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Never Lose Sight of the Primitive (Menstrual) Hut

Due to its origins and persistence as a
quasi-Masonic cult, architecture remains
one of the last strongholds of sexism.
Women architects have been allowed into
the paternalistic club for at least a century,
but the discourse of architecture has none-
theless remained almost exclusively male.
The question of gender in design would not
seem so important if it were not for the fact
that design has a huge impact on the deplor-
able discrimination against
women in their housing, em-

ing, alas, is the greatest expression of male
domination outside of war machines. Yes,
the primitive hut—the basis of all architec-
tural theory—was in fact the protodis-
criminatory menstrual hut.

Chances are a nonsexist architecture
would not so much look different as it

would feel different. Yet how rare it is to
find feeling as a criterion within the estab-
lished architectural discourse. As much as

architecture needs to be critiqued within the
frame of power relations, the hegemony of
perspectival vision in architectural dis-
course needs to be redressed and compro-
mised with haptic values. A change to a
nonoppressive consciousness does not oc-
cur by the mere substitution of players, nor
will it advance by the mere changing of ter-
minology (such as nonsexist personal pro-
nouns). The imperatives surrounding
gender in architectural dis-
course are not necessarily how

ployment, and recreational
choices: they have been repeat-
edly confined to analogues of
the menstrual hut, from the
single-family house in the sub-
urbs to the nunneries of public
housing. Furthermore, the archi-
tecture and urbanism founded
on patriarchal values (more re-
cently celebrated as “family”
values) has been essential to en-
suring the environmental degra-
dation of industrialized nations.
Gynocentrism as the possible
replacement for phallocentrism,
however, is not a sure remedy
for the sins of anthropocentrism.

The few buildings that re-
quire the services of an architect
and the fewer buildings that be-
come canonical in architectural
culture have the status of cul-
tural fetishes—dare I say, as ex-
pressions of male insecurity in
the world of nature. The tumes-
cent highrise can be viewed as
the most obvious projection of
the phallic unconscious driven
by the anxiety of obtaining and
renewing erections. Women, of
course, can design and enjoy
phallic symbols too, but with a
far greater sense of irony since
they are not subject to fear of

to celebrate what is feminine in
design or how to find female
design heroines (many of
whom just seem to be playing a
man’s game), but how to estab-
lish and defend the subjectivity
of women as designers and us-
ers of space. Many of the fol-
lowing essays suggest that the
defense of difference is as im-
portant to liberation as the
emancipatory quest for equal-
ity. The cultivation of differ-
ence in a mass society that must
guarantee access to all, how-
ever, cannot be achieved until it
is stimulated by desire. In this
regard the menstrual hut must
be reassessed as a possible
place of choice rather than of
exile; in the end it all depends
on who is allowed to define and
manage it.

Richard Ingersoll

castration. Architecture in all its
splendor, the architecture we
love and desire to keep produc-

The personification of architecture and the primitive hut, after Laugier. (From
Essai sur I’ architecture.)
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Gender and Design

Barbara Oldershaw

Developing a Feminist
Critique of Architecture

A recent article in Sunset magazine praised
a porch remodel for its new wall that cre-
ated a visual barrier between the porch and
the street. The Sunset editors thought this
was an excellent design feature, but I
couldn’t stop thinking that if / had to enter
the house, I would be terrified of the possi-
bility of someone lurking behind the wall,
waiting to attack me. Overly cautious?
Maybe. Unrealistically paranoid? I don’t
think so. Every six minutes, a woman in
America is raped. Every fifteen seconds, a
woman is battered. As a woman and a
feminist, I’ve made a point of knowing
these facts, and this knowledge affects how
I evaluate the built environment.

Statistics on battery and rape only repre-
sent the direct forms of violence against
women. American women also suffer on a
number of more subtle levels. Women
workers earn an average of 66 cents to
every dollar earned by a man. Nearly 50
percent of all single mothers are poor, and
single-parent households headed by women
are projected to increase at five times the
rate of husband-wife households. It is esti-
mated that mothers and their children com-
prise at least 40 percent of the homeless
population and are the fastest growing sub-
group of the homeless. Many of these
women have been victims of abuse, vio-
lence, or incest. Women make up 51 per-
cent of the U.S. population, but less than 7
percent of Congress and only 2 percent of
the Senate.

These are the facts that describe Ameri-
can women'’s lives in the 1990s. These are
the facts that frame the feminist struggle
and clarify the dimensions of women’s op-
pression. Feminist architectural criticism
involves an awareness of these facts and an
effort to determine how architecture works
to maintain—and how it might be used to
challenge—this status quo. By these ac-
tions, feminist architectural critics bring
new meaning to the phrase “constructive
criticism.”

This article will look at the develop-
ment of the field of feminist architectural
criticism, consider how the arguments have
changed over time, and then examine four
recent publications: Clare Lorenz’s Women
in Architecture: A Contemporary Perspec-
tive, Dolores Hayden’s Redesigning the
American Dream: The Future of Housing,
Work, and Family Life, Joan Forrester
Sprague’s More Than Housing: Lifeboats
for Women and Children, and Leslie
Kanes Weisman’s Discrimination by De-
sign: A Feminist Critique of the Man-
Made Environment.

In recent years, feminist scholars have
identified male biases throughout academic
systems and the culture at large. One of
their most important contributions has
been to show how bias becomes so deeply
embedded in paradigms of thought that it
is no longer recognizable. In other words,
feminist studies

have enabled us to see . . . what we have
come to call the ‘invisible paradigms’ of
the academic system and the larger cul-
tural context that marginalize or triv-
ialize the lives of all women, the lives of
ethnic minorities, and those outside the
dominant class or culture.!

How does the built environment participate
in this process of marginalization? As
feminist architect Jos Boys reminds us,
“While buildings do not control our lives,
architecture does work (albeit in a partial
way) together with other aspects of social

and economic relations to put people in
their ‘place’ and to describe symbolically
and spatially what that place is.””

The built environment is not an isolated
and static entity but, rather, responds to a
variety of influences. Urban sociologists
and geographers have studied built forms as
a direct manifestation of economic forces.
Other scholars contend that the built envi-
ronment encapsulates not only economics
but also the cultural values of a society. For
example, Amos Rapoport investigates this
process in the context of preindustrial soci-
eties in his book House Form and Culture
(Prentice-Hall, 1969). He concludes, “What
finally decides the form of a dwelling, and
molds the spaces and their relationships, is
the vision that people have of the ideal life.”
In other words, particular forms of build-
ings do not only result from the constraints
imposed by economic, technological, or cli-
matic conditions, but also respond to these
conditions via the mediation of value sys-
tems and accepted norms of how people
should interact. As Rapoport further points
out, “Environments are thought before they
are built.”

Built forms are thus an active partici-
pant in the perpetuation of culture. Built
forms help clarify cultural values by ex-
pressing in wood, masonry, and plaster
general beliefs about how people should
interact; they also help perpetuate the cul-
ture by imposing constraints on behavior.
As sociologist and historian Anthony King

ALLIA;CEOFW \BN IN ARCHITEC E
G O o ARG
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Logo of the Alliance of Women in Architecture, New York, 1973. (From Women in American

Architecture.)
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points out in Buildings and Society
(Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1980), “Soci-
ety produces its buildings, and the build-
ings, although they do not produce society,
help to maintain many of its social forms.”

It is exactly the matter of maintenance,
in this case, of patriarchal social forms, to
which feminists react in identifying the
built environment as a feminist issue. While
Rapoport asserts that the dwelling form is
decided by “the vision that people have of
the ideal life,” he is not explicit about
whose vision is being expressed. Failure to
clarify this detail obscures understanding of
who has control over the production (and
subsequent use) of built forms. The feminist
critique of architecture focuses on two dif-
ferent aspects of women’s involvement
with the built environment: first, women as
creators of the built environment, through
their work as architects and urban planners;
and second, women as users of the built
environment.

Within each of these two arenas, the
analysis has become increasingly sophisti-
cated. When examining the experience of
women as architectural designers, for ex-
ample, earlier articles expressed their anger
over the difficulty of becoming a member
of the profession. Later articles tend to fo-
cus on women'’s dissatisfaction with the
way the profession operates, and propose
alternative forms of education and profes-
sional practice. The question has shifted
from “Why aren’t we part of the profes-
sion?” to “Is this a profession we want to
be part of?” Additional work has been
done on recovering the lost history of
women architects so we can acknowledge
the important contributions that women
have made to the profession.

A similar increase in sophistication can
be identified in critiques that focus on the
experiences of women as users of the built
environment. Early work tended to focus
on either the so-called “private sphere” of
the home or the “public sphere” of the city.
The most important development in this
area has been the recognition that it is
precisely this division into two separate
spheres that is most oppressive to women.
In response to this increased awareness,

much work has been done in recent years in
reconceptualizing alternatives to the once-
popular division of urban/suburban. An-
other facet of this research has identified
that women’s lack of access to housing re-
sources is intimately linked to their lack of
access to other essential resources such as
employment and childcare services. There-
fore many feminist housing designers have
worked to expand the scope of their activi-
ties, developing solutions that provide op-
portunities for employment, education, and
childcare in addition to shelter.

