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was a reminder of how difficult it is for architects 
to connect built form to questions of finance and 
politics. To him, merely using the word neoliber-
alism was fraught with fear of appearing ideological; 
addressing the entanglement of architecture, power 
and money seemed to undermine his belief that 
he, the scholar and critic, alone should be shaping 
architectural discourse.

There are other architects and scholars, of course, 
who embrace the term neoliberalism precisely 
for its shock value, to then make the case for the 
political role and agency of architecture in face of 
the inequity which is fundamental to the neoliberal 
order. In Karen Kubey’s recent issue of Architectural 
Design, ‘Housing as Intervention: Architecture 
Towards Social Equity’, for example, urban histo-
rian Robert Fishman subtitled his essay ‘The Global 
Crisis of Affordable Housing’ with a call to arms: 
‘Architecture Versus Neoliberalism.’1 Fishman’s 
point of departure is the paradox that our neolib-
eral time, characterised by the hugely inadequate 
financial support for housing for low- and moderate 
income families, has been one of the most ‘crea-
tive’ for architects; he defines creativity as architects 
‘problem solving’ and working closely with the many 
small-scale non-profit developers, responsible for 
what is today called ‘affordable housing.’2 In many 
ways, this is the point of the larger AD issue: to 
showcase architects who are taking on new roles 
to advance the production of housing priced below 
market rates within a neoliberal order. 

The N-word of architectural discourse

Recently over coffee, a colleague who was thinking 
about mounting an exhibition of what he called 
‘innovative’ housing design over the past half-
century asked my opinion on a particular aspect 
of the project: was it really unavoidable that he 
address neoliberalism in the show? There was a 
slight hesitation before his mouth formed the word 
‘neoliberalism’. Although he didn’t say so outright, 
it was clear he was seeking legitimation to show-
case the architecture of housing without having 
to consider the socio-economic order of which it 
is a part. That order, as it pertains to the 1960s, 
was a well-established welfare state increasingly 
questioned by both the left and the right. Our socio-
economic order today is generally abbreviated 
as neoliberalism, shorthand for the deregulation, 
privatisation, financialisation, austerity measures, 
and growing inequality of a post-welfare state 
world. Of course, I assured my colleague, he could 
feature housing in purely architectural terms. But 
if he wanted to convincingly explain what makes 
a particularly slender high-rise possible or why its 
associated ecological features seem desirable, he 
couldn’t disconnect these architectural elements 
from their legal, financial, and political aspects. After 
all, I noted, housing is back on architects’ agendas 
today because it – or more precisely the lack of 
affordable versions of it – is back on the public’s 
agenda. My colleague seemed unconvinced: in our 
short exchange, I had not given him the absolu-
tion he was seeking. What he gave me, however, 
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with no resale restrictions, precisely what Prime 
Minister Margaret Thatcher sought in Britain with 
her right-to-buy policies, which he critiques. That 
is, at PREVI, in contrast to other state-sponsored 
mass housing of the period, individual households 
took on the responsibility for their homes, invested 
in them when they built out or up, and they were 
eventually rewarded for this risk-taking by accruing 
the rising resale value. These are the basic tenets 
of a neoliberal housing policy: to understand the 
home not as mere shelter, a non-negotiable need, 
but as an individual’s investment, a commodity. 
Fishman’s argument is accompanied by photo-
graphs of one of Elemental’s many recent projects 
in Chile, a present-day successor to PREVI’s incre-
mental, ownership-based model.3 The comparison 
of PREVI, Elemental and British Council Housing 
thus reveals that the architecture of housing is not a 
reliable indicator of how it functions socio-economi-
cally in the lives of its residents. 

I point out Fishman’s contradictory equation 
of typological models and financial models not to 
single him out, but because this conflation is so 
widespread. This is the case regardless of whether 
architects seek to see themselves as non-ideolog-
ical, like my colleague, or claim to be political by 
siding with the vaguely defined needs of residents. 
In either case, resorting to words like ‘innovative’ or 
‘creative’ – generally connoted as positive – allows 
architects to avoid precisely describing the terms 
that they accept – the neoliberal order – in being 
innovative or creative. Perhaps it is easier for non-
architects to see clearly what is at stake. In his new 
book Capital City, geographer, planner, activist, 
and scholar Samuel Stein addresses planners, not 
architects. He sets out to question whether planners’ 
widespread conceit that they are working for the 
‘public good’ is still possible in the neoliberal age. 
Is it possible to talk of public good when planners’ 
main task is to incentivise private real estate devel-
opment, which inevitably leads to gentrification and 

