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NE OF THE ISSUES OF RESEARCH in architec-

ture has been the difficulty to define its

object and to develop methods of study.
Asaphenomenon, the built environment —archi-
tecture, urban forms —is about totalities, wholes.
Research in architecture seems to require its own
methodologies for studying entities, with rele-
vance to the particular nature of the subject. The
history of research in architecture is full of ex-
amples of studies in which both the approaches
and the methodology have been directly borrowed
from more established disciplines. As a result,
architecture has not been perceived as a separate
field of study, but rather as marginal in relation to
the central issues of society.

The most common approach to architecture
has been technological. Technically oriented,
empirical studies of architecture have been cri-
ticized for reducing architecture into physical
elements and their performance. The objects of
study are seen as measurable and easily definable.

Within various fields of knowledge, concepts like culture and way of life have opened
new approaches and new areas of interest. Inresearch in architecture, this processis only
beginning. In this article, the cultural approach is discussed as ameans to understand the
architectural totality. A genealogy of the concepts is presented as background. The main
part of the article contains the author’s interpretation of how the meanings of the con-
cepts of culture have evolved within research in architecture.

Knowledge about the whole is constructed as a
sum of the parts. For certain problems, a study of
parts may well be better suited than a study of the
totality; but this implies knowledge about the
totality of whichitis a part, the frame of reference
which is not questioned.

Many architects feel that the study of archi-
tecture as a technical or empirical phenomenon
eliminates the essential character of architec-
ture. Division into smaller parts is seen as frag-
mentary and meaningless. For them, architec-
ture is something which is whole, just like a
piece of art, to be experienced but not analyzed.
Although the argumentation is not quite correct
in that art is also analyzed, objects of art are
primarily observed as entities and not as com-
posed of technical parts.

As an alternative to the technological views,
psychological approaches to architecture have
emphasized experience either by the creator/
designerorthe viewer/user. While earlier theories
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contained holistic concepts like archetypes, a
large majority of contemporary psychological
approaches apply test and survey methods which
again divide experience into parts.

The problem of the whole in architectural
research could be approached from the direction
of culture. Cultural anthropology is specifically
developed as a discipline interested in the study
of cultural entities. In architectural research, the
cultural approach requires a redefinition of what
architecture is about. For the cultural approach,
the conceptions of architecture as physical ele-
ments or as emotional experiences have to be
replaced by a conception where architecture is
seen in relation to the society that producedit. In
this, the cultural approach can be used as the
bridge connecting architectural studies to social
studies.

A genealogy of the concepts

Our contemporary conceptions of culture and
way of life are partly derived from theories of
long ago. Their evolution has not been a linear or
unbroken progress towards a comprehensive
theory of culture, but rather a group of originally
unconnected developments which only today
we can see to have contributed to the same
process. These fragments indicate how slowly
new ways of seeing are filtered into dominant
conventions of understanding.

The first definition of culture has been attri-
buted to Giambattista Vico (1668-1744) who
understood culture as a generalization of the
ways of asociety: acommon projectionreflected
in the thinking, art, social institutions, language,
ways of life and activities. From Vico’s cultural
history, the interaction, sometimeseven struggle,
between the objective scientific approaches and
the subjective holistic approaches has continued.
Vico’s view of culture rejected the possibility to
generate universal truths about social phenomena
and established the idea of more than one culture;
the secrets of exotic cultures could be exposed.’

William Dilthey (1833-1911) distinguished
the cultural sciences and emphasized their histo-
rical character.” The methodological expansion
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was the foundation of a large number of com-
parative social sciences including anthropology,
sociology, law, linguistics, ethnology, religion,
literature as well as histories of art, ideas, insti-
tutions, and civilizations.?

Art historians Jacob Burckhardt (1818-1897)
and Ernst Gombrich (1909- ) saw each cultural
period to have its particular spirit which deter-
mined the character of the cultural phenomena
of thatperiod.* Ateach phase, history could take
only one form. The art historical concept of
Zeitgeist as an overall influence deviated from
the earlier idea of the simultaneous presence of
more than one culture.

