
table, or view frame, shown below. Each 
apartment is serviced by an elevator core 
and stairwell. 
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Drawing 8. Bathroom and shower 
facilities are nestled into the communal 
spaces, while washing areas are 
incorporated into the corridor. The life 
within units often spill out into the 
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Collective Size : 6 - 30 people

The interlock apartment includes all the functions necessary to satisfy the 
domestic needs of the ant tribe member. The word “interlock” refers to the way 
that the domestic spaces are nested within the aggregates of L-shaped units. 
In plan, the unit spaces and domestic spaces look like two sides of a zipper 
(fig. B3). This interlocking allows the life within the units and life within the 
domestic spaces to intertwine, as each is shaped by the other. When a person 
is in one space, they are aware of how the plan configuration is affected by the 
protrusion of the other space (dwg. 5). 
        The apartment is shared communally amongst the residents whom live in 
it. Each apartment is large enough to accommodate at least one kitchen and 
bathroom (dwg. 6 and 8). As the apartment configuration gets bigger (which is 
dependent on the shape of the void it encircles), the communal living spaces can 
grow to include a dining room and living room (dwg. 5 and 6). Depending on 
the size of the apartment and the number of people it needs to accommodate, 
the apartment could have more than one of each room. In addition, the corridor 
space of the apartment becomes an expanded living area, which serves as an 

area for the programmed functions in the rooms to spill out onto. The corridor 
faces out onto the void that the apartment is organized around (fig. B2). Instead 
of lining the corridor with a railing, the barrier between the corridor and the 
void is appropriated as part of the space through a piece of folding concrete. 
This piece of concrete changes height and shape depending on its function as 
a bench, a table, or a space frame (dwg. 7). The outer edge of the concrete is 
glazed so that the apartment is completely interiorized.
        Within the apartment, residents share the more public components of their 
domestic life with a number of other ant tribe members. Much like how the 
ant tribe currently lives, the residents can cook together, eat together, and enjoy 
free time together. As the residents form closer social ties in the building and 
meet people that share their interests and goals, they can move into and take 
over an apartment with their friends. Reciprocally, a resident may move into an 
apartment with complete strangers and form relationships with them over time. 
In either case, architecture acts to facilitate this communal dimension of the ant 
tribe’s life for both their financial and social benefit. 

The Interlock Apartment

Figure B1. Building volume represented through apartments. Figure B2. View out into a void lined with apartments. 



Figure B3. The communal living spaces and 
the unit spaces in an apartment interlock 
like a zipper, hence its name. 
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Drawing 9. Certain zones in the 
building are permanently programmed 
to suit the needs of the ant tribe. One of 
these zones, the gateway, partly serves as 
a bus station and transportation center. 
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Drawing 10. The roof of the gateway’s 
transportation center is a public plaza 
for visitors and new residents to orient 
themselves to the life within the 
building. 
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Drawing 11. The shape of the gateway 
is highly symbolic - it forms a large 
doorway providing views and access into 
the central courtyard of the building. 
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Drawing 12. Visitors and residents can 
climb a tall spiral stair that provides 
changing vantage points of the life that 
occurs within the heart of the building. 
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Collective Size : 50 - 1000 people

The gateway is one of the two zones that is representative of the collective scale 
created by the voids in the building. The voids in the building are designed to 
suggest ways for the residents to appropriate them for larger public functions 
and gatherings. The gateway is one of these voids. But unlike the other voids, it 
is permanently programmed to accommodate two specific interrelated needs of 
the ant tribe – the need to maintain mobile and stay connected in the city. 
      The gateway is located at one of the bottom corners of the building volume, 
and takes on the distinctive shape of a large square in section (fig. C1). The 
bottom of the square holds a transportation center, where there are seating areas 
and ticket offices which serve the bus routes that stop right outside the square 
(dwg. 9). The other function of the gateway is to introduce and orient new ant 
tribe members as well as visitors to the building. The bottom surface of the 
void, which is also the rooftop of the transportation center, is a large public 
plaza where people can stand and view into the massive central courtyard, and 
contemplate the life that occurs within the building (dwg. 10). There is also 
a tall spiral stairwell that rises from the platform, which creates more vantage 

points for people to view into the heart of the building (dwg. 12) (fig. C2). 
      The shape of the gateway symbolically strengthens its programmatic role – 
its soaring height and bold geometry invokes the feeling of a doorway into the 
building, as well as giving it a monumental presence that marks its importance 
(dwg. 11). Therefore, the gateway plays both a metaphorical and functional role 
in both connecting the residents to the city and drawing in outsiders – whether 
they are potential ant tribe members or visitors whom may benefit from 
learning more about the ant tribe’s role in the city. 