The first comprehensive, collected vol-
ume on the subject, Women in American
Architecture, accompanied an exhibit that
opened at the Brooklyn Museum in 1977
and traveled throughout the U.S. and Eu-
rope for eight years. Susana Torre curated
and designed the exhibition, and edited this
extensively illustrated volume. Included are
discussions of the work of early 20th-cen-
tury architects such as Marion Mahoney
Griffin, Lilian Rice, and Eleanor Raymond,
as well as a precursory essay on Julia Mor-
gan by Sara Holmes Boutelle, later trans-
formed into the lavishly illustrated Julia
Morgan, Architect (reviewed in DBR 15).
Additional essays describe the work of
women currently in practice, including de-
signers Anne Griswold Tyng and Denise
Scott Brown, and critics Jane Jacobs and
Ada Louise Huxtable. Also included is a
portfolio of work by lesser-known design-
ers. Thus, much of the book emphasizes ac-
knowledging women’s past and present
achievements rather than creating strategies
for the future.

A notable exception to this is the intro-
ductory essay by Torre, “A Parallel His-
tory,” in which she cogently analyzes the
ways women’s role in architecture reflects
women’s role within the culture as a
whole. Torre’s question, “Why have there
been so few women architects?” is imme-
diately followed by the query, “In which
specific way is this fact related to the gen-
eral situation of women in society?”” Such
a discussion paves the way for the devel-
opment of strategy because it insists on the
need to look outside of the profession as
we search for answers to these questions.

In a second essay, “Women in Archi-
tecture and the New Feminism,” Torre de-
scribes the gradual development of a
feminist consciousness within the profes-
sion as illustrated by a series of confer-
ences about women within the design
professions. Earlier conferences were re-
markable if they dealt with women in ar-
chitecture at all. Later conferences focused
on a profound reexamination of profes-
sional and personal goals. In 1974 two
conferences held within a month of each
other focused on how discrimination had
affected women’s careers. By 1975, con-
ference organizers began to evaluate
whether or not the profession as currently
practiced was something that they wanted
to be a part of. Thus, the emphasis had
shifted from description of what exists to
prescription of what could exist. Torre in-
cludes discussion of some alternative pro-
fessional organizations and educational
institutions as examples of how women
were beginning to change the institutions
of architecture.

The next important collection to be
published was Women and the American
City (1980). This collection of articles first
appeared in a special issue of the feminist
publication Signs: Journal of Women in
Culture and Society. Because these articles
were written for an audience of feminist
peers, the authors can dig right in and don’t
have to spend precious time justifying that
their topics are in fact feminist issues. Most
of the articles examine specific case studies
of women’s experiences in both the city
and the suburb. Women are considered as
a distinct group of environmental users
with unique needs and experiences. This
approach is consistent with the book’s “un-
derlying hypothesis” that

the American city has both enhanced
and constricted women’s lives, the expe-
rience of men and women in American
cities is significantly different, [and
therefore] studies of such divergencies
and their effects are original, suggestive,
and necessary.

Each of the articles in the book eluci-
dates the extent to which the city is a dif-
ferent place for women than it is for men.
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Articles emphasize the critical analysis of
issues such as the role of women in urban
politics and community organizations,
problems faced by elderly women in the
city, women’s experiences with crime, and
the restrictions that existing transportation
systems impose on women’s mobility. In
addition, there are reports on current re-
search that will further clarify the realities
of women’s experiences.

Women and the American City lays the
essential groundwork for comprehending
the dimensions of an oppressive built envi-
ronment. Most of the authors, however, are
academics rather than activists, so, while
the book is able to present several hypoth-
eses of what might work to create change,
it is still unable to report on what strategies
actually do and do not work. An exception
is the very important article by Dolores
Hayden, “What Would a Non-Sexist City
Be Like? Speculations on Housing, Urban
Design, and Human Work,” which pre-
views the key issues of her 1984 book, Re-
designing the American Dream.

New Space for Women, published in
1981, is an excellent compilation of essays
that expands on the insights provided by
Women in American Architecture and
Women and the American City, reflecting
increased sophistication in many ways.

Topics covered are more comprehensive in .

scope, and divided into four sections, each
with its own introductory essay to clarify
underlying themes and subtle relationships.
Within the essays themselves, the authors
not only discuss the components of the
problems but also provide many sugges-
tions for strategic change.

Particularly compelling is the extensive
introduction by editors Gerda Wekerle,
Rebecca Peterson, and David Morley, who
raise many of the same issues that they
dealt with in an important review article in
1978 entitled “Women and Environments:
An Overview of an Emerging Field” (En-
vironment and Behavior 10, no. 4). Three
years later they are clearer in both stating
their position and clarifying their field of
study. They assert that women’s experi-
ence in the city is not simply different, but
is one of oppression, and express confi-

dence that increasing numbers of women
are realizing this. “Most women recognize
that they occupy different social and emo-
tional worlds from men. . . . Inevitably,
these changes in consciousness have led to
demands by women for changes in existing
environments.” They have also developed
a more complex definition of what consti-
tutes a “women’s environment,” and de-
scribe the characteristics as follows: “(1) a
degree of sex segregation in activities that
take place there; (2) the intensity and char-
acter of women’s occupancy; and (3) the
degree of control women possess.” Based
on these definitions they indicate four basic
areas of research and practice, which pro-
vide the reasoning for grouping the articles
in the collection: (1) the household as
workplace, (2) effects of urban design on
women, (3) women in environmental deci-
sion-making, and (4) women as environ-
mental activists.

An exemplary article in New Space for
Women is “The Appropriation of the
House: Changes in House Design and
Concepts of Domesticity,” coauthored by
Cynthia Rock, Susana Torre, and Gwen-
dolyn Wright. This article argues that the
standard spatial layout of houses reflects
dominant and long-standing beliefs about
the role of wife and mother. The authors
write: “[Traditional] house forms reaffirm
women'’s duty to keep a perfect home” and
exemplify the notion that there is “no ac-
cepted role for women outside of this
model.” This article provides a lively and
insightful discussion of the way housing
design reflects dominant stereotypes. Par-
ticular attention is given to the ways in
which domestic spaces reflect patriarchal
concepts of the role of women and the
family unit. Through careful scrutiny of
built forms and the forces governing the
development of those forms, the authors
have been able to connect the oppressive
features of house forms with the larger so-
cietal oppression of women.

For more on the home as an oppressive
environment for women, two books by
Gwendolyn Wright are informative: Mor-
alism and the Model Home (University of
Chicago Press, 1980), regarding changes in

domestic environments in Chicago over a
twenty-year period; and Building the
Dream (Pantheon Books, 1981), a social
history of American housing over a much
longer time span. Although each work
deals with different historical situations,
they are consistent in their articulation of
the relationship between built form and
cultural values.

While Wright links traditional forms of
housing with their associated social and cul-
tural values, Dolores Hayden performs the
same task with regards to nontraditional
house forms. In her book, The Grand Do-
mestic Revolution: A History of Feminist
Designs for American Homes, Neighbor-
hoods, and Cities (MIT Press, 1981),
Hayden reviews a number of feminist alter-
natives that challenge traditional concep-
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Potential reorganization of a typical suburban
block: (1) houses, (2) private lots, (3) village
green, (4) zone for services and accessory
apartments, (5) new sidewalk or arcade, (6) new
border of street trees. (From Redesigning the
American Dream.)
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tions of home and neighborhood. In the
aforementioned Redesigning the American
Dream, she continues to develop alternate
forms of spatial organization that would
support the transformations which have al-
ready occurred in social organization.
Although Hayden is not the first to
point out the discordant details of women’s
lives, Redesigning the American Dream is
one of the first full-length books to explore
the relevant issues. She summarizes the
existing gender inequities within the built

environment and argues that our existing
housing stock does not conform to actual
needs for housing, home employment,
childcare, and a sense of community be-
cause, despite obvious changes in
women’s lifestyles, existing urban forms
continue to foster the separation of work
and home. Consequently, a heavy burden
is placed on the women who must partici-
pate in both of these realms. Hayden
clearly explicates how the suburban,
single-family dwelling has come to be con-

sidered an American ideal, and demon-
strates that the pursuit of this ideal has re-
sulted in built environments that are
constricting for women. She then goes on
to explore various ways of redesigning our
environment in order to provide more sup-
port for women’s actual—as opposed to
idealized—activities, advocating greater
integration of home and work as well as
increased accommodation of public spaces
to women’s needs.