Max Weber (1864—1920) continued the idea
of sciences of culture: he sought to explain the
products of human culture through an understan-
ding of the values inherent in the culture. His
view maintained that to understand a pheno-
menon is to understand its value to us: the
meanings we attach to it.” Meanings depend on
our values, our world view, our culture: on our
context.

Wittgenstein (1889-1951) used the concept
world view (Weltbild) to define the context, the
frame of reference, and to indicate that our
cultural basis is not individually chosen but a
consequence of our belonging to a community.®
Human activities are directed by the cultural
context in which we function; at the same time,
our activities generate a basic understanding, a
world view. In this sense, culture and the world
views attached to it are different aspects of the
same reality.

Karl Marx (1818-1883) and Friedrich Engels
(1820-1895) saw modes of production as the
basis of the way of life of a person: people are
what their conditions of existence determine.’
Later, several researchers have developed theo-
ries in which people’s ways of life include not
only the patterns of behavior, defined by the
conditions of existence, butalso theirmeaning to
the person: how people understand and structure
their own everyday life.

The Annales school, established in France in
1929 by Lucien Febvre (1878-1956) and Marc



Bloch (1886—1944), addressed the material rea-
lities conditioning human beings through eco-
nomic processes, social structures, and environ-
mental influences—inasense, culture.” Following
the Annales line of thinking, Henri Lefebvre
(1905-1991) perceived the everyday life of a
people to be linked with global developments
through acquisition of raw material, markets,
costsof labor as well as international and domestic
policies: the context was global. He saw the
control of space as the fundamental source of
social power in everyday life.'°

Pierre Bourdieu (1930~ ) focused oneveryday
practices. His concept of habitus referred to an
internalization of social structures: a system of
tendencies of the individual to prefer certain
practices. Habitus was a relation between the
practices and the situation, developed within a
subculture and determined how the individual
attached value to a way of life and made choices
between practices." He saw society as various
forms of capital: economic, cultural, and social,
which could be used to generate symbolic power.
The dominant culture established patterns of
meaning incorporated in practices.'?

Michel Foucault (1926—1984) used the idea
of cultural practices as the foundation for under-
standing societies. His works on insanity, the
clinic and the prison centered on the analysis of
historically situated systems of institutions and
practices. He saw built forms as part of the
modern political technology not only for the
control of individuals but also for their eventual
transformation.'® Foucault analyzed particularly
those cultural practices which are organized by
knowledge and power and in which our under-
standing of the concepts of society, culture as
world view, and the individual are themselves
produced. According to him, cultural practices
and discourses can only be perceived as part of
a society’s history; he used history as a method
for understanding our own time.'*

Today, culture is conventionally defined as
the cultivation of the mind and as the products of
this process. A wider contentincludes the anthro-
pological definition of a group of people who

live in the same environment, and are linked by
common habits, assumptions, and a way of life.
A third way to define culture is to see it as a sys-
tem of meanings and symbols, a common con-
sciousness and language.'

In research in architecture, the concept of
culture has been extensively applied, but only in
its narrowest meaning, as the conventional culti-
vation of the arts. Only slowly have the interpreta-
tions of culture been enlarged to include concepts
like way of life and power.

Culture as heroes

One of the conventional concepts of culture
defined architecture as the finest accomplish-
ments in the field of building. Only the best
edifices could be called Architecture (with a
capital A), other structures were just buildings.
This concept can still be observed among archi-
tects. The approach emphasized the cultivated,
the unusual, the monuments, distinct public buil-
dings, and their designers as heroes, i.e. high
culture.

Culture as vernacular

In opposition to this, another concept of culture
was generated for architectural studies, in which
the goal was to understand the indigenous, the
common, the urban environment as a whole,
dwellings, and the production of built forms
without designers. Vernacular and primitive
buildings and settlements were chosen as the
objects of study, not only to display the variety of
built forms in different cultures, but also to
provide insight on the basic nature of dwelling
which was assumed to appear more clearly in
primitive huts. Amos Rapoport’s House Form
and Culture (1969) was for long the leading
book on the topic.