While the reader can accept the argument that 
the constraints of working in a complex system of 
private and public actors demands creative solu-
tions as accurate, in tracing how we got to this 
point, Fishman makes a basic conceptual error: he 
conflates housing typologies with financial systems. 
In his historical meta-narrative, Fishman indicts the 
‘bureaucratic state’ which produced ‘towers in the 
park’ as rental housing in the post-war era. In so 
doing, he equates towers and slabs with the social 
democracy under which they were built. Accordingly, 
he welcomes the advent of community- or resident-
driven housing development in the early 1970s, 
which largely produced low-rise typologies often 
to advance homeownership as a preferred model 
of tenancy. At the same time, however, Fishman 
laments the demise of large-scale state subsidies 
that were precisely what the ‘bureaucratic state’ 
was all about, all while revealing, through the choice 
of illustrations – a photograph of the 1966 Park Hill 
estate in Sheffield, taken before its renovation and 
privatisation by Urban Splash in the 2000s – that he, 
like many architects, in fact admires the architec-
tural qualities produced by the bureaucratic state. 
Fishman’s article thus shows that connecting archi-
tecture to the socio-economic order isn’t as simple 
as ‘row house equals commodity’ or as linear from 
large-scale to small-scale as we have been accus-
tomed to think.

To make his case for this well-established 
storyline – the end of bad, large-scale, top down 
housing development, and the beginning of 
good, small-scale, bottom up models in the late 
1960s – Fishman cites the PREVI project on the 
periphery of Lima, Peru. This low-rise housing devel-
opment was designed at that time by well-known 
architects under the auspices of the United Nations, 
configured to allow residents to build out and on as 
their means allowed. In this celebration, however, 
Fishman not once considers the financial structure 
that underlay PREVI: individual home ownership 
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with various governments’ concerted attempts to 
attract more private-sector involvement in the provi-
sion of low-income housing. ‘Capital’ thus gives us 
the third C in a trinity that I posit is central to the 
architecture of housing in the neoliberal age. 

In New York City, the case for stronger citizen 
involvement in planning decisions at the local level, 
coupled with a call for more ‘private investment in 
the ghetto’, dates back at least to the mid-1960s. 
This was the era of ‘advocacy planning’, power-
fully advanced by lawyer Paul Davidoff.8 Davidoff 
was a founding member of Planners for Equal 
Opportunity, of a group of young planners who, 
in 1964, challenged the role of the profession as 
advancing only the interests of the powerful. In 
his best-known essay, ‘Advocacy and Pluralism in 
Planning,’ Davidoff argued that planners were no 
longer to see themselves in the role of the expert 
charged with developing a singular plan focused 
exclusively on the physical environment. Rather, 
he argued, planners should work with local resi-
dents to articulate broader goals for improving their 
lives, which they would then translate into possible 
planning options.9 Invoking more participation was 
part of the larger movement to expand civil rights 
to formerly disenfranchised citizens, prompted 
and made urgent by growing civil unrest. In this 
spirit, Mayor John V. Lindsay, elected in late 1965, 
proposed Neighbourhood City Halls to expand on 
the power of Community Planning Boards, set up 
a decade earlier. Lindsay also actively embraced 
a new federal programme, launched by President 
Lyndon B. Johnson as part of his Great Society and 
War on Poverty programmes, the Demonstration 
Cities and Metropolitan Development Act, better 
known as Model Cities. The programme was 
approved by the US Congress in November of 
1966 and aimed specifically to provide funding to 
regenerate poverty-stricken and underserved resi-
dential neighbourhoods; the federal grants were 
to benefit closely coordinated social and physical 

displacement? According to Stein what is at stake 
for planners, and I would argue also for architects, 
is an ‘existential question’: ‘If the city is an invest-
ment strategy, are they just wealth managers?’4 
Stein’s approach, in contrast to my colleague’s and 
Fishman’s, helps him to address and describe how 
planning decisions are made and how the results 
play out. This is an approach that architects can 
learn from. 

