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Burgess Park: in the absence of 
the Aylesbury Estate

The Aylesbury Estate is a prominent example 
of on-going large-scale regeneration in 

South London. This brutalist council housing 
scheme was bui l t  across  a  decade and 
completed in 1977. It was to a great extent 
created in complementarity to Burgess Park, 
which sits next to it, and plays an overlooked 
role in this process of urban change. Absence 
is a relational aspect that comes forward in 
both sites, helping us to understand how they 
are closely linked together from an experiential 
point of view but also historically and as related, 
on-going planning operations. Experiences 
of absence range from the encounter with 
traces and fragments of the industrial past 
and the dense urban fabric that has given way 
to Burgess Park’s open green spaces, to the 
emptying and demolition of the Aylesbury and 
the displacement and dispossession implied 
in the decanting of its residents. While the 
Aylesbury is subject to major transformations, 
Burgess Park is under a revamp preserving 
and staging some remainders of its industrial 
past. This parallel process consists of the 
erasure of leftover traces of previous site 
configurations (not of heritage status) to give 

spatial coherence to an aggregation of green 
areas gradually linked up in the last decades. 
In an exhibition held in October 2019, I 
gathered videos, thoughts and impressions of 
local people, photographs, and site-specific 
sounds and objects, to build up a situated 
understanding of the different absences coming 
forward and relating both sites. This paper 
mostly elaborates on two exhibited pieces. The 
first blends videos taken in the park and in a flat 
in the Aylesbury and the second is the display of 
passages of interviews to people living around 
Burgess Park - but not in the Aylesbury. The 
distancing between both sites becomes evident 
as testimonies refer to a disappearing Aylesbury 
while the interiors of one of its flats frame the 
views of a park that seems a memory difficult 
to grasp. Addressing issues of urban memory 
and nostalgia while exploring relations between 
housing, heritage and public space, this paper 
offers a complementary view to accounts of 
authors like Ben Campkin (2013), Loretta Lees 
(2014) and Jane Rendell (2017) to criticise –and 
even resist– the on-going regeneration of the 
Aylesbury Estate.

With the introduction of the Marshall Plan 
to Europe after the Second World War, 
architectural practice for workers’ housing faced 
a paradigmatic shift by means of procedural 
approaches and spatial strategies as well as 
roles of planner, architect and community 
in housing production. By the promotion of 
community participation and cooperation for 
self-help housing in the postwar period, the 
technocratic activity of modernist architects 
of the interwar period for state-led rental 
housing shifted to a popular practice for home 
ownership, of which has pioneered the current 
social housing provision and speculative 
housing development based on mortgage 
system in many countries.

This shift is argued to be assisted by the 
transnational activity on planning and housing 
as part of the reconstruction and development 
discourse of the United States, the United 
Nations and other transnational organisations 
to build welfare states in Europe. Approaching 
the Public Housing Program of the American 
New Deal, postwar workers’ housing policies 
were developed on state-employer-worker 

collaboration as a means of self-help for low-
cost housing construction while utilizing 
community planning to integrate workers in 
housing production and neighbourhood unit for 
suburban development. In this regard, postwar 
workers’ housing programs in Europe utilised 
the notion of community as both ‘object’ and 
‘subject’ of industrial development by making 
workers as builders and owners of housing in 
‘self-sufficient’ neighbourhoods.

As the notion of community is again at the 
agenda for housing of the 21st century, a 
historical inquiry on dated yet up-to-date 
notion of self-help housing is essential to 
recall community as the evergreen actor of 
urbanisation. Within this framework, this paper 
discusses postwar workers’ housing policies 
and programs in two Marshall Plan countries 
(France and Turkey) in relation to transnational 
discourse and activity, and aims to reveal the 
transnational grounds of the programmatic 
shift from ‘architecture for community’ to 
‘community in architecture’ with reference 
to housing built  by workers via housing 
cooperatives in the postwar period.

From technocrats to laymen: 
Community planning and self-help housing for workers in 
Marshall Plan countries
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