Vernacular buildings could not be studied in
the same way as monuments which were often
analyzed in terms of styles (art history) and had
been documented well from the beginning. Very
little historical material existed on vernacular
architecture, and the methodology developed
toward empiricism: a direct description of the
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"Culture as heroes™: Aalto's sketch for Helsinki University of Technology main auditorium, 1960. (Source:

Alvar Aalto, Luonnoksia. Ed. G. Schildt, 1972.)

built form as it appeared in the present to the
observer. Lack of written data also meant that the
focus was on the physical form, with little possi-
bilities of analysis of its sources, although some
attempts were made alsoin this direction. Usually
form was seen as a response to climate, to avail-
able building materials and technology, and to
the symbols of each culture —all elements which
changed relatively slowly in primitive societies.

Two lines of studies appeared. The correlation
between the technological resources and the
built form appealed to some researchers. Their
approach was empirical, based on collecting
data of mostly buildings, described physically in

detail. The results were catalogues of drawings
and photographs of houses, mostly from rural
areas. Other researchers studied the symbolism
attached todwellings. In their approach, buildings
were transmitters of an invisible world of myths
and meanings. Their methods included observa-
tion and references to anthropological studies.
Interest was focused on the interior of the buil-
ding, sometimes with little information about
the built form encompassing it; this approach
had been borrowed from anthropology. The re-
sults were usually plans of dwellings, indicating
the location of artifacts and functional areas
within the room.
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"Culture as vernacular”: Samoan dwelling. (Source: A. Rapoport: House Form and Culture, 1969.)
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"Culture as way of life": Plan of Abbeystead Hall (J. Douglas 1886) showing male and female zones.
{Source: M. Girouard: Life in the English Country House, 1978.)

Both the technologically and the symbolically
oriented lines of thinking represented the phase
of introducing the concept of culture into archi-
tectural studies. In both, the vernacular was idea-
lized into a myth of a culture free of conflicts and
of an environment uncontaminated by the evils
of modern life. It was a nostalgia much like that
of the 19th Century critics of the industrial town,
based on falsely idyllic assumptions of the con-
ditions of the vernacular peoples.’ In both of the
described approaches, culture denoted the Other:
something exotic and different from oneself,
from the dominantconcepts of architecture. Still,
culture was approached with the same metho-
dology used for studying the Self, western archi-
tecture. In this initial phase, the potential of a
new approach with its own objects of study, own
methods, and own types of conclusions was not
perceived nor used.

Culture as way of life
Another concept of culture was being developed
within the social studies, especially within socio-
logy and psychology. For them, culture was a
concept applicable not only in studies of other
societies, but of our own society as well. Whereas
the earlier lines of thinking had emphasized
either the physical character of the built forms

(environment as object) or the subjective expe-
rience of the people living in the buildings (people
as subject), the new approach emphasized the
reciprocal character of the environment-behavior
relationships. The practical applications of the
theories focused on how various sub-cultures
used environments, and in particular, how their
use differed from the conventional practices of
design.

Again, several lines of thinking emerged. One
developed from social histories and processes,
relating architectural phenomena to the people
using built forms. Urban histories — from Lewis
Mumford’s classic The Culture of Cities (1938)
and The City in History (1961) — provided the
context for cultural studies of both cities and
buildings. Another line of thinking was based on
sociological and psychological studies where
the environment was seen to influence groups of
people and individuals who then modify their
environments. This relationship was illustrated
in the concept of way of life of the people, a con-
cept closely related to that of quality of life. To
someextent, environments were more than earlier
seen from the point of view of the individual
using them. Through the environment, society
established the conditions in which individuals
and groups of people had to operate.
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Although 1t is fashionable these days to ro-
manticize the slum, this has not been my pur-
pose here. The West End was not a charming
neighborhood of “noble peasants” living in an
exotic fashion, resisting the mass-produced
homogeneity of American culture and over-
flowing with a cohesive sense of community.
It was a run-down area of people struggling
with the problems of low income, poor edu-
cation, and related difficulties. Even so, it was
by and large a good place to live.!”