The Gateway

Figure C1. The gateway highlighted in the building volume. Figure C2. View from the gateway into the central courtyard. 



Figure C3. The gateway plays both 
metaphorical and functional roles in 
connecting residents to the city. 



122

Drawing 13. The forum for content 
and discontent is a series of social 
event spaces meant to spark progressive 
discussion and dissent. The stage can 
host highly visible events and gatherings.
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Drawing 14. The fly loft above the stage 
extends the space upwards and gives it 
a monumental feel. The fly loft holds 
lighting, equipment, and backdrops that 
can supplement the activities below. 
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Drawing 15. The theater has a series of 
rising platforms connected by ramps, 
ideal for viewing down onto the stage or 
for hosting more intimate shows. 
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Drawing 16. The amphitheater is a 
space for conversation - both intimate 
and large in scale. A series of steps slope 
gently onto an elongated platform. 
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Collective Size : 50 - 1000 people

Like the gateway, the forum for content and discontent is a programmed zone 
in the building. Unlike the gateway, which is meant to stand out as a singular, 
monumental space, the forum is created from a series of voids and includes a 
diverse set of spaces that all provide a place to gather, exchange information, and 
disseminate new ideas. 
      The forum occupies the midsection of the building volume, and spreads 
out in three directions (fig. D1). It is made of three spaces. The first space is 
a theater, where a series of ramps connect gradually rising platforms (dwg. 
15). The sloped form of this space makes it ideal for events where there are 
performers/speakers and an audience to view them. The second space is an 
open flat stage, which can be used alone or combined with the theater to 
accommodate larger events, shows, and speeches (dwg. 13). The stage extends 
vertically into a fly loft, which holds lighting equipment and backdrops that can 
further augment the activities happening below (dwg. 14). The final space that 
makes up the forum is a shallow amphitheater (dwg. 16). This space is marked 
by a few rings of seats which slope down onto a long stage. Here, residents can 

form smaller groups and partake in more intimate conversations. As all three 
spaces of the forum are adjacent to one another, they can be combined to host 
events on a large scale – such as a concert (fig. D3). 
      The purpose of the forum is to provide a space where residents can come 
to express their content, in the form of shows, parties, concerts, and other 
joyful social gatherings, or their discontent, in the form of debate, discussion, 
speeches, and protests. The forum is therefore a social mixing zone, where 
residents are allocated a venue to voice their ideas and opinions, towards the 
goal of bettering their own lives as well as the lives of their fellow ant tribe 
members. 

Forum for Content and Discontent

Figure D1. The forum highlighted in the building volume. Figure D2. View from an apartment into the forum. 



Figure D3. The forum is made up of a 
series of social exchange spaces that can be 
combined or separated for different events.



Drawing 17. The transfer plate is a giant 
switchboard for circulation, but becomes 
a collective scale through the range of 
experiences and activities that can occur 
on its open surface. 
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Drawing 18. Major cores line the plate’s 
inner edge, and bring people up from 
the courtyard. Once off the major cores, 
people can walk to the minor cores that 
service individual apartments. 



Drawing 19. The transfer plate connects 
directly to the voids created by the 
apartments above, some of which 
penetrate through the plate, creating a 
dynamic plan and spatial experience.
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Drawing 20. The transfer plate is 
unprogrammed, but the spaces can be 
transformed for various uses by the 
residents, including a space for exercise 
equipment, as shown below. 
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Collective Size : 2500 - 3500 people

