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The ongoing ecological crisis is reframing the common binary opposition between architecture 
and nature and provoking us to ask what kinds of buildings we collectively want to create for 
the ecosystems that we inhabit. The environment is not a neutral background, a natural scenery, 
or a container of pre-social resources; and architecture is not a collection of objects floating in a 
vacuum. Buildings and landscapes constitute each other dialectically.
 The environmental question in Western architecture had a peak moment during the context-
ualism debates of the 1950’s and 60’s, in the UK and Italy. They equated ‘context’ with ideas such as 
ecological urbanism and habitat, or preesistenze ambientali and continuità. But by the 1970’s there 
was a shift from a sort of socio-biological determinism towards a more culturalist approach. Context 
became synonymous with ‘historical context’, and site-specificity was to be achieved less through a 
dialectical interplay with material reality than through a referential, typo-morphological approach. 
Gradually, a rift emerged: ecology became a matter of natural fact to be technologically calculated, 
and context became a matter of cultural identity to be narrated and deconstructed. From this point 
onwards—and in tandem with the rise of neoliberal commodification and its correlate ideology of 
postmodernism—Western architecture lost the ability to tackle the environmental question beyond 
the narrow scope of the individual architectural object.
 Before this split, the modernist tradition had attempted to address the built environment, and 
housing projects in particular, as a socio-ecological totality. Backed by large-scale funding initiatives 
from social-democratic states, human and non-human life could be understood dialectically, with 
the neighbourhood scale functioning as a mediating unit between the individual and the social. Ál-
varo Siza’s Bairro da Malagueira was one of the last projects of this generation. It emerged from the 
very particular conditions of the 1974–75 Carnation Revolution and the state-sponsored housing 
program SAAL, a dual power structure made up of construction ‘technical brigades’ and neigh-
bourhood committees. During this process, the SAAL-Norte produced a series of projects focused 
on reinventing the typology of the ilha, and Álvaro Siza wrote a text considering the hypothesis of 
“the proletarian island as basic element of the urban tissue.” What was taken from these islands was 
less their stylistic or typological configuration than the system of environmental relations that they 
fostered, predicated on a series of threshold spaces and open interiorities.
 From Bairro da Malagueira, this thesis proposes a method for mapping environmental rela-
tions in architecture. It does so by identifying a series of thresholds—the conduit, the patio, and the 
waste—understood as structures that convert space into bounded associations, mediating between 
inside and outside, foreground and background, architecture and nature. Each threshold acts as a 
time-space frame with a specific magnitude of approximation, and each internalizes sets of social 
relations, such as class, gender and race, with corresponding modes of environmental production, 
namely the hidden backgrounds of territory, domesticity, and wilderness. Bairro da Malagueira hence 
becomes a template through which this thesis explores a dialectical understanding of architecture as 
an agent of environmental production, i.e., as the process of weaving fragments and contradictions 
into a totality that strives for a historical synthesis between built form and the reproduction of hu-
man and non-human life.
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1. Introduction: A Critique of Architectural Objects

This thesis began as an effort to question the ways in which the ongoing ecological crisis is refram-
ing our understanding of architecture’s relation to the environment. In everyday liberal mythology 
architecture happens in the primordial encounter between Man and Nature: “man in his primitive 
state without any aid or guidance other than his natural instincts … is in need of a place to rest.” In 
his state of nature, he “lacks nothing, he does not wish for anything.” But soon the elements force 
him to look for shelter. “A nearby forest draws him to its cooling shade …[and] there he is content.” 
Then comes the rain and he finds a cave, but soon the darkness and dankness make him uncomfort-
able again. “He leaves and is resolved to make good by his ingenuity the careless neglect of nature.” 
He finds some branches, raises them upright, covers them with leaves and, “Thus man is housed.”1

 This fable is told at the beginning of the first chapter of Marc-Antoine Laugier’s famous Es-
say on Architecture. In typical eighteenth-century demeanour, it describes the principle of the ‘primi-
tive hut’, and it has since become a quintessential figure of architectural discourse, its origin myth. 
To Laugier, the general principles of architecture must be found in what is intrinsic to nature and its 
processes. As often happens, however, nature here serves as a trope to naturalize, i.e., dehistoricize 
and decontextualize a concrete history of a human practice. The primitive hut and primitive man 
exist on an abstract plane that is nowhere and everywhere at the same time. Under the present cir-
cumstances, however, this common-sense narrative feels insufficient, if not outright inadequate.
 The impending threat of ecological collapse has precluded such neutral accounts. Humanity 
is evidently not at harmony with nature and architecture is implicated in that. On one hand, the crisis 
is forcing a reckoning with the massive ecological footprint of the construction industry, as well as 
a correlate assessment of what kinds of buildings and territories we collectively want to produce for 
the burdened ecosystems that we inhabit. On the other hand, the general subsumption of architec-
ture and planning to market-driven imperatives has largely restricted its practice to the creation of 
commodified objects, i.e., aesthetically pleasing buildings that appear to be inherently severed from 
their socio-biological contexts. This paradox reinforces the overwhelming difficulty of the problem. 
In reality, the idea of architecture as something emancipated from its material conditions of possi-
bility is an impossible abstraction that ultimately serves the interests of real estate development. In 
other words, it serves the obscure market forces that lie at the base of environmental destruction. 
Caught in this contradiction, architecture appears alienated from nature precisely at a time when 
its embedding is most urgent, and despite the fact that architecture and nature are always mutually 
constitutive—not merely on an abstract primitive plane, but in concrete history. The environment is 
not a neutral background, a natural scenery, or a container of presocial resources; and architecture is 
not a collection of cultural objects floating in a vacuum. Buildings and landscapes make each other 
up dialectically. 
 Therefore, we need to understand what the nature of this separation is and who, or what 
processes benefit from it. We need to grasp what thresholds mediate it and what backgrounds these 
objects mystify. We may then also wonder under what circumstances a more progressive relation-
ship between architecture and nature might arise, and what methods are most suited to overcome 
this epistemic impasse. In addressing these questions, this thesis proposes a method to historicize 
architecture within and through the environment, by embedding so-called objects in the processes 
of environmental production and mapping the political boundary struggles that arise thereof. 

1. Marc-Antoine Laugier, Essay on Architecture, 11–2.
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1.1 The Fetishized Object and Its Secret
The threat of environmental collapse that we are currently experiencing has been widely documented 
in both scientific and mainstream circuits. Multiple appeals have been made by the scientific com-
munity and the data collected, by now, is as terrifying as it is widely publicized. Since 1945, the 
Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists has run a symbolic Doomsday Clock. On January 23, 2020, to the 
closest mark to midnight yet, stating “It is 100 seconds to midnight.”2 In 2019, the Global Footprint 
Network set the Earth Overshoot Day to July 29, the earliest to date.3 In the past four decades 
alone, atmospheric carbon dioxide has crossed the historical record of the past 800 thousand years 
by one third, currently standing at 400 parts per million.4 We dredge more sediment than all nat-
ural processes combined, and after water and air, sand is the most exploited resource, itself now also 
endangered. Human activity has physically impacted over 83 percent of the terrestrial biosphere.5 
Greenland and Antarctica are shedding ice at record rates, and if the Himalayan glaciers melt the 
Indus and Ganges rivers will run dry, resulting in chronic drought throughout Southern Asia. At 
current rates, it is expected that within fifty years nearly three billion people in India, Nigeria, Pak-
istan, Indonesia, Sudan, Niger, the Philippines, Bangladesh, Burkina Faso, and Thailand will be living 
in conditions as hot as the Sahara.6 To make matters worse, if melting permafrost releases methane, 
as is predicted, these changes will accelerate exponentially. The latest UN report declared a “code red 
for humanity” since global temperature is expected to reach or exceed the 1.5°C threshold of heating 
in the next twenty years.7 Global warming currently poses the most comprehensive and politically 
demanding existential threat to all life on the planet.
 In recent years, the material effects of global warming have also become more visible to the 
overdeveloped nations of the West. Forest fires have reached deadly proportions across Southern 
Europe, California, and Australia, storms have become more frequent and violent, climate refugees 
have migrated en masse, and a deadly pandemic has caused the largest GDP contraction on rec-
ord.8 As a result, environmental discourses have shifted in tone and outreach. An international stu-
dent movement has gained mass media attention, large civil disobedience protests took place across 
European capitals, climate change has entered electoral politics and climate politics have entered 
advertisement campaigns, all in the span of just a few years.9 All of these changes have contributed 

2.	 The	Doomsday	Clock	first	appeared	on	the	cover	of	the	Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists in the aftermath of the 
Second World War. It is a symbolic clock set to a few minutes before midnight standing for the amount time left 
before (and therefore the likelihood of) an impending global catastrophe. Its original setting was at seven minutes 
to midnight, in 1947. It has since shifted back and forth, with the furthest position to midnight being seventeen 
minutes, in 1991, and the closest until now being two minutes, on two occasions: in 1953, after the U.S. and the 
Soviet Union began testing hydrogen bombs, and in 2018, due to escalating nuclear tensions and global inaction 
on climate change.

3. Earth Overshoot Day is the date on which humanity’s resource consumption for the year exceeds the Earth’s 
capacity to regenerate those resources. It has been calculated since the early 1970s by the Global Footprint 
Network. In 2020, the mark retreated to August 13th on account of the coronavirus pandemic.

4. The historical record for the past 800 thousand years is 300 parts per million. Collins et al., “Long-term Climate 
Change.”

5. Sanderson, et al., “The Human Footprint and the Last of the Wild.”

6. Watts, “One billion people will live in insufferable heat within 50 years-study.”

7. Masson-Delmotte, et al. (eds.), IPCC, 2021: Climate Change 2021.

8. In its June World Economic Outlook update, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) projected that global GDP 
would decline 4.9 percent in 2020, the largest drop on record due to the coronavirus pandemic. Global GDP 
remained	essentially	flat	during	the	global	financial	crisis	a	decade	ago.

9. I am referring to the mass liberal protests led by Greta Thunberg and the Extinction Rebellion that took place 
across Europe in 2019, and climate emergency declaration passed by the EU on 28 November 2019. Donald 
Trump’s withdrawal from the Paris climate agreement in November 2019 also generated widespread condem-
nation. Except for the Gilets Jaunes in France, these recent climate-related protests have tended to be mostly 
peaceful within West. They have taken on a necessarily more violent nature throughout the so-called postcolonial 
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to a burgeoning sense that nature is not, in any real sense, controllable by humanity. Therefore, while 
a decade ago environmentalist debates were still typically stalled by denialism, today’s broader con-
sensus has made it possible to push further from mere fact-stating to more critical types of analyses 
regarding the origins and onus of the crisis, namely who and what is to blame, and how to respond.
 While a far-right political front has rallied behind mass propaganda in the name of “free-
dom and property” and climate-change denial, on the left-wing side of the debate there is a general 
consensus that our currently prevailing economic model is placing an unsustainable burden on the 
planet and the vast majority of the people. There is less understanding, however, regarding the exact 
nature of how capitalism intersects with the environment. Most often, financial and ecological crises 
tend to be understood and addressed separately, in Keynesian terms, as a political failure on behalf of 
governments to manage markets. The blame is pinned on recent historical developments, i.e., neo-
liberalism, and the solution is seen as a return to a more ethical, redistributive, and social-democratic 
capitalism. The concrete solutions put forth by these interpretations include: changing income and 
corporate tax structures, breaking up large corporations, freeing college tuition and access to health-
care, subsidizing affordable housing, and instating a sort of “green welfare state based on profitable 
technological innovations for decarbonizing the economy.”10 But while all of these proposals can 
potentially improve the lives of significant sections of the population, they fail to tackle the struc-
tural contradictions that lie at the deeper base of the crisis. In other words, they become oblivious to 
fact that environmental destruction is mechanically built into all versions of capitalism. This simple 
fact renders all hopes for a smooth and peaceful transition moot, since any and all significant re-
structurings to the system will severely impact the status quo and hence they will necessarily be met 
with powerful resistance. Having recently undertaken a comprehensive survey of far-right positions 
on climate denial (bordering on ecofascism), Andreas Malm and the Zetkin collective come to the 
following conclusion:

… the anti-climate politics of the far right should shatter any remaining illusion that fossil fuels 
can be relinquished through some kind of smooth, reasoned transition with everyone on board. 
Climate is reputed to have a unique ability to inspire fraternisation and ‘post-political’ consen-
sus: because it concerns humanity as a whole, people of all loyalties and persuasions should be 
able to agree on a safety plan. But a transition will happen through intense polarisation and 
confrontation, or it will not happen at all. Things might well get ugly. Indeed, they already are.11

Because they tend to be written from Western and Eurocentric perspectives, reformist positions also 
fail to identify the imperialist and patriarchal nature of contemporary environmental exploitation, 
which is structurally correlated with a racialized and gendered international division of labour. As 
a result, the offshoring of ecological damage from the Global North to the South is mystified, as is 
the inverse transfer of wealth and natural resources that largely finances the Western middle-class 
lifestyles whose footprints are so disproportionately large. Most often, the reformist movements 
themselves are led by the interests of that same middle class, who wants ecological sustainability 
but is not ready to abdicate of its harmful relative privileges. Focusing strictly on decarbonization, 

world, where the frontiers of capitalist accumulation have been historical been most brutal. Here, climate protests 
become entangled with national sovereignty struggles against IMF interventions and CIA-promoted coups, as 
was the case with the recent convulsion in Bolivia regarding President Evo Morales’ move to nationalize natural 
resources, namely lithium. On the topic of neoliberal imperialism see for example: Klein, The Shock Doctrine.

10. Salleh, “Green New Deal,” 15. See for example: Klein, This Changes Everything; Aronoff et al., A Planet to Win; 
DIEM25, European New Deal.

11. Andreas Malm and the Zetkin Collective, White Skin, Black Fuel: On the Danger of Fossil Fascism, xvii.
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these movements obscure the uneven development that welfare capitalism necessarily requires as 
well as the fact that energy in never clear and decarbonization is not carbon-free. Like the original 
New Deal politics, the Green New Deals promise jobs at the expense of patriarchal and imperialist 
expropriation. As Jasper Bernes put it in a caustic 2019 article, “We cannot legislate and spend our 
way out of catastrophic global warming.” Like all bourgeois philanthropy before them, these politics 
do not solve the problem, they simply move it around.12

To meet the demands of the Green New Deal, which proposes to convert the US economy 
to zero emissions, renewable power by 2030, there will be a lot more of these mines gouged 
into the crust of the earth. That’s because nearly every renewable energy source depends upon 
nonrenewable and frequently hard-to-access minerals: solar panels use indium, turbines use 
neodymium, batteries use lithium, and all require kilotons of steel, tin, silver, and copper. 
The renewable-energy supply chain is a complicated hopscotch around the periodic table 
and around the world. To make a high-capacity solar panel, one might need copper (atomic 
number 29) from Chile, indium (49) from Australia, gallium (31) from China, and selenium 
(34) from Germany. Many of the most efficient, direct-drive wind turbines require a couple 
pounds of the rare-earth metal neodymium, and there’s 140 pounds of lithium in each Tesla.
 It’s not for nothing that coal miners were, for much of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, the very image of capitalist immiseration—it’s exhausting, dangerous, ugly work.13

Environmental discourses in architecture mirror these broader analyses and their respective blind-
spots. The discipline is now generally aware that the construction industry currently accounts for 40 
percent of worldwide energy usage, a figure that is still expected to rise. This has created an incentive 
for architects to find creative mitigation strategies, which typically fall under two groups: one is more 
technical in nature, the other is rather aesthetic. Within the former we find incentives to plan more ef-
ficient construction sites and lower maintenance costs, work with locally obtained materials, use solar 
panels and water-saving plumbing fixtures, maximize natural light, densify land use, and so on. These 
measures tend to be calculable and more objective in nature. They adopt a more literal definition of 
‘environment’, understood as a matter of climatic performance, footprint calculation, and engineer-
ing. The aesthetic stance, on the other hand, tends to focus on problems such as formal adaptations to 
place, interactions with local climate, sensitivity to nonhuman habitats, and the monumentalization 
of greenery.14 They adopt a more qualitative approach to the problem, focusing on subjective issues 

12.	 The	New	Deal	was	a	series	of	programs,	public	work	projects,	financial	 reforms,	and	 regulations	enacted	by	
President Franklin D. Roosevelt in the United States, in 1933–39, in response to needs for relief and recovery from 
the Great Depression. It served as model for the Marshall Plan instated in Europe in the postwar period, as well 
as for the broader Western European model of welfare democracy. New Deal politics and the Green New Deal 
specifically,	in	its	several	iterations,	has	come	under	criticism	from	the	radical	left	for	being	oblivious	to	imperi-
alist ecological transfers that generate sharp international class divisions, and for still being subordinate to the 
mechanisms of the capitalist surplus economy. See for example: Salleh, “Green New Deal”; Bernes, “Between 
the Devil and the Green New Deal.” One anecdotal example of such transfers was displayed in one of the leaked 
internal e-mails from US Democratic think tank Center for American Progress (CAP), in 2015. In it, progressive 
campaign advisor Neera Tanden defended that Libyans should be forced to turn over substantial portions of their 
oil revenues to repay the U.S. for the costs incurred in bombing Libya, on the grounds that Americans will support 
future wars only if they see that the countries attacked by the U.S. pay for the invasions. Her e-mail states: “We 
have	a	giant	deficit.	They	have	a	lot	of	oil.	Most	Americans	would	choose	not	to	engage	in	the	world	because	of	
this	deficit.	If	we	want	to	continue	to	engage	in	the	world,	gestures	like	having	oil	rich	countries	partially	pay	us	
back doesn’t seem crazy to me. Do we prefer cuts to Head Start [Clinton County Community Action Program? 
Or WIC [Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children]? Or Medicaid? Because we 
live	 in	deficit	politics,	and	that’s	what	 is	happening	and	will	be	happening	even	more.”	Tanden’s	argument	 is	
similar to Donald Trump’s long-time stance about Iraqi oil: “I say we should take it and pay ourselves back.” See: 
Greenwald, “Leaked Emails From Pro-Clinton Group.”

13. Bernes, “Between the Devil and the Green New Deal.”

14. Of course, these two categories do not represent clear-cut separations, but on the technological approach to 
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of environmental awareness and attunement of culture to nonhuman nature. But while both groups 
have brought valuable additions to the debate, they merely tackle the symptoms of the industry’s 
environmental damage. They do not address the single most fundamental cause for that damage, 
namely that architecture’s enormous environmental footprint is largely a problem of scale rather 
than design, of absolute quantity rather than quality. In other words, the crux of the matter lies in the 
fact that, in recent decades, the construction industry has grown to extraordinary proportions due 
to land and real estate speculation. This has happened because exponential capitalist accumulation 
is grounded on exponential urban growth, and there is no way of mitigating the nefarious effects of 
growth from within a system that is predicated on that same growth for its own survival.15

 Naturally, technological and aesthetic approaches do not denote clear-cut separations, and 
both are integral aspects of architectural creation. The problem is simply that they are incomplete 
solutions that tend to be fetishized as stand-ins for the full scope of the problem. And this fetishiz-
ation not only diminishes the discipline, but it also propagates casual misconceptions. For instance, 
while technology may partially reduce the environmental impact of certain well-designed individual 
buildings, its fetishization tends to reinforce the myth that destruction is an inevitable outcome 
of progress while implying, paradoxically, that the only solution is further technological progress. 
Similarly, while the aesthetic approach may imprint a wider cultural sensitization, it also tends to 
reinforce the Western tradition of Nature with a capital ‘N’—the Romantic external background 
that beautifies and redeems society and the economy. Neither of these stances admits the extent to 
which nature is actually integrated in the self-expansion of capital, and they both obscure the fact 
that architecture plays a major role in that integration.
 Without addressing the processes of accumulation through land development and urbaniz-
ation, revisionist solutions end up reproducing, if not greenwashing, the violence of the underlying 
capitalist contradictions. The environmental question then becomes technocratic, inevitable and nat-
uralized, reduced to the moral management of collapse. Furthermore, their liberal idealist sensibil-
ities purport that those environmental solutions can be instated by political will and ethical choice 
alone, unhindered by economic determinations and violent power struggles. But the environment is 
not external to capitalism and environmental politics are not separate from economics. Capitalism 
is a mode of production, and that includes environmental production—it exists within nature, and 
it reproduces itself through a system of metabolic relations. And while it is true that, historically, all 
modes of production have been based on specific forms of human appropriation of nature, capital-
ism has imposed an unprecedented rift in that metabolism that cannot be overcome from within.16 

environment	we	could	include	the	seminal	works	of	Reyner	Banham,	Diller	and	Scofidio,	Lacaton	Vassal,	Jean	
Nouvel,	James	Stirling,	etc.,	while	on	the	aesthetic	front,	we	might	consider	figures	like	Frank	Lloyd	Wright,	Peter	
Zumthor, Studio Mumbaii, SAMI Arquitectos, and Valerio Olgiati.

15. Here is Jasper Bernes again on the problem of capitalist growth: “To replace current US energy consumption 
with renewables, you’d need to devote at least 25–50 percent of the US landmass to solar, wind, and biofuels, 
according to the estimates made by Vaclav Smil, the grand doyen of energy studies. Is there room for that and 
expanding human habitation? For that and pasture for a massive meat and dairy industry? For that and the forest 
we’d need to take carbon out of the air? Not if capitalism keeps doing the thing which it can’t not keep doing—
grow.	The	law	of	capitalism	is	the	law	of	more—more	energy,	more	stuff,	more	materials.	It	introduces	efficiencies	
only to more effectively despoil the planet. There is no solution to the climate crisis which leaves capitalism’s 
compulsions to growth intact. And this is what the Green New Deal, a term coined by that oily neoliberal, Thomas 
Friedman, doesn’t address. It thinks you can keep capitalism, keep growth, but remove the deleterious conse-
quences. The death villages are here to tell you that you can’t. No roses will bloom on that bush.” In: Bernes, 
“Between the Devil and the Green New Deal.”

16. ‘Metabolic rift’ is Karl Marx’s theory of ecological crisis tendencies under capitalism emanating from capitalist 
agricultural production and the growing division between town and country. According to John Bellamy Foster, 
who coined the term, metabolic rift is the mature version of Marx’s earlier humanist notion of alienation from na-
ture centred on the concept of ‘species being’ (found in the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844, 
before Marx’s so-called ‘epistemological break’ with idealism). See: Foster, “Marx’s Theory of Metabolic Rift.”
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At the core of that rift is the tendency towards the universal commodification of labour, land, and 
a myriad of ever-expanding recesses of private daily life. If nature is valued solely in terms of ex-
change-value rather than use-value, then ecological irrationality becomes rational from the stand-
point of the market. This is the driving contradiction of the current ecological crisis. 
 If we admit that the problem is at least tied with the drive towards commodification, it 
follows that no solution can come without an understanding of that process. For architecture, this 
means that the root of the environmental question lies less at the level of the building’s per se, the 
object-commodity strictly understood in terms of technological or aesthetic form, than in the under-
lying relations of production that the building engenders, conceals, and depends upon. Therefore, we 
must begin by distinguishing two ways of thinking about architecture: one narrower view that sees 
it as the production of individual objects for exchange in the market; and another more totalizing stance 
which understands that so-called object as a social process of environmental production.17 The former 
tends to focus on the internal determinations of the object, i.e., questions of form, language, cost, or 
even ecological footprint, thermal performance, and material sustainability. The latter considers the 
totality of internal and external relations between the object and its wider historical and geographical 
contexts. It is from this second, wider perspective—and from the articulation of the two—that we 
can grasp the process that turns architecture into a commodity at the service of land speculation, 
environmental exploitation, and the infinite accumulation of profit at the expense of reckless eco-
logical destruction. These two opposite approaches are connected insofar as the object consists of the 
phenomenal appearance behind which those background environmental processes lie mystified. The 
solution does not lie in the outright dissolution of the object into a myriad of fluxes and process, we 
need to consider both, and to do so we must start by understanding why one has been so successful 
in hiding and subsuming the other. 
 This objectified mystification can be understood as an instance of what Karl Marx identified 
as ‘commodity fetishism’ in capitalism. Put simply, commodity fetishism means that in the drive 
towards universal marketization, the social use-value of buildings tends to be replaced with a purely 
monetarist exchange-value. Architecture thus ceases to be perceived as a manifestation of social re-
lations and is instead reified into a ‘thing’, an individual object to be exchanged in the market whose 
value seems to emanate autonomously from itself. But if we wish to understand the substantial 
relation between architecture and nature, we must look beyond this object-appearance and trace the 
hidden backgrounds of environmental relations that lie beyond the object, we need to unveil the 
metabolic dependences that form its material conditions of possibility. This is how Marx defined 
commodity fetishism in Capital:

A commodity appears at first sight an extremely obvious, trivial thing. But its analysis brings 
out that it is a very strange thing, abounding in metaphysical subtleties and theological niceties. 
So far as it is a use-value, there is nothing mysterious about it, whether we consider it from the 
point of view that by its properties it satisfies human needs, or that it first takes on these prop-
erties as the product of human labour. It is absolutely clear that, by his activity, man changes the 
forms of the materials of nature in such a way as to make them useful to him. The form of wood, 
for instance, is altered if a table is made out of it. Nevertheless the table continues to be wood, 

17. In this thesis, the term ‘architectural object’ in used in two senses. It refers to the creative output of architects in 
any	unspecified	form,	in	parallel	with	the	term	‘art	object’	in	use	across	aesthetics	and	philosophy	of	art;	and	it	
means the single individuated building, seen as the basic unit of the city as a whole, which is itself then under-
stood	as	an	aggregate	of	building-objects.	The	hypothesis	 is	that	the	more	commodified	individual	buildings	
become, the more this metaphysical separation is encroached between architecture and the environment.
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an ordinary, sensuous thing. But as soon as it emerges as a commodity, it changes into a thing 
which transcends sensuousness. It not only stands with its feet on the ground, but, in relation to 
all other commodities, it stands on its head, and evolves out of its wooden brain grotesque ideas, 
far more wonderful than if it were to begin dancing of its own free will.18

Fetishism, in the sense that Marx employed the term, means something closer to the etymology of 
the word—from the Portuguese feitiço, “charm, sorcery, allurement,” and the Latin facticius “made by 
art, artificial”—than its most common contemporary use in terms of the psychology of sexual desire. 
He borrowed the concept from anthropology, referring to the belief found in some primitive cultures 
that godly powers can inhere in inanimate things, such as idols or totems. A fetish is a mundane 
material object that functions as a stand-in for a deity and is therefore worshipped as having actual 
mysterious powers.19 Translated into economics, fetishism means that commodities are a stand-in 
for social relations and as such, they are ‘worshipped’ as if they held actual economic value.
 Marx explains that consumer goods are simple as long as they remain tied to their use-value. 
For example, when a yard of linen is turned into a coat through human labour, its use-value is clear 
and, as a product, the coat remains tied to its utility. However, as soon as it is sold as a commodity, it 
changes into a thing that transcends sensuousness. This happens because the tie to the actual labour 
of the tailor is severed when the coat is connected to money as the universal equivalent for exchange. 
Because of this shift people begin to treat commodities as if value inhered in the products themselves 
rather than in the human labour expended to produce them. Fetishism is this apparent objectifica-
tion of social value.20

18. Marx, Capital Vol. I, 163. In the earlier phase of the Philisophical and Historical Manuscripts of 1844, Marx 
had	defined	‘commodity	fetishism’	as	such:	“With	the increasing value of the world of things proceeds in direct 
proportion the devaluation of the world of men. Labour produces not only commodities; it produces itself and 
the worker as a commodity—and does so in the proportion in which it produces commodities generally. This fact 
expresses merely that the object which labour produces—labour’s product—confronts it as something alien, as 
a power independent of the producer. The product of labour is labour which has been congealed in an object, 
which has become material: it is the objectification	of	 labour.	Labour’s	 realization	 is	 its	objectification.	 In	the	
conditions dealt with by political economy this realization of labour appears as loss of reality for the workers; 
objectification	as	loss of the object and object-bondage; appropriation as estrangement, as alienation.” In: 
Tucker, The Marx-Engels Reader, 71–2.

19.	 For	an	anthropological	definition	of	fetishism:	“Any	material	image	of	a	religious	idea	is	an	idol;	a	material	object	
in which force is supposed to be concentrated is a Fetish; a material object, or a class of material objects, plants, 
or animals, which is regarded by man with superstitious respect, and between whom and man there is supposed 
to exist an invisible but effective force, is a Totem.” See: Lee, The Greater Exodus, 114.

20. Commodity fetishism is explained in the conclusion of chapter 1 of Capital Vol. I, “The Commodity,” and it is 
linked to Marx’s labour theory of value. The theory states that every capitalist commodity holds in itself a dia-
lectical contradiction between ‘use-value’ and ‘exchange-value’. ‘Use-value’ refers to the tangible features of a 
commodity	that	satisfy	some	human	need.	It	arises	out	of	concrete	labour	and	is	quantified	in	individual	labour	
time, for example, a worker takes a certain amount of yarn, manipulates it, and produces a coat. Use-value is 
realized when the product is consumed. The capitalist form of ‘value’, on the other hand, arises out of abstract 
labour,	 it	 is	quantified	in	socially	necessary	 labour	time	(the	average	unit	 labour-cost)	and	it	 is	represented	as	
exchange-value.	At	any	historical	moment,	all	value	is	objectified	human	labour,	but	in	the	capitalist	mode	of	
production	this	objectification	presupposes	alienated	labour.	This	alienation	happens	through	the	socialization	of	
the labour process, which separates the producer from the means of production and circulation, divides labour 
into specialized tasks, and requires collective as opposed to individual instruments of production. Hence, the cre-
ation of value in capitalism happens on top of the creation of use-value, under a regime of socialized, alienated, 
and	commodified	(abstract)	labour.	All	products	of	labour	in	this	regime	are	commodities	whose	value	is	realized	
(as exchange-value) in the market. A coat commodity hence contains in itself not only the use-value inherent to 
its function (utility), but also the exchange-value (the equivalent by which the commodity is compared to other 
objects) expressed as money-price. Exchange-value thus emerges as the appearance that hides the essence of 
value generated by labour. This process leads to commodity fetishism, i.e., the appearance that value is magically 
inherent to commodities themselves rather than to the human labour that produced them. Fetishism also gener-
ates the false notion that ‘equivalence’ means ‘fair exchange between equals’ but in reality, free market exchange 
hides a more sinister reality of coercive competition and labour exploitation: “In present bourgeois society as a 
whole, [the] positing of prices and their circulation etc. appears as the surface process, beneath which, however, 
in the depths, entirely different processes go on, in which this apparent individual equality and liberty disappear. 
It is forgotten, on one side, that the presupposition of [free and equal exchange expressed in] exchange-value, 
the objective basis of the whole system of production, already in itself implies compulsion over the individual, 
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 In Marx’s words, the “mysterious character of the commodity-form consists therefore simply 
in the fact that the commodity reflects the social characteristics of men’s own labour as objective 
characteristics of the products of labour themselves, as the socio-natural properties of these things.” 
In this way, social relations between people—who are separated into capitalist owners, commodity 
producers, and consumers in the market—assume “the fantastic form of a relation between things.” 
This happens because the producers remain invisibilized, separated from the consumers who only 
approach the products of labour in the market, “through the relations which the act of exchange es-
tablishes between the products”, i.e., through money. “To the producers, therefore, the social relations 
between their private labours … do not appear as direct social relations between persons in their 
work, but rather as material [dinglich] relations between persons and social relations between things.” 
In this paradox, social relations between people appear quantified and mediated by things, while “the 
products of the human brain appear as autonomous figures endowed with a life of their own.”
 Because of this inversion, commodities become social hieroglyphs that must be deciphered. 
In capitalism, they become “the direct incarnation of all human labour”, just as fetishes become the 
direct incarnation of spirits. In this way, people become “related to each other in their social process 
of production in a purely atomistic way; they become alienated because their own relations of pro-
duction assume a material shape which is independent of their control and their conscious individual 
action.” And although value ultimately accrues out of labour, producers in a capitalist system lose 
control over the market forces that appear to exist independently of any individual person, like a 
godlike invisible hand.21 In his reader Companion to Marx’s Capital, David Harvey sums up the issue 
in simpler and more architectural terms:

You own a commodity called a house. Are you more interested in its use-value or its ex-
change-value? You will likely be interested in both. But there is a potential opposition here. If 
you want to fully realize the exchange-value, you have to surrender its use-value to someone 
else. If you have the use-value of it, then it is difficult to get access to the exchange-value, unless 
you do a reverse mortgage or take out a home-equity loan. Does adding to the use-value of the 
house for oneself add to the potential exchange-value? (A new modern kitchen, probably yes; 
some special construction to facilitate a hobby, probably no.) And what happens to our social 
world when the house that was once conceptualized mainly in use-value terms as a home be-
comes reconceptualized as a way to build long-term savings (a capital asset) for a working-class 
family or even as a vehicle to be ‘flipped’ by anyone who has access to credit for short-term 
speculative gain? This use-value/exchange-value dichotomy is, well, useful!22

Object fetishism in architecture arises out of a process whereby value appears to naturally emanate 
from individual buildings, and hence tends to be measured it in quantitative rather than qualitative 
terms. Architecture is valued when it is bought and sold, converted into real estate assets, used to 

since his immediate product is not a product for him, but only becomes such in the social process, and since it 
must take on this general but nevertheless external [i.e., alienated] form; and that the individual has an existence 
only as a producer of exchange-value, hence that the whole negation of his natural existence is already implied; 
that he is therefore entirely determined by society; that this further presupposes a division of labour etc., in which 
the individual is already posited in relations other than that of mere exchanger, etc.” In: Marx, Grundrisse, 247-
248.	The	situation	differs	in	feudal	societies,	where	“we	find	everyone	dependent—serfs	and	lords,	vassals	and	
suzerains, laymen and clerics.” Because “relations of personal dependence form the given social foundation, 
there is no need for labour and its products to assume a fantastic form different from their reality. They take the 
shape, in the transactions of society, of services in kind and payments in kind.” Transactions in feudal society 
involve the particularity of labour rather than abstract labour and money, the abstract universal equivalent neces-
sary for all commodity production. See: Marx, Capital, Vol. I, 170.

21. All quotes from the former three paragraphs in: Marx, Capital, Vol. I, chap. 1.4 and 2, 164—8.

22. Harvey, Companion to Marx’s Capital, 25.
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promote cultural events, or discussed in square feet, number of rooms, prices of land, or hours of 
productivity. When buildings are exchanged for profit, developers use them to speculate in the real 
estate market. This leads to phenomena like the cycles of abandonment and reinvestment described 
by Neil Smith’s studies on gentrification, or to the massive urban projects oriented towards surplus 
absorption that David Harvey identified in Haussmann’s Paris, North-American suburbanization, 
and post-Recession China.23 And while these processes may often provide increased capital flow 
for architects ‘boom’ cycles are always accompanied by ‘bust’ effects, and even in times of economic 
prosperity socially-necessary design quality is rarely prioritized over profit. These dynamics have dire 
consequences, as Andy Merrifield described:

The glitter belies the banality. Texture and diversity have gone. In the urban mix, there is 
little mix. Boredom and disconnect prevail. For the ordinary person, it is hard not to feel that 
disconnect the way Jean-Paul Sartre’s protagonist Roquentin felt it in Nausea: a human being 
encountering cold inanimate objects, objects everywhere around you, that tower over you, that 
provide the context of your life—objects you must live with yet are somehow cut off from 
you, beyond you, against you. They make you shudder with that feeling, with the nausea that 
overcomes you, that alienated subjectivity.
 These days, we are living in a world that has undergone colossal urban expansion. At 
the same time, the parameters for human expansion, for the expansion of the self, have di-
minished, dwindled for many denizens just as those city lights shine evermore brilliantly. Our 
urban system is superdynamic yet wreaks dullness for the bulk of people. Cities are exploitable 
commodities, their land a pure financial asset, an evermore frackable spatial unit. They gorge 
on capital and wealth, on labour power and resources. They have vast appetites that chew up 
what they need, only to spit things out afterward. Cities expel a residue of the unwanted, 
the no-longer-necessary, the used and abused. Marx saw this residue as a ‘relative surplus 
population’, as workers ‘set free’ from the whole world of work; nowadays, it is people set free 
from the whole totality of urban life. It is an exclusion process that creates a massive urban 
banlieue on the periphery, where residues reside: the evicted and displaced, the downsized and 
degraded, the expelled and exhausted.24

The tendency towards the commodification of buildings, cheapened construction, and the exploit-

23.	 The	cycle	of	gentrification	begins	with	periods	of	disinvestment	during	which	buildings	and	properties	are	in-
tentionally neglected by capital in order to drive down their value. Then, when the value is low and buildings 
have become derelict, investment returns—often using design as the vanguard—driving the value back up and 
extracting	a	profit.	In	this	pattern,	architecture	is	exploited,	and	buildings	are	held	hostage	to	the	profit	motive	
by capitalism. See: Smith, The New Urban Frontier. David Harvey draws connections between Haussmann’s 
Paris,	postwar	American	suburbanization,	gentrification,	and	China’s	instant	cities.	In	all	cases,	construction	works	
employed huge quantities of labour, created large markets for raw materials, and needed new forms of capital 
and credit. See: Harvey, “The Right to the City.”

24.	 Merrifield,	“Endgame	Marxism	(and	Urbanism).”	A	recent	example	of	such	paradoxical	mega-investments	was	
New York’s Hudson Yards, which received a choir of negative reviews including The Guardian headline “Horror 
on the Hudson.” The contradiction between scale of investment and resulting quality is described as such: “The 
surprising thing isn’t that such a development has happened. The real shock is that it’s quite so bad. Hudson 
Yards’ marketing hype is showered with superlatives: this is the largest and most expensive private real estate 
project	in	US	history,	a	place	bursting	with	‘never-before-seen’	retail	concepts	and	‘first-of-its-kind’	dining	desti-
nations.	It	is	billed	as	the	ultimate	in	everything,	a	refined	playground	for	discerning	urbanites,	with	stores	where	
you	can	spend	five	figures	on	a	wristwatch	and	$800	on	a	haircut.	Yet	it	all	feels	so	cheap.	From	the	architectural	
zoo of convulsing angles to the apparent lack of care spent on the details, this is bargain-basement building-by-
the-yard stuff that would feel more at home in the second-tier city of a developing economy. Stephen Ross, the 
billionaire boss of the Related Companies and driving force of the project, described it as a ‘museum of archi-
tecture’, which isn’t untrue. Walking through Hudson Yards feels like browsing a cladding depot, where panels of 
curtain-wall glazing, brushed aluminium and bits of stone collide in a wonky collage.“ See: Wainwright, “Horror 
on the Hudson.”
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ation of land for profit is sustained through practices of social reproduction.25 One of them is con-
sumerism. Advertisement, cultural events, and other media circulate architectural images that manu-
facture and generalize artificial wants, needs, and desires. These are in turn reinforced by the limited 
options provided by the market, since people are induced to consume building as products, but their 
choices are limited by standardization and mass production.26 And since all property is subject to 
volatile market fluctuations, people are incentivized to sell the old and buy anew, rather than main-
tain the same house throughout generations (not to speak of planned obsolescence). Another one 
of such reproduction practices is institutionalized in education. Equally integrated by the capitalist 
system, universities reproduce, whether intentionally or not, the cannons of design and taste dictated 
by market interests. Critique is reduced to matters of formal innovation and fashionable aesthetics, 
while instruction is guided by student employability, thus validating the cycle of commodification, 
consumption, and accumulation.
 This feedback loop has a double consequence that further entrenches the problem. On the 
one hand, arguments about style and aesthetics tend to marginalize design within urban economics, 
where such issues tend to be dismissed as secondary. On the other hand, because design does not 
actually attempt to fundamentally challenge the material concerns of how people appropriate space, 
it does indeed degenerate to a luxury investment. Architects then try to validate their work through 
self-branding and spectacle, as ‘art for art’s sake’ becomes a quality stamp of authenticity. But this 
move backfires by devaluing all design that is excluded from the celebrity circuits of production. In 
this way, an inverse correlation is instated between the object’s iconic valuation and architecture’s 
disciplinary devaluation.

Participation in market exchange presupposes a certain division of labour as well as a capacity to 
separate (alienate) oneself from one’s own product. The result is an estrangement from the prod-
uct of one’s own experience, a fragmentation of social tasks and a separation. of the subjective 
meaning of a process of production from the objective market valuation of the product. A high-
ly organized technical and social division of labour, though by no means unique to capitalism, is 
one of the founding principles of capitalist modernization. This forms a powerful lever to pro-
mote economic growth and the accumulation of capital, particularly under conditions of market 
exchange in which individual commodity producers (protected by private property rights) can 
explore the possibilities of specialization within an open economic system. This explains the 
power of economic (free market) liberalism as a founding doctrine for capitalism. It is precisely 
in such a context that possessive individualism and creative entrepreneurialism, innovation, and 

25. See: Mangold, “Money-tecture…Or How Architecture Is Exploited by Capitalism” and Harvey, “Marx’s Refusal of 
the Labour Theory of Value.” In this article, David Harvey explains how value production is not restricted to the 
realm of production, but rests necessarily also in the ability of the circuit of realization to function properly: “The 
fraught and contradictory relation between production and realization rests on the fact that value depends on the 
existence of wants, needs and desires backed by ability to pay in a population of consumers. Such wants, needs 
and	desires	are	deeply	embedded	in	the	world	of	social	reproduction.	Without	them,	as	Marx	notes	in	the	first	
chapter of Capital, there is no value. … Marx’s value form, I conclude, is not a still and stable fulcrum in capital’s 
churning world but a constantly changing and unstable metric being pushed hither and thither by the anarchy of 
market exchange, by revolutionary transformations in technologies and organizational forms, by unfolding prac-
tices of social reproduction, and massive transformations in the wants, needs and desires of whole populations 
expressed through the cultures of everyday life.”

26. For example, Witold Rybczynski uncovers how we have gradually come to our contemporary notion of ‘home’ 
in which everyone is expected to live within a private, family-oriented domestic sphere. The possibilities of ar-
chitecture are weakened by the requirement that every home have a kitchen, a dining room, a master bedroom 
with a bathroom suite, and a garage. Although there may be room to negotiate on what is practical or feasible, 
architecture	(and	hence	also	social	configurations)	is	subjugated	to	the	market	expectations	about	what	a	prof-
itable investment should look like. See: Rybczynski, Home: A Short History of an Idea. On the demise of the 
residential hotel for similar reasons, see: Groth, Living Downtown.
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speculation, can flourish, even though this also means a proliferating fragmentation of tasks and 
responsibilities, and a necessary transformation of social relations to the point where producers 
are forced to view others in purely instrumental terms.27

As Plekhanov famously said: “The belief in art for art’s sake arises wherever the artist is at odds with 
his social environment.” And in the present context of widespread crisis and instability, the object’s 
feigned autonomy becomes a way of claiming legitimacy through a wilful detachment and a pretence 
of purity unpolluted by the world.28 It is, in a sense, an attempt to reinstate auratic quality that Wal-
ter Benjamin identified in the pre-modern world, an attempt to stand out against the competition 
and find a unique and safe place in the market. To varying degrees, market integration has been 
inevitable for all cultural industries, but as Frederic Jameson remarked, of all the arts, architecture is 
especially vulnerable to commodification:

What has happened is that aesthetic production today has become integrated into commod-
ity production generally: the frantic economic urgency of producing fresh waves of ever more 
novel-seeming goods (from clothing to airplanes), at ever greater rates of turnover, now assigns 
an increasingly essential structural function and position to aesthetic innovation and experi-
mentation. Such economic necessities then find recognition in the varied kinds of institutional 
support available for the newer art, from foundations and grants to museums and other forms of 
patronage. Of all the arts, architecture is the closest constitutively to the economic, with which, 
in the form of commissions and land values, it has a virtually unmediated relationship.29

Fetishism is an unavoidable condition in capitalism, but the reification of social relations into sellable 
things is not an illusion; rather, it is the surface appearance of a material reality that is not completely 
accessible to experience. As this appearance becomes naturalized in common-sense, it generates the 
idea that ‘equivalence’ in market exchange means fair exchange between equals. In truth, the relations 
concealed by the commodity are far more sinister and much more violently mediated, through co-
ercive competition, labour exploitation, and the expropriation of nature. As a commodity, the build-
ing-object also operates this concealment, and tracing back those relations disrupts its supposedly 
neutral individuality, laying bare its dependence upon a whole system of invisibilized, yet absolutely 

27. David Harvey, Condition of Postmodernity, 103.

28. For Georgi Plekhanov, the separation of the artist from their social milieu is a sign of decadence: “The extreme 
individualism of the era of bourgeois decay cuts off artists from all sources of true inspiration. It makes them 
completely blind to what is going on in social life, and condemns them to sterile preoccupation with personal 
emotional	experiences	that	are	entirely	without	significance	and	with	the	fantasies	of	morbid	imagination.”	He	
states	further	that	“we	find	that	art	for	art’s	sake	has	turned	into	art	for	money’s	sake.”	In:	Plekhanov,	“Art	and	
Social Life.” In the European context, and in Switzerland in particular, the retreat into ‘disinterested aesthetics’ has 
been perhaps most famously accomplished in Valerio Olgiati’s defence of nonreferential architecture: “Non-ref-
erential architecture is not an architecture that subsists as a referential vessel or as a symbol of something outside 
itself. Non-referential buildings are entities that are themselves meaningful and sense-making and, as such, no 
less the embodiment of society than buildings were in the past when they were the bearers of common social 
ideals.” In: Olgiati and Breitschmid, Non-Referential Architecture, 13. Recently, as environmental politics forced 
their way into the discipline, this retreat into the aesthetics is being once again called into question, a move that 
is met with both enthusiasm and resistance. An example of the latter is Jacques Herzog’s recent letter to David 
Chipperfield,	published	in	Domus with the following preface: “The guest editor 2020 receives a letter from his 
illustrious	colleague,	who	writes	to	him	about	the	difficulty	for	architects	to	actively	act	on	environmental	disas-
ters.” The opening of the letter reads as follows: “Dear David, You ask me what we architects should do about 
the unmistakably impending environmental catastrophe. About social inequality. About poverty. About the deg-
radation of this planet’s resources. About the pandemic, which has placed us in an almost surreal mode that begs 
description. … Dear David, the answer is: nothing. Or do you know of any moment in the history of architecture 
in which an architect contributed to the decisive issues of society? Architects have always kept company with the 
world’s mighty. They built palaces, temples, stadiums, entire cities. For the most part in the spirit of the times, and 
rarely	as	an	expression	of	renewal	and	change.”	In:	Herzog,	“Letter	to	David	Chipperfield.”

29. Jameson, Postmodernism, 4–5.
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vital, backgrounds. It is at this deeper level that the environmental question in architecture resides, 
and it is the task of theory, including urban and architectural theory, to reveal it:

We will arrive at a fetishistic interpretation of the world (including of the objective social defi-
nitions if of space and time) if we take the empirical realm of individual experience (shopping 
in the super market, traveling to work and picking up money at the bank) as all there is. These 
latter activities are real and material, but their organization is such as to conceal the other defi-
nitions of space and time set up in accordance with the requirements of commodity production 
and capital circulation through pricefixing markets.30

This unveiling of the object-commodity’s backgrounds is a necessarily political act. In revealing the 
material substance of architectural production, the environment is denaturalized and we are left 
instead with a socio-biological ground produced through power relations and class struggles. In 
this process, ‘autonomy’ necessarily acquires a more progressive meaning. The crude definition of 
‘autonomy from’ responsibility becomes untenable, and a more nuanced understanding of ‘autonomy 
to’ becomes possible, i.e., an autonomy to address the environmental question that makes use of 
the discipline’s full potential. All in all, a reembedding of architecture in the world requires from of 
architects and intellectuals the sort of political commitment that Walter Benjamin called ‘tenden-
tious’, i.e., it requires that we pick a side:

You will remember how Plato deals with poets in his ideal state: he banishes them from it in 
the public interest. He had a high conception of the power of poetry, but he believed it harmful, 
superfluous-in a perfect community, of course. The question of the poet’s right to exist has not 
often, since then, been posed with the same emphasis; but today it poses itself. Probably it is 
only seldom posed in this form, but it is more or less familiar to you all as the question of the 
autonomy of the poet, of his freedom to write whatever he pleases. You are not disposed to 
grant him this autonomy. You believe that the present social situation compels him to decide in 
whose service he is to place his activity. The bourgeois writer of entertainment literature does 
not acknowledge this choice. You must prove to him that, without admitting it, he is working in 
the service of certain class interests. A more advanced type of writer does recognize this choice. 
His decision, made on the basis of class struggle, is to side with the proletariat. This puts an 
end to his autonomy. His activity is now decided by what is useful to the proletariat in the class 
struggle. Such writing is commonly called tendentious.31

30. Harvey, “Between Space and Time,” 423.

31. Benjamin, “The Author as Producer,” 768. Further quotation from the same text: “The revolutionary intellectual 
appears	first	and	foremost	as	the	betrayer	of	his	class	of	origin.’	In	the	case	of	the	writer,	this	betrayal	consists	in	
conduct that transforms him from a supplier of the productive apparatus into an engineer who sees it as his task 
to adapt this apparatus to the purposes of the proletarian revolution. This is a mediating activity, yet it frees the 
intellectual from that purely destructive task to which Maublanc and many of his comrades believe it necessary 
to	confine	him.	Does	he	succeed	in	promoting	the	socialization	of	the	intellectual	means	of	production?	Does	he	
see how he himself can organize intellectual workers in the production process? Does he have proposals for the 
Umfunktionierung of the novel, the drama, the poem? The more completely he can orient his activity toward this 
task, the more correct the political tendency of his work will be, and necessarily also the higher its technical quali-
ty. And at the same time, the more exactly he is thus informed about his position in the process of production, the 
less it will occur to him to lay claim to ‘spiritual’ qualities. The spirit that holds forth in the name of fascism must 
disappear. The spirit that, in opposing it, trusts in its own miraculous powers will disappear. For the revolutionary 
struggle is not between capitalism and spirit; it is between capitalism and the proletariat.” In: Ibidem, 780.
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1.2 Hidden Backgrounds and Boundary Struggles
Marx called his method of scientific demystification a descent from the “noisy sphere, where every-
thing takes place on the surface and in full view of everyone” into “the hidden abode of produc-
tion.”32 With this he meant that behind the surface of commodity circulation, where everything was 
seemingly mediated by equal exchange, there lay a “hidden abode of production,” which was actually 
mediated by exploitation. In other words, for Marx, the substance of bourgeois society was not to be 
found in exchange between individuals, who confronted each other as free citizens in the market, but 
in the social relations that took place at the hidden level of material production. In that sphere, most 
relations were not at all free but coerced through more or less explicit violence. His book Capital sets 
out to unfold the true nature of capitalism, i.e., the cycle of setting value in motion from production, 
to circulation, to distribution. Capitalism is thus defined not as a thing, but as a system of relations 
that engulfs everything in a process of valuation. But while some things exist inside that cycle, others 
are externalized, and hence devalued.
 The three volumes of Capital focus on the internal relations of capitalism, but Marx was well 
aware that this was not the full story, and that the capitalist system was contingent upon a set of ex-
ternal relations that are nevertheless vital to its reproduction. These external relations are what Nancy 
Fraser has called capitalism’s “background conditions of possibility,” a deeper set of spheres that lie 
behind the hidden abode of production.33 This deepest and most hidden reality is made up of eco-
nomic activities that generate indispensable use-values for capitalism but are not commodified (they 
function outside the wage system) and hence, from the standpoint of capital, they are not productive. 
In capitalism, all labour that does not produce exchange-value is inherently devaluated.
 The full picture of the system should hence be conceived as follows: in the interior relations of 
capitalism we find a contradiction between a surface level of circulation mediated by free exchange of 
commodities, and a hidden level of production mediated by exploitation; then, if we add to this the 
spheres of external relations, we find the even deeper level of socio-biological reproduction, which is 
mediated by expropriation. This deeper level consists of the ‘free gifts’ of both human and nonhuman 
nature, i.e., the appropriation without reciprocity of the labour inputs directed at the maintenance 
and reproduction of human and nonhuman life.34 With this two-fold unveiling, we arrive the base 
of environmental relations. 
 Therefore, while ‘universal commodification’ is the driving force of the capitalist totality, it 
does not in itself explain the full story, since the ‘inner’ economy depends upon on a ‘background’ of 
externalized (ie. noncommodified) social relations. These relations include practices and institutions 
that maintain a neocolonial expropriation of both nature’s productive forces and the semiproletar-

32. Marx, Capital Vol. I, 279.

33. Fraser, “Behind Marx’s Hidden Abode.”

34. Wage-labour is exploitative because at the surface level of equal exchange, workers appear to be paid an amount 
equal to their labour time. However, if we look at the ‘hidden abode’ of production we realize that workers are, 
in fact, paid the value of their labour-power, equal to the necessary, historically determined costs of their social 
reproduction, in proportion to the amount of hours in a working day. Capital then forces the wage-labourer 
to work a few unpaid extra hours per day, out of which a surplus-value is expropriated. Hence, wage-labour is 
always an incomplete, inherently exploitative, form of compensation: “By extending the working day, therefore, 
capitalist production, which is essentially the production of surplus-value, the absorption of surplus labour, not 
only produces a deterioration of human labour-power by robbing it of its normal moral and physical conditions 
of development and activity, but also produces the premature exhaustion and death of this labour-power itself. 
It extends the worker’s production-time within a given period by shortening his life.” Expropriated labour, on the 
other hand, happens not under an incomplete form of compensation, but under no compensation at all. This is 
the case, for example, of slave labour: “The slave-owner buys his worker in the same way as he buys his horse. If 
he loses his slave, he loses a piece of capital, which he must replace by fresh expenditure on the slave market.” 
In: Marx, Capital Vol. I, 376.
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ianized work of social reproduction. John Bellamy Foster and Brett Clark explain this in their article 
“The Expropriation of Nature”:

Twenty-first-century monopoly-finance capitalism constitutes what Karl Marx once called 
an “age of dissolution.” All that is solid in the current mode of production is melting into air. 
Hence, it is no longer realistic to treat—even by way of abstraction—the crucial political-eco-
nomic struggles of our day as if they were confined primarily to the exploitation of labour 
within production. Instead, social conflicts are increasingly being fought over capitalism’s 
expropriation and spoliation of its wider social and natural environment. This historical shift 
and the deepening fissures that it has produced can be seen in the growth of what David 
Harvey has termed “anti-value politics,” directed at the boundaries of the system and visible 
in such forms as the ecological movement, growing conflicts over social reproduction in the 
household/family and gender/sexuality, and global resistance to the expansion of imperial-
ism/racism. To understand these rapidly changing conditions, it is necessary to dig much 
deeper than before into capital’s external logic of expropriation, as it was first delineated in 
Marx’s writings during the Industrial Revolution. Most important, because at the root of the 
problem, is the extreme expropriation of the earth itself and the consequent transformation 
in social relations.
 Like any complex, dynamic system, capitalism has both an inner force that propels 
it and objective conditions outside itself that set its boundaries, the relations to which are 
forever changing. The inner dynamic of the system is governed by the process of exploitation 
of labour power, under the guise of equal exchange, while its primary relation to its external 
environment is one of expropriation (“appropriation … without exchange” or “without equiv-
alent”).35

The boundary that splits the internal and external realms of capitalism has been institutionalized 
with real material and ideological force, but we cannot understand how the official economy func-
tions if we don’t look at the way it depends upon a system of ‘free’ (i.e., expropriated) inputs. Capital 
is primed to avoid compensating the full ecological replenishment of both raw-materials and waste 
dumping, as well as the full cost of a worker’s social reproduction, be it through unpaid housework or 
the dismantling of the welfare state. The fact that these ‘informal’ economies are simultaneously cru-
cial to capitalism but also externalized, naturalized, and hence used up without pay or replenishment, 
leads capitalism to undermine its own basic conditions of possibility. It does so by exhausting the 
pool of natural resources required for production, and the ability of labour-power to live healthy lives. 
This means that throughout its history, capitalism has been defined not only by wage exploitation 

35. Foster and Clark, “The Expropriation of Nature.” Different authors use different concepts to refer to the kind of 
mediation operating in the external realm of capitalism. Maria Mies, for example, in Patriarchy and Accumu-
lation, uses the concept of ‘superexploitation’, which has a marked thirdworldist connotation. The term here 
employed in this thesis is “expropriation” following Marx, Nancy Fraser, and Foster and Clark. In the above-men-
tioned article, the authors explain the choice of terminology as follows: “Expropriation in Marx’s conception is 
specifically	identified	with	‘appropriation	…	without	exchange’,	i.e.,	appropriation	minus	the	equality	in	all	actual	
exchange relationships. … In developed capitalist production, class-based expropriation is disguised by a system 
of formally equal exchange within the market, in which workers, via the wage contract, are said to be paid an 
amount equal to their labor. Workers in the ‘hidden abode’ of production are, it is true, paid the value of their 
labor power, equal to the necessary, historically determined costs of their reproduction, during the portion of the 
working day necessary to cover this. Yet capital nonetheless extracts a surplus product from the unpaid labour 
in the remainder of the working day—during which there is only ‘apparent exchange’, hence the labour there 
is	‘appropriated	without	an	equivalent’—a	disguised	form	of	‘tribute’.	But	given	the	specific	form	in	which	this	
expropriation occurs within the value circuit in capitalist production, under the guise of equal exchange, Marx 
distinguishes the exploitation	of	labour	power	in	developed	capitalist	industry	as	a	specific	type,	sui generis, not 
to be confused with expropriation in its more general historical sense as robbery or theft outside the process of 
production and valorization.”
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and proletarian class struggle but also by a background of invisibilized expropriations, particularly 
of nature and ‘naturalized’ people, i.e., the colonial world and women. These backgrounds, and their 
specific relations of domination, generate points of contradiction and potential crisis tendencies, 
namely the environmental crisis and what has recently been termed the crisis of care.36

 Natural and human reproduction are related because they are both part of the social metab-
olism on which all historical economic modes of production necessarily rest. All economies are 
dependent of intricate ecological and social relations. Natural environments are the base for the 
maintenance of bodily life, and in order to feed, grow, transport and build our economies, we need to 
exist physically, to sustain social and bodily metabolisms that depend upon natural resources. Since 
those resources and cycles are finite, it is irrational to defend an economy and politics that does not 
consider the physical breaking points of the planet over the long term. Disembedding the productive 
economy from natural limitations of the planet and consuming more resources than it can reproduce, 
is a way of foreclosing the future. 
 Since the 1970s capitalism began to do just that, with countries in the Global North cre-
ating vast ‘ecological deficits’ at the expense of mounting planetary inequality. At present, in order 
to sustain the mean material lifestyles of countries like Switzerland and Portugal, over two and a 
half Earths would be required; the United States would need nearly five; Denmark four, and so on. 
Conversely, many countries in South-East Asia and Africa use fewer resources than would be their 
right and have hence accumulated an ‘ecological reserve’.37 This means that regions whose lifestyle 
expenses are well above the means and resources of their territories do so at the expense of other 
bodies and other territories that have historically been naturalized, racialized and dehumanized.38

 Similarly, this disembedding mystifies the fact that all production is social and that no life 
form is viable in solitary. From the moment we are born until we die, we are fundamentally depend-
ent beings. No recently born child will survive unless people of other generations pour enormous 
quantities of time and work in maintaining the existence of their fragile body. The same happens to-
wards the end of life, with people living with functional diversities, and with anyone who temporarily 
falls ill. Contrary to vulgar economist ideology, there are no ‘dependent’ vs. ‘independent’ individuals, 
and we all need, at one point or another in our lives, to depend on others. Therefore, along with 
ecodependence, interdependence is a material condition that the inner economy, with its focus on 
hyperindividualism, obscures.39 

36. See: Fraser “Behind Marx’s Hidden Abode”; Harvey, “Marx’s Refusal of the Labour Theory of Value.”

37.	 Global	Footprint	Network.	“An	ecological	deficit	occurs	when	the	Ecological	Footprint	of	a	population	exceeds	
the	biocapacity	of	the	area	available	to	that	population.	A	national	ecological	deficit	means	that	the	nation	is	
importing biocapacity through trade, liquidating national ecological assets or emitting carbon dioxide waste into 
the atmosphere. An ecological reserve exists when the biocapacity of a region exceeds its population’s Ecological 
Footprint.” The ecological footprint per person consists of “a nation’s total Ecological Footprint divided by the 
total population of the nation. To live within the means of our planet’s resources, the world’s Ecological Footprint 
would have to equal the available biocapacity per person on our planet, which is currently 1.7 global hectares. 
So, if a nation’s Ecological Footprint per person is 6.8 global hectares, its citizens are demanding four times the 
resources and wastes that our planet can regenerate and absorb in the atmosphere.” Available at: https://www.
footprintnetwork.org.

38. The presently ongoing migration crisis in the Mediterranean and at the Mexico-USA border make this noticeably 
clear. Walls are being built that close for refugees but open for the resources arriving from their countries of 
origin. It is becoming exceedingly explicit that, once exhausted the natural limits of the planet, capitalism neces-
sarily tends towards ecofascism. Switch ‘ecological footprint’ with lebensraum and we are left with a model that 
sustains and defends that some people are more entitled to life, by virtue of being defended by political, military, 
and economic powers that allocate privileges at the expense of the expropriation and exclusion of others.

39. It does so enabled by patriarchy, since throughout history and in most places, those who have taken care of 
vulnerable bodies have been practically always women. And they have done so in privatized spaces, away from 
political and economic visibility, save for the niches of precarious domestic wage-labour, which in the West are 
made up of a mostly racialized female lumpenproletariat.
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Rosa Luxemburg recognised the geographic periphery of capitalism, today called ‘the global 
South’, as an indispensable source of new labouring bodies and markets for the accumulation 
process. Subsequently, feminists in the North identified a ‘domestic periphery’ of capital in 
women’s freely given reproductive labour time. And just as the exploitation of colonised peoples 
and women is taken for granted in capitalist production, so too is the ever yielding ecosystem—
as is indicated in concepts like the ecological footprint and ecological debt. Each of these three 
forms of life is silently colonised in the productivist economy.40

This split between the internal and external relations of capitalism is a mirror of the contradiction 
between production and reproduction. It is this contradiction that drives both the environmental 
crisis and the international and sexual divisions of labour, operated by an economy that internalizes 
value-creating activities, and externalizes all of the nonproductive relations that happen in nature, 
the colonies, and households. 
 There is an ongoing debate in both feminist and environmental theory regarding the source 
of this separation, which brings us back to Marx’s labour theory of value. One side of the debate 
defends that this separation and devaluation derives from a failure on behalf of Marx to identify the 
doubly hidden abode of reproduction. In this logic, the source of this devaluation is an epistemo-
logical mistake, fruit of ‘narrow economism’. In other words, Marx did not recognize noneconomic 
activities as fundamentally value-creating. In feminism, this is the position defended by autonomist 
Marxists, such as Mariarosa Dalla Costa, Leopoldina Fortunati, and Silvia Federici, and by ecofem-
inists such as Maria Mies. On the environmental front, an equivalent position is defended by schol-
ars such as world-systems theorist Jason W. Moore who, along with Raj Patel, proposed an expanded 
theory of value applied to all things that capitalism ‘cheapens’, including not only ‘nature’s labour’, 
but also money, energy, food, and so on.41 
 On the opposing end of this debate we find the more orthodox Marxist thinkers who rec-
ognize that it is not Marx who devalues the externalities of capitalism, but capitalism itself. Since 
Capital was focused on mapping the internal relations of the capitalist totality, everything that fell 
out of the circulation of value also fell outside the scope of the book.42 In feminism, this position is 

40. Salleh, “Green New Deal—or Globalisation Lite?” 15.

41. This is Maria Mies critiquing Marx: “Marx uses … the narrow concept of productivity of labour which was devel-
oped by Adam Smith and other political economists. He still criticizes this concept in the sense that he states 
that to be a ‘productive labourer under capitalism is not good luck but bad luck’ because the worker becomes 
a direct instrument of valuation of capital. But by focusing only on this capitalist concept of productive labour 
and by universalizing it to the virtual eclipse of the more general and fundamental concept of productive la-
bour–which could include women’s production of life–Marx himself has theoretically contributed to the removal 
of all ‘non-productive’ labour (that is, non-wage labour, including most of women’s labour) from public visibility. 
The concept of ‘productive labour’, used henceforth both by bourgeois as well as by Marxist theoreticians, has 
maintained this capitalist connotation, and the critique which Marx had still attached to it is long forgotten. I 
consider this narrow, capitalist concept of ‘productive labour’ the most formidable hurdle in our struggle to come 
to an understanding of women’s labour both under capitalism and actually existing socialism. It is my thesis that 
this general production of life, or subsistence production – mainly performed through the non-wage labour of 
women and other non-wage labourers as slaves, contract workers and peasants in the colonies – constitutes the 
perennial basis upon which ‘capitalist productive labour’ can be built up and exploited.” In: Mies, Patriarchy 
and Accumulation, 47. See also: Federici, Patriarchy of the Wage; Dalla Costa, The Arcane of Reproduction. 
On the environmental debate, see: Moore, Capitalism in the Web of Life and History of the World in Seven 
Cheap Things. The question of green value theory will be taken up in more detail in Chapter 2.

42. While it is true that Capital focused on the internal relations of capitalism, there are moments where Marx alludes 
to, and acknowledges, the three external realms. For example, part eight of Volume I lays out a theory of colo-
nization as part of the processes of primitive accumulation. The last sections of chapter 25 of volume I of Capital 
points to the need to construct an adequate theory of social reproduction, regarding “the price of the necessary 
means of subsistence”. In page 519, he notes that capitalism brought the privatization of women by men so they 
could appropriate their salaries, through marriage. As the addition of machinery to the labour process made the 
bourgeois owners hungry for the cheaper labour of women and children, male workers were driven to ‘sell’ their 
wives and children in the labour market, like slave traders. Volume III mentions the problem of ‘metabolic rift’ that 
rises as capital alienates society from nature.
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held by advocates of Social Reproduction Theory, which extends the meaning of social reproduction 
beyond the scope of unpaid housework, to things like state welfare, education, and healthcare. This 
group includes thinkers like Susan Ferguson, David McNally, Nancy Fraser, Tithi Bhattacharya, and 
Lise Vogel. On the ecological front it is defended by ecomarxists such as John Bellamy Foster and 
Brett Clark.43 From their perspective, reproductive labour is ‘work’ in the abstract ahistorical sense of 
dispensing energy over matter in order to create use-value. But unless commodified, it is not ‘labour’ 
in the concrete capitalist sense of the purchase and consumption of labour-power, the source of all 
value creation. 
 The question of reproductive ‘value’ is not so much a matter of moral worth or cultural visibil-
ity—although there are significant consequences at those levels, too—but a much deeper problem of 
productive relations, which are economically determined. The nature of those relations is encapsulat-
ed in Lise Vogel’s conceptualization of the ‘necessary-but-contradictory’ relation between reproduct-
ive and productive labour.44 From the standpoint of capital, domestic work is both indispensable and 
an obstacle to accumulation. As a component of necessary labour, the reduction of domestic work 
can potentially augment the extraction of surplus-value by allowing wages to be decreased. Therefore, 
eventually, the capitalist class tends to stabilize the value of labour-power at the lowest cost possible, 
even at the cost of exhausting its own labour-force. In reaction, the working class, whether as a united 
force or fragmented in competing sectors, resists its own degradation by struggling for the best pos-
sible conditions for its renewal.45 The valuation of reproduction in a society arises from the specific 
historical circumstances of this struggle.
 According to Lise Vogel, the value of a worker’s wages (equivalent to necessary labour), is 
made up of two components: a social component, corresponding to the total value of the commod-
ities the worker requires for his or her livelihood; and a domestic component, made up of the daily 
tasks involved in the maintenance of the worker, such as cleaning, cooking, child-rearing, and so on. 
Since women are the 51 percent of the population biologically capable of reproducing the species, a 
structural sexual division of labour arises in the benefit of capital. Men become disproportionately re-
sponsible for the social component of necessary labour, i.e., for the provision of the means of subsist-
ence (which are commodified and hence require them to enter into wage-contracts), while women 
become disproportionately responsible for the daily caretaking of those who sell their labour-power. 
One is valued as abstract labour that produces commodities, the other is devalued as concrete labour 
that produces only use-values.
 Hence, while the autonomist Marxists considered that ‘producing the producer’ was value-cre-
ating in itself—and thus demand “wages for housework” in the effort to directly apply the logics of 
abstract labour to concrete labour—Social Reproduction Theory defends that it is structurally im-

43. This is Susan Ferguson explaining this split in feminism: “[T]oday’s renewed social reproduction feminism … 
follows Lise Vogel in dislodging unpaid housework from the centre of its analysis and insisting instead on the nec-
essary-but-contradictory relation of social reproductive to productive work. In unlocking the possibility of critically 
integrating the arguments black feminists have long been making about women’s social reproductive work [as for 
example, in Angela Davis’ Women, Race & Class], Vogel enabled social reproduction feminism to move beyond 
its own theoretical obfuscations. This leads me … address the question of value theory as it has been debated 
by the two schools of thought within social reproduction feminism. The point of that discussion is to explain how 
and why those schools—one associated with the autonomist Marxist understanding of value production, the 
other adhering closely to Marx’s explanation of value in Capital—advocate distinct political strategies. While 
the former emphasizes the need to move outside capitalism and develop revolutionary commons through which 
people learn new ways of reproducing themselves and their worlds, the other looks to building mass movements 
capable of breaking the system from within.” In: Ferguson, Women and Work, 6.

44. Vogel,”Beyond Domestic Labour” in Marxism and the Oppression of Women, 157–82.

45. In Marx’s labour theory of value, necessary labour time is the time (per day or per week) which workers must work 
(in the average conditions of the industry of their day), to produce the equivalent of their own livelihood (at the 
socially and historically determined standard of living of their day).
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possible to value reproduction on capitalist terms, and that we need an anti-value politics that resists 
commodification and socializes reproduction. This is Susan Ferguson on the difficulty to quantify 
reproductive value:

… because such workers produce life not value …, it is impossible to capitalistically measure 
their output. Unlike Google or Amazon, which depend upon market sales to determine the 
productivity of their workforce (and therefore the standards of productivity to impose), school 
board trustees have no reliably objective measure to determine how much knowledge a child 
absorbs. They can, and do, aspire to these—by comparing standardized test scores and school 
dropout rates among other things. And they use these market ‘proxies’ to discipline teachers. 
Similarly, hospital management might use time studies to regulate orderlies bathing a patient, 
or cafeteria workers distributing meals. Such practices facilitate the subsumption of the worker 
to capitalist imperatives—but not with the degree of rigidity and exactness that they do in the 
‘productive’ sector because there is no capitalist value attached to the product life.46

The structural devaluation of women, nature and the colonies has had enormous ideological conse-
quences. In her book Patriarchy and Accumulation on a World Scale, Maria Mies notes that all spheres 
outside the official economy are shot through with biological biases. The domestic sphere of the 
household is naturalized because procreation “is not seen as the conscious interaction of a human 
being with nature, that is, a truly human activity, but rather as an activity of nature, which produces 
plants and animals unconsciously and has no control over this process.” Women are seen as “bio-
logically determined and hence beyond the scope of social change.”
 Similarly, a significant part of the discourses legitimating European imperialism are built on 
the historical naturalization, and hence dehumanization, of racialized bodies. Race was the modern 
category invented by modernity to ideologically sustain the early capitalist plunder of foreign lands. 
Like patriarchy, scientific racism applied a biological bias to a specific population whose labour cap-
ital needed to expropriate. Through a pseudoscientific classification of humans into physically dis-
crete typologies, according to a fictional evolutionary gradation from ‘primitive’ (natural) to ‘civilized’ 
(cultural), non-White populations became the object of chattel slavery, and their lands were declared 
open to ‘discovery’ and ‘cultivation’.
 Through a similar historical process, nature itself was also naturalized and separated from 
humanity as something purely biological, or as a God-given gift. Humans were conceived as agents 
of social history, seen as ontologically split from natural history, or they were portrayed as beings cre-
ated by an entity outside of Earth and placed on it to exercise dominion. We thus feel separated from 
nature, from each other, and from ourselves to the point where even our psyches appear split between 
a natural body who goes through life and experiences it, and a conscious mind who contemplates 
the world from within. Humans—especially those of European, male, and bourgeois descent—make 
art, culture, economy, and society, against a background of external, pre-existing, and self-generating 
natural contexts, ready to be manipulated, expropriated, and acted upon.47 The Noble Savage, who 

46. Ferguson, Women and Work, 129.

47.	 To	give	an	anecdotical	yet	significant	example,	ancient	Athenian	democracy	was	populated	by	an	estimated	30	
thousand citizens, all of them upper-class men who made up the political life of the Agora and took informed 
decisions about common life. Since we know these male citizens made up 10-20 percent of all the population, we 
can then estimate that there were another 30 thousand wives who did not work in public space nor participated in 
political decision-making, but birthed the offspring of the citizens, raised them, took care of their extended fami-
lies and made sure that the daily reproduction of life took place. We can then calculate a remaining 60–80 percent 
of	the	population,	made	up	of	150–300	thousand	metics	and	slaves	(of	both	sexes)	who	cultivated,	fished,	sowed	
clothes, and otherwise interacted with nature to create the goods and services that sustained democracy and 
life. Slaves interacted with nature and wives interacted with bodies, so that the individual subject could arise as a 
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alone builds his primitive hut when confronted with the environment, is another of such individ-
ualist myths.
 It is therefore important to bear in mind that at the base of all these ideological separations 
lies an economic system dictating that ‘valuable’ labour is no longer that which is aimed at direct 
consumption, i.e., at producing use-values that address actual human needs and desires, but at prof-
it-driven exchange in the market. It was this development that caused ‘anarchy in production’ by 
manufacturing needs that are often contrary to the reproduction of human and nonhuman life on 
the planet. It is this system that sustains the ideological dualism between the alienated individual 
subject and the myriad of othered, naturalized bodies.
 From this structural alienation, our relation to nature becomes framed in simplistic chains 
of linear causality, and the environmental question becomes a matter of social action and natural 
reaction. Methodological individualism dominates this way of though, an approach that sees the 
individual unit as being the correct theoretical starting point for understanding any complex group 
of association, be it society, nature, or the city. This idea is so entrenched in our culture that it is also 
reproduced by environmentalist positions, albeit subtly, who insist on the moral responsibility to 
invert this directionality but leave the separation intact. This is how a relevant architectural magazine 
addresses the environmental question in the field:

The theoretical object at the centre of architecture is the building, thus concepts of ‘site’ and 
‘context’ must also be central to the field. Before all else, to conceive of buildings—formally, 
materially, spatially—is to develop a position on the physical and climatic conditions in which 
it is located. That is to say, the ‘environment’ constitutes the precondition and the cause of the 
architectural project.48

If we stick to a narrow definition of environment as the “physical and climatic conditions” that are 
the “preconditions and cause of the architectural project” we remain within the dualism of separa-
tion. We invert the hierarchy of causality but the split between individual object and natural back-
ground—one actively created, the other pre-existing as found—stays intact. If we want to overcome 
this separation, we need a method that understands architecture and nature dialectically, and hence 
we need to adopt a broader definition of ‘environment’ as a totality of social and biological relations. 
To do this, the prevailing metaphysical view of the world that sees things in isolation, in static and 
irreconcilable antithesis, needs to be overcome.49 The failure to think things in relation, as part of an 
evolutionary process and not as an aggregate of individual things, is precisely what reproduces those 
fetishistic mystifications. In contrast, a dialectical approach to the environmental question allows us 
to see it as an “endless entanglement of relations and reactions, permutations and combinations, in 
which nothing remains what, where and as it was, but everything moves, changes, comes into being 
and passes away.”50

 In this sense, placing the object into context means relating it to the hidden abodes of en-
vironmental production, hence defetishizing it by grounding it in material reality. The organization 

political	figure	emancipated	from	material	life.

48. Current Magazine, Call for Papers, Issued October 12, 2020.

49.	 “To	the	metaphysician,	things	and	their	mental	reflexes,	ideas,	are	isolated,	are	to	be	considered	one	after	the	
other	and	apart	from	each	other,	are	objects	of	investigation	fixed,	rigid,	given	once	for	all.	He	thinks	in	absolutely	
irreconcilable antitheses. … For him, a thing either exists or does not exist; a thing cannot at the same time be 
itself and something else. Positive and negative absolutely exclude one another; cause and effect stand in a rigid 
antithesis, one to the other.” In: Engels, Socialism: Utopian and Scientific, 128.

50. Ibidem, 127.
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of capital, including its separation into internal and external spheres of valuation, production and re-
production, has spatial consequences that are materially engraved onto space and give rise to certain 
patterns and strategies of association, naturalization, visibility and invisibility. The veil of commod-
ity fetishism dictates that the surface level of market exchange appears predominant and is hence 
most visible in both space and time. In architectural terms this means that the commodity object 
dominates the spaces of representation and appears to rule over urban space. But if we understand 
that capitalism requires a set of invisibilized background environments, then we must admit that 
those process of invisibility must have spatial consequences, too. The separation between visible and 
invisible, productive and reproductive, valued and devalued, historical and natural, require not only 
explicit forms of marginalization and border creation, but also more subtle forms of naturalization 
whereby things become invisible despite being in plain sight. Architecture plays a role in this; it in-
scribes those boundaries into the collective unconscious through habit and aesthetic considerations, 
or onto the territory through a myriad of enclosures, making it appear as if things were always there, 
in certain ways, inevitably and therefore beyond the scope of historical and political change.
 In sum, at first we are confronted with the surface appearance of the commodity object ex-
changed in the market and fetishized in consumer culture. Behind it, however, lies the hidden abode 
of production where labour is exploited and divided according to class. Behind it still, we find the 
devalued abodes of expropriation, where gender and racial divisions abound. At each step, there level 
of naturalization and dehumanization is higher. Since these divisions form the material bases of our 
society, they are bound to leave traces in space. Divisions of labour, after all, always entail geographic 
boundaries. For example, production organizes space according to a need to access supply chains and 
labour markets. Social reproduction organizes space according to a need to access kinship networks, 
the so-called ‘labours of love’. Racialization organizes space according to a need to access (and dis-
pose of ) the reserve army of labour. Class, gender, and race struggles dominate these backgrounds 
respectively, and in each of them, over time, certain architectural dogmas solidify. We can think of 
them as the hidden backgrounds of the object, three modes of environmental production that form 
the categories of territory, domesticity, and wilderness. Together, they make up the totality of en-
vironmental relations.

1.3 Mapping Environmental Histories
“The production of life,” Marx and Engels said, “both of one’s own in labour and of fresh life in 
procreation, … appears as a double relationship: on the one hand as a natural, on the other as a social 
relationship.”51 Humans have a history because they must produce their life, and they must produce 
it moreover in a certain way, in a certain physical organization. The whole point of historical mater-
ialism is to show that both nature and society follow the same dialectical mechanisms: humans are 
natural beings embedded in a socio-biological environment. Unmasking how the capitalist mode of 
production depends on social connection assuming the ideological form of individual disconnection, 
is one of the major themes of Marxist science as a whole.
 In the introduction to the Grundrisse, Marx makes this point exceedingly clear by starting off 
with a critique of the eighteenth-century theorists who took, as starting point of their theorizations, 
the ‘independent individual’ projected as an abstract ideal irrespective of space and time. Rousseau’s 

51. Marx and Engels, German Ideology, 48–9.
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‘natural man’, for example, appeared stripped away from the entanglements and complexities of 
modern life: he was a natural and universal individual, the unit element that made up the aggregate 
of society. Even in our present day, the ordinary understanding of ‘civil society’ is often subsumed to 
this paradoxical conceit.

For Marx and Engels, ‘men’ (this is the general, historically undifferentiated, way in which 
people are referred to in this text) intervene in Nature in order to produce and reproduce their 
material conditions of life. This ‘intervention’ is accomplished through human labour and the 
use of tools. Human labour, ever since its first rudimentary historical appearance, is only possi-
ble through social cooperation between men: these ‘relations’, which develop between men and 
constitute the ‘determinate mode of co-operation’, result from the historically specific mode 
of men’s social intervention in Nature—their mode of production. The basis of all history is 
the successive modes of production, including the modes of social cooperation dependent on 
them.52

For Marx, all history is the history of human beings collectively producing and reproducing their 
bodies and their lives, by appropriating the environment in order to survive, thereby organizing 
themselves with each other, and with nature, in specific social forms and structures: “The individual 
and isolated hunter or fisher who forms the starting point with Smith and Ricardo belongs to the in-
sipid illusions of the eighteenth century. … They are … the anticipation of ‘bourgeois society’, which 
had been in course of development since the sixteenth century”, a society “of free competition” where 
“the individual appears free from the bonds of nature”.53 Marx shows that it was not until labour had 
been ‘freed’ by capitalism from the dependent and restricted forms of feudal society, that the modern 
concept of ‘the natural individual’ could appear:

…the period in which this view of the isolated individual becomes prevalent, is the very one 
in which the interrelations of society … have reached the highest state of development. Man 
is in the most literal sense of the word a zoon politikon, not only a social animal, but an animal 
which can develop into an individual only in society. Production by isolated individuals outside 
of society—something which might happen as an exception to a civilized man who by accident 
got into the wilderness and already dynamically possessed within himself the forces of society—
is as great an absurdity as the idea of the development of language without individuals living 
together and talking to one another.54

Therefore, at the base of Marx’s historical materialism is the idea that all economic production be-
gins with bodily reproduction, and that all production is necessarily social. No individual is viable in 
isolation because the most basic tasks for survival require social networks of mutual support, from 
the gathering of food to the building of shelter, to procreation, to the formation of language. ‘Nat-
ural man’ needs prior labour, accumulated by the preceding generations, to come into existence. The 
individual unit as a starting point of society is thus an impossible abstraction concocted by eight-
eenth-century thinkers who projected onto the past the prevailing ideologies of their time. They were 
the Robinsonades, as Marx calls them, compelled by their contexts to naturalize the social dynamics 
of bourgeois society, and thus eternalize a type of relation that was only made possible in capitalism 

52. Hall, “Rethinking the ‘Base and Superstructure’ Metaphor”, 146.

53. Marx, “Introduction to the Critique of Political Economy,” 1. This is the 1856 version of the introduction to the 
Grundrisse. The version that appears in the Penguin edition is similar but less clear on this particular point.

54. Ibidem, 2.
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once individuals had indeed been set free in and by the market. This same methodological individ-
ualism is at play when we see the city as an aggregate of architectural objects or when we understand 
the environmental question through the fable of the primitive hut. In other words, in Marx we have 
an assertion that human life is only possible through its interaction with both nature and other hu-
man beings, organized in some form of society:

… the first premise of all human existence and, therefore, of all history [is] the premise … that 
men must be in a position to live in order to be able to ‘make history’. But life involves before 
everything else eating and drinking, a habitation, clothing and many other things. The first his-
torical act is thus the production of the means to satisfy these needs, the production of material 
life itself. And indeed this is an historical act, a fundamental condition of all history, which 
today, as thousands of years ago, must daily and hourly be fulfilled merely in order to sustain 
human life. … Therefore in any interpretation of history one has first of all to observe this fun-
damental fact in all its significance and all its implications and to accord it its due importance.55

From this first moment, history is set in motion. The production of the means of subsistence leads to 
the creation of new needs, to the generation of offspring, and the rise of specific modes of cooper-
ation. This, in turn, gives rise to the formation of language and consciousness, both individual and 
collective, which does not arise out of the single individual’s mind but from this eco- and inter-
dependent sensuous relationships. All these moments exist simultaneously, in a constant cycle and 
not in a linear sequence. They exist in the environment, and they coproduce it. The environment is 
not an empty vessel but an evolutionary process, a constant flux of change and transformation pro-
pelled by a back-and-forth flood of cause and effect. This means that not only space is important but 
also time, and more specifically, change over time, or the transformation of things over the longue 
durée. What drives those transformations are not only external causes and events but the internal 
contradictions within the environmental totality itself, spawning movement through struggle. And 
since it is the friction of opposing forces that causes things to move and evolve, then to understand 
the mechanics of environmental change over time, it is not enough to analyze or describe things in 
isolation. Instead, we need a totalizing approach that focuses on relationships between things.
 The longue durée was a concept developed by Fernand Braudel, of the French Annales School, 
to name an approach to the study of history that gives priority to long-term structures, the slow 
transitions and evolving struggles, over what he called histoire événementielle, or ‘evental history’, 
i.e., the short-term frame that is the domain of the chronicler or the journalist. When he theorized 
this concept in 1958, Braudel had come to believe that it was fundamental to materialist thought 
processes, and that it offered the only way out of postwar presentism, or what later became known as 
the ‘end of history’ debate.
 The principle of the longue durée defends historically singular and geophysically specific con-
structions of history, with a focus on societal interactions with the environment over long periods of 
time, a “history whose passage is almost imperceptible, that of man in his relationship to the environ-
ment, a history in which all change is slow, a history of constant repetition, ever-recurring cycles” 
out of which certain relative patterns and permanences emerge.56 As a method, the longue durée 
clashes with more recent academic trends that, since the 1970’s, have preferred the close-up scale of 
micro-histories over the totalizing, evolutionary kind of historicizations that had characterized the 

55. Marx and Engels, German Ideology, 47–8.

56. Braudel, Mediterranean, 20.
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enlightenment-Hegelian and modernist-Marxist traditions. 
 This shift was fruit of a moment in the West whereby the New Left distanced itself from the 
legacy of the Soviet Union and the universal emancipatory project of high modernism. Adapting to 
the massive demographic shifts that took place during the trentes glorieuses, which brought unpreced-
ented prosperity to the Western working classes, the left adopted a broader range of political causes, 
less centred on social and economic rights and more focused on political and civil liberties. It was 
also a reflex of the reorganization of capitalism in the transition from Keynesian Fordism, and its 
avant-garde cultural expressions, to more flexible and fast-paced forms of accumulation. In universi-
ties, a progressive disengagement with Marxism and dialectical materialism mirrored this shift and 
was gradually crystallized in a neoliberal assault on academic leftism. But the rejection of large-scale 
theoretical models can also be traced to the left’s critique of approaches seen as totalizing, and hence 
supposedly ‘totalitarian’. In his book Did Somebody say Totalitarianism? Slavoj Žižek explains this 
shift:

The philosophical notion of totality and the political notion of totalitarianism tend to overlap 
here, in a line that stretches from Karl Popper to Jean-François Lyotard: the Hegelian totality 
of Reason is perceived as the ultimate totalitarian edifice in philosophy. Rationality as such 
gets a bad press today: New Agers condemn it as Cartesian mechanistic/discursive ‘left-brain’ 
thinking; feminists reject it as the male-based stance which implicitly relies on its opposition 
to feminine emotionality; for postmodernists, rationality involves the metaphysical claim to 
objectivity’, which obliterates the power and discourse mechanisms determining what counts 
as ‘rational’ and ‘objective’.57

But beyond etymology, there is no correlation between the philosophical category of ‘totality’ and 
political totalitarianism.58 Speaking in terms of ‘totality’ means going beyond the aggregate of parts 
and understanding the system of relations that links the individuals into a complex of complexes. The 

57.	 Žižek,	Totalitarianism, 6–7.

58.	 Several	authors	warn	against	conflating	these	two	unrelated	concepts.	Here	is	David	Harvey:	“I	recognize	that	to	
use	the	word	‘totality’	is	to	wave	a	huge	red	flag	in	certain	intellectual	circles.	Marx	had	no	idea	what	structuralism	
might be about and would have had even less idea about poststructuralism. We should be wary of cramming his 
thought	into	these	categories	(my	own	view	is	that	he	does	not	fit	into	them	at	all).	But	Marx	certainly	had	the	
ambition to understand the capitalist mode of production as a totality, so the only question of interest is, exactly 
what	concept	of	totality	does	he	have	in	mind?	What	we	know	from	this	first	section	is	that	this	totality	can	best	
be approached through the triumvirate of concepts of use-value, exchange-value and value built around the 
commodity. But he has acknowledged that use-values are incredibly diverse, that exchange-values are accidental 
and relative and that value has (or appears to have) a “phantom-like objectivity,” which is in any case subjected 
to perpetual revolutions through technological changes and upheavals in social and natural relations. This totality 
is	not	static	and	closed	but	fluid	and	open	and	therefore	in	perpetual	transformation.”	In:	Harvey,	Companion 
to Marx’s Capital, 26. Another relevant critic of the association between ‘totality’ and ‘totalitarianism’ is Brazilian 
philosopher José Chasin: “Fundamentally, totalitarianism is a radical opposition to the liberal state. … we have 
… the opposition between law and force; … the opposition between diffusion and the concentration of power; 
… the opposition between party pluralism and its opposite; … the position between state and freedom; … the 
opposition between violence and reason … In this way, the liberal state becomes the system in which law, rea-
son and freedom predominate, guaranteed by the diffusion of power and by the multi-party structure. And the 
totalitarian state is the system in which extreme violence—terror—prevails and domination hypertrophied by the 
concentration of power and nourished by the political monopoly the single party. … One, therefore, is the regime 
of freedom, governed by law, by reason; the other, oppression led by violence. …what the concept of totalitarian-
ism leads to [is] the impossibility of understanding the phenomena that it precisely claims to assess. What causes 
this alchemy is precisely the method proper to liberal analysis: the use of abstract universals as the sole resource 
of	the	scientific	apprehension	movement.	Hence,	instead	of	conceptually	reproducing	the	concrete,	showing	in	
each case the decisive particularity, we are led, by that analysis, to face reason in general, freedom in general, the 
citizen in general, the state in general, violence in general, etc.” In: Chasin, “Sobre o Conceito de Totalitarismo,” 
17–7. My Translation. See also: Losudo, “Per una critica della categoria di totalitarismo.” At the centre of this 
debate is a critique and rejection of Hannah Arendt’s book The Origins of Totalitarianism,	as	laid	out	by	Žižek:	
“This elevation of Arendt is perhaps the clearest sign of the theoretical defeat of the Left—of how the Left has 
accepted the basic co-ordinates of liberal democracy (‘democracy’ versus ‘totalitarianism’, etc.), and is now trying 
to	redefine	its	(op)position	within	this	space.”	In:	Žižek,	Totalitarianism, 3.



24

term is crucial for Marxism but it originates in Hegel’s notion of Totalität, which he uses in tandem 
with das Ganze, meaning ‘the whole’:

Totalität often stresses more emphatically than das Ganze the completeness of the whole, the 
fact that nothing is left out. A whole must be relatively self-contained and independent of its 
environment, but it is not difficult to suppose that a whole (e.g. a man) is a part of a larger whole 
(e.g. a state). It is more difficult to suppose that a totality is, in the ordinary sense, a part of a 
larger totality. A lyric or a tragedy is a whole. But it is not, Hegel argues in [Lectures on Aesthet-
ics], a totality, since it presents only a fragment of the Greek world. An epic, by contrast, is an 
einheitsvolle Totalität (‘fully unified totality’), since it presents the Homeric world in its entirety, 
as well as the particular actions that take place against that background.59

A totality, in this sense, is very much like an ecosystem. A building, for example, would be considered 
‘a whole’, which can be part of a larger whole such as a neighbourhood or a city, but the environment, 
on the other hand, must be understood as a totality. Environmental history needs to aim for this 
broader kind of scale. The significance of Hegel’s notion lies in the emphasis on relations—between 
the whole and its parts, or more between the totality and its moments, indicating the dynamic 
unfolding of those relations over time (a ‘moment’ is a ‘part’ that is not at rest but in movement). 
Totality is an epistemological category and its conflation with political ideology, left- or right-wing, 
is odd if we look for its source in Hegel’s logic. Žižek clarifies this confusion by breaking down the 
postmodern controversy to five points: 1) a critique of high modernism and Enlightenment reason; 
2) the problem of the Holocaust ‘taboo’; 3) the liberal ‘horseshoe theory’ of the touching ends of the 
political spectrum; 4) the rejection of patriarchal dominant discourses; and 5) the New Left’s with-
drawal from Stalinism. He says:

• ‘Totalitarianism’ is modernism going awry: it fills the gap opened up by the very modernist 
dissolution of all traditional organic social links. Traditionalist conservatives and postmod-
ernists share this notion—the difference between them is more a matter of emphasis: for 
some, ‘totalitarianism is the necessary outcome of the modernist Enlightenment, inscribed 
in its very notion; while for others, it is more a threat which consummates itself when the 
Enlightenment does not fully realize its potential. 
• The Holocaust as the ultimate, absolute crime, which cannot be analysed in terms of con-
crete political analysis, since such an approach already trivializes it. 
• The neo-liberal claim that any radical emancipatory political project necessarily ends up in 
some version of totalitarian domination and control. Liberalism thus succeeds in bringing 
together new ethnic fundamentalisms and (whatever remains of ) radical Left emancipatory 
projects, as if the two were somehow ‘deeply related’, two sides of the same coin, both aiming 
at ‘total control’… (this combination is the new form of the old liberal notion that Fascism 
and Communism are two forms of the same ‘totalitarian’ degeneration of democracy). 
• Today’s postmodern claim (foreshadowed already in Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s Dialectic 
of Enlightenment) that political totalitarianism is grounded in phallo-logocentric metaphys-
ical closure: the only way to forestall totalitarian consequences is to insist on the radical gap, 
opening, displacement, that can never be contained within any closed ontological edifice. 
• Finally, in a recent cognitivist backlash, postmodern Cultural Studies themselves are de-
nounced as ‘totalitarian’, as the last island on which the Stalinist logic of unconditionally obey-

59. Inwood, Hegel Dictionary, 310.
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ing the Party line survived, impervious to any rational argumentation.60

All of these points hinge on what Jürgen Habermas called the ‘project of modernity’, formulated 
by the philosophers of the Enlightenment in order “to develop objective science, universal morality 
and law, and autonomous art according to their inner logic” and then using “this accumulation of 
specialized culture for the enrichment of everyday life”.61 Modernity was a grand emancipatory 
project aimed at freeing humanity from scarcity through the scientific domination of nature and 
the development of rational forms of inquiry and social organization. It sought liberation from the 
obscurantism of myth, superstition, and religion, by freeing the universal and eternal qualities of hu-
manity from arbitrariness and breaking with history and tradition through the demystification and 
desacralization of knowledge. But the project of modernist universal progress left open the question 
of who exactly owned the claim to superior reason, and under what conditions that reason could be 
exercised as power:

To this vision of an elite but collective male, white wisdom, others opposed the vision of the 
unbridled individualism of great thinkers, the great benefactors of humankind, who, through 
their singular efforts and struggles would push reason and civilization willy-nilly to the point 
of emancipation. Others argued either that there was some inherent teleology at work …, or 
that there existed some social mechanism, such as Adam Smith’s celebrated hidden hand of the 
market …62

The paradox of abstract, paternalistic, universal reason became especially clear in the first half of the 
twentieth century, as scientific positivism, technological progress and the aestheticization of politics 
through mass culture culminated in the horrors of the Second World War. But while many of these 
critiques are valid, they do not justify a rejection of the basic principles of historical materialism, 
which already contained a radical critique of bourgeois Enlightenment philosophy, including Hegel’s 
elitist theory of the state and idealist morality. For one, we must be able to discern between different 
conceptualization of the word ‘progress’, be it as an emancipatory project, as a deterministic historical 
teleology, or as an abstract bourgeois ideal. Similarly, we should recognize that while Marx was em-
bedded in the modern scientific project, historical materialism was very much grounded in voicing 
the needs and emancipatory positions of the oppressed:

Marx, who in many respects was a child of Enlightenment thought, sought to convert utopi-
an thinking—the struggle for human beings to realize their ‘species being’ as he put it in his 
early works—into a materialist science by showing how universal human emancipation might 
emerge from the class-bound and evidently repressive, though contradictory, logic of capitalist 
development. In so doing he focused on the working class as the agent of human liberation and 
emancipation precisely because it was the dominated class of modern capitalist society: Only 
when the direct producers were in control of their own destinies, he argued, could we hope to 
replace domination and repression by a realm of social freedom. But if “the realm of freedom 
begins only when the realm of necessity is left behind,” then the progressive side of bourgeois 
history (particularly its creation of enormous productive powers) had to be fully acknowledged 
and the positive outcomes of Enlightenment rationality fully appropriated.63

60.	 Žižek,	Totalitarianism, 5–6.

61. Habermas, “Modernity versus Postmodernity”, 9.

62. Harvey, Condition of Postmodernity, 14.

63. Ibidem, 14–15. Historical materialism sought to apply science methods not only to history but to socialism itself, 
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In the context of the rise of postmodernity, and in reaction to the totalizing theorizations of modern-
ity, things like micro-histories, partial perspectives, and narratives of positionality came to be seen as 
more democratic and diverse. This resulted in a self-conscious reduction in the scale of observation, 
a rejection of metatheories and grandnarratives, and an embrace of the particular, the local, and the 
contingent. But if the former had the problem of cognitively recognizing only that which was homo-
geneous and comparable, the latter made those structural comparisons impossible by invisibilizing 
the more abstract hierarchies and systemic forces. At its best moments, postmodernism provided 
careful accounts of difference, otherness, complexities of communication, nuances of cultures and 
places, in ways that indeed had been neglected in many modern practices. In the worst cases, how-
ever, this approach served the interests of capitalism quite remarkably, reinforcing the idea of society 
as an aggregate of individuals acting rationally in ways for which ‘there is better no alternative’. In 
some instances, it flattened hierarchies of power into multiplied undifferentiated oppressions, as the 
focus on discourse and subjective positionalities once again reinforced the superstructural appear-
ance of things to the detriment of their hidden material substances. This had the effect of promoting 
a retreat into the self, and a consequent political quietism, where individual bodies became the pri-
mary sites of resistance, rather than social collectives and class struggle. This is how David Harvey 
summarized it in The Condition of Postmodernity:

Generally perceived as positivistic, technocentric, and rationalistic, universal modernism has 
been identified with the belief in linear progress, absolute truths, the rational planning of ideal 
social orders, and the standardization of knowledge and production.” Postmodernism, by way 
of contrast, privileges “heterogeneity and difference as liberative forces in the redefinition of 
cultural discourse.” Fragmentation, indeterminacy, and intense distrust of all universal or ‘total-
izing’ discourses (to use the favoured phrase) are the hallmark of postmodernist thought. The 
rediscovery of pragmatism in philosophy, the shift of ideas about the philosophy of science 
wrought by Kuhn and Feyerabend, Foucault’s emphasis upon discontinuity and difference in 
history and his privileging of “polymorphous correlations in place of simple or complex cau-
sality,” new developments in mathematics emphasizing indeterminacy (catastrophe and chaos 
theory, fractal geometry), the reemergence of concern in ethics, politics, and anthropology for 
the validity and dignity of ‘the other,’ all indicate a widespread and profound shift in ‘the struc-
ture of feeling’.64

For our present purposes, the problem with an exaggerated focus on fragmentation and indetermin-
acy is that the environmental crisis is a striking example of a question that cannot be cognitively 

as Engels noted: “The Utopians’ mode of thought has for a long time governed the Socialist ideas of the 19th 
century, and still governs some of them. … To all these, Socialism is the expression of absolute truth, reason and 
justice, and has only to be discovered to conquer all the world by virtue of its own power. And as an absolute truth 
is independent of time, space, and of the historical development of man, it is a mere accident when and where 
it is discovered. With all this, absolute truth, reason, and justice are different with the founder of each different 
school. And as each one’s special kind of absolute truth, reason, and justice is again conditioned by his subjective 
understanding, his conditions of existence, the measure of his knowledge and his intellectual training, there is no 
other	ending	possible	in	this	conflict	of	absolute	truths	than	that	they	shall	be	mutually	exclusive	of	one	another.	
Hence, from this nothing could come but a kind of eclectic, average Socialism, which, as a matter of fact, has 
up to the present time dominated the minds of most of the socialist workers in France and England. Hence, a 
mish-mash allowing of the most manifold shades of opinion: a mish-mash of such critical statements, economic 
theories, pictures of future society by the founders of different sects, as excite a minimum of opposition; a mish-
mash	which	is	the	more	easily	brewed	the	more	definite	sharp	edges	of	the	individual	constituents	are	rubbed	
down	in	the	stream	of	debate,	like	rounded	pebbles	in	a	brook.	To	make	a	science	of	Socialism,	it	had	first	to	be	
placed upon a real basis.” In: Engels, Socialism: Utopian and Scientific.

64.	 David	Harvey	commenting	on	the	definition	of	postmodernity	given	by	the	editors	of	the	architectural	journal	
PRECIS 6 (1987): 7-24. In: Harvey, Condition of Postmodernity, 9.
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or politically understood, nor managed, from the micro-scale alone. Climate change affects human 
experience at multiple levels of abstraction, with local and nonlocal consequences that often cannot 
be inferred intuitively. The ecological crisis requires both the local experiential level of embodied 
perspectives and daily life, as well as the abstract logics of systemic relations going on in the global 
hidden abodes of production and expropriation. Furthermore, the tendency to focus on the scale of 
the event leads environmental history to focus excessively on singular catastrophic circumstances. 
While this is relevant and understandable, given the urgency of the situation, it also leaves out the 
less spectacular kinds of approaches that try to understand the problem “in the heart of life itself ”, 
i.e., in the slow scope of time that leads up to collapse, before mitigation becomes an imperative. 
What is clear is that the crisis has effectively imposed a juxtaposition of human and geological scales 
and forced a reembedding of ‘human history’ in ‘natural history’, something that Marx had already 
defended with his historical materialist method, and which Braudel’s model of the longue durée also 
requires:

Civilizations, vast or otherwise, can always be located on a map. An essential part of their 
character depends on the constraints or advantages of their geographical situation. 
 This, of course, will have been affected for centuries or even millennia by human 
effort. Every landscape bears the traces of this continuous and cumulative labour, generation 
after generation contributing to the whole. So doing, humanity itself has been transformed 
by what the French historian Jules Michelet called “the decisive shaping of self by self,” or (as 
Karl Marx put it) “the production of people by people”.
 To discuss civilization is to discuss space, land and its contours, climate, vegetation, 
animal species, and natural and other advantages. It is also to discuss what humanity has 
made of these basic conditions: agriculture, stock-breeding, food, shelter, clothing, communi-
cations, industry, and so on.
 The stage on which humanity’s endless dramas are played out partly determines their 
story-line and explains their nature. The cast will alter, but the set remains broadly the same. 
… Every civilization is then based on an area with more or less fixed limits. Each has its own 
geography with its own opportunities and constraints, some virtually permanent and quite 
different from one civilization to another. The result? A variegated world.65

In its quest to overcome the erasure of particularity by universality, micro-history excludes the long-
run historical and geographical bases of events that develop over wider periods of space and time. 
Without this it becomes impossible to assess ‘the who, the what and the why’ of the environmental 
crisis, in which case one is indeed left with only individual and isolated solutions. Abstracted from 
history, geography, and politics, architecture in late capitalist Western societies reproduces these 
formulations. In the absence of a strong public client, since the gradual demise of the welfare state, 
spatial planning has adapted to the short-term cycles of market imperatives, while architecture, in 
turn, has retreated to impossible claims of ‘nonreferentiality’ and other repackagings of the dictum of 
‘art for art’s sake’.66 In this way, architectural design becomes limited to the confines of the private 
plot and the production of schizoid objects dictated by market trends and bourgeois taste, masked 

65. Braudel, History of Civilizations, 9–11.

66. Nonreferential architecture is a concept presented by Valerio Olgiati: “Non-referential architecture is not an ar-
chitecture that subsists as a referential vessel or as a symbol of something outside itself. Non-referential buildings 
are entities that are themselves meaningful and sense-making and, as such, no less the embodiment of society 
than buildings were in the past when they were the bearers of common social ideals.” See: Olgiati and Breit-
schmid, Non-Referential Architecture, 13.
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under supposedly disinterested values of beauty and originality.
 Decades of ‘urban renewal’ and ‘redevelopment’ of a savage kind have taught many com-
munities and experts that profit-driven planning is far from sustainable and, most often, contrary 
to human and social development. As Manfredo Tafuri found, architecture can hardly ever do more 
than reproduce the logics of the ruling mode of production at a given space and time. Its historiz-
ations, however, have the ability and responsibility to go beyond. Any environmental approach to 
architecture requires its embedding in history (time) and geography (space), and for this, traditional 
art-historical approaches are not enough.67 What is needed is a model, a totality map, of the systemic 
relations going on behind and between the so-called objects. This map is a snap-shop of history crys-
tallized in space; an archaeology of environmental evolution materialized as architecture. It allows 
us to envision ‘the new’ on the basis of the critique of ‘the old’, to see it brewing from within, rather 
than as an abstract imposition of utopian idealizations.

Marxism is a whole population of models. Sartre protests against the rigidity, the schematic ar-
guments, the inadequacy of the model in the name of the particular and the individual. I would 
join his protest (with a few nuances)—not however against the model, but against the use one 
has made of it, the use one believes one has been authorized to make of it. The genius of Marx, 
the secret of his lasting power, is that he was the first to invent real social models, based on the 
historical longue durée. These models have been frozen in their simple form, by treating them as 
immutable laws, as a priori automatic explanations, universally applicable to all situations and 
all societies. Whereas if one allowed them to enter the changing rivers of time, their framework 
would be seen to be obvious, for it is a solid, well-knit model. It would be constantly applicable, 
but in nuanced forms, successively blurred or rekindled by the presence of other structures, also 
subject to rules, different ones, and hence to other models. How one has shackled the creative 
power of the most powerful social analysis of the last century. It will only find its force and its 
youth once again by turning to the longue durée.68

Naturally, this thesis does not pretend to offer solutions for the ecological crisis, it merely aims to 
frame the question differently. It offers a method for reading and mapping architecture environment-
ally, viewing the object from the wider scope of urban, territorial, and economic scales and not merely 
from the stance of aesthetic or technological considerations. The goal is to overcome the architec-
ture-nature divide that saturates the discipline because of political paralysis. In so doing, one hopes 
to deobjectify and contextualize architecture in environmental politics and reveal its naturalized 
(and hence invisibilized) background conditions of possibility. These backgrounds include climate 
and geographic conditions, economic relations of production and reproduction, social relations of 
class, gender, and race, as well as ideological and cultural constructs. The thesis takes one architecture 
project as its concrete object of study, Álvaro Siza’s Bairro da Malagueira, and it talks around the 

67. Dolores Hayden has also made a claim for a totalizing approach in environmental history, but from the perspec-
tive of overcoming the socio-technical divisions of intellectual labour that capitalism has institutionalized: “In the 
last decade there has been an explosion of scholarly work on cultural identity. Cultural and political geographers 
have mapped the tensions as urban communities struggle for terrain; social historians have looked at women’s, 
workers’, and ethnic history. Scholars in cultural studies have forged new syntheses of work on feminist, class, 
and ethnic issues, and emphasized new ways of looking at popular culture. At the same time there has been new 
interest in studying space as a cultural product. Environmental psychologists and anthropologists have examined 
people’s responses to places. Environmental historians have applied new agendas to urban history. Geographers 
have put forth ‘postmodern geographies’ with some connection to architecture and literary studies. But all this 
work is fragmented in separate disciplines, disciplines that are constantly attempting to reconnect aspects of 
knowledge within themselves, whether social, economic, environmental, or cultural.” In:  Hayden, The Power of 
Place, 10.

68. Braudel, “History and the Social Sciences: The Longue Durée”, 201–2.
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buildings, mapping its totality of environmental relations. From this we might be able to re-evaluate 
where the crux of the environmental question in architecture really lies.
 The thesis is divided in two parts. Part I addresses the theory and history of the environmental 
question in architecture in the transition from modernity to postmodernity. It is divided in three 
chapters, starting with chapter two, which lays out a Marxist analysis of the origins of the environ-
mental crisis, as well as a critique of non-Marxist environmental theory. It adopts the historical 
materialist understanding of the mechanics of environmental production, from which we retain the 
basic principle of the totality-map of environmental relations. We also understand that under capital-
ism, environmental evolution and change are driven fundamentally by the principal contradiction 
that lies at the base of nature commodification, i.e., habitation vs. improvement, or the reproduction 
of life vs. the accumulation of capital.
 Chapter three revisits the environmental debate in architecture as it was taken up in the last 
moments of European modernism, at the point of transition to postmodernism, upon the dissolution 
of the CIAM due to the diverging debates on the problem of ‘context’. From here, we retrieve two 
fundamental tools of environmental inquiry in architecture: the ecological threshold and the historical 
type, one mediating spatial relations, the other temporal ones. The totality-map, the threshold, and the 
type hence become the basic tools for the cartographic method employed in Part II.
 Chapter four introduces the historical context of Bairro da Malagueira, born out of the ma-
terial conditions of the 1974–75 Carnation Revolution in Portugal. The project was initially part 
of the state-sponsored housing program known as the SAAL, a dual power structure made up of 
construction ‘technical brigades’ and neighbourhood committees. During this process, the SAAL-
Norte produced a series of projects focused on reinventing the typology of the ilha, or ‘island’, that 
was typical of Porto’s proletarian housing neighbourhoods, and Álvaro Siza wrote a text considering 
the hypothesis of “the proletarian island as basic element of the urban tissue.” Malagueira was third 
in a trilogy of projects by Siza that experimented with this approach. 
 Part II, which includes chapters five, six and seven, focuses on Bairro da Malagueira in Évora, 
and deconstructs the project into a series of thresholds that mediate between built forms and en-
vironmental backgrounds, namely the conduit, the patio, and the waste. These thresholds reveal key 
oppositions between inside and outside and hence unravel historical modes of environmental pro-
duction, the object’s backgrounds of territory, domesticity, and wilderness. This unfolding of the pro-
ject into environmental mediators reveals its hidden abodes, i.e., the socio-political struggles over 
nature’s production, reproduction, and expropriation.
 Chapter eight offers a summary of the method and a conclusion of the whole thesis, namely, 
the proposal of method to map environmental relations—made up of text as well as images and 
drawings—that provides a synchronic snapshot of architecture as an environmental agent over the 
longue durée. •
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Part I
The Environmental Question in Architecture

When we consider and reflect upon Nature at large, or the history of mankind, or our own intel-
lectual activity, at first we see the picture of an end-less entanglement of relations and reactions, 
permutations and combinations, in which nothing remains what, where and as it was, but everything 
moves, changes, comes into being and passes away. We see, therefore, at first the picture as a whole, 
with its individual parts still more or less kept in the background; we observe the movements, tran-
sitions, connections, rather than the things that move, combine, and are connected. … everything is 
and is not, for everything is fluid, is constantly changing, constantly coming into being and passing 
away.

— Friedrich Engels, Socialism: Utopian and Scientific

Organisms within their individual lifetimes and in the course of their evolution as a species do not 
adapt to environments: they construct them. They are not simply objects of the laws of nature, alter-
ing themselves to the inevitable, but active subjects transforming nature according to its laws.

— Levins and Lewontin, The Dialectical Biologist 

An ecological history begins by assuming a dynamic and changing relationship between environ-
ment and culture, one as apt to produce contradic-tions as continuities. Moreover, it assumes that 
interactions of the two are dialectical. Environment may initially shape the range of choices available 
to a people at a given moment but then culture reshapes environment responding to those choices. 
The reshaped environment presents a new set of possibilities for cultural reproduction, thus setting 
up a new cycle of mutual determination. Changes in the way people create and re-create their live-
lihood must be analyzed in terms of changes not only in their social relations but in their ecological 
ones as well.

— William Cronon, Changes in the Land
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2. Architecture and Nature, a Dialectic

Land, labour, materials, technology, maintenance, and aesthetics are all embedded in both economic 
systems of capitalist valuation, and biological systems of ecodependence and interdependence. This 
embedding is invisibilized by historical processes of commodification and expropriation that natur-
alize and externalize architecture’s relationship to nature. Marxism gives us a method to reveal those 
hidden ‘natural’ backgrounds by showing us how nature is socio-biologically produced. In this way, 
we can move away from the dichotomy between the architectural object—a cultural icon—and the 
natural background—an as-found nonhuman context—to a more dialectical approach, namely the 
totality of environmental relations. This totality is an evolutionary whole, an infinite and dynamic (eco)
system from whence we can derive general principles. We can trace relatively permanent moments 
whose relationships develop over long periods of time and are propelled by internal contradictions. 
From this we can produce a map of the environment in the longue durée.
 In capitalism, the principal contradiction that drives environmental production (and destruc-
tion) is that between ‘habitation and improvement’, i.e., between the reproduction of life and the 
accumulation of profit. This is a variant of the internal contradiction that defines the category of the 
commodity, namely the dialectic of use- and exchange-value. When land is commodified, it becomes 
valorized primarily in abstract quantitative terms (improvement), to the detriment of its concrete 
and qualitative aspects (habitation). Land development is henceforth increasingly driven by a logic 
of profit accumulation, with its associated growth imperative, rather than by human needs or rational 
management. The commodity form is thus the driving force of the antagonist contradiction between 
capital and nature that stands behind the current ecological crisis.

2.1 The Totality of Environmental Relations
There are two major lines of thought regarding the origins and onus of the ongoing climate crisis: 
one places responsibility on the human species as a whole and is summarized in the notion of An-
thropocene; the other blames the capitalist mode of production and is sometimes addressed by the 
countermoniker of Capitalocene.
 The term Anthropocene translates literally as ‘Human Era’. It was coined by Paul Crutzen and 
Eugene Stoermer in an article suggesting that the current interglacial era, known as the Holocene, 
has been brought to an end by pervasive anthropogenic activities that left a permanent geological 
mark on the planet. They cite a myriad of phenomena such as the expansion of population, the hole 
in the ozone layer, the destruction of coastal wetlands, mechanized human predation, species extinc-
tion, growth in cattle population and atmospheric concentrations of ‘greenhouse gasses. Throughout 
the article, the bearer of the Anthropocene, as the name indicates, is humanity as a whole species. 
However, dating the onset of this new era is somewhat less clear:

To assign a more specific date to the onset of the ‘anthropocene’ seems somewhat arbitrary, but 
we propose the latter part of the 18th century, although we are aware that alternative proposals 
can be made (some may even want to include the entire holocene). However, we choose this 
date because, during the past two centuries, the global effects of human activities have become 
clearly noticeable. This is the period when data retrieved from glacial ice cores show the begin-
ning of a growth in the atmospheric concentrations of several ‘greenhouse gases’, in particular 
CO2 and CH4. Such a starting date also coincides with James Watt’s invention of the steam 
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engine in 1784.1

The temporal coincidence with the invention of the steam engine makes an implicit causal link be-
tween the Industrial Revolution and the Anthropocene. More specifically, the link is established less 
with the revolution as a social totality, but rather with its specific technological innovations, namely 
steam machinery. This hypothesis, though suggested only tentatively, has since acquired widespread 
acceptance. The Anthropocene, and hence the onset of our ecological crisis, is often thought to be 
the fault of technological progress.
 Incidentally, this time frame also coincides with the birth of environmental awareness in the 
West, influenced by Romanticism, utopian socialism, and the pastoral tradition in English literature. 
The transformation of Britain, the United States, and later the rest of Europe into industrial and 
urban societies in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries revealed a growing contradiction between 
progress and socio-ecological degradation. Technological inventions, such as sewage and drinking 
water networks, brick constructions and electricity, as well as new means of transportation such as 
railways and the steamboat, became icons of an era when humankind reached the ability to eman-
cipate itself from nature. Yet at the same time, massive demographic shifts from the rural peasantry 
to the urban proletariat resulted in the rapid growth of poverty and slums. This led to hygienic fears 
over pestilence and pollution, social concerns over workers’ welfare, as well as aesthetic and nation-
alistic anxieties over the decline of pastoral landscapes. All these problems fed into the romantic 
opposition between nature and civilization.
 In 1888, the American author Edward Bellamy wrote a best-selling science fiction novel 
called Looking Backward. In response, British artist and designer William Morris wrote his 1890 
socialist agrarian utopia News from Nowhere. While Bellamy’s vision favoured the urban, Morris’ 
favoured the pastoral; while Bellamy lauded the Industrial Revolution and the power of the machine, 
Morris defended the restoration of an organic way of life; while Bellamy’s utopia was state-managed, 
Morris’ was libertarian.2 In 1899, Russian anarchist Peter Kropotkin published his book Fields, Fac-
tories, and Workshops, defending decentralization and the possibilities of agriculture combined with 
small-scale industries in a hybridization of the urban and rural models. Both of these works would 
later have a major influence on the Garden City movement (via Ebenezer Howard and Patrick Ged-
des), which deployed the garden against the ills of industrialization.3

 From a broader cultural perspective, this opposition is made explicit in Leo Marx’s book, The 
Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America. In it, Marx identifies as a major 
trope in nineteenth century American literature: the dialectical tension between pastoral sceneries 

1. Crutzen and Stoermer, “The ‘Anthropocene’,” 17–8.

2.	 “The	town	invaded	the	country;	but	the	invaders,	like	the	warlike	invaders	of	early	days,	yielded	to	the	influence	
of their surroundings, and became country people; and in their turn, as they became more numerous than the 
townsmen,	influenced	them	also;	so	that	the	difference	between	town	and	country	grew	less	and	less	…England	
was once a country of clearings amongst the woods and wastes, with a few towns interspersed, which were for-
tresses for the feudal army, markets for the folk, gathering places for craftsmen. It then became a country of huge 
and foul workshops and fouler gambling-dens, surrounded by an ill-kept, poverty-stricken farm, pillaged by the 
masters of the workshops. It is now a garden, where nothing is wasted and nothing is spoilt, with the necessary 
dwellings, sheds, and workshops scattered up and down the country, all trim and neat and pretty.” In: Morris, 
News From Nowhere, 74–5.