The terms of housing: New York City, ca. 1965
In this essay, I focus on the language we use to 
talk (or not) about the intersection of architec-
ture, housing, and neoliberalism. Terminology, I 
argue, plays a powerful and underrecognised role 
in allowing architects to avoid what is at stake. To 
reveal the role of language in any paradigmatic 
turn, as stipulated in this issue, I trace the emer-
gence, evolution, and codification of two such 
terms, ‘context’ and ‘community’, as central to 
New York City’s gradual shift to neoliberal housing 
policies between the mid-1960s and the present 
day. ‘Context’ generally designates urban design 
and architecture that is considered sensitive to 
existing surroundings, in particular by referring to 
the scale and aesthetics of neighbouring buildings, 
almost invariably cast as the opposite to Fishman’s 
‘towers in the park.’5 ‘Community’ is generally used 
to invoke the participation of residents in planning 
decisions, or, again in Fishman’s terms, the oppo-
site to the ‘bureaucratic state.’ Looking at ‘context’ 
and ‘community’ reveals that the neoliberal turn in 
US housing policy emerged precisely in conjunc-
tion with – and not in opposition to – experiments in 
small-scale housing design and more user partici-
pation as early as the mid-1960s, and that the two 
notions were often connected, even then, and have 
remained so to this day.6 There was a third term that 
was central to this shift: ‘capital.’ The term is not 
one much invoked by architects or activists today; 
‘capital’ or ‘capitalism’ is just too close to ‘neoliber-
alism.’7 ‘Capital’, however, is and was synonymous 
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housing.’12 By mid-1967, relevant municipal entities 
had approved the plans prepared by local citizens 
working with appointed planners to site roughly 
1,600 apartments in five areas, which, combined 
with other initiatives came to a total of 14,500 apart-
ments to be developed in this new manner. Most 
of these were envisioned as ‘head starts’ to New 
York City’s proposed Model Cities neighbourhoods 
called Central Brooklyn, Harlem–East Harlem, and 
the South Bronx, encompassing the city’s poorest 
and most racially segregated areas. This was 
a significant reorientation in the city’s post-war 
housing policy, which to date had privileged building 
non-profit, often union-sponsored middle-class 
housing with a sprinkling of public housing to stabi-
lise areas deemed on the verge of decay, but easily 
salvageable.13 

As the authors of a 1967 pamphlet on the 
vest pocket programme wrote, the goal was to 
generate much-needed affordable housing on 
‘long-neglected, vacant, and underused sites’ 
through buildings that would ‘fit into the neighbour-
hood, including 3, 4, 5, and 6 stories.’14 The authors 
directly connected housing typology and citizen 
involvement. As they wrote: ‘Too often in the past, 
housing projects have been planned and built in a 
vacuum, a vacuum of non-participation. The result 
has been large, impersonal towers that destroy the 
smaller scale of the neighbourhood.’15 The assump-
tion that ‘context’ and ‘community’ are inherently 
connected was already well formed at this point, 
even if these terms were not used. ‘Fitting into the 
neighbourhood’ was seen as the solution to the 
challenge of not only designing in democracy, but to 
providing its basic services. 

As to who would provide the capital to make the 
connection of context and community possible, the 
assumption was, at the time: federal, state, and 
municipal programmes, even if the ultimate goal 
was to attract ‘private investment in the ghetto’.16 

programmes, designed by local citizens; the money 
could be spent on anything from job training to 
transportation, sanitation to health services. While 
programme elements were defined by citizens, 
they were to be implemented by city agencies and 
they were to draw to the largest possible extent on 
private-sector involvement. 

The decentralisation of decision-making and the 
call for more private investment – two key tenets of 
neoliberalism – thus went hand in hand. Importantly, 
however, in the late 1960s, this involvement of 
the private sector did not mean a withdrawal of 
the state, on the contrary. It meant its expansion. 
As housing historian Alexander von Hoffman has 
shown, it was Johnson’s programmes, not Richard 
Nixon or Ronald Reagan’s later policies, which posi-
tioned the private sector as central for the provision 
of low-income housing; in fact, Johnson was the first 
president to use the term and advocate for ‘public-
private partnerships’. Federal mortgage subsidy 
programmes like Section 235 (for homeownership) 
and Section 236 (for rental housing), which lowered 
the interest rate of conventional mortgages to 1 
percent, were passed as part of the 1968 Housing 
and Urban Development Act. Between 1969 and 
1973, the two new programmes generated roughly 
508,000 homes; in contrast, the long-running 
and well-established public housing programme 
produced only 415,000 homes.10  

