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J nlm Turner's book is about housing, but it is also about the 
ba-.ic things in people's lives, the forces that control them 
and what people themselves are able to control. As Colin 
\Y.trd !>ays in his Preface, Turner is ~tsomething much rarer 
than a housing expert: he is a philosopher of housing, seek
ing amwers to questions which are so fundamental that they 
seldom get asked." 

Similar in many ways to the works of Ivan Illich and E. F. 
Schumacher, Hou.sing- bJ• People also expresses the belief 
that networks of people can takehol<l of their own surround
ings and order them intelligently without experts to decide 
what they need. Turner shows that in housing a most basic 
part of our daily environment has escaped our grasp. Gsing 
examples from underdeveloped as well as developed coun
tries, he describes the kind of housing that has been imposed 
upon people by their governments and sets it against what 
individual communities can achieve when allowed to help 
determine the housing they will have. He argues con
vincingly that housing policies need not be dictated by cen
tral governments but can he put under local control. This is 
not to say that housing must be left to free enterprise or that 
modern technology should be abandoned; Turner main
tains that local communities can he gi,en access to national 
resources for meeting their own needs. 

John F. C. Turner is now an independent consultant on 
low-income housing policies and teaches architecture in 
London. For many years, he was at the Harvard/ MIT Joint 
Center for Urban Studies and was a lecturer at MIT. 
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Who will clc.·t:tdo how h111it; liln nouda nro 
to ho a■ll111cd7 Goverumcmt agr.ncie,? Giant 
cor11ornlicm1? Or people thomaelvoo? These 
111111allon11 have b1Jen ■skod in the field, of 
i,dur.atlon and health c:are. Today lhey ere 
being ■11kcd with a apur:iel urgency in the 
field of hou11lng an well. 

As Robm·t Fichter writ<~s in Uac Preface: 
'Thi!; i ~1 11 hook c:oncerund with lhc oclivity 

cullr:cl housing. F rnm u varinly of perspec
l iv1 ·H, lho authors cxamim~ the parlicipalion 
w· lu1:k of purlicipalion of dwellers them
nclvos in thnl aclivily. Their conclusions . .. 
aro lhal as dwellers lose crmlrol over their 
li ving t;uvironnicnls , slwllcr l>r.comes a com
mod'ily of d1;crcasiug vnlitc to th e individual 
nncl orien an inordinate expense to society." 

The authors, experienced in val'ious fields 
;111d in many co1mlries of lhe world, expose 
tho wastefulness of institutionalized hous
inr, and show, by contrast, how self-fulfilling 
a11tl productive the housing process can be 
whim the user is in control. 

The answer to the universal dissatisfac
t io11 with mass housing (and to the literal 
bunkn1ptcy of many public housing projects 
in Lh11 ll.S.) is provided by individuals, com-
111unity g!'oups, and other grassroots organi
zations which have brought back dwellers' 
lradilional freedom to sponsor, build, or 
simply to manage their own homes. Housing 
is a paradigm of all human activities. Some 
appwaches to housing are models of how 
tJrnse activities can be perverted. But when 
Lhc user is in control, those activities can 
begin to achieve their natural expression. 

William Grindley shows how 160,000 U.S. 
families, of all income levels, annually build 
their own homes, saving 1/s the construc
tion costs of equivalent commercially built 
homes. Richard Spohn details legislation to 
support and extend the network of locally 

(Continued on back flap) 
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?as gone, and continues to go abroad . 
investment profits to big c·t fi . to pay for 01I and 
most of th I y nanc1ers. On the other hand 

e money spent on the far chea er I . ' 
adaptable and convenient houses has gone a ~ ' P. easing, 
go to small builders and artisans and fa I n continues to 
financiers and manufacturers , . r ess mo~ey goes to 
materials and e · of imported high-energy 
locally controll~u~:~:· hTha~ks to the freedom which the 
and even to build for th as gten to the people to decide 
labour i . . emse ves, the demand for local 
have ex:r~~~t~~f: and ~he ~ene?ts stay with those who 
and responsibility. own imagination and initiative, skills 

3. THE VALUE OF HOUSING 

What it does versus what it is 

In the first two chapters I argued that the construction 
and maintenance of adequate housing, at prices people and 
society can afford, depends on the investment of resources 
which households themselves control. This argument has 
been based, in part, on the observati(?n that the willingness 
of people to invest their energy and initiative and their 
savings or other material resources depends on the 
satisfactions they experience or expect as a result. 

For large organizations to provide adequate housing, 
they must standardize procedures and products in order to 
operate economically. By necessity this conflicts with the 
local and personal variety of housing priorities which this 
chapter examines. It will explain how it is that the larger 
the organization and the more centralized management 
becomes the more frequent and the greater the mismatches 
are bound to be between people's housing priorities and the 
housing they get. As the mismatches increase, so does the 
users' dissatisfaction. As a result, their investment of local 
and personal resources decreases and other resources must 
be found as substitutes. These are generally heavy 
equipment and complex technologies suitable for 
centralized organization which they further reinforce. As 
these demand high proportions of scarce and increasingly 
costly resources, such as fossil-fuelled technologies and 
highly paid bureaucracies, financial inflation is inevitable. 
Any further streamlining of centrally administered housing 
systems to reduce costs only exacerbates what is becoming 
a vicious cycle where only the very wealthy or a heavily 
subsidized minority can expect to be adequately housed. 
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This and the next two chapters deal with the questions of 
values and standards, the economies and costs they help to 
determine, the demands and structure of authority that 
both generate society's values and economies and that are 
reinforced by them. These issues and problems are 
illustrated by the experience of ordinary people in common 
situations. Similar cases can be found in most 
contemporary urban contexts and I could have used 
examples from Ahmedabad or Boston. But the Mexican 
studies are more detailed and have been selected more 
rigorously, as well as being from a context that is neither 
exceptionally rich nor very poor. The case studies are from 
.work-in-progress by Tomasz Sudra at MIT at the time of 
writing. This work is part of a long-term programme of 
research we initiated together in 1971 . 

