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Structuralism in architecture: a definition

Lisbeth Söderqvist*

Abstract

What structuralism in architecture aimed at has often been misunderstood. Structuralism was not about democracy, giving the users of a building the possibility to make changes in it. On the contrary, structuralism aimed at expressing social patterns and relations and these were apprehended as permanent and invariant and definitely not possible to change. Architects and city planners organized buildings and cities on the basis of communication routes, streets, and squares, what in a structuralist analysis constitutes the invariant structures of a city.
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Lisbeth Söderqvist, associated professor in history of Art, is a Swedish architectural historian with a special interest in the 1950s, 1960s, and the 1970s. She has written a number of book chapters and articles, and also two books in which she discusses architecture and urban planning in the context of the development of the European welfare states and how currents of ideas, such as structuralism, affected the discourses in the field of architecture and urban planning. She is currently a staff member of the Swedish Research Council. 
Social patterns were apprehended not only as invariant but also as complex and, therefore, ideal buildings and cities should be complex, often visualized as a jumble of corridors, roads, underground-tracks, and footbridges in different levels connected by escalators, stairs, and elevators being stressed by their size, color, or material.

To stress binary pairs was another aspect of structuralism in architecture. Outside/inside and nature/culture are examples of this. It lead architects to use materials we normally would associate with exteriors in interiors such as “raw” concrete; that is, concrete walls with no plaster or stonepaving.
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In the 1960s, structuralism became the fashion. Architects, anthropologists, sociologists, even the coach of the French national soccer team professed themselves to be adherents of structuralism. The last mentioned did so by stating that he intended to organize his team according to structuralist principles.
1 This shows how omni-present structuralism was during the 1960s, nota bene not only in France. In this paper I will discuss how, in my opinion, one should interpret structuralism in the fields of architecture and town building.

Discourse analysis is the theoretical framework for this article, a theory that gives the possibility to analyze architecture, debate, and city-planning as an expression of social, cultural, political, and historical contexts. Normally, studies of architecture and city-planning are concentrating on innovations inside the field of design. The role of the architect is often underlined, his or her individual capacity, education, former collaborations, and personality are seen as the “natural” way of explaining and analyzing the objects being designed by this person. I claim that if we are to understand verbal as well as architectural expressions, we must take in to consideration a much broader context than the background and characteristics of an individual. This becomes clear when analyzing the postwar period. Political discourses, scientific theories, and/or currents of ideas dominating the debate in society, at a certain time, affected the discourse on architecture and city-planning. That is, political ideology, scientific theories, and currents of ideas were transported from the political, scientific, and societal field to the field of architecture and urbanism. A possible explanation to why this seldom is notified is that architects and planners did not declare their points of departure such as political ideologies or theoretical influences. It is up to us to make good interprets.

Among the most spread theories during the postwar period was structuralism. Structuralism was developed in linguistics but was transferred, as we have seen, to numerous other fields,
2 among them anthropology where we find the best known advocate of structuralism in the postwar era, the French professor Claude Lévi-Strauss. He searched for the universal structures of thought, the underlying and common patterns of human thinking. These are unconscious and are not changed by individuals, they are invariant. From structuralist linguistics, Lévi-Strauss was influenced by the idea that all phonemes in all languages are distinct and “binarily” determined. A binary pair in mathematics is odd/even, in logics true/false. Another aspect of linguistic structuralism that influenced Lévi-Strauss was the idea to develop a general science of signs, a semiology or semiotics (the terms are synonymous). Social systems could be read as “sign systems” for instance when analyzing dress codes, rules of etiquette, or kinship systems (the latter one of Lévi-Strauss’ fields of research). This is called semiotic structuralism. All in all this summary description of structuralism covers three aspects:

	1. 	The invariant, universal, and collective structures in human thinking

	2. 	Binary, distinctive pairs

	3. 	Semiology/semiotics (synonymous) that can be translated roughly as “sign systems”



Photo 1 is taken at the main entrance of Stockholm University. The entrance hall was created when a library by Ralph Erskine was built adjoining the somewhat older original building by David Helldén.
3 The wall that was added to the building is of glass and the floor inside is paved by natural stones of varying size. The architect makes us reflect on what structuralism calls binary pairs: outside/inside, nature/culture. The material he has placed in the interior is such we normally would associate with exteriors. The architect has in this case chosen natural stone, not paving-stone, which can be interpreted as that the university building is situated in a park landscape, not a city.