3.	 Utopian	socialism,	and	socialism	in	general,	identified	the	opposition	between	town	and	country	as	one	of	the	
main capitalist separations to be abolished (along with employer/worker and men/women): “… the key to the 
problem how to restore the people to the land—that beautiful land of ours, with its canopy of sky, the air that 
blows upon it, the sun that warms it, the rain and dew that moisten it—the very embodiment of Divine love for 
man—is indeed a Master-Key, for it is the key to a portal through which, even when scarce ajar, will be seen to 
pour	a	flood	of	light	on	the	problems	of	intemperance,	of	excessive	toil,	of	restless	anxiety,	of	grinding	pover-
ty—the true limits of Governmental interference, ay, and even the relations of man to the Supreme Power.” In: 
Howard, Garden Cities of To-morrow, 13.
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and technology, expressed by the sudden and shocking intrusion of machines, such as trains and 
steamboats into nature. He writes:

Within the lifetime of a single generation, a rustic and in large part wild landscape was trans-
formed into the site of the world’s most productive industrial machine. It would be difficult to 
imagine more profound contradictions of value or meaning than those made manifest by this 
circumstance. Its influence upon our literature is suggested by the recurrent image of the ma-
chine’s sudden entrance onto the landscape.4

Romantic sensibility construed nature as the object of the ravages of industrial society. Machines 
were ‘red-eyed cyclops’ and ‘steam leviathans’, symbols of the inexorable thrust of progress, while 
nature was virgin and pure, symbol of tradition and morality. In this opposition, nature was rendered 
doubly external to society: both as its fragile casualty, and as a docile antidote to it, outside victim 
and outside cure.
 But there is more to this duality than the linear causal relation that ‘machine invasion’ sug-
gests. First of all, nature could only be construed as fragile and docile after its successful domination 
in the capitalist labour process. In Uneven Development, Neil Smith explains that Romanticism was 
able to “place nature on a pedestal” only after its universal objectification was secured. In other words, 
the nature that romantics wanted to protect from civilization was already civilized.5 For example, 
as long as humans were struggling for survival in the American wilderness, romantic nature would 
have been suicidal; similarly, European peasants in the feudal mode of production, for whom nature 
meant toil and hardship, would have had little reason to see it as an escape from daily reality. It was 
the social domination of nature—and its subsequent reduction to a resource pool and waste sink for 
production—that allowed nature to be admired for its inherent beauty, as a leisure-class ideal. 
 Secondly, technology enabled the social domination of nature, but it did not cause it on its 
own. Rather, it was the way in which it was employed—by private owners who looked to extract 
increasingly larger profits—that caused a massive shift in our socio-ecological metabolisms. In the 
capitalist mode of production, technological innovations do not follow social or even techno-scien-
tific parameters. Rather, they are developed in a distorted, disorganized, and inefficient manner that 
serves the sole purpose of generating short- and medium-term economic gains.6 Hence, as Karl 
Marx pointed out in 1856, in capitalism, unprecedented industrial and scientific forces, which have 
the potential of dominating nature for human benefit, coexist with unprecedented symptoms of 
decay and human misery:

In our days everything seems pregnant with its contrary. Machinery, gifted with the wonderful 
power of shortening and fructifying human labour, we behold starving and overworking it. The 
new-fangled sources of wealth, by some strange weird spell, are turned into sources of want. The 
victories of art seem bought by the loss of character. At the same pace that mankind masters 
nature, man seems to become enslaved to other men or to his own infamy. Even the pure light 

4. Leo Marx, Machine in the Garden, 343.

5. Neil Smith commenting on Leo Marx in Uneven Development, 24.

6. The failure of capitalism to produce socially relevant technological innovations is built into the nature of structural 
class relations. While capitalism does lay the ground for unprecedented advances in the productive forces, its 
particular	configuration	of	class	dominance	dictates	 that	 those	productive	 forces	and	technologies	be	always	
geared towards the extraction of greater amounts of surplus-value, especially relative surplus-value, which is 
always predicated on increasing labour exploitation and the monopolization of the means of production. In this 
way, every potentially emancipatory technology is perverted by increasing levels of oppression. See: Marx, Cap-
ital, Vol. I, chap. 15.
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of science seems unable to shine but on the dark background of ignorance. All our invention 
and progress seem to result in endowing material forces with intellectual life, and in stultifying 
human life into a material force.7

Blaming the environmental crisis on the steam engine is a kind of fetishism—“endowing materi-
al forces with intellectual life”—which mystifies the far more fundamental social relations among 
groups of people and between people and nature. Machinery can alleviate human suffering or worsen 
it depending on how it is used. It can lead to profits or losses, depending on its relation to the rest 
of the parameters in the full cycle of production. For example, if there is a shortage in labour-power 
qualified to operate a certain machine, or in the raw materials that a certain technology operates, 
no value, and hence no progress, can be produced. Technological progress can only be guaranteed 
if both human labour and nature’s resources are previously secured through an adequate system of 
social relations.
 The Anthropocene hypothesis hence reproduces an old romantic trope: the idealization of 
nature as external, and the fetishization of machines. As we have seen, nature is not a pastoral scenery 
onto which progress is projected. Nature, including everything from human bodies to energy resour-
ces, is the primary source of all use-values, since all wealth consists of natural materials modified by 
labour.8 Furthermore, investing this kind of agency to technology alone, independently of who yields 
it and to what effect, is deterministic. Technological progress is not inherently ‘good’ or ‘bad’, nor is 
it inevitable. It is the particular way in which it integrates a social mode of production that generates 
certain outcomes, such as economic growth or climate change. Believing that technological changes 
have a ‘natural’ thrust of their own and that they determine social outcomes, for better or worse, is 
endowing them with magical powers.9 
 In a footnote in Capital Volume I, Karl Marx explains that human relation to nature is disclosed 
by technology. This does not mean that it is determined in a one-way causal direction; it means that 
technology is a moment in a system of relations, whereby relations between humans and environments 
can be revealed, read, and understood. He writes: 

Darwin has directed attention to the history of natural technology, i.e. the formation of the 
organs of plants and animals, which serve as the instruments of production for sustaining their 
life. Does not the history of the productive organs of man in society, or organs that are the 
material basis of every particular organization of society, deserve equal attention? And would 
not such a history be easier to compile, since, as Vico says, human history differs from natural 

7. Marx, “Speech at anniversary of the People’s Paper” in Marx and Engels, Selected Works Vol. I, 500.

8. “The use values, coat, linen, etc., in short, the physical bodies of commodities, are combinations of two elements, 
the material provided by nature, and labour. If we subtract the total amount of useful labour of different kinds 
which is contained in the coat, the linen, etc., a material substratum is always left. This substratum is furnished 
by nature without human intervention. When man engages in production, he can only proceed as nature does 
herself,	i.e.	he	can	only	change	the	form	of	the	materials.	Furthermore,	even	in	this	work	of	modification	he	is	con-
stantly helped by natural forces. Labour is therefore not the only source of material wealth, i.e. of the use-values it 
produces. As William Petty says, labour is the father of material wealth, the earth is its mother.” In: Marx, Capital, 
Vol. I, 133.

9.	 David	Harvey	offers	the	following	definition	of	technological	fetishism:	“By	fetishism	I	mean	the	habit	humans	
have of endowing real or imagined objects or entities with self-contained, mysterious, and even magical powers 
to move and shape the world in distinctive ways. The technological changes that we see all around us are, of 
course, very real. They are a constitutive feature of how we live our daily lives. We do not imagine them, so in 
this case, the fetish does not attach to some fantasy like “lady luck” or fate. The fetish arises because we endow 
technologies—mere things—with powers they do not have (e.g., the ability to solve social problems, to keep the 
economy vibrant, or to provide us with a superior life). But if technologies cannot do these things, then why do we 
attach so great an importance to technological innovation? I argue that we do so in part because we are blinded 
by fetish beliefs.” In: Harvey, “The Fetish of Technology,” 3.
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history in that we have made the former, but not the latter? Technology reveals the active rela-
tion of man to nature, the direct process of the production of his life, and thereby it also lays bare 
the process of the production of the social relations of his life, and of the mental conceptions 
that flow from those relations. Even a history of religion that is written in abstraction from this 
material basis is uncritical. It is, in reality, much easier to discover by analysis the earthly kernel 
of the misty creations of religion than to do the opposite, i.e. to develop from the actual, given 
relation of life the forms in which these have been apotheosized. The latter method is the only 
materialist, and therefore the only scientific one. The weakness of the abstract materialism of 
natural science, materialism which excludes the historical process, are immediately evident from 
the abstract and ideological conceptions expressed by its spokesmen whenever they venture 
beyond the bounds of their own specialty.10 [emphasis added]

There is plenty to unpack in this quote and David Harvey helps us by breaking it down into three 
parts.11 The first part of the quote focuses on the binary of man vs. nature as it highlights Marx’s 
appreciation of Charles Darwin. In 1859, eight years before publishing Capital, Marx got one of the 
first copies of The Origin of Species and felt impacted by the historical method of evolutionary trans-
formation that it outlined for the natural world. He found this materialist perspective compatible 
with his own and sought to establish the same evolutionary interpretation for the social world.12 
Marx envisaged his work as a continuation of natural history with a focus on human history as a 
part of nature, both disciplines being dialectically related, not separated. The quote calls for a critical 
history of technology and it equates “natural technology, i.e., the formation of the organs of plants 
and animals” with human technology, i.e., “the productive organs of man in society”. In Marx’s 
understanding, both social and natural evolutionary processes are open to historical critique and 

10. Marx, Capital, Vol. I, 493–4.

11.	 Harvey,	“Deep	Relevance,”	26–32.	This	essay	is	a	modified	transcript	of	a	lecture	from	Harvey’s	series	on	reading	
Capital, Vol. I, focused on Chapter 15: Machinery and Large-Scale Industry. The article stems from Harvey’s 
experience as cochair of a jury for the design of a new city in South Korea, whose discussion centred on the 
differing views offered by two of its participants, architects Arata Isozaki and Winnie Mass. This text is then 
taken up again in Harvey’s Companion to Marx’s Capital. In this version, Harvey tells a more detailed account 
of the discussion, where a clash between the ideology of “architectural objects” and the “totality of socio-en-
vironmental relations” becomes apparent, as well as the typical resistance from our discipline to go beyond 
surface appearance and formal debates. He states: “… I was on a jury to select ideas for the design of a new 
city in South Korea. We, the members of the jury, had all the designs in front of us. The jury was made up mainly 
of engineers and planners, with a few distinguished architects and landscape designers. The latter dominated 
the initial discussion on the criteria we should deploy in reaching our decisions, and it mainly devolved into a 
discussion of the relative symbolic strengths and practical implications of circles and cubes in built forms. In 
other words, decisions were to be made largely on the basis of geometric and symbolic criteria. At some point, 
I intervened to ask: if you are building a new city, what are the things you would want to know? I would want 
to know, what kind of relation to nature is going to be created here (the ecological footprint, etc.)? What kinds 
of technologies are going to be embodied in this city, and why? What kinds of social relations are envisaged? 
What systems of production and reproduction are going to be incorporated? What is daily life going to be like, 
and is that the kind of daily life we would want? And what mental conceptions, symbolic and all the rest of it, 
are going to be engaged here? Is this going to be built as a nationalist monument or as a cosmopolitan place?  
The	other	jurors	seemed	to	find	this	formulation	both	innovative	and	interesting.	We	discussed	it	for	a	while	until	
it got a bit too complicated relative to the time at our disposal. One of the architects then suggested that out 
of the six criteria, only mental conceptions really mattered, which came down to the symbolism of forms, which 
brought us neatly back to the question of the relative strengths of circles and cubes! But afterward I was asked 
where	they	could	find	out	more	about	such	an	interesting	way	of	thinking.	I	made	the	mistake	of	saying	it’s	in	
footnote 4 of chapter 15 of Marx’s Capital. I should have known better, because there are two typical reactions 
to saying this kind of thing. One is nervous and even fearful, for to concede that Marx might have said something 
so powerfully obvious and interesting is tantamount to admitting Marxist sympathies, and that would be horrible 
for one’s professional and even personal prospects. The other is to regard me as an idiot, so lacking in ideas that 
I can only parrot Marx and, even worse in this instance, fall so low as to cite a mere footnote! So the conversation 
stopped. But this is, I think, an interesting way to evaluate urban design and to critique the qualities of urban life.” 
In: Harvey, Companion to Marx’s Capital, 195–6.

12.	 In	a	book	review	of	the	first	volume	of	Capital, Engels wrote that Marx was “simply striving to establish the same 
gradual	process	of	transformation	demonstrated	by	Darwin	in	natural	history	as	a	law	in	the	social	field.”	Quoted	
in Cohen, Revolution in Science, 345.
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theoretical investigation.
 The quote references Gianbattista Vico, an Italian Baroque philosopher who argued that 
natural history was God’s domain and that, since God moved in mysterious ways, nature was beyond 
human comprehension; however, the same did not apply to human history, since it was made by hu-
mans. Darwin’s natural history had unveiled God’s mysterious domain, but Marx rejected this separ-
ation. In letters to Engels, he claimed that Darwin had failed to account for the fact that human his-
tory is also natural history, since humans significantly alter the face of the earth. For Marx, humans 
are ‘tool-making animals’ whose metabolic relation to nature and to their own bodies is mediated 
through the labour of producing and reproducing their lives. Nature is not an external background 
for society and culture, and economic production is not inflicted upon a presocial environment. The 
natural and social realms make each other up dialectically. Human beings reproduce themselves and 
society through their organs and their labour. Their bodies must be constantly fed, cleaned, cared for, 
otherwise they die. At the beginning of chapter seven in Capital, Marx states:

Labour is, first of all, a process between man and nature, a process by which man, through his 
own actions, mediates, regulates and controls the metabolism between himself and nature. He 
confronts the materials of nature as a force of nature. He sets in motion the natural forces which 
belong to his own body, his arms, legs, head and hands, in order to appropriate the materials of 
nature in a form adapted to his own needs. Through this movement he acts upon external nature 
and changes it, and in this way he simultaneously changes his own nature.13

Hence, Marx replaces the romantic duality of society and nature with a much more complex dialect-
ic. In the second part of the footnote, he details the mechanics of this dialectic: “Technology reveals 
the active relation of man to nature, the direct process of the production of his life, and thereby it also 
lays bare the process of the production of the social relations of his life, and of the mental conceptions 
that flow from those relations.” In this tightly packed sentence, Marx strings together six crucial ele-
ments: technology, nature, production, reproduction, social relations, and mental conceptions. These 
elements are not static but evolutionary and mutually constituted through dynamic processes. There 
is a directionality in the way they are presented, from the material basis of nature to the mental con-
ceptions, but they are bound together organically. Paraphrasing loosely from David Harvey, these six 
elements consist of the following:

• Nature: nonhuman ecosystems, climate zones, ecological footprint and atmospheric emis-
sions, as well as aesthetic, cultural and symbolic values,
• Technology: instruments of labour, transport and communication technologies, water supplies, 
waste removal, and various household technologies,
• Production: material practices that produce value (extraction of raw materials, manufacturing, 
services) through specific labour and property relations, land occupation patterns and built 
forms,
• Reproduction: the daily and generational reproduction of life with special focus on class and 
gender, including activities such as child-rearing, education, health care, and leisure time,
• Social relations: divisions of labour, social hierarchies of class, race, age and gender, cooperative 
structures, institutions and rituals,
• Mental conceptions: aesthetic values, political beliefs, ontology, epistemology, language, and 

13. Marx, Capital, Vol. I, 283.
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ideology.14 [Map 1]

The third part of the quote addresses the way in which this dialectical system works, following 
Marx’s method of dialectical materialism. It states: “Even a history of religion that is written in ab-
straction from this material basis is uncritical. It is … much easier to discover by analysis the earthly 
kernel of the misty creations of religion than to do the opposite, i.e., to develop from the actual, given 
relation of life the forms in which these have been apotheosized.” In other words, even a history of 
ideology needs to be understood in the context of concrete daily life. It is much easier to explain 
reality from the standpoint of acquired mental conceptions than it is to do the opposite, i.e., unveil 
the cultural mystifications that certain social organizations originate. “The latter method is the only 
materialist, and therefore the only scientific one.” The former method is idealist, and hence prone 
to reproducing hegemonic prejudices and misconceptions. We must strive to “ascend from earth to 
heaven” rather than “descend from heaven to earth,” because “life is not determined by consciousness, 
but consciousness by life.”15

 However, despite stating this clear directionality from the material to the ideological, Marx 
does not state that technology ‘causes’ or ‘determines’ human relations to nature. Rather, the quote 
says that technology ‘reveals’ and ‘lays bare’ those relations. His method rejects linear causality. In 
David Harvey’s interpretation of this point, “technologies and organizational forms internalize a 
certain relation to nature as well as to mental conceptions and social relations, daily life and labour 
processes. … Conversely, all these other elements internalize something of what technology is about. 
All of these elements constitute a totality.”16

14. David Harvey has formulated variations of this structure in various places. What is here transcribed is my edited 
synthesis of two sources: Harvey, “Deep Relevance”, 26–27; Harvey, Justice, Nature & the Geography of Dif-
ference, 78–9.

15. Marx and Engels, German Ideology, 42–3. Full quote: “In direct contrast to German philosophy which descends 
from heaven to earth, here we ascend from earth to heaven. That is to say, we do not set out from what men say, 
imagine, conceive, nor from men as narrated, thought of, imagined, conceived, in order to arrive at men in the 
flesh.	We	set	out	from	real,	active	men,	and	on	the	basis	of	their	real	life-process	we	demonstrate	the	develop-
ment	of	the	ideological	reflexes	and	echoes	of	this	life-process.	The	phantoms	formed	in	the	human	brain	are	
also,	necessarily,	sublimates	of	their	material	life-process,	which	is	empirically	verifiable	and	bound	to	material	
premises. Morality, religion, metaphysics, all the rest of ideology and their corresponding forms of conscious-
ness, thus no longer retain the semblance of independence. They have no history, no development; but men, 
developing their material production and their material intercourse, alter, along with this their real existence, their 
thinking and the products of their thinking. Life is not determined by consciousness, but consciousness by life. 
In	the	first	method	of	approach	the	starting-point	is	consciousness	taken	as	the	living	individual;	in	the	second	
method, which conforms to real life, it is the real living individuals themselves, and consciousness is considered 
solely as their consciousness.”

 In the Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, Marx explains the dialectics of base 
and superstructure in the following way: “The sum total [totality] of these relations of production constitutes the 
economic structure of society, the real foundation, on which rises a legal and political superstructure and to which 
correspond	definite	forms	of	social	consciousness.	The	mode	of	production	of	material	life	conditions	the	social,	
political and intellectual life process in general. It is not the consciousness of men that determines their being, 
but, on the contrary, their social being that determines their consciousness. At a certain stage of their develop-
ment,	the	material	productive	forces	of	society	come	in	conflict	with	the	existing	relations	of	production,	or—what	
is but a legal expression for the same thing—with the property relations within which they have been at work 
hitherto. From forms of development of the productive forces these relations turn into their fetters. Then begins 
an epoch of social revolution. With the change of the economic foundation the entire immense superstructure 
is more or less rapidly transformed. In considering such transformations a distinction should always be made 
between the material transformation of the economic conditions of production, which can be determined with 
the precision of natural science, and the legal, political, religious, aesthetic or philosophic—in short, ideological 
forms	in	which	men	become	conscious	of	this	conflict	and	fight	it	out.	Just	as	our	opinion	of	an	individual	is	not	
based on what he thinks of himself, so can we not judge of such a period of transformation by its own conscious-
ness; on the contrary, this consciousness must be explained rather from the contradictions of material life, from 
the	existing	conflict	between	the	social	productive	forces	and	the	relations	of	production.	No	social	order	ever	
perishes before all the productive forces for which there is room in it have developed; and new, higher relations 
of production never appear before the material conditions of their existence have matured in the womb of the 
old society itself.” In: Marx and Engels, Selected Works, Vol. I, 503–4.

16. Harvey, “Deep Relevance”, 29.
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 This means that even though material existence is the base for cultural practices, this relation 
is not linear, but a spiral. Material reality produces ideology, and ideology reproduces material reality. 
The six elements mentioned above are moments within a totality that is in constant evolution and 
cocreation: natural conditions generate material necessities; humans overcome those necessities by 
inventing technologies; technologies give rise to relations of production; relations of production are 
backed by relations of reproduction; relations of reproduction forge social relations; social relations 
shape values and mental conceptions; mental conceptions invent new technologies; and so on.17 
David Harvey summarizes the whole footnote as follows:

The six elements constitute distinctive moments in the overall process of human evolution 
understood as a totality. No one moment prevails over the others even as there exists within 
each moment the possibility for autonomous development (nature independently mutates and 
evolves, as do ideas, social relations, forms of daily life, etc.). All of these elements co-evolve and 
are subject to perpetual renewal and transformation as dynamic moments within the totality. 
But it is not a Hegelian totality in which each moment tightly internalizes all the others. It is 
more like an ecological totality, what Lefebvre refers to as an ‘ensemble’ or Deleuze as an ‘assem-
blage’ of moments co-evolving in an open dialectical manner. Uneven development between 
and among the elements produces contingency in human evolution (in much the same way that 
unpredictable mutations produce contingency in Darwinian theory).
 The danger for social theory is to see one of the elements as determinant of all the 
others. Technological determinism … is as wrong-headed as environmental determinism … , 
class struggle determinism, idealism (mental conceptions are in the vanguard), labour process 
determinism … or determinism arising out of (cultural) shifts in everyday life.18

This framework allows us to understand the environment not as an outside realm but as an organic, 
socio-biological, human and nonhuman whole, or ‘totality’ in the terminology that Marx borrows 
from Hegel. Because this whole is dynamic, undergoing constant historical reconfiguration, it is pot-
entially infinite and impossible to know completely. But we can understand its governing principles 
of that constant flux, its metabolism, by mapping its key moments and the processes that link them. 
In this way, we can produce a map of environmental relations in the longue-durée. This method is 
useful for understanding the ecological crisis and the question of who and what is to blame, and how 
to respond.

We have seen that technological solutions that mitigate the symptoms of the crisis do not 
work. Instead, we need to look beyond the apparent manifestations of climate change and unveil the 
social processes that sustain these changes over time. From a relational approach, we have seen that 
Nature understood as external to society, is an ideological construct with no basis in material reality; 
and we have seen that it is not technology alone, but its position within the relations of production, 
which is key to decoding those socio-biological processes. Technological fetishism not only enforces 

17. In the Forward to the Grundrisse, translator Martin Nicolaus shortly explains the meaning of the concept of 
‘moment’ in both Marx and Hegel: “Because movement is the only constant [in the totality], Marx, like Hegel, 
uses the term ‘moment’ to refer to what in a system at rest would be called ‘element’ or ‘factor’. In Marx the term 
carries the senses both of ‘period of time’ and of ’force of a moving mass’. He much improves on Hegel’s use; 
Hegel’s usage was more mechanical, and time was absent from it.” In a footnote to this passage he continues: 
“Hegel takes ‘moment’ from Newton; despite his general disdain for ‘mechanics’, he derives the sense of this 
rather central concept from the action of the lever. … Marx’s investigation of the problem of time (production 
time, circulation time etc.) is an endeavour profoundly contrary to Hegel’s method, and marks the most directly 
tangible contrast between the two methods. This element which does not exist for Hegel at all is, for Marx, the 
‘ultimate question to which all economy reduces itself’.” In: Marx, Grundrisse, 29.

18. Ibidem.
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the dualism of society vs. nature, but it also suggests that if the source of the problem is technological, 
then so should be the solution. By endowing technology with ‘magical powers’, we are left with a de-
politicized materialism that sustains the liberal myth that society is a collection of individuals acting 
in contingent yet rational ways in a network of equal opportunities, and that environmental damage 
is the inevitable price we must all pay for prosperity.
 Hence, we arrive at the most problematic aspect of the Anthropocene hypothesis, i.e., the 
anthropos, or the assertion that humanity as an undifferentiated whole is to blame for the crisis. The 
environmental crisis is far from being universally and democratically distributed. The richest 10 per-
cent of the world’s population produce half of all carbon emissions, while poorest half account for 
just a tenth.19 Climate change is already accelerating inequality levels within countries and worsen-
ing poverty across the Global South where the brunt of the changes is taking place. Furthermore, 
the inequality between North and South is not merely a result of climate, it is the consequence of 
five centuries of ecological imperialism, which started at the dawn of the so-called European Age of 
Discovery and is now being perpetuated by the extractivist practices of globalization.
 The empirical evidence of ecological inequality has been documented widely. That the an-
thropos hypothesis still has any traction in academic discourse can only be understood as a symptom 
of that same inequality, preserving Eurocentric mystifications within the closed circuits of the aca-
demic ivory towers, where the ‘ideology of no ideology’ reigns. More specifically, it is the outcome 
of masking social relations behind fetishistic flat ontologies, such as the ‘democracy of objects’ and 
the ‘network of actants’, that in the name of overcoming the nature-culture divide, invisibilize social 
categories such as class, race, and gender, and erase the imperialist distribution of environmental 
destruction.20

 This is what allows Bruno Latour to conclude in “Love Your Monsters: Why We Must Care 
for Our Technologies as We Do Our Children” that nature in age of Anthropocene is to humanity as 
‘the creature’ was to Dr. Frankenstein—an uncanny technological creation that makes us want to flee 
in horror—and that rather than abandon our monster as Frankenstein did, we should learn to love 
it, just as the Christian God loved His Creation. The faith in ‘magical powers’ of technology becomes 
religious, as the following quote elucidates: “The link between technology and theology hinges on 
the notion of mastery. Descartes exclaimed that we should be ‘maîtres et possesseurs de la nature.’ But 

19. The latest Oxfam report on carbon inequality states the following: “From 1990 to 2015, a critical period in which 
annual emissions grew 60 percent and cumulative emissions doubled, we estimate that: 

 • The richest 10 percent of the world’s population (c. 630 million people) were responsible for 52 percent of the 
cumulative carbon emissions – depleting the global carbon budget by nearly a third (31 percent) in those 25 years 
alone;

 • The poorest 50 percent (c. 3.1 billion people) were responsible for just 7 percent of cumulative emissions, and 
used just 4 percent of the available carbon budget;

 • The richest 1 percent (c. 63 million people) alone were responsible for 15 percent of cumulative emissions, and 
9 percent of the carbon budget – twice as much as the poorest half of the world’s population;

 • The richest 5 percent (c. 315 million people) were responsible for over a third (37 percent) of the total growth 
in emissions, while the total growth in emissions of the richest 1 percent was three times that of the poorest 50 
percent.” See: Gore, “Confronting Carbon Inequality.”

20. Flat ontology is a concept of the new materialism philosophy, or object-oriented ontology that says that all 
objects, even those that are imagined, have the same degree of being-ness as any other object, an no object is 
more a subject than any other. The key factor in determining ontology is the ability of an object to affect anoth-
er object. See for example: Jane Bennet, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2000) and Levi Bryant, The Democracy of Objects (Ann Arbor: Open Humanities Press, 2011). 
Actor Network Theory a methodological approach to social sciences developed by Bruno Latour positing that 
nothing in the social and natural world exists outside of constantly shifting relationships within a network, where-
by	inanimate	objects,	machines,	and	scientific	instruments	are	in	some	sense	causative.	For	a	Marxist	critique	of	
Bruno Latour’s Actor Network Theory, see: Lossin, “Neoliberalism for Polite Company.” The opening statement 
reads as follows: “If neoliberalism were a Platonic Republic, Bruno Latour would likely be its philosopher-king. 
The insidiously anti-Marxist sociologist-cum-philosopher has, over several decades, elaborated a grand system 
of thought that is seductively materialist in appearance, and deeply reactionary in substance. His academic pop-
ularity is both understandable and disturbing.”
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what does it mean to be a master?” According to Latour, being a master of nature does not mean 
emancipation from nature (as had been dreamt by the moderns) but rather “increasing attachments 
between things and people at an ever-expanding scale … [and at an] ever-increasing degree of in-
timacy with the new natures we are constantly creating.”21

 The text does not explain, however, how the equality between humans and nonhumans could 
be achieved in a capitalist mode of production where even human equality is strictly impossible. 
Contrary to Marx, who refused religion as a driver for social change and always sought to “ascend 
from earth to heaven,” Latour’s ‘materialism’ rests on a Christian moral imperative for including 
nonhumans in the oecumene. The problem of environmental collapse is hence placed at the level of 
mental conceptions, and it is suggested that if we revise our collective feelings of horror and learn 
to love our damaged nature, then we, the species-oppressor can become the Righteous King of the 
planet.22

 It should be clarified at this point that stating that the environment is socially produced is not 
the same as saying that it can be placed under human mastery, nor that it is ours to create, abandon, 
or redeem. The hubris that establishes a false equivalence between society’s ability to damage the 
biosphere and its supposed capacity to undo that damage, be it through empathy or geoengineering, 
is only possible to articulate if we choose to ignore the social mechanisms that drive those changes. 
Nature is not a human creation, it is an input, not an output of our labour processes and we cannot 
make more of it once it runs out. As Friedrich Engels pointed out in The Dialectics of Nature, all we 
can do is learn nature’s rules and try to adapt ourselves to them correctly:

Let us not … flatter ourselves overmuch on account of our human victories over nature. For 
each such victory nature takes its revenge on us. Each victory, it is true, in the first place brings 
about the results we expected, but in the second and third places it has quite different, unfore-
seen effects which only too often cancel the first … Thus at every step we are reminded that 
we by no means rule over nature like a conqueror over a foreign people, like someone standing 
outside of nature—but that we, with flesh, blood and brain, belong to nature, and exist in its 
midst, and that all our mastery of it consists in the fact that we have the advantage over all other 
creatures of being able to learn its laws and apply them correctly.23

From this perspective, we can conclude that the Anthropocene is a flawed liberal hypothesis. It ob-
scures the fact that the environmental crisis is an externality of capitalism, a system that is remark-
ably adept for the accumulation of wealth, but antithetical to the reproduction of life. Capitalism 
creates a perpetual tension between abundance and scarcity because its promises of affluence through 
economic growth and technological progress rely upon a necropolitics of privatization and ‘creative 
destruction’. Therefore, we must reject the view that portrays a rational market economy delivering 
equilibrium and social justice through ameliorative reforms. There can be no major transformation 
in our relation to nature unless we understand the fundamental contradiction between capitalist 
accumulation and the reproduction of human and nonhuman life on earth.

21. Latour, “Love Your Monsters,” 23–5.

22. Ibidem.

23. Engels, Dialectics of Nature, 292.



43

2.2 The Contradiction of Habitation vs. Improvement
In his book The Great Transformation, Karl Polanyi addresses the antagonism between capitalism 
and the reproduction of life as a problem of ‘disembedding’.24 According to Polanyi, in noncapitalist 
preindustrial economies, livelihoods were not based on market exchange but on redistribution and 
reciprocity. The economic exchange of goods and services was embedded in long-term, noneconomic 
kinship relationships and strong centralized religious and political institutions. Hence, economic 
decisions were based less on individual choice than on social relationships, cultural values, politics, 
religion, and authoritarian rule. Production in such societies was indexed to subsistence needs and 
use-values, rather than exchange-values and profits. Rather than operating on a separate sphere, the 
economy was embedded in, and regulated by, social, religious, political, and livelihood demands.
 In market societies, in contrast, economic activities were rationalized or ‘disembedded’ from 
society and began to function according to distinctive logics, captured in economic modeling. Cap-
italism operated this disembedding by severing the link between people and their means of subsist-
ence, i.e., between people and land, and between people and their instruments of labour. This was 
done through the liberalization of private property, which allowed for the means of production to 
be seized by a small number of bourgeois owners. By turning land into a ‘fictitious commodity’—
fictitious because land is not produced within the market, it is appropriated by it—a contradiction 
between ‘habitation’ and ‘improvement’ was generated.
 The discourse on ‘land improvement’ emerged in early modern Europe in the aftermath of 
the Black Plague. Facing widespread shortage in labour, cereal, and cattle, as well as large-scale 
increases in prices, wages, and rents, laws were passed that sought to optimize productivity and en-
courage the harvesting of barren fields. With the expropriation of the church after the Reformation 
came a massive land redistribution. In result, the ‘improvement’ discourse shifted from the problem 
of wastelands towards the eradication of feudal contracts and common-field farming, which were 
seen as detrimental to national economic development because of their supposed resistance to in-
novation. Gradually, a new agrarian order of large estate farms came to fruition, typically owned by 
gentlemen-farmers, worked by wage labour, and geared toward yield and rent maximization. By the 
late seventeenth century, John Locke said that poorly cultivated land was a violation of both the 
Enlightenment spirit of rationality and God’s dictum for humans to subdue the earth.25 This became 
the doctrine applied to both the European countryside and the supposedly empty, ‘unimproved’ 
American colonies.26

24. Polanyi, Great Transformation.

25. “‘Tis true, in Land that is common in England, or any other Country where there is Plenty of People under Gov-
ernment, who have Money and Commerce, no one can inclose or appropriate any part, without the consent of all 
his Fellow-Commoners: Because this is left common by Compact, i.e. by the Law of the Land, which is not to be 
violated. And though it be Common, in respect of some Men, it is not so to all Mankind; but is the joint property 
of this Country, or this Parish. Besides the remainder, after such inclosure, would not be as good to the rest of 
the Commoners, as the whole was when they could all make use of the whole: whereas in the beginning and 
first	peopling	of	the	great	Common	of	the	World,	it	was	quite	otherwise.	The	Law	Man	was	under,	was	rather	for	
appropriating. God Commanded, and his Wants forced him to labour. That was his Property which could not be 
taken	from	him	where-ever	he	had	fixed	it.	And	hence	subduing	or	cultivating	the	Earth,	and	having	Dominion,	
we see are joined together. The one gave Title to the other. So that God, by commanding to subdue, gave Au-
thority so far to appropriate. And the condition of Human Life, which requires Labour and Materials to work on, 
necessarily introduces private Possessions.” In: Locke, Second Treatise of Government, 292.

26. In the colonial context, the discourse on land improvement becomes entangled with the Doctrine of Discovery. 
The Doctrine of Discovery dates back to a series of papal bulls, beginning in the 1100s, which granted indigenous 
territorial sovereignty for Christian monarchs supported by the Catholic Church. Two papal bulls were particularly 
relevant, namely Pope Nicholas V’s Romanus Pontifex, 1455 (granting the Portuguese a monopoly of trade with 
Africa and authorizing the enslavement of local people), and Pope Alexander VI’s Inter Caetera, 1493 (which jus-
tified	Christian	European	claims	on	land	and	waterways	they	allegedly	discovered).	With	the	shift	to	later	forms	of	
liberal-capitalist colonialism, more secular forms of colonial legitimacy were found, namely the discourse on land 
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 In the mid-sixteenth century, the Oxford English Dictionary defined ‘improvement’ in three 
ways: “to turn land into profit”; “to enclose and cultivate waste land”; and “to make land more valu-
able or better by such means.”27 In the early seventeenth century in England, legislation was refer-
ring to land as either improved, meaning already privatized, or unimproved, meaning empty and 
thus available for enclosure. Since ‘improvement’ was only possible at the expense of evicting native 
populations, the result was a massive dislocation that severed human relationships and threatened 
the natural habitat with abandonment. In other words, an antagonism between economic growth 
and human livelihoods was created. Polanyi writes:

An official document of 1607, prepared for the use of the Lords of the Realm, set out the prob-
lem of change in one powerful phrase: “The poor man shall be satisfied in his end: Habitation; 
and the gentleman not hindered by his desire: Improvement.” This formula appears to take for 
granted the essence of purely economic progress, which is to achieve improvement at the price 
of social dislocation. But it also hints at the tragic necessity by which the poor man clings to his 
hovel, doomed by the rich man’s desire for a public improvement which profits him privately.
 Enclosures have appropriately been called a revolution of the rich against the poor. 
The lords and nobles were upsetting the social order, breaking down ancient law and custom, 
sometimes by means of violence, often by pressure and intimidation. They were literally rob-
bing the poor of their share in the common, tearing down the houses which, by the hitherto 
unbreakable force of custom, the poor had long regarded as their and their heirs’. The fabric of 
society was being disrupted: desolate villages and the ruins of human dwellings testified to the 
fierceness with which the revolution raged, endangering the defences of the country, wasting its 
towns, decimating its population, turning its overburdened soil into dust, harassing its people 
and turning them from decent husbandmen into a mob of beggars and thieves. Though this 
happened only in patches, the black spots threatened to melt into uniform catastrophe.28

As Karl Marx had already explained in the last part of the first volume of Capital, these state-sanc-
tioned processes of land enclosure were key to the onset of capitalism. As the evicted peasants 
were expropriated of their means of subsistence, they became the urban proletariat forced to sell 
their labour-power to survive. This was a process misleadingly dubbed by the classical economists 
‘primitive accumulation’.29 Marx chided this explanation of the rise of labour and class divisions by 
reference to a vague past beyond capitalism itself, to what Adam Smith called humanity’s natural 

improvement. For example, Francis Higginson, an early Puritan minister in Colonial New England, stated that: 
“The Indians are not able to make use of the one fourth part of the Land, neither have they any settled places, 
as Townes to dwell in, nor any ground as they challenge for their own possession, but change their habitation 
from place to place.” The argument was, according to William Cronon, that a “people who moved so much and 
worked so little did not deserve to lay claim to the land they inhabited. Their supposed failure to ‘improve’ that 
land was a token not of their chosen way of life but of their laziness.” Cronon’s book shows that Native Americans 
could, in fact, alter the nature of the forests and even exterminate entire species. Nevertheless, because their 
technological capabilities were limited, native populations were small and their impact on the land was relatively 
moderate. See: Cronon, Changes in the Land, chap. 4.

27. Fields, Enclosure, 47–8.

28. Polanyi, Great Transformation, 34–35.

29. Also called ‘primary’, ‘previous’, or ‘original accumulation’. The word primitive is used in the sense of “belonging 
to	the	first	age,	period,	or	stage.”	Marx’s	original	term	is	urspriingliche akkumulation. He states: “This primitive 
accumulation plays in political economy about the same part as original sin in theology. Adam bit the apple, and 
thereupon sin fell on the human race. Its origin is supposed to be explained when it is told as an anecdote of the 
past. In times long gone-by there were two sorts of people; one, the diligent, intelligent, and, above all, frugal 
elite; the other, lazy rascals, spending their substance, and more, in riotous living. … Thus it came to pass that 
the former sort accumulated wealth, and the latter sort had at last nothing to sell except their own skins. And 
from this original sin dates the poverty of the great majority that, despite all its labour, has up to now nothing to 
sell but itself, and the wealth of the few that increases constantly although they have long ceased to work. Such 
childishness is every day preached to us in the defence of property.” In: Marx, Capital, Vol. I, 873–4.
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“propensity to truck, barter, and exchange.”30 Instead, by revealing the history of land commodifi-
cation as a bourgeois class project to annihilate the feudal relations of production, Marx rooted the 
birth of capitalism in itself. Furthermore, he showed that so-called primitive accumulation was less a 
prehistory than a general law of capitalist market expansion. It was not simply a historical precondi-
tion of capitalism, but its intrinsic modus operandi since the boundaries of the capitalist system need 
to be constantly revolutionized. In other words, ‘primitive’ accumulation was an ongoing and self-ex-
panding process of expropriation, proletarianization and urbanization that, far from being natural, 
required varying degrees of state-sanctioned violence (including colonialism and war).31

 Hence, what was remarkable about capitalism was the appearance for the first time in history 
of full ownership. While in feudalism, neither lords nor serfs had enjoyed full rights over land—the 
lord’s ownership was limited by the serf ’s demesne, and vice versa—in capitalism, full possession of 
the land coincided with full possession of the individual’s own self—‘free’ land meant ‘free’ worker, 
seen as a ‘free’ citizens operating in a ‘free’ market. Full ownership was hence the basic requirement 
for the full commodification of land and labour, i.e., of human and nonhuman life. This commodifi-
cation was then mystified behind an appearance of freedom and equality that, in reality, required not 
only the full annihilation of previously existing social relations but eventually also of all sources of 
wealth. Left to its own devices, Marx said, capitalist development “is a progress in the art, not only 
of robbing the worker, but of robbing the soil.”32 In this new mode of production, the creative forces 
of progress are pregnant with their contrary, a hidden paradoxical thrust towards extermination, not 
only of capitalism’s own material conditions of possibility but of the web of life as a whole.33

 In Polanyi’s conceptualization of the same problem, land and labour are defined as two “fic-
titious commodities” that capital severs, disembeds and then exploits, eventually driving both to 
extinction. Land is fictitious because it is sold in the market, but it is not produced in the market, it is a 
finite resource that pre-exists. So, treating land as a commodity for sale is only illogical, but it creates 
dangerous pressures:

What we call land is an element of nature inextricably interwoven with man’s institutions. 

30. Smith, Wealth of Nations, 29. Full quote: “The division of labour, from which so many advantages are derived, is 
not originally the effect of any human wisdom, which foresees and intends that general opulence to which it gives 
occasion. It is the necessary, though very slow and gradual consequence of a certain propensity in human nature 
which has in view no such extensive utility; the propensity to truck, barter, and exchange one thing for another.“

31. On the colonial dimension of primitive accumulation, Marx states: “The discovery of gold and silver in America, 
the extirpation, enslavement and entombment in mines of the indigenous population of that continent, the be-
ginnings of the conquest and plunder of India, and the conversion of Africa into a preserve for the commercial 
hunting of blackskins, are all things which characterize the dawn of the era of capitalist production. These idyllic 
proceedings are the chief moments of primitive accumulation. Hard on their heels follows the commercial war of 
the	European	nations,	which	has	the	globe	as	its	battlefield.	…	The	different	moments	of	primitive	accumulation	
can be assigned in particular to Spain, Portugal, Holland, France and England, in more or less chronological 
order. These different moments are systematically combined together at the end of the seventeenth century in 
England; the combination embraces the colonies, the national debt, the modern tax system, and the system of 
protection. These methods depend in part on brute force, for instance the colonial system. But they all employ 
the power of the state, the concentrated and organized force of society, to hasten, as in a hothouse, the process 
of transformation of the feudal mode of production into the capitalist mode, and to shorten the transition.” In: 
Marx, Capital, Vol. I, 915–6.

32. Marx, Capital, Vol. I, 638. Extended quote: “… all progress in capitalist agriculture is a progress in the art, not 
only of robbing the worker, but of robbing the soil; all progress in increasing the fertility of the soil for a given time 
is a progress towards ruining the more long-lasting sources of that fertility. The more a country proceeds from 
large-scale industry as a background of its development, . . . the more rapid it this process of destruction. Capi-
talist production, therefore, only develops the techniques and the degree of combination of the social process of 
production by simultaneously undermining the original sources of all wealth—the soil and the workers.”

33. Some ecomarxists, most prominently James O’Connor, founder of the journal Capitalism Nature Socialism, re-
fer	to	the	barriers	in	nature	as	“the	second	contradiction	of	capitalism”,	the	first	being	the	capital-labour	relation.	
In	O’Connor’s	work,	this	second	contradiction	of	capitalism	comes	to	displace	the	first,	after	the	defeats	of	the	
labour and socialist movements of the 1970s. See: O’Connor, “On the two contradictions of capitalism,” 107–9.
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To isolate it and form a market out of it was perhaps the weirdest of all undertakings of our 
ancestors.
 Traditionally, land and labour are not separated; labour forms part of life, land remains 
part of nature, life and nature form an articulate whole. Land is thus tied up with organizations 
of kinship, neighbourhood, craft, and creed—with tribe and temple, village, guild, and church. 
…
 The economic function is but one of the many vital functions of land. It invests man’s 
life with stability; it is the site of his habitation; it is the condition of his physical safety; it is the 
landscape and the seasons. We might as well imagine his being born without hands and feet as 
carrying on his life without land. And yet to separate land from man and organize society in 
such a way as to satisfy the requirements of a real-estate market was a vital part of the utopian 
concept of a market economy.34

Just like capitalism, the environmental crisis is born out of this separation, this disembedding, and 
therefore undoing this split has become a major focus for environmentalists. One prominent ex-
ample is Aldo Leopold’s concept of ‘land ethic.’ In his 1949 book, The Sand Country Almanac, Leo-
pold laid out his defence of nurturing an intimate and responsible relationship between people and 
the land they inhabit: “We abuse land because we regard it as a commodity belonging to us. When 
we see land as a community to which we belong, we may begin to use it with love and respect.”35 
This idea became central to ecological activism because it expressed the fundamental need to decom-
modify nature and find forms of land valuation that are alternative to money.36 Leopold’s land ethic 

34. Polanyi, Great Transformation, 178.

35. Leopold, Sand Country Almanac, xxii.

36. Robert E. Goodin calls this alternative form of valuing nature a ‘green theory of value’. According to Goodin, 
there have been three historical formulations of green value: an older current focused on humanity’s stewardship 
of nature in theological terms (as God’s creation, Nature is for us to use but not destroy); a more explicitly utilitar-
ian attitude that gained prominence in the mid-nineteenth century, as the discourse shifted to the ways in which 
environmental protection is required in order to further human interests; and a third argument focused on valuing 
nature on its own terms, rather than the interests of God or humanity. See: Goodin, Green Political Theory, 6. 
Broadly speaking, green value theory is a liberal take on the Marxist labour theory of value. From its standpoint, 
Marx failed to incorporate the expenditure of physical work by nonhuman nature into his theory of value. The 
same debate is going on in Social Reproduction Theory regarding domestic labour. These perspectives fail to 
understand	that	the	devaluation	of	noncommodified	labour	is	a	material	reality	enforced	by	capitalism	itself,	not	a	
moral judgement on the inherent worth of these kinds of labour. Ecomarxists John Bellamy Foster and Brett Clark 
have	addressed	this	issue:	“Such	criticisms	rest	on	the	systematic	conflation	of	two	distinct	meanings	of	value:	
intrinsic value (or the value that we attribute to things in themselves and to our relations) and commodity value. 
Writing in 1973 in Small Is Beautiful, E. F. Schumacher contended that there is a tendency in modern society ‘to 
treat as valueless everything that we have not made ourselves. Even the great Dr. Marx fell into this devastating 
error when he formulated the so-called ‘labour theory of value.’ Charges of this kind commit the fallacy of confus-
ing Marx’s critique of capitalist commodity value with the question of intrinsic value or with wider transhistorical 
cultural notions of value as worth. Crucial here is the recognition that Marx was the greatest critic of the capitalist 
value form. As Moishe Postone rightly observed in Time, Labor, and Social Domination, Marx was concerned 
primarily with ‘the abolition of value as the social form of wealth.’ Marx’s Capital thus sought to explain value rela-
tions under capitalism as part of a historical process of transcending them. He distinguished between real wealth 
consisting of use values, representing what he called the ‘natural form’ within production, and value/exchange 
value,	that	is,	the	‘value	form’	associated	with	specifically	capitalist	production.	Socialism	has	as	its	specific	goal	
overcoming the narrow value form so as to allow for the development of a rich world of needs, while rationally 
regulating the metabolism between humanity and nature.” Foster and Clark extend this critique to Jason W. 
Moore, for whom “the distinctive role of labor in the generation of value is formally acknowledged, but the ‘law of 
value	in	a	capitalist	society’	is	defined	as	‘a	law	of	Cheap	Nature’.	Labor’s	contribution	to	the	production	of	value	
is viewed as epiphenomenal, largely determined by the wider appropriation of ‘work’ or energy, in the sense of 
physics, carried out by the web of life as a whole. In this ‘new law of value’, as explained in Moore’s 2015 book, 
Capitalism in the Web of Life, the ultimate basis of valorization is the capitalist appropriation of the ‘unpaid’ 
work of both organic and inorganic actors, focusing in particular on the Four Cheaps (labour power, energy, food, 
and raw materials) or what he referred to two years later, in A History of the World in Seven Cheap Things, 
written with Raj Patel, as the Seven Cheaps—adding nature, work, money, lives, and care work, while subtracting 
labour power and raw materials. The Four or Seven Cheaps, taken together, thus replace labour power as the real 
foundation of value. In this more ‘expansive’ approach to value, the labor theory of value is relegated to a ghost-
like existence, an ethereal substance, while the real basis of valorization now is the entire web of life—pointing to 
an everything theory of value.” In: Foster and Clark, Robbery of Nature, chap. 9.
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promotes a re-embedding of humanity in nature through an emotional and identitary attachment 
to place, a sort of bioregionalism that directs environmental politics towards the preservation of the 
perceived qualities of a place: 

It is inconceivable to me that an ethical relation to land can exist without love, respect and 
admiration for the land, and a high regard for its value. By value, I of course mean something 
far broader than mere economic value; I mean value in the philosophical sense so that a thing 
is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community. It 
is wrong when it tends otherwise.37

There is an echo, here, of the moral theology espoused by Bruno Latour’s oecumene, and a certain 
romantic idealism can still be read between the lines. Economic valuations led to the desacralization 
of nature, so the argument goes, and subsequently humanity was left in disenchantment.38 In re-
sponse, we should overcome this alienation and find alternative, more ethical and affectionate forms 
of valuation. We should, following Leopold’s suggestion, reconcile this separation with a new-found 
religious naturalism. 
 Marx identifies the same problem but from a materialist perspective, in the Grundrisse, when 
he states that under the civilizing influence of capitalism, which “drives beyond national barriers and 
prejudices as much as beyond nature worship,” nature “ceases to be recognized as a power for itself ” 
and “becomes purely an object for humankind”.39 The problem is that from this point onwards, after 
the scientific and capitalist revolutions, religion can no longer serve as an epistemology of nature and 
so, spirituality can only be re-enacted in a purely aesthetic and metaphorical manner. To think like a 
mountain, according to Leopold, is to have an appreciation for the profound interconnectedness of 
the elements in the ecosystems, an intellectual exercise of extending the isolated individual beyond 
his or her limits into the intricate web of the natural world.40 But sensing and thinking as a human 
being are the only kind of material existence and speculative reasoning available to us. We can only 
imagine what a mountain might think or feel, we cannot scientifically know it, an indeed, Leopold 
only gives us his own intuition of what mountains may or may not agree with. In that sense, an-
thropocentrism is an inevitable condition of being human. But this anthropocentrism does not mean 
instrumental domination necessarily, nor is the exploitative character of our current relationship to 

37. Leopold, Sand Country Almanac, 223–4.

38. Disenchantment is the widespread cultural rationalization and devaluation of religion apparent in modern society. 
The term was developed by Max Weber to describe the character of bureaucratic and secularized Western soci-
ety,	where	scientific	understanding	is	more	highly	valued	than	belief,	and	where	processes	are	oriented	toward	
rational goals. This is opposed to traditional society, where “the world remains a great enchanted garden.” The 
idea was taken up by the Frankfurt School in the critique of Enlightenment reason. See: Weber, “Science as Vo-
cation.” From an ecological perspective, the concept has been taken up by autonomist feminist Silvia Federici, 
for	whom	‘re-enchantment’	means	the	fight	against	the	enclosure	of	the	commons,	through	a	defence	of	existing	
precapitalist communal formations, and a withdrawal from the system via the creation of autonomous spaces 
from which to challenge capitalist modes of organizing life and labour. See: Federici, Re-enchanting the World.

39. Marx, Grundrisse, 409–10. Full quote: “… capital creates the bourgeois society, and the universal appropriation 
of	nature	as	well	as	of	the	social	bond	itself	by	the	members	of	society.	Hence	the	great	civilizing	influence	of	
capital; its production of a stage of society in comparison to which all earlier ones appear as mere local devel-
opments of humanity and as nature-idolatry.	For	the	first	time,	nature	becomes	purely	an	object	for	human-
kind, purely a matter of utility; ceases to be recognized as a power for itself; and the theoretical discovery of its 
autonomous laws appears merely as a ruse so as to subjugate it under human needs, whether as an object of 
consumption or as a means of production. In accord with this tendency, capital drives beyond national barriers 
and	prejudices	as	much	as	beyond	nature	worship,	as	well	as	all	traditional,	confined,	complacent,	encrusted	
satisfactions of present needs, and reproductions of old ways of life. It is destructive towards all of this, and con-
stantly revolutionizes it, tearing down all the barriers which hem in the development of the forces of production, 
the expansion of needs, the all-sided development of production, and the exploitation and exchange of natural 
and mental forces.”

40. Leopold, Sand Country Almanac, 129–33.
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nature the result of our human essence. Exploitation, as we have seen, is the result of the way our 
society organizes the relations of production, its social metabolism. But this is a product of history, 
of class struggle, not a natural characteristic of the species. A human-centric epistemology and on-
tology of nature does not necessarily have to be exploitative.41

 Religious naturalism is hence the idealist approach that acts as flipside of technological 
fetishism. The argument usually says that technology clouds our judgement by enframing the world 
as an endless series of reified commodities. To combat this estrangement, we must heighten our 
awareness, return to spiritual practices, learn from indigenous cosmologies, practise ethical consump-
tion, slow down, buy local, etc. Commodification is indeed the problem, and sensuous distancing 
and alienation is one of its effects but treating the symptom will not cure the disease. The focus on 
non-Western positionalities and alternative narratives is important when the issue is giving voice to 
the experiences of the oppressed. But when the matter at hand concerns the mechanisms of capitalist 
society, this approach tends to often fall prey to exoticism.42

 From another angle, the idea of land-community ethics has complicated political implica-
tions. The construction of a place-bound environmental identity can be reactionary, nationalistic, 
and fascist, just as it can be progressive, democratic, and communist. The most obvious example of 
this is Nazism, which built a distinctive tradition around German romanticism (that promoted ideas 
such as ‘blood and soil’ and lebensraum) and implemented a state animal welfare program defending 
veganism and restricting hunting practices, while at the same time enforcing genocide on ethnic 
minorities. More prosaic examples of reactionary biocentrism can be found today in wealthy exclu-
sionary gated communities that use greenwashing as a legitimating strategy. 
 Another major problem with this approach is that it does not consider scale. Environmental 
destruction happens at varying levels of abstraction, not all of them place-based and not all of them 
impacting people directly. While it is easier to mobilize community politics around local problems 
such as soil pollution (as was famously the case at Love Canal in the 1970’s), it is much harder to 
agitate the masses against more invisible problems like atmospheric carbon emissions.43 Hence, 
this model incentivizes the sort of not-in-my-back-yard politics that often promote geographical 

41. Environmentalist critiques that centre the problem on anthropocentrism have the problem of essentializing en-
vironmental destruction as a natural ahistorical feature of the human species. All living beings perceive and alter 
their surroundings via their own life-maintaining processes. Human nature arises out of human practice, and it is 
entirely impossible to perceive and exist in the world in a way that is not mediated through the human bodies 
we incarnate. Furthermore, different human societies have appropriated nature in various ways across different 
times	and	geographies.	The	historically	progressive	abstraction	of	space	and	matter	is	specific	to	modern	West-
ern societies. By contrast, in primitive societies space and matter were not differentiated from human meaning 
and nature was not conceived as external to humanity. “Both private ownership of land and the territorial state 
contrast with societal views of space in primitive societies. In the primitive view, land is not a thing that can be 
cut into pieces and sold as parcels. Land is not a piece of space within a larger spatial system. On the contrary, 
it is seen in terms of social relations. The people, as part of nature, are intimately linked to the land. To belong 
to	a	territory	or	place	is	a	social	concept	which	requires	first	and	foremost	belonging	to	a	societal	unit.	The	land	
itself is in the possession of the group as a whole. It is not privately partitioned and owned. Moreover, it is alive 
with the spirits and history of the people, and places on it are sacred.” In: Sack, Conceptions of Space in Social 
Thought, 22.

42. The Amerindian communities opposing the frontlines of extractivism are often rightly considered a vanguard of 
environmental politics. But their land ethic is not a result of their religious practices and beliefs, it is integrated 
in	their	non-capitalist	modes	of	production.	Their	material	lives,	organized	in	various	configurations	of	commu-
nalism, depend upon a symbiotic relation to nature, and it is the totality of those socio-biological relations that 
originate animist and similar cultural practices. Naturally, one cannot hope to reform capitalism by teaching the 
Western middle classes to worship Pachamama, simply because ideology cannot abolish the material, economic 
base.

43.	 The	necessary	conflation	of	the	local	and	global	scales	in	environmental	politics	is	the	main	reason	why	decentral-
ized direct action politics, of the anarchist kind, are not enough. At most, political disengagement as defended, 
for example, by David Graeber (Direct Action) and Silvia Federici (Reenchanting the World), can achieve a 
re-arrangement of the relations of reproduction within a small commune, but it has no power to alter productive 
relations, where the core of the problem really lies. The environmental crisis requires some form of coordination 
and centralized authority, as the recent coronavirus pandemic has clearly shown.
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transfers of ecological disaster. For example, on a planetary scale, there is little benefit in enforcing 
environmental safety measures in Europe if those regulations require turning China into a heavy 
industry nation-factory. Yet Europeans have a vested interest in this transfer, because it makes their 
daily lives tangibly better. Global warming does not discriminate in terms of where the emissions 
come from, but the geopolitical offshoring of ecological harm creates vast international inequalities. 
In other words, Leopold’s land ethic completely missed the problem of ecological imperialism.
 Finally, the most fundamental problem with this stance is that, from a historical-materialist 
perspective, green value is a hopeless quest in a capitalist society where the ‘community of money’ 
prevails and where the material basis of economy dominates over ethics and ideology. The idealism 
of the land ethic is smashed by the materialism of the community of money. As Marx explains:

Where money is not itself the community, it must dissolve the community. … It is the elemen-
tary precondition of bourgeois society that labour should directly produce exchange value, i.e. 
money; and similarly that money should directly purchase labour, and therefore the labourer, 
but only insofar as he alienates his activity in the exchange. … Money thereby directly and 
simultaneously becomes the real community, since it is the general substance for the survival of 
all, and at the same time the social product of all.44

All this serves to say that a land ethic based on a green value system that does not further the exoti-
cist, reactionary or exploitative relations that are materially built into our economic system would 
necessarily require the abolition of that same economic system. The contradiction between ‘habi-
tation’ and ‘improvement’ cannot be resolved in a society where the community of money prevails, 
where exchange value overrides use value. Hence, the first step towards building an alternative is the 
admission that there is no possible reconciliation between capitalism and sustainability, and that the 
currently dominant mode of production is in direct opposition to the continuity of life on Earth.
 To understand exactly how and why capitalism is so inimical to the just reproduction of life 
on the planet, we need to return to the concept of totality and delve further into the dynamics of 
its organization. As we saw, Marx’s evolutionary understanding of society uses the notion of total-
ity not to mean something that pre-exists, but rather as a dynamic system created through social 
action. We can never know that totality completely, but we can map its key moments and processes, 
its metabolism, and thus produce an abstract theoretical mirror of society. In every historical mode 
of production, that metabolism assumes a particular configuration. In capitalism, Marx argues that 
the principal process that organizes this totality is the circulation and accumulation of capital—the 
community of money. He defines capital as ‘value in motion’, that is, money that goes through these 
processes of circulation and accumulation, and reproduces itself historically, as well as daily.
 Returning to one of David Harvey’s systematizations, these are the key moments that make 
up the totality of capitalist relations:

• Money: the acquisition of money by the capitalist, or owner, with which he buys the forces of 
production, namely labour-power and means of production,
• Labour-power: the commodity sold by the worker in return for a wage, bought by the owner 
in the labour market,
• Means of production: private property such as land, resources and machines bought by the 
owner,
• Production process: the association of the forces of production with a specific technology 

44. Marx, Grundrisse, 224-6.
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through which value and commodities are produced,
• Commodity: product sold in the commodity market at a price,
• Money + Profit: the recuperation of the initial amount of money plus the realization of profit,
• Reinvestment: profit accumulated as capital is reinvested over time in order to restart the cycle 
after some profit is redistributed through taxes, rents, and interest.45 [Map 1]

Marx’s definition of capitalism is this entire process, capital is not a thing, it is a system of relations 
that sets value in motion. In the totality, each moment is fraught with tensions. If any of these 
moments stops functioning properly, there is a crisis.46 These potential crises reveal a myriad of 
contradictions. Markets are not evenly distributed according to patterns of population, they con-
centrate in places where there is higher purchase capacity. Commodities are not produced according 
to fundamental necessities, they follow market demand. The development of technologies does not 
follow scientific enquiry, it serves the coercive laws of competition. Housing values are not matched 
to living standards but to land speculation rates, just as natural resources are not valued according 
to their inherent aesthetic or ecological importance but merely in terms of inputs to the production 
process. The same thing happens to labour-power, as explained by Engels in The Condition of the 
Working Class in England in 1844:

… Adam Smith was perfectly right in making the assertion: “That the demand for men, like 
that for any other commodity, necessarily regulates the production of men, quickens it when 
it goes on too slowly, and stops it when it advances too fast.” Just as in the case of any other 
commodity! If there are too few labourers on hand, prices, i.e. wages, rise, the workers are more 
prosperous, marriages multiply, more children are born and more live to grow up, until a suffi-
cient number of labourers has been secured. If there are too many on hand, prices fall, want of 
work, poverty, and starvation, and consequent diseases arise, and the ‘surplus population’ is put 
out of the way.47

In the totality of capitalism everything is subsumed to the logic of supply-and-demand. In histor-
ical contexts where there is economic growth, the accumulation process happens to also benefit the 
reproduction of human life; in times of economic contraction, necropolitics come into play.48 The 
problem is that no matter how much we regulate it, evenly distributed economic growth is impos-
sible and hence the contradictions and crisis tendencies are inevitable.49

45. See: Harvey, “The Nature of Capital.”

46. Capitalism is crisis-prone, among several reasons, because it is vulnerable to several potential points of blockage 
that	may	stop	the	constant	flow	and	circulation	of	value.	This	can	happen,	for	example,	if	there	is	shortage	in	the	
labour market, if a factory goes on strike, if there is a pandemic and a commodity chain is broken, if banks freeze 
and stop providing loans, if a certain raw material runs out, if there is not enough market liquidity, and so on.

47. Engels, Condition of the Working-Class in England, 74–5.

48. ‘Necropolitics’ is a term coined by African political theorist Achille Mbembe to mean the use of social and politi-
cal power to dictate how some people may live and how some must die. See: Mbembe, Necropolitics.

49. Economic growth is never evenly distributed over space and time. The coercive laws of competition led to the 
formation of monopolies, which cause uneven development between the capitalist metropolises where capi-
tal-intensive industries are located, and the labour-intensive peripheries where production is terciarized. Conse-
quently, an imperialist dynamic is formed between the overdeveloped core of countries that concentrate large 
centres of technological innovation, and the underdeveloped nations that provide cheap labour and raw materi-
als for those centres. This is the foundation of the ecological transfers between the extractivist Global North and 
the neocolonies of the Global South. On the economic principles of uneven development, see: Marx, Capital, 
Vol. III,	chap.	13,	“The	Law	of	the	Tendency	of	the	Rate	of	Profit	to	Fall.”	On	uneven	geographic	development,	
see: Smith, Uneven Development. On the formation of imperialist monopolies, see: Lenin, Imperialism. On 
the metropolis-periphery dynamics in Marxist dependence theory, see: Fernandes, Capitalismo Dependente 
e Classes Sociais na América Latina. On the international divisions of labour and class that arise thereof, see: 
Cope, The Wealth of (Some) Nations. It is worth noting at this point that since exponential growth is structurally 
built into capitalism, ecological movements that call for ‘degrowth’ without defending an openly anticapitalist 
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 For the environmental question, the most fundamental problem is that much like the totality 
of environmental relations, the capitalist totality is not a closed linear system but an evolutionary 
spiral. This means that when the cycle loops back to the beginning, there is a qualitative and quan-
titative change, i.e., when profit circles back to the starting moment, there is more money to invest, 
and hence more labour can be hired, more resources can be purchased, and more commodities can be 
produced. Driven by competition, the system needs to grow over time at a compound rate of growth, 
which has historically been set to an ideal of 3 percent per year. At this rate, the size of the global 
economy must double every twenty-five years.
 Compound growth is rarely seen in nature, except for viral propagation patterns and tumour 
growths. Marx was aware of its destructive power, and he illustrated this in Capital with the follow-
ing quote from Richard Price:

Money bearing compound interest increases at first slowly. But, the rate of increase being con-
tinuously accelerated, it becomes in some time so rapid as to mock all the power of the imagina-
tion. One penny, put out at our Saviour’s birth at five percent compound interest, would before 
this time [1772], have increased to a greater sum than would be obtained in 150 millions of 
Earths, all solid gold. But if put out to simple interest, it would, in the same time, have amount-
ed to no more than seven shillings fourpence halfpenny.50

The compounding of economic growth began towards the end of the eighteenth century, around the 
time when Industrial Revolution took off. In 1875, the global economy amounted to about 500 billion 
dollars. By 1900, it had doubled to about a trillion. In 1950 it had grown to 4 trillion, and by 2000 it 
had risen tenfold to 40 trillion dollars. Today, it stands at about 80 trillion, and at this rate, by 2050, we 
will need a global economy of 160 trillion dollars.51 In order for the constant cycle of accumulation to 
be maintained, compound monetary growth requires a corresponding exponential increase in the pro-
duction of commodities, as well as an equivalent expansion of profit markets and extractive frontiers. 
On a finite planet, these massive leaps in scale spell environmental catastrophe.52 [Map 2]

 Compound growth became especially unhinged since the 1970’s. Until then, under the Fordist 
model of development, markets had been largely confined to nation state configurations that defined 
their own fiscal and monetary policies. This control on behalf of the state allowed social-democratic 
governments to yield political power in favour of labour demands, which in turn benefited them 
electorally. Through this model, the working classes were able to conquer increasing labour rights and 
resist exploitation. And they did so to the point of causing a ‘crisis of profit squeeze’, i.e., a blockage 
in the spiral of accumulation that arises in conditions of full employment, when the value of labour-
power (the paid wages) is so high, that little to no surplus-value is produced. In response to this, the 
ruling classes launched a campaign to weaken the power of labour. They did so, according to David 
Harvey, through the convergence of three major strategies. The first consisted of granting capitalists 

alternative are incurring in a fundamental contradiction, despite correctly identifying the problem. There can be 
no	abolition	of	the	growth	imperative	within	the	confines	of	the	capitalist	mode	of	production	except,	of	course,	
in cases of extreme economic crisis, such as in shrinking cities like Detroit.

50. Richard Price quoted in Marx, Capital, Vol. III, 226–7.

51. Gross World Product (GWP) data retrieved from the CIA World Factbook, 24 July 2019.

52. Oxthodox Marxist and communist views on nature are often accused of being productivist and accelerationist, 
even though Marx was, very early on, exceedingly aware of the immensely destructive powers internally built 
into capitalist growth. Moishe Postone observes that “although productivist critiques of capitalism have focused 
only on the possible barriers to economic growth inherent in capital accumulation, it is clear that Marx criticized 
both the accelerating boundlessness of ‘growth’ under capitalism as well as its crisis-ridden character. Indeed, he 
demonstrates that these two characteristics should be analyzed as intrinsically connected.” In: Postone, Time, 
Labour, and Social Domination, 312–3.
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access to global labour reserves, i.e., to workers in countries where labour regulations were weak or 
nonexistent. For this to happen, a global financial system that could easily circulate money had to 
be invented.53 With the deregulation of finance, and the delocalization of production, a material 
interest for the deindustrialization of the West was generated, which led to soaring unemployment 
and, in turn, facilitated wage repression.
 The second strategy was the gradual break-down of the welfare state, both in terms of social 
benefits and market regulations. In the Fordist model, the corporate classes had a vested interest in 
the public subsidization of social reproduction through various welfare programs concerning housing, 
pensions, education and healthcare. These programs helped workers maintain their livelihoods and 
thus employers could keep their wages low. With the offshoring of labour markets, this redistributive 
relation between capital and labour—which had formed the basis of all Keynesian social-democratic 
pacts—was broken. Anti-corporate tax laws, environmental regulations, consumer protections, and 
occupational safety rules were all drastically reduced or abolished. This shift was then supplemented 
with ideological propaganda. Unions were portrayed as ‘too greedy’ and political catchphrases like 
the ‘welfare queen’—the myth of a poor and often racialized woman who allegedly collected exces-
sive welfare payments through fraud and child endangerment—gained mainstream tract. The myth 
of the abstracted individual, whose fate is the sole result of personal merit, was renewed in the neo-
liberal epitome of ‘personal responsibility’ and ‘pulling oneself up by one’s bootstraps’.54

 The affect this had on urban planning and social housing was dramatic. For example, the 
recent demolition of Alison and Peter Smithson’s Robin Hood Gardens in London was a bitter 
symbol of the end of the welfare social order. It demonstrated clearly the realignment of government 
with a private sector that is now fully emancipated from the old economic need to grant a basic level 
of sustenance to the working poor. The icons of social housing thus give way to monopoly rent and 
the failure of brutalism is supposedly to blame. “Far from creating an urban utopia,” says an architec-
ture magazine, “Robin Hood Gardens came to be synonymous with vandalism and crime. Terrible 
upkeep made the apartment units undesirable places to live. The poverty that the estate had been 
aimed at alleviating was only exaggerated.”55 Urban utopias are hard to come by, in any architectural 
style, when the resources necessary to maintain them are not provided. An even more telling indi-
cator of this trend is the fact that in 1970’s, 49 percent of active architects in Britain were employed 
by the public sector, while today that number has fallen below 1 percent.56 In this new alignment, 
there is no market demand for a discussion on the environment, and public housing has been entirely 
eclipsed or, at best, replaced by access to cheap credit.
 The third strategy of the neoliberal project was mass consumerism. The 1960’s were not only a 
decade marked by unprecedented labour victories throughout the West, but they were also mired by 
social unrest and the politics of counterculture. On both sides of the Atlantic, multiple movements 
broke out: the May 68 uprisings, the civil rights movement against Jim Crow, the anti-war and 

53. This was accomplished through deregulation, starting with the end of the Bretton Woods system and the aboli-
tion	of	the	gold	standard	in	1971,	and	culminating	with	the	unification	of	the	global	stock	markets	in	the	Big	Bang	
of 1986.

54. This attack on the welfare state was best encapsulated in Margaret Thatcher’s dictum: “Economics is the method, 
but the object is to change the soul.” (In: Butt, “Mrs. Thatcher: The First Two Years”) The neoliberal dismantling 
of the welfare state was backed by the ideology of personal responsibility, i.e. the idea that ‘there is no such thing 
as society’, there are only individual entrepreneurs who invest in their own self-improvement in order to compete 
in the free market of social relations. From this standpoint, there are no structures of power, there is no systemic 
oppression nor collective forms of struggle and cooperation. Failure to succeed in life is always a failure of the 
individual, and thus inequality was conveniently invisibilized just at the moment when it was starting to soar.

55. “Robin Hood Gardens: A brutal failure?” in ICON (13 Apr 2020).

56.	 Williams,	“Q&A:	Finn	Williams.”
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anti-nuclear protests, campaigns for women’s rights and gay emancipation, environmental justice, 
among others. In broad terms, they demanded rights of individual liberty as well as social justice. 
Capitalism could not provide the latter, but it conceded on the former. Progressive neoliberalism thus 
enacted a social pact with the petty-bourgeois masses of the developed world whereby individual 
liberties, most of them achieved through mass consumption, were guaranteed at the expense of social 
equality. Over time, the result was a massive spike in levels of inequality and a gradual superseding 
of class struggle by liberal identity politics.57 Globalization, personal responsibility and mass con-
sumption were the solutions found to solve the crisis of profit squeeze in the 1970’s, so that infinite 
growth could continue to be sustained.58

 Infinite growth on a finite planet generates an impossible political dilemma, namely having 
to choose between saving the planet and avoiding economic meltdowns, knowing that both options 
have enormous human costs. This is a structural problem that no amount of regulation can solve 
without changing the system at its foundation. Stalling growth in a capitalist system means risking 
mass unemployment, poverty, and famine, while allowing for an eternal 3 percent growth rate re-
quires exhausting the planet’s regenerative capacities. “The need for a constantly expanding market 
for its products”, said Marx and Engels, “chases the bourgeoisie over the whole surface of the globe. 
It must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, establish connections everywhere.”59 Thus, we reach the 
present moment whereby capitalism is at war with the possibility of human and nonhuman life on 
Earth. This is what Harvey calls the “madness of economic reason”:

This is what Hegel refers to as ‘bad infinity’. This is the form of infinity that has no ending and 
which, like God’s wisdom, surpasses all human understanding. The number sequence is its par-
adigmatic form. For every number there is always a larger one which goes beyond. The world’s 
money supply, absent the constraint of any material gold base, is a bad infinity. It is simply a set 
of numbers. Contemporary capitalism is locked into the bad infinity of endless accumulation 
and compound growth. … Hegel’s virtuous infinity is the circle, the Möbius strip or the Escher 
staircase in which motion can continue for ever but where everything is calculable and know-
able in advance. [In a noncapitalist world of zero accumulation, money circulates and repro-
duces itself in a quantifiable and predictable manner.] The trouble starts with the production of 
surplus-value and the necessity of its perpetual expansion, which entails the shift from a cyclical 
virtuous infinity to a spiral of endless accumulation. It is this shift that forces the perpetual 
pursuit of an ‘incompletable infinitude’ on the part of capital. Use values, though necessarily 
limited by material constraints, are not … immune to this madness. They are ‘attempts to raise 
consumption to an imaginary boundlessness’ while much else ‘appears as limitless waste’ in 
which the accelerating degradation of the environmental commons features so prominently.60

57.	 Mass	consumption	also	had	the	benefit	of	widening	the	market	opportunities	for	an	ever-increasing	economy.	To	
keep	consumption	levels	in	a	society	with	stagnated	wages,	that	consumption	was	increasingly	financed	by	cheap	
credit, leading to a massive surge of household indebtedness.

58.	 The	contradiction	between	labour	unions	and	capitalist	profit	was	resolved	through	globalization;	the	contradic-
tion	between	the	welfare	state	and	capitalist	profit	was	resolved	through	personal	responsibility;	the	contradic-
tion	between	liberty	and	capitalist	profit	was	resolved	through	identity	politics,	consumption,	and	cheap	credit.	
In this way, capital was free to conquer the entire world, and subsume every aspect of daily life to the market 
logic. From here on, production was able to keep on growing, until it stopped abruptly with the 2007–8 Subprime 
credit crisis. Once capital reaches the limits of the planet, production needs to move from the real economy to 
the	financial	sector,	and	hence	bubbles	are	generated,	and	the	boom-and-bust	cycle	accelerates.	Capital	offers	
no	alternative	or	fix	to	these	crises	other	than	the	accelerationist	hope	that	they	might	be	overcome	relatively	
quickly, or that they might be turned into market opportunities, such as carbon emission trading.

59. Marx and Engels, “Manifesto,” 71.

60. Harvey, Marx, Capital and the Madness of Economic Reason, 173.
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In sum, the 1780’s were the decade marking the onset of compound growth and this was the real mo-
tor behind the Anthropocene, not the steam engine. The steam engine only appears to be the cause, 
but it was not the technological ability to mass produce things that led to crises of overproduction 
and environmental destruction, the real base of the problem lies in the social relations of labour and 
production, namely in the incentive for private owners to accumulate infinite amounts of profit. That 
accumulation is only possible because the means of production have been enclosed and privatized. 
Therefore, the real driver of compound growth and planetary destruction is not technology per se 
but bourgeois private property. 
 As an invention of capitalism, ‘improvement’ was the prehistory of the idea of ‘development’ 
and hence, we can easily understand why, in capitalism, ‘sustainable development’ is an oxymoron. 
Contrary to the concept of Anthropocene, the countermoniker of Capitalocene does not mean a 
specific historical era other than capitalism itself. At the origin of capitalism, and hence at the origin 
of the current ecological crisis, lies the privatization of the means of production, and most funda-
mentally, of land.61 It was the reorganization of the relations of production, as operated by this gen-
eral process of separation, which originated the capitalist mode of production, including its specific 
mode of environmental production. The crux of the problem hence lies not in things, or objects, or 
technologies alone, but in the entire system of relations, the totality of environmental relations that 
Marx shows us how to map.
 For clarity, it is relevant to note that Marx was not critical of property in general but of 
the particular mode of bourgeois private property, two distinct categories that liberal ideology had 
attempted to conflate. For example, John Locke’s political theory of appropriation in The Second 
Treatise on Government saw private property as emerging ahistorically out of the “state of nature.” 
Property was the “gratuitous gift” of nature, and men consented to its appropriation by a few, de-
serving and industrious, individuals. Marx contended that while environmental appropriation was 

61. The issue of the agrarian origins of capitalism is part of a contested ongoing discussion within Marxist scholarship 
focused on the transition processes between historical modes of production. It is known as the ‘Brenner debate’ 
after Robert Brenner’s 1976 article “Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development in Pre-Industrial Eu-
rope” and the debate that ensued between him and the world-system theorists, notably Immanuel Wallerstein. 
On the Brenner side of the debate are theorists such as Karl Polanyi, Ellen Meiksins Wood, and Perry Anderson, 
who, following Marx’s account of the English enclosures in Part 8 of Capital, Vol. I, place the emphasis of the 
transition process on 1) relations of production within the nation state, such as the rise of a domestic market and a 
liberal parliament; 2) class contradictions and the expropriation of the peasantry; 3) the rise of agrarian capitalism 
in the country-side. On the other side of the debate are the world-systems theorists, such as Fernand Braudel, 
Giovanni Arrighi, and Jairus Banaji, who defend that this view is incomplete and should also consider 1) imperial 
relations	of	production	between	nation-states	especially	between	the	first	and	third	worlds;	2)	racial	contradic-
tions and the employment of slave labour; 3) the rise of mercantile capitalism in the European metropolises and 
city-states. For the purposes of this thesis, which focuses on landownership as the propeller of environmental 
production and capitalist ecological collapse, both points of view are relevant, since both the national-European 
and the colonial spheres are based, to varying degrees, on the appropriation of land and its conversion to capital, 
be it via contractual enclosures or war-like land-grabbings. However, by the nature and scope of its focus, this 
thesis	does	tendentially	anchor	itself	on	first	group	of	scholarship.	Here	is	Ellen	Meiksins	Wood	defending	her	
stance: “There are many things to be said against [the] assumptions about the natural connection between cities 
and capitalism. Among them is the fact that they tend to naturalize capitalism, to disguise its distinctiveness as a 
historically	specific	social	form,	with	a	beginning	and	(no	doubt)	an	end.	The	tendency	to	identify	capitalism	with	
cities and urban commerce has generally been accompanied by an inclination to make capitalism appear as a 
more or less automatic consequence of practices as old as human history, or even the automatic consequence of 
human nature, the ‘natural’ inclination, in Adam Smith’s words, to ‘truck, barter, and exchange’.

 Perhaps the most salutary corrective to these assumptions—and their ideological implications—is the recognition 
that	capitalism,	with	all	its	very	specific	drives	of	accumulation	and	profit-maximization,	was	born	not	in	the	city	
but	in	the	countryside,	in	a	very	specific	place,	and	very	late	in	human	history.	It	required	not	a	simple	extension	
or expansion of barter and exchange but a complete transformation in the most basic human relations and prac-
tices, a rupture in age-old patterns of human interaction with nature in the production of life’s most basic neces-
sities.	If	the	tendency	to	identify	capitalism	with	cities	is	associated	with	a	tendency	to	obscure	the	specificity	of	
capitalism,	one	of	the	best	ways	of	understanding	that	specificity	is	to	consider	the	agrarian	origins	of	capitalism.”	
In: Wood, “The Agrarian Origins of Capitalism.” See also: Wood, The Origins of Capitalism. See also: Anderson, 
Lineages of the Absolutist State; Banaji, A Brief History of Commercial Capitalism; Arrighi, “Capitalism and the 
Modern World-System: Rethinking the Nondebates of the 1970’s.”
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a universal phenomenon of the social metabolism between humanity and nature, in capitalism that 
metabolism had been monopolized and subordinated under historically specific laws, the laws of 
improvement.
 Marx was equally critical of utopian socialist Pierre-Joseph Proudhon’s declaration in What 
Is Property? that “all property is theft.” He found Proudhon’s view equally ahistorical, as it failed to 
account for numerous property forms that did not include theft, e.g., communal property. In Marx’s 
conception, property theft was specifically understood as expropriation, i.e., ‘appropriation without 
exchange’. Expropriation involved not only a physical act of dispossession but also a legal juridical 
transfer that was necessarily state-sanctioned. He reminded us in Capital that “among the ancient 
Germans the size of a piece of land was measured according to the labour of a day; hence the acre 
was called Tagwerk”.62 The transition from feudalism to capitalism brought the dissolution of a form 
of property that was founded on the labour of its worker, and its replacement with a new form based 
on the purchase of a legal title. For Marx, this shift from possession to ownership caused a metabolic rift 
that left workers in a four-fold state of alienation: they lost control over the product of their labour; 
over the labour process; over the ability to relate to each other in ways other than competition; and, 
most importantly, over the access to nature’s resources, i.e., the means of production. Workers be-
came alienated as these relations became commodified.63

 From this understanding, the only ecological politics that stand any chance of re-embedding 
humanity in nature—and hence solving the contradiction between ‘habitation’ and ‘improvement’—
are those that undo this alienation, i.e., the separation between workers and the means of production. 
In other words, the only politics that work in the interests of actual environmental preservation are 
those that advocate for the strongest regulation and abolition of bourgeois private property, particu-
larly landed property. In the words of Neil Smith:

Capitalism creates the technical means but cannot itself fulfil the promise. The option as Marx 
said is socialism or barbarism … Socialism is neither a utopia nor a guarantee. It is however 
the place and the time where and when the unity of nature becomes a real possibility. It is the 
arena of struggle to develop real social control over the production of nature. Early in his life, 
Marx pictured communism as the “genuine resolution of the conflict between men and nature.” 
Whether this is true, remains to be seen—and to be done.
 What is certain is the struggle over this conflict, the revolt against deprivation. In many 
ways it is a struggle to control what is ‘socially necessary’. … The struggle for socialism is the 
struggle for social control to determine what is and not value. Under capitalism, this is a judge-
ment made in the market, one which presents itself as a natural result. Socialism is the struggle 
to judge necessity according not to the market and its logic but to human need, according not 
to exchange-value and profit, but to use-value.64

In sum, we have seen that the principal contradiction that sets the capitalist system of environment-
al relations in motion is that between habitation and improvement, as manifested in the ceaseless 
predatory processes of capitalist enclosure.65 This system is dynamic and it is causing a ‘metabolic 

62. Marx, Capital, Vol. I, 164.

63. See: Foster and Clark, “The Expropriation of Nature” and Terzakis, “Marx and nature.”

64. Smith, Uneven Development, 89.

65. The relevance of the processes of land enclosure to the onset of capitalism and the current ecological crisis has 
led some scholars to coin the term ‘Plantationocene’ in alternative to both Anthropocene and Capitalocene. 
Chiefly	among	them	stands	the	conversation	between	ecofeminists	Anna	L.	Tsing	and	Donna	Haraway.	In	Tsing’s	
work,	plantations	are	defined	as	“ecological	simplifications,”	places	“in	which	living	things	are	transformed	into	
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rift’ between human society and nonhuman nature, but it has a historical beginning and it will one 
day come to an end.66 At first, war and colonial domination ‘freed’ nature and workers from feudal 
control via land privatization; then the proletarianization of labour forced people out of their homes, 
devaluing reproduction and decoupling life from the rhythms of natural metabolism; thirdly, massive 
landscape transformations such as river enclosures and high-speed communications reconfigured 
social relations over vast networks of space-time and reified nature as something external to society; 
finally, the new landscapes and social order were naturalized by culture and ideology. Architecture 
was implicated in this whole environmental totality. It played a role in the move to delimit private 
property out of nature; it was used in the planning of vast territories of production, divided between 
factory interiors and infrastructural hinterlands; and in the establishment of new cannons of domes-
tic and urban aesthetics. By following Marx’s method, we are able to map architecture this totality a 
complex set in motion by the boundary struggles caused by enclosure, between privatized insides and 
expropriated outsides, between capital and life itself. From here we can conclude that the struggle for 
the environment is everywhere a struggle for habitation against expropriation, alienation, eviction. In 
other words, the environmental question is an integral part of the housing question.
 In the context of architecture and its roles and responsibilities towards mitigating the cli-

resources, future assets, by removing them from their life-worlds. Plantations are machines of replication, ecolo-
gies	devoted	to	purification	and	the	production	of	the	same.”	They	are	simplifications	because	they	disentangle,	
alienate and abstract complex ecosystems, reducing them to packaged interchangeable commodities. Further-
more, they strive for ubiquitous proliferation, requiring the continuous colonization of new territories that have 
not yet been standardized: “Proliferation is a word that comes to us from cancer and nuclear weapons. Cancer, 
almost	by	definition	cannot	be	everywhere.	Cancer	develops	in	organisms	of	non-cancerous	cells.	…	As	machines	
of replication, plantations manufacture proliferation. Yet, everywhere they are formed in vernacular histories, 
which tie them to the contingencies and encounters, and the peculiarities of place. They can never be everywhere 
because they depend on the multi-species assemblages they simplify.” In: Tsing, “A Feminist Approach to the 
Anthropocene: Earth Stalked by Man,” my transcription. See also: Haraway, Staying With the Trouble.

66. There is an ongoing debate on the theory of ‘metabolic rift’ put forth by John Bellamy-Foster and adopted in this 
thesis. The major contender is Jason W. Moore, whose critique is tied up with the issue of Marx’s labour theory 
of value. Here is Andreas Malm explaining the diversion: “In a series of essays culminating in Capitalism and 
the Web of Life, [Moore] seeks to demonstrate that Foster and colleagues repeat the original sin of Cartesian 
dualism.	The	proof	of	their	guilt	lies,	first	of	all,	in	their	choice	of	conjunctions:	they	speak	of	nature	and society, 
of interaction between the spheres, of capital as having an ecological regime. Moore wants the ‘and’ replaced 
with an ‘in’. It should be labour-in-nature, capital-in-nature, and so on—never and, the false bridge that betrays a 
worldview of nature/society as two hemispheres divided by a chasm. Likewise, one must not talk of metabolism 
between any two things, but always have to say through—and most essential of all: capitalism does not have 
an ecological regime, it is an ecological regime. By developing these series of conjunction swaps, in effusions of 
supposedly non-Cartesian language games of hyphenation and formulae, Moore proposes his ‘world-ecology’ 
as a superior dialectical framework, to great acclaim from parts of the academic radical ecology community.

 What the analytical advantages consist of, beyond a new terminology, is initially unclear. … Moore himself seems 
forced to employ the foul conjunction in phrases such as ‘human and extra-human nature’, ‘the soil and the 
worker’, perhaps because a language of permanent in-hyphenation would be unreadable. It certainly would not 
solve any real conceptual problems. … But there is nothing Cartesian about saying ‘labour and nature’. Foster 
et al. would be Cartesian if they thought that labour and nature consisted of different substances or inhabited 
separate spheres, so that the one could be analyzed without reference to the other—a very common perception 
in the history of capitalist modernity but precisely the opposite of what the metabolic rift school teaches. 
As Foster himself retorts, ‘there is no contradiction in seeing society as both separate from and irreducible to 
the Earth system as a whole, and simultaneously as a fundamental part of it. To call that approach ‘dualist’ … 
is comparable to denying that your heart is both an integral part of your body and a distinct organ with unique 
features and functions.’ What Moore does here is simply to succumb to the temptation of substance and property 
monism.” In: Malm, “In Defence of Metabolic Rift Theory.” Just as with the ‘everything theory of value’, there is 
a misunderstanding of the nature of Marxist dialectics that abolishes the logic of internal and external relations 
of the capitalist totality and acts as a solvent of all related distinctions. As Jason W. Moore himself states: “Put 
in these terms, the apparent solidity of town and country, bourgeois and proletarian, and above all Society and 
Nature, begins to melt.” By turning all contradiction into systems of internal relations, Moore abolishes even the 
opposition between classes. This is what Foster calls a radical ecological monism: “Such views led to an abstract 
anthropomorphic holism/social monism. Nature is seen as becoming progressively anthropogenic in a unifying 
way, without alienation and without rifts. There is no need for a dialectics of nature and society, or even for nat-
ural science in the usual sense, since natural processes are now to be treated as internal to the social dialectic. 
Anything that smacks of contradiction between capitalism and nature, we are told, can be dispatched as a form 
of dualism … This radical social monism subsumes the environment within society—in effect abandoning the di-
alectic of nature and society by reducing the former to the latter.” See: Moore, “Toward a Singular Metabolism,” 
15; Foster, “Marxism in the Anthropocene,” 400–1.
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mate crisis, we can conclude that individual aesthetic and technological fixes are far from sufficient 
solutions alone, and we need approaches that take on a more totalizing scale. We need to embed 
architecture in the urban project and see it as a political agent of social progress, even if the material 
conditions for that project to be realized might seem limited at the present. This means revisiting 
modernity and rejecting the most reactionary aspects of postmodern critique, which in many ways, 
have served the purpose of undermining the tools for critiquing the present and imagining alterna-
tive futures.
 In The Condition of Postmodernity, David Harvey details how postmodernism insisted that 
architects had more to learn from the study of popular and vernacular landscapes (such as strip malls 
and suburbs) than from the pursuit of abstract, theoretical, and supposedly doctrinaire ideals—build-
ings should be made for individual people, not for abstract Man, and the efforts of comprehensive 
and integrated planning were inevitably futile and supposedly totalitarian. In alternative to the grand 
ensembles of the social banlieus, they defended ‘pluralistic’ and ‘organic’ strategies that would conceive 
urban space as a ‘collage’ of differentiated but mixed cosmopolitan spaces, a lexicon that fit perfectly 
with the neoliberal doctrine of urban renewal and ‘pacification by cappuccino’:

… postmodernists exaggerate when they depict the modern as grossly as they do, either carica-
turing the whole modernist movement … . The meta-narratives that the post modernists decry 
… were much more open, nuanced, and sophisticated than the critics admit. Marx and many 
of the Marxists … have an eye for detail, frag mentation, and disjunction that is often carica-
tured out of existence in postmodern polemics. … It is equally wrong to write off the material 
achievements of modernist practices so easily. Modernists found a way to control and contain 
an explosive capitalist condition. They were effective for example, in the organization of urban 
life and the capacity to build space in such a way as to contain the intersecting processes that 
have made for a rapid urban change in twentieth-century capitalism. If there is a crisis implicit 
in all of that, it is by no means clear that it is the modernists, rather than the capitalists, who are 
to blame. … While some housing projects were indeed dismal failures, others were not, particu-
larly when compared with the slum conditions from which many people came. And it turns out 
that the social conditions in Pruitt-Igoe—that great symbol of modernist failure—were much 
more at the heart of the problem than pure architectural form. The blaming of physical form for 
social ills has to rest on the most vulgar kind of environmental determinism that few would be 
prepared to accept in other circum stances…67

For all its faults and failures, the modernist project saw architecture as a collective project with the 
stated goal of furthering human progress and emancipation. It also saw the environment as some-
thing socially produced and inexorably linked to the reproduction of life, not merely as a technocratic 
glitch to be fixed by specialized climate experts. In modernism, the environmental question was en-
tangled with the housing question, which in turn was mingled with urban debates. It was matter of 
what kind of society we collectively want to build for the ecosystems that we inhabit. All these things 
should be interrelated because, at the base of the housing question lies the question of property and 
how it is socially organized, be it though private or collective ownership, i.e., “the struggle to control 
what is socially necessary … to determine what is and not value.” In other words, at the base of the 
housing question we also find the struggle of ‘habitation vs. improvement’. 
 Incidentally, all these political aspirations were largely abandoned by architecture since the 

67. Harvey, Condition of Postmodernity, 115–6.
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1970’s, a timely coincidence with the onset of neoliberalism and its ideological counterpart, post-
modernism. In this shift, architecture lost the ability to address the housing and environmental 
questions as a totalizing oikology and became increasingly fettered by the limitations of object idol-
atry. Therefore, it is useful to return to that period and the decades leading up to this transition, for a 
critical reevaluation of what was lost in the process and what should be reclaimed. •
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3. The Post-War Contextualism Debate

The environmental question in Western architecture peaked with the contextualism debates that 
arose during the CIAM congresses of the postwar period and were further developed during the 
1950’s and 1960’s in Italy and in the UK. In the postwar CIAM, the context question had two major 
motivations, namely the critique of rationalist functionalism and its paradoxes, and the question of 
heritage preservation in historical city centres. Focusing chiefly on the former, the British group 
equated ‘context’ with ideas such as ecological urbanism, whose logic could be derived from studying 
spontaneous patterns of human association. By paying close attention to daily life, they rejected the 
abstract dwelling schemes that dominated high modernism for a more organic notion of habitat. For 
the Italian group, on the other hand, ‘context’ took on the meaning of preesistenze ambientali, and con-
tinuità, meaning historical continuity. Context was thus defined as the collective unconscious whose 
meaning architecture was responsible to codify, historically and intersubjectively, into the built fabric. 
By the 1970’s this split was largely resolved. The principles of socio-biological determinism were 
gradually abandoned in favour of a more culturalist approach: context became historical context, 
and site-specificity was to be achieved less through a dialectical interplay with material reality than 
through a typo-morphological approach to historical types and their cultural meanings.1 Gradually, 
a postmodern rift emerged, whereby environment became natural fact, to be biologically calculated 
and engineered, and context became cultural identity, to be narrated and deconstructed.
 What follows is a critical assessment of these two major debates, corresponding to the two 
senses that the word ‘context’ took on, respectively habitat and ambiente. This debate was a signifi-
cant part of the historical background that influenced the SAAL, the School of Porto, and Bairro 
da Malagueira, which derived heavily from the teachings of the CIAM, the Team X, and the Italian 
experiments with organicism, neorealism and neorationalism during the postwar reconstruction per-
iod.

3.1 Habitat and ‘Ecological Threshold’
In 1972 Peter Smithson delivered a lecture at Cornell University titled “Architecture as Townbuild-
ing: The Slow Growth of Another Sensibility.” It addressed issues of historical continuity and urban 
renewal, as well as the way in which technology transforms cities and their communities. One of the 
key notions he used was that of ‘context’, which was by then, in the 1970s, a widely debated topic, but 
until that point not explicitly used by the Smithsons in their writings. He claimed:

When I was teaching in a school of architecture in the mid-fifties the school’s syllabus was reor-
ganized in a very simple way to induce what I then called “context thinking”—that a new thing 
is to be thought through in the context of the existing patterns. In the context of the patterns of 
human association, patterns of use, patterns of movement, patterns of stillness, quiet, noise and 
so on, patterns of form, in so far as we can uncover them; and it was taught that a design for a 
building, or building group, could not be evolved outside of context.2

The insistence on ‘patterns’ is reminiscent of Christopher Alexander’s influential book A Pattern 
Language: Towns, Buildings, Construction, whose core premise was to give people agency in the de-

1. Forty, Words and Buildings, 132–5.

2. Peter Smithson, “The Slow Growth of Another Sensibility: Architecture as Townbuilding” in Gowan, Continuing 
experiment, 58.
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velopment of their environments, going so far as to claim that “most of the wonderful places of the 
world were not made by architects, but by the people.”3 The most adequate responses to architectural 
problems should thus be found not in abstract rational planning but in the close observation of the 
organic formations generated by the daily lives of the non-specialists, the inhabitants who built space 
through practice, not reasoning. This book was published in 1977, five years after the above-quoted 
lecture, and the idea of context espoused by the Smithsons had much earlier roots that originated in 
the formation of the Team X.4

 The Team X was founded at the ninth CIAM congress, in 1953, with the purpose of organiz-
ing the upcoming reunions and revitalizing the institution with a younger generation and new prin-
ciples at its helm. J. B. Bakema was appointed head of the team, but the Smithsons took on a relevant 
role, defining the themes for the meetings and chronicling the group’s development.5 The CIAM’s 
postwar reunification had been fraught from the start. The efforts of Giedion, Sert and Le Corbusier 
to reaffirm the organization’s aims around the creation of physical environments that satisfied the 
emotional and material needs of the majorities was only a partial success, since it became at once 
clear that some members favoured continuity with prewar principles while others demanded radical 
change. Already at the first reunion, the sixth congress held in Bridgwater, in 1947, Aldo van Eyck 
launched his attack on the pseudorationalism of the functionalist city for its perceived loss of identity 
and specificity-to-place. The principal contradiction of the modernist project—between its universal 
aspirations for emancipation on the one hand and the outcomes of constant revolutionary change, 
uprootedness, and fragmentation—were once again being felt, but this time, after one of humanity’s 
most violent and self-destructive events, with special concern and urgency:

The twentieth century—with its death camps and death squads, its militarism and two world 
wars, its threat of nuclear annihilation and its experience of Hiroshima and Nagasaki—has 
certainly shattered this optimism. Worse still, the suspicion lurks that the Enlightenment proj-
ect was doomed to turn against itself and transform the quest for human emancipation into 
a system of universal oppression in the name of human liberation. This was the daring thesis 
advanced by Horkheimer and Adorno in their The dialectic of Enlightenment [originally pub-
lished in 1944]. Writing in the shadow of Hitler’s Germany and Stalin’s Russia, they argued 
that the logic that hides behind Enlightenment rationality is a logic of domination and oppres-
sion. The lust to dominate nature entailed the domination of human beings, and that could only 
lead, in the end, to “a nightmare condition of self-domination.”* The revolt of nature, which 
they posited as the only way out of the impasse, had then to be conceived of as a revolt of human 
nature against the oppressive power of purely instrumental reason over culture and personality.6

After the war, the positivistic turn of high-modernist avant-garde became the focus of architectural 
critique. And while it would be unfair to denigrate all projects of this period as failures (as is some-
times too easily implied) there was an emphasis on flow optimization, speed and efficiency that suit-
ed quite well the capitalist disembedding that Karl Polanyi described. At the service of instrumental 
reason, urban planning organized labour-power according to principles that furthered its alienation. 
George Simmel in “The Metropolis and Mental Life” paints a bleak scenario where people have “no 

3. Alexander et. Al, A Pattern Language,	front	bookflap.

4. Christopher Alexander was invited by the Team X to their meeting at Royaumont in 1962.

5.	 Alison	Smithson	became	the	unofficial	chronicler	of	the	group	through	her	publications,	including	the	Team 10 
Primer, in 1962.

6. Harvey, Condition of Postmodernity, 13. *Bernstein, Habermas and Modernity, 9.
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choice except to relate to faceless ‘others’ via the cold and heartless calculus of the necessary money 
exchanges which could co-ordinate a proliferating social division of labour.” People submit to a 
“rigorous disciplining in our sense of space and time, … to the hegemony of calculating economic 
rationality.” Rapid urbanization “produced what he called a ‘blasé attitude’, for it was only by screen-
ing out the complex stimuli that stemmed from the rush of modern life that we could tolerate its 
extremes.”7 With the advent of fascism, and its aesthetic correspondent Futurism, the exaltation of 
industrial progress gained problematic overtones that had not been there in the days of the Bauhaus.
 Therefore, at the seventh congress, held in Bergamo in 1949, Le Corbusier, who had founded 
the organization twenty-one years earlier, validated the critiques by declaring industrialized housing 
prototypes and functionally zoned urbanism obsolete. The congress was focused on reassessing “The 
Athens Charter in Practice” and its outcome was the call for a new charter to be drafted under the 
title of Charte de l ’Habitat. Corbusier remained vague regarding what architectural applications such 
title might assume, though he requested that all the national delegations participate in the discussion 
over “the place of l ’Habitat in the human complex.”8 In his book Space, Time & Architecture, Sigfried 
Gideon, who was president of the CIAM and spokesperson par excellence of the ‘heroic’ period, 
defined habitat as such: 

To the zoologist, the word ‘habitat’ means the natural area in which an animal lives and procre-
ates; to the botanist, the area in which a particular plant flourishes. In addition habitat can be 
defined as the area best suited to meet the inborn and future needs of man. [The ninth] congress 
considered the extensions of man’s living quarters (logement prolongé) outside the four walls of 
the dwelling and attempted to gain insight into the many-sided relationships between members 
of a family and members of a community.9

Until this point, the CIAM had focused on the development of a standard that could accommodate 
the most rudimentary and urgent necessities of mass habitation, or ‘dwelling’ as it was translated into 
English. Alison and Peter Smithson joined the CIAM when this controversy was unfolding and 
they were instrumental in shaping the urban ecological debate in terms of its roots in oikology, or the 
‘study of the home’. With this conceptualization, the subtle shift from dwelling to habitat, i.e., from 
machine a habiter to organic ecosystem, became clear but the environmental question remained, at 
heart, an issue of habitation. Having worked for the London City Council in the beginning of their 
career, most their portfolio at this point consisted of public housing and schools. New brutalism was, 
for the Smithsons, a regional response to the problem of both housing shortage and urban postwar 
reconstruction, i.e., habitat. 
 At the same, ecological science was also becoming more popular. Julian Huxley’s book Evo-
lution: A Modern Synthesis came out in 1942 and defended that ‘habitat’ was “determined by clear-
ly demarcated thresholds” whose differenciation was described “in terms of descending ecological 
scales, from the gross climatological (ecoclimatic) attributes of a region to the topological (ecotopic) 
conditions and biotic (ecobiotic) associations that define the habitats to which organisms adapt.”10 
Hence, while biology was discovering habitat as the broad principle that governed the interconnect-
edness of the organisms in a region, in the interwar period, a similar urban discourse came to focus 
on the territorial arrangements of social activities. One of the main influences for urban studies 

7. Simmel’s article was published in 1911. Description quoted from Ibidem, 26.

8. Steiner, “Life at the Threshold,” 133-155.

9. Gideon, Space, Time & Architecture, 702.

10. Steiner, “After Habitat, Environment,” 89.
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in Britain at this time were the theories of Scottish biologist-turned-city-planner Patrick Geddes. 
Geddes applied evolutionary biology to utopian socialism, following the footsteps of his mentor 
Ebenezer Howard and his 1898 treatise Garden Cities of To-morrow: A Peaceful Path to Real Reform. 
Howard was also an heir of the utopian left tradition. One of his closest models was physician B. 
W. Richardson’s book Hygeia: City of Health (1876), in which he described what a city should be if 
‘sanitary science’ were advanced in a proper manner.11

 Another major reference in Garden Cities was Russian anarchist (and one of the first theorists 
of human-induced climate change) Peter Kropotkin. Howard took from him the call to abolish the 
separation between town and country, i.e., between rustic health, nature and physical activity on the 
one hand, and urban knowledge, technical facility and political cooperation on the other. In Fields, 
Factories and Workshops (1899), Kropotkin pointed to the clusters of petty trades forming around fac-
tories and argued that they should be moved to villages, which would in turn benefit from the influx 
of population and money, as well as supplement workers’ incomes with agriculture and gardening. He 
argued that the economic geography of industrialization required land reform, in other words, the 
break-up of estates into small holdings. In The Conquest of Bread (1892), he said that the unification 
of city and region offered an opportunity for what biology called ‘the integration of functions’, which 
would generate the development of new forms of voluntary associative democracy, eventually leading 
to the transition from capitalism to a subsistence self-governed economy.
 Following Kropotkin and Ebenezar Howard, Patrick Geddes and Victor Branford published 
a manifesto for the cooperative Garden City movement titled The Coming Polity: A Study in Recon-
struction (1917). It defended a new regionalist politics that broke with the nationalist structures of 
the state and escaped the capitalist competitiveness that dominated social and geographical dis-
courses. They found Kropotkin’s Mutual Aid as revolutionary a volume as Darwin’s Origin of the 
Species, and thought both were vital in the application of evolutionary biology to the social sciences.
Karl Marx, who, as we have seen, also compared his own work and method to the Origin of the Species, 
was critical of Kropotkin’s utopianism. The thinkers he identified as ‘utopian socialist’ did not refer 
to themselves as such, but Marx and Engels applied the term to anarchists in general as well as to 
early left-wing radicals such as Charles Fourier, Robert Owen and Henri de Saint-Simon, important 
references and the precursors to the garden city movement.12 Utopian in this sense meant ‘idealistic’, 
i.e., failing to “rise from earth up to heaven” and focussing on ideology rather than material relations 
as a force of history. 
 Utopian Socialists combined rationalist science with humanist values and the critique of in-
dividualism to defend a reorganization of society towards social harmony. Rather than focus on class 
struggle, they devised plans to foster cooperation, make production more efficient, and distribution 
more just. They focussed on educational programs that would promote progressive subjectivities, and 
they planned the construction of small autonomous communities that would supersede bourgeois 
society through gradual voluntarily mass disengagement. Marxists would agree with many of their 
end goals—such as a classless society, collective ownership, abolition of the distinction between 
town and country, and abolition of the family—but not the praxis or method. In their view, it is not 
enough to envision an ideal communism on moral and philanthropic grounds, one has to understand 
the processes that give rise to relations of power and struggle and embed any social alternative in 

11. Richardson served as president of the Association of Public Sanitary Inspectors of Great Britain at a time when 
public concerns over sanitation, pestilence and social control over the squalid industrial poor were in the order of 
the day.

12. See: Alston, “Class cities.”
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concrete historical-material contradictions.13 In the “Manifesto of the Communist Party,” Marx and 
Engels characterized utopian socialism in this way:

Since the development of class antagonism keeps even pace with the development of industry, 
the economic situation, as they find it, does not as yet offer to them the material conditions for 
the emancipation of the proletariat. They therefore search after a new social science, after new 
social laws, that are to create these conditions.
 Historical action is to yield to their personal inventive action, historically created con-
ditions of emancipation to fantastic ones, and the gradual, spontaneous class organization of 
society specially contrived by these inventors. Future history resolves itself, in their eyes, into the 
propaganda and the practical carrying out of their social plans. …
 The undeveloped state of the class struggle, as well as their own surroundings, cause 
socialists of this kind to consider themselves far superior to all class antagonisms. They want 
to improve the condition of every member of society, even that of the most favoured. Hence, 
they habitually appeal to society at large, without distinction of class; nay, by preference, to the 
ruling class. For how can people, when once they understand their system, fail to see in it the 
best possible plan of the best possible state of society?
 Hence, they reject all political, and especially all revolutionary, action: they wish to at-
tain their ends by peaceful means, and endeavour, by small experiments, necessarily doomed to 
failure, and by the force of example, to pave the way for the new social gospel. …
 They still dream of experimental realization of their social utopias, of founding isolated 
‘phalanstères’, of establishing ‘home colonies’, of setting up a ‘little Icaria’—duodecimo editions 
of the New Jerusalem—and to realize all these castles in the air, they are compelled to appeal to 
the feelings and purses of the bourgeois.14

It is not difficult to find links between this critique and Geddes’ work. His environmentalism was 
systemic rather than historical, meaning it existed on an ahistorical sphere separate from society. His 

13. There are several aspects of contention between Marxism and utopian socialism, but the key point being men-
tioned here is the issue of transition, namely whether it is possible to instate communism immediately after 
revolution or whether a transitional period of socialism (what Marx called the ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’) is 
necessary. This is a question of revolutionary praxis that is nevertheless built into the whole ethos of historical ma-
terialism. Throughout his writings, Marx never prescribed what a communist society should look like. He believed 
that the reality of communism was up to the people to made it, dialectically, in the concrete sphere of material 
reality. The role of theory, therefore, was not to imagine narratives of utopian societies, much less to withdraw 
from the world and build them anew, but rather to the carve the new out of the critique of the old: “No social 
order ever perishes before all the productive forces for which there is room in it have developed; and new, higher 
relations of production never appear before the material conditions of their existence have matured in the womb 
of the old society itself.” In: Marx, “Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy” in Selected 
Works, Vol. I., 504.