Twenty-five in-depth case studies of moderate and lower
income households in metropolitan Mexico have been 
methodically selected from surveys to represent the 
common range of social situations and physical 
environments. Some of the poorest dwellings, materially 
speaking, were clearly the best, socially speaking, and 
some, but not all of the highest standard dwellings, were the 
most socially oppressive. One is shown in Fig. 19. The 
shack was occupied by a young car painter temporarily 
supporting his wife and small children as a ragpicker. The 
house (Fig. 20) was occupied by a sick and semi-employed 
mason, his underemployed wife and their student son. The 
shack was a highly supportive environment for the car 
painter's family, while the house was an excessively 
oppressive environment for the others. This apparent 
paradox, created by false values and confused language, is a 
very common one, especially in the majority of low-income 
countries as well as, and perhaps increasingly, in countries 
like Britain. 
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Fig. 19. The provisional shack of a car ~ainter•~ fa~y tem_porarily_ depend
ent on rag-picking in a garbage dump !" Mex_1co City: Being rent free and 
close to work, urban facilities and rclauves, th1s materially very poor dwell
ing actually maximizes the family's opportunities for betterment. 
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Fig. 20. The modem standard house of a semi-employed mason, his unem
ployed wife and their student son. This materially high-standard dwelling, 
isolating the family from its sources of livelihood and demanding over half 
its income for the (subsidized) rent-purchase and utility payments, mini
mizes opportunities for betterment. 
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The supportive shack 

There had been a series of unusually wet seasons in 
Mexico so that paint drying took too long and the turn-over 
was too small for the car painter to make a living. In order 
to keep going, the family had moved in with a comadre (God
mother) who gave his family the use of her backyard and 
the facilities of her own house for as long as they needed it. 
The comadre was a pepenadora, or rag-picker, who had been 
allocated a new house when the shanty town by the dump, 
in which she and her neighbours and fellow rag-pickers 
previously lived, was eradicated by the public authorities. 
As a leader among the pepenadores, the comadre was able to 
give thr car painter access to the dump from which he was 
able to make a fair living. The car painter was earning 
about 900 pesos, or approximately 20 per cent more than 
the absolute minimum for subsistence - just a little more 
than what is subsequently referred to as a subsistence income.• 

1 In the sense used in this essay, a person, family, or household (living 
in a cash economy) has a subsistence iT1co111e when they must spend between 
80 and 90 per cent "On food and fuel alone if they are to cat well enough to 
keep themselves in good health. Close observations in Peru, corroborated 
by evidence from Mexico and other contexts, suggests that the poorest 
can often avoid payment for other essentials. Housing can be free 
through squatting or doubling up with friends or relatives (as in the case 
described in this chapter) and the journey to work may be made on foot. 
In many cases, the official 'minimum wage' is roughly the equivalent of a 
subsistence income for a family of median size in rapidly urbanizing 
coul'ltries (two or three adults and three or four children). As this version 
of a subsistence income is cross-culturally applicable to urban economies 
it is a convenient unit of income measurement permitting comparisons 
between totally different contexts without complicated and often mis
leading calculations of monetary exchange rates. A growing body of 
empirical evidence also suggest that there are some widely applicable 
generalizations with regard to multiples of the subsistence income unit. 
In Indian, North and East African, as well as South and Central 
American contexts the income threshold between those who can and 
cannot afford housing to approved official minimum standards 
(remarkably similar in remarkably dissimilar countries) appears to be 
between four and five times the subsistence level as I have defined it. It 
takes abo'..lt twice as much (8 to 10 times subsistence) to pay for a stan
dard of living similar to that enjoyed by median income families in highly 
industrialized and urbanized countries. 
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Thanks to its rent-free accommodation, the family has a 
small surplus for saving toward its anticipated move, 
perhaps towards the purchase of a plot ?f land and t?e 
construction of its own permanent dwell!ng. Th~ fam_1ly 
pays its share of the utilities - its shac~ ts supphed w_1th 
electricity from the comadre's house, ~nd 1t u~e_s _the running 
water, washing, bathing and toilet fac1ht1es._ In the 
relatively mild climate of Mexico City the poorly insulated 
shack is not too great a hardship as long as the roof keeps 
the rain out - which it does adequately thanks to the use of 
plastic and other materials culled from the dump. Together 
with the use of the enclosed and private backyard, the 
family has plenty of personal space for its domestic life. It is 
well located both for work and social activities. There are 
shops and s~hools for the three children in the immediate 
vicinity, so little or no money has to_ be spe:°t on 
transportation. Its security of tenure is . mves_ted m the 
compadra,zgo (God-parent/God-child)_ relauonsh1p between 
the car painter and the owner-occupier of t_he p~operty. ~s 
long as this relationship holds, th~ car~painter s family 1s 
secure, and it is rare that such relat10nsh1ps are broken. . 