Stockholm University, the main entrance.


Stones are located to both sides of the exterior glass wall underlining what structuralism calls binary pairs: inside/outside, nature/culture. Architect: Ralph Erskine, 1977–1982.
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To stress binary pairs was common in architecture influenced by structuralism. We find an international example of this in Amsterdam, in the municipal children's home by Aldo van Eyck. The architect presented the building for an international public while it was built, which makes this example particularly informing.
4 Van Eyck attached great importance to what he called “the intermediary elements”, which he claimed created integration. The materials in the interior, “raw” concrete and brick, he used among others together with lighting fittings normally used for outdoor lighting, with the intention to do away with borders. With the same intention, he created indoor streets and squares. Van Eyck expressed it that the building is both in and out, regardless of whether the spectator is out or in. The building was organized on the basis of the communication routes, streets, and squares, what in a structuralist analysis constitutes the universal and invariant structures of cities.

One building in the central parts of Stockholm, which according to the above reasoning, can be seen as an expression of structuralist influence is the St. Göran Secondary School from the second half of the 1950s. Inside the glass walls of the ground floor the architects, Leonie and Charles-Eduard Geisendorf, have created a traditional market square. The stone paving unites outside with inside like the brick wall that extends both inside and outside the thin glass sheet, which together with other selected materials invalidates the limit between exterior and interior, or to put it otherwise, they stress the binary pairs out and in, city and building. The architects have furthermore organized the school departing from the square and the access balconies, the latter a kind of communication passage on different levels.

Photo 2 shows the building by David Helldén, or more exactly the central street around which the university is organized. This method, to organize a building around a street-like feature, harks as we have seen back to structuralism. The architects focused on creating clusters of buildings and to stress the relationships between them, something we can say Helldén did by organizing a group of buildings around a street linking the buildings to each other. The communication surfaces gave the city its identity, expressed the (invisible and unconscious) social patterns that were supposed to be permanent, that is to say invariant. Among others, Alison and Peter Smithson, who were perhaps the best known architects of Great Britain in the 1950s and 1960s, published a number of texts and books in which they disseminated their views on architecture and planning, among other things that the physical structures have to reflect mental patterns, what they called “patterns of association”.
5
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Stockholm University, the internal street to which all buildings are connected.

Many structuralists apprehended the street as an expression of the invariant, universal and collective structure, expressing human thinking and social patterns. Architect: David Helldén, ca 1960–1970.


The social patterns, “life on the street”, constituted the invariant, the meaningful structure or the collective memory. The latter expression was used by Kevin Lynch in his book The Image of the City, which was widely read in the 1960s and was reprinted several times. Among other things, Lynch tries out the idea of an invisible, unreflected, and collective consciousness in his analysis of the city and this aspect is given much attention in his book. The city is treated as an instrument of communication filled with signs. These signs communicate what is at the center of structuralism, the meaningful structures, those that are universal, unconscious, and invariant. This is termed semiotic structuralism.
6 The famous book L'architettura della città by Aldo Rossi (1966), translated as The Architecture of the City, is another expression of the dissemination of structuralism in the field. Rossi devotes considerable space in his book to the discussion of “meaningful permanences”, a concept that we must suppose points back to structuralism's idea of the meaningful relationships, those that do not change. Like other architects/authors influenced by structuralism, Rossi finds that these are primarily expressed by the street, but Rossi also adds to the discussion the monuments and the types of building (residential blocks, for instance, are a type of building). These artifacts are invariant, Rossi says, a statement that points directly at structuralism for which precisely the invariant is at the center. Other buildings constitute “primary” signs, Rossi says, using what must be a common concept in semiotics. In semiotics there is a distinction between primary and secondary sign levels. According to Rossi, between the permanent (invariant) elements and the variant elements on a primary sign level we find the “relationship” that makes us understand the structure of the urban artifacts. The concept “distinctive”, referring back to the opposition principle in linguistics, is used by Lynch and comes again with Rossi. Structuralism maintains that contrasts play a major role and so thinks Rossi. He refers to Lynch's investigation of Boston, a city constituted of between themselves different and “distinct” parts. Rossi also thinks, like Lynch and other structuralistically influenced architects, that the permanent structures live in the collective memory of the inhabitants of the city.
7