Some of these recommendations aim at

The following is an excerpt from the report
Status of Faculty Women in Architecture
Schools: Survey Results and Recommenda-
tions, written by Sherry Ahrentzen and Linda
Groat and published by the Association of
Collegiate Schools of Architecture (ACSA) in
1990. Ahrentzen is an associate professor at
the School of Architecture and Urban Plan-
ning at the University of Wisconsin-Milwau-
kee, and Groat is an associate professor at the
College of Architecture and Urban Planning,
University of Michigan. Reprinted with per-
mission of the authors and the ACSA Press.

Available research shows that women faculty
and faculty of color are treated differently in
higher education. They aren’t paid as much as
white male faculty in the same rank; they
aren’t promoted at the same rate; letters rec-
ommending them are often written differently;
they aren’t included in the informal decision-
making network; and they often feel isolated
in their work environment.

From the Report of the ACSP Surveys

on Recruitment and Retention of Fac-

ulty Women and Faculty of Color

Despite the array of Federal programs and leg-
islation that have attempted to ensure equi-
table treatment of women and minorities,
differential treatment is still prevalent,
whether intentionally or unintentionally,
within most academic institutions.

If one considers first the more objective
measures of numbers within the professorial
ranks and of salary, it is clear that progress to-

Sherry Ahrentzen and Linda Groat
Women Architects in the Academic and Professional Context

ward gender equity has been modest indeed.
Although the numbers of women faculty in all
ranks have increased since 1975, the percent-
age of tenured male faculty has continued to
increase, whereas the percentage of tenured
women faculty has remained constant (Gray,
1988). To be specific, in 1988 approximately
69 percent of male faculty were tenured, a 5
percent increase from 64 percent in 1975; on
the other hand, between 1975 and 1988 the ten-
ure rate among women faculty remained at
only 46 percent. With respect to the relative
numbers of male and female faculty, a detailed
longitudinal study of Category I institutions
(major research universities) reveals that al-
though the absolute number of female faculty
in each tenure-track rank has increased for the
period 1975-1987, the percentage increase is
relatively modest because the number of male
associate and full professors has also increased
over the same period. Thus, the overall per-
centage of female faculty in all tenure-track
ranks has increased only from 16.4 percent to
20.4 percent (Alpert, 1989).

With respect to salary, it is unfortunately
still the case that salary differentials between
male and female faculty continue to exist
within the various faculty ranks. Alpert’s study
of Category I institutions indicates that al-
though salaries have increased substantially for
both male and female faculty between 1975
and 1987, salary differentials were found
within each of the tenure-track ranks at all 109
institutions reviewed by the study. Within the
realm of architecture, a recent survey con-
ducted for Progressive Architecture magazine
found that salary differentials are still evident

within architectural practice. Although salary
levels appear to be comparable at the early
stage of male and female careers, salaries di-
verge by over 10 percent within the four- to
ten-year stage, and seem to diverge even fur-
ther for those with over twenty years of experi-
ence (Doubilet, 1989).

Recent research also documents, however,
that adverse impacts for faculty women are
manifested not simply in the quantitative mea-
sures of representation and compensation. But
more importantly, these quantitative indexes
also significantly affect and reflect the qualita-
tive aspects of the academic environment
which have the potentially more significant im-
pact on the career development of faculty
women. Unfortunately, qualitative manifesta-
tions of gender (or racial) bias are exceedingly
subtle, often virtually invisible to those in deci-
sion-making roles. In this context, the term “in-
stitutional sexism (or racism)” is frequently
used to describe and identify organizational
procedures which “can have discriminatory im-
pact even if individual actors are unaware of
such impacts or are non-discriminatory in their
personal beliefs, and even if their behavior ap-
pears to be a fair-minded application of ‘race
[gender]-neutral’ . . . rules and norms” (Chesler
and Crowfoot, 1989).

Chesler and Crowfoot, drawing on previous
research, go on to elaborate five “organiza-
tional elements” in which aspects of institu-
tional bias may be embedded: mission, culture,
power, structure, and resources. For example,
gender-bias may be inherent at the level of
“culture” because diversity and excellence are
seen as contradictory goals; or similarly, insti-
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reusing single-family dwellings while oth-
ers advocate the reorganization of entire
neighborhoods. Common to all of Hay-
den’s proposals is an awareness that
changes of this sort involve substantial re-
definitions of privacy and domesticity. But
when these definitions are altered, the im-
pact is enormous. Hayden documents a
striking example of American ingenuity
put to good use in her vivid description of
Vanport City, Oregon, a ship-building
town planned and developed during World

War II. Because the majority of employees
were women, the company (which also
built the town) found that it was most pro-
ductive to provide the women with the
many services they required, including
daycare facilities open twenty-four hours a
day, freshly cooked meals which could be
picked up at the daycare centers, and an ef-
ficient transportation system to connect
residences, childcare, and employment. Al-
though the community was extremely suc-
cessful, the end of the war brought an end

to public acceptance of full-time women
employees, and the town was completely
dismantled.

For ongoing examples of this type of
neighborhood reorganization, we need to
look outside of the United States. Rede-
signing the American Dream includes de-
scriptions of projects in England and
Sweden; Swedish attempts to restructure
jobs and neighborhoods to provide more
options for women are also the subject of
articles in New Space for Women. The late

tutional sexism may flourish because at the
level of “structure” traditional pedagogies for
classroom instruction remain unexamined and
unaltered, or because social networks of faculty
generally exclude women.

A number of such qualitative issues consis-
tently emerge as factors affecting the relative
success of career development among faculty
women. As a result of recent focus group ses-
sions with young female assistant professors, a
President’s Advisory Commission at the Uni-
versity of Michigan was able to identify several
consistent concerns. Among the most significant
was a feeling of isolation among these young
women faculty: “Nearly all testified to persistent
feelings of isolation, and especially to a sense of
exclusion from established department and col-
lege networks. Most had received little in the
way of feedback with regard to their progress
toward tenure. . . . Some women in the group
expressed the belief that women are hired and
evaluated by different criteria than men; this be-
lief may be based in part in the women'’s sense
of being ‘on the fringe’ and ‘in the dark’—
although we can not discount the possibility that
differential hiring and evaluation criteria are
used” (Hollenshead et al., 1990).

The sense of isolation and of being on the
fringe is a theme which emerges as well in the
intensive study of women academics con-
ducted by Aisenberg and Harrington (1988).
The authors conducted extensive interviews
with faculty women both with successful and
with deflected academic careers. Although the
authors acknowledge the importance of and
difficulty in women receiving appropriate
mentoring, they also point out that women’s
sense of isolation is exacerbated because of the
tendency to pursue non-mainstream areas of
scholarship that challenge existing orthodoxies.

Of the 62 women interviewed by the authors,
approximately 70 percent had pursued non-
mainstream scholarship. “Overall, women
scholars are heavily engaged in integrating
knowledge. Their work combines disciplines,
combines theory and reality, combines a com-
mitment to change with a commitment to hu-
mane study.”

Another significant problem with appar-
ently “neutral” institutional practices concerns
the problem of family-care benefits and poli-
cies. Despite the major societal changes of the
last two decades, it is still typically the woman
who bears the major responsibility for family
life; and this poses major problems for women
trying to make their way in academia. As the
University of Michigan focus-group sessions
revealed, many mothers or would-be mothers
frequently find the standard university practices
“to be at odds with the demands and values of
their ‘private’ lives. Junior women are reluctant
to negotiate leave-time for childbirth, which
they fear is seen as inimical to a professional
identity” (Hollenshead et al., 1990). Women
recounted situations such as having to prepare
lectures during labor or returning to the class-
room “within days of delivery.” These hard-
ships take their toll. Aisenberg and Harrington
(1988) concluded, as a result of their detailed
study of women with both successful and de-
flected careers, that “where a women has suc-
ceeded in combining successfully a personal
and professional life, some extra measure has
intervened—extra financial resources or human
resources. . . . And—a crucial condition in all
successful ‘wholes’—no disaster or trouble sto-
ries were present.” In other words, “one strike
against you is sufficient; you’re out, if you are
a woman.”
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1980s saw the emergence of more of these
projects in the United States, along with a
wider audience—it’s no longer just femi-
nists who are interested. One influential
publication is Kathryn McCamant and
Charles Durrett’s Cohousing (Habitat
Press/Ten Speed Press, 1988; see review in
DBR 19). This book features several case
studies of an innovative housing form that
combines individual living areas with
shared common spaces. Although these are
mostly studies of pioneering projects in
Denmark, the authors specifically intended
the book to be a resource for a U.S. audi-
ence. At this time, three projects have been
completed, three more are under construc-
tion, and over 110 groups throughout the
United States are planning cohousing
projects. Another useful publication is New
Households, New Housing, edited by
Karen Franck and Sherry Ahrentzen (Van
Nostrand Reinhold, 1989; see review in
DBR 20), which introduces a range of
building designs that respond to the in-
creasing diversity of households.