The car painter's family is young. It is also optimistic 
about its future prospects and the couple ~re confide:°t a~d 
self-respecting. Barring accidents and maJor ?epress~ons in 
the national economy - both of which are qmte possible, of 
course and are bound to be sources of anxiety - it is very 
likely ~hat the family will greatly improve its soci~l an~ 
economic condition in the course of the car painter s 
working lifetime. . . 

Being young, healthy and m?t1vated by exp~ctat~o~s. of 
future achievements, the car painter household s pnont1es 
are well matched by the housing services they have: T~ey 
therefore need to maximize opportunities for the realization 
of the family's hopes and expectations, and they make the 
best use of their surplus - in this case to save as much of 
their income as possible in order to be able to take 
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advantage of opportunities as they arise. A very common 
opportunity could be a steady job that would justify 
investment in a permanent home. This in turn, would 
provide a substantial degree of security against risks of 
accident, economic depression or political upheavals. The 
family's present strategy, therefore, is to minimize housing 
expenditure. In order to do so, the family must be within 
walking distance of the earners' places of work and to other 
essential services. The physical quality of the shelter is 
secondary and almost anything will do as long as the health 
of the family is not unduly threatened, especially by 
contaminated water or exposure to damp and cold. As the 
family is on the look-out for new job opportunities, which 
may be in any part of the city or even in other cities, it must 
be free to ntove at short notice. Meanwhile, of course, 
continuity of tenure is important. 

All these conditions are met by the car painter's shack. 
While the family would undoubtedly enjoy a higher 
standard dwelling this is relatively unimportant. In fact the 
car painter declined the comadre's offer of a room within her 
house as he did not want to risk damaging their 
relationship. This materially very poor dwelling was 
extremely well located for the family at that time; the form 
of tenancy was ideal, giving them security without 
commitment and the freedom to move at short notice; and 
the shelter itself provided all the essentials at minimum 
cost. The shack was, therefore, an admirable support for 
their actual situation and a vehicle for the realization of 
their expectations. 

The oppressive house 

The mason's modern standard house is disastrously 
unsatisfactory. Previously resident in a shanty town not far 
from their present site on the edge of the city, this family 
had been instrumental in pressing for rehousing when the 
existence of the shanty town was threatened by the 

60 

.c;;;;.;1;•1:1:a:::z:1EC1ai•m•m::a:=::::ilc:ill-----------------. 

government authorities_. Before_ reloca~ion in the Vice~te 
Guerrero public housmg proJect (Fig. 20) the family 
supported itself from a small shop serving tourists and fro~ 
the elderly husband's irregular employment as ~ semi
skilled mason. The family had a low income but with low 
housing and transportation expenditures, it was able to e~t 
reasonably well and maintain a fair level of health. Their 
reported income during the period !mmediat~ly before the 
move was about three times the subsistence m1mmum. 

This family now lives in a vastly improved modern _house, 
equipped with basic mode~~ services ~nd con~emences. 
However, this 'improvement 1s endangenn~ the hves of the 
family members, and in human and econor:n_1c terms ha~ led 
to a dangerous deterioration of their cond1t1on. lnc_red1bly, 
the family is required to spend 55 per cent of its total 
income to meet the rent-purchase and utility payments. On 
top of this, the working members must pay another 5 per 
cent for public transportation to work - ~ total o~ at least 60 
per cent of a reduced income on housmg services_ alone. 
Before the family was spending 5 per cent of a_ larger mcome 
on their housing and journeys to work combined, and they 
could both eat well and save a proportion of their total 
income. Now or at the time of the interviews in 1973, it is 
hard to see how they can survive as long as they maintain 
their rent-purchase and utility payments. If the assessme~t 
of subsistence living costs are approximately correct, this 
family is now forced to cut down its minimum food budget 
by about 60 per cent. . . . 

This family's situation would not be quite so bad 1f, m 
addition to the dramatic rise of their expenditure, they had 
not also suffered a substantial reduction of their income 
through the loss of the vending business which is forbidden 
in their new location. This double loss is typical of 'housing 
improvement' programmes for low and very low-inco:11e 
people. In spite of the anxieties create~ by overspendmg 
(sometimes on household goods which they feel are 
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appropriate to their new surrounds) or the risks of eviction 
for rent arrears, people appreciate the comforts of higher 
standard homes. An unpublished study of rehoused 
squatters in Rio de Janeiro 2 confirms the common-sense 
expectation that people like comfort. In the Brazilian case 
some households that had given up paying rents that they 
could not afford were actually improving their flats . Laying 
down a parquet floor, for example, is a way of consolidating 
de facto tenure and a defence against eviction. 

But it also confirms that the price paid is often 
d!sprop?rtionately high and that much damage is done by 
dislocating people, by disrupting their economies, and by 
greatly reducing their social and economic security - far 
more than by allowing them to remain in materially poor 
surroundings. • 

Of course there is a danger that these facts can be used as 
an argument for laissez-faire. But they can also be used to 
argue for major changes of government housing and urban 
development policy. Changes in these conventional 
redevelopment programmes that appear beneficial but 
which, by evading the vital issues of building land and 
housing finance, are in fact instruments of oppression 
widening the gap between the poor and the rich. 