In city plans influenced by structuralism's belief in the possibility to reconstruct mental patterns in physical form, the “life on the street”, and through that the street itself, became a central point of departure. The structuralistically influenced plan for Toulouse-le-Mirail, by the architects Candilis, Josic and Woods, is called by them “linear”. The central pedestrian street, which according to the architects was the point of departure for the organization of the entire district, can not at all be described as linear (it does not look like a stretched-out ribbon) but the “urban activities” (the expression the architects use) are distributed along the pedestrian street rather than being located to one central point. The pedestrian street in Toulouse-le-Mirail consists of what the Smithson couple called a “street-deck”; that is to say, a street in the air. This is so because it is constructed four meters above the ground.
8

In Stockholm, the plan for Northern Järva became a counterpart to that for Toulouse-le-Mirail. The “city” in Järva never was completed but part of it was carried out in what today is called Akalla, Husby, and Kista. The three districts are planned along a central pedestrian route that by-and-large runs in a straight line. Along this route there are functions like the ones in Toulouse-le-Mirail: schools; social, cultural, and commercial services; premises for hobbies, parties, and meetings; and so on. In a structuralist sense, one can say that the buildings are organized around the inhabitants’ social activities and relationships.

The influence of structuralism on architecture and planning also explains the relative popularity of balcony access blocks in the 1960s. In a critical debate on the New Town Skärholmen in Sweden, which began in 1968, the presence of this type of building appeared as the only streak of light in the darkness that Skärholmen constituted, if we are to believe the housing reporter Olle Bengtzon of the Stockholm evening paper Expressen. People like it in those houses Bengtzon claimed, in an otherwise negatively charged article on Skärholmen under the heading “Skärholmen, a monstrous accusation”.
9 Bengtzon regarded the balcony access blocks as a kind of architecture aimed at stimulating social development. The shared access balconies created natural contacts between both children and adults, Bengtzon told his readers, among which at least the architects were familiar with Ralph Erskine's housing project Brittgården in Tibro, a small town in southern Sweden. The latter was, like Skärholmen, built with access balcony blocks among the house types. When Brittgården was presented in the architects’ own publications, the writers all agreed that access balconies encourage social communication.
10 In a structuralist analysis this common opinion could be formulated as that the access balcony expresses the meaningful relationship.

	

HOW DOES ARCHITECTURE DEFINE STRUCTURALISM TODAY?