14. Marx and Engels, “Manifesto”, 95–6. With the comment on phalanstères, ‘home colonies’ and ‘little Icarias’, 
Marx and Engels are referring primarily to utopian socialists Charles Fourier, Robert Owen and Henri de St. 
Simon.	In	reference	to	the	same,	Engels	published	a	pamphlet	in	1880	titled	“Socialism:	Utopian	and	Scientific,”	
where	he	grounds	these	three	figures	in	the	philosophical	ideals	of	the	Enlightenment:	“To	all	these	[Utopians],	
Socialism is the expression of absolute truth, reason and justice, and has only to be discovered to conquer all the 
world by virtue of its own power. And as an absolute truth is independent of time, space, and of the historical 
development of man, it is a mere accident when and where it is discovered. With all this, absolute truth, reason, 
and justice are different with the founder of each different school. And as each one’s special kind of absolute 
truth, reason, and justice is again conditioned by his subjective understanding, his conditions of existence, the 
measure	of	his	knowledge	and	his	intellectual	training,	there	is	no	other	ending	possible	in	this	conflict	of	abso-
lute truths than that they shall be mutually exclusive of one another. Hence, from this nothing could come but a 
kind of eclectic, average Socialism, which, as a matter of fact, has up to the present time dominated the minds of 
most of the socialist workers in France and England. Hence, a mish-mash allowing of the most manifold shades of 
opinion: a mish-mash of such critical statements, economic theories, pictures of future society by the founders of 
different	sects,	as	excite	a	minimum	of	opposition;	a	mish-mash	which	is	the	more	easily	brewed	the	more	definite	
sharp edges of the individual constituents are rubbed down in the stream of debate, like rounded pebbles in a 
brook.	To	make	a	science	of	Socialism,	it	had	first	to	be	placed	upon	a	real	basis.”
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and Howard’s utopias of garden urbanism hoped to bring harmony through perfect planning, in a 
mix of positivism and romanticism that naturalized society and removed history from nature. Close-
ly related with his pioneering and controversial work on sexuality, Geddes developed the new ‘science 
of civics’, as outlined in a series of lectures given between 1900 and 1915, later collected in Cities in 
Evolution. In the essay “Civics: as applied sociology,” he proposed a natural history of cities, which 
claimed that the particularity of each urban centre was a representation of a distinctive local ecol-
ogy. He argued that the ecological specificity of regions determined the nature of their inhabitants’ 
occupations, which defined the predominant types of family associations, and in turn determined 
patterns of settlement.
 Geddes’ regional determinism excluded any form of class determinations. Like Francis Gal-
ton’s eugenics, to whom he compares himself, Civics was a ‘natural technology’ that could be har-
nessed to produce a better society.15 It required social engineers that could optimize human evo-
lution, from the individual body to the body-politic of the nation. In his rejection of economic and 
class-based social praxis, Geddes believed that the threat posed to society by class divisions could 
be resolved by radical theorists and that the abolition of capital would make little difference to the 
poverty of the working classes. The link between utopian socialism and reactionarism that Marx and 
Engels identify becomes quite literal in this quote, whose libertarian tone could easily be mistaken 
as right-wing: “I am suggesting a heightened individualism not a lower. The ‘Superman’ of whom we 
hear so much and see so little, will thus not be, as so many appear to think, a mere bigger egotist, but 
a greater citizen.”16

 Understanding this problematic history is important when assessing the long-standing legacy 
of his famous Valley Section in architecture and planning. In the ‘habitat’ discourses of the CIAM, 
this positivist kind of determinism came under heavy attack from postmodernism, especially re-
garding its crude application to the colonial contexts of North-Africa. Treating the ‘life-cycle of 
the bidonville’ as biological research into the evolutionary patterns of human life, especially in the 
supposedly more authentic states that poverty and ‘nativeness’ provided, habitat acquired some of the 
eugenicist overtones of Social Darwinism.
 After Le Corbusier’s call for the shift from “Habitation” to the search for an “ideal Habitat, 
fully cognisant of social and climatic conditions,” the CIAM 9 held its largest meeting to date, in 
Aix-en-Provence during the summer of 1953. Team X, the group of newly joined younger members, 
was put in charge of conceiving the new charter. In the appendix of the first document produced by 
the group, the Smithsons seized the opportunity to articulate their practice’s principles. The polem-
ical tone of the text began with the stated assumption that contemporary housing solutions did not 
reflect “any reality of social organization.” Insofar as the house was the basic unit of urban form, any 
insufficiencies at the domestic scale became those of the neighbourhood, district, and city. Thus, for 
harmonious urbanism to result, the structure of both the house (“the shell which fits man’s back”) 
and the city, had to be predicated on the model of domesticity it concealed.17

 This was a critique of abstract modernist schemes, but also a rejection of the picturesque al-
ternative that resurfaced in Britain after the war. The picturesque dated back to the eighteenth and 
nineteenth century works of Sir Uvedale Price and Richard Payne Knight. It was characterized by 
irregular compositions integrated with the agrarian landscape, the rejection of neoclassical rational-

15. Geddes, “A suggested plan for a civic museum,” 201.

16. Geddes and Thomson, The Evolution of Sex,1890.

17. Report of the English Group, CIAM 9., quoted in Alison Smithson, The Emergence of Team 10 out of CIAM, 
8–9.
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ism and the reappropriation of the neogothic and neopalladian styles, in search of an ‘authentically 
British’ aesthetic. In the postwar period, the picturesque was championed by the Architectural Re-
view and prominent figures like Nikolaus Pevsner and Gordon Cullen, as it came to dominate the 
Townscape movement, a later development of the Garden City. In the words of John Macarthur, the 
picturesque “intended to be a consensual popular modernism with a fair dose of English national-
ism. In fact, the major modification of modernism demanded by Townscape was a modern version 
of Price’s village picturesque, i.e., that new architecture be allowed to appropriate old buildings.”18 
The Smithsons both absorbed and contested these positions, rejecting vernacular historicism but 
embracing the idea of regionalism, from which they developed an ethos of environmental reciprocity 
in architecture. This was explained in their 1968 “Doorn Manifesto”:

The Doorn Manifesto
1. It is useless to consider the house except as part of a community owing to the interaction of 
these on each other.
2. We should not waste our time codifying the elements of the house until the other relation-
ship has been crystallized.
3. ‘Habitat’ is concerned with the particular house in the particular type of community.
4. Communities are the same everywhere.
 (1) Detached house—farm.
 (2) Village
 (3) Towns of various sorts (Industrial. Admin. Special).
 (4) Cities (multi-functional).
5. They can be shown in relationship to their environment (Habitat) in the Geddes valley sec-
tion.
6. Any community must be internally convenient—have ease of circulation, in consequence 
whatever types of transport are available, density must increase as population increases, i.e. (1) 
is least dense (4) is most dense.
7. We must therefore study the dwelling and the groupings that are necessary to produce con-
venient communities at various points on the valley section. 
[revised Valley Section hand sketch]
8. The appropriateness of any solution may lie in the field of architectural invention rather than 
social anthropology.19

The focus on the link between the house and the ecology—the oikology—led the Smithsons to 
develop what they termed a ‘doorstep philosophy’, defending that the combination of ecology and 
aesthetics at the heart of architecture’s fabric of life began with the crossing of the threshold. It was in 
such transitional places, where individuals came into voluntary and involuntary contact with others, 
that urban form was defined. Participation in city life required many crossings of thresholds, and 
doorstep philosophy marked the psychological condition of the ‘place in-between’ as the poignant 
moment to express the fundamental continuity across a habitat of ascending urban scales. As we saw, 
this was precisely the significance of ‘threshold’ for environmental biologists after Jakob von Uexküll. 
Uexküll described it as the crucial point at which organisms become aware of the subtle changes in 
qualities that differentiate the states around them. For the Smithsons, the inextricable link between 
experience and materiality registered at the threshold.[Fig. 1]

18. John Macarthur quoted in Pilat, Reconstructing Italy, 62.

19. The “Doorn Manifesto” as revised by Peter Smithson in Team 10 Primer, 75.



68

 If the threshold between the house and the street eased the most instinctive of social activ-
ities, from food gathering to play, each successive scalar shift negotiated different levels of human 
association. A diagram included with the “Report of the English Group” relates the associational 
levels of Urban Re-identification to the amount of control that an individual has over social connec-
tivity at each moment of the city. As one moves out of the home (the scene of maximum ‘involuntary 
associations’) towards larger agglomerations based on social ties (such as the workplace), the level of 
willed connection increases. So, in addition to the Geddes Valley Section, which showed how particu-
lar communities derived their form from specific environments, this scheme showed how they could 
also do so from nested structures of social associations: the house, the street, the district, the city. The 
environment thus became more than a presocial input, it was understood as socially produced: “The 
relationship of the county to the town, the bank and the house, the school and the pub, is conveyed 
by the form they take. Each form is an active force, it creates community, it is life itself made mani-
fest.”20

 The notion that a successful reinvigoration of urban architecture would begin by fostering 
meaningful encounters at the ‘threshold of intimacy’ was also grounded in an emerging branch of 
sociological scholarship that analyzed the behaviour of children in search of uncorrupted forms of 
expression. Play was taken to be an indicator of pure spontaneity and childlike artlessness. In the 
Urban Reidentification Grid, which they presented at Aix-en-Provence, the photos taken by Nigel 
Henderson of working-class children playing conveyed a new way of seeing the ordinary, or what 
they would call the quality of the ‘as-found’ in the context of new brutalism. As Hadas Steiner notes, 
this was not without its problems, since “The assumption that the young, poor, and indigenous (and 
combinations thereof ) produced objects more instinctively and therefore closer to the state of nature 
was the overt message of the presentation that garnered the most attention at the congress, as well as 
the Smithsons’ admiration.”21

 While this demanded a change in architectural practice, the Smithsons’ political stance was 
far from utopian or radical. They proposed that critical design decisions at the urban scale be predi-
cated on the behaviour of the family unit, in the manner of a field biologist registering the repro-
ductive behaviour of members of a species. While this led them to pay particular attention to class 
divisions, they did not go as far as addressing, for example, the role of the family and private property 
in the reproduction of those relations. True to their time, their politics can be understood as so-
cial-democratic, grounded in the principles of class conciliation and mediated by the social pact of 
the Welfare State. 
 In the Team X document of 1954, they say their goal was to promote the “levelling down 
of middle and upper classes”. They wanted the “removal of economic limits to working class aspir-
ations,” and thought this could be achieved via “optimum dwelling,” defined as something “easily 
worked and satisfying our behavioural patterns.”22 They determined that organization, not style nor 
form, be the fundamental element of the housing estate. And they named this basic organizational 
unit the ‘archetypal’ or ‘UR-typal’. At the level of the house, organization translated into a set of 
flexible-function compartments, such as bedrooms that doubled as sewing rooms or studies. But the 
intended scope of this archetype was broader, since the inhabitation of such units would mean that:

… each of us can actively contribute to the total organization of our society. It is a means of 

20. Alison and Peter Smithson, Ordinariness and Light, 108.

21. Hadas, “Life at the Threshold,” 142.

22. Alison Smithson, The Emergence of Team 10, 14.
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achieving order. It recognizes the fact that it is not only a house but a link in a continuum of 
occupied space contributing to the dynamics of that space. The type house that is not conceived 
as a component of community—even a community of ONE (i.e. with the more natural order of 
the fields and hills)—is no house at all, for the house is as inescapably one of the species URBS 
as the man is of the species HOMO SAPIENS.23

From this quote we can still identify the politics of Geddes’ environmentalism. The relation be-
tween house and environment is dialectical but there is no class tension nor antagonism because 
that dialectic is managed rationally by external experts, architects like guardian philosophers, and 
the Welfare State. Class conciliation is to be devised via the ‘total organization’ and ‘ordering’ of class 
relations that thus appear naturalized. In the terms laid out by Marx and Engels in the “Manifesto,” 
this would be considered ‘bourgeois socialism’, which they describe as follows: 

The socialist bourgeois want all the advantages of modern social conditions without the strug-
gles and dangers necessarily resulting therefrom. They desire the existing state of society minus 
its revolutionary and disintegrating elements. They wish for a bourgeoisie without a proletariat 
[, which] requires in reality, that the proletariat should remain within the bounds of existing 
society, but should cast away all its hateful ideas concerning the bourgeoisie.24

Contrary to utopian socialism, bourgeois socialism does not wish to challenge established relations 
of production or abolish class divisions but strives towards the possibility of elevating all people to 
the bourgeoisie. Everyone should be allowed to endlessly accumulate capital without there being 
a corresponding exploited working class. But the promise of a bourgeois lifestyle for everyone is 
untenable and it can only be achieved though invisibilization. In the work of Alison and Peter 
Smithson, this petty-bourgeois sensibility is epitomized in the centrality given to domesticity and 
individual family life, as well as in the frequent apologia of the private car, an aspect which is also 
characteristic of the CIAM.25 In the absence of a more direct and explicit critique of class relations 
and private property, these contradictions cannot be addressed.
 Even though habitat seeks a dialectical relation between human culture and natural environ-
ment, that environment is always understood as ahistorical, universal and neutral, an ‘as found’ exter-
nality. House needs to come out of community, which in turn needs to come out of environment, the 
“Doorn Manifesto” says. But capitalism as a system of production, and the class struggle that derives 
thereof, does not factor into these relations. It is not even acknowledged as a conscious part of that 
background. Architectural is thus reduced to the production of appropriate and innovative technical 
adaptations to place. In later notes on the Team X and the Doorn Manifesto, Peter Smithson gives 
us this retrospective analysis: 

A long-after-afterthought on this Manifesto reveals what I now believe to be the main di-
rection of Team X’s effort, in a word, towards particularity. The Doorn Manifesto—which, 
seen retrospectively, is the founding statement of Team X—shifts the emphasis away from the 
‘four-functions’ of CIAM onto ‘human associations’. In its second paragraph the Manifesto 
says: “To comprehend these human associations we must consider every community as a par-

23. Ibidem, 15–6.

24. Marx and Engels, “Manifesto”, 93–4.

25. One contradictory outcome of these state-driven housing projects, which were directed at the most vulnerable 
classes, was that because they often required infrastructural developments such as new public transportation 
systems, in a context of free-market capitalism they inevitably paved the way for land valorization, speculation 
and	gentrification.
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ticular total complex.” The word underlined in the manuscript was total, but it was the particular 
that was to be critical to Team X thought.26

This hesitation between ‘total’ and ‘particular’ is probably fruit of the debates that unfolded in the 
subsequent decades, driven by postmodern critique, but it also highlights the Geddes-CIAM ten-
sions that animated much of the Smithsons’ work. Geddes and the organicist tradition tended to 
see a one-way line of causation—from ecology to city, to house, to family—which saw community 
as something predetermined by a ‘way of life’. Because of this, it was uncritical of the nativist and 
exclusionary tendencies that are often the outcome of place essentialism. On the other hand, the 
CIAMS’s modus operandi, in which architectural projects were dictated by abstract functional per-
formance, was disembedded from the specificities of context and the people who actually inhabited 
them. One was potentially reactionary, the other one was potentially alienating.
 In this quote, and in the Smithsons’ overall approach to context, we can sense the influence of 
cultural theorist Raymond Williams, the founder of ecocriticism.27 Williams wrote frequently about 
his own contradictory existence, between the industrial environment of the working-class commun-
ity, where he grew up in the Welsh Coal Country, and the cosmopolitan spaces of his intellectual 
adult life. His novels often portray the contradictions that arise between local political struggles and 
abstract capitalist processes. But Williams works from a Marxist perspective that places class struggle 
at the centre of history. He develops what David Harvey calls a dialectical relation between ‘militant 
particularism’ and ‘universal solidarity’. This means that, on the one hand, he is a defender of the 
importance of place:

A new theory of socialism must now centrally involve place. Remember the argument was that 
the proletariat had no country, the factor which differentiated it from the property owning 
classes. But place has been shown to be a crucial element in the bonding process—more so 
perhaps for the working class than the capital-owning classes—by the explosion of the inter-
national economy and the destructive effects of de-industrialization upon old communities. 
When capital has moved on, the importance of place is more clearly revealed.28

But he also understands that place does not exhaust the totality of reality. Every concrete location 
is embedded in a larger set of more abstract spatial processes, which nevertheless register onto it, 
shaping it just as strongly:

The companies. And then the distance, the everyday obviousness of the distance, between that 
lane in Manod, all the immediate problems of Gwen and Ivor and Trevor and Gethin and the 
others: the distance from them to this register of companies, but at the same time the relations 
are so solid, so registered. The transactions reach right down to them. Not just as a force from 
the outside but as a force they’ve engages with, are now a part of. Yet still a force that cares 
nothing about them, that’s just driving its own way.29

Any politics, including environmental politics, needs to be attuned to both place-based particular-
isms and more universal spatial processes. Concreteness and abstraction, place and space, form an 

26. Peter Smithson, Team X in Retrospect, manuscript, dated 1 October 1993, revised March 1994, October 1995, 
April	1999	and	May	2001,	10	pages.	Quoted	in	Van	den	Heuvel,	“Another	Sensibility,”	24.

27. In the above quoted essay, Dirk van den Heuvel established the link between the Smithsons and Raymond Wil-
liams,	although	he	does	expand	on	the	nature	of	that	influence.

28. Raymond Williams quoted in Harvey, Justice, Nature & the Geography of Difference, 29.

29. Ibidem, 31.
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inevitable totality and not necessarily a peaceful one, since within it, contradictions and struggles 
arise. Local daily lives are dictated by disembedded processes of capital circulation, just as global 
chain-reactions, like climate change and economic crises, can be set off by local events (e.g., strikes, 
bank failures, environmental disasters). Context is not a stable container; it is a historical process 
happening at different scales and velocities.
 As we saw in the previous chapter, the environment as a totality is made up of ‘moments’. Fol-
lowing the Smithsons, we might call these moments ‘thresholds’. Thresholds can be understood as 
architectural devices, which do not in themselves simply explain the whole process, but which provide 
windows into sets of hidden environmental relations mediated by contradictions: foreground-back-
ground, inside-outside, domestic-wild, private-public, visible-invisible, etc. These thresholds medi-
ate the psychological relations between the individual, the collective, and nature, as the Smithsons 
argued. But they are also implied in material relations of environmental production as enacted by 
architecture, most importantly, the enclosure of private property. Hence, a more politicized under-
standing of the ‘doorstep philosophy’ can not only serve as a model for translating between different 
scales of time and space, where causality moves up and down in nested associations, it can also help 
us build a political map of environmental relations as operated by architecture. 

3.2 Ambiente and ‘Historical Type’
The idea of context as ambiente was the response put forth by the Italian group at the CIAM, led by 
Ernesto Nathan Rogers, and it stood in contrast with the idea of habitat as it was proposed by the 
Team X. The history of ambiente had its origins in Milan during the 1950’s, namely in the editorials 
of Casabella-Continuità written by Rogers, which he coordinated since between 1953 and 1964. 
They critiqued the tendency of the first generation of modernist architects to treat architecture as 
an abstract problem and defended instead a dialogue of continuity with the physical and historical 
characteristics of locations.30 Rogers did not use the word ‘context’, which was how ambiente was 
translated to English in the 1970’s, and how it entered the Anglo-Saxon debate, eventually spreading 
to the international scene. He used the word ambiente, which means ‘environment’, and the idea of 
preesistenze ambientali, which translates as ‘environmental or surrounding pre-existences’.

Let us resist the affected cosmopolitanism which in the name of a still shallowly felt universal 
style raises the same architecture in New York, Tokyo, or Rio; identical architecture in both the 
country and the town. Let us seek rather to blend out works into the preesistenze ambientali, 
both the natural surroundings, and those created historically by human genius.31

Compared to previous arguments for the responsiveness of architecture to vernacular languages 
found in specific locations (such as that proposed by the English picturesque), what distinguished 
Rogers’ position was the emphasis on historical continuity as manifested by the city and existing in 
the minds of its occupants. As Rogers wrote in one of his editorials, “to consider l ’ambiente means 
to consider history,” by which he meant the dialectical processes of history as manifested through 

30. Forty, Words and Buildings, 132.

31. Rogers, “L’Architettura Moderna doppo la generazione dei Maestri” in Casabella–Continuità 211 (Jun–Jul 
1956): 1–5.
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architecture.32 In another text, he said that “to understand history is essential for the formation of 
the architect, since he must be able to insert his own work in the preesistenze ambientali and to take it, 
dialectically, into account.”33 In other words, we must know history in order to understand the actual 
material world; ambiente is an historical process and historical consciousness is needed in order to 
interact with material reality. That this response arose in Italy and gained special tract across South-
ern Europe, comparatively with the North, is probably no coincidence. Not only had war devastated 
the country, but this was a region rich in heritage dating back thousands of years. Modernism’s tabula 
rasa was likely to be less appealing in countries where historical monuments and ruins played such a 
central role in national identity. For Rogers, ambiente was the understanding that the city evolves in 
continuity with many layers of the past:

… believing that what is new and what is old are opposed to each other—rather than repre-
senting the dialectical continuity of the historical process. Both sides restrict themselves to a 
kind of idol-worship of certain styles that have become frozen into specific images, and neither 
side is capable of penetrating the essences of those styles, which are bursting with inexhaust ible 
energy. Claiming that one can build in an a priori ‘modern style’ is just as absurd as to demand 
respect for the taboos of past styles.34

Another major divergence from the Northern discourse on habitat was this understanding of en-
vironment as a matter of collective consciousness. Joining Rogers on the editorial board of Casabella 
was Italian philosopher Enzo Paci, whose interest in phenomenology and existentialism would be 
translated into architecture in terms of a renewed focus on subjectivity and direct empirical experi-
ence. Paci elaborated a phenomenological interpretation of Marx, placing the problem of fetishistic 
appearances at the centre of his criticism of political economy. In Paci’s reading of Capital, the task 
of Marxist critique was to unveil the superficial appearances as reflections of the reified reality of 
modern life. In sharp contrast to the utopian or rationalist anti-historicism of modernist design, 
architectural phenomenology turned its focus to questions of alienation, meaning and intelligibil-
ity.35 Furthering this stance, in 1957, art historian Giulio Carlo Argan made an interpretation of the 
Bauhaus and Walter Gropius from a Husserlian point of view. He critiqued what he saw as a ‘crisis of 
reason’ in the modernist project, when the industrial design imagined by Gropius—art at the service 
of industry and made available to the working masses—became, paradoxically, a project to serve the 
consumer. Mass production thus realized not an emancipatory evolution of society, but an ecstatic 
exaltation of commodity fetishism.36

 Besides phenomenology, two other currents of thought had a lasting influence in the idea of 
ambiente, namely organicism, associated with architectural historian Bruno Zevi, and neorealism, as-
sociated with Italian postwar cinema. Both of these movements were foundational for the landmark 
postwar public housing program of INA-Casa, where the idea of dialectical historicism came to be 
tested on a large scale.37 Bruno Zevi was exiled in the United States between 1940 and 1945, during 

32. Rogers, “Pre-existing Conditions and Issues of Contemporary Building Practice” in Ockman, Architecture Cul-
ture: 1943–1968, 201–4.

33. Rogers, Elementi del Fenomeno Architettetonico, 96.

34. Rogers, Esperienza dell’architettura, 279.

35.	 Christopher,	“Marx	and	Paci	on	the	Question	of	Appearances.”

36. Lorber, “Il fallimento del progetto.”

37. Echoing the discussions that animated the postwar CIAM congresses, the Italian Fanfani Law of 1949 stated 
that: “The house should contribute to the formation of the urban environment, keeping in mind the spiritual and 
material needs of man, of a real man and not of an abstract being: of a man, that is, who does not love and does 
not	understand	the	indefinite	and	monotonous	repetitions	of	the	same	type	of	residence,	among	the	many	of	
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which time he discovered the work of Frank Lloyd Wright. Inspired by the fluid spatiality of the 
prairie houses, Zevi published a manifesto-like book upon returning to Italy, titled Towards and Or-
ganic Architecture. In that same year he founded the Association for Organic Architecture (APAO), 
which incorporated most of the architects involved in INA-Casa, and defended the following:

Organic architecture is at once a social, technical, and artistic activity directed towards creating 
the climate for a new democratic civilization. Organic architecture means architecture for man, 
modelled according to the human scale, according to the spiritual, psychological, and material 
necessities associated with man. Organic architecture is thus the antithesis of the monumental 
architecture that serves myths of the state. It opposes the major and minor axes of contempo-
rary neoclassicism—the vulgar neoclassicism of arches and columns, and the false neoclassicism 
that is born from the pseudo-modern forms of contemporary modern architecture.38

As a politician, Zevi defended for Italy a democratic government in line with the welfare cap-
italism of the American New Deal. His architectural program reflected his liberal politics, which 
were staunchly antifascist and, to a lesser extent, anticommunist. For Zevi, organicism stood for the 
moderate ‘third way’, a rejection of both fascist neoclassicism and communist constructivism. In his 
ideal, Frank Lloyd Wright’s projects set the example, with the open plan, its dissolving thresholds of 
asymmetrical and sinuous forms all seen as models of democratic space. Wright, the man himself, 
stood for the myth of the free individual civilizing the Great American West in Jefferson’s agrarian 
democracy, a gentleman demonstrating the humanist continuity between man, space and nature. 
Later, in 1997, he summarized these positions in his book The Modern Language of Architecture, which 
also drew influence from Alvar Aalto and Scandinavian empiricism.39

 The other reference for ambiente, neorealism, reached the architectural discourse via cinema. 
Films such as Vittorio De Sica’s Bicycle Thieves (1948) and Giuseppe De Santis’ Rome 11 o’clock 
(1952), aimed to document the uncertainty of working-class life in every dimension of space, time, 
and place, with special focus on the popular cultures considered ‘lower’ by the Fine Arts. They did so 
with the least aesthetic intervention possible, so that art would come the closest possible with life: to 
chronicle reality like a journalist, instead of narrating it like an author was their mission. In the article 
“Figures of Neorelism in Italian Architecture,” Bruno Reichlin describes it as such:

A surgical examination of matters of society, an almost documentary attention to the everyday, 
an adherence in thought and language to the social origins and personalities of the characters, 
a more-or-less direct criticism of current society and morals: these are the identifying charac-

which he cannot distinguish his own, save by its street number; he does not love checkerboard arrangements, but 
rather environments that are intimate and lively at the same time. It will be therefore the conditions of the land, 
the exposure to the sun, the landscape, the vegetation, the existing environment, and the sense of color that will 
suggest the composition of the layout so that the inhabitants of the new urban centres will have the impression 
of	something	spontaneous,	genuine,	and	indissolubly	tied	to	the	place	where	they	stand.”	Quoted	in	Reichlin,	
“Figures of Neorealism in Italian Architecture (Part 1),” 84.

38. L’Associazione per l’architettura organica, “Constitution of the Association for Organic Architecture in Rome,” in 
Ockman, Architecture Culture 1943–68. Originally published as L’A Associazione per l’architettura organica, “La 
Constituzione dell’associazione per l’architettura organica a roma” in Metron 2 (1945).

39. Furthering the link with this sort of Anglo-Saxon pastoralism was the fact that Adriano Olivetti, an enlightened 
industrialist and utopian socialist who built his factories in the manner of communal-corporatist villages, gave Zevi 
a translation of a book by Lewis Mumford, who was also friend of Frank Lloyd Wright and a follower of Patrick 
Geddes. Like Zevi, Olivetti was a defender of bourgeois democracy, and hence the link with the United States, at 
a	time	when	Italy	occupied	a	frontier	position	within	Cold	War	geopolitics,	was	significant.	In	1963,	the	Olivetti	
Foundation	organized	an	urban	planning	seminar	in	Arezzo,	headed	by	Ludovico	Quaroni,	Giancarlo	De	Carlo,	
and Edoardo Detti, in which Rossi took part as an instructor, along with Manfredo Tafuri. His project Locomotiva 
2 came out of this experience.
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teristics of a literary production that put the sycophants of the culture of the fascist regime on 
their guard and laid the foundations for the novels and accounts of the Italian Resistance and 
Reconstruction.40

From the 1950’s, however, there was a shift in tone, whereby the movement tried to free realism from 
the role of neutrally documenting reality to tell more openly politicized stories. In the article “The 
Difficult Whole,” Pier Vittorio Aureli explains this shift and its reflection in architecture:

Beginning in the 1940s, the discovery and representation of the urban landscape as an index 
of the actual reality lived by common people was a central theme of cinema and neorealist lit-
erature. In the 1950s, the neorealist movement tried to achieve what, the young critics Mario 
Alicata and Giovanni de Santis had early on defined as the ‘story’ as an original and exemplary 
form of ‘realism’. The idea was to free realism from the simplistic role of a document of reality 
in order to intensify the episodic facts of everyday life as exemplary historical and social cases. 
Luchino Visconti’s film Senso (1954) exemplified the transition from neorealism to a more rig-
orous form of realism in depicting the history of Italy’s war of independence through the epic 
vicissitudes of a private tragedy.41

In a footnote to the quoted passage, Aureli explains that “the aspiration of realism was to elevate the 
‘ordinary’ to a more conscious and politically militant form”, a transition that happened due to the 
influence of the Italian Communist Party (PCI) in the film industry. The neutral filming of everyday 
events espoused by neorealism was hence overcome by a “more dramatic and epic filmic style, which 
was instrumental in a more politically committed ‘representation’.”42 This aesthetic shift signalled a 
different approach to history: a move from ‘empirical realism’ to ‘critical realism’. In other words, a 
move from a mostly empirical depiction of everyday events towards the unveiling of the structural 
interrelation of those events, narrated from a more radicalized political standpoint. Realism goes 
from the mimesis of the chronicle (cronica) to the socialist critique of history (storia).
 In architecture this shift circled around the critique of the INA-Casa projects. They conveyed 
a more or less impartial adaptation to vernacular reality, with little ‘story-line’ or social agenda other 
than continuity and conciliation. As neorealist cinema evolved to realism, a younger generation of 
architects accused their predecessors of limiting themselves to merely reflecting societal changes, 
rather than initiating them. Prominent among this new generation were Aldo Rossi, Manfredo Ta-
furi and Vittorio Gregotti, all of whom were linked to Casabella and had followed the teachings of 
Rogers but felt disenchanted with the centrist turn that Italian politics were taking, at a time when 
the PCI was beginning to embrace Eurocommunism and had set up a popular front coalition with 
the reactionary Christian Democrats. This is Rossi, quoted by Aureli, praising the new forms of Ital-
ian realist cinema:

Pasolini, Visconti, Fellini and other directors, have expressed the characteristics of the periphery 
in a much more powerful way than any book on architecture or urbanism could have done. One 
the one hand, you have the typical landscape of the Roman lower-class districts with their lost, 
desolate climates, which are nevertheless rich with an inextinguishable vitality, the violence of 
which puts pressure on the whole city. On the other, you have the Milanese suburbs, where the 

40. Reichlin, “Figures of Neorealism in Italian Architecture (Part 1),” 80.

41.	 Aureli,	“Difficult	Whole,”	43.

42. Ibidem.
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immigrant is nothing more than a member of the labour force in a system of production in 
which the best position, he can aspire to is the role of consumer. But even if the degradation 
of Visconti’s characters and the desolate lyricism of Fellini’s urban landscapes seem far from a 
desire for change or renewal, the abandonment seen in these images is still able to convey an 
incommunicable bitterness, and a hard encounter with reality—the changing urban reality of 
the modern city inhabitant.43

Tafuri became a vocal critic of Tiburtino (1950–54), one of the major INA-Casa projects built out-
side of Rome by prominent figures such as Adalberto Libera, Mario Ridolfi and Ludovico Quaroni, 
as being a ‘popular language’ made up by intellectuals and thus espousing an artificial authenticity. 
The general critique of realism, which was echoed by critics from Italo Calvino to Carlo Aymonino, 
revealed the excessive formalism and lyricism that hid behind the style’s supposed spontaneity and 
objectivity. Here is a quote from Aymonino:

There was an accentuated pursuit of the ‘picturesque’, with the studied happenstance of many 
different types of façades and roofs, with the use of balconies for their sculptural functions, with 
the extension of the first flights of stairs on the exterior of the building in order to reinforce 
their character of being constructions that had arisen spontaneously at successive moments 
in time. Stimulated by a renewed interest in traditional materials, as elements of a language 
appropriate to a context of austerity … Certainly, we avoided a situation in which any tenant 
could fail to recognize his own house, but the psychological intention reached the paradox of 
‘inventing’ a dialectical discourse at the drawing board, as substitute for an impossible direct 
invention by the inhabitants of those houses.44

The question of ‘avant-garde vs. tradition’ continued to animate most early postmodern criticism 
during the sixties and seventies, a period when Italy experienced profound changes due to il mira-
colo economico. In the late fifties and early sixties, the country underwent one of the most extensive 
internal migrations in modern European history. With foreign investments via the Marshall Plan 
soaring, the country’s northern textile and plastics plants flourished, rural residents flocked to major 
urban centres, and the country’s existing housing and urban infrastructures strained to full capacity. 
At the same time, Italy’s growing middle classes abandoned the city centres for inner-ring suburbs 
of the sort featured in Michelangelo Antonioni’s film The Eclipse (1962), with its hauntingly empty, 
brand-new, residential landscapes. The expansion resulted in remarkably uneven growth, with a rapid 
aristocratization of sections of the working class, while many of the rural poor had their geographic 
location changed but not their economic standing.45 For writers, filmmakers, and architects, the 
northern Italian city became the sight of both possibility and anxiety.
 All this social and economic upheaval created an intense and immediate demand for afford-
able housing, but the construction industry was controlled by real estate developers, who found they 
could erect public housing projects quickly and cheaply on their own. According to Manfredo Tafuri, 
by the early 1970’s only 2–3 percent of the country’s housing stock had actually been designed by 
architects. In addition, the share of public housing in Italy had plummeted from roughly 25 percent 

43. Rossi, “La città e la periferia” in Casabella—Continuità 253 (1961): 45; also in Rossi, Scritti scelti,	173–74.	Quot-
ed	in	Aureli,	“Difficult	Whole”,	44.

44.	 Aymonino,	“Storia	e	cronaca	del	Quartiere	Tiburtino,”	2.

45. The characteristics of the time are captured in two major Italo Calvino books, Marcovaldo: Or, the Seasons in 
the City (1963), and Smog, A Plunge into Real Estate (1970).
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in 1951 to just 2 percent by 1973.46 This was the context in which the new generation of more pol-
iticized architects came of age, at time when capitalism’s ability to co-opt socialist politics through 
consumerism seemed inevitable. 
 In this new context, Manfredo Tafuri, Giorgio Piccinato and Vieri Quilici published a text 
in Casabella titled “La città territorio verso una nuova dimensione” (1961). They theorized this new 
condition of ubiquitous capitalism, commodification, and control over everyday day life, making the 
political dimension of the city hopeless and obsolete. As they increasingly associated extensive ur-
banization processes with capitalist accumulation, they began to posit the possibility of architectural 
autonomy vis-à-vis the urban. In this new context, Rogers’ defence of ‘continuity’ appeared complicit 
and reactionary on more than a purely aesthetic level. This is how Rogers had opposed revolutionary 
rupture in the 1950’s: “The concept of continuity implies change within the order of a tradition. A 
crisis is a break—a revolution—that is, a moment of discontinuity brought about by new factors (un-
noticed before the crisis, or seen only as antitheses spring up out of the overriding impulse towards 
substantial novelty).”47

 Aldo Rossi was a student and protégé of Rogers’ when he joined Casabella—Continuità in 
1955. He had been a militant in the Italian Communist Party since university and had written arti-
cles on architecture and industrial design for the newspaper Voce Comunista. In 1951, he took part in 
a trip to Moscow organized by the party that would strongly affect his imaginary. In the same year 
he entered Casabella he took part in the conference Communist Architects, where he presented a 
written speech. In 1962, Rogers himself had devoted a full issue of Casabella to the USSR, with the 
aim of documenting Soviet architecture from a phenomenological and nonideological point of view, 
i.e., in its relation to the life of the people, and focusing on form-content relationships.48 Rossi’s 
position on Soviet architecture, however, was far less neutral:

My interest in socialist realism helped me rid myself of the entire petit-bourgeois culture of 
modern architecture: I preferred the alternative of the broad streets of Moscow, the pleasant and 
provocative architecture of the subway, and the university on Lenin’s hills. I saw emotion mixing 
with a desire to construct a new world. Many people now ask me what that period meant to me, 
and I believe I have to say, above all, that I became conscious of the possibility that architecture 
could be unified with popular pride … I have always defended the great architecture of the 
Stalinist period, which could have been transformed into an important alternative for modern 
architecture but was abandoned for no clear reason.49

While Rogers had chosen to neutralize the ideological and political aspects of Soviet buildings, 
and while Zevi had seen its neoclassicism as necessarily fascistic, for Rossi, Soviet pastiche suitably 
represented the expectations of a population that was not “dreaming through intellectual avant-
garde utopias.”50 In his interpretation, the broad streets and exuberant subway stations represented 
“an archipelago of great urban events, in and of themselves able to establish the dimension and form 
of a city.”51 Rossi oppposed the reconstruction of picturesque continuity through formal effects. 
According to him, realism was not formal mimesis but the deep adherence of architectural language 

46.	 Elfline,	“Superstudio	and	the	‘Refusal	to	Work.’”

47. Rogers,” Continuity or Crisis?” 188-89.

48. Rogers quoted in Malcovati, “The Utopia of Reality. Realisms in Architecture Between Ideology and Phenomenol-
ogy.” in SAJ, Serbian Architectural Journal (Jun 2014): 148.

49. Rossi, Scientific Autobiography,	40.	Quoted	in	Aureli,	“Difficult	Whole,”	45.

50.	 Aureli,	“Difficult	Whole”,	45.

51. Ibidem.
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to historical reality, in which “men’s responsibility to their history” could be read.52 Rossi’s realism 
was a politically tendentious architecture that sided intellectually with class struggle.53 Hence, his 
break with the modern movement was stylistic and methodological rather than programmatic. He 
defended German rationalism, but he embedded it in social reality, so that the abstract technological 
materialism that characterized the discourse on habitat became concrete and historicized. For Rossi, 
architecture was the “science of the birth of the present.”54 [Fig. 2]

 Despite the relative break with the earlier generation, the emphasis on consciousness re-
mained pivotal, if not amplified, by the focus given to collective memory. In Rossi, public space took 
on a central position: “there must be a broad, progressive movement within society and an interest in 
public space that, already in itself, is an index of freedom.”55 His “archipelago of great urban events” 
was as a system of monuments holding together the social fabric through a structure of symbolic 
meaning. These monuments became objects of civic resistance carved out from the territory of cap-
italist urban reproduction. But it was not the object’s individuality that mattered as much as the 
system of relationships that arose between a monumental complex of objects. Rossi notes:

This rediscovered architecture is part of our civic history. All gratuitous invention is removed; 
form and function are now identified in the object; the object, whether part of the country or 
the city, is a relationship of things. There no longer exists purity of design which is not also 
recompositioning of all of this, and in the end the artist can write in Walter Benjamin’s words, 
“Therefore I am deformed by connections with everything that surrounds me here.” The emer-
gence of relations among things, more than the things themselves, always gives rise to new 
meaning.56

This is the motivation behind Rossi’s interest in typology. This interest did not derive from the study 
of autonomous classical references, as was the case with Duran and Quincy, and later with Collin 
Rowe.57 Rather, it arose from his collaboration with Rogers at Casabella–Continuità. Type was a 

52. Rossi, “Speech at the International Conference of Students of Architecture,” in Special Supplement of National 
Union of Students	(Praha:	Transcription,	1954):	1.	Quoted	in	Aureli,	“Difficult	Whole,”	47.

53.	 Since	the	influence	of	Walter	Benjamin	on	Aldo	Rossi	is	well	documented,	it	is	plausible	to	speculate	that	the	
meaning of “La Tendenza” might be much more closely associated with Benjamin’s call for a “tendentious art” 
(see	Introduction)	than	with	the	more	common	dictionary	definition	of	the	word	as	“trend.”

54.	 Rossi	quoted	in	Aureli	“Difficult	Whole,”	48.

55. Rossi, “II concetto di Tradizione nel Neoclassicismo Milanese” in Società	3	(1956).	Quoted	in	Aureli,	“Difficult	
Whole,” 48.

56. Rossi, Scientific Autobiography, 19. Rossi is quoting from Benjamin’s memoir Berlin Childhood around 1900. 
Full quote: “I, however, am distorted by similarity to all that surrounds me here. Thus, like a mollusk in its shell, I 
had my abode in the nineteenth century, which now lies hollow before me like an empty shell. I hold it to my ear.

	 What	do	I	hear?	Not	the	noise	of	field	artillery	or	of	dance	music	a	la	Offenbach,	or	the	howling	of	factory	sirens,	
or the cries that resound through the Stock Exchange at midday—not even the stamping of the guard. No, what 
I hear is the brief clatter of the anthracite as it falls from the coal scuttle into a cast-iron stove, the dull pop of the 
flame	as	it	ignited	in	the	gas	mantle,	and	the	clinking	of	the	lampshade	on	its	brass	ring	when	a	vehicle	passes	
by on the street. And other sounds as well, like the jingling of the basket of keys, or the ringing of the two bells 
at	the	front	and	back	steps.	And,	finally,	there	is	a	little	nursery	rhyme.	‘Listen	to	my	tale	of	the	mummerehlen.’”

57. Pier Vittorio Aureli explain the difference between the abstract formalism of classical typological studies and Aldo 
Rossi take on type: “Rossi’s reintroduction of the architectural dimension of the city did not represent the recovery 
of a historical form, as is commonly maintained, but rather a search for the concreteness of objects as opposed 
to the vagueness of planning. Rossi made clear that the analysis and project of the city had to go beyond the 
totalizing, demiurgic, and diagrammatic attitude of planning, which he believed was too general and simplistic 
for confronting the reality of an urban territory irreducible to an abstract common denominator. His critique of 
urban planning was clearly opposed to the position of Tafuri, who, at the beginning of his career, assumed that 
the scale of regional planning and megastructure was the only means for architecture to identify itself with the 
new problems of contemporary cities. Thus, Rossi radicalized not only the continuation of the trajectory of the 
Modern Movement, but also an idea of architecture as a circumscribed and realized phenomenon, as an element 
of concreteness and empirical rationality upon which it is possible to project a personal commitment to reality.” 
In:	Aureli,	“Difficult	Whole”,	53.
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useful reading device for an editor who needed to sort and organize a vast number of architectural 
references. It was a simplified vocabulary that eased communication. This was true for the library 
researcher as much as for the city dweller, as type could serve as a generic and anonymous lingua 
franca embedded in the collective unconscious of society. Type was a relative permanence within the 
historical movement of the city, a ‘moment’ with which one could map and structure the evolution-
ary totality of the metropolis. Through its ability to internalize urban memory, type became a device 
to secure a political dimension in the city—understood as its collective consciousness—through 
architecture: “Thus typology presents itself as the study of types of elements that cannot be further 
reduced, elements of a city as well as of an architecture.”58 In 1976, Rossi presented his collage Città 
Analoga (Analogous City), a project that repositioned the role of type in the design process. This idea 
was later developed in the short essay “An Analogical Architecture,” where he reflects upon his work 
in respect to that Walter Benjamin quote on things being deformed by their relationships with their 
surroundings.59 Analogy is a literary device used to make comparisons and connections between 
familiar and unfamiliar things, suggesting a deeper significance, or creating imagery in the reader’s 
mind. The analogical city of memory is, for Rossi, a historical text where relative permanences arise 
in the form of monuments, and whose grammatical structure can be revealed by typology. Type is 
the unit and mediator of the urban texture. Christine Boyer explains the historical context of this 
theorization:

It was assumed in the 1960s and 1970s that the city could be treated in an analogous manner to 
structural linguistics. Thus it was expected that the duality of its architectural language, a system 
of comparisons and contrasts, of selections and orderings, would produce new figural arrange-
ments. Under these considerations, the city text became writerly rather than readerly, allowing 
the compositional model of its spaces and the twists and turns of its poetical imagery to con-
struct an ‘analogous city’. In the confrontation between constituent components of the city and 
the memory or imaginative elements they evoked—that is, in the play between the syntax and 
poetics of city space—it was hoped that a new interlacing would arise between spatial form and 
representational meaning, or a new cross-breeding would take place between the geometry of 
the city and its perceptual imagery. As we have learned from classical rhetorics, the memory of 
a city develops out of its monuments and artifacts; the forms we want to remember having been 
collected in inventories, archives, and encyclopaedias as emblems of recall. Writing becomes 
the device of memory that depends on the interweaving of dozens of citations and fragments 
taken from the inventories it mimes. A walk through this metaphorical memory space is a 
transformational displacement, never coalescing into an illusionistic totality but relying instead 
on flashes of unconscious recall, that like the pieces of a kaleidoscope suddenly appear in new 
compositions and visual constructions.

58. Rossi, Architecture of the City, 41. In page 22 of the same book, Rossi states: “Destruction and demolition, 
expropriation and rapid changes in use as a result of speculation and obsolescence, are the most recognizable 
signs of urban dynamics. But beyond all else, the images suggest the interrupted destiny of the individual, of his 
often	sad	and	difficult	participation	in	the	destiny	of	the	collective.	This	vision	in	its	entirety	seems	to	be	reflected	
with a quality of permanence in urban monuments. Monuments, signs of the collective will as expressed through 
the	principles	of	architecture,	offer	themselves	as	primary	elements,	fixed	points	in	the	urban	dynamic.”	For	Rossi,	
the	fixed	points	of	monuments	incorporate	and	preserve	a	sense	of	collective	memory	against	the	constant	flux	of	
capitalist creative destruction. According to David Harvey, “Rossi grounds his understanding of collective mem-
ory in the concept of ‘genre de vie’ … drawn from the work of the French geographer Vidal de la Blache”, who 
used it “to interpret relatively slow-changing peasant societies, but began, towards the end of his life, to doubt its 
applicability to the rapidly changing landscapes of capitalist industrialization”. In: Condition of Postmodernity, 
85. The problem hence becomes how to prevent this theoretical posture of memorialization from lapsing into an 
aesthetic production of ‘myth for myth’s’ sake that reproduces the formalistic fetishization of objects.

59. Rossi, “An Analogical Architecture” in Nesbitt, Theorizing a New Agenda for Architecture, 349.
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 The writerly codes that generate the artifacts and artifices of this city of memory are 
fabricated by selecting different entries from the encyclopaedia of images and organizing them 
into new ornamental or grammatical patterns and thereby transforming our geometrical and 
perceptual experiences of the city into new representational forms.60

This gravitation towards language and discourse was part of a larger shift in Western Marxism, from 
historical materialism to critical theory and cultural studies, at the base of which lay a fundamental 
re-evaluation the Marxist dialectic of base and superstructure.61 The fascist experience in Europe, 
and in Italy in particular, had laid bare how power used culture and aesthetics as a fundamental 
form of propaganda and political control. This shift was also fruit of the disappointment felt by the 
more deterministic fronts of Marxist thought who had fostered a teleological conviction that the 
automatic development of the productive forces in a society would mechanically produce a revolu-
tionary subjectivity in working classes. This determinism was a simplification of Marxist dialectics, 
which did indeed place a larger focus on relations of production than subjectivation, but never meant 
for the relation of base and superstructure to be understood as a linear causality.62 A new group of 
Marxist thinkers, starting with Antonio Gramsci followed by György Lukacs, and later Louis Al-
thusser, Raymond Williams and Stuart Hall, critiqued determinist Marxism by turning their focus 
to the ideological or superstructural, aspect of class struggle. Several of these writings then became 
the philosophical basis of Eurocommunism, which influenced the postwar landscape of Europe and 
fundamentally diverged from the more orthodox forms of Marxism embraced by the USSR and 
China.63

 Rossi and his generation were persuaded by Gramsci, who advocated for popular culture 
as necessary for the establishment of an alternative to bourgeois society. According to Gramsci, 
the intellectual played a major role of mediation between the language of popular tradition and 
the institutional cultural apparatuses. Capitalism, Gramsci suggested, maintained control not just 
through violence and political and economic coercion, but also through ideology. He argued that the 

60. Boyer, City of Collective Memory, 173–4.

61. For Marx and Engels, as we have seen in chapter 2, the driving force of history, and therefore of class struggle, 
was material production. For clarity, here is their summary of the materialist conception of history in The German 
Ideology: “This conception of history thus relies on expounding the real process of production—starting from 
the material production of life itself—and comprehending the form of intercourse connected with and created 
by this mode of production, i.e., civil society in its various stages, as the basis of all history; describing it in its 
action as the state, and also explaining how all the different theoretical products and forms of consciousness, 
religion, philosophy, morality, etc., etc., arise from it, and tracing the process of their formation from that basis; 
thus the whole thing can, of course, be depicted in its totality (and therefore, too, the reciprocal action of these 
various sides on one another). It has not, like the idealist view of history, to look for a category in every period, 
but remains constantly on the real ground of history; it does not explain practice from the idea but explains the 
formation of ideas from material practice, and accordingly it comes to the conclusion that all forms and products 
of consciousness cannot be dissolved by mental criticism, by resolution into ‘self-consciousness’ or transforma-
tion into ‘apparitions’, ‘spectres’, ‘whimsies’, etc., but only by the practical overthrow of the actual social relations 
which gave rise to this idealistic humbug; that not criticism but revolution is the driving force of history, also of 
religion, of philosophy and all other kinds of theory.” In: Marx and Engels, German Ideology, 61.

62. Engels refuted the deterministic understanding in a 1980 letter to Joseph Bloch, stating the following: “Accord-
ing to the materialistic conception of history, the production and reproduction of real life constitutes in the last 
instance the determining factor of history. Neither Marx nor I ever maintained more. Now when someone comes 
along and distorts this to mean that the economic factor is the sole determining factor, he is converting the 
former proposition into a meaningless, abstract and absurd phrase. The economic situation is the basis but the 
various	factors	of	the	superstructure	…	exercise	an	influence	upon	the	course	of	historical	struggles,	and	in	many	
cases determine for the most part their form. There is a reciprocity between all these factors … 

	 We	ourselves	make	our	own	history,	but	first	of	all,	under	very	definite	presuppositions	and	conditions.	Among	
these	are	 the	economic,	which	are	finally	decisive.	But	 there	are	also	 the	political,	etc.	Yes,	even	the	ghostly	
traditions, which haunt the minds of men play a role albeit not a decisive one.” In: Engels, “Engels to J. Bloch In 
Berlin London: September 21, 1890.”

63. For a detailed account of this debate, see: Stuart Hall, “Rethinking the ‘Base and Superstructure’ Metaphor” 
in David Morley, Stuart Hall: Essential Essays, Vol. I, 143–171; Williams, “Base and Superstructure in Marxist 
Cultural Theory.”
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bourgeoisie developed a hegemonic culture, which enforced its own values and norms so that theirs 
became the ‘common sense’ values of all. People in the working-classes were compelled to identify 
their own successes with the prosperity of the bourgeoisie, maintaining the status quo rather than 
revolting.
 Gramsci argued that to counter the notion that bourgeois values represented the ‘natural’ 
values for the whole society, the working class needed to develop a culture of its own. Contrary to 
this, as we have seen, orthodox Marxism defended that culture was ancillary to political objectives, 
and that real change needed to happen at the base level of material relations, but now it seemed 
detrimental that cultural hegemony be achieved first. In Gramsci’s view, a class could not domin-
ate in modern conditions by merely advancing its own narrow economic interests, neither could it 
dominate through force and coercion alone. Rather, it should exert intellectual and moral leadership, 
make alliances, and compromise with a wider front of forces. Gramsci called this union of forces a 
‘historic bloc’. This bloc formed the basis of consent to a certain social order, which produced and 
reproduced the hegemony of the dominant class through a nexus of institutions, social relations, and 
ideas. In this way, Gramsci emphasized the importance of the political and ideological superstructure 
in both maintaining and fracturing the relations of the economic base.64

 This idea was strengthened in Rossi’s time by the fact that Marx’s Grundrisse was published 
and began to circulate in Western Europe. The first translation appeared in France in 1967 and an 
Italian version followed between 1968 and 1970. In it, Marx explained the process of formation of 
working-class consciousness as a totality made up of contradictory moments. First, there was the 
moment of selling labour-power in a labour market, where workers were forced to compete for jobs 
and higher wages. After that, came the moment of social relations within the workplace, where 
workers were compelled to form structures of solidarity against exploitation. Then came the moment 
of earning wages, which turned workers into consumers of the commodities they themselves have 
produced. Lastly, came the moment of social reproduction, where workers performed the rituals of 
keeping themselves alive and caring for their offspring within the confines of the family.65

 All four of these moments came together to form contradictory class interests within one 
same person, and they could sometimes cancel each other out. For example, competitive labour 
markets, along with compensatory consumption and welfare programs, could pacify and co-opt the 
potentially revolutionary solidarity of the workplace. This meant that ideological aspects such as so-
cial status, could indeed have just as much influence in shaping material class interests as workplace 
union politics. However, saying that material interests include intersubjective drives is not quite the 
same as reversing the materialist dominance of history or claiming the autonomy of ideology.66

 We can take the Gramscian perspective further by arguing that there is another, more ma-
terialist, explanation for the phenomenon, which generations of socialists have grappled with ever 
since. European working classes have indeed become complicit with capitalism, but that is not fully 
explained by their consciousness being co-opted by hegemonic bourgeois culture. The more funda-

64. Gramsci, Prison Notebooks.

65. David Harvey, “The Working Person as a Political Subjects” in Anti-Capitalist Chronicles (Jul 23, 2020).

66.	 Offering	a	scientific	theorization	of	ideology	(from	the	more	idealist	work	of	Gramsci),	Louis	Althusser	replaced	
the base-superstructure totality with a threefold dialectic of capital (the material base), institutions (the ideolog-
ical and repressive state apparatuses), and culture (subjectivation). His point is then further developed by Nicos 
Poulantzas’ distinction between structurally determined ‘class place’ and ‘class position’. See: Louis Althusser, 
“Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes towards an Investigation)” in Essays on Ideology, 43-44; 
Nicos Poulantzas, “Introduction” in Classes in Contemporary Capitalism, 13–35. For a critique of Gramsci’s 
role in the rise of the popular front revisionism defended by Eurocommunism see Anderson, “The Antinomies of 
Antonio Gramsci.”
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mental problem at stake is that reformist labour struggles in postwar democracy led those classes 
to ascend in the social ladder and form a new petty bourgeoisie, sometimes known as the labour 
aristocracy. Marx and Engels only sporadically used this term in their writings, but Lenin theorized 
it in his 1917 book, Imperialism. Imperial capitalist relations, Lenin argued, set up an international 
division of labour, whereby the transfers of wealth extracted from the colonized peripheries into 
the capitalist metropolises (superprofits) could be redistributed to the first world working classes 
in terms of higher-paying jobs and welfare subsidies. This redistribution, which was a fundamental 
resource of the Western social-democratic welfare state, amounted to a bribe:

… out of such enormous super-profits (since they are obtained over and above the profits which 
capitalists squeeze out of the workers of their ‘home’ country) it is quite possible to bribe the labour 
leaders and the upper stratum of the labour aristocracy. And the capitalists of the ‘advanced’ countries 
are bribing them; they bribe them in a thousand different ways, direct and indirect, overt and covert. 
This stratum of bourgeoisified workers, or the ‘labour aristocracy,’ who are quite philistine in 
their mode of life, in the size of their earnings and in their outlook, serves as the principal prop 
of the Second International, and, in our days, the principal social (not military) prop of the 
bourgeoisie. They are the real agents of the bourgeoisie in the labour movement, the labour 
lieutenants of the capitalist class, real channels of reformism and chauvinism. In the civil war 
between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie they inevitably, and in no small numbers, stand side 
by side with the bourgeoisie, with the ‘Versaillese’ against the ‘Communards.’67

This bourgeoisification of the masses was, according to Lenin, the outcome of capitalism at its most 
advanced stage, when an increasing concentration of monopolies in the metropolitan cores created 
uneven patterns of development around the globe. This unevenness was structural built into the sys-
tem by concentrating capital-intensive industries in the Global North and labour-intensive sectors 
in the Global South.68 Lenin blamed ‘economism’ and the Second International for this, but he 
understood that the crux of the problem was rooted in economic dynamics.69

 This debate is relevant because around the same time that Italian architects were lamenting 
the impossibility of a revolutionary politics in architecture, the European left was coming to terms 
with the difficulties of launching and realizing revolution. Both are understandable if we accept the 
materialist perspective, which explains that cultural phenomena (from architecture to politics) can-
not contradict material class determinations, and that political struggles are necessarily a mediation 
between economics and ideology.70 From this perspective, and following Althusser, architecture’s au-

67. Lenin, Imperialism, 10.

68. This phenomenon has been mentioned in the previous chapter. In Marxist theory, uneven development is struc-
turally	built	into	the	capitalist	mode	of	production	because	of	the	general	law	of	the	tendency	for	the	rate	profit	
to	fall	(TRPF).	According	to	this	law,	the	ratio	of	the	profit	to	the	amount	of	invested	capital	necessarily	decreases	
over time due to coercive competition. Because of this, capital is forced to search out new labour-saving tech-
nological	innovations	to	boost	productivity,	which	leads	to	geographical	concentrations	(or	monopolies)	of	fixed	
capital in the most advanced economies. This, in turn, leads to a correlate underdevelopment of the capitalist 
peripheries who are forced to specialize in labour-intensive sectors of the economy. The result is an international 
wealth transfer and division of labour, whereby technologically advanced capital-intensive economies concen-
trate the social class known as the labour aristocracy, and in turn curtail the development of a vast international 
dependent periphery, where the proletariat is concentrated. It is this division that operates the massive ecological 
transfer of resources from colonized peripheries into developed metropolises. See: Marx, Capital, Vol. III, chap. 
13.	“The	Law	of	the	Tendency	of	the	Rate	of	Profit	to	Fall.”

69.  For Lenin’s critique of Economism and the Second International, see for example: “Letter to Iskra” in Collected 
Works, Vol. 7 (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1961, 1903), 115–118; and “Opportunism, and the Collapse of the 
Second International” in Collected Works, Vol. 21 (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1961, 1915), 438-454.

70. For an exposition of the link between Antonio Gramsci and Ellen Meiksins Wood, critiquing the idealist turn in 
Western Marxism, has said that current intellectual trends of the left which emphasize postmodern fragmentation, 
difference,	contingency,	and	identity	politics	have	difficulty	explaining	capitalism	systemically	and	subjecting	it	to	
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tonomy is only relative. Even though it follows its own internal laws and typological determinations, 
it is nevertheless part in a system of relations that it reproduces and depends upon. Architecture 
internalizes discourses and collective memories as well as repressive powers, social institutions and 
rituals of daily life. When the object is “modified by everything that surrounds it,” it includes the city 
(collective memory), other objects (architecture history), relations of production (labour and market), 
social relations (leisure and care), and so on. To privilege memory, meaning or discourse, is to tell 
only part of the story.71

 While hegemonic culture does indeed affect economy and politics dialectically, an excessive 
focus on ideology places too much faith in individual buildings—their aesthetics and technological 
innovations—to the detriment of property and the forces of development. When Walter Benjamin 
defended the tendentious (as opposed to ‘autonomous’) role of the artist-intellectual he caution that 
the correct position was not beside the proletariat, as an ‘benefactor’, but within the class struggle and 
the process of production: “a political tendency, however revolutionary it may seem, has a counterrev-
olutionary function so long as the writer feels his solidarity with the proletariat only in his attitudes, 
not as a producer.”72 But in the face of architecture’s total subsumption to the forces of improvement, 
as was the case in postwar Italy, Benjamin’s request is rather impossible. Lacking the necessary social 
and material conditions, the architectural tendenza could only be done through ideas, positions, and 
attitudes. “‘Make no little plans,’ Daniel Burnham wrote in the first wave of modernist planning eu-
phoria at the end of the nineteenth century, to which a postmodernist like Aldo Rossi can now more 
modestly reply: ‘To what, then, could I have aspired in my craft? Certainly to small things, having 

critique. She traces the origins of this turn to Gramsci, the Eurocommunist rejection of determinist Marxism and 
a certain self-indulgence, on behalf of Marxist intellectuals, who overemphasized the revolutionary potential of 
theory over that of militant praxis: “No doubt, too, the autonomy apparently accorded to ideology, politics and 
‘cultural revolution’ held very particular attractions for intellectuals, situating revolution on their very own terrain. 
Now,	with	the	decline	of	even	these	ahistorical	revolutionary	aspirations,	there	has	remained	an	affinity	with	any	
theoretical	tendency	that	stresses	the	autonomy	of	culture	and,	finally,	discourse. This suggests that the particular 
flavour	of	Western	Marxism	and	its	successors	comes	not	just	from	the	negative	fact	of	their	separation	from	work-
ing-class	politics	but	from	a	tendency	to	fill	the	vacuum	by	putting	intellectual	activity	in	place	of	class	struggle.	
There	has	been	a	kind	of	self-promotion	of	intellectuals	as	world-historic	forces;	and	though	this	self-glorification	
has gone through various phases since the 1960s, it has in all its manifestations reinforced the detachment from 
history. Now, discursive construction has replaced material production as the constitutive practice of social life. 
There may never be a revolutionary reconstruction of society, but there can always be a ruthless deconstruction of 
texts. We have gone a long way beyond the healthy and fruitful attention to the ideological and cultural dimen-
sions	of	human	experience	exemplified	in	the	best	of	Marxist	historiography	or	by	a	theorist	like	Gramsci.	Here	is	
vanguardism with a vengeance.” In: Wood, Democracy Against Capitalism, 9–10.

71. In his book Justice, Nature, & the Geography of Difference, David Harvey confronts different theories of dia-
lectical and nondialectical interpretations of socio-spatial systems. At various points, he critiques the structuralist 
approach that focuses too much on ‘discourse’ to the detriment of the other moments in the social totality: “… to 
privilege	discourse	above	other	moments	is	insufficient,	misleading	and	even	dangerous.	The	theory	of	internal	
relations has to be used in a way that avoids the trap of ‘monadic idealism’ and the pitfalls of the ‘Leibnizian 
conceit’.	Errors	arise	when	examination	of	one	‘moment’	is	held	sufficient	to	understand	the	totality	of	the	social	
process.	Again	and	again	we	will	find	slippages	of	 the	sort	 that	convert	a	dialectically	correct	 statement	 like	
“there is nothing outside the text” into false statements that “everything can be understood through texts” (or, 
worse, still, “everything is text and can be understood as such”) and equally false practices that seek to use, say, 
the deconstruction of texts as the privileged (and sometimes the only) pathway to understanding.” In: Harvey, 
Justice, Nature, Difference, 80. The ‘Leibnizian conceit’ is, according to his critique, a view that sees moments 
as ‘windowless monads’, i.e., as absolute entities within a pre-established harmonious world. The monad is a 
withdrawn mirror of the universe, internalizing the world and its totality of relations in its subjectivity, but chang-
ing none. This is what Harvey criticized as the doctrine of internal relations, from which the sensuous interaction 
with the world is missing, the external relations, so that the dialectic becomes reduced to a “cacophony of ‘inner 
monologues’”. In: Ibidem, 72.

72. Walter Benjamin, “Author as Producer,” 772–3. Full quote: “Here it is quite palpable where the conception of 
the	‘intellectual’—as	a	type	of	person	defined	by	his	opinions,	attitudes,	or	dispositions,	but	not	by	his	position	in	
the	process	of	production—leads.	He	must	…	find	his	place	beside the proletariat. But what kind of place is this? 
That of a benefactor, of an ideological patron—an impossible place. And so we return to the thesis stated at the 
outset:	the	place	of	the	intellectual	in	the	class	struggle	can	be	identified—or,	better,	chosen—only	on	the	basis	
of his position in the process of production.”
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seen that the possibility of great ones was historically precluded.’”73

 In trusting the militant potential of type alone—and the act of reading its meaning, as hap-
pens with an element of text in literary deconstruction—we risk reducing the totality of environ-
mental relations to a myopic sort of idealism. In so doing, we invisibilize architecture’s backgrounds 
and, most importantly, its relations to modes of land use, property valorization and social reproduc-
tion, which are relevant points of struggle when it comes to the politics of space. Then, indeed, the 
building appears individualized. Type is a useful tool for gauging time and history within architec-
tural practice, but it needs to be embedded in the context of place. Inventoried in abstract, typology 
becomes vulnerable to the insatiable appetites of high-speed fashion and commodification. 
 Just as the Smithsons’ concept of ‘threshold’, types do not contain in themselves the totality 
of socio-biological relations, but when read dialectically with their contexts, they can be understood 
as ‘moments’ or relative historical permanences that offer a window from which to read that totality. 
Whereas the category of ‘threshold’ in the Smithsons’ habitat was somewhat deterministic, since it 
looked at material environmental relations from an ahistorical technical perspective, the category of 
‘type’ in the Italian ambiente tended towards idealism, since it focused on historical symbolism to the 
detriment of productive relations. It is then interesting to note how both camps were developed in 
ways that further entrenched this split. On one camp, we have Reyner Banham’s interpretation of 
habitat as the hypertechnological construction of ‘well-tempered environments’, where the threshold 
between body and nature is reduced to a bionic architectural skin. On the other, we have the con-
textualism debate proper, spearheaded by Collin Rowe, Peter Eisenmann and the critical regionalism 
debate, focusing on collage, Derridean deconstruction, and eclectic pastiche. Severed in this way, the 
environmental question in architecture cannot be properly understood.
 By focusing on the history of this split, we can search for ways in which the ahistorical ma-
terialism of threshold can be compensated by the historical idealism of type. Threshold allows us to 
read evolutionary changes in space; type allows us to read evolutionary change in time. By mapping 
the two, we can arrive at a snapshot of the systems of environmental relations over the longue durée. 
Furthermore, by focussing on a project that was actually embedded in a revolutionary process, which 
provided the necessary conditions for Benjamin’s ‘operational’ architect to arise, we might come clos-
er to understanding the possibility of a progressive environmental politics in architecture. 
 The growing split between habitat and ambiente effectively ended the CIAM and it set the 
tone for the shift from modernism to postmodernism. As has been the case with a wide set of frac-
turing questions, postmodernism has not resolved the context debate in architecture; it multiplied 
it and sometimes rejected it altogether. In a sense, New Brutalism and La Tendenza were two of the 
last architectural avant-gardes. They were the last moments when Western architecture produced 
a historical project that confronted, for better or worse, the realities of political economy and the 
circumstances of social and environmental relations.74

73. Harvey, Condition of Postmodernity, 40.

74. Liberated from a sense of historical progress, postmodern architecture embodied the liberal doctrine of the ‘end 
of history’, or the belief in a condition of an eternal present where the political neutrality of pastiche gained the 
legitimacy of radicality. David Harvey explained it succinctly: “Politically committed art took over one wing of the 
modernist movement. Surrealism, constructivism, and socialist realism all sought to mythologize the proletariat 
in their respective ways, and the Russians set about inscribing that in space, as did a whole succession of socialist 
governments in Europe, through the creation of buildings like the celebrated Karl Marx-Hof in Vienna (designed 
not only to house workers but also to be a bastion of military defence against any rural conservative assault 
mounted	against	 a	 socialist	 city).	But	 the	 configurations	were	unstable.	No	 sooner	had	doctrines	of	 socialist	
realism been enunciated as a rejoinder to ‘decadent’ bourgeois modernism and fascist nationalism, than popular 
front politics on the part of many communist parties led to a swing back to nationalist art and culture as a means 
to unite proletarian with wavering middle-class forces in the united front against fascism.” In: Harvey, Condition 
of Postmodernity, 33–4.
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 The contact between Portugal and the CIAM (and Team X) debates was mediated by Viana 
de Lima, Fernando Távora, and their student Sergio Fernandez. They were present at the eleventh 
and last congress, in Otterlo, when Rogers presented BBPR’s Torre Velasca and was vehemently 
attacked by Peter Smithson, who accused him of “modernist conformism.” When the Smithsons 
displayed their London Roads Study, an urban scheme that would only “keep the things which are 
urbanistically and constructionally valid”, a discussion ensued with Rogers about their exclusion of 
Soho from that category.75 
 At the congress, the Portuguese committee presented a part of the Inquiry into Portuguese 
Popular Architecture, a nation-wide investigation into vernacular architecture carried out in the fif-
ties, at a time when the nationalist question of the ‘Portuguese house’ dominated the scene, and the 
School of Porto was itself divided between pro-fascist neoclassicists and antiregime modernists. The 
Inquiry was sponsored by the state in the misguided hope of consolidating nationalist identity, but 
the enormous variety of styles and construction techniques that it featured had reversed results. In 
the last CIAM congresses, the affinities between Távora and the Italian group had become increas-
ingly clear, which led some to postulate the advent of a ‘Mediterranean modern’. At the same time, 
Le Corbusier’s Ronchamp and Chandigarh introduced an expressionist influence that critics such 
as Nuno Portas would associate to New Brutalism. After decades of cultural isolation Portugal was 
now have a late access to the major debates of modernism. 
 During his student years, in 1947, Távora wrote an essay titled “O Problema da Casa Portu-
guesa” in reference to Raul Lino’s magnum opus because he felt ambivalent towards this discussion, 
in “permanent tension between national and international architecture.”76 He “defended that which 
later came to be known as the ‘third way’, meaning that modern architecture should be able to de-
velop, while nevertheless maintaining an identification with tradition.”77 The search for that third 
way—between universal abstraction and local particularism—was of course the key issue at the heart 
of the postmodern debate.
 It is telling to note that in Portugal, and in the School of Porto in particular, the word 
pré-existência is often used to this day to mean ‘context’. The word ambiental was dropped, but the 
meaning here is as much historical as it is environmental. In Álvaro Siza’s work, it acquires a marked 
landscape connotation, or a ‘sense of the tectonic’, to borrow Kenneth Frampton’s theorization.78 
Siza’s projects latch onto, and dissolve into, the land to the point where it is often hard to tell where 
the project begins and what pre-exists, what is object and what is environment. His contextualism 
is not limited to architectural language nor style—which remains abstract as in the modernist trad-
ition—but rather it can be found in an obsessive adaptation to topography and the attentive weav-
ing together of disjointed territorial layers. In the revolutionary period of 1974–75, the questions 
raised by the habitat-ambiente debate came together in Portugal to form a high-pressure historical 
condenser. The totality of determinations that bred this moment supplied both the ideological and 
material conditions for a socialist housing project to arise on a national scale, and this was the context 
out of which Siza’s Bairro da Malagueira was born. •

75. Newman and Bakema, New Frontiers in Architecture, 220–21.

76. Távora quoted in Max Risselada, “Fernando Távora no Contexto do Team10” in Bandeirinha (ed.), Fernando 
Távora, 161.

77. Ibidem.

78. Frampton, Studies in Tectonic Culture.



85

Fig. 1. Alison and Peter Smithson’s doorstep philosophy.
	 	 Urban	Re-identification	Grid	(with	Nigel	Hendersen),	1953.	Source:	Centre	Pompidou.
  Cluster Diagram, The Golden Lane becomes fully fledged as districts of city, 1952. Source: Centre Pompidou.
  Golden Lane’s Deck, 1952. Source: Centre Pompidou.
  Draft for a statement on habitat, aka “The Doorn Manifesto,” 1954. Source: Het Nieuwe Instituut.
  Patterns of Association, 1958. Source: Alison and Peter Smithon, Urban Structuring.
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Fig. 2. Neorealism and Aldo Rossi’s analogous architecture.
	 	 Ludovico	Quaroni,	La Martella, Matera, 1951. Source: Fondazione Adriano Olivetti.
  Casabella—Continuità covers, Oct 1959, Dec 1962, Apr 1962. Source: Casabella.
  Aldo Rossi, Progetto di Concorso Per Municipio, Scandicci, 1968. Source: Eredi Aldo Rossi.
  Aldo Rossi, Dieses ist langer–Ora questo è perduto, 1975. Source: Bonnefanten Museum.
	 	 Diagram	of	Moscow’s	‘Seven	Sisters’	in	Casabella—Continuità	262	(April	1962).	Source:	Aureli,	“Difficult	Whole.”
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4. Álvaro Siza’s Proletarian Islands

On August 3, 1968, the Portuguese dictator António de Oliveira Salazar fell from a chair. One 
month later, memory loss and incoherent speech led to an emergency surgery. Ten days after, he had 
a stroke, fell into a coma, and thirty-six years in office came to an end. His later withdrawal from 
power encouraged a new top-down reform known as the Marcelist Spring, after his successor Mar-
celo Caetano. It was a period of relative modernization of the Estado Novo, which tried to renegoti-
ate the country’s semiperipheral position within a new world order of globalization, financialization 
and postcolonial geopolitics.1 Facing widespread international condemnation and mounting internal 
contradictions, the regime fell with the military coup of April 25, 1974.
 The coup inaugurated nineteen months of a revolutionary period in which a totalizing na-
tional land reform and a mass redistribution of housing property took place. In this context, the con-
tradiction of habitation vs. improvement became centre stage, with the power-struggle being invert-
ed to the side of habitation. Land, labour and housing movements, mediated through a dual power 
relationship between the state and popular committees, created the historical conditions for a truly 
dialectical approach to the environmental and housing questions. Out of this context, the SAAL 
process was created, as a coalition of ‘technical brigades’ made up of construction technicians and 
neighbourhood committees. Its goal was to build a people’s design for masterplans, infrastructures, 
homes, and neighbourhood institutions, from day care centres to community gardens. During this 
process, the SAAL-Norte produced a series of projects focused on reinventing the housing typology 
of the ilha, or island, and Álvaro Siza wrote a text considering the hypothesis of “the proletarian is-
land as basic element of the urban tissue.” What was taken from these islands was not so much their 
stylistic or typological configurations, but a system of communal relations, predicated on a series of 
threshold spaces that mediated between the individual house, the collective bairro and the capitalist 
city. Siza designed a trilogy of projects around this theme, the last of which was Bairro da Malague-
ira.

4.1 Housing, Land, and the 1974–75 Revolution
In the late 1960’s Portugal was the least developed country in Western Europe. It had a large poor 
peasantry in the North, vast landed estates in the South, and relatively small, concentrated industrial 
centres around Lisbon and Porto. Between 1960 and 1973, over 1.5 million poor people left the 
country for France and Germany, or for the colonies, to try their luck as petty-bourgeois owners. 
Rates of infant mortality and infectious disease were the highest in Western Europe, salaries were 
the lowest, healthcare was dependent on charity run by the Catholic Church, and over 40 percent 
of the population were illiterate.2 In a 2004 retrospective, a liberal newspaper described a scenario 
where:

… divorce was suppressed, where [many] books, films and songs were prohibited, where the 
arts were censured, where social communication was muzzled, where many children walked 

1. By then Portugal had the longest and last standing Western colonial empire. During the Caetano period, colo-
nial wars were surging, as was military spending. By 1974, the Portuguese army was running counterinsurgency 
campaigns against the African Party for the Independence of Guinea and Cape Verde (PAIGC), the People’s 
Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA), and the Mozambique Liberation Front (FRELIMO). Amílcar Cabral 
was assassinated by the Portuguese Political Police (PIDE) in January 1973.

2. António Barreto, “Mudança Social em Portugal: 1960–2000” in Portugal Contemporâneo, edited by Antó-
nio	Costa	 Pinto	 (Lisboa:	Dom	Quixote,	 2005),	 137–162.	 António	 Barreto	 and	Clara	 Valadas	 Preto,	Portugal 
1960/1995: Indicadores Sociais (Lisboa: ICS and Público, 1996).
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around shoeless, where the majority of the population did not have a refrigerator, telephone or 
bathtub, where you could not tell jokes about the authorities or criticize the powerful, where 
you did not have the right to demonstrate or strike, where you needed a license to own a lighter 
or a transistor radio, where agriculture was operated by medieval ploughs and animal traction, 
where road traffic was crawling with wagons and ox carts, where ready-to-wear clothes were 
almost non-existent, where Coca-Cola was contraband, where the political police used torture 
in prisons, where there were no highways nor … elections.3

In the late 1960’s, Portugal’s dictatorship needed to modernize its industry and adapt to the postwar 
world order. Both geographically and politically peripheral in Europe, Portugal was naturally set 
for integration within the advanced Western core. Breaking with the Estado Novo’s isolationism, 
the Marcelist Spring opened the country to foreign markets and capital, which financed large de-
velopments such as the shipyards of Lisnave and Setenave. In search for cheap labour and a busi-
ness-friendly regime, multinationals like Timex, Plessey, Ford, General Motors, ITT, and Philips 
set up plants in the Lisbon industrial belt. By 1968, foreign capital accounted for over 50 percent 
of Portugal’s total manufacturing investment.4 Industry soared, the rural peasantry migrated, the 
urban working class grew, and shanty towns proliferated. Then, as the 1973 oil crisis approached, 
Europe’s least developed capitalist economy was profoundly stricken. The consequences ranged the 
usual: stagnant growth, capital flight, mass unemployment, inflation, and lower spending power for 
workers.
 The crisis opened the path to revolution. On the one hand, the Marcelist Spring had already 
loosened the state’s grip on labour, allowing free elections within unions and effectively weakening 
the corporatist system that was so crucial to fascism. By October 1970, about twenty unions with 
independently elected leaderships convened a semilegal federation known as the Intersindical, un-
officially led by the Portuguese Communist Party (PCP) and the Progressive Catholics.5 Another 
impending factor was the gap that recessionary economic measures and capital flight, coupled with 
a thirteen year-long colonial war, opened for an alliance between popular movements and dissident 
soldiers.6 War and economic crises have historically been the twin ingredients for revolution, but 
this moment was also the result a wider process of reconfiguration of the relations of production 

3. Editorial, “25 de Abril de 1974 – Operação Fim Regime” in Visão (15 April 2004): 1.

4. Raquel Varela, A People’s History of the Portuguese Revolution (London: Pluto Press, 2019), 14. In The Crisis 
of the Dictatorships, Nicos Poulantzas gives a materialist account of the imperialist nature of this development in 
Portugal, a semi-periphery of the imperialist cores of North Europe and USA (along with Spain and Greece), which 
he	defines	as	a	 ‘dependent	 industrialization’,	characterized	by	three	points:	a	 low-level	 technology;	a	bipolar	
tendency	for	qualification	and	disqualification	of	labour,	whereby	the	first	is	destined	towards	emigration	to	the	
dominant	countries;	a	direct	expatriation	of	profits.	See:	Poulantzas,	Crisis of the Dictatorships, 14.

5. Both organizations were clandestine at this point. The Portuguese Communist Party was founded on March 
6, 1921, by dissident militants of the anarcho-syndicalist movement. It was illegalized after the fall of the First 
Republic and the implementation of the Military Dictatorship on May 28th, 1926, having remained underground 
until 1974. The origins of the Progressive Catholics trace back to the French resistance during WWII, when a 
Catholic	faction	united	with	communists	in	order	to	fight	the	occupying	Nazi	forces.	In	November	1948,	a	“Man-
ifesto of the Union of Progressive Christians” was distributed calling for a collaboration with communists and the 
Soviet Union against imperialism, only to be forbidden by the Vatican. The Portuguese faction was politically 
heterogeneous	but	generally	moderate,	espousing	pacifism,	and	appealing	to	‘Christian	consciousness’	against	
state	repression	and	centralization,	although	some	identified	as	‘Christian	Marxists’.

6. From 1961 to 1974, the colonial wars had provided an escape valve for unemployment by conscripting workers 
into soldiers. But between January and December 1974, unemployment doubled, with the areas of Lisbon, 
Porto and Setúbal being the most affected in absolute numbers, and the Alentejo and Algarve in relative terms. 
Massive	devaluation	of	the	dollar	led	to	a	hyperinflation	of	prices	and	a	significant	GDP	contraction.	GDP	fell	
from 11.2 percent in 1973 to 1.1 percent in 1974, and -4.3 percent in 1975. In the six months between October 
1973	and	March	1974,	the	price	of	codfish	rose	by	113	percent,	potatoes	rose	by	80	percent,	and	gasoline	by	66	
percent. See: Varela, A People’s History, 83–4 and Varela et al., “Autogestão e Crise Económica na Revolução 
Portuguesa.”
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in Portugal, a shift that led to an accumulation and exacerbation historical contradictions, or what 
Louis Althusser called an “intense overdetermination of the basic class contradiction” between labour 
and capital.7

 As Nicos Poulantzas noted in the The Crisis of the Dictatorships, the dissolution of precapit-
alist agrarian relations led to the release of “unoccupied labour-power that gravitate[d] towards the 
towns, where the particular characteristics of the industrialization process fail[ed] to provide it with 
corresponding jobs. This imbalance … gave rise to several forms of unemployment” including that 
of an immense ‘suburban’ population concentrated in shanty towns around the urban centres, living 
from hand to mouth or off various services.” This also included the “unemployment of a significant 
intellectual subproletariat of peasant children making their way through the educational apparatus 
in order to find jobs in the ‘tertiary’ sector, and in public and semipublic administration, while eking 
out an existence by means of part-time illegal work.”8

 The same course of industrialization also gave rise to a contradiction between the new bour-
geois classes—a national bourgeoisie of domestic industrial property owners, and a nonproductive 
urban middle class—and the power bloc alliance between the dictatorship and the comprador, semi-
feudal bourgeoisie oriented towards the exploitation of the African colonies.9 At the same time, 
the contradiction between US and European geopolitical influences furthered a split within the 
dominant classes, between American-dominated monopoly capital and Europe-oriented endogam-
ous capital. This division was then mirrored in the army, between those who supported the Atlantic 
Alliance and those who favoured the Common Market.10 There was also, of course, the contradiction 
between NATO and the Soviet Union, with the former supporting the dictatorship and the latter 
fomenting the dissident groups and the Pan-African liberation struggles.11

 As is often the case in fascism, the Portuguese regime relied heavily on the military.12 Since 
officer corps had a vested interest in state affairs, any serious opposition within the armed forces 
could pose an immediate threat to the state. This was increasingly the case during the 1970s, at a time 
when the burdens of the colonial war were making the civil authorities increasingly unpopular. Mass 
conscription directed popular resentment for the casualties and the resource drain towards the state, 

7. Althusser, For Marx, 95–6; 104–5.

8. Poulantzas, Crisis of the Dictatorships, 68–9.

9. Ibidem, 42–3. These emergent bourgeoisies had already been the thrust behind the Marcellist reforms. The 
big comprador bourgeoisies was made up of large banking groups such as Espírito Santo, Borges e Irmão, and 
Portugês do Atlântico.

10. Ibidem, 29–33.

11. “In the early years of the Cold War, Portugal and the United States signed several agreements authorizing Ameri-
can forces to remain in the Azores [American military] base, now established on the island of Terceira. The Truman 
administration never regarded the existence of the Portuguese colonial empire as an obstacle to the establish-
ment and maintenance of a good relationship with Lisbon, even when other European powers were already 
starting their processes of decolonization. Despite being an authoritarian regime, Portugal was easily integrated 
into the new international system. The Soviet veto of Portugal’s membership of the United Nations, in 1946, was 
largely offset by Portuguese participation in the Marshall Plan and also by the invitation to become a founding 
member of NATO. … When, in 1950, the Department of State prepared a ‘Policy Statement’ on Portugal, the 
four	major	objectives	of	American	policy	were	defined	as:	 ‘to	maintain	and	 improve	existing	cordial	 relations	
… to ensure continuation and development of the facilities now granted to us in the Azores … to encourage 
Portuguese participation in efforts to achieve economic, political, and military integration in Western Europe and 
coordination in North Atlantic area [... and] to aid in the economic and strategic development of Portugal’s large 
African possessions.’” In: Rodrigues, “The United States and Portuguese Decolonization,” 165.

12. At an interview in 1939, Salazar was quoted stating: “I think Portugal owes her army a debt which will not be easy 
to pay. Of course it is possible that the military caste may temporarily enjoy various prerogatives, even privileges; 
but it has paid dearly for its privileges, by its services to the cause of order which is at this moment the cause of 
the nation itself. How many disasters and calamities, riots and useless expenses has the Army saved us from? We 
have	plenty	of	soldiers,	too	many	soldiers,	have	we?	Quite	likely.	But	had	we	not	also	plenty	of	civilian	revolution-
aries, the plague of Portugal before the dictatorship, always an open sore in our national life, an unending source 
of expense and disorder! The Army must be honoured and revered, as being the scaffolding indispensable to the 
building-up of the New State.” In: Ferro, Salazar: Portugal and her Leader, 140.
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rather than the army, and much less the soldiers. With mandatory service lasting four to six years for 
all adult men, few families were not directly affected. When the Armed Forces Movement (MFA) 
was formed by an insurgent group of four hundred junior officers, it was standing for the ‘sons of the 
people’.13

 The coup started in the early morning of April 25, when the song “Grandola Vila Morena” 
was broadcast on national radio as a coded message for the dissident captains. Six hours later, down-
town Lisbon was occupied, and governmental institutions were seized. Throughout the day, radio 
announcements updated the population asking them to shelter in place, but large crowds gathered 
anyway in support. By evening, the government relented, Caetano was exiled to Brazil, and the MFA 
took over. There were five casualties on that day, including a soldier, a police officer, and three civil-
ians.
 The coup did not entail, from the outset, all that the revolution would become. At base, the 
MFA developed from a professional grievance to which politics were largely secondary. It was a 
small military group who felt that it could harness the public support that the political regime had 
lost and yield it in favour of its own corporate self-interest. In this case, there was an objection by 
career officers to a privileged status given to commissioned conscripts in order to meet the growing 
requirements of the war. Although their demands had broadened by April 1974, the first political 
programme of the Captains Movement, originally formed in July 1973, contained little that could 
then be regarded as radical.
 For the most part, the MFA soldiers were petty-bourgeois, moderately politicized, and chiefly 
focused on ending the war. But immediately after the coup a revolutionary movement gained mo-
mentum, propelled by the working poor and the popular masses who altered the balance of class 
power in a context of national and economic crisis. In the colonies, the national liberation move-
ments also gained strength. The coup then evolved into a revolution, fruit of a snow-ball effect of 
social determinations:

The breach that opened in the core of the ruling classes is not solved by the coup d’état, on the 
contrary: crisis paves the way for revolution; the revolution aggravates the crisis; the revolution 
accelerates the independence of the colonies; the struggle for independence of the colonies 
carries over to the MFA; the crisis in the dominant class precipitates some of its sector to try to 
contain the revolutionary process by force (September 28 and March 11) and impose a neoco-
lonial solution and a Bonapartist regime for Portugal; the defeat of these counter-revolutionary 
attempts radicalizes the revolution.14

The social explosion that followed the coup is hard to quantify. The movements reflected an ad-
vanced mass political consciousness and a widespread predisposition for new forms of democracy 
and workers’ control. Most fundamentally, however, they were the necessary outcome of a specific 
set of material conditions that made workers’ and the MFA’s interests converge, to a certain point:

With the explosion of social conflicts in the first months since April 25th, the workers of many 
companies ousted their bosses and representatives on charges of economic sabotage, collusion 

13.	 Famous	slogan	during	the	revolution.	Original	Portuguese	version:	“Os	soldados	são	filhos	do	povo.”

14. Varela, “Nasce a ‘Aliança Povo-MFA’.” My translation; original Portuguese version: “A brecha que se abriu no 
seio da classe dominante não é solucionada pelo golpe de estado. Pelo contrário, a crise abre a porta à rev-
olução; a revolução agrava a crise; a revolução acelera a independência das colónias; a luta pela independência 
das	colónias	influi	no	MFA;	a	crise	na	classe	dominante	precipita	sectores	desta	a	tentarem	conter	pela	força	(28	
de Setembro e 11 de Março) o processo revolucionário e impor uma solução neocolonial e um regime bonapar-
tista para Portugal; a derrota destas intentonas radicaliza a revolução.”
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with the dictatorial regime, labour repression, etc. At the same time, deteriorating economic 
conditions were pushing many companies into unsustainable situations of lack of liquidity or 
solvency, leading owners to abandon them. In order to protect their jobs or seize all power 
from the hands of capital, workers of such companies took over management and demanded 
state support to keep them running. The Government was thereby led to publish a few diplo-
mas that gave legal coverage to the situation. … These diplomas established and regulated the 
mechanisms of State intervention in private enterprises, but they did so on a temporary basis 
that nevertheless kept the means of production in the possession of their respective owners.15

The proliferation of workers’ self-management practices during the revolution was a necessary result 
of economic and political conditions, not merely the fruit of ideology or chaotic opportunism. If 
we factor decolonization in this scenario, we are left with a major context of destabilization. As the 
owner classes lost spaces of accumulation overseas, they were forced to seek profit margins elsewhere, 
namely by spiking exploitation within the continent. This led to an increase in conflicts between the 
different fractions of the owning classes, precisely at a time when the government was at its weakest. 
Any substantial state measures aimed at recovering the rate of capital accumulation and circulation, 
such as closing companies, intensifying the working day, or cutting direct or indirect wages, only 
reproduced more social conflict.
 In the interplay between radicalization and counter-revolution, various struggles took shape 
in defence of the socialization of means of production. They broadly fell into three groups: labour 
struggles, land struggles, and housing struggles. The first were organized by the urban proletariat of 
the industrial belts, around the occupation of factories by workers’ councils. The second were a move-
ment of the rural peasantry focused on the occupation of large, landed estates in the Alentejo that 
would later culminate in the Agrarian Reform, which had Évora as epicentre. Lastly, the housing 
struggles were mobilized by the urban poor, organized in neighbourhood associations who mostly 
occupied vacant homes.[Fig. 3]

 The MFA’s response to the housing movements was formalized in the Mobile Local Support 
Service (Serviço Ambulatório de Apoio Local, or SAAL), founded and led by architect and then State 
Secretary, Nuno Portas. In its twenty-six months of existence, between August 1974 and October 
1976, the SAAL produced about 170 projects, which affected over forty thousand families through-
out the country.16 The projects were made by teams called ‘technical brigades’, made up of architects 
and other construction technicians and neighbourhood committees. They were charged with build-
ing a people’s design for neighbourhood units, or bairros, which included not only housing premises 
but also collective social reproduction facilities, from day care centres to community gardens. They 
were also, in many ways, the government’s strategy for curbing and controlling the occupations.
 In historical contexts of social instability, the housing question tends to become a point of 
militancy for the poor as well as a tool for social pacification on behalf of the state. Under Salazar, a 

15. Lopes, A Economia Portuguesa desde 1960, 308. My translation; original Portuguese version: “Com a ex-
plosão	dos	conflitos	sociais	nos	primeiros	meses	a	seguir	ao	25	de	Abril,	os	trabalhadores	de	muitas	empresas	ex-
pulsaram os patrões ou os seus representantes, invocando argumentos de sabotagem económica, colaboração 
com o regime de ditadura, repressão laboral, etc. Ao mesmo tempo, a deterioração das condições económicas 
das empresas ia empurrando muitas delas para situações insustentáveis de falta de liquidez ou solvabilidade e 
levou muitos donos a abandoná-las. Para protegerem os seus empregos, ou para arrancarem todo o poder aos 
proprietários do capital, os trabalhadores das empresas assim atingidas apoderaram-se da respetiva gestão e 
reclamaram apoios do Estado para as manterem em atividade. O Governo foi, por isso, levado a publicar alguns 
diplomas que davam cobertura legal às situações assim criadas. … Esses diplomas estabeleciam e regulavam os 
mecanismos de intervenção do Estado em sociedades privadas, embora a título temporário e sem deixarem de 
manter os meios de produção na titularidade dos respetivos proprietários.”

16. Suzanne Cotter, “Preface” in Sardo, O Processo SAAL, 11.
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severe shortage had been gradually developing since the 1960’s, caused by mass demographic shifts 
and a government-private monopoly over land speculation. Public housing accounted for only 10 
percent of the total market and it was catered to the middle-classes, not the poor.17 At the onset 
of the revolution, there was an estimated shortage of 500 thousand units. Phil Mailer describes 
socio-typological stratification of the housing market as follows:

Shanty towns: These had been built illegally, usually of wood or tin. Families of eight or ten 
would live in a single room. The land was often privately owned and a ‘landlord’ would charge 
rent, which would vary from 200 to 400 escudos a month. The buildings would be erected 
either by potential dwellers or by people already in the shanty towns, to be sold or further 
rented as the ‘owner’ wished. Misery exploited misery. Monopolies within the shanty towns 
were not unknown. Although predominantly a Lisbon phenomenon, shanty towns also exist-
ed in many other parts of the country.
 Sublets: A building would often be rented by an entrepreneur, who would then sublet 
it (on a room by room basis) making a fat profit in the process. The ‘landlord’ generally cared 
little for the conditions in which tenants lived. Thus three or four families would be squeezed 
into an apartment of four or five rooms. This was the predominant housing pattern in Porto 
and Braga but was also widespread in Lisbon (in particular among families from Cabo Verde). 
 Property owners: Most new housing was put up by private companies. By limiting 
the amount built (and thus influencing rents) they dominated the supply situation. Only 
thirty-five thousand units were erected annually during the period 1960–70, while the deficit 
in 1960 required that over fifty thousand units be built each year. Rents rose as demand in-
creased. Only the petty bourgeoisie got anything from the new housing. The poor became yet 
poorer, in terms of what they could buy. 
 Working-class and petty-bourgeois housing: Because of high rents (new houses com-
ing onto the market fetched up to 1,000 escudos per room, per month), working-class and 
poorer middle-class people had to make big sacrifices just to get or keep a roof over their 
head. Rent alone accounted for at least 40 percent of the family budget in the Lisbon area 
(and in some cases, much more). In old working-class districts rents could only be increased 
every five years, and only on a percentage basis. Here rents remained lower. In other areas 
new families moving in were exposed to the worst forms of exploitation. Many were forced 
out into the ‘dormitory towns,’ in the suburbs. Living there entailed all the hardships of poor 
transport, fatigue, separation, and internal pressure on the family unit itself. Workers would 
leave in the morning, spend up to an hour getting to work, return home at night tired and 
irritable, watch TV, fight with their relatives, and grow more frustrated every day.18

Just as the housing crisis predated the revolution, so did the spike in public housing policies. In 1969, 
Caetano’s government set up a new program known as the FFH (Fundo de Fomento à Habitação). It 
operated in continuity with the dominant principles of Salazar’s government, using public housing 
as an instrument of social engineering and control, but shifted the focused to two main strategies: 
the promotion of urban home ownership to the detriment of leasing; and the control of informal 
urban sprawl—the so called clandestine neighbourhoods—through the establishment of the new In-

17. Maria Tavares and João Miguel Couto Duarte, “O arrendamento social público (1945-1969)” in Agarez (coord.), 
Habitação,	197–234.	Middle	class	is	described	in	official	documents	as	“the	clerk,	the	teacher,	the	private	sector	
employee and the man of liberal profession.”, see p. 203.

18. Mailer, Impossible Revolution, 119.
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tegrated Plans.19 Jurisdiction over such neighbourhoods was delegated to the municipalities, with 
sate investment reduced to the level of infrastructure and basic facilities, a decentralizing move that 
allowed for a much vaster portion of the national territory to be covered. It was at this point that the 
municipality of Évora expropriated the land on which the first bairro known as Malagueira would 
later be developed.
  Until 1965, the uneven valuation of agricultural, rural, undeveloped, and urbanized land had 
been regulated by the state. With the mass demographic shifts from the countryside to the cities, the 
government instated a new private real estate sector, making the costs of housing skyrocket, not only 
because of construction costs but also due to ground rent.20 After the revolution, the people reacted 
by occupying vacant properties, leading to a historic decline in real estate value, which translated, in 
effect, to an increase in workers’ purchase power. Just three days after the April coup, the residents of 
Boavista, in Lisbon, occupied a housing estate and refused to leave despite threats from the MFA. 
In Ajuda, Bairro Salazar was renamed Bairro 2 de Maio after the date of its occupation. In Porto, 
the movements began on April 27, with a plenary held in Bairro São João de Deus. In Lisbon, 
around two thousand housing units were occupied during the first ten days alone, most of them in 
unfinished buildings owned by the municipality. They were the beginning of a popular wave that 
articulated the housing question with issues of social reproduction, a critique of private property, and 
the limits of institutional and organizational structures.21 
 These popular struggles were divided in two groups. The first were the Autonomous Revolu-
tionary Neighbourhood Committees (Comissões Revolucionárias Autónomas de Moradores, or CRAM), 
usually based off the older working-class and lower-middle-class areas, with a mixed social base of 
teachers, factory workers and other blue-collar or semiprofessional salaried types. Although they 
articulated a general critique of private property, they mostly focused on accessing empty houses and 
setting up community services of social reproduction, such as nurseries, canteens, and popular clinics. 
After the failed countercoup of March 11, 1975, and the PCP’s effective seizure of the MFA, it was 
this group who started most of the occupations.22

 The Committees were elected in General Assemblies grouping all the residents of a given 
neighbourhood, or bairro. The assemblies were large, with up to five hundred attendees, and they 
discussed the problems of the bairro and made suggestions as to what should be done. Although they 
were not partisan, many of them had the support of far-left groups like the UDP, the more moderate 
social-democratic MES, and the PRP-BR.23 Speaking to the latter’s newspaper, Revolução, an occu-

19. The most relevant advance in Marcelist housing politics took place in the colonies, through a program imple-
mented by the army in Angola, Mozambique and Giné, called Programa de Aldeamentos do Exército (Army 
Villages Program). It took off in 1961 and its goal was to grant territorial control via the displacement of native 
population. By 1974, about 3,000 villages had been set up in Angola, housing over 1 million peasants. In Mo-
zambique the number was lower (953), but the average dimension of the units was larger, so that the overall 
number of displaced peasants rounded up to another million. Spatially and formally, the villages consisted of 
military camps, policed by local militias, and located in forest clearings with an ample central space that allowed 
for	efficient	suveillance	and	for	planes	to	land.	The	FFH	was	separate	from	this	program,	and	none	of	the	housing	
projects built in the continent were nearly as violent. Nevertheless, this colonial frontier supplied an experimental 
ground for the housing policies of the state apparatus. See: José António Bandeirina et al., “O Fundo de Fomen-
to à Habitação” in Agarez (coord.), Habitação, 235–280.

20. Guinote, “Urbanismo e Corrupção: as mais-valias e o desenvolvimento urbano.”

21. Varela, A People’s History, 129.

22. Mailer, Impossible Revolution, 124. The March 11, 1975, coup was a failed coup d’état directed by António de 
Spínola in the effort to contain the left turn within the MFA. In its failure, it contributed to the radicalization of the 
Portuguese revolutionary process and the strengthening of the Esquerda Militar, the left-wing front of the MFA. 
It was a turning point in the revolutionary process, in which the PCP effectively took control of government.

23. UDP (União Democrática Popular or Popular Democratic Union) was a Maoist party; MES (Movimento de 
Esquerda Socialista or Left Socialist Movement) was linked to the Progressive Catholics; and PRP-BR (Partido 
Revolucionário do Proletariado—Brigadas Revolucionárias or Revolutionary Party of the Proletariat—Revolu-
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pant from the neighbourhood committee of Lapa, in Porto, gives the following account:

Here some houses have been empty for eighteen years and are still in good condition. Eighteen 
families who occupied such houses have signed contracts with their landlords. But some land-
lords won’t do it. Some get court orders. Some see their lawyers and decide to rent the houses. 
Rents vary from 500 to 1,500 escudos per month. If the Residents Committee (set up to defend 
the occupations) could be legalized we could summon the landlords and if they refused to turn 
up we could penalize them, even arrest them. But, as things are, we can’t go any further as we 
don’t have the powers. If they’ve kept their houses empty for so long and never made improve-
ments it must mean they don’t need the money. We are the ones who need the houses. We are 
on the brink of a revolution. In my view there is going to be bloodshed between landlords and 
occupiers. I have six kids and a seventh in my belly. I will go with all seven and a house will have 
to be arranged for me. The house I’m in now is owned by a guy who owns banks in Brazil. He 
says he wants to demolish it and has permission from the Council. This shows that the rich still 
have the law on their side. They have influence inside the Council … Nobody, at this moment, 
should evict us. If the police tried or started shooting it would lead to riot, COPCON [the 
armed faction of the MFA] would then have to decide which side they are on.24

The other group of popular organizations had a more radical origins and it responded to a more 
pressing need. It was called Inter, or Association of Shanties and Poor Neighbourhood Committees 
(Inter-Comissões de Bairros da Lata e Moradores Pobres), and it brought together delegates from thirty 
different shanty town councils. It came to represent some 150 thousand people and it stood as an 
independent organization, although far-left newspapers such as Revolução expressed frequent sup-
port for their claims. The Inter was critical of the CRAM, whom it termed bourgeois. This was not 
necessarily accurate, but their respective struggles were clearly different, with Inter representing the 
more lumpenized sectors of the proletariat, such as casual labourers and the chronically unemployed, 
and espousing a significantly more consistent defence of the collectivization of ownership.25

 On February 15, 1975, the Inter held a national plenary that elaborated a list of demands for 
the government. Notably, it addressed the ineptitude of the SAAL regarding its actions in Lisbon 
carried out by the Brigades for Local Support (Brigadas de Apoio Local, or BAL) and the the EPUL, a 
public company specialized in Lisbon’s urban development. It expressed vehement disapproval of the 
SAAL’s plans for self-investment, according to which the state authorities would provide 40 percent 
of the costs, leaving it up to the residents to fund the remainder, whether through their own savings, 
self-construction, or subsidized credit. It reads as follows:

At meetings, it was seen that the Brigades (BAL) could not resolve our problems (drainage, 
water, refuse, etc.). Neighbours in some areas decided that the struggle would have to be 
taken into their own hands. They decided to occupy houses, even though the government had 
decided that such occupations were illegal. This was forced on us by necessity.
 As workers we all know that it is we who produce the wealth of this county, and that 
despite this we have no right to a decent house which we could rent with our wages, no right 
to nurseries, to schools or gardens for our children. Because of this, thirty Neighbourhood 
Committees came together. 

tionary Brigades) described itself as Guevarian.

24. Mailer, Impossible Revolution, 121–2.

25. Ibidem, 124.
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 We demand that new boroughs be built in places which concern us, where we live 
today, and where most of us were born. Workers are being moved to the outskirts of the city 
because others want to build shops and offices in the centre. The government speculates on 
land. They offer to lend us 60,000 escudos per house, at an interest of 7.5 percent. 60,000 es-
cudos won’t get us anywhere, let alone pay back the interest on this loan. With respect to these 
subsidies we cannot forget that they represent only a tiny part of the surplus-value which we 
produce daily at work, and of which we are robbed by the capitalist class.
 We don’t have to whine for what is ours by right. We demand that our problems 
be solved. And they must be solved without our need fattening those who exploit us. This 
happens when speculators and those who exploit land through indemnities help capitalists 
building firms. It also happens in the case of ‘self-help in building’. People say that ‘self-help 
in building’ is good, that we build our houses ourselves. In reality it means a double exploita-
tion. After a day’s work, filling the pockets of capitalists, we are expected to work up to our 
eyes building houses.
 400,000 people are today unemployed, thrown onto the streets and into misery by 
capitalists. Work must be given to these brothers. Why not employ them in civil construction? 
Plans for housing cooperatives are a way out for the government. Through such plans the 
government can avoid having to pay for the building of new houses. It allows them to control 
our just demands … The neighbours of various shanty towns and the poor of Lisbon and its 
suburbs are fed up with all the false promises to solve the housing problem. We reject all the 
antipopular measures which only seek to con the people, and to delay the solution of our 
problems. Inter, uniting the various Committees and cooperatives takes the following stand. 
We demand the following concrete measures:
1) That new boroughs be built in existing areas,
2) The expropriation of free and occupied land, within existing boroughs, as a way to rehouse 
the people. We want a definite answer as to which lands can be taken over and when,
3) A reply as to when work will start in the building of new boroughs, and what they will be 
like, 
4) The right to decide the type of houses to be built,
5) The right to organize in cooperatives. Loans should be repayable at 2% over 25 years, 
6) In the case of boroughs which choose social housing, rents should not exceed 10% of the 
wages of the head of the family (without prejudice to those who can’t afford to pay),
7) Information about funds to be allocated to the shanties by the council, with details as to 
what they are for, so that those concerned can control the funds,
8) That all urgent cases presented by Committees (including BAL and EPUL) be immedi-
ately dealt with,
9) A reply to demands already made by other shanty towns,
10) That as long as adequate houses are not built, the occupation of empty houses be made 
legal,
11) That a member of Inter be present at the various meetings between the Lisbon Council 
and EPUL,
12) That house distribution, either by the Cabinet, or by EPUL, or by Foundations, or by any 
other official body, be controlled through representatives of the inhabitants.
We reject:
1) Self-help in building,
2) Renovation or recuperation of existing boroughs, as well as the use of prefabs,
3) The existing legislation about cooperatives, as merely a method to fool the people and 
delay solutions (for example the need to muster 200 members, etc., when the general law only 
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requires 50).26

Both the Inter and the CRAM critiqued the SAAL for being reformist and an effort, on behalf of 
government, to curb occupations and pacify the popular movements. Even after March 11, when 
the SAAL took a more radical turn after the exoneration of Portas, the contradiction remained in 
place since the Portuguese Communist Party (and hence the MFA under its control) favoured the 
nationalization of the industrial and housing sectors, and only reluctantly supported the occupations, 
going so far as opposing those that were not mediated by the party apparatus.27 It was therefore 
often criticized by the far-left, who saw this as a reactionary transformation of the political organ-
izations of the working class into the instruments for its containment. The historical moment was a 
hotbed of political disputes, especially in the cases where party lines differed between municipalities 
and neighbourhood committees, but the critique was fair. For one, a clear line separated the SAAL 
from the Commissions in respects to the most fundamental issue of the housing question, i.e., pri-
vate property (which was not as thoroughly questioned under the cooperative system of the SAAL), 
and its correlate problem of centralization, namely who would administrate and cover the costs of 
construction. The position defended by Portas was that investment should be shared between gov-
ernment, municipalities and tenants:

The idea that all residents who needed state aid could not make any kind of contribution be-
cause they were already exploited was, evidently, a simplistic idea that was not suited to the 
country’s concrete issue. No housing policy that intends to have results in a relatively short term 
can be gratuitous… Hence, the program established another form of sharing: the state covered 
part of the costs and the rest would be mobilized by residents in any form available on the 
market, ranging from self-construction to self-investment in cash, to low-interest mortgages 
provided by banks, but none of these forms were specific to the program. … I never mentioned 
self-construction to characterize the program, but rather the self-promotion of neighbour-
hoods, and this self-promotion may or may not have included so-called self-construction—the 
person themselves laying the bricks or tiles, or painting the house. In reality, the political mo-
ment at the time was extremely radicalized and, interestingly, the most decentralized movement 
fell into the greatest contradiction—seen now at a distance, this seems evident to me—it fell for 
the demand of complete nationalization of the housing sector.28

26. Caderno Reivindicativo das Inter-Comissões, 15/02/75. Translated in Mailer, Impossible Revolution, 124–6.

27. Several accusations to this respect were laid out by the far-left newspapers of the time, namely in Revolução and 
Combate. It was also noted by Paul Sweezy, just one month before the countercoup of November 25th, 1975: 
“In the meantime the position and role of the Communist Party have been undergoing certain changes, the full 
extent	and	significance	of	which	remain	to	be	clarified.	Originally,	the	CP	seems	to	have	believed	that	because	of	
its long experience and its superior organizational strength it could in effect become the political arm of the MFA. 
Acting	on	this	assumption,	it	moved	rapidly	to	infiltrate	and	take	over	key	positions	at	all	levels	of	government,	
in the trade unions, and in the mass media. Toward the masses its attitude was high-handed and bureaucratic. 
It supported unpopular government measures even to the point of strike-breaking and opposing ‘excessive’ in-
creases in the minimum wage. It excoriated all groups to the left of it as adventurists, pseudo-revolutionaries, etc. 
When I was in Portugal it was promoting a rather ridiculous ‘battle of production’, urging workers to work harder, 
do volunteer labour on free days, etc., at a time when unemployment was increasing and every worker knew that 
inventories were heavy with unsold goods. Above all, … the CP neglected the urgent need of the masses for new 
forms	of	organization	in	factories,	offices,	and	neighbourhoods,	thus	opening	the	way	for	the	far	Left	to	move	and	
establish	firm	bases	in	the	working	class.”	In:	Sweezy,	“Class	Struggles	in	Portugal,	Part	II,”	9.

28. My translation; original Portuguese version: “A ideia de que todos os moradores que precisam do auxílio do 
Estado não podem dar nenhuma espécie de contribuição porque já são explorados era, evidentemente, uma 
ideia simplista que não se adequava ao problema real do país. Nenhuma política de habitação que pretenda 
ter resultados a prazos relativamente próximos pode ser gratuita… Daí que o programa tivesse estabelecido 
outra forma de partilha: o Estado entrava com uma parte do custo da casa, a fundo perdido, e o restante seria 
mobilizado pelos moradores, sob qualquer das formas existentes no mercado, a qual podia ser desde a autocon-
strução	ao	autoinvestimento	em	dinheiro,	ao	empréstimo	bonificado	de	entidades	bancarias,	mas	qualquer	des-
sas	formas	não	eram	especificas	do	programa.	…	nunca	falei	em	autoconstrução	para	caracterizar	o	programa,	
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Portas’ career started at the office of Nuno Teotónio Pereira, who was linked to the Progressive 
Catholics. They became closely involved with the Marcelist social housing policies of the sixties, pro-
ducing the renowned masterplan for Olivais-Norte, in Lisbon. During this period, Portas directed 
the magazine Arquitectura, which published works and texts by leading modernist architects, such as 
Teotónio Pereira, Manuel Taínha, Raul Hestnes Ferreira, Fernando Távora, his younger collaborator 
Álvaro Siza, as well as reports on personalities like Paul-Henry Chombart de Lauwe, an urban 
sociologist from the French resistance who was an early advocate of participatory planning. It also 
published issues on typological studies carried out by Team X, along with examples of vernacular 
architecture, expanding on the previously published Inquiry into Popular Arquitecture in Portugal.
 With Teotónio Pereira, Portas went on his first trip to Italy, visiting the neighbourhoods of 
INA-Casa from the northern cities all the way to Rome. It was only at the end of the sixties that 
he finally had the opportunity to visit the modernist grand ensembles of Northern Europe, at which 
point the CIAM and the Athens Charter began to filter into his work, and he experimented with 
block-and-tower schemes and structuralist assemblages. When he was later commissioned to set up 
the Civil Engineering Laboratory of Lisbon, or LNEC (Laboratório de Engenharia Civil de Lisboa), 
he found a duality regarding not only architectural language but also urbanity, namely, a duality be-
tween continuity with the Mediterranean tradition, as espoused by his inner circle, and an adherence 
to rationalism, as espoused by the CIAM.29

 In his 1969 book, A Cidade como Arquitectura, Portas addresses this duality in regard to the 
major urban issue of his generation, the city-territory. Influenced by Gregotti, but contrary to Rossi, 
he assumes a position that is less marked by antagonism and a critique of the territory as a field of 
capitalist reproduction, than by the search for reconciliation. The issue of open form, and harmony 
between the architectural scale and the processes of urban flux, led him to a strategy of multiplicity 
and democratic capitalism.30 As Portas recalls, the SAAL was years in the making well before the 
revolution, fruit of the mobilization of state technicians at the FFH during the Marcelist period, who 
were not necessarily aligned with the politics of the Estado Novo and followed closely the inter-
national debates on habitat and habitation. When the SAAL came to fruition, it had four major lines 
of argument: the decentralization of state bureaucracy; the engagement of participatory design; the 
operative unit of the bairro in the scale of urban planning; and the implementation of public-private 
investment partnerships.31

 From these four points it is clear that, at its origin, the SAAL’s idea of ‘dual power’ was of a 
social-democratic nature. Portas was interested in bureaucratic, technical and financial decentraliza-
tion, while the PCP was interested in total consolidation, and the far left wanted partisan autonomy 
combined with state abolition of private property. These contradictions were likely the motive behind 
Portas’ exoneration from the government after the radical turn of March 11. After this point, the 
SAAL took a more radical turn, and several authors document a strengthening of the relationship 
between the brigades and the neighbourhood committees.32 But under the underlying political dy-

mas sim de autopromoção dos bairros e essa autopromoção podia ou não incluir a chamada autoconstrução—a 
própria pessoa ir por tijolos ou telhas ou pintar a casa. De facto, o momento político nessa altura era de extrema 
radicalização e, curiosamente, o movimento mais descentralizado caiu na maior das contradições—visto agora 
a distância parece-me evidente—caiu na reivindicação da estatização completa do sector da habitação.” In: 
Portas, “O Processo SAAL,” 641–2.

29. Portas, “Una Personale Testimonianza.”

30. Portas, A Cidade Como Arquitectura, chapter 3.

31. Portas, “O Processo SAAL.”

32.	 José	António	Bandeirinha	indicates	that	that	Portas	believed	the	polemic	around	self-construction	as	unjustified	
and politically fabricated. He also notes that after March 1975, the SAAL deepened and strengthened its rela-
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namic of SAAL would always remain ambivalent between workers’ control and nationalization.
 The issue of self-construction had a political history in Portugal that associated it with reac-
tionary forces, a fact that must have been present in everyone’s memory at the time. It had already 
been tested by Catholic industrialists who founded the National Movement of Self-Construction 
(Movimento Nacional de Auto-Construção) in collaboration with the Bishop of Coimbra, later ex-
panding it to Lisbon with the aid of a minister from the Estado Novo, who was later exiled to Brazil 
along with Marcelo Caetano. It is hard to say whether Portas’ position on self-construction was fruit 
of his involvement with the Progressive Catholics or whether it reached him via the academic circles 
investigating South American experimentations, at a time when a myriad leftist trends searched for 
less institutional methods of ‘playful’ and ‘anarchistic’ architectural production.33 In a revolutionary 
context of advanced political consciousness and dire living situations, it is understandable that these 
ideas might prove unwelcome by workers being asked to offer an extra labour shift for free.
 The critique of the SAAL was also especially fitting to the Lisbon brigades, whose proximity 
to the capital did not allow them much autonomy from the state and the centralizing politics of the 
PCP. But it was less fitting to the SAAL-Norte, where the dynamic of collaboration between the 
neighbourhood committees and the technical brigades, integrated by professors and students of the 
School of Porto, was tighter and hence more successful in various respects, from social relations to 
architectural design.34 The Fine Arts school had been imbued in left-wing discourses since May 69, 
and some professors had active militant lives.35 Plus, the ongoing crisis in the construction sector 
meant that not only were architects keen on accepting odd jobs, but also that, in this environment, 
they saw advantages in creating alliances with an increasingly powerful proletarian movement. At 
this time, Álvaro Siza Vieira was forty-one years old and recently hired at the school (just one month 
after the coup). In the context of the SAAL, he designed a triad of social housing projects that came 
to encapsulate the architecture of the revolution: Bairro da Bouça and Bairro de S. Victor, in Porto, 

tionship with the tenant organizations, mainly due to the work of the autonomous brigades. He quotes a source 
stating that between April and November 1975, there was a notable “transition from an eminently technical 
discourse… to an eminently political discourse.” In: O Processo SAAL. 253. Phil Mailer notes that after Mach 
1975 many revolutionary militants joined the SAAL, radicalizing it considerably: “SAAL’s unconditional support 
for occupations, for example, was not at all what the government had in mind. … Despite its left image it was 
only after March 3, 1975, (and the purging of the new conservative president of the FFH) that SAAL actually 
sought to take on a mobilizing role, helping in the setting up of Neighbourhood Committees. The semistate 
SAAL denounced the housing estimates issued by FFH (according to which only sixty thousand units needed to 
be built in 1975 and ninety thousand units in 1978). SAAL also criticized the proposal that the state should pay 
40 percent of the cost of each house, leaving the future residents to pay the balance through loans repayable at 
7 percent.” This last point was an issue that Portas himself defended. In: Mailer, Impossible Revolution, 120–1. 
Raquel	Varela	also	confirms	this:	“SAAL	would	be	very	connected	to	various	residents’	committees,	although	it	
was a controversial programme that received many criticisms from certain political quarters … While residents 
could	enjoy	the	financial	and	technical	support	of	SAAL,	the	underlying	political	dynamic	of	SAAL	was	to	suppress	
the	formal	self-organization	of	residents	and	thus	quench	a	vital	component	of	dual	power.	Although	the	figures	
are not clear, it is worth noting that the majority of residents’ commissions were not affected by SAAL.” In: Varela, 
Raquel. A People’s History, 133.

33. Nuno Portas states his close involvement in the Progressive Catholics in a interview for the Portuguese newspa-
per Jornal i from 19 November, 2013. Available at https://ionline.sapo.pt/artigo/336509/nuno-portas-ao-i-des-
de-que-o-miguel-morreu-nao-me-interesso-por-politica-?seccao=Portugal. Nuno Teotónio Pereira is known to 
have been actively involved in the group.

34. In Lisbon, the Faculty of Fine Arts was paralyzed by strikes during the PREC, which meant that the discourse 
regarding the social responsibility of architecture and its materialization in the SAAL was fragmented over the 
private space of the ateliers. In Porto, the SAAL was itself made up of architecture students and became an 
education marker of that generation. Even before the revolution, the school was less open to progressive ideas, 
having rejected, for example, Nuno Portas’ candidacy application for Professorship in 1964. Another reason why 
the SAAL in Lisbon differed from Porto had to do with the nature of the city itself. Lisbon grew enormously and 
anarchically during the sixties largely due to illegal developments. The SAAL projects hence focused mostly on 
the domestication of informal territories, while in Porto it dealt with the renovation of the historical city centre. 
Due to the much vaster scale of Lisbon, the SAAL projects were themselves physically spread out in the territory.

35. Álvaro Siza has often expressed public support for the Portuguese Communist Party.
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and Bairro da Malagueira, in Évora.