If we accept that the increasing sophisti-
cation of feminist analysis means first, a
critical awareness of the problem, and sec-
ond, the proposal of strategies for change,
then recent publications represent a third
level: reports from the field on what is actu-
ally working to create change. An early ex-
ample of this third level of sophistication is
Making Space: Women and the Man-Made
Environment (London: Pluto Press, 1984).
Written by an English collective of archi-
tects and builders who call themselves Ma-
trix, Making Space reports on working with
various groups of women on the design and
construction of buildings. The introduction
includes a forceful statement of purpose: to
share with others the skills they’ve obtained
in order to ‘“help us all develop an under-
standing of how we are ‘placed’ as women
in a man-made environment and to use that
knowledge to subvert it.”

One of the most intriguing articles in the
collection is “Working with Women” by
Francis Bradshaw. Based on her experi-
ences Bradshaw realized that the traditional
“tools” of the architectural trade were no
longer sufficient. She had to learn how to

function as a facilitator rather than as a de-
cisive expert, and had to develop new ways
of talking about the qualities of space, using
language that was accessible rather than ab-
stract. Bradshaw also discovered the need
for new drawing techniques to present de-
sign schemes because traditional plans were
not legible for the majority of women. In
addition, she had to struggle to “find ways
the group could get a feel of manipulating
the spaces and take an active part in the
process.” To achieve this, Bradshaw used
“drawings that looked as throwaway as pos-
sible. We used scrap paper and unruled
lines—anything to overcome the feeling
that once something was drawn it could not
be changed.” Once a design was obtained, it
was important to continue to involve
women and to include them in the building
process. Bradshaw asserts, “How women
are involved in the building process affects
the buildings we create as much as involve-
ment in the design does.”

The most recent collection of essays, Ar-
chitecture: A Place for Women, provides an
updated look at the issues but is not as
overtly critical as New Space for Women or
Making Space. This anthology was pub-
lished in conjunction with the 1988 cen
tennial celebration of the first woman archi-
tect to be admitted to the AIA, Louise
Blanchard Bethune. The majority of the
book comprises historical research, and
these articles clearly exhibit an increased
sophistication in terms of framing research
questions. Readers interested in activism,
however, may be disappointed by the lack
of emphasis on strategies for change. As
Susana Torre points out in her review of the
book (DBR 20), “Architectural scholarship
has not kept up with other disciplines re-
garding the status of women, so a book like
this still needs to reiterate themes and fill
gaps in a structure established over a decade
ago.” Most exciting in terms of feminist
theory are articles that consider women’s
distinctive ways of knowing (Karen Franck)
and women’s experiences in the academic
architectural studio (Anne Vytlacil).

Two recent publications illustrate the
different directions that women in architec-
ture have taken: trying to gain equal time in

the profession as it currently exists versus
reconfiguring the profession in order to re-
spond to feminist concerns. Clare Lorenz’s
Women in Architecture is a portfolio of
projects by women architects around the
world (but mostly in the U.S., Britain, and
Western Europe). In a brief, three-page in-
troduction, Lorenz reveals that she selected
the designers on the vague basis of “good
architecture, appreciated in its home coun-
try.” She later defines such work as ex-
pressing “sensibility and sensitivity to
national and climatic conditions” and being
responsive to users’ needs. These are prom-
ising goals, but Lorenz employs a superfi-
cial approach, with only a few paragraphs
on each architect in which to summarize her
career and describe exemplary projects.
This book bypasses any serious discussion
of women’s involvement in architecture
and goes straight for the glossy photos so
characteristic of Rizzoli publications. Al-
though Lorenz concludes the book with sta-
tistics documenting existing numbers of
women architects in several countries, there
is no investigation of what these numbers
mean or how they can be increased.

In marked contrast to this approach is
More Than Housing by Joan Forrester
Sprague, an exemplary feminist practitio-
ner. As an architect, planner, and devel-
oper, her work combines housing and
economic development. Sprague uses the
term lifeboats (Sprague’s italics) to clarify
the way that these innovative housing and
community plans can actually rescue and
transform lives. She indicates that the /ife-
boat is “not primarily a building type of
form. It is, instead, a building type of pur-
pose,” one which integrates social and eco-
nomic supports. The development of this
approach is a direct response to the large
numbers of single mothers living in pov-
erty and homelessness.

The first part of the book sets out to
“explore the circumstances of single-
mother households and their physical envi-
ronments.” Sprague provides background
information on this community of users
and discusses the differences between
emergency, transitional, and permanent
housing. Most important, she proposes the
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Leslie Kanes Weisman

The following is an excerpt from the book Dis-
crimination by Design: A Feminist Critique of
the Man-Made Environment by Leslie Kanes
Weisman, published earlier this year by the
University of Illinois Press. Weisman is an as-
sociate professor at the School of Architecture,
New Jersey Institute of Technology. Reprinted
with permission of the author and publisher.

Today among feminists there is little under-
standing of the spatial dimensions of “women’s
issues” and how a knowledge of these dimen-
sions can help us map the mental and physical
terrain of our struggle for human justice and
social transformation. An awareness of how re-
lations among human beings are shaped by
built space can help all of us to comprehend
more fully the experiences of our daily lives
and the cultural assumptions in which they are
immersed.

It is easy to accept unthinkingly the man-
made landscape as a neutral background. It is
not so easy to understand the environment as
an active shaper of human identity and life’s
events. In this regard there is a striking paral-
lel between space and language. We are taught

The Spatial Dimensions of Feminism

to imagine that the language we use is value-
free and neutral; that “man” and “he” are
generic terms meant to include “women.”
Feminist linguists have developed convincing
arguments to the contrary, revealing how male-
centered language perpetuates women’s invis-
ibility and inequality.'

Space, like language, is socially con-
structed; and like the syntax of language, the
spatial arrangements of our buildings and com-
munities reflect and reinforce the nature of
gender, race, and class relations in society. The
uses of both language and space contribute to
the power of some groups over others and the
maintenance of human inequality.

Architecture thus defined is a record of
deeds done by those who have had the power
to build. It is shaped by social, political, and
economic forces and values embodied in the
forms themselves, the processes through which
they are built, and the manner in which they
are used. Creating buildings involves moral
choices that are subject to moral judgment.

It is within this social context of built space
that I believe feminist criticism and activism
have a profoundly important role to play. To-

ward those ends, I hope this book will contrib-
ute to furthering our understanding of why the
acts of building and controlling space have
been a male prerogative; how our physical sur-
roundings reflect and create reality; and how
we can begin to challenge and change the
forms and values encoded in the man-made
(by which I mean, throughout this book, the
male-made) environment, thereby fostering the
transformation of the sexist and racist condi-
tions that define our lives.

NOTES

1. Dale Spander, in her book Man Made Lan-
guage (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul,
1980), offers the following explanation: “If man
does represent the species then the symbol
should be applicable to the activities of all human
beings. . . . Can we say without a clash of images
that man devotes more than forty hours a week to
housework or that man lives an isolated life
when engaged in childrearing in our society? A
note of discord is struck by these statements be-
cause man—despite the assurances of male
grammarians—most definitely means male and
evokes male imagery” (p. 156).

concept of “zones of use” as a way of
structuring the discussion of space usage in
lifeboat housing. This approach allows
greater clarification of actual client
needs—a crucial first step in developing
creative design solutions to fulfill these
needs—and enables us to move beyond the
constraints of existing concepts of what a
house “should” involve. This is especially
important when developing new types of
congregate and group housing.

The second part of the book documents
fifty case studies representing a variety of
lifeboat developments. Sprague groups
these examples by the original use of the
building before it was converted into a /ife-
boat: single houses, apartment buildings,
structures built for temporary lodging
(such as hospitals, motels, and college resi-
dences), and structures not originally built
for dwelling (such as factories, commercial
buildings, schools, and convents). For

comparison, Sprague also includes seven
“purpose-built” projects.

Sprague intersperses the programmatic
discussions with quotations by residents
and service providers, successfully main-
taining a human presence throughout the
book. The wide variety of projects testifies
to the ingenuity and skill of their designers.
It is especially compelling to consider that
the majority of these projects were com-
pleted with minimal funding and a heavy
reliance on volunteer and nonprofit organi-
zations. But the most important contribu-
tion of More Than Housing is Sprague’s
ability to look beyond design issues to a
larger set of social issues which will also
influence the success of housing proposals,
thus expanding the scope of the dialogue.