Analyses of cultural processes attached to specific
built forms provided the indepth understanding
at a more detailed level.”® Studies on particular
building typesilluminated changes in the quality
of housing of different groups of people: these
included the mass housing of the working clas-
ses and the lower middle class' as well as the
country houses of the upper classes.® In these,
the emphasis was on traditions of living in par-
ticular kinds of houses: on the ways of life of a
particular class in relation to their physical
envirenments. The ways of life of the dwellers
were used to explain the built forms.

Abandoned life-styles can be disinterred from
(houses) in much the same way as from the
layers of an archaeological dig. (...) Although
to some extent architecture follows its own
rules it is also conditioned by the society for
which it caters. The architects and builders of
country houses were not producing pieces of
abstractsculpture, but buildings designed to fit
a particular way of life. This was not just a
practical matter. The most successful country
houses were those which managed not only to
accommodate, but also to suggest and glamo-
rize the life-styles of the people for whom they
were built.?

Sociological studies were much used as back-
ground material, but in many cases architects
had difficulties in converting their conclusions
into design. Sometimes architects worked with
sociologists to define relevant objects of study
and develop new methodology. New studies
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were often based on psychological and socio-
logical approaches and methods, and included
observations of physical traces and of environ-
mental behavior as well as interviews of people
using the environment., Among the more sophis-
ticated methods were analyses of behavioral
settings and circuits of different subcultural
groups {age, ethnicity etc.), resulting in conclu-
sions on how the environment served each
subculture.

A study of an Ttalian working-class area in
Bostondemoenstrated amethod to develop guide-
lines for design:

For moral as well as for practical reasons, it is
vitally important to respect the different cus-
toms of groups within our own society, and
within urbanizing societies throughout the
world. The social parameters of housing are as
important as the legal, economic, and physical.
The architect and planner need detailed infor-
mation about the living patterns of people who
are of different cultures or subcultures. This
information about the functional requirements
of urban subculwres (...) can be provided by
analyzing the latent social structure and living
patterns as they relate to the architectural en-
vironment. >

Observations of behavior and the environment
were analyzed in their cultural context, which
determined their social significance: their mea-
ning to the people. The architects’ responsibility
was to translate this information into design
solutions.

In both the socio-historically and sociolo-
gically oriented lines of thinking, the research
interaction was fruitful to architectural studies.
Problems were now formulated differently from
earlier studies, which led to a need to define and
find new kinds of data, developnew methodology,
and distinguish new concepts, all affecting fun-
damentally the thinking process. The need for
multidisciplinary approachesincreased, and pro-
blems began to be formulated more on the basis
of the object of study and less on the basis of
traditions within a particular discipline.



For architectural research, the major change
from the earlier phases occurred at the level of
values. Earlier, researchers, designers, and plan-
ners of built form had used middle-class values
to help low-income population solve their pro-
blems and improve their living conditions™;
they had, in fact, used their own values assuming
them to be universally valid. The new line of
thinking discarded the moralistic attitudes and
tried to understand the cultural totality from
within, from the point of view of the people who
were part of the culture.

This meant that the results of the research
were different from those of earlier studies, not
only because they generated new knowledge
about various minorities and subcultures, but
also because the values they conveyed differed
from those of the earlier studies. In this sense, the
cultural (hermeneutic, understanding) approach
became achannel for countercultural movements
which opposed the pretence of objectivity held
by the technocrats of society.
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"Culture as power": Bentham's plan of the Panoptikon, 1791. (Source: M. Fou-
cault: Discipline and Punish, 1979, from The Works of Jeremy Bentham, 1843.)
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Culture as power

Through values, the concept of culture evolved
into a philosophical one. In a sense, the idea of
culture as way of life avoided the issue of choice.
As long as the problem was formulated through
analyses of individual dwellings, houses, or re-
sidential areas, within each unit the way of life
was assumed to be relatively homogeneous and
undisputable. Difficulties arose when ways of
life were analyzed in urban or even global con-
texts. In cities, different ways of life and dif-
ferent values were simultaneously present, and
design/planning choices supporting one way of
life were often choices against another.