4.2 The Bairro as a ‘Proletarian Island’
The most pressing and iconic line of action for the SAAL-Norte were the poor neighbourhoods 
in Porto known as ilhas, which means ‘islands’, in allusion to their condition of segregation and 
invisibility, occupying the interstitial gaps of the historical city. There were several variations, but the 
most canonical morphology was that of a long cul-de-sac backyard, about 5.5 metres wide, and up 
to 100 metres long, located in the backyards of Porto’s bourgeois houses. A narrow corridor would 
flank one side and distribute access to a row of very small and precarious rooms. The dwellings did 
not exceed 16 square metres (some only reached 9 square metres), housing full families, and each 
only had one door and one window facing said corridor. Toilets were shared by the whole ilha, 
placed at the rate of one per five houses. They started off as capital investments by small proprietors, 
merchants, and artisans, with the tacit support of the municipality, because of the waves of peasant 
labour migration in the beginning of industrialization. Over time, they became a coveted speculation 
market operated by large sector of the bourgeoisie, especially by wealthy merchants and emigrants 
returning from Brazil after independence, which made them grow in size. In 1936, there were 1153 
ilhas inventoried by municipal records, housing over 45 thousand people.36 [Map 3]

 The historical process that gave rise to the ilhas can be described as kind of early state-spon-
sored gentrification. Porto suffered a profound urban transformation in the late eighteenth century 
at the hands of the Almadas, João de Almada e Melo and his son, Francisco de Almada e Mendonça, 
who were mayors of the city between 1763 and 1804, during the realm of King Joseph I. They were 
family relatives of then state secretary Marquês de Pombal, Portugal’s ‘enlightened despot’ who over-
saw the reconstruction of Lisbon after the great earthquake of 1755. Porto was not nearly as affected 
by the earthquake, but Pombal nevertheless granted an extension of the exceptional jurisdiction that 
was employed for Lisbon’s urban renewal plan, a total urban reconstruction project that anticipated 
Haussmann and Cerdà by about a century. Under these conditions, the first urban plan of Porto was 
made by the Public Works Junta (Junta das Obras Públicas), founded in 1763. It was funded via the 
taxation of another Pombaline institution, the Douro Wine Company, established in 1756 in order 
to grant state monopoly over the production of Port wine and weaken the English control that had 
been forming since the Methuen Treaty.37

 The formation of this royal company was resisted by Porto’s bourgeois classes of merchants 
and guilds, who organized a riot in 1757. Pombal responded with measures to eliminate dissent: he 
decreed the occupation of the city by military forces, taxed the local population and charged them 
with the duty of housing army personnel, he extinguished the guild association Casa dos 24, pun-
ished the dissenters and appointed his cousin, colonel João de Almada e Melo as Governador de 
Armas do Porto. The Junta doubled in this work of urban pacification overseen by the crown that 
involved a mass expropriation of land titles. The architecture was of a neopalladian style, much like 
Pombaline architecture in Lisbon, a restrained classicism that replaced the Baroque language that 
had been associated with Catholicism with a more secular, enlightenment sensibility. The result was 

36. Matos, “Os bairros sociais no espaço urbano do Porto: 1901–1956,” 690.

37. This was an economic treaty signed in 1703 between Portugal and England that granted the latter commercial 
access to the markets of the Portuguese empire, which hence became informally integrated within the wider 
British Empire.
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a unified project that centralized the city’s massive new real-estate development. 
 The urban plan was made up of two basic architectural elements: the grand avenue and the 
orthogonal public square. The avenues sprung out from the historical city centre in radial form, and 
as they widened, they gave rise to disproportionately large city blocks. Since the land inside these 
blocks was privately owned, and the plot sizes were defined by the width of the buildings flanking 
the street, a system of very long and narrow back-yards was created. With the rising industrialization 
that the city would undergo in the upcoming century, these plots were gradually capitalized for pro-
letarian housing speculation, giving rise to the ilha typology.[Map 4]

Most of the SAAL brigades in Porto dealt with the issue of the ilhas, and both Bairro da S. Victor 
and Bairro da Bouça were built to rehouse its tenants. In 1976, Siza published an article in Lotus 
International titled “The proletarian ‘island’ as a basic element of the urban tissue.” It reports the 
circumstances that gave rise to the project of S. Victor, as well as the political process that accom-
panied it, and it includes a manifesto-like statement titled “The line of action of the technicians as 
technicians.”
 S. Victor was built on the land where the municipality had demolished a block of ilhas in 
order to build a car parking.[Fig. 5] The revolution and the popular movements halted the project and 
the tenants’ eviction by demanding they be rehoused on the same site. This possibility of rebuilding 
the ‘island’ for its habitants raised a series of questions that Siza addresses in the article. On one 
hand, the island had the advantage of securing the access on behalf of the poor population to the 
historical city centres that capitalism was increasingly expropriating. Furthermore, the compact and 
relatively enclosed nature of the ‘islands’ generated tightly-knit social relations that promoted class 
consciousness. But the “image of the island” and its negative social connotations, was “something 
that the inhabitants repudiate[d] en masse.” However, Siza argued that “to repudiate this image, 
which implicitly stands for segregation and poverty, [did] not necessarily mean refusing its system 
of topographic adaptation nor the positive aspects of its mode of community life.”38 The article then 
explains the ways in which the Brigade considered critically redesigning the ilha, for example, by 
increasing density with an added second floor, and by carving paths of connection between several 
islands. The text insists on a shift of focus from the individual house to the intersticial open spaces, 
and we can see this choice reflected in the preserved ruins of the demolition, in the design of open 
‘patios’, and in the use of a plinth—all devices that resolve the building’s adaptation to topography 
while mediating the thresholds of community life.
 In sum, the island was to be shed of its indignities but preserved in terms of its qualities of 
social and class solidarity, as a place of resistance against capitalist alienation. The process of expro-
priation was to be inverted to benefit the tenants, and not the landlords, to serve ‘habitation’, or the 
social reproduction of life, instead of ‘improvement’, or the valorization of capitalist profit. With the 
dual power of state and neighbourhood committees aligned, the island became a locus of struggle for 
an anti-value politics. It was the spatial configuration through which the proletariat could claim their 
sensuous engagement with the production of the urban environment, building it by themselves and 
for themselves. For Siza, what mattered in the ilha as a type was less its ‘architectural form’ in the ab-
stract object sense, than the system of relations that this spatial configuration operated. Understood 
in this way, the ilha became the opposite of a typological ready-made—it was always necessarily 
site-specific and environmental. Hence, the key to replicating that typological configuration was in 
the association of structural elements of mediation, or thresholds, such as the wall, the entrance, the 

38. Siza Vieira, “Proletarian ‘island’,” 86–7. My translation.
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corridor, the cul-de-sac, the staircase, the interstitial service space, in sum, the overall measure of the 
proximity of things. The island was itself a system of thresholds.39

 Bairro da Bouça did this even more explicitly. The project broke with the perimeter block logic 
that dominates the whole of Porto’s historical centre and adopted instead the long diagonal lines that 
cut across the city blocks typical of the ilhas. The perimeter of bourgeois houses was removed and 
replaced by a sequence of more sculptural objects that hold collective services and mediate a sense of 
entrance into the neighbourhood. The width of the ‘corridor’ between the housing rows was re-di-
mensioned to more dignified proportions, as were the housing units themselves. But the cul-de-sac 
configuration was maintained by adding a wall on the further end of the block, facing a pre-existing 
railway. The open spaces are therefore neither street nor square, but something in-between. They are 
flanked and animated by a repetition of stairways that work like small amphitheatres, and a layering 
of galleries that make the common space lively and performative. This corridor-street-square is hence 
multiplied and unfolded into a series of architectural variations of mediating spaces: balconies, gal-
leries, plinths, stairs, and gardens. The space between becomes the principle focus and grounding 
centre of the project, a dialectical threshold between the domestic house and public city.[Map 5; Fig. 4]

 These design choices were the result of conscious political decisions, of a wish to represent 
the revolutionary process in architectural space, imprinting the social dynamics of the revolution 
onto the city. Both of these bairros, S. Victor and Bouça, were arguably two of the most successful 
materializations of the architecture of the 1974–75 Revolution. Both projects are self-consciously 
dialectical on both base and superstructural levels: they question the relations of private property, 
they embody the authorial agency of their inhabitants, they subvert the social status of proletarian 
ilhas, and they advance a historical reinvention of the city. Overall, they display the possibility of a 
progressive architecture made concrete without totally abdicating social or historical responsibilities. 
In the manifesto that Siza included in the Lotus International article mentioned above, he called this 
dialectic ‘poetry’, or “the complete adherence to, and expression of, the ongoing political process.” 
In this sense, poetry is far from a frivolous luxury that architects provide to those who can afford it, 
a surplus-value inherent to the individual artistry of the architect-auteur. Poetry is socialist realism, 
that is, a collectively produced and historically specific mediation between a class of people and their 
environment:

The line of action of the technicians as technicians
On how the Brigade, as a technical group, intends to operate within the current political 
context.
The Brigade does not adopt simplistic positions: either learn with the people or teach the 
people.
It intervenes with its specific training, accepting and critiquing the circumstances of that 
training, and with an absolute focus on a single goal: delegating control over the degraded 
areas to the populations that inhabit them, working towards their appropriation and reha-
bilitation; a control that, from the onset, must necessarily extended to the city and beyond. 

39. The gallery system of distribution in collective housing, which the Smithsons had so defended as a communal 
space of confrontation with the other, was to become a contentious subject in Portuguese discourse at the time, 
often	rejected	by	the	inhabitants	who	found	it	intrusive	and	prone	to	conflicts	and	vandalism.	In	an	interview,	Siza	
clarifies	that	“At	the	start	of	SAAL,	the	gallery	was	still	a	plausible	response	for	those	who	left	the	environment	of	
the ilhas	and	its	rich	community	life,	which	included	conflicts,	but	solidarity	too.	Therefore,	the	gallery	established	
a continuity with the environment in which they lived and from which they did not want to leave. Because the 
alternative was to move to the periphery, into a highrise system of left/right distribution of circulation, and they 
didn’t want that. At that time, the gallery corresponded to the desire of the people involved.” In: Costa, “Da 
Recepção	à	Transmissão:	Reflexos	do	Team	10	na	Cultura	Arquitectónica	Portuguesa	1951–1981,”	414.
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(The overcoming, on behalf of the Associations, of the needs that gave rise to the SAAL is 
strictly tied to the dynamics of the Portuguese revolutionary process, of which it is both motor 
and reflex.) The Brigade believes that its formation and its ideas—which are framed by the 
concrete limits of habitat reconstruction, and by a dialectical relation with the ideas of the 
populations that it serves—will form the basis of a physical world created for, and by, a society 
that is deemed classless.
The Brigade refuses the path of mimicry or ambiguity, which is restrictive and demagogic. 
The Brigade does not consider, nor admit, that the urgency of the problems pose limits to 
quality and poetry. 
(Poetry is understood as the complete adherence to, and expression of, the ongoing political 
process, in all its richness and complexity, whose roots lie solely in a collective and irreversible 
popular movement.)
The Brigade tries not to confound goals and methods. With the tenant associations, it estab-
lishes the priorities of each moment, correcting them if necessary, from a position of perma-
nent critique.
In this light, each decision must be taken as part of a dynamic process, for which an adequate 
methodology is indispensable.
Once the bureaucratic and technocratic procedures are overcome, the concept of the project 
is distinctive, and it has nothing to do with improvisation or coercion.
Rigour is not a limitation to the dynamics of the process.
Rigour must be strictly tied to the concrete possibility for progress, for maturation, and the 
ability to respond to the process is always key.
Rigour must be directly proportional to this response ability.
Rigour does not limit the imagination.
Rigour does not limit collective creativity.
Rigour is the ability to respond to a dynamic process.
“Quality is respect for the people.”
(Che Guevara)40

40. Siza Vieira, “Proletarian ‘island’”, 87. My translation from the Portuguese version in Sardo, O Processo SAAL, 
265. Full quote: “Sobre o modo como a brigada, enquanto grupo técnico, pretende operar no âmbito do actual 
contexto político:

 A brigada não adopta posições simplistas: aprender com o povo ou ensinar o povo.
 Ela intervém com a sua formação real, aceitando e criticando as circunstâncias desta formação, e com foco total 

num objectivo: o controlo das zonas degradadas pelas populações que nelas habitam, no sentido da sua apro-
priação e recuperação, controlo esse que, desde o início, deve ser necessariamente alargado à própria cidade e 
além dela.

 (A superação, pelas Associações, dos objectivos que deram directamente origem ao projecto SAAL está estri-
tamente ligado [sic] à dinâmica do processo revolucionário português, do qual é, ao mesmo tempo, motor e 
reflexo.)	A	brigada	considera	que	a	sua	formação	e	as	suas	ideias,	dentro	dos	limites	concretos	da	reconstrução	
do habitat, em dialéctica com as ideias atuais das populações para as quais trabalha, estarão na base de um 
mundo físico criado para e por uma sociedade que se deseja sem classes.

 A brigada recusa o caminho do mimetismo ou da ambiguidade, por ser restrito ou demagógico.
 A brigada não considera nem admite que a urgência dos problemas constitua um limite à qualidade e à poesia.
 (Poesia entendida como total adesão e expressão do processo político em curso, em toda a sua riqueza e 

complexidade—riqueza e complexidade cujas raízes se encontram tão só num movimento popular colectivo e 
irreversível.)

 A brigada procura não confundir objectivos e métodos. Ela estabelece, juntamente com a associação de in-
quilinos, as prioridades para cada momento, corrigindo-as se necessário, e adoptando uma posição de crítica 
permanente.

 Nesta óptica, cada decisão deverá ser assumida como parte de um processo dinâmico, sendo indispensável a 
adopção de uma metodologia adequada.

 Ultrapassados os processos burocráticos tecnocráticos, o conceito do projecto é diferente, e nada deve ter a ver 
com a improvisação ou o cassetete.

 O rigor não é um limite à dinâmica do processo.
 O rigor deve estar estritamente ligado à possibilidade real de evolução, ao amadurecimento, à capacidade de 

responder ao processo, e deve estar sempre presente.
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When the countercoup of November 25, 1975, took place, the SAAL was already indelibly associat-
ed with a radical system of popular organization that had reproduced itself throughout the country. 
Directly and indirectly, the stigmatization and condemnation of these modes of local democracy, 
as well as the incarceration of many of the far-left political vanguards, led to its quick dismantling. 
But the countercoup was a sign of deeper social contradictions. During the nineteen months of the 
revolutionary period, an antagonistic split had developed within the working classes between the 
proletariat and the petty bourgeoisie. While both had united against the fascist-colonial regime of 
the Estado Novo, the petty bourgeoisie was now increasingly interested in a transition to bourgeois 
democracy rather than socialism.41 This realignment was defended across the board of institutional 
parties, namely within the Portuguese Communist Party, whose secretary-general openly defended 
an alignment with the Western bloc, thus appeasing North American fears that Portugal would turn 
into “a European Cuba.”42 Francisco Martins Rodrigues explained the moment as follows:

Through a series of chain events, the regenerating and orderly project of the captains’ move-
ment started to crumble. In one year, the wave of occupations, expropriations, demonstrations 
and strikes, had rendered the country unrecognizable. It was a peaceful wave, which won 
over the MFA and spilled over all boundaries. The beautiful carnation revolution became a 
nightmare for the lovers of order.
 In the Summer, the originality of the Portuguese route to socialism reached its ex-
treme pinnacle. Mass land occupations and anti-strike laws coexisted in a fantastic balance; 
the kidnapping of bosses went along with the promotion of capital investment; organs of 
popular power coexisted with declarations of allegiance to NATO. The country seemed to 
be heading towards a situation of double power and, at the same time, towards revolutionary 
confrontation.
 Six months later, it was all over and the bourgeoisie congratulated itself on having 
mastered the totalitarian threat without bloodshed. …
 What we saw in the Summer of 75 was a great deep wave—spontaneous, anarchic, but 
perfectly coherent—through which the ‘revolutionary’ petty bourgeoisie began to politically 
strightjacket the proletariat so as to take over the process, and ultimately, it ended up standing 
by, in anguish but also relief, the rolling parade of Chaimites.* …

 O rigor deve ser directamente proporcional a esta capacidade de resposta.
 O rigor não é um limite à imaginação.
 O rigor não é um limite à criatividade colectiva.
 O rigor é a capacidade de resposta a um processo dinâmico.
 ‘A qualidade é o respeito pelo povo.’
 (Che Guevara)”

41.	 This	internal	class	struggle	was	amplified	by	international	geopolitics,	since	the	outcome	of	the	revolution	carried	
and immense importance for both the United States and the Soviet Union. In 1975, conservative foreign corre-
spondent	for	The	New	York	Times	Tad	Szulc	wrote:	“U.S.	strategic	and	political	interests	are	significantly	involved	
in the Portuguese crisis. Not only might a radical turn in Portugal deprive the United States of its air base and 
naval station in the Portuguese Azores, but, as perceived from the beginning in Washington, a marked leftward 
shift in Lisbon would dangerously upset the balance of power in Europe. The United States and a number of 
NATO governments thus take the view that a real change in the status quo in Portugal is intolerable. For Moscow, 
of course, the situation poses a special dilemma: on one hand, it cannot shirk its ‘international solidarity’ duty to 
the Portuguese Communists; on the other, it must carefully weigh the risks to detente with the United States.” In: 
Szulc,	“Lisbon	&	Washington:	Behind	the	Portuguese	Revolution,”	9.

42. It is widely known that Henry Kissinger played a key role in avoiding Portugal’s transition to communism, along 
with Frank Carlucci, US ambassador to Portugal in 1974–77. Carlucci was appointed director of the CIA immedi-
ately after, in 1978. Since 1949, no country with a communist government had belonged to NATO and a change 
in that status quo could leak vital information to the Soviet Union. There is some plausible speculation that the 
US and the Soviet Union may have reached an agreement in the Helsinki Accords of 1975 (between Gerard Ford 
and	Leonid	Brezhnev),	whereby	Portugal	would	remain	within	the	influence	of	the	West.	This	unofficial	pact	would	
have been key in dictating the behaviour of the PCP.
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 Today, ten years later, it is evident that the historical mission of the ‘revolutionary’ petty 
bourgeoisie, grouped in the PCP and the gonçalvista wing of the MFA, was to promote the 
transition from the defunct fascist-colonialist regime to bourgeois democracy, removing danger of 
a revolution. Which it did successfully.
 Naturally, once that mission was accomplished, the petty ‘revolutionary’ bourgeoisie 
was unceremoniously pushed out of the power that had been provisionally delegated to it by 
the forces of Capital.43

In a first phase, between the countercoup and the beginning of 1976, the SAAL was not openly 
attacked but merely reduced to a historical relic. At a later stage, facing persistent demands from 
residents who saw their operations suspended or blocked by administration bureaucracy, the new 
government led by the Socialist Party decided to go on the offensive and question its feasibility and 
results. In this new context, the SAAL’s methodological originality and situated experimentalism 
could no longer be conciliated with a new economic policy being redirected towards international 
markets and the private sector. In a country with a weak productive capacity, which would soon be 
further dismantled with the entry into the EEC, the urban soil market became an easy and highly 
profitable economic sector.44 Private property and the thrust towards ‘improvement’ had to be, once 
again, sanctified.
 On October 27, 1976, the SAAL was officially extinguished as a state program and trans-
ferred to local municipalities. At that moment, there were 169 active operations, involving 41,665 
families, with 2,259 housing units undergoing construction. Another 5,741 were set to start, despite 
only 13 percent of the necessary land being secured or expropriated at the time. None of the SAAL 
operations were finished under state tutelage and the projects were either reformed, left unfinished, 
or completely reversed. From this point onwards, policies were again reoriented towards the middle 

43. Rodriques, “Abril Traído” in Política Operária (Sep–Oct, Nov–Dec, 1985). My translation, original Portuguese 
version: “Por uma série de abalos em cadeia, o projecto regenerador e ordeiro do movimento dos capitães 
fora-se desmoronando. Num ano, a vaga das ocupações, saneamentos, manifestações e greves tornara o país 
irreconhecível.	Era	uma	vaga	pacífica,	que	vitoriava	inebriada	o	MFA,	mas	que	galgava	mesmo	assim	todos	os	
diques. A bela revolução dos cravos descambava em pesadelo para os amantes da ordem.

 No Verão, a originalidade da via portuguesa para o socialismo atingia o limite extremo. Coexistiam em fantástico 
equilíbrio ocupações maciças de terras e leis antigreve; sequestros de patrões e convites ao investimento; órgãos 
de	poder	popular	e	declarações	de	fidelidade	à	NATO.	O	país	parecia	encaminhar-se	para	uma	situação	de	
duplo poder e para um confronto revolucionário.

 Seis meses mais tarde, tudo estava terminado e a burguesia felicitava-se por ter dominado a ameaça totalitária 
sem efusão de sangue.…

 Aquilo a que se assistiu no Verão de 75 foi a uma grande vaga de fundo, espontânea, anárquica, mas perfeita-
mente coerente, pela qual a pequena burguesia «revolucionária» começou por manietar politicamente o prole-
tariado, para poder ser ela a dirigir o processo, e acabou por assistir, angustiada mas também aliviada, à parada 
dos Chaimites. …

 Hoje, a dez anos de distância, é evidente que a missão histórica da pequena burguesia «revolucionária», agrupa-
da no PCP e na ala gonçalvista do MFA, era promover a transição do regime fascista-colonialista defunto para a 
democracia burguesa, afastando o perigo de uma revolução. O que fez com êxito.

 Naturalmente, uma vez cumprida essa missão, a pequena burguesia «revolucionária» foi empurrada sem cer-
imónia para fora do poder que lhe fora delegado provisoriamente pelas forças do Capital.” *Chaimites were an 
armored vehicle with used by the Portuguese Army in the colonial wars in Angola, Mozambique and Portuguese 
Guinea, from 1967 to 1974.

44.	 The	IMF	arrived	in	Portugal	for	the	first	time	in	1977,	in	response	to	a	financial	bailout	requested	in	1976	by	prime	
minister and leader of the Socialist Party Mário Soares, in preparation for the country’s entry into the European 
Union, then CEE. In The Crisis of the Dictatorships, Nicos Poulantzas explains that Portugal’s entry into the 
Common Market was always only a matter of economic restructuring. Referring to the South European dictator-
ships of Portugal, Spain and Greece, he states: “Nothing could be more wrong than to view the Common Market 
as having in any way subjected these regimes to an economic boycott. For all the declarations on the European 
side, justifying refusal of EEC membership on the grounds of the absence of democratic institutions, the real 
reason why these countries have not been integrated into the Common Market is related to the very real problem 
of European agricultural policy, which would be directly threatened by these countries acquiring full membership 
status, and the effect this would have on their agricultural exports to the EEC. … The EEC’s economic strategy 
towards these countries did not simply hinge on a change in their regimes …” See: Poulantzas, Crisis of the 
Dictatorships, 28–9.
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classes, and social housing went back to serving its traditional functions, namely social control via 
access to private property, creating jobs in the private construction sector, and boosting the economy 
in the absence of actual production, by subsidizing investment and creating a competitive assets 
market.45

 In hindsight, the dismantling of the SAAL illustrates the crucial problem that Engels recog-
nized so accurately, namely that the bourgeoisie has only one method for solving the housing ques-
tion, by moving it around. The revolutionary class politics of the proletariat island cannot be replaced 
by a politics of reform, because “it is not that the solution of the housing question simultaneously 
solves the social question, but that only by the solution of the social question, that is, by the abolition 
of the capitalist mode of production, is the solution of the housing question made possible.”46 With 
its origins in the neighbourhood associations of the PREC, Bairro da Malagueira was one of the few 
projects to survive the end of the SAAL and the transition to liberal democracy, albeit not without 
major modifications. Its continuation was sustained thanks to Abílio Fernandes, Évora’s mayor at the 
time and a member of the PCP. Construction started in 1977 and came to a halt in 1990, when the 
communists lost the local elections to the Socialist Party. Pier Vittorio Aureli has called Malagueira 
“the last great social housing project,” and in fact, it marks the end of a social order, encasing both 
the promises of the revolutionary brigades and the failures of bourgeois liberal democracy.47 
 Malagueira was third in the trilogy of Siza’s SAAL projects and it reflects this experience, 
although translated into a very different historical and geographical context.[Fig. 6] Naturally, the issue 
of the ilhas was specific to Porto but the idea of the proletarian island is arguably still present in this 
project. Siza’s journals of the time alternate between sketches of São Victor, Bouça, and Malagueira, 
and several elementary themes are common to all three. For example, the cul-de-sac corridor which 
Siza studies at São Victor becomes the longitudinal space topped by a wall in Bouça, and then the 
street hooked onto the conduit in Malagueira. As in the previous projects, the gravitational centre of 
Bairro da Malagueira is an open space, but this time a park. All three of these projects are exercises 
on thresholds that mediate the connections and separations between the city and the bairro as a pro-
letarian island. As an urban unit, the ilha becomes a frame of reference for an architecture that goes 
beyond the ‘idiocy’ of objects, in the etymological sense of the word employed by Marx and Engels to 
mean a symptom of ‘privatized isolation’.48 The strong political stance of the proletarian island does 
not admit political neutrality, it sides with the exploited classes and makes them, and their struggle, 
the agents of urban evolution. As a ‘basic element of the urban tissue’, the proletarian island could 
thus be understood as what Pier Vittorio Aureli envisaged in his ‘archipelago’, as a political form for 
the city: 

The concept of the archipelago describes a condition where parts are separated yet united by 

45. Bandeirinha et. al, “O Fundo de Fomento da Habitação” in Agarez (coord.), Habitação, 235–80.

46.	 Engels,	“The	Housing	Question,”	333.	Discussing	a	neighbourhood	 in	Manchester,	Engels	clarifies	his	point:	
“This is a striking example of how the bourgeoisie solves the housing question in practice. The breeding places 
of	disease,	the	infamous	holes	and	cellars	in	which	the	capitalist	mode	of	production	confines	our	workers	night	
after night, are not abolished; they are merely shifted elsewhere! The same economic necessity which produced 
them	in	the	first	place,	produces	them	in	the	next	place	also.	As	long	as	the	capitalist	mode	of	production	con-
tinues to exist, it is folly to hope for an isolated solution of the housing question or of any other social question 
affecting the fate of the workers. The solution lies in the abolition of the capitalist mode of production and the 
appropriation	of	all	the	means	of	life	and	labour	by	the	working	class	itself.”	Engels,	“Housing	Question”,	352–3.

47. Aureli quoted in Woodman, “Revisiting Siza.”

48. ‘Idiocy’ appears in the “Manifesto of the Communist Party” to describe the isolating effects of peasant life under 
feudalism: “The bourgeoisie has subjected the country to the rule of the towns. It has created enormous cities, 
has greatly increased the urban population as compared with the rural, and has thus rescued a considerable part 
of the population from the idiocy of rural life.“ In Marx and Engels, “Manifesto”, 71.
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the common ground of their juxtaposition. In contrast to the integrative apparatus of urban-
ization, the archipelago envisions the city as the agonistic struggle of parts whose forms are 
finite and yet, by virtue of their finiteness, are in constant relationship both with each other and 
with the ‘sea’ that frames and delimits them. The islands of the archipelago describe the role of 
architectural form within a space more and more dominated by the ‘sea’ of urbanization. The 
islands are framed by this sea, yet their formal boundaries allow them to be understood as what 
frames and, to a certain extent, (re)defines the sea between the islands. Such an act of framing 
and redefinition consists not in the imposition of a general principle or of an overall norm, 
but in the strategic deployment of specific architectural forms that act as frames, and thus as a 
limit to urbanization. These forms are the opposite of what today are called ‘iconic buildings’. 
Iconic buildings are typically singular landmarks whose agency is inscribed entirely within the 
logic of urbanization. Indeed, the agenda of the iconic building is a postpolitical architecture 
stripped bare of any meaning other than the celebration of corporate economic performance. 
In this sense, rather than being agonistic forms, contemporary ‘icons’ are the final and celebra-
tory manifestations of the Grundnorm of urbanization: the victory of economic optimization 
over political judgment. The islands of the archipelago, on the other hand, confront the forces 
of urbanization by opposing to urbanization’s ubiquitous power their explicitness as forms, as 
punctual, circumscribed facts, as stoppages.49

This is important for the project’s understanding for two reasons. Firstly, it illustrates a political 
aspiration in architecture that is rarely found in the discipline today, an aspect of Siza’s early work 
that tends to be neglected in favour of more formalistic and individualistic historiographies. Sec-
ondly, its sheds light on a dialectical method of design that is as much the merit of its author, as the 
result of a particular set of historical-material conditions. What Carlo Aymonino identified as “the 
paradox of ‘inventing’ a dialectical discourse at the drawing board, as substitute for an impossible 
direct invention by the inhabitants of those houses” is here resolved by the context of the Revolution, 
where the dialectical relation between architecture and environment could finally be operationalized 
and the inhabitants actually did participate in the design of their homes. 
 On an institutional level the context was also propitious. Álvaro Siza’s sketchbooks of the 
time circle include amidst sketches from daily life and project ideas for the islands, long textual 
notes regarding the role of the architecture university in society written in preparation for his faculty 
meetings. The university was itself a part of the labours of the SAAL, since the Brigades integrated 
students and students were familiar with the grounds of intervention even before the Revolution, in 
what Siza terms the ‘prehistory’ of the movement:

The ancestors of the SAAL teams were primed within the architecture schools. [Octávio Lixa] 
Filgueiras entered [the School of Porto] at a certain point and brought new teaching methods. 
For example, he was very insistent on surveying real situations. The students, at this time, had 
to produce a complete survey of [Bairro do] Barredo, which provided precious drawings… In 
fact, when Távora drew the masterplan for Barredo, he took these surveys, carried out by the 
school’s students, to the work environment. Likewise, Souto de Moura and Teresa Fonseca, 
who came to be a part of São Victor’s team, and who invited me to join, had produced such 
surveys as students. Therefore, the residents of São Victor, when the SAAL thing comes, go to 
the students who they already know and ask for their support getting into the program. [And 
since] the person in charge had to be an architect … they came to me and proposed me. All 

49. Aureli, Possibility of an Absolute Architecture, xi–xii.
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of this was communicating. These surveys had not only an architectural component, but also 
an environmental, as well as a social, component. Filgueiras’ thesis was titled, by the way, “The 
social responsibility of the architect.” Therefore, there really was a new spirit, very influential, 
with several branches…50

It must therefore be noted that Siza’s proletarian islands were fruit of historical conditions that are 
impossible to replicate today and have been hard to find in the developed world ever since. Neverthe-
less, they provide a valuable contribution to the conscious embedding of architecture in the historical 
thrust of revolutionary class struggle over the social production of the environment, i.e., the struggle 
for habitation over improvement. They also provide a good synthesis of the postwar contextualism 
debate, by virtue of how they tackle both ‘ecological context’ and ‘historical continuity’, or in more 
concrete architectural terms, how they use both the threshold and the type as building blocks of 
the environment. In other words, categories of space and categories of time are ascribed equal im-
portance. Delving deeper into Bairro da Malagueira, the next three chapters provide a method for 
understanding and mapping this dialectic profusely. The goal is to bridge the epistemological gap 
in architecture’s relation with the longue durée of environmental history, but also to provide tools 
for imagining that a broader environmentalism is possible, and that architecture can play a role in 
shaping it. •

50. Álvaro Siza interviewed in Costa, “Da Recepção à Transmissão” My translation. Original Portuguese version: 
“Dentro das escolas o que se passou de novo é o antepassado do SAAL, das equipes do SAAL. A par, tinha 
entrado, em determinada altura, o Filgueiras, com novos métodos no ensino. Por exemplo, ele insistia muito no 
levantamento de situações reais. Os alunos, nesta altura, fazem um levantamento completíssimo do Barredo, 
com desenhos preciosos … inclusivamente, o Távora, quando faz o plano do Barredo, pode levar esses levan-
tamentos, feitos pelos estudantes da escola, para o ambiente de trabalho. Como o Souto Moura e a Teresa 
Fonseca, os que vêm a fazer parte da equipa de São Víctor e que me convidaram para entrar. Porque tinham feito 
levantamentos da mesma ordem. Portanto, os moradores de São Victor, quando vem aquela coisa do SAAL, vão 
ter com aqueles alunos que conheciam já e dizem que querem o apoio deles para entrar no programa. E eles 
dizem: “Sim, mas é preciso um arquitecto.” Porque era preciso que o responsável fosse um arquitecto. Então 
vêm falar comigo e propõem-me. … isto é tudo comunicante. Esses levantamentos tinham, não só uma compo-
nente arquitectónica, mas também do ambiente, com essa componente social. A tese do Filgueiras chama-se, 
aliás,	“A	responsabilidade	social	do	arquitecto.”	Portanto,	há	realmente	um	espírito	novo,	muito	influente,	com	
vários ramos, mais no sentido do Arnaldo Araújo.”
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Fig. 3. Housing rights movements and occupations: the SAAL.
  Posters and images of the SAAL process, 1974–1976. 
  Source: Colecção Alves Costa, CD25A archive.
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Map 3. Typology of the ilha.
	 	 Example	of	a	typical	uban	block	in	Porto,	with	the	bourgeois	houses	flanking	the	street	and	the	ilha	cul-de-sacs in the backyards.
  Aerial photo of Porto, 1939-1940; Photographs of typical ilhas prior to the SAAL interventions. Source: CMP photography archive.
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Fig. 4. Bairro da Bouça, 1974.
  Álvaro Siza, project perspective and elevations. 
  Source: Álvaro Siza archive, courtesy of Drawing Matter.
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Fig. 5. Bairro de S. Victor, 1974.
  Álvaro Siza, project axonometry. 
  Source: Álvaro Siza archive, courtesy of Drawing Matter.
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Fig. 6. Álvaro Siza’s proletarian islands.
  Top: Bairro de S. Victor, Porto, 1974. Photographs by André Cepeda, 2014. Courtesy of the artist.
  Middle: Bairro da Bouça, Porto, 1974. Source: Alvaro Siza archive, courtesy of Drawing Matter.
  Bottom: Bairro da Malagueira, Évora, 1977. Source: Alvaro Siza archive, courtesy of Drawing Matter.
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With these first works, an irrepressible and determinate feeling started germinating: that archi-
tecture does not stop at any one point, it spans from the object to space, and consequently to the 
relationship between spaces, up to the encounter with nature.

— Álvaro Siza Vieira, Imaginar a Evidência

The loss of appeal of that Internationalism of Difference reflects the dismantling of the myths of 
‘irony’ and ‘reference’, which have legitimized the supposedly amusing similarity between a public 
building in Portugal and a French supermarket, or the latter’s resemblance to an American building, 
itself similar to an Inca or Egyptian temple; or the likeness of all with the dematerialized thermal 
baths of Caracalla.

— Álvaro Siza Vieira, Sketchbooks

I am also among those who believe that the city, or the territory, do not need, in principle, the nod of 
‘work of Art’. A city made of enformed spaces—negatives of the signs of existence—is for that alone 
beautiful. Impregnated with such life, it reveals itself exciting and mysterious and tranquil—accord-
ing to each of our wishes.

— Álvaro Siza Vieira, Texto para Carlos Nogueira

Bairro da Malagueira is located about one kilometre west of Évora’s historical city centre. It is made 
up of 1,200 row houses planned for about 4,120 inhabitants, laid over an area of 27 hectares that 
formerly belonged to an agricultural estate known as Quinta da Malagueirinha. At the time of 
construction, the site was scantily occupied by the ‘clandestine’ houses of poor rural migrants, Roma 
families, and groups recently returned from the ex-colonies. The onset of the project began during 
the revolutionary period with the formation of a neighbourhood committee named after one of the 
clandestine neighbourhoods, São Sebastião.1 With the formation of the Constitutional Govern-
ment, after the countercoup of November 25, the municipality took over the project and the com-
mittee was turned into a cooperative that still exists today, renamed Giraldo Sem Pavor, and another 
formed soon afterwards known as Boa Vontade. At that time, Évora had about 40 thousand inhabit-
ants, two thirds of which lived outside the city walls, many of them spread amongst the twenty-nine 
clandestine neighbourhoods. Of these, only six had been the object of a municipal survey, twelve had 
no water, seventeen had no sewage, and twenty-four had no streets.2 Flanking the site of Bairro da 
Malagueira, were two of such neighbourhoods, Bairro de Santa Maria and Bairro de Nossa Senhora 
da Glória. Álvaro Siza was appointed head architect in 1977, and construction of the first phase 

1.  This neighbourhood committee had been organized with a SAAL Brigade headed by architect José Carlos Cal-
ado	to	expropriate	and	build	a	new	bairro	on	Quinta	do	Gancho,	just	south	of	Malagueira.

2.  Gomes, Bairro da Malagueira, 29.

Part II 
Bairro da Malagueira, a Totality
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started two years later, in 1979. The project suffered modifications throughout the years, with Siza 
staying involved in its design and construction to the present day. The last phase was built in 1997 
and the project has remained halted and unfinished ever since due to lack of funding.
 The current chapter is the core of the thesis insofar as it lays out a method of environmental 
critique in architecture. It ties in with chapter one in the sense that this method reacts to the lim-
itations of object fetishism by revealing the “background conditions of possibility” from which the 
autonomous object is supposedly emancipated when abstract formalism is legitimized by the dictum 
of “art for art’s sake.” This first realization points towards an approach that embeds ‘objects’ within 
their contexts on a broader scope in terms of space and time, raising the hypothesis of applying 
cartography—a method typically reserved for the urban scale—to architecture.
 The cartographic method is tied with chapter two because it borrows from the scientific 
underpinnings of historical and dialectical materialism. It does so by defining ‘environment’ as the 
dialectic between architecture and nature, and henceforth approaching the process of environmental 
production as a totality that, in capitalism, is driven by the contradiction between the struggle for 
‘habitation’ and the capitalist imperative for ‘improvement’. In other words, the issue of property re-
lations becomes central to the analysis, as is the core contradiction between use- and exchange-value 
that arises historically out of land commodification. 
 The method also ties in with chapter three because the chosen case study, Bairro da Malague-
ira, was conceived at a moment when the contextualism debate was at its peak in Western European 
architecture. This was a time when housing (habitation) and territorial development (improvement) 
tended to be approached as a coherent whole and were planned alongside each other. This debate was 
encouraged by specific historical circumstances, related to the large-scale social housing investments 
made by the Keynesian postwar governments. Under these conditions, housing rights—the right to 
inhabit the land—took precedence over the capitalist imperative to improve land for profit.
 Bairro da Malagueira was not born out of these exact same conditions but of the specific Por-
tuguese equivalent, where the public housing boom—and respective contextualism debates—hap-
pened in the last years of the dictatorship, in the Marcelist period. When the revolution happened 
in 1974–75, the SAAL Brigades were built upon a synthesis, the Portuguese ‘third way’, between 
the Team X doctrine of habitat and the Mediterranean modernism of the Italian ambiente. We now 
expand upon that synthesis by incorporating the categories of ‘ecological threshold’ and ‘historical 
type’ into the environmental mapping of the project. The method invented is exemplified and applied 
to this case study, which was chosen due to its historical relevance to the topic at hand, but it can be 
applied to any other project. 
 The goal is to map Bairro da Malagueira’s environments, and we do so by focusing on three 
environmental thresholds: the conduit, the patio, and the waste. These thresholds contain within 
them three key contradictions—town vs. country, private vs. public, civil vs. marginal—as they medi-
ate the relationship between inside and outside that necessarily results from the appropriation of 
nature by architecture. From the first contradiction we can understand the environmental production 
of territory, from the second the environmental production of domesticity, and from the third the 
environmental production of wilderness. All of them respectively draw boudaries in space that fall 
into three historical types: territorial lines, domestic enclosures, and wilderness frontiers. Although 
the thresholds chosen are necessarily specific to Malagueira, the three modes of environmental pro-
duction under which they are organized can be universalized. They correspond to the hidden abodes 
of the object discussed in the introduction. As such, they centre around three sets of spatial divisions 
of labour and their respective struggles, namely class, gender, and race.
 Therefore, even though the conduit, the patio, and the waste are concrete thresholds that 
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exist physically on site, they can also be understood as abstract archetypes, and hence a historical 
continuity can be extrapolated by tracing back the forms that these types assumed over time in the 
history of Évora. The conduit can thus be retroactively linked with Évora’s aqueduct and arcade, from 
which we can trace a history of town and country relations and linear infrastructures of territorial 
production. The patio can be understood in continuity with other forms of familial enclosures in the 
surroundings of Malagueira, namely the cloisters and the farms, from which we can read a history of 
private and public relations. Here we understand a pattern of environmental domestication. Bairro 
da Malagueira wastelands can be understood in continuity with the Roma camps and the allotment 
gardens, from which we can trace a history of civil and marginal relations at the neocolonial fron-
tiers for improvement and speculation. From the total confluence of these categories, we unfold the 
backgrounds of the bairro in terms of both space and time. We are left with an atlas that reveals the 
hidden abodes of architecture embedded in an evolutionary totality of environmental relations in the 
longue durée.[Fig. 8; Map 6]
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Fig. 7. Aerial view of Bairro da Malagueira, Évora, 1990.
  Photography by José M. Rodrigues, 1990. Source: CME photograpy archive.
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Fig. 8. Method and structure.
  Background environments; Principal contradictions; Types of thresholds.
  Sources: *My photographs; **CME photography archive; ***Álvaro Siza archive, courtesy of Drawing Matter.
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5. Territorial Lines: Town/Country

The word ‘conduit’ derives from the Latin conductus, a ‘leading’, or ‘pipe’, and conducere, meaning ‘to 
lead or bring together, contribute, serve’. As an abstract type, the conduit is a linear structure that 
extracts a liquid resource from one place and transports it to another, hence establishing a spatial 
connection between source and destination, production and consumption. It diverts and distributes 
nature from a place of abundance to a place of relative scarcity. In order to do this, it requires a num-
ber of combined technologies that can control gravity by manipulating topography. This, in turn, 
requires a set of specialized knowledge and bureaucracies that are coordinated by institutions, such 
as educational facilities and the state. These specializations imply a division of material and mental 
labour between those who plan, manage, and build, as well as a spatial separation between production 
and commerce. As a result of this concentration of knowledge and transfer of resources, patterns of 
uneven development and class inequality arise, spatialized in the fundamental contradiction between 
the metropolitan centre and its peripheral hinterlands. If the scale of the enterprise is large enough, 
the conduit may become an iconic landmark, a monument to this totality of environmental relations. 

5.1 The Aqueduct
Within the Portuguese territory, the province of the Alentejo reads as a unitary landscape, a pene-
plain shaped by long geological processes of erosion caused by running waters that left only the hard-
est minerals as residual prominences. Évora is the historical capital city of this region, and the most 
easily connected city to Lisbon and the coastal metropolis. The historical city centre is nested on a 
small, rounded elevation at the edge of a rock formation that extends between Montemor-o-Novo 
and the hill of S. Bento, known as Serra de Monfurado. The region’s almost uniform topography 
has average altitudes ranging between 100 and 400 metres and its geology is rich in granite, lime-
stone and marble, a combination that is visible in local architecture. The climate is Mediterranean—
with warm and dry summers, and mild, moist winters—and the vegetation is subtropical, made of 
oak savannahs, olive groves, beeches, pines, and areas of charneca, a desert-like shrubland found on 
free-draining infertile soils. The Alentejo is the most arid area in Portugal and one of the driest in 
Europe, vulnerable to drought and desertification because of low precipitation rates and a history 
of intensive farming. The name, Além Tejo, means “beyond the Tagus”, which is telling of how the 
region has been depicted in the national collective imaginary: a semi-deserted land stretching over 
yonder, a countryside. That depiction is, of course, the viewpoint of the wealthier northern regions 
of Portugal and of Lisbon, to whom Alentejo has long served as extractive resource and hinterland. 
Often described as the “granary of the nation” or “Portugal’s wine cellar,” the Alentejo is shot through 
with frontier representations and stereotypes: torrid weather events, Moorish architecture, suicidal 
tendencies, patriarchal austerity, Spaghetti Westerns, bull fights and equestrian aristocracies, as well 
as peasant revolts, extreme labour exploitation, poverty, and revolutionary land reform.[Map 6]

 Évora is situated exactly in the middle of three major watersheds—of the rivers Tagus, Gua-
diana, and Sado—and it is one of the few Portuguese cities not settled on a riverbank. The nearest 
course of water, known as Xarrama, is a small stream that curves southwards around the city one 
kilometre to the East.[Map 7] Problems of water supply have been historically resolved by an abun-
dance of aquifers with high groundwater levels and by the construction of a 19-kilometre-long aque-
duct, whose origins date to Roman times but which was completely rebuilt in the sixteenth century 
and is still functioning today.[Map 8;9] The construction of that first aqueduct probably coincided with 
the foundation of the city. 
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 The Alentejo has been settled for over five millennia and several megalithic sites can be found 
in Évora’s surroundings, but although it is thought that the city’s name is Celtic (from “Ebora” after 
a species of yew trees), there is no archaeological evidence of a town, or oppida, having settled on the 
city’s exact location prior to romanization. The Roman occupation of Lusitania happened during 
the first half of the second century BCE, during the Republic, and the foundation of the city likely 
followed the establishment of the Empire.1 Details on the disintegration of Iberian settlements 
during the last two centuries of the Republic are unknown, but treaties agreed between Romans, 
Lusitanians and Celtiberians document a colonial process of gradual, albeit violent, assimilation that 
likely took place with some degree of local support. Despite the scarce historical evidence, it seems 
clear that the aftermath of the Lusitanian war (155–139 BCE) wrought a fair amount of destruction, 
confiscation and reconstruction, after which some concessions towards indigenous populations took 
place. As was customary in the Empire, land expropriations were centralized under a regime of state 
ownership (ager publicus), with fields being partially reassigned to freeholders subject to taxation, 
and to wealthy locals under rental agreements.2 In this way, some oppida continued to exist, while 
new centers were founded to rehouse both locals and colonists, such that a hierarchy of settlements 
emerged.3 At the top of that hierarchy were the Roman coloniae, occupied by veteran legionaries who 
enjoyed full citizenship and land rights, a model that expanded significantly under Augustus after the 
end of the civil wars. This was the case of the nearby cities of Pax Iulia (Beja) and Augusta Emerita 
(Mérida). They were followed by municipia, important tribal centres placed under the jurisdiction 
of a local government (res publica), enjoying either full Roman rights or intermediate Latin rights, 
with some degree of autonomy and local self-management. This was the case of Ebora Liberalitas 
Iulia, as it was named by the Romans. Finally, there were autonomous native communities with no 
citizenship rights known as civitates.4 All of these urban settlements were politically, militarily and 
fiscally bound to the metropolis, i.e., the ‘mother-city’ of Rome, and thus territorial management was 
centralized under imperial control.
 It was long thought that Ebora and its aqueduct were founded by Quintus Sertorius, a Roman 
general who led the Iberian rebellion (80–72 BCE) against the Roman Senate during the civil wars 
that ended the Republic. This is now understood as an embellishment of history originating with 
Renaissance archaeologist André de Resende, at a time when political narratives sought comparisons 
between the Portuguese and Roman Empires. Nevertheless, the Lusitanian alliance with Sertor-
ius against Pompey could explain the region’s considerable degree of romanization prior to Ebora’s 
foundation, since military settlements already guaranteed a high degree of social and territorial con-
trol.5 That would clarify the endowment of Ebora with Latin rights—the acquisition of commercium, 
conubium and limited voting rights upon the holding of a municipal magistracy—as a probable 
reward from Caesar in exchange for support in said war.6 Historians now date both the foundation 
and construction of Ebora at some point during the reign of Augustus, between 63 BCE and AD 
14, with several archaeological remains besides the aqueduct also dating to that time, namely the 
thermal baths, the temple, and the forum. Contrary to Augusta Emerita and Pax Iulia, which were 

1. Mascarenhas and Barata, “O Território de Ebora,” 61.

2. Plana-Mallart, “Ebora et son territoire,” 231.

3. It was common throughout Lusitania for local tribes to be mandated to leave their oppida or castri and settle in 
new Roman towns along the plains.

4. There were three kinds of civitates: the civitates foederatae, or allied cities, the civitates liberae, or free cities, 
and the civitates stipendariae, or tributary cities.

5. Plana-Mallart, “La Lusitanie romaine : histoire et espace rural,” 377.

6. Plana-Mallart, “Ebora”, 232.
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also built ex novo but had the status of coloniae, there are no official indications of colonial settlers in 
Ebora, which means that its foundation must have happened in close relationship with native social 
structures. Although Italians were admitted within the population, it is likely that the city served to 
resettle the stolatoi, ‘wearers of the stole’, or Iberians who adopted Roman lifestyles.7

 The status of municipium must have required the official establishment of a territorium with 
clearly bounded termini (‘limits’). For this to happen, the surroundings of Ebora must have under-
gone a process of agrimensura similar to those documented in both Emerita Augusta, Pax Iulia 
and elsewhere throughout the Empire.8 In search for this cadastral network, archaeologist Rosa 
Plana-Mallart analyzed maps and aerial views of the region and found traces of a grid oriented 
north-west/south-east that followed topography and hydrographic lines and remains particularly 
visible in the areas north of the city.[Map 10] The remnants of this hypothetical cadastre are not suf-
ficient to rebuild a full centuriacio, and the nature of Ebora’s landscape requires caution in doing so, 
since large portions of the land were not suitable for cultivation and were probably unmapped, left 
for grazing and animal breeding. Since the gromatici insisted that divided lands be strictly agricul-
tural, Plana-Mallart admits that the grid might correspond to the arable areas, forming a mixed 
system of centuriacio and ager arcifinalis, i.e., land not divided and measured regularly, but organized 
according to traditional custom and delimited by natural elements. Additionally, since Ebora enjoyed 
a degree of indigenous civic autonomy, the survey did not serve the customary attribution of lands to 
legionary-farmers but was instead an instrument of administrative and tributary purposes. Periodical 
municipal censuses allowed the ager publicus to be distributed under a rental system, whereby agricul-
tural lands were subject to vectigal, or ‘tax’, and those dedicated to breeding would fall under scriptura, 
a ‘grazing fee’.9 The land administration was managed by the municipal governor or by companies of 
publicans, contractors in charge of tax collection. 
 Despite the uncertainty, some coincidences grant credibility to this hypothesis, for instance, 
the alignment between the urban structure of Ebora and the rural cadastral lines signals the existence 
of a totalizing urban-territorial project. From the city’s current layout, we can read the Cardo Max-
imus corresponding to Rua da Mesquita, which extends south-east from the old Roman gate of Porta 
de Moura, while the Decumanus Maximus overlaps with Rua da Selaria and the homonymous gate 
facing today’s Praça do Giraldo.[Map 11] The forum was found at the intersection of these two axes, 
next to the temple whose ruins still subside, and although the exact footprint of the Roman roads 
leaving the city is not yet known, they likely followed similar directions. Furthermore, the cadastre is 
modulated on distances that can be measured in actus, suggesting a grid that fits the typical Roman 
module of 20×20 actus. Porta de Moura was probably the locus gromae of the system, i.e., the starting 
point from which all distances were measured. Field data also found some of these axes materialized 
in the contemporary landscape as sunken lanes. Having fallen into disuse, these paths were some-
times maintained as drains, or in other cases as property boundaries. Likewise, symbolic landmarks 
such as calvaries and sanctuaries (ermidas) tend to coincide with crossing points of the grid.10 Finally, 
the aqueduct itself also follows these directions.
 The existence of a Roman aqueduct in Ebora has been sometimes contested but now appears 
to be archaeologically confirmed. The current structure, known as Água de Prata (‘Silver Water’), 

7. Ibidem, 233.

8. At the foundation of a colony and the assignation of lands, the division and measurement of the land were made 
by professional agrimensores	(field	measurers)	or	gromatici (groma users), who produced the cadastral grids of 
the centuriacio. The groma was the instrument used by surveyors to measure parallel lines on the territory.

9. Plana-Mallart, “Ebora”, 236.

10. Ibidem, 239.
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was built in the sixteenth century by King João III, around the same time that Popes Gregory XIII 
and Sixtus V also ordered the reconstruction of Rome’s Aqua Claudia and Alexandriana. No certain 
archaeological remains of the Roman aqueduct have been found to this day, but it likely followed the 
same footprint as the current construction, with the difference that the arcade connecting Alto de S. 
Bento and the city must have been higher in order to reach the acropolis.11 The springs at Graça do 
Divor, located about 19 kilometres north-east at the exact midpoint between the three large water-
sheds, were likely channelled by underground ducts into a stone or concrete springhouse, which then 
flowed into the main channel.12 The channel’s leaning was calculated to feed the forum, where a 
water basin surrounding the temple is thought to have served religious purposes, as well as the public 
baths located at mid-slope. Both of these sites corroborate the existence of an aqueduct, since they 
were too large to be fed by simpler means. A lead pipe found inside the remains of an urban domus 
also point to the existence of a sophisticated water supply network similar to those found in other 
cities throughout the Empire. And local toponomy such as Arcos do Divor (‘Arches of Divor’), Rua 
do Cano (‘Street of the Pipe’), Quinta do Cano (‘Farm of the Pipe’) and Quinta do Arco (‘Farm of 
the Arch’) are all cited in historical records before the sixteenth century, when the second aqueduct 
was built.[Fig. 9;10]

 The territory over which the aqueduct ran had to be carefully surveyed to ensure that water 
would stream at a constant gradient whose slope defined the speed of the waterflow. Most of its 
course was probably half-buried (as happens today), obstructing peaks were circumvented or tun-
nelled through, and valleys were crossed by bridgework. When it reached the city, water needed to be 
collected in the castellum aquae, a distribution tank with a sluice that regulated the supply to individ-
ual destinations, that was likely located at the point where a water deposit currently stands. Runoff 
water scoured into the drains and sewers, pouring from the city into nearby streams.
 Whether state-funded or privately built, all Roman aqueducts were protected by law and 
submitted to the scrutiny of the civil authorities. Hence, the land over which Ebora’s aqueduct 
ran must have been subject to restrictions regarding usage and encroachment. A corridor on either 
side had to be secured, where ploughing, planting and building were prohibited, but farmers whose 
villas or estates were near the aqueduct were typically allowed to draw a licenced amount of water 
for summer irrigation. Overall, a permanent supply of fresh water to the city was prioritized, as the 
network reached public baths, latrines, fountains, private households, mills, gardens, dye houses and 
other industries. Licensed, fee-paying private users were registered, according to the bore of pipe that 
led from the public water supply to their properties, and the wider the pipe was, the greater the flow, 
and hence the higher the fee. 
 As a rule, the construction of Roman aqueducts was performed by the army under the guid-
ance of military engineers, part of a public enterprise financed by the Emperor and the municipality, 
and maintenance was kept by slaves-gangs known as the familia aquaria.13 The management of 
aqueducts in Ancient Rome is described by Julius Sextus Frontinus in an official report titled De 
aquaeductu (‘On aqueducts’), which expanded upon Vitruvius’ texts on aqueducts written a century 
earlier, in De architectura. The work presents a survey of the water supply of Ancient Rome, including 

11. Historian Francisco Bilou argues that the foundations of the arcade between the hilltop of S. Bento and the city 
are Roman, and the sixteenth century aqueduct was prbably built on the existing ruins of the Roman aqueduct. 
Through	field	work	investigations,	he	has	also	found	ruins	of	opus caementicium near the Charterhouse and the 
fort of Santo António. See: Bilou, Refundação do Aqueduto da Água de Prata, 25–29 and 37–39.

12. Graça do Divor also holds the largest number of Roman vestiges found in the region.

13. The maintenance of the aqueducts in Rome employed about eight hundred slaves split into two familiae, one 
belonging to the state and the other to the emperor—familia aquaria publica and familia aquaria Caesaris.



125

laws of use and maintenance, as well as the history, sizes, and discharge rates of the nine aqueducts 
of Rome (later expanded to eleven). With the recovery of Frontinus’ manuscript from the library at 
Monte Cassino in 1425, details of the construction and maintenance of the Roman aqueduct system 
became available just as both Renaissance Rome and Portugal began to rebuild its freshwater infra-
structures.
 Water technologies incorporated in the aqueduct played a key role in the management and 
configuration of both the territorium and the urbs in Roman cities, such as Ebora. Over its course, 
the aqueduct tied together a complex network of springs and adduction systems with an urban 
form that included a wealth of public fountains and a monumental arcade towering over the city. Its 
technologies of surveying and quantification, as well as catchment, transportation, and distribution, 
demanded a totality of environmental relations whereby a hierarchy between town and country had 
to be established. In a literal sense, the aqueduct was a pipe along which a precious resource was 
extracted, transported, and distributed by a centralized power that coordinated property and labour, 
as it linked an extractive periphery with an urban core. Hence, the infrastructural axis of the aque-
duct crossed the territory from source to destination, and in so doing it inscribed a structural urban 
figure onto the land, which started with nature and ended with a centralized political enclosure. Its 
endpoint, the acropolis, took precedence over the entire system, as the moment where the resource 
realized its value, i.e., where water was used, stored, and exchanged. This transfer generated signifi-
cant social inequalities, chiefly between mental and physical labour, that translated geographically 
into an contradiction between a rural periphery where production took place and was supervised and 
an urban centre that concentrated its administration: 

The most important division of material and mental labour is the separation of town and coun-
try. … The advent of the town implies, at the same time, the necessity of administration, police, 
taxes, etc., in short, of the municipality [des Gemeindewesens], and thus of politics in general. 
Here first became manifest the division of the population into two great classes, which is direct-
ly based on the division of labour and on the instruments of production. The town is in actual 
fact already the concentration of the population, of the instruments of production, of capital, 
of pleasures, of needs, while the country demonstrates just the opposite fact, isolation and sep-
aration. The contradiction between town and country can only exist within the framework of 
private property. It is the most crass expression of the subjection of the individual under the 
division of labour, under a definite activity forced upon him—a subjection which makes one 
man into a restricted town-animal, another into a restricted country-animal, and daily creates 
anew the conflict between their interests.14

In contrast with the more humid and fertile areas of northern Portugal, where small-holding prop-
erty relations were historically dominant (minifundio), the Alentejo has always been characterized by 
vast portions of land controlled by a few urban centres and landlords (latifundio). This organisation 
had its origins in Roman antiquity but it is still prevalent today.15 And although there were crucial 

14. Marx and Engles, German Ideology, 72.

15. In the Roman Republic, latifundia were large parcels of land, which specialized in agriculture for export, such as 
grain,	olive	oil,	and	cattle.	They	relied	on	slave	labor	to	produce	large	quantities	of	crops	and	were	first	devel-
oped in the 2nd century BCE. In some cases, estate villages were formed, in which many parcels of land owned 
by the same landlord were leased to villagers who owned their own homes but had no land. Large estates ex-
panded by consolidating the neighboring, smaller farms, which had to sell their land to the estate, as they could 
not compete in terms of productivity. As small farms were bought up by the wealthy landowners they were folded 
into their expansion. They were extinguished with the land reforms enacted by the Principate in the early imperial 
phase, returning in the Late Roman colonate.
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environmental reasons for this development, socio-historical factors also played a significant role. 
According to Karl August Wittfogel’s theory, the advent of large-scale irrigation schemes at the 
hands of heavily centralized ‘despotic’ governments was materially coupled with regions character-
ized by arid climates, such as Ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia, and the Alentejo.16 He saw in these 
ancient configurations the genesis of ‘hydraulic civilizations’, i.e., regimes where political power was 
centralized and maintained by controlling access to water. That kind of power, says Wittfogel, was 
typical of geographies where the need for mass irrigation and flood control technologies required a 
high degree of infrastructural coordination, specialized bureaucracies, and unfree labour. In his view, 
this centralization was crucial in preventing the rise of an independent and decentralized aristocracy, 
as happened in the more humid regions of medieval Europe’s dispersed feudalism (of which north-
ern Portugal is an adequate example). According to Wittfogel, the Roman Empire and the Iberian 
Peninsula both fell within the periphery of this hydraulic mode of production, and this correlations 
between climate and political organization could at least partially justify the Alentejo’s structural 
tendency for latifundiary property relations.17

 It is important to consider that, over the centuries, the river Tagus was as much a climatic 
frontier (between the humid north and the arid south) as a physical boundary within the Portuguese 
territory. Until the first bridge was built, which happened only in the late nineteenth century, the 
Southern provinces were only connected to Lisbon and the rest of the country by boat, through the 
port of Alcácer do Sal. These provinces were therefore much more prone to Mediterranean influ-
ence. Phoenicians, Greeks and Carthaginians all settled and founded cities south of the Tagus. The 
Romans had their major centres in the region, as did the Arabs, whose presence lasted four centuries 
in the Alentejo, as opposed to only four decades north of the Douro. To the arid climates that fit 
Wittfogel’s conditions for the rise of ‘hydraulic civilizations’, we must add layers of a more political 
nature that, while being influenced by climate, superimpose certain kinds of social relations that, over 
time, exacerbate natural differences. The starkly unequal tension between town and country in the 
Alentejo has roots in this climatic and political history.
 The region of Ebora was under Roman dominion for five centuries. And although its ar-
chaeological presence is more visible in cities that in the countryside, land and agriculture were its 
principal sources of wealth, as historian Lynn White explained:

Because practically all the written records and famous monuments of Antiquity were produced 
in cities, we generally think of ancient societies as having been essentially urban. They were, in 
fact, agricultural to a degree which we can scarcely grasp. It is a conservative guess that even 
in fairly prosperous regions over ten people were needed on the land to enable a single person 
to live away from the land. Cities were atolls of civilization (etymologically ‘citification’) on an 
ocean of rural primitivism. They were supported by a terrifyingly slender margin of surplus ag-

16. Wittfogel, Oriental Despotism.

17. While material climatic conditions play a fundamental role in the determination of socio-economic arrangements, 
Wittfogel’s hypothesis has been accused of environmental determinism, as it failed to account for situations 
where the rule was broken. The controversy surrounding Wittfogel’s work concerns the concept of ‘oriental des-
potism’ as a ‘Asiatic mode of production’ (which I don’t use in this work) more that the idea that centralized hydro-
graphic systems have centralizing political consequences. In a 1958 review of the book, Paul Mattick claims: “At 
first	sight,	Wittfogel’s	exaggerated	emphasis	on	irrigation	appears	to	be	a	rather	harmless	idiosyncrasy.	No	one,	
and least of all a Marxist, will deny that irrigation may be an important and, under certain circumstances, the most 
important factor in determining the mode of production and the character of political control. But the despotic 
state, and all that goes with it, is not the exclusive monopoly of ‘hydraulic civilizations’. It can and did arise out of 
entirely different, ‘non-hydraulic’ conditions. Neither are the despotisms of ‘non-hydraulic’ states mere extensions 
of those in ‘hydraulic zones’. They may exist in any class society whether ‘hydraulic’, ‘feudal’, or ‘industrial’,” See: 
Mattick, “Review,” 23.
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ricultural production which could be destroyed swiftly by drought, flood, plague, social disorder 
or warfare.18

Corroborating this stance, historian A. H. M. Jones characterized the Roman town and country 
relation as one of oppression and exploitation:

… the cities were ... economically parasitic on the country-side. Their incomes consisted in the 
main of the rents drawn by the urban aristocracy from the peasants ... The wealth of the coun-
try-side—and it must be emphasized that the bulk of the wealth of the empire was derived from 
agriculture—was drained into the towns. The peasants were thus reduced to a very low standard 
of life and this in turn impoverished the urban proletariat. … The splendours of civic life were to 
a large extent paid for out of [agrarian] rents, and to this extent the villages were impoverished 
for the benefit of the towns . . . The city magnates came into contact with the villagers in three 
capacities only, as tax collectors, as policemen, and as landlords.19

Hence, besides arid climatic conditions and centralized hydraulic politics, the town/country divide 
was also generated by, and a generator of, class divisions, namely between a rentier urban aristocracy 
and a rural producer peasantry. This relationship led Moses Finley (borrowing from Max Weber) 
to call these centers ‘consumer cities’, i.e., cities that did not engage in the productive side of the 
economy (aside from the production of petty commodities), but relied more or less parasitically on 
the products of outside peasant labour and rents.20 In his book The Class Struggle in the Ancient Greek 
World, Geoffrey Ste. Croix explained how the urban propertied classes saw farming as an ideal form 
of life but only in the sense of ‘gentleman-farming’, meaning to own a piece of farm land without 

18. White, “Expansion of Technology 500–1500,“ 144–145. Michael Rostovtzeff offers a similar reading: “The popu-
lation of the cities alike in Italy and in the provinces formed but a small minority as compared with the population 
of the country. Civilized life, of course, was concentrated in the cities: every man who had some intellectual inter-
ests ... lived in a city and could not imagine himself living elsewhere; for him the georgos or paganus [farmer or 
villager] was an inferior being, half-civilized or uncivilized. It is no wonder that for us the life of the ancient world 
is more or less identical with the life of the ancient cities. The cities have told us their story, the country always 
remained silent and reserved. What we know of the country we know mostly through the men of the cities ... The 
voice of the country population itself is rarely heard ... Hence it is not surprising that in most modern works on 
the Roman Empire the country and the country population do not appear at all or appear only from time to time 
in connexion with certain events in the life of the State or the cities’.” See: Rostovtzeff, Social and Economic 
History of the Roman Empire, 180.

19. Jones, Greek City from Alexander to Justinian, 268–295.

20. Finley, Economy and Society in Ancient Greece, 15. The dualism of consumer vs. producer cities was intro-
duced by Max Weber in The City. The two concepts are used to explain the difference between the Classical 
city’s dependent relation towards the countryside and the rise of manufacture in Medieval towns, along with 
mercantilism, which turned them into productive centres. This dichotomy should be understood with a grain of 
salt, as Neville Morley Morley explains: “In one sense, all cities are consumers. The existence of urban centres 
depends	on	the	ability	of	farmers	to	produce	a	regular	agricultural	surplus,	and	on	the	efficiency	of	economic,	so-
cial and political institutions in mobilizing this surplus for the use of a population which is not involved in primary 
production. Of course, this broad statement covers a wide variety of possibilities; in the modern industrialised 
world only a tiny proportion of the population is involved in agriculture, whereas in a pre-industrial, agrarian 
economy	the	figure	may	be	90	per	cent	or	more.	Chemical	fertilizers	and	a	mineral-based	energy	economy	have	
transformed modern agriculture, and coal, oil and electricity have revolutionized the distribution of foodstuffs. In 
a pre-industrial society, surpluses are small and precarious, and transport is slow and expensive; cities are there-
fore wholly dependent on the performance of agriculture and the vagaries of the climate, and endemically vul-
nerable to food crisis. However, the notion of the ‘consumer city’ implies much more than this basic dependence 
on agriculture. In part, it and its sibling concept (the ‘producer city’) are concerned with the economic aspects of 
the relationship between city and countryside: the means by which the agricultural surplus is mobilized for the use 
of the urban population. The producer city pays for its keep through trade, manufacture and providing services 
to the countryside; the consumer city takes what it needs in the form of taxes and rents, offering little in return 
besides indifferently administered justice and government. No real city conforms entirely to either one of these 
models, but the use of ideal types like these permits the isolation of the essential nature of the city’s economy 
for	the	purposes	of	classification,	analysis	and	comparison.	In	this	strict	sense,	ancient	Rome	was	undoubtedly	a	
consumer city; it exported little and consumed a great deal, paid for directly or indirectly by the taxes and rents 
of the empire.” In: Morley, Metropolis and Hinterland, 13.
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actually labouring it:

Wealth in the Greek world … as in the Roman empire throughout its history was always essen-
tially wealth in land, upon which was conducted the cultivation of cereals (providing the main 
source of food) and of other agricultural products, especially those of the olive and the vine, 
and also the pasturing of cattle, sheep and horses. The ruling classes of all the Greek states were 
always primarily landowners … “Agricultural land [agros],” says Amphis, a comic poet of the 
fourth century BC, “is the father of life to man; land alone knows how to cover up poverty.” …
the standard attitude to farming of the Greek and Roman propertied classes was that expressed 
by Cicero in the De oratore, as part of a long passage in which he argues that just as an orator 
needs no detailed acquaintance with the civil law, the ius civile, but can easily pick up whatever 
he needs to know for a particular case he is conducting, so the landowner can be content with 
“what is a matter of common knowledge” … Such knowledge is quite sufficient for giving in-
structions to one’s general manager (procurator) or orders to one’s overseer (vilicus). … Cicero 
concludes, “of all means of acquiring wealth there’s nothing better, nothing more profitable, 
nothing sweeter, nothing more worthy of a free man, than agricultura”—which here also means, 
of course, not working a farm but owning one; just as, “in the writings of the physiocrats, the 
cultivateur does not stand for the actual tiller of the soil, but for the big farmer.”21

The characteristic members of Ste. Croix’s urban ruling class were, like Machiavelli’s ‘gentry’ (gent-
iluomini), defined as “those who live in idleness on the abundant revenue derived from their estates, 
without having anything to do either with land cultivation nor with other forms of labour essential 
to life.”22 For this class, land ownership on a sufficient scale marked “the absence of any occupation,” 
a life of leisure very different from that of the peasant farmer who has to work their own land.23

 In contrast, the producing classes were divided in two groups: coloni, or ‘tenants’, working 
under lease, and slaves working under the management of a vilicus. These forms of labour could be 
combined in multiple variations depending on a variety of factors, such as the type of agricultural 
production, the productivity of the land, and the local traditions.24 According to Moses Finley, ten-
ant farmers were “country people who were unable to acquire their own farms, whether from lack of 
sufficient funds or from a shortage of land for sale at their level. … Some in this group had the means 
to equip themselves with the requisite instrumentum, including slaves, others did not.”25 They were 
given a plot of land in exchange for a share of their harvest, sometimes reaching as much as two-
thirds of the total. Leases typically lasted five years, sometimes less, and they could be terminated at 
any time by the landlord. If tenants failed on their payments they could face eviction, mounting debt, 
or be forced to sell themselves or their children as slaves. Wage labour was rare throughout the Em-
pire, so most lands were worked under some type of unfree labour, be it chattel slavery, debt-bondage 

21. Ste. Croix, Class Struggle in the Ancient Greek World, 121–122. * Marx, Capital, Vol. III, 604.

22. Machiavelli, Discourses on the First Decade of Livy, quoted in Ste. Croix, Class Struggle in the Ancient Greek 
World, 122–123.

23. Finley, Ancient Economy, 1973, quoted in Ste. Croix, Class Struggle in the Ancient Greek World, 122. Full 
quote: “In a passage in Rhetoric, Aristotle remarks that in Sparta it is kalón (noble, gentlemanly) to have long hair; 
and he adds, “for it is the mark of a gentleman (eleutherou gar sêmeion), as it is not easy for a man with long 
hair to do work appropriate to a hired labourer (ergon thêtikón).” And he goes on straight on to give, as another 
example of to kalón, “not carrying on a menial craft (banauson téchnên), for it is the mark of a gentleman not 
to	live	for	the	benefit	of	another	(to mê pros állon zên).” In these last words I believe that Aristotle (who in the 
preceding sentence has referred to “work appropriate to a hired labourer”) has in mind particularly the man who 
works for another for wages, the ‘thês’.”

24. Dorothy Crawford, “Imperial Estates,” in Finley (ed.), Studies in Roman Property, 35–70.

25. Moses Finley, “Private Farm Tenancy in Italy Before Dioclecian” in Ibidem, 103–119.
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or, later on, serfdom.
 Land ownership was divided into six categories: public land (ager publicus), imperial land, 
city land, temple land, land assigned to colonists (ager assignatus), and privately owned land.26 All 
of these forms of ownership, except the colonists’, occupied prominent spaces within the confines 
of the city, be it in institutional premises or high-class private houses. But towards the end of the 
Empire, wealthy private citizens started to occupy plots of ager publicus that had not been allocated 
to them by the state. They used other methods, legal or otherwise, to extend their holdings, either 
by purchasing or usurping land belonging to peasants who had died at war or faced eviction, or by 
appropriating unregistered land and common pastures. In this way, a single individual could come 
to control dozens, hundreds, or even thousands of hectares of land, often divided into holdings that 
spread across multiple districts. Most owners of these new private latifundia did not live on them, ex-
cept occasionally for leisure, and delegated the task of supervision to stewards. The town and country 
contradiction was thus sharply contrasted as cities were cores of power that owned and supervised 
the countryside. 
 With the Crisis of the Third Century, this relation and division became less clear. The Roman 
world faced a military and economic impasse. Having reached the limits of its frontiers, the Empire 
lost the ability to appropriate the amount of resources and manpower required to reproduce its slave-
based economy. Ceding under the pressure of Germanic enemies and rising domestic uprisings, the 
public order that had until then consolidated in the cities started to wane. At this time in Iberia, 
a series of peasant insurgencies known as the Bagaudae began to take place, organized by deserter 
legionaries, runaway slaves, and impoverished free peasants. Since the imperial state was losing the 
ability to guarantee the fundamental wealth transfers that supported the cities and their ruling class-
es, large landowners gradually began to take refuge in their countryside villas. These private settle-
ments organized their own self-defence against raids and attacks, and facing a shortage in supply 
of slave labour, they increasingly relied on the exploitation of coloni. On occasions, these villas grew 
to be as large as entire villages.27 In this new logic of territorial privatization, aqueducts became a 
heavy burden on the depleted resources of civic treasuries, with many cities finding it impossible to 
keep them in good repair. Country and town spilled into each other, as the producing peasant classes 
revolted and invaded the cities, and the urbanite landowners took refuge in the countryside: 

With the political difficulties of the western empire from the third century onwards, the cities 

26.	 Land	ownership	in	the	Roman	Empire	fell	into	six	categories.	The	first	type	was	ager publicus, which means land 
belonging to the populus Romanus, or the Roman state. Such land, if cultivated, was generally in the hands of 
private tenants of the state. As a result of military conquest at the end of the Pax Romana, the extent of ager 
publicus was originally immense, but it diminished over time as cultivable land was gradually assigned to vet-
erans, civilian colonists, or purchasers. The second type was imperial land, acquired and owned by the emperor 
himself. The third type was city land, or the dowry of directly owned territory which feel under the administration 
of the loyal governments, from which they extracted municipal revenues. The fourth type was land owned by the 
temple, an inheritance from the Greek world that subsisted with less comparative relevance during Roman times. 
The	fifth	type	was	ager assignatus, which consisted of the redistributed by the state in the form of grants to 
colonists in the form of a standardized allotment patterns such as the centuriation. Finally, there was land owned 
in private possession purchased by the wealthy dominant classes of the Roman gentry. All of these institutional 
and private land owners, except for the colonists, had a public seat or a private domus in the city, as was likely the 
case	in	Évora.	See:	R.	P.	Duncan-Jones,	“Some	Configurations	of	Landholding	in	the	Roman	Empire”	in	Ibidem,	
7–12.

27. “Legal disputes between cities and private individuals are especially frequent in Africa, where the domains (sal-
tus) of private individuals can be as big as whole cityterritories and many are in fact much bigger. The owners 
have a substantial population on their estates, and there are villages (vici) surrounding the villas as though they 
were municipia. The cities are in the habit of raising legal disputes about the territorial rights of these estates, by 
saying for example that one part of an estate owes civic munera, or by trying to levy military recruits from the 
estate village or asking to levy transport animals or supplies from the parts of the estate which they are trying to 
claim.”	See:	Duncan-Jones,	“Some	Configurations,”	24.
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of the western part of the Roman world, apart from some areas of Italy, began to lose their 
classical aspect. Some seem to have become entirely deserted, many more retreated into a nar-
row fortified area where the inhabitants could provide defence which the state was no longer 
able to do. This change in design was reflected in the loss of social and political status; power 
and wealth shifted first to the rural estate and villa, then to the monastery, the manor and the 
castle. Political chaos and economic decline effectively destroyed the classical cities of western 
Europe.28

It was around this time, and in response to both the widespread unrest and the outpour of wealth 
from cities, that Ebora’s Roman defensive walls were built. They were an effort to preserve the in-
tegrity of the urban unit by expelling the turmoil from within and resisting the dissolution of urban 
civilization into the chaos of the wasteland and the battlefield. They served defensive, fiscal, and 
political reasons. This led to a contraction in Ebora’s urban footprint, as the population occupied the 
empty spaces within it, and conversely, to the emergence of the first suburbia.29 [Map 11] Another sign 
of change in the territorial order of Late Antiquity was the implementation of a new cadastral grid 
for Ebora’s rural lands, repeating the 20×20 actus module but this time oriented north-south. [Map 10] 
It corresponded to the transfer in land ownership operated during the Dioclecian period (284–305) 
as the city fell under the administration of the civil dioceses and land tenure came under the domin-
ion of parishes and the local bishopric, suffragan to the archdiocese of Mérida. The new territorial 
control meant to pacify revolt and ease tax collection, but it also resulted in increased bureaucracy for 
the state. Since the fiscal system assessed taxes based on both land and the inhabitants of that land, 
it became administratively inconvenient for peasants to leave the regions where the census counted 
them. Hence, in 332 AD, Emperor Constantine issued legislation that restricted the rights of coloni 
and effectively tied them to the land, making them serfs. 
 According to Geoffrey de Ste. Croix, the collapse of the Western Roman Empire in directly 
tied to the tensions arising in town and country relations. The disintegration of its cities had to do 
precisely with an excessive dependence of the patrician classes on the increasingly exploited labour-
ing classes towards the later period: “With the adoption of Christianity as the official religion of 
the Roman Empire, by Constantine and his successors, the economy had to support an increasingly 
larger body of clerics, monks and nuns, the vast majority of whom were not engaged in any econom-
ically productive activity and therefore—whatever their spiritual value to the community—must be 
counted from the economic point of view as so many ‘idle mouths’.”30 In other words, the unlimited 
concentration of political and economic power in the hands of a swelling propertied but nonproduct-
ive class led to an imbalance of the town and country contradiction, which caused the Empire to 
exhaust its own material conditions of reproduction:

28. Kennedy, “Polis to Madina,” 4.

29. Hispania during late antiquity continues to be a world of urban centres, a set of territories, built, rebuilt, defended 
by and for the city. In this urban world of which we speak the models disappear progressively latticework, large 
buildings are abandoned. audiences that will be later reused, the concept housing changes radically, at the same 
time as the reorganization of the funerary world entails that of the suburbia. But in addition, the religious spaces 
that will provide an image different from the city, the city of space discontinuous. Undoubtedly, the new city 
differs from the model of the classic little towns, but like its predecessor, it will try create an image that conveys 
an ideological message, in this case that of the Christian city. the episcopal city, which will pivot to extremes 
unsuspected around the fabric of buildings that will serve a seasonal Christian liturgy and that as such, will exalt 
the different places “of memory” in the city. Christian public architecture quickly replaced and occupied the old 
monuments and there is evidence of a Visigothic church having been built on the forum, between the current 
cathedral and the Roman temple, on top of the old basilica.

30. Ste. Croix, Class Struggle in Ancient Greece, 495.
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The burden of maintaining the imperial military and bureaucratic machine, and the Church, in 
addition to a leisured class consisting mainly of absentee landowners, fell primarily upon the 
peasantry, who formed the great bulk of the population; and, ironically enough …, the remark-
able military and administrative organization affected by a series of very able emperors from the 
late third century to the end of the fourth … succeeded in creating an even greater number of 
economically ‘idle mouths’ and thus increased the burdens upon an already overburdened peas-
antry. The peasants were seldom able to revolt at all, and never successfully: the imperial military 
machines saw to that. … But the merciless exploitation of the peasants made many of them 
receive, if not with enthusiasm at least with indifference, the barbarian invaders who might at 
least be expected—vainly, as it usually turned out—to shatter the oppressive imperial financial 
machine. Those who have been chastised with scorpions may hope for something better if they 
think they will be chastised only with whips.31

After the fall of the empire in the fifth century, and the following three centuries of Visigothic rule, 
Évora remained an episcopal see and property relations were kept somewhat intact, with the ruling 
classes of the state now made up of nobles, mostly of Gothic origin, and bishops recruited from the 
Hispano-Roman landowning classes. The bishops became the largest landowners and most powerful 
political figures in the land, and the nobles, who sometimes bore the title of dux (duke) or comes 
(count), were also owners of large although often underexploited estates cultivated by semi-free 
peasants. Economic life in the region became almost entirely localized. At this time, “there is little 
evidence of long-distance trade and both the small towns, and the large estates were effectively eco-
nomically self-sufficient. … we can picture a very empty landscape, where settlements were few, far 
apart, poor, and primitive. Agricultural resources were in many cases neglected or underexploited.”32 
With the Roman territorial unity gone, cities lost power over their territories and in the absence of a 
strong planning administration, private interests became dominant over the public and the territory 
entered a phase of ‘ruralization of the urban landscape’, as churches and cults to martyrs started to 
expand out into the fields, and agricultural spaces began to spring up inside cities.33 It is not exactly 
known when the Roman aqueduct was destroyed but the urban water supply network began to dis-
integrate around this time, gradually replaced by small-scale ad hoc improvements without an overall 
centralization. The efforts of centralization introduced in the Late Empire was thus reversed and the 
trend towards ruralization effectively consolidated in society’s gradual transition to feudalism.
 When the Umayyad Caliphate conquered Évora in 711, some Christian nobles fled to the 
Asturias and others remained under the rule of the new sovereigns. This period accentuated even 
further the geographical difference between the north and south of the country because Arab pres-
ence lasted four centuries in the Alentejo, as opposed to only four decades north of the Douro. Al-
though political stability in Al-Andalus was volatile, fluctuating between periods of centralization, 
under the different Caliphates, and regional autonomy, under the different Taifa kingdoms, there was 
a consistent territorial development that reinforced urban centrality, as opposed to the Germanic 
north, where a more typically European decentralized feudalism developed. Not much is known 
about Yabura during Andalusi rule but the Roman urban structure was internally consolidated and 
is thought to have remained somewhat unchanged in terms of its footprint.34 

31. Ibidem, 503.

32. Kennedy, Muslim Spain and Portugal, 2.

33. Isaac Sastre de Diego, quoted in Vieira, “O Mundo Rural e o Território de Évora durante a Antiguidade Tardia,” 
39.

34.	 According	to	Hugh	Kennedy,	Muslim	occupation	of	Iberia	was	at	first	mostly	haphazard	and	determined	by	the	
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 During a first phase, the city remained peripheral within Gharb al-Andalus until it was sacked 
by Ordoño II of León, in 913, whose army is said to have climbed the mountains of trash that 
accumulated outside its defensive walls. Unable to retain control over the conquered territory, the 
Christian King retreated back to Galicia, and from this point onwards, a period of reconstruction and 
military consolidation began as the city was incorporated into the Taifa of Badajoz. The defensive 
walls were rebuilt and there is evidence of a first arrabalde, or ‘suburb’, occupying the northern side of 
Santa Mónica to house the mozarab population.35 To the west, outside Porta da Selaria—the city’s 
main gate on the road to Alcácer do Sal (and hence also Lisbon)—a large market square gradually 
took shape, a musalla or musara, which later became the civic and commercial centre of Praça Grande, 
today’s Praça do Giraldo. A Jewish suburb also began to develop around this area, and a Moorish 
one would later take place in the south-east. The north-eastern side of the wall was left unoccupied 
throughout the centuries to provide an emergency escape from the castle through the ‘gate of treason’, 
or Porta da Traição. With the establishment of the Caliphate of Cordoba, in 929, the Gharb was again 
unified under a single power that gave continuity to the city’s demographic growth and commercial 
prosperity. A second wall was built inside the Roman enclosure to form an alcáçova, a fenced portion 
of the madinah, and probably also an al-qasr, or ‘castle’.36 This enclosed the area—inside the city’s 
perimeter but peripheral to it and facing east towards the old Roman bridge—would later become 
the Christian castle that housed the medieval alcaide, or ‘municipal governor’. The Roman temple was 
desacralized and turned into a watchtower, at first, and a slaughterhouse later on. The Aljama mosque, 
the suq, and the hammam were also located in the area, and hence the acropolis retained its quality as 
the urban epicentre of political, religious, commercial, and intellectual life.[Map 11]

  With the dissolution of the Caliphate, in 1012, the al-Andalus broke up into Taifa kingdoms. 
Regional control over the Gharb became disputed between the two emirates of Badajoz and Se-
ville, with Yabura integrating the former. Located strategically along the commercial routes between 
Badajoz and the kingdom’s main ports of Lisbon and Alcácer do Sal, Yabura became the second 
largest city in a territory that extended from Beja all the way up to Coimbra. The economic and 
demographic growth that the city enjoyed from this point onwards was reflection of a wider Iberian 
prosperity. The Arabs restored the affluence that had been lost after the fall of the late Roman Em-

interests of the individual settlers rather than an overall centralized scheme. The conquerors settled as property 
owners and did not seem to have received the cata, or pensions, which featured in early Muslim society in the 
Middle East. This meant that there was no elaborate bureaucracy or census system, except in what concerns 
the non-Muslim population, who likely paid a jizyah, or poll-tax, to Cordoba. Islamic settlers belonged to two 
ethnic	groups	who	tended	to	settle	in	the	regions	that	were	most	fit	for	their	lifestyles.	The	conquering	Arabs,	
originating	from	Yemeni	tribes	at	first	and	Syrian	later	on,	settled	in	the	main	cities	and	the	fertile	irrigated	areas	
most suitable to their urban and agricultural traditions. North-African Berbers, in turn, made up the bulk of the 
army and were widely distributed throughout the al-Andalus, typically occupying less fertile lands where they 
mostly practiced transhumance. See: Kennedy, Muslim Spain and Portugal, 17. Apart from Arabs, Berbers and 
the indigenous Visigothic populations, there existed an intermediate category of non-Arab new converts to Islam 
known	as	the	Mawali,	or	‘client’.	In	the	first	century	of	Islam,	the	Mawali	had	to	be	attached	to	a	tribe	of	Arab	ori-
gin, but under the Umayyad Caliphate their numbers grew and soon they outnumbered the Arabs. Politically, the 
Mawali were the equals of the Arabs, but in practice they were discriminated against both socially and through 
taxation.	This	created	an	confluence	of	class	divisions	and	ethnicity	that	over	time	created	an	incentive	for	mass	
conversions	to	Islam.	In	turn,	this	led	to	a	significant	decline	in	state	revenue	and	a	series	of	tax	policy	changes	
that generated strong popular resistance. Eventually, the Mawali became the social base of the opposition to 
the Umayyad Caliphate which culminated in the Abbasid revolution and the end of the Arab Empire. See: Ja’far, 
“National formation in the Arab region.” The timeline of rule in Gharb Al-Andalus is fragmented and volatile, 
but it can be synthetized as follows: the Umayyad Emirate of Córdoba lasted from 756 to 929, followed by the 
Umayyad Caliphate of Córdoba which lasted from 929 to 1031. This was followed by the Taifa period, when the 
peninsula split into smaller realms and Yabura integrated the Taifa of Badajoz. Then came the Berber Almoravid 
dynasty, which lasted from 1040 to 1147 and had its capital in Fez, after which came the second taifa period, 
when Yabura integrated the Taifa of Évora and Beja in 1144. At the time of conquest by the Crusaders, Yabura 
had been under the Berber Almohad Caliphate, since 1150.

35. Mozarab is a is a modern historical term for the Iberian Christians who lived under Muslim rule in Al-Andalus.

36. Filipe, “Contributo para o Conhecimento da Presença Islâmica em Yabura,” 81.
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pire, with some scholars defending the advent of an actual agricultural revolution.37 Archaeological 
findings indicate that the Arabs did more than repair the ancient Roman infrastructures but com-
pletely rebuilt them, importing irrigation and farming methods from Syria and causing an acceler-
ation in surplus production that both fuelled the rise of nonlocal commerce and was stimulated by 
it.38 With the rise of urban prosperity a new but different kind of ‘hydraulic civilization’ was restored, 
marked by strong urban centralization and a feudal regime reorganized under one of the most urban, 
market-oriented and technologically advanced societies in Medieval Europe.
 The urban civilization of al-Andalus produced a wealth of landscape literature, calendars, 
botanical treatises and manuals, a development that was made possible, and largely depended upon, 
an equally sophisticated reorganization of the countryside. Even though wide stretches of Southern 
Iberia had been razored to desert-like conditions by Roman deforestation, medieval Arab geograph-
ers systematically described the Andalusi landscape as a lush garden, a naturally cohesive region of 
fresh breezes, “plentiful in lowlands with good arable soil, fertile settlements, flowing copiously with 
plentiful rivers and fresh springs.”39 In the tenth century, a Jewish scribe in Cordoba wrote that: 

37. Thomas Glick, writing of Muslim Spain, says that “Fields that had been yielding one crop yearly at most prior to 
the Muslims were now capable of yielding three or more crops in rotation … Agricultural production responded 
to the demands of an increasingly sophisticated and cosmopolitan urban population by providing the towns 
and cities with a variety of products unknown in Northern Europe.” See: Glick, Islamic and Christian Spain in the 
Early	Middle	Ages,	78.	Andrew	Watson	identifies	First	was	the	diffusion	of	new	crops,	specifically	sixteen	food	
crops	and	one	fibre	crop,	i.e.,	rice,	sorghum,	hard	wheat,	sugar	cane,	cotton,	watermelons,	eggplants,	spinach,	
artichokes, colocasia, sour oranges, lemons, limes, bananas, plantains, mangoes and coconut palms. New crops 
required new farming practices, namely the introduction of crop rotation, which open up a new season for culti-
vation, summer. These new summer crops, mostly native to tropical lands, were particularly demanding of water, 
which	in	the	climate	of	Southern	Iberia	required	artificial	irrigation.	These	irrigation	techniques	allowed	for	all	soil	
types,	regardless	of	fertility,	to	increase	in	productivity.	This	increased	flexibility	allowed	for	an	increased	variety	
of types of crops, which in turn offered more stable earnings. “More stable incomes were important not only in 
alleviating the periodic misery which punctuated the lives of rural dwellers in earlier agricultural systems; they 
also made it easier for peasants to meet their obligations to landowners and to the State, and thereby helped 
for a time to keep intact a relatively prosperous and free peasantry and to prevent the excessive buildup of large 
estates.” In: Watson, “The Arab Agricultural Revolution and Its Diffusion, 700-1100,“ 16.

38. “Two factors then—local specialization and ease of communication across the vast Islamic world—greatly stim-
ulated long-distance trade in the prize products of the Muslim towns, such as textiles, metal work, pottery and 
leather. Long-distance trade in foodstuffs also developed, to service the large populations of the great cities: 
wheat was the staple diet of Baghdad and Cairo and—though shortages were frequent—it is striking how suc-
cessfully these cities provisioned themselves. Particularly successful was the expansion of market gardens on 
the edge of the Muslim towns, providing additional sources of non-staple food: onions at Palermo (the breath 
of whose onion-chewing inhabitants distressed ibn Hawqal in the tenth century); new vegetables, in Egypt and 
Spain, such as the artichoke and spinach. The bitter oranges of Persia and Mesopotamia reached Syria, Sicily and 
Spain by the end of the tenth century, and their peel and juice were blended with local cane sugar to make de-
lectable sweets. Nor were these fruits and delicacies aimed solely at a small aristocracy of consumers: they were 
packed and sent in trade across the sea. And, despite the rural decay which the Arab invasions had induced, the 
cities of the Islamic world were surrounded by intensively cultivated, highly productive gardens, whose owners 
imported	the	most	efficient	 irrigation	techniques	and	methods	of	terracing.	 Islam	in	the	Middle	Ages	was	so	
distinctively an urban civilization that even the most successful agricultural innovations were conducted within 
or on the edge of towns. Of course, certain luxury foodstuffs could only be acquired in small quantities at very 
high	expense	from	very	far	afield.	In	the	early	Middle	Ages	the	major	courts	were	not	yet	substantial	purchasers	
of eastern spices (though Indonesian perfumes were much favoured); but by the tenth century the caliph was 
delighting in the taste of sanbusaj prepared in Baghdad with dough, meat and spices …In: Postan, Cambridge 
Economic History of Europe: Vol. 2, 412–3. 

39. “The land of al-Andalus is the western extreme of the fourth clime. In the opinion of the wise it is a land plentiful 
in	lowlands	with	good,	arable	soil,	fertile	settlements,	flowing	copiously	with	plentiful	rivers	and	fresh	springs.	
There are few poisonous beasts. a temperate climate and pleasant breezes. Its spring, fall, winter, and summer 
are relatively temperate and well-balances such that no season generates excess. … Its fruits are ripe at most 
times, not wanting.” AhmadIbn Muhammad Ibn Musa al-Razi, quoted in: Decter, Iberian Jewish Literature, 20–3. 
In Arabic cosmology, the al-Andalus was considered part of the western extreme of the fourth clime: “Many Ara-
bic geographical texts from the medieval period portray the oecumene as comprising seven latitudinal climes. In 
general the middle clime, in which the majority of Muslim territories were located, was viewed as possessing the 
best environmental conditions, which progressively deteriorated the further one traveled north or south of this 
central territory. This theory of the climes was combined with ideas of humoral pathology in order to argue that 
those	living	in	the	central	zones	of	the	oecumene	received	numerous	physiological	and	psychological	benefits.	
Conversely, those like the Africans and the Turks, living at the peripheries of the oecumene, had neither rationality 
nor proportionate physiognomies because their humours were distorted by the harsh environmental conditions 
of these regions. … For al-Azmeh, medieval Muslims divided the entire inhabited world into seven climes. Those 
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The name of our land in which we dwell is called in the sacred tongue Sefarad, but in the lan-
guage of the Arabs, the inhabitants of the land, al-Andalus. … The land is rich, abounding in 
rivers, springs, and aqueducts; a land of corn, oil, and wine, of fruits and all manner of delicacies; 
it has pleasure-gardens and orchards, fruitful trees of every kind, including the leaves of the 
tree upon which the silkworm feeds, of which we have great abundance. In the mountains and 
woods of our country the cochineal is gathered in great quantity.40

Towards the end of the century, with Yabura integrating the centralized control of the Almoravid 
dynasty, geographer Muhammad al-Idrisi described it as “large and well populated. Enclosed by 
walls, it has a castle and a cathedral-mosque. The territory that surrounds it is of unique fertility. It 
produces wheat, cattle and all kinds of fruits and vegetables. It is an excellent region where trade is 
prosperous, both in export objects and in import objects.”41 Outside the city, irrigation techniques 
were introduced that were, in comparison to Roman technology, relatively simple and inexpensive 
in terms of labour, tools and design. Many of them are still in use regularly throughout the Alente-
jo today. This was the case of the açude, or ‘weir’, that collected water from streams into offshoots 
of small canals using gravity until they reached the hortas, ‘vegetable gardens’ located in the urban 
perimeter. It was also the case of subterranean collection systems, such as the shaddof, the noria, and 
the saqiyah (a well with a water wheel powered by animals), as well as the more complex systems of 
mines and qanats (although there are no remnants of the latter today). Yabura probably had a public 
administration service in charge of these systems, including a water police and a court.42 Water was 
distributed amongst the community according to plot size, and in some cases, it could be exchanged 
between peasants, but mostly it was understood as an inalienable resource inherent to the land. These 
irrigation techniques allowed the introduction of new species, especially orchard plantations of cit-
rus, pomegranates, almonds, olives, and carob trees.
 In the dry-land farming areas of the al-Andalus, such as Yabura’s hinterlands, property re-
gimes tended to follow latifundiary relations. It was common for owners to lease this type of land 
to peasants following a contract known as muzuraa that lasted several years. Owners and tenants 
contributed in equal parts with seeds, but labour-power and instruments of labour were the exclusive 
responsibility of the latter. Benefits were divided, generally in equal parts, although some contracts 
conceded only a fourth of the produce to the peasant. In Yabura, this type of land use was mostly 
catered to the cultivation of cereals, such as barley, sorghum, rye, and wheat. In the more fertile 
regions of al-Andalus, irrigation farming, or regadio, was predominant. Since it required a closer set 
of relations between farmer and peasant populations, settlement tended to be dispersed over several 
small nuclei designated al-qarya or al-daya, which would be translated into Portuguese as alcaria 
or aldeia, meaning ‘village’.43 Contracts for regadio lands were called musaqat and were typically 

in the central zones—the third and fourth climes—had harmonious constitutions, while the humours of those 
dwelling to the north and south suffered a degree of distortion commensurate with their distance from the centre 
of the seven climes. Those in the sixth clime, for instance, were given to savagery and warfare, and were mired in 
filth,	had	licentious	sexual	habits,	and	disturbing	burial	rites,	but	’were	merely	barbarous,	and	not	consummately	
barbarian’.	This	dubious	honour	was	reserved	for	the	inhabitants	of	the	first	and	seventh	climes.”	In:	Olsson,	“The	
world in Arab eyes,” 487–92.

40. Hasdai Ibn Shaprut quoted in Ibidem, 21.

41.  My translation from the Portuguese version in: Coelho, Portugal na Espanha Árabe, 69.

42.	 The	administration	was	made	up	of	members	of	the	community,	with	the	highest	offices	centrally	appointed,	as	
was the case of the Sahib al-saqiya, or ‘master of the irrigation canals’ (acequias in Spanish), who oversaw solving 
disputes	and	sentencing	the	infractions.	Another	figure	would	be	the	Qadi	al-miyad,	the	water	alcaide,	with	the	
same function but on a more local level. See: Martinez, Hortas Tradicionais do Sul de Portugal, 17–8.

43. Some sources believe this type of land settlement was linked to communal tribal units organized along valley 
systems. See: Glick and Kirchner, “Hydraulic Systems and Technologies of Islamic Spain.”
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less equal, with only one third of surplus being allocated to the peasant. Orchards were contracted 
under a mugarasa, similar to the musaqat but pertaining to individual trees.44 In Yabura, this was 
likely applied to the irrigated hortas that circled the city, of which little is known today because they 
remained in continuous use throughout the centuries. For example, there is an olive orchard in Bairro 
da Malagueira that is currently leased in this way. It is found next to Horta da Nora, which means 
‘allotment of the noria’, after the old well that is still used for irrigation. On Yabura’s public lands, 
owned by the state or by the mosque, production was often managed by administrators that oversaw 
the peasant labour. These managers were large renters, and the peasants were hired day-labourers, 
who would flock every morning to a public square where they could be hired by a community rep-
resentative that mediated conflicts. This hiring process of the jornaleiro has equally remained in use 
throughout the centuries.
 Inside the city walls, Yabura’s madinah was more enclosed but less differentiated than Ebora’s 
civitas. Since the courtyard-house contained most aspects of everyday life, preference was given to 
the inner rather than outer façades of the houses. The interaction between the public and private 
domains was characterized by a fluid succession of thresholds penetrating inwards into the house 
and outwards onto the street. The city was structured by two types of streets dictated by the property 
laws of the fina, which regulated those in-between ambiguities.45 One was the ‘open street’, or nafid, 
a public passage that everyone could cross, varying in width between 3,23 and 3,50 metres. The other 
was the ‘closed street’, or gayr nafid, a semiprivate dead-end that varied between 1,84 and 2 metres 
across. This latter type was considered property of the adjacent houses and could hence be appropri-
ated by the neighbourhood community. The fina directed that half the breadth of the open streets and 
the entirety of the closed streets could be occupied by the dwellers with protruding constructions, 
such as balconies and porticoes, as long as they did not hinder circulation.46 This fluidity between 
domestic and public can be understood as an urban reflex of a political order. Since the madinah 
itself was the ‘house’ of the ummah, the ‘community of the faithful’, all people living within it were 
part of an extended political family, and the passer-by was not so much a stranger but a neighbour 
potentially intimate with the domain of the household.47 Christian and Jewish populations lived 
in the arrabaldes under the dhimmah system of protected peoples, which kept religious minorities 
separate and administratively autonomous, although subject to tax payments. These communities 
had their own defensive enclosures built in adobe instead of stone.48 Class differences thus became 

44. Ibidem, 19–21.

45. The fina was a form of complementary unbuilt ownership over the surrounding space of a building, which accord-
ing to Muslim lawmakers, was considered part of the built property itself. In open streets, it corresponds to the 
space around the door of the house and cannot be extended over more than half of the width of the street. In 
closed streets, fina rights extend over the whole outer space. In this sense, streets were not spaces that separated 
the public from the private as much as outright extensions of the home that could be occupied, appropriated, 
and used.

46. Leite, “O Espaço da Mouraria na Cidade de Évora,” 220.

47. “The earliest document of Islam, which for lack of a better name has been called ‘the constitution of Medina’, 
defines	all	believers	in	Islam	and	their	dependents,	regardless	of	their	tribal	affiliations,	to	be	members	of	a	single	
community (umma). According to this document these members are to show complete solidarity against non-be-
lievers both in peace and war. It is interesting to note that according to [M. Montgomery] Watt, in pre-Islamic 
Arabia there was ‘little difference between the two words ‘qawm’ and ‘umma’. Both represented a natural group 
or	community.’	*	It	is	with	Islam	that	the	word	‘umma’	is	first	revolutionized	giving	it	the	meaning	of	that	greater	
tribe based not on tribal loyalties and blood relations, but on the acceptance of an idea—the prophecy of Mo-
hammed and the existence of a single god—which was soon to be developed into a whole world view. The new 
shaikh of the ‘umma’, Mohammed, no longer ruled by conditional tribal consensus, but by an absolute religious 
prerogative. A new system had been born which represented a historically more advanced and ‘higher’ stage 
of social organization and consciousness.” In: Ja’far, “National formation in the Arab region.” *M. Montgomery 
Watt, Islamic Political Thought, Islamic Surveys, Vol. 6 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1968), 11.

48. The defensive system of Yabura was reinforced over time, as military instability also escalated. The renovation of 
the administrative sectors of the al-Andalus under the Almoravid dynasty imposed a series of heavy taxes which, 
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entangled with ethnic, linguistic and religious differences (although conversions were common) that 
were spatially codified. The ruling elite, or khassah, was made up of mainly Arabic large landowners, 
businessmen, and officials in the central administration who typically lived in the inner city. A lower 
class of common people, or ammah, was then split between a better-off class of urban artisans, small 
traders and shopkeepers, and a lower class of the rural people, peasants and those employed in agri-
culture.49

 While the Roman polis tended to be economically parasitic on the countryside, and the po-
lis-territorium unit typically worked towards self-sufficiency in production (except in the case of the 
largest metropolises), the Arab madinah was grounded in the agrarian economy of its hinterland 
but also in the nonlocal trading routes of the Mediterranean, a fact that would later give the Iberian 
merchant classes and the Crown a head-start in the globalization of mercantile capitalism. The more 
public layout of the roman civitas gave place to the ruralized model of the Germanic Visigoths, 
which then evolved into the more interiorized city of the al-Andalus, but the town and country 
opposition was in many ways re-established, with cities controlling the territory of their hinterlands 
in centralized forms of land management, irrigation, and ownership under a type of feudalism that 
was both agrarian and mercantile. In the north of the country, where Arab presence had been much 
shorter, we find the Germanic system solidified, a difference that still is visible today not only in the 
predominance of smallholds but also in the scattered urbanization that arose thereof. In the Alentejo, 
on the other hand, the tension between town and country always favoured urban predominance.
 The politics of the Reconquista in Iberia erased most traces of Muslim culture from the 
new kingdom and influenced once again the balance of the town and country dialectic.50 Christian 
Iberia during the twelfth century was a society organized for war, able to mobilize a large portion of 
its population for warfare in royal armies, military orders, nobles’ followings, and town armies with 
their own command structure. In contrast, in 1031, the Caliphate of Córdoba had broken into small 
principalities that proved incapable of mounting a joint military response. Muslim society had no 
equivalent of an ‘entrepreneurial’ warrior like Geraldo Sem Pavor, the knight who conquered Yabura 
in 1169 and handed it over (or ‘sold’ it) to Portugal’s first king D. Afonso Henriques.51 Following the 
feudal logic of the Iberian Crusade, land ownership changed once again, but remained largely divid-
ed, this time among the feudal Estates, namely the Crown, the military orders, the Roman Church 
(bishopric), the parishes, the municipalities, the nobility, and later on the monastic orders. Again, we 
find the division between northern and southern sides of the Tagus reinforced since settlement in 
the Alentejo required specific strategies of colonization. The politics of settling and Christianizing 
the Alentejo required, once again, a strategy of urban and property concentration as well as, for a few 
centuries to come, an active military border defense.

over time, lead to internal revolts and a second period of Taifas arose, this time making Yabura the capital of a 
realm that was similar in size to the earlier Taifa of Badajoz. Facing an increasing threat from Christian invaders, it 
is likely that at this time Yabura may have had a new al-qasr and, with an intense urban growth and an increasing 
intensity in Cristian pressure, it is speculated that a second belt of defensive walls may have been built sometime 
around the end of the eleventh century and the beginning of the twelfth. See: Santos, “O Período Medieval-Is-
lâmico em Évora,” 280.

49. See: Marín-Guzmán, “Ethnic Groups and Social Classes In Muslim Spain.”

50. The concept of ‘Reconquest’ is a controversial point of debate in Portuguese historiography but it can be under-
stood	in	three	senses:	a)	as	a	restoration	of	the	Visigothic	Kingdom	by	the	remaining	nobles	who	had	fled	into	
the Asturias; b) as a restoration of the Roman Empire as the Universal Empire of ‘one Church, one Pope’, with the 
Catholic Church as an emanation of Ancient Rome; c) as the restoration of Christianity by way of a holy crusade 
against	the	infidels.	Several	of	these	interpretations	were	constructed	retroactively,	as	part	of	Portuguese	national	
identity and there is ongoing debate as to which is more exact. This thesis mostly refers to the Reconquista by 
term of Iberian Crusade.

51. Kennedy, Muslim Spain and Portugal, 221.
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 After the conquest of Évora, Afonso I gave the city charter to the Friars of Évora, a newly cre-
ated military order mandated with defending the city from counterattacks and serving as base point 
for future expansion.52 The Friars settled in the alcáçova and built the first Christian church of S. 
Miguel. After the territory was pacified, diocesan power started to reassert its presence on the acrop-
olis, and a spatial competition over the symbolic geopolitics of the hilltop emerged among the main 
seigniorial lords. The Sé cathedral, which began construction in at the end of the twelfth century, 
occupied the point of intersection between the old cardo and decumanus, disrupting their continuity 
and turning its back to the old Roman temple and the old alcáçova, now occupied by the friars. The 
cathedral created a new social axis along the decumanus, facing westwards but effectively replacing 
the cross figure with a distinct hierarchy and directionality: the city now had a main entrance at 
Porta da Selaria, an ascending pilgrimage-like path to the hilltop, and a conclusion at the cathedral. 
The urban epicentre was hence no longer an open space, a forum, but a prominent monument whose 
towers and crenel dominated the whole territory in sight.[Map 12] At this time, besides the Sé, there 
were four parish churches, two of them inside the city walls, and the two others found in the ar-
rabaldes of S. Mamede and Alconchel. The judiaria and mouraria, Jewish and Moorish ghettos, also 
expanded outwards from their earlier locations. As urbanization grew beyond the defensive walls, the 
grid structure of the inner city and the territorial cadastre was gradually replaced by a radius.
 As in the earlier occupations, the process of class differentiation of the Christian settlers 
was linked to land distribution. In the uneven repopulation waves of the Reconquista, those who 
arrived first were divided in two broad categories. There were those who took part in the conquest 
as subordinates of the warring lords, known as cavaleiros-vilões, or ‘knight-villeins’.53 They received 
land in the first wave of distributions, from both nobles and the King, placing them in a position of 
privilege regarding those who came later. They received larger and more fertile holdings, either free 
of feudal charges (except for the tithe) or subject to low emphyteutic fees, which usually amounted to 
only a quarter of the harvest. They were charged with defending the military frontier and, over time, 
became the administrators and beneficiaries of feudal colonization. Some of them did not settle at 
all but sold the land they received immediately. Among those who remained, the accumulated wealth 
allowed them to sublease plots to poor peasants, and their access to money and slaves sometimes 
enabled them to purchase royal rights. The second class of settlers arrived in subsequent periods and 
their establishment was more attached to economic activities in commercial and artisanal sectors 
than military service. They were known as cidadãos, or ‘citizens’. A third and lowest social class was 
made up of the dwellers of the arrabaldes. In contrast with the first group, these two classes made up 
the bulk of the population but could only get access to land through emphyteutic subleases of small-
er plots conceded by the established landlords, either because they arrived when all the conquered 
territory had already been parcelled out, or because they became impoverished during the early dis-
tributions and lost their holdings to debt. This variegated mosaic of small plots was typically found 
in the vicinity of cities, but the cultivated areas were often too small to reach family self-sufficiency. 
 Over time, political power in Évora was divided between a medium-small nobility of 
knight-villeins and a class of merchant citizens who invested their capital in land and cattle and took 
on roles in royal bureaucracy. These men made up the Homens-bons (‘good men’) who represented the 

52. Later on, as the order changed its name to the Order of Avis (after the city it relocated to), it became the largest 
landowner of the Alentejo.

53. Coelho, “As elites urbanas medievais,” 28–33. The adjective “villein” served to differentiate the knights of more 
humble origins from their noble counterparts, at a time when military pressure from Castile, Leon and the Almo-
hads made it necessary to recruit warriors from relatively lower classes.
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commoners in the Cortes, the Portuguese equivalent of the Estates General.54 The ascent of these 
urban-bourgeois elites was also promoted by the Crown in an effort to curb the power of the other 
seigniorial estates—the clergy and the aristocracy—through the reinstatement of an old Roman 
institution, namely the municipality. The Crown’s charters (Cartas de Foral) were a pact between the 
King and the people that ensured the dominance of the sovereign by stipulating that the land would 
have no other nationally dominant master. During the reign of Afonso I, only two charters were as-
signed in the whole country, one to Évora, in 1166, and another to Coruche, in 1182, both conceded 
to the military Friars, later renamed Order of Avis. But with the successor King D. Sancho I, known 
as ‘the Populator’, a pressing need for internal colonization emerged. He issued nine charters, most 
of them along the raia (the eastern border with Leon) and distributed the southern lands among the 
military orders of Avis, Templar and Hospitaler. This trend was continued by his heir, D. Afonso II, 
whose reign favoured a turn from conquest towards internal administration. In an effort to revert 
some of the benefits conceded by his grandfather to the Church, Afonso II came into conflict with 
the Pope and was excommunicated. The same happened with the following two Kings, Sancho II 
and Afonso III.
 With the foundation of municipal councils instated in the charters, medieval politics suc-
ceeded in subduing ecclesiastical power in a way that would also gradually ease the relative subju-
gation of the aristocracy. Grounded in the military dynamics of the crusade, a civilian militia was 
created, obedient to the Crown and immune to the interests of the nobility and the clergy, paid for 
by the King whenever necessary and devoid of aristocratic privileges. In addition, the municipalities 
provided the Crown with large contributions from the taxation of its landed assets.55 Aristocratic 
property rights did not allow the royal house to extract the large surpluses it needed for the expenses 
of war, which were continuing in the Algarve and in North Africa, as well as for its fledgling bureau-
cratic body. This link between contributions and the royal treasury introduced a process of com-
mercialization of the sovereign’s patrimony, i.e., the conversion of the Crown’s landed property into 
mobile wealth, in a relatively premature transformation from the natural to a monetary economy:

To found a village or a town, an act of royal benefaction, was to convert the gross product of 
agricultural assets into sound money. The established local taxes, the fines and the amount of the 
offenses liable to penalty, the instalments owed due to abandoned property rights, all constitut-
ed considerable revenue. In every village, notaries paid an annual fee for the exercise of office. 
And the donor of the charter did not disdain small sources of income, some of them singular.56

This hegemonic control over political, fiscal and military power made the king the largest landlord 
in the country, with land, granaries and wineries spread all over the territory and giving rise to a sort 
of rentier agrarian state, an early form of absolutism that was specific to the Iberian peninsula and 
was a crucial feature of Portuguese feudalism.57 The social changes brought about by the crisis of 

54. Ibidem, 309.

55. Faoro, Donos do Poder, 18–9.

56. My translation, original Portuguese version: “Fundar uma vila ou povoação, ato de benemerência régia, era con-
verter em moeda sonante o produto bruto da fazenda agrícola. Os impostos locais estabelecidos, as multas na 
quantidade dos delitos passíveis dessa pena, a prestação ajustada pelos direitos de proprietário abandonados, 
tudo isso constituía receita considerável. Em cada povoação os tabeliães pagavam, pelo exercício do cargo, 
uma anuidade. E não desdenhava o dador do foral pequenos mananciais de renda, alguns singulares. E destes a 
disposição no estatuto da Covilhã, segundo o qual se cobrava das mulheres mundanas um soldo cada mês, pelo 
direito	de	exercerem	a	profissão.“	In:	Azevedo,	Épocas de Portugal Económico, 33–4.

57.	 There	is	a	long-standing	debate	regarding	the	specific	nature	of	Portuguese	feudalism.	One	side	of	the	argu-
ment defends the stance that Portuguese feudalism never existed or ended with the dynastic crisis of 1380, 
which effectively enshrined the alliance between the Crown and the urban bourgeoisie to the detriment of the 
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Feudalism during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries only reinforced this dynamic. Fruit of a con-
junction of famines, epidemics and wars that affected not only Portugal but many other European 
kingdoms, this crisis had multiple and differentiated consequences: 

After the year 800, European feudalism underwent a slow, sometimes sporadic, but nevertheless 
steady growth. In the middle of the eleventh century a sharp and qualitatively new upswing 
began. … At the heart of this process of growth was horizontal expansion—the reclamation of 
previously uncultivated land. The period from 1150 to 1240 in particular saw a major expan-
sion of ancient villages and the creation of new ones. Reclamation appears to have begun as a 
growing population pressed against the available cultivated land. This movement of reclamation 
and colonization began to exhaust itself in the middle of the thirteenth century. Reclamation 
encouraged further population growth and extended onto increasingly marginal lands. The re-
sult was a classic case of diminishing returns: as decreasingly fertile land was brought under 
cultivation, productivity and per capita yields fell. Eventually, the returns on the investment in-
volved in reclamation could no longer be justified. Nonetheless, population continued to rise for 
a considerable period after declining productivity had put an end to reclamation. As a result, the 
land-labour ratio fell as productivity slumped. The inevitable result was a crisis of subsistence.58

The crisis resulted from an overdetermination of events. Since the Reconquista, the irrigation tech-
nologies that had formed the basis for the Islamic agricultural revolution were gradually abandoned 

aristocracy, giving rise to absolutism. This thesis can be traced back the Portuguese historian Alexandre Hercu-
lano (1810–1877), who adopted a liberal and juridical analysis of the problem that Marxist analyses, which focus 
on relations of production, tend to reject. The Marxist side of the argument defends a thesis of ‘feudalism with 
Iberian characteristics’. Here is Armando Castro’s critique of Herculano: “This is how Alexandre Herculano, in 
his classic study of the issue, shows us the basis of his conception of Feudalism, focusing almost exclusively on 
legal, political and social organization in a broad sense; he studies Visigothic society, the criminal law regime 
and then the right to property from a non-economic point of view. … The causes of Portuguese particularisms, 
in comparison with the extrapeninsular Western European countries, are understandable and some have been 
underlined. They range from the small territorial extension of the country, to the conditionality imposed by the 
struggle for the Christian reconquest of the Saracens that lasted for centuries; this struggle demanded a central-
ized political direction, justifying the king’s dominion over the lords and the need for certain compensations for 
the populations of the non-privileged classes engaged in the war, of which the ‘beetrias’ and similar phenomena 
seem to be a clear example. But this would not be the primary factor. More important was the circumstance that 
Portuguese society, separated from the kingdoms of Leon and Castile and enlarged at the expense of the wars 
with the Muslims, emerged in an advanced period of the Middle Ages from the wreckage of the vanquished 
Moorish society, whereas in France, England and in other countries the feudal system had long been in place and 
had already evolved. We assume that this was the main cause of the particular structure of peninsular feudalism.” 
In: Castro, Portugal na Europa do seu tempo, 53–60; my translation. Here is French historian Marc Bloch on the 
particular nature of Iberian feudalism: “These practices [of personal dependence], however, never gave rise, as in 
France, to a strong and well-ordered network of feudal relationships penetrating the whole of society. Two great 
events stamp the history of the societies of north-western Spain with a character of their own—the reconquest 
and the resettlement. In the vast areas wrested from the grasp of the Moors, peasants were established as small-
holders. These settlers escaped at least the most oppressive forms of seigniorial subjection, while maintaining of 
necessity the warlike aptitudes of a sort of border militia. The result was that far fewer vassals than in France could 
be provided with revenues derived from the rents and forced labour of unfree tenants; and a further result was 
that	though	the	armed	retainer	was	the	fighting-man	par	excellence,	he	was	not	the	only	fighting-man,	or	even	
the only one to be mounted. By the side of the knighthood of the criados there existed a ‘peasant knighthood’, 
composed of the richest of the free tenants. Moreover, the power of the king, the war-leader, remained much 
more effective than it was north of the Pyrenees; and since the kingdoms were far less extensive, their rulers 
experienced	much	less	difficulty	in	keeping	in	direct	touch	with	the	mass	of	their	subjects.	Hence,	there	was	no	
confusion	between	the	homage	of	the	vassal	and	the	subordination	of	the	official,	between	the	office	and	the	
fief.	Neither	was	there	a	regular	gradation	of	vassal	engagements,	rising	step	by	step—save	where	interrupted	
by an allodial property—from the humblest knight to the king. There were, here and there, groups of retainers, 
many of them provided with estates as remuneration for their services; but they were imperfectly linked together 
and were far from constituting, as in France, the main framework of society and the State. Two factors, indeed, 
appear to have been indispensable to any fully developed feudal regime: the enjoyment by the vassal-knight of 
a virtual monopoly of the profession of arms and the more or less voluntary abandonment, in favour of the tie of 
vassalage, of other means of government.” In: Bloch, Feudal Society, 196.

58. McNally, Political Economy and the Rise of Capitalism, 2–3. The view that late medieval feudalism experienced 
a general social crisis across Europe was put forth by Marc Bloch in French Rural History, published in 1931.
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and land use was converted to pasture and other intensive forms of cultivation that tended to de-
plete the soils. Climate was also a factor, as Europe moved into the Little Ice Age, which greatly 
affected harvests and led to the Great Famine of 1315–17. The ravaging spread of the Black Plague 
then found a malnourished, and hence susceptible, population. The subsequent demographic decline 
caused labour and yield shortages, as fields were left uncultivated, villages were abandoned, and 
peasants migrated to towns. Urban centers grew and struggled with maintaining supply chains, and 
urban instability grew with the spread of wage labour and the alienated swathes of paupers, vagrants, 
and marginals.59 The Crown responded with further centralization, including protectionist laws for 
common forests and the Law of Sesmarias, a bill passed by Fernando I, in 1375, according to which 
all uncultivated lands would be appropriated by the Crown or the municipalities, and conversely, 
those who worked the land could attain property rights. The conquest of Ceuta in 1415 was a shift-
ing moment in this trend. It marked the point at which the crusade wars turned into the so-called 
Descobrimentos, as Portugal expanded the wars to North Africa and was able to seize much of the 
Arab trade networks and knowledge of maritime navigation.60 Many of the country’s internal con-
tradictions were thus exported and mitigated by imperial expansion.
 The reconstruction of the old Roman aqueduct was first mentioned in the late fifteenth cen-
tury, during the reign of João II, at a time when Portugal reoriented its imperial ambitions from the 
conquest of North-African strongholds to the Atlantic trade routes, expanding southwards around 
Africa towards the Indian spice trade outposts. Évora had then become the second city of the Realm 
and summer capital of the royal court. The city had been encircled since the mid-fourteenth century 
by the country’s second largest belt of defensive walls, holding a population of about ten thousand 
inhabitants.[Map 13] It included “a strong urban nobility, a powerful clergy and a wide range of popular 
classes, such as merchants, artisans, servants and slaves,” as well as “a large commune of Jews and 
a reasonable commune of Moors.”61 Most of the urban guilds dealt with the transformation and 
transportation of local raw materials, the staple economy centered on foodstuffs such as bread, wine, 
and olive oil, and artisanal manufactures typically dealt with clay, wood, metals, leather, and wool. All 
of these activities and markets rested upon on a sparse and fragile water system inherited from the 
Muslim era and maintained without much investment until the end of the Middle Ages. Accord-
ing to Francisco Bilou, in 1536 there were six wells and five public fountains within the city and in 
its immediate surroundings, whose reserves were insufficient during the summer and in periods of 

59. Coelho, “‘Em prol do bom governo da cidade’,” 304–5.

60. The link between Portuguese and Arab mercantilism is rendered explicit in the following passage from Jairus Ba-
naji: “Portugal straddled two phases of commercial capitalism, subordinating the Atlantic to the Mediterranean, 
and then the Mediterranean to the Atlantic. Yet Portugal’s imperial adventure began as a confrontation with the 
commercial networks of Islam, an attempt to undermine those networks internationally. In his brilliant and much 
neglected book O Capitalismo monárquico Português (1415–1549), subtitled ‘Contribution to a Study of the 
Origins of Modern Capitalism’, Manuel Nunes Dias argued that ‘with the conquest of the Dark Sea, Europe 
overthrew the Mediterranean frameworks that had shackled her progress. In the great Ocean lay the engine that 
drove her capitalism’. Behind the capture of Ceuta in 1415 lay the whole weight of the ‘incipient commercial 
capitalism of the later Middle Ages’ and its relentless fascination with the spectre of African gold. The political 
victory of the bourgeoisie in 1440, raising Dom Pedro to the throne of Portugal, inaugurated a period of intense 
activity along the Atlantic coast of Africa, signifying the strategic triumph of maritime expansion over territorial 
imperialism	and	enabling	Henry	the	Navigator	to	implement	his	policy	of	deflecting	the	Sudan-Sahara	traffic	from	
the desert routes to the Atlantic. Through its progressive ‘capture’ of the Atlantic, Portugal emerged as the most 
“active representative of the nascent commercial capitalism of the Christian West”. By the time Dom João II as-
cended	the	throne	in	1481,	Portugal	was	Europe’s	first	colonial	power,	the	“driving	force	of	a	capitalist	revolution”	
of	 far-flung	trading	establishments	 [feitorias, ‘factories’] buttressed by military fortresses. The Portuguese be-
came “pioneers of the modern colonial system”, harnessing the Crusader tradition of a marginalised aristocracy 
within the peculiar fusion of Crown and commercial capitalism which Dias calls “monarchical capitalism”, with its 
chief international centre at Antwerp, the ‘headquarters’ of modern capitalism. The gold shipped from São Jorge 
da Mina raised Portugal’s credit rating and consolidated the power of the monarchy, creating the crucial basis for 
expansion to the East.” In: Banaji, Theory and History, 253–4.