The most recently published book in this
field is also the most comprehensive to date
on the subject of feminism and architecture:
Discrimination by Design by Leslie Kanes

Weisman. Weisman’s extensive scholarship
and personal involvement in the field for al-
most twenty years enables her to easily syn-
thesize a wide range of previous work. She
weaves together the issues and revelations
of two decades of feminist architectural
criticism in order to create a very persua-
sive argument. She presents the theoretical
underpinnings of her work in the opening
chapter, “The Spatial Caste System.” Here
she argues, “Our buildings, neighborhoods,
and cities are cultural artifacts shaped by
human intention and intervention, symboli-
cally declaring to society the place held by
each of its members.” In this chapter
Weisman discusses such issues as our
“symbolic universe,” “the use of spatial
terms derived from the body . . . to help lan-
guage ‘place’ concepts like time and
distance” as well as dominance and subord-
inance, the dichotomy between “the city of
man” and “mother nature,” and the extent
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Two adjacent single-family homes have been
linked to provide additional community space for
an emergency shelter for battered women in St.
Paul, Minnesota. Bedrooms and baths are on the
upper level. (From More Than Housing.)

to which territorial behavior is omnipresent
in our culture. Although many of these con-
cepts are somewhat esoteric, Weisman is
able to firmly ground this discussion in ev-
eryday language and experience. Through
careful description and labeling, she suc-
ceeds in making us more conscious of exist-
ing patterns of behavior.

Having firmly established the extent to
which human reality is defined by a sym-
bolic universe consisting of social, physi-
cal, and metaphysical space, Weisman
moves on to consider specific examples of
how the American built environment rein-
forces the sexism, classism, and racism of
our culture. Although Weisman is covering
familiar territory, her ability to weave these
examples into a much larger conceptual
framework is impressive. In a chapter on
“Public Architecture and Social Status,”
Weisman clarifies how the standard de-
signs of corporate towers, department
stores, shopping malls, and maternity hos-
pitals all exemplify “an architecture of ex-
clusion that segregates and manipulates
people according to class.” She is quick to
point out, however, that these negative ef-
fects “are the direct result of a comprehen-
sive system of social oppression, not the

consequences of failed architecture or
prejudiced architects.” This awareness ech-
oes the early work of Susana Torre, who
exhorted us to look beyond the architec-
tural profession for solutions.

In the chapter “The Home as a Meta-
phor for Society,” Weisman forces us to
take a closer look at such familiar clichés
as “a woman’s place is in the home” and
“a man’s home is his castle.” Upon closer
examination we discover that “men own
and ‘rule’ domestic space, while women
are confined to and maintain it.” Thus,
even when men and women share the same
home, they do not “stand in the same rela-
tionship to it.” Weisman documents the
ways in which men tend to “claim and
control their own private space” in the
home while women have much less pri-
vacy and autonomy. As Weisman points
out, “[Women’s] ‘special rooms,” such as
the kitchen, remain public spaces associ-
ated with the care and maintenance of oth-
ers.” Women’s traditional role as provider
of home services has seen little improve-
ment in the past twenty years, despite
women’s increasing participation in work

outside of the home. Weisman cites a 1989
study revealing that working women with
families do approximately fifteen more
hours of housework per week than their
male partners. Over the course of one year
this adds up to an extra month of twenty-
four-hour days.

Another troubling aspect about
women’s home life: Almost half of all
American wives are battered by their hus-
bands each year, according to FBI reports.
Women are taught that the streets are dan-
gerous and they should remain in the
safety of their homes, but clearly the home
can be just as violent as the street. These
unsettling facts clarify that even those
women who have attained the privileged
position of residing in a private home have
not necessarily found a safe or relaxing ha-
ven. Unequal access to decent housing is
further underscored by the large numbers
of women who have been segregated into
public housing. Weisman chronicles the
numerous barriers that stand in the way of
low-income women obtaining and main-
taining decent, affordable housing.

In response to these inequalities,

1 entry 7 kitchen

2 office 8 laundry

3 counseling 9 children

4 library 10 handicapped bedroom
5 living 11 outdoor play

6 dining 12 parking

Ground-floor plan of a “purpose-built” battered women’s shelter in western Massachusetts. The dining
room is the protected heart of the house. All bedrooms are on the upper level, except for handicapped-
accessible bedrooms on the ground floor. (From More Than Housing.)
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Weisman presents a clearly argued femi-
nist agenda for housing. Included here are
a number of strategies that address the cur-
rent “misfit” between “old houses and new
households.” Weisman asserts that this
task will involve increasing our ability to
design for both spatial and economic
flexibility, such that housing can be altered
over time in response to changes in house-
hold membership and financial stability.
Additional chapters include extensive dis-
cussion of design alternatives that would
provide greater social freedom. Neverthe-
less, Weisman acknowledges that these
proposals for alternative designs are not
solutions but simply a means of incremen-
tal change. She clearly states that the only
“solution lies in a major revision of cul-
tural values”:

In the long run [these alternatives] will
not gain women their equality or change
men’s relationship to domestic life, for
they largely ignore the underlying val-
ues that created the problems in the first
place. Genuinely satisfying alternatives
to conventional housing and communi-
ties will emerge only as we are able to
visualize scenarios of the future based
on the reconceptualization of work, fam-
ily life, and gender roles.

Weisman concludes, “Any feminist pro-
posal for housing must be a holistic one
whose goal is not equality for women in the
existing work force, but utter transformation
of work and family life.” The only disap-
pointing aspect of this book is that Weisman
does not build on or even mention Dolores
Hayden’s important contribution to this area;
her 1984 book, Redesigning the American
Dream. Hayden’s proposals would seem to
fit squarely into the approach Weisman is
advocating, and therefore it is puzzling that
Hayden’s work merits not even a footnote,
let alone the lengthy discussion informed
readers would anticipate.

The closing chapters of Discrimination
by Design underscore the importance of
creating visions of a nonsexist future. To
aid us in these visions, Weisman reports on
workshops she has conducted with women
to help them express their fantasy environ-
ments. Although these fantasies were only
described by rough sketches and bubble
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Dream house of a married woman in her mid-thirties with two children; the house changes itself in
response to her own changing emotional states and practical requirements. Her need for privacy and
control is symbolized by a large key near the entry to her dwelling. (From Discrimination by Design.)

NOTES
1. Marilyn R. Schuster and Susan R. Van Dyne,

diagrams rather than actual floor plans,
they nonetheless encourage us to stretch
our imaginations beyond the narrow
boundaries of what we’ve been indoctri-
nated to accept as appropriate living envi-
ronments. As ably demonstrated by
Sprague’s work on “zones of use,” freeing

“Project on Women and Social Change: Smith
College,” in Toward a Balanced Curriculum: A
Sourcebook for Initiating Gender Integration
Projects, ed. Bonnie Spanier, Alexander Bloom,
Darlene Boroviak (Cambridge, MA: Schenkman
Publishing Company, Inc., 1984), 59.

ourselves to reconceptualize spatial needs 2. Jos Boys, “Is There a Feilnist Anslysis of

is a critical first step in creating less oppres-
sive built environments.

Until architects become more aware of
the dimensions of the problem, they cannot
offer solutions; until invisible paradigms
are made visible, they cannot be chal-
lenged. As Weisman points out, separate
sections in restaurants for blacks and
whites and the absence of curb-cuts and
ramps for wheelchairs in most public build-
ings were long considered acceptable. It
wasn’t until people with a commitment to
social equality obtained a spatial con-
sciousness that people realized these prac-
tices were discriminatory and oppressive.
For those struggling against the oppression
of women, one can only hope that a similar
shift in consciousness is lurking just around
the corner.

Architecture?” Built Environment 10, no. 1
(1984): 26.

REDESIGNING THE AMERICAN DREAM: THE
FUTURE OF HOUSING, WORK, AND FAMILY
LIFE, Dolores Hayden, W.W. Norton, 1986 (paper-
back), 270 pp., illus., $11.95.

WOMEN IN ARCHITECTURE: A CONTEMPO-
RARY PERSPECTIVE, Clare Lorenz, Rizzoli,
1990, 144 pp., illus., $29.95.

MORE THAN HOUSING: LIFEBOATS FOR
WOMEN AND CHILDREN, Joan Forrester
Sprague, Butterworth-Heinemann, 1991, 235 pp.,
illus., $29.95.

DISCRIMINATION BY DESIGN: A FEMINIST
CRITIQUE OF THE MAN-MADE ENVIRON-
MENT, Leslie Kanes Weisman, University of Illi-
nois Press, 1992, 190 pp., illus., $24.95.
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Alice Friedman

A Feminist Practice in
Architectural History?