The semi-retired mason's household is an elderly one, in 
contrast to that of the young car painter's. The mason and 
his wife were respectively 55 and 54 years old and had one 
son of 15. Their expectations for the future were low - at 
best the family could hope to maintain itself at a tolerable 
if very low level. The husband was ill and unable to work a~ 
the time of the interview. The son was likely to split off and 
the elderly couple could not rely on their child for much 
support. Their main priority, therefore, was security. At 
their previous location in the shanty town - and like the 

2 
Barney Rush, From Favela to Conjunto: The Experience of Squatters 

Removed to Low-Cost Housing m Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, Unpublished Paper 
Harvard University, 1974 ' 
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car-painter's family in their present location - the 
household optimized its budget by minimizing its housing 
expenditure. In its present (1973) housing situation 
however, the household is being forced to maximize its 
housing expenditures - not minimize them. Its budget is 
not a function of the household's priorities but, rather, of 
external conditions which are imposing an economic 
behaviour contrary to the members' interests. 

In their previous situation there was a positive match 
between their priorities and their housing services. The 
family's housing priorities were naturally for security of 
tenure and access to their sources of livelihood. As events 
proved with the clearance of their shanty home, they did 
not have secure tenure, but they did have immediate access 
to their main source of income - their stall selling to 
tourists. The mason had good public transport connections 
to areas where there was work. The family was also able to 
economize on housing as they lived rent free and had only 
to pay for electricity. They were therefore able to maintain 
their rudimentary but tolerable shack in order. They were 
able to feed and clothe themselves reasonably well, and 
most importantly, they could save for security in their old 
age. 

In their present situation they have lost nearly all these 
advantages and they acquired others of secondary 
importance. They lost access to a major source of income 
and as events proved, were unable to maintain the absurdly 
high level of housing expenditure. This had a two-edged 
effect: not only were they less secure in their tenure than 
before, but they were also unable to provide for their 
approaching old age; and, of course, their food and clothing 
needs were sacrificed for the benefits of their greatly 
improved shelter . Whether the family was more 
comfortable or not, with the anxiety and hunger that they 
certainly experienced as soon as their savings were used up, 
is a not-so-open question. 3 
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I The issue of housing value 

If t?e us~f ul_ness of housing for its principal users, the 
occupiers, 1s independently variable from the material 
stan~ards of the goods and services provided as the case 
studies and other sources show, then conventional 
measur~s _of housing value can be grossly misleading. As 
l~ng as 1t Is erro~eously ass~med that a house of materially 
higher standard IS necessarily a better house then housing 
problems will be mis-stated in terms of the n~mber of 'sub
standard' units 'needed' - that is, the difference between 
the number of households and the number of standard or 
a?ove standard units occupied at acceptable densities in a 
g1ve1:1 are~ and period. So long as these assumptions 
continue, It follows that the solution of such 'problems' is 
the replacement of sub-standard by standard or above
stand~rd units. The evidence quoted above shows that 
'solut10ns' of th~s ~ind can greatly increase the problems 
~uff ere~ by their intended beneficiaries. And this is an 
mcreasmgly common observation in all contexts from 
~ritain. to, Brazil where major 'slum clearance' and 
rehousing schemes have been carried out. 

This co1'.f~sion and ~onsequent error can only be avoided 
by recogmzmg the different meanings of 'housing' and 
'value' and by using them properly. Market values are of 
course, different from human values . ' 

In English the word 'housing' means both the stock of 
?welling units (a noun) and the process by which that stock 
is created and maintained (a verb).4 It is entirely 
reasonable to speak about the market value of houses. It is 

3Since the intervfews with this family in 1973, the subsidy on cor
nmeal, the staple diet of the poor, has been withdrawn and the price of 
tort!llas an? bread doubled overnight. This family is no longer living in 
Umd3;d Vicente Guerrero - hopefully they were able to sub-let and re
estabh~h then:is~l~es in a situation similar to the one they were moved 
from with the 1ll1c1t proceeds. 

4 
John F. C. Turner, Housing as a Verb, in.Freedom to Build, op. cit. 
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also entirely reasonable to speak about the human and 
social values of housing action, or housing processes. But it 
is absurd to mix these sets of terms and their meanings. As 
the cases show, the performance of housing, ie what it does 
for people is not described by housing standards, ie what it 
is, materially speaking. Yet this linguistic inability to 
separate process from product and social value from market 
value is evident in both commercial and bureaucratic 
language. 

Social and institutional processes have many more or less 
quantifiable aspects; but, considered as understandable 
wholes, they are only partly quantifia~le. Monetary or 
market values cannot be placed on them. And it is a 
disturbing sign of the decay of language and values in the 
modern world that official housing, building and planning 
terminology universally confuses the meanings of housing 
and of housing value. 

It seems that all national and international housing and 
planning agencies mis-state housing problems by applying 
quantitative measures to non- or only partly quantifiable 
realities. Only in an impossible world of limitless resources 
and perfect justice -where people could have their cake and 
eat it too - could there be a coincidence of material and 
human values. For the present we must accept that as long 
as there are unsatisfied desires for material goods and 
services people must choose between the cakes they can 
afford to eat. So long as this fact of life remains, and as long 
as people's priorities vary, the usefulness of things will vary 
independently of their material standard or monetary 
value. 