Housing and its design ended up playing a 
central role in Model Cities, even though the 
programme was explicitly conceived as taking on 
a novel, broader approach to inequality, of which 
the physical environment was only one part.11 To 
jumpstart Model Cities, the Lindsay administration 
launched a ‘vest-pocket housing and rehabilitation’ 
programme in mid-1966, even before the federal 
programme was approved; ‘vest-pocket’ designated 
sites that were smaller than a full block, an approach 
which then and now is more frequently called ‘infill 
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on the part of the general public, to which reports 
on the sometimes violent infighting among local 
groups about who would control the funding did not 
convey a positive picture.20 All this occurred against 
the backdrop of a nationwide conservative reac-
tion against big government, the counterculture, 
and urban protest, which had contributed, in part, 
to the election of President Richard Nixon in late 
1968. By 1970, then, the Lindsay administration 
–  under intense pressure to deliver results – was 
open to embracing actors other than the public and 
non-profit sectors originally stipulated to develop 
the housing which had so carefully been planned. 
In the Central Brooklyn Model Cities neighbour-
hood, for example, housing was envisioned in a 
range of typologies including three-story rowhouses 
emulating historic brownstones, to six-story perim-
eter blocks along the new edges of two city blocks 
which had been combined to create a large land-
scaped courtyard replete with tennis courts. 

The Mott Haven vest pocket housing area in the 
South Bronx reveals the simultaneous emergence 
of new architectural forms and new development 
models as public and non-profit developers proved 
unable to deliver in a politically expedient manner. 
In 1970, it was a Boston-based for-profit devel-
oper working with private investors who took on 
the renovation of over thirty-two tenement build-
ings with over 1,300 apartments. The historicist 
facades and characteristic fire escapes of the six-
story, early twentieth-century tenement buildings 
were preserved, while their interiors were gutted 
and adjacent buildings were combined to allow 
for the insertion of modern amenities like eleva-
tors and the creation of larger apartments that 
met current building codes. The project, named 
Beekman Houses and designed by Beyer Blinder 
Belle, indicates a broader rethinking on the part of 
the municipal authorities in the face of the acceler-
ating abandonment of existing rental buildings no 
longer deemed profitable by owners. Large-scale 

The general formula for the five vest pocket housing 
studies commissioned in 1966 was to incorporate 
in equal parts rehabilitation of existing housing and 
new construction, to balance low- and moderate-
income housing, and coordinate it with new schools 
and other facilities.17 [Fig.1] The Housing Authority, 
responsible for low-income public housing, was to 
take the lead; the non-profit organisations were to 
follow with moderate-income rental housing; and 
the private sector, ultimately, was to come in with 
a variety of housing types, including for ownership. 
This last step was deemed possible only once an 
area had been made attractive again for private 
investment – or, in the words of the authors of an 
early task-force report leading up to Model Cities, 
‘turned around’.18 

A shift to new actors, ca. 1970
How would the triangulation of citizen participation, 
contextual design, and private capital, following a 
public-sector lead, work out? Model Cities proved to 
be a catalyst in entangling context, community, and 
capital in housing in ways the programme’s authors, 
implementing municipal authorities, and partici-
pating local residents likely had not imagined.19 At 
first, the vest pocket housing plans did jumpstart the 
larger Model Cities planning as the Lindsay admin-
istration had intended. However, significant delays 
caused by the acquisition of land through eminent 
domain (compulsory purchase), the relocation of 
residents, approvals of financing under a new set 
of federal housing programmes, and continuously 
rising construction costs – in short, the same prob-
lems that had plagued the earlier urban renewal 
efforts – led, by 1969, to a situation where little 
or no progress was visible on the ground and in 
some cases, conditions had even deteriorated. In 
parallel, faith in the promise of community participa-
tion and the ability or willingness of the established 
bureaucracy to implement local planning decisions 
was quickly waning. This was the case both on the 
part of local residents who waited for results, and 
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programme, which were focused on infill sites and 
low-rise construction, by embracing ideas that were 
being simultaneously advanced by architect Oscar 
Newman in his 1972 book Defensible Space.23 
Written as a solution to the growing problem of crime 
in low-income neighbourhoods, Newman made the 
case for new low-rise, high-density typologies with 
clearly delineated public, shared, and private space. 
Plaza Borinquen, designed by Ciardullo Ehman 
Architects, provided just that. But let us not jump 
to conclusions and assume that Plaza Borinquen’s 
split-level rowhouses were part of a quest to promote 
individual home ownership. No, the split-level 
apartments were rentals just like the single-level 
apartments at Beekman Houses, financed through 
the same mortgage subsidy programme mentioned 
above, Section 236. [Fig. 4, 5]