Fresh from teaching undergraduate courses
in architectural history in which I had been
frustrated by the narrow scope and general
lack of accessible and up-to-date feminist
literature in architectural history, I readily
agreed to write an article for DBR that
would, in the words of the editor, focus on
“unveiling the suppressed gender issues in
most conventional architectural histories,
be they monographs or surveys, in the
manner of Kenneth Frampton or William
Curtis.” After all, such an exercise would
at least provide the opportunity for protest,
to expose not only obvious problems—Iike
the irritating omission of women such as
Lili Reich, Charlotte Perriand, Eileen
Gray, Eleanor Raymond, and even Julia
Morgan from every major overview of
20th-century architecture that one might
care to consult—but also more fundamen-
tal problems like the failure of many highly
regarded publications to account for the
role of gender, or indeed of culture gener-
ally, in the making of architectural forms.
At this point, however, that project
seems both too simple and too difficult—
too simple because the silence on these is-
sues is so complete that there is, in a way,
nothing to take issue with, and too difficult
because it is impossible to know where to
begin. The problem, after all, is not so
much with the answers but with the ques-
tions. Very little of the scholarly or critical
writing in the field begins with questions
of how or why buildings or cities came to
be; they focus instead on who did what.
Even those studies that purport to be about
the social history of architecture—for in-
stance, Mark Girouard’s Life in the English
Country House (New Haven and London,
1978), which generated a great deal of ex-
citement when it was published precisely
because it seemed to be offering something
new—say very little about women, much
less about gender or the politics of repre-
sentation. The innovative critical strategies
of feminist film theory, so significant in the

development of a new discourse in art his-
tory over the last ten years, have barely
touched architectural criticism, and these
strategies have affected architectural his-
tory even less. Many in the field remain
wedded to old-fashioned notions of
agency, of meaning, and of the value of the
historical narrative.

Rather than focus on these shortcom-
ings, however, it is far more constructive to
ask, What, indeed, might constitute a femi-
nist practice in architectural history at this
moment, and to propose a sort of checklist
of questions and unresolved contradictions
that ought to be addressed. An overview of
some recently published writing in cultural
criticism, film theory, and architectural
criticism readily suggests items for this list
and reveals just how far behind architec-
tural history lags. By confronting sexism,
racism, and homophobia in the practice of
architecture and by acknowledging the
ways in which the built environment em-
powers and controls, we reinsert architec-
ture as practice into culture and into the
realm of cultural studies, essentially for-
cing it—and ourselves as practitioners or
users—to submit to the scrutiny it has thus
far been spared.

The most obvious (although hardly the
most significant) task of feminist practice

Katharine Hepburn in Dorothy Arzner’s
Christopher Strong, 1933. (From How Do I Look?
Queer Film and Video.)

is the recovery of unfamiliar or forgotten
names in design history. For many, this
project represents all that is wrong with
feminism because it destabilizes the canon
by challenging concepts of excellence and
pleading for the inclusion of women who
are, according to traditional standards, “mi-
nor” figures at best. But beyond the evident
goal of assigning appropriate credit, there
is a fundamental and even more threaten-
ing conceptual shift at work: an approach
to design practice that shifts the focus
away from individual architects and the
notion of singular heroic actions, and in-
stead recognizes that built form is gener-
ated through a process that takes place over
time and is the product of decisions made
by a wide variety of practitioners and inter-
est groups. This model acknowledges not
only the office that surrounds the principal
designers, but also the role of clients and
craftspersons in the making of built form.
Though feminist critical practice begins
with gender (i.e., with an analysis of the
various ways in which cultures construct
and represent sexual difference), such in-
vestigations lead readily to a broad discus-
sion of the mechanisms of power and
exclusion, which are based on other fac-
tors, such as race, nationality, sexual pref-
erence, and so on. In a work like bell
hooks’s Black Looks: Race and Represen-
tation these connections are investigated in
such a clearheaded way and in such acces-
sible language that they seem obvious and
inescapable until one has fully absorbed
her fundamental point: Institutional and
cultural exclusions based on gender and
particularly on race are not arbitrary but
functional responses that maintain the
power relations of the status quo. In an es-
say entitled “The Oppositional Gaze:
Black Female Spectators,” hooks says

From “jump,” black female spectators
have gone to films with awareness of the
way in which race and racism deter-
mined the visual construction of gender.
Whether it was Birth of a Nation or
Shirley Temple shows, we knew that
white womanhood was the racialized
sexual difference occupying the place of
stardom in mainstream narrative film.
We assumed white women knew it too.
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What hooks makes clear throughout
her book is that “knowing” is the out-
come of experience and ideology; thus,
in a culture in which whiteness, male-
ness, “westernness,” and heterosexual-
ity are privileged, those within and
without these categories will see things
differently and, when asked to con-
struct a narrative, whether historical or
critical, will construct one that reflects
a specific agenda. We are all members
of a society based on systems of values
and power, but we participate in it dif-
ferentially; as artists, scholars, and crit-
ics each of us assumes a voice and a
position appropriate to our individual
sense of self and power in the society.
On this point, hooks quotes from film
critic Manthia Diawara’s essay “Black
British Cinema: Spectatorship and
Identity Formation in Territories™:

Every narration places the spectator in
a position of agency; and race, class,
and sexual relations influence the way
in which this subjecthood is filled by
the spectator.

Analysis of film and of popular culture
(one of the most far-reaching essays in
hooks’s collection is titled “Madonna:
Plantation Mistress or Soul Sister?”) points
the way for architectural historians by inter-
rogating the agendas of practitioners, con-
sumers, and critics alike. For this reason an
anthology such as How Do I Look? Queer
Film and Video, edited by Bad Object-
Choices, is an important work for architec-
tural historians. It may not be readily
apparent to readers who are neither film
critics nor gay that they should read essays
like Richard Fung’s “Looking for My
Penis: The Eroticized Asian in Gay Video
Porn” or Judith Mayne’s “Lesbian Looks:
Dorothy Arzner and Female Authorship,”
but such essays are crucial to building a so-
phisticated critical and historical discourse.
According to the terms of analysis estab-
lished in these essays, architecture can be
understood as a language that both forms
and represents individuals and institutions,
and as mediator of power within culture.
Moreover, by continually questioning the
categories of race and gender, public and
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private, spectatorship and “objecthood,”
these studies yield significant insights for
analyzing form and space.

In recent design literature informed by
feminist and cultural studies, two very dif-
ferent yet equally significant paths of inves-
tigation have emerged. One path focuses on
the deep reading of architectural forms as
signifiers of meaning and as a system of
controls; it is characterized by many of the
essays in Sexuality and Space (edited by
Beatriz Colomina, Princeton Architectural
Press, 1992; see review in this issue, page
35), a collection which grew out of a con-
ference held at the Princeton School of Ar-
chitecture in 1990. The other path,
suggested by a work like Dana Cuff’s Ar-
chitecture: The Story of Practice (Cam-
bridge: MIT Press, 1991; see DBR 23),
describes the historical and cultural condi-
tions surrounding architectural practice, in-
vestigating specific projects and the
interpersonal or institutional dynamics in-
volved in design and construction.

Many of the essays in Sexuality and
Space focus on film, literature, and psycho-

Diagram from Gleicheschlechtliche Handlungen Jugendlicher,
a doctoral dissertation by Karl Werner Gauhl purporting to

show the spread of homosexuality among Nazi youth. (From
How Do I Look? Queer Film and Video.)

analysis, and draw from the critical lit-
erature developed in those fields over
the past fifteen years. For example,
critic and filmmaker Laura Mulvey’s
essay, “Pandora: Topographies of the
Mask and Curiosity,” deals with the
poetics of cinematic representation—
not of architecture specifically but of
conscious and unconscious spatial im-
agery. Patricia White’s “Female Spec-
tator, Lesbian Specter: The Haunting”
also focuses on cinematic representa-
tion. It occupies a significant place in
the collection because it challenges
heterosexism and affirms the lesbian
presence in culture generally and at
the conference itself. Thus “differ-
ence” is not only investigated through-
out these essays but broadly defined;
architecture is understood in similarly
broad terms that include not only
buildings and cities but media repre-
sentations and images as well.

In “The Split Wall: Domestic Voy-
eurism,” Colomina turns her attention
to the domestic works of Adolph Loos
and Le Corbusier, entwining concepts of
gender, spectatorship, and differential
power in an analysis that draws on literary
criticism and film studies in order to gain
access to the unspoken system of values
represented in architectural forms. In her
discussion, Colomina makes a significant
historiographical point by critiquing the
principal monographs on Loos (by Ludwig
Miinz and Gustav Kiinstler, and Benedetto
Gravagnuolo); through a brief analysis of
the way in which each author discusses
Loos’s house for Josephine Baker, she in-
sists that attitudes toward gender and race
be challenged and unveils the subjectivity
behind the mask of historical distance. This
questioning of authorship and its power,
ultimately indebted to Michel Foucault, is
fundamental to feminist criticism. As
Colomina puts it, “Criticism that presents
itself as a new interpretation of an existing
object is in fact constructing a completely
new object. On the other hand, readings
that claim to be purely objective invento-
ries . . . are thrown off balance by the very
object of their control.”
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Belly dancers (with props) at the world’s fair in Paris, 1900. Muslim visitors to world’s fairs became part
of the display, as representative of “anthropological” types. (From Displaying the Orient.)