61. Beirante, Évora na Idade Média, 20.
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greater drought, at which point it was necessary to use emergency cisterns carved along the ditches 
that circled the defensive walls.62 Public wells were typically found at the gates of the old and new 
city walls, or in the confluence of the busiest streets, while private wells were in the courtyards and 
backyards of the wealthier houses. The fountains were outside the main gates of the new walls. Com-
mon people collected their daily supplies directly from these sources, while the wealthier residents 
resorted to the services of açacais who carried water in pitchers on the back of a mule or donkey at 
a fee.63 In the warmer months, the entire system was even more precarious and conducive to the 
spread of infectious disease:

In the month of July everything here becomes scorched to such an extent, that in the whole 
city it is difficult to find a well that does not dry completely. In order not to die of thirst, it is 
necessary to send for water to be collected before the break of dawn.64

The reconstruction of Évora’s aqueduct was mandated by John II, but it pended on a factor that only 
materialized towards the end of his successor’s reign, upon his lengthy residence in Évora, from 1519 
to 1521. At this point, D. Manuel I was able to personally experience the problems of water scarcity 
for two consecutive summers.65 He finally promulgated the project in 1520 but construction did 
not advance, likely due to his death one year later. His successor, João III, was unsympathetic to his 
father’s endeavours until, once again, the royal court spent long sojourns in Évora, between 1531 and 
1537, precisely in order to escape the cycles of pestilence in the capital. There was also a problem of 
representation, since Évora was then frequented not only by the national ruling classes but a host of 
foreign ambassadors. The city was home to two very significant Renaissance humanists, namely the 
archaeologist André de Resende and court artist Francisco de Holanda, making it a cultural centre 
of classical ‘Italian-style’ art.66 André de Resende, the Dominican friar whose 1553 book History of 
Antiquity in the City of Évora erroneously proclaimed the Sertorian origins of the Roman aqueduct, 
played an important role in persuading the King to rebuild the city’s hydraulic infrastructures. The 
motivation was sanitary as much as symbolic for an imperial state apparatus that was keen on pre-
senting itself as the inheritor of Ancient Rome.[Fig. 12] In a similar tone, Holanda wrote to John III’s 
successor King Sebastian, in 1571, about the need to renovate the monumental infrastructures of 
Lisbon:

Another reminder I give to Your Highness, and to the city of Lisbon, which is this: We see that 
in the ancient cities, after the temples, forts, walls, and palaces, there was an immense effort to 
usher in water springs via large aqueducts, pipes and conduits; as can be seen in the city where 
Carthago was, as well as in Rome, where in spite of everyone drinking wine, thirty large con-
duits, almost like rivers, were brought to her from thirty distant sites, in spite of the river Tiber; 
one can see in Porta Maggiore and throughout Rome’s countryside, the land criss-crossed by 
the swaying arches. And in Lisbon, where everyone drinks water, there is but one narrow foun-
tain for so many people, and one other for the horses. Is Lisbon any less than Merida, which 
in spite of the [Gua]Diana has two tall aqueducts that still exist today? Is it less than Segovia, 
where the arches fold over each other in robust masonry? Is it less noble than Carthago? … Is it 

62. Bilou, Refundação do Aqueduto da Água de Prata, 50–1.

63. Beirante, Évora na Idade Média, 397.

64. Nicolas Cleynaerts, Letters to Jacob Latomus, quoted in Cerejeira, O Renascimento em Portugal.

65. Bilou, Refundação do Aqueduto da Água de Prata, 48.

66. Ibidem, 52.
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less than many other ancient cities that I do not mention? She would not say so.67

Lisbon would only get a new aqueduct in the eighteenth century, but in Évora the works began in 
1531 under the direction of Francisco de Arruda, chief Architect of the Realm for the provinces of 
the Alentejo. It followed the footprint of the old Roman aqueduct, drawing water from the springs at 
the springs of Divor, Prata and Metrogos, about 18 kilometres north-west of the city centre. In 1536, 
a new street was opened, Rua Nova, to allow the passing of the aqueduct and to host a new water de-
posit encroached onto a street corner, designed by another Crown architect, Miguel de Arruda, son 
of Francisco. One year later, the inaugural ceremony was held with the opening of the main fountain 
at Praça do Giraldo. By order of the King’s brother and bishop of Évora, Cardeal D. Henrique, two 
other public fountains were built, one in Largo das Portas de Moura (designed by another court 
architect, Diogo de Torralva), and another at Largo das Portas de Aviz, built in 1573.[Fig. 11]

 Since then, the aqueduct has been expanded and renovated, most significantly during the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but no relevant changes were made to its original layout, struc-
ture or appearance, and it is still functioning today. The aqueducts were spines of infrastructural water 
distribution but also of the spatialization of political power, organizing the shifts in urban centres 
of gravity and the evolving geopolitics of the town. Both were products of strong centralizing ad-
ministrations built in periods of imperial expansion—the first in the context of Augustan Rome, the 
second as a consummation of absolutist monarchy, established in alliance with the urban bourgeoisie 
and backed up by a growing mercantilist empire. But mapping the two aqueduct figures give us a 
historical overlay of two Évoras: the Roman acropolis structured by an urban grid, and the Chris-
tian town arranged in a radial figure, circling around the hilltop, and branching out to the public 
fountains and convents, epicentres of late medieval and early modern urban life. This shift signals a 
gradual separation of powers, as the acropolis became specialized in religious functions, mainly epis-
copalian, while commercial bourgeois and royal military powers moved down, respectively to Praça 
do Giraldo and to the second belt of defensive walls, where the King’s new palace was built facing 
south. This recentralization around the old market square gives us the starting point for the next 
chapter, mapping the way in which the aqueduct morphs into a new defining environmental thresh-
old that reveals the structural essence of the town during the rise of modernity in the transition from 
feudalism to capitalism, namely the commercial arcade. The aqueduct unraveled a portion of Évora’s 
environmental history during which the city was dominant over its hinterland, be it the regional 
territorium or the vast commercial empire that Portugal appropriated at the end of the Middle Ages. 
This town and country relationship is then reversed with the rise of modernity and the capitalist 
mode of production, as Évora and the Alentejo become themselves a hinterland of Lisbon and the 
rising national and global markets.

67. Holanda, Da fábrica que falece à cidade de Lisboa, 13. My translation; original Portuguese version: “Outra 
lembrança dou a V. A. E á cidade de Lisboa que é esta: Nós vemos que as cidades antiguas depois dos templos 
e das fortalezas e muros e paços, a cousa em que se mais esmeraram foi em o trazer as fontes das agoas por 
grandes arcos e canos e conductos ás suas cidades; como se vê na cidade onde foi Carthago e na de Roma, que 
bebendo todos vinho, traziam trinta conductos de agoas grandes quasi como rios ou ribeiros a ella, por trinta 
partes de longe da cidade, com passar o rio Tibre por meo d’ella; como se vê na Porta Maior, e por todo o campo 
de Roma, que parece todo cheo de danças d’arcos que traziam as aguas uns por cima dos outros. E Lisboa onde 
todos bebem agua, não tem mais que um estreito chafariz para tanta gente e outro para os cavallos. Por ventura 
é menos Lisboa que Merida colonia que trazia, passando-lhe o Diana polos muros, as duas agoas polos altissimos 
arcos que hoje parecem? É menor Segovia onde hoje em dia se Veem os dobrados arcos uns sobre os outros de 
pedraria mui forte? É menos nobre que Carthago? É menos que outras muitas cidades antiguas que não nomeo? 
Dirá ella que não.”
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5.2 The Arcade
When the aqueduct enters the city, it merges with a street called Rua do Cano, ‘Steet of the Pipe’, 
until it is submerged by topography, resurfaces again, and then disappears into the arcade of Évora’s 
main commercial street that links the old Rua da Ancha with Rua dos Mercadores, thus creating a 
relatively straight axis between the main northern and southern gates, Porta da Lagoa and Porta do 
Rossio. This axis had two phases of development: the first corresponded to the first urban plans of 
the Middle Ages, fruit the process of internal colonization carried out by the alliance between the 
Crown and the municipalities; the second corresponded to the liberal renovations undertook in the 
nineteenth century period of the Regeneration.68 In both phases, the arcade accentuated and gave 
form to a new urban epicentre that was no longer linked to the political, commercial, and religious 
centrality of the acropolis, nor to the radial figure of the Christian feudal town, but was the gradual 
embodiment of a new urban idea and structure: a ‘boulevard’ axis of commercial, secular, and liberal 
civic relations connecting Évora, via railway, to an emerging national and foreign market.[Map 14] 
 As Louis Mumford noted, “at the end of the Middle Ages—and this is one of the decisive 
signs of the end—even pious matters have a worldly tinge. Religion gave way to commerce, ‘faith’ 
to ‘credit’.”69 Gradually, the arcade organized a new topography of urban power but also a new 
conception of the territory which was increasingly implicated in long-distance trade networks that 
had Lisbon for epicentre. Évora became a hinterland towards the capital, part of the Alentejo now 
conceived as “the nation’s granary.” This shift entailed a new fundamental division of labour, no long-
er just between producer and consumer (physical and mental labour) but also between production 
and circulation, i.e., between agrarian and commercial economies. Here are Marx and Engels, in The 
German Ideology, summarizing the first phase of this slow transition in general terms:

If antiquity started out from the town and its little territory, the Middle Ages started out from 
the country. This different starting-point was determined by the sparseness of the population 
at that time, which was scattered over a large area and which received no large increase from 
the conquerors. In contrast to Greece and Rome, feudal development at the outset, therefore, 
extends over a much wider territory, prepared by the Roman conquests and the spread of ag-
riculture at first associated with it. The last centuries of the declining Roman Empire and its 
conquest by the barbarians destroyed a number of productive forces; agriculture had declined, 
industry had decayed for want of a market, trade had died out or been violently suspended, the 
rural and urban population had decreased. From these conditions and the mode of organization 
of the conquest determined by them, feudal property developed under the influence of the 
Germanic military constitution. Like tribal and communal ownership, it is based again on a 
community; but the directly producing class standing over against it is not, as in the case of the 
ancient community, the slaves, but the enserfed small peasantry. As soon as feudalism is fully 
developed, there also arises antagonism to the towns. … This feudal structure of landownership 
had its counterpart in the towns in the shape of corporative property, the feudal organization of 
trades. Here property consisted chiefly in the labour of each individual. The necessity for asso-
ciating against the association of the robber-nobility, the need for communal covered markets 

68. The 1850s are a turning point in Portugal’s liberal history and corresponds to the beginning of the Regeneration 
(Regeneração),	i.e.,	the	moment	when	capitalism	consolidated	in	the	country	after	the	pacification	of	the	political	
instability that had characterized the Constitutional Monarchy since the 1820 revolution. The Regeneration starts 
after the military insurrection of May 1, 1851, which caused the end of Costa Cabral’s tenure, known as Cabralis-
mo,	and	of	the	Septembrist	government.	Its	main	figure	is	Fontes	Pereira	de	Melo,	hence	the	period	is	often	also	
called Fontismo.

69. Mumford, Cities in History, 315.
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in an age when the industrialist was at the same time a merchant, the growing competition of 
the escaped serfs swarming into the rising towns, the feudal structure of the whole country: 
these combined to bring about the guilds. The gradually accumulated small capital of individual 
craftsmen and their stable numbers, as against the growing population, evolved the relation of 
journeyman and apprentice, which brought into being in the towns a hierarchy similar to that 
in the country.
 Thus property during the feudal epoch primarily consisted on the one hand of landed 
property with serf labour chained to it, and on the other of the personal labour of the individual 
who with his small capital commands the labour of journeymen. The organization of both was 
determined by the restricted conditions of production—the scanty and primitive cultivation of 
the land, and the craft type of industry. There was little division of labour in the heyday of feu-
dalism. Each country bore in itself the antithesis of town and country; the division into estates 
was certainly strongly marked; but apart from the differentiation of princes, nobility, clergy and 
peasants in the country, and masters, journeymen, apprentices and soon also the rabble of casual 
labourers in the towns, there was no important division; the division into estates was certainly 
strongly marked; but apart from the differentiation of princes, nobility, clergy and peasants in 
the country, and masters, journeymen, apprentices and soon also the rabble of casual labourers 
in the towns, there was no important division. In agriculture it was rendered difficult by the 
strip-system, beside which the cottage industry of the peasants themselves emerged. In industry, 
in the individual trades themselves, there was no division of labour at all and very little between 
them. The separation of industry and commerce was found already in existence in older towns; 
in the newer it only developed later, when the towns entered into mutual relations.70

In Évora, the shift from the ancient polis to the medieval city was spatially materialized in the grad-
ual displacement of the medieval city centre from the hilltop to the Praça Grande.[Fig. 13] This space 
was originally as a peripheral fairground located outside the main city gate, Porta da Selaria, later 
known as Porta de Alconchel. It was called a musalla in Arab times and a rossio in the later Christian 
terminology. As the medieval city overflew the old walls, the rossio became a ‘large square’, known 
today as Praça do Giraldo after Geraldo ‘Sem Pavor’. At first, this square was the churchyard of the 
parish of Santo Antoninho, the focal point of the arrabalde of Alconchel where the judiaria was 
located. Trade was associated with the Jewish minority who tended to live physically and politically 
segregated from the inner cities but close to commercial areas. There was a first official mention of 
the square’s delineation in 1224, and a first record of a fair being held there in 1275. Between 1311 
and 1317, three major radial streets were opened spanning outwards from Praça Grande, namely Rua 

70. Marx and Engels, German Ideology, 39–40. In a passage that complements this reading and helps make this 
transition explicit in the topography of Évora’s commercial arcade, Lewis Mumford states: “The fact that the mer-
chants represented a new class can be deduced from their topographic position in the newly laid out ‘suburb’ 
just	outside	the	walls.	If	at	first	the	castle	or	the	monastery	was	the	town	center,	after	the	eleventh	century	the	
fresh activities of the community began to shift toward the marketplace, and the incorporation of merchants and 
craftsmen, as free citizens, would be marked in more than one place by the extension of the wall around their sub-
urb.	It	is	significant	to	note	that,	as	Hegel	points	out,	the	new	quarter	in	Regensburg	in	the	eleventh	century—as	
distinguished from the royal and clerical quarters—was that of the traders.

 In the medieval town these powers, the spiritual and the temporal, with their vocational orders, the warrior, the 
merchant, the priest, the monk, the bard, the scholar, the craftsman and tradesman, achieved something like an 
equilibrium. That balance remained delicate and uncertain; but the effort to maintain it was constant and the 
effect real, because each social component was weighted, each duty represented. Until the close of the Middle 
Ages … no one element was strong enough to establish permanently its own command over all the others. As a 
result, both physically and politically, the medieval city, though it recapitulated many of the features of the earli-
est urban order, was in some respects an original creation. Freedom, corporate order, democratic participation, 
autonomy, were never fully achieved in any medieval town; but there was perhaps a greater measure of these 
qualities there than had ever been exhibited before, even in Greece. For a brief while ‘communitas’ triumphed 
over ‘dominium’.“ In: Mumford, The City in History, 251–3.
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de Alconchel, Rua do Raimundo and Rua dos Mercadores. Soon after that, the square was flanked 
by the Palace of the Estáus, a lodging for foreign dignitaries and noblemen, as well as the house 
and prison of the municipality. In 1319, a new peripheral fairground was formed in the vicinity of 
the Convent of S. Francisco from which today’s Rossio de S. Brás originates.71 From this moment 
onwards, Praça Grande became the official commercial and administrative heart of the city, a hinge 
between the ancient-ecclesiastical city and the city of citizens and merchants.
 This hinge function was reinforced by two major urban constructions in the mid-fourteenth 
century, namely the new ring of defensive walls—the second largest in the realm after Lisbon, with 
a perimeter of 4 kilometres—and a new rua direita (‘straight street’) called Rua da Ancha that con-
nected the square to Porta da Lagoa.72 The square thus became the geographical centre of the radial 
city and also the crossing point of its main streets, reinstating a modified version of the old Roman 
cardo and decumanus. The east-west axis now had a starting point at the acropolis, in front of the Sé, 
and it split in two at Praça Grande, connecting to the gates of Alconchel and Raimundo, both of 
which headed towards Lisbon. The north-south axis shifted downwards from the acropolis, running 
almost flat along the topography lines and adjacent to the older city walls. It connected Porta da 
Lagoa, where there was a communal horta, and the new rossio in the south, where large annual fairs 
were held. This new axis became Évora’s commercial arcade and, over the centuries, it remained the 
city’s most important street. Praça do Giraldo thus centralized and articulated a number of different 
urban functions, not only commercial and administrative but also religious, since many liturgical 
ceremonies would descend from the hilltop to the ‘profane’ neighbourhoods, as was the case with the 
Inquisition processions, which ended with an auto-da-fé on the square.73

 The square also inaugurated a new architectural typology. Although balconies and porticoes 
had been common since Arab times, this was the first place where an explicitly commercial arcade 
emerged, in a somewhat standardized form, made of long and narrow plots encroached onto the old 
barbicans. Behind the arcade, in an alley corresponding to the gap between the barbican and the 
main defensive wall, there was a mancebia, or prostitution district, where the older judiaria had earlier 
been found. The architectural regularity of the arcade’s layout resulted from the urban renovation 
processes promoted by the Crown between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries, which imposed 
an economic and political uniformization of the territory through the institution of the munici-
palities.74 Among the many diligences regarding urban hygiene and the management of property 

71. Historical data retrieved from: Marta Clemente, 2007, and João Vieira, 2013, “Núcleo urbano da cidade de Évora 
/ Centro Histórico de Évora / Núcleo intramuros de Évora” in SIPA Archive.

72. The rua direita	is	a	feature	of	Portuguese	medieval	urbanism,	still	present	in	most	historical	cities.	The	qualifier	
‘straight’ does not imply a linear geometry, since most of these streets tend to be organic in form, it simply means 
a continuous connection from one city extremity to another, generally connecting the port with the market. They 
are the functional heart of the city.

73. In 1522, the brother of King John III, Cardinal Henry, became Archbishop of Évora. When the King introduced 
the Inquisition into Portugal, in 1536, his brother was nominated General Inquisitor. There were four Inquisitorial 
Courts, in Lisbon, Porto, Goa, and Évora, the latter of which had jurisdiction over the entire South Portugal. 
Évora had one of the country’s largest Jewish communes, and about 90 percent of the ‘crimes’ processed by 
the Inquisition of Évora during its period of existence (1536–1821) dealt with ‘offenses’ of Judaism. See: Branco, 
Lopes and Olival, Marcas da Inquisição em Évora. Most of the condemned were of wealthy provenance, since 
far from being a purely religious and ideological institution, the Portuguese Inquisition was an instrument for 
expropriating and controlling the more powerful sections of merchant bourgeois classes—a portion of which 
was Jewish—on behalf of the Crown. In a text attributed to the General Inquisitor Fernão Martins Mascarenha, 
it is mandated “that no new-Christian [a Jewish convert] may study Latin, nor may he profess any science, nor 
be	a	teacher,	lawyer,	doctor,	surgeon,	merchant,	contractor,	tenant,	broker,	pilot,	teacher,	nor	a	public	official	of	
any kind, nor a servant of a titled person, and that all remain without any type of foro [‘municipal citizenship’].” 
Quoted	in:	Coelho,	Inquisição de Évora 1533–1668.

74.	 Afonso	III	(1210–1279)	was	the	first	driver	of	this	process	of	rationalization	and	establishment	of	a	uniform	sys-
tem of Crown protectionism through urban control, which was later reinforced with Afonso V (1432– 1481) and 
Manuel I (1469–1521). One the major instruments was the Law of Almotaçarias (1253), which had several goals: 
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conflicts, the councils had jurisdiction over urban façades and were entrusted with controlling the 
casual usurpation of public space. In a 1473 letter to Évora’s municipality, King Afonso V referred to 
a law that mandated the removal of porticoes and balconies that inhibited circulation on the main 
streets.75 The arcade was henceforth regulated, and over time it coalesced into a singular architec-
tural typology: the merchant’s house.[Map 16] The floorplan was deeper and thinner than usual and 
the house was wealthier than average. It was made up of two or three floors, with large windows and 
balconies facing the street, and a ground-level containing the family shop, which opened onto the 
arcade. These houses typically sold fabrics, spices, jewellery, shoes, and other special craft products.76 
On the square itself there was a daily fresh market with tents selling local products, such as bread, 
cheese, and fruit, as well as a bi-weekly fair selling non-local products like cattle, wax, grease, rabbit 
skins, leather and spices.77

  At the end of the Middle Ages, and for several centuries to come, Portugal’s network of com-
munications was limited to a precarious road infrastructure that dated back to Roman times in both 
design and layout, a fact that severed the national economy into multiple local markets. The coastline 
was the kingdom’s principal connecting axis, running from the mouth of the Guadiana all the way to 
the river Minho. The process of internal colonization that gave charters to old and new towns had in 
fact focused on the establishment of two new types of settlement—the póvoa marítima, or ‘maritime 
town’, and the vila franca, meaning ‘franchise town’, after the tax or customs privileges conceded to 
it by the Crown. The former were chiefly oriented towards commerce and were more typically bour-
geois, while the latter served the principal purpose of territorial military defense and were somewhat 
more feudal in nature. All of them, by nature of being municipia, answer directly to the Crown rather 
than the seigniorial lords. After the end of the Reconquista, with Portugal’s national policy turned 
increasingly towards the colonization of overseas territories and markets, the inner towns lost relative 
importance in relation to the coastal urban system. This process marked the beginning of Portugal’s 
territorial littoralization, a characteristic that is still very visible today but whose origins date back to 
the nature of its consolidation in the Middle Ages:[Fig. 16]

From its medieval origins until the end of the early modern era, Portugal’s polity was shaped 
by territorial expansion, first within the European borders and then to the outside world. The 
century from 1147 to 1249 was marked by the Reconquista whereas from 1415 to 1500 the 
Portuguese settled in four Atlantic archipelagos, established trading posts in western Africa, 
and reached India and South America. The two sorts of territorial expansion are somehow en-
tangled in its driving forces and profoundly shaped many of the economic structures that lasted 
all the way until the nineteenth century.78

the dissemination of notaries and writing; the regulation of the settlers’ municipal rights and duties; to instate a 
new	standard	national	currency,	as	well	as	the	definition	of	the	equivalences	of	various	measurement	systems;	the	
fixing	of	prices;	and	prohibiting	the	export	of	cereals	and	precious	metals.	A	series	of	general	inquiries,	or	surveys,	
were also instated, meant to investigate the nature of holdings and to recover whatever had been illegally taken 
from the Crown. The royal commissions were met with much protest by the prelates as they deprived the church 
of much property. The success of this early form of Royal centralization through urban control can be gauged by 
the performance of municipal tax on domestic transactions instated in 1372, known as the sisa: “Between 1382 
and 1384 … the sisa raised overall revenues by 41 percent. In the following years, its weight in the total royal 
income, in nominal terms, kept rising. An estimate for the year 1401 suggests that this tax … had become the 
main source of the Crown’s total revenue, accounting for about 74 percent of 81.6 million libras. These receipts 
display the differences between the Iberian Kingdoms and the others of Medieval Europe, where royal income 
was mostly dependent on direct taxes.” In: Costa, Lains and Müch, Economic History of Portugal, 40.

75. Pinto, “A Regulação Jurídica das Fachadas em Portugal,” 157.

76. See: Beirante, “Espaços de sociabilidade nas cidades medievais portuguesas.”

77. Beirante, Évora na Idade Média, 456–7.

78. Costa, Lains and Müch, Economic History of Portugal, 43.
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Littoralization was a strategy promoted by the Crown but very much associated with the new urban 
mercantile classes whose material interests and relations of production, focused on commodity circu-
lation rather than landed property, were increasingly at odds with those of the feudal aristocracy. 
With the much later development of transportation infrastructures in the Alentejo, and the forma-
tion of a national market, this dichotomy between territorial defense and international commerce 
became also a distinction between national production and coastal consumption and circulation. But 
the roots of this split were already visible at the turn of the fifteenth century. When Évora became 
the second city of the realm, Lisbon was one of the main commercial centres of Europe, rapidly 
growing in size and population, especially since 1481, when its port was granted monopoly over 
foreign merchant ships. Due to Évora’s geographic isolation from the coast, its economy remained 
localized, and its political and cultural relevance was mainly tied to the presence of the royal court 
during the dynasty of Avis.79 Its national importance reached a peak at the time of the reconstruc-
tion of the aqueduct. This, as we have seen, coincided with the construction of a new royal palace, 
along with the noble houses of the courtiers, the emergence of churches and convents, as well as the 
requalification several squares, fountains, and the foundation of a Jesuit university. However, this 
development came to a halt when Portugal was incorporated into the Habsburg Monarchy after the 
dynastic union of 1580, at which point the court moved to Madrid and Évora’s national relevance 
came to an end. The restoration of independence, in 1640, would not return it to previous prosperity 
because the royal family now spent their summers in Vila Viçosa. The city hence entered a long per-
iod of urban and economic stagnation.
 There were two other significant historical events that took place in the following century 
and further hindered Évora’s social and economic development. The first was the great earthquake 
of 1755, and the second were the 1807 Napoleonic invasions, and both were extremely destructive.80 
They were met with a series of centralizing state policies that changed the urbanism of the city and 
altered societal relations of production, marking the onset of primitive accumulation. A key figure 
for this transitional process was a man known as the Marquis of Pombal, chief minister to King D. 
José who effectively ruled the Empire from 1750 to 1777. Influenced by the mercantilist and indus-
trializing developments of the late eighteenth century, he imbued his work in the intellectual physi-
ocratic spirit of the time. The legislation he set forth reinforced the institution of emphyteusis, a key 
instrument for the kind of property transfers that favoured large holdings at the end of the ancien 
régime. After issuing the right of colony on June 20, 1774, which protected the inheritance rights 
of emphyteutic lease, Pombal privileged an established group of large tenant farmers by protecting 
their interests vis-à-vis the feudal landlords. In this way, a century later, this group was able to ascend 
to the condition of major proprietors. The large plantation, or latifundium, differentiated nineteenth 
century bourgeois property from the leased crops of the eighteenth century, which were necessarily 

79. Évora acquired its most prominent national position during the dynasty of Avis: João I (1357–1433) declared it 
the second city of the realm; Afonso V (1432–1481) chose it as headquarters of his military campaigns; Manuel I 
(1469–1521) build his new royal palace there; and João III (1502–1557) mandated the reconstruction of the new 
aqueduct as well as the foundation of a new university.

80. At an estimated magnitude of 7.7 and with epicentre in the Atlantic Ocean about 290 kilometres southwest of 
Lisbon, the whole of South Portugal was greatly affected by the earthquake of 1755, and the news of its wreckage 
had major cultural impacts in Europe. It started at nine in the morning on November 1, Day of All Saints, as the 
churches	were	crowded	with	people	and	filled	with	lit	candles.	In	Lisbon,	after	the	tremors,	a	series	of	tsunami	
waves	engulfed	the	downtown	area	and	a	fire	then	burned	through	the	rubble	for	a	week.	About	one-quarter	
of the houses were destroyed and between 30 and 50 thousand people died. A 2009 study estimated that the 
earthquake cost between 32 and 48 percent of Portugal’s GDP. Philosophically, the event sparked debates on 
the nature of divine judgment and the “problem of evil,” as was most famously expressed by Voltaire’s Candide 
and the Poem on the Lisbon Disaster.	Kant,	Leibniz,	Rousseau	and	other	major	Enlightenment	figures	wrote	
about the earthquake, leading some to speculate that it played a major role in the progressive desacralization of 
knowledge and nature so characteristic of the Enlightenment.
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smaller. But the real revolution lied in the new concept of modern property rights based on the 
possibility to exchange landownership titles, which effectively freed the land from the seigniorial 
entitlements that held it. This opened the path for the profound agrarian reforms conducted after 
the Liberal Revolution of 1820, led by Mouzinho da Silveira, which even he described as radical: he 
abolished tithes and ended all charter, census, emphyteutic and sub-emphyteutic benefits associated 
to Crown assets, but left emphyteusis in patrimonial assets intact, which persisted until 1976.81

 Pombal’s ‘enlightened despotism’ was aimed at the mercantilist exploitation of colonial and 
national wealth, from a patrimonialist perspective in which the state and the land were understood 
as property of the King. After the great earthquake of 1755, Pombal oversaw the country’s recon-
struction, for which he employed a set of emergency policies that greatly centralized power and eased 
transfers of property rights. At the basis of his agrarian reform was a first move towards the expro-
priation of clerical property, realized in 1758 with the expulsion of the Jesuits, from both continental 
and colonial territories, and the nationalization of their estates. For Évora this meant closing its 
University, Colégio do Espírito Santo, an event that further encroached the city’s isolation. Sparsely 
populated and with a property regime increasingly concentrated in the hands of a small absentee 
bourgeoisie, Évora became specialized in the cultivation of staple foods and grains en masse, which 
were then exported to Lisbon and the overseas markets. A telling sign of this specialization was the 
construction in 1777 of the royal granaries along the axis of the arcade, storing the accumulated grain 
reserves from the whole of the Alentejo. 
 The second move towards the expropriation of the clergy happened after the Liberal Revo-
lution of 1820, with the abolition of the monastic orders and the alienation of their patrimony in 
1834. This was the culmination of the slow dissolution of the ancien régime, fruit of the mounting 
contradiction between the seigniorial landlords and the bourgeois tenants, the latter of whom need-
ed to free the land for accumulation and the peasantry for wage labour, an especially pressing require-
ment after the abolition of slavery in the continent in 1761. At the base of this transition were the 
profound changes caused by the Napoleonic invasions in Portugal, which not only wreaked havoc 
across the nation, but caused a chain of events that led to the independence of Brazil, Portugal’s most 
important colony, and the peripheralization of the Portuguese Empire vis-à-vis the English.82 As 
Manuel Villaverde Cabral noted, “The struggle between France and England will allow the latter 
to plunder its necessary ally—the smaller Portuguese imperial power—of its hunting ground—Bra-
zil—thus curbing the development of the Portuguese productive forces, which will have a second 
consequence, while aggravating the first, namely the handover to England of the small metropolis’ 
own domestic market.”83 
 This struggle was already a part of a rising dynamic of interimperialist conflicts that would 
come to dominate the subsequent centuries. This was also partly the reason why Portugal failed to 
take full advantage of its mercantilist development in the transition to the capitalist mode of pro-
duction. As Albert Silbert wrote, “The French invasions, by ruining an indisputable prosperity, took 
away from Portugal the possibility of economic progress, which, at a decisive moment in the hist-

81.	 Almeida,	“A	Questão	Agrária	na	História	de	Portugal,”	12–3.	My	Translation.

82.	 During	the	French	invasion	of	Portugal	by	Napoleon	I	 in	1807,	the	Portuguese	royal	family	fled	to	Brazil	with	
the help of the British Royal Navy, establishing Rio de Janeiro as the capital the Portuguese Empire during the 
ensuing worldwide Napoleonic Wars (1803–1815). This had the consequence of founding within Brazil many of 
the institutions required for its existence as an independent state, but most importantly, it freed Brazil from Portu-
guese monopoly on trade, a key aspect that worked in the interests of the English and was largely fomented by 
them.

83. Cabral, O Desenvolvimento do Capitalismo em Portugal no Século XX, 60. My translation.
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ory of the West, could have been achieved.”84 These events, coupled with a historically centralized 
Crown that was able to curb the rise of a contending merchant class and whose economic strategy 
remained tied to bullion rather than productivity, were behind the structural weaknesses of Portugal’s 
national bourgeoisie, which was from the onset of Portuguese capitalism already relatively dependent 
and comprador in nature. Nevertheless, during the nineteenth century, the “new situation imposed 
on Portugal from the partitioning of the colonial world forced the Portuguese capitals that had not 
flighted, or that had not shrivelled under the French invasion, to pose the question of the internal 
market more urgently than ever.”85

 Despite the large gap in relation to the core countries, and Lisbon’s small size in comparison 
to other European capitals, the state made relevant contributions towards the transformation of the 
economy, aided for example, by the foundation of the Bank of Lisbon in 1821, even though that 
resulted in soaring public debt. The agrarian reforms of Mouzinho da Silveira and the subsequent 
alienation of the religious orders had major consequences for Évora’s urbanism. Several monasteries 
were demolished, namely the convents of S. Domingos, Santa Catarina, Paraíso, and part of S. Fran-
cisco, while other religious structures were sold or maintained with renewed public functions. The 
first mathematically accurate maps were produced at this time, alongside a series of urban renewal 
projects.[Fig. 14] The city, which had hitherto remained enclosed in its defensive walls and had no 
public gardens, opened to the outside with the aim of creating better accessibilities and hence the old 
medieval doors were removed with the sole exception of Porta de Aviz. The medieval radial figure, 
which had remained almost untouched since the sixteenth century, began to be modified with the 
intention of creating more and better public spaces. This was a response to the emergence of cultural 
practices in which churches and palaces were no longer the centers of social life. In 1825, public 
lighting was instated, with thirty oil lamps distributed in the main arteries of the city.[Fig. 15]

 All of these changes were associated with the rise of a new urban elite that had diverse origins 
but was socially cohesive, with shared identities, lifestyles, and ties of kinship. According to Helder 
Adegar Fonseca, the composition of the proprietor classes in the third quarter of the nineteenth cen-
tury was divided as follows: 43 percent were active farmers; 18 percent were established merchants; 
8 percent were university graduates occupying liberal professions; 3 percent were members of the 

84. Silbert, Do Portugal de Antigo Regime ao Porgugal oitocentista, 83; quoted in: Ibidem, 61. My translation. 
Primitive accumulation in Portugal differed from the British case analyzed by Marx in one fundamental way, name-
ly the State’s ability to control the power of the nascent bourgeoisie. On the one hand, the Portuguese Crown was 
able to hold its monopoly over the great surpluses extracted from the mercantilist empire—the Portuguese India 
Company was never privatized, and the privileges over the Atlantic slave trade were shared among the Crown’s 
allies. On the other hand, the power of agrarian property had already been secured since in the previous reforms 
associated	with	the	Reconquista,	which	were	specific	to	the	nature	of	Iberian	feudalism.	For	these	reasons,	the	
rise of capitalism in Portugal was incipient and protracted, and when the transition did happen, the Portuguese 
Empire was already largely subsumed to the English one, and hence the national bourgeoisie acquired the 
dependent characteristics of a semi-comprador nature. “In a related recent study, Acemoglu, Johnson, and Rob-
inson have offered an explanation for why strong private property rights emerged in western Europe, especially 
in Britain and the Netherlands, beginning in the sixteenth century. They argue that Atlantic trade—the opening 
of the sea routes to the New World, Africa, and Asia and the building of colonial empires—contributed to the 
process of west European growth between 1500 and 1850 not only through its direct economic effects, but also 
indirectly, by inducing fundamental institutional change. Atlantic trade in Britain and the Netherlands altered the 
balance of political power by enriching and strengthening commercial interests outside the royal circle, including 
various overseas merchants, slave traders, and colonial planters. Through this channel, it contributed to the emer-
gence of political institutions protecting merchants against royal power. In short, they argue, the Atlantic trade 
played a key role in strengthening segments of the bourgeoisie and the development of capitalist institutions 
in these countries. In contrast, where the power of the Crown was relatively unchecked, as in Spain, Portugal, 
and France, they emphasize that trade was largely monopolized and regulated, the Crown and its allies became 
the	main	beneficiaries	of	the	Atlantic	expansion,	and	the	same	induced	institutional	changes	did	not	take	place.	
Areas lacking easy access to the Atlantic, such as Venice and Genoa, on the other hand, did not experience any 
direct	or	indirect	benefits	of	Atlantic	trade.”	In:	Şevket	Pamuk,	“Institutional	change	and	economic	development	
in the Middle East, 700–1800” in Neal and Williamson, The Cambridge History of Capitalism, Volume 1, 199.

85. Cabral, O Desenvolvimento do Capitalismo em Portugal no Século XX, 63. My translation.
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clergy; and 1 percent were public servants.86 This new elite was bourgeois in nature but it emulated 
the traditions of the deposed aristocracy. Their impact on the city’s management meant that a lot of 
the new urban interventions were an articulation of private and public investments. Domestic archi-
tecture became increasingly an asset of investment as well as an expression of individual success and 
social affirmation, and from the 1830s onwards, there were several documented cases of the purchase 
and restoration of noble houses. The most impactful example in the city, in terms of scale and in mat-
ters of ‘good taste’ and ‘aristocratic distinction’, was known as Casa do Ramalho. In 1864, 20-years 
old Inácia Angélica Fernandes, whose family was made up of wealthy merchants and farmers, mar-
ried José Maria Ramalho Dinis Perdigão, a very wealthy 34-year-old farmer. The young couple had 
a large house built on an inherited plot next to Porta do Rossio, which was described as “the last 
grandiose noble residence of civil architecture erected in the city.”87 After her husband’s untimely 
death, Inácia Angélica remarried the wealthy physician, Francisco Eduardo Barahona Fragoso, and 
the house became known as Palácio Barahona. The project was authored by the Italian architect 
Giuzeppe Cinatti and it included a large private granary. 
 The same architect also designed the first public garden in the city, located just in front of 
the Barahona house, on the grounds of the old royal palace built by King Manuel I that had been 
greatly destroyed in the earthquake. The garden, which was known as Passeio Público but required an 
entrance fee, became the city’s main high-class sociability hub. The other major high-society centre 
in the city was built by the same family on the site where the old convent of S. Domingos was de-
molished, namely the Italian-style opera theatre named after Garcia de Resende. Other institutions 
typical of the liberal period came to populate the arcade axis, which was now tail ended by two of the 
most important urban bourgeois epicentres—the theatre and the public garden—both of which were 
intimately tied to the Barahona family. Praça do Giraldo also inaugurated new spaces of bourgeois 
daily life, such as shops, cafés, banks, and the Sociedade Harmonia, a club occupying the old Palace 
of the Estáus.88 [Map 15]

 Most significant of all, however, was the introduction of the railroad, in 1863, as part of a 
national project during the Regeneration when the state invested in infrastructures such as roads, 
railways, ports, utilities, communications, schools, and other social institutions.[Fig. 16] The first bridge 
over the Tagus was built and hence littoralization was again further actualized, as Évora now had, for 
the first time in history, a land connection with the capital. The railroad and its modernization pro-
cesses nevertheless had its opponents at the time, chiefly among the progressives, political opponents 
of the regenerators, as was the case of writer Ramalho Ortigão, who wrote the following in Progresso 
do Alentejo:

The railroad, closely linking [all commodities] with Lisbon, absorbs for the capital the former 
importance of Évora as a provincial centre, and largely dissolves the intensity of its autonomous 
life.
 The sumptuous and vast new theatre, if concluded, will have no spectators, since the 
young men and ladies of Évora’s wealthy families will prefer to go to Lisbon and attend the op-

86. Fonseca, “As elites económicas alentejanas, 1850-1870,” 713.

87. Ibidem, 720–1.

88.	 Sociedade	Harmonia	Eborense	was	one	of	the	first	cultural	and	recreational	collectives	to	be	opened	in	the	city	
and the whole of the Alentejo. It was founded in 1849, at the beginning of the Regeneration period. It was a 
centre of coexistence for the educated middle bourgeoisie until the end of the First Republic. It was decorated 
with masonic symbols, such as the column and the chessboard, and it was male-exclusive, with the exception of 
musical	soirées	and	amateur	theater	performances,	the	first	activities	to	allow	(controlled)	female	participation	in	
high-society public life.
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era at S. Carlos, the comedy at D. Maria, or the Trinity operetta, rather than spend their money 
on countryside amateurs.
 And what will happen to the theatre happens with many other sources of work, com-
merce and local industry, which the railway is successively impoverishing and extinguishing.
 What the devil should the dressmaker do, or the elegant tailor, the merchant in silk hats 
and fine cloths, the woodworker, the jeweller, the glover, the shirtmaker, the watchmaker, etc., 
in a province just six hours away from Lisbon, reading the Diário de Notícias every morning 
with the evening shows, the restaurant menus, the advertisements for tailors and seamstresses 
in Lisbon’s downtown, as well as the publicity of Gardé, Emilia de Abreu, Loja do Povo, Aguia 
de Ouro and Cento e três?!...*

 In addition, the railroad made all groceries in Évora more expensive, drawing to the en-
trails of Lisbon, as if by a huge aspirating pump, all the foodstuffs that abound in it: the chicken, 
the turkeys, the goats, the eggs, partridges, cabbages and oranges.
 Alas, I commiserate with the regrets of Évora’s elderly reactionaries the melancholy 
affirmation of an absolutely positive fact, I fear it well, and share it with all my sympathy as 
a writer and a Portuguese, that within two or three generations this old city, so literary and 
artistic, whose splendour for so long competed with Lisbon, may become nothing more than 
a monumental ruin and a double deposit of the most glorious traditions in our history and the 
best produce for our Praça da Figueira.**89

With the railway, a first network of municipal transportation was created in Évora, in 1881, con-
necting Porta Nova with the train station. The need for a link between the station and the city centre 
led to the opening of the Barahona Avenue, the afforestation of Praça do Rossio, and consequently, 
the growth of the city beyond the walls and towards the south. In this way, the full figure of the lib-
eral arcade axis was finally materialized. 

89.	 Ramalho	Ortigão,	Progresso	do	Alentejo.	Quoted	in:	Riscos	de	Um	Século,	21.	My	translation;	original	Portu-
guese version: “O caminho de ferro – dizem ainda – ligando-as [mercadorias] estreitamente com Lisboa, absor-
vem para a capital a antiga importancia d’Evora como centro de provincia, e dissolveu uma grande parte da 
intensidade da sua vida autonoma.

 O novo theatro sumptuoso e vastíssimo, se chegar a concluir-se, não terá quem o frequente, porque todos os 
rapazes e todas as senhoras novas das ricas familias eborenses preferirão ir a Lisboa ouvir a opera de S. Carlos, 
a comedia de D. Maria, ou a opereta da Trindade, a gastar o seu dinheiro com os amadores da terra.

 E o que succederá com o theatro sucede com muitas outras fontes de trabalho, de commercio e de industria 
local, que o caminho de ferro vai sucessivamente empobrecendo e extinguindo.

	 Que	demonio	há	de	fazer	a	modista,	o	alfaiate	elegante,	o	mercador	de	chapéos	de	seda	e	de	pannos	finos,	o	
marceneiro, o joalheiro, o luveiro, o camiseiro, o relojoeiro, etc., numa terra distante apenas seis horas de Lisboa, 
e lendo em cada manhã o Diario de Noticias do mesmo dia com o programma dos espectaculos da noite, com 
o menu dos restaurantes, com as reclames dos alfaiates e das costureiras da baixa e com os annuncios do Gardé, 
da Emilia de Abreu, da Loja do Povo, da Aguia de Ouro e do Cento e três?!...

 Além disso, o caminho de ferro encareceu em Evora o custo de todos os viveres, sugando-lhe como por uma 
enorme bomba aspirante para o estomago de Lisboa todos os generos alimenticios que n’ella abundavam: os 
frangos, os perús, os cabritos, os ovos, as perdizes, os repolhos e as laranjas.

	 De	resto,	como	no	fundo	das	lamentações	dos	velhos	retrogrados	de	Evora	existe	a	melancólica	afirmação	de	
um facto perfeitamente positivo, eu receio bem, ao deixa-la com toda a minha sympathia de escriptor e de 
portuguez, que d’aqui a duas ou três gerações esta velha cidade, tão litteraria e tão artistica, cujo esplendor 
portanto tempo competiu com o de Lisboa, não venha a ser mais do que uma ruina monumental e um duplo 
deposito das mais gloriosas tradições para a nossa historia, e dos melhores géneros alimentícios para a nossa 
praça da Figueira.” *Famous shops in Baixa-Chiado, downtown Lisbon. **Lisbon’s market square.

 Ortigão was a Portuguese writer of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. He was part of a collective 
known as ‘Vencidos da Vida’ (Life’s Vanquished), an informal group of intellectual personalities of relevance in 
Portuguese cultural life during the last three decades of the nineteenth century, with strong links to the so-called 
Generation	of	70.	They	were	jokingly	defined	by	the	writer	Eça	de	Queiroz	(another	member)	as	a	‘dining	group’.	
The	group	assumed	the	character	of	an	exclusive	society,	bringing	together	figures	from	literature,	politics	and	
regulars of worldly and aristocratic circles. They critiqued and attempted to transform the country undergoing 
during the late phase of Regeneration. In the face of the perceived failure of this modernizing process, they 
channeled their disenchantment and the frustration of their revolutionary youth ideals into an elegant and ironic 
dilettantism, assuming the form of a vague idealization of an enlightened aristocracy as a counterpoint to utopian 
socialism, which some had previously defended.
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 In Portugal, as elsewhere in Europe, the introduction of railway networks was a principal 
vector of primitive accumulation in the transition from feudalism to capitalism, crucial for the in-
tegration of national production into a single domestic market.90 As Neil Smith explained, as long 
as surplus labour was manifested mainly in agricultural commodities, as was the case in the ancien 
régime, economic and political power was embedded in place, directly tied to land ownership. The 
products of agricultural labour were meant for direct or nearly direct consumption, and few inter-
mediary processes intervened. But with the advent of capitalism, and its relentless divisions of labour, 
this relation changed: “A group of labourers and a group of merchants, neither of whom are immedi-
ately tied to the land, begin to distinguish themselves.” This is the process of disembedding that Karl 
Polanyi identified in The Great Transformation, when the market economy emancipated itself from 
the social and physical constraints of the environment, and it did so largely aided by infrastructures 
of circulation:

What tied economic development to natural conditions was first the difficulty of overcoming 
distance, and second the necessity of close proximity to raw materials. With the development 
of the means of transportation, the first natural obstacle (distance) diminished in importance. 
With the general increase in the productive forces, the second also becomes less important, 
since raw materials today are the product of an ever increasing number of previous labour 
forces. … The concentration and centralization of capital in the built environment proceeds 
according to the social logic inherent in the process of capital accumulation, and this … leads 
towards a levelling of natural differences, at least insofar as they determine the location of 
economic activity. Or as Bukharin has written, in a tone reminiscent of Engels, “Important as 
the natural differences in the conditions of production may be, they recede more and more into 
the background compared with differences that are the outcome of the uneven development of 
productive forces.” … The territorial division of labour was indeed strongly influenced by, even 
rooted in, the natural differentiation of the earth. But with the emergence of capitalism, it is 
not just the society itself but also society’s relation with nature that it revolutionized. … Cer-
tainly, capitalism inherits a territorial division of labour rooted in natural differentiations, and 
this territorial division survives to a greater or lesser extent, but it survives as a relic subject to 
the dictates of a new society with a new set of forces tending toward the differentiation of the 

90. Here is Karl Polanyi explaining the severance“This severance [between local and long distance trade] was, in-
deed, at the heart of the institution of medi eval urban centres. The town was an organization of the burgesses. 
They alone had right of citizenship and on the distinction between the burgess and the non-burgess the system 
rested. Neither the peasants of the countryside nor the merchants from other towns were, of course, burgesses. 
But	while	the	military	and	political	influence	of	the	town	made	it	possible	to	deal	with	the	peasants	of	the	sur-
roundings, in re spect to the foreign merchant such authority could not be exerted. Consequently, the burgesses 
found themselves in an entirely different position in respect to local trade and long-distance trade. … An increas-
ingly strict separation of local trade from export trade was the reaction of urban life to the threat of mobile capital 
to disinte grate the institutions of the town. The typical medieval town did not try to avoid the danger by bridging 
the gap between the controllable local market and the vagaries of an uncontrollable long-distance trade, but, 
on the contrary, met the peril squarely by enforcing with the utmost rigor that policy of exclusion and protection 
which was the rationale of its existence. In practice this meant that the towns raised every possible obstacle to 
the formation of that national or internal market for which the cap italist wholesaler was pressing. By maintaining 
the principle of a noncompetitive local trade and an equally noncompetitive long-distance trade carried on from 
town to town, the burgesses hampered by all means at their disposal the inclusion of the countryside into the 
com pass of trade and the opening up of indiscriminate trade between the towns of the country. It was this devel-
opment which forced the terri torial state to the fore as the instrument of the ‘nationalization’ of the market and 
the	creator	of	internal	commerce.	Deliberate	action	of	the	state	in	the	fifteenth	and	sixteenth	centu	ries	foisted	
the	mercantile	system	on	the	fiercely	protectionist	towns	and	principalities.	Mercantilism	destroyed	the	outworn	
particularism of local and intermunicipal trading by breaking down the barriers separating these two types of 
noncompetitive commerce and thus clearing the way for a national market which increasingly ignored the distinc-
tion between town and countryside as well as that between the various towns and provinces.” In: Polanyi, Great 
Transformation, 64–5.
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conditions and levels of development.91

The medieval town had resisted integration in long-distance markets and hence territorial divisions 
of labour were chiefly dictated by natural geographical differences. With the advent of capitalism, 
uneven development became increasingly dictated by the evolution of the productive forces, and es-
pecially by the application of fixed capital onto the land. From this moment, society began to appear 
increasingly separated from environmental considerations and nature was increasingly perceived as 
an external background—the ‘environment as a found object’ to be acted upon by society.92 This 
process is part of what David Harvey called, after Marx, “the annihilation of space by time,” i.e., 
the time-space compression that occurs as a result of technological innovations that condense or 
elide spatial and temporal distances, and thus respond to capitalism’s need to open up new markets, 
speed up production cycles, and reduce the turnover time of capital.93 This dynamic magnified the 
contradiction of town and country beyond national borders. It expanded globally as the metrop-
olis-periphery relation became explicitly imperialist, translated into the so-called first- and third-
world tension. “Under the banner of benevolent colonialism,” Neil Smith noted, “capitalism sweeps 
before it all other modes of production, forcibly subordinating them to its own logic. Geographically, 
under the banner of progress, capitalism attempts the urbanization of the countryside.”94 This marks 
the essence of a process through which capital eats up the earth in its quest to ‘improve’ the land 
through ongoing primitive accumulation—the triple mechanism of privatization, proletarianization, 
and urbanization—at the centre of which lies a continuous investment in built environments for 
production, i.e., “Roads, railways, factories, fields, workshops, warehouses, wharves, sewers, canals, 
power stations, dumps for industrial waste—the list is endless.”95

91. Smith, Uneven Development, 140 2.

92. “When Marx declares in German Ideology that the division of labour ‘only becomes truly such from the moment 
when a division of material and mental labour appears’, he is elaborating on a distinction found in passages 
immediately before where he discusses the rupture that capitalism creates between city and country. His focus 
is on how the illusions of the intellectual caste are precisely bound with the problem of centre and periphery, 
cosmopolitan intellectual and peasant, and other polarities reproduced in the division of centralized powers and 
their satellites. Marx suggests that naturalizing the hierarchy of town over country gives way to a social structure 
of distancing that encourages the idealism of pure intellectual categories, and so forms an impediment to imag-
ining alternatives in production and in the political organization of society. Indeed, the city had come to be seen 
by many as simply one and the same with capitalism: centralization, great concentrations of wealth, individual 
alienation in the midst of crowds, extreme education mixed with extreme ideological control.” In: Brennan, “On 
the Image of the Country and the City,” 42.

93. See, for example: Harvey, Condition of Postmodernity, 260; Justice, Nature & the Geography of Difference, 
242. Here is Neil Smith explaining this process in simple terms: “A place of production which once had a special 
advantage	by	being	 located	on	 some	highway	or	 canal	may	now	find	 itself	 relegated	 to	a	 single	 side-track,	
which runs trains only at relatively long intervals, while another place, which formerly was remote from the main 
arteries	of	traffic,	may	now	be	situated	at	the	junction	of	several	railways.	The	second	locality	is	on	the	upgrade,	
the former on the downgrade. Changes in the means of transportation thus engender local differences in the 
time of circulation of commodities, in the opportunity to buy, sell, etc., or an already existing local differentia-
tion is distributed differently.” In: Smith, Uneven Development, 193–4. And here is Marx using the term in the 
Grundrisse: “The more production comes to rest on exchange value, hence on exchange, the more important 
do the physical conditions of exchange—the means of communication and transport—become for the costs of 
circulation. Capital by its nature drives beyond every spatial barrier. Thus the creation of the physical conditions 
of exchange—of the means of communication and transport—the annihilation of space by time—becomes an 
extraordinary necessity for it.” In: Marx, Grundrisse, 539–40.

94.  Smith, Uneven Development, 71. Smith makes this colonial nexus evident in the following passage: “Marx was 
keenly aware of the more concrete spatial implication of this ‘universalizing tendency’ of capital. He had his eye 
not only on the development of railways and their leveling of the space-economy of individual nations, but also 
on the world economy. … In addition to the spatial implications, Marx was aware of the other side of the coin—
the function of spatial expansion for capital. Thus he ends volume one of Capital with a chapter on colonization, 
not just because there in the colonies and in the bourgeois theories of colonization the reality of exploitation is 
written	out	for	everyone	to	see,	but	also	because	the	colonies	fulfill	a	special	function	for	capital.	Through	the	
relations of foreign trade, and economic and geographic expansion, the contradictions at the heart of capital can 
to a greater or lesser extent be displaced toward the periphery of the system, and the limits to capital could be 
extended.” In: Smith, Uneven Development, 127–8.

95. Smith, Uneven Development, 159.
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Thus a model of city and country, in economic and political relationships, has gone beyond 
the boundaries of the nation‐state, and is seen but also challenged as a model of the world … 
Much of the real history of city and country … is from an early date a history of the extension 
of a dominant model of capitalist development to include other regions of the world. And this 
was not, as it is now sometimes seen, a case of ‘development’ here, ‘failure to develop’ elsewhere. 
What was happening in the ‘city’, the ‘metropolitan’ economy, determined and was determined 
by what was made to happen in the ‘country’ … Thus one of the last models of ‘city and country’ 
is the system we now know as imperialism.96

As we have seen, throughout history, the separation between town and country, with its associated 
territorial divisions of labour, tended to generate relations of dependence between labour-intensive 
peripheries and the urban centres where monopolies formed over mental work, fixed capital and 
consumption. Under capitalism, this dependence operated a transfer of wealth that replicated the 
town-and-country relation on an international scale, and it did so with much broader consequences 
for the environment. For example, in Europe during the nineteenth century, the intensification of 
global trade was a result of industrialization, which required the importation of large quantities of 
raw materials for production, as well as food for a rapidly growing urban population. The most indus-
trialized centres, such as London, thus became integrated not only with the peripheries where these 
primary products came from, but also with the foreign markets where their manufactured goods 
were exported to. This included the overseas colonies but also the relatively dependent countries 
of Southern Europe, such as Portugal. The town and country contradiction in capitalism became a 
global contradiction between industry and agriculture.
 In Portugal, the liberal agrarian reforms and the abolition of usufruct rights led to an ex-
panded land market and, in the Alentejo, it caused a widespread replacement of the montado forests 
with crop fields. Portugal exported grain for the first time in centuries, as well as wine, meat, and 
cattle.97 This specialization resulted from a treaty with Great Britain, which exchanged imports in 
raw materials and foodstuffs with the adoption of a national free-exchange policy. It furthered the 
relative dependence of the Portuguese economy in relation to the British, leading to an excessive 
growth of the agricultural sector to the detriment of industry, subject to external competition.98 At 
the turn of the twentieth century, as the Alentejo increasingly specialized in cereal, cork, and cattle 
production, it was a natural step for the region to become not only a hinterland in relation to Lisbon, 
but also a hinge in the commodity chains of the colonial empire, whose overseas provinces served 
as captive markets for the metropolis.99 The railway investments that the constitutional monarchy 
enacted in the continent had also been extended to the African provinces as part of a process of 

96. Williams, The Country and the City, 279.

97.	 “Wheat	tariffs	were	first	reintroduced	in	1865	and	were	heightened	considerably	in	1889	and	1899.	Protection	
led to a considerable expansion of wheat output, which also led to the increase of the area under cultivation. 
The expansion of wheat output in the 1890s was a major contribution to the growth of total agricultural output. 
Domestic wheat output expanded rapidly and this time that expansion was followed by a small revolution in 
production methods, which involved the increasing use of chemical fertilizers, draft animals, and mechanical 
threshing. Railways were also increasingly used as a means of transportation as wheat traveled further away to 
be sold at larger urban markets, as mentioned. During the period of growth from about 1870 to 1900, there was 
an	increase	in	the	growth	of	agricultural	exports,	particularly,	of	wine,	live	animals,	fish	preserves,	and	cork.	Wine	
accounted for as much as 45.3 percent of total exports in 1870–1879 and still for 34.4 percent in 1905–1914.” In: 
Costa, Lains and Müch, Economic History of Portugal, 244.

98. See: Lains, “Exportações portuguesas, 1850-1913: a tese da dependência revisitada.”

99. Between 1843 and 1865, the export values from the colonies into the metropolis increased by 619 percent, that 
of foreign goods re-exported from the metropolis to Africa was 662 percent, and the values   of the Portuguese 
genera imported into the colonies increased by 785 percent. See: Alexandre, Origens do colonialismo portu-
guês moderno (1822-1891), 56.
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imperial consolidation that continued well into the First Republic and the Estado Novo. This is 
how Évora became, during the twentieth century, the capital of the Alentejo as “granary of the na-
tion,” exporting wheat to the foreign markets but also guaranteeing national self-sufficiency in crop 
yields.100

 The expansion of crop cultivation in the Alentejo since the nineteenth century was accom-
panied by a revolution in production methods, including the introduction of chemical fertilizers, 
draft animals, and mechanical threshing. Even today, upon entering any city in the Alentejo, the first 
landmark one sees is a grain silo. These changes brought about the typical social consequences of 
primitive accumulation, namely the concentration of landownership in larger latifundiary estates and 
the correlated decomposition of the peasantry. The latter were now dispossessed of their means of 
subsistence and forced to migrate to the cities, work for manufactures and public works, or sell their 
labour-force during the periods of harvest. In the Alentejo, the latter option became the norm, not 
only for the local workers, but also for the expropriated peasantry of the Beiras who migrated south 
during harvest time. These seasonal workers, who suffered the most exploitative conditions, became 
known derogatorily as ratinhos, or ‘little mice’, the vaguely racialized epithet given to them by the 
local populations who resisted their competition. There are records of this designation dating back 
to the seventeenth century, and agrarian wage labour in the Alentejo was widespread already since 
the ancien régime, but it became aggravated after the liberal reforms. Here is a description of their 
miserable working conditions in 1852:

Grain harvesting is one of the most painful jobs for agrarian workers to perform; particularly in 
our climate, at the warmest time of the year, under a very hot sun and in the violent position that 
the use of the sickle forces the workers to adopt, it is not uncommon for these poor wretches to 
fall dead in the fields. A grievous writer from the beginning of the century says that in a single 
year, in the Elvas region, four hundred reapers died by the haulms, suffocated by the heat.101

It was this long process of depeasantization that would later form the social basis for the land oc-
cupations of the Agrarian Reform during the PREC, which took place in the Alentejo but were 
unable to penetrate other rural regions of the country where the peasantry was not as heavily prole-
tarianized. The revolutionary popular movements, chiefly focused on housing and industrial labour 
struggles, were heavily concentrated in the coastal urban centres where the communist and far-left 
parties were best organized. But since Évora had strong infrastructural links with Lisbon, and cap-
italist relations of production had significantly penetrated in the Alentejo, there were conditions for 
an alliance to be formed between the urban and rural proletariat, a convergence that could potentially 
question the contradiction of town and country from a socialist perspective, which in some ways 

100. This policy became known as the Wheat Campaign (1929–1938), a staple autocratic measure of the military 
dictatorship that Salazar replicated from Benito Mussolini. Its goal was two-fold, both economy and ideological: 
“Directly:	Promoting	an	increase	in	wheat	output	to	meet	consumption	needs	thus	avoiding	the	flight	of	import-
ant gold reserves abroad; Indirectly: Dignifying agriculture as the noblest and most important of all industries 
and	as	the	first	factor	of	economic	prosperity	in	the	Nation.”	In:	Baptista,	A Política Agrária do Estado Novo, 
160. My translation; original Portuguese version: “Directamente: Promover o aumento da produção de trigo até 
às necessidades do consumo, evitando assim a saída para o estrangeiro de importantes caudais de ouro; Indi-
retamente:	Dignificar	a	indústria	agrícola	como	a	mais	nobre	e	a	mais	importante	de	todas	as	indústrias	e	como	
primeiro fator de prosperidade económica da Nação.”

101. Andrade Corvo, quoted in Cabral, O Desenvolvimento do Capitalismo em Portugal no Século XIX, 216–7. My 
translation; original Portuguese version: “A ceifa dos cereais, é um dos mais penosos trabalhos que os operários 
dos campos executam; particularmente no nosso clima, na época mais calmosa do ano, debaixo da acção de 
um sol ardentíssimo, e na posição violenta em que o uso da foice obriga os operários a colocar-se, não é raro 
suceder o caírem estes desgraçados mortos pelo campo. Um escritor sisudo do princípio deste século conta que 
na comarca de Elvas num só ano morreram quatrocentos ceifões pelos restolhos, sufocados pelo calor.”
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Bairro da Malagueira did.
 Mapping Évora’s arcade in the longue durée gives us a reading of a key historical movement 
in this relationship: the city’s rise as a political and mercantile centre during the Middle Ages until 
the sixteenth century, and then its peripheralization vis-à-vis the coastal metropolises and the inter-
national trade circuits from the late eighteenth century onwards. If the aqueduct reveals Évora’s 
dominion over its regional territory, the arcade unveils the way Évora became disembedded from its 
regional environment and inserted into vast nonlocal geographies. The arcade went from being an 
axis that collected the inflows of commodities from the region to becoming the channel from whence 
they departed. In this movement, the map of environmental relations acquires a higher level of ab-
straction, which is necessary in order to understand the processes that organize local forms under 
capitalism. This is what David Harvey called the ‘dialectics of place and space’, that is, the overlapping 
of external interventions and influences upon the ‘structures of feeling’ that make up daily life. In 
other words, it reveals how abstract spatial processes influence concrete place relations, which in turn 
reproduce those broader dynamics.102 When we contextualize Bairro da Malagueira in this longue 
durée of the town and country contradiction, we can read the project as a synthesis and critique of the 
city’s environmental history. This next step is best understood through the category of the conduit.

5.3 The Conduit
Bairro da Malagueira is cut through by a structure known under several names: sometimes it is 
called an aqueduct, other times a gallery, and in some Portuguese sources it is known as a peoduto, 
a portmanteau of ‘pedestrian’ and ‘viaduct’. The official project documents call it a ‘conduit’.103 This 
semantic variety reflects a functional ambiguity that has sometimes been a source of controversy. The 
conduit is both a networked ‘service space’ in the Khanesian sense, of something that structures and 
supports urban development, and a cultural icon that organizes collectivity, memory, and daily life; 
it is both an infrastructure and a monument. Morphologically, the conduit is an elevated and access-
ible canal, supported by pillars and retaining walls, which contains water and gas pipes, as well as 
electricity, television, internet, and telephone cables. It is built of rough prefabricated cement blocks, 
and it provides a covered walkway protected from the rain and, more importantly for this region, 
the sun. It branches out across the whole site, at a total length of about 5.5 kilometres, following 
topography and connecting all the houses. At key moments, its standardized geometry is broken by 
formal particularities, such as small marble finishes, benches, arched gateways, and other restrained 
exuberances that thwart the usual austerity of infrastructural and social housing design. Along it, 
we find nested the main collective functions of the bairro, such as cafés, shops, markets, and local 
institutions. On both infrastructural and superstructural levels, the conduit is the unifying backbone 
of Malagueira.[Fig. 19]

 It was a controversial structure for several reasons. State government was reluctant to finance 
it, having conceded only on the grounds that it would economize on maintenance, since any infra-
structural replacements would not require major drilling operations. While this has partly been true, 
a number of unexpected problems also arose: broken water pipes led to infiltrations in the houses and 

102. Harvey, Justice, Nature & the Geography of Difference, 32–3.

103. Several of these names appear, for example, in the 2013 monography on Bairro da Malagueira by Brigitte Fleck 
and Günter Pfeifer.
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required the conduit to be coated with impermeable paint; security concerns regarding illegal drug 
activities led to its doors being permanently locked and the interior vaults rendered inaccessible; lack 
of coordination between different service providers, some of which are public and others private, has 
resulted in overall careless management.104 Contradictions such as these seem to point to a jurisdic-
tional ‘no-man’s land’, especially considering that significant portions of the structure have remained 
unbuilt.
 Another point of contention is aesthetic: on one side stand those who denounce its abstract 
appearance as ‘demeaning and cheap’, and on the other is a tourist-friendly mobilization to list 
Malagueira as part of Évora’s UNESCO heritage circuit.105 The former has subsided in recent years, 
as Álvaro Siza’s fame came to be recognized in Portuguese mainstream culture and his minimalist 
style attained a high-art cultural status. The latter has gained prominence as the country’s economy 
increasingly specializes in tourism and its correlated financial speculation on ground rent. The con-
duit is, after all, an icon of contemporary starchitecture. On top of that, the clear analogy with Évora’s 
historical aqueduct—especially in Rua do Cano, where it enters the city and merges with the built 
fabric, its dark stone contrasting with the limewashed houses fitted into the arcades—makes it easy 
fit on the tourist map. Álvaro Siza admits to having been struck by this image and probably uncon-
sciously inspired by it, but refutes this symbolic justification.106 Nevertheless, the conduit shares 
many characteristics with its two typological ancestors, which we have looked at so far, namely the 
aqueduct and the commercial arcade.[Map 17] 
 Siza has stated on multiple occasions that the conduit’s rationale was strategic, conceived as 
a tactic to divert public resources towards collective programs that would otherwise not be contem-
plated under a tight social housing budget. His fundamental justification was, hence, neither strictly 
infrastructural nor merely symbolic, but rather social: to solve the need for a ‘second scale’ besides 
that of the single-family home.107 By ‘second’ he meant ‘larger’—articulating the individual and 
the collective, the private and the political, the house and the bairro and the land. Infrastructure 
thus provided an opportunity from which to build also a superstructure, an architectural apparatus 
that embeds the residents in a totality of material, institutional and cultural relations. This becomes 
formally important when one considers the extent to which the individual houses have been altered, 
both along the lines admitted in the conception of their evolutionary typologies but also thanks to 
many, more or less anarchic, individual interventions. The conduit provides coherence to an other-
wise sprawling sequence of discrete units.
 Like the aqueduct and the arcade, the conduit can be understood as an architectural threshold, 
i.e., a boundary object that internalizes a set of environmental relations and gives them spatio-tem-
poral permanence. This means that it can be used to read and map environmental history. In contrast 
with them, however, the conduit is not a linear figure with a single directionality—it darts in multiple 
directions with no clear beginning nor end. In the previous thresholds, directionality was indicative 
of power relations. For instance, while the aqueduct drained resources from the countryside into the 
city, the arcade drained products from the city/region outwards into the national market. As we saw, 
this meant that, schematically, the aqueduct organized the separation the between the ‘producer’ 

104. I was informed of these issues in an interview with the representative of the Cooperative Boa Vontade, Eduardo 
Santos, on January 17, 2019.

105. The anthropologist Mário José Afonso Gomes made a series of surveys regarding the levels of satisfaction of 
the inhabitants of Malagueira in his PhD thesis, which was published as a book in 2016. See: Gomes, Bairro da 
Malagueira de Siza Vieira, chapters 3–6.

106. Siza, Imaginar a Evidência, 117.

107. Ibidem, 119.
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territorium and the ‘consumer’ polis, i.e. between physical and mental labour, while the arcade organ-
ized the separation between production and circulation, i.e. the feudal-agrarian countryside and the 
bourgeois-mercantile coastline. 
 Both of these thresholds gave us clues on the development of environmental relations at 
the scale of the territory, which is mediated by the contradiction of town vs. country. The historical 
shift in thresholds—from the aqueduct to the arcade—signalled a change in Évora’s position within 
the territory, going from a regional centre and second city of the Realm to a peripheral hinterland 
vis-à-vis the capital, Lisbon. The aqueduct indicated a relation of relative regional centrality, while 
the arcade revealed a relative national dependence. The conduit in Malagueira points towards yet 
another stage in this development, albeit an incomplete one. It reflects the halted intentions of the 
communist project of the 1974–5 Revolution and its subsequent dissolution under liberal democratic 
reformism. The conduit aims at a more conciliatory version of the town and country contradiction, 
which is suggested, among other things, by its lack of hierarchy and directionality.[Fig. 20]

 Like the Smithsons’ concept of ‘environmental threshold’, the conduit mediates between 
nested scales of inside-outside relations at increasing levels of abstraction: it distributes private prop-
erty along the site—articulating the domestic realm of the house with the collective sphere of the 
neighbourhood—and it mediates between the interiority of the bairro and the outer space of the city 
(towards the east), as well as the agrarian landscape (towards the west). Hence, as in the Smithson’s 
diagram of the Urban Re-identification Grid, the conduit weaves together the house, the district, the 
city, and the countryside. In this sense, Malagueira is a socially-produced habitat, and understood 
from the point of view of the CIAM constructs, the conduit weaves together the spatial aspects of 
environmental relations.
 Similarly, like the Italian concept of ‘historical type’, the conduit reveals the site’s pre-existing 
conditions while establishing a dialogue with history through typological analogy. Siza recounts in 
one of his sketchbooks that even before construction “a pattern was already apparent” on the site: 
“Property boundaries, small roads, trees, a few boulders, the landscape; they all served as references 
for our planning that developed from these unplanned settlements.”108 This interpretation is closer 
to the meaning that preesitenze ambientali acquired in the Portuguese practice (largely due to Siza’s 
own influence), namely an obsessively close reading of the site’s topography and the minute traces 
left on it by previous occupations. In this sense, Malagueira is a socially-produced ambiente, and 
understood from the point of view of the Italian constructs, the conduit weaves together the historical 
aspects of environmental relations. This is Siza’s description of the site as found, which seamlessly 
combines the two modernist contextualist approaches we looked at in chapter three:

When I first visited the twenty-seven hectares of the masterplan’s area, I noticed multiple pres-
ences. First of all, the clandestine neighbourhood of Santa Maria, which is concealed by the 
topography from the route to Lisbon and from the municipal road. There is also a watercourse 
between the two. Numerous vestiges testified to diverse pre-existences: an Arab bath close to 
the creek, an oak tree and a watertank on a higher spot. In addition, Quinta da Malagueirinha 
has an essential presence, with its adjacent orange grove. Then another road also crosses an-
other clandestine neighbourhood, Nossa Senhora da Glória, which contains a school and two 
old windmills. Finally, there are the seven-story housing blocks, built under the previous plan. 
This entire area used to be under the ownership of a single farm. From the site, you can see the 
beautiful profile of Évora, a city of granite and marble (as rarely happens): from it emerge the 

108. Siza quoted in Fleck and Günter, Malagueira: Álvaro Siza in Évora, 154.
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cathedral, a Romanesque church and a neoclassical theatre.109

The conduit gives coherence to all these disparate ‘as found’ elements and, therefore, it is contextual 
in both spatial and historical terms; it is both an environmental threshold weaving the different 
scales of association, and a historical type threading the narrative of the collective unconscious. The 
conduit delineates the relative autonomy of the neighbourhood although its boundaries are porous, 
drawn by images and symbols more than through clear physical limits, and in so doing, it establishes 
physical and analogical relationships with the environmental history of the whole town. Malagueira 
is almost the same size in surface area as the old city, and it stands beside it in dialogue. Its founding 
moment is also the crossing of two main axes assuming east-west and north-south directions. The 
old town’s decumanus is extended through the East-West axis, today known as Avenida da Malague-
ira, which also ends on a hilltop, where a restaurant was planned, mirroring the old acropolis and 
connecting with it visually. The conduit connects the bairro’s main public buildings in the same way 
that the aqueduct was the infrastructural backbone of the old town’s main institutions. In the same 
way that the aqueduct morphs into the commercial and civic arcade, the conduit distributes infra-
structural resources while at the same time acting as a frame onto which shops and public services 
become encroached.[Map 18]

 This analogy contains some major differences, too. The centralized radial figure of the old 
town, with its vaguely classical symmetry and clear boundaries, is replaced with a modernist orga-
nicist language. There is not one clear centre, but several, hence the complex system of hierarchies. 
While the old town’s limit is reinforced with a park belt along the defensive walls, Malagueira is 
itself structured as a valley park that cuts through its middle and doubles the conduit as an equally 
important structuring spine. The bairro thus opens to the city offering a large public green space that 
is overdimensioned for the neighbourhood alone but is sized to the scale of the whole town, as if 
welcoming it. The small creek of Torregela is the drain, and the centre of gravity, of the entire site, 
and there is even an açude—one of the old Arab irrigation techniques still commonly used in the 
Alentejo—built at the heart of the project. There are no dichotomies, there is no clear opposition 
between inner city and rural outskirts, the landscape flows into the urban, inside and outside are 
rendered porous.[Map 19]

 Most importantly, there is a major difference in terms of the organization of urban power, 
which is, once again, made visible when we compare the historical evolution of the three territorial 
thresholds—the aqueduct, the arcade, and the conduit. While the aqueduct and the arcade articu-
lated the institutional centres of civic, political, and religious authorities, staging the longue durée 
shift from the hilltop acropolis to the Praça Grande, the conduit has a far more democratic and 
bottom-up approach. It does not organize the geopolitics of the dominant classes, but it dignifies 
and gives permanence to the presence of the working class. 
 As we saw in chapter four, we find this same critical contextualism applied to the ‘proletarian 
islands’ in Porto, namely a reinterpretation of the city’s morphology with a shift in terms of which 

109. Siza, Imaginar a Evidência,	113.	My	translation;	original	Portuguese	version:	“Quando	visitei	pela	primeira	vez	os	
vinte e sete hectares da área do plano, notei múltiplas presenças. Antes de mais, o bairro clandestino de Santa 
Maria, que a inclinação do terreno esconde da estrada para Lisboa e de uma outra municipal. Entre as duas estra-
das existe também uma linha de água. Numerosos vestígios testemunhavam pré-existências diversas: um banho 
árabe, perto de uma linha de água, e um sobreiro e um tanque numa zona mais alta. Além disso está presente e 
é	fundamental,	a	Quinta	da	Malagueirinha,	com	o	laranjal	adjacente.	Depois	uma	estrada	atravessa	também	um	
outro bairro clandestino, Nossa Senhora da Glória, que continua com uma escola e com dois velhos moinhos. 
Por	fim,	os	edifícios	de	sete	andares,	construídos	no	âmbito	do	plano	anterior.	Toda	esta	área	era	propriedade	de	
uma	única	Quinta.	Do	terreno	vê-se	o	belíssimo	perfil	de	Évora,	cidade	de	granito	e	mármore	(como	raramente	
sucede): dali emergem a catedral, uma igreja românica e um teatro neoclássico.”
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social class is primarily served by the project. There is the same effort to dignify proletarian housing 
and to build the city in the interests of the alienated proletariat. There is the same effort to shift focus 
from the individual object to the interstitial spaces that mediate the building’s adaptation to the 
site. There is the same critical and dialectical approach to historical and environmental continuity, 
whereby some typological aspects are kept, and others are altogether politically rejected. The conduit 
is to Malagueira what the galleries and stairs were to Bouça, and what the plinth and walls were to 
S. Victor. It muddles the limits of private property; it dignifies the urban presence (and resistance) 
of the proletariat within the production of urban space; it subverts the demeaning status of social 
housing with monumental iconography; it advances a historical reinvention of the collective form 
of the city. In sum, in Malagueira, as in Porto, we find the same kind of progressive contextualism 
where environmental relations are not class-neutral and historical references are not merely mimetic 
nor nostalgic.
 As a proletarian island, however, Malagueira goes further than its predecessors. Contrary 
to the projects in Porto, we now find ourselves in a suburban context that is adjacent to the city 
rather that inside it, a movement that corresponds to Évora’s overflowing its boundaries and need-
ing structures to organize the sprawl.[Fig. 17;18] This growth happened in a centralized manner—as 
was the case with the southeastern developments of the first half of the twentieth century—but it 
also developed anarchically through the clandestine neighbourhoods that sprung up in the edges of 
the town. These neighbourhoods were small urban satellites with rural characteristics, reflecting the 
semiproletarian nature of their dwellers. They occupied plots of farmland sold without due legal pro-
cess and were largely self-built. This is how the process was described by neorealist writer Armando 
Antunes da Silva in 1963:

[During the twentieth century,] clandestine constructions started to appear in the outskirts 
of Évora; they were, in reality, authentic rural dwellings with all the typical deficiencies and 
inconveniences transposed to the urban environment. Covering a plot with houses was not 
a problem of any sorts in Évora, neither then nor now. The seller divided his land into lots, 
making a zealous little plan that went as far as devising two streets forming a perfect cross; and 
then there was no shortage of homeless people, much like pioneers settling in the ‘Far-West’. It 
was the household heads themselves, with the help of women and children, who built the four 
walls of their houses—often containing little else, but happy to finally achieve what constitut-
ed, in the abandoned homeland, the greatest of fortunes. … And hence we arrive at the point 
of realization that, for about twenty years, clandestine constructions increased in Évora while 
almost all requests to build legally were rejected under the pretext of an ongoing urbanization 
plan—patiently awaited for twenty-two years.110

These neighbourhoods were rural shanties, with mixed town and country characteristics, and this 

110. Antunes da Silva, “Alentejo Desencantado,” quoted in CME, Riscos de Um Século, 104. My translation; original 
Portuguese version: “Começaram assim a surgir na periferia de Évora as construções clandestinas, na realidade, 
autênticas	habitações	rurais,	com	todas	as	suas	deficiências	e	inconvenientes,	transpostas	para	o	ambiente	cit-
adino. Encher um terreno com casas era tarefa que não constituía em Évora, como não constitui ainda hoje, 
problema de espécie alguma. O vendedor dividia o terreno em lotes, para o que fazia a sua plantazinha, che-
gava ao preciosismo de lhe inscrever duas ruas, formando uma cruz perfeita, e não faltava depois os sem casa, 
como	novos	pioneiros	a	edificarem	a	casa	no	‘Far-West’.	E	eram	os	próprios	chefes	de	família,	com	o	auxílio	das	
mulheres	e	filhos,	que	erguiam	as	quatro	paredes	da	sua	casa—muitas	vezes	nada	mais	tendo	além	de	quatro	
paredes,	felizes	por	conseguirem	enfim	alcançar	o	que	constituía,	na	terra	natal	abandonada,	a	sua	maior	fortuna.	
…	E,	assim,	chegamos	ao	ponto	de	verificar	que,	durante	cerca	de	vinte	anos,	a	construção	clandestina	cresceu	
e avolumou-se em Évora, embora continuassem a ser indeferidas quase todas as solicitações no sentido de se 
construir legalmente, sob o pretexto de estar em estudo um plano de urbanização da cidade—pacientemente 
aguardado há vinte e dois anos.”
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condition was quite specific to the Alentejo. While in the large urban centres, like Porto and Lis-
bon, the SAAL upheld the principle of not relocating tenants out of their neighbourhoods, which 
typically occupied valuable plots in the historical centres, in the Alentejo the political situation was 
different. Not only were the shanties located on disused peri-urban farms, but the Agrarian Reform, 
which had Évora for epicentre, was focused on occupying, expropriating, and redistributing agrarian 
land among the peasantry. This condition opened the possibility to question not just the relation 
between the proletarian bairro and the capitalist city, but also the wider antithesis between town and 
country, and hence the very conception of the socialist city. 
 In a Marxist sense, socialism is the transcendence of capitalism as well as of the whole history 
of class society, which has taken many forms over time, the latest one being the capitalist mode of 
production. This was explicit in Marx and Engels, for whom the first and most important historical 
class division was that between mental and physical labour as operated by the separation of town 
and country.111 Here is Engels writing in The Housing Question on the socialist imperative for the 
abolition of this contradiction:

The abolition of the antithesis between town and country is no more and no less utopian than 
the abolition of the antithesis between capitalists and wage-workers. From day to day it is 
becoming more and more a practical demand of both industrial and agricultural production. 
No one has demanded this more energetically than Liebig in his writings on the chemistry 
of agriculture, in which his first demand has always been that man shall give back to the land 
what he receives from it, and in which he proves that only the existence of the towns, and in 
particular the big towns, prevents this. When one observes how here in London alone a greater 
quantity of manure than is produced by the whole kingdom of Saxony is poured away every day 
into the sea with an expenditure of enormous sums, and what colossal structures are necessary 
in order to prevent this manure from poisoning the whole of London, then the utopia of abol-
ishing the distinction between town and country is given a remarkably practical basis. And even 
comparatively unimportant Berlin has been suffocating in the malodours of its own filth for at 
least thirty years. On the other hand, it is completely utopian to want … to upheave present-day 
bourgeois society while maintaining the peasant as such. Only as uniform a distribution as pos-
sible of the population over the whole country, only an intimate connection between industrial 
and agricultural production together with the extension of the means of communication made 
necessary thereby—granted the abolition of the capitalist mode of production—will be able 
to deliver the rural population from the isolation and stupor in which it has vegetated almost 
unchanged for thousands of years. To be utopian does not mean to maintain that the emancipa-
tion of humanity from the chains which its historic past has forged will be complete only when 
the antithesis between town and country has been abolished; the utopia begins only when one 
ventures, “from existing conditions,” to prescribe the form in which this or any other antithesis 
of present-day society is to be resolved.112

Engels is calling for the abolition of the geographical separation between consumption and produc-

111. “Labour is here again the chief thing, power over individuals, and as long as this power exists, private property 
must	exist.	The	abolition	of	the	contradiction	between	town	and	country	is	one	of	the	first	conditions	of	com-
munal	life,	a	condition	which	again	depends	on	a	mass	of	material	premises	and	which	cannot	be	fulfilled	by	the	
mere	will,	as	anyone	can	see	at	the	first	glance.	(These	conditions	have	still	to	be	set	forth.)	The	separation	of	
town and country can also be understood as the separation of capital and landed property, as the beginning of 
the existence and development of capital independent of landed property—the beginning of property having its 
basis only in labour and exchange.” In: Marx and Engels, German Ideology, 72–3.

112. Engels, Housing Question, 368–9.
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tion, which emerged with the first city-states and class societies, but was given an unprecedented 
thrust by the capitalist development of circulation technologies and infrastructure.113 This question 
is complicated by the fact that, elsewhere, Marx and Engels have also defended the virtues of urban 
concentration. For example, in The Manifesto of the Communist Party they talk positively of the way 
large cities bring together the masses of the people and foster solidarity between common grievances 
and political struggles. More specifically, urban concentration allows for the organization and mo-
bilization of socialized labour towards the collective expropriation of the owners by the producers:

The bourgeoisie has subjected the country to the rule of the towns. It has created enormous 
cities, has greatly increased the urban population as compared with the rural, and has thus 
rescued a considerable part of the population from the idiocy* of rural life. … The bourgeoisie 
keeps more and more doing away with the scattered state of the population, of the means of 
production, and of property. It has agglomerated population, centralized means of production, 
and has concentrated property in a few hands. The necessary consequence of this was political 
centralization.114

Marx and Engels understood the paradoxical nature of cities and they had no illusions about their 
functional role within capitalism. While cities helped expand and socialize the productive forces, 
they were also the principle foundation of class struggle: cities reigned as seats of government, they 
held monopoly over fixed capital and mental labour, they reproduced class inequalities and residen-
tial ghettoization, and they generated uneven geographic development. For Marx and Engels, cities 
were the nevralgic centres of the capitalist mode of production, and at the same time, they were an 
objectification of the material means for its own destruction. From this inner contradiction, socialist 
movements developed along two opposing tendencies: one faction answered the call for the abolition 
of the town and country opposition with decentralization and antiurban strategies; another defended 
that industrialization and urban concentration were favourable to socialist economic progress and 
anticapitalist political revolution. This tension between pro- and antiurban positions became one of 
the greatest difficulties taken up by socialist planners who followed Marxist guidelines:

Just as there is a vital conflict of outlook between the account of Genesis with its embrace of the 
‘nomad’ over the settled farmer in the Cain and Abel story, on the one hand, and the Vichian 
focus on the heroism of the founding of cities, so too does this role get replayed repeatedly in 
the traditions of Marxism that Vico (by way of Hegel and Marx) inspired. They are found in the 
developed/undeveloped, proletarian/peasantry, first-world/third-world pairings that manage to 
evade, as [Raymond] Williams was so careful to do later, a simplistic preference for the good or 
bad city or country as such. ‘City’ for Vico was used synonymously with the ‘world of nations’ 
(gentes), ‘world of men’, ‘civil world’, etc. These were synonyms, so that Vico, for instance, could 

113. “Cities are formed through the geographic concentration of a social surplus product, which the mode of econom-
ic integration must therefore be capable of producing and concentrating. … The Marxist concept of the surplus 
arises out of Marx’s analysis of the alienated form of surplus value as it is brought into existence in capitalist 
society. Surplus value is that part of the total value of production which is left over after constant capital (which 
includes the means of production, raw materials and instruments of labour) and variable capital (labour power) 
have been accounted for. Under capitalist conditions, surplus value is in part realized in the three forms of rent, 
interest	and	profit.	…	In	a	capitalist	economy,	surplus	value	is	quantity	measures	in	exchange	value	or	money	
form. … A portion of the labourer’s day is devoted to producing surplus value and a portion is allocated to pro-
ducing the equivalent of whatever it takes to maintain and reproduce labour power. Surplus labour is therefore 
that labour power expended by the labourer for the support of someone or something else.” In: David Harvey, 
Social Justice and the City, 218–25.

114. Marx and Engels, “Manifesto,” 71–2. *Idiocy here means ‘isolation’, from the literal etymological meaning of the 
Greek idiotes, ‘private person’ (as opposed to one taking part in public affairs).
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speak of “this great city of the human race” as a riposte to, or alternate version of, Augustine’s 
City of God. It was a civic and political term, not merely the mark of a supercilious urbanity. 
And it must be pointed out again that within Marxism we find a wild oscillation of attributed 
value to the paired concepts: idiocy of rural life vs Maoist encirclement; Mayakovksy’s ode to 
Brooklyn Bridge vs Amadeo Bordiga’s (1953) excoriation of the city as “urban beehive” where 
men and women live like sardines not in homes but “dwelling units” where “each cubic decime-
tre is formulated to serve as furniture, utensil and, finally, space for the use of the inhabitants, 
who must be careful not to exceed the action plan”.115

This duality became central in the territorial development of the Soviet Union, especially in the 
postrevolutionary period, at which point two schools of thought arose: the urbanists and the disurban-
ists. They were not purely dichotomous but rather formed two paths towards the abolition of the 
town and country contradiction, and although the latter was more radical in terms of urban dispersal, 
it was less experimental in terms of collectivization. In both schools, the town and country question 
was articulated with the dissolution of private property, class differences, and the nuclear bourgeois 
family, towards the creation of a completely communal way of life. 
 The urbanist standpoint was led by planner and economist Leonid Sabsovich, and it proposed 
the creation of a network of small towns connected by roads, which would supplant large-scale 
capitalist agglomerations. Individual housing was to be replaced with massive apartment blocks, 
known as the Dom Kommuna, where each worker received at least one fully furnished room and 
reproductive functions were socialized in factory-like facilities.116 On the disurbanist front, the ma-
jor spokesperson was economist and sociologist Mikhail Okhitovich. This group defended that the 
development of individual transportation would render all kinds of urban agglomeration obsolete. 
A disurbanist territory should totally break down the distinctions between urban and rural lifestyles, 
between the peasantry and the proletariat. Habitat should be dispersed using modular buildings 
hooked onto infrastructural axes determined by the location of productive units.117

 Okhitovich’s disurbanist principles were developed at the end of the 1920s by a group of con-
structivist architects, in particular those of the OSA Group (Organization of Contemporary Archi-
tects), and it became a dominant theme in the last issues of the SA Magazine. One of the most iconic 
projects was submitted by Moisei Ginzburg and Mikhail Barsch, in 1930, titled Moscow Green City. 
It proposed an immediate halt to new constructions in the capital, the transfer of public enterprises 
to outer rural locations, and the transformation of the freed-up spaces into parks. Inhabitants would 
then be distributed along a continuous infrastructural ribbon that would ultimately cross the whole 
Soviet Union, a development enabled by Lenin’s plan for the total electrification of the country.118

115. Brennan, “On the Image of the Country and the City,” 42–3.

116.	The	most	famous	example	of	a	Soviet	Dom	Kommuna	is	Moisei	Ginzburg’s	Narkomfin,	a	housing	block	located	at	
25, Novinsky Boulevard, in Moscow. It was conceived as a transitional type of experimental housing, on the path 
to a communist society, intended to dissolve social barriers though the division of household chores between 
inhabitants while preserving privacy. It housed employees of the Ministry of Finance and it contemplated private 
quarters with built-in furniture as well as communal facilities. The later included an open terrace on the second 
floor,	a	garden,	and	a	solarium	on	the	rooftop.	A	four-story	annex	contained	a	fitness	center,	a	kitchen,	a	public	
restaurant, a library, a recreation room, and a nursery. Another two-story building provided a laundry and repair 
services.	The	Narkomfin	would	later	become	a	major	reference	for	Le	Corbusier’s	Unité	d’Habitation	in	Marseilles.

117. Vronskaya, “The Utopia of Personality,” 49–50. See: Vega, “Housing and Revolution.”

118.	The	total	electrification	of	Russia	was	one	of	Lenin’s	most	famous	slogans	from	the	first	Soviet	plan	for	national	
economic recovery and development, known as GOELRO, which became the prototype for subsequent Five-
Year Plans in the Soviet Union. “We shall not be afraid of working ten or twenty years, but we must prove to the 
peasants that in place of the old separation of industry from agriculture, this very deep contradiction on which 
capitalism thrived and which sowed dissension between the industrial and agricultural workers, we set ourselves 
the task of returning to the peasant the loan we received from him in the form of grain, for we know that paper 
money, of course, is not the equivalent of bread. We must repay this loan by organizing industry and supplying 
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 In his letters, Gizburg criticized Western modernism for failing to take the task of universal 
emancipation seriously, merely adopting the stylistic premises of Gropius and Le Corbusier and 
leaving aside the more radical social programs that underlay their architecture.119 In his view, a truly 
socialist project should articulate both productive and reproductive functions into an “architectural 
organism” that contemplates economic development as much as daily life. This embedding of archi-
tecture in the territorial scale, and vice-versa, was Ginzburg’s conception of a planned environmental 
totality, which he famously titled the ‘social condenser’:

Almost all the participants of this competition approached their task from the start as a social 
commission, above all resolving it as an architectural organism, which is required to condense 
within itself the new byt* relationships, that are increasingly taking root in our country. The at-
tempt to reconcile, in a new dwelling, the completely individualized family life of workers with 
the demands of collective-social life that have grown before our eyes, and the emancipation of 
women from the excessive burdens of domestic production—this is the manifestation of the 
architect’s will to take up her place in the construction of a new life, to create a new organism—
the social condenser our time.120

In constructivist texts, the town and country question is often paired with another contradiction, 
namely that between public and private. The polis is born out of the separation of politics—and 
all kinds of educated, managerial and mental labour—from not only productive labour—which, 
in the first instance, takes place in the countryside where the primary raw materials for both con-
sumption and manufacture are produced—but also reproductive labour, which takes place in the 
domestic sphere where the bodies of the producers are maintained daily and generationally, typically 
by women. The city was historically born out of its emancipation from the “hidden abodes” of social 
reproduction and nature. The industrial capitalist city geographically reunited manufacture with the 
political realms, but it maintained those separations clear through internal patterns of segregation. 
The constructivist social condenser strove to overcome the problem of uneven development across 
all spatialized divisions of labour and hence all contradictions of environmental production, i.e., not 

the peasants with its products. We must show the peasants that the organization of industry on the basis of 
modern,	advanced	technology,	on	electrification	which	will	provide	a	link	between	town	and	country,	will	put	an	
end to the division between town and country, will make it possible to raise the level of culture in the countryside 
and to overcome, even in the most remote corners of the land, backwardness, ignorance, poverty, disease and 
barbarism.” In: Lenin, “Report on the Work of the All-Russia Central Executive Committee and the Council of 
People’s Commissars.”

119. In a reply to Le Corbusier’s critiques of disurbanist principles, Mosei Ginzburg made his antiurban positions clear: 
“You, the best of surgeons of the contemporary city, you want to cure it by all means. This is why you elevate the 
city on poles wishing to solve the unsolvable problem of movement in a metropolis, a movement in the absence 
of	space.	You	create	magnificent	gardens	on	the	roofs	of	multi-story	buildings	wishing	to	give	people	an	extra	bit	
of greenery, you create charming villas, giving their inhabitants ideal conveniences, peace and comfort. But you 
create all that because you wish to cure the city, [you] attempt to essentially preserve it the way it was created by 
capitalism. … We diagnose the contemporary city. We say: yes, it is ill, mortally ill. But we do not want to cure it. 
We prefer to destroy it and want to start working on the creation of a new type of human settlement, which would 
be devoid of internal contradictions and which we could call socialist.” Ginzburg, “The response to Le Corbusier” 
in Sovremennaya Arkhitektura 1–2 (1930): 61–62; quoted in Vronskaya, “The Utopia of Personality,” 43–4.

120. Ginzburg, Leonidov and Kuzmin, “New translations from Contemporary Architecture,” 600. *The translator of 
the article, Anna Bokov, explains the meaning of the word byt as follows: “The term byt has several different 
meanings and associations in Russian. It is a value-laden term which cannot be easily translated into a single word 
or phrase in English. Derived from the verb, ‘to be’, it carries connotations of everyday life, quotidian existence, 
domestic life and material culture. It may be understood as the behaviour and attitude which constitute a way 
of life. In the early twentieth century it became a means of expressing the need to modernize in order to distin-
guish a new Soviet order from a previous way of life. In a survey of the shifting use of this term, Catriona Kelly 
has remarked that byt is, at once, a ‘way of life, however lived, and the ideal of how life should be lived’. On 
some occasions, which are generally clear from the context, it also suggests an association with the domestic—as 
opposed to social, public or productive—sphere, although at other times this suggestion is absent.” In: Ibidem, 
584.
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only class but also gender.
 In Moscow Green City, the state would grant each person a prefabricated lightweight house, 
whose modules could be assembled, combined and dismantled freely to form single-family units or 
community clusters. A birth could be accommodated with added pods and separations were freed 
from property-related entanglements. Founded on the state-sanctioned abolition of private property, 
this decommodification of personal relations would help dissolve the bourgeois family and forecast 
other kinds of social institutions. Children, for example, could be cared for by collective institutions 
and once reached the age of maturity, they would be granted the right to dissociate from the bio-
logical family. The social condenser was a footprint in the process towards the substantiation of a 
society without the family, private property, and the state:

Considered as a whole [totality], the city, or what was to replace it, was the general ‘social con-
denser’ of that new man … whose advent the architects and planners were bent on hastening: a 
man who was to divide his time among productive labour, individual or collective study, cultural 
recreation, sports and physical training: a man who loved his children and, precisely because he 
loved them, was willing to entrust their education to specialists and see them only when he was 
free of all preoccupations and able to give them all his attention; a man for whom marriage was 
not the enforced submission of one partner to the other, but a free and considered association 
based on mutual esteem, an association, moreover, that could be dissolved whenever harmony 
ceased to exist. … The club, the home, and the factory were the places where this new way of life 
was to grow and flourish. The city was their common frame. The novelty of that city is not to 
be sought exclusively in the forms that sprang from the imagination of its inventors, but in its 
social, economic, and political content, in the new way of life that it expressed, in the new moral 
law that governed relations between its inhabitants.121

The overall principles of the disurbanist model were further discussed in Nikolay Miliutin’s 1930 
book Sotsgorod, ‘The Socialist City’. The book summarized the linear city as a rational and economic-
al interface between rural and urban domains, functioning like a cost-efficient assembly-line system. 
Central to this mechanism was an even distribution of production over the territory: “We will have 
to settle the problem of the new redistribution of humanity after we have eliminated that senseless 
(for us) centralization of industrial production which gives birth to the modern city … the city and 
the town stretch out their hands to one another: thus will these arguments be solved.”122 The linear 
city was an elongated peri-urban formation consisting of a series of functionally specialized sectors 
that should run parallel to a river, and should be built so that the dominant winds blew from the 
residential areas to the industrial strip. The sectors consisted of a segregated zone for railroad lines, 
a zone of production and communal enterprises (with related scientific, technical and educational 

121. Kopp, Town and Revolution, 168–71. It is worth noting that the concept of ‘social condenser’, famously patent-
ed by Rem Koolhaas, was not actually his. Anatole Kopp’s translation of the social condenser into the intellectual 
and political discourse of the West in the late sixties, as well as Lefebvre’s appropriation and reinterpretation of 
the term, may have been to some extent responsible for the West’s misappropriation of the term. Today, the 
is idea is less associated with Ginzburg, Leonidov and the Soviet Constructivists in general, but with the Dutch 
starchitect, Rem Koolhaas. The irony is compounded by the fact that Koolhaas himself has seemingly patented 
the	concept	in	his	book	Content:	Perverted	Architecture,	published	in	2004.	In	the	words	of	Michał	Murawski:	
“By claiming the social condenser as his own ‘intellectual property’, Koolhaas – satirically or not, knowingly or not 
– carries out a multiple perversion of the social condenser. Not only does he literally steal the social condenser 
from Ginzburg and the Constructivists, he also explicitly claims ownership of it in perpetuity (‘for eternity’, in his 
own words). Moreover, on the level of political economy – and most perversely – through this act (or performance) 
of patenting, Koolhaas privatizes the social condenser, a notion whose publicness—as the constructivists them-
selves and their ideologically faithful re-discoverers, such as Kopp and Lefebvre relentlessly emphasized—consti-
tutes its very kernel.” In: Murawski, “Introduction: Crystallizing the Social Condenser,” 375.

122. Miliutin, Sotsgorod, 60.
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institutions), a green belt or buffer zone with a major highway, a residential zone (including a band 
of social institutions, a band of residential buildings and a band for children), a park zone, and 
an agricultural zone with gardens and sovkhozy, the state-owned Soviet farms. In this way, factory 
workers would have been in continuous contact with sovkhoz farmers, not only by living in the same 
premises, but also by sharing common facilities such as dining halls, libraries, and clubs. Peasantry 
and proletariat, women and men, would thus be physically united in these evenly developed product-
ive-agrarian settlements.123

 As we saw in chapter two, capitalism relies upon the circulation of surplus value. Capitalism is 
itself the system of relations that sets value in motion and circulation technologies are the lifeblood 
of that system, they are the mediators of the dialectic of production/consumption as it unfolds over 
space and time. Capitalism is compelled to eliminate all spatial and temporal barriers in order to 
diminish the turnover time of accumulation. It does so, for example, by reducing the time of circula-
tion, so that commodities can be consumed and repurchased more often, or by devising schemes of 
planned obsolescence into products. However, in order to accelerate turnover, capitalist competition 
requires investments in the form of machinery, infrastructures, and other technologies that increase 
productivity, and thus curtail the tendency for the rate of profit to fall. Cities are formed, in the 
process, through the geographic concentration of social surplus product invested over time in the 
form of fixed capital.124 This can include land improvements, buildings, machinery, vehicles, infra-
structures, and other instruments of labour that are geographically embedded in the territory. Since 
labour-power is itself also a commodity, then technologies built in order to move workers around and 
make them available to labour markets also figure in this equation. This has an impact on the forms 
of daily life and social reproduction, for example, by determining commute patterns. Furthermore, 
the concentration of fixed capital tends to raise the value of labour-power—fixed capital is typically 
associated with capital-intensive, white-collar jobs—and hence their concentration reproduces and 
exacerbates territorial class differences. Uneven geographic development is propelled by the capitalist 
tendency to form monopolies of fixed capital, typically in cities, and by the crisis-prone contradiction 
between capital’s need for both geographical fixity and constant movement and fluidity, which gen-
erates cycles of ‘creative destruction’.125 This is David Harvey explaining the question of fixed capital 
as it appears in Marx’s Capital, Vol. II:

We have seen how continuity, fluidity and speed-up are essential qualities of capital flow, but 
now we encounter a category designed to facilitate that fluidity but which is not fluid, but fixed. 

123. The disurbanist theories of Russian constructivism was rejected by Stalin and never really came to fruition. How-
ever, it was welcomed by Mao Ze Dong in China, becoming a substantial inspiration for his antiurban policy from 
the 1940s on. Of peasant origins, Mao’s revolutionary practice was rooted in countryside. Looking for a “marxism 
with Chinese characteristics” he progressively took distance from the Soviet model of industrialization and ur-
banization. He dismissed the revolutionary role of cities and attacked the idea of the city itself. Mao’s Great Leap 
Forward started the heavy industrialization of Chinese countryside, brought the ‘rustication’ of urban intellectuals, 
and to the closure of universities; in some cases it even stopped the growth of cities and engendered urban 
shrinking.

124. “Cities are formed through the geographic concentration of a social surplus product, which the mode of econom-
ic integration must therefore be capable of producing and concentrating. … The Marxist concept of the surplus 
arises out of Marx’s analysis of the alienated form of surplus value as it is brought into existence in capitalist 
society. Surplus value is that part of the total value of production which is left over after constant capital (which in-
cludes the means of production, raw materials and instruments of labour) and variable capital (labour power) have 
been accounted for. Under capitalist conditions, surplus value is in part realized in the three forms of rent, interest 
and	profit.	…	In	a	capitalist	economy,	surplus	value	is	quantity	measures	in	exchange	value	or	money	form.	…	A	
portion of the labourer’s day is devoted to producing surplus value and a portion is allocated to producing the 
equivalent of whatever it takes to maintain and reproduce labour power. Surplus labour is therefore that labour 
power expended by the labourer for the support of someone or something else.” In: Harvey, Social Justice and 
the City, 218–25.

125. Schumpeter, Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, 82–3.
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A part of capital has to be fixed in order for the rest of capital to keep in motion. When we go 
beyond the image of fixed capital as mere machine, we find ourselves conjuring up a picture of 
capital building whole landscapes of cleared fields and factories; of highways and railways; of 
ports, harbours and airports; of dams, power stations and electric grids; of gleaming cities and 
massive industrial capacity. This landscape that capital builds to facilitate its operations impris-
ons capital accumulation in a world of fixity that becomes increasingly sclerotic in relation to the 
fluidity of circulating capital. This world, and the capital embodied in it, is always vulnerable to 
the ‘butterfly qualities’ of money capital, and even to the more pedestrian but also unpredictable 
shifts and flows of capital in commodity and productive form. This presages crisis formation 
of a distinctive sort. Money capital flits away, leaving fixed capital high and dry and subject to 
savage devaluation. I put the contradiction this way: capital builds a whole landscape adequate 
to its needs at one point in time, only to have to revolutionize that landscape, to destroy it and 
build another one at a later point in time in order to accommodate the perpetually expansive 
forces of further capital accumulation. What gets left behind are desolate, devalued landscapes 
of deindustrialization and abandonment, while capital builds another landscape of fixed capital 
either elsewhere or on the ruins of the old. This is what Schumpeter called “creative destruc-
tion.” This process has periodically devalued and revolutionized the geographical landscapes of 
capital circulation and accumulation in literally earth-moving, if not earth-shaking ways.
 The deep, crisis-prone contradiction between fixity and motion is palpable: and fixed 
capital is at the centre of it all. The trouble with fixed capital is precisely, in short, that it is fixed, 
when capital is all about value in motion. This opposition constitutes a fascinating problem. 
And it has been and still is a frequent source of crises that are independent in principle (though 
not always in practice) from the crises that arise out of the perpetually contested capital-labour 
relation. Such crises occur when the fixity can no longer accommodate the expansionary mo-
tion. The latter has to break with the constraints imposed by that part of capital that is fixed. 
The result is the devaluation of large swathes of fixed capital, as circulating and highly mobile 
money capital moves elsewhere (deindustrialization from the mid-1970s onwards left behind 
abandoned factories and warehouses, decaying physical infrastructures—even shrinking cities, 
like Detroit).126

In socialist societies, however, there is a goal to organize society according to use- rather than ex-
change-value. Therefore, there is also less need for, as well as a resistance to, the imperative to maxi-
mize circulation. In concrete terms this means to evenly distribute surplus investments across the 
territory, in hopes of rendering obsolete the most violent forms of spatial divisions of labour. Here is 
another explanation from Harvey: 

The simplest form of spatial circulation arises when a city extracts surplus product from an 
agricultural hinterland. Internal differentiation in the economy of the city is associated with 
the circulation of surplus value within the city, and with the rise of industrialism the city be-
comes a locus for the production as well as the extraction of surplus value. The establishment of 
commercial relationships between cities expands the patterns of circulation so that the surplus 
value can be extracted through commerce and trade. Contemporary global metropolitanism is a 
combination of all of these elements and the spatial and sectoral patterns of circulation of sur-
plus value are extraordinarily intricate. Global metropolitanism is embedded in the circulation 
patterns of a global economy, out of which surplus value is being extracted. [Conversely, in] 

126. Harvey, Companion to Marx’s Capital, 461–2.
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socialist societies it is necessary that a surplus of some sort be produced but there is no a priori 
reason why it should need to be concentrated. … Part of the surplus brought into being in a 
socialist society will presumably be put to new investment to expand production. Insofar as that 
investment will be more efficiently deployed in concentrated form (through economies of scale, 
economies of agglomeration, and the like), there is every reason to accept some form of urban 
agglomeration. But much of the surplus product won in socialist societies will presumably be 
distributed for the use of the population in general and it is here that geographic concentration 
should be avoided at all costs.127

The town and country contradiction in Portugal at the time of the Revolution was consolidated in 
the long process of littoralization, i.e., the opposition between the metropolitan coastline and the 
rural interior, an antithesis that has only intensified since then. But while poverty was rampant in 
the urban centres, due to mass migration to the industrial centres and the subsequent development 
of shanty towns, it was generalized in the rural interior. In the northern mountains, as well as in 
the southern plains, poverty was naturalized and invisibilized under the nostalgic regionalisms and 
fetishizing cultural representations of ‘simple countryside life’ that the dictatorship vastly promot-
ed. In the Estado Novo, traditional folklore and popular culture were nurtured and falsified by an 
apparatus of national propaganda that cultivated the myth of the ‘good peasant’, the individual in 
whom poverty and morality converged to form the Salazarist ideal of Portugal as an ‘aldeia da roupa 
branca’.128

 At the beginning of the 1950s, Portugal was essentially an agrarian country. Agriculture was 
responsible for more than 30 percent of national GDP and it occupied over 40 percent of the active 
population (down from 62 percent in 1900).129 The sector was based on traditional methods, it was 
technically underdeveloped and poorly paid, but it was still able to satisfy the food demands of a 
predominantly rural population with little purchasing power and traditional eating habits. During 
this period, the national economic model was based on a few key principles: an economic organ-
ization based on the corporate system, an economic policy based on protectionism and industrial 
conditioning, and an accumulation process based on the practice of low wages, which was made 
possible by maintaining a low level of food prices.130 However, in the period between the second 
half of the 1960s and 1974, there was a progressive change in this economic scheme. Price stability 
would be followed by a complex inflationary process, growing emigration would progressively call 
into question an accumulation model based on low wages, and there were growing incentives for the 
integration of the Portuguese economy in broader economic networks that gave access to imported 
raw materials. 
 Economic protectionism was giving way to internationalization, and then the global oil crisis 
at the end of this period became a major obstacle to both national exports and to emigration. Mi-
gratory flows to urban centers and Central Europe in the 1960s and early 1970s were responsible for 

127. Harvey, Social Justice and the City, 231–5.

128.	Aldeia	da	Roupa	Branca	was	the	title	of	a	1938	Portuguese	film	directed	by	Chianca	de	Garcia.	It	translates	liter-
ally as “village of white clothes” and it became a slogan of the regime’s ideology of ‘good customs’ based on an 
inflated	sense	of	modesty	and	virtue	in	poverty.	It	is	a	prime	example	of	the	mass-audience	cinema	produced	in	
the	country	during	the	dictatorship.	It	portrays	the	daily	life,	the	picturesque	customs,	the	petty	conflicts,	the	ri-
valries and the passions of a small popular community on the outskirts of Lisbon, whose job consisted of washing 
clothes in the river.

129. Lains, “Exportações portuguesas, 1850-1913,” 393.

130. This role of Portuguese agriculture was, in fact, publicly recognized by one of the ministers of Economy at the 
time, Dr. José Gonçalo Correia de Oliveira, who stated in an interview that “…we based industrial development 
on	low	wages	and,	this,	on	cheap	food	and	,	this,	in	the	fixing	and	freezing,	for	long	periods	of	time,	of	prices	of	
agricultural products.”In: Avilez, A Agricultura Portuguesa.
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the departure of a very significant part of the active agrarian population. Between 1963 and 1973, 
the agriculture sector lost around 400 thousand active workers, and the total active population was 
reduced to 28 percent.131 This rural exodus was propelled by the national evolution of industry and 
services, a favourable global-economic situation, and the colonial wars in Africa. It was also a reflec-
tion of the near stagnation of the national agricultural product which, in the Alentejo, was partly 
owed to the semifeudal relations of production that prevailed well into the twentieth century and 
did not generate an incentive for competition and growth. During the revolutionary period of the 
PREC, the MFA sent a brigade of doctors to investigate the living conditions of the rural popula-
tions and what they found was shocking even to them:

It was shocking, it was shocking. I mean, for me personally, since I am from Alentejo and I know 
what the countryside is like, with that division of property and the misery that ensued, I had a 
certain image of the rural world up to that point. However, with this campaign I came across a 
different countryside, perhaps not so much the existence of a landless people, since often they 
had a little bit [of land] here and there, but a world where poverty and the level of insufficiency 
were something atrocious … It was a misery of a more inhumane kind, a total psychological 
domination by the Church and a handful of landlords, a physical and psychological subjugation 
of the people … But then when faced with situations like the ones we encountered, people 
became utterly beside themselves. And many have completely changed their outlook on things 
and have become militantly dynamic and in favour of social change. These were inhumane sit-
uations that were impossible to ignore, impossible to admit that they existed in this century.132

In the rural regions of the Beiras, where the migrant workers known as ratinhos came from, to work 
in the seasonal harvests of the Alentejo, the situation was similar. Another report from a campaign 
doctor likens his experience to traveling to a third-world country: 

A third world country, but really third world. I can tell you, I saw diseases that were eradicated 
since the beginning of the twentieth century, which, from the standpoint of my technical educa-
tion, was positive, but it was also negative. These were situations that shouldn’t exist: there were 
plenty of cases of tetanus up in Trás-os-Montes. It was common in that region to cover wounds 
with ox dung. This is inconceivable! I saw diseases like severe deproteinization, as seen in Biafra, 
because instead of giving milk to small children, people used it to feed calves, and gave babies 
wine soup and white wine bottles. I remember seeing kids with alcoholic liver cirrhosis at the 
age of three. I saw indescribable things because of the underdevelopment… Certain diseases, 
like leprosy, only exist in very backward societies, right? Occasionally there may be contact in-
fections, but mostly the cases resulted from lack of hygiene and I saw them, I saw them in Beira 
… The campaigns served to confirm the backward development of the country. We were a long 

131. Ibidem.

132. Almeida, “‘Vítimas do fascismo’. Os camponeses e a dinamização cultural do Movimento das Forças Armadas 
(1974-1975),”	835.	My	translation;	original	Portuguese	version:	“Era	chocante,	era	chocante.	Quer	dizer,	para	
mim que sou alentejano e sei o que era o mundo rural alentejano, com aquela divisão da propriedade e a miséria 
que daí decorria. Era a imagem que eu tinha do mundo rural até essa altura. Entretanto, com esta campanha 
deparei-me com um mundo rural diferente, talvez não a existência de gente sem terra. Muitas das vezes com 
um	bocadinho	aqui	e	acolá	mas	em	que	a	miséria	e	o	estado	de	deficiência	era	qualquer	coisa	atroz	…	Era	uma	
miséria, numa forma mais desumana, um domínio psicológico total pela igreja, por dois ou três senhores, havia 
uma subjugação psicológica, física e psicológica das pessoas … Mas depois quando confrontadas com as situ-
ações	como	aquelas	que	nós	encontrámos,	as	pessoas	ficavam	completamente	fora	delas.	E	muitas	modificaram	
completamente a sua forma de estar perante as coisas e tornaram-se militantemente dinamizadores e a favor 
das transformações sociais. Eram situações de tal ordem desumanas que não era possível escamotear, não era 
possível admitir que existissem neste século.”
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way from ‘civilized Europe’, especially in the interior countryside.133

This littoral/interior contradiction was debated during the PREC, and it remains a periodically 
revisited topic in national politics because of the ongoing aggravation of rural abandonment and 
desertification. During the Revolution, the housing, labour, and land struggles were, for a brief per-
iod, united under the aegis of a national socialist development plan. Under the Agrarian Reform, 
which nationalized over half of the latifundiary estates in the district of Évora, the alienated peas-
antry was able to take back the land over which, for centuries, they had enjoyed usufruct rights. 
Furthermore, this process provided the opportunity to break with the region’s excessive dependence 
from the capital, which meant among other things, breaking the dominant property relations that 
tied ownership to a small, Lisbon-based, absentee bourgeoisie. 
 The November 25 countercoup reversed this movement by quickly reverting the land ex-
propriations and/or inserting them back into the market. This shift was accompanied by a gradual 
enbourgeoisissement of the country’s population. When Portugal joined the EEC in 1986, the Portu-
guese agricultural sector represented only 5 percent of GDP and 19 percent of active labour-force, 
an indicator of   the vast socio-economic changes that occurred in little over three decades.134 Today, 
the portion of active labour-force in the sector stands at just 2,5 percent and most of the workers in 
the Alentejo are employed either in the tertiary sector or in public services.135 With the progressive 
abandonment of the primary sector in general, fostered by Portugal’s integration in the European 
Union, the abandonment of the countryside was compensated by further exporting the town vs. 
country contradiction to neocolonies of the Global South, a phenomenon discussed in the eight 
chapter.
 It might seem excessive to compare Bairro da Malagueira with the Soviet constructivist pro-
jects of the disurbanist school since, evidently, the context and the scale are incomparable. But the 
conduit was clearly conceived in an effort to resist the liberal doctrine of the segregated suburban 
dormitory, and to create in its place the possibility of the bairro as a social condenser that overcame 
not only the town and country inequalities but also the aggravated separations between produc-
tion and reproduction that arise thereof. And it was partially successful in doing so, not as a social 
condenser that would resolve class contradictions on the national scale, but as a project that points 
towards a sense of possibility, a beginning of the transition towards socialism at the scale of the pro-
letarian island. “The utopia begins”, Engels said, “only when one ventures, from existing conditions, 
to prescribe the form in which this or any other antithesis of present-day society is to be resolved.”136

 The conduit was introduced, against the dictates of the liberal state, precisely to give the 
proletarian island a collective and social dimension. It is a linear spine that manages the thresholds 
between town and country, private and public, domestic and collective, in ways that are less clearly 

133. Ibidem, 835–6. My translation; original Portuguese version: “Um país do terceiro mundo. Mas muito do terceiro 
mundo. Posso lhe dizer que doenças erradicadas no início do século XX eu vi-as, o que para a minha formação 
técnica foi bom, mas ao mesmo tempo foi negativo. São situações que não deveriam existir: tétanos com fartura 
lá em cima em Trás-os-Montes. Uma prática que era usual naquela região era nas feridas, por bosta de boi. Isto 
é inconcebível! Vi doenças, como desproteinizações graves como se via no Biafra, porque em vez de darem leite 
às criancinhas, o leite era para alimentar os bezerros, e às criancinhas davam-se sopas de vinho e biberões com 
vinho branco, como eu vi em bebés. Lembro de ver miúdos com cirroses hepáticas alcoólicas com três anos. Vi 
coisas indescritíveis pelo atraso … Certas doenças, como a lepra que só existe em sociedades muito atrasadas, 
não	é?	Pontualmente	pode	haver	casos	de	contacto,	mas	fora	disso	isso	significava	falta	de	higiene	e	eu	vi	casos,	
vi na Beira … As campanhas serviram para constatar o atraso em que o país se encontrava. Estávamos a uma 
grande distância da ‘Europa civilizada’, sobretudo no interior do país.”