While Beekman Houses and Plaza Borinquen 
seem strikingly different – one was about the reha-
bilitation of existing tenement housing, the other 
about the new construction of a new form of indi-
vidual townhouses; one was built by a nationally 
operating for-profit developer, the other by a locally 
rooted non-profit organisation – they both relied not 
only on federal financing programmes but on private 
capital to come through. In the case of SBCHC, it 
was – at least at first – not so much investment of 
privately held capital, but rather the political clout of 
those managing capital in large-scale firms. SBCHC 
was made possible politically only through the 
presence of major Wall Street players on the new 
entity’s board, who legitimated the new local actor 
and pressured the Lindsay administration to transfer 
the three-year, seven-million-dollar Model Cities 
housing budget and designated Model Cities sites 
– previously under the purview of a city agency – to 
the new group.24 In other words, by the early 1970s, 
essential steps in the neoliberal turn in the archi-
tecture of housing had taken place in Mott Haven. 
Both for-profit developers and community develop-
ment corporations had taken the lead in low-income 

rehabilitation, paralleled by a citizen-led drive for 
broader historic preservation, came to replace new 
construction as a vehicle of choice of policymakers. 
[Fig. 2, 3]

What made the project possible? Beekman 
Houses was financed through low-interest mort-
gages made available to private developers as part 
of the 1968 Housing and Urban Development Act. 
Critically, however, the project’s attractiveness as 
an investment was boosted by generous tax incen-
tives, including multiple ways to deduct losses and 
shelter taxes, by the 1969 Tax Reform Act. The 
two community organisations that were officially 
co-sponsors of Beekman Houses optimistically 
hailed ‘the operation as a most imaginative and 
effective blending of government, financial, private, 
and community resources, in which each partici-
pant is doing that which he does best’.21 The actual 
decision making in the project resided with the 
developers who had access to capital; the commu-
nity co-sponsors merely served to pave the way 
politically; and without the federal and city subsi-
dies, none of it would have worked out financially. 
Context (in the form of literally preserving existing 
buildings), community (in the form of local political 
support, but no financial stake in the project), and 
capital (delivered by wealthy individuals seeking tax 
shelters) thus came together in a new way in this 
project. 

Mott Haven was also the site where a new form of 
non-profit developer, the community development 
corporation (CDC), emerged on the basis of earlier 
experiments, including in Brooklyn.22 The particular 
entity founded here, the South Bronx Community 
Housing Corporation (SBCHC), was formally incor-
porated in 1971 and launched its inaugural project 
in 1972: a complex of forty-four row houses with two 
apartments, each with an individual entrance, clus-
tered on four separate sites. The project expanded 
on the principles of the vest pocket housing 
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developer-contractors who would not only build, but 
ultimately own and operate the new buildings. The 
UDC would facilitate the process by issuing bonds 
to raise private capital, while drawing on the same 
federal low-cost mortgages and tax incentives that 
the private developers at Mott Haven made use 
of.25 In other words, while the housing trajectory at 
Mott Haven was one of fragmentation into various 
independently acting development entities, at Twin 
Parks there was a process of consolidation due to 
the establishment of the UDC. For both versions of 
early neoliberal housing policies, private investors 
were central, however. 

The best-known of the projects at Twin Parks is a 
building complex sited on three adjacent city blocks 
with over five hundred apartments designed by 
then-emerging architect Richard Meier. [Fig.6] Meier 
sited seven- to sixteen-story building parts around 
existing buildings, creating a whole that emphasised 
both street frontages and created urban markers 
through its high-rise components and created a new 
public plaza at its centre. As such, when completed 
in 1973, Meier’s buildings became central to a 
new discourse in architecture, which by now had 
received a more compelling name than ‘fitting in’: 
‘contextualism’. Yet this discourse, however, explic-
itly and consciously severed any connection of how 
‘context’, understood as form, was connected to the 
political dimensions of ‘community’ or the economic 
dimensions of ‘capital.’

How this disconnection happened is beautifully 
illustrated by a twenty-page essay in the second 
issue of the theory journal Oppositions. In it, archi-
tect Stuart Cohen took Meier’s project to advance 
the case for a new design process in which build-
ings were devised in response to their sites, both 
at the level of spatial organisation and at the level 
of symbolic imagery. The title of Cohen’s piece, 
‘Physical Context/Human Context: Including It 
All’, suggested that Cohen might argue for linking 

housing production replacing public sector agen-
cies and authorities. The public sector had not 
disappeared, however, since it was essential to 
financially incentivising the private developments, 
overseeing the community developers, and guar-
anteeing the private investment in both. Politically, 
the shift was acceptable since private investors 
were generally partnering with, and thus were being 
legitimated by, the newly formed community groups. 
Architecturally, all of this took the form of what today 
is known as contextual design, whether through the 
preservation of existing stock or the new construc-
tion of midrise apartments or low-rise townhouses. 
Contextual design can therefore also be understood 
as a strategy to make the shift from direct public-
sector action to a community-cum-capital approach 
more acceptable.

