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Abstract

The paper is focused on the interdisciplinary and cross-cultural paradigm of “habitat” - as an-
thropological and ecological interdependency between domestic space and its environment. 
Since the mid 20th Century, our built environment has faced a long totalising-planetary ur-
banisation process, which urges us to review the old conventional urban-architectural cate-
gories we use to describe and understand our cities and countryside. In front of the urgency 
of a more inclusive understanding of our built environment, this paper sheds more light on 
the paradigm of Habitat as an interdisciplinary urban lexicon, as it gained momentum in 
post-war urban thinking and has influenced urban design ever since.  The paper holds that 
the post-war discussion on Habitat represented a unique moment in which interdisciplinary 
thinking on the built environment became central. The paper shows alliances and resonances 
between the post-war CIAM’s discourse on Habitat and other coeval sociological and philo-
sophical studies to delineate a complex theoretical framework. Beyond the parameters and 
boundaries that have been considered and presumed conventionally within ordinary urban 
design and social science, the paper focuses on the complex interdisciplinary meanings, in-
terpretations, and translations regarding the paradigm of post-war Habitat as a complex social 
and spatial notion which encompasses the human settlement as a whole.
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INTRODUCTION
LIVING IN A CONTRADICTORY CONDITION OF PLANETARY URBANISATION 

The challenging scenario of a “planetary urbanization” has taken place concretely and crit-
ically over the last decades. “Society has been completely urbanized,” as the sociologist and 
philosopher Henri Lefebvre already hypothesised in “La Révolution urbaine” (1970). “This ur-
banization is virtual today, but will become real in the future”1 and now that time has come. 
Facing this contemporary and contradictory urban scenario, old categories and definitions 
of the built environment are either no longer viable or out-dated. In the face of the difficult 
legibility and the dissolution of the contemporary urban elements, our traditional images of 
“urban” and “city”, “rural” and “countryside” – inherited from the last century - are obsolete 
now. As already recently highlighted by several researchers on urban studies, such as the 
urban theorist Neil Brenner and the geographer-sociologist Christian Schmid, we require an 
epistemological-conceptual shift towards a new theoretical framework.2 It is important to sur-
pass the parameters and boundaries that have been considered and presumed conventionally 
within the ordinary urban design and social sciences disciplines. In this perspective, the re-
search on Habitat that was established in the 1950s and 1960s in the field of architecture/urban 
design and other disciplines - and since forgotten – is urgent also to address and to decipher 
the current urban processes that are emergently reshaping our urban world. 

HABITAT – ECOLOGICAL LEXICON.

The contemporary ecological crisis has turned into “profound alteration of our relation to the 
world”3 which requires new critical perspectives on the relationship between human beings 
and their physical surroundings. It forced an environmental ethic shift from anthropocentric 
(human-centred) to ecocentric (earth-centred)4, focusing on the environment as a system of 
interrelationships of finite entities. The same ‘ecology’ was described by German biologist 
Haeckel (1866) as “the science of ‘relations’ between the organism and the surrounding outer 
world.” In Architecture, Habitat introduced this relational-contextual idea through interdisci-
plinary nutrients of architecture like urban geography, ecology and sociology. Habitat initiat-
ed a broader approach within urban design thinking where the built environment was looked 
upon as a coherent, complex ecological system, with a brand new ecological and anthropo-
logical inclusive attention.5  

In particular, in the post-war period, the architectural debate on Habitat shifted the focus from 
the autonomy, isolation and differentiation of zones of cities and buildings, to the interdependen-
cy between domestic space, city and environment. It shifted from the Greek oikos - house - as a 
distinct building function to oikos-ecology as the “study of the Earth Household.”6 Human Habitat as 
the “whole problem of environment,”7 re-positioned architecture and urban design within a more 
inclusive, holistic, and socio-ecological approach. At the same time, it grounded architectural 
discipline into the interdisciplinary climatological-geographical, organic-biological and anthro-
pological-sociological exploration of the urban landscape. The discussion on Habitat represent-
ed a unique moment in which a trans-disciplinary thinking became central. 
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CIAM AND HABITAT: A PRODUCTIVE AMBIGUITY

Within the CIAM context, Le Corbusier employed the term “habitat” for the first time at his 
introductory speech at CIAM 7 in Bergamo in 1949, claiming that it was necessary to develop 
a Charter of Habitat. This new architectural manifesto would have replaced or updated the 
previous Charter of Athens (1933), which dictated the principles of the pre-war functionalist 
architecture, which was based on the division of the urban structure in four main mono-func-
tions: living, working, transport, and leisure. 

The debate on HABITAT highlighted the concern about a more complex and realistic built en-
vironment, in contrast with a mere functionalist bi-dimensional zone method of planning of 
the city based upon function-based zones. In contrast to this sectorial division in functions of 
the built environment, habitat introduced a deeper interest into the complexity of the entire 
environment as a design topic. It propelled a shift from a universalist-sectorial approach – 
where the four functions where universally applicable in all conditions -  to a focus on region-
al variations and specific local presences and identities.