What I have analyzed as structuralism in texts, architecture, and city-planning above, differs from how structuralism is defined inside this field today. I will give a few examples. The Swedish National Encyclopaedia (SNE) finds that the definition of structuralism in architecture is “a current arising in the 1950s which views buildings as changeable structures composed of interchangeable parts”.
11 That is, according to the SNE, structuralism in architecture signifies changeable structures rather than as representatives of other disciplines would have it, and as I suggest, structures that are unchanging or invariant. That structuralism in architecture signifies changeability is a common opinion. There are several texts in which structuralism in architecture is interpreted in somewhat different manners but with the common denominator that changeability is a central factor.
12 Even extreme variants of “flexible” architecture—such as what was advocated by Archigram and other groups (“science-fiction architecture”, if you permit)—are regarded as structuralism by several authors.
13 The current definition is based on a shift in meaning of the concept. The interpretation of structuralism in architecture changed during the 1970s in the sense that architects and writers, from having discussed structuralism departing from the relationship between elements—the meaningful, invariant structures that live in our collective memory, the unconsciously conscious—instead came to stress the opposite, what is variable. The architect Arnold Lüchinger was one of the actors, writing articles in the 1970s and later on in 1981 a book on this subject, claiming that changeability is a characteristic of structuralism in architecture.
14

This shift in meaning is understandable in the sense that structuralism does include the idea that there is both an invariant meaningful structure and other things that vary. The latter is however not, as we have seen, a focus of structuralism, if we are to believe the accounts of structuralism provided by representatives of other disciplines, and in my opinion it was also not how structuralism was expressed in the texts and works of architects in the 1950s and 1960s.
15 The current conception today of structuralism in architecture was at that time, I submit, termed “open form”.

It is a common opinion that structuralism in architecture was developed in the Netherlands. Kenneth Frampton, for instance, mentions the well-known office building in Apeldoorn by Herman Hertzberger, in 1972, as an example of “Dutch structuralism” and stresses how the architect in places did not complete the work in order to encourage contributions by those who were to use the building. In other words, he intimates that the office building contained some kind of built-in openness for future changes and that this is an expression of structuralism.
16 Hertzberger's office building often recurs in the literature when structuralism in architecture is discussed. Francis Strauven, who has written several books with their points of departure in Holland, finds that the concept structuralism, or Dutch Structuralism, is not very appropriate in a discussion of Hertzberger's office building. He suggests instead “configurative design” for this kind of architecture. Strauven gives the reader a background to the common opinion that structuralism had a special position in the Netherlands. If I understand Strauven correctly, he thinks that structuralism was a fashionable concept with positive connotations that was adopted by architects, despite the fact that the projects they presented not really could be termed structuralistic in the true meaning of the concept.
17 I would like to add that in my opinion Hertzberger's building well accords with the concept of structuralism. It is in several ways like the building by van Eyck, which was referred to earlier, among other things it expresses in a similar manner binary pairs and it is also constructed like a city with interior streets and markets.

* * *

In the present paper I have set out to argue and refer to sources in a way to make my definition of structuralism appear as reasonable and convincing, but at the same time possible to examine critically. In my opinion the study indicates that the interpretation of structuralism that began to gain ground around 1970 and still manifests itself is wrong and not defensible. Structuralism, as I propose to define it, is of fundamental importance in order to understand the development of architecture and planning in the 1950s and later: this is so because its line of thought had considerable influence in several countries.



NOTES

1. Irénée Scalbert, A Right to Difference: The Architecture of Jean Renaudie (Paris: London, Architectural Association Publications 2004), 16.

2. Structuralism developed in different environments/countries at different points in time. In the years following World War Two structuralism developed primarily in France. Tom Broch, ‘Structuralism’, in Klassisk och modern samhällsteori, Ed. Heine Andersen & Lars Bo Kaspersen, Studentlitteratur AB [Classical and modern social theory]. (Copenhagen: 2000), 371.

3. The library was completed in 1982, the decision to build it was taken in 1977. Staffan Helmfrid, ‘Politisering, lokalbrist, massinvasion’ [Politicization, lack of room, mass invasion], in Frescati. Huvudstadsuniversitet och arkitekturpark, [Informationsenheten], Stockholm University, Ed. Thomas Hall [Frescati: Capital University and Architecture Park]. (Lund: 1988), 29.