134. Avilez, A Agricultura Portuguesa.

135. INE/PORDATA, “População empregada: total e por grandes sectores de actividade económica,” Feb 2021.

136. Engels, The Housing Question.
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oppositional than in standard bourgeois contexts. But there are, in any case, very clear differences. 
The most evident among them is the lack of productive functions on the bairro. This is, once again, 
related to the historical moment in which the project was built, i.e., at the beginning of the rise of 
neoliberalism and the subsequent deindustrialization of the Global North. Another clear difference 
relates to social reproduction. There is a clear effort to collectivize several key programs—such as 
schools, a day care centre, and health facilities—but this is done from a reformist social democratic 
stance that does not go as far as question, or aim for a gradual abolition of, the family as a major social 
institution. Finally, bourgeois private property was eliminated at first, but as the socialist neighbour-
hood committees were converted into cooperatives, in early years of liberal democracy, the land was 
recommodified and many of the houses were reprivatized. In this renewed state-sponsored defense 
of private property, government investment in social housing waned and most of the welfare pro-
grams that were planned have been left unbuilt.
 Inevitably, the conduit, as the neighbourhood, remains fundamentally petty bourgeois. In 
the absence of actual material and political change, the conduit might still be understood as a social 
condenser ‘in standby’, existing for now in a merely symbolic, or aesthetic, sense as a monument of 
arte povera, or ‘proletarian art’ but whose full potential remains readable and possible to actualize. 
Like the artistic neovanguard, the conduit is iconographic in form and function yet iconoclastic in 
language and materiality, i.e., it retains avant-garde progressivism, without falling into abstract tele-
ology. It eschews postmodernist fascinations with the recuperation of history (whether real or simply 
reproduced as pastiche) and the correlated seduction tricks of populist ornamentation that strive to 
narrate codes of social distinction.137 Its abstraction portrays the realism of proletarian life. But the 
fact remains that it is a far cry from the broad social commitments of the Revolution and the SAAL 
and it does not operate a fundamental material evolution in the town vs. country contradiction. It is 
ultimately an architectural monument to a halted revolutionary social and environmental project. •

137. Here is David Harvey criticizing historicist pastiche as a populist and petty-bourgeois aesthetic: “Politically com-
mitted art took over one wing of the modernist movement. Surrealism, constructivism, and socialist realism all 
sought to mythologize the proletariat in their respective ways, and the Russians set about inscribing that in space, 
as did a whole succession of socialist governments in Europe, through the creation of buildings like the cele-
brated Karl Marx-Hof in Vienna (designed not only to house workers but also to be a bastion of military defence 
against	any	rural	conservative	assault	mounted	against	a	socialist	city).	But	the	configurations	were	unstable.	No	
sooner had doctrines of socialist realism been enunciated as a rejoinder to ‘decadent’ bourgeois modernism 
and fascist nationalism, than popular front politics on the part of many communist parties led to a swing back to 
nationalist art and culture as a means to unite proletarian with wavering middle-class forces in the united front 
against fascism.” In: Harvey, Condition of Postmodernity, 33-4.
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0 50 Km
  Urban structure of Westen Iberia forming a cardinal grid: 
  N/S major roads linking major cities; E/W secondary roads and rivers linking smaller cities.
    Roads
    Rivers
    Cities
    Topography

Map 6. Évora in western Iberia.
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0 20 Km
Map 7. Évora in the Alentejo.
  Évora located between the three watersheds of rivers Guadiana, Sado, and Tagus.
    Guadiana
    Sado
	 	 	 	 Sorravia	(afluent	of	Tagus)
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  Municipality of Évora and rural parishes, with aqueduct following topography and the NW-SE direction.
    Guadiana
    Sado
	 	 	 	 Sorravia	(afluent	of	Tagus)
    Aqueduct
    Roads
    Topography

0 6Km
Map 8. Évora’s territory and aqueduct, with city located at edge of Serra de Monfurado.

N. Sr.a da 
Graça do Divor

Igrejinha

Évora

N. Sr.a de
Machede

S. Jordão

S. Bento
do Mato

N. Sr.a da 
Tourega

N. Sr.a de
Guadalupe

Nascente
da Prata



175

Évora

Alto de
São Bento

Malgueira

Xarrama

Alto 
Moguizo

Alto da
Oliveira

N. Sr.a da 
Graça do Divor

0 2 Km
    Aqueduct and city walls
    Underground aqueduct
    Roads
    Railway
    Parcels
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Map 9. Évora’s outskirts and aqueduct.
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Fig. 9. Site views of Évora’s aqueduct.
  Montado landscape; Aqueduct’s as it crosses the landscape; Aqueduct as it approaches the city; Aqueduct inside the city and water reservoir.
  Source: My photographs.
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Fig. 10. Satellite view of Évora.
  Aerial view of Évora, with Malagueira on the left, 2015. 
  Source: Google Earth.
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  Lusitania
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0 60 Km

Roman Augustan Late Roman Empire Medieval

Map 10. Roman territorium.
  Top: Traces of Évora’s cadastral land organization: Roman Augustan; Late Roman Empire; Medieval.
  Bottom: Roman province of Hispania Lusitania.
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1. Forum
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Map 11. Historical evolution of Évora.
  Roman: Ébora Liberalias Iulia, ca. 1st century AD;
  Muslim: Yabura, ca. 10th century AD;
  Christian: Évora, ca. 13th century AD.
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Map 12. First aqueduct and the acropolis grid.
  Roman aqueduct, Roman/Arab walls, and the early Medieval parish system. 0 200 m

1. Water deposit (castellum aquae)
2. Forum temple and ponds
3. Roman baths
4. Public fountain
5. Castle and Alcáçova
6. Eira dos Frades, church of S. Miguel
7. Sé cathedral
8. Parish of S. Pedro
9. Parish of Santiago
10. Parish of St.o Antão
11. Parish of S. Mamede 
12. Ermida da Graça
13. Ermida do Calvário

i. Mozarab suburb
ii. Jewish suburb
iii. Muslim suburb

A. Porta da Selaria
B. Porta de Moura (locus gromae)
C. Porta do Sol
D. Arco D. Isabel
E. Porta do Sertório

Religious
Defensive
Hydraulic
Topography



181

0 200 m

2231

23

26

27

28

29

30

24

25

1

2

3

4

5
6

A

B

C

D
E

F

H

G

I

7

8

109

11

1213

1415

16

17

18

19

20

21

A. Porta de Avis
B. Porta da Lagoa
C. Porta de Alconchel
D. Porta do Raimundo
E. Porta do Rossio
F. Porta da Mesquita
G. Porta de Mendo Esteves
H. Porta de Machede
I. Porta do Moínho de Vento

1. Convento de Sto. António da Piedade
2. Colégio das Donzelas
3. Convento do Calvário
4. Fountain at Largo do Chão das Covas
5. Convento de S. José da Esperança
6. Fountain at Largo de Aviz
7. Convento de S. Domingos (demolished)
8. Convento de Sta. Clara
9. Fountain at Porta Nova
10. Convento do Salvador
11. Colégio de S. Paulo
12. Water deposit
13. Convento de Sta. Catarina (demolished)
14. Fountain Praça do Giraldo
15. Fountain Igreja de Sto. Antão
16. Old prison
17. Convento da Graça
18. Convento de S. Francisco
19. Royal palace D. Manuel I
20. Fountain at Largo do Rossio

21. Convento de Sta. Mónica
22. Convento dos Lóios
23. Colégio de Jesus
24. Convento do Paraíso (demolished)
25. Convento do (demolished)
26. Fountain at Porta de Moura
27. Convento do Carmo
28. Castelo Novo (D. Manuel I)
						Quartel	dos	Dragões	(D.	João	V)
29. Hospital de Todos os Santos
30. Convento dos Remédios
31. Inquisition

i. Muslim suburb 
ii. Jewish suburb and Synagogue
iii. Muslim suburb and Mosque

Map 13. Rebuilt aqueduct and the early-modern radius.
  Renaissance aqueduct, late-medieval walls, and urban monastic system. 
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Fig. 11. Historical documents of Évora’s aqueduct.
  Canalização das Águas Sertorianas intra-muros da cidade de Évora, late 19th century. Source: CME historical archive.
  Plan of Évora’s old water network, 1900. Source: CME historical archive.
  Map of Évora, ca. 1750–90. Source: Biblioteca Nacional Portuguesa.
  Pier Maria Baldi, View of Évora, 1669. Source: Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana.
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Fig. 12. Évora and Portugal’s imperial hinterlands.
  Duarte D’Armas, Illumination from Évora’s second Charter of feudal rights, 1501. Source: Biblioteca Pública de Évora.
  António de Holanda, View of Lisbon, frontispice of Crónica de D. Afonso Henriques, 1505. Source: Museu Condes de Castro Guimarães.
  View of the Rua Nova dos Mercadores, Lisbon, ca. 16th cent. Source: Museu Nacional de Arte Antiga.
  Cantino Planisphere, 1502. Source: Biblioteca Estense.
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Fig. 13. Site views of Évora’s arcade.
	 	 Aqueduct	merging	into	the	arcade	at	Praça	do	Giraldo.	Commercial	arcade	and	typical	interior	of	ground-floor	shops.
  Major public spaces along the axis: 
   Fountain at Praça do Giraldo, Sociedade Harmonia, opera house/theatre; 
   Royal granary, Passeio Público, Rossio fairground.
   Source: Colour: my photographs; Black and white: CME photography archive.
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0 200 m
1. Rua da Ancha (Rua Direita)
2. Theatre (Convento S. Domingos)
3. Merchant houses
4. Praça do Giraldo (Praça Grande)
5. Royal Granary
6. Passeio Público (Royal Palace)

7. Casa do Ramalho (Palácio Barahona)
8. Barahona granaries
9. Praça do Rossio (fairground)
10. Ermida de S. Brás
11. Train station
12. Modern grain silos

Map 14. Évora’s commercial arcade and liberal civic axis.
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Map 15. The arcade and its epicentre at Praça do Giraldo.
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  1. Fountain at Praça do Giraldo (Praça Grande)
  2. Commercial arcade 
  3. Aqueduct
  4. Igreja de St.º Antão (Paróquia de St.º Antoninho)
  5. Soc. Harmonia (Palácio dos Estáus)
  6. Banco de Portugal (Jailhouse / Municipality)

0 10 m
Map 16. Arcade and merchants’ houses at Praça do Giraldo.
  In red a hypotherical schematization of the façade in the sixteenth century. 
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Fig. 14. Évora’s first survey maps in the liberal period.
  Alfredo A. M. Gomes, 1913. Drawn after a similar previous survey by Manoel Joaquim Mattos, Planta a Passo e Olho, 1882. 
  Source: CME historical archive.
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Fig. 16. Litoralization, capitalism and infrastructural development during the Regeneration.
  Map of Portuguese Railways in the Continent and Oversees (Angola and Mozambique), 1895. Source: Biblioteca Nacional Portuguesa.
  Aristides de Amorim Girão, “Population Density 1930” in Atlas de Portugal, 1941. 
  Armando Neves, “Internal Migrations” in Geografia: para os cursos de aperfeiçoamento industrial, 1964.

Fig. 15. Urban improvements in Évora’s historical centre in the liberal period.
  Rossio de S. Brás, 1921; Largo Joaquim António de Aguiar, 1918/1922; Bandstand in the Passeio Público, 1888; 
  Praça da Misericórdia D’Évora, 1869; Praça do Sertório, 1893. 
  Source: CME historical archive.
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Fig. 17. Urban growth and suburbanization during the twentieth century.
  Source: CME historical archive.
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Fig. 18. Dense inner city and agrarian outskirts in the 1970s.
  Aerial photos taken by Siza in 1976: Rual de Alconchel; Praça do Giraldo; Rua do Cano; Porta Nova. 
	 	 Westwards	facing	view	with	Quinta	da	Malagueira	on	the	top	right.
  Source: Álvaro Siza archive, courtesy of Drawing Matter.
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Map 17. Malagueira’s conduit and Évora’s aqueduct-arcade figures combined.
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Fig. 19. Site views of Bairro da Malagueira's conduit.
  Source: My photographs.
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Fig. 20. Aerial view of the Bairro da Malagueira, 1988.
  Source: DGT archive.
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0 100 m
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  8. Fountain garden
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  11. 'Broadway 2' (unbuilt)
  12. Communal garden
  13. Acordeon philharmonic (unbuilt)
  14. Elderly home

Map 18. Malagueira’s conduit and park.
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  1. Albufeira (reservoir)
  2. Viaduct
  3. Pedestrian bridge
  4. Fonte das Bravas
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Map 19. Malagueira’s conduit and park: detail.
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Fig. 21. Project axonometry of the conduit’s intersection with housing and shops in Rua da Conduta. 
  Blue emphasis my addition. Source: Álvaro Siza archive, courtesy of Drawing Matter.
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Fig. 22. Project section and elevation of main conduit along Rua dos Dois Bairros (so-called ‘Broadway I’).
  Source: Álvaro Siza archive, courtesy of Drawing Matter.
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Fig. 23. Álvaro Siza’s sketches of Bairro da Malagueira's conduit.
  Source: Álvaro Siza archive, Sketchbook 69, courtesy of Álvaro Siza.
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6. Domestic Enclosures: Public/Private

The etymological source of the word ‘patio’ is uncertain, but one hypothesis traces it to the Latin 
patulus, a ‘wide open space’, ‘prairie’ or ‘enclosed pasture’. A patio is essentially a piece of nature 
converted into landed property, an enclosed outdoors space that is domesticated and can be privately 
or collectively owned. From this appropriation, resources can be extracted and foodstuffs can be 
produced. This requires a set of specialized knowledges and technologies, such as irrigation and plant 
reproduction techniques. In turn, these technologies demand constant and systematic labour, adapt-
ed to the cycles of natural metabolisms. These rhythms dictate that labour be physically bound, and 
as a result, an identification with daily life is established whereby production merges with reproduc-
tion. Due to this association, the patio spatializes a fundamental contradiction between the devalued 
domestic economy of the house and the public politics of city. It is therefore recurrently gendered as 
female, symbol of the maintenance of life, the family, and the sanctity of private property. It mediates 
the threshold relation between the interior space of the dwelling, of the private property and the 
privacy of the family as a social unit, and the outside space of political and public life. 

6.1 The Cloister
About three kilometres north-east of Évora, there is a granite hill called Alto de S. Bento, or hill of 
St. Benedict, locally known as the city’s belvedere. From the top, we see the valley stretching below 
and the city’s acropolis ahead, topped by the towers of the Sé cathedral, with the plains and vineyards 
rolling beyond and the aqueduct heading leftwards towards the north. The hill is a fertile area that 
historically supported different economic uses, including vegetable gardens, citrus orchards, olive 
groves, cork oaks, and a spontaneous vegetation of evergreen trees and shrubs. The granite massif 
that crowns it is the second largest in the country, and it has been mined continuously since Roman 
times. The intense winds that can be felt there were propitious to the settlement of six old windmills. 
Protected from those winds on the northern slope, we find the oldest feminine convent south of the 
Tagus, the Cistercian Abbey of S. Bento de Cástris.[Fig. 24;25] Its name suggests the previous existence 
of a fortification, from the Latin castrum, which means fortified hilltop. Some literary sources refer to 
an atalaia, or ‘fortified tower’, but no actual findings have yet confirmed it.1 Archaeological evidence 
shows that the site was home to the oldest known settlement in the region, a megalithic village from 
the early Neolithic. At an altitude 54 metres higher than Évora’s city centre, this is the most defens-
ible point in a vast radius.[Map 20]

 The first Christian occupation of the hill was a small chapel, an ermida, from the word ermo 
which means ‘desert’. In 1169, three years after the city was conquered from Al-Andalus, a small 
beguinage settled in houses surrounding this chapel. Then, following a request from the abbot of 
Alcobaça, the second king of Portugal, Sancho I, decreed that the community of women should “take 
the rule of some religion, otherwise they would be sent to their homes.”2 The Cistercian Order was 
chosen and, in 1274, São Bento de Cástris was founded by the king’s daughter, D. Urraca Ximenes. 
Half a century later, in 1328, the hermit chapel was replaced by the current abbey church and the 
complex expanded, becoming overtime a community of large rents, fully adapted to the feminine 
Cistercian spirit. At its peak, the income of the convent supported over 140 nuns, whose removal 

1. Silva, “O fenómeno mudéjar no tardo-gótico alentejano,” 73–4.

2. Tereno, Pereira and Monteiro, “Morfo-Evolução de Mosteiros Cistercienses Femininos,” 324.
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from the city allowed them a relative degree of freedom.3 Cloistered life was, in many ways, an escape 
from marriage and domestic enclosure.
 The foundation of the convent followed the Rule of Saint Benedict, which dictated a location 
abundant in water, vital for the livelihood and hygiene of the community, for energy supply, and for 
the maintenance of green spaces, such as vegetable gardens and pastures. The hilltop contained sev-
eral fresh-water sources, so the convent was autonomously equipped with wells, a cistern, drainage 
tunnels, and a natural spring.[Map 21] Later on, the reconstruction of the aqueduct running adjacent 
to the premises added a large public fountain nearby.4 As was customary for any secluded monastic 
community, chapter sixty-six of the Rule of Saint Benedict stated the need for self-sufficiency with-
in the convent’s boundaries: “If it can be done, the monastery should be so established that all the 
necessary things, such as water, mill, garden and various workshops, may be within the enclosure, so 
that there is no necessity for the monks to go about outside of it, since that is not at all profitable for 
their souls.”5

 In respect to seclusion and solitude, the Rule dictated that convents be settled in humid and 
remote regions, such as small valleys and green landscapes: “Bernard loved the valleys, Benedict 
the mountains, Francis the towns, Ignatius the great cities.”6 S. Bento de Cástris thus occupied the 
highest spot in the surroundings, at the beginning of a small valley whose geological composition 
provided abundant humidity, with the added benefit of a clear visual relationship with Évora, which 
feminine convents required since they were less autonomous than their male counterparts. The Rule 
instated vows of isolation, silence, and poverty, as a way of achieving spiritual ascent and avoiding 
sin. Following the early Christian hermits of Egypt, Benedictine communities settled in ‘spiritual 
deserts’, i.e., remote uninhabited ermos in hilltops and forests such as Alto de S. Bento.
  In a document dating from the 1530’s, the convent is described as small and isolated, resem-
bling a castle, closed in on itself, with an architecture that reinforced the condition of enclosure.7 
Organized around the inner cloister, the buildings nest outwards in layers, the walls are thick, and 
the windows are small, as is typical in female communities. The architecture is austere and simple, as 
is often preferred by Cistercian aesthetics, but adpted to the local Mudéjar style, the Iberian Gothic 
that is characteristic to southern Portugal. The trapezoid shape of the cloister, and hence of the over-
all complex that offsets from it, follows the orientation of the ancient NE-SW cadastral lines of the 
first Roman centuriatio.
 Access to the convent is made through the main gate found on the eastern corner, facing the 
aqueduct. Inside the precinct, a grand entrance leads to the vestibule, and then to the cloister, which 
is made up of two floors. The lower one flanked by a horseshoe arcade and the upper one by lowered 
arches. The first-floor walkway is decorated with altars of the Passion of Christ, while the second 
floor gives access to the dormitories individually laid out around. The dormitories are separated into 
two groups: the novices and the professed nuns occupy the eastern wing, while the laywomen occupy 
the western aisle.
 On the same façade as the entrance door, we find a lateral access to the abbey church, as is 

3. Padre António Franco quoted in Maria Filomena Monteiro, “Sistema Monástico-Conventual e Desenvolvimento 
Urbano de Évora na Baixa Idade Média,” 48.

4. Tereno, Pereira and Monteiro, “O Aqueduto da Água da Prata e o Abastecimentode Água ao Mosteiro De S. 
Bento De Cástris,” 322.

5. Benedict, St. Benedict’s Rule for Monasteries, 94–95.

6. Original Latin proverb: Bernardus vales, Benedictus montes amabat, Oppida Franciscus, celebres Ignatius 
urbes.

7.	 Conde,	“As	monjas	bernardas	na	Évora	Quinhentista,”	253.
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customary in the female houses. The church has a Latin cross plan and a single nave oriented east, 
as per the norm. Flanking the church are two bell towers, the choir, and the chapter house. The 
most noble programs of the convent are hence all located around the south-eastern corner of the 
cloister, facing towards the city. The most open of these programs—namely the church and the choir, 
which admitted partial access from outsiders and commoners—are physically and visually controlled 
through various thresholds, such as doors, metal gratings and curtains. Nuns were the brides of 
Christ and their virtue and chastity had to be spatially surveilled and guarded.
 On the opposite side, in the north-western corner and facing the hilltop, below the dormi-
tories of the laywomen, we find the service programs that guaranteed the social reproduction of the 
collective, namely the kitchen, the pantry, and the refectory. Underneath the latter, there used to be 
a cistern that stored water extracted from a well and noria located outside, in an area of the inner 
precinct known as the washing patio.8 Also facing this patio, but occupying a separate wing that does 
not flank the cloister, there are the laundry facilities and the infirmary, which provided assistance to 
pilgrims, beggars, and the sick, treating them with herbal medicines produced by the nuns. It includ-
ed an apothecary that was also accessible from the outside by commoners.[Map 22]

 Within the convent’s precinct, there were three types of green areas: a montado forest on the 
slope towards the hilltop, which provided the community with wood fuel, olives, and fruit, but also 
contained a small isolated chapel; an allotment garden on the flatter land facing the street, where 
vegetables were grown; and a hortus conclusus inside the cloister, where the more delicate medicinal 
plants were cultivated. Enclosed on all sides but open towards the sky, the cloister united the three 
levels of the cosmos, i.e., the underground world, encapsulated in the graves of nuns and abbesses; 
the terrestrial surface symbolized by the garden life; and the celestial world captured in the water 
fountain, symbol of the Tree of Life planted at the center of Paradise, from whose roots the four riv-
ers of Eden flowed. In both spatial and spiritual terms, the cloister aggregated all the major functions 
and rituals of monastic life into a communal whole:

…everything in a Benedictine monastery is done communally. The monks sleep, pray, read and 
eat together or apart, one sees the measured tread of processions through the monastery, accord-
ing to a precisely fixed daily routine. The Benedictine layout grew out of the desire to keep the 
course of these processions as short as possible. … The perfect life called for the perfect mon-
astery. Fresh attempts were constantly made by large communities to achieve this functional 
perfection. In no other sphere of non-ecclesiastical architecture in the Middle Ages, except the 
military, was the problem of the relation of form to function so resolutely tackled. The monas-
tery, independently of its church, emerged as the one branch of secular art to combine the purest 
idealism with the strictest functionalism.9

Life under the Rule was divided into regular periods of prayer, sleep, reading, and most importantly, 
manual labour. With their central focus on work, Benedictine monasteries, and later Cistercian ones, 
played a major role in preserving the practices of Roman agriculture and Greek medicine through-
out the European Middle Ages, with a corresponding contribution in productivity and health rates. 
It was here that seasonal calendarization and time-keeping methods evolved the most in medieval 
Christianity, since work—the highest vehicle for piety—had to be managed, quantified, divided, and 
distributed.

8. Elsa Caeiro et al., “Os Sistemas Hidráulicos da Abadia de São Bento de Cástris (Évora),” 219.

9. Braunfel, Monasteries of Western Europe, 10.
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 As we know, work is measured in labour-time, therefore, the Benedictine day was precisely 
divided and quantified in a timetable, or horarium, known as the ‘eight canonical hours’. The rites 
would begin at midnight with the office of Matins, soon to be followed by the office of Lauds, at 
three in the morning. The nuns would retire for a few hours of sleep and rise again at six to wash, 
attend the office of Prime, and distribute daily chores at the chapter house. Then came private Mass, 
spiritual reading, and further work until nine, at which point the office of Terce was said, and then 
came High Mass. At noon, the office of Sext was read and the midday meal was served. After a brief 
period of communal recreation, nuns could retire until the office of None at three in the afternoon. 
This was followed by farming and housekeeping until twilight, when the evening prayer of Vespers 
was held at six o’clock. Finally, the night prayer of Compline took place at nine, after which they 
retired to bed, before beginning the cycle again.10

 David S. Landes explains the impact of Benedictine horologia in the invention of the clock 
(horloge in French, orologio in Italian, relógio in Portuguese) and our modern conception of time:

‘Idleness’, wrote Benedict, ‘is an enemy of the soul.’ The fixing of a daily schedule of prayer was 
only part of a larger ordering of all monachal activity, worldly as well as religious. Indeed, for 
monks there was no distinction between worldly and religious: laborare est orare—to work was 
to pray. Hence, there were rules setting aside times for work, study, eating and sleeping; rules 
prescribing penalties and penance for latecomers; rules providing explicitly for the maintenance 
of the clock and its nightly adjustment, so that it would wake the sacristan at the proper time. 
… Monasteries were beehives of varied activity, the largest productive enterprises of medieval 
Europe. Bothers, lay brothers and servants were busy everywhere—in the chapel, the library, 
the writing room (scriptorium), in the fields, the mill, the mines, the workshops, the laundry, 
the kitchen. They lived and worked to bells. The big bells tolled the canonical hours and the 
major changes, and their peal carried far and wide, not only within the convent domain but as 
far as the wind could take it. And the little bells tinkled insistently throughout the offices and 
meals, calling the participants to attention and signalling the start of a new prayer, ceremony, 
or activity. All of this was part of a larger process of depersonalization, de-individuation. Mo-
nastic space was closed space—areas and corridors of collective occupancy and movement—so 
arranged that everyone could be seen at all times. So with time: there was ‘only one time, that 
of the group, that of the community. Time of rest, of prayer, of work, of meditation, of reading: 
signalled but the bell, measured and kept by the sacristan, excluding individual and autonomous 
time.’11

Communal cohesion was hence achieved through a highly ritualized and regulated shared cadence 
of space and time structures around the cloister and the bell tower. The model of unity for monastic 
life was the family, with the abbot or abbess as father or mother, and all the monks and nuns as broth-
ers and sisters. Cloistered life was one of the models of artificial kinship prevalent amid medieval vas-
sal relationships. Since lineage segmentation was common in noble families throughout the Middle 
Ages—meaning that family assets were distributed among the offspring rather than concentrated 
in the eldest son—the accumulation of family wealth was sometimes difficult to guarantee.12 And 
since daughters were subject to dowry, one way of avoiding patrimonial loss was by barring women 
from marriage. For this reason, in the transition from the twelfth to the thirteenth century, religious 

10. Benedict, St. Benedict’s Rule for Monasteries, 36–7.

11. Landes, Revolution in Time, 71.

12. This in another fact that favoured the early centralization of royal power.
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female celibacy increased from 17 to 58 percent.13 
 According to Lewis Mumford, after the slow decline of the Roman Empire throughout 
Europe, the monastery emerged as a new kind of geographical political unit, a new kind of polis, i.e., 
“an association, or rather, a close brotherhood of likeminded people, not coming together just for 
occasional ceremonies, but for permanent cohabitation, in an effort to achieve on earth a Christian 
life, addressed solely and single-mindedly to the service of God.”14 Centralized space, through seclu-
sion and self-sufficiency, and centralized time, through rituals and time-keeping, gave material and 
subjective form to the collective body politic of the monastic family:

This culture sought to transcend the limitations of earlier civilizations by withdrawing from 
their typical institutions: in principle it denied property, prestige, power. Those who accepted 
poverty as a form of life reduced the whole physical apparatus for bodily sustenance and enno-
bled work by making it a moral obligation.
 The monastic colony became in fact the new citadel: a religious holding point that kept 
the general retreat from turning into a rout. But it was the citadel of the soul, and its palace 
was the Abbey Church. … It was here, too, that the practical value of restraint, order, regularity, 
honesty, inner discipline was established, before these qualities were passed over to the medieval 
town and post-medieval capitalism, in the form of inventions and business practices: the clock, 
the account book, the ordered day.15

If in their early origins, the Benedictine communities resulted from a need to retreat and find refuge 
from a hostile and crumbling social order, namely the disintegration of the Western Roman Empire, 
in medieval Portugal the cenobitic monastery served a different purpose, namely that of territorial 
expansion. The monastic colony was as much a model of interior family life as a technology of land 
colonization, and, at the service of the Reconquista, the Order of Cister played a major role in early 
Portuguese statecraft. The order originated in the Duchy of Burgundy, with the first Abbey of Notre-
Dame de Cîteaux, founded by a small community of reformed Benedictines, in 1098.16 The abbey 
was sponsored by Odo I, Duke of Burgundy, who made it the family’s burial ground. Odo’s brother 
Henry joined the Iberian crusade in the late eleventh century, and after conquering lands on behalf 
of Alfonso VI of León, he was given the County of Portugal as a fief. His son, Afonso Henriques, 
was Portugal’s first King and the dynastic house that succeeded him, known as the Portuguese House 
of Burgundy, stayed in power until the late fourteenth century.
 Afonso I established the Cistercian order in Portugal in the first year after declaring in-
dependence. Fruit of this biographic connection, Cistercian monasteries played a decisive role in the 
urbanization of the kingdom. The seat of the congregation was the Abbey of Alcobaça, built as a 
gift from the king to Bernard of Clairvaux. It was the first Gothic building in Portugal and became 
one of the largest and most important medieval monasteries in the country, dominating all affiliated 
congregations, including S. Bento de Cástris. In the process of developing the areas they occupied, 
Cistercian monasteries implemented vast environmental projects, which included the clearing of 
forests, intensive agricultural techniques, and complex hydraulic systems, such as plumbing and rout-
ing systems, underground ducts, and the regularization of riverbanks. In a widely circulated letter 

13. Bernardo Sousa and José Pizarro, “A família—estruturas de parentesco e casamento” in Mattoso, História da 
Vida Privada em Portugal, 137–9.

14. Mumford, City in History, 246.

15. Ibidem.

16. St. Bernard was a monk there until he left in 1115 to found the Clairvaux Abbey.
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from 1145, Bernard de Clairvaux took up the call for a Second Crusade in explicitly economic terms, 
stating, “To those of you who are merchants, men quick to seek a bargain, let me point out advan-
tages of this great opportunity. Do not miss them!”17

 Cistercian monasteries were self-sufficient islands of spiritual retreat and sublimation, or what 
Bernard of Clairvaux called a paradisus claustralis, but they were also ‘machines’ of environmental 
production, rationally ordering nature—including human nature—and establishing, through prayer 
and work, a collective bond within space and time. Economic production and religious spirituality 
were absolutely unified, as Landes explains:

The Cistercians in particular were as much as economic as a spiritual enterprise (they would not 
have recognized the difference). Their agriculture was the most advanced in Europe; their fac-
tories and mines, the most efficient. They made extensive use of hired labour, and their concern 
for costs made them turn wherever possible to labour-saving devices. Their Rule enjoined them, 
for example, to build near rivers, so as to have access to water power; and they learned to use this 
in multifunctional, staged installations designed to exploit power capacity to the maximum.18

From this perspective, the picture of unity and self-sufficiency of such vast economic enterprises 
shows its limitations. Not only were there internal class and labour divisions within the monastic 
family itself—as we have seen between the professed and lay sisters, and correspondingly between 
the south-east and north-west sides of S. Bento—but there were also several, less visible, external 
dependencies and relations. 
 Historical records dating from the sixteenth century give us an idea of the Convent’s social 
composition. From all the professed women on record at least 30 percent were daughters of noble-
men of the royal house, and several surnames of wealthy local families are cited.19 But apart from the 
nuns, there was a vast group of people who were more or less a part of the convent’s life and secured 
its relations with the outer world, namely chieftains, servants, serfs, maids, converts, confessor priests, 
chaplains, overseers, doctors and physicians, attorneys, butlers. These people often originated in other 
parts of the country, thus generating a certain cosmopolitanism that extended well beyond the city 
and the region. A certain degree of ethnic diversity also transpired from contracts established with 
the local Moor and Jewish minorities, and from the existence of several racialized slaves living within 
the monastic community.
 During the Middle Ages, there were slaves of various origins in Portugal. Most of them were 
Slavic (from whom the word ‘slave’ originates), or Moorish, as a result of the wars of the Reconquista. 
After the fall of Constantinople and the decline of Mediterranean commercial relations, the new 
African trade route that Portugal monopolized changed this panorama. At this point, both ‘moor’ 
and ‘negro’ became synonymous with ‘slave’ in Portuguese and large Iberian cities such as Seville, 
Cordoba, Valencia, and Lisbon began to host large populations of Black slaves, a trend that soon 
spread throughout the Peninsula.20

 Slave labour had a significant presence in monastic spaces, especially in female communities, 
where many noble religious women entered cloistered life accompanied by their private assets and 
servants, despite their vows requiring them to surrender all kinds of property to the community.21 

17. Claivaux, Letters, 391.

18. Landes, Revolution in Time, 73.

19.	 Conde,	“As	monjas	bernardas	na	Évora	Quinhentista,”	259.

20. Conde, “O quotidiano na clausura feminina eborense e a presença de população escrava,” 36.

21. Ibidem, 37.
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With the expansion of the Portuguese Empire and the conquest of new markets, the countryside, 
and the Alentejo in particular, saw a sharp decline in national population and agricultural produc-
tivity. The colonial enterprise required workers, while also offering the poorest classes the possibility 
of a better life through migration to the colonies. The subsequent deficit in labour-power was thus 
compensated with slave-labour, and it is estimated that between seven and eight hundred slaves ar-
rived in Portugal every year in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.22 During the latter, 10 percent of 
the population of Lisbon were captive individuals, with some localities of the Alentejo reaching the 
same number.23 In a 1535 document, the Flemish humanist Nicolas Cleynaerts, who then resided 
in Évora, wrote in a letter to a friend: 

Slaves swarm everywhere. All service is done by captive Blacks and Moors. Portugal is brimmed 
with this race of people. … It is difficult to find a house where there is not at least one such slave. 
It is she who goes to the market to buy the necessary things, who does the laundry, sweeps the 
house, collects water and dispels waste at the convenient time. … As soon as I set foot in Évora, 
I felt as if transported to a city from hell: everywhere I came across black people …24

At the national level, the Church was the main proprietor, owning about 30 percent of the country’s 
slave population. In Évora, during the sixteenth century, there were 183 owners named within the 
Church, about as many as in the agriculture sector. The most significant subgroup was the clergy, 
with 155 slaves, while churches and religious and monastic orders owned a total of twenty-eight. 
These figures account for only a third of the estimated total.25

 The convent of S. Bento de Cástris is recorded to have owned slaves of both genders, serving 
both individual women and the whole community. Their names, physical features and skills are docu-
mented in detail in testamentary legacies, endowments, inheritances, and donations. Captive women 
mostly took care of domestic labour, while men worked in the fields, farming and herding animals. 
Despite the mention of slaves, gardeners and serfs working both within the Abbey’s precinct and in 
its adjacent fields (which counted over 30 hectares), productive capacity was never as systematic in 
feminine communities as in male Cistercian monasteries. Rather, most of the goods required to run 
the convent were either obtained from rents and charters in the various dominions of the convent, or 
by direct purchase in the city.26 Still, the properties of the convent were vast, and at its peak in the 
mid-eighteenth century, the Abbey owned sixty-seven farms, several houses in the city, wine cellars, 
vineyards, salt mills, pastures, inns, shops, a granary, an oil press, and vegetable gardens.27 The scale 
was modest in comparison with Alcobaça, but it retained the character of a vast productive enter-
prise.
 In sum, cloistered life was an environmental system that operated, within the same building 
or complex of buildings, all the internal and external relations necessary to the maintenance of 

22.	 “In	the	time	of	D.	Manuel	…	in	the	South,	only	the	introduction	of	gangs	on	gangs	of	slaves	was	filling	the	gaps	
tore among the working people by those who left for the Armadas.” In: Telles, O Problema Agricola.

23. See: Lima, Mouros, Judeus e Negros na História de Portugal.

24. Nicolas Cleynaerts’ letter to Jacob Latomus, quoted in: Cerejeira, O Renascimento em Portugal. My translation; 
original Portuguese version: “Os escravos pululam por toda a parte. Todo o serviço é feito por negros e mouros 
cativos … Mal pus pé em Évora, julguei-me transportado a uma cidade do inferno: por toda a parte topava ne-
gros,	raça	por	que	eu	tenho	tal	aversão,	que	só	eles	por	si	bastariam	para	me	fazer	abalar	daqui.	…	Dificilmente	
se encontrará uma casa onde não haja pelo menos uma escrava destas. É ela que vai ao mercado comprar as 
coisas necessárias, que lava a roupa, varre a casa, acarreta a água e faz os despejos à hora conveniente.”

25. Fonseca, Escravos em Évora no século XVI, 38.

26.	 Conde,“As	monjas	bernardas	na	Évora	Quinhentista,”	248.

27.	 See:	Conde,	“A	afirmação	do	Mosteiro	de	São	Bento	de	Cástris	no	contexto	local	e	nacional.”
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socio-biological life. At base, a natural ‘desert’ was humanized and landscaped through technologies 
of labour such as irrigation and time-keeping mechanisms that organized the regular production of 
foodstuffs and medicine. External agricultural assets and land estates were exploited through vari-
ous forms of emphyteutic lease. The social reproduction of the community was maintained through 
spatialized class divisions of labour, while healthcare was provided to the region through the main-
tenance of an infirmary. Social relations within the convent were hierarchized along monastic family 
lines, while relations with outside were filtered through various thresholds of enclosure and surveil-
lance. Finally, rituals of daily life were organized in obedience to a mystical ideology and the stan-
dardized rhythms of the Rule, along with its values of chastity, poverty, abnegation and silence. All 
of these different geographies were equalized and subdivided in the centralizing architectural form 
of the paradisus claustralis, as Bernard of Clairvaux explains: 

The cloister is truly a paradise, a region fortified with the rampart of discipline in which there 
is a fruitful fertility of precious merchandise. A glorious matter, human beings of one manner 
dwelling in a house (Ps 67:7); how good and how pleasant it is for brothers to dwell in unity (Ps 
132:1). You may see someone weeping for his sins, another rejoicing in God’s praises. This one 
ministers to all; that one teaches others. This one prays; that one reads. This one shows mercy; 
that one punishes sins. This one burns with love; that one is strong with humility. This one is 
humble in prosperity; that one is exalted in adversity. This one toils in activity; that one rests in 
contemplative pursuits. And you shall be able to say, These are the camps of God (Gn 32:2). How 
fearsome is this place! This is none other than God’s house and the gate of heaven (Gn 28:17).28

With the dissolution of the religious orders after the liberal revolution of 1820, and the subsequent 
expropriation and alienation of their lands, S. Bento de Cástris entered a period of decline. After six 
centuries of continuous existence, monastic life in the convent ended on April 18, 1890, with the 
passing of the last nun. After state nationalization, the building housed an Agriculture School, and 
between the 1960s and 2005, it held the male section of the religious orphanage Casa Pia. It has 
since remained closed, occasionally hosting cultural events, but in 2017 an agreement was made to 
have Cistercian monks return to the complex. 
 Today, the hill of S. Bento is a leisure attraction for tourists and locals. A large portion of the 
hilltop is protected under the designation of ‘monumental green area’ and a few of the surrounding 
farming estates have been occupied by municipal institutions. The windmills now contain a small 
museum on Megalithism. Walking down from the hill along the aqueduct, we pass by the abandoned 
Quinta do Chantre (rumoured to await a touristic development) and Quinta das Glicíneas (now a 
campus of the University of Évora). Further ahead we encounter a middle-class neighbourhood of 
single-family houses, and a few smaller farms that are still active. Then, crossing the street marked 
by a monumental arch in the aqueduct, we arrive at another cloistered community, Santa Maria de 
Scala Coeli, of the Carthusian order of contemplation, built in the mid-sixteenth century and still 
active today.29 [Map 23;24]

 Despite the surrounding urbanization and desacralization of the area, S. Bento retains some 
of its ‘sanctuary’ characteristics. Traditionally, on Easter Mondays, people have a picnic on the hilltop, 

28. Bernard de Claivaux, Sermones de diversis.

29. Cartuxa has remained active throughout the liberal period because Eugénio de Almeida, head of one of the 
largest bourgeois families to arise out of liberalism, bought their land from the state and ensured their continuity. 
The	monastery	is	currently	flanked	by	the	family’s	winery,	one	of	the	largest	producers	in	the	country.
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called almoço do borrego or ‘lamb lunch’, a tradition inherited from the Passover Sacrifice.30 It is a 
fading custom common to the whole region. In some localities, it takes the form of a romaria (from 
romeiro, meaning a ‘person travelling to Rome’), i.e., a short-distance pilgrimage hermitages where a 
mix of sacred and profane activities take place, including spiritual services and processions, singing, 
feasting, and dancing. S. Bento performs that function for the city of Évora.
 The hilltop remains somewhat secluded because most of the surrounding land is not cross-
able, having been enclosed by the landowning classes that arose at the transition from feudalism to 
capitalism.[Fig. 28;29] It is a mere twenty-minute walk away from Bairro da Malagueira, connected by 
a narrow street that meanders between the walls of the patchwork of enclosed enclosed estates, and 
Quinta da Malagueira, the old farming villa after which the bairro was named, used to be one of 
them.

6.2 The Quinta
In the ancien régime, the territory of the Alentejo was organized into precise economic categories: 
three types of urban settlements—cities (cidades), towns (vilas), and villages (aldeias)—and two types 
of rural land occupations, known as coutos and campos.31 The coutos were enclosed seigniories exempt 
from royal taxation and farmed through emphyteutic lease. When located close to urban settlements, 
they were used for relatively intensive and diversified agriculture oriented towards exchange in the 
local markets, or self-cultivation by producers who either owned small-scale businesses (such as 
taverns e wine cellars) or used the produce for their own immediate consumption. The campos were 
fields of chaneca or montado, used for grain cultivation and natural pasture. They were divided into 
property units known as herdades (estates), which could be parcelled into quintas (farms) or, more 
frequently, smaller plots known as courelas.32 Often, these courelas resulted in the partial or total 
fragmentation of the herdades and could give rise to small peasant settlements made up of a few scat-
tered houses. Whenever municipal property was available, some land was defined as the commons 
(baldios), yet most of these settlements had no associated lands, functioning solely as dormitories for 
small farmers (seareiros) and the wage-labourers of nearby estates.
 Administratively, rural space was organized in counties (concelhos) that were divided in parish-
es (freguesias), which functioned as religious, fiscal, and sometimes also administrative units. In 1828, 
only 50 percent of all parishes in Évora’s county contained some form of settlement. The Alentejo 
has historically been sparsely populated and therefore prone to urban concentration. Towns and 
cities contrasted with the rural areas in terms of diversity and socio-economic life standards. They 
were political decision centres, and hence they attracted the dominant classes, made up of large land-
owners, as well as the intermediate classes linked to administrative, education, religious and other 

30. In the Sephardic rite, it is custom to ritually slaughter a lamb or a goat on the evening of Passover and eat on the 
first	night	of	the	holiday.	According	to	the	Torah,	the	sacrifice	was	first	offered	in	Egypt	on	the	night	God	struck	
down	the	firstborn	sons	of	every	household	in	the	final	plague	against	the	Pharaoh,	thus	releasing	the	Israelites	
from slavery and leading them to Exodus. Each household was instructed to select a one-year-old male lamb; 
the head of the household was to slaughter the lamb at twilight and apply its blood to the tops and sides of the 
door	frames	of	their	houses	as	a	sign	for	God	to	“pass	over”	and	spare	their	respective	first-born	(Exodus	12:11).	
In	Christianity,	the	sacrifice	of	the	Passover	lamb	is	syncretically	fulfilled	by	the	crucifixion,	death	and	resurrection	
of	Jesus,	the	Lamb	of	God,	whose	sacrifice	also	spares	the	faithful	from	God’s	judgment.

31. Fonseca, Sociedade e Elites, 75.

32. Old agrarian measure of 100 braças in length by 10 in width. Roughly equivalent to the British medieval ‘hide’, a 
land-holding	that	was	considered	sufficient	to	support	a	family.
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services. But all of them nevertheless kept a close economic link with the rural lands.
 According to Albert Silbert, the society of the ancien régime in the Alentejo was made up of 
five rural classes: two dominant land-owning classes, one intermediate class, and two classes of poor 
peasants.33 At the top of the hierarchy were a minority of large landlords, made up of institutional 
owners such as the Crown, the Royal house, the Church, and the titled nobility, either resident of the 
royal court or part of the major local families. They were absentee rentier owners, with little interest 
in profit maximization or the direct exploitation of land, instead promoting indirect forms of farm-
ing through intermediaries known as caseiros (caretakers) and feitores (foremen).34

 The absentee behaviour of the large landlords and their propensity for overspending and 
indebtedness, favoured the rise of a second dominant class, i.e., a minority of fermiers généraux, 
seigniorial managers, and large farmers (grandes lavradores) who owned less property but often ac-
cumulated more wealth.35 They were the entrepreneurial groups that made up the high bourgeoisie 
responsible for opening the Alentejan economy to the national and international markets. Acting as 
mediators between the large landlords and society, they ended up controlling and dominating pro-
duction, and exploiting large farmsteads chiefly oriented towards livestock production, rent specu-
lation, and the appropriation of agricultural surpluses for commodity trade. They would become the 
new agrarian elite that replaced the old landlords after the liberal processes of land disamortization 
and the breakdown of the seigniorial houses, giving rise to the modern kind of latifundium that 
dominated the Alentejo until the 1960’s.36

 On an intermediate level, there was a similar but larger and more heterogeneous class of ren-
tier farmers, who were also entrepreneurial in nature and owned fortunes above the regional average. 
Their wealth was made up of fixed capital and value reserves accumulated over generations through 

33. As was common throughout Europe during the eighteenth century, “Land property was still detained by the 
traditional ancien regime landlords, i.e., the Crown, Nobility, the Church, and to a lesser degree by municipal 
institutions and commoners. The apportionment between these social bodies is not known for the whole country, 
but taking the example of the region of Évora, we learn that 50 percent of the land was held by the aristocracy, 
36 percent by religious institutions and lay-brotherhoods, and the remaining 14 percent were held in the hands 
of the commoners.” In: Costa, Lains and Müch, Economic History of Portugal, 171. The paragraphs on the rural 
class division of the Alentejo are taken from Fonseca, Sociedade e Elites Alentejanas no Século XIX, 77–81. 
See also: Silbert, Portugal Méditerranéen.

34. The local nobility tended also to be absentee because it owned a large amount of disperse landed property.

35. The English word ‘farmer’ in the sense of ‘agricultural producer’ is derived from the French word fermier which 
means ‘leaseholder’. Initially the word ‘farmer’ designated in England only those agricultural producers who were 
not the owners of the land they were cultivating. Subsequently ‘farmer’ became the generic term of all agricul-
tural entrepreneurs, whether they owned the cultivated soil or not. In Portuguese, there are several words that 
in this thesis all get translated as ‘farmer’, with the sole differentiation being their size (large farmer, farmer, small 
farmer).

36. The property rights system of the ancien régime became a target of the enlightened government of the physio-
crat Marquis of Pombal, between 1750 and 1777. The kingdom was facing an economic crisis due to the exhaus-
tion of the colonial gold extraction in Brazil, and when the 1755 earthquake hit Lisbon and southern Portugal, 
it caused irreparable damage to the capital and the county’s economy. However, it also offered the opportunity 
for reform. The aftermath of the calamity saw the political rise of the Marquis, the same person behind Porto’s 
Almada	masterplan	mentioned	in	chapter	four,	whose	years	in	office	enacted	an	unprecedented	degree	state	
centralization and economic intervention. The minister’s actions went far beyond the context of the catastrophe: 
he changed the institutional framework of the Portuguese agricultural economy, for example, with the creation 
of	the	first	demarcated	wine	region	in	the	Douro.	Alongside	the	colonial	companies	that	emerged	with	Pombal’s	
policies, this institutional framework for wine production and trade became a bone of contention with Great Brit-
ain, in terms of both national, colonial and foreign trade. His government enhanced the wealth of the elite who 
dominated	colonial	commerce,	industry,	and	state	financial	affairs.	He	was	the	first	to	expropriate	land	holdings	of	
the Church, by expelling the Jesuit order from the continent and the Empire. Overall, Pombal’s measures marked 
the onset of the processes of primitive accumulation that could be understood as a Portuguese equivalent to the 
English enclosures, about which Marx stated: “The spoliation of the Church’s property, the fraudulent alienation 
of the state domains, the theft of the common lands, the usurpation of feudal and clan property and its transfor-
mation into modern private property under circumstances of ruthless terrorism, all these things were just so many 
idyllic	methods	of	primitive	accumulation.	They	conquered	the	field	for	capitalist	agriculture,	incorporated	the	
soil into capital, and created for the urban industries the necessary supplies of free and righteous proletarians.” 
In: Marx, Capital Vol. I, 895.
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contracts of marriage and inheritance. Their forms of ownership, property dimensions, and volume 
of their means of production varied significantly, but they were united in a relative temporal stability 
and resistance to change afforded by the hereditary processes of transmission and administration. 
Unlike independent yeomen, who lacked the capital, and unlike aristocrats, whose wealth was locked 
up in land, these agrarian entrepreneurs were able to use their liquid capital to invest in new tech-
nologies, compensating for the demographic fluctuations in the labour-force with investment in 
machines.
 Below them were a peasant class of small farmers (seareiros), caretakers (caseiros), and singeleiros 
(farmers who owned a yoke of oxen). They worked small-scale properties on less fertile lands, in a re-
lationship of indirect dependency with the large landowners of the first class, and direct dependency 
with the large farmers of the second class. They were a minority group in the Alentejo but played a 
significant part in the cultivation of the coutos, as well as in the clearing of fields. Despite their pre-
carious economic conditions, this class was an important community, with a relative autonomy and 
a tendency towards agrarian collectivism.
 Finally, the lowest class was the industrial reserve of wage-labourers and marginals who con-
stituted the bulk of the workers, about 70–75 percent of the total active population. Of these, only 
20 –40 percent had a fixed occupation, with the remaining forced to live off temporary and transitory 
work.37 The line that split seasonal workers from conditions of marginality, such as vagrancy and 
criminality, was extremely tenuous, leading to the conditions of latent revolt that characterized not 
only the Alentejo but most of the European regions where latifundiary property relations predomin-
ated. It is estimated that their life standards were more favourable towards the end of the ancien ré-
gime, having deteriorated with the introduction of machinery and the demographic shifts that took 
place at the end of the nineteenth century, at which point revolts also escalated, when the capitalist 
economy became predominant:

The latifundium economy articulated two different sets of production relations. The dominant 
was capitalist. The output was mostly directed to the market, aiming at maximizing profit. The 
large farmer (lavrador) held the capital and generally part or the whole of the land. A large part 
of the production factors was acquired in the market, especially labour, but also some capital 
goods, industrial fertilizers, herbicides and insecticides, etc. The dominant production relation 
was wage-labour, which included a relatively small nucleus of fixed farm hands and a vast 
majority of seasonal hired labour. Wages were kept low by the availability of a vast agricultural 
working class with no employment alternatives. To some extent, prices of factors (especially 
labour) and output (namely cereals) were conditioned by political and social domination in the 
local social structure, and by the influence of the large landowners and farmers at the political 
centre.
 The secondary component was rent. Plots of less productive land or being cleaned anew 

37.	 These	numbers	were	in	place	already	during	the	sixteenth	century,	which	indicates	the	specific	nature	of	southern	
Portuguese feudalism, where dependent peasants and smallholders were a minority and there was widespread 
unemployment. Heavy feudal rents on seigniorial lands lead to a premature and bloated ‘tertiary sector’, which 
prefigures	the	secular	stagnation	to	come.	This	was	common	to	both	Portugal	and	Spain	(especially	Andalusia)	
and was in part due to the latifundiary property structure, but also due to the parasitism and underdevelopment 
of	domestic	manufactures	promoted	by	the	constant	influx	of	bullion	from	the	New	World.	See:	Anderson,	Lin-
eages of the Absolutist State, 73. In a footnote, Anderson quotes Vitorino Magalhães Godinho’s Estrutura da 
Antiga Sociedade Portuguesa,	where	the	author	identifies	in	the	Portuguese	ancien	régime,	a	pattern	of	symp-
toms	similar	to	those	identified	by	Ste.	Croix	in	the	late	Roman	empire,	namely	a	“society	that,	lacking	modern	
means	of	subsistence,	saw	its	basic	productive	sector	extremely	reduced	and	had	inordinately	inflated	all	those	
classes that did not participate in production and instead ‘ate’ all the rent (the surplus, extracted from the working 
classes).” My translation.
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after long fallow periods were let on precarious sharecropping contracts to small farmers (sea-
reiros). These took over all farming costs, owned their working capital and tilled the land for one 
cereal crop using mostly their own households’ workforce and occasionally a few hired hands. 
Rent added to the profit of the capitalist component to make up the total net income of the 
lavoura. This rent component was also structurally dependent on the lack of job alternatives and 
the peasants’ willingness to accept a low return for household workforce and for working capital 
to make a living, in alternative or complementary to wage labour, and to acquire or keep a small 
farmer status.38

José Perdigão Rosado de Carvalho, first Count of Ervideira, was born in Herdade da Mencoca, in 
Machede, 15 kilometres east of Évora, on October 10, 1862. He was the eldest child of a wealthy 
family of the intermediate class, established in the agrarian tradition at least since the fifteenth 
century. He studied in Lisbon until he was eighteen years-old, at which point the sudden death 
of his stepfather, Inácio Rosado de Carvalho, forced him to move back to Évora to take over the 
administration of the family estate. His mother, Maria Rita Rosado, had been a widow once before, 
and when his father died, she remarried his paternal uncle. Hence, the Count was the sole heir of the 
joint properties of his father and stepfather, along with the assets belonging to his father’s first wife. 
Throughout his life, he expanded his family’s possessions and became a major landowner, establish-
ing one of the largest houses in the district, with further holdings in Beja and in Lisbon.39 Under his 
management, the estates were modernized and the house of Ervideira gained notoriety, still extant 
today in the sectors of livestock, horse-breeding and winemaking.
 With the consolidation of liberalism in the Regeneration period, the agrarian reform of 
Mouzinho da Silveira and the subsequent rise of the rural bourgeoisie, the house of Rosado de 
Carvalho entered Évora’s social elite. Until then, it had not been represented in any census of pro-
prietors, merchants, manufacturers and otherwise significant taxpayers eligible for seats as senators, 
in municipal posts, or other public administration offices. Only in the census of 1855, under the 
administration of the Count’s parents, did the house become one of the most taxed families in Évora, 
and even then, despite owning extensive properties, its acceptance into the social elite was slow. That 
would only change in the 1880s when the Count united via matrimony with another important local 
family, the house of Fernandes. As part of the wedding dowry, the house amassed five herdades, one 
quinta, and one courela. Their ascent was enshrined in 1983, when José Perdigão bought a monu-
mental tomb at the end of the main alley of Cemitério dos Remédios, next to the mausoleum of 
the Barahona family. One year after, he joined the most important elite club of Évora, the Theatre 
Society (Sociedade de Exploração do Teatro Garcia de Resende, and finally, in 1886, he purchased the 
title of viscount from the King, in exchange for philanthropic donations. In 1903 he became the first 
Count of Ervideira.40

 In the beginning of the twentieth century, the Count moved from his casa grande in Rua 
de Alconchel to his newly acquired Quinta da Malagueira, where he began the construction of a 
palatial villa that newspapers would later call “a small Versailles.”41 [Fig. 30;31] He also acquired the 
large Palace of the Mellos on the same street of his old house, right off Praça do Giraldo. From 
Malagueira until the palace, passing by the cemetery and the casa grande, his properties lined up in a 

38. Santos, “Economic Sociology of the Modern Latifundium,” 24.

39. Biographic information extracted from Vacas, Famílias de Mora, Pavia e Évora.

40. Gameiro, Dicionário Biográfico Parlamentar, 654–658.

41. Muralha, Álbum Alentejano, 308–9.
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procession-like sequence culminating in the commercial and civic heart of the city.[Map 29] In 1905, 
he took on a leading role in the Regenerator Party at Évora’s municipal council, a conservative party 
and the most powerful political organization of the Kingdom. After the party’s dissolution with the 
Republican Revolution of 1910, he integrated the Monarchic Party. In a short time, he became an 
influential politician in the region, taking on relevant roles such as Peer of the Realm, Deputy of 
the Nation, president of the General Parish Council, purveyor of Santa Casa da Misericórdia and 
later of Casa Pia, city councillor, and several other philanthropic positions. He was also founder and 
director of the local newspaper Notícias de Évora, influential in promoting his political views. While 
the Count’s father had left a legal asset list that included only a few courelas and one herdade, that of 
Mencoca, by the end of the Count’s life, his estate list counted fourteen of such major estates.
 In 1908, he invited the newspaper Districto de Évora, which he had also founded two years 
earlier, for a visit to his Herdade da Furada, where he had likewise built a new villa.42 The publication 
described it as one of the first estates in the Alentejo that was not so much a traditional monte, but 
a “little industrial city, with its planted and illuminated avenues, a clock tower, canalized water and 
sewage running in all directions.” The seigniorial house was described as “truly princely, denoting in 
every room the wealth and comfort as well as the good taste of its proprietor.” The complex embod-
ied the hygienic and technological spirit of the Regeneration, with its paved accesses, workshops, 
modern facilities, groomed trees, irrigation networks and many comforts resulting from a series of 
investments and ‘improvements’, including several hectares of land clearings.43

 While Herdade da Furada was a massive productive farm, an industrial latifundium, Quinta 
da Malagueira was smaller and more leisure-oriented, a status symbol and a retreat of sensibility and 
good taste that established the Count not only as an agrarian entrepreneur, but as a gentleman patron 
of the arts. The quinta was partitioned into two enclosures: the surrounding the pasture, or ferragial, 
and the main complex comprising the villa with its adjacent productive and pleasure gardens. The 
main enclosure, which remains intact today, has an unusually regular and symmetrical shape for the 
context, differing from the common monte, which is typically far more organic and open.[Map 25] 
Quinta da Malagueirinha, the adjacent farm to the east on which Bairro da Malagueira was built, is 
a much more common example: a small limewashed house is flanked by an olive grove, with its lar-
ger grazing fields beyond. But Malagueira is far more monumental, resembling instead the summer 
leisure estates built by noble families in the surroundings of Lisbon.44

 The house itself was built in two stages that present two slightly different architectural styles. 
The more recent main house was built in the typical nationalist style of the casa Portuguesa promoted 
by Raul Lino at the turn of the century. The older adjacent construction, running parallel to Rua Fria, 

42. According to the oldest available sources, dating to the end of the seventeenth century, the land today known as 
Quinta	da	Malagueira	was	first	owned	by	a	nobleman	of	the	royal	house	known	as	António	Lúis	Ribeiro	de	Barros.	
He	was	widowed	in	1682,	at	which	point	the	Quinta	was	donated	to	the	Friars	of	Saint	Augustine.	By	the	end	of	
the eighteenth century, the land belonged to Convento do Carmo, and after the Liberal Revolution it fell in the 
hands	of	José	António	Xavier	Sintrão,	a	lawyer.	It	remained	divided	in	two	cadastral	denominations—Quinta	da	
Malagueira	Velha	and	Quinta	da	Malagueira	e	Ferragial—with	the	latter	belonging	to	António	Teles	Monteiro,	
and the former to José Paulo de Mira, a man known as the ‘General hunter’, who prided himself of owning an 
English	riffle	gifted	to	him	by	the	King.	In	1865,	the	estate	was	united	under	one	property,	named	Quinta	da	
Malagueira,	and	evaluated	at	3,400$000	réis.	It	was	then	owned	by	Estêvão	José	Vieira	and	Maria	Antónia	Falé	
Vieira, whose only daughter married the second Viscount of Esperança, who then sold it once again. See: Carval-
ho, Lavradores Alentejanos, 532.

43. In: O Distrito de Évora (15 Mar 1908).

44. Aurora Carapinha traces the origins of the ‘leisure farm’ or quinta de recreito—a noble or bourgeois villa that 
mixes both productive and pleasure functions—to the mid-sixteenth century. She notes that, in the outskirts of 
Lisbon	at	this	time,	there	were	over	six	hundred	such	quintas,	and	she	names	the	first	few	to	fit	the	typology:	
Quinta	da	Água	de	Peixes,	Quinta	de	Ribafria,	Solar	da	Sempre	Noiva,	Quinta	da	Bacalhoa,	and	Quinta	das	
Torres. See: Carapinha, “Da Essência do Jardim Português,” 195–9.
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is somewhat peculiar for the context. The steeply pitched roof and the protracting eaves are a feature 
more typical of Portuguese colonial architecture, adapted to the heavy rainfalls of tropical climates, 
and even though there is no evidence of the Count having held businesses in the colonies, the so-
cial elites of the time moved across the empire and cultural influences travelled back and forth.45 
It is likely a part of what in the late nineteenth century became known as arquitectura de veraneio, 
meaning ‘summer architecture’, a style marked by eclecticism and imported exotic symbols linked to 
the then nascent tourism industry.46 Nevertheless, Malagueira retains its productive essence weaved 
with the leisure aspects and in many ways monumentalized.[Map 26]

 Malgueira falls, therefore, in the category of a quinta de recreio, or ‘leisure farm’, which dates 
back to the Renaissance tradition of villegiatura. These estates were dedicated not only to agricultural 
production—of mostly export crops such as wine, vegetables, fruits, and olive oil—but also to the 
ocium of the rentier farmer classes, serving as an administrative centre for their broader latifundiary 
estates. While an herdade served as a main residence during the most important moments of the 
harvest cycle, the new agrarian bourgeoisie appropriated the aristocratic culture ‘vacationing’ in their 
smaller and more leisurely quintas.47 In the Alentejo, the quintas were always clustered around the 
main cities. Production was directed not only towards the growing domestic market of the late nine-
teenth century but also towards Central Europe and the overseas colonial territories. Cereals, citrus 
fruits, and meat were typically exported to Lisbon, while wine, olive oil and cork were funnelled 
abroad. Horses were bred for labour, transportation and leisure purposes. Both economically and 
spatially, these estates were dependent satellites of the towns, fruit of the economic surpluses gener-
ated by commerce and industry inherent to the urban world of the bourgeoisie. Their owners were 
part of the urbanite elites—“I go often to Lisbon but my hobby is always here, in these lands that I 
transformed and that I am proud of ”—and the houses were furnished with all sorts of metropolitan 
domestic comforts.48

 Quinta da Malagueira spatializes the family-house of Ervideira as an economic, cultural, and 
political institution.49 Two cross-shaped axes organize the main enclosure, linking the north and 

45. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, wealthy emigrants returning from Brazil became the purveyors of a 
new domestic architecture trend in Portugal that became known condescendingly as ‘casas de Brazileiro’. They 
are reminiscent of the architectural styles of the colonial fazenda or roça (as the herdades were called in Brazil 
and S. Tomé), displaying a mix of modern and romantic aspects with imported regionalisms from more tropical 
climates. They are usually described derogatorily as the ‘new money’ status symbols of a newly established bour-
geoisie that accumulated wealth in their overseas ventures. See: Tavares, Casas de Brazileiro.

46.  In 1870, king D. Luís chose the bay of Cascais, 8 kilometers west of Lisbon, as his summer retreat. With him, came 
the highest dignitaries of the Court, as well as the Realm’s most important families of both aristocratic and high 
bourgeoisie	ascendance,	eventually	turning	the	small	locality	into	the	realm’s	first	beach	resort.	The	residences	
they built along the bay were different in nature from their urban palaces. They took on an exoticist and eclectic 
look, with mannerist decorations of both popular and erudite, national and foreign taste. The Swiss chalet, with 
a mix of stone and wood constructions, became especially fashionable. Switzerland was then at the vanguard of 
the	European	tourism	industry	and	hence	its	architectural	symbols	were	imported	with	that	significance.	When	D.	
Carlos—with whom the Count of Ervideira had a close relationship—ascended to the throne, he kept this summer 
habit,	which	was	also	influenced	by	a	rising	sensibility	towards	health	and	nature,	seen	as	a	refuge	from	the	cities	
that were becoming increasingly proletarianized. The birth of tourism, which at this point was made of high-class 
health resorts and the ‘beach villegiatura’, was made possible by the expansion of the railroad networks in the 
liberal Fontismo period during the second half of the nineteenth century. The architect Raúl Lino would later 
write against this ‘denationalization’ of domestic architecture in Portugal and propose instead his synthesis of the 
‘Portuguese house’, which would eventually animate modernist architecture debates up until the the time of the 
SAAL.	The	main	house	of	Quinta	da	Malagueira,	which	is	a	more	recent	extension	and	contains	the	Count’s	study	
and premises, was built following Lino’s nationalist style.

47. Fonseca, “As elites económicas alentejanas, 1850-1870,” 724.

48. Count of Ervideira quoted in Muralhas, Album Alentejano.

49.	 In	the	oldest	recorded	entry	of	the	municipal	Land	Registry	Office	(date	unknown),	the	Quinta	is	described	as	
follows:	“Quinta	da	Malagueira	located	in	the	parish	of	Sé	d’Évora,	consists	of	habitation	houses,	olive	groves,	
vineyards, sowing land, orangery, noria with an iron mill, tanks and lake is fully walled and free of rent; it is 
flanked	on	the	northern	side	by	a	service	road,	from	the	east	the	Torregela	stream,	from	the	south	and	west	by	
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south entrances and arranging all functions. They form two distinct precincts articulated by the villa 
and divided by an east-west partition wall running along Rua Fria. North of this wall and street, we 
find an olive grove and the livestock production dependencies arranged along the perimeters of the 
enclosure. In the southern side there is the main house and pleasure gardens, as well as the citrus or-
chards arranged in a system of parterres. The northern precinct is hence more labour-intensive, while 
the southern side is more elegant and horticultural. There is a sophisticated irrigation system that is 
also split in this way and works by gravity: the northern side is sourced by a welltower that supplies 
all drinkable animal fountains, workers’ facilities and the main house; while the southern partition 
is fed by a pump well that feeds a large reservoir associated with the parterres that organize the or-
chards. In the centre of the whole complex, and at the crossing point of the two main axes, we find 
the main house, where the Count’s study is located assuming a prominent north-south orientation. 
The main house is standing on an intermediate parterre that it splits into two: it faces a romantic 
garden in the front, which serves as its outdoor atrium, and an orange grove in the back, which is 
closely connected with the more reproductive side of the house.[Map 27]

 The quinta’s overall enclosure thus assumes a spatial form that is quite distinct from that 
of the cloister: the centre of gravity is no longer an empty space of daily communal ritual, but the 
living chambers of the family head, the patriarch-Count. From this dominant position, he is the 
most visible but also the most able to oversee the daily activities of the estate. From the nodal point 
of the crossing axes, the whole social hierarchy of the bourgeois family estate becomes materialized 
and differentiated, both in terms of class and gender. The symbolism of its aesthetic is not spiritual 
but absolutely material: instead of a link to heaven and holy abnegation at the centre we find the 
monumentalization of an individual and his absolute private property. 
 Hence, as was customary of the latifundiary estates in the Alentejo but assuming a more 
geometric layout, the most visible and accessible room from the outside is the Count’s study, where 
he could host clients and business associates.50 This was the threshold of hospitality of the house, the 
liminal zone where guests were allowed to penetrate the sanctity of the domestic sphere. It was also 
the individualized male space par excellence, the intellectual retreat where the patriarch engaged in 
the relevant activities of politics and economic affairs. Here, he was simultaneously withdrawn and 
emancipated from the drudgery of daily reproductive labour and the necessities of private life. He 
was connected to the outside realm of production, accumulation, and public duty, while remaining 
guarded from domestic drudgery and the spaces culturally associated with female sexuality. The study 
was thus the patriarchal heart and centre of the quinta. 
 In the older adjacent house, we find the domestic labour-intensive spaces, such as the ser-
vant’s chambers as well as the kitchen, located in the basement. This stands in direct contrast with 
the typology of the peasant house, where the kitchen opened directly onto the street and left women 
in contact with the outside world.51 The Countess, of whom the bibliographical records rarely speak, 
was the housewife and governess of the reproductive domain. She was a high-class instance of the 

the	Malagueirinha	farm,	and	has	a	venal	value	of	2,500$000	réis.”	In:	Conservatória	do	Registo	predial	de	Évora,	
nº3074.	My	translation;	original	Portuguese	version:	“Quinta	da	Malagueira	situada	na	freguesia	da	Sé	d’Évora,	
que consta de casas d’habitação, olival, vinha, terra de semeadura, laranjal, nora com um engenho de ferro, 
tanques e lago é toda murada e livre de foro; confronta do norte com estrada de serventia da mesma quinta, 
do nascente com o ribeiro de Torregélla, do sul e poente com quinta da Malagueirinha, e tem o valor venal de 
2:500$000	réis.	Fiz	esta	descripção	à	vista	d’uma	escriptura	publica	outorgada	a	18	de	Dezembro	de	1877	nas	
notas do tabellião d’Evora Joaquim Maria Pinto e apresentada sob nº 1 de diario em 24 do mesmo mez e anno. 
Indice real nº1 f. 61.”

50. Gomes, Bairro da Malagueira de Siza Vieira, 108.

51. Bernado, Sociabilidade e Distinção em Évora no Século XX, 41.
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phenomenon that Maria Mies termed ‘housewification’: a woman whose primary role was the gen-
erational reproduction of private property, i.e., of heirs with certified ancestry able to carry the family 
name and lineage through the biological inheritance of titles.52 She is the social subject for whom 
the market of colonial luxury commodities—such as oriental medicines, perfumes, spices, textiles, 
sugar, coffee, and precious metals and stones—was primarily catered for. She was part of the “first 
of the accumulating classes in Europe,” a Lady, a mother, and a housewife. Her sexual value was 
high, and hence her chastity had to be copiously guarded and surveilled, at first by her father, and 
then, upon marital transfer, by the husband. The domestic enclosure was thus, in a certain sense, the 
bourgeois woman’s cloister.
 In liberal ideology, the enclosure of women’s sexuality is intimately tied with the institution 
of the family, whose lineage of property inheritance her body guarantees. In the architecture of the 
household, all of this comes together under the naturalized aegis of domestic privacy. In the essay 
“Untitled: The Housing of Gender,” Mark Wigley makes the link between the ideology of privacy 
(and its correlate base of domestic control over female sexuality and reproductive labour) and the first 
treatises on bourgeois domestic architecture:

… in opposing male mobility in the exterior to female stasis in the interior, Alberti’s text closely 
follows Xenophon’s fifth-century treatise Oeconomicus, which at once naturalizes and spatializ-
es gender: “The gods made provision from the first by shaping, as it seems to me the woman’s 
nature for indoor and the man’s for outdoor occupations.” Xenophon prohibits any confusion of 
this gender-space division, whether it be the man’s occupation of the interior or the woman’s oc-
cupation of the exterior. Such a spatial reversal does not just go against their respective natures. 
The spaces literally produce the effect of gender, transforming the mental and physical character 
of those who occupy the wrong place: “compelled to sit indoors, the body becomes effeminate 
and mind loses its strength.” This claim is enthusiastically repeated by Alberti:
 “It would hardly win us respect if our wife busied herself among the men in the mar-
ketplace, out in the public eye. It also seems somewhat demeaning to me to remain shut up in 
the house among women when I have manly things to do among men … Those idle creatures 
who stay all day among the little females or who keep their minds occupied with little feminine 
trifles certainly lack a masculine and glorious spirit. They are contemptible in their apparent in-
clination to play the part of women rather than men. … if he does not shun trifling occupations, 
clearly he does not mind being regarded as effeminate. … I believe that a man who is the father 
of a family not only should do all that is proper to a man, but that he must abstain from such 
activities as properly pertain to women.’’53

52. Em obra publicada em 1880 e reeditada até 1938, Maria Amália Vaz de Carvalho considerava «as datas de uma 
vida» de mulher as seguintes: ida para o colégio, primeira comunhão, encontro com o futuro marido, casamento, 
maternidade,	exame	de	 liceu	do	filho,	casamento	do	primeiro	filho,	nascimento	do	primeiro	neto	e	velhice.	
Quoting	Werner	Sombart’s	Luxury	and	Capitalism,	Maria	Mies	lists	the	three	main	differences	in	this	new	model	
of bourgeois luxury consumption that was founded on mercantile capitalist colonialism:

 “1. a tendency towards domesticity: Whereas medieval luxury was public, now it became private. The display 
of luxury does not take place in the market place or during public festivals, but inside the secluded palaces and 
houses of the rich.

	 2.	a	tendency	towards	objectification:	In	the	Middle	Ages	wealth	was	expressed	in	the	number	of	vassals	or	men	a	
prince could count upon. Now wealth is expressed in goods and material items, commodities bought by money. 
…

 3. a tendency towards contraction of time: Whereas formerly luxury consumption was restricted to certain sea-
sons because the indigenous production of a surplus needed a long time, now luxuries could be consumed at 
any time during the year and also within the span of an individual life.” In: Mies, Patriarchy and Accumulation 
on a World Scale, 102–3.

53. Wigley, “Untitled: The Housing of Gender,” 334–5.
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David Harvey summed this up as follows, “the woman’s otherwise fluid social identity is constrained 
by her insertion into a bounded space—the house.” In that house, “the ordering of space—considered 
[and naturalized] as beauty—is more important than what it orders, creating an aesthetic mask for a 
highly gendered social relation.”54 During the nineteenth century, when bourgeois ideology became 
socially dominant, even liberal feminist discourses were absolutely focused on the sanctity of the 
domestic sphere. Things like family morality, the education of children, good hygiene, and the high-
class protocols of beauty and presentation were on the top of most agendas.55 Feminine magazines 
promoted the ethics and aesthetics of domestic propriety, and they defended that women be given 
better rights so that they could better support their husbands and children. The project of the ‘Euro-
peanization’ of Portuguese society enacted by the Regeneration addressed these questions as an im-
perative for national progress by equating the health of the nation with that of the family. Although 
strictly separated from the public realm of civil society, the domestic sphere was nevertheless subject 
to state intrusion and seen as a vehicle for eugenicist improvement.
 While the cloister had organized the family of women married to God, enclosed from the 
outside world of feudal vassal relationships that were not always exclusively based on kinship, the 
advent of capitalism and the institution of absolute private property established the patriarch as a 
miniature sovereign, and the household as a miniature fatherland (pátria).56 While in the convent 
the monastic family was bounded by service to God, in the bourgeois household familial bonds of 
obligation were now mediated by legal contracts: wills, testaments, inheritance, land registry creden-
tials were all bound up with emotional and intimate ties which were in themselves now commodi-
fied. Contractarianism became the cement of liberal society.57

 Since Quinta da Malagueira was also a productive apparatus, we find, on top of this gendered 
division of space, the organization and surveillance of a class division of labour. A mirante (watch 
tower) placed at the eastern edge of the older house provided a platform for the caseiros and feitores 
to oversee the workers in the adjacent fields of the ferragial. Another romantic tower in the bosquet 
garden on the south-eastern corner—the highest topographical position inside the enclosure—pro-
vided a look-out point towards the city. At the centre of it all, a modern clocktower hovered over 
the whole precinct, dictating the hours of labour.58 Like the colonial fazendas, the quinta’s layout 

54. Harvey, Justice, Nature & the Geography of Difference, 227.

55. Dolores Hayden explains that “For Beecher,” one of the most prominent feminist women of the liberal period, 
“it was extremely important that the housewife do all the work of nurturing with her own two hands. As she 
performed	many	different	tasks	each	day,	she	was	to	be	a	sacred	figure,	above	and	beyond	the	cash	nexus;	her	
personal services as wife and mother were beyond price. Thus the biological mother was presented as the only 
focus for her children’s needs; the virtuous wife was presented as the only one who could meet her husband’s 
needs as well. The spatial envelope for all of this exclusive nurturing was the little cottage in a garden: nature 
surrounding the home reinforced the belief in woman’s natural, biologically determined role within it.” In Hayden, 
The Grand Domestic Revolution, 69.

56. See: McKeon, The Secret History of Domesticity.

57. Contractarianism is a major pillar of liberal ideology, whereby legal equality is rendered seemingly compatible 
with social inequality because capitalist subsumption is able to enact class oppression by purely economic and 
nonpolitical means. The enshrining of the liberal paradox of absolute private property had its roots back in 
Western antiquity, where the combination of universal moral equality with an explicit commitment to social and 
political	 inequality	and	domination	was	 rendered	possible	by	 the	conflation	of	 two	contradictory	dicta:	 legal	
equality before a strong and centralized state, and social inequality linked to exclusive private property rights. 
See: Wood, Empire of Capital.

58.	 “Le	Goff	shows	how	the	transition	from	feudalism	to	capitalism	entailed	a	fundamental	redefinition	of	concepts	of	
space and time which then served to reorder the world according to quiet new social principles. The hour was an 
invention of the thirteenth century, the minute and the second became common measures only as late as the sev-
enteenth	…	.	While	the	first	of	these	measures	had	a	religious	origin	(illustrating	a	deep	continuity	between	the	
Judeo-Christian view of the world and the rise of capitalism), the spread of adequate measures of time keeping 
had	much	more	to	do	with	the	growing	concern	for	efficiency	in	production,	exchange,	commerce,	and	adminis-
tration. It was an urban-based revolution ‘in mental structures and their material expressions’ and it was ‘deeply 
implicated	in	the	mechanisms	of	class	struggle’.*	Equal	hours	in	the	city,	Landes	confirms,	announced	the	victory	
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has a whiff of a military camp, and it is rumoured that the underground kitchen may have doubled 
as a defensive bunker.59 This might seem odd at first, until we consider the historical context, and 
the extent to which the semifeudal ideology that the Count and the quinta stood for was becoming 
increasingly contested, if not actually anachronistic.
 We find that ideology best represented in Quinta da Malagueira’s pleasure gardens. Mixed 
in with the orchards and machinery for production, we find beautiful follies and elements of courtly 
delights, decorated with symbols of chivalry, Christianity, Portuguese manifest destiny and other re-
vivalist tropes of Marialvan culture.60 They represent the Count as a merchant-knight, as was typical 
of an agrarian class who aspired to enter aristocratic society and lacked an autonomous ideology of 
its own. It reflects the transitional nature of the Portuguese bourgeoisie in the nineteenth century, 
which continued in many ways the cultural traditions of the aristocracy and gradually, effectively 
replaced it. 
 The overall decorations of the gardens follow the typical Romantic style of the period, but 
they portray a specific ideology that was arising at the time known as Integralismo Lusitano. Also 
known as ‘Portuguese philosophy’, it was the precursor of a superstructural framework that would in-
form Salazar’s Estado Novo. As a movement, Integralismo was an attempt to reverse the Enlighten-
ment ideology that had blossomed in the 1870’s after the triumph of liberalism and republicanism.61 
At its core, it was a nationalistic eulogy of the supposed ‘excellence of being Portuguese’, with a focus 
on racial supremacy, imperialist rhetoric, and a nostalgia for the Discoveries. Two split tendencies 
marked its doctrine: on the one hand, there was the cult of saudade, or ‘longing’, which construed 
a mythical image of Portugal as a revived Medieval haven, grounded on a gospel of political trad-
itionalism and isolationism; on the other, there was the cult of Sebastianism, the messianic King 
whose awaited return on a day of mist was expected to restore the nation’s long-lost glory, which was 
grounded in epic imagery of interventionism and imperialism.62 In both cases, chivalric traditions 

of a new cultural and economic order’. Gurevich likewise argues that ‘our modern categories of space and time 
have very little in common with the time and space perceived an experiences by people in other historical ep-
ochs’.** The Renaissance, he goes on to state, signalled ‘transition to another way of perceiving the world, and to 
man’s new awareness of himself (individualism, and the conception of the human body as something ‘exclusive’, 
‘alienated from the world’. But the victory was partial and patchy, leaving much of the western world outside of 
its reach until at least the mid-nineteenth century.” In: Harvey, Justice, Nature & the Geography of Difference, 
239. * Le Goff, Time, Work and Culture in the Middle Ages, 36; ** Gurevich, Categories of Medieval Culture, 
28–33.

59.	 This	is	an	unconfirmed	speculation	shared	by	an	anonymous	worker	at	Quinta	da	Malagueira.

60. Marialvismo is a cultural phenomenon that arose during the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Although 
it still survives today, among the more conservative classes, at its origins, it was a predominantly male cultural 
trope.	It	is	names	after	the	Marquis	of	Marialva	and	it	defines	the	stereotype	of	a	young	man	who	presents	himself	
as aristocratic and leads an idle, nostalgic, and hedonistic lifestyle in the face of the disappearance of his social 
position.	He	is	devoted	to	equestrian	activities,	such	as	bullfighting,	but	also	appreciates	typically	low-class	cul-
tural hobbies such as singing and listening to fado. He sometimes also portrayed as a seductive libertine. See: 
Cardoso, “Misticismo e Ideologia no Contexto Cultural Português.” This is how Portuguese writer José Cardoso 
Pires describes the Marialva man: “Primitive and violent, feudal in the relations of land and serf, and sebastianist 
(a crystallized form of racist messianism), the Marialva had an experience that National Socialism came to enrich. 
The Caesarean force of power, the reimplantation of Roman and medieval rituals gave him a saving opportunity 
to structure his instinctual dogmatism.” In: Pires, Cartilha do Marialva: Ou das Negações Libertinas, 133. My 
translation.

61. The main school of Integralismo Lusitano was born at the University of Coimbra, in 1889-91, and later expanded 
in 1907-11. Its protagonists came from higher social strata than the average students, either from the Alentejo’s 
latifundia or the Northern aristocracy. The foundation of a movement called Lusitanian Integralism occurred in 
1914,	three	years	after	the	establishment	of	the	first	Republic.	It	defended	that	people’s	sovereignty	be	replaced	
with the idea of the ‘organic Nation’, and that elections be held at the level of ‘the traditional units of the Nation’, 
namely the family, the municipality, and the professional guilds. This is the basis of what came to be known, 
during	the	dictatorship,	as	‘corporativism’,	an	ideological	denial	of	class	conflict	and	of	the	very	notion	of	society,	
replaced by the essentialist notion of Nation, which had as main representatives and exemplary characters the 
traditional male aristocratic heroes and the ‘common people’. In other words, these were the ideological founda-
tions of Portuguese fascism, which Salazar would later incorporate into the Estado Novo.

62. Sebastianism is a Portuguese messianic myth, based on the belief that King Sebastian (1554–1578), who disap-
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were exalted and identified with a neocrusader mystique reminiscent of the start of Portuguese 
expansion. The quinta is full of explicit allusions to all this, through imagery and small sentences 
engraved onto its most artistic decorations: there are Christian epitaphs, there is a reference to the 
Knights of the Round Table, there are popular sayings about saudade, and in one spot there is a poem 
by António Sardinha, author of the first Portuguese racial treaty, O Valor da Raça, ‘The Value of Race’, 
a foundational document for Portuguese fascism.63 [Fig. 32]

 At the turn of the century, social relations in the Alentejo were becoming increasingly strained, 
fruit of an international economic crisis that affected primarily the immediate peripheries of central 
capitalism, of which Portugal was, and still is, a part of. As we saw earlier, the Portuguese economy 
was becoming increasingly dependent vis-à-vis the British, and after the Scramble for Africa and 
the 1890 British Ultimatum, that dynamic became further encroached. At the same time, a massive 
labour shortage in the continent was developing on par with the rise of workers’ syndicalism. In one 
century, from 1866 to 1966, more than two million and several hundred thousand individuals left 
continental Portugal and the archipelagos, headed abroad or to the overseas colonial territories. The 
rush began in 1870, and between 1886 and 1905 the annual rate of emigration was 4.79 per one 
thousand inhabitants. They left especially for Brazil and the United States, i.e., former slave-owning 
nations that had their reserve army of labour diminished after abolition. In Brazil, the coffee and 
cotton industries were soaring, and until the end of the nineteenth century, the country absorbed 
about 4/5 of Portuguese emigration.64 As usual, emigration led to a domestic labour crisis, which in 
turn caused the price of labour-power to rise. At the same time, the high level of imports in foreign 
cereal led many landowners to leave their farms uncultivated due to an inability to extract profit from 
them. In sum, the conditions were brewing for revolution.
 At the time of the Republican Revolution of October 1910, 81 percent of the population 
in the Alentejo was illiterate, 65 percent of the parishes in the district had no schools, and school-
ing levels were 40 to 50 percent lower than the national average. Children were not allowed to 
study because their families relied so heavily on their labour-power.65 Criminality was the clearest 
manifestation of poverty in the region. It took the forms of robbery, destruction of private property 
(particularly arson), machine sabotage, vagrancy, and personal violence. The criminals’ specific social 

peared	in	the	battle	of	Alcácer	Quibir,	would	reappear	and	return	to	Portugal	at	some	point	in	the	future.	The	
battle was fought in northern Morocco, in 1578, and it can be understood as the last Portuguese Crusade. The 
defeat of Portugal and attendant death of the childless Sebastian led to the end of the Aviz dynasty and the 
integration of the country in the Iberian Union, which lasted for 60 years under the Philippine Dynasty of Spain. 
The belief that King Sebastian would someday return to Portugal and revive the country’s former glory became 
a staple of many strands of nationalist literature, most famously that of Luís de Camões, Padre António Vieira, 
and Fernando Pessoa.

63. These are two of the poems found inscribed in Malagueira’s gardens (my translation):
“Born in loyal Chivalry, 
Chivalry made you so pure 
that without the soul that is your soul,
it is veiled light that does not endure!”

 And another (my translation):
“The term saudade
he who invented it
the	first	time	he	said	it
surely he must have wept.”

 And this is an excerpt from António Sardinha’s O Valor da Raça: “What is required of us is to restore to the Home-
land the feeling of its greatness,—not a rhetorical or emphatic greatness, but naturally, the greatness that ema-
nates from the superior vocation that Portugal belongs within the providential plan of God, as a nation anointed 
towards the expansion of the Faith and the Empire. Dilating the Faith and the Empire is equivalent to sustaining 
the shattered script of Civilization. The reasons for struggle and apostolate that once led us to the Crusade and 
Navigation, these reasons still exist.”

64. Godinho, Estrutura na Antiga Sociedade Portuguesa, 85—9.

65. Fonseca, “Sociedade e Elites Alentejanas no Século XIX,” 73-4.
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stratum eventually earned them the nickname of Malteses, i.e., those who were peasants in the har-
vest periods and vagabonds during the rest of the year. Even though the Alentejo had the largest 
percentage of rural wageworkers in the country, the region’s geography—made up of scantily popu-
lated and extremely isolated settlements—made it very difficult for them to unite and organize. It 
made it equally difficult for the authorities to police the region, a fact that earned Alentejo the label 
of ‘wild province’, a kind of Iberian Far-West. The ruling classes responded with charity and repres-
sion, which only further encouraged crime in a context where desperate living conditions favoured 
revenge and private justice.66 
 Rural unionism was born out of this social geography. The mass rural strikes of 1910-11 
revealed the possibility of interconnection between these rather primitive forms of social action and 
the more modern ones introduced by union struggles. It revealed, in addition, that both models could 
also converge. By the end of 1911, there were about seventy strikes going on nationwide. Further-
more, as we have seen, the Alentejo was undergoing a series of recent but deeply transformative 
processes. The construction of railways and roads that optimized the flow of products towards the 
national and foreign markets; the employment of chemical fertilizers; mass demographic move-
ments; and the Cereal Laws of 1889, all led to widespread land clearings and changes the relations 
of production. But the most crucial problem remained intact, namely landed property relations. Class 
antagonism was hence escalating on both sides.67

 On December 4, 1912, just hours after a reception was held at Quinta da Malagueira, to cele-
brate the Count’s birthday and inaugurate electrical lighting in the gardens, the Count was arrested 
and accused by the leader of the local chapter of the Carbonária of plotting in a monarchic coup. The 
plot was led by Henrique de Paiva Couceiro, a notable counter-revolutionary, colonial governor, and 
monarchist politician who played a major role in the colonization of Angola and Mozambique. The 
plot was uncovered when diverted ammunition was discovered hidden at Porta de Avis. About thirty 
people were allegedly involved, and although the Count was exonerated, his political life came to an 
end. 
 The Count’s eldest son, Luís de Ervideira, inherited the quinta after the death of his father, 
in 1941, at which time there already existed a municipal masterplan contemplating the expropriation 
of its pasture, the ferragial, but left the quinta intact. The contract was signed with the municipality 
in 1971 and that plot has since been urbanized, following a project by Francisco da Conceição Silva, 
from 1972, and following an impressive urban study by the same architect started in 1967.68 Hence, 
contrary to what is often stated, the legal procedures for the expropriation of Quinta da Malagueira 
started before the Carnation Revolution, during the Marcellist period, as part of Évora’s westwards 
expansion plan, which had been first designed by Étienne de Gröer in 1946 and redesigned by his 
son Nikitta a decade later.69 The inner precinct, however, was indeed expropriated in the aftermath 

66. Pereira, “As lutas sociais dos trabalhadores alentejanos,” 135. From 1891 to 1895, Évora occupied third place 
in the national ranking in terms of number of male criminals tried and convicted per 1000 inhabitants, placed 
immediately after the districts and counties of Lisbon.

67. The General Rural Strike of 1910–11 marked the birth of syndicalism in Portugal, and it mobilized hundreds of 
thousands of agrarian workers, whose list of demands included a minimum wage, regional employment priority, 
restrictions to the use of machinery, and the establishment of praças de jorna, a daily market of wage labourers. 
In: Pereira, “As greves rurais de 1911-12,” 487-89.

68. Viscount Luís de Ervideira, was contacted by the municipality on May 18, 1965, and asked to submit a plan of 
the Malagueira estate) with precise limits. The masterplan with the land’s plot subdivision was submitted to the 
municipality one year earlier, in 1964. He contacted the municipality on April 28 1965 but in 1967 it was not yet 
sold.

69.	 The	first	masterplan	for	Évora’s	expansion	was	elaborated	by	Étienne	de	Gröer	and	approved	in	1954.	It	included	
a division of the expansion into four zones: an industrial area and three residential areas segregated according to 
income. The eastern area was intended for proletarian low-cost housing, and the western area, where Malagueira 
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of April 25.
 Today, the quinta is owned by the state and it houses the regional seat of the Ministry of 
Agriculture, but this was not the initial plan. The main enclosure was meant to have been transferred 
to the municipality in 1977 but the government intervened in 1978, after the countercoup, when the 
bairro’s project had already been conceived on the expectation of it being opened up to the public. It 
is hard not to read this reversal of plans as part of the larger context of post-revolutionary Portugal 
and the frictions that arose between the state and the municipalities, the Socialist and Communist 
parties, in the midst of a hegemonic shift from proletarian rule back to the bourgeoisie. Minutes of 
the meetings held by the project committee in Évora note the group’s frustration and their hesitation 
to challenge the government’s decision in court, ultimately deciding against what would ultimately 
be a futile endeavour. Quinta da Malagueira therefore remains, to this day, closed to visitors devoid of 
a special authorization, taking photographs inside the precinct is forbidden, and the Count’s library 
archives are not accessible. Naturally, this has a major effect on the bairro:

Note that the main axis—the plan establishes as a sort of cross, an ancient system of building 
cities—… is parallel to the axis of the Rua Principal of the clandestine constructions. … The 
other transversal axis connects the road that leads to Lisbon [in the south] to another municipal 
road in the north. This route was not completed because something that was foreseen as part 
of the plan—an existing agricultural estate—had its property status diverted in the meantime, 
causing a controversy between the Municipality and the Ministry of Agriculture. So there is 
an impossibility here to establish the two axes, although the transversal axis was intended for 
pedestrians, since the garden was not going to be destroyed. It’s a very interesting garden. Ulti-
mately, we have a very clear ‘T’, and then there was a pedestrian connection to the North that 
was never realized, as it became the property of the Ministry of Agriculture.70

The enclosure of Quinta da Malagueira remains an enclave in the neighbourhood, a secluded his-
torical relic. Even though it is hardly noticeable from the outside, the estate silently dominates the 
surroundings, its large size and mute walls creating a barrier between the social housing and the city 
centre, despite the fact that Siza’s plan responds meticulously to its geometry, ready for the possibility 
that one day it might be truly expropriated and socialized.[Fig. 33]

was later developed was intended for middle- and high-income housing. It followed the standard principles of 
the	Estado	Novo	regarding	public	housing	and	its	Zone	1	was	built	according	to	plan.	His	son,	Nikitta	de	Gröer	
took	over	the	plan	in	the	late	fifties,	and	developed	the	other	two	zones,	following	the	same	aesthetics	of	a	na-
tionalist-style garden city. During the seventies, already within the Marcellist administration, a new detailed plan 
for the western expansion area is commissioned to the architect Conceição da Silva. It is in this context that the 
ferragial	portion	of	Quinta	da	Malagueia	is	expropriated,	where	the	first	Bairro	da	Malagueira	is	planned	and	
built. Hence, even though Siza’s neighbourhood is later also baptized ‘Bairro da Malagueira’, it is worth noting 
that	it	is	not	actually	built	on	land	belonging	to	Quinta	da	Malagueira.	Rather,	most	of	its	territory	was	part	of	the	
adjacent	estate,	known	as	Quinta	da	Malagueirinha.	For	example,	Enrico	Molteni	states	that	the	estates	of	Quinta	
da Malagueira “came to be held by the municipality thanks to the expropriation achieved by Nuno Portas.” He 
is	 likely	 referring	 to	Quinta	da	Malagueirinha.	 In:	“Geometric	Settings	and	Topography”	 in	Fleck	and	Pfeifer,	
Malagueira: Álvaro Siza in Évora, 83. For the urban history of Évora in the twentieth century, see: Simplício, 
Evolução e Estrutura Urbana de Évora.

70. Álvaro Siza, quoted in Gomes, Bairro da Malagueira de Siza Vieira, 478. My translation; original Portuguese 
version: “Repare que o eixo principal—o Plano estabelece como que uma cruz que é um sistema antiquíssimo 
de construir cidade—e o eixo longitudinal é paralelo a esse eixo da Rua principal das construções clandestinas … 
O outro eixo transversal liga a estrada que vai para Lisboa à outra estrada municipal a Norte. Esse percurso não 
foi completo, porque uma coisa que estava prevista como uma parte do Plano, que era uma casa agrícola aqui 
existente, foi entretanto desviada a sua posse, e deu uma polémica entre a Câmara e o Ministério da Agricultura 
(MA). De maneira que há aqui uma impossibilidade de estabelecer os dois eixos—embora o eixo transversal 
tivesse	um	final	para	peões,	porque	o	jardim	não	se	ia	destruir.	É	um	jardim	com	muito	interesse.	No	fundo,	há	
um “T” muito claro, depois havia uma ligação pedonal a Norte que depois não se realizou, passou a ser proprie-
dade do MA.”
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6.3 The Patio
Walking around in Bairro da Malagueira, we feel the silent presence of the quinta as an absent centre 
of gravity located in the lowest point on the site where the two main axes convert and then disappear. 
This absence is mitigated by the fact that so much of the area is also made up of mute enclosures. 
From the Hill of S. Bento down to the bairro, one always walks between property walls and hence 
rural roads predominate, not the urban street. Bairro da Malagueira ties the two worlds together, 
rural and urban, by knitting the country lane—narrow, winding, and flanked by the continuous 
patchwork of enclosures—with the urban street, delineated by the shops and services nested onto 
the infrastructural conduit. Malagueira is a hinge that mediates the transition from town to country, 
from city to landscape, a condition that gives it a distinctly suburban quality.[Fig. 34] This opaqueness 
is also present in many parts of Évora’s historical city centre, especially in the neighbourhoods where 
the patio-house is predominant.
 In the historical centre, there are about seventy buildings currently inventoried and categor-
ized by the municipality as patio-houses, meaning that one typically accesses the house through a 
courtyard that is adjacent to the public street.[Map 30] This typology dates back to the sixteenth cen-
tury, coinciding with the settlement of several noble families that followed the King’s initiative to 
make Évora his summer residence.71 They were owners of large agricultural estates, later joined by 
wealthy farmers and other bourgeois professionals who adopted the same typology in more modest 
terms.
 This patio-house had an L-shaped floorplan and tended to be at least two storeys high, with 
the ground level occupied by service dependencies and the upper floor, known as the sobrado, re-
served for the more private living functions. The patio connected to the street through a large gate 
dimensioned for carriages and draft animals, and it was flanked by a coach house, the horse stables, 
storage rooms, a wine cellar, a barn, and the servants’ living quarters. Quite often, the patio faced a 
back street, and the house had another entrance from the opposite side of the block.72 The patio al-
most always contained a well in the centre, with an underground cistern, along with a few citrus trees 
and, if plot size allowed it, a vegetable garden. Until the mid-nineteenth century, there were no public 
green spaces inside the walled city, only squares and terreiros (for markets) that were not planted, 
and hence urban vegetation was almost exclusively privatized. The patio was an upper-class typology 
that combined household labour with leisure and greenery, and it can be found today all over the 
historical city centre, with special concentration in the wealthier south-eastern blocks outside Porta 
de Moura.73

 On most occasions, access to the second floor, the more private sobrado, was made from with-
in the patio through an external masonry staircase. In more recent versions, there was sometimes a 
vaulted atrium facing the street that distributed access to all floors, interior and exterior. For example, 
the palace of the Mellos bought by the Count of Ervideira is of this later kind, while his casa grande 
falls into the earlier category. On either case, the upper floor sobrado followed the classical prescrip-
tions for a high-class apartment, namely an en filade distribution of rooms that were only faintly 
differentiated but whose hierarchical relationship was clear.
 The first room upon entrance was the sala de fora, meaning ‘outer living room’, and it was 

71. This is the same period during which the Renaissance aqueduct is built.

72.	 This	has	to	do	with	a	specific	morphology	of	medieval	urban	planning	in	Portugal	whereby	zones	of	expansion	
were often planned with elongated blocks that faced a main street on one side, and a secondary street on the 
other, giving them a front-and-back feel. This is clear in Évora, for example, around Rua de Alconchel.

73. José M Pinto Barbosa, “A Casa-Pátio de Évora” in CME, Riscos de Um Século, 166–7.
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dedicated to hosting less intimate visitors. There was often a chapel, and in the liberal period other 
functions also became common, such as a ballroom for hosting soirées, work spaces including as a 
study, a library, and a sewing room, as well as rooms dedicated to personal hygiene.74 In his book Se-
cret History of Domesticity, Michael Mckeon describes the domestic en filade as “rooms of parade,” i.e., 
a layout that “highlighted the processional formality of a grand sequence from great dining chamber 
to an antechamber, withdrawing chamber, bedchamber, and closet.”75 Hence, from the hospitality 
chamber to the closet, this parade organized the equivalence between privacy and private property. 
 This spatial gradation of the sobrado was itself integrated in the general hierarchy of the house. 
But while labour was segregated on the ground floor from the noble functions upstairs, both worlds 
interacted directly with the patio, albeit in diverse ways. The whole upper floor had a privileged re-
lation with this space filtered through transition thresholds such as arcades, windows, verandas, and 
terraces that served leisure and climatic purposes.
 In the essay “Familiar Horror,” Pier Vittorio Aureli and Maria Giudici explain that, “It is no 
coincidence that the urge to manage and compartmentalize life within the house arose at precisely 
the moment when the demise of the feudal system and the rise of wage labour was profoundly 
changing the economic landscape of Europe.” This compartmentalization of space, they argue, which 
coincided with the first architecture treatises on bourgeois domestic interiors, served the double 
purpose of naturalizing class and gender divisions of labour.76 The authors go on to interpret the 
evolution of the apartment by tracing the different historical forms of its partitioning: 

In the eighteenth century, houses could potentially have a stove or fireplace in every room, 
both allowing each family to have an individual kitchen and enabling rooms that were previ-
ously bound to a seasonal rhythm to be used year-round. The relationship between adults and 
children, and masters and servants also changed, making it more important to define separate 
sleeping places for the members of the household, first in aristocratic dwellings, then for the 
middle class, and, for nineteenth-century reformers, ideally for the working class as well.77

This evolution is part of the longue durée course of separation between the private and public spheres 
that was central to the rise of liberalism and the institution of absolute private property. In feudal-
ism the state itself was structured as a family, headed by the patriarch king whose land and subjects 
were his property, and whose right to rule was based on inheritance. With liberalism this logic was 
replaced by the abstract, impersonal, and institutionalized state, where right to rule became mediated 
by abstract concepts such as meritocracy and representation. Paradoxically, in this movement, the 
family underwent the opposite transformation, becoming increasingly akin to a miniature state ruled 
by a domestic patriarch, whose inheritance and property rights were depoliticized and relegated to 
the sphere of the purely economic. The family, along with the house, were thus privatized and exter-
nalized from the political and public realms.78 Another way to understand this transformation, and 
its equivalent architectural manifestations, is to see it as an early symptom of the onset of primitive 

74. Fonseca, As elites económicas alentejanas, 1850-1870, 722.

75. Mckeon, Secret History of Domesticity, 248–9.

76.	 The	same	logic	applies	to	the	layout	of	the	house	at	Quinta	da	Malagueira	that	we	saw	in	the	previous	subchap-
ter.

77. Aureli and Giudici, “Familiar Horror,” 212.

78. “‘In detaching the title to property from allegiance to a sovereign, [John Locke] depoliticized property and turned 
it into an economic rather than political category.’* In this way the ground was laid for the modern association of 
the public sector with state ‘politics’ and of the private sector with ‘economics’—with the market behaviour of 
private individuals.” In: Mckeon, Secret History of Domesticity, 17. *Ryan, Property and Political Theory, 46–7.
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accumulation, i.e., as a form of enclosure. What is being expropriated in this instance, however, is not 
land but the unpaid reproductive labour of women, which is thus naturalized as a ‘labour of love’ that 
happens unconditionally and outside of collective or political considerations. In the words of Aureli 
and Giudici, once again:

The condition of homeownership [the house as a commodity to be owned and inherited] as we 
know it today was consolidated in Europe during the slow transition from the Middle Ages 
to the Renaissance. As a new urban mercantile class arose in the thirteenth and fourteenth 
centuries, complex ownership structures began to shape the development of cities. Yet only in 
the fifteenth century did the organization of domestic space become an architectural project, as 
Leon Battista Alberti’s writings testify. Alberti maintains that a well-off couple should have two 
separate bedrooms, as the bedroom was not only a space for rest and sex but also the epicentre of 
various other activities, from child-rearing to business. … In this context, architecture comes to 
play a crucial role, for economic asymmetry needs not only to be enforced and organized—for 
instance, by relegating women to kitchens and barring them from workshops—but also, and 
most importantly, naturalized. Alberti attempts to put forward a ‘natural’ and ‘rational’ division 
of tasks that is to be seen as accepted, even desired, by all parties. From the peasant’s hut to the 
sovereign’s palace, the house becomes a terrain of primitive accumulation where the systematic 
exploitation of waged servants and unwaged wives has to be managed as well as staged, repre-
sented, and later celebrated as a ‘labour of love’. … The house became a project of accommo-
dating all classes and reinforcing class differences, the ultimate goal of which was not simply to 
order society but to ensure the reproduction of life in the most orderly and secure manner.79

The patio in Évora’s bourgeois house plays a crucial role in this naturalization. It organizes and sep-
arates the labour of waged servants and unwaged wives, as well as the leisure time of the ‘cloistered’ 
bourgeois woman, since, from her condition of domestic seclusion, the patio is her most readily avail-
able outdoors. From her social position as household governess, this is where she mediates between 
the noble and servant levels of the house. Moreover, the patio is the space that best allows for a house 
to be interiorized and detached from the outside world of the public, political, and productive city, in 
other words, it generates the opaque street. In so doing, it beautifies and translates absolute private 
property into the aesthetics and rituals of daily life, itself made up of secretive biological functions 
and intimate social relations, whose political removal from society becomes embedded in, and repro-
duced by, architecture. The patio is hence the crucial apparatus and the physical manifestation of a 
society that has for its unit the patriarchal family.80

 In contrast, the poorest houses in Évora typically had no patios at all. Working-class houses 
in Portugal during the Middle Ages averaged in surface area between 35 and 40 square metres. In 
the South, and in Évora in particular, single-floor houses were predominant. The inner space was 
generally divided in two, with a room that faced the street and a back compartment. The front room 
contained a large fireplace that was prominent in the façade, and it was used for cooking, eating, and 

79. Aureli and Giudici, “Familiar Horror,” 115–7.

80. Older types of patio-houses can also be found in the historical centre of Évora. Their typological origin dates to 
the Roman domus and the Andalusian courtyard. There are no remains of the former but several examples of 
the latter remain, in wealthier format clustered along Rua da Selaria (the old decumanus leading up to the Sé); 
and in more modest versions in the area of the old mouraria, north-east of Sta. Mónica. The Islamic patio-house 
is morphologically different from the bourgeois variant: the patio is smaller and centralized with living spaces all 
organized around it; the house has no windows facing the street, or they are small and discreet; the patio never 
communicates directly with the public road and it is accessed by a sequence of mismatched alleys that protect 
privacy; most houses are single-storey, except for later palatial buildings. See: José M Pinto Barbosa, “A Casa-Pá-
tio de Évora” in CME, Riscos de Um Século, 166–7.
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working. The back room was called celeiro, meaning ‘storage’ or ‘granary’, and it served more intimate 
functions. This is where the whole family slept and provisions were kept, sometimes in a carved hole 
in the ground known as cova de pão, or ‘bread pit’. Since the house lacked any windows, the front 
door had to be left open for the most part of the day in order to let light in and let the fire smoke out. 
The threshold of the door became a social space particularly dedicated to feminine activities such as 
sowing, spinning thread, and socializing with neighbours.81 Up until the nineteenth century, when 
there was a wave of house extensions across the city to accommodate for the epoch’s demographic 
shifts, the majority of the working-class houses in Évora still followed this pattern.[Fig. 38]

 The patio-house was reintroduced in the twentieth century but with completely different 
intentions and class characteristics. At first it took on a logic of optimization of space for lower-class 
housing in the historical city centre, with the emergence of vilas operárias and pátios colectivos that 
were the Southern version of Porto’s ilhas. The clandestine neighbourhoods that developed outside 
the city walls, such as those in the vicinity of Malagueira, also employed patios but they served horti-
cultural far more than aesthetic purposes, in order to fufill the subsistence needs of the semiproletar-
ian classes. Bairro da Malagueira provided yet another version of this typology, a historical synthesis 
of Évora’s patios combined with its own specific characteristics.[Map 31]

 The main intention behind Malagueira’s patios was strategic, namely, to offer a flexible evo-
lutionary typology that could grow according to the evolving needs of the tenants. This allowed 
for a standardized plot to accommodate houses that ranged from one to four bedrooms in size. 
From this resulted an unusually generous social housing arrangement that contrasted significantly 
with the more habitual densification tactics that were employed, for example, in Bairro da Cruz da 
Picada. Consciously or not, however, the patios of Bairro da Malagueira include a combination of 
the key local elements associated with feminine domesticity, namely the garden, the chimney, and 
the kitchen.[Map 32] The patio house in Malagueira is, in a sense, politically ambiguous: it is inheritor 
of a traditionally bourgeois typology that reinforces patriarchal arrangements, but at the same time, 
we can trace Siza’s usual process of dialectical critique.In order to understand that critique, it is ne-
cessary to contextualize the patio in the history of Portuguese social housing and the role of women 
in working-class families, especially in the Alentejo.
 The earliest concerns with proletarian housing in Portugal date to the second half of the nine-
teenth century, part of the modernizing thrust of the Regeneration and its liberal-capitalist concerns 
with the ‘hygienic city’. This is particularly clear in the number of legislative proposals regarding 
‘affordable housing’ that were submitted to the Kingdom’s Chamber of Deputies since 1867.82 The 
introduction written by Augusto Fuschini, engineer of the Regenerator Party, to an 1884 bill titled 
Construction of Economic Houses presented a broad historical reading of the housing question 
within the national territory and abroad. Issued in reaction to the advancing socialist movements, 
Fuschini suggested that societal trends could be associated with housing models to produce the sort 
of environmental eugenics that were common throughout Europe at the time.83 The law prefigured 

81. Beirante, “Espaços de sociabilidade nas cidades medievais portuguesas,” 940–1.

82.	 Virgílio	Borges	Pereira,	João	Queirós,	Sérgio	Dias	da	Silva	and	Tiago	Castro	Lemos,	“Casas	económicas	e	casas	
desmontáveis Génese, estruturação e transformação dos primeiros programas habitacionais do Estado Novo“ in 
Agarez, Habitação, 44.

83. “In the nineteenth century, hygiene became the ultimate concern of urban cleansing as social purging, and it 
integrated a wider project of national race betterment and social ordering through environmentally induced 
reforms known as Lamarckian eugenics. Named after its creator, biologist Jean-Baptiste Lamarck, and detailed 
in his 1809 publication Philosophie Zoologique, the theory he called ‘heritability of acquired characteristics’ 
defended that organisms can pass on to their offspring characteristics that they acquired during their lifetime. If it 
was believed that environmental factors could become embedded in a body’s genetic encoding, it was thereby 
accepted that one could optimise that transfer by improving the person’s environment. It was thus supposed that 
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two dominant aspirations of contemporary political discourse. On the one hand, the need to trans-
form workers into small proprietors, so that “wholesome, comfortable and cheap dwellings” would 
promote the “principles of order and of economy that offer the safest guarantee of social pacification 
and a powerful asset for the capitalization of national wealth”. On the other, the blatant refusal of 
collective housing schemes:

… undeniably, it can provide very economical constructions; it should even be preferred under 
certain conditions, when, for example, the land is very expensive and the construction, main-
tenance and cleaning of the streets is carried out by private companies; in general, however, it 
makes it difficult for tenants to acquire houses, and forces them into an intimate and common 
life, which is almost always inconvenient, and does not also allow each family or tenant to have 
their own patio, which is so important for the salubrity of impoverished households and the 
convenience of its residents.84 [emphasis added]

In 1890, close to a third of the inhabitants of Lisbon and Porto were rural migrants who searched 
for work in the emerging industries, causing the available housing stock to become rapidly saturated. 
The demand for new housing was insufficiently met by private builders and, to a much lesser extent, 
by philanthropic societies and industrialists.85 At the same time, alarming poverty rates and a series 
of epidemics forced municipal authorities to openly acknowledge the problem. For instance, when 
the bubonic plague of 1899 hit Porto it had a disproportionate impact on the densely populated ilhas. 
But it also affected hundreds of people from all social strata, and this lead the municipality to formu-
late the first serious attempts to prevent, or at least regulate, their construction and proliferation.86 
Events like these had a widespread cultural impact and press representation in the late nineteenth 
century, and there was a general sense of aggravated urban crisis. Reports made by doctors, journal-
ists, and social observers mentioned the “misery parades,” the “dreadful increase in infant mortality,” 
the “disgusting vagabonds,” the crowds of “street children,” in short, a myriad “epicentres of physical 
and moral infection” that endangered good customs and the family.87 Such signs of popular degen-
eration were interpreted as marks of the physiological decay of the nation, and hence private family 
affairs became a matter of state interest. Women were the key target of that interest and, as a result, 
motherhood was elevated to a patriotic mission, undertaken in the name of hygiene and progress, 
and increasingly incorporated by specialized and technical knowledge. A double movement began 
to take hold: as the social value of the domestic sphere was being magnified, the economic value of 
domestic knowledge and practices was depreciated.
 Although these were mostly coastal-metropolitan concerns, the family question was also 
gaining relevance in the rural interior. Maintaining social stability in the countryside, and preventing 
the penetration of socialist labour movements, lead to greater attention being placed on women, who 

architecture and urban planning could play a privileged role in controlling and designing evolution.” In: Costa, 
“Eugenic Garden City,” 21.

84. Diário da Câmara (1890): 91–2, quoted in: Ibidem. My translation; original Portuguese version: “… inegav-
elmente, pode proporcionar construções muito económicas; deve mesmo ser preferido em certas condições, 
quando, por exemplo, o terreno é mui caro e correm por conta das empresas a construção, a conservação e a 
limpeza	das	ruas;	em	geral,	porém,	dificulta	a	aquisição	das	habitações	pelos	inquilinos,	e	obriga-os	a	uma	vida	
íntima e comum, quase sempre inconveniente, não consentindo além disso que cada família ou locatário tenha 
o seu pátio, elemento tão importante para a salubridade das habitações pobres e comodidade dos moradores.”

85. Housing construction by local authorities and the government only started at the beginning of the twentieth 
century, during the First Republic.