However, the definition of Habitat immediately gained productive ambiguity which ampli-
fied the interpretations, the trans-national and trans-institutional flows of ideas and lastly the 
effects on the real built environment too. The divisions of interpretations of HABITAT also 
augmented the rift between young members and older ones within CIAM, even until the final 
breakup of the CIAM organization in 1959. 

This became first clear at the CIAM Sigtuna meeting (1952), which was concerned with 
the “language dispute”8 about the different meanings of ‘Habitat’ and ‘Habiter’9 On the one 
hand, the term ‘habitat’ for Le Corbusier constituted a substantial enrichment of the pre-war 
‘habiter’, the pure undiluted ‘dwelling’ of the Athens Charter. On the other hand, the young 
members recognized the term including its ideological content considering that CIAM could 
no longer continue to regard dwelling as a separate function, but had to approach “it as an 
integrating part of the human settlement as a whole.” Yet,  Sigtuna’s “wide-ranging and unfo-
cused”10 language dispute was destined to continue during the following CIAM meetings. In 
1955, Le Corbusier tried to “suppress all misunderstanding” between “Habitat, Habiter, habita-
tion (in French) and Habitat, living, dwelling or home (in English),” offering a final, resolute 
“formula” in both languages: “The Habitat represents the condition of life (the accommoda-
tion, the function) in the total environment.’ L’ Habitat represente les condition de vie dans le 
milieu total.”11 However, his attempt was not enough to patch up both the deep conceptual and 
generational rift within CIAM and Team 10.

INTERDISCIPLINARY LEXICON

Habitat is an interdisciplinary notion per se. The term habitat was firstly adopted in ‘Systema 
Naturae’, written by the Swedish botanist Carl von Linnés in 1735. His book was the germinat-
ing point for the modern scheme of the taxonomy of the living world, becoming a crucial topic 
of research for biologists, philosophers, semiologists, sociologists and for architects/urban de-
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signers as well.  In the post-war period, the interdisciplinary essence of Habitat, synonyms and 
language interpretations were highlighted by sociological, philosophical studies and theories 
which shared  many resonances and assonances with the CIAM’s debate.

For instance, in the same year as the Sigtuna meeting, 1952, the French philosopher Georges 
Canguilhem investigated a study about the relationship between the being and its ‘Milieu’. 
This latter was defined by Canguilhem as “a category of contemporary thought”12, highlight-
ing the relevance of its discussion in the 1950s. From Newton’s fluid as the intermediary be-
tween two bodies, to Lamark’s “influencing circumstances” and “adaptations”, Compte’s “total 
set of external circumstances necessary for the existence of every organism”, Ritter and Hum-
boldt`s “relations between historical man and the environment”, and Weiss’ “environment of 
behaviour”,  Canguilhem compared several point of views, building a genealogy of the idea 
of milieu.

As a result, he described the environment as a “pure system of relations” at the center of 
required contemporary research. Indeed when faced with the dichotomy between the organ-
ic view of the world and decentered conception of the Universe, “Man is no longer in the 
middle (au milieu), but he is a mid-point (un milieu) (a mid-point between [milieu entre] two 
infinities, between nothing and everything, between two extremes.”13 Similarly, Leo Spitzer 
considered the term “medium” using a twofold spatial reference: “the midpoint of an object, 
and the intermediate point (region, substance) between two or more objects.” Describing the 
second significance, he used the concept of “in between”, resonating with Martin Buber’s “Ich 
und Du” (1923), which became the main reference for an architectural discourse on the rela-
tionship and the in-between within CIAM and TEAM X since the 1950s.

Leo Spitzer, in 1942, also compared the different nuances of the French ‘milieu’, the Italian ‘am-
biente’, the English ‘environment’, the German ‘Umwelt’, and so on. Commenting the often in-
terchangeability of the French ‘milieu’ with the English ‘environment’, he emphasized a distinct 
difference which could have helped the language dispute in Sigtuna: the Austrian literary critic 
asserted that ‘milieu’ is characterized by a more subjective connotation than ‘environment’. This 
latter is more deterministic and less personal, even though both terms indicate a certain quality:  
“environment is the term of a sociologist who thinks in terms of fixed factors, ‘milieu’ the more 
spontaneous expression of a human being who feels, rather than analyses.14

Hence, ten years before the CIAM meeting in Sigtuna, Spitzer already shed light on the differ-
ent language nuances and interpretation which affected the CIAM meetings, often character-
ized by the slippage through different languages, meanings and interpretations.15

LEFEBVRE: SUBVERTING THE SIGTUNA DISPUTE

The binomial ‘habitat-habiter’ was embedded with the idea of everyday practice which en-
compasses the surroundings of the social life, sharing many resonances with the theoretical 
positions of the French Philosopher Henri Lefebvre.
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The Sigtuna language dispute about ‘habitat’ and ‘habiter’ was also part of the discourse by 
Lefebvre in “L’habitat pavilionaire” (1959), where he specified that ‘l’habitation’ had changed 
with society while ‘l’habiter’ had been modified in relation to culture, civilization and society 
as a whole. 