The vast majority of officials and professionals keep 
recommending the destruction of people's homes in order 
to solve those same people's 'housing problems ' by 
providing them with alternatives either they or society 
cannot afford. In a world of grossly maldistributed 
resources and injustice, this is a huge, but very black joke. 
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Such stupidities are inevitable as long as those who 
perpetuate them have confused their values and lost their 
common sense of life's wholeness. 

Housing problems restated 

Georges Bernanos wrote that there is no greater evil than 
a problem mis-stated. Problems cannot be properly stated, 
however, unless the underlying issues are understood. All 
the evidence presented in this book is to show that housing 
problems can be restated in the light of human values that 
must be placed on housing processes. Together, they 
provide entirely reasonable interpretations and indicate 
actions that are both feasible and desirable for all 
concerned with well-being. 

The real questions are those of human suffering and 
pollution, as they are directly associated with dwellings, 
their provision, and their management. Quantitative 
methods cannot describe the relationships between things, 
people and nature - which is just where experience and 
human values lie. They may be essential for determining 
resource allocation, and as aids in identifying complex 
systems and their components, but quantitative methods 
can only indicate, not measure, non-quantifiable 
components - the human realities of housing. Only by 
standing Lord Kelvin 's dictum on its head can one make 
sense of it: nothing of real value is measurable. 

Questions about the consequences of housing in people's 
lives can only be asked in words that describe processes and 
relationships. Housing must, therefore, be used as a verb 
rather than as a noun - as a process that subsumes 
products. Real values are those that lie in the relationships 
between the elements of housing action - between the actors, 
their activities and their achievements. 

I use an adaptation of Patrick Geddes' (1877) and 
Bertalanffy's (1948) general systems models as basic 
descriptors of any particular housing process in its context 
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- as a subsystem of the larger system or systems of which it 
can been seen as a part. Any subject matter of value must 
have three elements: people, the things they do, and the 
relationships between the two. Or, as Geddes expressed it: 
organism - function - environment (where function is the 
relationship and both organism and environment are acting 
on each other). In the simplest useful terms, any specific 
housing process can be described as the interaction of the 
people (or actors) and their products (or achievements) 
through the medium of their roles and responsibilities (or 
activities.) As any such process must take place in a larger 
context in which the actors live (and have a multiplicity of 
other and independently variable relationships), and in 
which their achievements exist, there are three other 
elements: the pre-existant context, the subsequently modified 
context, and the direct relationships between them which by
pass the particular process. Bertalanffy's simplified general 
systems model recognizes these direct relationships or feed
backs (and feed-forwards). In housing these are the actors' 
future expectations from their past experience. Following 
Bertalanffy, these basic terms can be conveniently arranged 
thus (Fig. 21 ). 

Previous 
CONTEXT 

Fc«l-forwartl from 
PASTEXPERIENGE 

OrganiJmor _ Funetionor _ Environm('ntor 
AC.1'ORS AC.'TIVITIES ACHIEVEMENTS 

Fccd-baekrrom 
FUTURE EXPEGTA TIO NS 

modified 
CONTF:XT 

On the understanding that the actors' or decisionmakers' will and their reasons 
are functions of their past experience and future expectations, the model may be 
stated as the following composite question: Under what circumstances, will who do 
what, why and with what consequences? 

Fig. 21. A simplified model for the housing process based on Geddes and 
Bertalanffy. 
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It should be noted, however, that time does not flow from 
left to right so much as from the bottom up. Although there 
is a temporal sequence from existing to modified context, 
the three elements of the subject coexist and contextual 
modifications occur the moment an action is conceived. 

Housing problems only arise when housing processes, 
that is housing goods and services and the ways and means 
by which they are provided, cease to be vehicles for the 
fulfilment of their users' lives and hopes. As the cases 
described above show, this may have nothing to do with the 
relative material standard of dwellings. To be of any 
positive and constructive use, housing problems must be 
restated in terms that indicate burdens or barriers created 
by housing procedures, goods and services; or in terms of 
waste resulting from the failure to use available resources, 
or the misuse and non-use of resources. 

Values, measurement and indicators 

'To undertake to measure the ·immeasurable is absurd 
and constitutes but an elaborate method of moving from 
preconceived notions to foregone conclusions. '5

Those who agree with Schumacher and reject the 
preconceived notions on which statistically defined 
'housing problems' are based, and who therefore reject the 
conventionally foregone conclusion that houses of higher 
material standard are necessarily better than those with 
lower ones, must find an appropriate way of stating the 
problem. 

The notion of quantifiable measures for human use 
values must be replaced by matching individual needs with 
housing - that is, procedures, goods, and services. As 
pointed out above, and as experienced by everyone who has 
to make a personal housing decision, the vital matches have 
to do with location and access to people and places, with 
tenancy and transferability, and with privaty and comfort. 