A shift in architectural discourse, ca. 1975
Architecture critics and theorists at the time were 
not keen on making this connection between 
contextual design, community participation (or 
lack thereof), and the roles of private capital. While 
the buildings realised at Mott Haven were barely 
covered in the architectural press, those realised as 
a result of the Twin Parks vest pocket housing plan, 
in a slightly more affluent area of the Bronx, were, 
and as such allow us to understand how architec-
tural discourse, too, shifted. Just as in Mott Haven, 
the housing at Twin Parks was to be realised by the 
Housing Authority and a local non-profit organisa-
tion, in this case a group of churches. When there 
were delays in securing funding, the trajectory was 
slightly different than in Mott Haven, however. Here, 
the clergy did not set up its own CDC or partner 
with individual investors, but partnered with the 
just-founded New York State Urban Development 
Corporation (UDC). This public-benefit corporation 
was founded in 1968 to centralise and expedite 
the development process of low-income housing. 
It did so by enlisting the private sector in a slightly 
different fashion.  The UDC partnered with for-profit 



62

Fig. 1: Jonas Vizbaras, planning consultant, with Mott Haven Committee, Mott Haven Plan 67, plan of site selection with 

different treatment options, 1967. Source: MIT Libraries.

Fig. 2: Beyer Blinder Belle, architects, for Continental Wingate, developer, Jose de Diego-Beekman Houses, Phase 6, 

cover sheet showing overall site plan, 1973. Courtesy Beyer Blinder Belle.

Fig. 1

Fig. 2
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Fig. 3: Review of Beekman Houses in Progressive Architecture, March 1976. Courtesy Hanley Wood.

Fig. 4: Ciardullo Ehmann, architects, for SBCHC, developer, Plaza Borinquen, site plan, 1973.  

Courtesy John Ciardullo P.C. 

Fig. 3

Fig. 4
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network’ of very different stakeholders – as David 
Erickson has aptly characterised today’s neoliberal 
order27 – emerged pre-1974, was codified post-
1974, and has remained remarkably stable to the 
present day. The experiments of the late 1960s, 
although frequently portrayed as part of a different 
era, were central to the emergence of our current 
order. This emergence has involved the codifica-
tion not only of investment vehicles and forms of 
governance, but also design principles.

Indeed, despite the end of the federal, state, and 
municipal housing programmes launched a decade 
earlier, many of those programmes’ underlying prin-
ciples were soon codified at the very high point of 
New York City’s fiscal crisis.28 For example, in 1975, 
Lindsay’s successor, Abraham Beame, reaffirmed 
the role of community boards as the vehicle for 
local residents involvement in planning decisions.29 
That same year, Beame signed into law ‘Zoning for 
Housing Quality’, a programme to promote small- 
and mid-rise infill development.30 Over the coming 
decades, in response to ever shifting economic 
fortunes, the city honed the tools required to attract 
the private sector to provide low- and moderate-
income housing, namely zoning incentives and 
various forms of tax incentives. Strikingly, the terms 
‘context’ and ‘community’ remained central in this 
pursuit of private capital toward the public good. 

Fast-forward to 2016
However, in the four decades since the mid-1970s, 
the world of development and housing in New York 
City has changed radically. Let’s simply say that 
the city, including the former Model Cities neigh-
bourhoods, is challenged not by disinvestment and 
demographic shrinkage, but rather by overinvest-
ment and growth. Upon this backdrop, invoking 
context and community to enable private capital as 
the main vehicle to build low-income housing, no 
longer goes unchallenged.  This was made amply 
clear in March of 2016, when fifty of the fifty-nine 

the building (the physical) and its inhabitants (the 
human). Cohen, however, had little to say about 
the role of residents and users. Rather, underlying 
the ‘contextual’ modus operandi, Cohen wrote, was 
the assumption ‘that one could morally operate in 
this [contextual] way, making decisions that did 
not directly relate to many of our urban problems, 
because Modern architecture had already amply 
illustrated the inability of built form alone to solve 
problems of largely social or economic origin.’26

In other words, by focusing on morphology and 
building type, Cohen argued, architects could avoid 
falling into the trap of trying to solve the social or 
economic problems of residents and instead focus 
on the buildings themselves.