The French philosophers referred to an anthropological idea of ‘habiter’ which does not merely 
regard the single dwelling unit. On the contrary, it is a part of a whole, it is a complex prac-
tice which is related to multiple levels of social interactions. One of these levels also includes 
language, according to Lefebvre. Habitation is always part of a double system –“palpable and 
verbal, ‘objectal’ and semantic”16, where the language is important but always together with 
and as a translation of the practical function. Lefebvre seems to escape from any semantic 
speculations of the term, without falling into the endless discussion of Sigtuna: “It would be 
too easy to arrive at the semantic system of habitation (words and connected words) by speak-
ing of the semiological system (objects relating to habitation and their significances). None of 
these messages supplies the code that would enable us to decipher the other, automatically.”17 

In this sense neither the pre-war functionalist ‘dwelling’ of Le Corbusier nor the ‘poetical’ 
dwelling depicted by Heidegger were positive, correct references, as already highlighted by 
Stanek.18

On the one hand, his critiques to pre-war CIAM were similar, coherent and coeval with the 
discussion which was held first within the post-war CIAM and later in TEAM X. On the other 
hand, Lefebvre was intrigued by the ‘poetical’ and phenomenological vision of dwelling, in 
contrast with the ravages of technology as expressed by Gaston Bachelard or by Heidegger 
through the words and ideas of the poet Friedrich Hölderlin. 

A few years later, in ‘La révolution urbaine’ (1970), the French philosopher returned to the 
semiotic gulf between ‘habiter’ and ‘habitat’ stressing its relevance and utility: “Although the 
distinction between “habiting” and “habitat” is already subject to considerable controversy, I 
still insist that it is useful.”19

Lefebvre continued his discourse vehemently criticizing “habitat” as a “caricatural pseudo-
concept”, a reductive functionalist urban thought which, at the end of the 19th Century, lim-
ited and categorized the human being in simple acts that “can’t even be called animal […]: 
eating, sleeping, reproducing.” 

“Habitat was imposed from above as the application of a homogeneous global and quantita-
tive space, a requirement that “lived experience” allowed itself to be enclosed in boxes, cages, 
or “dwelling machines.”

Even if ‘habiter’ is millenary, in the quite recent “reign of habitat”, ‘habiter’ (habiting) was bur-
ied in the unconscious, its pivotal and original meaning of both “functional, multifunctional 
and transfunctional” activity all forgotten and faded into mere practice. 

According to Lefebvre, ‘Habiter’ had to be considered “as a source of foundation” while the ar-
chitect, as a “social condenser” of existing social relationships, should have the responsibility 
of regaining its ancient meaning.20
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Hence, almost twenty years after the Sigtuna meeting, Lefebvre seemed to subvert and invert 
the critiques which characterized the language dispute between the old and young members 
of CIAM – represented in Sigtuna by Wogensky and Candilis-  both of whom were seeking new 
relationships between the dwelling and its immediate environment, an epistemological shift 
to an anthropological understanding of  ‘habiter’.

If, on the one hand, the young members labelled and abhorred the use of ‘habiter’ as a rep-
resentation of the pre-war functionalism and instead praised ‘habitat’ as a pivotal ecological 
topic, on the other, for Lefebvre only reconsidering and giving a new meaning to ‘habiter’ “as 
a source of foundation, as essential functionality and transfunctionality” could erase the erro-
neous predominance of the reign of ‘habitat’ and urbanistic rationality.

However, even if the critiques to pre-war functionalism are controversially embodied by both 
‘habiter’ (Candilis) and ‘habitat’ (Lefebvre), both thinkers shared similar ideas about an eco-
logical21 and anthropological concept of dwelling within the collectivity, negotiating the ur-
ban conflicts raised with the hasty process of modernization. Moreover, TEAM X’s DOORN 
manifesto for Habitat, would have praised new criteria for the planning of the everyday life, 
resonating many of the discourses of Lefebvre.22 

CONCLUSION

Habitat is a complex social and spatial notion encompassing the human settlement as a whole, 
in all its complex material, social and spatial stratification. Habitat is a conceptual framework 
whose vocabulary has been analysed and reinterpreted in order to describe and design the 
built environment, even if with ambiguous and contradictory understandings.The discussion 
on Habitat represented a unique moment in which a trans-disciplinary, relational thinking 
about the environment became central.

Moreover, if “each language organises the urban world in a way, by hypothesis, specific,”23 as 
recently defined by Topalov, the topic of language translation was inevitably also a matter of 
culture, of specific ways to organise and conceive the world which made the understanding of 
the habitat and environment even more complicated and productively ambiguous, in a dialec-
tic synergy between architecture and other disciplines.

Finally, these interdisciplinary and parallel debates about Habitat exhibit the importance of 
an interdisciplinary new theoretical framework of the built environment, which encompass-
es different experts. The language dispute on habitat and the contradictory interpretations 
highlight the necessity for a deep cross-cultural interest and dynamic balance or “equipoise” 
between different disciplines regarding the built environment, which is often lacking nowa-
days. The multi-layered debate on habitat and environment shows the importance of alliances 
among different disciplines for the definition of an urban lexicon which could surpass con-
ventional urban design and social sciences definitions and ways of thinking and designing our 
built environment.
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