5 E. F. Schumacher, Small is Beaulifttl, Blond & Briggs, London, 1974 
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Only the last item can be easily quantified and then the 
information can be grossly misleading, as already shown. 
Even if it were possible to quantify all these factors, it would 
be a useless exercise because one's priorities vary, often 
considerably and very rapidly, as one's situation changes. 
The quantities of houses, or forms of tenure, or even 
locations, tell us very little about the problems that 
households actually experience. If one already has a clear 
idea of the pattern of priorities in a given situation then, of 
course, these facts can be valuable indicators. They can point 
to the values of specific sets of housing procedures, goods 
and services, but they will not describe or measure them. 

The obvious fact that use values cannot be quantified 
worries those who assume that housing can only be 
satisfactorily supplied by large-scale organizations. The 
immeasurability of use values is not in the least perturbing 
to the conventional capitalist. His value system can only 
admit the existence of market values in the sphere of 
commercial production, distribution and consumption. If 
what is good for General Motors is good for the country, 
then it must also be good for the citizen. The conventional 
socialist, on the other hand, has always been perturbed by 
the conflict of use and market values - and the more he or 
she clings to a faith in large organizations (and centralizing 
technologies) the greater the conflict becomes. On the other 
hand those who do not believe that large organizations can 
supply all people with personal goods and services, those 
who have neither a capitalistic nor an authoritarian 
outlook, need find no conflict or paradox. Material 
quantities and market values can be useful, even essential, 
indicators of use value, or of harmonies and tensions between 
supply and demand. But this principle can only be of use to 
those who see that the role of central administrations must 
be limited to ensuring personal and local access to essential 
resources - such as, in the case of housing, appropriate 
technologies, land and credit. 
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The real problem 
In other words, to state the problem of housing (or of any 

other personal and necessarily local service) depends on 
who needs the statement and what it is used for. 

If housing is treated as a mass-produced consumer 
product, human use values must be substituted for material 
values. Whether these are capitalistic market values or state 
socialist productivity values is immaterial. Both inevitably 
inhibit the investment of personal and local resources on 
which the housing supply itself ultimately depends - as 
explained in the first two chapters. However sensitive 
individuals in such heteronomous systems may be, they are 
Jocked into positions in which this contradiction is 
inescapable. But if housing problem statements are needed 
by planners and administrators of non-authoritarian and 
genuinely socialist societies, then their purposes are quite 
different. There is no inherent contradiction between the 
planners, needs and those of the people they serve. 

As already pointed out and as will be explained more 
ful1y later, in a democratic and genuinely socialist context 
planning and administration are legislative processes 
limited to actions essential to establish and maintain an 
equitable distribution of resources. For centrally 
administered heteronomous societies, the quantitative 
information needed for such distribution is extremely 
complex, but in the case of non-authoritarian societies, the 
quantitative information needed is quite different and far 
simpler. All that the latter's central planners need to know 
is the pent-up demand for resources and large-scale 
infrastructure (public utilities and community facilities) 
which cannot be provided at local levels. Instead of needing 
to know how many houses are or will be demanded in a 
given place and time or for a given social sector the planners 
and administrators need only know the approximate 
quantities of building materials, tools and labour, land and 
credit that will be required. So long as the rules within 
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which building, management and maintenance take place 
ensure tolerable economy and justice, the local forms of 
these elements can be left to the people and the locai 
entrepreneurs that serve them. 

It is an unproven assertion that the problems which 
people actually suffer from - distortions of their household 
economies, social and geographic dislocations, insecurities 
of tenure or immobility, and discomfort and the lack of 
privacy - can be indicated by ratios and proportions of 
qu~ntifiable factors. It is more of a working hypothesis, 
denved from my own studies in Peru in the sixties, and 
thos~ . Tomasz Sudra and I have been carrying out in 
Mexico for the past few years. We have tentatively 
concl~ded that two sets of factors are needed: a financially 
quantifiable set, and another which cannot be given 
monetary values with any consistency or comparability. 

Monetary factors 

On the fi~ancial side, the significant factors are: personal 
household income in relation to the price paid (for rent or 
amortization and other running costs); the cost to the 
suppliers of the services provided (of land, buildings and 
their servicing), and the assets owned by the occupants. In a 
'planned economy' there is supposed to be n~ such thing as 
' market value' or assets in the form of 'equity' - the share of 
that value accruing to the owner-occupiers after paying off 
mortgag_es or other liens. But, in most cases, there is a 
market m personal property, including houses - whether 
officially recognized or not. 

The car-painter family 's supportive shack shows a 
positive balance (Fig. 22b); the negligible price paid (a 
small contribution to his comadre as a share of utilities) is a 
positive imbalance with the household income - indicating, 
of course, a cost and possible imbalance for someone else in 
this case, the comadre whose yard the shack is occupying 
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Comparaliue Evaluations 
The windmill diagrams 
show the balances and 
trade-offs, and Lhe im
balances and stresses 
between the principal 
housing values in the 
case histories used to 
illustrate the argument. 

One set (22b-f) shows 
the pat terns of monetary 
values and the other 
(23b-f) shows the non
monetary value patterns. 
By separating these ac
counts and by high
J ighting the ratios and 
proportions of key 
values, the arbitrariness 
and distortions of con
ventional cost/benefit 
analysis arc reduced. 