In contrast to Colomina’s formal lan-
guage, Dana Cuff’s book takes up historical
and sociological questions. Her greatest
methodological contribution is the compel-
ling demonstration of the complexity of ar-
chitectural practice through a discussion of
case studies. Cuff describes how her earliest
image of an architect—an image fostered
by her education in a school of architec-
ture—was inspired by the character of
Howard Roark in Ayn Rand’s novel The
Fountainhead. Exposure to practice ulti-
mately forced her to replace this ideal with
a more realistic picture of the process by
which architecture takes shape, but the
fictional image proved remarkably persis-
tent. Cuff’s research demonstrates just how
firmly lodged the Roark image is in archi-
tectural culture, remaining fixed (as her in-
terviews with architects reveal) in minds
that are confronted daily with the realities
of working “on the boards” in large offices.

Cuff’s book presents a powerful
argument for dislodging the persistent
“Roarkism” of architectural history. Her
chapter on “Excellent Practice: The Ori-
gins of Good Building” reveals not only
the pivotal role of clients and the endemic

presence of competing programs, or what
might be called “typological intuitions,”
but it also shows in case after case just how
important the work of the office is—from
the project architect who meets with the
dissatisfied client on a regular basis to the
interior designer who chooses furniture
and wall color—and how much of the final
product results from factors that have noth-
ing to do with the office or the client at all,
but rather with public officials, zoning,
economic constraints, availability of mate-
rials, and so on. While narratives of hero-
ism and artistic independence are indeed
highly regarded, Cuff’s book serves as a
powerful counterexample.

All of these works argue strongly for
specificity and for investigation of care-
fully defined cultural and historical contin-
gencies. In direct contrast to the liberal
model perpetuated by mainstream architec-
tural history, the new critical writing of
cultural studies avoids the generalities and
historical practices that rely on anecdote
and intuition. This narrowing of focus re-
sults from an awareness that the uninter-
rogated intuitions of a historian or critic are
no more free of ideology than the objects

of study themselves. The tendency to gen-
eralize and thus to rely too heavily on sec-
ondary sources undermine the impact of
Daphne Spain’s Gendered Spaces (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
1992; see review in this issue, page 23), a
work that is otherwise valuable for its ef-
fort to provide a broad sociological discus-
sion of the ways in which architecture,
both monumental and vernacular, enforces
gender separation and excludes women
from power. By contrast, Zeynep Celik’s
Displaying the Orient: Architecture of Is-
lam at Nineteenth-Century World’'s Fairs
consistently maintains a narrow focus, con-
centrating on cultural politics, visual imag-
ery, and power. Celik’s argument is strong
because it is built up through analyses of
specific images and specific conditions.

While Celik’s book is neither about
women nor is it focused on issues of gen-
der, in many ways it represents a model for
feminist architectural history. Emphasizing
the overarching power of imagery and cul-
ture, Celik returns again and again to the
fundamental concept of difference. As in
Cuff’s book, we are struck here by the
myriad ways in which the notion of indi-
vidual agency—of the author, of the archi-
tect—is confronted by narratives that
emphasize the multiplicity of actors and
readings. Thus the book represents an al-
ternative to much of the literature in the
field of architectural history, not simply
because it was written by a woman, and
not simply because it deals with gender,
but because of the breadth of the questions
it raises and its position in relation to its
subject.

BLACK LOOKS: RACE AND REPRESENTA-
TION, bell hooks, South End Press, 1992, 200 pp.,
$30.00 cloth; $12.00 paper.

HOW DO I LOOK? QUEER FILM AND VIDEO,
Bad Object-Choices, editors, Bay Press, 1991, 295
pp., illus., $16.95.

DISPLAYING THE ORIENT: ARCHITECTURE
OF ISLAM AT NINETEENTH-CENTURY
WORLD'’S FAIRS, Zeynep Celik, University of
California Press, 1992, 245 pp., illus., $40.00.




Gender and Design

Abigail A. Van Slyck

Women in Architecture
and the Problems of
Biography

The campaign to recover the history of
women in American architecture is nearly
twenty years old. An outgrowth of the femi-
nist movement of the 1970s, this campaign
began with general historical reviews docu-
menting the ways that women helped shape
the built environment of the United States,
both from within the profession and from
without.! By the end of the decade, these
broadly defined experiments gave way to a
more detailed investigation of women’s
professional roles and the publication of
monographs on American women archi-
tects, including Theodate Pope Riddle
(1868-1946), Mary Colter (1869-1958),
and Eleanor Raymond (1887-1989).

This promising beginning, however,
was short-lived. Studies of American
women architects have been reduced to a
trickle, even as the flood of monographs on
major male designers such as Frank Lloyd
Wright continues unabated. Sara Holmes
Boutelle’s lush biography of Julia Morgan
is a notable exception, but one that points
to the insidious gender bias both in the pro-
fession of architecture and in the practice
of architectural history. After all, Morgan
modeled her career closely on the profes-
sional norm established by her male con-
temporaries, training in engineering at the
University of California, completing her
architectural education at the Ecole des
Beaux-Arts, maintaining her own office,
and designing a wide variety of building
types over her forty-year career. Her post-
humous reward for reinforcing the male
norm is a massive biography, produced by
a major press, filled with color photo-
graphs shot specifically for the publication,
and reviewed widely in scholarly journals.>
Riddle, Colter, and Raymond had equally
long careers, yet their working lives fol-
lowed more conventionally female paths in
interior design and domestic architecture.
As a result, their lives have seemed less

important. Their biographies attracted
small presses, which produced smaller
books illustrated only with black-and-
white photos; and the books themselves re-
ceived only modest critical attention.’

One possible reaction to this situation is
to revive the strategy of the 1970s, renew-
ing the call for biographies of female archi-
tects, while demanding production values
equal to those lavished on books about
male designers. Yet, for feminist scholars
of the 1990s, such a strategy is problem-
atic. The celebration of accomplishment
that is an inherent part of the biography is
a dubious method for women'’s history. By
emphasizing an individual’s activity within
a discriminatory system, it cloaks the
workings of discrimination. It tends to
place the onus for the lack of a female
presence in architecture back on women
themselves and undermines a sustainable
critique of the inequalities of architectural
culture. In short, the growing sophistica-
tion of feminist theory requires a serious
reassessment of the usefulness of the
architect’s biography as a tool for reintro-
ducing women into architectural history.

The problems inherent in using biogra-
phy to document women’s lives have been
articulated with vivid clarity by Carolyn
Heilbrun, a feminist scholar of English lit-
erature. In recent years, Heilbrun has
pointed to the difficulty that women have

had in conveying their experience of the
world in a narrative format that assumes a
male life as its norm. Uncomfortable with
the autobiographical conventions that em-
phasize the exceptional qualities of an am-
bitious man, women have forced their own
lives into the more womanly narratives of
courtship and marriage, often casting their
work or their faith in the role of the eager
suitor. Defining themselves primarily in re-
lationship to others, women’s written lives
have taken on a narrative flatness that does
not parallel the lived experiences. Extend-
ing this analysis to biography, Heilbrun
notes the “unbearable discomfort” experi-
enced by female biographers confronted
with “‘unwomanly’ lives,” and notes a ten-
dency for these authors to recast those lives
into more comfortably feminine patterns.*

The misfit between biography and
women’s lives is evident in the four books
reviewed here. In Mary Colter: Builder
Upon the Red Earth, author Virginia
Grattan tends to treat Colter like a man,
while in Theodate Pope Riddle: Her Life
and Work, Riddle receives comparable
treatment from author Judith Paine. True,
both authors acknowledge that women
were a rarity in the architectural profession
in the early decades of the 20th century,
but the implications of that fact are left un-
explored. Indeed, once Colter and Riddle
chose careers in a conventionally male

Students in the Atelier Pascal, Ecole des Beaux Arts, Paris; 1890s. (From Julia Morgan, Architect.)
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The Neptune pool at Hearst Castle, San Simeon, California; Julia Morgan, 1935-36. (From Julia Morgan, Architect.)

field, their lives became treated in a con-
ventionally male way. Any serious investi-
gation of how gender ideology affected the
career paths of these women in architecture
is displaced by the usual record of com-
pleted commissions.