The transfer plate can be seen as a giant switchboard through which residents 
are directed from main circulatory areas to the cores that connect them to their 
apartments. The architecture of this plate transforms the space into more than 
just a circulatory area. The transfer plate takes advantage of its role of moving 
people through the building to become its own collective scale. It operates at 
a scale where residents can wander and experience slices of the life and activity 
that occurs across multiple voids.  
      There are four transfer plates within the building volume, and each forms 
a ring around the central courtyard void (fig. E1). This ring becomes tighter 
as the building moves up, which results in a wide plaza on the ground floor 
and a smaller opening on the roof. The void is lined with major circulation 
cores – elevators and stairs that take residents up from the ground level to each 
of the four transfer plates (dwg. 18). From these points, residents can walk a 
short distance to the minor cores that are scattered throughout the transfer 
plate and use them to reach their apartments. The transfer plate itself is left 
as an open outdoor space, which is only divided by the structural walls that 

extend down from the apartments above. This creates a distinctive landscape 
of porous walls (fig. E3). The transfer plates are directly connected to the voids 
which the apartments organize around, and sometimes these voids penetrate 
through the transfer plate itself (dwg. 19). This adds further definition and a 
figural quality to the plan of the transfer plate. The transfer plate transcends its 
role as a circulatory switchboard, and becomes the space where residents can 
host a variety of communal activities – ranging from barbeques to skill-share 
classes to sports games (dwg. 20). Towards this end, the transfer plate is left 
un-programmed to let the residents make use of the space as they wish. As the 
residents occupy the transfer plates, they are also able to connect visually with 
the domestic life occurring around the voids above them (fig. E2). The transfer 
plate becomes not only a place for the exchange of bodies, but also for the 
exchange of thoughts, conversations, ideas, and relationships. 

Transfer Plate

Figure E1. Four transfer plates direct circulation between major and minor cores. Figure E2. View onto a transfer plate, with apartments above. 



Figure E3. The transfer plate is an open 
space characterized by a porous landscape 
of structural walls that extend from above.



Drawing 21. The building in its entirety 
is named the multifarious housing 
block, because its combination of mass 
and voids prompts a simultaneous 
reading of multiple identities across 
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Drawing 22. Residents can use the 
housing block to build symbolic 
associations with parts of the building 
they have lived in
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Drawing 23. No geometric element is 
allowed to slip into complete autonomy, 
and is absorbed into other geometries. 
This allows for a diversity of symbolic 
associations. 
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Drawing 24. The building sits in its site 
as a monolithic solid, rendering the ant 
tribe’s presence as not only visible in the 
peripheral city but also permanent and 
strong. 
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Collective Size : 10,000 - 15,000 people

The multifarious housing block is the final and largest scale of the housing 
block. It is comprised of all the units that fill the volume of the building. This 
final scale fulfills an important purpose – to act as a generator of identity for the 
ant tribe members. As a form that occupies the city in a bold and monumental 
manner, the multifarious collective is meant to be read as a whole and as a 
collection of figural elements (fig. F1). These elements are the components that 
allow the ant tribe members to build their own symbolic associations with areas 
of the building that they have lived in or visited. The multifarious building form 
allows for the construction of a distinct identity with each of these areas, in part 
because of the way geometric elements shift in and out of focus on the building 
façade (dwg. 23). 
       Another aspect of the multifarious building form is that the figural elements 
are always seen in relation to the whole. Each element becomes absorbed into 
adjacent forms, so that they are never read independent of each other but always 
in relation and comparison with each other. This allows for a greater diversity of 
symbolic readings in the building (fig. F3).

      As a whole, the multifarious housing block presents itself as a monolithic 
solid amongst the monotonous landscape of the peripheral city (fig. F2). 
This monolithic image is intended not only to render the ant tribe’s presence 
as visible in the city, but also project that image as one of coherence and 
permanence. The image also hints at the unique nature of the ant tribe– it 
is made up of individuals whom are trying to reach very different goals, but 
are driven together by common hardships in the city. Therefore, the ant tribe 
is a multifarious collective, driven both through the residents’ diversity and 
individuality, but also through their ability to come together to reach their goals 
and become an accepted group in the city. The multifarious housing block puts 
architecture front and center in cultivating this collective. 

The Multifarious Housing Block

Figure F1. The housing block is both monolithic and comprised of distinct zones. Figure F2. View of the multifarious housing block in its site. 



Figure F3. The multifarious housing block 
is a generator of identity - its forms allow 
for a simultaneity of symbolic readings. 
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p 141. View inside unit for one. 
p 142. View into apartments at night. 
p 143. View from apartment into forum. 
p 144. Transfer plate.
p 145. Central courtyard. 
p 146. Facade view. 
p 147. Housing block viewed from street. 
p 148. Physical model. 
p 149. Physical model. 
p 150. Physical model. 

Captions for Preceding Images
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Lvl. 4 Lvl. 5

Lvl. 13 Lvl. 14
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Lvl. 19 Lvl. 21

Lvl. 28 Lvl. 30
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