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Unformed Architecture, Informed Community

Can the form of a building create community? Or is community created in a different way, one that 

even transcends form? And if it does transcend form, does architecture play any role? The example of 

federal housing projects, an understanding of collective memory and how it relates to architecture, and 

an examination of the ideas of city stewardship and focal realism suggests that form alone is unable to 

produce community (at its worst destroying it), but that architecture can play an integral role in 

nurturing and maintaining it.

The low-income housing projects completed by the federal government are a compilation of the 

Neighborhood Unit [see Figure 2] and CIAM's urbanism principles [see Figure 1]. These projects 

combined the seclusive nature of the Neighborhood Unit with CIAM's tower aesthetic (which 

originated from their desire to maintain solar access, open up green space, and separate modes of 

traffic) by creating a series of tower apartments segregated from their surroundings with no vehicular 

circulation within the cluster.1 The separation of these projects from the community has served to 

isolate the poor residents – that they necessarily attract – from higher income earners, serving to 

segregate people by income. These experiments in circling and focusing like-minded people by the 

form of a building show that form can only create a fake community, a group of people clustered 

together without the focal realism that makes true community possible (as shall be shown presently).

Collective memory also plays a large role in shaping community, and architecture can promote or 

hinder it. At its best, collective memory can unite a community, at its worst, create a totalitarian one. 

Buildings can bear (or represent) the collective memory of a city by representing what is of common 

value. In the city of political beings, the shared visualization of what is held in common by a 

community is incredibly important because it not only allows the community to be united but can even 

encourage them to be united in a desired way (as totalitarian governments often used it). In these 

situations the built environment becomes a tool to shape public values rather than an object that is 

merely shaped by them, which can be used for good or evil (good if used to reinforce commonly held 

values, evil if used to manipulate them).2 But buildings can also be a backdrop upon which memories 

are made, a fabric that becomes memorable by the events that take place around it (consider the Papal 

Procession in Rome). Yet it is probably collective values that help shape these events which in turn 

shape the buildings. Thus using the built environment to reflect or influence collective memory is much 

1 Miller, 11.16.2010; 11.24.2010
2 Miller, 11.16.2010



more effective in creating community than merely using form. Krier and Rowe support this approach to 

urban planning. They argue that viewing the city as a community space shaped by (or out of) the fabric 

of buildings rather than by individual building forms is much more successful than circling and 

focusing like-minded people [see Figure 3]. A city that is diverse in use rather than segregated becomes 

more communal [see Figure 4]. In this approach the city is shared by all the inhabitants rather than 

segregated into uses and population groups.3 Community is nurtured by creating spaces where focal 

interactions can occur rather than by forcing fake interactions. 

 Borgmann suggests that a good city creates a place where people must interact with each other, a 

place where population segregation is impossible, a place where “opportunities for the fruits of the 

spirit to grow” abound.4 This place of human connection that a city can become – a place of focal 

realism – is a place of truth where people can engage in “focal practices”5 together. Rather than settle 

for virtual substitutes, an urbanism guided by focal realism can provide places where people can be real 

with other people and their surroundings. A “city that is mixed in use and pedestrian in scale” can 

enable everyday activities such as eating and shopping to be focal, that is, to be activities that connect 

human beings, activities that are genuine.6 Far from forcing a like-minded group of people together as 

the federal housing projects did (which really made them interact with each other less), this approach 

compels human connection, that is, human community. This important role of the city paves the way 

for the idea of city stewardship. Jacobsen suggests that cities – like nature in that they are handed down 

to future generations who did not create them – must be stewarded.7 It is our responsibility to nurture 

and protect the cities of our forefathers because we do not own them but are only watching over them 

for our brief stay on earth. Ultimately, they will be passed on to our children, and it is our duty to give 

them healthy cities that encourage their inhabitants to love each other.

Architectural form cannot create community. Genuine community can only exist where real people 

actually interact with each other. No amount of human meddling can force people to get along, not 

even separating people into compatible groups. All mankind can do is encourage focal interactions that 

force people to learn how to get along and live in community with one another. Architecture, 

particularly urbanism, is our best means of doing this.  

3 Miller, 11.28.2010
4 Ibid. 72.
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6 Ibid.
7 Jacobsen, Sidewalks, 69.
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