Cohen’s explicit rejection of architecture’s 
entanglement with ‘problems of largely social or 
economic origin’ – that is: those problems that arise 
from community and capital – to argue instead for 
the embracing of ‘context’ was published in the 
year that the political and economic conditions that 
had made the housing at Mott Haven and at Twin 
Parks possible came to an end. New York City 
was on the verge of bankruptcy, and shortly there-
after the UDC defaulted on its bonds, in part as a 
result of changing housing policies at the federal 
level. In early 1973, the Nixon administration had 
proclaimed a moratorium on all programmes that 
had financed low-income housing, and with the 
passage of new federal housing programmes in 
late 1974, Model Cities and the various low-interest 
mortgage programmes were officially ended. 
Subsequently, it was no longer through direct action 
that the federal government sought to stimulate 
low-income housing production, but by way of tax 
credits and other incentives which were admin-
istered by local and state authorities, who in turn 
delegated the actual planning and realisation to the 
many emerging community development corpora-
tions and/or the private sector. The ‘decentralised 
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Fig. 5: Ciardullo Ehmann, architects, for SBCHC, developer, Plaza Borinquen, photograph of completed interior court-

yard, c. 1975. Courtesy John Ciardullo P.C.

Fig. 6: Richard Meier, architect, for Urban Development Corporation and the DeMatteis Companies, developer, Twin 

Parks Northeast, photograph of site model, c. 1970. Photo: Ezra Stoller/Esto.

Fig. 5

Fig. 6
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‘foster[s] diverse, liveable communities with build-
ings that contribute to the character and quality of 
neighbourhoods.’32 City planners formulated ZQA to 
support MIH’s upzoning by adjusting certain design 
guidelines, among them limits to building height and 
bulk in ‘contextual zoning districts’. These districts 
had been codified in the Zoning Resolution in 1987 
in order to advance urban design based on uniform 
building heights and continuous street edges. In 
so-called ‘non-contextual districts’, these urban 
design goals were incentivised by giving developers 
floor area bonuses, or the right to build more than 
allowed by zoning.33 The 1987 contextual zoning 
rules were based directly on the design principles 
introduced to the city’s Zoning Resolution in 1975, 
mentioned above; the main change in comparison 
to the earlier voluntary programme was to make 
these contextual design guidelines either manda-
tory or financially attractive by incentivising them.  
By the mid-1980s, these incentives for contextual 
design were coupled with incentives for affordable 
housing provided through a property tax abate-
ment.34 [Fig. 7a and 7b]

It was these combined zoning guidelines that 
came under scrutiny in 2016, in particular those 
aspects of ‘contextual zoning’ that prevented 
developers from making full use of the floor area 
allowed by zoning. In other words, a certain parcel 
may have been zoned to allow for five thou-
sand square metres of new construction, but the 
maximum building height, set-back restrictions, or 
other dimensional design requirements may have 
limited the actually buildable square metreage to 
4,800 square metres – which, in terms of housing 
policy, translates to up to four unbuilt apartments. 
In its report ‘The Envelope Conundrum’, produced 
as part of the lead-up to the 2016 revisions, the 
Citizens’ Housing and Planning Council (CHPC), an 
influential policy think tank, argued that the ‘unused 
allowable floor area’ – that is, the floor area that 
could not be realised due to conflicting regulations 

community boards rejected two proposals placed 
before them for comment, in which a slight readjust-
ment of the roles of context, community, and capital 
was suggested. 

Spearheaded by the Department of City 
Planning, the administration of Mayor Bill de 
Blasio had crafted these programmes – Mandatory 
Inclusionary Housing (MIH) and Zoning for Quality 
and Affordability (ZQA) – to address the severe lack 
of affordable housing. Despite his self-declared 
progressive identity, the administration did so 
not by proposing new publicly-headed housing 
construction programmes, but rather embraced 
the well-honed tools of neoliberal housing policy: 
extending zoning incentives, often coupled with tax 
incentives, to the private market. The premise of 
MIH was to harness the booming private real estate 
market to generate below-market rate housing. 
According to the proposal, all residential develop-
ment in areas that would henceforth be rezoned, 
which generally meant allowing for more floor area 
on a given parcel, would be required to include 
permanently deed-restricted housing. Inclusionary 
housing was not a new tool; as an instrument, it has 
been well-established in US municipalities, including 
New York City, at least since the 1980s, to produce 
affordable housing as an integral part of any new 
development. MIH, however, went beyond previous 
requirements by demanding that the income- and 
price-restrictions of these apartments would never 
expire, that is, never ‘revert to the market’ as is the 
case in most such market-driven programmes.31 

The language of context – describing physical 
attributes – and community – describing democratic 
aspirations – was central to the connected MIH and 
ZQA proposals; the concepts were often linked as if 
one depended on the other, as had been the case 
with the vest-pocket housing programme. In its 
promotional material, for example, the Department 
of City Planning described ZQA as a policy that 
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Fig. 7a and b: Illustration of how an inclusionary zoning floor area bonus worked in 2015, and illustration of the basic 

elements of contextual zoning. Source: New York City Department of City Planning. https://nyc.gov.