4. Aldo van Eyck's presentation of the children's home in Amsterdam is published in CIAM '59 in Otterlo (Stuttgart: Dokumente der modernen Architektur, Nr 1 Krämer Vlg 1961), 26–33. It should be added that the architect did not refer to structuralism in his presentation. It can also be added that Francis Strauven, who wrote a biography of van Eyck, does not interpret the children's home in the way I do here. According to Strauven's biography of van Eyck, the latter was not influenced by structuralism, but on the other hand there were similarities between van Eyck's thinking about architecture and structuralism, Strauven writes. Francis Strauven, Aldo van Eyck: The Shape of Relativity (Amsterdam: Architectura & Natura 1998), 452f.

5. See for instance Alison and Peter Smithson, Urban Structuring (London: Studio Vista; Reinhold 1967), 9, 14, 44.

6. It was Tom Broch (a sociologist) who pointed out Lynch to me in this connection. It seems likely that Lynch was inspired by Lévi-Strauss in his use of the concept. The latter, according to Broch influenced by Durkheim, used “the unconscious” for “the practical, collective, unconscious consciousness”. Tom Broch 2000, p. 378.

7. Aldo Rossi, Architecture in the City (Cambridge: Graham Foundation for Advanced Studies in the Fine Arts and the Institute for Architecture and Urban Studies by MIT 1982), 49, 59–61, 64f, 69, 85f, 100, 130.

8. Georges Candilis, Alexis Josic, and Shadrach Woods, Toulouse le Mirail: Birth of a New Town (Stuttgart: Dokumente der modernen Architektur, Nr 10 Krämer Verlag 1975), 19, 21, 24, 27, 30.

9. Olle Bengtzon, ‘Skärholmen, en ohygglig anklagelse’ [“Skärholmen, a dreadful accusation”]. Expressen (Stockholm: June 18, 1970).

10. Pseudonym ‘S’, ‘Brittgården i Tibro’, [Da] Arkitektur [“Brittgården in Tibro”, The Danish magazine Arkitektur (Architecture). (Ed) the Swedish magazine Arkitektur (Architecture)] 5 (1966): 200–7; ‘Ed’.: ‘Tibro’, Arkitektur 6 (1965),: 167–79.

11. Claes Caldenby, http://www.ne.se/strukturalism/arkitektur (accessed June 10, 2010).

12. With the possible exception of Erik Nygaard who thinks that user democracy is central for structuralism. Nygaard is the only one to tie structuralism in architecture to linguistics, but he does not follow out his reasoning but stops at some hints. Erik Nygaard, Arkitektur i en forvirret tid [Architecture in a confused time], 1995. On structuralism and changeability see e.g. Nils-Ole Lund, Arkitekturteorier siden 1945 [Architectural ideas since 1945] (Copenhagen: 2001), 60–75. It should be mentioned that Lund, at the end of his text, indicates that communication surfaces were central to structuralism but without explaining why or how. Another example is Kenneth Frampton, see further down.

13. Anders Ekholm, Nils Ahrbom, Peter Broberg, and Poul-Erik Skriver, Utvecklingen mot strukturalism i arkitekturen [Development towards structuralism in architecture]. (Stockholm: 1980).

14. Arnolf Lüchinger, Structuralismus in Architecture und Städtebau (Stuttgart: 1981). The articles are mentioned by Francis Strauven, Aldo van Eyck: The Shape of Relativity [Original title has been given in English (på engelska). Asfar as I am concerned there is no translation?] (Amsterdam: 1998), 470.

15. It should be added that the architects do not express themselves very clearly, rather the opposite. It is also, in my experience, common not to point out influences. It is up to the reader to discover possible loans and references.

16. Frampton calls into question the architect's opinion that the building expresses a linguistic distinction. This Frampton calls rhetoric. Kenneth Frampton, Modern Architecture: A Critical History (London: Thames & Hudson 1992), 299.

17. Francis Strauven, Aldo van Eyck: The Shape of Relativity (Amsterdam: Architectura & Natura 1998), 467–68.
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