86. Teixeira, Estratégias de habitação em Portugal, 73.

87. Irene Vaquinhas, “A familia, essa ‘pátria em miniatura’” in Mattoso, História da Vida Privada em Portugal: A 
Época Contemporânea, 121.
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were responsible for family order and stability. Female labour in the Alentejo had been a historical 
constant, but women’s influx into the labour market increased in periods of shortage in male labour-
power, as was the case during the mass emigrations after 1870. This had consequences for women 
in terms of their social role in subsistence agriculture and patrimonial inheritance, while at the same 
time reinforcing female solidarity. 
 In the Alentejo, women day-labourers, or jornaleiras, were active in harvesting, weeding, 
pruning, olive picking, as well as in more specialized jobs like the cultivation and treatment of flax 
or the pruning of vines. In Montemor-o-Novo, for example, picking olives was an exclusively female 
work. Female wages were regulated by the municipalities at the request of the farmers, who looked 
to evade demands for pay raises in periods when their labour was indispensable. Everywhere, and in 
all sectors of activity, women’s wages were always understood as a complement to men’s salaries, and 
therefore they were systematically lower.88

 Rearing domestic animals, such as chickens, pigs, or sheep, was, from an early age, also a fe-
male occupation. The pig, for example, in addition to its dietary importance, was a relevant source of 
profit for small farmers, and it was often included in wedding dowries. In Évora, the involvement of 
women in pig breeding can be attested by the considerable number of licenses issued to women for 
the installation of pigsties, always located outside but in close distance to the city walls.89 As stock 
raisers, women were also linked to dairy production, most notably cheese. But even in manufacturing 
occupations undertook with relative autonomy, their labour was still regulated by attaching women’s 
tributary duties to the closest male relative, typically the husband or the father. In Évora’s district, 
this pay-gap and economic dependence, which was already considerable in the Middle Ages, became 
more accentuated in modernity.
 Once again, this was a reflection of the wider phenomenon that Maria Mies termed ‘house-
wification’, which spread across Europe in the transition from feudalism to capitalism, as we saw 
in the previous subchapter.90 The difference, in this case, was that the role of the working-class 
housewife had less to do with inheritance, as happened with the bourgeois Countess of Ervideira, 
than with her specialization in the maintenance of the (predominantly male) labour force. While the 
bourgeois wife became the elite subject of the domestic sphere, whose role was to consume luxury 
commodities and reproduce private property by birthing a lineage of legitimate heirs, the role of 
the proletarian wife, whose husband did not own any means of production or substantial wealth, 
was to replenish the labour market by reproducing the labour-force, both daily and generationally. 
Therefore, she was not submitted to the same sexual laws of chastity and beautification, nor was she 
as strictly confined to the domestic enclosure. Ideals of fragile femininity and valuable sexuality did 
not apply to her, on the contrary, she accumulated a double shift in the separate spheres of private 
and public life, both as a mother and housekeeper and as a seller of labour-power in the market. 
 However, with the advent of capitalism and liberalism, the model of the bourgeois family was 
gradually extended to the working classes, and poorer women saw their access to work and economic 
independence increasingly curtailed. Here is Michael Mckeon explaining the historical advent of the 
ideology of separate spheres from a working-class perspective:

88. Fonseca, “A mulher e o trabalho no Alentejo e Algarve do Antigo Regime.” In Évora, in 1795, the daily wage 
for male grape harvesters was set at 200 réis and the female equivalent was 80 réis, i.e., 40 percent of the male 
wage. In the following year, in the neighboring municipality of Vimieiro, olive picking was remunerated at 160 réis 
for men, and 70 réis for women, corresponding to less than 43 percent.

89. Fonseca, “A mulher na economia do Antigo Regime,” 99.

90. See: Mies, Patriarchy and Accumulation on the World Scale.
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The domestic ideology of separate spheres spatializes an incremental and long-term sexual 
division of labour—a separation out of men’s and women’s work—as the mutual exclusion of 
‘outside’ and ‘inside’ labour in terms of the dichotomy between waged and unwaged labour. The 
distinction, if not the separation, was traditional. At the beginning of the sixteenth century, 
economic production was dominated by what historians have variously called the ‘domestic 
system’, the ‘domestic economy’, and the ‘family economy’, a system in which the household 
was the major unit of production. Attempts to generalize about how this domestic economy 
was undermined in early modern England are frustrated by crucial variations in households 
based on differences in region and social status. Still, it can be said that in 1500 all women were 
also housewives, involved in production both for the subsistence of the household and for the 
market. The domestic economy operated according to a schematic sexual division of labour—
between female inside and male outside work—that was in practice rather flexible and scarcely 
operative on smaller holdings. In such an economy, husbands exercised the authority of the 
head of a household that was organized as an integrated working relationship.
 The breakdown of the domestic economy, and the concomitant withdrawal of wom-
en from work deemed economically productive, was most immediately the result of agrari-
an capitalist innovation. The flexibility of traditional work relations depended on customary 
arrangement and property use-rights that capitalist improvement rendered unprofitable. The 
flourishing of absolute private property, enclosure, and the consolidation of large estates in-
creasingly denied to lesser farmers the subsistence conditions on which their households had 
depended. The loss of commons rights—not only grazing but also gathering fuel and gleaning 
harvest leavings—deprived women in particular of customary labour. When farmers lost access 
to land, their wives lost the means to keep a cow and practice dairying, a common form of 
women’s work. As a result, outside work traditionally available to women simply disappeared at 
the lower social strata. At the higher social strata, increased sensitivity to price levels and market 
demand marginalized dairying in favour of more profitable production or transformed it into 
a commercial activity under the control of hired managers. … What happened to that portion 
of the agrarian economy not organized through the household? … By limiting quasi-indepen-
dent domestic production, capitalist improvement exerted pressure on what was increasingly 
understood as ‘the labour market’ so as to throw women into competition with men. … That 
men tended to prevail in this competition was both a cause and a consequence of developing 
conceptions of familial income as primarily male income.91

If the dawn of class society, which was founded on the institutions of the family, private property, and 
the state, was, according to Friederich Engels, the “world historical defeat of the female sex”, then the 
spatial and economic separation between production and reproduction, brought about by capitalism, 
can be considered ita second moment.92 It is this separation that drives housewification.

91. McKeon, Secret History of Domesticity, 170–3.

92. Engels, Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State. Here is Neil Smith explaining the link between 
the capitalist physical and economic separation between production and reproduction and the oppression of 
women: “Engels showed that with the development of commodity economies, ‘the single family’ becomes the 
‘economic	unit	of	society’.	With	the	victory	of	a	specifically	capitalist	form	of	private	property,	the	family	form	
is further revolutionized. In particular, while the family remains an economic unit, its economic function is very 
specialized and it is no longer the economic unit of society. Surplus value is produced not in the family but in the 
factory and in other work places. Engels stressed that the single family will only cease to be a fundamental eco-
nomic unit of society with the ‘transfer of the means of production into common ownership’, but capitalism itself 
begins the process of breaking down the single family by pulling women into the labour force in larger and larger 
numbers, and by transferring surplus value production from the family to the factory and the public workplace.

 As wage labour is consigned to the realm of public activity outside the home, a number of functions connected 
with the reproduction of labour power are privatized in the nuclear family. The latter is made the domain of 
‘women’s work’, although most working-class women also work outside the home. The private-family mode of 
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 There were ideological and material reasons for the domestication of proletarian women, who, 
as we have seen, were forced to compete with men at a disadvantage. As female employment became 
more precarious and lowly paid, economically vulnerable women were incentivized to marry younger 
as a defense against unemployment. At the same time, the increasing commodification of subsist-
ence made the family dependant on its main wage-earner, the paterfamilias. Therefore, the advent of 
capitalism had two major consequences for poor women and family relations at large. Firstly, their 
survival became increasingly dependent on marriage, which meant that romantic relations became 
increasingly commodified. In other words, women were structurally incentivized to exchange sex for 
a portion of men’s salaries, especially when they had children to care for. Secondly, the structural de-
valuation of women’s wages effectively turned them into a ‘reserve army of labour’ vis-à-vis their own 
husbands. The result in either case was to push all women, of all social strata, further into a position 
of enclosure within the domestic sphere of the home.93

A division of real labour by gender and age was not of course an invention of historical capital-
ism. It has probably always existed, if only because for some tasks there are biological prerequi-
sites and limitations (of gender, but also of age). Nor was a hierarchical family and/or household 
structure an invention of capitalism. That too had long existed.
 What was new under historical capitalism was the correlation of division of labour and 
valuation of work. Men may often have done different work from women (and adults different 
work from children and the elderly), but under historical capitalism there has been a steady 
devaluation of the work of women (and of the young and old), and a corresponding emphasis 
on the value of the adult male’s work. Whereas in other systems mean and women did specified 
(but normally equal) tasks, under historical capitalism the adult male wage-earner was classified 
as the ‘breadwinner’, and the adult female home-worker as the ‘housewife’. Thus when national 
statistics began to e compiled, itself a product of a capitalist system, all breadwinners were 
considered members of the economically active labour-force, but no housewifes were. Thus was 
sexism institutionalized.94

The democratization of the institution of marriage was key to this innovation. Marriage was, trad-
itionally, a high-class institution, a contract between propertied families for the purpose of sharing 
and inheriting estates. As such, it was both a pillar of civil society and an indissoluble Catholic 
sacrament regulated by canonical law. Until the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, it re-
mained almost inaccessible to workers because of the unaffordable dowries. This meant that, among 
the poorest classes, and especially in the countryside, many couples cohabited as concubines and 

reproduction has a number of advantages for capitalism: the costs of reproduction are borne by the private family 
and the woman in particular, since she is not paid for her work of reproducing labour power; the private family 
socializes the next generation of workers to accept ‘natural’ authority; and it requires privatized consumption, 
with all its ideological and economic consequences. But the class structure of capitalism pervades every aspect 
of the social structure, and reproduction is no exception. The bourgeois family is different in many ways from the 
working-class family. Thus the bourgeois family probably purchases labour power (‘maid’, ‘nanny’) to perform 
their housework, while the working-class wife not only does her own family’s housework but may also sell her 
labour power, like her husband, for a wage. Hence the ‘double burden’ of working-class women. In all of this, 
although the family is privatized, reproduction is only partly so. The state is heavily involved in the organization 
of reproduction. It not only controls such crucial processes as education, but through the legal system, control 
the form of the family itself; it manages the oppression of women through marriage and divorce laws, abortion 
legislation, inheritance laws, and so on.” In: Smith, Uneven Development, 74–75.

93. Karl Marx, while not exploring the selling of women as chattel slaves, did refer extensively to the husband “sell-
ing” his wife and children to work in industry and a kind of enslavement in this context, made possible by the 
fact that the latter were “exploited by the head of the family.” See: Marx, Capital, Vol. I, 1083; and Lise Vogel, 
Marxism and the Oppression of Women, 64–65.

94. Wallerstein, Historical Capitalism, 25.
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their children were considered illegitimate.95 At a certain point, this became a threat to the family as 
a social institution, but when civil marriage was introduced in Portugal, in 1867, it led to a gradual 
alleviation of marriage laws and its eventual universalization. Alves Ribeiro, a writer and vocal op-
poser of civil marriage, sums up the ideal of the Portuguese family in the nineteenth century as such:

Marriage produces the family in the image of the State. There is a monarch, who is the master, 
known as the father; and there are the subjects, namely the woman, the children, and the do-
mestic servants. The master amasses, in this society, the powers of an absolute monarch without 
the aid of an army or any authority. Love for his subjects, and the happiness he seeks for himself 
and for them, always make him use this authority with discernment, piety, and zeal. Religion 
is the complex of laws that govern humanity in the intimate sentiment of its actions, so it has 
to intervene in the constitution of the family so that, through worship, divine power is recol-
lected.96

When the Estado Novo was implemented, in 1933, the working-class family remained a major tar-
get of state ideology. The family was allegedly in crisis and had to be ‘re-educated’. Part of a broader 
project for the reorganization of society, the state intervened in a series of key aspects of social repro-
duction, including bids to raise the national birth rate, protect maternity, improve healthcare for the 
poor, reduce illegitimacy, and decrease infant mortality. In reality, maternal and childcare protection 
remained little nonexistent.97 However, the moralizing rhetoric provided a basis for state interven-
tion, which was inscribed in two important documents—the Political Constitution of 1933 and the 
Concordat with the Holy See of 1940—according to which the state formally undertook the role 
of ‘defender of the family’. It did so by assuming some of its traditional functions, such as education 
(understood in its deepest ideological sense) and by prohibiting divorce in Catholic married couples. 
Familial mystique became one of the strongest symbols of the regime, bound by national duty and 
enshrined in the official motto of “God, homeland, family.”98

 This ideology had implications in the state’s approach to the housing question, which, as we 
have seen, was fundamentally directed at the middle classes, its main basis of political support. The 
Casas Económicas, as the affordable housing program of the Estado Novo was called, were built dir-
ectly by the state and were exclusively intended for civil servants and workers affiliated with national 
corporatist unions. They could be paid in monthly instalments over a period of 25 years, after which 
they became the property of the family. More than actually attempt to solve the national housing 
crisis, the program served a political and ideological goal. In the explicit words of António de Oli-

95.	 Maria	Antónia	Lopes,	“Quadro	doméstico:	‘em	família’.	As	grandes	datas	da	existência”	in	Mattoso,	História da 
Vida Privada em Portugal: A Época Contemporânea, 163.

96. Alves Ribeiro, O Casamento civil reprovado pela carta constitucional,	1866.	Quoted	in:	Irene	Vaquinhas,	“A	fa-
milia, essa ‘pátria em miniatura’” in Mattoso, História da Vida Privada em Portugal: A Época Contemporânea, 
123. My translation; original Portuguese version: “O casamento produz a família que é a imagem do Estado. Tem 
monarca	que	é	o	chefe	d’ela,	com	o	nome	de	pai;	tem	súbditos	que	são	a	mulher,	os	filhos	e	os	domésticos.	
O chefe reúne nessa sociedade os poderes de um monarca absoluto sem auxílio de exército ou d’autoridade 
alguma. O amor a seus súbditos, e à felicidade que procura para si e para eles fazem-no usar sempre desta auto-
ridade com discernimento, com piedade e com zelo. A religião é o complexo de leis que regiam a humanidade 
no sentimento íntimo das suas acções, tem por isso de intervir na constituição da família para, por meio do culto, 
recordar o poder divino.”

97. For example, the family allowance instituted in 1942 only applied to some families—those married by the Church 
and	with	more	than	five	children.	Infant	mortality	only	began	to	decline	in	1950.	In:	Ibidem, 122.

98. Ibidem, 120. A major agent of state propaganda at this time was the Acção Católica Portuguesa (ACP), an insti-
tution created to encourage the participation of lay people in the Catholicism. The ACP was the Church’s arm in 
civil society and a reaction to the First Republic’s marks of indifference towards religious values. It aimed to resist 
currents of thought such as agnosticism, liberalism, positivism, and materialism (whether in the Marxist-Leninist 
sense or simply philosophical). It also appeared at a time when the apparitions of Fatima were turning into a mass 
cultural and economic phenomenon.
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veira Salazar: 

The intimacy of family life demands comfort, it calls for isolation, in a word, it requires the 
house, the independent house, our house … The family who shelters under their own roof is 
naturally more economical, more stable, better constituted. This is why we are not interested in 
the large phalansteries, the colossal constructions of working-class housing … to our indepen-
dent personalities and for the benefit of our morigerate simplicity, we rather wish for the small 
house, independent, inhabited in full ownership by the family. … The family in itself requires 
two other institutions: private property and inheritance. Primarily property—the ownership 
of goods for enjoyment and the ownership of assets that yield … it is extremely useful that 
the property instinct that accompanies man may be exercised in the material possession of his 
home.99

Homeownership thus became official government policy. Aesthetically, the state’s conservative ideol-
ogy was projected onto architecture in the form of a quaint and populist picturesque that matched 
the regime’s stereotypes of ruralism and patriarchal morality. In 1934, civil engineer and head of the 
aforementioned program Fernando Jácome de Castro proposed that Raul Lino be hired to design a 
series of standard typologies and façades, referring to the architect’s experience in the study of the 
‘national style’. Raul Lino was the champion of the so-called casa Portuguesa, the style we find at 
Quinta da Malagueira as well as in the contextualism debates that animated the School of Porto’s 
contributions to the CIAM. In its mass-produced version of a state-sponsored template for social 
housing, we find a staple example in the eastwards expansion of Évora, also known as Bairro do 
Legado do Operário. 
 The Casas Económicas were composed into small neighbourhoods of (semi)detached sin-
gle-family homes, one or two floors high, each with its own private garden.100 The garden was crucial 
for that desired emotional attachment to private property and there was an attempt to mimic the 
English ‘garden city’ that was strategically anti-urban, although from the opposite political stance. 
What was sought was not the abolition of the town and country contradiction, and its replacement 
with an even distribution of privileges, but a defense of the “idiocy of country life.” The goal was pre-
cisely to further alienation, and we can sense that from the architectural design. For example, there 
was little-to-no attention given to the street and all houses were organized autonomously in relation 
to natural light. The projects were predesigned and only technically adapted to the site. The house 
was condensed to the most basic dwelling functions and the exterior-interior relation was reduced 
to the door. Thresholds were clear and there was no ambiguity in the separation between individual 
family and the outdoors. Community life was not addresses, and the social environment became an 
additive and pacified collection of units. This is how, through state intervention, the haute-bourgeois 
ideology of domestic privacy and interiority was extended to the working classes.

99. António de Oliveira Salazar, quoted in Teixeira, “Estratégias de habitação em Portugal,” 80. My translation; 
original Portuguese version: “A intimidade da vida familiar reclama aconchego, pede isolamento, numa palavra, 
exige a casa, a casa independente, a nossa casa … É naturalmente mais económica, mais estável, mais bem 
constituída, a família que se abriga sob tecto próprio. Eis porque não nos interessam os grandes falanstérios, 
as colossais construções para habitação operária … para o nosso feitio independente e em benefício da nossa 
simplicidade morigerada, nós desejamos antes a casa pequena, independente, habitada em plena propriedade 
pela família. … A família exige por si mesma duas outras instituições: a propriedade privada e a herança. Primeiro 
a propriedade—a propriedade dos bens que possa gozar e até a propriedade dos bens que possam render … 
Mas é utilíssimo que o instinto de propriedade que acompanha o homem possa exercer-se na posse material do 
seu lar.”

100.	See:	Virgílio	Borges	Pereira,	João	Queirós,	Sérgio	Dias	da	Silva	and	Tiago	Castro	Lemos,	“Casas	económicas	e	
casas desmontáveis Génese, estruturação e transformação dos primeiros programas habitacionais do Estado 
Novo“ in Agarez, Habitação, 105–6.
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 In some ways, Bairro da Malagueira was a negation of this. We have seen how the conduit 
played a role in embedding the neighbourhood and the individuals in a spatio-temporal sense of 
community and environment. We have also acknowledged how its abstract formal language was an 
explicit refusal of the populist historicism defended by nationalist aesthetics. But it is harder to gauge 
whether this kind of dialectical critique extended to the ideology of domesticity in Malagueira. After 
all, the choice of using individual family homes and patios is unusual in socialist contexts that tend to 
favour and monumentalize collectivity. Even the constructivist principle of the disurbanist city, with 
its single-family dwelling pods, compensated that choice by collectivizing all of the outdoor spaces. 
But it is important to note that the Soviet Union was undergoing a much more profound revolution 
that aimed to transfigure not only public social relations but also the private sphere, by abolishing the 
separation between production and reproduction through the total socialization of latter.101

101. In a series of family codes issued between 1918 and 1920, the Soviet Union enacted a series of gender equality 
measures, that: separated marriage from the church; gave illegitimate and legitimate children the same rights; 
gave rights to maternal entitlements, such as health and safety protections at work; provided women with the 
right to a divorce on extended grounds; legalized abortion; illegalized marital rape; gave equal access to insur-
ance in case of illness, equal minimum wage, and equal paid holiday-leave; and granted an eight-week paid 
maternity-leave.	Architectural	constructivist	texts	reflect	these	progressive	ambitions.	The	socialization	of	repro-
duction	was,	according	to	the	Soviets—and	chiefly	among	them	Alexandra	Kollontai—the	only	way	to	truly	liber-
ate women from economic dependence, in other words, to emancipate them from the competitive disadvantage 
and the threat of destitution that history and biology had bestowed upon their bodies. Furthermore, it was the 
only way to emancipate human relationships from demeaning and oppressive economic entanglements. The 
state—or whatever form of organization represented the community—should cover the material costs of daily 
and biological reproduction and distribute them evenly among all inhabitants. Only in this way could human 
relationships	be	decommodified,	only	in	this	way	could	love	be	free.	On	Alexandra	Kollontai’s	concept	of	‘free	
love’ see: Kollontai, “Make Way for the Winged Eros,” 1923, and Kollontai, “Love and the New Morality,” 1911. 
On	the	decommodification	of	love-sex	and	the	emancipation	of	women	that	arises	thereof,	Kisten	Gohdee	gives	
the following account in her book on the subject: “After the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, new democratic 
governments rapidly privatized state assets and dismantled social safety nets. Men under these newly emerging 
capitalist economies regained their ‘natural’ roles as family patriarchs, and women were expected to return home 
as mothers and wives supported by their husbands. Across Eastern Europe, post-1989 nationalists argued that 
capitalist competition would relieve women of the notorious double burden and restore familial and societal 
harmony by allowing men to reassert their masculine authority as breadwinners. However, this meant that men 
could	once	again	wield	financial	power	over	women.	For	instance,	the	renowned	historian	of	sexuality	Dagmar	
Herzog shared a conversation with several East German men in their late forties in 2006. They told her that ‘it 
was	really	annoying	that	East	German	women	had	so	much	sexual	self-confidence	and	economic	independence.	
Money was useless, they complained. The few extra Eastern Marks that a doctor could make in contrast with, say, 
someone who worked in the theater, did absolutely no good, they explained, in luring or retaining women the 
way a doctor’s salary could and did in the West. “You had to be interesting.” What pressure. And as one revealed: 
“I	have	much	more	power	now	as	a	man	in	unified	Germany	than	I	ever	did	in	communist	days.”’”	In:	Ghodsee,	
Why Women Have Better Sex Under Socialism, 10.

 On the architectural/urban sublation of the contradiction between productive and reproductive labour, this is 
Miliutin writing about the women’s question in Sotsgorod: “Woman continues to remain a domestic slave in spite 
of	all	our	liberating	laws,	for	she	is	weighed	down,	smothered,	stupefied,	and	humiliated	by	petty	domestic	tasks	
which chain her to the kitchen and to her nurseries, rob her of her effectiveness by viciously wasteful, cheap, 
nerve-racking, strangling, stultifying work. The real liberation of woman, the real communism, will begin only 
when and where begins the struggle (led by the proletariat which drives its power from the State) against this pet-
ty domestic economy or, more accurately, with a massive restructuring of our economy into a large-scale socialist 
one.” In: Milutin, Sotsgorod, 51. And here is El Lissitsky making a similar, more extended version of the point: ”It 
is a declared aim of the Soviet political system to put the energies of all citizens capable of work in the service of 
the state—men and women alike. Communism considers it a waste of valuable time and out of tune with modern 
life to see the function of woman in terms of lifelong cooking and dusting, when she should be contributing both 
physically and intellectually to the common good, using her free time to cultivate both body and mind. Actually, 
such a view merely expresses the thoughts of hundreds of thousands, nay millions, of progressive individuals in 
all parts of the world. As far as the full mobilization of all the total working force is concerned, this is not really 
a pressing problem in capitalist countries, particularly in the face of their present catastrophic unemployment, 
which has forced this issue very much into the background. Conditions in the USSR are quite different.

 Among the many measures designed to alleviate the problem of labour shortage, the most important is the 
utilization of the woman labour force.	Specifically,	what	does	this	mean?	It	means	that	all	those	functions	that	
until now have been carried out by women in the household — or at least the largest part of these functions — 
will	have	to	be	taken	over	by	public	agencies:	among	these	are	first	and	foremost	the	functions	of	food supply 
and child rearing.	As	 far	as	 the	problem	of	public	 food	preparation	 is	concerned,	no	major	difficulties	seem	
to block the way. The large public kitchens in Moscow, Leningrad, and numerous other centres of industrial 
and	agricultural	developments	have	proven	quite	successful,	even	though	there	are	definite	tendencies	towards	
overcrowding in some of these establishments. Smaller dining facilities, which tend to facilitate a certain amount 
of personal contact between consumer and producer, are preferred. The planning of new cities in the USSR calls 
for the construction of so-called food combines, which, when fully equipped, will contain slaughterhouses, bread 
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 In Portugal, the 1974–75 Revolution was far less ambitious on this point, but it still repre-
sented a turning point for women’s rights. The new constitution approved a number of very signifi-
cant equality laws, such as the abolition of the ‘household head’ and the repudiation husband author-
ity over his wife’s freedom to work, as well as her need to share his legal address. It granted married 
women the right to administer their own property and it ended the husband’s right to marriage 
annulment on the basis of his wife’s absent virginity.102 Cultural changes took time to materialize 
but a slow process began that gradually destabilized the dogma of familial Eden and politicized its 
hidden patterns of interpersonal violence. But at the moment when the SAAL was launched the 
material link between values of domesticity and the institution of private property, which had been 
so crucial to Soviet constructivism, was simply not a part of the discourse. Private property was 
questioned through the collective ownership of the neighbourhood associations, and its critique 
deeply influenced architectural discussion on the level of the neighbourhood and its collective spaces. 
But it did not lead to a re-evaluation of housing typologies and there was no critique of the family 
as a hegemonic social unit for society. 
 The idea of the patio-house as an organizing principle for Malagueira comes primarily from 
the contextualism debates of the CIAM. It was Nuno Portas’ request, as founder of the SAAL, 
that the project be made up of low-rise constructions, halting a previously existing masterplan that 
envisioned the expansion of Cruz da Picada onto the whole site. This was a matter of historic-
al continuity with the architectural traditions of Évora, in the Italian sense of continuità with the 
preesistenze ambientali, but ‘horizontality’ was also a topic being developed by the Smithsons, Van 
Eyck and, most notably Georges Candilis in the habitat debates of the Team X. Siza spent a month 
in Morocco, in 1967, and he has referenced that experience, along with the Team X’s involvement 
in that country, as a major influence for the project.103 In a text titled “How to Recognize and 
Read Mat-Building,” published in 1974, Alison Smithson described the ethos behind the Team 
X’s horizontal mass-housing experiments: “Mat-building can be said to epitomize the anonymous 
collective; where the functions come to enrich the fabric, and the individual gains new freedoms of 
action through a new and shuffled order, based on interconnection, close-knit patterns of association, 
and possibilities for growth, diminution, and change.”104 From the critique of Cartesian rationalism 
spearheaded by van Eyck, mat-building was achieved through a formal interplay between patterns 
of distorted grids that generated ‘counterforms’ and ‘in-between spaces’. Smithson cites the Muslim 
Kasbah as a key reference in their search for complex geometries that would, in principle, be closer to 
the natural patterns of daily life. If we consider the patio house not in isolation but inserted into the 

factories,	storehouses,	and	superkitchens	for	the	production	of	semi-finished	food	products.	In	turn	these	will	be	
delivered to the various consumer outlets in the residential districts.

	 Much	more	difficult	than	the	problem	of	food	distribution	is	that	of	child	rearing.	The	question	is	being	dealt	with	
in a systematic way. People brought up in the capitalistic part of the world usually have the following question on 
the tip of their tongue: ‘What happens to their family life?’ I answer this question by asking: ‘What has happened 
to our family life?’

 Regrets or no regrets, the fact remains that the traditional image of the family in the process of extinction. Our 
youth	find	no	pleasure	in	wasting	their	time	in	instructive	conversations	with	aunties	and	uncles,	particularly	when	
their time can be much better spent in the systematic cultivation of their minds and bodies or in the company of 
members of their own age groups. Many people will admit that much, but they will hesitate to admit that their 
wives are in fact being communized, even in cases where this has become an actual fact without their recognizing 
it as such. In: Lissitsky, “Ernst May, Moscow: City Building in the USSR” in Russia: An Architecture for World 
Revolution, 194–5.

102. Cláudia Casimiro, “Tensões, tiranias e violência familiar: da invisibilidade à denúncia” in Mattoso, História da 
Vida Privada em Portugal: Os Nossos Dias, 123. It is worth noting that abortion, for example, was only legalized 
in 2007, and domestic violence only became public crime in 2000.

103.	Costa,	“Da	Recepção	à	Transmissão:	Reflexos	do	Team	10	na	Cultura	Arquitectónica	Portuguesa	1951–1981,”	
409.

104. Deyong, “An Architectural Theory of Relations,” 240.
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totality of Malagueira’s scheme, in confrontation witht the conduit and the urban park, the principle 
of the mat-building as a rational and complex collective organism fits.
 We can also understand Malagueira’s patio-house as a critical reinterpretation of Évora’s his-
torical bourgeois typology. The difference is that the main entrance to the house is made through the 
patio, whereas in the original type the patio faced a back street, and the main living spaces are located 
on the ground floor, mediated through large windows as opposed to segregated upstairs. There is no 
longer a clear distinction between service and noble spaces, nor between male-dominated chambers 
and feminine chaste enclosures. The patio serves both reproductive and hospitality functions.105 In 
fact, the main entrance to the house is marked, as happened in the proletarian tradition, by typically 
female objects, namely the garden, the kitchen, and the chimney. These are the thresholds that ef-
fectively mediate the passage from public to private, hence the traditional connection between the 
patio and the privatization of reproductive labour is subverted. But the fact remains that although 
the inner hierarchies of the individual private house are rearranged, the institution of the family itself 
remains unquestioned, especially in the cases where ownership has been acquired. The patio ends up 
functioning, as in the more conservative iterations, as the maintainer of an affective bond to absolute 
private property, and domesticity remains the environment of typically female reproductive labour, 
naturalized and expropriated. The muteness of the façades in Malagueira are thus a continuation of 
the apartment logic that defended familial privacy and alienation from the outdoor collective and 
public realms.[Fig. 36;37]

 Another possible link, and one that is often made in architectural appreciations of Bairro da 
Malagueira, is with the patio-cells of the Cartuxa monastery. Although there are apparent morpho-
logical similarities, and we know that Siza photographed the charterhouse from his aeroplane ride in 
1976, the logic is very different because the cell does not meet with a public street. There is no public/
private contradiction; the threshold mediates between the individual and the collective but we find 
ourselves always within the community. Individual patios are subordinate to the ‘collective patio’, the 
cloister, hence we have a clear unity and centre. In Malagueira, the centre is much more diffuse and 
linear, defined by the spines of the conduit and the park, which do not really centralize as much as 
distribute. Now, we can imagine how different this would be had Quinta da Malagueira actually been 
incorporated by the bairro, as intended. In that case, perhaps the quinta’s enclosure would become 
the ‘cloister’ that Malagueira’s patios lack.
 When read in continuity, the three domestic enclosures mapped in this chapter seem to show 
a progressive miniaturization of the family as a social group. With regards to this historical thrust 
towards individuation, an interesting debate has recently arisen in Christian political theology that 
concerns the fostering of community. It started with a quote from Alasdair MacIntyre’s 1981 book 
After Virtue, which questions the possibility of preserving virtue in our current context of global 
upheaval and environmental collapse. He likened our era to the fall of the Western Roman Empire 
and the ascent of barbarism, when small enclaves of monastics, primarily Benedictine, started what 
would become the seeds of civilization’s return to virtue: “… if the tradition of the virtues was able to 
survive the horrors of the last Dark Ages, we are not entirely without hope. This time, however, the 
barbarians are not waiting beyond the frontiers; they have already been governing us for quite some 
time. And it is our lack of consciousness over this that constitutes part of our predicament. We are 

105. There are typological variations on the position of the patio in Malagueira but they happen rarely on site. Typol-
ogy B has the patio in the back side of the house, but the connection between the patio, the kitchen, and the 
living room remains and the same.
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waiting not for a Godot but for another doubtless very different St. Benedict.”106 

 In response to this quote another book was published more recently, in 2017, titled The Bene-
dictine Option: A Strategy for Christians in a Post-Christian Nation, by conservative commentator Rod 
Dreher. The front jacket reads: “Today, a new post-Christian barbarism reigns. Many believers are 
blind to it, and their churches are too weak to resist. Politics offers little help in this spiritual crisis. 
What is needed is the Benedict Option, a strategy that draws on the authority of Scripture and the 
wisdom of the ancient church. The goal: to embrace exile from the mainstream culture and construct 
a resilient counterculture.” 
 The myth of fallen Rome has often surfaced thought modernity and stories of civilizational 
collapse are currently in the zeitgeist. But while a sense of community can be a progressive value 
to nurture, it can just as easily be violently reactionary. Furthermore, community cannot be built 
on ideals alone, abstracted from the material world, just as communal architectures cannot simply 
be imported to an environment that is not propitious. The cloister belonged in the ‘desert’, just as 
the quinta belonged in the patchwork of enclosed fields, and Malagueira’s patios belong in a mod-
ern small-town suburb.107 In a society based on consumeristic individualism, it is not possible to 
meaningfully foster the virtues of community and solidarity that were typical of monastic life. The 
change needs to come from further down below. Therefore, as we end this chapter with a critique of 
Malagueira’s single-family patios, it is worth adding a note of caution:

My hunch is that you don’t just make a community up. You discover that you need one another 
because you’re in danger. We need to figure out how to reclaim the disciplines that are necessary 
for building a communal life in a manner that indicates that we are a people who need help. 
… community for community’s sake is not a good idea. Sartre is right: hell is other people! 
Community by itself cannot overwhelm the loneliness of our lives. I think we are a culture that 
produces extreme loneliness. … But such desperate loneliness is very dangerous. … fascism has 
a deep commitment to turning the modern nation-state into a community. But to make the 
modern state into a kind of community—for the state to become the primary source of identity 
through loose talk about community—is very dangerous. It is not community for its own sake 
that we seek. Rather, we should try to be a definite kind of community.108 •

106. MacIntyre, After Virtue, 263.

107. This is Father Stephen Freeman rejecting the Benedictine Option: “Virtue … is acquired through practice … our 
modern culture requires its own version of virtues for success. We are a consumer economy, highly individualistic, 
with a deep regard for sentiment. The landscape of our world has evolved in response to these fundamental 
realities.	Values	and	practices	that	fall	outside	of	that	model	are	difficult	to	nurture	and	sustain.	Human	beings	
are largely creatures of habit, so if the structures of our world support a certain form of virtue then that’s the most 
likely	path	we’ll	follow.	…	Here,	most	aspects	of	a	modern	Benedict	option	flounder.	An	American	suburb	is	not	a	
European village of late antiquity. Every aspect of a suburb’s existence is designed to serve and nurture consum-
ers …[and] nurture us in the ‘suburban virtues’. St Benedict’s communities worked because what grew up around 
them were very natural villages and towns integrated into the life of a parish and monastery. … Benedict’s entire 
work presumes poverty, chastity, obedience, and stability. The villages of Benedictine Europe embodied these 
virtues in large measure in accordance with their circumstances. So, we have to understand that you cannot have 
a suburban version of the true Benedictine option. Place, habit, economy, and a host of unintentional things will 
overwhelm every counterintention, no matter how well grounded in Christian teaching. Practices always do their 
work. The practices of suburban life are not productive of the traditional Christian virtues, they were designed to 
serve a different God, the God Mammon. … Those who worry about the collapse of civilization have become … 
too lofty in their thoughts. It’s the collapse of the parish that matters just now, for only in the parish will the new 
St. Benedict get anything done. In fact, the origin of the word parish says a lot: it is derived ultimately from paroi-
kía, that is, ‘things that surround the house’, or ‘that are near the house’. And that pretty much says everything 
Benedict needs to say.” In: Freeman, “Benedict in the Suburbs.”

108. According to Stanley Hauerwas, McIntire was critical of the way his book was interpreted and this was the line he 
most regretted ever having written because he was not advocating a kind of withdrawal. Hauerwas agrees, and 
hence the quote. In: Hauerwas, “Why Community Is Dangerous.”
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Map 20. Cloistered life in Évora’s spiritual ‘desert’, the hill of S. Bento.
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Fig. 24. Site views of Alto de S. Bento.
  1. Convent of S. Bento de Cástris;
  2. Charterhouse of Sta. Maria de Scala Coeli (Cartuxa); 
  3. Landscape of oaks, pasture, windmills, wayside cross, and granite massif.
  Source: in colour, my photographs; in b/w, CME photography archive.
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Fig. 25. Aerial views of S. Bento de Cástris, 1988.
  Source: DGT archive.
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Map 21. Precinct of S. Bento de Cástris.

  1. Main gate
  2. Wayside cross
  3. Aqueduct
  4. Inner Precinct

5. Outer Precinct
6. Hermit chapel
7. Allotment garden
8. Windmills

A. Foountain (sanitation) 
B. Foountain (subsistence, leisure)
C. Natural spring (irrigation)
D. Well and Noria (subsistence, storage)
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Map 22. Convent of S. Bento de Cástris.
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Fig. 26. Aerial views of Scala Coeli (Cartuxa), 1988.
  Source: DGT archive.
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Map 23. Charterhouse of Santa Maria de Scala Coeli (Cartuxa).
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0 20 m
Map 24. Cloister of the Charterhouse of Santa Maria de Scala Coeli (Cartuxa).
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Fig. 27. Project plan of Cartuxa.
  Giovanni Vincenzo Casale, Plan of the Charterhouse of Évora, 1590. 
  Source: Biblioteca Nacional de España.
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Fig. 28. Historical documents on Alto de S. Bento, Évora’s ‘desert’.
  Lorenzo Possi, Plan of Évora and view of Évora from the Charterhouse, in Medici Atlas, 1687. 
  Source: Museo Galileo.
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Fig. 28. Historical documents on Alto de S. Bento, Évora’s ‘desert’.
  Lorenzo Possi, Plan of Évora and view of Évora from the Charterhouse, in Medici Atlas, 1687. 
  Source: Museo Galileo.

Fig. 29. Historical documents on Alto de S. Bento.
	 	 Gerardo	Augusto	Pery,	Carta	Agricola	e	Corográfica,	Folha	163:	Évora,	1892.	
  Source: DGT archive.
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Map 25. Farm enclosures, or quintas, in the outskirts of Évora.
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Fig. 30. Site views of Quinta da Malagueira.
  Source: my photographs. 
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Fig. 31. Aerial view of Quinta da Malagueira, 1980.
  Source: DGT archive. 
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Map 26. Farm estates and land divisions.
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Map 28. Quinta da Malagueira: interiors.
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Plan corresponds to current adaptations made to function as regional headquarters of the Ministry 
of Agriculture. In the absence of actual historical plans, some of these functions are speculative:
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Map 29. The Count’s residential estates in Évora. 
	 	 Quinta	da	Malagueira;	family	mausoleum;	casa	grande;	palace.
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Fig. 32. Marialvan culture.
  Raul Lino’s ‘Portuguese house’ and summer architecture: Casa Monsalvat, Cascais; Project for a Suburban House in Minho; a, Cascais.
  Source: CML photography archive; Lino, A Nossa Casa; CML photography archive.
	 	 Journalistic	photographs	of	Quinta	da	Malagueira	from	1933.	Source:	Muralha,	Album Alentejano.
  The Ervideira house patrimony:
  José Perdigão Rosado de Carvalho, 1st Count of Ervideira, arriving at Malagueira.
	 	 Main	house,	where	the	Count’s	study	is	located,	at	Quinta	da	Malagueira;
  Luís de Ervideira, the Count’s grandson, and heirs. 
  Source: Cabral et al., Coudelaria Ervideira.
  The Count’s old residential estates in Évora today: 
  Mausoleum (Barahona’s at the end of the main alley and Ervideira’s to the right, out of sight); 
  Casa grande dos Condes de Ervideira, now Pensão do Alentejo; 
  Palácio dos Mellos, bought by the Count, now holding several functions including a museum and café. 
  Source: My photographs.
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Fig. 33. Expropriation plan of Quinta da Malagueira and Quinta da Malagueirinha.
  Álvaro Siza’s project plan of land expropriation and parcelization at Malagueira. Source: Álvaro Siza archive, courtesy of Drawing Matter.
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Map 30. Malagueira and Évora’s domestic patios. 
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Fig. 34. Site views of Bairro da Malagueira's patios.
  Source: my photographs.
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Fig. 35. Aerial view of Bairro da Malagueira’s patios, 1988.
  Source: DGT archive. 
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Map 31. Patios in Bairro da Malagueira and Bairro de Santa Maria.
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Map 32. Bairro da Malagueira’s Patios.
  In black elevation are marked the chimneys, located in the kitchens.
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Fig. 36. Evolutionary typologies A and B. 
  The vast majority of Malagueira is made up of type A.
  Source: Álvaro Siza archive, courtesy of Drawing Matter.
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Fig. 37. Axonometry of evolutionary typology A.   
  Green emphasis my addition. Source: Álvaro Siza archive, courtesy of Drawing Matter.

Fig. 38. Évora’s historical working-class house.
  Typical house extensions in the historical centre that took place in the 1920s and 1930s. 
  Source: CME historical archive.
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Fig. 39. Álvaro Siza’s sketches of Bairro da Malagueira's patios.
  Source: Álvaro Siza archive, Sketchbook 11, courtesy of Drawing Matter.
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7. Wilderness Frontiers: Civil/Marginal

The etymological source of the word ‘waste’ is the Latin vastum, neuter of vastus, meaning ‘empty, 
desolate’, and the Proto-Indo-European wasto, or ‘to leave, abandon, give out’. A waste is essentially 
an empty plot of land that lacks or awaits human development. It is wasted because it has not been 
‘improved’, hence it is not yielding its potential profit. The waste is a plot of land that, for some 
reason, has been withdrawn to some degree from the market. This externalization does not render 
it natural, as the waste is already artificial by nature of it expecting cultivation (i.e., civilization) and 
its frontiers are often policed and politicized. Wastelands contain no officially formalized relations 
of production, and when production does occur it is operated outside social laws, in a regime of ex-
ception. This exception might assume a distorted version of previous and obsolete forms of land use, 
for example communalism, or it might occur through outright usurpation. Since these lands do not 
yet contemplate official property rights, they tend to serve subsistence rather than profit intentions; 
and since they operate outside the law, they tend to be occupied by lumpenized classes who, more 
often than not, are racialized. Bourgeois aesthetics and anxieties lead to a confluence of racialization 
and wilderness whereby people inhabiting the waste are portrayed as uncivilized or subhuman by the 
dominant culture. The waste hence spatializes a fundamental contradiction between the landscapes 
of the social contract pact, and the spaces of exception of lurking fascism. 

7.1 The Camp
On the site of Bairro da Malagueira there are six Romani families who live in so-called ‘nomadic 
camps’.[Fig. 40] There are two campsites, both owned by the municipality and officially allocated by 
for the purpose, although neither have any infrastructures, access to water, public bathrooms, nor 
trash collection services. One of them is located on the vacant lot where the tea house was planned 
by Siza. It is known as Parque das Fontanas, although it is not landscaped.[Map 36] It is the highest 
elevation within the premises of the bairro, located at the end of the East-West axis, and its covered 
in low vegetation and a few scattered trees. There are five tents on the site, two of them belonging to 
the same family unit and the remaining occupied by a single individual each. They are independent 
of each other and stand at a relative distance. They share similar construction techniques, made of 
rough wood structures and metal wire, clad in zinc or wood plates and plastic sheets. One of the 
families has been living there for about a decade. The first settlements started spontaneously and only 
later were they recognized by the authorities. The inhabitants chose this location either because they 
previously occupied a house in Bairro da Malagueira and were evicted for accumulated rental debt, 
or because they have family members currently living in the neighbourhood.
 The other camp is located 400 metres to the north, behind the municipal swimming pools, 
on the expropriated lands of the quintas of Redondo and Torrão.[Map 37] The landscape is similar 
although the slope is considerably steeper. It is a more recent camp, allocated by the municipality in 
2018, after another site closer to the centre known as Quinta do Gentil was vacated for urban de-
velopment. On this camp there are two similar tents, triangular in shape and attached to the existing 
trees. Two families reside there, a couple and a nuclear family, with different backgrounds but shared 
family members. One of the families also has relatives living in the bairro, the other was split from 
its extended kin who were relocated to the camp of Penedo d’Ouro. All of them are Roma and some 
have been living in camps since infancy.1 [Map 35]

1. The information regarding the residents of these camps was taken from a 2019 Master dissertation in Intercultural 
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 Of the planned 1,200 houses in Bairro da Malagueira, about 600 were split between the two 
cooperatives, 120 were built by private investors, and almost 400 are property of the IGAPHE (In-
stituto De Gestão E Alienação Do Património Habitacional Do Estado), which is managed by Habévora, 
the company managing public houses owned by the municipality allocated to vulnerable people 
at low-cost rents.[Map 34] The IGAPHE  was created in 1987, after the second IMF intervention, 
in 1883, and the subsequent dissolution of the FFH, the state entity that was originally involved 
in Bairro da Malagueira. This new institute was mandated with alienating public housing assets 
and allocating its revenues towards the reduction of national debt.2 The other two social housing 
neighbourhoods built next to Malagueira—Bairro do Escurinho, Bairro da Cruz da Picada, and later 
Bairro das Fontanas—were also built partially or totally under state tutelage, namely under the FFH. 
All of these neighbourhoods were intended, in large part, to the rehousing of Évora’s Roma fam-
ilies, who appear in public records as ciganos, the Portuguese term for Gypsies, or tendeiros, meaning 
peddlers.3 It is impossible to precise how many Roma and/or traveller families were moved to these 
neighbourhoods, or when they arrived, but the municipal records indicate that they were part of the 
first wave of settlers in the poorest shanty towns outside the city walls. Currently, 8 percent of the 
960 social housing units owned by the municipality are occupied by Roma families.4

 To this day, it remains unclear how much of the Portuguese population is Roma because a 
personal data protection law in the Constitution forbids racial and ethnic data from being collected 
by government censuses. The state also does not legally recognize the existence of national minor-
ities, so the available numbers are disparate and inconclusive.5 In a 2014 study roughly 600 individ-
uals were counted as living in the district of Évora alone. Within the municipality, another study of 

Relations. As a principle, I abstained from conducting amateur anthropological investigations on the Roma com-
munity, hence I use mostly secondary sources, both textual and photographic. See: Assunção, “Estudo sobre os 
ciganos residentes em acampamentos na cidade de Évora,” 94–6.

2.	 The	first	IMF	intervention	was	in	1978	and	both	were	part	of	the	process	of	Portugal’s	integration	in	the	ECC.	The	
IGAPHE also accumulated other duties, such as the management, conservation and sale of the housing stock, 
facilities and soils under state ownership, providing technical support to local authorities and other institutions 
promoting	social	housing,	and	aiding	the	government	in	the	definition	of	policies	for	social	leasing.

3. They were called ‘Gypsies’ (gitáno in Spanish, cigano in Portuguese) because Europeans mistakenly believed 
they	came	from	Egypt:	“The	 lack	of	definition	that	has	always	existed	 in	relation	to	the	origin	of	 the	gypsies	
contributed to the various denominations attributed to them by the Europeans. According to historiographical 
studies,	the	arrival	of	these	groups	in	the	Iberian	Peninsula	took	place	at	the	beginning	of	the	fifteenth	century	
and, having their origins associated with Egypt, they came to be called gitános by the Spanish. However, gitános 
were also considered to originate from Greece and, for this reason, in the Catalan Constitution of 1512, they are 
called “Greeks”. Crossing the borders into Spanish Extremadura, Andalusia, and the kingdom of Portugal, still in 
the	fifteenth	century,	they	were	associated	with	the	Atsingans	who	lived	in	Greece	and	hence	the	term	cigános 
for which they came to be recognized by the Portuguese.” In: Menini, “Indesejáveis do Reino,” 202. My transla-
tion. In Portugal, the use of the term Rom/Roma/Romani instead of ‘cigano’ is not consensual because this term 
erases	the	cultural	and	historical	specificities	of	the	different	socio-cultural	subgroups.	Rom	is	usually	identified	
with the Eastern European and Balkan regions where the Romani language predominates. The Iberian group, 
however, speaks Caló, a mix of Romani, Portuguese and Spanish. The Sinti group, mostly present in Germany, 
Italy and France, speaks Sinte Romani. In order to preserve these differences, and for lack of a better alternative, 
the term ‘cigano’	tends	to	be	preferred	in	Portuguese	official	documents	and	in	academia,	despite	its	pejorative	
connotations being widely recognized. See: Magano, “‘Tracejar vidas normais’,” 112. This thesis opts for the 
most widely used term in the English language, Rom/Roma/Romani, or the Portuguese original cigano.

4. See: Assunção, “Estudo sobre os ciganos residentes em acampamentos na cidade de Évora.”

5. “Estimates of the size of the Portuguese Roma population differ depending on the technical-methodological 
procedures used by different sources. Thus, and making a brief sum-up of some of the national and international 
sources, whose numbers are far from consensual: Nunes (1996: 423), in his study carried out in the 70s of the last 
century, refers to the existence of little more than 20,000 Gypsies in Portugal; the European Roma Rights Center, 
the	Center	de	Recherches	Tsiganes	et	Unicef,	in	1998	(OECD,	s.d.),	point	to	a	figure	of	90–100	thousand	Portu-
guese gypsies; the ERRC/Númena (2007) establishes a threshold between 50 and 60 thousand; SOS Racismo 
(2001) carried out a questionnaire survey with the Municipal Councils, with a total of 21,831 Roma people; Castro 
(2004), through two surveys applied to institutional mediators, such as the Municipal Councils and the Guarda 
Nacional Republicana, combined with some results of the SOS Racismo study, suggests an effective between 
34,000	and	40,568	in	2012;	and,	finally,	the	National	Strategy	for	the	Integration	of	Roma	in	Portugal	(ACIDI,	
2013) advances a threshold of 40–60 thousand.” In: Mendes, Magano and Candeias, Estudo Nacional Sobre as 
Comunidades Ciganas, 12. My translation.
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the same year found 87 Roma families (298 individuals), of which 49 were living in social housing, 
14 were house owners or renters in the private market, and 24 were homeless, living in camps.6 
Those camps are currently spread over several municipally-owned vacant lots owned, which include 
the above-mentioned sites at Malagueira, as well as three other caravan and campsites at Quinta do 
Gentil, Penedo d’Ouro, and Rossio de São Braz.
 At the national level, a 2014 study estimated that about 45 percent of Roma families lived 
in ‘nonclassical dwellings’, namely in huts, tents, or mobile homes, and 46 percent lived in social 
housing.7 On April 23 2010, a complaint was filed by the European Roma Rights Centre (ERRC) 
against the Portuguese government pleading a human rights violation and citing “housing-related 
injustices in Portugal (including problems of access to social housing, substandard quality of hous-
ing, lack of access to basic utilities, residential segregation of Roma communities and other systemic 
violations of the right to housing).”8 This document was part of a series of exchanges between the 
European Commission and the Portuguese government regarding the conditions of the integra-
tion of minority populations. An analysis of this exchange produced by the University of Coimbra 
found that “the strategy of the Portuguese governments has been one of reluctance to give specific 
information on the situation of Roma communities in the country and to acknowledge the scope of 
racist and discriminatory practices within Portuguese institutions such as city councils and education 
authorities.”9 The analysis indicated something that anti-Roma racism is absolutely naturalized in 
Portuguese society and that nationalist mythologies, as well as economics, play a central part in that 
superstructural phenomenon.10

 The exact historical date and process of arrival of the Roma people in Iberia is a matter of 

6. Assunção, “Estudo sobre os ciganos residentes em acampamentos na cidade de Évora,” 59–60.

7. Ferreira, Caracterização das Condições de Habitação das Comunidades Ciganas Residentes em Portugal, 
4.

8. European Committee of Social Rights, European Roma Rights Centre (ERRC) v. Portugal Complaint n° 61/2010, 
4. Here is a quote from that report: “According to a study conducted on a national scale and published in 2016, 
only 42% of Roma children (31% of girls and 51% of boys) were in preschool education. Segregation at school 
was still substantial, with 11% of Roma children schooled in classes of entirely Roma pupils. 90% of Roma children 
left school prematurely (compared with 14% of the overall population),often at the age of 10-12 years, and new 
arrangements for distance learning could be a factor in further reinforcing that trend105. Only 35% of Roma aged 
20-62 years were in work (52% of men and 18% of women), 17%of Roma were living without running water in their 
homes, 25% without a toilet, shower or bathroom in the home (compared with 0.9% of the overall population), 
and	42%	had	a	leaking	roof,damp	walls	or	mould	around	the	windows	or	on	the	floor106.	According	to	another	
study, between 2400 and 3000 families (32% of all Roma families) live in huts, tents or mobile home. Along the 
lines of a recommendation in ECRI’s 4th report, a wall built round a Roma district in Beja was demolished, by the 
Roma themselves but an embankment has been created in its place with rubble from a cemetery.”

9. See: Maeso, “‘Civilizing’ the Roma?”

10. Here are a series of quotes from one of the documents produced by the Portuguese government in response to 
the EU: “The Portuguese Republic has no policy on ‘national minorities’ because the concept of such minorities 
is unknown in its legal system. … Portugal, for its part, has historically adopted a civic conception of the term 
‘nation’, thus precluding recognition of ‘national minorities’ within its territory. The Portuguese constitutional 
system draws no distinction between nationality and citizenship: the ‘nation’ consists of the community of citi-
zens, and the Constitution provides that ‘All persons are Portuguese citizens who are regarded as such by law 
or under international convention’.“ In: 1st Report submitted by Portugal. “As stated before, Portugal has no 
national	minorities	and	has	ratified	the	Framework	Convention	for	the	Protection	of	National	Minorities	in	an	act	
of political solidarity, having in mind the historic question of the ‘nationalities’, in the Central and Eastern part of 
Europe,	and	aiming	at	reinforcing	peace	and	stability	in	the	European	continent.	The	FCPNM	does	not	define	
what	National	Minority	is	…	and	it	does	not	exist	in	the	Portuguese	legal	system	either	a	legal	definition	of	this	
concept or the acknowledgment of its existence. In fact, Portugal is, perhaps, the only country of Europe whose 
frontiers as State and as Nation have been perfectly and secularly coincident in the last 800 years. This fact does 
not collide with the phenomenon of immigration in our country—that is also not recognized as a national minority 
by other European countries—as well as the existence of one ethnic minority, the Roma community. In general, 
all Roma communities have had Portuguese citizenship for centuries, and they are covered by the measures and 
have full access to the rights that are accessible to the general population (i.e. in the same conditions as the non 
Roma Citizens). Consequently, when they are in social situations of poverty and exclusion, they can have access 
to an important set of public programmes and measures.” In: Comments of the Government of Portugal on the 
2nd Opinion of the AC on the implementation of the FCNM by Portugal.
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contested debate. They are thought to have first settled sometime during the ninth century, after 
leaving the Punjab region of northern India for unknown reasons. After a first phase of relatively 
peaceful coexistence, a major migration event took place during fifteenth century, i.e., at a crucial 
moment of national unification and centralization of the absolutist monarchy in Portugal, which 
coincided with the first public records regarding their exclusion, along with that of other minorities, 
most notably Jewish. Here is a description by writer George Borrow, from 1841, of the equivalent 
phenomenon happening in neighbouring Spain:

The Gitános have at all times, since their first appearance in Spain, been notorious for their con-
tempt of religious observances; yet there is no proof that they were subjected to persecution on 
that account. The men have been punished as robbers and murderers, with the gallows and the 
galleys; the women, as thieves and sorceresses, with imprisonment, flagellation, and sometimes 
death; but as a rabble, living without fear of God, and, by so doing, affording an evil example to 
the nation at large, few people gave themselves much trouble about them, though they may have 
occasionally been designated as such in a royal edict, intended to check their robberies, or by 
some priest from the pulpit, from whose stable they had perhaps contrived to extract the mule 
which previously had the honour of ambling beneath his portly person. 
 The inquisition, which burnt so many Jews and Moors, and conscientious Christians, at 
Seville and Madrid, and in other parts of Spain, seems to have exhibited the greatest clemency 
and forbearance to the Gitános. Indeed, we cannot find one instance of its having interfered 
with them. The charge of restraining the excesses of the Gitános was abandoned entirely to the 
secular authorities, and more particularly to the Santa Hermandad, a kind of police instituted 
for the purpose of clearing the roads of robbers.11

The situation was similar in Portugal. The Inquisition of Évora, whose tribunal was the harshest in 
the Empire after Lisbon, targeted wealthy merchants and landowners most of all. Since the con-
demned were expropriated of their possessions, targeting the poor meant burdening the Holy Office 
with the sustenance costs of its prisoners.12 Canonic law did not allow the Holy Office to officially 
condemn anyone to death, sentencing was left up to the civil authorities, which meant that there was 
always a strong, yet dissimulated, link between the Inquisition and the state. At a time, the Crown 
was establishing its monopoly over a maritime empire that was flourishing due to the eastern spice 
trade, hence the state needed funds, and at the same time, it had a material interest in controlling the 
social rise of the mercantile bourgeoisie. Discrimination against the ciganos therefore was grounded 
in different material reasons to the Inquisitorial persecution of the Jews, whose expropriation was 
also mostly directed at the wealthier amidst their class. The two social groups were also target of 
different types of discrimination within the ‘national’ populations. With the Roma the antagonism 

11. Borrow, The Zincali, 73.

12. Coelho, A Inquisição de Évora. In an inventory of which professions were most targeted by the Inquisition, 
António Coelho states: “Shoemakers are at the helm, at 11.22 percent, followed by merchants, 8.36 percent, 
and	farmers	5.53	percent,	in	a	total	of	5382	identified	professions.	The	top	three	professions	account	for	25.11	
percent of all professions. If we add the tailors, that percentage exceeds 30 percent. … Merchants in general 
exceed	a	fifth	of	the	professions	listed,	while	trades	as	a	whole	rise	to	more	than	40	percent.	Agriculture	and	
cattle raising, which mobilized most of the countryside’s inhabitants, account for 9.16 percent, which is not a low 
number if we take into account that the Inquisition was essentially turned against rich farmers and landowners. 
Graduates and other intellectual professions, such as doctors, lawyers, surgeons, musicians, at 6.52 percent, 
occupy a very prominent place on the whole. The percentage of employed workers at 3.75 percent, and that of 
slaves	and	freedmen	at	1.52	percent,	indicates	not	that	the	number	of	wage	earners	or	slaves	was	insignificant	
in Portuguese society, but rather that the Inquisition left them alone. They weren’t the main enemy. On the other 
hand, they had no assets to support the machine, rather they would deplete the treasury with their food and ex-
penses. The inquisitors preferred to stir up their ignorance and misery against the real enemies, socially speaking: 
merchants and men of wealth, whether in trades, commerce, or farming.” My translation.
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pertained to their alternative lifestyles, while in the case of the Jews it rested on matters of economic 
competition over certain privileges that would benefit the ‘national’ classes if certain social positions 
remained strictly Christian.13 Interviewing an old inquisitor at Córdoba in the abovementioned 
book, Borrow got the following candid observation: “The Inquisition always looked upon them with 
too much contempt to give itself the slightest trouble concerning them; since no danger to either the 
state, or the church of Rome, could proceed from the Gitános it was a matter of perfect indifference 
to the holy office whether they lived without religion or not. The holy office has always reserved its 
anger for people very different; the Gitános having at all times been Gente barata y despreciable.”14 
The Inquisitorial persecutions were thus not only a matter of national ideological purification but a 
kind of internal colonization, i.e., the expropriation of certain minority groups that was legitimized 
by portraying them as foreign, inferior, less civilized, dangerous.
 In a speech addressed by Sancho de Monad to Philip III of Spain, titled The Expulsion of the 
Gitános, we find the typical, and almost transhistorical, racist vitriol regarding their ‘laziness’ and the 
‘sexual threats’ they posed to the purity of Christian women:

THE GITÁNOS ARE VERY HURTFUL TO SPAIN.
There is not a nation which does not consider them as a most pernicious rabble; even the Turks 
and Moors abominate them, … and all agree that they are most evil people, and highly detri-
mental to the country where they are found. 
 In the first place, because in all parts they are considered as enemies of the states where 
they wander, and as spies and traitors to the crown; which was proven by the emperors Max-
imilian and Albert, who declared them to be such in public edicts; a fact easy to be believed, 
when we consider that they enter with ease into the enemies’ country, and know the languages 
of all nations.
 Secondly, because they are idle vagabond people, who are in no respect useful to the 
kingdom; without commerce, occupation, or trade of any description; and if they have any it 
is making pick locks and pothooks for appearance sake, being wasps, who only live by sucking 
and impoverishing the country, sustaining themselves by the sweat of the miserable labourers 
… They are much more useless than the Moriscos as these last were of some service to the state 
and the royal revenues, but the Gitános are neither labourers, gardeners, mechanics, nor mer-
chants, and only serve, like the wolves, to plunder and to flee. 
 Thirdly, because the Gitános are public harlots, common, as it is said, to all the Gitános 
and with dances, demeanour, and filthy songs, are the cause of continual detriment to the souls 
of the vassals of your majesty, it being notorious what infinite harm they have caused in many 
honourable houses, the married women whom they have separated from their husbands, and 
the maidens whom they have perverted; and finally, in the best of these Gitánas any one may 
recognize all the signs of a harlot given by the wise king, they are gadders about, whisperers, 
always unquiet in places and corners.
 Fourthly, because in all parts they are accounted famous thieves, about which authors 

13. The persecution of the Jews was in fact intended at “distorting free competition and helping Christians who 
competed professionally with Jews and Moors. … It was not accepted that Christians (especially women) worked, 
in	the	fields	or	wherever,	under	the	orders	of	Moors	or	Jews.	The	occupation	of	any	position	of	socioeconomic	
predominance (because the political or juridical sphere were already totally out of the question) on behalf of the 
Jews caused resentment, as for example positions of heritage management in the homes of high-ranking people 
of the nobility, of the Church (bishops, abbots, priors) or from the royal family.” In: Luís Miguel Duarte, “Margin-
alidade e Marginais” in Mattoso, História da Vida Privada em Portugal: A Idade Média, 188. My translation.

14. Borrow, The Zincali, 74. The Spanish Inquisition was abolished on July 15, 1834, seven years before Borrow’s 
book was published.
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write wonderful things; we ourselves have continual experience of this fact in Spain, where there 
is scarcely a corner where they have not committed some heavy offence.15

In 1521, the same year when the first anti-Roma laws were issued expelling them from the Portu-
guese domestic territory, playwright Gil Vicente wrote and presented to King D. João III his play 
A Farsa das Ciganas. This was the same King who ordered the construction of Évora’s aqueduct, and 
the play was presented to the royal court sojourning in Évora.16 The writing was likely influenced 
by Vicente’s observations of Roma communities in the Alentejo and it contains one of the first his-
torical records of discriminatory stereotypes towards them in Portugal. This is how Adolfo Coelho 
summarized the descriptions found in that play:

[the women] immediately manifest the nagging tendency for beggary in women and children 
of their race. They speak Spanish with an altered pronunciation … They prepare to tell the bue-
na dicha [fortune-telling]. … [the men] try to exchange horses, expecting to receive, in addition 
to animals, some money. … The ciganas sing and dance. … Singing and dancing to the sound of 
this song, they go to the ladies and beg once again for alms … They offer to teach them magic 
spells … They profess the ladies’ fortunes.17

At first, the Crown considered the forced integration and settlement of the Roma, trying to dissuade 
them from their linguistic and clothing traditions, and to alter their social modes of organization. 
A gradual process of criminalization of their cultural practices began that did not differ much from 
the general lines of social intervention and ‘inclusion’ that contemporary nation states sometimes 
still adopt. The list of infractions included the fact that ciganos were nomads, that they moved in 
groups, that they engaged in petty theft, begged without a specific authorization, pretended to know 
witchcraft, spoke geringonça (i.e., the caló dialect), wore ‘gypsy costumes’, told the ‘buena-dicha’ (for-
tune-telling), or just simply existed as ciganos.18

 The crux of the matter was that their nonorthodox lifestyle clashed with the dictates of the 
nascent modern state, which was in full constitution already in the fifteenth century. Their nomadism 
was an affront to property divisions and census calculations, since settlement is an absolute condi-
tion for quantifying, owning, and managing both people and the land. For the Roma, itinerancy 
offered independence from such forms of social control. The same applied to language, especially 
after the intentional cultural homogenization that the Portuguese language had undergone since the 
thirteenth century. The same applied to endogamy, because the tribe itself functioned as an autono-
mous political unit, and to unregulated economic activities and crafts, such as palmistry in the case 
of women, and horse-trading in the case of men. The Roma were (and continue to be) persecuted 
because their forms of life are a rejection of several major tenets of modern liberalism. Additionally, 

15. Borrow, The Zincali, 76–7.

16. ”Por Alvará de 13 de Março de 1526, el-rei João III, proíbe os ciganos de entrarem em Portugal e ordena a ex-
pulsão de todos os que viviam no país. Esta decisão surge na sequência da mesma vontade expressa em reunião 
das Cortes realizada em Torres Novas em Outubro do ano anterior, e constituiu uma repetição do que também 
vinha sendo decidido noutros Estados europeus, como por exemplo, a França em 1504 e em 1511, a Suécia 
em 1521 e a Holanda também em 1526.” (Ramos, 2016, p. 9-10) in Noronha, “Povos Ciganos em Territórios 
Ibéricos.“

17. Coelho, Os Ciganos de Portugal, 167. My translation; original Portuguese version: “[as mulheres] manifestam 
logo	o	caracter	importunamente	pedinchão	das	mulheres	e	creânças	da	sua	raça.	Fallam	um	hispanhol	modifi-
cado na pronuncia … . Preparam-se para dizer a buena dicha. … [os homens] tractam de fazer trocas de caval-
gaduras, querendo receber, alem de animaes, algum dinheiro. … As ciganas cantam e dançam. … Cantando e 
bailando ao som desta cantiga vão ás damas e pedem de novo esmola … Propõem-se a ensinar feitiços … Dizem 
a buena dicha às damas.”

18. See: Noronha, “Povos Ciganos em Territórios Ibéricos.“
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in the fifteenth century, there was another major incentive for their marginalization that came from 
the expanding colonial empire. For their crimes, ciganos were typically charged with exile to the new 
imperial wastelands, a move that solved two problems at once, i.e., in transfering the domestic sur-
plus populations to the colonies exile pacified internal social contradictions and solved the problem 
of land settlement. This was especially useful after the ‘discovery’ of Brazil, given that the Portuguese 
territory was suddenly so vastly augmented.
 Throughout the centuries, one fact remained constant: the more capitalism encroached itself 
onto material and cultural life, the more the Romani subsistence was threatened. For instance, until 
the forties and fifties of the last century their condition as travelers, and the organization of their 
routes within the dispersed geography of the deep Alentejo, helped attenuate their isolation, giving 
them access to news from other places and a territorialized sense of community. Breeding and trad-
ing horses was still their main economic activity, and weaving commercial routes across municipal 
boundaries allowed them to reach a wider clientele. They were still able to sustain trade relationships 
with the semifeudal landlords of the region, to whom they provided cattle for work and other ser-
vices proper to an agricultural society. With the onset of liberalism and then the mechanization of 
the fields (which in Portugal only took off substantially in the mid-twentieth century) and with the 
replacement of animals by automated means of transportation, the cattle business lost value as a 
means of subsistence. They were henceforth compelled into the trade of other products, chiefly fab-
rics, carpets, shoes and clothes, a change that did not break with the cycle of travelling for business, 
but it did, in many instances, push them into practices of illicit trafficking. They were also fed into the 
army of seasonal harvesters traditionally and locally knowns as ratinhos. Today, they are still known 
primarily as feirantes, and they are culturally associated with the trade of counterfeit merchandise. 
Some of the Roma families who live in the camps at Bairro da Malagueira still own and breed horses.
 At the time of the Revolution, the housing situation of the Roma in Évora was as follows: 
some had access to rentals in the city centre, the more affluent were able to buy their own houses, and 
those with less economic resources lived in tents, permanently or for a temporary layover in town. In 
the years before the Revolution, the migration of rural populations to the urban centres and abroad 
also affected the Roma population. Those who found themselves in worse economic conditions also 
left, while others gathered in shanties around the towns. Several of the latter would give rise to the 
more radical fronts of the Inter in the revolutionary struggle for housing rights.
 The Carnation Revolution and the shift to liberal democracy also brought changes to the 
Roma communities in Évora. New social policies, the rationalization of urban masterplans, and new 
processes of urban renewal vastly changed the interstitial places they occupied. In a short time, they 
were evicted from the historical city centre and other spots of greater visibility, and gathered in the 
suburban FFH developments of Cruz da Picada, Horta das Figueiras, and Malagueira. Those who 
were not rehoused settled in camps, without houses nor basic infrastructures, intended as temporary 
accommodation for the nomadic. Over time, these camps became permanent residence for both 
the evicted families who could not afford rent and the travelers looking for temporary shelter when 
passing through the town. Not all families living in camps in Évora are legally counted as residents 
of the town. There are families who occasionally visit the city for various reasons, such as doctor’s ap-
pointments and medical examinations at the hospital, court presentations, visits to family members, 
festive seasons, and fairs. Évora is thus a crossing point for those who are sometimes subject to forced 
nomadism.19 In reality, the Roma are not all nomadic, and even those who have itinerant practices 

19. Assunção, “Estudo sobre os ciganos residentes em acampamentos na cidade de Évora,” 74.
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are not entirely uprooted, rather they have several places of residence and they move between them 
according to a strict schedule of seasonal work and trade. They are rooted in a territory, they occupy 
what anthropologists sometimes call, borrowing from ecology, a socio-economical niche. The fact 
that the managing entity of Évora’s public housing stock, Habévora, categorizes them as either ‘local’ 
or ‘nonlocal’ further pushes some of these people into conditions of chronic in-betweenness. 
 There is a famous photograph of Bairro da Malagueira that shows a nude child and a horse 
with its head sticking in the front door of one of the houses. While it is a beautiful image, it is often 
reproduced in architectural contexts to suggest a slight exoticism in a neighbourhood where sophis-
ticated high art meets popular culture, the natural spontaneity of the lowest classes. Photographs of 
the ‘Malagueira gypsies’ are abundant in most architecture publications on the project and a portrait 
series of one of the campsite families has made it onto a New York art gallery.20 There are also several 
drawings and writings about them in Siza’s sketchbooks of the 1970’s. Naturally, there is a common 
risk in this type of situation when the political and economic invisibility of a minority group be-
comes wrapped up with distanced aesthetic fascination. In reality, Bairro da Malagueira is enveloped 
in racialized cultural tropes and stereotypes that are as present in the local culture as in the national 
media. The look of the bairro’s houses, with its flat roofs that are more typical of the Algarve then the 
Alentejo, gives it a Mediterranean feel that is often associated with derogatory Moorish analogies. 
And despite Siza’s prize-winning architecture, in day-to-day local life, it is not hard to come across 
casually classicist remarks.
 According to the latest report available from Habévora, Bairro da Malagueira has the highest 
concentration of the lowest rental ranks in all of Évora.21 The report itself contains problematic re-
marks, when it reports that the neighbourhood’s crime problems are due to the “concentration of a 
certain type of family.”22 The technicians require a police escort to enter the neighbourhood, and the 
police themselves have nicknamed a part of the neighbourhood ‘Iraq’.[Map 38] However, national sta-
tistics place Évora as the fourth safest district in Portugal, and the Global Peace Indext rates Portugal 
as the third safest country in the world.23 Criminal complaints in Malagueira are generally focused 
on petty theft (of water and clothes), drug dealing, and domestic violence, with most instances of 
documented violence happening within the community or between the community and the security 
forces.24 The buildings in so-called ‘Iraq’ display an advanced state of degradation and several hous-
es are walled up and uninhabited, while the evicted families live in nearby tents. In an interview I 
conducted with Habévora, I was informed that the currently preferred strategy on behalf of state 

20. Pierre Gonnord’s exhibition “Relatos” was on view at Hasted Kraeutler Gallery in New York from 8 Dec–8 Feb 
2011.

21. See: Habévora – Gestão Habitacional, “Diagnóstico Social Bairros Sociais Freguesia Da Malagueira” (Dez 2007). 
Available at: http://www.habevora.pt.

22.	 The	report	indicates	the	following	social	problems:	drug	addiction	(in	terms	of	consumption	and	trafficking	on	
a very worrying scale); high risk of insecurity for residents and occasional visitors; possession and illegal use of 
weapons; alcoholism; unemployment; delinquency and marginality in all age groups; poor neighbourhood rela-
tions; domestic violence and violence between families that require police intervention.” The report adds that: 
“The situation is so serious and worrying that any visit to the site by technicians and employees of Habévora 
will only be carried out under police supervision. One of the factors that may be at the origin of the emergence 
and gradual increase of the aforementioned problems, and their having reached such high levels, may have to 
do with the concentration of a certain type of family during the resettlement process. These families made drug 
consumption	and	trafficking	their	business	of	choice,	and	a	way	of	raising	income	in	addition	to	the	allocation	
of	financial	benefits	from	Social	Security,	alleging	situations	of	need	(impossible	to	contradict	due	to	the	false	
declarations included in the income declarations). It can be considered that that area was constituted as a ‘ghetto’ 
with all kinds of inherent problems.” In: Ibidem, 32–3. My translation

23. National statistics available from PORDATA, “Crimes registados pelas polícias por mil habitantes” (11 Nov 2021). 
International statistics available from Institute for Economics and Peace, “Global Peace Index 2021 report” (Jun 
2021).

24. SOS Racismo has issued a formal complaint regarding an instance of police violence in the neighbourhood.
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authorities is to disperse ethnic minorities and avoid ‘ghettoizing’ them in one neighbourhood. But 
while correlating segregation with geographic concentration might conveniently ease the process of 
social integration, it also erases a set of more problematic factors and that have to do with govern-
mental disinvestment. The responsibility for squalor thus appears culturally endemic, not structurally 
determined.
 The Alentejo has long been a deeply segregated society, a fact that has lingering ideological 
consequences. Although historically split between the large fortunes and a proletarian peasantry 
that was at the helm of many progressive movements, the latter, having recently benefited from EU 
integration and development, gradually formed a sort of labour aristocracy that now ends up adopt-
ing and reproducing reactionary prejudices and ideologies. And although anti-Roma sentiments are 
secular in Portugal, in recent years a new far-right political party, whose leader uses the Nazi salute, 
has gained notoriety and made the ciganos its principal scapegoat for political slogans. The party 
presents itself as fascist, although economically its program differs little from classical neoliberalism. 
The Roma are, in this context, what the ‘welfare queen’ was to Ronald Reagan, i.e., a political tool 
to promote the further privatization of the welfare state under the pretext of fighting a supposedly 
bankrupt meritocracy. Unsurprisingly, the same party is also an avid defender of ‘property as freedom’ 
and patriarchal family values.25

 At base, racism is more than a cultural phenomenon fruit of internalized individual preju-
dices. It is an economic dynamic that is afterwards reinforced and naturalized by culture, as a way 
of crystallizing class competition into vaguely biological or ethnic criteria, thus controlling social 
mobility to the benefit of the precarious middle classes who, in periods of economic crisis, are at 
risk of proletarianization. It works by creating a surplus population that is chronically unemployed 
and structurally excluded from politics and thus can be fed into the reserve army of labour.26 The 
instigator of this process is usually some form of fascistic political movement (as was the case with 
the Inquisition) whose role is to delineate and carve out the limits of a new social frontier. In ad-
vanced capitalism, fascism is what happens to social democracy in times of protracted economic 
crises, i.e., it represents the same class interests (of the precarious intermediate classes) but in times 
when economic growth cannot be guaranteed through expansion but instead requires austerity and 

25. The party is called Chega!, meaning ‘Enough!”, and it was founded by André Ventura. Its political program claims 
to defend the “Portuguese, European, and Western civilizational tradition” which it understands to be grounded 
on the principle of individual responsibility, Judaeo-Christian values, and Greco-Roman philosophy. On the issue 
of family values, for example, the party defends the instatement of a Ministry of the Family, needed to reassert 
its position as a central pillar of power and society. It recognizes the “natural family” as irreplaceable and sole 
responsible for the education of children. In: “Programa Político Chega 2021,” available at: https://partidochega.
pt/programa-politico-chega.

26. Reserve army of labour is a concept elaborated by Karl Marx’s that refers to the unemployed and underemployed 
in capitalist society. It is synonymous with ‘industrial reserve army’ or ‘relative surplus population’, with the differ-
ence	that	the	unemployed	can	be	defined	as	those	actually	looking	for	work	and	that	the	relative	surplus	pop-
ulation also includes people unable to work. The use of the term ‘army’ refers to the workers being conscripted 
and regimented in the workplace in a hierarchy under the command or authority of the owners of capital. “Big 
industry constantly requires a reserve army of unemployed workers for times of overproduction. The main pur-
pose of the bourgeois in relation to the worker is, of course, to have the commodity labour as cheaply as possible, 
which is only possible when the supply of this commodity is as large as possible in relation to the demand for it, 
i.e., when the overpopulation is the greatest. Overpopulation is therefore in the interest of the bourgeoisie, and 
it gives the workers good advice which it knows to be impossible to carry out. Since capital only increases when it 
employs workers, the increase of capital involves an increase of the proletariat, and, as we have seen, according 
to the nature of the relation of capital and labour, the increase of the proletariat must proceed relatively even 
faster. The above theory, however, which is also expressed as a law of nature, that population grows faster than 
the means of subsistence, is the more welcome to the bourgeois as it silences his conscience, makes hard-heart-
edness	into	a	moral	duty	and	the	consequences	of	society	into	the	consequences	of	nature,	and	finally	gives	
him the opportunity to watch the destruction of the proletariat by starvation as calmly as any other natural event 
without bestirring himself, and, on the other hand, to regard the misery of the proletariat as its own fault and to 
punish it. To be sure, the proletarian can restrain his natural instinct by reason, and so, by moral supervision, halt 
the law of nature in its injurious course of development.” In: Karl Marx, “Wages,” in MECW Vol. 6, 415.
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contraction. This contraction means violently devaluing the labour-power of certain sectors of the 
population—typically minorities such as women and racialized groups—who then function as an in-
ternal colony available for expropriation.27 With the advent of the 2008 Recession and its protracted 
resolution Portugal entered such a moment, as did many other nations in the West.
 In such periods in history, a traditional set of reactionary tropes are revived to justify these 
dominant economic interests. They tend to vary according to what type of expropriation is being 
forced onto which group. In the case of women, for example, family and domesticity values can be 
awakened to restore male monopoly over the labour markets. In the case of ratialized people, such 
as the Afrodescendant community, the criminalization of their culture serves to embed them in gen-
erational cycles of poverty that reproduce a reserve army of cheap labour that is typically enclosed 
in the urban ghetto. In the case of indigenous groups, who often hold claims to land sovereignty, 
racism assumes the form of genocide or forced social integration. The situation of the Roma is closer 
to this latter kind. More than being kept as a labour reserve, they are systematically invisibilized, 
portrayed as external to the nation, with no claim to citizenship nor, most importantly, to land. They 
are enclosed in camps that function as states of exception, enclaves of wilderness within civilization, 
where legal rights are suspended, and subsistence is lumpenized. While for women the central issue 
of patriarchy is the removal, or externalization, of the reproductive sphere from public and political 
life, here we face another process of externalization where absolute invisibilization and erasure is key. 
In his article “Wageless Life,” Michael Denning explains the extent and violence of this process:

Under capitalism, the only thing worse than being exploited is not being exploited. Since the 
beginnings of the wagelabour economy, wageless life has been a calamity for those dispossessed 
of land, tools and means of subsistence. Expelled from work, the wageless also became invisible 
to science: political economy, as Marx noted in the earliest formulations of his critique of the 
discipline, “does not recognize the unemployed worker”: “The rascal, swindler, beggar, the un-
employed, the starving, wretched and criminal workingman—these are figures who do not exist 
for political economy but only for other eyes, those of the doctor, the judge, the gravedigger, and 
bum-bailiff, etc; such figures are spectres outside its domain.”28

Denning further suggests that two types of metaphor—informality and waste—dominate our con-
temporary imagination and discourse on poverty, lumpenization, and chronic unemployment: 

The first [informality] points to the insecurity of many kinds of contemporary work: we speak 
of casualization, informalization and the proliferation of temporary and precarious jobs. … A 
second metaphor goes further, suggesting that we have passed a historical watershed, the end 
of work as we have known it. Work, we are told, has lost its centrality to life; wageless life is 
workless, wasted life. Noting the dramatic break in popular discourse between the rhetoric 
of unemployment and that of redundancy, Zygmunt Bauman writes that “‘redundancy’ shares 

27. The ‘internal colony’ is a concept developed by the traditions of South American Marxist dependency theory and 
Black	Marxism.	In	the	fist,	‘internal	colonialism’	is	understood	as	the	uneven	effects	of	economic	development	
on a regional basis, otherwise known as ‘uneven development’ as a result of the exploitation of minority groups 
within a wider society and leading to political and economic inequalities between regions within a state. This is 
held to be similar to the relationship between metropolis and colony, in colonialism proper. The phenomenon 
creates a distinct separation of the dominant core from the periphery within an empire. Main developers of this 
stance are González Casanova and Andre Gunder Frank. In the second tradition, the term acquired a meaning 
more	specific	to	Black	ghettos	in	the	urban	centres	of	the	USA	and	it	defends	that	White-Black	relations	in	Amer-
ica are essentially those of colonizer and colonized. Major authors include Stokely Carmichael, Frantz Fanon, and 
theorists of the Black Panther Party such as Huey Newton and Bobby Seale.

28. Denning, “Wageless Life,” 79.
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its semantic space with ‘rejects’, ‘wastrels’, ‘garbage’, ‘refuse’—with waste. The destination of 
the unemployed, of the ‘reserve army of labour’, was to be called back into active service. The 
destination of waste is the waste-yard, the rubbish heap”. “The production of ‘human waste’, or 
more correctly wasted humans … is an inevitable outcome of modernization”; “refugees, asylum 
seekers, immigrants” are “the waste products of globalization.”29

Denning rejects Bauman’s denunciation of modernity’s culture of waste as an “overly glib linking of 
material waste and human waste” that repeats “one of the oldest tropes regarding the wageless—that 
they are akin to garbage, rubbish”. He notes that such “metaphors run throughout this literature: 
early on Hobson characterized unemployment as waste; Marx was not immune, referring to the 
lumpenproletariat as refuse in The Eighteenth Brumaire. And indeed there is a connection: for those 
without wages have long worked as scavengers.” In Denning’s opinion, the correlation of poverty 
with trash, vulgarized in slurs like ‘white trash’, ‘scum’, etc., beyond reproducing racist and classis 
tropes, also does not grasp properly the deeper roots of the problem, for which he offers a more 
materialist understanding:

That globalization produces redundancy would be better understood not through the decep-
tively concrete image of wasted lives, but through Marx’s two dialectically related concepts: the 
relative surplus population and the virtual pauper. The one is from Capital; the other from the 
Grundrisse. In the key chapter on “The General Law of Capitalist Accumulation” in Capital, 
Marx views the problem from the vantage point of capital: “it is capitalist accumulation itself 
that constantly produces, and produces indeed in direct relation with its own energy and extent, 
a relatively redundant working population, i.e. a population which is superfluous to capital’s 
average requirements for its own valorization, and is therefore a surplus population. … The 
fundamental metaphor in Marx’s account is that of opposing forces: it is not as if there are two 
kinds of workers, employed and unemployed, or two sectors of the economy, formal and infor-
mal; rather, there is a process in which “greater attraction of workers by capital is accompanied 
by their greater repulsion … the workers are sometimes repelled, sometimes attracted again in 
greater masses”. The “higher the productivity of labour, the greater is the pressure of the workers 
on the means of employment, the more precarious therefore becomes the condition for their 
existence, namely the sale of their own labour-power”. Intriguingly, almost the entire contem-
porary vocabulary—redundant, superfluous, precarious—can be found in this chapter. 
 If the passage in Capital tells the story from the point of view of the accumulation of 
capital, the parallel passage in the Grundrisse begins from the point of view of living labour: “It 
is already contained in the concept of the free labourer, that he is a pauper: a virtual pauper … If 
the capitalist has no use for his surplus labour, then the worker may not perform his necessary 
labour”. Marx is not arguing that all workers are or will become beggars, as in the immisera-
tion thesis often attributed to him. Rather, this is his account of bare life: since the exchange 
required for the means of living—the selling of labour-power—is accidental and indifferent to 
their organic presence, the worker is a virtual pauper.30

The caution that Denning demands regarding the often-crude usage of terms that equate poverty 
with trash, such as ‘waste’, is pertinent, and the choice of wording for this chapter requires that ca-
veat. But the emphasis here is not, in the first instance, on people, but on land. The emphasis here 

29. Ibidem, 95–6.

30. Ibidem, 96–7.
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is on ‘wasteland’, in the sense of places which lie outside the limits of liberal civility in cultural, 
economic, political and geographical terms. It is this process of externalization that renders the 
people who live there more naturalized—outside of history, politics and hence dehumanized—to 
the dominant eye of the civilized insider. To acknowledge a process is not equivalent to defending it. 
But the emphasis should be on that intentional process of marking the frontier of wilderness beyond 
which barbarism is naturalized, and sometimes even aestheticized. The waste, in this context, is not 
equated with ‘trash’ but rather with underdevelopment, with land awaiting ‘improvement’, i.e., with 
the environmental production of a specific kind of background that generates profit above life. In his 
article “Law, Property, and the Geography of Violence,” Nicholas Blomley explains how integral this 
process is to liberalism:

Liberal law, it has been said, is concerned with the drawing and policing of boundaries. While 
these are partly internal to law (for example, the boundary between public and private), law 
itself requires the construction of a constitutive outside with reference to, and against which, it 
sets itself apart. And violence is integral to this construction. Waldenfels identifies ‘‘the great di-
vorce’’ between reason and violence deeply embedded within Western political thought: “Since 
the time of the ancient Greeks, on the one side of the borderline we find agencies of order such 
as Reason (Nous), Law (Nomos), or right (Diké) confronted with chaotic, blind, and brute forces 
of pure violence (Bia) on the other side.’’ Arguably, law is possible only to the extent that it has 
such an outside against which to define itself. That constitutive outside is at once radically set 
apart and deeply embedded within law. Giorgio Agamben speaks of ‘‘the capacity of law to 
maintain itself in relation to an exteriority,’’ pointing in particular to the violence that is imag-
ined as beyond state sovereignty yet simultaneously captured within it. The construction of that 
which is deemed law thus rests on the definition of a violent world of non law. The inscription 
of a frontier—which may be figurative, temporal and spatial—is integral to this process. … the 
very existence of … property has long relied upon a distinction to a domain of non property. 
Inside the frontier lie secure tenure, fee-simple ownership, and state-guaranteed rights to prop-
erty. Outside lie uncertain and undeveloped entitlements, communal claims, and the absence of 
state guarantees to property. Inside lies stability and order, outside disorder, violence, and “bare 
life.” … For Hobbes, this space behind the frontier was one where ‘‘there can be no propriety, 
no dominion, no mine and thine distinct; but only that to be every man’s that he can get, and 
for so long as he can keep it.” … But these worlds without property are also located in space 
that is before History. Western notions of property are deeply invested in a colonial geography, 
a white mythology, in which the racialized figure of the savage plays a central role: the figure 
of the savage is also foundational. Imagined as incapable of an appreciation of legal rights and 
duties, including property, the savage is deemed prepolitical and thus set irrevocably apart from 
the West.31

The camps at Malagueira effectively function in this outside sphere onto which both invisibility and 
neglect, as well as surveillance and violence, are applied. And when we look beyond the object of 
Bairro da Malagueira as a proletarian island, we find that hidden amidst its wasted lands (those lands 
that were not yet ‘improved’ into architectural projects) resides a subproletariat whom the project 
apparently failed to consider. The carefully chosen housing typologies and the delicate revealing the 
site’s traces, so contextual towards the clandestine neighbourhoods and Évora’s working-class hist-
ory, seems to have overlooked one group of local inhabitants, namely the Roma, whose forms of life 

31. Blomley, “Law, Property, and the Geography of Violence: The Frontier, the Survey, and the Grid,” 123-4.
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are specific and have a centuries-long history in the Alentejo. This raises the question of what consti-
tutes the proletariat as a class, who gets included and excluded from this category, and who does the 
proletarian island represent. For example, could the project have considered a form of habitation that 
took horsebreeding, itinerancy, or non-commodified forms of subsistence into account? 
 Quite often, in socialist texts, the proletariat is equated with the wage-labourer, and this 
has raised a number of critiques from third-world Marxists and Afro-descendant scholars of racial 
capitalism, for whom the lumpenproletariat also has political relevance. The fact is that below the 
‘hidden abode of production’ lie the hidden abodes of reproduction and expropriation, inhabited by 
classes to whom subsistence rights are denied and whose labour is not remunerated. Because these 
kinds of labour are not mediated by exchange-value, and are thus not productive from the standpoint 
of capital, they fall outside the cycle of valuation that Marxist studies mostly focus upon, especially 
those of European origin. But this, as we have seen, does not tell us the full story. Here is Denning 
again:

… I want to insist that we decentre wage labour in our conception of life under capitalism. The 
fetishism of the wage may well be the source of capitalist ideologies of freedom and equality, 
but the employment contract is not the founding moment. For capitalism begins not with 
the offer of work, but with the imperative to earn a living. Dispossession and expropriation, 
followed by the enforcement of money taxes and rent: such is the idyll of ‘free labour’. In those 
rare moments of modern emancipation, the freed people—from slavery, serfdom and other 
forms of coerced labour—have never chosen to be wage labourers. There may be a “propensity 
to truck, barter and exchange one thing for another”, as Adam Smith put it, but there is clearly 
no propensity to get a job.
 Rather than seeing the bread-winning factory worker as the productive base on which 
a reproductive superstructure is erected, imagine the dispossessed proletarian household as a 
wageless base of subsistence labour—the ‘women’s work’ of cooking, cleaning and caring—
which supports a superstructure of migrant wage seekers who are ambassadors, or perhaps 
hostages, to the wage economy. These migrations may be short in distance and in interval—the 
daily streetcars or buses from tenement to factory, apartment block to office, that will come 
to be called ‘commuting’—or they may be extended to the yearly proletarian globehopping 
of seasonal workers by steamship, railroad and automobile, as well as the radical separation of 
airborne migration linked by years of remittances and phone calls. Unemployment precedes 
employment, and the informal economy precedes the formal, both historically and conceptu-
ally. We must insist that ‘proletarian’ is not a synonym for ‘wage labourer’ but for dispossession, 
expropriation and radical dependence on the market. You don’t need a job to be a proletarian: 
wageless life, not wage labour, is the starting point in understanding the free market.32

As Marshall Berman noted, “It appears that the very process of development, even as it transforms 
the wasteland into a thriving physical and social space, recreates the wasteland inside of the develop-
er himself. This is how the tragedy of development works.”33 This is, indeed, how the tragedy of 
capitalist development works, how ‘improvement’ works, constantly generating naturalized pockets 
of underdevelopment in order to thrive.

32. Denning, “Wageless Life, 80–1.

33. Berman, All That is Solid Melts into Air, 68.
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7.2 The Allotment
Bairro da Malagueira is structured along six east-west axes, most of which function, when understood 
collectively, as a sort of cul-de-sac because they all converge at the vacant lot where the tea-house/
restaurant was planned. This lot is Malagueira’s symbolic ‘acropolis’, currently known as Parque das 
Fontanas, where one of the homeless camps is located. Behind it we find Bairro das Fontanas and 
beyond that, the latifundiary Alentejo begins, hence the land is privatized and not accessible. This 
vacant hilltop feels like a destination, the endpoint where Évora ends and the landscape begins. The 
whole of Malagueira is absolutely structured by this east-west directionality: the bairro is facing and 
directed towards the historical city centre, mirroring it like two sides of a valley, generating a terri-
torial amphitheatre whose ‘stage-screen’ is the Sé cathedral. 
 The six east-west axes that structure this relation fall into three categories of importance. Two 
of them are regional roads connecting Évora to the territory as they flank the north and south sides of 
the neighbourhood, i.e., the national road that leads to Lisbon, down south, and the municipal road 
that leads to Alto de S. Bento, up north. Then, there are two local axes that function as backbones to 
the neighbourhoods: Av. da Malagueira, which is the central spine of Bairro da Malagueira, and Rua 
Principal, which is the equivalent in Bairro de Santa Maria. Finally, there are two smaller axes that 
weave important internal relations, which Siza titled Broadway I and Broadway II. The latter remains 
unbuilt and has been occupied by clandestine allotments.34 [Fig. 43;44] This is Siza speaking about his 
observations of, and approach to, the clandestine neighbourhoods on the site, especially Bairro de 
Santa Maria, and the need to reveal and weave together the found traces with spatially binding axes:

I began studying the great vitality of Bairro de Santa Maria, stimulated by the presence of small 
commercial activities. People moved away from their homes to fetch water from fountains, to go 
to school or to another neighbourhood: as time went by, they traced on the ground the routes 
that were most convenient to them. These very clear traces helped explain behaviours and to-
pography and indicated the possibility of transformations in these relationships. It soon became 
apparent that the link between the two clandestine neighbourhoods was one of the key issues 
that the project had to take into account. I considered the need for an east-west axis that would 
cross the entire area, and the water line, to connect the new area to the city. Then, to favour the 
‘invisible’ movements between the site and the road to Lisbon, I decided to trace the north-
south axis, which extends beyond the first in the form of a pedestrian path. … In the space 
between the two zones [Bairro da Malagueira and Bairro de Santa Maria] a road emerged that 
I names Broadway (a designation later appropriated by the locals). This route, which separates 
the new constructions from the old ones, allows for the regeneration of the interstitial spaces 
between the existing houses and makes it possible to create small accesses, stairs and gardens, so 
that the inhabitants can emerge from clandestine invisibility.35

34. Siza had informal names for these streets during the project. Avenida da Malagueira appears often named as the 
‘East-West	axis’.	Broadways	I	and	II	are	now	officially	called	‘Rua	dos	Dois	Bairros’,	and	‘Rua	do	Túnel.

35. Siza, Imaginar a Evidência, 113–5. My translation; original Portuguese version: “Comecei a estudar a grande 
vitalidade do bairro de Santa Maria, estimulada pela presença de pequenas actividades comerciais. As pessoas 
afastam-se de casa para ir buscar águas às fontes, para irem à escola ou a outro bairro: assim com o correr do 
tempo deixaram no terreno o desenho dos percursos que lhes eram mais convenientes. Estes vestígios, muito 
claros,	 também	ajudavam	a	 explicar	 comportamentos	 e	 topografia	 e	 indicavam	a	possiblidade	das	 transfor-
mações das relações. Depressa se tornou evidente que a ligação entre os dois bairros clandestinos era uma das 
questões fundamentais que o projecto devia levar em consideração. Pensei na necessidade de um eixo viário 
este-oeste que atravessasse toda a área, e também a linha de água, para ligar a nova zona à cidade. Depois, 
para favorecer os movimentos ‘invisíveis’ entre o terreno e a estrada para Lisboa, decidi traçar também o eixo 
norte-sul, que se prolonga além do primeiro por um percurso reservado a peões. … No espaço entre as duas 
zonas surge uma estrada, que chamei Broadway (designação consolidada depois pelas pessoas do lugar). Este 
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Siza is here talking about Broadway I, now officially renamed Rua dos Dois Bairros. It is a calm, 
opaque street, flanked by the white walls of Malagueira on one side and the old clandestine houses 
and gardens on the other. There is a height difference between the street level and Bairro de Santa 
Maria, which is solved with a series of delicately designed low walls, steps, and small arches in old 
stone or added clay brick. In this way, Santa Maria’s streets retain the dead-end pedestrian feel that 
is semipublic and somewhat domestic, while morphologically, the two are urbanistically tied. 
 While Broadway I connects the bairro with the old clandestine pre-existences, Broadway II 
does the same with the old farming context, i.e., the left-over traces of Quinta da Malagueirinha 
and the geometric enclosure of the Quinta da Malagueira. Assuming the latter would one day be 
opened to the public, the street’s meandering footprint ties with Rua Fria.[Map 40] This adaptation to 
found traces gives a specific identity to this portion of the neighbourhood, which thus retains sym-
bolic and functional agrarian characteristics. Broadway II, whose official name is Rua do Túnel, leads 
to a municipal allotment called Horta da Nora that was created around the old noria of Quinta da 
Malagueirinha. The old farmhouse remains as a community centre, and the adjacent olive orchard is 
still harvested by local farmers. The principal conduit of this part of the neighbourhood extends over 
the park onto a small public garden called Jardim dos Socalcos, which is designed in the parterre 
style that we find in Quinta da Malagueira. This is a moment where the monumental aesthetics of 
agrarian architecture enters the heart of the neighbourhood as a reminder that the quinta is also a 
part of it. But what is most specific to Broadway II is the subsistence aspect of the agrarian world. 
Here, the original project had planned for the conduit to double as a commercial street, much as 
happens in Praça Zeca Afonso, where the half dome should have been built. The street’s curvature 
follows topography, but as is widens in the middle area it also makes space for a square to arise, 
namely an arcade market square that is in many ways reminiscent of Praça do Giraldo. But since 
the project never came to fruition, the street has been gradually occupied by a series of clandestine 
allotment gardens that the neighbouring houses use for subsistence.[Map 39;41]

 Horta da Nora is one of three municipal allotments in Évora; the other two are found near 
the fort of Santo António, where another municipal ‘nomadic camp’ is located.[Map 33] They are used 
by a mixed population and for different purposes, some more recreational, others out of material 
need.36 Traditionally, the hortas used to be located outside and around the city. We know that one 
existed outside Porta da Lagoa and another occupied the inner edge of the defensive walls between 
Porta do Raimundo and Porta de Alconchel, known as zona agrícola da Palmeira. Both have since 
been urbanized.37 With the rise of liberal discourses on land improvement, this kind of subsistence 
agriculture also came under pressure to fulfill capitalist productivity standards and the correlated 
drive towards privatization. The convents also had their own hortas, which disappeared with the 
abolition of monastic orders in the nineteenth century, when the Church’s estates were separated 
into two groups—prédios urbanos (the buildings) and prédios rústicos (the precincts)—that were often 
evaluated and valued separately. At a first moment, the buildings were given new temporary public 
functions, typically military in nature. Then, in 1835 a law was passed that declared the public auc-
tion of all national property except for assets that served the public interest. Independently of having 
become public or private property, the monastic hortas retained their rural use practically until the 

percurso, que separa as novas construções das antigas, permite a regeneração das áreas livres das casas já 
existentes e torna possíveis acessos, escadas e jardins, para que os habitantes possam sair da clandestinidade.”

36. Bloise, “Hortas Urbanas de Évora: práticas culturais, troca de saberes e contribuição para a biodiversidade 
agrícola,” 72.

37. See: Carapinha, “Da leveza da cidade.”
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end of the century, when the waves of public space renovation and urban expansion began. [Map 33]

 As we have seen, this process of enclosure of the commons was necessary for capitalism’s 
replacement of use-value with exchange-value, subsuming the daily reproduction of workers to the 
market, and turning them into consumers and wage-labourers. This made their lives dependant not 
only on labour markets but also on commodity chains for subsistence, especially food since workers 
no longer had access to a place to grow their own sources of nourishment. The new clandestine allot-
ments that have popped up illegally in the interstitial spaces of Bairro da Malagueira are more than 
just an expression of horticultural love, they are a symptom of semiproletarianization. Up until the 
mid-twentieth century, the vastly rural population of Portugal still had access to non-commodified 
forms of sustenance. With the broad processes of mechanization and urbanization that took place 
since the 1960’s and especially after the revolutionary period, subsistence economies were universally 
supplanted by mercantile production, especially in urban centres, leaving those excluded from the 
labour-market in very vulnerable situations. Here is Francisco Martins Rodrigues describing that 
transition process in 1960:

In the last thirty years the growing demand for agricultural products on the market, and the 
investment of capital in agricultural production and trade, acted as a disintegrating lever of the 
traditional structure of the countryside; the old subsistence agricultural economy was surpassed 
by mercantile production, which expelled hundreds of thousands of peasant families into emi-
gration and into the cities; the farm worker and the independent labourer increasingly outnum-
bered the independent peasant; modern mechanized exploration began to spread to large areas; 
the large semifeudal landowner living off rents began to lose his former omnipotence in the face 
of the capitalist farmer, the trader of agricultural products, the industrialist, the city proprietor.
 But this transformation, which makes capitalist relations triumph over the old semi-
feudal relations, has nothing in common with the bourgeois revolutions that, for two centuries 
have given birth in Western Europe to a large rural bourgeoisie. The delay with which capital-
ism reached the countryside, the crushing gap between capitalist cities and countryside, adding 
to the parasitic characteristics of Portuguese capitalism, encourages the urban bourgeoisie to 
not directly attack the semifeudal classes but dislodge and suffocate them slowly, intertwining 
with them; it follows from this that it is not the peasant who launches into the capitalist ex-
ploitation of agriculture, but the landowner, the merchant, the industrialist, and the differences 
between town and country, instead of blurring, are brutally accentuated; the peasantry, instead 
of ascending to capitalism, is crushed by it, under the weight of income, commercial and indus-
trial capital and direct capitalist exploitation.38

38. Rodrigues, Para uma Análise do Campesinato e da Agricultura. My translation; original Portuguese version: 
“Nos últimos 30 anos a crescente procura de produtos agrícolas no mercado e o investimento de capitais na pro-
dução e comercio agrícolas actuaram como alavanca desintegradora da estrutura tradicional no campo; a velha 
economia agrícola de subsistência e ultrapassada pela produção mercantil que expulsa centenas de milhares de 
famílias camponesas para a emigração e para as cidades; o operário agrícola e o jornaleiro independente avan-
tajam-se cada vez mais ao camponês independente; a exploração mecanizada, moderna começa a estender-se a 
largas zonas; o grande proprietário semi-feudal vivendo das rendas começa a perder a sua antiga omnipotência 
em face do lavrador capitalista, do comerciante de produtos agrícolas, do industrial, do proprietário citadino. 
Mas esta transformação que faz triunfar as relações capitalistas sobre as velhas relações semi-feudais, nada tem 
de comum com as revoluções burguesas que desde há dois séculos deram nascimento na Europa Ocidental 
a uma numerosa burguesia rural. O atraso com que o capitalismo chega aos campos, o desnível esmagador 
entre as cidades capitalistas e os campos somando-se às características parasitarias do Capitalismo português, 
faz	com	que	a	burguesia	urbana	não	ataque	frontalmente	as	camadas	semi-feudais	mas	as	desaloje	e	as	asfixie	
lentamente, entrelaçando-se com elas; resulta daqui que não é o camponês que lança na exploração capitalista 
da agricultura, mas sim o latifundiário, o comerciante, o industrial, e as diferenças entre a cidade e o campo em 
vez de se esbaterem acentuam-se brutalmente; o campesinato em vez de ascender ao capitalismo é esmagado 
por ele, sob o peso da renda, do capital comercial e industrial e da exploração capitalista directa.”
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Since the Liberal Revolution, the Alentejo was subjected to profound changes in its economy and 
strategic development plans and we can identify three very different, if not entirely antagonistic, 
stages of development policies. First, there was a protectionist phase, based on the Cereal Laws of the 
late nineteenth century and the Wheat Campaign of the Estado Novo. This was the “granary of the 
nation” period, when the region specialized in the agri-food sector of the economy. Then came a so-
cialist phase or the Red Alentejo of the Agrarian Reform, in 1975–79. It was the culmination of sev-
eral decades of political struggles on behalf of the proletarian peasantry and its goal was to dismantle 
the relations of production that had dominated in the previous phase by expropriating the dominant 
classes. After that came the present phase, which is geared towards productivity. It began with the 
adoption of the Common Agricultural Policy (PAC) after Portugal entered the EEC, in 1986, whose 
guidelines took bearing especially after the 1990s. This phase was initially centered on property resti-
tution and increasing the territory’s mass and rate of productivity. It has been marked by a movement 
towards the systemic industrialization of agriculture (vineyards, olive groves, livestock production, 
horticulture), new infrastructural developments (highways, dams, the logistic platform of Sines), 
and recreational activities centered on secondary residences and tourism (city-tripping, golf courts, 
hunting, and wine tours). All of this translates into a radically new agrarian landscape and identity 
for the Alentejo.39

 The technological base for this last phase of transformation was the inauguration of the 
Alqueva Dam, in 2013, nested on the Guadiana river between the districts of Beja and Évora and 
planned in order to supply the whole Alentejo province. It is the largest dam and artificial lake in 
Western Europe and its interannual regulation capacity currently services a region of 120 thousand 
hectares.[Map 42;43] When filled to capacity, the shoreline of the Alqueva Lake is nearly 1200 kilo-
metres long, its maximum depth is about 100 metres, and the surface area of the lake stands at 250 
square kilometres. Studies for its construction began during the Estado Novo, in the 1950s, with 
António de Oliveira Salazar ordering a feasibility study as part of the national Green Revolution. 
The potential benefits and drawbacks of the project were discussed for decades, then a first effort 
to kickstart construction happened after the Revolution but it was abandoned in 1978. The final 
takeoff was agreed upon in the 1990s, during the governments of Aníbal Cavaco Silva and António 
Guterres and with the support of EU funding.40 [Fig. 45] The dam is part of a multi-purpose plan 
that includes hydroelectric power plants as well as public water services. Bairro da Malagueira, for 
example, is serviced by its network. But the most fundamental and controversial side of this project 
is the transformation of the extensive dry-land farming system that has characterized the Alentejo 
for millennia into intensive irrigation plantations. The current plan foresees transformations on an 
area of land that exceeds 130 thousand hectares and the changes over the last decade alone have been 
astonishing in a worrying way.
 One of the earliest pioneers of this new agro-industrial model was Thierry Roussel, husband 
of Christina Onassis, who,  between 1988 and 1994, covered 550 hectares of land under plastic 
greenhouses for the production of berries and other vegetables, resorting to the massive use of chem-
ical fertilizers and pesticides. The outcome of this venture, which was presented as innovative and 
promised to bring employment and prosperity to the region, was a small socio-ecological disaster. 
When the company went bankrupt, it left a wasteland of buried plastics, an unpaid public debt of 

39. Lavrador, “Região e Identitade—O Caso do Alentejo,” 1-2.

40.	 European	Comission,	“A	Comissão	Europeia	aprova	o	Programa	Específico	de	Desenvolvimento	Integrado	da	
Zona do Alqueva (PEDIZA), em Portugal,” Press release, Brussels, 28 July 1997. Available at: https://ec.europa.
eu/commission/presscorner/detail/pt/IP_97_707.
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millions of Euros, and around 600 workers unemployed. The rationale of this experience, which took 
place in the Mira irrigation perimeter close to Odemira, prevails to the present day and is continually 
replayed with newer protagonists. In the meantime, Odemira has become a sort of Almería and a 
role-model for the future of the Alentejo.41

 Along with the greenhouses spreading along the coast, the interior of the Alentejo is under-
going another process of industrialization, as traditional olive groves are being replaced with in-
tensive and superintensive farming. The methods employed are also dependent on the heavy use of 
pesticides, fertilizers, and unsustainable quantities of water, and according to the National Statistics 
Institute (INE), the total area of olive cultivation has more than doubled since 2009.42 In the pro-
cess, centennial trees are being cut and replaced with Fordist-style plantations.[Fig. 45] At the same 
time, a host of environmental imbalances are threatening the immediate future of this economic 
‘miracle’. Portugal is suffering the most severe droughts on record in decades and the soil is becoming 
saturated and desertified, with estimates saying it might become infertile within twenty years and 
some scenarios predicting that Lisbon may be surrounded by a desert by 2100.43 
 But for now the brunt of the consequences is born by the local inhabitants. Water is being 
diverted to private companies to the detriment of cities and public use.44 Air pollution generated 
by the high levels of pesticides is earning complaints from the population and leading to the con-
tamination of soils and aquifers. The casual cruelty of this entire process can be gauged by a report 
provided by Quercus in 2019, which estimated that combine harvesters working at night-time kill 
about 70–100 thousand birds in their sleep every year.45 [Fig. 46] In sum, a millennial ecosystem is 
being obliterated in a decade.  
 In a region where land ownership has always been extremely concentrated, this productive 
boom is exacerbating the problem even further. Around 70 percent of the agricultural land within 
the Alqueva irrigation area has changed ownership in the last ten years, and the former latifundiary 
order has been replaced by a new sort of megalatifundium dominated by international funds, whereby 
six economic groups own or manage more than 65 percent of the region’s groves. They are the ma-
jor beneficiaries of the Alqueva, the largest public investment ever made in Portuguese agriculture 
(2.5 billion Euros). At the same time, since land within this perimeter is scarce, it comes under un-
precedented market pressure, with the price per hectare having grown six times in the past 15 years. 
Smallholders have all but disappeared and Portugal went from being a chronic importer of olive oil 
to placing fifth on the worldwide market. According to the European Commission, olive plantations 

41. See: Dias, “Odemira já mal respira sob o plástico das estufas.” The economic miracle of Almeria is an ecological 
disaster. It poduces more than half of Europe’s fruit and vegetables, earning the province over two billion Euros 
in annual revenue. Water scarcity is a serious problem due to the number of farms, arid soils and dry climate. For 
years, plastic waste used in greenhouses was buried or incinerated. The mass use of pesticides and chemicals is 
common and organic agriculture represents only about 10 percent of total production.

42. In the 2012 the total area of intensive olive production was 13,431 hectares, in 2019 it was up to 56,488. See: 
Barriga and Rodrigues,“Os Novos Donos do Alqueva,” 38.

43. The projections come from Joel Guiot of the French Research Institute for Development and Wolfgang Crame of 
the	French	National	Centre	for	Scientific	Research.

44. In the Mira irrigation perimeter about 90 percent of the water goes to agriculture, 6 percent to public supply of 
the	covered	municipalities,	and	3	percent	goes	to	industry.	Since	this	water	flow	is	controlled	by	an	association	of	
private investors, smallholders and private dwellings whose water wells are beginning to dry up due to advancing 
drought,	find	themselves	dependent	on	the	industrialists	for	their	own	domestic	water	consumption.	See:	Tomás,	
“Mais de 100 pequenos proprietários podem perder acesso a água em Odemira devido à escassez.”

45. Following a similar study carried out by the Regional Government of Andalusia, Portuguese environmental orga-
nization	Quercus	issued	a	report	in	February	2019	demanding	the	prohibition	of	night	harvests	in	olive	groves.	
See:	“Quercus	exige	a	proibição	da	apanha	noturna	de	azeitona	em	olivais	superintensivos”	available	at:	https://
quercus.pt/2021/03/03/quercus-exige-a-proibicao-da-apanha-noturna-de-azeitona-em-olivais-superintensivos.
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may still increase by 88 percent until 2030.46 In sum, the Alentejo has gone from granary, to olive 
grove, of the nation.
 On par with such wide-spread ecological disruption, we find another capitalist disaster, 
namely human slavery. In a region where agricultural labour has historically been proletarian, labour 
relations have become even more exploitative. In a report from 2019, mechanisation and precision 
farming has more than quadrupled, while the agricultural labour force decreased overall by 14 per-
cent (reflecting a reduction in family labour force) and the employed labour force increased by 30 
percent.47 It is estimated that about 90 percent of the current agricultural labour performed in the 
Alentejo and the Algarve, approximately 30 thousand people, is now made up of immigrants who 
enter the country on the basis of trade contracts established with their countries of origin. Most are 
men, coming from South-East Asia, especially India, Bangladesh, Nepal, Pakistan, and Thailand, 
some originate from Africa, and a considerable number also come from Eastern Europe, namely 
Moldova, Ukraine, Romania, as well as Brazil.[Map 42] They move about the region following the 
harvest seasons: 

There is a cycle that starts in January in the Algarve with picking berries [raspberries, black-
berries, strawberries], then they move to the West also for the berries, then they do the harvest 
of seedless grapes in Alentejo, and continue there with berries from late May to September 
(Odemira); then they do the pear harvest in the West [Torres Vedras, Caldas da Raínha] and 
they finish in November and December in the olive groves of the interior. Many take vacations 
in December and January. From December fifteenth to the end of January some go to their 
countries of origin.48

Many of them are in the country legally, so they are not persecuted by state security forces, but they 
are nevertheless subjected to the worst forms of exploitation by a system of labour flexibilization 
that indirectly cooperates with actual organized mafias. Farmers rarely employ workers directly, out-
sourcing that job to intermediary companies that hire workers by the hour. These service providers 
are often barely legal, easily dismantled, and impossible to track down by the governmental tax and 
social security authorities. As mediators between owners and the immigrant labour force, they con-
trol virtually all aspects of these workers’ lives. They arrange travels from their countries of origin, 
at a price, and they deduce the costs of living, food, and transportation for their salaries, making an 
immense profit and often leaving workers in conditions of debt bondage. In many cases, since labour 
is precarious and paid on an hourly basis, workers do not file enough monthly hours to spare for 
tax contributions, leaving them off the grid and completely invisibilized. When these intermediary 
companies disappear, many immigrants are left abandoned and starving:

In fortress Europe, agriculture has become the sector that provides the easiest access for immi-
grants. The forms of agricultural work operate within a malleable legal framework that includes: 
seasonal contracts sealed through bilateral agreements between nation states and, especially, 
through international temporary work companies (ETTs) that unfold into and/or are joined by 
a multiplicity of national ETTs and service providing companies. The response to the industry’s 
labour demand is based on the economic despair of migrants who work mortgaged by inter-
national and national mediators, seeking through the state, to obtain the legalization of their 

46. See: Barriga and Rodrigues,“Os Novos Donos do Alqueva.”

47. INE, Recenseamento Agrícola 2019, 8.

48. Prudêncio, “Trabalhadores agrícolas imigrantes: Precários e explorados.”
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situation in Europe.
 This is a legal framework that goes hand in hand with undeclared illegal work and mafia 
schemes. In cases of human trafficking and forced labour, debt bondage imposed by mediators 
is the mechanism par excellence used to subject workers. Mafia surveillance and pressure from 
foremen are, in the most extreme cases, accompanied by physical violence and threats to fam-
ilies. The retention of documents and the burden of expulsion seal the strategy of immigrant 
exploitation. According to data from the Observatory on Trafficking in Human Beings, in 
2015, 135 victims were reported in Portugal (mostly Romanians) for labour exploitation in 
agriculture.
 But the hidden dimension of this reality is enormous. The greater the number of those 
involved, the larger it grows. The best known case is that of the Thais brought to the green-
houses of Odemira through companies created here (such as Índico) by TTM Manpower Inc, 
an international recruitment company, based in Thailand, founded by Israeli businessmen … . 
When, in 2009, the Thai ambassador visited the greenhouses to ease public opinion, he boasted 
that “in Israel, they already outnumber 35,000. Few workers are as disciplined as the Thais.49

These new immigrant workers of the Alentejo are the late-capitalist version the of the landless peas-
ants who migrated from the Beiras during the harvest seasons, and whose story, as we have seen in 
previous chapters, is the history of Portugal’s transition to capitalism. “Capital comes into the world 
dripping from head to toe, from every pore, with blood and dirt,” said Karl Marx. Blood from the 
expropriated workers, dirt from privatized land. The history of capitalism is, everywhere, the history 
of this separation—of the producers expropriated from their land, and of the land alienated from the 
producers. What liberal ideology understands as freedom is, in fact, privatization, namely ‘freedom’ 
for the worker to alienate his labour-power, and ‘freedom’ for the land to be expropriated. The mar-
ket then regulates supply and demand, and its fluctuations are supposedly rational. The landowner 
needs labour-power; the worker needs a salary, they find each other as equals in the ‘free’ market 
and exchange, contractually, as citizens. The market, i.e., that abstract space uprooted from the real 
world where no one belongs anywhere. Freedom, in a liberal sense, is this movement of separation 
and detachment from history and context. It means ‘to circulate’, as disembodied value, in the ether 
of quantified mediations.
 Both the proletariat and capital were born in the countryside, out of the land enclosures that 
put an end to use rights and banished the peasantry to the cities, reducing the country to a periphery 
dependent on national and metropolitan markets. A proletarian is a landless peasant, and capital is 

49. Nunes, “Escravatura nos nossos pratos: os trabalhadores imigrantes na agricultura.“ My translation; original 
Portuguese version: “Numa Europa fortaleza, a agricultura tornou-se o sector de mais fácil acesso para os imi-
grantes. As formas de trabalho agrícola operam num quadro legal maleável: contratos sazonais por acordos bi-
laterais entre países e, sobretudo, por empresas de trabalho temporário (ETTs) internacionais que se desdobram 
e/ou se juntam a uma multiplicidade de ETTs e de empresas de prestação de serviços nacionais. A resposta à 
exigência da indústria baseia-se no desespero económico dos migrantes que trabalham hipotecados por medi-
adores internacionais e nacionais, procurando através do Estado obter a legalização da sua situação na Europa.