Fig. 7a

Fig. 7b

https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/planning/download/pdf/plans-studies/zqa/contextual-vs-non-contextual.pdf


68

In 2018 in New York City housing and planning 
policies, then, in a neoliberal age navigated by 
self-identified progressive mayors, the notions of 
context – a placeholder for better urban design – 
and community – a placeholder for more democracy 
– have become simultaneously institutionalised, 
incessantly invoked, and virtually meaningless. 
One reason may be the lack of willingness not only 
on the part of architects, but even more so on the 
part of policy makers, to explicitly connect them to 
the central role of capital and the conditions under 
which it will, or will not, participate in contributing to 
the public good in the form of low-income housing.

Afterthoughts
In tracing the role of terminology in the neoliberal 
turn of the architecture of housing circa 1970, it may 
be worth re-reading some of the canonical writings 
of that time. It could help us to reframe architec-
ture and its socio-economic entanglements, rather 
than wishing the realms to be independent (as my 
colleague, who was mounting the exhibition, did) 
or connected in a kind of linear dependency (as 
Robert Fishman did). 

Toward that end, it is worth re-examining Paul 
Davidoff’s essay ‘Advocacy and Pluralism in 
Planning’, mentioned above. Among architects, 
advocacy planning has been received as under-
valuing the role of design, as leading to endless 
discussions with no outcome. In fact, the reverse is 
true: when I recently read Davidoff for the first time, 
I found that he unswervingly embraces the power of 
the plan. As he writes, ‘lively political dispute aided 
by plural plans could do much to improve the level 
of rationality in the process of preparing the public 
plan.’36 To Davidoff, a competition between alter-
native plans advanced by different stakeholders 
was a strategy not only to upend the dominance of 
the ‘unitary plan’ put forward by the city-planning 
department, but to improve the quality of the plans. 
Davidoff saw design as an instrument to advance 
democracy (or ‘community’), not in opposition to it.37

– was a main deterrent for the production of housing 
in the city. Significantly, the authors of the CHPC 
report criticised existing regulations by conjoining 
notions of ‘community’ and ‘context.’ Its authors 
wrote: ‘Increasingly viewed as providing commu-
nity protection from excessively tall buildings, 43 
percent of New York City zoning lots are now zoned 
as contextual districts.’35 The CHPC posited that 
the ‘contextual’ zoning restrictions passed to limit 
tall buildings, ostensibly to protect the ‘community’, 
were in fact hurting that community by limiting the 
production of housing, whether affordable or not. 
In its critique, the CHPC never addressed the role 
of ‘capital’ and how that might be adjusted in these 
dynamics.

Given the rhetorical centrality and assumed 
connection between context and community in 
advancing these housing programmes, it is telling 
that the community boards rejected them nearly 
universally. Residents of low-income neighbour-
hoods were not convinced by the argument that 
new market-rate housing, even if it generated up 
to 25 percent permanently affordable apartments, 
would not raise prices throughout the area, thereby 
displacing long-term residents not protected by 
rent regulation. Residents of high-income areas, 
in contrast, especially those of historically land-
marked districts, were opposed to the proposed 
universal five-foot increase to allowable building 
heights to make ground floors more useable, and 
to the proposal that one to two additional stories 
would be allowed for any new affordable senior 
housing. Despite the adamant local objections 
from various community boards, the city council, 
which holds decision-making power in land-use 
matters, approved MIH and ZQA in April of 2016. It 
did so after making some revisions in response to 
local objections, including maintaining the existing 
building height restrictions in historic districts, and 
demanding that more of the new affordable housing 
be reserved for households of very low incomes. 
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comprises the physical and the social setting of the 
proposed project; the natural setting and resources 
underlying its potentiality. The power relationships 
involved, and their origins in geography, economics, 
history, ideology.’39 Reading Simmons’s text reveals 
that even in the mid-1970s, context was being 
debated not only as urban morphology, but in 
connection to community and capital.  As Simmons 
sums up her essay: ‘Environmental change is 
the name of the phenomenon being studied; its 
economic name is Real Estate Development. 
Architecture is only one part of the phenomenon.’40

In short, re-reading well-known and reading 
little-known texts written by architects and plan-
ners at the time of the neoliberal turn of 1970 might 
be helpful not only in understanding the changing 
meanings of keywords since then, but in the task of 
re-conceptualising what is happening today.
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