Each sail represents a 
value scaled in 5 inter
vals, from a very low 
value (A) to a very high 
value (E) through low 
(B), moderate (C), ancl 
high (D). Although 
these arc given quanti
tative measures they 
are only approximate in 
most cases. The most 
significant informatioa 
is in the patterns and 
especially in the matches 
and mismatch<-.s be
tween the actual supply 
(shown solid) and the 
households' needs, pri
orities, or expectations 
(shown in outline). 

Positi-ve, negative and 
mixed values of tJicsc• 
mismatches are indi
cated by the correspond
ing signs. Mixed (.!:) 
values indicate positive 
for one sector and nega
tive for another or 
others. Summary ex
planations are given in 
the captions. 

Fig. 22a/23a 

0= Zero 

A= Very low 

B = Low 

C = Moderate 

D = High 

E = Very high 

22b: The car painter 
minimizes costs by living 
temporarily in a shack 
in order to maximize 
savings and future op
portunities to realize 
expectations. The Jack 
of fixed assets ensun:s 
mobility and is there
fore positive in this case. 

22c: The mason re
located from a squatter 
settlement to a project 
suffers the consequences 
of an extreme mismatch 
of price and cost with 
income. There is no 
compensation in the 
form of equity although, 
as he and his wife are 
elderly, tbe security of a 
fixed asset is important. 

22d: The factory worker 
in the progressively de
veloping unauthorized 
settlement has a bal
anced housing economy 
with the advantage of 
disproportionately high 
assets. This reflection of 
inflated land prices is a 
cost to society as a whole. 

22c: The employee in 
the same project as the 
mason (22c) enjoys 
highly subsidized hous
ing for which he is able 
to pay the economic 
priet·, unlike his neigh
bour. He benefits at 
society's expense. The 
lack of equity is tempo
rary and relatively un
important as income is 
1·elatively high and 
secure. 

22f: The vendor, Mama 
Elena, has a well 
matched housing eco
nomy with exceptionally 
high assets like the 
factory worker (22d). As 
the land is squatted its 
value is less distorted by 
inflated market values. 

INCOMR 
actual expected 

normal actual 
FIXED ASSETS 

Non-lv[onetary Accounts 

EMPLOYMENT ACCESS 
gi 

~@ 
~ ::0 C ,_. 
~ >-i --< 

0 
"O 'rj 

g-~ 
::!.z 
'< c:: 

priority actual ::0 
PHYSICAL STANDARDS trl 

23b: The ear painter 
maximizes access to 
sources of social and 
economic support at the 
expense .of comfort and 
security of tenure. 
Priorities arc well 
matched. The. poverty 
of' the shack is partially 
compensated· by access 
to utilities. 

23c: The mason suffers 
from extreme· mis
matches on this side as 
well a5 in the monetary 
account. The family's 
highest priorities are 
unmet while their lowest 
is greatly exceeded. 

23cl : The factory work~r 
has a very well balanced 
housing performance. 
The highest priorities for 
social access and secure 
tenure are met and d1e 
only imbalance, a some-
what lower than de
sirable standard, is 
temporary. 

23c: The employee has 
a well matched housing 
performance with posi
tive mismatches for the 
family for she! ter and 
tenure. The former is at 
society's expense as 
sbow11 in 22e . 

23f: The vendor, Mama 
Elena, has a well 
matched housing per
formance in which all 
priorities are met with 
the partial exception of 
security of tenure. This 
will be consolidated 
when the present de 
facto tenure is legalized. 

22a Key lo Monetary 
Accounts 
INCOME: average total 
household in multiples 
of subsistence minimum 
(S) from below I IS to 
above 10S. A subsistence 
income is that which 
leaves about 15% 
margin after purchase of 
minimum food and fuel. 
PRICE: rent or amorti
zation, property taxes, 
uti lities and mainte
nance paid by house
hold. As % of income 
from below 5 % to over 
30% . 
COST: construction or 
replacement cost to sup
plier whether owner
oceupier, developer or 
landlord. From less than 
one year's household 
income to over 5 years' 
income. 
FlXEDASSETS :equity 
owned by household or 
key money obtainable. 
From less than I year's 
income to over 5 years', 
as above. 
23a. Key to No11-
llU>netaryAcco1m/s 
SOCIAL ACCESS : 
dwelling location as a 
function of proximity to 
people on whom the 
household is dep,mdcnt 
for social support. Itrom 
next door to over I day's 
returnjourney. 

ECONOMIC AC
CESS : dwelling lo
cation as a funct ion of 
proximity to sources of 
the household's income. 
From the same street to 
over 2 hours' commute 
by pub! ic transport. 
PHYSICAL STAN
DARDS: space, con
struction and equipment 
standard5 from unshel
tered and unserviced to 
sheltered and serviced 
to modern minimum 
standards. 
TENURE SECURITY 
the duration of the 
household's option for 
continuous rcsid<•1lf'•• . 
From less than I mon I h 
to more than a Iii< 1111 11 
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rent-free. The cost of erecting the shack was also negligible, 
so price and cost are in balance - no-one gains or loses. 
There is no market value as the car-painter cannot sell the 
shack to anyone (and would hardly get any cash from the 
sale of the materials even, given the proximity of the 
garbage dump from whence they came) so there is no 
equity or assets. One might read a negative imbalance 
between the household's income and the lack of housing 
equity; but, in fact, the household is saving in cash and has 
therefore transferred its potential equity to its savings 
account. If we knew how much they had stashed away we 
could indicate that - but this information is rarely 
available, for obvious reasons. 