	 Um	quadro	legal	que	se	encontra	de	mãos	dadas	com	o	trabalho	ilegal	não	declarado	e	com	esquemas	mafi-
osos.	Nos	casos	de	tráfico	humano	e	de	trabalho	forçado,	a	servidão	por	dívida	imposta	pelos	mediadores	é	o	
mecanismo	por	excelência	usado	para	submeter	os	trabalhadores.	A	vigilância	mafiosa	e	a	pressão	dos	capa-
tazes são, nos casos mais extremos, acompanhadas de violência física e de ameaças às famílias. A retenção dos 
documentos e o ónus da expulsão culminam a estratégia de exploração dos imigrantes. De acordo com dados 
do	Observatório	do	Tráfico	de	Seres	Humanos,	em	2015	foram	sinalizadas	135	vítimas	em	Portugal	(sobretudo	
romenos) para a exploração laboral na agricultura.

	 Mas	a	dimensão	camuflada	desta	realidade	é	enorme.	Quanto	maior	é	o	número	dos	envolvidos,	mais	cresce.	O	
caso mais conhecido é o dos tailandeses trazidos para as estufas de Odemira através de empresas aqui criadas 
(como a Índico) pela TTM Manpower Inc, uma empresa de recrutamento internacional, sediada na Tailândia, 
fundada	por	empresários	israelitas	(país	onde	atua	de	modo	a	não	empregar	palestinianos).	Quando	em	2009	o	
embaixador da Tailândia visitava as estufas para serenar a opinião pública, gabava-se de como “em Israel, já lá 
estão mais de 35 mil. Há poucos trabalhadores tão disciplinados como os tailandeses.”



287

a piece of nature transformed into a means of production. Both come into being violently through 
this movement of abstraction: the worker survives as labour-power wherever the market dictates and 
land exists as an instrument of production for whatever the market requires. And thus we arrive at 
the strange ‘rationality’ of having Nepalese neoslaves harvesting intensive irrigation latifundia in a 
Portuguese territory that is in advanced state of desertification.
 This recent phenomenon is none other than the story of ‘primitive accumulation’ reenact-
ed with different actors. Before there was a caste of immigrant, racialized, semislave proletarians 
in the Alentejo, there were the ranches of ratinhos from the Beiras. The ‘little mice’, as the locals 
called them, were peasants who had been expropriated in the liberal land reforms, proletarianized 
in a country without industry, so instead of migrating en masse to the urban centers they migrated 
seasonally to the Alentejo, where they were subjected to the hardest labour and the xenophobia of 
the native populations who saw them as competition in the labour market. We thus had two social 
groups, both working class, but one exiled and the other with strong historical and geographical 
roots. Their material interests were therefore antagonistic and difficult to reconcile, as José Saramago 
recounted: 

There are now two groups of workers face to face, a mere ten paces apart. Those from the north 
are saying, We’re perfectly within the law, we were hired and we want to work. Those from the 
south say, You’ve agreed to work for less money, you come here to do us harm, go back where 
you came from, you rats,* you blacklegs. Those from the north say, Where we come from there is 
no work, it’s all stones and scrub, we’re from the Beira, so don’t insult us by calling us rats. Those 
from the south say, But you are rats, you come here to gnaw at our bread. Those from the north 
say, We’re hungry. Those from the south say, So are we, but we refuse to accept this poverty, if 
you agree to work for such a low wage, we’ll be left with nothing. Those from the north say, 
That’s your fault, you shouldn’t be so proud, accept what the boss offers you, better something 
than nothing, and then there’ll be work for everyone, because there aren’t many of you and we’ve 
come to help. Those from the south say, That’s just a trick, they want stand aside and let these 
men get to work. Those from the south say, Don’t do it. The overseer says, Get working, if you 
don’t do as I say, I’ll call the guards. Those from the south say, There’ll be blood spilled before the 
guards arrive. The overseer says, If the guards do come, still more blood will be spilled, so don’t 
say I didn’t warn you. Those from the south say, Brothers, listen to what we’re saying, for pity’s 
sake, join us. Those from the north say, Like we said, we want to work.50

This duality repeats itself nowadays as the import of cheap labour from abroad, subject to levels of 
superexploitation that the locals will not accept, is destabilizing local communities. It is also push-
ing the remnants of the old ratinhos, which included the Roma populations who also survived on 
seasonal harvests, into increasing forced immiseration. Naturally, fascist politics thrive under these 
conditions. 
 What unites the ratinhos of yesteryear with those of today is capitalism’s orignal separation 
between land and producer that began with Enlightenment but was only fully instated from Nov-
ember 1975 onwards. The physiocracy of the Marquis of Pombal, the land reforms of Mouzinho da 
Silveira, the Cereal Laws of the Regeneration, Salazar’s Wheat Campaign, the social-democratic 
PAC, all were moments in the ongoing process of primitive accumulation in Portugal. While in 
semifeudal Alentejo these migrations were domestic, they have now become ‘globalized’, or ‘flexibil-

50. José Saramago, Raised from the Ground, 30–1.
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ized’ as the neoliberal outlook prefers. This is capitalism in its most advanced form, i.e., imperialism. 
Nowadays the ratinhos come from the Global South, but the division of labour between metropolitan 
capital and peripheral land remains—it has been multiplied on a planetary scale and codified in racial 
dynamics that apply to workers without land nor history who must go wherever the market sends 
them. Divisions of labour are always geographical, in spite of the boundaries of the nation-state.51

 This is the material essence of racism in a nutshell: the use of a historically and geographically 
exiled workforce that is, for this very reason, unable to impose and defend its own material interests. 
Racism serves to delineate frontiers of expropriation, inside or outside the nation state, to create a 
no-man’s land whose populations exists in a realm abstracted from the social world, in a zone of 
wilderness where class struggle is disorganized and therefore the total violence of the repressive state 
can prevail. Foreign workers, externalized and alienated par excellence, are thus segregated from 
domestic citizens and controlled by a policed spatial geometry,  the ‘state of exception’ of the camp. 
In this way, colonial barbarism is applied to the invisible enclaves of ‘civilization’. It is an old trick 
from which all the bourgeois classes—large, medium, and petty—reap benefits, because as the most 
intensely exploited labour is outsourced and sold below its value, the national labour aristocracy gets 
exclusive access to better-paid jobs. Thus, the precarious middle classes guarantee their purchasing 
power and an industrial reserve army with the size of the world (i.e., of the Third World) is created. 
This is Immanuel Wallerstein explaining racism as a world-systems phenomenon:

What we mean by racism has little to do with the xenophobia that existed in various prior 
historical systems. Xenophobia was literally fear of the ‘stranger’. Racism within historical cap-
italism had nothing to do with ‘strangers’. Quite the contrary. Racism was the mode by which 
various segments of the work-force within the same economic structure were constrained to 
relate to each other. Racism was the ideological justification for the hierarchization of the work-
force and its highly unequal distribution of reward. What we mean by racism is that set of 
ideological statements combined with that set of continuing practices which have had the con-
sequence of “maintaining a high correlation of ethnicity and work-force allocation over time. 
The ideological statements have been in the form of allegations that genetic and/or long-lasting 
‘cultural’ traits of various groups are the major cause of differential allocation to positions in the 
economic structures. However, the beliefs that certain groups were ‘superior’ to others in certain 
characteristics relevant to performance in the economic arena always came into being after, 
rather than before, the location of these groups in the work-force. Racism has always been post 
hoc. It has been asserted that those who have been economically and politically oppressed are 
culturally ‘inferior’. If, for any reason, the locus in the economic hierarchy changed, the locus in 
the social hierarchy tended to follow (with some lag, to be sure, since it always took a generation 
or two to eradicate the effect of previous socialization).
 Racism has served as an overall ideology justifying inequality. But it has been much 
more. It has served to socialize groups into their own role in the economy. The attitudes incul-
cated (the prejudices, the overtly discriminatory behaviour in everyday life) served to establish 
the framework of appropriate and legitimate behaviour for oneself and for others in one’s own 

51. “Taking the entire globe, if North America and Western Europe can be called ‘the cities of the world,’ then Asia, 
Africa and Latin America constitute ‘the rural areas of the world.’ Since World War II, the proletarian revolutionary 
movement has for various reasons been temporarily held back in the North American and West European cap-
italist countries, while the people’s revolutionary movement in Asia, Africa and Latin America has been growing 
vigorously. In a sense, the contemporary world revolution also presents a picture of the encirclement of cities by 
the	rural	areas.	In	the	final	analysis,	the	whole	cause	of	world	revolution	hinges	on	the	revolutionary	struggles	of	
the Asian, African and Latin American peoples who make up the overwhelming majority of the world’s popula-
tion.” In: Biao, Long Live the Victory of the People’s War!, 49.



289

household and ethnic group. Racism, just like sexism, functioned as a self-suppressive ideology, 
fashioning expectations and limiting them.
 Racism was certainly not only self-suppressive; it was oppressive. It served to keep 
low-ranking groups in line, and utilize middle-ranking groups as the unpaid soldiers of the 
world police system. In this way, not only were the financial costs of the political structures 
reduced significantly, but the ability of anti-systemic groups to mobilize wide populations was 
rendered more difficult, since racism structually set victims against victims.52

As Marx stated in Capital, “The misery of the agricultural population forms the pedestal for gigantic 
… factories,” and “the veiled slavery of the wage-labourers in Europe needed the unqualified slav-
ery of the new world as its pedestal.”53 In other words, behind an exploited worker at Autoeuropa 
in Setúbal, there is an expropriated slave in a Congolese cobalt mine. Behind a raspberry Mimosa 
yogurt, there is an Asian immigrant in a greenhouse in Alentejo. As Nancy Fraser said paraphrasing 
Jason W. Moore, “Behind Manchester stands Mississippi.”54 This happens because industrial pro-
duction in the city always requires the extraction of raw materials in the countryside, which in today’s 
stage of capitalist development means it always requires a peripheral neocolony. Those colonies can 
be external or internal to the nation state, since they can take the form of racialized wastelands where 
the Third World penetrates the First. In the same way that internal colonies provide enclaves that 
function as states of exception, external colonies exist for the purpose of maintaining and reprodu-
cing a constantly reserve of cheap resources and cheap labour. Therefore, while it is true that liberal 
democracy did fulfill its promise to elevate the Portuguese population to the petty-bourgeoisie, or 
at least to the labour aristocracy, it did so not by abolishing the proletariat but merely by moving it 
around.
 There is no social housing for this deterritorialized working class, no social security, nor wel-
fare state. They live in prefabricated containers, with no access to basic infrastructures, they do not 
vote, and they leave before they can form meaningful bonds of community and organization. As a 
living commodity, they are in a constant state of alienated circulation. At the same time, the food 
produced in the industrial horticulture plantations of the deep Alentejo is channelled into logistical 
platforms at the edge of cities that are sometimes the size of full towns. Subsistence thus becomes 
increasingly dependent on extremely complex commodity chains, whereby one rupture in one mo-
ment—caused by unpredictable upheavals like climate change, pandemics, or economic crises—can 
leave substantial portions of the population cut off from basic supplies. At the same time, the more 
we integrate vital aspects of life into the logics of ‘improvement’—such as housing, water, healthcare, 
or food—the more they are withdrawn from politics and subjected to market demands. Those who 
are structurally excluded from the market, thus face increasingly the threat of lumpenization. 
 It is interesting to note that in place of a commercial arcade-to-be on Broadway II, an obso-
lete economic practice has arisen that is its absolute negation, i.e., subsistence production. When I 
was photographing the allotment avenue that grew in its place, locals disgruntled with the unkempt 
wilderness told me that the municipality had plans to turn the vacant lots into parking lots. It is a 
story reminiscent of the original intentions that Porto’s municipality had for the ilhas of S. Victor, 
until the tenants organized under the SAAL brigades to demand their rights against expropria-
tion. Malagueira’s allotments are sign of another, more abstract and invisible, capitalist phenomen-

52. Wallerstein, Historical Capitalism, 78–9.

53. Marx, Capital, Vol. I, 863, 925.

54. Mehta, “Can We Understand Populism Without Calling it Fascist? A Conversation with Nancy Fraser.”
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on, namely the formation of a semiproletariat whose devalued subsistence subsidizes low or absent 
wages. These would be questions that a contemporary proletarian island would need to revise.

7.3 The Waste
Bairro da Malagueira remains incomplete to this day and it is unclear when, if, and how, the project 
will be finalized.[Map 44] Of the initially designed collective functions, only four out of twelve buildings 
were realized, namely the elderly home, the post office, the supermarket, and the kindergarten. But in 
Álvaro Siza’s archives we find the remaining projects for a parochial centre, a restaurant/tea house, a 
monument in the shape of a half-dome, an accordion philharmonic hall, a clinic or language school 
(both version of the same project exist), an aparthotel, a new centre for the housing cooperative Boa 
Vontade, and the ‘Broadway II’ commercial arcade.[Fig. 48–51] In addition, a series of shops also remain 
empty or unbuilt. The construction of these projects would complete the form and function of the 
infrastructural conduit, with which they work in tandem. But most importantly, they would make 
the neighbourhood feel less like a dormitory, i.e., the social reproduction of the ‘proletarian island’ 
would gain further spaces of conviviality, alternative forms of housing, and healthcare support. 
 Given the current absence of state funding directed towards public housing, the hope for 
further development lies with the private sector or the EU, and for that reason a petition to register 
the neighbourhood as UNESCO heritage has been submitted by the municipality. That patrimonial 
classification would probably come at a price, albeit a social one, namely turning Malagueira into a 
fetishized object of cultural consumption. It is ironic that a socialist public housing project from the 
Carnation Revolution should, half a decade later, be turned into a touristic destination, but this is 
not uncommon. Évora’s historical city centre is already listed and, in the meantime, Siza has become 
a global architecture celebrity; his projects are sites of pilgrimage for specialists and laypeople alike. 
Not only Siza but Portugal as a country is currently the object of mass-tourist desire.
 Since the 2008 Recession, Portugal’s housing economy has changed. The intervention by the 
Troika—the conglomerate of IMF, ECB, and EC—stipulated, among other things, the liberaliz-
ation of the housing market. Rental control policies that had been issued during the PREC were 
lifted in 2012 and, since then, the major historical centres, which had until then been case studies for 
shrinking cities, were, in the course of half a decade, turned into the latest frontier for international 
investment funds.55 Between 2010 and 2021, house prices increased more than 50 percent, while 
rents increased 20 percent.56 In Lisbon alone, since 2013, rents have more than doubled.57 This spike 
was fuelled by tourism and the explosion of low-cost flights, which led to real estate prices being 
inflated to match those of the largest cities in Europe, adjusted not the costs of social reproduction 
in Portugal, but to those of Paris, London, Brussels. A new system of Golden Visas was put in place 
that grants nationality to anyone able to invest more than 500 thousand Euros in landed property, 

55.	 Three	rental	laws	were	passed	during	the	PREC,	two	in	1974,	one	in	the	1975.	The	first,	Decree-Law	217/74	of	
May 27, reinstated a rental freeze similar to that of 1914, during the 1st Republic, for thirty days; the second, 
Decree-Law 445/74 of September 12, forbade demolitions for the purpose of land valorization, made the rental 
freeze	definite,	and	mandated	the	rental	of	empty	dwellings;	the	third,	Decree-Law	198-A/75	of	April	14,	legal-
ized the occupation of vacant dwellings. A bill passed in 1981 then liberalized rents on new contracts only, and a 
series of updates since then have progressively reversed rent controls and eased evictions in favour of landlords.

56. EUROSTAT, “Rents up by 16%, house prices by 34% since 2010” (17 Oct 2021).

57. Khalid ElFayoumi ; Izabela Karpowicz ; Jenny Lee ; Marina Marinkov ; Aiko Mineshima ; Jorge Salas ; Andreas 
Tudyka ; Andrea SchaechterPublication Date: May 24, 2021 IMF European Department No.21/13, “Affordable 
Rental Housing: Making It Part of Europe’s Recovery” Washington, DC : International Monetary Fund, 2021.
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a relatively modest sum by the standards of the EU’s metropolitan cores. Lisbon and Porto became 
stage for a new ‘gold rush’ that soon emptied the city centers and filled the newspapers with landlord 
horror stories. Entire streets of the capital’s downtown are now filled with Airbnb signs, as Algaviz-
ation, or the Portuguese Barcelona effect, has now become generalized.
 Only 12 percent of the Portuguese population travels abroad on holiday, but Portugal is the 
tenth most visited country in Europe, with 22.8 million tourists per year.58 In 2018, before the pan-
demic crisis, tourism employed 329 thousand people directly and represented 8.2 percent of national 
GDP. Data from 2019 showed that tourism was directly or indirectly responsible for two out of every 
ten jobs in Portugal.59 Mass tourism can be conceived as an agent of domination that transforms 
less developed regions into peripheries of the industrialized richer cores, and as part of Europe’s 
semi-periphery, Portugal falls into this category:

Tourism is no trivial phenomenon. It is a visible result of the fourth of the greatest waves of 
technology which have changed the social geography of the world since 1800. First the railways 
opened up the continents, carrying the food and materials which made possible the great nine-
teenth-century industrial cities. Then came streamships which served as the sinews allowing the 
Empire builders to stretch across the globe to take what they wanted from their colonies. The 
car started to decentralise nations by sapping the vitality of the cities through the development 
of extended suburbs. Finally we have the aeroplane which, when linked with rising affluence, 
has led to a whole new tribe—the Mass Tourists. … Tourists come from the industrialized cen-
tres … swamping apparently less dynamic societies, including a few pre-industrial ones which 
still remain. Today it is the Nomads of Affluence, coming from the new Constantinoples—cit-
ies like New York, London, Hamburg or Tokyo—who are creating a newly dependent, social 
and geographical realm: The Pleasure Periphery.60 

The concept of the ‘pleasure periphery’ is derived from Franz Fanon’s book The Wretched of the Earth. 
It explains how dependent economies in peripheral and post-colonial nations cater to the expect-
ations of the imperialist dominant classes, becoming their intermediaries to the detriment of their 
countries’ national interests. The national bourgeoisie of peripheral states hence becomes comprador 
in nature, and this expresses itself in the leisure industry through the brothelization of the Third 
World:

In its decadent aspect the national bourgeoisie gets considerable help from the Western bour-
geoisies who happen to be tourists enamored of exoticism, hunting and casinos. The national 
bourgeoisie establishes holiday resorts and playgrounds for entertaining the Western bour-
geoisie. This sector goes by the name of tourism and becomes a national industry for this very 
purpose. We only have to look at what has happened in Latin America if we want proof of the 
way the ex-colonized bourgeoisie can be transformed into “party” organizer. The casinos in Ha-
vana and Mexico City, the beaches of Rio, Copacabana, and Acapulco, the young Brazilian and 
Mexican girls, the thirteen-year-old mestizas, are the scars of this depravation of the national 
bourgeoisie. Because it is lacking in ideas, because it is inward-looking, cut from the people, 
sapped by its congenital incapacity to evaluate issues on the basis of the nation as a whole, the 
national bourgeoisie assumes the role of manager for the companies of the West and turns its 

58. INE, “Tourism Statistics 2018” (2 Aug 2019); INE, “Tourism Demand of Residents” (25 Oct 2019).

59. World Travel Tourism Council via IPDT, “O Emprego no Setor do Turismo Em Portugal” (11 Sep 2020).

60. Turner and Ash, The Golden Hordes, 11.
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country virtually into a bordello for Europe. 
 Once again we need only to look at the pitiful spectacle of certain republics in Latin 
America. U.S. businessmen, banking magnates and technocrats jet “down to the tropics,” and 
for a week to ten days wallow in the sweet depravity of their private “reserves.”61

The phenomenon that Fanon found in the Third World is nevertheless visible across the Mediter-
ranean, not only in North Africa and the Middle East, but also, in milder version, in the semi-per-
ipheries of southern Europe. Until recently, in Portugal, this was most visible in the Algarve, as it in-
tegrated the continuous strip of standardized beach resorts that continues through Spain all the way 
to Croatia and Greece. But in the past decade, after the crash of the construction industry in 2011, 
that economic principle was expanded to the rest of the country and Portugal became increasingly 
specialized in tourism as part of a new ordering in the international division of leisure.
 With the infrastructural divestment that the countryside underwent in the last decades of 
the previous century, Évora has remained comparatively sheltered from this phenomenon, although 
not entirely. Average rental prices are high for an interior city, but still lower than the coastal average. 
Rua da Selaria is now continuously occupied by souvenir shops, and the rental market for students 
is falling short. When one walks into Malagueira holding a camera, the fatigue is palpable as people 
repeatedly ask not to be photographed. And this temporary delay is not likely to last, as a significant 
part of the Alqueva megaproject includes plans to further tourism as the major driver of all local 
economic developments. Wine tasting, hunting tours, historical city-tripping, luxury villa hotels, are 
historically re-enacted by an industry that is paradoxically premised on replacing the oldest econom-
ic traditions of the region.
 Of all the projects missing from Bairro da Malagueira, the one that gets the most attention is 
the half-dome, incidentally the only project whose function is purely symbolic.[Fig. 49] It is the most 
iconic moment of the bairro, and while its use-value is relevant in terms of local identity, its hypo-
thetical exchange-value in this new economy has been extraordinarily magnified. The dome has the 
most potential to assume the status of a commodity fetish, an icon that circulates in architectural and 
touristic magazines and thus valorizes the rents and land prices of the neighbourhood by making it 
more attractive to visitors and the middle classes alike. After all, this is the widely-accepted mean-
ing that ‘urban revitalization’ has taken on since the Guggenheim effect did the same for Bilbao. It 
is easy to predict the impact that such developments could have on the inhabitants of Malagueira, 
especially on those who do not own their houses and for whom state-controlled rents are the only 
viable option for dignified housing. When asked, members of the cooperatives feel pride in having 
their neighbourhood recognized by foreign visitors, placed on the monuments map and objectified. 
For those who own their houses, the parallel land valorization that this implies would naturally be 
welcome. It is clearly not the same case for the Roma families, who feel comparatively invaded by the 
curious exoticism of poverty tourists and ‘weekend’ anthropologists alike.62

 This paradoxical situation has already affected the other proletarian islands. Bairro da Bouça 
is now effectively on Porto’s map, increasingly consumed as a monument to the ‘brand’ of Álvaro Siza 
and as a specimen of ‘Portuguese architecture’, a product to be circulated for cultural consumption. 
Originally designed for, and with, the families of the neighbourhood committees of the PREC who 
had lived in ilhas that occupied that sire, the bairro now houses precarious young architects and other 

61. Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, 100–2.

62. The requests for not being photographed in Malagueira come from the Roma inhabitants.
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gentrifying agents of the culture class.63 It remains representative of the SAAL, but less of the social 
relations that pertained to its revolutionary process than of the status that has since come to encapsu-
late the ‘School of Porto’ as an institution. In this context, “quality” appears no longer as “respect for 
the people” but as a commodified privilege for the tourist and the sophisticated petty-bourgeois. 
 In reality, the predicament of the SAAL was reinforced, and almost rendered inevitable, by 
the global historical moment when it took place. It happened in the dying days of the Keynesian 
welfare model, which Portugal never managed to properly establish. With the countercoup of Nov-
ember 25, the country went almost directly from a fascist dictatorship into neoliberal globalization. 
Democratic socialism came to life with the Revolution but then it was swiftly annihilated when, 
in the subsequent years, and in the aftermath of two IMF interventions, the government turned 
the neighbourhood committees into cooperatives and then gave the tenants the ability to buy their 
properties. Between 1976 and 1980, 86 billion escudos were granted by the banks, distributed among 
around 140,000 loans aimed at the acquisition of homeownership.64 Cooperatives thus became a 
vehicle for the state-sponsored universalization of private property, and Siza was aware of the conse-
quences this would have on the project:

With these premises I started the project, while the participation of future users, originated by 
the revolution, was the irrepressible engine of transformation that influenced the method. Then, 
over the years, this direct relationship between the project and the families was lost, mainly 
because the financing and loans that were essential to the achievements became increasingly 
scarce. The end of the SAAL, in 1976, effectively transformed the Neighbourhood Associations 
into Cooperatives. As a result, the poorest families were suddenly excluded from the latest pro-
grams and the most interesting experiences ended. In addition, while the neighbourhood asso-
ciations represented consolidated communities, the new cooperatives admitted members from 
any social strata not bound by the specificity of a singular place: for this reason, the subsequent 
cases involved the middle class.65

While the PREC had issued strong motions towards the decommodification of the housing mar-
ket, with the transition to liberal democracy homeownership was hailed as a way of life for the ba-
by-boomer generation. It was essentially a way of storing assets for the middle-class family and thus 
structure the ‘social elevator’ that would ‘bribe’ the a new labour aristocracy increasingly pacified by 
debt. At the same time, changes in family structure also changed the idealized model of the house 
as a foundation for the family, further reducing it to the status of an asset value. The increasing dis-
solution of marriage bonds, the general tendency for single living, as well as the mobility imposed 
on labour by flexibilization, all were increasingly contradictory with the standard of lifelong housing 
that the SAAL had identified with. After all, what is the value of a participatory housing develop-

63. The social mix between the original tenant of the ilhas and the new young cultural precariat can be seen in the 
documentary video produced for the 2016 Venice Architecture Biennale, part of the Portugal’s national exhibition 
“Neighbourhood.”

64. Pereira, “A habitação própria—solução do problema habitacional?,” 737.

65. Álvaro Siza, Imaginar a Evidência (Lisboa: Edições 70, 1998), 107–109. My translation, original Portuguese ver-
sion: “Com estas premissas dei início ao projecto, enquanto a participação dos futuros utentes, originada pela 
revolução,	era	o	irreprimível	motor	da	transformação	que	influenciou	o	método.	Depois,	no	decorrer	dos	anos,	
perdeu-se	esta	relação	directa	entre	o	projecto	e	as	 famílias,	sobretudo	porque	foram	escasseando	os	finan-
ciamentos	e	os	empréstimos	que	eram	indispensáveis	às	 realizações.	O	fim	do	SAAL,	em	1976,	 transformou	
de facto a Associação de Moradores em Cooperativa. Por consequência, as famílias mais pobres viram-se de 
repente	excluídas	dos	novos	programas	e	as	experiências	mais	interessante	tiveram	fim.	Além	disso,	enquanto	as	
associações de moradores eram constituídas por comunidades já consolidadas, as cooperativas admitiam sócios 
de	qualquer	estrato	social	e	portanto	não	especificamente	ligados	a	um	lugar:	por	esta	razão,	os	casos	seguintes	
envolviam a classe média.”
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ment in a context where the house’s users change often and countless times?
 Furthermore, the end of welfare Keynesianism and the transition to neoliberalism had a 
global effect on housing rights across the West, a movement that David Harvey described as going 
from ‘gilding the ghetto’, to ‘dispersing the ghetto’, to ‘benign neglect’.66 ‘Gilding the ghetto’ is taken 
from a publication of that same title that came out in the UK, in 1977, and became a classic in so-
cial policy literature addressing the so-called ‘urban crisis’. The report tried to make sense of urban 
interventions from the late 1960s to 1976 by looking at the Community Development Projects of 
which there were twelve throughout Great Britain. The document is a self-critical assessment of 
a generalized attitude towards social housing that, as the name suggests, was more cosmetic than 
profound. It states, for example, that the government’s intervention “brief rested on three important 
assumptions. Firstly, that it was the ‘deprived’ themselves who were the cause of ‘urban deprivation’. 
Secondly, [that] the problem could best be solved by overcoming these people’s apathy and promo-
ting self-help. Thirdly, [that] locally-based research into the problems would serve to bring about 
changes in local and central government policy.”67 This kind of literature belongs to an era difficult 
to imagine now, when the housing question was still enthusiastically debated in mainstream culture. 
It is also reminiscent of many of the core debates of the SAAL.
 ‘Dispersing the ghetto’ is the strategy that came later and that, as we have seen, has been 
adopted by Habévora in regards not only to ethnic minorities but to the poor in general. This is the 
pretence under which “those certain types of family” should not be concentrated in one area but 
rather dispersed across individual dwellings in disparate locations within the city. The negative ex-
perience of ‘Iraq’ is often cited as an example, and even Siza has corroborated that statement. While 
segregating the poor in urban enclaves has many problems, its ideal opposite, i.e., integration, is 
not necessarily achieved through dispersal alone. This, once again, feeds into the cycle of the forced 
assimilation of minority communities whereby the state actively invests in breaking up their social 
ties under the pretence of tolerance and progressive miscegenation.68 Social support requires a much 
more concerted investment.
 The third, and present, stage of development is ‘benign neglect’, which is also presently active 
in Bairro da Malagueira, chiefly in what concerns the enclosed abandoned houses in Iraq and the 
‘nomadic camps’. It applies, equally, to the response given by the general public to the news of mi-
grant slave-labour emanating from the plantations of the Alentejo. Benign neglect coexists peaceful-
ly with the racialized forms of labour apartheid on both national and international scales. According 
to Harvey, it comes associated with two distinctively left- and right-wing kinds of rationalization. 
The left operates a Christian sort of ‘bearing witness’ to the poverty of others, whereby support is 
reduced to acknowledging their suffering without offering much other than passive empathy. The 
right legitimates it with the doctrine of personal responsibility. Empathy and apathy characterize the 
former, indifference and sadism do the same with the latter. 
 The only thing that seems to temporarily shake this paralysis are those unexpected events that 
break through the veil of invisibility, for example, when the public displays of privacy at the camps 
shock and repulse bourgeois sensibility, or when a pandemic ravages through the Alentejo labour 

66. See: Harvey, “Capitalism Is Not the Solution to Urban America’s Problems—Capitalism Itself Is the Problem.”

67. CDP, Guilding the Ghetto: The State and the Poverty Experiments, 4.

68. For example, cultural programs such as Lisboa Criola increasingly market the capital as a city offering experiences 
of cultural and ethnical diversity, fostering a sense of miscegenation between the dominant and colonized com-
munities that does not correspond to social reality, not is it catered primarily to minorities, but serves the interests 
of	cultural	tourism	and	urban	commodification.	In	a	very	literal	sense,	the	idea	that	Lisbon	is	creole	caters	to	the	
exotocists desires of the periphery tourists.
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camps and the migrants become a public health liability. In a certain sense, benign neglect also serves 
the function of reminding the wider working classes of the punishment that awaits those who fail to 
comply with, or adapt to, the dictates and laws of the market. This, in a very real sense, is one of the 
essences of the current model of social democracy. Benign neglect is the best model for masking the 
absent management of poverty in neoliberalism. 
 Since social housing projects simply do not exist anymore, there is no funding and therefore 
the unfinished projects at Malagueira are subject to the EU’s development plans, which, as we have 
seen, currently focus primarily on increasing productivity. Most processes of urbanization in the 
West today are driven by one of two phenomena: the need to dump and invest social surplus value 
in order to avoid overproduction crises; or the logic of monopoly rent.69 Hence, in the absence of 
surpluses, the only hope for completing Bairro da Malagueira is currently very much dependent on 
tourism and gentrification.
 While Siza’s islands had initially been equipped to resist gentrification from the middle-class-
es, since their odd typologies emphasized community and eschewed the privacy standards of bour-
geois taste, they now end up serving quite well the contradictory requirements of touristification, i.e., 
the need to produce a sense of authenticity that is for sale.70 This production can only work via ap-
propriation, which necessarily means evicting the original forms of life that gave birth to that auth-
enticity. Commercialization then leads to vulgarization, which in turn devalues the original source 
of profit. This generates a dilemma that capitalism constantly seeks to manage, “between veering so 
close to pure commercialization as to lose the marks of distinction that underlie monopoly rents, or 
constructing marks of distinction that are so special as to be very hard to trade upon”. David Harvey 
continues:

… capital has ways of to appropriate and extract surpluses from local differences, local cultural 
variations, and aesthetic meanings of no matter what origin. European tourists can now enjoy 
commercialized tours of New York’s Harlem (with a gospel choir thrown in), just as ‘poverty 
tourism’ touts trips to zones of intense poverty in the shanty-towns of South Africa, Dharavi 
in Mumbai, and the favelas of Rio. … But monopoly rent is a contradictory form. The search 
for it leads global capital to value distinctive local initiatives—indeed, in certain respects, the 
more distinctive and, in these times, the more transgressive the initiative, the better. It also leads 
to the valuation of uniqueness, authenticity, particularity, originality, and all manner of other 
dimensions to social life that are inconsistent with the homogeneity presupposed by commodity 
production.71

This process is another instance of the predatory nature of capitalism, which, as have seen, always 
requires externalities to continuously expand upon and survive.72 Gentrification is a symptom of this 
built-in drive to creatively generate and reorganize frontiers of colonization to be improved upon 

69. Harvey, “The Art of Rent” in Rebel Cities.

70.	 Álvaro	Siza	speaking	about	the	gentrification	of	Bairro	da	Bouça	in:	Costa,	“Da	Recepção	à	Transmissão:	Reflexos	
do Team 10 na Cultura Arquitectónica Portuguesa 1951–1981,” 414.

71. Harvey, “The Art of Rent” in Rebel Cities, 108.

72. “Capitalism comes into existence and develops itself historically in a noncapitalist social milieu. In the Western 
European	countries,	it	is	first	surrounded	by	the	feudal	milieu,	from	whose	womb	it	emerges	(the	corvée	econo-
my in the countryside, and the artisanal guilds in the towns) and then, after the stripping away of feudalism, by 
a predominantly peasant-artisanal milieu engaging in simple commodity production both in agriculture and in 
the	handicraft	enterprises.	Further	afield,	European	capitalism	is	surrounded	by	vast	territories	of	non-European	
cultures that comprise the whole range of stages of development, from the most primitive communist hordes of 
nomadic hunter-gatherers right up to peasant and artisanal commodity production. This is the milieu within which 
the process of capital accumulation drives itself forward.”
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and civilized. The cycles of creative destruction whereby territories and communities are subjected to 
increasingly sped-up waves of investment and abandonment are what David Harvey called “accumu-
lation by dispossession,” i.e., the movement of violently restarting the process of growth of accumula-
tion from scratch by making a tabula rasa of the ‘natural economy’. Gentrification is another instance 
of ongoing primitive accumulation, this time taking place in the urban context.
 Marx himself already acknowledged that the process of ‘land improvement’ applied not only 
to the countryside but also to the city, where the “evil” of housing immiseration made “progress 
alongside the development of industry, the accumulation of capital and the growth and ‘improve-
ment’ of towns”. He said:

Every unprejudiced observer sees that the greater the centralization of the means of production, 
the greater is the corresponding concentration of workers within a given space; and therefore 
the more quickly capitalist accumulation takes place, the more miserable the housing situation 
of the working class. ‘Improvements’ of towns, which accompany the increase of wealth, such as 
the demolition of badly built districts, the erection of palaces to house banks, warehouses etc., 
the widening of streets for business traffic, for luxury carriages, for the introduction of tram-
ways, obviously drive the poor away into even worse and more crowded corners.73

As Neil Smith so powerfully documented, the antagonistic relation between affordable housing and 
town improvement is still a driving contradiction of urban development. And this is increasingly the 
case in times of secular stagnation in developed nations where labour power is costly and therefore 
accumulation cannot be guaranteed through the typical means of surplus value extraction. Through 
‘creative destruction’, inner cities become discursively constituted as a chaotic wilderness awaiting 
the urban homesteaders who can forge a renaissance of hope and civility. The frontier thus remains 
crucial to the politics of private property in the West as revanchists struggles are constantly fought 
over its movements and redefinitions: 

The irresistible appeal in the press and the public to script gentrification as a new frontier 
comes from many sources. It is a highly resonant imagery bound up with economic progress 
and historical destiny, rugged individualism and the romance of danger, national optimism, race 
and class superiority. But it also comes from the geographical specificity of the frontier. The 
frontier of the American West was a real place; you could go there and virtually see the line, 
as Frederick Jackson Turner put it, between “savagery and civilization.” The geography of the 
frontier was cast and created as a container of all these accumulated meanings; the sharpness 
of the geographical frontier was an excellent conveyance for the social differences between ‘us’ 
and ‘them’, the historical difference between past and future, the economic difference between 
existing market and profitable opportunity. This dense layering of meanings is expressed sharply 
in the shifting frontier line itself. 
 Much the same is true of the new urban frontier. Whatever the cultural verve and opti-
mism with which the city is seen as frontier, the imagery works precisely because it manages to 
express all of these meanings in a single place. That place is the gentrification frontier. The gen-
trification frontier absorbs and retransmits the distilled optimism of a new city, the promise of 
economic opportunity, the twin thrills of romance and rapacity; it is the place where the future 
will be made. This cultural resonance comes to make the place but the place is made available 
as a frontier by the existence of a very sharp economic line in the landscape. Behind the line, 

73. Marx, Capital, Vol. I, 812.
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civilization and profit-making are taking their toll; in front of the line, savagery, promise and 
opportunity still stalk the landscape. 
 This “frontier of profitability,” invested with such a wealth of cultural expectation, is a 
viscerally real place inscribed in the urban landscape of gentrified neighborhoods. In fact it can 
be mapped. … 
 As an economic line, the gentrification frontier is sharply perceived in the minds of 
developers active in a neighborhood. From one block to the next, developers find themselves 
in very different economic worlds with very different prospects. The “gentrification frontier” 
actually represents a line dividing areas of disinvestment from areas of reinvestment in the 
urban landscape. Disinvestment involves the absolute or relative withdrawal of capital from 
the built environment, and can take many forms. Reinvestment involves the return of capital 
to landscapes and structures that previously experienced disinvestment. Ahead of the frontier 
line, properties are still experiencing disinvestment and devalorization, through the withdrawal 
of capital or physical destruction, owner-occupiers, financial institutions, tenants and the state. 
Behind the frontier line, some forms of reinvestment have begun to supplant disinvestment. The 
forms taken by reinvestment can vary substantially; it may involve private rehabilitation of the 
housing stock or public reinvestment in infrastructure, corporate or other private investment 
in new construction or merely speculative investment involving little or no physical alteration 
of the built landscape. Thus conceived, the frontier line represents the leading historical and 
geographical edge of urban restructuring and gentrification.74

Like the colonial frontier of Western land improvement, the urban frontier naturalizes the capital-
ist cycles of investment and disinvestment, turning itself into a self-fulfilling prophecy, a manifest 
destiny of sorts. Historical decline in a neighborhood’s built environment provokes further social 
decline, naturalizing poverty onto the landscape and legitimizing the need for the kinds of struc-

74. Smith, The new urban frontier: Revanchist City, Neil Smith, 186–7. It is also important to note that the urban 
frontier is racialized by default. In Racist Culture, David Theo Goldberg explains how class, gender, and racial 
exclusions function in parallel, and are dependent upon, the creation of geographical and spatial externalities. 
Since ruling people and conquering space are mutually implicated phenomena, the ‘improvement’ of land has 
everywhere required its vacancy, be it in the English enclosures, the American wilderness, the montados of the 
Alentejo,	or,	more	recently,	the	historical	city	centres	where	investment	funds	fight	over	monopoly	rents.	Whoever	
stands in the way of ‘development’ must be evicted, proletarianized, assimilated, or merely invisibilized. “The 
drive to racialize populations rendered transparent the people so racialized; it left them unseen, merely part of 
the natural environment, to be cleared from the landscape—urban or rural—like debris.” He continues: Citizens 
and	strangers	are	controlled	through	the	spatial	confines	of	divided	place.	These	geometries—the	spatial	cate-
gories through and in which the lived world is largely mapped, experienced, and disciplined—impose a set of 
interiorities and exteriorities. For modernity, inside has tended to connote subjectivity, the realm of deep feel-
ings, of Truth; outside suggests physicality, human difference, strangeness. The dichotomy between inside and 
outside also marks, as it is established by marking territory; and in settling territorial divides, connotations may 
transform, splinter, reverse. Boundaries around inner space may establish hegemony over that space, while they 
loosen in some ways but impose in others a disciplinary hegemony over the map outside the inner bounds. As 
the boundaries between inside and outside shift, so do their implicit values. Inside may have concrete certainty, 
outside the vast indecisiveness or” the’ void, of nothingness, of nonbeing. Outside, by contrast, may avoid the 
phobic	confinement	of	inner	space.	

	 This	dichotomy	between	inner	and	outer	intersects	with	and	is	both	magnified	and	transmuted	by	another	one	
central to the condition of modernity: the dichotomy between public and private. The truncated spaces of a pri-
vatized moral sphere may prove to be a refuge from the imposed obligations of the public ethic; the obligatory 
policies citizenship may impose often cover (up) the exclusionary practices extended in the name of a private 
sphere. Public diversity may give way to private univocality; inner multiplicity may reduce to a segregated singu-
larity and divide off from differentiated outer homogeneity. Inner and outer may thus face multiplied connotative 
inversions. Private inner subjective space may serve as sanctuary from exposure to public inner city space; the 
public	 inner	city	may	accordingly	‘necessitate’	avoidance	by	flight	to	outer	suburban	space,	where	the	public	
realm is largely reduced to instrumentalities. Here, public outer space circumstantially assumes the privatized 
virtue of relative autonomy from bureaucratic imposition. The private order and harmony of subjective inner or 
suburban space commands (legally authorized and enforced) protection at its limits from the incursive dangers of 
inner urban violence spilling over from centre to periphery. The means invoked to effect this include rendering the 
centre peripheral. Thus, peripheral space may at once prove liberating and alienating, free and enclosed, open 
but empty. In: Goldberg, “‘Polluting the Body Politic’,” 186.
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tural urban renewal that evict tenants and blame them primarily for the capitalist cycle. This is the 
same logic that applied to tenant farmers in feudalism, or native inhabitants in colonial lands, whose 
property rights were denied on the basis of supposedly ‘wasting’ their lands. In all cases, the role 
played by the state in this cycle is key, namely in terms of which side of the contradiction between 
habitation and improvement it chooses to stand on. In the liberal transition from feudalism to cap-
italism the bourgeois state stood everywhere on the side of the new landlords, hence privatization 
and eviction were enforced by its ideological and repressive apparatuses. During the PREC, this 
relation of power was reversed, and the socialist state stood on the side of habitation, acting as a legal 
defender of use rights, as a regulator of rent markets, and as s landlord guaranteeing housing rights 
to the non-propertied classes. The mass state investments undertaken during the SAAL were part 
of this process, which was reverted by the cycle of disinvestment that marked the subsequent period 
of liberal democracy. The withdrawal of the state from its own development projects generated the 
kinds of wastelands that are now fertile ground for improvement via gentrification. In Malagueira, 
the wastes of welfare are the frontiers where usage rights, be it for camping or gardening, are the 
potential predatory grounds for urban renovation. For now, they lie beyond the frontier of civility 
and hence also of commodification and legality, and they are marked by subsistence practices that are 
not incorporated inside the official economy. The more these spaces become derelict, through ‘benign’ 
neglect, the more reinvestment, of a new privatized kind, is legitimized.
 The welfare state, or what is now left of it, is no longer able to control these market forces, 
on the contrary, it is compelled to reinforce them. As Ellen Meiksins Wood reminds us, liberal 
democracy never did, and still doesn’t, threaten the inequalities of property and power, which, in fact, 
only continue to grow alarmingly deeper. This is the basic paradox of democratic capitalism: while it 
does offer the subordinate classes political rights of a kind they have never enjoyed before, and while 
it grants universal legal equality and enfranchisement to unparalleled majorities, all this acquired 
political power leaves the relations of class domination and social inequality essentially intact. This is 
why Bairro da Malagueira currently stands at a halt, and its conclusion is dependent and conditional 
on it being able to yield revenue to future investors. This is precisely the same logic that makes it 
impossible to think about the climate crisis in ways that work towards the benefit of people and the 
environment. It is this same paradox that stifles the possibility to think about architecture in ways 
that privilege its inhabitants. And all of this happens, ironically, within a system that purports to 
enfranchise its citizens with access to choices, checks, and balances:

The distinctive characteristic of capitalism, as Marx pointed out, is that exploitation does not 
require privileged access to what he called ‘extra-economic power’, i.e., the kind of power that 
feudal lords had when they appropriated the labour of peasants, or that state office holders had 
in enriching themselves by means of taxation. The power of capital over labour does not depend 
on that privileged position of extra-economic power, it depends on the propertylessness of di-
rect producers, and the imperative to sell their labour power for a wage just to gain access to the 
means of survival and self-reproduction. … political rights can be democratically distributed in 
capitalism but the sphere of politics in which those rights can operate is circumscribed. 
 Only in capitalism has it been possible to think about political rights as having little 
effect on the distribution of social and economic power. It has become possible to imagine a 
distinct political sphere in which all citizens are equal. It has become possible to conceive of 
political equality as abstracted from the inequalities of wealth and economic power outside the 
political domain. In capitalism, it is possible to have a conception of ‘political progress’ and even 
the ‘progress of democracy’ without any reference to social outcomes. … And of course, the 
corollary, in fact the condition, of this separate political sphere is a distinct economic sphere. 
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Human activities that might at one time have been regulated by the state, or the community, are 
now regulated in the workplace and by market imperatives. In fact, it is only in capitalism that 
it is even possible to speak of an economy with its own distinctive laws of operation. … 
 Looked at this way, the contradiction between capitalism and democracy requires us to 
make as many democratic inroads as we can into the so-called economic sphere, and that means 
aiming as much as possible to detach social life from market dependence. … Wherever the mar-
ket prevails, so will the compulsions of profit maximization. So, to extend rights and liberties 
into the economic sphere—into the economic spaces from which they are excluded—requires 
that the provision of certain basic goods and services not be dependent on the maximization of 
profit. And to extend democracy, in other words, requires decommodification. But, of course, a 
truly democratic economy—in which power really did belong to the people—would by defini-
tion mean the end of capitalism.75 •

75. Wood, “Democracy Against Capitalism: Theoretical Backgrounds for the New Struggles,” my transcription.
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Map 33. The Malagueira cul-de-sac: ‘Iraq’, the Roma camps, allotments, and unbuilt welfare programs
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Fig. 40. Site views of Malagueira’s Roma camps.
  Source: my photographs.
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Fig. 41. Aerial view of the Bairro da Malagueira, 1980.
  Source: DGT archive.
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Map 35. The Malagueira cul-de-sac: the camps, so-called ‘Iraq’, and unbuilt welfare programs.
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Map 38. So-called ‘Iraq’ and vacant lot of unbuilt parish.
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Fig. 42. Site photos before construction.
  Source: Álvaro Siza archive, courtesy of Drawing Matter.
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Fig. 43. Site views of Malagueira’s allotments along the unbuilt Broadway II.
  Allotment gardens along Broadway II and in Horta da Nora.
  Source: My photographs.
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Fig. 44. Aerial view of Broadway II, 1988.
  Source: DGT archive.
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  The unbuilt conduit gives way to an allotment avenue.
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Map 40. Jardim dos Socalcos.
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Average rainfall in mm:
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Map 42. The new megalatifundiary economy.
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Fig. 45. Intensive irrigation farming: the new megalatifundium.
  Traditional harvesting in the Alentejo. Source: CME photography archive.
  The Alqueva Dam. Source: My photographs.
  Intensive olive groves. Source: Google maps; My photographs.
  Intensive greenhouses. Source: Bing maps; Agência LUSA.
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0 10 Km
Map 43. Intensive irrigation farming in the Alentejo.
  Irrigation system of the Alqueva Dam articulated with the railroad network, 2016.
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Fig. 46. Olive groves in Évora: intensive irrigation farming (left); extensive dry-land farming (right). 
  Google Earth view, south-east of Évora.
  Endangered bird species killed by combine harvesters in night-time harvesting. Source: Biodiversity Heritage Library.
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Fig. 47. Aerial views of Bairro da Malagueira, Évora, 1990.
  Photographs by José M. Rodrigues, 1990. Source: CME photography archive.
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Map 44. Public facilities and unbuilt projects.
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Fig. 48. Project documents for Malagueira’s tea house — unbuilt.
  Source: Álvaro Siza archive, courtesy of Drawing Matter.
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Fig. 49. Project documents for Malagueira’s half dome — unbuilt.
  Source: Álvaro Siza archive, courtesy of Drawing Matter.
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Fig. 50. Project documents for Malagueira’s aparthotel — unbuilt.
  Source: Álvaro Siza archive, courtesy of Drawing Matter.
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Fig. 51. Project documents for Malagueira’s parish, clinic, and cooperative centre — unbuilt.
  Source: Álvaro Siza archive, courtesy of Drawing Matter.
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Fig. 52. Álvaro Siza’s sketches of Bairro da Malagueira’s wastes.
  Source: Álvaro Siza archive, Sketchbook 5, courtesy of Drawing Matter.
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8. Conclusion: Mapping Environmental Relations

We have seen how the theoretical model of a ‘totality of environmental relations’ can be applied 
to studying architecture’s evolutionary relation to the environment. This last part of the thesis will 
focus on the cartography method employed in mapping that totality, producing a graphic synthesis 
of environmental relations across space and time. This cartography allows us to ground architecture 
in its historical context and understand it as a mediating threshold between socio-biological ‘insides’ 
and ‘outsides’.
 At first, this idea might seem contradictory. Maps can be axiomatic, two-dimensional, and 
very undialectical devices with which it is easy to fabricate rhetorical mystifications. But despite their 
mathematical pretentions, the history of absolute cartographic truth has been self-defeating since it 
has been proved impossible to map the spherical surface of the earth without distortion and the his-
tory of projections indicates an infinity of possible imperfect systems. Even in the age of high-tech 
surveillance, the map is still not the territory. What it can be, however, it a research and language tool 
for looking at things and placing them in relation. Maps are condensers of environmental histories, 
archives of the infinite stratification of those relations, and the question they ask in terms of their 
production is one of selection and organization. Hence, the very process of choosing what to draw 
and how, what patterns to make visible and which ones to erase out, is helpful in discovering that 
totality and its moments.
 The terms ‘mapping’ and ‘cartography’ are used prolifically in academia, across disciplines 
from politics to the humanities, in a metaphorical sense.1 In both physical and metaphysical terms, 
cartography is the discipline concerned with the relative location of things, be it concrete objects 
or ideological systems. Since cartography is both a technology of territorial management and a 
representation of ideological worldviews, it is a very complete object that can be used to interpret 
the world in both material and ideological terms. Since it is also the ultimate technology of land en-
closure, we can read maps from the standpoint of the historical formation of social boundaries, their 
distribution of difference, and the formation of geographies of inequality. At the opening of Justice, 
Nature and the Geography of Difference, David Harvey notes:

It is not sufficient to … to explore the metaphysical groundings, the foundational beliefs, that 
might be applied to understanding abstract terms as well as the concrete politics of space, time, 
place and … nature in isolation. Such explorations should simultaneously pursue a political 
commitment to feed, nourish, clothe and sustain the hungry, the poor, and the weak. Concerns 
about social justice … thereby intertwine with the question of how to understand foundational 
geographical concepts.
 At the centre of all these arguments lies the question of the just production of just geo-
graphical differences. We need critical ways to think about how differences in ecological, cultur-
al, economic, political, and social conditions get produced … and we also need ways to evaluate 
the justice/injustice the differences so produced. While, like most socialists, I have a certain 
attachment to the principle of equality, for example, this plainly cannot mean the erasure of 
all forms of geographical difference (even presuming such erasure would be feasible in a world 
that includes Nepal, Nicaragua, Finland, Italy, Saudi Arabia, and the United States). Indeed, 
the equality principle should just as easily imply the proliferation of geographical differences of 
a certain benign sort (leading immediately to the question of what is or not ‘benign’).2

1. For example, titles such as Mapping Ideology, Mapping the West European Left, Mapping Subaltern Studies 
and the Postcolonial, Cartographies of the Absolute, Mapping Controversies are all examples of academic 
works	published	in	the	last	thirty	years.	These	books	are	respectively	authored	or	edited	by:	Slavoj	Žižek,	Perry	
Anderson and Patrick Camiller, Vinayak Chaturvedi, Jeff Kinkle and Alberto Toscano, and Bruno Latour.

2. Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference, 5–6.
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As previously mentioned, a crucial aspect of historical materialism is the fact that it does not serve 
the purpose of imagining scenarios of what an ideal society should look like; rather, it is a method 
for unveiling the hidden mechanics of the present world order allowing us to see things like poverty, 
inequality and environmental destruction not as accidental aberrations—the fruit of bad policy or 
the result of individual failure—but as necessary outputs of the system itself. For Marx, the con-
struction of a postcapitalist world can only be defined by the praxis of the people who build it, at 
a specific place and time. There is no idealized universal doctrine, “we do not anticipate the world 
dogmatically, but rather wish to find the new world through the criticism of the old.”3 Similarly, the 
role of a historical materialist critique of architecture’s relation to the environment should be less 
about imagining utopian scenarios than about critiquing and finding contradictions within the old 
ones, from which new spatial configurations might arise.
 As we saw earlier, we cannot hope to overcome the climate crisis by changing its representa-
tions or technologies alone. We should try to dialecticize space by spotting the internal contra-
dictions inside the processes of spatial and environmental production and understand the movement 
out of which crises emerge and change might happen. Cartography provides clues in identifying 
those contradictions at varying scales of space and time. 

8.1 Cartography and Environmental (De)Naturalization
The first maps known in history, excluding maps of the stars, date back to the Neolithic, the inven-
tion of the city and the onset of human settlement on the planet. A wall painting thought to depict 
the ancient Anatolian city of Çatalhöyük has been dated to the late seventh millennium BCE, and 
among the prehistoric alpine rock carvings of Mount Bego and Val Camonica, dated to the 4th 
millennium BCE, geometric patterns consisting of dotted rectangles and lines have been interpreted 
as depictions of cultivated plots. Whether these rock drawings are actually maps or not is subject to 
some debate. For example, it is sometimes argued that the aforementioned rock painting of Çatal-
höyük might rather be depicting the historical event of a volcano eruption. This unstable condition 
between ‘objective map’ and ‘experienced event’ is one that lies at the heart of the contested meaning 
of premodern cartography.[Fig. 53]

 The term cartography is of modern origin, coined at the beginning of the nineteenth century, 
based on Latin charta, meaning ‘paper’ or ‘map’, and -graphia, meaning ‘description’, which derives 
from graphein, meaning ‘to write’ or ‘to draw.’ It is an umbrella concept derived from older terms such 
as geography, chorography, and topography, which respectively mean the description of geo or ‘earth’, 
khōra or ‘region’, and topos or ‘place’. During the Middle Ages, until Ptolemy’s treatise Geographia 
was translated into Latin in the beginning of the fifteenth century and scientific cartography was 
revived in Europe, maps were referred to as Mappa Mundi, wherein mappa meant ‘napkin’ or ‘cloth’ 
and mundi meant ‘world’. These maps were not territorial descriptions as much as conceptual cos-
mologies. For example, zonal maps were a teaching aid designed to convey the idea of the earth’s 
sphericity and climate zones. T-O maps were designed to schematically illustrate the three land 
masses of the world as it was known to the Romans and their medieval heirs, while occasionally 
depicting Bible stories, history, mythology, flora, fauna, and exotic peoples and species. They were 
oriented towards the Orient, which is where the idea of ‘orientation’ comes from, with Jerusalem 

3. Karl Marx, “Letter to Ruge” in Easton and Guddat, Writings of the Young Marx, 212.



329

standing in the center of the three known continents of Europe, Asia and Africa. A small depiction 
of the Garden of Eden often crowning the top.[Fig. 55]

 The rebirth of scientific mapping started with the invention of the maritime Portolan chart in 
Arab Iberia, the Al-Andalus, during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. The Geographia had been 
translated into Arabic in the ninth century already and it was highly influential in the geograph-
ical knowledge and cartographic traditions of the medieval Caliphate.[Fig. 57] Portolan charts did 
not cover the mainland but focused strictly on coastlines and maritime regions. Water masses were 
covered by a network of windrose lines, which emanated out from compass roses located at various 
points on the map. They did not show any indication of the use of latitude or longitude coordinates 
and they did not account for the earth’s curvature, hence they were not, mathematically, speaking 
a map projection. Portolans were therefore not useful for open-sea navigation but they served the 
purpose of close quarters identification of landmarks and navigation in smaller bodies of water. Their 
geographic scope was limited to the Mediterranean, Black and Red Seas with possible extensions to 
West European coasts up to Scandinavia, and West African coasts down to Guinea.[Fig. 59]

 In 1537, Portuguese mathematician Pedro Nunes first described the mathematical principle 
of the loxodrome, or rhumb line—an imaginary line on the earth’s surface cutting all meridians at the 
same angle, used as the standard method of plotting a ship’s course on a chart—and proposed con-
structing a nautical atlas composed of several large-scale sheets in a cylindrical equidistant projection 
as a way to minimize distortion of directions. In 1569, his acquaintance Gerhard Kremer, known by 
his trade name Gerardus Mercator, followed these directives and published a large planispheric map 
measuring 202×124 centimetres titled the A New and Augmented Description of Earth Corrected for 
the Use of Sailors (Nova et Aucta Orbis Terrae Descriptio ad Usum Navigantium Emendata). It became 
the standard map projection for navigation until today. As a side effect of the meridians appearing 
as parallel vertical lines, the Mercator projection inflates the size of objects away from the equator. It 
does so at a rate that is very small near the equator but accelerates with increasing latitude to become 
infinite at the poles, so that landmasses such as Greenland and Antarctica appear far larger than 
they actually are relative to landmasses near the equator, such as Central Africa and Latin America. 
Even though this worldview is completely naturalized, the Mercator projection has often sparked 
controversies about the cultural biases that comes from promoting a representation of the world that 
significantly enlarges the size of the Global North in relation to the South.[Fig. 60]

 Scientific mapping reached maturity when it was finally applied to the mainland after the 
sixteenth century development of triangulation in Flanders. Triangulation was first introduced into 
Europe in medieval Iberia through Arabic treatises on the astrolabe, which was used widely during 
the Islamic Golden Age for sailing, the measurement of distances, calculating the orientation of 
mosques, and calculations of the earth’s circumference.[Fig. 56] Roman antiquity had used land sur-
veying methods prolifically, but there is no historical evidence that they used triangulation. Citing 
Kai Brodersen in Terra Cognita, Stuart Elden argues in The Birth of Territory that the Romans had 
no actual scale maps, and that they did not need them in their organization and administration of 
empire.4 The evidence suggests that Romans could survey small areas but it is not clear whether they 
could do so for larger regions, meaning that practical maps of regions, provinces, or roads may have 
simply not existed, and there is no evidence that surveyor’s maps were drawn to scale. It is also pos-

4. Elden, Birth of Territory, 144–6. The range of Roman instruments was restricted to the vision of the naked eye, 
there is no evidence of the use of the compass, and large-scale maps were greatly distorted in the E-W direction 
because	the	methods	used	for	locating	relative	latitude	and	longitude	were	not	sufficiently	accurate	for	carto-
graphical purposes.
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sible that they were simply lost in history, but Brodsen argues that in distinction to ‘cartographical 
space’ Roman maps were conceived as ‘hodological space’, taken from the Greek word hodos, ‘path’ 
or ‘way’, which refers to a more linear space of connections rather than a plane of objective spatial 
positions. As opposed to tessellation, meaning the filling or tiling of the plane, Romans focussed 
on networks, i.e., on the lines that crossed the territory, and space outside of those trajectories was 
disregarded: “Coastlines rather than the interior, rivers not banks, roads not landscapes, streets not 
the town characterize their thinking.”5 [Fig. 54]

 The Roman surveying techniques of the argrimensores coexisted throughout the Middle 
Ages with the more sophisticated techniques used by Arab surveyors, but since it was rare for such 
methods to be translated into Latin, these techniques percolated slowly into the rest of medieval 
Europe. The accurate measurements of coastlines of the Arab Portolan charts, attest to an early use 
of triangulation but this did not extend onto the dry land. The first application of triangulation to 
land was introduced theoretically by the Flemish mathematician, and Gerardus Mercator’s professor, 
Gemma Frisius, in his 1533 pamphlet Booklet concerning a way of describing places (Libellus de Locor-
um describendorum ratione), which became influential across Germany, Austria and the Netherlands. 
Using two Euclidean trigonometry formulae—the law of sines and cosines—he proposed a survey-
ing method based on measuring angles between high points rather than actually gauging physical 
distances. Frisius was also the first person to describe how a clock could be used to determine longi-
tude, one of the longest and most pressing mysteries of navigation at the time. While triangulation 
effectively introduced the mathematical land survey, longitude unleashed the full potential of the 
Mercator projection, which could now be coupled with accurate navigation calculations.
 Determining latitude was relatively easy because it could be found from the altitude of the sun 
at noon, with the aid of a table giving the sun’s declination for the day, or from many stars at night. 
For longitude, early ocean navigators had to rely on ‘dead reckoning’, a more or less informed guess 
of the ship’s location based on running observations of its speed and course. As David S. Landes ex-
plains, “Since the earth turns continually on its axis, there is nothing visible from one longitude that 
is not visible in the course of the day from every other: along a given parallel one sees the same sun, 
the same moon, the same stars. The only difference is that one sees them at different time”.6 The only 
way to calculate longitude is either by comparing the times of observation of a given celestial event, 
such as a lunar eclipse, as Christopher Columbus allegedly did in Jamaica, or by keeping constant 

5. It is unclear whether the lack of historical evidence of intermediate-scale maps in Roman Antiquity is owed to their 
actual inexistence or merely to them having been lost in history. Historians know that maps played a very import-
ant role in Roman society, a example of which is given by the following passage: “The surveys and measurements 
ordered by Caesar, but according to our source put in hand only in the year of his death, were thus largely carried 
out during the reign (27 B.C. to A.D. 14) of his successor, the emperor Augustus. Presumably they took the form 
largely of itineraries measured along the road network of the empire; and they were used, as mentioned, in the 
compilation of Agrippa’s map. Although this world map, like so many other maps from the classical period, is 
known to us only from literary texts, some authorities claim it is the most important map in Roman cartography. 
On the basis of statements by a number of ancient and medieval writers, it is believed to be the prototype for 
a succession of later world maps such as the thirteenth-century Hereford mappamundi. Political developments 
under Augustus favored the compilation of such a map. The establishment of the principate, or system of su-
preme control under an emperor, which effectively took place in 27 B.C., had important results for literary and 
scientific	output.	Augustus,	often	through	his	ministers,	saw	to	it	that	as	much	of	this	as	possible	was	aligned	with	
his propaganda extolling Rome, the empire, and its leader. As part of the settlement of veterans after the long 
period of civil wars, Augustus set up colonies, settlements with smallholdings, numbering twenty-eight in Italy 
and over eighty in the provinces, though some of each were refounded rather than founded in the true sense. 
To encourage trade inside and outside the Roman Empire and to promote the establishment of colonies, he was 
clearly keen that a world map should be drawn up and publicly displayed. The man to whom this task was allotted 
was well connected. M. Vipsanius Agrippa (b. ca. 63 B.C.) had been the admiral of Octavian (later Augustus) at 
the battle of Actium, 31 B.C., at which Antony and Cleopatra were routed; and after the establishment of the 
principate he became Augustus’s right-handman, marrying as his third wife Augustus’s daughter Julia and being 
expected to succeed him as emperor.” In: Dilke, “Maps in the Service of the State,” 207.

6. Landes, Revolution in Time, 110—1.
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track of the time at a place of known longitude and comparing that with the local time, as described 
by Frisius. 
 Until Frisius’s discovery, many maritime disasters happened because of serious errors in reck-
oning positions at sea. Ignorance of longitude had consequences not only for sailing but also for 
cartography, since inaccurate measurements made inaccurate maps, which led to costly commercial 
losses. The calculation of longitude became so crucial to the imperialist contest over commercial and 
resource frontiers that, in 1714, the British government set up a system of inducement prizes for 
anyone able to find a simple and practical method for its precise determination. Maps, as Landes 
explains, had the value of money:

The pernicious effects of ignorance of longitude were multiplied by the consequences for car-
tography. The map, after all, was the primary medium for the transmission of information and 
experience in matters of navigation—just as the book was in other areas of knowledge. In the 
international contest for access to the riches of the Indies, maps were money, and secret agents 
of aspiring powers paid gold for copies of the carefully guarded Portuguese padrons. Bad mea-
surements made bad maps, though and many a ship spent precious days searching for land that 
showed only on paper. Cartographers had a dearth of accurate information and a plethora of 
guesses to go by, so that even contemporaneous maps differed in detail. In the white, empty 
spaces of the great oceans, islands appeared and disappeared as sailors reported their ‘findings’ 
and revised those of their predecessors. Or they stayed on, in spite of decades of vain efforts to 
find them—legendary lodes to lure the greedy, or false harbours for ships in distress.7

According to Landes, longitude became “the great mystery of the age, a riddle to seamen, a chal-
lenge to scientists, a stumbling block to kings and statesmen”, to the point that “so closely guarded 
a secret of nature inevitably acquired magical overtones.”8 Longitude was a secret of nature whose 
uncovering would grant access to her treasures and riches, yielding her to Man’s power. Cartography 
was the science of unveiling those secrets, transforming the unknown into the known, bringing the 
terra incognita into civilization by means of scientific conquest, and terra nullius into dominion by 
means of occupation. The development of mapping technologies enabled the historical process of the 
projection of ‘near and the far’ orders, as cartography drew and constantly revised the frontier lines 
that divided the global imperialist metropolises, or the ‘inside’ world of civilization, from the global 
colonized peripheries, or the ‘outside’ worlds of naturalized territories and peoples. The same process 
that was taking place in Europe, when science was put to the service of “laying Nature widely open,” 
was mirrored in the colonial spheres on a geopolitical scale, as Ellah Shohat describes:

The traditional positing of science as masculine and nature as feminine—for example, Francis 
Bacon’s idea that insofar as we learn the laws of nature through science, we become her master, 
as we are now, in ignorance, “her thralls”—gains, within the colonial context, clear geopoliti-
cal implications. Bacon’s desire for the expansion of scientific knowledge is inseparable from 
the contemporaneous European geographical expansion, a connection clearly suggested by his 
language of analogies and metaphors: “[A]s the immense regions of the West Indies has never 
been discovered, if the use of the compass had not fist been known, it is no wonder that the 
discovery and advancement of arts hath made no greater progress, when the art of inventing and 
discovering of the sciences remains hitherto unknown.” And Bacons finds it “disgraceful” that 

7. Ibidem, 114.

8. Ibidem, 115.
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“while regions of the material globe … have been in our times laid widely open and revealed, the 
intellectual globe should remain shut up within the narrow limits of old discoveries.”
 Travelling into the indefiniteness of the ocean, the Faustian overreacher’s voyage be-
yond the Pillars of Hercules aims at the possibility of a terra incognita on the other side of the 
ocean. … The logic of explorers … is, in this sense, based on the hope that nature conceals in its 
‘womb’ still more, outside the familiar paths of the imagination …. It is within this broader his-
torical and intellectual context that we may understand the symptomatic image of an explorer’s 
penetration into a cave placed somewhere in a non-European land and the eventual discovery 
of that unknown … . Colonial narrative legitimized the search for treasure islands by lending 
a scientific aura to those quests, an aura encapsulated especially by images of maps and globes. 
Numerous narratives of penetrating new regions, involving detailed descriptions of maps, were 
inspired by the growing science of geography. The image-making of the land determined the 
significance of places through its power of inscription on the maps with compass on top as the 
signifier of scientific authority.9

The other major breakthrough provided by Frisius besides longitude, i.e., the method of triangu-
lation, was put into practice by another Flemish mathematician, Willebrord Snellius, who in 1615 
set up a large-scale experiment to measure the circumference of the earth. He did so by surveying 
the distance from Alkmaar to Breda, approximately 116 kilometres, using a chain of quadrangles 
containing 33 triangles in all. The two towns were separated by one degree on the meridian, so 
from his measurement he was able to calculate a value for the circumference of the earth, which he 
underestimated by only 3.5 percent. From this finding, Snellius established the key idea of surveying 
a large-scale primary network of control points first, and then locating secondary subsidiary points 
within that primary network. This allowed him to accurately calculate new baselines from previous 
measurements instead of physically measuring them all, thus revolutionizing the speed and accuracy 
of surveying large areas of land, while also correcting the calculations in accordance with the curva-
ture of the earth.
 Snell’s methods were then taken by the French astronomer Jean Picard, on the basis of which 
the first multi-sheet topographic map series of an entire country, known as the Carte géométrique de 
la France, was completed in 1789, by the Cassini family.10 This feat was later followed by the Great 
Trigonometric Survey of India, started by the East India Company in 1802, then taken over by the 
British Raj after 1857, in a successful effort on a larger scale at accurately determining the heights of 
Himalayan peaks from viewpoints over one hundred miles distant.[Fig. 61]

 Hence, triangulation and the mastery of longitude marked the end of cartography as de-
scription (-graphia) and inaugurated the establishment of a new mathematical kind of map, the land 
survey. The survey is the map as a God’s eye view, from the French surveier, meaning “to look down 
at, to guard, inspect,” deriving from the Latin super-videre, literally ‘over-see’. It was also later known 
as the land ordinance, from Latin ordinare, to order. While maps in the ancient and medieval worlds 
had been confined to sporadic large-scale property control or small-scale cosmological speculation, 
whose production was discontinuous and restricted, the modern land survey was subject to an explo-
sive and incremental proliferation. The invention of the printing press in 1440 played a significant 

9. Shoat, “Imagining Terra Incognita,” 44–5.

10. David Landes tells the story of how “the kings of France [had] long enjoyed the thought that their kingdom was 
larger than it actually was. When a French astronomer recalculated the longitudes correctly in the seventeenth 
century and drew a new map, Louis XIV chided them for robbing him of one-sixth of his domain.” In: Landes, 
Revolution in Time, 114–5.
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role in this, but most important was the emergence of the modern nation state as a new self-con-
scious political structure. With its abstract character and impersonal institutions, the map became 
an essential tool for the embodiment of the nation, translating an elusive idea into a concrete shape 
and uniting disjointed regions and peoples within a defined boundary. The nation state’s apparatuses 
of centralized bureaucracies and established academies also used the survey as a rationalizing tool of 
control that allowed it to stake out claims of imperial ownership, border control, water management, 
treaty negotiations, tax collection, in sum, managing and instituting private property relations on a 
massive scale. The map conjured the state into existence by framing the geo-body into a palpable 
reality, as a thing with edges and a visual form without necessarily reflecting any palpable, socio-geo-
graphical reality. 
 In this new world order, masking the creative or subjective sides of cartography and pre-
senting the map as an objective depersonalized truth became a way of making land and property 
claims appear as an ahistorical fact of nature, thus obscuring the underlying violence of those claims. 
The construction of new dominant mental conceptions and material practices with respect to space 
and time were fundamental not only to the rise of the absolutist nation state but to the rise of cap-
italism, as well as its correlate, empire. The emergence of new ways of establishing value, in particular 
that of money as a central mediator in the valuation of all exchanges, meant that things had to be 
individuated, particularized and isolated as elements: labour had to be divided, and land had to be 
enclosed.[Fig. 62] These new processes of money valuation made Cartesian-Newtonian conceptions 
of absolute space and time more practical from the standpoint of commerce, and the land survey 
was less about qualitative description (-graphia) than about measurement, legal management, and 
unambiguously laying out quantifiable things, such as individuals, properties, boundaries, collectiv-
ities and resources. Cartography itself became a system of establishing equivalences. As pictorial and 
itinerary maps increasingly gave way to drawn-to-scale surveys, cartography became the enterprise 
concerned with the analysis, measurement and domination of the infinite res extensa, the objectified 
and ahistorical nature ‘out-there’, separated from humanity, divided into commodified pieces and 
sold at a price. Hence, the massive territorial and environmental revolution that was unleashed by 
capitalism had some of its roots in cartography, as David Harvey explains: 

Geographic knowledge became a valued commodity in a society that was becoming more and 
more profit-conscious. The accumulation of wealth, power, and capital became linked to per-
sonalized knowledge of, and individual command over, space. By the same token, each place 
became vulnerable to the direct influence of that wider world through trade, inter-territorial 
competition, military action, the inflow of new commodities, of bullion, and the like. … Fun-
damental rules of perspective—rules that broke radically with the practices of mediaeval art 
and architecture…—were elaborated in mid-fifteenth-century Florence by Brunelleschi and 
Alberti. This was a fundamental achievement of the Renaissance; it shaped ways of seeing for 
four centuries. The fixed viewpoint of perspective maps and paintings ‘is elevated and distant, 
completely out of plastic or sensory reach.’ It generates a ‘coldly geometrical’ and ‘systematic’ 
sense of space which nevertheless gives ‘a sense of harmony with natural law, thereby underscor-
ing man’s moral responsibility within God’s geometrically ordered universe’.* … Perspectivism 
conceives of the world from the standpoint of the ‘seeing eye’ of the individual. It emphasizes 
the science of optics and the ability of the individual to represent what he or she sees as in some 
sense ‘truthful,’ compared to superimposed truths of mythology or religion. The connection 
between individualism and perspectivism is important. It provided an effective material founda-
tion for the Cartesian principles of rationality that became integrated into the Enlightenment 
project. … There is also some evidence to connect the formulation of perspectivist rules with the 
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rationalizing practices emerging in commerce, banking, book-keeping, trade, and agricultural 
production under centralized land management.**11

The history of cartography in the transition from feudalism to capitalism has, like the history of 
timekeeping, been very much about the refinement of measurement and representation according 
to clearly defined mathematical principles. While the development of the clock was essential to the 
division of labour, and the extraction of surplus-value—which happens in the differential between 
socially necessary labour time the total hours of the working day—the development of the map into 
a mathematically precise land survey was essential to the division of territories into private prop-
erty.12 Interests of trade, commerce, and ownership rights, which would have been unrecognizable 
in the feudal world, were of paramount importance in reshaping both the mental structures and 
material practices of the new mode of production. When geographical knowledge became a vital 
source of military and economic power, maps became valuable and a principal technology of primi-
tive accumulation for both agrarian and mercantile capitalism:

The city had writing, it had secrets and powers, and clarified the opposition between urbanity 
(cultured) and rusticity (naive and brutal). After a certain point in time, the city developed its 
own form of writing: the map or plan, the science of planimetry. During the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, … maps of European cities began to appear … These are not yet ab-
stract maps, projections of urban space onto geometric coordinates. A cross between vision and 
concept, works of art and science, they displayed the city from top to bottom, in perspective, 
painted, depicted, and geometrically described. This perspective, simultaneously idealist and 
realist—the perspective of thought and power—was situated in the vertical dimension, the 
dimension of knowledge and reason, and dominated and constituted a totality: the city.13

The introduction of the Ptolemaic map to Florence in 1400 and its adoption as a means to depict 
geographical space and store locational information was, according to David Harvey, “arguably the 
fundamental breakthrough in the construction of geographical knowledge as we know it, … [making 
it] possible in principle to comprehend the world as a global unity”.[Fig. 58] This historical process 
would culminate in 1972 with the publishing of Blue Marble, the ‘whole Earth’ in one photograph.14 

From that point onwards, the painterly maps that adorned palaces and manuscripts, showcasing cos-
mologies and the territorial domains of the ruling classes in a single view, gradually gave way to more 
abstract representations. This marked the beginning of a cartographic revolution that mirrored in 
graphical and ideological expression the social transition from feudalism to capitalism, as well as the 
birth of the modern liberal state, whose doctrines of political equality, representation, and progress 
demanded rational mathematical conceptions of space and time. It is telling to note that two of the 
first actions of the French revolutionary assembly were to ordain the systematic cadastral mapping of 
France and to institute a new republican calendar. In his article “Exploration, Cartography and the 

11. Harvey, Condition of Postmodernity, 244. *Samuel Edgerton, The Renaissance Re-discovery of Linear Per-
spective (New York: Basic Books, 1976), 114. **Kostof, A History of Architecture: Settings and Rituals (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1985), 403-10.

12. Time is a vital measure in capitalism because social labour is the measure of value and surplus social labour time 
lies	at	the	origins	of	profit.	The	Marxist	labour	theory	of	value	argues	that	value	is	created	in	the	surplus	labour	
hours that each worker performs. Hence, the number of hours in a working day contains the the socially necessary 
labour time to guarantee the wages necessary to the worker for their reproduction, plus the time necessary to 
create a surplus-value appropriated by the capitalist.

13. Lefebvre, Urban Revolution, 12.

14. Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference, 240.
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Modernization of State Power,” Argentitian geographer Marcelo Escolar synthesizes:

When the construction of the modern states began, knowledge of the territory was linked to 
the monarchy’s capacity of ownership over its jurisdictional and eminent possessions. The emer-
gence of an autonomous social sector which formed the state bureaucracy and the centralization 
of dynastic power from the fifteenth century onwards brought in their wake the search for ways 
of representing the territory which would enable the administration to foresee, calculate and 
exercise its functions and responsibilities. 
 Consequently, exploration was not merely a facet of the policy of conquest implement-
ed during the Renaissance by the Western European states bent on overseas expansion but also 
a part of the task of surveying their territories in Europe. 
 Representing, describing and interpreting the world were not unrelated actions. The 
geographical reality of the planet was discovered and brought under control by breaking with 
the images inherited from antiquity and incorporating the images which the imagination and 
empirical surveys provided in vast numbers. Pictog raphy, cartographic techniques and science 
formed a single intellectual field linked to the systematic preparation of domestic and overseas 
scenarios where the central power of the monarchy could plan and exercise effective territorial 
sovereignty. … During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, mapping meant controlling 
and having the capacity to move about on the ground. Coercive centralization in the absolute 
states defined a world of necessary infor mation which could not be left to the arbitrary nature 
of Renaissance cartographic pictography. From that time onwards, learning about the shape of 
the earth was a scientific process which neutralized the explicit ideological uses and figurative 
practices employed in cartography.
 When the revolution came, the territory had already been formed and established by 
the absolute state. It had achieved a degree of political autonomy as an adminis trative and 
government jurisdiction, thus paving the way for an abstract, non personalized idea of power 
and the idea of the state as an entity. Representation of the citizens became the mechanism 
for delegating the sovereign power of the citizens within a given territory. The national map, 
i.e. the neutral figure of the fatherland, then began to emerge as a tool for the formation of a 
national political identity among the members of that state. When cartography and the state 
bureaucratic structure had become established as official institutions, the first scientific and the 
latter administrative in nature, surveying and exploration became ways of localizing thematic 
information.15

From that time onwards, ‘mapping’ no longer meant ‘describing land’ from an artistic pictorial sense 
or as a projection of the sovereign’s dominion, but the naturalization of the state and its ideologies 
onto the land through supposedly ‘neutral’ forms of representation.[Fig. 64] And it is telling that this 
naturalization happened precisely as the discipline was increased instrumentalized by politics. The 
Jeffersonian land system is a paramount example. With its ubiquitous mathematical grid dominating 
the landscape of the United States, it sought the rational partitioning of space in order to promote 
the formation of an agrarian individualist society, a democracy of ‘yeoman farmers’. Thomas Jefferson 
was inspired by the Roman cadastral system but criticized the fact that not all Roman centuriation 
displayed a consistent orientation. The Public Land Survey System of North America was hence a 
synthesis of the Roman colonial system unified under the logics and the technologies of the modern 
nation state. Just as the Roman grid had served the purpose of subdividing, organizing, controlling, 

15. Marcelo Escolar, “Exploration, Cartography and Modernization” in Brenner et al., State/Space, 49–50.



336

and recording the settlement of imperial lands perceived as empty from the point of view of the 
colonizers, in the New World the Jeffersonian grid operated the historical erasure and expropriation 
of its native indigenous people. And it did so at a distance, without the need to actually step foot on 
the land, and in the name of democratic equality.[Fig. 63]

 Since colonial occupation always requires native dispossession, the survey needs to legitimize 
an acknowledged regime, the civilized ‘inside’, and those forms of property deemed to lie ‘outside’ 
the frontier, declared to be up for grabbing and in need of ‘improvement’. It does so precisely by 
rendering land as an abstract space of calculation and circulation: ‘‘The survey, with its triple artillery 
of map, sketches, and journal, was a strategy for translating space into a conceivable object, an object 
that the mind could possess long before the lowing herds.’16 In reifying property as abstract space, 
the surveyors and their maps played an important role in the redefinition of tenurial relations both 
in the imperial metropolises and in newly colonized territories. The fundamental contradiction at 
the heart of Jefferson’s dream of an egalitarian agrarian democracy was demonstrated further when 
his ordinance grid proved admirably useful for capitalist monopolization of land and its specula-
tion.17 As Nicolas Blomley explained in the essay “Law, Property, and the Geography of Violence,” 
in spatializing both the figures of the frontier and the grid, the survey played a crucial role in the 
foundation, legitimation, and management of the new Western property regime:

The grid clearly has an instrumental importance to the second nature of property, making pos-
sible a capitalist market in parcels of land and facilitating the creation of the boundaries that are 
so vital to a liberal legal regime. But again, the grid has a more complicated place in a regime 
of property. A territorialization of property serves to displace attention from the violences be-
tween social subjects to the territory itself. Thus, a defence of property relations becomes posed 
as a defence of the grid (‘‘It’s the law of the land’’). Property itself is imagined as the relation 
between an owner and an inert space, rather than a politicized and perhaps violent set of rela-
tions between owner and others (including nonowners): ‘‘In property law . . . the situation is not 
that persons are recognized as having power over others but that power resides in the property 
which they own’’.* As Richard Sennett suggests,** the cadastral grid thus neutralizes space, 
emptying it of its contingencies, histories, and violences.18

Capitalism constantly emerges through a world-praxis that creates external natures as objects to be 
mapped, quantified, and regulated so that they may service capital’s insatiable demands. It is a revo-
lutionary mode of production, restlessly searching out new organizational forms, new technologies, 
new lifestyles, new modalities of production and exploitation, and therefore new social definitions of 
space and time. The capacity to measure and divide land through mathematical projections is at the 
centre of this constant revolution in relations of property and production; the capacity to measure 
and divide time is equally transformed through the diffusion of increasingly accurate time pieces that 
play close attention to the speed of turnover time and the coordinating mechanism of the circulation 
of goods, people, and information in space. The progressive abstraction in cartography is both cause 
and effect of the growing abstraction of modern capitalism, where everything needs to be disembed-
ded, objectified, and quantified:

16. Carter, Road to Botany Bay, 113.

17. Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference, 185.

18. Blomley, “Law, Property, and the Geography of Violence,” 131-32. *Roger Cotterrell, “The law of property and le-
gal theory” in Legal theory and common law, edited by W. Twining (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), 94. **Richard 
Sennett, Conscience of the Eye: The Design and Social Life of Cities From the Middle Ages to the Present 
(New York: Knopf, 1990), 48.
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Not just this qualitative development of the concept, the but the progressive abstraction has 
a material basis. Alfred Sohn-Rethel has argued that the abstraction of space into a concept 
removed from direct practice is closely connected to the development of commodity exchange. 
The abstraction from use and from the material aspect of a commodity, which is inherent in 
the exchange act, provokes the possibility of the abstraction of space from immediate material 
existence.
 Time and space rendered abstract under the impact of commodity exchange are marked 
by homogeneity, continuity and emptiness of all natural and material content, visible or invisible 
(e.g. air). The exchange abstraction excludes everything that makes up history, humans an even 
natural history. … Time and space assume thereby that character of absolute historical time-
lessness and universality which must mark the exchange abstraction as a whole and each of its 
features.”**19

From this need for abstract quantification, it is difficult and counter-intuitive to focus on relations 
rather than objects. In fact, the land survey is the territorial equivalent of the fetishized architec-
tural object. It naturalizes the environment into a set of ahistorical facts that seemingly cannot be 
questioned nor changed because they seem to lie outside of social history and hence, they appear 
beyond human comprehension, in the realm of God or capital. The individual architectural object 
exists in the survey’s abstract space, disembedded by capitalist commodity fetishism from any sense 
of mediated and totalizing sense of environment. Hence, the pretence neutrality with which the 
survey maps abstract space must be itself denaturalized, i.e., contextualized and understood as a 
historical project that corresponds to a specific political ideology. The law of the land is not natural, 
it is a social and historical product. 
 As Max Jammer notes in Concepts of Space, “historically viewed, abstract theories of space 
owe their existence to the practice of geodetic work, just as ancient geometry originated in the prac-
tical need of land surveying.”20 Historically viewed, capitalism required the invention “of space as 
emptiness, as a universal receptacle in which objects exist and events occur, as a frame of reference, 
a coordinate system (along with time) within which all reality exists.”21 This emptiness needs to be 
rendered as an external background, as a virgin land readily awaiting ‘improvement’. The abstraction 
of the capitalist ‘bad infinity’ is hence ideologically and materially reproduced by cartographic tech-
nologies that operate a seemingly neutral extraterritorial gaze, whose false neutrality relies precisely 
on it appearing to be founded on an absolute outside, an all-seeing God’s eye. Conversely, mapping 
totalities does not require the objectifying distanced gaze of the cartographic sublime. It requires a 
dialectical merging of scales, i.e., of the abstract and the concrete, and a shift of focus from the indi-
vidual objects of permanence alone to the relations in between them and their processes of change 
over time. Its focus is not on measure but proportion, i.e., relation, therefore the space of emptiness 
on the map is foregrounded. 
 Since cartography is the science of boundaries and frontiers par excellence, it is not surprising 
that its evolution is so intimately tied up with the history of private property and environmental 
conquest. Cartography is concerned with the representation of thresholds—thresholds that have a 
double existence, material and ideological—from which we can read a totality of environment span-

19. Smith, Uneven Development, 102. *Max Jammer, Concepts of Space: The History of Theories of Space in 
Physics (Garden City, NY: Dover Books, 1954), 162. **Alfred Sohn-Rethel, Intellectual and Manual Labour: A 
Critique of Epistemology (Leiden: Brill, 1970), 48–9.

20. Jammer, Concepts of Space, 152.

21. Neil Smith, Uneven Development, 95.
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ning from the base of productive relations to the superstructural level of worldviews. The ‘imperial 
gaze’ of the survey mapped the world according to its needs, imposing a vision of the globe (in both 
a material and ideological senses) that suppressed difference and dispossessed native authorities, 
knowledges, and identities, just as capitalism superimposed abstract spatio-temporal orderings upon 
subaltern geographies, destroying their conditions of reproduction. But countermappings, or cartog-
raphies of resistance that employ demystifying methodologies, can be construed as resisting this he-
gemony. By critically tracing the objects they wish to represent, and highlighting the boundaries that 
mediate socio-political contradictions, cartography becomes a means of embedding architecture and 
“finding the new world through the criticism of the old.” In this way, the fragmented particularisms 
of the micro-scale become entangled with the dominant global order, the particular with the univer-
sal, no longer as an endless multiplication of alternative autonomous discourses, but as an embedded 
critique of material reality whereby the contingent becomes historical, and hence denaturalized.

8.2 Mapping Thresholds in the Longue Durée
In searching what kind of cartography could carry out this task, the following conclusions became 
apparent: 1) that all maps are inevitably abstractions but those abstractions should be realist, i.e., they 
should strive to go beyond empirical appearances and reveal the hidden material essence of reality; 
2) that cartography needs to be relational, in other words, it cannot focus on individual objects but 
needs to unveil the background systems of dependence upon which those objects rely; and 3) that re-
lationality is evolutionary, i.e., it develops over time and hence it needs to be understood historically. 
With these three principles in mind, we can build a totality map of architecture in the environment.
 Firstly, the question of realism. All maps are inevitably abstractions, in the sense that they are 
selective intellectual mirrors of reality, regardless of whether they focus on qualitative description 
or quantitative measurement. This does not mean that space should be rendered and understood as 
abstract emptiness. Rather, space should be regarded as an infinitely complex and concrete reality, 
whose understanding we can gauge through logical abstraction in thought. The map is then a mental 
approximation to concrete reality, but it should strive to be realist, meaning that it should render 
reality conscious to the reader, and hence the method employed is key. For Marx, following Hegel, 
this method requires a movement from the empirical to the abstract involving isolation of the com-
ponents of the facts into simple categories of study. These components have to be considered not as 
mere fragments but as parts of a whole, in certain relationship within a process. Thus, they too are not 
isolated objects, but moments in a totality, i.e., a consequential process of unveiling. The first links to 
the second, and so on, seeking ever richer layers of comprehension. To know something is to move 
from the immediacy of direct experience and understand the object’s multiple determinations, i.e., 
the processes that make it come into being, which lie hidden beneath fetichized appearances. The 
realist map produces a conceptual mirror of the essential structures of reality, one that represents the 
environment “not as the chaotic conception of a whole, but as a rich totality of many determinations 
and relations”:

The concrete is concrete because it is the concentration of many determinations, hence unity 
of the diverse. It appears in the process of thinking, therefore, as a process of concentration, 
as a result, not as a point of departure, even though it is the point of departure in reality and 
hence also the point of departure for observation [Anschauung] and conception. … the method 
of rising from the abstract to the concrete is only the way in which thought appropriates the 
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concrete, reproduces it as the concrete in the mind. But this is by no means the process by which 
the concrete itself comes into being. … The totality as it appears in the head, as a totality of 
thoughts, is a product of a thinking head, which appropriates the world in the only way it can, 
a way different from the artistic, religious, practical and mental appropriation of this world. The 
real subject retains its autonomous existence outside the head just as before; namely as long as 
the head’s conduct is merely speculative, merely theoretical. Hence, in the theoretical method, 
too, the subject, society, must always be kept in mind as the presupposition.22

A realist cartography is concerned with the split between appearance and essence, and its job is 
to reveal that which lies mystified behind the surface of empirical data and ideological myth. The 
goal is to match form to content, rendering the concrete visible and understandable, and we do so 
by abstracting from it general principles and relative permanences that allow for comparison and 
universalization. From a Marxist perspective, and according to Bertolt Brecht, artistic realism has 
the goal of

discovering the causal complexes of society / unmasking the prevailing view of things as the 
view of those who are in power / writing from the standpoint of the class which offers the 
broader solutions for the pressing difficulties in which human society is caught up / emphasiz-
ing the element of development / making possible the concrete, and making possible abstrac-
tion from it.23

To Brecht realism is compatible with a myriad of expressions, such as formal abstraction, minimal-
ism, surrealism, or any other form the artist might choose to convey the content of society truth-
fully. And truthfully means tendentiously, i.e., from the perspective of those whose consciousness 
is masked under the dominant ideology, as Benjamin defended. This political alignment with the 
reality of the oppressed, according to Brecht, cannot be achieved through formal or stylistic deci-
sions alone. Contrary to ordinary understanding, “the so-called sensuous mode of writing—where 
one can smell, taste and feel everything—is not automatically to be identified with a realistic mode 
of writing”.24 Pastiche, historicism, naturalism, and other populist styles that purport to be more 
communicative to the masses are approaching the issue of realism from the wrong side. They focus 
on a priori choices, rather than on decoding and unveiling the hidden material content of social 
reality. For example, Italian neorealism was truthful to the formal mannerisms of the popular cul-
ture—its appearances—more than to the content of proletarian daily life—the hidden mechanisms 
that shaped its exploitation—and this was precisely why socialist realism criticized it. Realism is not 
merely a question of form and hence it cannot be defined by pre-established cannons of style:

Anyone who is not a victim of formalistic prejudice knows that the truth can be suppressed in 
many ways and must be expressed in many ways. One can arouse a sense of outrage at inhuman 
conditions by many methods—by direct description (emotional or objective), by narrative and 
parable, by jokes, by over- and under-emphasis. In the theatre, reality can be represented both 
in objective and in imaginative forms. The actors may not use make-up—or hardly any—and 
claim to be ‘absolutely natural’ and yet the whole thing can be a swindle; and they can wear 
masks of a grotesque kind and present the truth. It is hardly open to debate that the means 
must be questioned about the ends they serve. The people understand this. Piscator’s great the-

22. Marx, Grundrisse, 100–2.

23. Brecht, “Against Georg Lukács,” 82.

24. Ibidem.
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atrical experiments in which conventional forms were constantly destroyed, found their greatest 
support in the most advanced cadres of the working class; so have my own. The workers judged 
everything according to the truth of its content; they welcomed every innovation which helped 
the representation of truth, of the real mechanism of society; they rejected everything that 
seemed theatrical, technical equipment that merely worked for its own sake—that is to say, that 
did not fulfil, or no longer fulfilled, its purpose.25

Similarly, cartography is realistic when it reveals the essence of environmental history from a mater-
ialistic perspective by uncovering the causal complexes that bind it and portraying the nonhegem-
onic views of the invisibilized. In this sense, greater detail does not necessarily correlate with greater 
realism; the map is not more realistic the more information it portrays. In fact, a tendency towards 
an overload of information, often aided by high-tech remote sensing technologies, can easily mystify 
more than elucidate. It enforces a sense of the cartographic sublime by seducing the viewer with 
awe-inspiring minutia whose claims to realism rest solely on the pretence of representing everything 
‘factually’, supposedly freed from subjectivity, and unmediated by interpretation. The prescriptive 
authority of maps lies precisely in this performative scientism: “Insisting that something is there is 
a powerful way of insisting that something is”, as Denis Wood and John Fels remind us, “Mapped 
things—no matter how conceptually daunting—possess such extraordinary credibility because 
they’re capable of propelling into popular discourse abstruse abstractions”.26  The map appears as 
the unquestionable ‘truth’ of an all-seeing God’s eye placed outside and above the world, distanced, 
disinterested, neutral, and hence seemingly accurate. Its rhetorical power depends on this ability to 
project a false sense of being unauthored or, if authored, then by a machine-like medium through 
which the world is screened indifferently. This neutrality is at odds with realism precisely because it 
naturalizes the fetishisms of the status quo.27 It is also at odds with a truly scientific approach whose 
purpose is the the systematic and rigorous pursuit of truth.
 Because it is important to negate this false neutrality, the maps here produced break the 
rules of traditional cartographic codes. They do not strictly follow the cannons of architectural and 
urban representation, they generate their own, precisely in the effort to denaturalize their own ap-
pearance and make the reader conscious of their authored and tendentious nature. The layers chosen 
are not the predefined categories—such as topography, hydrography, vegetation, buildings and other 
metaphysical subdivisions—they are defined by the site itself, by the patterns that emerge from the 
morphology of the environment. And because they seek to reveal the structural essence of space, 
the maps aim for maximum simplicity, not detail aestheticism, i.e., they avoid graphic pleonasm and 
strive for a cogent language made of basic and contrasting colours, textures and lines. Ocasionaly, this 
rule is broken when a more sensual spatiality needs to be described. Most importantly, they are not 
focussed primarily on measurement, but on proportion, i.e., relation. 
 Hence, we get to the aspect of relationality. Dialectics, Engels said, is the “science of inter-

25. Ibidem, 83.

26. Wood and Fels, The Natures of Maps, 191.

27. As mentioned in the introduction on the topic of Marx’s theory of commodity fetishism, in class societies, self-re-
productive social relations that work in the service of the dominant relations of production, and hence in the 
interest of the dominant classes, appear to exist outside of those relations, standing above them, and sometimes 
entirely outside of history itself. This is a mode of the more general process of alienation, which Marx explains 
in terms of fetishization. In such processes, essentially exploitative class relations are naturalized and portrayed 
as inevitable outcomes exempt of class interests. Particularly in in the capitalist mode of production (bourgeois 
society),	with	its	‘partially’	rational	and	naturalist	self-conception,	the	ideational	mechanisms	of	self-mystification	
through	reification	are	essential	an	instrument	of	class	struggle	and	domination.
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connections, in contrast to metaphysics.”28 It not only helps us acknowledge the things in them-
selves, but it explains the nexus that binds them, the forces that propel them into being. In Engels, 
Marx, and the socialist theories that developed from them and Hegel, the dialectical method is 
explained in opposition to the approach of the metaphysician, according to whom:

things and their mental reflexes, ideas, are isolated, are to be considered one after the other and 
apart from each other, are objects of investigation fixed, rigid, given once for all. He thinks in 
absolutely irreconcilable antitheses. “His communication is ‘yea, yea; nay, nay’; for whatsoever is 
more than these cometh of evil.”* For him a thing either exists or does not exist; a thing cannot 
at the same time be itself and something else. Positive and negative absolutely exclude one 
another; cause and effect stand in a rigid antithesis one to the other.
 At first sight this mode of thinking seems to us very luminous, because it is that of so-
called sound common sense. Only sound common sense, respectable fellow that he is, in the 
homely realm of his own four walls, has very wonderful adventures directly he ventures out into 
the wide world of research. And the metaphysical mode of thought, justifiable and necessary as 
it is in a number of domains whose extent varies according to the nature of the particular object 
of investigation, sooner or later reaches a limit, beyond which it becomes one-sided, restricted, 
abstract, lost in insoluble contradictions. In the contemplation of individual things, it forgets 
the connection between them; in the contemplation of their existence, it forgets the beginning 
and end of that existence; of their repose, it forgets their motion. It cannot see the wood for the 
trees. 29

In contrast to the static and atomistic approach of metaphysics, the dialectical method focuses pri-
marily not on things in isolation, but on the gaps and interrelations between them, an approach that 
is far more sensual, systemic, and therefore environmental:

When we consider and reflect upon Nature at large, or the history of mankind, or our own 
intellectual activity, at first we see the picture of an endless entanglement of relations and re-
actions, permutations and combinations, in which nothing remains what, where and as it was, 
but everything moves, changes, comes into being and passes away. We see, therefore, at first the 
picture as a whole, with its individual parts still more or less kept in the background; we observe 
the movements, transitions, connections, rather than the things that move, combine, and are 
connected. … everything is and is not, for everything is fluid, is constantly changing, constantly 
coming into being and passing away.30

28. Engels, “Dialectics of Nature,” 356.

29.	 Engels,	“Socialism:	Utopian	and	Scientific,”	128.	*Matthew,	5:37.	On	the	opposition	of	dialectics	to	metaphysics,	
or “the two world outlooks,” Mao Zedong said: “The metaphysical or vulgar evolutionist world outlook sees 
things as isolated, static and one-sided. It regards all things in the universe, their forms and their species, as 
eternally isolated from one another and immutable. Such change as there is can only be an increase or decrease 
in quantity or a change of place. Moreover, the cause of such an increase or decrease or change of place is not 
inside things but outside them, that is, the motive force is external. Metaphysicians hold that all the different kinds 
of	things	in	the	universe	and	all	their	characteristics	have	been	the	same	ever	since	they	first	came	into	being.	
All subsequent changes have simply been increases or decreases in quantity. They contend that a thing can only 
keep on repeating itself as the same kind of thing and cannot change into anything different. In their opinion, 
capitalist exploitation, capitalist competition, the individualist ideology of capitalist society, and so on, can all be 
found in ancient slave society, or even in primitive society, and will exist for ever unchanged. They ascribe the 
causes of social development to factors external to society, such as geography and climate. They search in an 
over-simplified	way	outside	a	thing	for	the	causes	of	its	development,	and	they	deny	the	theory	of	materialist	
dialectics which holds that development arises from the contradictions inside a thing. Consequently they can 
explain neither the qualitative diversity of things, nor the phenomenon of one quality changing into another. In 
Europe, this mode of thinking existed as mechanical materialism in the 17th and 18th centuries and as vulgar 
evolutionism at the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th centuries.” In: Zedong, “On Contradiction.”

30.	 Engels,	“Socialism:	Utopian	and	Scientific,”	127.



342

A metaphysical cartography is thus primarily preoccupied with a static kind of quantification, i.e., 
how much of what exists where. A dialectical approach, on the other hand, wishes to understand 
what is where, but in order to do so, it needs to understand its becoming, the process by which 
things come into being. In cartography, we might correlate the metaphysical approach with the land 
survey, especially in its most positivist version known as the zoning map, which isolates space into 
watertight juxtaposed surfaces defined according to function. The palimpsestic approach espoused 
by the landscape urbanism school in critique of the zoning map—as developed for example by the 
practices of Secchi-Viganò and Michel Desvigne—is much more dialectical. A layered palimpsest 
does not see things in isolation, it is able to weave objects and systems into a totality. Each layer re-
tains its relative autonomy from the whole and can be read in isolation, but the main focus is placed 
on the multiple relations it establishes to the other layers. Hence, the map becomes a system of sys-
tems. From this stratification, contradictions necessarily arise, since objects may belong to multiple 
layers at once. Contradiction is a fundamental tenet of the dialectical approach, which understands 
relationality not as a linear chain of deterministic cause and effect, but as the organic adaptation of 
things to each other. As a result of this multiple entanglement, inner conflicts are produced within an 
object, and those conflicts propel the object to change. Contradiction is hence the moving principle 
of things, their evolutionary drive. In the Little Red Book by revolutionary leader Mao Zedong, there 
is a short text titled “On Contradiction” that explain this process as follows:

As opposed to the metaphysical world outlook, the world outlook of materialist dialectics holds 
that in order to understand the development of a thing we should study it internally and in its 
relations with other things; in other words, the development of things should be seen as their 
internal and necessary self-movement, while each thing in its movement is interrelated to and 
interacts on the things around it. The fundamental cause of the development of a thing is not 
external but internal; it lies in the contradictoriness within the thing. … Changes in society are 
due chiefly to the development of the internal contradictions in society, that is, the contradic-
tion between the productive forces and the relations of production, the contradiction between 
classes and the contradiction between the old and the new; it is the development of these 
contradictions that pushes society forward and gives the impetus for the supersession of the old 
society by the new. Does materialist dialectics exclude external causes? Not at all. It holds that 
external causes are the condition of change and internal causes are the basis of change, and that 
external causes become operative through internal causes.31

This is relevant for cartography since, and as Henri Lefebvre noted, “Socio-political contradictions 
are realized spatially. The contradictions of space thus make the contradictions of social relations 
operative. In other words, spatial contradiction ‘express’ conflicts between socio-political interests 
and forces: it is only in space that such conflicts come effectively into play, and in so doing they 
become contradictions of space.”32 When we focus our maps on thresholds rather than objects, we 
necessarily move away from the static-metaphysical approach. A threshold is a spatial manifestation 
of a contradiction mediated by some sort of line, enclosure, or frontier. Focusing on the threshold 
requires addressing the relation between its opposing sides, which means understanding their antag-
onism and hence also their movement over time. Therefore, a map of a threshold always needs to be 
historical. 
 We thus arrive at the third principle, namely that cartography should be evolutionary. We 

31. Zedong, “On Contradiction.”

32. Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 365.
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have seen how thresholds mediate not only space but time. Hence, we understand how the idea 
that thresholds belong to ecology,while types belong to history, is itself a metaphysical separation. 
If we want to use the threshold as an environmental category for cartography, we need to map it 
in the longue durée. We can do this by combining the idea of the threshold and the historical type. 
Having abstracted the conduit, the patio, and the waste as the simplest categories that mediate the 
contradictions between the object of Bairro da Malagueira and its backgrounds of territory, dom-
esticity, and wilderness, we can typologically link them to previous forms that enacted the same sort 
of boundary historically. We hence get three triads of lines, enclosures, and frontiers that show us 
the evolution of each threshold and, overall, the environmental history of the site. The object is thus 
abstracted into a metabolism of thresholds, not isolated but interwoven, and the sequence of maps 
builds up a realist mirror of Malagueira understood as a living organism rather than a lifeless alien-
ated object. 
 This method inevitably produces the sort of ‘grand narrative’ that, as David McNally noted, 
both positivism and portmodernisty deride. Postmodernism, as we have seen, choses to focus on 
events, micro-histories, and perspectives of positionality. Conversely, “Positivism wants ‘the facts and 
just the facts’, its hyperempiricism displaying an allergy to any larger causes or purposes that might 
superintend the immediately observable ‘facts’.” This rejection of totalization has often to do with a 
misunderstanding of Hegel and Marx’s notion of teleology, i.e., the definition of the concrete as “the 
concentration of many determinations.” As stated above, teleology does not imply the type of mech-
anical determinism that would be characteristic of metaphysics. It simply means that everything 
that is always develops out of a context. And in reality, both positivism and postmodernity enter into 
a performative contradiction, since, “After all, a claim for no larger purposes or directionalities in 
nature and society is itself a grand narrative, a universal claim that cannot be disclosed from single 
events in and of themselves.” He continues:

Hegel’s fundamental argument in this regard is that life itself has a teleological dynamic, i.e. life 
is purposeful. As Hegel explains, all life obeys a tendency to preserve and reproduce itself. We 
cannot comprehend our world and ourselves outside of an understanding of such life purposes. 
…The standpoint of teleology can only be an organic one. A part of a living system is not a dis-
crete, self-sufficient atomic bit. The lungs do not exist simply to process oxygen unto themselves; 
they exist in relation to the heart, the circulatory system, and so on. It is the total organism that 
is alive—not the hands, eyes, or liver on their own. All of these organs have one overriding 
imperative—the reproduction of the total process of life—to which they are not equal on their 
own. Their functions make teleological sense only as an ensemble, only in their interconnections 
as parts whose purpose pertains to the whole, the living organism in its totality.33

In conclusion, the goal of this thesis has been to talk about architecture by talking around it, to see 
it as a threshold and turn the viewpoint towards the in-between, i.e., the invisibilized spatial and 
temporal backgrounds of the building.[Map 45] The thesis has two central goals, namely to defetishize 
the object and to denaturalize the environment. And it does so by presenting a cartographic method 
that is realist, relational and evolutionary, which is to say that it is materialist, dialectical, and histor-
ical. I have attempted to show how mapping environmental relations can help to explain, and not 
merely describe or measure, the historical processes of environmental production that architecture 
is a part of. Returning to our original topic, we might end with the following thought: architecture 

33. David McNally, “Intersections and Dialectics” in Bhattacharya (ed.), Social Reproduction Theory, 103.
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cannot escape the material conditions in which it is produced, and if the relations of production are 
everywhere driven by the market and the dictates of absolute private property, then there is little 
hope for an environmentally progressive architecture to arise. But we can refuse to participate in the 
obfuscation of the problem that object fetishism enacts. The rejection of “art for art’s sake” does not 
diminish architecture’s artistic potential. There is no detriment to aesthetics in politically committed 
art, theory, or architecture, on the contrary, there is the opportunity to construct a realist representa-
tion of reality, truthful to its place and time. I believe Siza’s proletarian islands set a good and hopeful 
example for that. They are rooted in a specific context, but they offer valuable lessons out of which 
general principles can be derived, whereby the actual beauty and the full potential of our discipline 
may cease to be stifled and vulgarized. That full potential might be something along these lines:

For us the work of an artist has no value ‘as such’, it does not represent an end in itself; it has 
no intrinsic beauty. The value of a work of art in our society is determined by its relationship 
to the community. In the creation of each great work of art the contribution of the architect is 
explicit, while the contribution of the community is latent. The artist, or the creative worker, 
invents nothing; there is no such thing as divine inspiration. Thus we understand by the term 
‘reconstruction’ the conquest of the unresolved, the ‘mysterious’, and the chaotic.
 In our architecture, as in our entire life, we are striving to create social order, i.e., to 
raise the instinctive to a conscious level. … Such an architecture will actively raise the general 
standard of living. This represents the dialectics of our development process, which purports to 
arrive at the affirmative by negation—a process similar to melting down old iron and forging it 
into new steel.34 •

34. Lissitzky, Russia: An Architecture for World Revolution, 141.
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Fig. 53. Ancient maps.
  Cristina Turconi, tracing of Bedolina Map, Valcamonica, 6th–4th century BCE. Source: TRACCE open access papers.
  Andrea Arcà, tracing of rock drawings in Paspardo, Valcamonica, 4th century BCE. Source: TRACCE open access papers.
	 	 Grace	Huxtable,	copy	of	erupting	volcano	painting	at	Çatalhöyük,	6200	BCE.	Source:	Mellart,	Çatal Hüyük.

Fig. 54. Roman maps.
  Illustrations of Roman urbanism is Manuscript Palatinus, ca. 9th century. Source: Vatican Library.
  Agrippa, Tabula Peutingeriana, c. 27 BCE–AD 14. Source: Bibliotheca Augustana.
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Fig. 55. Christian Medieval Maps.
  Hereford Mappa Mundi, ca. 1290. Source: Hereford Cathedral.
  Lucas Brandis, Rudimentum Novitorium, 1475. Source: Library of Congress.
  Duarte D’armas, Livro das Fortalezas, 1509–10. Source: Arquivo Nacional Torre do Tombo.

Fig. 56. Arab Medieval maps.
  Muhammad al-Idrisi, Tabula Rogeriana, 1154. Source: Gallica BNF.
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Fig. 57. Renaissance maps: Ptolemy’s Geography.
  Ptolomy, Geography, 150CE (15th cent. reproduction). Source: British Library.
  Pietro del Massaio from Ptolemy, Map of Rome, 1471. Source: Gallica BNF archive.

Fig. 59. Portolan charts.
  Piri Reis, Map of Rhodes, ca. 16th cent. Source: Walters Art Museum.
  Jorge de Aguiar, Portolan Chart of the Mediterranean, Western Europe and African Coast, 1492. Source: Beinecke Rare Book Library.

Fig. 58. Renaissance maps: vedute.
  Francesco Rosselli, View of Florence from the South West, ca. 1495.
  Source: Victoria and Albert Museulm.
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Fig. 61. Triangulation: The land survey.
  César-François Cassini de Thury, Description géométrique de la France, 1744. Source: Gallica BNF archive.
  William Lambton et al., Index Chart of the Great Trigonometrical Survey, 1870. Source: Survey of India.

Fig. 60. Mercator map.
  Gerardus Mercator, Nova et Aucta Orbis Terrae Descriptio ad Usum Navigantium Emendate Accommodata,1569. 
  Source: Gallica BNF archive.
  Comparative diagrams: Mercator projection; Gall-Peters projection; Oblique Mercator projection with curved rhumb lines.
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Fig. 62. Land surveys and the English enclosures.
  Enclosure Map of England, 1845 from Harriet Bradly, The Enclosures In England. Source: Internet Archive.
  Upton enclosure map, 1735. Source: Hampshire Archives and Local Studies.
  Leonardo Benevolo, The Origins of Modern Town Planning, 1971
  a) The village of Balscott in 1768, common land farmed in small strips; b) The same village after enclosure of common land; c) Suburbs of Nottingham.

Fig. 63. Land surveys and the colonization of the New World.
  Thomas Holme, A Mapp of Ye Improved Part of Pensilvania in America, Divided Into Countyes, Townships and Lotts, ca. 1700.
  Birds eye view of Philadelphia and vicinity showing location of the Philadelphia & Reading Railroad, ca. 1870. 
  Source: Library of Congress.
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Fig. 64. From description to survey.
  Georg Braun, Olissippo quae nunc Lisboa, ciuitas amplissima Lisitaniae, ad Tagum, 1598. Source: Almamater archive.
  Reconstruction plan of Lisbon after the 1755 earthquaque, 1786. Source: BDH archive.
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Map 45. Malagueira’s thresholds: Conduit, Patio, Waste.
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Malagueira de Álvaro Siza.” Master diss., Universidade Lusíada, Lisbon, 2006.

   Source: ASSUNÇÃO, Maria José de Almeida, “Estudo sobre os ciganos residentes em 
acampamentos na cidade de Évora.” Master diss., Universidade Aberta, Lisboa, 2019.

Map 34.  Housing ownership and phasing.
   Drawn from: SEABRA, Nuno Miguel da Silva, “Construir, Habitar, Pensar o Bairro da 

Malagueira de Álvaro Siza.” Master diss., Universidade Lusíada, Lisbon, 2006.

Map 35.  The Malagueira cul-de-sac: the camps, so-called ‘Iraq’, and unbuilt welfare programs.
   Drawn from: Google Maps, Municipal CAD sources, and project documents from Álvaro 

Siza’s archive.

Map 36.  Campsite at Parque das Fontanas.
   Drawn from: Google Maps, Municipal CAD sources, and project documents from Álvaro 

Siza’s archive.

Map 37.  Campsite at Q.ta do Redondo e Torrão.
   Drawn from: Google Maps, Municipal CAD sources, and project documents from Álvaro 

Siza’s archive.

Map 38.  So-called ‘Iraq’ and vacant lot of unbuilt parish.
   Drawn from: Google Maps, Municipal CAD sources, project documents from Álvaro 

Siza’s archive, and SANTOS, João António Galhardo dos, “A Malagueira como Nunca 
Foi.” Master diss., Universidade de Évora, Évora, 2017.

Map 39.  Broadway II.
   Drawn from: Municipal CAD sources, project documents from Álvaro Siza’s archive, and 

SANTOS, João António Galhardo dos, “A Malagueira como Nunca Foi.” Master diss., 
Universidade de Évora, Évora, 2017.

Map 40.  Jardim dos Socalcos.
   Drawn from: Municipal CAD sources and project documents from Álvaro Siza’s archive.

Map 41.  Broadway II plan and elevations.
   Drawn from: Google Maps, Municipal CAD sources, and project documents from Álvaro 

Siza’s archive.
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Map 42.  The new megalatifundiary economy.
   Precipitation map drawn from: GIRÃO, Aristides de Amorim, Atlas de Portugal, Coimbra: 

Gráfica	de	Coimbra,	1941.	

   Red Alentejo map drawn from: LAVRADOR, Ana, “Região e Identidade—O Caso do 
Alentejo”	in	VI	Congresso	da	Geografia	Portuguesa,	17-20	October	2007,	Lisbon.	

   Aridity map drawn from: COELHO, Celeste and VALENTE, Sandra, “Envolvimento dos 
agentes	locais	na	identificação	e	na	implementação	de	soluções	para	o	combate	à	
desertificação	e	degradação	do	solo”	in	FIGUEIREDO,	T.,	FONSENCA,	F.	and	NUNES,	L.	
(eds.), Proteção do Solo e Combate à Desertificação: oportunidade para as regiões trans-
fronteiriças. Bragança: Instituto Politécnico de Bragança, pp. 37- 46.

Map 43.  Intensive irrigation farming in the Alentejo.
   Drawn from: Google Maps, Municipal CAD sources, and MONTEIRO, Chrystel Nunes, 

“Evolução da Paisagem de Montado na Área Abrangida pelo FEMA: O Caso de Estudo 
do Concelho de Beja.” Master diss. Universidade de Évora, 2016.

Map 44.  Public facilities and unbuilt projects.
   Drawn from: Google Maps, Municipal CAD sources, and project documents from Álvaro 

Siza’s archive.

Map 45.  Malagueira’s thresholds: Conduit, Patio, Waste.
   Drawn from: Google Maps, Municipal CAD sources, and project documents from Álvaro 

Siza’s archive.

Extra credits for photographs of the CME photography archive:

Fig. 8.  Method and Structure.
   Eduardo Nogueira, Aspecto parcial da Praça do Giraldo, ca. 1920–1955; António 

Passaporte, Jardim do Claustro do Convento da Cartuxa, 1960.

Fig. 13.  Site views of Évora’s arcade.
   Eduardo Nogueira, Interior da loja Urbana, 1937; Inácio Martinho, Fonte da Praça do 

Giraldo, ca. 1980–90; David Freitas, Fachada da Archiminio Caeiro na Praça do Giraldo 
(edifício da Sociedade Harmonia Eborense), ca. 1960; Unknown photographer, Teatro 
Garcia de Resende e Largo Joaquim António de Aguiar, ca. 1945; David Freitas, Celeiro 
Comum, unknown date; Unknown photographer, Ruinas fingidas no jardim Público, ca. 
first	half	of	twentieth	century;	António	Passaporte,	Rossio de São Brás, ca. 1940–50.

Fig. 45.  Intensive irrigation farming: the new megalatifundium.
   Eduardo Nogueira, Ceifeiras no campo, ca. 1930–40; Unknown photographer, Vara de 

porcos no campo,	ca.	first	half	of	twentieth	century.
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