The insistent disregard of the subject’s
sex is felt most acutely in Colter’s biogra-
phy. Grattan reveals, for instance, that Col-
ter negotiated a potentially difficult path
between two corporate entities. Her pri-
mary employer was the Fred Harvey Com-
pany, the group that provided food and
lodging at the Grand Canyon and at other
stops along the route of the Santa Fe Rail-
way. Yet the railroad stations and hotels
that housed the Harvey operations be-
longed to the railroad, and it was the
railroad’s own architectural staff that pro-
duced the working drawings for Colter’s
designs. How did these realities affect the
Harvey decision to hire a woman? Did
they assume that a woman would be more
accommodating, quicker to compromise?
Or did they hope that the railroad would

allow their employee a freer hand in inte-
rior decorating, a field then commonly ac-
cepted as part of the feminine sphere?
Grattan does not entertain these questions,
emphasizing instead Colter’s stubbornness
and her exacting nature in later years. As a
rhetorical device, the emphasis on Colter’s
abrasive personality is drawn directly from
the male artistic biography and is intended
to work in similar ways. When contempo-
raries admit that they respected the work
without liking the person, their testimony
takes on added credibility. Her talent is os-
tensibly established as an objective fact.
In contrast to these masculinized mono-
graphs, Doris Cole’s Eleanor Raymond,
Architect, and Boutelle’s Julia Morgan,
Architect tend to force the lives of their
subjects into conventionally feminine pat-
terns that are often at odds with historical
events. Raymond, for instance, studied in
the 1920s at the Cambridge School of Ar-
chitecture and Landscape Architecture, a
single-sex institution that respected the
feminine conventions of the time, training

women in the design of domestic environ-
ments. Despite this suitably feminine train-
ing, however, Raymond’s long and active
architectural career was marked by regular
experimentation in the conventionally male
fields of solar technology and plywood
construction. Indeed, Cole (herself an ar-
chitect) seems to have been drawn to
Raymond’s story out of admiration for this
record of technical innovation.

Ironically, Cole’s respect for her older
colleague leads her to strip Raymond’s
personal and professional life of its excep-
tional (and supposedly unfeminine) quali-
ties. She insists that the young Raymond
did not dominate her class, although she
alone formed a professional partnership
with Henry Frost, the beloved director of
the Cambridge School. Similarly, a series
of thematically organized chapters dealing
with Raymond’s architecture highlights its
supposedly feminine qualities of synthesis
and accommodation, while Raymond’s
characteristic boldness and innovation re-
main muted. In adaptive reuse projects, we
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are told, Raymond blended old and new,
“never letting one dominate the other.” In
domestic design, she achieved a seamless
synthesis of house and garden. Her ap-
proach to modernism was “to adapt and
translate alien architectural forms to the
New England setting,” while “technology
did not dominate,” even in her most ex-
perimental houses. Motivated perhaps by a
sensitivity to Raymond’s unmarried status
and her long-term personal relationship
with House Beautiful editor Ethel Power,
Cole uses the leitmotif of synthesis and ac-
commodation to wrap Raymond in a pro-
tective cloak of femininity.

The problem with Cole’s analysis is not
with the values expressed; indeed, architec-
tural theory in the 1990s rightly extols sen-
sitivity to cultural and natural contexts. The
issue here is that Cole has forced Ray-
mond’s work into an interpretive frame-
work that does not suit it. One would be
hard-pressed to accept the assertion that
technology did not dominate in Raymond’s
design for the Sun House (1949); there the
constraints of the experimental solar-heat-
ing system restricted the house to a single-
pile plan, while the entire second level was
given over to heat collectors. Moreover,
Cole’s continual repetition of the synthesis
theme gives the biography a narrative
flatness that seems at odds with Raymond’s
intellectual and professional development.

In a similar vein, Boutelle’s book em-
phasizes what she sees as the appropriately
feminine qualities of Morgan’s life and
work. The book’s opening passages, for in-
stance, shield Morgan from direct public
scrutiny. We read initially about Hearst
Castle and “the mercurial man who com-
missioned it,” and glimpse the architect
only indirectly, behind the richest and most
powerful man among her clients. When
Morgan appears in the second paragraph,
Boutelle is careful to paint a picture of the
architect’s physical appearance, establish-
ing her femininity by emphasizing her dain-
tiness of frame and dress. Morgan’s status
as an unmarried woman is also a concern
for Boutelle. Assuming that this might be
construed as a personality flaw, Boutelle is
quick to reassure readers that Morgan had

many friends, and later chapters work to
demonstrate her love of children.

In Morgan’s case, the issue of a
woman'’s place in a male profession is par-
ticularly complex. Immersed in a culture
that deemed it unladylike to express anger,
even at the architectural establishment that
sought to marginalize her, Morgan consis-
tently denied the existence of sex discrimi-
nation. Insisting that women simply
needed to excel at every aspect of the field
in order to win acceptance, she defined a
lack of skill as the only barrier confronting
women and ignored the other factors that
worked against their full participation in
architectural design.

Boutelle errs in accepting Morgan’s
opinion as reality, even when evidence
points in other directions. A photograph of
the atelier of Jean-Louis Pascal, for in-
stance, is offered without comment, evi-
dently to suggest the tone of student life at
the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in the 1890s. In
truth, the photograph is more telling than
Boutelle admits. The all-male student
group, the crowded quarters, the graffiti (in-
cluding a prominent line-drawing of a penis
with arms, legs and face), all reveal the ex-
tent to which the culture of architecture as-
sumed that the normal student was male
and suggest the degree to which women
were made to feel like interlopers. By sup-
porting Morgan’s ladylike silence about the
reality of sex discrimination, Boutelle
misses an opportunity to investigate the
strategies Morgan used to make a place for
herself in an unwelcoming environment.

For all of the differences between Mor-
gan and Raymond, their biographers
present their work in remarkably similar
ways. Boutelle presents Morgan’s build-
ings as a synthesis of French classicism
and an appreciation for California’s natural
environment, using terms like those that
Cole applied to Raymond’s work. Accept-
ing Morgan’s own assertion that women
had “contributed little or nothing to the
profession,” Boutelle sees little originality
in Morgan’s buildings. “Content with the
restrictions” imposed by her clients, Mor-
gan “put the practical ahead of the spatial,”
and particularly in domestic architecture

showed “a lack of boldness in design.”

Boutelle’s comments often tell us more
about the author’s biases than about
Morgan’s buildings. Like Morgan’s male
contemporaries who argued that women
should confine themselves to domestic de-
sign, Boutelle assumes that a woman’s de-
sign abilities are defined and limited by her
own daily routine. While we expect a male
architect to exercise his imagination when
confronting unfamiliar design problems,
Boutelle encourages the reader to “marvel
at the contrast between Morgan’s sumptu-
ous, artfully planned pools and her own
virginal and ascetic lifestyle.” Pointing to
Morgan’s design of beauty salons with the
comment that the architect did not frequent
these facilities herself, Boutelle implies
that Morgan was a surprisingly good archi-
tect, for a woman.

In contrast to the relentless chronology
typical of the male biography adopted by
Paine and Grattan, both Cole and Boutelle
organize their books into thematic chapters
that obscure chronological developments.
In each biography, the architect’s intellec-
tual growth is invisible, and the resulting
work seems static and largely ahistorical.
Morgan and Raymond become primarily
representatives of their sex, and seem un-
connected to their times. The buildings
themselves remain isolated from the cul-
tural contexts in which they were pro-
duced, and we miss the full story.

The shortcomings of these books dem-
onstrate the general failure of biography as
a tool of feminist scholarship. They also
point to the limited usefulness of simple
historical recovery as a strategy for reintro-
ducing women into the history of architec-
ture, and underline our need to join
feminist scholars in related fields as they
question the assumptions of our scholarly
practices. British design historian Cheryl
Buckley critiques the monograph and its
focus on the individual design as “espe-
cially inadequate for feminist design histo-
rians” in excluding from consideration
“unnamed, unattributed, or collectively
produced design,” areas in which women
are disproportionately represented. In art
history, Griselda Pollock examines the
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Sculptor’s studio, Dover, Massachusetts; Eleanor
Raymond, 1933. (From Eleanor Raymond,
Architect.)

19th-century roots of the field’s focus on
the individual artist, arguing that it rein-
forced the myth of bourgeois individual-
ism, and deliberately obscured the
structural inequalities of Western society
that maintained a hierarchy based on gen-
der, class, and race. To her mind, biogra-
phies of female artists flourish precisely
because they challenge the biases of the
scholarly field the least.’

If the conventional tools of architectural
history have failed to decipher the meaning
of architecture designed by women, what
next? How can we reintroduce women into
the history of design in a way that will pre-
serve the individuality of the subject while
also uncovering the impact of the gender
system? One suggestion is to look at the
individual in the context of other profes-
sional women of her time. This will pro-
vide a means of sorting personal choices
from those actions influenced by the spe-
cific social context and its construction of
femininity. For instance, consider the fact
that three of the four women discussed in
this essay remained unmarried. When each
life is viewed in isolation, this fact seems
like a personal preference, a potentially
embarrassing admission to be explained
away. Yet, identified as a common fact of
life for professional women in the early

20th century, it points to the difficult
choices that the gender system forced upon
women who pursued professional careers.

An even more fruitful direction for the
future of feminist scholarship in architec-
tural history is that used by feminist art his-
torians who link historically specific
constructions of femininity with the design
process itself. In looking at the work of
Mary Cassatt and Berthe Morisot, for in-
stance, 