The role of cities and of urban design/plan-
ning in this process was examined in many fields
of study, but in all the approach had a multidis-
ciplinary character. Knowledge of sociology,
history, economy and urban design/planning was
necessary for understanding the phenomenon in
its complexity. Again, the defining of problems
in a new way required new kinds of data and of
methodology.

In earlier studies,
ways of life were used to
explain built form; now,
built form was seen al-
so as ameans toregulate
people. Foucault’s stu-
dies illustrated how ar-
chitecture and space
became instruments of
control. He saw built
forms as political tech-
nologies of power. One
of the buildings he ana-
lyzed was Bentham’s
Panoptikon (1791), a
plan for a building with
atower in the center of a
courtyard and structures
divided into cells at the
periphery. Each cell had
a large opening toward
the central tower to
which the inmate was
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continuously visible. It was an effective machine
to observe the inmates, be they criminals, mad-
men, workers, or schoolchildren.

The building was not only for the control of
individuals, it became a laboratory for their
transformation. Similar methods of spatial
regulation were in use in European cities for
example under quarantine.* According to
Foucault, the Panoptikon

is thediagramof amechanismof powerreduced
to its ideal form. (...) It is polyvalent in its
applications; it serves to reform prisoners, but
alsoto treat patients, toinstruct schoolchildren,
to confine the insane, to supervise workers, to
put beggars and idlers to work. It is a type of
location of bodies in space, of distribution of
individuals in relation to one another, of hier-
archical organization, of disposition of centers
and channels of power, of definition of the
instruments and modes of intervention of
power, which can be implemented in hospit-
als, workshops, schools, prisons. Whenever
one is dealing with a multiplicity of individu-
als on whom a task or a particular form of
behavior must beimposed, the panoptic schema
may be used.

Foucault’s philosophical inputs terminated any
illusions of architecture as an autonomous art
form. His contribution to research included a
renewed interest in documents which earlier
were considered marginal: all fragments of a
discourse, not only the inputs of the leading
members of the dominant group.

The concept of culture in architectural re-
search thus contained the totality of the field of
architecture and its inner relations. Within archi-
tecture and urban design, this approach has gene-
rated results which will cause a major restruc-
turing of the field. The objects of study have
varied from French practices of reason within
the environment to American city planning and
housing.

An ethnographic approach to society as the
product of historical practices combining truth
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and power consists of identifying society as a
cultural object, specifying those authorized to
make truth claims about it and those practices
and symbols which localized, regulated, and
represented that new reality spatially (form is
equally a cultural object). The problem that
social thinkers, reformers, architects, engine-
ers, and emperors posed for themselves was
one of bringing both norms and forms into a
common frame that would produce a healthy,
efficient, and productive social order.?

Rabinow’s study on norms and forms of the
social environment focused

not on "high culture” nor the practices of
everyday life, but on the middle ground where
social technicians were articulating a normative
(...) modernism.?”

One area of study which originated in analyzing
the relation of the colonial power system to
colonial and post-colonial cities has extended
into research of cities in general, in a global
perspective. According to King, in a colonial
city,

the segregation of areas performed numerous
functions, the first of which was to minimize
contact between colonial and colonized popu-
lations. For the colonial community they acted
as instruments of control, both of those outside
as well as those within their boundaries. They
helped the group to maintain its own self-
identity, essential in the performance of itsrole
within the colonial social and political system.
(...) The extensive spatial provision within the
colonial settlement area, as well as the spatial
division between it and the indigenous settle-
ment, are to be accounted for not simply in
terms of cultural differences butin terms of the
distribution of power. Only this can explain
why labor and urban amenities were available
in the spacious, cultivated areas in the colonial
settlement, but not in the indigenous town.