The unemployed mason family's oppressive house shows 
an extremely negative balance (Fig. 22c) they pay a price 
out of all proportion to their income. Even so, there is still a 
positive imbalance in the occupants' favour between the 
price (rent-purchase) they pay and the cost to the 
government for providing the house and its services, 
indicating a relatively high cost in public subsidies on top of 
the high cost to the family itself. The family has no equity, 
as virtually all their payments are for interest in the early 
years of the mortgage, and they are not free to sell on the 
open market and cannot transfer. 

Non-monetary factors 

Equally positive and negative balances are shown up 
when the non-monetary account is assembled (Fig. 23 ). 
This is made up of factors indicating relative accessibility 
(both geographic and social); relative security of tenure 
(both continuity and transferability); and relative physical 
swndards (both for the dwelling and its surrounding). It 
should be noted that the conventional measure of housing 
problems - the physical standard of the building and its 
equipment - is but one of eight factors observed and 
analyzed in this account. 
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Of course these factors are difficult to quantify, but 
Sudra and I maintain that it can be done, and done more 
easily than in the orthodox methods of surveying housing 
conditions, through the proper selection of a small sample 
of case studies. 

From the above descriptions it is clear that in the car
painter's supportive shack, the accessibility, tenancy, and 
comfort levels provided match the household's priorities 
admirably (Fig. 23b). The family has excellent access to 
their sources of livelihood and the people and services on 
which its domestic life depends; its insecure tenure suits its 
temporary status, and the relatively low physical standards 
are matched by a relatively low priority in this respect. 

The mason's family's house, however, is largely negative 
in the non-monetary as well as in the financial account 
(Fig. 23c): the project is very poorly located in relation to 
workplaces, and is poorly equipped with community 
facilities. The family has also been separated from many of 
its former neighbours. Its tenancy is extremely insecure as 
the family cannot maintain the excessively high payments 
for long, and they cannot legally transfer or exchange it for 
a viable alternative. They enjoy the increased comfort, but 
they are paying with their personal health - for their greatly 
improved physical conditions cost so much of their income 
that they cannot properly feed and clothe themselves - in 
spite of the substantial public subsidy. 

The problems people actually experience, personally or 
collective! y, are those revealed by these imbalances: poor 
value for money, financial and social insecurity, isolation 
and dislocation, and, of course, the bodily and mental 
hardships of poor physical conditions and lack of privacy. 

How much people suffer from such imbalances depends, 
however, on their actual situations and future expectations. 
As the examples show, people's priorities vary as widely as 
their incomes and future outlooks vary. It should now be 
obvious that no conceivable authority could possibly 
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anticipate the immense variety of household situations, 
priorities and specific housing needs. The huge efforts and 
sums spent on surveying housing conditions without 
reference to people's situations and priorities and without 
any clear understanding of the housing process, has done, 
and can only continue to do, a great deal of harm. It is not 
too much to say that these generally well-intentioned 
surveys and analyses have merely aided and abetted the 
destruction of urban communities, painfully built up by 
generations of people. 

There is then, an argument for the redefinition of housing 
problems as functions of mismatches between people's 
socio-economic and cultural situations and their housing 
processes and products; and as functions of the waste 
misuse, or non-use of resources available for housing. If thi~ 
argument is accepted, then major re-orientations of policy 
must follow. If housing problems are not to be stated in 
terms of standard unit deficits, housing solutions can no 
longer be proposed in terms of unit production or 
pro_ductivity. I~tead monetarily quantitative housing 
policy goals will have to be formulated in terms of 
redressing imbalances between incomes and prices, prices 
and costs, and costs and incomes. In non-monetary terms, 
policy goals will have to be reorientated towards the 
elimination of residential dislocation, insecurity of tenure, 
and housing-related psychosomatic disease. 
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4. HOUSING ECONOMIES 
Resourcefulness versus productivity 

In the last chapter I discussed the paradox of the car 
painter's shack made from scrap ~ateri~ls and _the m~son's 
minimum standard modern housing proJect umt. While the 
shack suited the needs of the car painter's family, the 
modern minimum unit was extremely oppressive for the 
mason's family. Despite all the mason's modern 
conveniences, the very poor shanty was clearly a better 
dwelling. This is the paradox in low-income housing of use
values versus material values. This chapter continues the 
discussion, using two case studies - a factory worker ~nd a 
government employee - obtained by Tomasz Sudra m the 
course of our work in Mexico. 

The case of the car painter and the mason is not a special 
one. The lower-income factory worker's owner-built 
dwelling (Fig. 24 ), in an unauthorized 'progressi~e 
development' (Fig. 25), is worth a great deal more to his 
family than the middle-income government employee 's 
project unit is to his. The lat!er's ho~se is ~f the same type 
and in the same housing project Umdad Vicente Guerrero 
as the mason's home (Fig. 20). And, as the following 
analysis will show, in a few years' time, the poorer man's 
house will be worth considerably more than the other's. 

Our study of 25 representative cases in me~ropolitan 
Mexico revealed that the value of the larger dwellings of the 
lower-income group averaged more than those built by the 
higher income renters, whose incomes were up to three 
times larger than the lower income group. The contrast 
between rents paid by above median and below median 
income tenants is even more startling: low-income 
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