In these studies, built forms were examined as a
force in production. Space was not only about
the organizing of production, the patterning of



"Culture as power”: Plan of lay-out of imperial Delhi, 1927. (Source: A. King: Colonial Urban

Development, 1976.)

social relationships, and their expression. Space
was also about the ideologies and world views
attached to it, which regulated and fashioned the
ways of life of a people. The urban processes
were mechanisms of control, both locally and

globally. Colonial cities had been organized both
to produce racial segregation and to reproduce a
culture of segregation. Similarly, industrial cities
continue to produce and reproduce particular
cultures.
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The concept of culture as

the production of knowledge
For architectural research, the cultural approach
holds significant potential. Its holistic character
corresponds with the holistic interpretation of
the relations between human beings and the
environment. For me, architecture is about so-
ciety; in thatcontext, the cultural approach seems
more fruitful than the technological oremotional
approaches.”

I see the four variations in the use of the
concept of culture as akind of genesis: a process
which is continuing. The view of culture as
heroes may have had relevance earlier this cen-
tury, when the issue for (aesthetic) quality was
used to promote the profession. Today, the initial
use of the concept, particularly as the only inter-
pretation, seems historical and does not seem to
open up any new directions for research. This
concept of culture is becoming rarer in archi-
tectural research.

The view of culture as vernacular was im-
portant in the evolution of the concept. Through
it, culture was redefined and introduced into
architectural research. The new interpretation of
culture linked research in architecture to other
fields of study, particularly anthropology, and
was used as a method to analyze and criticize the
conventional practices in architecture.

However, the idealistic, moralistic, and even
romantic conceptions attached to the concept of
culture as vernacular have limited its usefulness
only to "primitive” phenomena which are un-
touched by for example western industrial in-
fluences. In the analysis of contemporary urban
environments, the vernacular approach seems to
exclude issues which are central in the global
context; one example of this is the effect of the
global basis of economies. In this sense, culture
as vernacular seems to me somewhat outdated
today.

The two later developments of the concept —
culture as way of life and culture as power—seem
promising for research also in architecture. Both
open up new problems for discussion and sup-
port the development of new methods of study.
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However, each seems to be better suited to the
study of certain kinds of problems and areas.

Culture as way of life seems to be particularly
fruitful in studies addressing the problems of a
family type, an age group, a profession, or a
residents’ group, and within built forms, problems
related to dwellings and residential areas.
Through the frame of way of life, the everyday
practices of individuals and the meanings they
attach to them can be analyzed and compared.
Today, sociological studies based on this concept
of culture have advanced to the level from which
research in architecture could benefit considera-
bly.

While the way of life interpretation of culture
focuses on the values and practices of each
subculture and accepts them as valid for that
subculture, the power interpretation emphasizes
the inevitability of the conflict between the values
and practices. Thus, culture as power appears
fruitful in addressing problems of different so-
cial classes or ethnic groups within one area and
problems of cities in general, both in a particular
situation and as a historical process. In a sense,
the power approach concerns issues which are
contextual to the way of life approach. Way of
life is about harmony between values and
practices within a subculture. Power is more
about the society as a whole, its varying sub-
cultures, about the conflict of values within
society, and about policies and politics of social
change.

Ananalysis of the different concepts of culture
within architectural research is about producing
knowledge in architecture. Each interpretation
of culture reflects a particular world view, a par-
ticular value system. To me, the concept of cul-
ture as heroes reflects a world view of one truth,
of absolute values. Its antithesis, culture as ver-
nacular, provides an alternative truth, but retains
the world view of one truth. In a sense, culture as
way of life developed as a philosophical antithesis
to the vernacular approach: not one truth, but
eachindividual or group havingits own truth, i.e.
the total relativization of truth. Culture as power,
then, is about the conflict of values, about the



acceptance of the plurality of truths and their
fundamental contradictions.

Finally, knowledge about architecture is pro-
duced in different contexts which influence not
only the production of knowledge but also its
use. So far, some designers seem to perceive the
research of built forms as a threat to the values of
the profession and as the demolition of the basic
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